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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 was 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 
 
    -  CALIM – his mentor in the Philosophers, typically resides in Stonewall 
 
    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, more than four hundred years old, leader and founder of the Talon Thieves Guild, resides in Guild headquarters in the Kentarian city of Locus 
 
    CAM – a human male, appears to be fifty-five years old, the Guildmaster’s loyal butler since before anyone can remember 
 
    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, elevated to the Thirteen after successfully assassinating the King of Armena 
 
    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:  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, KILLED during the companion escape from the Old Shetley Fortress 
 
    -  GRAM – a human wizard, appears to be forty-two years old, assumed lost in the Plane of Chaos after the Shetley Fortress was destroyed 
 
    -  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, serves as a double agent with the Sorcerers of Kentar as their second in command, acting High 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, least deserving of the Thirteen, KILLED by the companions at Shetley Keep 
 
    -  CYRONE – a thirty-eight-year-old human male, priest of Seker, KILLED during the attack on the King of Armena 
 
      
 
    Humans of Kentar 
 
      
 
    KING RENOLD BENJIN – 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 
 
    - the PRINCE – twenty-four years old, the King’s only son 
 
    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 
 
    GREGORY CAPSTONE – thirty-year-old human, lieutenant in the Army of Kentar, stationed at Jewlian Castle 
 
    DARRON – corporal at Endwood 
 
    MARC – captain of the garrison in the Kentarian city of Locus 
 
    FORTIAC – High Priest of the Basilica to Fortuna in 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 
 
    FORTICA – a thirty-two-year-old human female, priestess of Fortuna 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Other 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, Faye, 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; her words are:  May you always receive what you deserve and have the wisdom to see the 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 Kentar Academy Journal 
 
    Contributed to by each High Wizard during his time 
 
      
 
    Today I established my wizard tower in the small village of Jewlian.  I sought out Lord Kenneth Benjin and made sure I would be welcome before construction began.  If anything, he was jubilant at the idea of having a master wizard located in his village.  He insisted the tower be built adjacent to his fort, which is little more than a wooden keep surrounded by a wooden palisade.  I was happy to do it, as my Lord’s protection will be close by if danger should ever present itself. 
 
    I constructed my tower out of stone of course, as is customary.  Not only does stone project power, it also prevents a wizard who mixes potions and works with the mysteries of fire from burning down his home.  I look forward to setting up my laboratory and continuing with my experiments.  Of chief interest are my explorations of the Plane of Chaos, which I have discovered leads to the realms of the gods themselves.  Quite by accident, I happened upon the realm of … 
 
    Apparently, I have made quite a name for myself over the last twenty years.  I have gathered so many apprentices that they have become multi-generational.  Elijah, Declin, and Sophia were the first.  They were exceptionally capable, and I taught each of them to the best of my ability before they struck out on their own.  I now have new apprentices, but these first pupils have attracted apprentices of their own.  Each of them has built his or her own tower next to my original.  Never have I seen four wizard towers in such close proximity.  I believe this situation may be unique in all of Tellus.  This arrangement has several downsides of course, but it has also created a unique academic environment where we can build upon each other’s successes.  Already I have explored questions to a depth I never thought possible.  Chief among these successes has been … 
 
    I have lived a full life exploring the power of the cosmos, but now I am old, and soon I will die.  I can hardly make it up and down the stairs of my tower any longer.  I have been forced to move my chambers to the first floor, relying more and more on my apprentices to carry on with the work in my laboratory. 
 
    What started as a single tower in the small village of Jewlian has grown into much more.  Now, as my life draws to a close, there are no fewer than seven wizard towers inside a single square mile.  Jewlian has grown by leaps and bounds as well, its seaport being the best within a thousand miles.  What was once a few wooden huts and single-room dwellings has evolved into a going concern.  Hundreds of families now call Jewlian home.  I have but to enquire about some whim or gadget and there is most certainly a shopkeeper in town who carries the item. 
 
    There is no question I have done more good than harm for the people of Jewlian.  However, when a man reaches his end, he wants to know if his legacy will survive him.  I fear if I die tonight, my fellow wizards will disperse to the far corners of Tellus and the unique academic environment we have created here will disappear. 
 
    I have discussed this at length with Lord Jonathan Benjin and he has supported my decision to create a grand Academy – the first of its kind in all of Tellus.  We have decided to call it the Sorcerers Academy.  The idea for the name was my own, I must confess.  The first meeting of the three elected Administrators is tomorrow afternoon.  It is my fervent hope that this Academy and Jewlian will grow up together and always have a mutually beneficial relationship.  These are the wishes of a dying man. 
 
    Now I will turn my attention to matters of foreign affairs.  Lord Benjin received an emissary from the Elf Kingdom of Glenmyr Forest today.  There are of course many elven kingdoms in Tellus, but none so large and prosperous as our friends to the east.  It is an honor to trade with their caravans and it is a much happier affair than when we receive caravans from the town of Sena to the south.  Their pirates … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Written by Viscom the Clear, Founder and first High Wizard of the Sorcerers Academy 
 
      
 
    The human population surrounding Jewlian has grown substantially over the last five hundred years.  What started out as a smattering of villages across the countryside has grown into several major cities, spanning hundreds of miles, with outlying villages of their own.  Unfortunately, the enemies of humanity seem to have grown more powerful and more concentrated as well.  Hardly a moon’s turn goes by that I do not hear about some village on the frontier being wiped out by orcs, or giants, or some other foul beasts.  Reports that Goldguard was burned to the ground by a red dragon have recently been confirmed.  It has therefore been my recommendation to Lord Darnel Benjin that we combine our power with the other great human cities ranging from the sea in the south to the Unyielding Marsh in the north, and from Glenmyr Forest in the east to the Seven Sands Desert in the west, in order to form one nation that will stand united and indivisible before our enemies.  This is prudent for the following reasons … 
 
    I have successfully worked my magic, figuratively speaking of course, by securing a guarantee that Jewlian and the Sorcerers Academy will continue together in perpetuity as the capital of this new nation.  After corresponding with the other great lords of the other great cities for nearly a year, my work finally paid off earlier this afternoon when all of the great lords knelt down before Lord Darnel Benjin, now King Benjin I, and swore him their fealty.  In return, King Benjin agreed to protect the borders of this new human Kingdom of Kentar from all who would oppose us.  It is worth noting that the Lord of Locus took the most convincing to accept King Benjin’s rule and the Sorcerer’s protection.  I fear this city will require much handholding and many resources in the coming years in order to secure its loyalty.  Of particular interest was a man named Lester Rogan.  He had an intelligence and cunning about him that caught my memory.  I heard he controls much of the criminal element in Locus.  Our scouts tell us he resides in … 
 
    It is unfortunately that while Jewlian, the Academy, and, by extension, the Kingdom of Kentar have remained on friendly terms with our elven brethren, the same cannot be said of the other human kingdoms in Tellus.  I continue to hear disturbing reports that several elven strongholds have been wiped out by either the expansion of humanity or by the arrival of other powerful creatures.  This is most disheartening since the elves were here long before we came to the shores of Tellus.  Fortunately, Kentar signed the “Treaty of Glenmyr” with the Elves of Glenmyr Forest directly to our east.  I have high hopes that this will guard … 
 
      
 
    Written by Braiden the Traveler, High Wizard during the Formation Time 
 
      
 
    It is to my everlasting shame that I was taken unawares and trapped inside a gem by a Talon Guild operative during Kentar’s hour of greatest need.  No man is irreplaceable, but in this case my disappearance led to the Benjin family being placed in mortal danger and the beginning of the Talon Guild War.  I have often wondered how things fell into place so neatly for the Guildmaster, that he was able to annex half of Kentar and Armena, manipulating them each into destroying the other, ultimately giving rise to the first Thieves Guild Kingdom.  The strategic situation was so perfectly orchestrated and executed that I have often wondered if a higher power was at work … 
 
    While imprisoned in the cursed gem, I was witness to many exceptional events surrounding the Talisman elven brothers.  Now household names etched in Kentarian history, I participated in their travels for a time via a rogue named Xander, before being forcibly returned to the Guild, where my part in history is well known.  I would surely have remained imprisoned in the gem for centuries had it not been for the bravery and foresight of the elven brothers.  In our darkest hour, it was our elven allies that ultimately brought about … 
 
      
 
    Written by Vanderhoff the Imprisoned, High Wizard during the Talon Guild War 
 
   


  
 



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!” 
 
    Evisar snapped his head around and saw the cloaked figure flying across the open water.  The man did not fly as a bird does, but rather he mystically glided from there to here as quickly as sound travels through the air.  No one but Mestel had time react.  To Evisar’s continuing amazement, Mestel managed to nock an arrow on his bow and launch it at the stranger.  Evisar watched Mestel’s arrow, accurate as ever, leap across the water in that instant, pierce the stranger’s robe through the chest, and emerge out the other side.   
 
    The phantom was completely unaffected.  He crashed into Nero with the force of a bull and sent him flying thirty feet out into the water.  As Evisar drew Neverlost and Mestel nocked another arrow, the stranger grabbed Valihorn by the hair and kicked his legs out from underneath him.  Valihorn went down on his knees with the stranger still holding him by the hair.  The phantom pulled Valihorn’s head back, leaving the young wizard completely at his mercy.  Only then did the skeleton look up at the elven brothers and only then did Evisar notice the short sword around the stranger’s waist.  The ruby-red eyes, difficult to behold on the shore, were utterly terrifying up close.  Evisar had to make a conscious effort not to take another step back and end up like Xander. 
 
    “My master requires the ring and he will have it.  Give it to me freely and the wizard lives.  Give it to me not, and you will all perish.” 
 
    “What does Seker want with the ring?” asked Mestel. 
 
    “My master didn’t say, but what do all gods want – power.  The ring’s power was hidden, but now it is felt across all of Tellus and into the heavens.  Where do you think you can go that the gods cannot follow?  I am merely the first of many, but I arrived before the others, and I will claim the prize.” 
 
    Evisar took a moment to look around.  Xander was busy swimming back to the raft, and Nero was gone; possibly for good if the skeleton’s punch knocked him unconscious. 
 
    Evisar’s mind raced as he tried to come up with options to save Valihorn’s life.  In actuality, he was surprised the skeleton was even talking with them.  It was obvious his power was immense.  Why didn’t he just kill Valihorn and take the ring?  Fear, pain, or death were obviously of little concern to him. 
 
    Mestel seemed to reach the same conclusion.  “You can’t kill him, can you?”  The skeleton turned his eyes to Mestel.  “You can’t kill Valihorn.  A creature as evil as you would have killed Valihorn the instant you landed on the raft.  What are you standing there for?” 
 
    The skeleton looked at Mestel, “You are a chosen of the gods.  How odd that we should meet like this.  Do not test me, elf, or it will mean your life.” 
 
    Mestel pressed on, appearing more sure of himself.  “You are a servant of Seker, God of the Dead.  You are bound by his creed.  I have been dead myself.  I have been before your god’s throne and received his judgment.  I heard him say, ‘I am the death of all things.  All who die must come before me.’  You can’t kill anyone on Tellus before their time, can you?” 
 
    “You are wise to know so much, young one.  Death is exquisite, and while I yearn for your blood, I am bound by the covenant.  I cannot kill you, but I can cause you pain.  You would be surprised what you can live through.” 
 
    With his head pulled back so hard Evisar was afraid his neck would break, Valihorn gasped, “I cannot give you the ring.  It is cursed.  I am unable to take it off.” 
 
    The ruby eyes turned back to Valihorn.  “That is most unfortunate for you and your friends.  If your hand is removed from your body the ring will come free.”  The skeletal lich reached with his other hand for the short sword tied around his belt.  As the blade came out of its scabbard, Evisar took two steps forward and swung Neverlost at the weapon meant to sever Valihorn’s hand.  Evisar’s mighty strength proved true even against this supernatural being.  Neverlost collided with the short sword, throwing sparks through the air and sending the opponent’s blade twirling into the river waters.  Evisar took another step forward and swung for the skeleton’s head.  The lich ducked the magic sword and bellowed with rage.  He came up swinging as he backhanded Evisar in the face so hard that he staggered backward and fell into the river.  The gods were good as Neverlost fell to the deck of the raft rather than in the murky water. 
 
    One of Mestel’s arrows thrummed through the air and went through the skeleton’s shoulder.  The lich ignored the threat and drew a dagger from his belt.  He held Valihorn’s arm high in the air like a butcher ready to cut off a leg with a cleaver. 
 
    There was no way to stop the lich.  Evisar was in the river and Mestel was too far away.  Suddenly, behind the skeleton, a mass of water shot out of the river and sprayed through the air.  Nero emerged from the geyser to nimbly land with two feet on the raft and a rapier in his hand.  In one fluid swing, whose majesty was matched only by the spray of the water around him, Nero decapitated the lich.  He finished the cut and went down on one knee as the skeleton’s head fell to the timbers below.  As soon as the skeleton’s head came away from his body, the body itself collapsed to the deck like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  Mestel came tentatively forward to make sure the being was dead.  He gingerly put his foot on the skeleton’s body, but nothing remained except for the black cloak.  The cloak lay in a pile with the empty hood a few feet away. 
 
    Valihorn shakily climbed to his feet and asked, “Is it dead?” 
 
     “No,” Mestel answered, “it is not dead.  Nero merely killed the body that was here.” 
 
     “You’re welcome,” Nero said sarcastically as he slid his rapier back into its sheath. 
 
    Valihorn said, “Whoever he was, he has returned to Seker’s kingdom to continue fighting by his side.  We may even face him again.” 
 
    “There’s a joyful thought.  Thank you for that,” Nero grumbled. 
 
    Mestel heard splashing from behind and a cry for help.  He turned around to see Xander flailing about in the water, weighed down by his heavy gear.  Evisar, equally encumbered, was strong enough to tread water and make his way back to the raft.  Mestel stretched out his hand toward Xander and saw Nero come up beside him to help.  Xander reached up from the water and took both their hands, and together they hoisted Xander onto the raft.  Once Xander was safely aboard Mestel let go, but Nero continued to clasp Xander around the waist, making sure he did not fall back into the river.  Mestel reached down again and pulled his brother onboard. 
 
    The companions remained silent as they collectively struggled to catch their breath.  Nero eventually stood up with a forced smile on his face.  “What happened to you back there, Xander?  A creature shows up and you cower in fear.  That isn’t like you.  Did he put you under a spell or something?” 
 
    Xander shook his head and looked up at everyone.  “Yes, that must have been it.  When I saw his eyes, all I wanted to do was run as far away as possible.  Valihorn, I apologize for abandoning you in your time of need.  It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Magic is often impossible to resist.  I am certainly no stranger to its affects,” Valihorn assured his companion, but the words rang somewhat hollow.  Everyone aboard the raft had questions but also had the good sense not to discuss it further.  They allowed Xander to look sheepishly away while the four of them got back to the task of navigating the raft downriver. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 81:  News of the War 
 
      
 
    Jalid sat on the throne of Armena just as his father had done before him.  Every day he heard petitions, just as his father had done before him.  Half the time all he did was sit and listen.  What do I know of the politics between nations?  What do I know about the war with the Krone, or the Philosophers?  He didn’t even know the Philosophers existed until a few moons ago.  He never knew what to say.  Day after day his citizens brought him their troubles expecting the King’s wisdom and justice.  What is the King’s justice?  Am I supposed to know? 
 
    This day, his chief bodyguard and General of the Army, Holidor, stood before the throne, flanked on either side by a soldier under his command.  Jalid didn’t recognize their ranks.  Were they captains or sergeants?  Or were they lieutenants?  He always had trouble remembering.  It was one of the many things he meant to learn, but never did.  Luckily, he had numerous nobles in the throne room as well as his mother sitting on his right with Shane standing behind her to answer such questions. 
 
    Holidor bowed his head out of respect.  “Your Majesty, we have the Krone on the run.  Ever since we defeated them on the surface a moon’s turn ago, we have enjoyed success after success. With the followers of Venal as our vanguard, we have pushed deep into the Underworld.  Every day we kill more of their warriors as they continue to retreat.” 
 
    King Jalid looked on with mild interest.  “Then we still hold the entrance to the Underworld near the ruins of Coria?” 
 
    Holidor brought his head up with a skeptical look.  “Hold the entrance?  Your Majesty, we have thrust deep into the Underworld and destroyed two of the Krone’s most important cities.  Our armies have pressed farther into the darkness than ever before.  We have achieved more than anyone ever dreamed.  Even General Lacrue would have been most impressed by our progress.”  Holidor looked at each of his subordinates before reluctantly continuing.  “I have kept Shane apprised of the army’s progress.  Has he not kept you informed?” 
 
    “Yes, of course he has,” Jalid lied.  “I have just forgotten, that’s all.” 
 
    Holidor looked unconvinced.  “Of course, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Please continue.” 
 
    “We have done so well, in fact, that I must advise caution.” 
 
    Shane spoke up for the first time.  “Caution hasn’t gotten us this far, General.  We are taking the war to the Krone.  They started this conflict by reopening the entrance to the Underworld near Coria, but we are going to finish it.  Think of all the chaos we are creating in their underground domain!  As long as we fight them in the Underworld, they can’t cause any more damage to Armena.  It would be the very definition of stupidity if we stopped our advance and let them regroup.” 
 
    Holidor took a step forward, emphasizing his point.  “But that is exactly the problem, my Lord Shane.  The farther we push, the longer our supply line becomes.  We are in unknown territory.  The forces of Armena have never gone this deep into the Underworld.  We could be falling into a trap.” 
 
    Shane spoke up loudly, pressing home his argument.  “Nonsense.  You need to be bold, General.  We have the opportunity to wipe out the Krone forever.  Or at the very least, we have the opportunity to keep them bottled up in their dark abyss for the next hundred years.” 
 
    Holidor turned to Jalid, seeking leadership.  “Your Majesty, I spoke with Shane this morning about the army’s progress.  In fact, just this morning I heard word from our messengers that the followers of Venal captured the Krone city of Infern’s End.  This marks the second city we have sacked in a moon’s turn.  Your leadership is to be commended.  No one has ever dealt the Krone such a savage blow.”  Holidor slowed down and chose his next words carefully.  “When I spoke with Shane this morning, he ordered the army to push deeper into the Underworld, but I advise caution.  I insisted on coming before you today, because we need to decide on a course of action.  Our troops have fought valiantly in search of your brother, the First Heir.  They have fought valiantly in honor of General Lacrue’s memory and that of your father, but mindless aggression will only take us so far.  We need a course of action.  We need to plan our campaign.  We need your leadership.” 
 
    Jalid wanted to be anywhere but sitting on the throne.  Devin should be stuck with these burdens, not me.  Devin would know what to do.  Devin had always been their father’s favorite.  Everyone knew this to be true and Jalid understood the reasons why.  Devin was the first-born, brought into this world with a destiny to be the First Heir of Armena.  He had been raised to rule.  Devin had watched and learned from father since he was very young, while Jalid had been given to servants and ignored at every turn. 
 
    Jalid turned to his mother who sat next to him on his right and asked, “What do you think, mother?  What should the army do?”  Jalid noticed a look of dismay cross General Holidor’s face as he turned to confer with her. 
 
    The Queen Mother turned her head to look at Shane, who stood directly behind her.  Shane put his right hand on her shoulder as if to offer comfort, and the Queen reached up instinctively and took the offered hand.  “Both opinions are valid.  We do not want the army to fall into a trap.  It would be a shame if anything happened to our fine soldiers, as that would leave Armena open to an onslaught by our enemies.  That being said though, I think Shane is right.  We are dealing the Krone a savage blow.  How can we not take advantage of this opportunity?” 
 
    Why do the gods hate me?  Jalid knew he wasn’t cut out for making these kinds of decisions.  Why me?  Why does it have to be me?  Because I am the son of the King – what a stupid rule.  Why can’t mother sit on the throne?  She is older, and she has seen father make decisions for over a hundred years.  Or better yet, why couldn’t Shane sit on the throne?  He was always telling Jalid how a king should act, and he always offered good counsel. 
 
    Holidor spoke up again.  “I implore you, your Majesty.  Do not advance the army any further.  Allow our scouts to do their work.  The city we have held for a moon’s turn is in constant rebellion and the one we recently captured is not yet pacified.  We need time.” 
 
    Shane spoke up immediately.  “You didn’t inform me of this.  Why are there any Krone left in the two cities we have taken?” 
 
    The officer to Holidor’s left was flabbergasted.  “What are you suggesting, Lord Shane?  That we eliminate every Krone in the two cities?  The old, the women, and the children?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I’m suggesting, Captain.  The Krone live in a matriarchal society.  The children will grow up to be adults who carry on the fight, and the old will carry the tale of our victory, inspiring their next generation to seek vengeance.  Better to get rid of them all.” 
 
    “Murder them all, you mean.” 
 
    King Jalid spoke up with certainty for the first time since he took the throne.  “Yes, murder them all.  They killed my father in a sneak attack, with an assassin’s blade.  They are without honor and deserve to die.”  He looked Holidor in the eye and said, “Kill them all.” 
 
    “It will be difficult to convince the army to commit wholesale genocide.  This has never been done in the history of Armena, or the Old Elf Empire for that matter.” 
 
    Jalid raised his arm and menacingly pointed right at Holdior’s chest.  “You do it, or you find your replacement.”  He spoke loudly and forcefully, but it sounded to everyone in the throne room like a petulant child telling his parents he was not going to eat his dinner.  “I am going to end this millennia-old conflict by wiping out our mortal enemy.  No one kills the King of Armena and lives to tell about it.  General, I order you to kill any worshiper of Evona you find.” 
 
    Holidor quickly changed the subject.  “And what of the army’s advance into the Underworld?  We need a decision.” 
 
    Jalid rubbed his chin in thought.  He couldn’t afford to be thought of as weak.  A king must act boldly.  He would do the impossible and make his father proud. 
 
    “We will take one more city and then we will slow down.  You are ordered to capture one more Krone city in the Underworld, whatever the cost.  After you take the city you are commanded to kill everyone in it, as well as the two cities we have already taken.” 
 
    Holidor looked around the throne room as if seeking support.  Not finding anyone to stand up with him against the King, he and his subordinates bowed their heads and walked out of the room.  Jalid called an end to petitions for the day.  After most of the court left the room, Shane came up behind his mother and put both hands on her shoulders in a very loving way.  Jalid immediately found this distasteful and looked the other way, pretending to think about something else. 
 
    Shane said, “That was well done, your Majesty.  You continue to show more and more promise with each passing day.  It is not easy to be King during times of war, but you have answered the call with poise and strength.  Your father would be proud.” 
 
    His mother chimed in as well.  “Yes, my son.  Invictus will reward you for the bold decisions you made this day.” 
 
    Jalid sat on the throne, thinking.  I wish Devin were here to make these decisions. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 82:  Lead the Charge 
 
      
 
    Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew.  Venal sat alone in his private chambers repeating his mantra over and over again to himself.  For six thousand years, he had fought the Krone with all that he was, and now, finally, at the end, his patience and meticulous planning were paying off.  Events had finally turned in his favor.  For all of those millennia, he had done his level best to stem the tide of the evil ones, led by Evona herself.  But he was only a demi-god – made immortal by the friendship of Martel, with the permission of Invictus, and by the hand of Nu himself.  He was the only elven god to have once been mortal. 
 
    Venal pulled out his mystical bow, Black Vengeance, along with his dagger and longsword.  He oiled the weapons and sharpened the steel.  The war was finally under way.  With Invictus leading the charge, with the entire elven pantheon behind him, the surface elves of Armena were crushing the Krone.  He was committing everything to this one purpose.  His worshippers had led the charge into the Underworld after defeating the Krone on the surface.  Invictus had always maintained a policy of appeasing the Krone, feeling that they were misguided, hoping one day that they would return to his pantheon.  Now the gloves were off.  Evona had killed the King of Armena and brought the Krone to the surface, forcing Invictus’s hand.  Venal had killed the Matron Mother of each of the six major Krone cities in the Underworld, forcing them to declare war against the surface elves.  No one but Martel knew of his involvement in starting the conflict, and Martel would never say anything. 
 
    And they were winning.  The well-trained Army of Armena, led by the worshippers of Venal, with the weight of Invictus behind them, was an unstoppable force.  They crushed the Krone when they appeared on the surface and followed them into the Underworld, taking the fight to the Krone by capturing the cities of Ooltul and Infern’s End.  Venal sat alone in complete silence, his divine concentration split in many directions.  He answered the prayers of hundreds of followers simultaneously.  He aided his worshippers as they skirmished against the Krone – a little luck here, increased dexterity to dodge a blow there, a little extra strength in a critical swing to cut through leather armor.  He did what he could, knowing Evona was working as hard as she could to oppose him.  He channeled some power to strengthen the limbs of a follower as he grabbed onto a raft and launched himself into the air, decapitating a follower of Seker where he stood. 
 
    There was a knock at his bedchamber door.  “Enter.” 
 
    Sheval, General of his Black Legion, opened the door confidently and said, “It is nearly time, my Lord.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Venal put his weapons away and walked out into his throne room.  He stepped past his black throne and across the marble floor tiled with alternating black and gray.  He stopped in the middle of the vast hall and waited.  Sheval bowed his head out of respect as he walked past his lord over to the door.  Sheval opened the heavy wooden doors and stepped outside.  He returned in a few moments with two wood elves and a human that Venal recently claimed from Seker in Purgatory.  Venal was an elven god, but as the lead god opposing the Krone, he attracted worshippers from all over Tellus.  The Krone had made enemies of nearly every race over the millennia.  As word spread of the war between Armena and the Krone, creatures flocked from all over to do battle with the Krone.  As the war progressed and their victories mounted, more followers were worshipping his name and flocking to his banner than ever before. 
 
    Sheval marched the worshipers over to Venal and went down on one knee.  The new arrivals behind him looked at each other and then at Sheval.  After a moment of confusion, all three went down on one knee, mirroring Sheval’s example of reverence before their god.  Venal was dressed in all black, just as he always appeared to his followers on Tellus. 
 
    Venal let the moment linger and then said, “Do not be afraid, my children.  You are safe in the kingdom of your god.”  Each of the followers lowered his head even more toward the ground as he realized with certainty who was in front of him.  “You have all lived lives worthy of a place in my kingdom.  I went to Purgatory to collect each of your souls from the God of the Dead.  You have each been through the void and examined your own worthiness.  Each of you are ready to take your place at my side.  Together, we will continue the fight against the Krone.” 
 
    Venal raised his voice in ceremony, reciting the words known to all who worshipped his name.  “Whom do you serve?” 
 
    Sheval and the three followers responded with one voice.  “We serve the Black Vengeance.” 
 
    “Death to the Krone.” 
 
    “Only then may the joy of life begin anew.” 
 
    Venal changed to a more conversational tone.  “Rise, my children.” 
 
    While his followers slowly stood, Venal turned to the left and walked leisurely around his expansive throne room.  Along the two walls that flanked his throne were legendary weapons used against the Krone and paintings created by the greatest artisans to ever follow his banner.  The canvases all depicted great victories that he had orchestrated over the Krone during the last six thousand years.  He let his worshipers stand at attention, reminding them who was the master and who was the servant, while he ran his right hand along the frame of the painting depicting his first victory over the Krone after the dark ones wiped out his family and village.  Who could forget that great moment?  That was the battle that set the tone for his entire career, eventually winning him a place in the heavens. 
 
    He finally turned to his followers and said, “We are all fortunate to exist at this moment.  For our time has come.  Together, we are crushing the Krone!  Together, we can kill them all.  We have taken two of their cities, but there are four more to overcome.”  He walked back and stood in front of his followers.  “I want each of you to tell me how you died.  What were your orders?  What are your leaders thinking?” 
 
    No one spoke at first.  Venal let the silence linger as long as he could stand.  He loved his subjects, but they were tedious at times.  The three followers just looked at each other, too scared to speak. 
 
    Venal’s benevolence reached its limit.  “Speak!  Now.  Or go back to Purgatory where I found you.” 
 
    The elf on the left looked up at Venal’s throne, not daring to look his god in the face.  “My Lord, the war goes well, just as you say.  We have taken two Krone cities.  We have them on the run.” 
 
    “This is old news.  What else?” 
 
    “Y-yes, my Lord.  Over the last few days word came down that we are to take another Krone city.  I was killed in the Underworld at the foot of Gehenna.  We were laying siege outside the city walls when a Krone arrow took me in the chest.  I regret that I did not serve you better.” 
 
    “It is unfortunate that you can no longer fight my war on Tellus, but you served my will and fulfilled your duty.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord.” 
 
    Venal turned his attention to the human in the middle and said, “Timothy, tell me what you know of the war effort?  How did you die?” 
 
    The human named Timothy actually found the courage to look at Venal as he spoke.  An admirable quality.  “Hail Black Vengeance!  I bring you good news, my Lord!  The crowned King of Armena has sent word that we are to take no Krone prisoners.  Not only that, but our forces have been ordered to obliterate the two cities we have taken.” 
 
    “That is indeed glorious news.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord.” 
 
     “Tell me how you died in service to my cause?” 
 
    “We received orders to kill any Krone inside or around the city of Infern’s End.” 
 
    Venal smiled broadly.  “Excellent.  Give me the details.” 
 
    “We surrounded the city and set it ablaze.  Anyone who escaped the fire, we cut down as they ran away.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Having faced the void after his death, Timothy had made his peace with his mortal past.  Therefore, when he spoke next, he did not grow quiet, look down at his shoes, or apologize.  “A young Krone woman and her two children managed to escape the fire and were running into the woods.  A fellow soldier and I saw them just before they entered the woods of the Underworld and gave chase.  We caught them easily enough and slaughtered the two children.  My companion and I took a liking to the young woman.  I threw her to the ground and was having my way when a larger band of Krone took us by surprise and slit our throats.  I regret that I didn’t serve you better, my Lord.” 
 
    Venal looked at Timothy sternly.  He let the moment hang for a long time.  Timothy eventually averted his eyes and looked down at the ground, unable to bear his god’s rebuke. 
 
    “You served me faithfully for many years only to have your last act on Tellus be so reprehensible.”  He reached out with his right hand and slapped Timothy across the face.  “You let the Krone get away!  You let your concentration lapse.  Not only did you die before your time, but you let a number of Krone get away.  How dare you!”  Venal lowered his voice as a teacher would while instructing a student.  “What is our mantra?” 
 
    “Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew.” 
 
    “Exactly.  It means that all Krone deserve to die above all else.  You took joy in the moment instead of killing that which did not deserve to live.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    “I want you to meditate long and hard on your failure.  You will have the chance to make up for your failure in my kingdom.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord.” 
 
    Venal stared at Timothy until long after the moment became uncomfortable.  Then he turned to the second elf and said, “What news do you bring to my kingdom, my child?  Tell me how you died?” 
 
    The elf lifted his head proudly and said, “I was a scout sent ahead of the main body of the army to see and understand what lay ahead.  I was scouting the fourth and fifth Krone cities.  The cities are massing two large armies in order to meet us on the battlefield.  I was taken unaware by one of their scouts.  He approached me from behind under a shroud of darkness and put an arrow through my back.” 
 
    “That is an honorable death.  One without shame.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.  Thank you, my Lord.  If I may be allowed to continue?”  Venal nodded his head.  “The Krone have not lost their spirit.  The two armies I saw were towering in size.  Each of them larger than the individual armies we have at each of the cities we have taken.” 
 
    “This is very valuable news.  I will pass this along to my followers in the Underworld.  Do not forget that the Krone’s power stems from Evona and that Evona’s power stems from her Krone worshipers.  With each Krone we kill, Evona grows weaker.  Even now I can feel her dying.  We have killed every Krone in two of their six cities and we are about to take a third.  Evona is getting desperate.  Our power grows as we win more victories, while her power wanes with each defeat. 
 
    “Thank you all for your testimonies.  Once again, welcome to my kingdom.  Together we will accomplish great deeds against our hated enemy.” 
 
    Venal walked over to his throne and climbed the five steps up to his dais.  With practiced poise, he turned with a flare and sat down on the black iron throne.  Sheval and the three followers stood still waiting. 
 
    Venal let the moment hang in the air before he said, “Death to the Krone.” 
 
    “Only then may the joy of life begin anew.” 
 
    Venal hardened his resolve.  He amplified his voice so that it carried out of his great hall to the four corners of his kingdom.  “Death to the Krone!” 
 
    All the followers of his kingdom responded in one voice.  “Only then may the joy of life begin anew.” 
 
    “Then attend to your duties and destroy the Krone with pride!” 
 
    Sheval and the three followers looked as though they could take on Evona all by themselves as they turned around with military precision and left his hall. 
 
    Now was his time.  He gained in strength with each passing day as new followers, elf and non-elf alike, joined his cause against the Krone.  Evona would die.  Her essence would be spread throughout the cosmos and forgotten. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 83:  Gram Returns 
 
      
 
    Gram walked steadily down the winding staircase leading to the fourth level of Talon Guild Headquarters.  He walked with a bit more humility than he had only a few days before.  The guards at the top of the staircase had recognized him, of course, and let him pass without incident.  Everyone in the Talon Guild feared him, and rightfully so.  He was the wizard Gram.  Unbeatable.  Undeniable.  Or so he had always believed. 
 
    The Guildmaster lived on the fourth level of the vast underground complex, surrounded by an opulence that befit a man of his accomplishments.  His luxurious lifestyle combined with his unquestioned power and control of everything around him was the envy of every mortal.  Every mortal, that is, except Gram.  He never saw the point of wealth.  All it did was make you soft, and Gram had too much to do to spend time on the simple pleasures.  Power was something altogether different.  Gram certainly coveted the Guildmaster’s power and was always looking to increase his allotment in that regard. 
 
    However, the last few days had brought him humility.  The Guildmaster had been forced to expend precious resources rescuing him from the Plane of Chaos, just as he had been forced to do in order to rescue Gaston.  Now Gaston was dead, leaving Gram to wonder if he would soon be next.  Until recently, he had never doubted his destiny and his role in history.  In his time, he had defeated three Sorcerer archwizards sent to assassinate him, killed a family of hill giants to prove his worth to his master, defeated the Lich Zeen in the crypts beneath Locus, and crushed the white dragon Chalcedony on top of the Long Drop Mountains, to name a few.  He was doing important work – particularly with regard to the Cataclysm spell.  Of course, Gram knew he still did not have enough magic-users to completely obliterate Armena, but at least he had ordered the First Heir and all of his magic-user prisoners to be taken into the Underworld a full day before the destruction of his fortress. 
 
    Damn those elves.  What had happened to him was almost comical once you accepted the absurdity of it all.  His day had started out well enough when he tortured Xander into giving him the location of the gem, but then it had very quickly gone to the Plane of Chaos.  In the space of a day Gram had been lied to regarding the whereabouts of the gem, attacked by an elf he had previously killed, been forced to flee indignantly from the dungeon for his life, been beaten in battle for the first time ever by an ancient green dragon, his fortress destroyed by a portal he had failed to control, and sucked into the portal and left for dead.  Not to mention the fact that two magic-users had slipped through his fingers, and he had probably lost Arun.  All in all, Gram had to admit that that particular day had gone poorly. 
 
    Now he was back, rescued by an inferior Guild wizard and brought back to Talon Guild Headquarters to speak with the Guildmaster.  Gram reached the bottom of the stairs and walked into the lounge area that led to the Inner Circle chamber and the Guildmaster’s rooms beyond.  The lounge was completely empty, save for himself and Cam.  Cam had been the Guildmaster’s loyal servant since before anyone could remember.  It seemed an odd relationship that the Guildmaster’s closest confidant should be a lowly butler, but Cam’s devotion to professionalism was unquestioned and it added an air of respectability to the Guild that would otherwise be absent. 
 
    As Gram took a few steps forward, Cam approached him respectfully and said, “Good evening, Inner Circle Member Gram.” 
 
     “Good Evening, Cam.  How are you?” 
 
    Cam inclined his head and said, “I am well.  It is good to see you again.  It has been a long time.” 
 
    “I have been occupied elsewhere.” 
 
    “Yes, when the Guildmaster told me you were trapped in the Plane of Chaos, I must confess I feared the worst.” 
 
    Due to the lowness of his station, Gram was surprised to find that Cam always seemed to know everything the Guildmaster did.  “Yes, well, I feared the worst as well.  Is that what the Guildmaster wants to speak with me about?” 
 
    Cam ignored the question as he rightfully should and asked, “May I get you a drink, or something to eat?” 
 
    Gram smiled outwardly and said in good humor, “No, thank you.” 
 
    Cam inclined his head again in a most agreeable act of submission.  “Very well, my Lord.  I believe the Guildmaster is waiting for you within.” 
 
    “Then I thank you for your hospitality as always, Cam.” 
 
    Gram walked casually across the large room.  The splendor of the Inner Circle lounge always impressed him, even if he did not see the need for such finery.  The trinkets gathered during life, even a life as rich as the Guildmaster’s, could not compare to the power and riches of the cosmos.  Gram took one last look at the expensive artwork that adorned the walls and the leather furniture where the Thirteen often waited on the Guildmaster’s whim, much like he was now.  Gram had known the Guildmaster for more than 200 years, and this was not the first time he had been called back for a private consultation. 
 
    Gram opened the door gracefully, without knocking, and walked in.  As soon as the door opened he was surprised to hear he had interrupted a spirited debate. 
 
    The Guildmaster said, “Your alliance with my Guild is critical to my plans to establish a new kingdom.  The benefits to you and to your people will be beyond your wildest dreams.  You just have to be patient a little while longer.” 
 
    A female voice responded, “My people are getting slaughtered!  We came to the surface and attacked Armena because you said the time was right, that we would achieve easy victories.  My people are dying like never before.  It’s time for you to keep your end of the bargain.” 
 
    Gram quickly shut the door behind him, announcing his presence, and turned to face his master.  The room was dark, as it so often was, lit only by a series of five candles on a brass rod.  Rumor was that sometimes servants would come into the Guildmaster’s apartment, find a completely dark room and believe the Guildmaster was out, only to find him studying a scroll in the darkness.  This led some to believe the Guildmaster could see in the dark, but that was an ability that only the Krone possessed as an adaptation to millennia spent beneath the ground.  Of course, rumors always persisted about the founder of the Talon Thieves Guild.  It was just as likely, and already proven, that the Guildmaster frequently took fine-looking women into his bed, but that did not make for an interesting tale.  The candles sat in the middle of a small table, and sitting at that table, sharing a bottle of wine together, were the Guildmaster and Arun! 
 
    They both turned to look at him as the door latched.  The Guildmaster seemed perfectly at ease, but Arun looked as startled as him.  No doubt Arun was here to discuss issues the Krone were having with their Talon Guild allies.  The Krone were a warrior race, strengthened by the harsh life they lived in the Underworld.  They were dark and mistrusting, but then again, so was he.  It was difficult keeping the dark elves appeased, but when they were properly motivated, they had a singular drive.  That was what made them so invaluable, and why Gram appreciated having them as allies, and lovers. 
 
    As Gram entered the room, the Guildmaster was the first to speak.  “Gram.  Good, I’m glad you could join us.  Mistress Arun and I were just discussing some of the finer points of our alliance and the implications they entail.” 
 
    Gram nodded his head slightly.  “Guildmaster, I am at your service, as always.” 
 
    In the dim light, the Guildmaster turned to Arun and said, “Gram has just now returned to the Talon Guild after being rescued from the Plane of Chaos.”  He turned to Gram.  “How long were you trapped there?” 
 
    “Five very long days.” 
 
    Arun looked at Gram and asked, “Is that a fact?  Gram’s reputation as a great wizard precedes him.  My detachment of Krone in the Old Shetley Fortress has told me of his exploits.  How is it that you ended up trapped in the Plane of Chaos, Lord Gram?” 
 
    Gram agreed with Arun’s subtle suggestion that it was best if the Guildmaster did not know about their relationship.  Of course, it was quite possible he already knew.  Gram had tried to keep some semblance of privacy in the past, only to have the Guildmaster subtly let him know that he knew. 
 
    Gram opened his mouth to answer Arun’s question, but the Guildmaster spoke for him.  “As I said, Gram just arrived at Guild Headquarters, so I don’t know all the details myself.  The Old Shetley Fortress was destroyed, and so far, only three survivors have made it back.  Apparently, the fortress was attacked by a group of elves from Armena that are searching for the First Heir.  Gram took them prisoner, only then to be attacked by an ancient dragon.  Somehow, during the attack a blue portal leading to the Plane of Chaos sprang into existence and swallowed the fortress whole.”  The Guildmaster turned back to Gram and asked, “Would you say my summation is correct?” 
 
    Gram was at a loss for words, which was an entirely new sensation for him.  “Yes, Guildmaster.  I apologize for the loss to the Guild and I apologize that you had to send a Guild wizard to retrieve me.  By your leave, I will fill you in on the details at a later time.” 
 
    The good humor and jovial attitude fell away from the Guildmaster as he got down to business.  “Yes, I have come to expect better of you, Gram.  As one of my most trusted members of the Inner Circle, you should not make a habit of failure.” 
 
    Oh, good gracious, when would this end?  Gram let the appropriate emotions of contrition flow across his face.  “No, of course not, Guildmaster.  Rest assured, my resolve has only grown stronger.” 
 
    “I would think so.  I look forward to hearing about your recent battle and transport to the Plane of Chaos, but first we need to discuss your plan to bring Armena to its knees.” 
 
    “I appreciate the need to hasten the process, but the Cataclysm spell is not yet ready.  We need to wait a few more moons, then the destruction of Armena will be assured.”  He said nothing else and assumed his obvious statement would end the discussion. 
 
    Arun spoke up swiftly.  “I don’t care if it’s ready or not.  My people are dying like never before.  You need to destroy Armena now, or else there may not be any Krone left to continue the alliance.” 
 
    Gram wanted to say snidely that the end of their alliance would indeed be a shame, but those were not the words that came out of his mouth.  “If I cast the spell too soon, it will not work.  No one will die, and the Krone will still be in their current situation.” 
 
    Arun lost her temper, reminding Gram that her passion was one of her most attractive features.  “You will cast the spell as soon as possible!” 
 
    “Who are you to say such things?” 
 
    “I am the new Matron Mother of Evox, the greatest of all Krone cities.  You will address me with the proper respect.” 
 
    Gram turned to the Guildmaster and said, “What has happened?” 
 
    “While you were away” – the Guildmaster emphasized the word away – “Arun’s mother was assassinated by followers of the elven god known as Venal.  In fact, we recently learned that every Matron Mother of all six Krone cities was recently killed by followers of Venal.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “We don’t know.  There must have been several traitors among the Krone, and the attack must have been coordinated over a number of years.  What matters is that Arun can now rightfully be called the Mistress of Evox.” 
 
    Gram noted to himself that the situation just kept getting better and better.  Up until now, Gram had always maintained a certain control over Arun.  She had always been his subordinate, whether she knew it or not.  Now it looked like the dynamics of their relationship had changed. 
 
    Gram turned to Arun with great difficulty and said, “Mistress Arun.  I mean no disrespect, but I cannot cast the spell at this time.” 
 
    Arun was clearly about to explode when the Guildmaster held up his hand, silencing them both.  “Gram, you are always somewhat mysterious.  I generally leave you alone because I don’t need to know and because you always bring me results.  But we have reached a turning point in the history of the Guild that concerns more than your interests.  Tell me the details of this spell.  What do you need to finish your work and what can it do for our allies?” 
 
    “With pleasure.”  Gram pointed to a chair at the table.  “May I?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Gram took a seat and Arun sat down as well.  The Guildmaster picked up his wine and swirled it around in the glass, while Arun waited expectantly. 
 
     “I told you the Cataclysm spell would completely obliterate Armena, and that was not an exaggeration.  But only if the spell is cast at the right time, by the right wizard, with the correct amount of magic-user potential.” 
 
    “Explain,” said the Guildmaster. 
 
    Rather than answer, Gram continued on excitedly.  “Everyone knows Tellus was once ruled by dragons.  They broke the continent into kingdoms that stood unopposed for thousands of years.  The only way the yoke of a dragon’s power could be broken was when it was opposed by the will of another dragon. 
 
    “But what brought about an end to these kingdoms?  Why isn’t Tellus still under their reign of terror?” 
 
    Arun moved closer with interest, while the Guildmaster leaned back in his chair, already having heard this part of the story. 
 
    “Their empire was fractured when Malcoy the Undoer cast the only Cataclysm spell in recorded history.  He singlehandedly destroyed the great red dragon known as Rubellite and killed every living creature in his kingdom.  The spell put a curse on all dragonkind that is still in effect today, which is why they lost power, and why their numbers have been declining for two thousand years.  The downfall of this one great kingdom was a kink in the armor that showed dragons were not invincible. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the knowledge of how to cast a Cataclysm spell was lost over time.  Bards tell tales of the gods deeming the spell too powerful to be placed in the hands of mortals, choosing instead to scatter the knowledge to the winds.”  Gram shook his head, knowing that such a ridiculous story could not be true.  “However it was done, the ability to cast a Cataclysm spell was presumed lost over the millennia, until now. 
 
    “When I defeated the lich known as Zeen, I found many things in his tomb beneath Locus.  I found many rare and dangerous artifacts, but most importantly I found the lich’s spell book.  While Zeen lived, he was one of the most powerful wizards ever to walk Tellus, in large part because of the knowledge he accumulated in his spell book.  Like many wizards before him, Zeen wanted to control the power of the cosmos in order to live forever.  He labored for the last several years of his life dabbling deeply into the dark arts, convinced he could obtain immortality.  His wish was granted in the end, but at a price.  He enhanced his power several times beyond what he achieved in life and became immortal by selling his soul and becoming a servant of the undead.  The undead serve Seker, God of the Dead and keeper of Purgatory.  They are his army on Tellus and they answer to him alone.  Once Zeen obtained his immortality, he quickly went insane.  After that, he did not add anything of value to his book of magic.  He roamed the empty halls of his tomb for three centuries before I put him out of his misery.” 
 
    Arun spoke up.  “This is a nice history lesson, but I fail to see …” 
 
    Gram pushed on.  “Zeen was a direct descendent of Malcoy the Undoer.  His spell book contained magic forgotten by every other wizard on Tellus, and it included the secrets to the Cataclysm spell.  It was a find beyond compare.” 
 
    The Guildmaster leaned forward with interest.  “How exactly does the spell work?” 
 
    “The spell requires a gathering of exceptional magic potential.  Three things must fall perfectly into place in order for the spell to succeed.  First, the rightful leader of the nation to be obliterated must be the catalyst for the spell.  In this case I am referring, of course, to the First Heir of Armena.  The weave of magic locks onto the leader’s blood and seeks to destroy anyone associated with his lineage.  Second, a wizard with a singular focus and power, such as myself, is necessary to control the magic potential and channel its energy into the destruction of the leader’s bloodline.  Third, the spell requires almost unfathomable amounts of magic potential to annihilate anyone associated with the First Heir.  The potential is provided by other magic-users who are consumed in the casting of the spell.  Divine and arcane magic-users obtain their power by drawing on the unlimited power locked in the cosmos.  That is why I have been capturing as many magic-users as I can find over the last year.  Most beings are not able to tap into this potential at all, which is why priests are so rare and wizards are even more so; even among wizards and priests the power to tap into this potential varies dramatically.   
 
    “The more magic-users I have, the more devastating the results.  The more I consume, the more surface elves I can destroy. 
 
    “If all of these conditions are met in just the right proportion, then Armena will be no more.  We are holding the First Heir in the Underworld, and I am willing to cast the Cataclysm spell.  The only thing we lack is enough magic potential to ensure the spell’s success.” 
 
    The Guildmaster said, “You have been capturing magic-users at the Old Shetley Fortress and here in Locus for nearly a year now.  Here at Locus alone, your people have captured so many Sorcerers and priests that the Crown of Kentar is beginning to take notice.  Don’t you have enough magic potential by now?” 
 
    “It depends on the quality of those that have been captured.  I cannot say for certain, but I do not believe I do.” 
 
    The Guildmaster looked at Arun with annoyance.  He asked Gram, “And what will happen if you cast the spell prematurely?” 
 
    “I do not know.  Maybe nothing.  Maybe it will be entirely successful and Armena will be destroyed.  Maybe only some of the surface elves will perish.  The bottom line is that I will not cast the spell until I am certain of success.” 
 
    The Guildmaster looked directly at Gram with hard eyes.  “You will if I order it.” 
 
    Gram took this simple statement for what it was.  The Guildmaster was not making a threat, and he did not even raise his voice.  The dark room was filled with three of the most dangerous individuals in all of Tellus, but there was no doubt the Guildmaster was in charge.  Gram had to remember to whom he was talking and use persuasion, not threats. 
 
    “This is a once-in-a-millennium opportunity.  Do you really want to risk the results by rushing to cast the spell too soon?” 
 
    The Guildmaster had not risen to his rank without being brilliant.  Even in the dim light, Gram could see the wheels turning in the Guildmaster’s mind. 
 
    Arun took note of this as well and spoke up quickly.  “If you want my help – if you want your precious kingdom – then you will destroy Armena now.  The Krone came to the surface because we value the Talon Guild as allies.  We came to the surface because you told us the time was right to attack.  Ooltul and Infern’s End have already been captured.  We only have four cities left and I am told one of those cities is under siege even as we speak.  We are facing extermination while you sit here debating.” 
 
    Gram wanted to say that if the Krone had won the battles against Armena and lived up to their warrior reputation, then they would be marching into Bethel rather than losing their strongholds in the Underworld.  He was certain the Guildmaster thought the same way, but of course he held back. 
 
    The Guildmaster said, “The forces of Kentar have moved more slowly than I thought they would, but now they are underway.  Kentar has three armies converging on Armena even as we speak.  The Krone will not be alone in this fight for long.” 
 
    Arun said, “We don’t have direct control over the armies of Kentar.  Maybe they will continue to move more slowly than anticipated.  If that is the case, then my race could be wiped out.” 
 
    “These are uncertain times for us all.” 
 
    “I’m not willing to leave my people’s fate to luck and the uncertainty of what Kentar might do.  We control when Gram casts the Cataclysm spell.  Even if he casts the spell tomorrow and it is not entirely successful, it will put Armena on the defensive.  My people will be able to surge forward, and once the armies of Kentar arrive, there will be no stopping us.  Armena will be destroyed either way.” 
 
    Gram shook his head and said, “I will not do it.  Not yet.  I need more magic-users.” 
 
    They both looked at the Guildmaster expectantly.  He said, “Gram, could you cast the spell before the moon turns ten days from now?” 
 
    “There is no way I can cast the spell in that time and guarantee success.” 
 
    The Guildmaster turned to Arun.  “Gram has been invaluable to me for more than two centuries.  If he says he is not ready, then I am inclined to trust his judgment.” 
 
    Arun threw back her chair and jolted to her feet.  “You will order Gram to cast the spell now, or we will withdraw our support.  We will not come to the surface to continue the fight against Armena when Kentar arrives.  Furthermore, and I promise you this, if you don’t help us now, then our alliance is finished.  You will have to defend your own borders, which we both know you can’t do.” 
 
    The Guildmaster lurched to his feet and delivered a crushing backhand to Arun’s cheek.  Arun fell to the ground under the force of the blow and looked up at the Guildmaster with amazement.  Having lived in the Underworld her entire life, Arun was used to physical punishment, but not at the hands of a male.  Women ruled in the Underworld with an iron fist, and any male who struck a Mistress would be put to death immediately.  In one sense, Gram reveled in the conflict, but he also felt pangs of anger toward the Guildmaster as he saw Arun thrown to the floor. 
 
    “You think you can threaten me, you Krone bitch!  I’ve been commanding men since before your mother was born.  Remember who you are talking to.  My Guild killed the King of Armena!  I orchestrated the war between Armena and Kentar, and it is my forces that will decimate the Philosophers!  You shouldn’t act so boldly, especially considering you’ve been Matron Mother for all but a moon’s turn.” 
 
    Arun stormed to her feet but did not attack.  “You have said your piece and you have shown your power, but my demand still stands.  You will cast the Cataclysm spell now or I will withdraw my support.  What do you say?” 
 
    The Guildmaster stood there not moving for a short time.  It was probably difficult for an outsider like Arun to see, but Gram could tell the Guildmaster was absolutely livid and close to losing control and taking murderous action.  The Guildmaster relaxed after a time and assumed a posture of ease and relaxation.  He nonchalantly retook his seat and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. 
 
    “Mistress Arun.  You are right.  We should come to the aid of our closest allies.  Even if the timing of the spell is not perfect, the destruction of Armena seems virtually certain.”  The Guildmaster looked at Gram.  “Gram, if I order you to cast your spell in five days, is that enough time?” 
 
    Gram was furious.  Years of his hard work was being dismantled in this one conversation, but there was still one possible way out.  “Probably not, but I was able to transfer all of the prisoners, including the First Heir, from the Old Shetley Fortress into the Underworld before it was destroyed.  I also have the other magic-users collected at the site here in Locus.  If I focus my efforts here, and if Mistress Arun were willing to sacrifice several of her strongest male clerics and wizards, then there is a reasonable chance of success.” 
 
    “What do you say, Mistress?  Are you willing to sacrifice some of your own magic-users in order to cast the spell in five days’ time?” 
 
    “I suppose if we transfer the Krone prisoners we have captured from other cities, along with the few surface clerics we have captured, and raid the nearby dwarf and gnome villages for magic-users, we may be able to help.” 
 
    Gram’s stomach fell through the floor as the Guildmaster turned to him and said, “Gram, we will make every effort to capture as many magic-users as we can in the next few days, but I want you to cast the Cataclysm spell before the sun goes down five days from now.  Is that understood?” 
 
    “I think this is a mistake, but I will do as you ask.” 
 
    The Guildmaster gestured openly to both of them and said, “In five days, all our prayers will be answered.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 84:  What’s Left of Wessex? 
 
      
 
    As Mestel and his four companions approached the docks of Wessex on the large wooden raft, it became immediately obvious that things were bad.  Even though the sun was high in the sky and the town should have been bustling with activity, no one greeted them at the docks.  The only sound they heard was the rhythmic lapping of the river water against the sturdy posts of the dock.  Austen’s tower was obliterated.  In the place where his four-story stone and wood tower had stood only a few days earlier, there was now a blue portal reaching into the sky as far as Mestel could see.  The portal was quite a bit smaller than the one that destroyed the Old Shetley Fortress, but it was enough to consume the once-proud wizard’s tower. 
 
    Mestel had been steering the raft down the river with his brother, but when he saw the destruction he just stopped what he was doing and looked on with shame.  What had he and his brother done?  Had they saved the town of Wessex from a family of hill giants only to have it destroyed after the fact?  Like it or not, they were largely responsible for the two portals opening – along with the dragon who had tricked Valihorn into taking the ring off the corpse of a Krone witch as payment for one of his debts. 
 
    Mestel and Evisar steadily pushed their makeshift oars into the river mud, maneuvering the raft toward the shore.  As they came within reach of the dock, Xander and Nero tied both ends of a log to two of the larger dock posts.  Once the raft was secure, the companions turned their attention back to Wessex.  No one came to investigate as they approached, and no was visible as the companions walked to the end of the dock and stepped onto main street.  The main street of Wessex ran straight away from the dock, perpendicular to the river.  The second largest street in Wessex ran parallel to the river and intersected the main road at the docks in a large ‘T.’  Houses, along with other narrower streets, dotted the landscape for several hundred feet in all directions.  The four corners of the ‘T’ intersection were occupied by what was left of Austen’s tower, Lazarus’s church to Sentinel, the mayor’s house which served as a town hall, and the largest inn.  Farther down main street, Mestel could easily make out the general store, the smithy, a fletcher’s shop, and many other places of business. 
 
    Mestel reflected on how much things had changed in just a few days.  This was where he and his brother had achieved their first great victory.  This was where they had conquered their fears and bound the town of Wessex together against a single foe.  Mestel could still see the portion of the town wall they had repaired off in the distance.  Next to the wall was the gigantic mound of dirt he and Ellen had dug together.  His thoughts unconsciously turned to the human woman he had come to love.  He had literally saved her from the fire, she had saved him from his own failings as a leader, and they had saved each other in many ways during the battle for Wessex and afterward. 
 
    It was wrong that he should feel so strongly for a human female.  He knew this to be true, but he couldn’t deny it.  Nor could he act on those feelings as he wished.  He was Martel’s chosen representative on Tellus.  He must serve his god in whole rather than in part.  Anything less and he would fail in his mission.  He had to put that part of his life behind him.  He was a different elf now.  He wasn’t a youngling anymore.  He didn’t have time to try to win anyone’s heart, especially the heart of a human. 
 
    Mestel turned his keen eyes and ears back to the task at hand.  He was his god’s servant, he was a ranger, and he had a job to do.  As he looked and listened, he still saw and heard nothing.  The companions walked down main street in silence, searching for any sign of life.  Everyone had their weapons out, ready for anything.  They were approaching the end of the road when Mestel heard a low growl come from the alley. 
 
    He said, “Something is coming between those two houses.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s there.” 
 
    Mestel nocked an arrow on the string of his bow while everyone else stood ready.  Soon after, a large mutt dog ran into the street.  As the dog closed in, it began barking like crazy.  The dog ran at them like a hunter chasing after its prey.  Mestel considered putting the animal down with a single shot until the dog finally started to slow its approach.  Mestel put up his hand telling everyone to hold.  He put down his bow and walked toward the dog in as nonthreatening a manner as his ranger training would allow.  The dog barked and nipped at him a few times before it reached out with its nose and sniffed Mestel’s hand.  After a moment, he put his hand on top of the dog and scratched it behind the ears.  He said a silent prayer to Martel before reaching into the pouch on his hip.  His hand first closed on the platinum coin that was the symbol of his god, bringing a smile to his face, and then it closed on another object.  He pulled forth a bone with just a little bit of meat still attached.   
 
    He threw the bone to the large dog and said, “I think I remember this dog from the celebration.  It must belong to one of the townspeople.” 
 
     “But where are the people?” Evisar asked. 
 
    Valihorn added matter of factly, “When our town has been attacked in the past, we have sought shelter in the Church of Sentinel and the basement of the inn.  I suggest we start by looking there.” 
 
    Mestel was about to suggest they start with the church when Xander spoke up.  “Next to Austen’s tower, the church is the most important place in town.  I’m heading there first.” 
 
    Mestel looked at Xander as he made his proclamation.  On the surface, what he said made logical sense, but Mestel could tell his feelings went a lot deeper than that.  Ever since Xander came back from the dead, he had been more devoted to his religion, leaving Mestel to wonder what happened in Purgatory after Martel came to claim him. 
 
    Evisar looked at Xander with annoyance and said, “It’s as good a place as any to get started.  Let’s move.” 
 
    The companions began walking back down the long road toward the wooden church devoted to Sentinel, god of justice and neutrality.  The dog that had barked furiously at them a moment ago, now walked happily alongside Mestel.  Mestel smiled, knowing that it hadn’t been that long ago when he couldn’t have attracted anything to his side.  He thought back to those times in the Armenien capital with his father and brother.  Those had been happier times, but he had been so unsure of himself. 
 
    Momentarily consumed by the past, Mestel thought he heard a woman scream somewhere off to the north.  He turned his head and said, “Did any of you hear that?”  Then without warning or conscious thought, Mestel turned to the right and started quickly down a side street.  The mutt dog went with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 85:  Betrayal and Deception 
 
      
 
    Evisar looked from house to house for some sign of life as the companions walked back to the church.  His brother broke the silence by saying, “Did any of you hear that?”  followed by Mestel running off to the north alone. 
 
    “Mestel, where are you going?” Valihorn asked. 
 
    Evisar raised his voice, but not too much.  “Mestel, where are you going?” 
 
    To his annoyance, Mestel did not even turn around. 
 
    “Brother, come back.”  Nothing. 
 
    Evisar stopped walking and watched his brother run off.  What was happening to him?  Evisar didn’t have the answers. 
 
    Xander came up alongside and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear, “What in the name of Fortuna is he doing?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Evisar answered. 
 
    Valihorn said, “Should we go after him?” 
 
    Evisar shook his head.  “No.  Leave him be.  He says he belongs to his god now, so let him go off on his own.  Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Evisar barely took another two steps before Nero said, “If Mestel is going north, then I’m going to investigate the southern part of town.” 
 
    “Damn it, Nero.  I can’t have everyone wandering off.  Stay with the group.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I won’t be long.  I’ll meet you at the church.” 
 
    To Evisar’s dismay, Nero did not wait for an answer, walking down an alley to the left.  Evisar gritted his teeth in frustration.  He needed to regain control of the situation, but that was the problem traveling with so many different personalities.  Xander had his secrets along with the gem, Mestel was only interested in the voice of his god, and he had no idea what to think about Nero.  Valihorn was the only steady presence. 
 
    Evisar felt Xander and Valihorn’s eyes on him – waiting to see what he would do.  Evisar tried not to let his frustration show as he started walking toward the church once again, hoping these two would follow.  The three companions walked up the wooden steps and onto the porch leading to the large double doors of the church.  Xander opened the door a few feet and stealthily peered in.  Apparently, there was nothing to see because Xander waved them into the church with his backhand.  They walked down the center isle of the church and closed the door behind them.  The empty pews were a stark contrast to what Evisar remembered from before, when he stood in front of the town trying to convince them that their only chance was to work together to defeat the hill giant threat.  Back then, with every seat filled, the noise had reached up to the rafters.  Now there was nothing but silence. 
 
    Evisar advanced on the simple altar to Sentinel at the back of the church.  On the wall behind the altar were two doors that presumably lead to the priest’s living quarters and his more elaborate, personal altar.  Evisar didn’t know much about Sentinel other than the fact that he was the human god of justice, and the only god allowed to stay in the heavens during the Year of Angels, when the overlord had forced all of the gods to live on Tellus for a year as punishment for ignoring their worshipers in favor of their selfish motives.   
 
    The floorboards creaked as Evisar approached the holy table with the silver scales of justice lying on top. 
 
    Valihorn spoke softly as he followed close behind.  “The safe room is a cellar underneath the church.  The door leading underground is in the back.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head and moved toward the door on the right-hand side of the back wall.  Almost on cue, a loud shattering noise came from the back room on the left side of the church.  Everyone froze in place, listening for more.  Evisar’s heart pounded against his chest.  It did not take long before something else shattered against another wall. 
 
    The sound was followed by someone yelling, “Worthless god!  How can anyone worship this idiot?”  Another artifact struck the wall. 
 
    Evisar drew Neverlost, Xander his rapier, and Valihorn a dagger.  The three companions quietly walked over to the door on the left, but the creaky floorboards gave them away.  For a moment, there was silence.  Then, something heavy thudded against the floor. 
 
    “Worthless pile of dung.  This town needs to burn.” 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Without conscious thought, Mestel walked down the side road away from his companions.  He could have sworn he heard a woman scream, but now that he had walked several hundred feet and heard nothing, he began to doubt himself.  In between the houses, he could see a destroyed watchtower that had once been a part of the wall on the northern edge of town.  He reached down and petted the dog behind the ears.  “Well, good buddy, what should we do now?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Just then, Mestel’s vision went dark and he saw the outside of a house.  There was nothing exceptional about the home.  It was a plain farmer’s home with a wooden door and one window.  The scene flashed again, and he was inside the house.  There were simple furnishings in the form of a fireplace, a table, and multiple chairs.  More importantly, Mestel heard the unmistakable noise of a woman sobbing in the bedroom nearby.  The sobs were not the sounds of pain, but rather the sound of a soul being crushed into agonizing bits.  The sound called out to Mestel and he had to answer. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mestel’s vision flashed back to the present and he said a little prayer to Martel for trusting him with this information.  He looked frantically to the left and right as he tried desperately to find the house he had seen in his vision.  When he didn’t see it, he broke into a run with the dog close behind.  He cursed aloud as he passed house after house, none of which matched what he had seen.  As he scanned down a street to the right, he finally saw it as the third house on the right. 
 
    He said, “Come on, boy,” and sprinted ahead with the dog close behind. 
 
    Mestel had always been quick as a rabbit, so he covered the distance rapidly.  He had his bow in hand and an arrow nocked as he looked in the window of the home.  Nothing seemed amiss.  The house looked just as empty as the rest of the town.   
 
    Time was of the essence, and Mestel wanted to barge into the home and save the woman who was in trouble, but that was no longer his way.  He no longer charged mindlessly into situations where the enemy had the advantage.  He went over to the door, twisted the knob carefully, and cracked it open.  Not hearing anything, he reached into his pouch that held the coin of Martel and pulled out another bone with a little bit of meat on it.  He held the bone up to the dog, who snorted happily and tried to bite at the meal in front of him.  Mestel pulled the bone away and threw it through the crack in the door.  The dog bounded into the house without a second thought.  When there was no sound or reaction of any kind, Mestel nudged the door open with his shoulder and walked inside.  He heard a muffled sob as he walked through the house.  As Mestel approached the door to the bedroom, he heard a woman scream, followed by what sounded like a slap across the face.  The dog lay on the floor with his bone, oblivious to the pain in the next room. 
 
    Mestel steadied himself and then quickly burst into the bedroom.  There, bent over the end of the bed was a male Krone forcing himself on a half-naked woman.  Both of them turned their heads as the door slammed open; the woman underneath the Krone was Ellen! 
 
    ________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero was walking down main street with the companions when he felt something off to his left.  Ever since Venal had visited him during his Philosopher mission to destroy Endwood, Nero had been able to sense when someone was watching him, regardless of whether he could see the person or not.  Not only could he tell when someone was nearby, he oftentimes could tell whom it was if he knew the person, or what race he was.   
 
    Nero looked off to the left where he knew the person watching them was, but he didn’t see anything.  Nero examined the odd sensation as he walked and felt that he had met whomever was watching them at least once before.  After a few more steps, he realized it was a male Krone.  Nero suppressed the urge to draw his rapier and run toward where he knew the Krone was hiding.  His god, Venal, fought the Krone with every fiber of his being.  He would be forever in Venal’s disfavor if his god ever found out he was in a room or a town with a living Krone and did nothing to kill it.  Nero was also a member of the Philosophers organization in Armena.  The Philosophers were a secret organization, known only to a few elves at the highest levels – accomplishing in darkness what the elves could not bring themselves to do in the light.  Their motto had always been, no matter the cost, complete the mission.  And the Philosophers had always done just that.  Until now.  Nero was an agent for the Philosophers, but he was also a double agent for the Talon Thieves Guild.  That was where his true allegiance lay – with the Guild and with his god.  He was climbing the Guild ladder very quickly now.  At long last he had been noticed by the Guildmaster and made one of the Thirteen.  He was part of the Inner Circle, where Guild policy was decided.  Men followed his orders now, and he liked it.  Rank had its privileges. 
 
    None of these conflicting emotions helped him now.  All he knew was that there was a Krone very closeby that he could kill.  Nero took several more steps and deep breaths to calm himself.  The Guild was working with the Krone for the time being, and he had to use that to his advantage.  Even Venal made deals with the Krone in the short term if it helped him kill more of the white-haired demons in the long run. 
 
    Nero turned to Evisar and made a reasonable request to excuse himself.  He said it in as polite a manner as he could muster, even though these companions were not worth his time.  They were weak.  He didn’t know how they had managed to survive up to this point, since he had already saved their lives twice.  They were worthless do-gooders.  He wouldn’t stay a day longer than was absolutely necessary to steal that damned gem from Xander. 
 
    Nero waved politely to the companions and moved off to the south.  He went down a narrow alleyway and quickly lost sight of the others.  The houses were packed tightly together, creating shadows and darkness.  Nero had always liked the dark, performed his best work in the dark, but now that he could sense anyone who was around him, he moved through the dark with impunity.  He could sense the male Krone one house over.  Nero moved around where the Krone had been observing the companions and began to sneak up on him from behind.  The problem was that the Krone was on the move as well.  Nero wondered if the Krone saw him slip away and was moving to sneak up on Nero, or if he just decided to move to a new location.  Nero crouched down and waited as the Krone went across the street Nero had just walked through and found a new hiding place.  Nero had to admit this Krone was smart.  He had moved to the perfect observation point.  Had Nero continued on his original path, the Krone would have easily gotten the jump on him. 
 
    Instead of falling into the trap, Nero turned to the left, continued down another street, and looped even farther around the Krone’s rear.  The plan worked, and Nero snuck up on the unaware Krone for the second time. 
 
    Not wanting to startle the Krone into doing something stupid, Nero moved close enough so he could actually see the Krone hiding in the shadows, and softly whispered, “Pssst.” 
 
    To his credit, the Krone did not panic, run, or do anything else to give away his position.  He turned around and saw Nero standing there with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Nero spoke in a conversational tone.  “I’m here to make a deal with you.  I work for the Talon Thieves Guild, and I think we can help one another with the elves you were watching.” 
 
    The Krone stood up and took a few steps toward Nero.  “I just saw you walking with them.  Why would you want to help me?” 
 
    Nero took a few steps forward into the open sunlight and stopped well outside of sword range.  “Because I want a large diamond one of them is carrying, and you want the ring on Valihorn’s finger.  Am I right?” 
 
    “How do you know what I want?” 
 
    “I assume that’s why you are here.  Unless you’re here to generally harass the citizens of this town.” 
 
    Once Nero stepped out into the sunlight, the Krone’s eyebrows went up with a question.  He looked Nero up and down and said, “I think I remember you.  You were at the Old Shetley Fortress just before it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Yes I was.  I am of the Thirteen.  I was at the fortress when the dragon attacked and the portal opened.  I can speak for the Talon Guild.  I can make arrangements and authorize exchanges in their stead, so long as I get the diamond back for the Guildmaster.  I must say I am curious.  How is it that you arrived in Wessex before us?  We made fairly good time.” 
 
    The Krone stood briefly silent, obviously trying to decide if Nero’s story was plausible.  “When the portal was opened at the Old Shetley Fortress, there were twenty or so of my kin who were immediately sucked into the Plane of Chaos.  Most of us managed to link up, but we were still drifting aimlessly between the landmasses.” 
 
    “So, then what happened?” 
 
    “After we floated for half a day, we saw another blue portal off in the distance.  This portal was much smaller, but otherwise it looked the same.  As we drifted toward the new portal, Mortem appeared before us.” 
 
    The Krone stopped speaking because he was either waiting for something, or he was afraid of something.  Nero asked, “Who was it that appeared?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you soon enough.  It’s your turn to tell me how it was that you came to travel with these elves.  You don’t seem to care at all about their wellbeing.” 
 
    “That is true enough.” 
 
    “Why would they travel with someone they don’t trust?” questioned the Krone.  “Why would they travel with someone who doesn’t care if they live or die?” 
 
    “Because they think I care.  That’s why.  I’ve already saved their lives more than once, so they are beginning to trust me.” 
 
    “Why did they accept you in the first place?” 
 
    “Because they think the Crown of Armena sent me to help them bring the First Heir back,” Nero responded. 
 
    “And did the Crown of Armena send you?” 
 
    Nero smiled with pride.  “In fact, they did.” 
 
    “But you are trying to capture this diamond of yours and return it to the Talon Guild?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And how do you manage to keep all of what you just told me straight in your head?” 
 
    Nero smiled.  “It takes a good deal of practice.” 
 
    “I would imagine.” 
 
    “Now tell me.  Who was this other person who appeared before you in the Plane of Chaos?” 
 
    The Krone looked even more frightened than before.  “His name is Mortem.  He was sent by Evona.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The Krone looked him in the eye, conveying the absolute truth of what he was saying.  “Evona sent one of her divine helpers to guide us and give us our godly mission.” 
 
    “Who is this Mortem?” 
 
    “Just another of my kin.” 
 
    Nero looked confused.  “Evona sent another Krone into the Plane of Chaos to find you?” 
 
    “Not just any Krone.  She sent one of her personal servants from her kingdom in the heavens.  Evona spoke to Mortem personally about where to find us and what our mission would be.” 
 
    “And what is your mission?” 
 
    “You ask too many questions.  As you said, we want the ring.” 
 
    “Why does Evona want the ring?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but when Evona asks for something, you do as she commands if you want to live.” 
 
    It wasn’t that hard for Nero to speculate.  The ring on Valihorn’s finger gave the wearer the ability to control gates that went from Tellus to the Plane of Chaos, and the Plane of Chaos led directly to all the different kingdoms of the gods.  Nero was no expert, but the texts said that the power of the gods depended directly on how many worshipers they had on Tellus.  In reverse, the gods could affect events on Tellus, but largely in an indirect way.  Evona was seeking to gain a great advantage over every other god by obtaining the ability to effortlessly send her heavenly forces directly to Tellus. 
 
    Alarms immediately went off inside Nero’s head as he realized what Evona was trying to accomplish.  Nero knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if Venal were here, he would never let the ring fall into Evona’s hands.  With the image of his god clearly focused in his mind, Nero had two possible choices.  He could kill the Krone in front of him and run to help the companions, or he could stay focused on his mission to recapture the gem and gain favor with the Guildmaster.  Nero took a moment to mull over his choices while the Krone evaluated him.  A single moment was not enough time for Nero to run through all the ramifications of this important decision, so he went with his instincts.  He hadn’t come this far by playing it safe. 
 
    Nero said, “I think if we can manage to trust each other just a little bit, we may be able to achieve both of our goals.” 
 
    “What is it you propose?” 
 
    “I assume that there are ten or so Krone in this town along with this servant of Evona.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to be meeting the elves at the church right now.  Why don’t you follow me back to the church and collect any of your friends that you find along the way.  In a short time, hopefully while we are still in the church, when you think the timing is right, you should attack the elves from several sides.  When you attack, I will turn on them as well.  There are only four of them.  By the time they realize what is going on, they will all be dead.  Then you can take your ring, I can take my diamond, and we can all part company with our alliance intact and our missions accomplished.  What do you say?” 
 
    The Krone thought about the deal for a short time before saying, “That sounds acceptable.  I will gather whom I can and attack the elves while they are inside the church.  When you see our attack, you had best turn on them as well, or I will come for you when they are dead.” 
 
    Nero said, “Don’t worry about me.  I will have no trouble holding up my end of the bargain.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 86:  Evona in Sentinel’s Church 
 
      
 
    Evisar began to wonder if anyone was left in Wessex until he heard the commotion coming from the back room of the church.  He motioned to Xander and Valihorn to stand ready as he drew Neverlost and stepped up to the wooden door.  Evisar knew there was no stealthy way to open a closed door, so he instead resolved to open it quickly.  He grasped the doorknob with his free hand, turned it sharply, and moved into the room as quickly as he could.  Xander and Valihorn were right behind.  What they found was altogether ordinary, surprising, and terrifying. 
 
    The room was ordinary enough, with religious artifacts stored on shelves along the walls and the living altar to Sentinel in the back center of the room.  The surprise came from how messy the thirty-foot by thirty-foot room was.  Broken icons littered the floor with crates of church goods scattered throughout the room.  The fear came from the angelic-looking male Krone they found standing behind the altar.  The Krone did not glow per se, but he did have an undeniable aura about him.  His physique and face were too perfect.  Unearthly perfect.  His skin was a dark gray and his hair was snow white.  As the companions rushed into the room, the angelic Krone picked up a brass candlestick from the altar and flung it at the elves.  Evisar dodged instinctively to the left, allowing the candlestick to fly out the door with an incredible amount of power and lodge into the sanctuary wall with a loud thud. 
 
    The angelic Krone spoke up loudly but without anger.  “How can anyone worship this human god of justice?  Sentinel has no real power.  These people should worship a real god.  Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Evisar spoke with a questioning voice.  “Like Evona, for example?” 
 
    The angelic Krone smiled with delight, a superficially beautiful sight.  “Yes, like Evona.  Now she is a goddess that anyone can respect.” 
 
    Evisar said, “I can certainly respect Evona, but if the stories are correct, I would never turn my back on her.”  Evisar thought that was enough of the chitchat.  “I don’t mean to sound rude, but who are you and what do you want?” 
 
    The angelic Krone stopped destroying things all at once and walked behind the altar that represented the living presence of Sentinel.  “My, my, you are a demanding little mortal, aren’t you?  I am called Mortem, and what I want is you, of course.” 
 
    He brought up his hand and snapped his fingers.  The sound reverberated throughout the temple as if the air itself rushed away from this foul being.  As the sound died down, three Krone came running in through the main temple doors, effectively blocking any escape. 
 
    “I see the ring on the young elf’s hand and it calls to me.  Give it to me freely and all of this will end.” 
 
    Evisar said, “You think three of your minions can block our escape?  We’ve been through tougher scrapes than this.” 
 
    Mortem said, “Indeed you have.  You have caused quite a bit of trouble for my mistress.  That is why she sent one of her own lieutenants to retrieve the ring.” 
 
    “You may be of the heavens, but unless I am mistaken, if you die on Tellus, then you are forever dead.  Do you want to risk it?”   
 
    Mortem actually laughed.  “Risk what?  Do you honestly think you can hurt me?” 
 
    Just when Evisar was about to spring into action, the floor in the back-right corner began to move.  A trapdoor opened, and out of the trapdoor came a fourth male Krone carrying a five-year-old human girl.  Mortem motioned for his minion to bring the child over to him. 
 
    Valihorn leaned over to Evisar and said, “That trapdoor is where the townsfolk shelter whenever there is trouble.” 
 
    Mortem said, “If you do not give me the ring, this child will die and so will all of you.”  Evisar looked at Xander and Valihorn in turn, wondering what to do. 
 
    Evisar said, “We can’t give you the ring, even if we wanted to.” 
 
    Valihorn finally spoke up, “The ring is cursed.  It will not come off my finger.  I would gladly give it to you if I could.” 
 
    Mortem was undeterred.  “I wager that if your finger or your hand comes away from your body that the ring will come off easily enough.  Come forward and give me the ring or this child dies.” 
 
    Evisar spoke up angrily, “Give you the ring!  You mean cut off Valihorn’s hand so you can take the ring!” 
 
    “Come forward or the child dies, and then we will kill all of you.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Even you wouldn’t hurt a defenseless child.” 
 
    “Why else would I have had the child brought up from the cellar?”  Mortem pulled a dagger from his belt and moved to cut the little girl’s throat. 
 
    At the last moment Valihorn yelled, “Stop!  I will give you the ring.” 
 
    Evisar grabbed Valihorn by the collar.  “What are you doing?  Giving him the ring won’t solve anything.  Once they have it, they’ll just kill us anyway.  And without your whole hand you will never be able to cast another spell.” 
 
    Valihorn pointed at the little girl.  “Look at her.  I have known Cameron since she was born.  This is my town, remember?  I will do what I must to protect it!” 
 
    Valihorn stepped forward without another word.  There was nothing else Evisar could do but let him go.  His mind was racing, trying to think of some solution.  Anything he did would take time, and by the time he did it the little girl would surely be dead.  Where was his brother?  Where was Nero, for that matter? 
 
    Valihorn moved to stand in front of the living presence of Sentinel and placed his hand on the altar right next to the silver scales of justice.  Mortem smiled with pleasure as he raised his sword and moved toward the altar without hesitation. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel stopped in shock at what he saw.  Not more than ten feet in front of him, Ellen was pressed up against a male Krone who was tearing her clothes off.  Ellen had clearly been fighting the Krone for all she was worth, but it was a losing battle and she had the bruises to prove it.  The Krone was stronger than she and he had been hardened by a life in the Underworld. 
 
    As the door crashed open, they both turned to look at him.  At first Ellen had a look of complete horror on her face, but it quickly turned to a look of hope when she realized someone may have come to save her.  It took Ellen less than a heartbeat to realize who had just broken in the door. 
 
    She screamed out, “Jefon!  Help me!” 
 
    The Krone backhanded her hard across the face and spoke in the language of the Underworld, which Mestel had always understood to some degree, but now understood perfectly.  “Shut up, whore.” 
 
    Then the Krone subtly nodded his head and the room went completely dark. 
 
    There had been a time at the Old Shetley Fortress when Mestel had been terrified of a Krone chasing him through the darkness.  He overcame his fear now as he overcame it then.  Mestel’s momentary hesitation was over as he pulled a nocked arrow back to his ear.  He centered on his god’s purpose and his gift of night vision returned.  He saw the cold forms of the bed, floors, and walls as different shades of dark gray.  Ellen and the Krone were both a soft white.  Mestel centered his aim on the Krone’s back, being careful to avoid Ellen.  He was about to release his arrow when he saw the outline of a white figure running toward him from the left. 
 
    Mestel didn’t have time to think, only to react.  The second Krone ran headlong at him, unaware that Mestel could see in the dark.  Mestel ducked just as the Krone came on at a sprint, swinging his sword over the spot where Mestel’s head had been.  The Krone’s momentum carried him into Mestel, who let the Krone fall on top of him before he lunged upward and to the right with all of his strength.  Completely unprepared for Mestel’s acrobatic move, the Krone flew end over end up against the wall ten feet away. 
 
    Mestel ignored the Krone he had just thrown against the wall and refocused on Ellen.  Mestel released an arrow with all the fury he could summon and watched it plunge into the back of the Krone standing over Ellen.  Knowing the kill had already been made, Mestel wasted no time nocking another arrow and targeting the Krone off to the right, who was only just now getting up off the floor.  Mestel shot the second Krone through the chest and watched with grim satisfaction as the Krone collapsed to the floor.  Thinking the battle was over, Mestel lowered his bow and turned back toward Ellen.  Martel must have been with him, because he turned just in time to see the first Krone charging at him in silence with a dagger in his hand.   
 
    Mestel knew in his heart of hearts that he had never been very skilled at archery or hand-to-hand combat until after his god brought him back to life.  But now his aim was confident, and he was able to read his enemy’s body language and know his intent long before a blow ever landed.  That was true even at this moment.  The Krone ran at him hard with uncontained rage.  Mestel’s arrow was still lodged in his back, penetrating his heart or close enough to it that death was assured.  Mestel nimbly moved to the left and tripped the Krone with his right foot as he came on.  As the Krone lost his footing, Mestel added insult to injury by hitting him in the back of the neck using his bow as a club.  The Krone fell hard to the floor and struggled to get up.  Mestel launched another arrow into the Krone’s back at point blank range.  The Krone fell to the floor and moved no more. 
 
    Mestel looked at the other Krone lying dead against the wall to the right, and then he brought his eyes up to look at Ellen.  Ellen looked around the room at what had happened.  She looked at one dead Krone and then the other.  She looked down at her nakedness in fear and disbelief.  Only then did she look over at Mestel with gratefulness and love.  The two moved unconsciously toward each other until they met in a fierce embrace.  Mestel stood quietly and let Ellen shudder in his arms. 
 
    She sobbed and said, “You came for me.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “We are linked together, you and me.  I won’t ever let anything happen to you.” 
 
    There was nothing left to say as the two held each other tight and Ellen cried into Mestel’s neck.  After a while, Ellen began to calm down. 
 
    Her crying stopped, and she whispered into Mestel’s ear, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We ran into some trouble at the Old Shetley Fortress, so we came back seeking Austen’s advice.  The Fortress was destroyed by the same portal that demolished Austen’s tower, and Valihorn has a cursed ring on his hand.” 
 
    “Did you somehow open the portal that destroyed Austen’s tower?” 
 
    “It was an accident, but yes, we think so.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen my daughter since the Krone took me away.  Do you think you can help me find Faye?” 
 
    “Of course.  Where did you see her last?” 
 
    “When the portal appeared, she was out in the street playing.  At first the ground shook like an earthquake, and there was a lot of noise as Austen’s tower came apart.  I ran out into the street trying to find her, but she must have been on the other side of town.  I ran through the streets crying her name, but there was so much noise and chaos that nobody heard me.  The streets became more and more crowded as the people of Wessex sought shelter in the church cellar.  The streets were crowded, but I refused to give up.  Eventually, I started toward the docks on the western side of town.  As I was running toward the dock, the two Krone you killed came at me quickly and knocked me to the ground.  They were full of lust, so they dragged me into this house.  This isn’t even my house!  Oh, they were so vile. 
 
    “They talked about what they were going to do to me and argued about who would do what.  They hit me every time I screamed.  I fought back, but I wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    “Oh, Jefon, thank Martel that you found me.” 
 
    “I’m not actually called Jefon anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Mestel held Ellen out at arm’s length so she could see the truth in his eyes.  “Ellen, I died.” 
 
    Ellen pulled away suddenly.  “Are you one of the undead?” 
 
    “No, feel my hand.  I am alive and well thanks to the love and grace of Martel.  He brought me back to life so I could carry out his mission on Tellus.  My name is now Mestel.” 
 
    Ellen moved a step closer and took his hand in her own.  “Mestel – that is a proud name.  It’s similar to the name of our god.  Can you help me find Faye?  She’s probably in the cellar of the church with the rest of the town.” 
 
    “Of course.”  After Ellen got dressed, Mestel took her hand and the couple headed out into the street. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mestel suddenly found he could not move his arms or legs and his vision went black.  While Mestel was sure he would never get used to receiving messages from his god or get used to the abrupt manner in which the visions came, he was far more accepting of them now than when he had been Jefon.  He braced himself for what was to come, sharpening his senses and memory in order to take in every detail.  After another heartbeat, the scene changed, and he was standing in front of the church to Sentinel.  As he looked at the church, he saw Nero walking toward the chapel from the right.  He had the dark skin and light hair of a Krone.  Mestel looked around him in a circle and saw no less than five Krone closing in on the church from different angles.  His vision zoomed in and focused on each Krone in turn.  He made a mental note of where each was located, what armament they carried, and what they looked like.   
 
    Then Mestel’s consciousness moved through the front doors of the church and into the sanctuary.  He could hear talking and movement in the room off to the left.  He flew over the pews and passed through the open doorway to the back room.  Evisar, Xander, and Valihorn were trapped inside the room by three more Krone.  Behind the altar to Sentinel was something else altogether.  On the surface, the creature looked like any other Krone, except this one had a flawless appearance and glowed with his own inner light.  Mestel focused on the angelic Krone, but as he looked deeper, the pristine exterior features began to fade away.  The Krone grew into a horrible monster with three heads and scaly skin. 
 
    The beast stood behind the altar, proud and confident.  It said in an unearthly voice from his childhood nightmares, “Give me the ring and you all may live.” 
 
    Valihorn answered, “I cannot give you the ring.  Even if I wanted to, it is cursed and will not come off of my hand.” 
 
    The scene continued until Valihorn offered the ring, and his hand, as a sacrifice to save young Cameron’s life.  Evisar tried to stop his friend, but Valihorn turned to Evisar with a grit Mestel had never seen in the young wizard. 
 
    “This is my town.  I have known Cameron since before she was born.  Who are you to say what I will and will not do?” 
 
    Valihorn turned toward the beast and marched proudly forward.  He bent down on his knee and put his ring hand on the altar. 
 
    His voice filled the room.  “Take the ring and be quick about it.” 
 
    Mestel watched in horror as the three-headed beast drew a huge two-handed sword and moved to strike off Valihorn’s hand.  Mestel’s visions usually ended abruptly, but this one was different.  The picture before Mestel slowly turned darker and darker until everything was gone.  As the scene faded, Mestel saw the Krone raise his sword and bring it down in a sharp cutting motion.  There was a sickening smack as the blackness overcame him, and Valihorn yelled out in pain. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mestel’s consciousness returned to his body, and he awoke to find Ellen kissing his lips.  He responded in kind.  Ellen pulled back a moment later when she saw him responding to her.   
 
    Mestel said, “What was that for?” 
 
    “You stopped moving and I couldn’t get you to wake up.  I tried everything else.” 
 
    Mestel smiled and then turned deadly serious.  “You have to come with me now.  Valihorn and your daughter are in danger.”  He grabbed her hand and ran down the empty streets toward the church. 
 
    Ellen went along willingly, but said, “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    Mestel did not answer as he concentrated on his task.  As he approached the church, he let go of Ellen’s hand and readied his bow.  Mestel remembered with perfect clarity where the five Krone were hiding in the shadows.  The Krone were waiting for the right moment to ambush and kill everyone in the church.  Only that wasn’t going to happen.  He approached the rear of the church from the right side.  As Mestel walked silently from shadow to shadow, he looked to his right between two houses at where the first Krone should be, and sure enough, he was there.  Mestel walked another few steps as if he hadn’t noticed anything.  Then, he brought up his bow and loosed before the Krone had time to react.  The arrow flew over a log pile, and Mestel watched the Krone stagger out of the shadows and fall into the alleyway.  Mestel looked behind him to make sure Ellen was still there.  She looked from the alleyway to Mestel and back again.  She had wonder in her eyes and clearly had a number of questions, but she said nothing.  Mestel took her hand again and continued to move among the shadows.  They finally came up to the back corner of the church on the right side.  The church was roughly rectangular, with the main entrance on the opposite side, off the main street.  The rear portion of the temple formed a semicircle.  Mestel led Ellen quietly around the semicircle in the rear of the church.  As they walked slowly down the side of the church toward the front, Mestel looked all the way across to the other side of the main street where the second Krone should be hiding – and there he was.  Mestel again let go of Ellen’s hand and nocked an arrow on his bowstring.  Once that Krone was dead, Mestel continued down the right side of the temple, with Ellen in his shadow. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar was paralyzed with indecision.  He only had a few options and all of them resulted in either the innocent child dying, or Valihorn getting his finger or hand chopped off.  This might be Valihorn’s town, but as his leader, Valihorn was ultimately Evisar’s responsibility.  Could he really allow Valihorn to sacrifice himself?  Not only would Valihorn be a cripple, but he would never be able to cast another spell as long as he lived.  There was also the fact that Mortem would likely kill all of the companions once he had the ring.  So Evisar hated himself for asking the question, but was the child’s life worth it?  Evisar searched for the answer while Valihorn walked up to the altar.  Did Evisar have the right to play the part of a god, deciding who should live and who should die? 
 
    In the end it was a simple choice.  If he did nothing, Valihorn would be a cripple.  If he took action, the young girl might die.  While he didn’t want the responsibility of life and death, the responsibility was thrust upon him.  Either choice bore consequences.  Doing nothing was the same as acting.  Either way, a decision would be made.  Therefore, Evisar made the best choice he could and thought on it no more.  Looking over at Xander, it was clear that he had come to the same conclusion. 
 
    Valihorn knelt down and put his arm on Sentinel’s altar with a grace and poise the young wizard had not possessed a few moons ago. 
 
    He said, “Take the ring and be quick about it.” 
 
    Mortem moved to the side with his sword in hand, but before he could bring it down on Valihorn’s exposed hand, the window off to Evisar’s left exploded inward.  Glass shards shot across the room.  Evisar shielded his eyes from the assault.  At the same time, he heard Mortem yell out in agony.  Evisar opened his eyes after the danger had passed to see an arrow in the back of Mortem’s head.  The angelic Krone flailed about in a manner that suggested he had never felt pain before, or had not felt it in so long that he had forgotten the sensation.  Mortem was dying, and he knew it.  In his last coherent moments, he gained control of himself once again and charged toward Valihorn.  Valihorn stood up from the altar at the same time he mouthed a single arcane word.  As Mortem charged forward with rage, Valihorn stuck out his hand in a vengeful way and three energy bolts leapt to his command.  The bolts slammed into Mortem and threw the angelic Krone back against the wall.  As Mortem smashed into the wall, his body and the wall exploded simultaneously.  Shards of wood showered into the street while Mortem’s body exploded into a million points of ethereal energy and was no more. 
 
    Evisar stood holding Neverlost as he looked for something to attack.  He scanned for the Krone that had been holding a dagger to the child’s throat, only to find him slumped over dead with an arrow sticking out of his neck.  Evisar heard footsteps coming from behind and suddenly remembered the three Krone that had been standing guard at the sanctuary door.  Evisar turned around in time to partially deflect the blade of a sword meant to split his skull in two.  Instead, he deflected the crushing blow onto his shoulder.  The chain links around his shoulder split around the impact of the sword and despite Evisar’s muscular might, he was thrown back and off his feet.  The Krone charged him and took a downward swing with his sword.  Evisar rolled to the right and the sword smashed through the floor.  While he was on the ground, Evisar rolled back over and swung for the Krone’s knees.  The magic of Neverlost ripped through the ordinary sword the Krone carried along with the plate armor protecting his shin.  The Krone warrior staggered backward and fell to the floor, literally cut off at the knees.  Evisar leapt to his feet and impaled the Krone through the chest with such power that Neverlost dug into the floor.  It was only after this combat was finished that Evisar noticed the other two Krone lying on the ground, one with an arrow through his throat, and the other with two scorch marks on his chest. 
 
    Evisar looked over his shoulder and found Valihorn walking toward him with the child holding his hand.  The young wizard had a lopsided grin on his face and was apparently no worse for wear.  He seemed very proud of himself for saving the child.  Valihorn pointed to the floor in the back-right corner and said, “The door to the cellar is over there.  I bet most of the town is holed up down there.  We should go and see if they need help.” 
 
    Evisar pulled Neverlost from the timbers in the floor and nodded wearily.  He took a step in that direction before Xander asked questioningly.  “Evisar, do you want me to heal your shoulder before we go any farther?” 
 
    It was not until that moment that Evisar felt the constant throbbing of his left shoulder.   
 
    He nodded his head and said nothing more.  Xander came over, placed his hands on the wound, and said a prayer to Fortuna.  As Xander was mumbling words of healing power, Mestel and Ellen walked through the door to the inner sanctum.  Some of the old jealousy returned to Evisar as he watched Mestel and Ellen move as a fluid pair.  The human woman was unquestioningly attractive in her own way, but she was still only human.  He continued to be baffled by his brother’s interest in her.  What’s more, Mestel seemed to have a closer relationship to her than he did with his own blood.  It wasn’t right, but it wasn’t his place to say anything.  Not only that, but if he did say something about Ellen, it might drive a deeper wedge between them than was already there. 
 
    Valihorn’s good cheer continued as he looked up at Mestel and said, “Good timing as always, my friend.”  Evisar caught the implication that Mestel seemed to always be one step ahead of anything bad that happened these days.  “If you had come any later, I would be one hand short.  I owe you a debt, and unlike my debt to Malachite, I know you will use it wisely.” 
 
    Ellen took one look at the child standing with Valihorn and said, “Do any of you know where my daughter is?  I haven’t seen her since the Krone arrived.” 
 
    Evisar said, “We haven’t seen her.  Hopefully she’s down in the cellar.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 87:  Secrets, New and Old 
 
      
 
    Xander finished healing Evisar’s shoulder and then began to walk around the inner sanctum to Sentinel.  He picked up a few relics and put them back in their proper place.  He was particularly reverent as he bent down to pick up the silver scales of justice and placed them back on the altar.  He even took time to locate the small golden weights that belonged on the scales.  After he had paid his respects to Sentinel, he turned around and saw the other companions debating what to do next. 
 
    Xander looked at Mestel and said, “Hey, lovebirds, now is not the time to worry about one little girl.  With any luck most of the townfolk are trapped in the cellar and need our help.  There could also be more Krone down there.” 
 
    Mestel avoided Xander’s verbal jab and said, “Fine.  You first.”  Evisar and Valihorn watched as they opened up the wooden trapdoor and slowly headed down into the cellar. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar put Neverlost away and turned around to investigate the rest of the church.  What he found nearly made his heart jump out of his chest.  Standing not more than five feet away from him was Nero, Agent of the Crown.  It was unnerving that Nero had been able to approach that close to him, well within striking distance if he had so chosen.  Nero, for his part, stood there like a statue, unmoving except for the vaguely amused smile on his face. 
 
    Evisar still didn’t know what to make of Nero.  If anything, he was more secretive than Xander, and that was saying something.  Though, to look at it from another point of view, Nero was a specially trained Agent of the Crown.  His job was to accomplish missions no one else was capable of, and he had already saved their lives more than once. 
 
    “So, did you find anything interesting on the south side of town?” Evisar finally asked. 
 
    “No.  Not at all.  All I saw were empty houses.  I see the two of you saw some action.  I’m a little surprised to see that the Krone are here, but I’ve found it wise never to underestimate our enemy.”  Nero walked past Evisar and knelt over the only Krone left alive after the battle.  “This one looks to still be alive.  We should stabilize him before he dies.  That way we can interrogate him to find out why the Krone are in Wessex.  Help me move him out into the main sanctuary where we can find better light.” 
 
    Evisar helped Nero move the Krone into the sanctuary while Valihorn checked the Krone corpses for anything that could be helpful.  They set the Krone down at the apex of the church in front of the main altar.  Nero pulled out some rope and bound the Krone’s wrists and ankles.  The large number of windows in the sanctuary did provide ample light.  Evisar walked around the perimeter of the sanctuary looking for some sign of movement in the street, but there was still no sign of the townspeople.  As he walked back down the main aisle toward the altar, Nero stood up and seemed to stare directly behind him for the briefest of moments. 
 
    Then Nero focused back on Evisar and said, “Come and have a look.  I found one interesting item on this Krone.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero opened the main door to the temple of Sentinel with an anxious heart.  He was supremely confident in his abilities, of course, but his deal with the Krone was ambiguous at best.  What if the Krone didn’t hold up his end of the bargain and simply ran away into the woods?  What if the Krone decided to kill him along with the companions?  These were both important concerns that would leave him flapping in the wind.  However, he didn’t need to reveal his true intentions to the companions until the Krone attacked.  Once he saw that the Krone had enough force to kill all of the companions, he could betray them, and his mission would be complete.  Then he could take the diamond off Xander’s corpse and return victorious to the Guildmaster at Guild Headquarters. 
 
    The sooner he got this assignment over with, the better.  Things were coming to a head with the Guildmaster’s plan to establish his own kingdom, and Nero wanted to be in his power wake when the Talon Thieves Guild became the first guild in history to establish its own nation.  The King of Armena was dead thanks to him, the gem would soon be recovered thanks to him, and the King of Kentar would soon be killed with Guild assistance.  The Guildmaster had made it clear at the last Inner Circle meeting that in addition to these three objectives, the Philosopher organization needed to be destroyed as well.  Gaston had been assigned to complete this nearly impossible task, but now that Gaston was dead, he had the sneaking suspicion the task would fall to him.  So, he needed to take some acceptable risks to recover the gem sooner rather than later so he could refocus his energy on the destruction of the Philosophers. 
 
    With his mind made up, Nero scanned the sanctuary of the church looking for the companions.  He quickly focused his attention on the door in the back-left corner where he heard movement and talking.  He moved silently to the right side of the open door and listened to what was being said.  He immediately spotted the two dead Krone at the entryway and almost breathed a sigh of relief.  Death to the Krone.  As the voices in the room seemed to move toward the back wall, Nero chanced a glance into the room.  He peered around the entryway and saw two more dead Krone in the back of the room.  Mestel, Xander, and some human woman he didn’t recognize were descending into the cellar. 
 
    Nero thought for a split second about the situation he now found himself in.  On the one hand, since four Krone already lay dead on the floor, it did not bode well for his plans to kill the companions.  On the other hand, half the companions were going downstairs into the cellar.  If he could find a way to move Valihorn and Evisar into the main sanctuary, he and his Krone allies could divide and conquer.  With his mind again made up, Nero walked silently into the room and approached Evisar from behind. 
 
    When Evisar turned around, Nero’s stealthy appearance startled him, but that was entirely the point.  It was a subtle jab to Evisar that Nero was more powerful than he was without ruffling too many feathers.  It also impressed the ragtag leader with his skills, which was a good thing to do from time to time.  Evisar exchanged some small talk with him, while Nero looked around the room for anything else that seemed interesting.  He noticed the Krone on the floor directly behind Evisar was still breathing, and in that instant, he knew how he was going to kill the companions.  He walked calmly past Evisar and knelt down next to the fallen Krone whom he had never seen before. 
 
    Nero said, “This one looks to still be alive.  We should stabilize him before he dies.  That way we can interrogate him to find out why the Krone are in Wessex.”  Now came the crucial part to his plan.  “Help me move him out into the main sanctuary where we can find better light.” 
 
    Nero kept his face passively neutral, but inside his excitement level jumped as Evisar saw the logic in what he proposed and moved over to help.  Together, they moved the Krone into the sanctuary and set him down in front of the main altar on the first step of the dais.  Nero tied up the downed Krone and searched the body.  Then he turned to Valihorn and said, “Do you know where Xander is?  We need him to heal this Krone so we can ask him some questions.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head and said, “He is down in the cellar.  I will go and get him for you.”  Valihorn walked toward the back room and passed out of sight. 
 
    Nero smiled on the inside.  Now the trap was set.  He could feel them approaching from the outside.  If only the Krone would be smart enough to attack right now.  Evisar walked along the perimeter and Nero was afraid he would see the Krone approaching. 
 
    He said, “Come and have a look.  I found one interesting item on this Krone.” 
 
    Evisar walked down the center aisle toward Nero when one of the windows shattered and an arrow suddenly appeared in Evisar’s shoulder.  Evisar was thrown forward and hit the floor with a loud thud, screaming out in pain.  Nero watched with satisfaction as the main doors to the church flung open.  Two Krone ran into the church armed with swords and a third one walked in behind armed with a bow.  Nero recognized one of the swordsmen as the Krone he had met earlier in the alleyway.  Nero threw himself to his feet and drew his rapier. 
 
    Evisar, wounded as he was, also moved quickly to his feet and drew his magnificent sword.  Nero didn’t know much about Evisar’s sword or where it had come from, but he knew a magic weapon when he saw one.  After the companions were dead, he vowed that it would be his. 
 
    The two Krone swordsmen charged down the main aisle while the archer pulled out another arrow and prepared to shoot again.  Nero moved forward, knowing there was no way Evisar could avoid an archer when two swordsmen were coming on.  Just as the archer was taking aim and about to release his weapon, Nero heard two arcane words ring out in crystal clarity throughout the sanctuary.  Nero glanced behind him and saw Valihorn standing at the doorway in the back of the room.  Nero looked on with annoyance, knowing there was nothing he could do as the archer froze in place, unable to move. 
 
    The two swordsmen obviously did not have the greatest of skills either, as they attacked Evisar one at a time, rather than as a coordinated pair.  The first swordsman ran forward and swung down at Evisar in a chopping motion.  Evisar moved to his left and swung his weapon at the exposed back of the Krone, biting deep into his flesh.  The Krone fell to the floor, but Evisar found it necessary to turn his attention to the second swordsman, parrying his swing just in time. 
 
    Nero continued walking toward the fight.  The Krone that Evisar had just cut to the ground was the one Nero had met in the alleyway.  The Krone climbed quickly back to his feet and recognized Nero as he approached.  He nodded reassuringly at Nero and turned his attention back to Evisar.  Nero wasted no time.  He walked up to the fight and impaled the Krone through the back with all the hatred and fury he could summon for his mortal enemy.  Thanks to their incompetence, Nero’s chance to kill the companions and steal back the gem had fallen by the wayside.  These Krone were a bunch of rambling idiots and they would pay for their ignorance with their worthless lives.  Nero thrust his rapier deep into the back of the Krone and then pulled it back out.  The Krone fell to the floor and looked up at Nero with disbelieving eyes.  Nero didn’t care.  His anger was beyond control.  How had this marvelous opportunity slipped through his fingers?  Valihorn must have heard Evisar’s cry and came back to help.  Had he not been able to freeze the archer in place, Evisar would now be dead.  Nero would have to bide his time and wait for another opportunity to steal the gem.  He wasn’t going to take the chance of outing himself just for the blind hope that they might be able to kill the companions.  And he sure as seven hells wasn’t going to risk himself to save some idiotic Krone.  Perhaps they could have won, but Nero wouldn’t take that chance.  He would wait for a time that was certain.  The time would come when the gem would be right in front of him; his for the taking.  Until that time, he would have to play along. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar finished the two Krone off with the help of Valihorn and Nero.  Evisar knew he was a fine warrior, and with Neverlost in his hand he was even better, but the archer would surely have killed him if Valihorn hadn’t come to his aid.  Likewise, he would have been stabbed through the back if Nero hadn’t been there.  After the battle, Evisar and Nero dragged the magically frozen archer over to where the bound Krone lay on the wooden floor. 
 
    After the second Krone was tied up, Evisar looked up at the companions who had saved his life in battle once again and said, “I’m going to keep an eye on these two for the time being.  Nero, would you mind standing guard at the main entrance?  I don’t want any more surprises to come through those doors.”  Without a word, Nero nodded his head and walked down the aisle toward the main church entrance.  “Valihorn, will you go down into the cellar and find out what is keeping Mestel and Xander?” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head and turned to go, when he suddenly turned back around and said, “And Ellen.  Don’t forget about Ellen.” 
 
    Evisar guarded his voice.  “Yes, of course.  Will you go see if they are alright and tell Xander we need his healing powers?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Valihorn headed for the back room and passed out of sight for the second time. 
 
    Not long after, Evisar was sitting on a pew contemplating what to do next when the magic holding the Krone archer subsided.  The Krone struggled against the binding around his hands and legs, causing Evisar to concentrate on the immediate problem.  Up until the companion’s ordeal with the Old Shetley Fortress, Evisar had never seen a Krone in the flesh.  He had learned their language, history, and culture in his younger years, but that was a far cry from meeting one of his mortal enemies in person.  He thought it would be easier to hate a race than it would be to hate any individual of that race; but looking at the male Krone as he struggled silently against his binds, Evisar could only conclude that he despised everything about this dark foe.  The stark contrast of his white hair against his dark gray skin was offensive.  It was a primal hatred that welled up inside of him.  His prejudice was instinctual, not learned from experience. 
 
    His one interaction with the Krone named Seril at the Old Shetley Fortress had been an honorable one.  Seril had shared a bond with Evisar in much the same way that he and Tristan had shared a warrior’s bond.  Now Seril was dead, and he wished the two Krone in front of him were dead as well.  If only he didn’t need answers, then he could drink from the well of revenge about to overflow in his soul. 
 
    Still sitting down, Evisar turned his head toward the Krone archer and asked, “What is your name?” 
 
    The Krone stopped moving against his restraints and said, “Tinich.” 
 
    “Well, Tinich, now that you can talk again, why were you trying to kill me?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  We are natural enemies.  Our gods have warred in the heavens for thousands of years, just as we have warred on Tellus for the same amount of time.  We are taught to hate surface elves from the time we can walk.  There is no escaping it.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head.  “Come on, you can do better than that.  You’re a long way from the darkness of the Underworld.  Why is your group in this town?  What have you done with the townspeople?” 
 
    Tinich just sat there in silence.  After a time, Evisar tried again.  “Okay, let’s start simple.  How many Krone are in this town?” 
 
    Tinich did not say a thing.  Evisar stood up and spoke loud enough to fill the sanctuary.  “How many Krone are in this town?” 
 
    Still nothing but silence.  Evisar’s instinctual hatred of the Krone, combined with the throbbing pain of his shoulder and the knowledge that the one who shot the arrow into his shoulder was sitting right next to him, made Evisar lash out with anger.  He slapped Tinich hard across the face.  He did it again and again.  Then he clinched his fingers into a fist and punched the Krone squarely in the face. 
 
    “How many Krone are in this town!?” 
 
    Evisar was startled when Nero spoke up from across the room.  “That won’t work.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “I’m an expert on the Krone, and I’m telling you that torture won’t work.  What you’re doing is child’s play compared to what he has experienced since he was a baby in the Underworld.” 
 
    An older voice interrupted the conversation.  “Maybe I can find another way to get the information you need.”  Evisar looked behind him and saw the wizard Austen walking out of the back room with the priest Lazarus, Mestel and Ellen, Valihorn, and Xander.  “Evisar, why don’t you stand aside, and I will convince this Krone to answer all of your questions.” 
 
    Evisar stood up and walked a few steps away.  Austen walked up to Tinich and went down on one knee as though he were praying.  Evisar watched with curiosity as Austen waived his hands subtly in the air and whispered something in Tinich’s ear. 
 
    After a moment, Austen stood up with confidence and asked, “How many Krone are in this town?” 
 
    Tinich adopted a conversational tone and answered Austen as if they were sitting down to tea.  “There were nine of us and Mortem.”  Then he looked at his dead comrades all around.  “Now there are fewer.” 
 
    Tinich went on to blandly discuss his time in the Plane of Chaos and how Mortem rescued him and gave him a divine purpose.   
 
    Once the basics were established, Ellen let go of Mestel’s hand and walked several steps forward.  “Ask him about my daughter.  Ask him what happened to Faye.” 
 
    Austen asked the question and Tinich said, “Well, I don’t know who your daughter is, and I certainly don’t know anyone by the name of Faye.  What kind of name is Faye?  There is no denying you are an awfully fine-looking woman for a human, but why are all your names so soft?  Faye.  Even the way it comes off my tongue makes me want to go to sleep… Faye…” 
 
    Mestel took a step forward, but Austen threw his hand up in the air and stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “Tinich, did you, or one of your comrades, or perhaps Mortem, do anything with a human girl from Wessex?” 
 
    Tinich listened intently to every word Austen said and sat back as if to tell a story.  “Well now, it is true.  There was a girl playing in the street when we first came out of the portal.  Mortem recognized her right away and seemed to think the girl had some kind of great magical potential.  He said something about the girl making all the difference in the war against the elves of Armena.” 
 
    Austen said, “So what happened to the girl?” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t I say it already?  Mortem sent the girl to the city of Locus with a Krone named Schtop.  They left on horseback almost half a day ago.” 
 
    At this conversational statement from Tinich, Ellen screamed at the top of her lungs.  “No!”  Then she flung herself at the Krone seated on the steps.  Before anyone could overcome their shock, she started hitting him while wailing at the same time.  Evisar was about to stop the killing of the messenger when Mestel moved forward. 
 
    Mestel grabbed Ellen’s arms from behind and dragged her off the Krone.  “Ellen, that isn’t helping.  Ellen, stop this.” 
 
    Ellen turned on Mestel and started hitting him in the chest with her arms.  She continued screaming, but what she said was beyond comprehension.  Mestel hugged her fiercely and let Ellen cry into his shoulder. 
 
    Mestel said to everyone, “If you will excuse us.  I’m going to take her into the back room so we can figure out where to go from here.  Mestel turned Ellen around, led her slowly into the back room containing the priest’s altar, and shut the door. 
 
    Evisar let them go, glad to be rid of the distraction.  There were critical decisions to make and important questions that needed asking.  The last thing any of them needed was his brother’s woman going hysterical.  Evisar looked over at Austen and the wizard met his gaze.  With a knowing look, Evisar nodded in the direction of the Krone who had become so agreeable.  Austen bent over and whispered something in Tinich’s ear, and with a wave of his hand the Krone fell fast asleep. 
 
     “Where are the rest of the townsfolk?” Evisar asked. 
 
    Austen said, “Most of them are down in the cellar.  We went there after the portal opened.  I would gladly have helped you during your engagement with the demon Krone, but I was tied to a post and under guard.” 
 
     “How did Mortem get you to surrender?” 
 
    “The same way he got you to surrender.  He held a child hostage and said he would kill her if we did not yield.  I think they wanted all of us out of the way so they could focus their collective energy on you.” 
 
    Xander said, “That figures.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Austen, we came back to Wessex to seek your advice and hopefully your help.  What happened at the Old Shetley Fortress is a long story, but suffice it to say, the fortress was destroyed in part by the dragon.  In repayment of the debt he owed Malachite, Valihorn was tricked into taking a ring off a dead Krone Witch.  As soon as Valihorn took the ring off the Witch and put it on his finger, the two portals opened, and the fortress was sucked into the Plane of Chaos.  Now Valihorn can’t take off the ring.  At this point, we just want to get rid of it.  Do you have a way to remove the ring from Valihorn’s finger?” 
 
    Austen looked stricken.  “I feared something like this had happened when the portal burst open and my tower was destroyed.  Luckily, I was outside when the portal opened, otherwise I would have been sucked into the Plane of Chaos along with my tower.  I do not know how this ring was created or how the Krone Witch obtained it, but we have to find a way to control its power.  The portals have created a direct conduit to the Plane of Chaos, which in turn leads to the heavens.  There is no telling what manner of creature will come through, and the problem will only worsen the longer the portals are open.  Eventually, the portals will not be able to be closed.” 
 
    Evisar spoke up a little louder.  “Can you take the ring off Valihorn’s hand?” 
 
    “No, damn it.  I cannot.  Not without cutting off Valihorn’s finger.  And even then, I would not be able to control the power of the ring.” 
 
    “I’m surprised to hear you say you have limits.” 
 
    “It is not easy for me to say, but you must hear the truth.  The only ones that can control the power of the ring are the wizards of Armena or the Sorcerers of Kentar.” 
 
    Evisar was quick to say, “You know returning to Armena is not an option for Mestel and me.” 
 
    “I know.  So off to Kentar you must go.  You must go to the capital city of Jewlian and meet with the Sorcerers.  They have anti-magic rooms where the power of the ring can be contained.  If the ring is placed in one of those rooms, the portals will close and the boundaries between Tellus and the heavens will return to normal.” 
 
    “That is what Nero said, but I was hoping you could cut short our journey.”  Evisar stepped next to Austen so that only he could hear what was said next.  “I also don’t completely trust Nero, so I also wanted someone else to corroborate his story.” 
 
    Austen nodded his head in understanding.  He backed away and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear.  “I am afraid the Sorcerers of Kentar are your only hope.  But before you leave for Kentar, there is something I need to do for all of you.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Ellen sobbed into Mestel’s shoulder as he led her into the priest’s room.  That the Krone would kidnap a girl of only seven was reprehensible.  They had no honor, and they would burn in one of the seven hells.  Once they got into the room, Mestel gently let go of Ellen so he could shut the door. 
 
    Ellen said, “I shouldn’t have let her go.  I shouldn’t have let her out of my sight.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t you see?  It’s my fault.  Faye asked me if she could go and play in the streets, and I said yes.  I should have been more careful.” 
 
    “Ellen, you can’t watch her every moment of every day.” 
 
    “Yes, I can!  Damn it!  What do you know?  You’re not a father.” 
 
    The words stung at Mestel’s pride.  He didn’t have any children, and as Martel’s chosen voice on Tellus, he probably never would.  That was part of the price he had agreed to pay, but he had at least hoped to be a father figure to the girl.  Mestel didn’t take offense to Ellen’s words.  He knew she was just lashing out in anger and didn’t mean what she was saying.  He could sympathize with her loss, but he could never empathize with what she was going through. 
 
    “What I do know is that from the time a child is born, a parent’s job is to prepare that child for the real world.  Part of that preparation is letting the child go.  As a parent you have to slowly back away from your children until they can stand on their own two feet.” 
 
    “How did this happen?  How?  I let her go outside to play, and she ends up being abducted by the Krone and carried off for gods’ know what purpose.  I can’t lose her, Jefon, I can’t.” 
 
    At that moment of weakness, Mestel made a promise he didn’t know if he could keep.  “I’ll get her back.”  Mestel moved closer and grabbed Ellen by both shoulders and said, “I will.  I’ll find her and bring her back to you.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.  You can’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.  Yes, I do.  The Krone out there said Faye left on horseback with another Krone only half a day ago.  That means it’s not too late.  He doesn’t know we will be chasing after him, and his horse is carrying two people.  It’ll take days for him to ride all the way to Locus, and he will have to cross two rivers to do it.” 
 
    Ellen looked at him with a glimmer of hope.  “Do you think it’s possible?” 
 
    “I know it is.” 
 
    Ellen hugged him fiercely and when she pulled away she said, “I love you.” 
 
    Mestel was caught completely off guard by her outpour of emotion.  What could he say?  He knew his feelings for this human woman were misplaced.  Martel said he needed to devote himself utterly to his cause, and even though Ellen now worshiped Martel, his feelings for her were not a part of Martel’s plan.  Nevertheless, he found himself saying, “I love you too.” 
 
    Ellen pulled away from him and said, “But I’m coming with you to find Faye.” 
 
    Mestel immediately said, “No you’re not.  I will find Faye myself or die trying.  I swear it by my god’s name.  You don’t need to come along.  I’ll go faster without you.” 
 
    “No, I have to come.  I have to do something.  I’ll die of worry if I stay here at Wessex waiting for your return.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come.”  Mestel moved closer to Ellen and softly said, “I don’t want you to come.  I can’t worry about your safety and look for Faye at the same time.” 
 
    Mestel knew that Ellen could easily take what he was saying the wrong way, but she did not.  Their love was an honest one, and Ellen knew he just wanted to keep her safe.  At first it was plain to see that Ellen understood, but then her face hardened with resolve.  She took a step back, dug into her pocket, and brought forth the platinum coin of Martel that he had given to her not more than a moon’s turn ago.  She stuck the fist-sized coin out in front of her to emphasize what she was about to say. 
 
    “By the grace of Martel, you saved my life and gave me this coin so that I would always remember.  I am now a true follower of Martel, just as you are, and so is my daughter.  There are three bedrock principles that define the god we follow:  self-sufficiency is the path to a righteous life, bring down those points of authority who abuse their power, and suffer no one to be falsely imprisoned.” 
 
    “I know better than anyone what Martel’s three pillars are.”  Mestel took two steps forward and slowly reached out his hand to grab the coin of Martel.  His hand grasped the coin at the same time Ellen held it out in front of her.  He pushed the platinum coin back toward her, saying, “Put the coin away.  You don’t need it to remind me that Faye has been wrongly taken and imprisoned.” 
 
    Ellen got angry.  “Apparently I do!  She is my daughter and there is no way …” 
 
    Anything else Ellen had planned to say was lost for all time as the platinum coin of Martel started to glow with its own light.  Ellen and Mestel watched in wonder for a few moments, neither one wanting to do or say anything that would upset the moment.  Mestel eventually took his hand off the coin and backed away.  The light of the coin began to fade and soon disappeared entirely.  Without saying anything, Mestel moved forward and grabbed the edge of the coin once again.  As soon as Mestel touched the coin, it started to glow with an inner light.  Both Ellen and Mestel stood in silence as the coin grew brighter and brighter until its luminosity filled the entire room.  Mestel again let go of the coin and backed away.  The light of the coin slowly disappeared, and Ellen put the coin away. 
 
    Mestel knew beyond a shadow of a doubt what the sign from his god meant.  He said, “Martel wants you to come on the journey to find Faye.  Together, you and I will search for your daughter until we are reunited with her, or we are dead.” 
 
    Ellen nodded her head in understanding and said, “I just need to go home and gather a few things.”  The two did not say another word as they joined hands and walked into the sanctuary where everyone was still arguing about what to do next. 
 
    As Mestel walked out into the sanctuary hand in hand with Ellen, the room fell silent and everyone stood up.  Evisar moved toward them with Austen close behind.  Evisar did not waste any time. 
 
    “Everything we feared about the ring and the portals is true.  Only the Sorcerers of Kentar can strike the ring from Valihorn’s hand, and the longer we wait the worse things are going to get.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head and said, “So Nero was right all along.”  Nero was standing close by and locked eyes with him in acceptance of the compliment.  “Ellen’s daughter, Faye, is being taken to Locus on horseback by a single Krone who is half a day ahead of us.” 
 
    Austen stepped forward with a sly grin on his face.  “As it happens, Locus is on the way to the Kentarian capital of Jewlian.” 
 
    Mestel said, “The Krone won’t know we are coming after him.  If we leave immediately, we should be able to catch up with him before he reaches Locus.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Fine then.  Let’s get packed and get moving.” 
 
    Evisar turned to leave until Mestel stepped forward and grabbed him lightly by the shoulder.  Evisar turned around and Mestel said in all seriousness.  “Ellen is coming with us to find her daughter.” 
 
    Evisar reacted with anger almost at once.  “She isn’t a warrior!  She won’t be able to help us.”  Then he turned to Ellen and said, “I’m sorry, Ellen, but I think that is a bad idea.  We will have to move quickly in order to save your daughter, and we don’t need any distractions.” 
 
    Ellen responded with some heat of her own.  “Are you saying I can’t keep up?  Faye is my daughter.  I promise that not only will I be able to keep up, but that you will have trouble keeping up with me.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head, but before he could say no and force Mestel to pick sides, Mestel said, “Brother, I am going with Ellen to find her daughter.  We can travel together as far as Locus, but if we haven’t found her by then, you will have to ride on to Jewlian without us.  Faye has been wrongly taken and my god demands her freedom.” 
 
    Suddenly it seemed as though Mestel had knocked the wind out of his brother.  Evisar looked down with defeat and replied in a sad voice, “Fine, but I won’t be responsible for her safety.”  Mestel opened his mouth to speak when Evisar raised his arm and cut him off.  “You’ve said your piece.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Austen looked somber as he witnessed the tension between the elven brothers. “Unfortunately, there are two more details that need attending.”  Valihorn, Nero, and Xander moved closer to hear what the old wizard had to say, while Mestel and Evisar sighed with frustration and took a step back. 
 
    “Ellen, I am afraid your late husband kept a vital secret from you.” 
 
    Ellen looked at Austen, fearing what he would say next.  “What was it?” 
 
    “He never told you, but at one time he was one of the most powerful wizards in all of Tellus.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I am afraid it is true.  He and I were both Sorcerers in the service of Kentar, only he was much more powerful than I could ever hope to be.  We were both betrayed by our fellow wizards and forced to leave, each of us for separate reasons.  I came to Wessex over twenty years ago, and your late husband followed me here several years later.  When he came to Wessex, he was so disillusioned with anything having to do with magic and wizardry that he renounced his powers and lived as a simple farmer.” 
 
    Ellen stared numbly off into space.  “Then why did he marry me?  I’m just a farm girl.” 
 
    Austen stepped forward sympathetically and took Ellen’s hands.  “Because he fell in love with you.  He saw how remarkable you are.  He saw what all of us see in you.  You are an amazing woman, Ellen.  He wanted to live out the rest of his years with you. 
 
    “When Faye was born, we both realized right away what an incredible wizard your daughter might be when she was older.  You may not know this, but only one in a thousand babies has any magic potential whatsoever.  Most never receive any kind of training, live, and die without ever knowing what they could have become.  Not only was Faye born with magic potential, her potential was a thousand times more than the average wizard.  When Faye was old enough, I planned to take her as an apprentice and train her in the ways of arcane magic. 
 
    “Your husband and I both watched over Faye to make sure she was safe, until your husband died.  Then it was my job to protect Faye from outsiders.”  He looked down with shame.  “I am sorry I failed both of you in my sworn duty.” 
 
    Ellen came forward and gave Austen a warm hug.  “It’s alright, Austen.  You did your best.  He may have put aside his powers, but he was a great man to me and my daughter.  I … I think he did love me.” 
 
    “More than life itself.  You and Faye were everything to him.” 
 
    Ellen let go of Austen.  She nodded her head and moved back over to Mestel.  Evisar filled the void with an edge of annoyance in his voice.  “Let’s get going then.  Every moment we waste, the Krone carrying Faye moves farther away, and Valihorn’s ring attracts more unwanted attention.” 
 
    Austen looked at Evisar and spoke up with a little more cheer.  “That brings me to my second point.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “No one in Kentar has seen or heard from an elf in over three hundred years.  You will be objects of ridicule and suspicion wherever you go.  You are as likely to be thrown in prison or killed on sight as you are to get anywhere near the Krone carrying Faye.” 
 
    Evisar said, “That may be true, but other than covering our heads, I don’t see any way around that fact.” 
 
    Austen smiled broadly.  “Ah, but there is.  I can cast a spell that will transform you into humans.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that anyone who sees and talks with you will see a band of human travelers.  As long as no one reverses the spell, or looks at you with Truth Vision, you will blend in and look like any other Kentarian citizen.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head.  “That would be a great advantage.” 
 
    With the decision made, everyone but Ellen gathered into one spot and the spell was cast.  Afterward, the companions took a while to look at themselves.  Mestel could scarcely believe what his eyes were telling him.  The sharp features, pointy ears, and slimmer bodies of his companions had been replaced with hardier, rounder, human frames.  They were ready for whatever came next. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 88:  Marching to War 
 
      
 
    Jon knew he was being played; played first by the Talon Guild and then by Rafa.  He managed to figure out the Talon Guild’s angle with his refugees, albeit too late, but how Rafa was using him was still unclear.  He was not practiced in politics or currying favor, in part because it was beyond his upbringing, and in part because it was beneath his upbringing.  He was a simple soldier who had managed to exceed his own abilities by advancing to the rank of captain.  As a consequence of his new rank, Jon was quickly finding out that being charged with the safety and wellbeing of others sharpened his senses and increased his awareness like nothing else in his life before. 
 
    In the days following his ride into Jewlian, he had noticed a significant increase in the tempo and pace of everyone around him.  People spoke more quickly and moved even faster.  When he first arrived, the castle had been on guard and people had hurried about the halls conducting the usual business of Kentar, but now things were different.  Now people scurried about from place to place getting ready for some great event.  It was as though his mere presence had caused an uproar that had yet to work itself out. 
 
    After telling the story of Endwood’s destruction to Rafa, Jon received orders to remain at Jewlian Castle and wait for new orders.  Since that time, the pale moon that lit the night sky had gone from waxing full to a waning half circle.  He was beginning to wonder if his superiors had forgotten about him but had made up his mind to wait until the new moon before saying anything.  In truth, Jon was grateful for a temporary reprieve from what had become his reality.  He filled the empty days by sleeping long past sunrise, taking naps, and eating leisurely meals at the mess hall.  He also wandered around the castle performing menial tasks below his station and instructing soldiers where he could. 
 
    Jon’s superiors assigned him a modest room near the barracks.  It was outside the royal keep but still inside the castle wall.  His rank made it inappropriate for him to room with ordinary soldiers, but it did not stop him from training with them in the yard.  His modest room meant he didn’t see many of his fellow officers, but it didn’t stop him from conversing with them in the mess hall.  Unfortunately for Jon, neither the common soldiers nor his fellow officers knew why everyone was in an uproar, or else they knew and no one was saying anything.  Of course, living in a barracks outside the royal keep meant Jon wasn’t exactly privy to the most current information.  Jewlian Castle was a huge place and there was a distinct difference between the inner keep where the royal family lived, and the rest of the castle. 
 
    His friend, Lieutenant Capstone, had stopped by his room a few times and unwittingly given him a few sparse details about what was happening.  The entire Kentarian Army was apparently being mobilized to march to the eastern frontier.  For what purpose, Jon did not know. 
 
    Jon trusted his King and the leadership of the Sorcerers, just as he trusted his chain of command, but he didn’t understand why the army was being called up, who the enemy was, or why it was such a secret.  That is, until one night when Rafa came quietly to his room to discuss the situation. 
 
    Jon was in the middle of writing a letter to his wife and son, who lived in the city of Delphi to the west, when he looked up to see Rafa standing next to the door.  Jon was startled half to death as he bolted to his feet, flinging the letter halfway across the room.  He reached for his dagger before he recognized who was in front of him. 
 
    Rafa said, “Be at ease, Captain.  I apologize for the sudden appearance, but I thought it best that no one know about this particular meeting.  Please be seated, I have new orders for you.” 
 
    Jon did as he was asked, but he placed the dagger on the table directly in front of him for easy access.  The message was not lost on the acting High Wizard, who remained standing and made no effort to approach the table. 
 
     “I wasn’t expecting to see you again,” Jon said. 
 
    “You are a captain in the Kentarian Army.  There are less than two dozen soldiers of your rank in the entire kingdom.  That alone makes you worthy of parlay, but that it is not why I am here.  The Kentarian Army is on the move and I need you to join General Donell’s staff and travel with him to the front lines.” 
 
    “And what enemy are we attacking?” 
 
    “The Sorcerers and the army march east to find and destroy the mythical elves.  Since you are the only ranking officer with any experience against this enemy, General Donell desperately needs you on his staff.” 
 
    Jon was completely caught off guard.  “What?  What are you talking about?  What have the elves done to deserve the war we are bringing to their doorstep?” 
 
    “You must know.  You were the one who brought me the evidence.  You said the elves came to Endwood claiming we were violating some kind of treaty.” 
 
    “Yes, but that is not provocation for war.” 
 
    “You also brought me the black arrow that killed Captain Sheval.  If killing one of our captains is not enough to justify war, then certainly the elven assault on Endwood is justification enough.  They drove you from the town and left you to die out in the wilderness.” 
 
    “What?  They did no such thing.” 
 
    “Please do not tell me you are that naive.  You rode out from Jewlian with a full battalion of soldiers and established a logging town inside Glenmyr Forest.  You yourself said things were fine for several turns of the moon.  Then one day four mythical elves show up at the gate talking of treaty violation, and a few days later chaos breaks out as if the wrath of the gods themselves descended upon the town.  What other explanation is there?” 
 
    “That still doesn’t mean they want to start a war.  When Captain Sheval slammed the door in their faces they seemed angry, but not insane.” 
 
    Rafa looked as though he were talking to a child.  “Oh, I see.  So two days after the elves left, a pair of giants attacked Endwood.  That is certainly convenient.  During that attack, a stray arrow of a color not used by Kentar soldiers just happened to kill Captain Sheval.  That is convenient.  Then a ghost calling himself the Protector of the Forest began appearing and eventually forced everyone to abandon their posts and run for their lives into the woods.” 
 
    Rafa paused to let Jon catch up.  Jon had known the facts of what happened, but he had never thought about it in that way.  He had been so busy defending the town and then trekking his refugees across the countryside that he hadn’t seen the big picture. 
 
    Rafa must have sensed his realization.  “You are a captain in the Kentarian Army, and you are intelligent enough to see the obvious.  The elves destroyed Endwood.  We may not have absolute proof, but that is what happened.” 
 
    Jon could see the logic in Rafa’s argument.  “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “The evidence was enough to convince King Benjin that his citizens were wrongfully attacked and killed.  He has decided to march all of Kentar’s strength to the east in order to confront this enemy.  He will have their explanation or he will have their blood.  But his one stipulation is that he will not act without you.  He knows the army is marching into enemy territory.  It is their forest after all.  Humans have avoided Glenmyr Forest for more than five hundred years.  You are the only officer who was at Endwood when it was attacked, and you are the only one with experience against the elves.  The King and General Donell have both asked for your support.  Will you stand with your countrymen to avenge this injustice?” 
 
    Rafa made a good deal of sense, but Jon was not entirely convinced.  He knew Rafa was holding something back.  He didn’t know how he knew, and he had doubts in himself, but he trusted his instincts.  He chose a soldier’s life in part because he wasn’t smart enough to apprentice as a tradesman, nor confident enough to start his own business.  However, his instincts almost always led him true.  Sure, his intuition was wrong on occasion, but more often than not, the way he felt about a situation proved accurate once the facts were known.  And what he felt on this occasion was that Rafa was playing him false.  Still, everything he said was true, and what he said was enough to ask the mythical elves, who had remained hidden from history for more than three hundred years, some tough questions. 
 
    “Yes, I will travel with the army to the frontier in order to confront the elves and ask them what happened at Endwood,” Jon responded, “but if it is found that they had nothing to do with the town’s destruction, then I expect we will leave them in peace.” 
 
    “Excellent.  The army is leaving in two days.  I will tell the King and General Donell that they can expect your support.  Thank you, Captain Campbell.  Your people need you.  I promise this is a decision you will not regret.” 
 
    Jon said nothing, but rather thought to himself, I hope you are right.  Rafa moved to the door and made his quiet exit into the hallway.  After the door shut behind him, Jon sat quietly for a long time before he recovered the paper from the floor and finished the letter to his wife and son. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 89:  On the Road Again 
 
      
 
    How many days had it been since they had slept, Mestel had difficulty remembering.  All they did day in and day out was ride their horses down the endless dirt road to Kentar, trying to catch up with Faye before her captor made it to Locus and disappeared forever.  The companions barely stopped to eat, let alone sleep.  At first, the constant riding hadn’t bothered anyone, Mestel especially, since he had the iron will of Martel to draw on, but that indifference was changing rapidly. 
 
    The companions were all exhausted and it was starting to show.  Tempers were getting short, nerves frayed, and most of the companions were starting to nod off in their saddles.  All, that is, except for Nero.  The special agent sent by the Armenien Crown was impressive; there was no denying that.  While everyone else’s faculties grew dull with sleep deprivation, Nero’s mind remained sharp.  While everyone else fell asleep in his or her saddle, Nero rode beside each companion in turn and offered words of encouragement.  When Evisar needed advice or seemed uncertain about where to go next, Nero was always there with a fresh idea.  Mestel had to admit that it bothered him somewhat to see Nero usurp, in part, his role as counselor to his brother, but then he remembered he was above such things now and that he answered a higher calling.  In the end, weary to the bone though they were, there was nothing else they could do but press on. 
 
    The companions, along with Ellen, had ridden out of Wessex and passed through the town of Dowden before the end of the first day.  They had left Austen behind to manage the open portal and try to return Wessex to some semblance of normalcy.  From there, they had continued west for two more days until they reached the end of the Dragon Spine Mountains and entered the Undying Swamp.  The road began curving to the northwest when the Long Drop Mountains came into view.  Shortly thereafter, Evisar led the companions off the road and headed southwest.  It was unfortunate that the dirt road did not continue all the way to Locus, but hopefully there would be another road once they crossed the river. 
 
    They had just left the road that morning, heading southwest in grassland that grew increasingly wet and marshy.  It would be less than a day now before they came upon the northern fork of the Ice River, which was virtually impassable down by Dowden and Wessex without a boat.  Once they crossed the north fork of the river they were then going to have to trek through the Unyielding Marsh, probably up to their knees or waists in murky, still water.  On the far side of the marsh, they would have to cross the south fork of the Ice River before finally passing into the Kingdom of Kentar.  Mestel often wondered how the Kingdom of Kentar could have remained ignorant of the existence of elves for over three hundred years, but after making part of this journey the answer became clear.  The distances between Armena and Kentar were vast.  Even more than that, the current border of Armena was well inside Glenmyr Forest.  If a traveler wanted to go around the forest, there was no road, but there were two fast rivers, the largest mountain range on the continent of Tellus, and a large expanse of marshland to block his path. 
 
    Sometime after the Undying Swamp, but before the Long Drop Mountains came into view, Nero had peeled off to the north and returned with the cache of gold and weapons he had promised back in Darkwood Forest.  No one asked where Nero had obtained the weapons and Nero did not offer an explanation.  He simply rode back into the companion’s formation and distributed what he thought would be helpful.  Some new armor, a few rings, and most importantly, new blades.  Everyone received a new weapon, including Ellen.  The weapons were not just new.  Mestel could tell that all of them had at least minor magical properties.  Mestel accepted a compound bow from Nero that was flawless in its construction and could shoot arrows at a farther distance with more power.  Nero offered a new two-handed sword to Evisar, but his brother respectfully declined, choosing instead to keep Neverlost as his primary weapon.  Nero understood Evisar’s reluctance to give up his father’s blade, saying that he had never seen the equal of Neverlost, both in beauty and in magical power. 
 
    As the sun rose for the sixth day on the road to Kentar, Mestel rode ahead of the companions with Ellen at his side.  Mestel fooled himself into thinking he was riding to the front of the column because he was driven by his god’s decree to rescue a wrongly imprisoned child and wanted to push everyone else along, but when he was honest with himself, Mestel just wanted to stay as far away from Xander as possible.  Xander always seemed to second guess and argue with him about every single suggestion he made.  Mestel didn’t understand Xander’s need to single him out in particular, but he didn’t let Xander’s idiocy bother him.  He was above that now.  He had more important things to consider. 
 
    In another honest moment, Mestel also realized he traveled ahead of everyone else because Evisar didn’t seem to want him around as much.  His brother never said anything out loud, and he never would, but the change in attitude was obvious to Mestel.  He was a little more formal when he talked directly with Mestel, and he often seemed to wait until Ellen was not riding next to him.  Evisar also seemed to be relying on Nero’s advice more and more and asking for Mestel’s opinion less often than he had in the past.  Unlike Xander’s idiotic irritations, Evisar’s chilling attitude was hurtful.  Mestel hated the fact that he didn’t see eye to eye with his brother these days, but then he reminded himself that he had chosen this path.  He had chosen, above all else, to be Martel’s voice on Tellus.  Serving his master in whole rather than in part was far more important than any brotherly relationship. 
 
    Mestel also knew that his feelings for Ellen were of great concern to his brother.  His brother saw her as a liability, an unwanted burden and stress on their relationship.  In this, he was not alone.  Mestel had mixed feelings about this human woman he loved.  Ellen should have been undesirable because of her humanity, yet Mestel found her beauty totally enthralling.  Not only that, but Ellen was nearly elf-like in her ability to appreciate humor, look at a situation long term, and remain rational under great stress.  Even when her daughter was taken from her, possibly forever, Ellen did not shut down.  Instead, she thought rationally about how to solve a difficult problem, going so far as to leave the only town she had ever known and put her own life in danger. 
 
    It was now mid-morning as Mestel and Ellen led the companions southwest through the grassland toward the northern fork of the Ice River.  The sun was shining brightly on what promised to be a cloudless day.  Mestel took a moment to look behind him to make sure the rest of the companions were keeping up, when he noticed something that should not have been there.  He stopped his horse and turned around while he waited for the rest of the companions to approach. 
 
    Mestel looked at Evisar and said, “I think Valihorn’s ring has attracted another strange creature.” 
 
    Everyone turned around and looked toward the east.  Evisar said, “What do you mean?  I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Mestel smiled slightly and thought it was amusing how you could often hide something in plain sight.  “There are two suns in the sky where there should only be one.” 
 
    Everyone turned around and looked again, staring in awe at the unbelievable sight.  Far to the east, just above the horizon, there were clearly two suns in the sky.  The first one was orange, as the sun often was so close to the horizon, and the second one was nearly pure white.  The white sun was significantly smaller than the orange one. 
 
    Evisar spoke for everyone.  “What is happening?” 
 
    Mestel said, “I don’t know, but if you look closer at the white star, you will see that it is growing larger, which means whatever it is, is coming toward us.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero was once again riding a gods-damned horse down some muddy rat run of a road.  It reminded him of when he and Gaston had chased after Xander and the companions in order to recover the gem.  He and Gaston had spent a full turn of the moon riding horses day in and day out, trying to chase Xander down, but the rogue had always stayed just out of reach.  Of course, Nero hadn’t known at the time that Xander was traveling with other elves. 
 
    But now things were different.  Nero was actually traveling with the companions.  He was on the inside, biding his time, waiting for the right moment.  Through his brilliance and cunning, he had managed to join Evisar’s little band of travelers under the pretense of helping them find the First Heir and return him to the throne. 
 
    The thing he hated most about traveling with the companions was pretending to be cheerful and helpful all the time.  After traveling with the companions for more than a few days, he still wasn’t terribly impressed with the elf brothers, so having to be subservient to them was somewhat trying.  One of the brothers was a good bowman and the other was a good swordsman, and that was about as far as their skills went.  How they had managed to survive up to this point was a mystery that continued to confound him.  It was true Nero had lived a double life for the last forty years between the Talon Thieves Guild and the elves of Armena, but at least he respected his Philosopher superiors.  If his true allegiance wasn’t with the Talon Guild, he would have served the Philosophers with distinction because he respected their leadership.  He couldn’t say the same of the brothers with whom he now traveled. 
 
    He knew he would have no trouble acting out a double life for the companions while remaining loyal to the Guild, since it was exactly what he had been doing up to now.  As they traveled the road to Kentar, Nero offered advice to Evisar when it was called for, and rode among the companions offering words of encouragement and keeping them in their saddles as fatigue began to set in. 
 
    Nero never forgot even for a moment that his real purpose for traveling with the companions was to recover the gem from Xander.    A difficult task, even for a thief.  The two of them were rarely alone, and even when they were, it is difficult to steal someone’s prized possession when they keep it near them at all times.  Nero had hopes of slicing the pouch holding the gem open while Xander slept, but the companions always slept close together and set a watch.  Even when Nero was given the watch, and hence the only one awake, Xander slept with his hand around the pouch. 
 
    As much as Nero hated traveling with the companions, he could afford to be patient.  His time was approaching; he could feel it.  As Nero rode up alongside Xander, he realized that time could be now.  The companions had been on the road for five days without a wink of sleep, and he could see Xander nodding off in his saddle. 
 
    Nero pulled up directly alongside Xander and saw that his eyes were shut and his head was bobbing back and forth with each step of his horse.  Nero looked quickly behind him and saw that he and Xander were at the back of the caravan, meaning Nero could afford to be a little riskier.  In a few moments, Xander’s body began to tilt toward Nero; slowly at first and then all of a sudden.  Nero reached out one hand to catch Xander by the shoulder and reached out his other hand toward Xander’s waist.  Nero let Xander fall into him, cradling his fall, as his other hand darted from one pouch to the next in search of something hard that would fit in the palm of his hand.  It took a few moments for Xander to wake up, and only then did Nero push him back up onto his horse.  Xander looked at him in sleepy appreciation, knowing it would have been both bruising to his body and his ego if he had fallen off his horse. 
 
    Nero smiled back and cursed under his breath.  During the fall he had managed to search two of the pouches around Xander’s waist but had not found anything the size of the gem.  Nero continued to ride next to Xander in the hopes that he would have another opportunity.  It did not take long before Xander closed his heavy eyelids and his head slumped forward once again.  Like before, Nero reached out one hand to catch Xander, while his other hand darted for his waist.  Nero’s hand moved from one pouch to the next as Xander fell toward him, but it was the hand catching Xander that found the surprise.  This time, Nero’s off hand pushed against Xander’s chest, where he felt something hard.  Nero brought his other hand up quick as lightning to continue the search.  The item was underneath Xander’s leather armor and shirt and would be very difficult to get at.  Nero had to give Xander credit – he was certainly no fool.  He brought one hand up to Xander’s neck and found a leather strap, meaning he kept his most precious items in a small pouch around his neck. 
 
    Unfortunately, that was all Nero was able to learn as Xander woke up.  Nero pushed him back into his saddle once again.  Xander shook his head in an effort to wake his exhausted body.  He seemed to come to full alertness, grabbing the reins of his horse and readjusting himself in the saddle. 
 
    Xander turned to Nero and said, “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    Nero was forced to smile cheerfully and said, “Glad I was here.” 
 
    Then the two looked ahead and rode on.  Nero was slightly irritated that he hadn’t been able to grab the gem, but at least he had a good idea where it was.  All he needed to do was cut the leather strap with his dagger and pull the pouch out from around Xander’s neck.  Seven hells, he might be able to do it the next time the companions stopped to sleep, whenever that might be.  Nero rode alongside Xander for a while longer, hoping the gods would give him a third chance to grab the gem from Xander, but just as Xander’s eyelids started to close once again he heard Mestel’s voice off in the distance. 
 
    “I think Valihorn’s ring has attracted another strange creature.” 
 
    Nero turned around with everyone else and looked east.  Evisar said, “What do you mean?  I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Nero immediately saw the problem but did not say anything. 
 
    Mestel responded matter of factly, saying, “There are two suns in the sky where there should only be one.” 
 
    ____________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but it was there.  Next to the rising sun was a smaller, secondary star that did not belong.  The sun Mestel was used to seeing was fully above the horizon as mid-morning approached.  It was a yellowish orange and slightly larger than normal, just as one would expect.  Directly to the right was a second, much smaller, white sun. 
 
    Valihorn asked, “Could it be a star that escaped the night to shine during the day?” 
 
     “No.  Definitely not.  It’s white like a star, but it’s larger and it doesn’t twinkle the way a star should.  Even if it is a star that escaped the night, there’s no way it could be visible when it’s so close to the sun,” Mestel responded. 
 
     “Could it be a comet or a meteor, then?” Valihorn asked. 
 
    Mestel said, “No.  Comets and meteors move across the sky, but this second sun is just hanging there, unmoving.” 
 
    Next to Mestel, Ellen said, “So what do we do?” 
 
    “I think we need to keep moving,” Evisar said.  “We don’t know what that is, or even if it has anything to do with us.” 
 
    With the decision made, most of the companions turned southwest with Evisar and started walking through the grassland toward the Ice River.  Mestel remained still and watched the second star long after everyone else had continued on.  An increased sense of foreboding filled his soul.  Something important was going to happen soon.  He didn’t know what, but he needed to be ready for anything. 
 
    Eventually Ellen asked, “Is something the matter, my love?” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head and said, “Whatever that star is, it’s headed for us.  And when it gets here, I don’t know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    Ellen said, “How do you know that?  We don’t have any idea what that thing is.” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling.  This isn’t going to end well for us.”  Mestel reached out and took Ellen’s hand.  He shook it to convey confidence.  He nudged his horse to a walk and moved to catch up with the others. 
 
    The real sun continued to rise as mid-day approached.  The companions continued southwest across the grassland and finally saw the river come into view.  Mestel looked behind him every so often and saw the second sun hanging in the sky.  There was no doubt that it was getting slowly larger as time went by, and that worried Mestel to no end. 
 
    Another problem presented itself as the companions pulled up to the river.  Mestel forced himself to stop worrying about the sky and focused his ranger skills on a way to cross the massive river directly in their path.  The hope had been that as the companions moved west, toward the Long Drop Mountains, that the Ice River would narrow to a point where it would be crossable on horseback.  Those hopes were dashed against the river’s smooth rocks when Mestel saw that the river was still more than a hundred feet across.  Just to be sure, Mestel took his horse out into the water as a test and could barely control the animal in the mighty current.  As he came back to shore and climbed onto dry land, he looked up at the second sun with fear and trepidation. 
 
    “Here it comes,” Mestel said to the others. 
 
    Everyone knew exactly what he was talking about, and everyone turned around to look.  The object was close enough now that it streaked across the sky.  He had seen meteors before, but this was so much closer that he felt a part of the experience rather than some distant observer.  The star shot across the sky and set down in a blaze of fire and light a hundred feet away.  The radiance faded away, giving Mestel his first look at the creature before him.  The gods themselves had sent an object down from the heavens, but for what purpose? 
 
    What he saw was an angelic-looking human male who stood eighteen feet high.  The angelic man’s physique was perfectly developed, and he appeared to be wearing only a cloth that covered him from the waist down.  The aura surrounding the huge man, combined with his perfect figure, reminded Mestel of his god’s divinity.  The creature in front of them must have crossed through the Plane of Chaos and emerged onto Tellus.  But was this enormous human an agent of good or evil? 
 
    No one said anything as the companions stood there with weapons drawn.  The angelic being, for his part, stood perfectly still without saying anything either.  His face seemed frozen in chiseled stone.  Time passed and no one moved. 
 
    Evisar finally broke the silence.  “Any ideas?  We can’t just stand here.” 
 
    Mestel didn’t know what the angelic creature was, but he got the distinct impression that if he wanted to kill all of the companions there was nothing any of them could do to stop him.  The creature had not mindlessly attacked them right away, and that was something.  Knowing the creature was not evil, Mestel decided it was better to be bold than to sit back and see what happened.  He unnocked the arrow on his bow and placed it back in his quiver.  He slung his new compound bow back over his shoulder and walked confidently forward. 
 
    He heard Evisar whisper questioningly behind him.  Mestel didn’t answer nor did he turn around.  He just kept walking confidently toward the angelic being. 
 
    Evisar spoke loudly, with more force.  “Mestel, what are you doing?” 
 
    Mestel still didn’t answer.  He would not be deterred.  He served the Faithful Falcon.  Self-sufficiency was the way to enlightenment.  Mestel walked right up to the angelic human and stopped a mere ten feet away.  He put a smile on his face and held his hands out, palms up, as a gesture of peace.  The angelic being towered over him as everyone collectively held his breath. 
 
    The angelic human suddenly smiled as big as any smile Mestel had ever seen and bent down to pick him up.  Mestel let the angel lift him up with both hands and draw him in for a heartfelt hug. 
 
    Mestel’s relief was so total that he said, “Thank Martel.”  The angel held him in a bear hug for a long time before setting him gently back onto the ground. 
 
    “You are all in grave danger,” the angel said.  “I was traveling through the Plane of Chaos when I felt the undeniable pull of the ring on his finger.”  The angel pointed directly at Valihorn’s hand.  “I can still feel it.  Even now, all I want to do is take the ring back to my Lord in the heavens.” 
 
    Mestel couldn’t resist learning a bit more about the heavens.  “And who is the god you serve?” 
 
    The angel smiled broadly at the question.  “I am surprised you cannot tell, having been touched by the gods yourself.”  Mestel nodded his head in an all-knowing way, wondering all the while how the angel could see his connection to Martel.  “I serve Tia, the god of justice and truth.”  The angel looked up into the sky and recited what Mestel thought were his god’s words.  “May you always receive what you deserve and have the wisdom to see the truth.”  The angel looked back down at Mestel and the rest of the companions. 
 
    Again, Mestel could not resist.  “And what task were you performing for your god?” 
 
    The angel smiled again and said, “You will find out when you serve your god in your own way.”  Then the angel’s smile disappeared.  He crossed his arms in front of his chest as if he were forcing himself to take on a more serious tone.  “I know where you are headed, and you need to move more quickly.  The forces of evil are marshalling their strength.  They are drawn to the ring just as I am.  They will find you just as easily as I did and take the ring for themselves.  You have to move faster.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Can you travel with us as a protector?  With you by our side, we would have no problem reaching Jewlian.” 
 
    The angel shook his large head from side to side and said, “I cannot come with you.  I have more important matters to attend to for my Lord.” 
 
    Evisar continued, “More important than ensuring a ring this powerful doesn’t fall into the hands of an evil god?” 
 
    The angel looked at Evisar as though the answer were obvious.  “Yes.” 
 
    Mestel found the angel’s statement somewhat difficult to believe as well, but having seen his god’s kingdom first hand, he vaguely understood the battles that took place in the heavens.  If this was Tia’s most powerful servant, then he had responsibilities that went far beyond the ring Valihorn was carrying. 
 
    The angel continued by saying, “It is also an unfortunate truth that for me to appear and stay on Tellus takes an enormous amount of my Lord’s power.  Not to make what you are doing seem insignificant, but my Lord’s power is best used elsewhere.  After all, Tia does have to represent justice and truth throughout all of Tellus.” 
 
    Evisar lowered his head and said, “I understand.” 
 
    “It is also a simple truth that the most trusted servant of a goddess, and the goddess herself, may not appear on Tellus.  It is against the rules.” 
 
    Valihorn added in a thoughtful manner.  “So you are breaking the rules just by being here now?” 
 
    Mestel thought Valihorn’s question was a little naive, but valid none the less. 
 
    The angel responded by saying, “My being here is against the rules, and I can feel the wrongness of my decision even now.  But these are exceptional circumstances.  I felt the call of the ring and it would have been wrong to refuse that call.  The portal made it possible for me to more easily pass from the Plane of Chaos into Tellus.  Ordinarily there would be consequences for what I have done, but not this time.” 
 
     “I am sorry my foolish choices have caused you difficulty,” Valihorn said. 
 
    The angel smiled broadly once again.  “Your kindness touches me, but do not despair for me.  Instead, despair for yourself.  Evil is approaching.”  He stretched out his hands as a giving gesture and said, “Now, I am here.  What can I help with?  Is there anything I can do for you before I depart?” 
 
    Xander answered immediately, “Yes.  We have been riding for five days straight.  We are all falling asleep in our saddles.  Even our horses are not able to keep up their usual pace.  Can you take away our fatigue or make us feel better in some way?” 
 
    The angel looked at Xander with a questioning eye.  “I judge you to be an extremely selfish individual, half-elf.  Nevertheless, I am happy to grant your request and then some.” 
 
    The angel waved his hand, said three divine words that echoed off the surrounding landscape, and pointed at each of the companions in turn.  When the angel pointed at Mestel, he felt the weariness from the last six days melt away.  It was amazing; Mestel felt as though he had just gotten up from the most restful sleep he had ever known.  Not only that, but Mestel’s belly was full.  Mestel felt completely satisfied, as if he had just eaten a nutritious meal.  Mestel looked at all of the companions, and he could see that they all felt the same.  Even the horses looked refreshed and eager to continue their journey.  The angel’s power was incredible.  Mestel had never even heard stories about a spell like that. 
 
    Evisar looked up with a smile.  “Thank you very much.  You have made a world of difference.”  The angel nodded his head in acceptance of the compliment and said no more.  Evisar continued, “Would it be possible for me to ask one final request of you?” 
 
    “Of course, that is why I am here.  What do you require?” 
 
    “Can you possibly speed us on our way to Jewlian?” 
 
    The angel smiled and said, “I can.  I can cast a spell that will take you all the way to Jewlian.  Are you prepared to go now?” 
 
    Evisar looked around at everyone and said, “Yes, I believe we are.  Thank you.” 
 
    Urgency rose up inside of Mestel.  He hated to interrupt the angel’s good will, but he had to act quickly.  “Excuse me, sir.  May I have a moment to talk with my brother?” 
 
    The angel’s smile disappeared, but he still seemed in good cheer.  “You may have a moment.” 
 
    Mestel turned around and quickly walked over to his brother, who met him halfway.  He did not look happy. 
 
    Evisar whispered low enough so only the two of them could hear.  “What are you doing?  If he can take us all the way to Jewlian, then let’s take advantage of that offer.” 
 
    “What about Faye?” 
 
    Evisar looked irritated now.  “What about Faye?” 
 
    “She is Ellen’s daughter, and she is wrongly being held captive.  If we go all the way to Jewlian, we may miss her captor and never see Faye again.” 
 
    “I feel your pain, brother, I really do.  But Faye is one person.  The ring is a danger to all of Tellus.  We have to get it to Jewlian as soon as possible or Tellus may never be the same again.  I’m sorry you’re not willing to see the big picture, but we may have to let Faye go in order to serve the greater good.” 
 
    Desperation welled up inside of Mestel.  He twirled around and asked loudly, “Sir, is it possible to transport Ellen and I to Locus, and then transport everyone else to Jewlian?” 
 
    The angel frowned for the first time.  “No.  It is not possible.  I can send all of you to one place.  I advise you to make up your mind quickly.  Time grows short and I have other responsibilities.” 
 
    Mestel felt his brother grab him hard by the shoulder and twirl him around.  He looked incensed.  “Why are you risking everything to save one human girl?  We have all of Tellus and Armena to defend.” 
 
    “I serve Martel, and Martel demands that I free those who have been wrongly imprisoned.  I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Evisar shook his fists and looked like he was ready to explode.  “There are four of us that want to travel directly to Jewlian.  Only the two of you want to go to Locus.  You handed me our father’s sword back in the Old Shetley Fortress and told me to lead.  You pledged to follow my sword.  Now is the time to keep your word.  The angel will take us past the swamp and two rivers that hinder our way.  He will take us past the Kentarian border patrols and put us in the heart of the kingdom.  You can always backtrack to Locus once the spell is complete.” 
 
    These last arguments finally convinced Mestel to go along.  He nodded his head at Evisar in acceptance. 
 
    Evisar looked up at the angel and said, “We are terribly sorry for the delay.  Can you possibly transport us to the north side of Jewlian?” 
 
    The angel looked intensely serious as he spoke.  “I sense greatness in your blood.  You are meant to accomplish great deeds, but not if you battle among yourselves.  The conflict is made much worse when the two leaders are brothers.  You must work out your differences, or you will fail.  A house divided cannot stand.”  The angel smiled broadly once again and spread his arms wide.  “But that is not for me to decide.  I can help you now, and I am happy to be of service.” 
 
    The angel waved his hands and spoke divine magic that echoed across the landscape.  Mestel heard a popping sound behind him; he turned around to see what looked like a ten-foot diameter portal behind the companions.  The portal was an opaque off white with lightning surrounding its edges.  Occasionally a bolt of lightning would cut across the portal from one side to the other, or even lash out a few feet in front.  Mestel looked back at the eighteen-foot-tall angel with awe at the power this being commanded. 
 
    The angel said, “Walk into the portal and it will take you to Jewlian.  Go quickly now.” 
 
    Evisar bowed low and said, “Thank you for your help.  It has made all the difference.” 
 
    Evisar quickly got back on his horse and urged Mestel to do the same.  As Mestel mounted his horse, he heard another popping sound emanate from behind the angel.  He looked up in time to see a long blade punch through the angel’s chest.  The angel fell to his knees in agony.  As he fell, a portal opened only a few feet behind the angel.  Out stepped a cloaked figure holding the black blade impaling the angel.  Mestel immediately recognized the figure as the same skeletal lich that attacked the companions on the river.  Mestel did not know how that was possible, since Nero had decapitated the being on the deck of the raft. 
 
    The cloaked figure laughed with an evil that stood counter to the goodness of the angel.  The cloaked figure twisted the blade in the angel’s chest and the angel convulsed in pain.  “Tia’s greatest servant, brought down by my sword.  How does it feel to know you will die on Tellus and be able to serve your master no more?” 
 
    Evisar turned his horse around and moved forward to help this great being of justice and truth. 
 
    The angel looked up at the companions and said, “Run!  Run for the portal now!” 
 
    The portal through which the cloaked figure had come grew to be over two hundred feet in diameter.  The portal then receded backward, and as it did so, thousands of skeletons immerged.  The army of animated remains surged forward.  Mestel realized in a heartbeat that they did not have a prayer of a chance against this force of evil. 
 
    The angel lunged forward into a summersault.  He came smoothly back up on his two feet and drew a flaming white two-handed sword.  The angel looked badly hurt, but he also looked ready to fight the evil in front of him. 
 
    The cloaked figure pointed a finger at the angel and said, “Kill him.” 
 
    With the order given, the skeletons rushed forward as one.  Mestel stood mesmerized by the raw power to which he was bearing witness.  The angel swung his sword in a broad, sweeping ark that killed the first twenty skeletons that moved into range.  Then the angel swung his sword again and again with more and more speed.  He killed dozens of skeletons with each cut of his blade, but it was not enough. 
 
    The angel turned his head to the companions one last time and screamed, “Run!!” 
 
    This was enough to snap Mestel out of his trance.  He kicked his horse in the side and sprinted for the portal.  Mestel was the last one to go through, and as he did, he saw the skeletons swamp the angel. 
 
    The scene disappeared as Mestel crossed the threshold.  His horse continued sprinting ahead, and with each step huge swaths of land passed beneath Mestel’s feet.  The landscape rushed by in a barely discernable blur.  He passed over the Ice River and left the Long Drop Mountains behind.  He approached a large fortified guard tower marking the northern border of Kentar, where an entire army seemed to be gathered, and then he came out of the spell all of a sudden on the edge of a marsh. 
 
    All of the companions were there, mystified as to what had just happened.  No one said anything for a long time. 
 
    Evisar finally said, “I could be wrong, but I don’t think we are anywhere near the city of Jewlian.” 
 
    Nero said, “We’re not.  If you look to the northwest, you can see the famous Guard Tower of Kentar marking the northern border.” 
 
    Xander, as questioning as ever said, “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    “I have worked a few times in Kentar, remember.  And I certainly recognize one of the most famous landmarks in all of Tellus.” 
 
    Xander seemed to accept Nero’s explanation.  Evisar asked, “Does anyone know why we are near the Guard Tower rather than outside the city of Jewlian?”  As Evisar finished his question he looked directly at Mestel, expecting him to answer. 
 
    Mestel said, “Don’t look at me.  I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Evisar asked in a sarcastic manner. 
 
    Mestel quickly retorted, “It is.  The last thing I saw was the angel fighting for his life against the skeletons.  I saw the skeletons overtake the angel as I went through the portal.” 
 
    “Then the angel may be dead,” Nero said dispassionately. 
 
    Valihorn spoke up.  “Not so fast.  It takes a great deal of concentration to cast a spell and then hold it.  It may just be that the angel lost his concentration on the spell as the skeletons moved in on him.” 
 
    Mestel said, “He was an angel from the heavens, and they are nearly impossible to kill.” 
 
    Evisar moved his horse a few paces closer to Mestel.  He pointed a finger right at Mestel’s chest and said, “You wanted this to happen, didn’t you?” 
 
    “What?”  Mestel could not believe these words were coming out of his brother’s mouth. 
 
    “You wanted so badly to go to Locus instead of Jewlian, and now we are here.  Just like you wanted.” 
 
    “Brother, you know I would never do anything like that.” 
 
    “Do I?  You were the last one to go into the portal.  Why did you linger?  Why did it take you so long to enter the portal?  You held the rest of us up.  If you had entered the portal when it was first created, like the rest of us did, we would be standing at the gates to Jewlian right now.” 
 
    “I wanted to help the angel.  I didn’t just want to leave him there to fend for himself.” 
 
    “What do you think you could have done?  The angel has the power of the heavens.” 
 
    “So do I, damn it.”  Just then, a bolt of lightning and thunder crashed to the earth a few hundred feet away.  Mestel knew he had said too much.  He took the thunder to mean that Martel was displeased with what he had just said.  It was not his place to proclaim his power to everyone.  He needed to show wisdom that others would want to follow, not brag about his heavenly powers with his brother and closest friends.  That would only create jealousy and resentment, and those were not traits that anyone would follow. 
 
    After the thunder died down, Mestel continued more cautiously.  “I was drawn to the heavenly power on display and I didn’t want anything to happen to the angel.  But I was wrong – I should have followed the rest of you into the portal.” 
 
    Xander said, “Damn right you should have.  What were you …” 
 
    Xander stopped speaking as Evisar thrust his hand in the air.  “What’s done is done.  If that is Guard Tower we see off in the distance, then it is on the way to Jewlian.  Since we all look like humans, we should be able to pass through Locus looking for Faye.  If there is no sign of the girl, then we are heading to Jewlian and the two of you can do what you like.  Mestel looked at Ellen and nodded at his brother.  Everyone mounted his horse and marched toward Locus. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 90:  Chance Meeting 
 
      
 
    As the Army of Kentar moved from Jewlian to Locus, Jon spent most of the three-day trip riding alongside General Donell.  There were a number of people on the General’s command staff, but Jon seemed to be his favorite.  He couldn’t say why, but Jon and the General rode side by side all three days discussing tactics, asking about each other’s career, and swapping stories their parents told them about elves, who until very recently had been mythical.  Jon legitimately liked the man, and the General was well respected by the troops who walked beside him, but Jon could already see weaknesses in his leadership.  General Donell was steadfast in his belief that the upcoming war with the elves was justified and righteous.  It was Jon’s belief that the General would make whatever sacrifices were necessary to see justice done and would be unwilling to compromise under any circumstance.  He had a strategy for finding and engaging the elves, and Jon feared he would stick to his well-laid plan regardless of circumstance. 
 
    A well-planned strategy was important, but Jon learned long ago that the best-laid battle plans seldom survived first contact with the enemy.  It was a leader’s ability to think quickly under pressure that defined victory or defeat.  The General had a long list of victories to his name, and maybe in his other conflicts he had not been so singularly driven, but this march was a crusade for him.  He was going to make the elves answer for what they had done or die trying.  Jon thought that with such an unbending will that it was far more likely his troops would do the dying long before the general who urged them on. 
 
    As the main force of the army approached Locus, the General sent riders to the armies at Guard Tower and Goldguard with instructions to begin their advance as soon as possible.  The riders were then instructed to return to Locus so General Donell would know the orders had been given, thus leaving nothing to chance. 
 
    As the gates of Locus came into view on the horizon, Jon and the General road toward the head of the column and arrived just as they reached the southwest gate.  The city looked just as Jon remembered.  The Basilica of Fortuna rose high into the air and was clearly visible in the heart of the city.  The fifteen-foot high wall and thirty-foot wide oak gate looked just as imposing as it had the first time.  Jon couldn’t help but think back to the set of horrible circumstances that had led him to Locus just a few moons ago.  That had been a desperate situation, but this time it was different.  This time he was traveling in force, with the full weight of Kentar behind him. 
 
    General Donell had sent word to Locus of their imminent arrival, so the guards opened the gates wide at their approach.  Jon led the way into the city with the General and his staff close behind.  Jon rode his horse through the gates and happened to see that the soldier holding open the left-hand gate was one of his veteran troopers from Endwood.  Not only that, but he was the very soldier who met the elves when they first approached the gates of Endwood. 
 
    Jon pulled his horse over to the side and came to a stop.  The guard holding the gate looked up.  Recognition immediately came to the soldier’s face and he asked, “Captain Campbell, never thought I would set eyes on you again.  How have you been?” 
 
    Jon could not help but smile in return despite the seriousness of the situation and his station in the army.  “Hard to say, Corporal Darron, hard to say.  How are you faring these days?” 
 
    “Never better.  Never better.” 
 
    Jon watched Corporal Darron closely.  Although he sounded jolly and full of good cheer, it was not difficult to tell that he was anything but. 
 
    Jon said, “Is there anyone else around that traveled with us from Endwood?  It would be nice to meet later for a drink and talk about old times.” 
 
    Darron did not seem to know what Jon was getting at, so he responded matter of factly, with a questioning tone.  “Aye, sir.”  He turned around and pointed directly behind him.  “Able Adam, David, and Larry the Loon are right over there.” 
 
    Jon waved at the three veterans as he got off his horse and moved farther over to the side.  The General’s army continued to file into the city four abreast, marching in step to a drummer’s beat.  The first of the soldiers moved down the main road and turned out of view, while the line of soldiers moving into the city stretched off to the horizon.  Between the talking guards, the neighing of the horses, and the stomping of the never-ending line of soldiers, Jon figured he could chance a secret discussion with one of his most reliable troopers. 
 
    “Darron, what is really going on here?” 
 
    The Corporal leaned in and said, “I wouldna’ say this in front of anyone but you, sir, but being stationed in this city is like being stationed in one of the seven hells.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well sir, I hate to speak ill of my superiors, but Captain Marc just ain’t a good officer, and the other officers follow his lead.  He sees lies and conspiracies everywhere.  He has everyone wound up as tight as a coiled snake before it strikes.”  The Corporal looked from side to side before continuing.  “I ain’t saying he’s far off the mark, sir, but there’s no doubt he’s gone `round the bend.  We lose one or two troopers a night to the Talon Thieves Guild.  They run this city, ain’t no mistaking that fact, but the Captain dismisses or jails more than that on account of his paranoia.  I’ve been sticking up for what I know is right and the Guild has tried to buy me off twice now.  Truth is, sir, if I keep going the way I am, I’m going to end up with my face down in a gutter, and that’s a fact.  Something’s got to give.  I haven’t been here long, but everyone thinks the Guild is acting strangely.  Even the veterans.  They’re moving faster and more boldly than ever before, taking over parts of the city that used to be solidly under our control.” 
 
    This wasn’t particularly shocking, but it was very disturbing that the Guild was taking new territory.  “Hmm, surely the Guild won’t do anything while the army is stationed here?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right, Captain.  They’ll lay low until after the army has moved on, and then they’ll go back to pushin’ us around.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head in understanding.  He looked to the left and then to the right as he thought about what to do next.  He didn’t want one of his best veterans to end up dead with an assassin’s blade sticking out of his back, nor the three soldiers behind him.  As Jon looked to the right, his eyes found Captain Marc, the garrison commander of Locus, waiting off to the side for a chance to meet General Donell.  He stared at Captain Marc for another moment and made up his mind then and there. 
 
    He turned back to Darron and said, “Let me see what I can do, Corporal.” 
 
    Corporal Darron smiled and said, “Very good, sir.” 
 
    Jon looked at how far behind him the General was and waited until he felt the timing was right.  Then he dismounted and led his horse fifty feet farther down the road, stopping ten feet away from Captain Marc.  The man had not changed since their last encounter.  He still looked dim witted, tired, and portly.  Captain Marc finished a conversation he was having with two of his subordinates and turned back to watch the army filing in through his gates.  The smile immediately left his face as he spotted and recognized Jon. 
 
    Jon moved closer with his horse so that no one else would overhear their conversation.  “Captain Marc, so good to see you again.  How have you been?” 
 
    “I was doing fine until I saw your ugly mug.  What do you want this time?” 
 
    Jon was happy to get to the point.  “I want to take four of my veteran troopers back under my command when we leave Locus two days from now.” 
 
    “Haven’t we been over this, Captain?  I’m the senior officer here.  You don’t have the authority to take anything.  Unless you want to pull your sword out again and threaten me in front of all these witnesses, I suggest you fall back in line with your soldiers.” 
 
    Jon knew Captain Marc was right, but there was one thing he wasn’t taking into account.  “I’m sorry.  Did I say I was taking them under my command?  What I meant to say was that General Donell was taking them under his command.” 
 
    The garrison commander clenched his teeth, but otherwise remained silent. 
 
    “The General personally requested that I find replacements for four men who returned to Jewlian because they caught the Orc’s flu.  The replacements I have chosen are the four men off to the left who were with me at Endwood.” 
 
    Jon looked away from Captain Marc and saw General Donell riding by on his horse at just the right instant. 
 
    Jon said loudly for all to hear, “General, Captain Marc of the Locus Garrison has graciously agreed to let me take four of my Endwood veterans and place them under your command when we leave Locus as replacements for the four soldiers we had to send back to Jewlian earlier yesterday.” 
 
    The General stopped his horse.  Jon gave him an unspoken look that said back me up here.  General Donell kept his face passively neutral, obviously trying to figure out just what Jon was planning. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation he said, “That is good news, Captain.  See to the details.” 
 
    Jon saluted the General and his commanding officer returned the salute.  “Yes, sir.”  He turned back to Captain Marc and extended his hand.  As Captain Marc took the extended hand, Jon declared loudly, “Thank you, Captain.  It isn’t just anyone who would give up four good soldiers for the good of the Kingdom.” 
 
    This time, Captain Marc actually did smile.  “Good luck to you, Captain.” 
 
    And with that, the second confrontation with the Captain of the Locus Garrison was over.  The army held up at Locus for the rest of that day, and the next, choosing to leave at first light on the third day. 
 
    As sunrise came on the third day, the General gave orders for the army to head out through the northern gate and it was up to the officers to carry it out.  The army was already well underway by the time the sun was up over the distant hills.  Jon rode out in the middle of the line and looked back just in time to see Locus pass out of sight over the horizon.  Jon was a little surprised they were heading north, so he rode up alongside the General’s horse.  “General, why did you decide to take the army north?  I thought the idea was to head east and search what remains of Endwood.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain, we will be there soon enough, but in the art of war one should try to be unpredictable where possible.  Going north serves two purposes.  First, if our enemy knew our location they will expect us to leave Locus and travel in a straight line toward Endwood.  By coming at the logging town from a different direction, and later than anticipated, we may be giving ourselves an advantage.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head.  “And the second reason?” 
 
    “Marching north puts us closer to the army setting out from Guard Tower.  Attacking the elves from three directions has its advantages, but also a few disadvantages.  You and I are leading the strongest of the three Armies, the one led by General Tomal out of Goldguard is the second strongest, and the one out of Guard Tower is the weakest.  I want to be closer to our smallest army in case they call for assistance.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head again.  The two rode in silence for a while until General Donell said, “I almost forgot.  I wanted to ask you what was going on with Captain Marc as we entered Locus?  As far as I know, none of our soldiers went back to Jewlian due to illness, and I know I didn’t order four replacements from the Locus garrison.” 
 
    Jon shifted in his seat uncomfortably.  In truth, he had hoped the General would forget about the incident at the gate, but he supposed this was just as well.  “I want to thank you for backing my decision, but I’m afraid I have to throw myself at your mercy.” 
 
    “Just tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Captain Marc is an egotistical prick who doesn’t know how to enforce law and order in a city like Locus.” 
 
    “That much I know.  Now tell me why we had to take four of his men?” 
 
    “They were my men!”  Jon couldn’t help but get defensive.  “All four of them are veterans of Endwood and all four of them made the march across the frontier after the logging town was abandoned.  I ran into Corporal Darron at the gate where he made it clear that his life was in danger.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “As a high-quality soldier who can’t be bribed – he made it clear to me that the Talon Thieves Guild would kill him sooner rather than later.  Knowing we could use his first-hand experience in the days to come and knowing he is a first-class soldier, I made the decision to take him and his three friends with us.  I knew Captain Marc wouldn’t let them go without a fight since he has seniority over me, so I timed that part of our discussion to coincide with your arrival.” 
 
    General Donell seemed genuinely amused.  “How did you know I would pass by at the correct time?  I might have been delayed for any number of reasons or Captain Marc could have gotten to the point more quickly than you anticipated?” 
 
    Jon smiled back.  “You don’t get to be a Captain in the Kentarian Army without a little bit of wisdom and a lot of intuition.” 
 
    The General smiled in good humor.  “Except in the case of Captain Marc, it would seem.  That’s fine, Captain.  I’m glad I could help.  I’m sure your veterans will be valuable.  In fact, I wouldn’t mind discussing the Locus situation with them.” 
 
    “Are you afraid the Talon Guild is growing too bold?” 
 
    “Too bold by half.  They have always controlled Locus; that’s not a secret.  But just last night I received word that the treasurer of the city was recently murdered, and that Locus is now refusing to pay its rightful taxes to the Crown.  Ordinarily, I would stay in Locus to deal with the situation myself, but with the campaign against the elves about to start, I dare not divide my attention.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head.  What the General said made perfect sense, but it seemed quite a coincidence to him that Locus, controlled by the Talon Guild, should refuse to pay its rightful taxes just after the issue with the elves had come bubbling to the surface. 
 
    “Would you like me to get Corporal Darron and his three friends and bring them to you?” 
 
    “Yes, see to it, Captain Campbell.  We have several days of travel in front of us, and I need to keep my third eye on the Talon Guild.” 
 
    “Yes, General.” 
 
    Jon kicked his horse in the ribs to bring it up to a canter.  He moved leisurely up the line of soldiers looking for his friend.  The main body of the army was moving rank and file north across the countryside, but General Donell had sentry units placed up and down both flanks as far as the eye could see, and a rearguard protecting their back.  Jon had no doubt they took up a good amount of countryside as they moved toward the frontier. 
 
    Corporal Darron could have been anywhere in the moving mass of men, but Jon remembered that he was stationed in the vanguard today, so he continued his canter and moved up the line.  As he approached the head of the army, he saw a group of six riders galloping down the road as fast as their steeds would carry them.  Jon watched with interest as the group rode headlong toward the front of the army and only pulled up at the last instant.  The group of six began talking to Corporal Darron and his men, but Jon could not hear what was being said with all the noise around him. 
 
    He began to hear bits and pieces as he rode closer, that is, until Corporal Darron’s voice rose above the din.  “I donna’ give a dragon’s bottom what you say you’re doin’.  You can’t ride through our lines.  Ya’ll have to ride around.” 
 
    One of the men, carrying a fine-looking sword by his side, said, “We don’t have time to ride around your army.  This woman’s daughter was kidnapped, and the kidnapper is taking the girl directly to Locus in order to hand her over to the Talon Guild.  We’re close on his heels, but if we have to go around your line we’ll never catch him in time.” 
 
    Jon could see the conversation was going in the wrong direction and raised his voice as he approached.  “Darron!”  Jon quickly closed the distance and said, “What is going on here?  Report.” 
 
    “Ah, yes sir.  They claim to be in some distress.  Apparently, this woman’s daughter was stolen and they are trying to catch up with the one who did the stealing.  They want to pass through our army rather than go around.  I was just explaining to them how that was impossible and that they would have to go around for security reasons.” 
 
    Jon rode right up to Corporal Darron and stood face-to-face with the band of six in front of him.  The one with the fine-looking sword seemed to be the leader, flanked closely by a man with a bow and the woman whose daughter was supposedly missing.  The woman was clearly terrified at the loss of her daughter, but Jon could see there was a strength and beauty beneath her farm girl exterior.  The other three men rode behind but seemed just as determined – except perhaps the man in the far back.  He seemed more interested in Jon than he did about recovering a lost child. 
 
    The woman reached out for the hand of the man with the bow, who took the offered hand and looked up at Jon with eyes of hope.  “Please, sir, we mean you no harm.  We simply need to get to Locus before the man who has taken Ellen’s daughter.” 
 
    Jon was about to answer when Corporal Darron spoke up.  “Now that I think on it, C’tain, I did see a lone rider approach our lines a short while back.  The man didna’ come close enough for me to see his face, but he did have a smaller rider sitting on the horse with him.  He rode around to my left.  The long way around to my left.” 
 
    This new piece of information sealed it for Jon.  Last time strangers came to a unit he commanded Jon was a lieutenant, but this time he was a captain.  He had the authority to do as he wished. 
 
    “Thank you Darron, I believe we can make an exception for good citizens of Kentar on a mission of such vital importance.  In fact, I will escort them the rest of the way myself.”  Jon pointed his finger at two riders off to his left and two riders off to his right.  “You and you, ride with me as we escort this group through our lines.” 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero rode with the companions down the Kentarian highway leading from Guard Tower to Locus.  As they flew over Guard Tower, they had seen massive amounts of men and equipment being organized for some sort of campaign.  He wasn’t entirely sure why an army was massing at Guard Tower, but he assumed it was the beginning of the war between the elves and the humans that the Guildmaster had been orchestrating for the last several years. 
 
    Now if the Guildmaster could only get the Krone to attack Armena from one of the entrances to the Underworld.  The more of those vile creatures that died, the better.  As a follower of Venal, Nero hated the Krone with the totality of his being, followed only by the malevolence he felt since finding out that the Guild was in league with them.  After learning of the Krone’s involvement with the Guild at his first Inner Circle meeting, he had vowed to think long and hard about whether he could still be a member of the Guild if they were allies with his god’s greatest enemy.  It had taken Nero several moons to decide on a course of action after that day, but in the end, he decided to stay the course.  He could hardly abandon the Guild after he had invested so much time on his god’s behalf.  He was finally one of the Thirteen, and he was gaining in status and power all the time.  It wouldn’t be long before he was the Guildmaster’s right hand.  Once that happened he could turn the power of the Guild on the Krone and grind them into the ground from whence they came, forever ensuring his rightful place in Venal’s kingdom. 
 
    They were making excellent time and had to be gaining on the Krone holding the human woman’s daughter hostage, the problem being that Nero didn’t particularly care.  What he did care about was the gem.  He kept his eye on Xander day and night, but the half-elf kept the diamond around his neck at all times.  Nero didn’t fret, as it was only a matter of time.  If he didn’t have the gem by the time they made it to Locus, Nero intended to contact the Guild and use his power as one of the Thirteen to recapture the gem once and for all. 
 
    The companions were closing in on Locus by mid-morning when Nero spotted trouble on the horizon.  At first, Nero saw a half-dozen men way off in the distance marching up the highway toward them.  As they galloped onward, Nero became more and more troubled as the number of men on the road grew into the hundreds and thousands.  Humans were such a bother.  Nero hated being disguised as one of them, but no matter the cost, he would complete the mission and recover the gem for the Guild. 
 
    Xander yelled up ahead to Evisar.  “So, what are we going to do?” 
 
    Evisar responded without slowing down.  “We’re going to request safe passage through their lines.  If we try to go around this army, it will take the better part of a day.” 
 
    Nero didn’t care one way or the other, but he had to pretend to be useful from time to time.  With that in mind, he decided to state the obvious.  “Remember to try and sound human.  Maybe Ellen should do the talking.” 
 
    The companions rode hard and didn’t pull up on their reins until the last possible instant.  There were six human guards in the vanguard with hundreds more off to the sides and behind.  The six guards, as well as those close by, drew their swords, readied their pikes, or took aim with their crossbows. 
 
    Evisar brought his hands up as a sign of surrender.  “We mean you no harm.” 
 
    Nero had to admit that Evisar sounded passably human.  If he was able to hold the facade, he might just be able to pull this off. 
 
    Evisar continued, “We are in a life and death struggle and need to pass through your lines.” 
 
    Nero tuned out the rest of the conversation as irrelevant as Ellen blabbered on about her lost daughter, until a man wearing a captain’s uniform rode up and wanted to know what was happening.  Nero listened intently to the officer on horseback.  Nero had seen this man before.  He had been at Endwood when Nero and Calim forced the abandonment of the town “on orders” from his Philosopher superiors.  Nero had obviously never spoken with the man, but he had seen him rally his troops against the giants, have the foresight to call for reinforcements at a key moment, and form a bucket brigade to put out the fire Nero and Calim had started.  The lieutenant, now a captain, had always been competent, but now he seemed much more comfortable in command situations.  He listened to the companion’s story and quickly came up with a course of action. 
 
    “I will take them through the lines myself.  You and you, ride with me as we escort this group through our lines.” 
 
    The pikemen in the vanguard parted to let the companions through on their horses.  The Captain kicked his horse up to a canter as he led the way down the highway.  “My name is Jon Campbell.  I’m sorry to hear about your daughter.  We’ll get you on your way as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Evisar said, “We appreciate your understanding, and your help.” 
 
    The Captain looked at Evisar queerly and asked, “Pardon me for asking, but I can’t place your accent.  Where in Kentar are you from?” 
 
    Evisar clearly hesitated.  As the most competent liar, Nero decided to speak up and save Evisar from himself.  “We live in a tiny village north of Guard Tower and south of the Unyielding Marsh.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains it then.”  Captain Campbell kicked his horse up to a gallop and everyone else followed suit. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar was determined to retrieve Ellen’s daughter and move on to get rid of Valihorn’s cursed ring, but something about this situation was nagging at him. 
 
    He asked the Captain, “Where is this army going?  Is there some new enemy?” 
 
    “We are marching against the elves.” 
 
    Evisar was in shock.  The implications of what the Captain said were profound.  After a long time, he managed to say, “Why?  What has happened?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ordinarily be able to tell you anything because of security, but since you are citizens of Kentar heading in the opposite direction, and because we desperately need the support of the people, I will tell you that the elves destroyed one of our frontier towns.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was the elves?  We haven’t heard or seen an elf in over three hundred years.  Some claim they never existed at all, except in stories.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re real enough all right.  I was stationed at the frontier town on the edge of Glenmyr Forest where they first appeared like shadows out of the woods.” 
 
    Evisar thought back to that day so long ago.  So many things had changed after his first outing as a Border Ranger.  He wondered what had happened to Lord Chas, and to the city of Ash for that matter.  He wondered what King Jalid was doing at this moment.  Did Shane still control the young King, or had Jalid grown to take his father’s place as a strong leader? 
 
    “Just because the elves paid you a visit doesn’t mean they meant to start a war.” 
 
    Captain Campbell shook his head.  “They did far more than that.  They killed my captain and drove the entire town into the woods like frightened children.  King Benjin will not stand for the unprovoked molestation and killing of his citizens.  As far as we know, this may only be the beginning of their aggression.  We have to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “Maybe they had some reason for doing what they did?  Maybe they felt like they were defending themselves?” 
 
    “Perhaps so, perhaps not.  I hope you are right and that all of this is a huge misunderstanding, but I don’t see how.  Either way, we shall know soon enough.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do?” 
 
    “We intend to find the elves and get an explanation for what they have done.  Rest assured, my fellow citizens of Kentar, you are perfectly safe.  You have an entire army of your countrymen standing between you and these elves.  We will have their explanation for what happened or there will be war.  There is no other way.” 
 
    Evisar rode the rest of the way in silence.  As the Captain approached the rear guard of the human army he said, “I will say my goodbyes as we ride so you don’t have to stop.  I wish you luck on your mission.  May the gods be with you!” 
 
    “And with you, Captain.”  The companions rode past the rear guard and pressed on for Locus.  There was nothing Evisar could do at the moment, but he could not dismiss what he just heard.  He didn’t know how, but he had to find a way to warn his people that a massive army was about to envelop them.  It always seemed like the weight of the world was on his shoulders, and he was sick of it.  Evisar was beginning to wonder if the gods would ever grant him peace. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 91:  The Gates of Locus 
 
      
 
    Six companions rode toward Locus looking for all the world like an adventuring band of humans.  Mestel looked around to make sure the transformation spell was still in place and sure enough, unrecognizable human faces stared back at him.  Only Ellen was the same.  Gorgeous and powerful, she was just as beautiful as ever.  Mestel forced himself to look away and focused on the approaching gate.  They were still a mile away, but they were coming down a slight incline and he had no trouble seeing the impressive stone walls and wide, steel-reinforced gate of Locus.  Mestel’s clear eyes barely picked out a lone horseman at the gate with what appeared to be a second, smaller rider sitting in the saddle in front of him.  Mestel stood up in his stirrups for a closer look, and while he couldn’t be absolutely certain, there was only one possibility that sprang to mind. 
 
    “Ellen, I think that might be Faye at the gate up ahead.” 
 
    “What do you mean?  I can’t see that far.” 
 
    Mestel never knew elves had better eyesight than humans.  “Trust me, then. Come on.”  Mestel kicked his horse into a run with Ellen close behind.  As he closed in on the gate, he could see the person on horseback talking with one of the city guards, no doubt trying to gain entry into the city.  He and Ellen were going as fast as they could, but it was quite a distance to the gate and there was no telling how long Faye’s kidnapper had already been negotiating entry into the city.  The guard was on the ground talking casually with the kidnapper, oblivious to the approach of the companions.  The horses pounded on. 
 
    If the guard at the gate could just hold him there a little longer, then they would have him!  Unfortunately, as soon as the thought formed in Mestel’s head, he saw the guard turn around and unlock the right-hand gate.  Mestel urged his horse on, but it was no use.  Faye’s captor rode casually through the gate; the guard closed and locked it behind him.  Only after the guard had finished securing the gate and turned around did he notice the two horses riding hard down on him. 
 
    The guard nearly jumped out of his skin.  He managed to recover somewhat and found enough wits to draw his sword.  It did not take a lot of training to see the sudden appearance of two charging horses as a threat.  Mestel looked on top of the wall and saw the six soldiers standing post nock arrows onto their bows.  He quickly recognized this was not going to end well, so he reduced his horse’s speed to a canter and rode up to the gate.  The guard on the ground kept his weapon drawn, but he seemed to relax as Mestel put his hands up in the air as a gesture of peace. 
 
    The guard asked, “What do you want?” 
 
    An interesting question.  They needed to get into the city as quickly as possible, and there were two possible ways to go about it.  They could say they were coming to Locus for some standard reason and wait the standard amount of time for the guard to allow them entry, or they could tell the truth, whereby the guard might let them in immediately or turn them away altogether. 
 
    Mestel weighed the choices and replied quickly but calmly.  “We want to apprehend the fugitive you just let through the gate.” 
 
    The guard said, “What are you talking about, son?” 
 
    “What is your name, soldier?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Gilmore.” 
 
    “Well, Lieutenant Gilmore, I am Officer Fillion, and we” – he pointed his hand at Ellen and at the other companions walking up behind him – “have traveled here from a neighboring town to try and recover this woman’s daughter.  She was taken from her by the man you just let into the city.  We chased the kidnapper for two days and two nights, and it has come down to this.  We are sorry that our approach startled you.  When we saw the kidnapper at your gate, we ran as fast as we could to try and catch up.  I hate to be abrupt, but can you please let us into the city before the kidnapper gets away again?” 
 
    Lieutenant Gilmore stood at the gate with a stupefied expression on his face.  He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it.  After another moment, he opened his mouth again. 
 
    “Your story is very interesting, Officer Fillion, if that’s who you really are.  I admit I thought the man looked suspicious, traveling alone with his daughter, all shrouded in a dark cloak.  For some reason I felt compelled to let him through anyway.  If only the girl had spoken up and said something, then I would have had good reason to detain him.” 
 
    Mestel dared to get his hopes up.  Then Gilmore continued, “However, Kentar doesn’t have Officers and your words sound strange.  I think I’m going to have to hold you here until I figure out what is going on.” 
 
    Mestel cursed under his breath at his accent.  Like every elf of Armena, Mestel had been taught several languages when he was young, including the common language of Kentar.  Since no elf, as far as he knew, had been to Kentar in more than three hundred years, his words no doubt sounded strange. 
 
    Mestel was about to speak again when Ellen beat him to it.  “Lieutenant, please.”  She spoke in her softest, most pleading voice.  “We are telling you the truth.  We just want to find my daughter and go home.  Her kidnapper is getting away as we speak.  Please, just let us pass.” 
 
    Gilmore seemed partly convinced.  Before he could say anything else, Mestel thrust his hand into his pouch and pulled out two platinum coins.  The coins represented more than a year’s wage for a simple soldier, perhaps half a year’s wage to an officer.  Mestel flashed the two coins at Gilmore quickly enough so the Lieutenant could see them, but the soldiers in the guard tower could not. 
 
    He spoke in a low voice.  “Perhaps these could help persuade you that we are telling the truth.” 
 
    Mestel wasn’t a fan of bribery, but this was an emergency.  In addition, he knew this was his god’s work, so he had no qualms about using Martel’s divine treasury to rescue a helpless girl that had been wrongfully abducted. 
 
    Gilmore reached out his hand as if to shake and Mestel did likewise.  The two shook hands and Mestel pressed the coins into his hand without anyone else being the wiser.  Gilmore pulled his hand back, felt the weight of the coins, and slipped them into his pocket. 
 
    “This woman’s story has convinced me that you are telling the truth.  I’m sorry I didn’t hold your daughter’s kidnapper long enough for you to catch him.  I pray to Sentinel that justice will be done.”  The guard turned to the gate and yelled for all to hear, “Let them pass.”  
 
    Mestel heard the gate unlock from the inside and the right-hand door opened.  Gilmore put his sword away as the rest of the companions walked up to the gate.  Ellen was eager to catch up with her daughter, so she nudged her horse forward first. 
 
    Mestel spoke up quickly before it was too late.  “Ellen, let me go first.  I may be able to find the kidnapper’s tracks if no one else has gone by.”  Ellen abruptly stopped and waited for him to pass. 
 
    The guard holding the city door open said, “Are you coming in or not?  I don’t have all day.” 
 
    Mestel dismounted his horse and walked carefully through the gate.  He led his horse over to the left, behind the gate that hadn’t been opened for them or the kidnapper, and urged the rest of the companions to do the same.  The guard hurriedly shut the gate and locked it, trampling over a portion of the ground Mestel wanted to examine. 
 
    “About time.  I’ve got important business, you know.”  Mestel stood in silence as the guard walked carelessly across the road and entered his barracks, no doubt missing a good card or dice game with his friends. 
 
    Mestel moved forward and carefully bent down to look at the impressions in the dirt, hoping against hope that he would see the kidnapper’s prints.  There were thousands of prints in the dirt, as one would expect at the front gate of one of the biggest cities in Kentar, and the dirt was packed down from years of abuse.  Nevertheless, Mestel trusted his skill as a ranger, and it had rained in the last few days, making the dirt somewhat impressionable. 
 
    Oddly enough, it only took Mestel a short time to find fresh hoof prints leading directly down main street toward the center of the city.  To Mestel the hoof prints stood out against the road, almost as if they were another color. 
 
    He turned to the others and said, “I think I see the kidnapper’s hoof prints.  Follow me.” 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar watched his brother jump back on his horse and lunge forward with Ellen at his side.  Evisar motioned with his arm for everyone else to follow.  As Evisar’s horse began to trot, he looked down at the dirt near the gate to the city.  How in the name of Invictus had his brother found the right impressions in the dirt?  All Evisar could see was dry dirt that had been trampled on an infinite number of times over the years.  Locus was probably several hundred years old, with millions of horses, wagons, and people traveling through this very gate.  If anything, the dirt was nearly as hard as a cobblestone street, having been trampled on for so many years. 
 
    Evisar decided to trust his brother’s newfound abilities.  There had been a time, not so long ago, when Jefon’s ranger skills had been inadequate.  Times were quickly changing – too quickly for Evisar’s taste.  Mestel’s increasing skill and wisdom came with a price.  He was becoming more erratic as his devotion to his god grew stronger.  He only hoped it wouldn’t get any worse. 
 
    Evisar trotted down the street, somewhat uncertain of their current mission.  They needed to get to Jewlian as quickly as possible, not look for a lost child.  So far, the inconvenience had been small, since they needed to travel through Locus in order to reach Jewlian, but that could quickly change if they didn’t find the kidnapper right away.  Scouring the city for a lone Krone who knew how to hide was not a winning strategy.  There was also the strong possibility that this Krone, whoever he was, would gain the protection of the Talon Thieves Guild.  If that happened, then the girl was lost.  There was no way they could fight through an entire army. 
 
    Evisar’s thoughts shifted to the city around him.  What an odd sight.  Everything was foreign to his senses.  Elf cities blended in with their surroundings, enhancing the landscape rather than destroying it.  Elves built around large trees and used only fallen wood to make their beautiful homes.  Locus was something entirely different.  It was a crowded human city, with barely a tree in view.  The buildings looked oppressive and ugly as they loomed menacingly over the streets.  The angles were sharp and wrong.  No matter where he turned, there were people in every direction.  Evisar could almost feel the pressure, the suffocation.  What a dreadful place. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel hurried down the street on horseback with Ellen at his side.  Am I going too fast, he wondered.  Am I even following the right trail?  They had to catch the Krone before he made it to wherever he was going, but if he lost the trail then he would never find him.  But if he didn’t hurry, he would never find him either.  Mestel trotted along on his horse, scanning the ground for the hoof prints of Faye’s captor.  He weaved in and out between the people on the streets and even had to go around a few wagons full of goods. 
 
    Mestel said, “Ellen, look up ahead and tell me if you see anything.  I have to focus on following the trail, so you have to let me know if we are getting close.” 
 
    “I understand,” was all Ellen said.  She had to be almost out of her mind with worry.  She was about to lose her daughter forever if they did not find the Krone very soon. 
 
    They trotted along the main street, heading for the center of town, not even knowing if the rest of the companions were behind them or not.  Ellen finally said, “I think I see them up ahead.  They are about to go into a large courtyard.” 
 
    Mestel new that if he looked up he would probably lose the trail he was following and never find it again, but his relationship with Ellen went far beyond love.  There was a trust that existed between them that was not easily found or broken.  Mestel looked up from the ground and scanned for a hooded figure on horseback.  He did not see anything at first, but then more than a block up the road he saw what looked like a hooded figure on horseback walking leisurely along.  There were wagons and other horses passing by the hooded figure, and the distance was so great that Mestel was left wondering how in the name of Martel Ellen had ever spotted him. 
 
    Mestel said, “I think you’re right.  Follow me.” 
 
    Mestel kicked his horse in the ribs and brought the animal up to a canter.  They dodged between the people on the narrow street with reckless abandon, trying desperately to catch the hooded figure.  As they closed to within a few houses of the Krone, he finally turned around and looked in their direction.  If the Krone saw them, he did not show any concern.  The Krone faced forward once again and turned his horse to the right as he entered the huge forum that was the center of the city.  Mestel and Ellen were two houses behind when the Krone passed out of sight.  Mestel closed the distance quickly and slowed his horse to a walk as he came upon the entrance to the forum. 
 
    Mestel looked to the right.  Time seemed to slow down as his eyes fell upon the hooded figure who was looking straight at him with an arrow pulled back to his ear.  Mestel was caught completely off guard as the arrow took flight.  Led by his instincts, Mestel dove off his horse to the left.  The arrow went through the space he had just occupied a fraction of a moment later and embedded itself in a nearby house.  Mestel landed hard on the slate floor of the forum, losing his breath.  He managed to get to his knees and saw that the Krone had nocked another arrow and was bringing the bow up to his ear.  In the stillness of that moment, Mestel saw Faye sitting on the saddle in front of the Krone, looking terrified. 
 
    Just then the rest of the companions, led by Evisar, came flying around the corner at full speed.  The Krone looked shocked, almost as if he had not expected anyone else.  The Krone nervously changed his aim toward Evisar and fired.  The arrow was woefully off the mark, missing Evisar altogether and hitting an unlucky peasant woman walking through the forum.  The Krone realized what kind of trouble he was in and took off running on his horse with the rest of the companions in pursuit. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar drew Neverlost and rounded the corner to the forum at full speed.  Evisar may not have been thrilled with the mission of rescuing Ellen’s daughter, but no one shot at his brother and lived to tell about it, especially not a Krone.  As he rounded the corner, Evisar saw the Krone up ahead.  His eyes widened as the Krone turned a bow on him and fired.  Luck was with him as the arrow missed wide.  He saw fear in the Krone’s eyes as he realized how many humans were chasing him.  The Krone kicked his horse into a run, and the chase was on. 
 
    The forum was huge, with a temple of some sort on the far end, a bazaar where goods were sold, a platform where announcements were made, complete with gallows for public hangings, and much more.  There was plenty of room to run down the Krone, and there was no place he could hide.  Since the Krone carried two people on his horse, there was no way he could outrun them.  It was only a matter of time. 
 
    The companions instinctively fanned out into a reverse wedge.  Evisar and Nero were on the right and left flanks, with Valihorn, Xander, and Ellen taking up the middle.  Evisar and Nero pulled out in front and began to close on the Krone from either side.  The Krone swerved to the right, trying to maneuver out of the trap and escape the forum.  The dark hood that was hiding his face fell down to his shoulders as the wind caught hold of it.  With his hood down, the Krone stood out even more with his snow-white hair and dark gray skin. 
 
    The rhythmic sound of horse hooves on cobblestone filled the air.  The people in the forum scattered as they turned to see what all the commotion was about, only to see a thousand pounds of horseflesh bearing down on them.  As the edge of the forum approached, Evisar and Nero cut in front of the Krone from the left and right with their weapons drawn.  Valihorn, Xander, and Ellen closed in from behind, forming a half circle around the Krone and cutting off any avenue of escape.  The Krone turned to the right and then the left, trying desperately to get out of the circle that was continually closing in around him.  Eventually, he realized it was no use and yanked on the reins to his horse, bringing the animal to an abrupt stop. 
 
    The companions closed in with every weapon trained on the dark elf. 
 
    Evisar spoke forcefully.  “Give us the girl.” 
 
    The Krone snarled at him.  “You really think you have the power to come and take her?” 
 
    Evisar turned his horse directly toward the Krone and pointed Neverlost right at him.  “I know I do.”  If anything, the Krone gave a little smile of respect.  “Give me the girl and I promise you can leave unharmed.” 
 
    “Nice try.  Like I would ever trust the word of a human.”  Then he pulled out a dagger and held it up to Faye’s throat. 
 
    Evisar thought for a moment about telling him they were surface elves, but he thought better of it as he noticed how many humans were gathering around them.  He had the distinct feeling that his disguise was his life. 
 
    “I give you my word that you will not be harmed.  The girl is this woman’s rightful daughter.” 
 
    The Krone actually stole a moment to turn and look at Ellen.  Ellen, for her part, had her sword trained on the Krone as though she had actually held one before. 
 
    The Krone said, “She looks determined enough to be the girl’s mother, but none of this matters.  If I don’t deliver the girl as ordered, then I am dead anyway.  Now that is enough talk.  Let me pass.” 
 
    Evisar spoke plainly.  “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    The Krone put the point of the dagger right up to Faye’s throat and made a quick cutting motion.  Ellen gasped in fear as a small line of blood appeared on her daughter’s neck.  Evisar knew the Krone was only putting on an act, to make them think how horrible it would really be if he cut her throat.  The Krone looked back at Ellen with an all-knowing smile and placed the dagger under Faye’s neck so forcefully that she winced in pain. 
 
    The Krone said, “If I have to ask one more time, then I will kill the child.  I give you my word.  Now, let me pass.” 
 
    Evisar stood silent for a long time, trying to think of a way out of the situation.  If he rushed the Krone then Faye would surely die.  If Xander rushed him from behind, he might have a chance, but Faye would probably still die.  Plus, Xander had no way of knowing what he wanted him to do.  There was no way to solve the paradox. 
 
    “Evisar, let him go,” Ellen said in the sad voice of defeat. 
 
    Evisar looked at Ellen and understood all the implications of what she just said.  Evisar nodded his head curtly and did not say a thing.  He backed his horse away several feet and Nero did the same, creating a hole in the circle large enough for the Krone to fit through.  Evisar noticed the crowd around them continued to grow in size.  The humans now formed a complete circle around the companions at least two- or three-deep.  It certainly couldn’t be every day in this forum where seven horses came pounding through the center of the city chasing a dark-skinned elf belonging to a race they had not seen in more than three hundred years.  To tell the truth, Evisar couldn’t believe they weren’t attracting even more attention. 
 
    The Krone nudged his horse forward.  Evisar knew if the Krone got away, then they would never see the girl again; he was not about to let that happen.  Like it or not, Evisar was involved.  She was better off dead than in the hands of the Krone or subjected to whatever the Talon Guild had planned for her.  Evisar prepared to strike as the Krone moved forward.  Neverlost was sharp enough that if he could decapitate the Krone in a single blow, Faye might yet live.  Evisar nudged his horse forward a single step so that he was in range.  The only question was whether he was fast enough.  The Krone would be a fool not to expect some sort of attack. 
 
    Just before Evisar could act, a whistling sound zipped through the air, followed by a sickening smack.  The Krone was catapulted off his horse and crashed onto the ground.  The dagger that held Faye captive skipped across the slate.  The Krone was momentarily dazed by either the hard ground or the arrow embedded in his left shoulder blade.  Evisar watched with satisfaction as Faye came out from underneath the Krone’s cloak and scooted away.  Quick as a cat, she sprang to her feet and ran into the crowd. 
 
    Evisar did not have to look behind him to know that his brother had shot the Krone in the back.  Having recovered from his own fall, he must have waited for the companions to stop the Krone so that he could have the best possible shot.  He waited until his back was turned so the chance of hitting Faye would be minimal.  If he had somehow missed, a possibility that grew smaller with each passing day, the arrow would simply have flown up into the sky. 
 
    As Faye pulled away from the Krone and bolted into the crowd, Ellen all but threw herself off her horse in a desperate attempt to catch her and fell hard to the ground.  She sprang right back up and ran after her daughter.  Evisar focused intently on the dark-skinned elf in front of him, but vaguely heard Ellen screaming her daughter’s name as she ran headlong into the crowd. 
 
    The Krone seemed groggy at first, but he regained his composure moments after Faye slipped away.  He climbed quickly to his feet, and only then seemed to understand the desperate situation he faced.  The Krone was an unwelcome foreigner in a foreign land.  Not only that – he was the enemy.  The mythical elves had come back to life, and here was one of them in the center of one of their most guarded cities.  Evisar had to give credit to the Krone, trapped though he was.  He did not surrender.  He did not beg for mercy.  He did not try to explain his circumstances.  He stood up with dignity – a proud warrior to the end.  He had done his best.  He had done his duty.  There was no shame in his eyes.  He even fooled Evisar for a moment, until Evisar remembered that he had kidnapped an innocent child and been prepared to turn him over to gods knew who. 
 
    The companions surrounded the Krone on their horses with their weapons drawn.  Evisar was just beginning to wonder what he should do with this dark-skinned demon from the Underworld, when he looked back and saw his brother walking confidently forward, bow in hand.  It occurred to Evisar that his brother might simply shoot the Krone dead with an arrow, just as he had executed Lord Shetley in cold blood. 
 
    His brother nocked another arrow onto his bowstring, forcing Evisar to act.  Evisar climbed off his horse and all but ran toward his brother, placing himself between Mestel and the Krone, while Nero, Xander, and Valihorn kept the dark elf from escaping.  Mestel had a haunted look on his face as he moved to the side to go around Evisar as if he was only an obstacle in his way.  Evisar grabbed Mestel by the shoulder and spun him around.  Mestel pulled away from him as if under attack and brought his bow up to a guard position. 
 
    Evisar flinched away and asked, “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    “Get out of my way.  This Krone deserves to die.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t.  Not like this.” 
 
    “He kidnapped Faye.  He was going to turn her over to gods knows who for them to do gods knows what.” 
 
    “Yes!  Yes.  He deserves to die.  Don’t you think I want him dead?  But we are not executioners.  Who are we to pass judgment on him?” 
 
    “I am Mestel!  Servant of Martel!  I am his judge and his executioner on Tellus.  Now get out of my way.” 
 
    Mestel threw off Evisar’s arm and tried to move away.  Evisar had always been stronger than his brother, and he needed his strength now.  He lunged toward his brother with both hands and grabbed his arm.  Evisar pulled backward with all of his strength and threw his brother to the ground.  Mestel landed in a heap.  Evisar moved himself between Mestel and the Krone and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “You are not going to kill this Krone in cold blood.” 
 
    Mestel looked at his brother as if he had just cut him with a sword.  He just sat there in stunned silence.  Off in the crowd somewhere, Evisar heard a man yell out, “What is going on here?” 
 
    Mestel climbed to his feet and stood toe to toe against his brother.  The brothers stared into each other’s eyes with an ice that had never existed between them before.  Mestel snapped out of it and looked in the direction of the human who had just spoken. 
 
    “I’ll tell you exactly what’s going on.”  Mestel looked past Evisar and pointed his finger directly at the Krone.  “He is an elf spy!” 
 
    Everyone in the audience said, “What?” 
 
    “Look at him.  Look at his hair and skin.  Look at the pointy ears.  He is not one of us.  He’s an elf.” 
 
    Somewhere in the crowd, a man said, “Elves are just a legend.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t.  You’ve all heard what happened to our town on the edge of Glenmyr Forest.  The elves wiped them out.  We are at war with the elves.  Just this morning a brave Kentarian army left Locus for the eastern frontier to defend our honor.  Why would they do that if we were not at war?” 
 
    Mestel stopped for a moment to let his words sink in.  Evisar lunged forward and pushed Mestel hard in the chest, trying desperately to shut him up.  Mestel dodged quickly to the right and took Evisar’s shove as a glancing blow on the arm. 
 
    “We are at war with the elves.  But we caught this one.  My friends and I caught him spying on us and ran him down.  Don’t let him get away.  We need justice for what they have done.” 
 
    Evisar watched helplessly as the humans rushed forward and enveloped the Krone.  As the humans surged forward, the Krone nodded his head curtly and a globe of darkness appeared beneath his feet.  The globe of darkness stunned the crowd momentarily.  Everyone stopped and stared at the magical display.  In the confusion, Evisar saw the Krone run out of the darkness into the crowd.  He had his sword out in front of him like a spear as he charged headlong into the angry mob.  The Krone ran the first human through the chest.  Everyone else gave way as he ran through the crowd at full speed.  Evisar thought maybe he would make it out into the open when a man clotheslined the Krone with a piece of firewood.  The Krone fell backward onto the stone slate and then it was all over.  The humans surrounded him and took turns kicking and beating him. 
 
    Evisar saw a nobleman come running into the crowd waving his hands wildly in the air screaming, “Wait.  Wait!  Hold on!”  For some reason the crowd actually listened to the new arrival.  They stopped beating the Krone and pulled him to his feet.  Silence reigned until the man yelled out for all to hear.  “Hang him from the gallows.  Hang him for all to see.” 
 
    The crowd went wild with a frenzied blood lust.  They loved the idea.  The crowd dragged the bleeding Krone over to the raised platform portion of the forum where public announcements and speeches were made. 
 
    Evisar turned menacingly to his brother and said, “Look what you’ve done.  Are you happy now?” 
 
    Mestel replied with a crooked smile.  “Not yet, but I will be soon enough.” 
 
    Evisar was shocked to realize that this is what his brother had wanted all along.  Evisar had not let him kill the Krone with his bow, so Mestel had found another way to execute the Krone. 
 
    ____________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn watched the humans drag the Krone up on the platform and put a noose around his neck.  Valihorn knew that what was about to happen was wrong, but he did not think his magic alone would be enough to stop the hanging, and it might turn the mob against him or his friends.  He looked around for help.  Nero seemed perfectly content to watch events unfold, and the elven brothers were staring each other down with barely controlled anger. 
 
    He moved his horse over to Xander and said, “We cannot let this happen.  Will you help me stop it?” 
 
    Xander moved his head from side to side with indecision, clearly torn about what to do in this instance.  Valihorn watched with mild curiosity as Xander dug into one of his pouches and held up his platinum coin of Fortuna.  He held the coin in his right hand and flipped it in the air.  He caught it with his right hand and looked at the result. 
 
    He thrust the coin back into his pouch and said, “I think I’m going to stay right here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I’m not moving to stop anything.  You’re on your own, my friend.” 
 
    With no way to stop the ceremony, short of risking his own life, Valihorn sat atop his horse and let it happen.  The humans strung up the Krone, the human leader said some words about the enemies of Kentar, and then the stool was shoved out from underneath the Krone, leaving him to dangle in the air until he suffocated to death. 
 
    Valihorn looked away and saw Ellen walking briskly back toward the companions with her daughter’s hand tightly intertwined in her own.  With the deed done, the crowd of humans began to disperse.  Valihorn noticed that Evisar and Mestel were still staring each other down. 
 
    On the horse next to him, Xander said, “Damn it.” 
 
    He dismounted from his horse and walked over to the brothers.  Suddenly, Evisar lashed out at Mestel with a solid punch to the face.  Mestel punched him back.  The brothers lunged for each other just as Xander put himself in between and forced them apart.  Nero grabbed Evisar as Valihorn held onto Mestel. 
 
    The brothers continued to struggle as Xander screamed out.  “Hey, how much attention are you trying to draw to yourselves!  They just hung the Krone; do you want to be next?” 
 
    That finally got Evisar and Mestel to stand down.  After a moment of calm, Xander continued, “Now, I hate to be the voice of reason, but I don’t think this is the time or place.” 
 
    Xander turned purposefully toward Mestel and said, “You are a damned fool.  Do you know how badly that could have gone for us?” 
 
    Mestel said, “He’s dead, isn’t he?  Justice was done.”   
 
    Evisar lunged half-heartedly for his brother once again.  “We found Faye, at your insistence.  But that wasn’t enough for you.  You had to see justice done.  What do you think is going to happen the next time these people see an elf?  They’re going to hang him too.”  He moved closer to Mestel in order to whisper.  “Do you know how many of our countrymen you may have killed today?” 
 
    Mestel backed away thoughtfully, seeming to realize for the first time what he might have done. 
 
    Xander turned toward Evisar and said, “Now that we have Faye back, we should get off the streets as quickly as possible.”  Evisar nodded in appreciation of Xander’s logic. 
 
    The situation was so tense Valihorn was afraid weapons would be drawn – until Ellen came walking up and gave Evisar a huge hug. 
 
    “Thank you.  Thank you.  I can’t thank you enough.”  Then she let go of Evisar and switched excitedly to hug Mestel.  She embraced him happily and said, “My daughter is safe.  Thank you.” 
 
    Ellen’s thanks seemed to break the tension.  Mestel hugged Ellen gratefully and whispered some words into her ear that Valihorn could not hear.  Ellen was still hugging Mestel with Faye close by when Evisar took command of the situation. 
 
    “I’m glad we could help you recover your daughter.  The gods must have guided us to her, otherwise we never would have succeeded, and she would have been lost for all time.” 
 
    Ellen nodded her head in acceptance of Evisar’s words.  She held out her arm and hugged Faye fiercely once again.  “You must let me know if there is anything we can do to repay you.” 
 
    Evisar looked at Ellen and said, “I’m glad we could help.”  Then he looked at his brother for a moment before turning his back on him. “We should leave the forum and find an inn for the night.  Let’s head farther south toward the other side of town.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Mestel, waiting to see what he would do. 
 
    Before anyone could move, Xander said, “Evisar, I respectfully suggest that we spend the night in the Basilica of Fortuna on the far side of the forum.  I’m sure I can convince them to let us stay one night, and we would have the protection of the entire church.”  Evisar looked skeptical.  Xander continued, “Wouldn’t it be nice to get a decent night’s sleep for a change?” 
 
    Evisar said, “What is really going on, Xander?  What is your real interest in this temple?” 
 
    Xander looked away sheepishly.  “I used to think of myself as a clever rogue.  After all, I did manage to steal …” 
 
    Xander stopped talking and looked over at Nero.  He had been about to mention the gem that he had stolen from the Talon Thieves Guild, but Nero was not privy to that information.  Neither was Ellen for that matter.  Everyone looked at Nero to see if he had caught on to the fact that he was out of the loop, but he just had a blank look on his face, waiting for the conversation to continue. 
 
    Xander said, “Anyway, clearly I have traveled with this group for too long.  You are beginning to learn how my mind works.”  Everyone waited patiently for him to continue.  “Fine.  Everything I said about the church protecting us for the night was true, but the temple is also supposed to mark the exact spot where Fortuna came down to Tellus during the Year of Angels.  It is our holiest spot, and I really should visit the temple while I am here.” 
 
    Evisar listened dispassionately to what Xander had to say.  “Well, I imagine the Basilica would be safer than a random inn.  And since we are already here, there is no harm in trying.  Why don’t you lead the way?”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 92:  The Basilica of Fortuna 
 
      
 
    Xander had gotten Evisar to agree to stay at the temple of Fortuna for a night; now he just needed to get the priests to take them in.  The priests of the basilica would take him in for the night, there was no question of that, but what about his companions?  He had to try.  He had to become more pious and show his respect.  Memories of his time in purgatory were quick to rise to the surface of his mind.  The short amount of time he had spent with the God of the Dead was more than enough to last him an eternity.  But it was eternity he was talking about.  When he had died at the Old Shetley Fortress, Fortuna had forsaken him.  The God of the Dead said he had lived a selfish life, and Xander could not argue against that point.  He had joined the Talon Guild knowing full well what they were.  He had stolen the diamond gem from the Talon Guild – not because an innocent wizard was trapped inside, or because he was trying to thwart the Guild.  Rather, Xander had stolen the gem so that he could sell it for a fortune and retire to a life of ease with women and servants as he wished. 
 
    His entire life had been that way.  Put on appearances.  Say the right thing.  Find the path of least resistance.  Take the easy way out.  Keep your secrets to yourself, for they are what give you power over others.  Well, no more!  When he died and went back to purgatory for the second time, he wanted to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that Fortuna would come for him.  If that meant reforming his ways and helping others, then so be it.  It was not enough to look the part by doing and saying the right things.  It seemed he had to actually believe these things in his heart.  The first step on the road to redemption was to pray at the exact spot where his goddess had appeared to her followers so many hundreds of years ago.  Xander sighed at the huge amount of work that lay in front of him. 
 
    Everyone dismounted from their horses and followed his lead to the Basilica on the far side of the forum.  Xander noticed that Nero grabbed the reins of the Krone’s horse and took it along with them.  Xander locked eyes with Nero and gave him a silent nod of respect.  While the horse technically was not theirs, it was worth a good sum of money, and the Krone wouldn’t be needing it any longer.  Xander led the companions across the forum, trying to draw as little attention as possible.  There were still a large number of humans conducting business at the bazaar and staring at the dead Krone as he dangled from a rope.  Xander kept looking from side to side, expecting trouble at any moment, but everyone seemed to give them a wide berth.  His eyes unconsciously focused on the Basilica itself.  The Basilica complex was located in the heart of the city, surrounded on all sides by an eight-foot-tall iron fence.  The iron fence ran the length of an entire city block.  The main temple was four stories high with a steeple that towered into the air above everything else in the surrounding city.  The temple, dormitory, and walkways were made of a mixture of white and gray marble and granite.  The stone slate of the forum ran right up to the iron fence, where lush green grass led up to the temple structure.  It was a humbling sight.  A grand testament to the Lady of Luck. 
 
    There was but one visible entrance to the Basilica and two Knights of Luck guarded it.  Xander led his horse up to the gate and stopped in front of the two heavily armed guards. 
 
    One of the guards said, “May I help you, sir?” 
 
    Xander stood there confidently, with his companions at his back, and said, “Yes, we are all followers of Fortuna.  We have made the pilgrimage to Locus in order to see the spot where our goddess first appeared on Tellus.” 
 
    One of the guards looked disapprovingly at Xander, and then looked behind him at the rest of the companions.  “Is that a fact?  All of you are followers of Fortuna, huh?” 
 
    “That’s right.  May we pass and go into the temple?” 
 
    The guard spoke loudly to his partner at the gate.  “Samual, do you think we can take anyone else in?”  Then he turned to Xander and said, “You see, we’ve had our fill of beggars faking belief in the Lady of Luck to receive a free meal or a place to stay for the night.” 
 
    Xander was puzzled.  Followers of Fortuna were not usually so bitter.  “I assure you we are not beggars; we have our own food.  We only want to pay our respects to Fortuna.” 
 
    Samual said, “We are sorry to seem so negative, but we recently took in a hundred and fifty refugees.  Most of them are still here, and they are stretching our resources to the limit.” 
 
    Xander nodded in understanding and reached into his pocket to produce the palm sized platinum coin of Fortuna.  He showed the guards the coin, which had a picture of the Basilica on one side and a full rainbow on the other. 
 
    “As you can see, I am in fact a priest of Fortuna.”  Xander flipped the coin in the air, looked at the result, and thrust the coin back into one of his pouches.    “I have as much right to be at this temple as the two of you.” 
 
    The original guard was not impressed.  “You could have killed one of our priests and stolen that coin.  Do you claim to know the words of Fortuna?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The guard stood up a little straighter before he said, “Losers whine about the odds …” 
 
    Xander reflexively said, “… Let Lady Luck control your destiny and good fortune will abound.” 
 
    The guard frowned in disappointment and said, “Lucky guess.  You play the part well enough, I’ll grant you that.  But even if you’re a priest, I’ll have bad luck for a year before I believe your friends are.” 
 
    Xander turned around, looked at the companions, and then looked back at the guard.  “I’ll grant you that.  My friends are new converts.  We traveled a long way to see the Basilica.  You don’t want to turn them away with their newfound faith crushed, do you?” 
 
    Samual pulled out his own platinum coin of Fortuna, flipped it in the air, observed the result, and put the coin away.  “Oh, let them in.  They seem honest enough.  Besides, they all have horses, so they can’t be beggars.” 
 
    “All right.  Go up the path to the Basilica and one of the monks will take care of you.” 
 
    Xander led the companions through the gate with their horses in tow.  When they were out of earshot of anyone else Ellen said, “This is not a very friendly order you have here.  They almost turned us away at the gate?” 
 
     “I swear to you that it is normally not so.  The Basilica must be under a great deal of stress these days,” Xander said. 
 
    Everyone quieted down as the monk at the temple door walked toward them.  “Good day to you; may good fortune abound.” 
 
    Xander said, “Good day to you as well.  We have all come on a pilgrimage to the Basilica.  We seek lodging for the night so that we might pray on the spot where our goddess first came to Tellus.” 
 
    “Ah.  We are glad to have you.”  The monk made a whistling sound and two of the groundskeepers came rushing over.  The monk said to them, “Will you please stable their horses for the evening?” 
 
    The older groundskeeper said, “Yes, your holiness,” and came forward to grab the reins of three of the horses.  The other keeper moved forward more timidly and took the reins of the remaining three horses. 
 
    After they were gone, the monk continued, “We don’t get as many converts these days.  You are to be commended for your dedication, my son.” 
 
     “Yes, well, it can be difficult at times, but I do the work gladly,” Xander said. 
 
    The monk opened up one of the twelve-foot-tall doors that led into the Basilica.  Xander was expecting to see dark hallways with rugged stone passages.  As the monk led them inside, Xander saw instead that the floor and walls consisted of polished white marble that brightly reflected the firelight put forth by the torches that lined the walls. 
 
    The monk continued to talk as he walked down the wide hallway to a stairwell at the far end of the building.  “As you probably know, this Basilica was built more than 500 years ago, not long after the Year of Angels.  This temple marks the very spot where Fortuna came down to us from the heavens.  Locus was little more than a collection of farm houses at the time.” 
 
    Xander said, “Didn’t one of the local farmers take Fortuna in and shelter her from harm?” 
 
    “Yes, that is true.  A believer by the name of Raymon saw her descend from the heavens and was the first to realize what had happened.” 
 
    The monk made it to the circular marble staircase at the end of the hall and started walking down the narrow spiral staircase, talking all the while.  “Our goddess was very nearly killed that day, for her arch enemy, Statica, god of predictability and certainty, chose to descend to Tellus at the exact same spot as our goddess in order to murder her and take her power for his own.” 
 
    Xander said, “That is why the gods almost never come down to Tellus and why we haven’t seen a god for over five hundred years.” 
 
    “Yes, it is said that a god can only be killed on Tellus, or up in their godly domain in the heavens.  Nevertheless, Statica attacked our goddess with sword and magic immediately after touching down on Tellus.  Legend has it that Fortuna was taken by surprise and would have died if Raymon hadn’t heroically stepped in to save her.  Raymon distracted Statica long enough for Fortuna to stab her archenemy through the heart. 
 
    “Raymon came to the aid of our goddess in her most desperate hour and was rewarded tenfold for his service.  He laid the foundation for this Basilica, changed his name to Fortius, and eventually became high priest of the church.” 
 
    “He must have been quite a man?” 
 
    “Indeed he was.  We have not seen his like since our goddess ascended back to the heavens.  Our current high priest, Fortiac, is a great man, but even he can’t compare with the accomplishments of old.” 
 
    Xander said, “We are only mortal, after all.  I’m sure being in the presence of one’s god is a motivating experience to say the least.”  Xander thought of Mestel and wondered if that was what happened to him.  Perhaps he had been too hard on the follower of Martel.  Xander thought for a moment more before he said to himself, Perhaps not. 
 
    The monk reached the bottom of the staircase and walked into a hallway.  Even though Xander knew they were underground, the hallway still looked bright, and aside from the fact that there were no windows, he would never have guessed they were underground.  The monk walked forty feet down the hallway and stopped in front of two ten-foot-tall mahogany doors.  As the companions stopped behind the monk the knight standing guard threw open the door with dramatic affect.  The sanctuary was huge.  In addition to the size of the hall, the lighting was spectacular.  Fifteen feet off the ground and completely surrounding the room, were stain glass windows filtering the sun’s light into brilliantly cascading colors.  The sanctuary was easily four hundred feet long and fifty feet tall.  The white and gray of the marble complimented the dark cherry wood pews and altar very nicely.  Xander looked around the room in awe, then his breath was nearly taken away when his eyes focused on the altar.  High above the altar was a fifty-foot by fifty-foot stained glass window of a full rainbow.  The span of colors in the rainbow is what made the glass so remarkable, with the red changing gradually over to orange in a way that seemed more true-to-life than the most complete rainbow Xander had seen. 
 
    The monk allowed them time to take in the room.  After a while, he walked down the center aisle with the companions close behind.  The monk continued to speak – his voice echoing off the walls of the empty hall. 
 
    “The altar marks the exact spot where Fortuna descended from the heavens more than five hundred years ago.  The location is now underground because sediment has collected over the last five centuries.  The streets of Locus are now ten feet above the location of the altar.” 
 
    Xander took a few steps forward before the monk said, “Feel free to look around and pray at the foot of the altar if you like.” 
 
    The companions split up and walked around.  Xander walked to the left side of the room between the pews and approached the altar reverently from the left side of the sanctuary.  He found himself standing directly in front of the altar, feeling Fortuna’s presence very strongly in the room.  He went down on both knees and folded his hands on the railing separating the altar from the rest of the sanctuary. 
 
    After some time had passed, Xander could not say how much, he felt the hand of the monk come to rest on his shoulder.  “We are going to have service here immediately after the sun goes down tonight.  You should feel free to join us if you like.” 
 
    Xander stood up and turned around to face the monk.  All of the companions were standing close by with curious looks on their faces.  Xander questioningly looked around the sanctuary and thought that even the position of the sun’s rays shining through the stain glass windows had changed.  How long had he been kneeling before the altar? 
 
    He said, “Yes, I would like that very much.  Do you think I could stay and pray into the night after the service?” 
 
    The monk nodded his head in respect.  “That is what the Basilica is for – to provide every follower of Fortuna the opportunity to touch what our goddess left behind in this room. 
 
    “But for now, why don’t I take you to your rooms so that you can freshen up before the service?” 
 
    It was difficult for Xander to tear himself away from the sanctuary, but he managed to follow the monk out into the hallway and back up the spiral staircase.  As he walked, the monk again talked on about his religion. 
 
    “Ordinarily, pilgrims such as yourselves are highly respected inside the Basilica.  Unfortunately, that may not be true today.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Is that because of the refugees staying at the church right now?” 
 
    “That’s right.  I see someone already complained about them to you.  Yes, we recently received one hundred fifty refugees from one of our border towns that was wiped out.” 
 
    Evisar was the first to chime in.  “Wiped out?  By what?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure.  The Captain of the garrison at the border town talked about giants, ghosts, and elves.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Giants I believe, but ghosts and elves – those are just tall tales we tell our children to get them to go to sleep.” 
 
    The monk shrugged his shoulders.  “The hundred fifty refugees are real enough.  The Captain of the garrison at the border town told us himself that everyone in the town had been forced to flee for their life into the woods.  The poor things.  Most of them were starving by the time they made it to our doorstep.”  The monk had made it up three floors of the spiral staircase when he exited out into a long hall.  He waited patiently for all of the companions to catch up before he turned around and continued down the stone hallway.  “The Captain who dropped off the refugees actually came through here recently with a large Kentarian army on the way to the frontier.  I guess he managed to convince the King that the threat is real enough.” 
 
    Evisar was about to speak again when the monk held up his hand sharply, inviting Evisar to remain silent.  The monk continued, “I don’t mean to argue with you.  I just brought up the refugees as a way to say that ordinarily you would all get your own room, but we’ve asked everyone to double up, and I am forced to ask you to do the same.” 
 
    Everyone looked to Evisar, who said, “That is not a problem.  We are happy with any hospitality you can provide.” 
 
    “Good.  Then here is the first room.”  The monk opened a wooden door to a standard interior room with a fireplace, table and chairs, and a bed.  “Why don’t we make this the lady’s room for the night?” 
 
    Everyone looked at Ellen.  The human woman was holding onto her daughter’s hand very tightly.  She looked sheepishly around, took Mestel’s hand strongly in her own, and walked into the room.  Faye and Mestel went with her.  They thanked the monk and then shut the door behind them. 
 
    Xander didn’t give a hoot that Mestel and Ellen were together, although he didn’t see what Ellen could possibly see in him, but Evisar was clearly upset.  He didn’t say anything, and he quickly covered his feelings, but the raw emotions were there.  The monk went across the hall and opened up another door.  Xander saw that this was an exterior room with two windows facing out toward the forum. 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, Nero stepped forward and spoke for the first time since they came to the Basilica.  “Evisar, would you mind if Xander and I roomed here for the night?  I’d like to ask him some more questions about Fortuna.” 
 
    Evisar raised his eyebrows and said, “No, not at all.  I’ll see you in the morning.  Valihorn, it looks like you’re with me tonight.” 
 
    Xander walked into the room with Nero close behind.  After they shut the door, Xander turned a curious eye to Nero and said, “I may not be in the room much.  I’m going to go to the service soon, and then I may stay to pray into the night.” 
 
    “That’s fine.  Take as long as you want.  I’ll just stay in the room and have a restful evening.  We can talk when you get back, unless you have the time to answer a few questions now.” 
 
    Xander didn’t understand Nero’s sudden fascination with his religion, but he was more than happy to talk about it.  “Ask away.  I still have a little time before the sun sets.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero walked down the hall with the monk in the lead and the companions close behind.  Mestel and Ellen took the first room, along with the woman’s daughter.  Nero had to give Mestel credit.  He was a self-righteous religious bastard with more power than common sense, but he was the only one out of the group with a woman by his side.  A human woman, too.  Human women were certainly better known for their passion and imagination in the reproductive arts than elven females.  Although, with Ellen’s daughter in the room, they would have a more difficult time of it. 
 
    That made Nero think of Arun, the Krone slut he slept with not long ago.  If Arun was any representation of the Krone physique and prowess in bed, then he needed to find one.  If Nero was honest with himself, which he always was (he lied so much to others that it was important to be truthful with himself), then he knew Arun had been the most exciting lover he had ever had.  Even the elven prostitute the Guildmaster personally hired for him could not compare.  Nero wondered if he would ever see Arun again as the monk moved across the hall and opened the door to the next room. 
 
    Nero looked in and saw that the room had two outside windows that would suit his needs nicely.  He had to make sure that he and Xander shared this room.  His future and the livelihood of the Talon Guild depended on it. 
 
    Nero thought quickly on his feet, a skill he had acquired out of necessity over the years.  “Evisar, would you mind if Xander and I roomed here for the night?  I’d like to ask him some more questions about Fortuna.”  In truth, Nero didn’t give a rat’s ass about Xander’s goddess since he was a follower of Venal, but it was a viable excuse everyone would believe. 
 
    Evisar had no problem believing his lie, so he and Xander went into the room and shut the door.  Nero feigned interest in Xander’s backward goddess until finally the sun went down and Xander excused himself to go down to the service. 
 
    Nero was more than happy to see him go, and as soon as the door shut, Nero’s mind kicked into gear and started contemplating options.  Evisar had foolishly agreed to spend the night in Locus, thinking that he and his companions could escape the Guild’s notice for one evening.  Ordinarily, Evisar’s strategic thinking would have been right on target, but he did not know a Guild spy was watching him. 
 
    Nero moved to one of the windows and opened it.  The sun had just gone down and soon it would be dark.  The room was on the third floor, which presented a small challenge.  Nero could easily use the rope in his pack to get down, but he wanted some form of deniability in case someone discovered he was missing.  Nero noticed the gate they came through earlier was down and several hundred feet to the left.  One of the Knights of Luck happened to be looking in his direction when he stuck his head out.  Nero put on his most infectious smile and waved at the knight.  The knight half-heartedly waved back.  Nero turned his head to the right where he couldn’t help but smile at what he saw.  Not eight feet away from the window was a flying buttress that offered a gentler angle with more numerous handholds than the shear granite walls of the Basilica itself.  Nero shut the window and contemplated his next move.  The longer he sat there the more pleased with himself he became.  It took a good deal of self-control not to crawl out the window as he waited for darkness to settle across the land. 
 
    The Guild was going to get the gem back because of his genius.  He was one of the Thirteen, and he had already seen that power did indeed have its privileges, but he wanted more.  He wanted recognition for what he was.  Then he would break the Krone beneath his boot and Venal would proclaim him a hero for all eternity. 
 
    A dark blanket of night finally fell over the city.  Nero opened the window once again and climbed out onto the flying buttress.  With the sixth sense that Venal had bestowed on him, Nero could feel the two knights at the gate as well as the mixture of souls in the temple behind him.  The half-moon in the sky let him see just far enough to grab onto the next foothold.  He made his way silently down the rock face until he landed on the ground thirty feet below the window. 
 
    No one was around, so Nero silently snuck across the lawn and climbed the eight-foot iron fence.  Once he was outside the grounds of the Basilica, he was free to move about the city.  The peasants had long ago gone indoors for the evening, fearing thieves in the darkness, but being a thief in the darkness himself, Nero was unafraid.  He went from street to street and alley to alley until he finally approached Guild headquarters.  The guards wouldn’t recognize him as a human, but he was confident he could overcome that minor obstacle.  This was not a night to quibble over minutiae, for tonight was a moment of destiny.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 93:  It All Hinges on What We do this Night 
 
      
 
    Nero ran through the black streets of Locus with his way partially lit by lamps in a few windows, as well as the half-moon in the sky.  He had visited Talon Guild headquarters a few times in the past, but since he was an elf, it had always been under escort using the cover of darkness.  He had never wandered through the streets of Locus on his own.  He had always considered the security precautions unnecessary, but based on what he had seen take place at the forum this afternoon, he thought perhaps the Guildmaster had not taken enough precautions. 
 
    The image of the Krone hanging lifeless from the gallows of the forum brought a smile to Nero’s face as he ran at a reckless pace through the city.  He was a Krone who deserved what he got; there was no question about that.  As a follower of Venal, Nero had no qualms about killing every Krone he could get his hands on.  However, Nero also realized that what had happened to the Krone could easily have happened to him.  Today he got to see firsthand what might have happened if he had ever been discovered by the citizens of Kentar.  Why were humans so ignorant and impulsive?  Was it because of their short lifespans? 
 
    Thinking about the dead Krone made Nero question the motives of the Talon Guild itself.  The Guildmaster had formed an alliance with the Krone of the Underworld in order to help establish his own kingdom.  As a follower of Venal, any alliance with the Krone went against every fiber of his being, but his uneasiness stemmed from more than an alliance between the Krone and the Talon Guild.  It went deeper than his concern over his own safety.  Something tugged at his subconscious.  What was it?   
 
    The Krone that hung in the forum had been caught trying to bring a kidnapped girl to the Talon Guild.  Why?  Was it so Gram could use her in his spell, or was there another reason?  Nero had seen Gram disappear into the blue portal.  So, was he dead, or had the Guildmaster managed to bring him back?  Ordinarily, Nero had no qualms about using anyone to further the goals of the Guild, but kidnapping and sacrificing an innocent child? 
 
    Nero suddenly stopped running through the streets as an idea crashed into his mind.  It was these damned elf brothers he was traveling with.  Without realizing it, the brothers had begun to change the way he thought about things, making him question things he had taken for granted for decades.  The brothers were different from anyone else he had spent time with.  They were certainly radically different from Gaston, or any other member of the Guild.  Is that what was nagging at his subconscious?   
 
    Nero shook his head as another possibility occurred to him.  The child had been kidnapped because of her magical potential.  She had been brought all the way to Locus in order to be used in a spell that Gram had been working on for several turns of the moon.  What was the spell supposed to accomplish?  The answer to that question was one of the closest held secrets of the Guild.  As a member of the Inner Circle, Nero had learned that the spell was supposed to grant victory over the elves of Armena.  As to what that meant, Nero could only speculate, but the secrecy behind Gram’s work bothered Nero to no end. 
 
    Nero put all of these thoughts aside and broke out into a run once again.  He needed more power.  That was the best way to serve Venal.  The way to gain more power was to continue his impressive rise through the Guild ranks.  If he gained enough power in the Guild, then he could turn the entire organization against the Krone and kill them all. 
 
    Nero eventually fumbled his way into Guild territory and was stopped at the first checkpoint outside of a warehouse.  Timing was critical to Nero’s plan, so he didn’t dawdle.  He quickly convinced the guards that he was a member of the Guild and was allowed to pass.  He was taken under escort through a series of tunnels until eventually he stood on the surface in front of an ordinary-looking blacksmith shop.  It was hard to believe that beneath this shop was the most powerful thieves guild in all of Tellus, with a history that spanned more than three hundred years.  He was escorted inside the smithy where he found two more men guarding the stairs that led underground.  Unfortunately, the guards at the second checkpoint were more diligent – or annoying – than their brethren at the warehouse.  They insisted on holding him there until someone vouched for him.  Since Nero hardly ever returned to Guild headquarters, and since the wizard Austen had magically transformed him into a human, finding someone who knew him proved difficult; especially since you were put to death if the person you vouched for betrayed the Guild.  While he waited, Nero offhandedly wondered what happened to the person who vouched for Xander after he stole the gem and left.  Given that Xander ran away with one of the Guild’s most important artifacts, Nero was guessing that he did not want to know. 
 
    The vouching system was the only security measure required to enter Guild headquarters – and it was enough.  Staking your life on the trustworthiness of someone attached a personal level of responsibility to the decision that could not be replicated using any other method. 
 
    Time continued to tick by, and Nero gained a new appreciation for the old saying that a watched pot never boils.  He sat there looking at the staircase leading down into Guild headquarters, waiting for anyone to come up from below.  His future, not to mention the future of the Guild, hung in the balance based on what happened this night. 
 
    Eventually, four new guards and the halfling member of the Thirteen, Sivan, came up from below.  Sivan did not waste any time.  He walked over to within a few feet of where Nero sat and took a moment to look him up and down. 
 
    “My guards tell me you claim to be a member of the Guild, yet none of them recognize you, and I don’t recognize you either.” 
 
    “My name is Nero.  I am of the Thirteen.  We met for the first time at the last Inner Circle meeting.” 
 
    Sivan nodded his head and a cocky smile came to his mouth.  “You don’t look like Nero.” 
 
    “I was temporarily transformed into a human by a wizard named Austen.” 
 
    “You’re going to have a tough time convincing me of that.” 
 
    Nero let the humor fall away from his face for the first time.  “It is critical to the future of the Guild that I speak with the Guildmaster as soon as possible.” 
 
    “That may be true, but there is no one here who will vouch for you and now you have seen too much.”  With his mind made up, Sivan turned his back on him and said, “Take him out to the stable and kill him.  Dispose of the body quickly and quietly.”   
 
    The guards moved toward him as Sivan walked back to the stairs.  Even now, Nero was not scared.  He had been in worse situations, but the prospect of death did tend to sharpen his mind. 
 
    “What about the last Inner Circle meeting?” 
 
    Sivan turned around and said, “What about it?” 
 
    “It was only my first Inner Circle meeting, but my guess is that it was highly unusual.” 
 
    He had Sivan’s interest.  “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I’m guessing the Guildmaster doesn’t lose his temper that often, and I’m virtually certain he has never lost his temper with Gaston and threatened him like that in front of everyone else.” 
 
    Sivan walked back over to within a few feet of Nero and said, “I’ll vouch for him.  He is one of the Thirteen.” 
 
    The guards who had been ready to seize Nero and drag him out to the stables immediately moved back out of reverence.  They treated him with the respect and authority due a member of the Thirteen.  Nero rose to his feet and thought to himself that rank did indeed have its privileges. 
 
    Sivan looked at him with newfound respect and said, “Come with me.  I will take you all the way down to the Guildmaster, so there aren’t any more misunderstandings.”  Sivan started down the steps to the first level of Guild headquarters with Nero close on his heels.  “What is so urgent that you need to speak to the Guildmaster about?” 
 
    “If we move quickly, we can take back the gem that contains the High Wizard of the Sorcerers, thus insuring that the Sorcerers of Kentar don’t interfere with the Guildmaster’s plans.” 
 
     “In that case, we should get moving,” Sivan said. 
 
    The halfling began descending the stairs twice as fast as before.  They passed through the first and second levels, bypassing the shops, dining halls, training halls, and quarters for the common Guild members.  They passed through another checkpoint before descending to the third level where the Thirteen’s luxury apartments were, along with their staff and private dining area.  Finally, Sivan led Nero through the final checkpoint and walked down to the fourth floor, occupied entirely by the Guildmaster and his private staff. 
 
    The Guildmaster’s butler, Cam, also rumored to be his bodyguard, met them at the bottom of the staircase.  “My Lord Sivan, how are you this evening?” 
 
    Sivan looked irritated.  “The same as I was yesterday, Cam.”  He looked back at Nero in his human form and said, “Nero and I need to speak with the Guildmaster urgently.  Is he in his quarters, and can we go in?” 
 
    Cam nodded his head and said, “Yes, he is here.  I look forward to hearing how you and Nero plan to take back the gem.”  Nero was not easily startled, but what Cam said took him aback.  How could this butler have possibly known what he and Sivan had just been discussing?  Cam continued, “Tell me, Nero, who is it that is trapped in the gem again?” 
 
    Nero didn’t understand how Cam could know of their conversation about the gem while at the same time not knowing what the gem contained – until understanding dawned on him.  Cam did, of course, know who was in the gem, he was just testing to see if the human standing in front of him was really Nero.  Then it was true.  Cam really was the Guildmaster’s most trusted bodyguard, and he was not about to let an unknown person into a meeting with his master. 
 
    Nero smiled genuinely and said, “The High Wizard of the Sorcerers, Vanderhoff.” 
 
    Cam bowed slightly before saying, “The Guildmaster is in his quarters, but he is engaged with a woman at the moment.” 
 
    Sivan looked back at Nero to see if he wanted to continue on, and Nero nodded his head.  Sivan said, “This is too important to wait.  Can you let us in as soon as possible?” 
 
    Cam looked annoyed.  “Stay here and I will check.” 
 
    It seemed to Nero that Sivan urgently spoke with the Guildmaster often, annoying Cam on an almost a daily basis.  Cam walked across the lounge and knocked hard on the Guildmaster’s door.  It took several moments, but eventually a Yes was heard from the other side.  Cam opened the door enough to stick his head in. 
 
    “Master, Sivan and Nero are here with an urgent matter that requires your attention.” 
 
    There was another moment’s pause.  “Let them in.” 
 
    Cam turned to them both and nodded.  Sivan motioned toward the door, ushering Nero to go first.  Nero acknowledged Sivan’s deferral to him in this situation and walked through the door.  Nero had never been in the Guildmaster’s private quarters.  The house consisted of an open floor plan with a meeting area closest to the door, followed by the kitchen and small dining area, followed finally by an open archway that led to the Guildmaster’s bedroom.  Even though they were underground, the apartment was lavishly decorated with the best furniture, stained glass lamps, and tapestries that money could buy.  Through the large archway sixty feet away, Nero could see the furnishings of the bedroom were an eclectic mix of sophisticated taste that befit a man of the Guildmaster’s stature.  In contrast, the receiving area had a simple table surrounded by six finely made leather chairs. 
 
    Nero did not see the Guildmaster at first, but a few moments after he and Sivan closed the door, the Guildmaster’s voice came from the bedroom.  “Sivan, Nero, sit down and make yourselves comfortable.  Have a drink?” 
 
    Both of them responded at once, “Thank you, Guildmaster.”  They sat down and helped themselves to some brandy. 
 
    The Guildmaster came into view from the left and walked through the archway into the kitchen area.  “I expect Sivan to have some urgent matter or another on a daily basis, but to see you here, Nero.  I have to say I am surprised by your untimely visit.” 
 
    Nero was about to respond when a gorgeous woman came walking out of the Guildmaster’s bedroom.  Nero completely lost his train of thought as the woman put a shirt on over her naked top.  As she moved closer, Nero recognized the female woman as Lidea.  Lidea was of the Thirteen, and she had risen through the ranks at an impressive rate because of her ability to get anyone to cooperate and tell her anything she wished during an interrogation.  Gods she was beautiful. 
 
    Lidea walked out of the bedroom and approached the table.  Nero felt Sivan nudging him in the back.  Nero snapped back to reality and realized everyone was staring at him, including the Guildmaster. 
 
    Nero shook his head and said, “Yes, well, I come with a great opportunity for the Guild, but the timeline for action is very short.” 
 
    “Then let’s sit and get down to business.  First of all, can you explain why you look like a human?” 
 
    “By your orders, and the orders of the Philosophers, I have been traveling with a group of elves.  The elves believe I am an elite Agent of the Crown sent to help them retrieve the First Heir.  Your orders to me were to steal the gem containing the High Wizard of Kentar back from Xander at the first opportunity, while my Philosopher superiors ordered me to evaluate Xander as a possible recruit into their organization. 
 
    “By the time I caught up with the elves they had already been captured by Gram and Gaston at the Old Shetley Fortress.  Gram and Gaston were torturing Xander for the location of the gem and decided to keep my involvement hidden unless it became absolutely necessary.  Unfortunately, the elves escaped, and because of a powerful ring we took off a Krone corpse, the Fortress was destroyed.”  Nero stopped and collected his thoughts before continuing.  “Guildmaster, I am afraid Gaston is dead and Gram was pulled into the portal that was opened by the ring.  I fear he likely perished as well.” 
 
    “You are not entirely correct.  Gaston is dead, but the Guild rescued Gram from the Plane of Chaos a few days ago.  He did, however, neglect to tell me about the powerful ring that can destroy entire fortresses.” 
 
    Now that Nero knew Gram was alive, he considered asking the Guildmaster about the spell Gram was supposed to be working on but thought better of it.  “My Lord, the ring can do far more than destroy fortresses.  The ring opened two gateways to the Plane of Chaos.  I am told that as long as the ring is active, Tellus and the Plane of Chaos are moving closer and closer together, allowing monsters that would otherwise not be able to come to our world to make the transition.” 
 
    Lidea and Sivan sat dumbfounded by Nero’s story.  Only the Guildmaster was unaffected enough to say, “This sounds like a very powerful ring indeed.  We must capture it if we can.” 
 
    “We may yet have that opportunity.  May I continue?” 
 
    The Guildmaster smiled thinly and said, “Please.” 
 
    “The ring is cursed.  The half-elf who put it on can’t take it off.  The Wizard of Wessex told us that only the wizard elves of Armena or the Sorcerers of Kentar have the power to remove it from his hand without permanently harming him.  The elven brothers can’t return to Armena without being put to death, so they opted to do the honorable thing and take the one who wears the ring to the Sorcerers, located in Jewlian.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand.  Because an elf hasn’t been seen in Kentar for over three hundred years, the wizard turned everyone into a human.  Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.  We moved overland toward Jewlian, and to make along story a little shorter, we are spending the night at the Basilica of Fortuna.” 
 
    The Guildmaster leaned forward with interest.  “That is a fascinating story.  Are you telling me that the elves searching for the First Heir, the half-elf carrying this ring of power, and the traitor Xander are at the Basilica of Fortuna at this very moment?” 
 
    “They are, my Lord, and I have a plan to kill the elves, capture the ring, recapture the gem, and destroy the Philosophers.  And it all hinges on what we do this night.” 
 
    The Guildmaster’s eyebrows raised in astonishment.  He said, “Lidea, would you pour Nero another drink to loosen his tongue?” 
 
    Lidea took Nero’s glass from him in a slow, sensual manner.  She looked him in the eye as she bent over to take the glass.  She touched him suggestively on the shoulder and on the hand.  Knowing what the Guildmaster and Lidea had been doing a short time ago, and knowing what Lidea was now suggesting, the only thing Nero could think was that power did indeed have its privileges. 
 
    After the reward was displayed for proper motivation, the Guildmaster said, “Don’t keep us in suspense, Nero.  Tell us what you have in mind.” 
 
    Nero talked quickly but convincingly.  Time was still a critical factor. 
 
    After he was finished, the Guildmaster turned to Sivan and said, “Would you please send for Daniel?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “And tell him that I want to see him immediately.” 
 
    “That may be difficult.  The undead have a different sense of time than we do, and vampires don’t like being told what to do.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you have to tell him, just get him here.  Talk to him about how his timeliness will benefit him.  Tell him about the elves.  Tell him about the Basilica of Fortuna.” 
 
    Sivan nodded his head and left without delay.  Nero told Lidea and the Guildmaster the rest of his plan.  They asked many clarifying questions and pointed out more than one flaw.  Nero was amazed at their abilities.  The Guildmaster, no doubt, had dozens of plans in the works, some with immediate payoffs and some that would not pay off for years.  Nevertheless, he seemed to understand the nuances of Nero’s plan as well as Nero did.  Better in fact.  It was easy to understand how Lidea had become one of the Thirteen, and it was even easier to understand how the Guildmaster had become one of the most powerful beings on Tellus. 
 
    The three of them were nearly finished with planning preparations when Sivan returned with Daniel following gracefully behind.  Daniel wore the garments of a noble gentleman, as he did when Nero met him before. 
 
    The Guildmaster said, “Welcome, Daniel.  I have an important assignment for you that I think you will take an immediate interest in.  Would you care to sit?  Can I offer you a drink?  Some red wine perhaps?” 
 
    Daniel glided into the room with a speed and precision that seemed unnatural.  He said, “It is a pleasure to see you again, Guildmaster.  I see you are direct as ever.  Lidea, you are looking very beautiful.  Let me know if you ever wish to join my immortal ranks.  Sivan, good to see you as always.  It would not be a day in the Guild if you did not bother the Guildmaster with some important matter.  Thank you for continuing to keep the Guild’s part of the bargain by providing a safe haven for my family.  And that brings me to you, Nero.  I never forget a name or a face.” 
 
    Nero was confounded.  How did Daniel know it was him if he looked human?  “How did you know it was me?  Did Sivan tell you I was here?” 
 
    Daniel smiled broadly.  “Not at all.” 
 
    “Then how, if I may ask?” 
 
    Daniel’s smile continued.  “The simple magic that conceals your true identity cannot hide you from a vampire’s sight.” 
 
    The Guildmaster said, “One of the many reasons he is of the Thirteen.  Daniel, we have a mission that requires your unique talents.” 
 
    Daniel bent low at the waist and said, “I am at the Guild’s service, my Lord.  Sivan told me enough to whet my appetite, but I would appreciate hearing the details.” 
 
    Nero did not need to be told twice; he took his cue from the Guildmaster and launched into the plan.  He spoke quickly and covered all of the details in short order.  Nero was afraid he was speaking too quickly, but Daniel seemed to take it all in and never interrupted him once. 
 
    When Nero was finished, Daniel said, “Do you mean to tell me that I get to kill the High Priest of Fortuna, sire an elf vampire that has been touched by the gods, and help the Talon Guild with a critical mission all at the same time?” 
 
    This time it was Nero’s turn to smile broadly.  “That is correct.” 
 
    “Then I will go and gather the other members of my family and attack without delay.” 
 
    Nero said, “I thought vampires, ghosts, and skeletons couldn’t tread on holy ground.” 
 
    “That is what I love about living for centuries.  The fiction that surrounds my kind is unparalleled and seems to grow with each passing year.  We have no trouble traveling across holy ground.” 
 
    “What about the legend that says a vampire has to be invited into a home before he can cross the threshold?” 
 
    Daniel nodded his head.  “Very good.  Yes, that much is true.  But the Basilica has taken you in for the night and offered you safe haven.  By extension, you have become a part of their family.  Therefore, if you invite me into the Basilica, then I will have no trouble entering the temple.  I assume that by telling me your plan and summoning me here, that you have made such an invitation.” 
 
    Nero smiled broadly once again.  “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Then let us be on our way.  Tonight will be a good night for the Talon Thieves Guild.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 94:  Fortuna’s Time  
 
      
 
    Nero, Sivan, Lidea, and Daniel left the Guildmaster in his quarters and climbed the spiral staircase up to the third floor.  Lidea went to her quarters on the third floor while Nero, Sivan, and Daniel continued climbing the spiral staircase to the surface.  Once they reached the surface, Daniel broke away without saying a word and headed back to his lair.  Nero watched Daniel walk quickly down the street until Sivan asked him a question and pulled his attention away.  Nero looked back a fraction of a moment later to find that Daniel had vanished.  Only the hint of a misty cloud remained where he should have been. 
 
    Nero looked back at Sivan with eyebrows raised.  Sivan said, “He does that sometimes.  He’s a powerful asset.  Luckily, he works for us rather than against us.  The Guildmaster brilliantly got him to join the Guild by promising that we would keep his true identity a secret from the rest of Kentar.  In exchange, we get to yoke the power of the undead from time to time.  Plus, I think Daniel was a thief in his former life, so he enjoys working with us.” 
 
    “Well, time is short and I must be on my way.  It was good to see you again, Sivan.  Wish me luck.” 
 
    “The Guild doesn’t rely on luck.  Two of my guards will escort you back to the Basilica.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you don’t know the city well enough to be on your own.  Don’t be too proud to accept help when so much is at stake.” 
 
    “Very well.  Thanks for the offer.”   
 
    “Don’t mention it.  And good hunting.”  Sivan pointed to two of the guards at the checkpoint and said, “Escort Nero to the Basilica of Fortuna and then return to your posts.  Take care he arrives safely at the temple gates, for he is of the Thirteen.” 
 
    The guards acknowledged the orders and headed off into the darkness with Nero close behind.  It wasn’t long before Nero stood at the iron link fence of the Basilica once again.  He silently climbed over the fence and scaled the wall without being spotted.  He made it into his room and saw that Xander was still gone.  Nero smiled.  Things were right on schedule. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander left his room and headed down the spiral staircase that led to the main sanctuary where the service was to take place.  As he entered the hall, he could see that he was right on time.  The hall was about one third full for the evening service.  Half of those in attendance looked like monks from Fortuna’s order while the other half looked like refugees attending the service out of obligation.  The monks occupied the first few pews, while the refugees sat together in the middle of the sanctuary.  Xander moved to the front of the church and sat in between the two groups. 
 
    The service began with the High Priest walking up the center isle of the sanctuary and taking his place up on the dais behind the altar. 
 
    The High Priest said, “Losers whine about the odds …” 
 
    The entire congregation responded by saying, “… Let Lady Luck control your destiny and good fortune will abound.”  The service continued for some time.  When it was over, the refugees departed quickly.  The monks took longer to leave the sanctuary, but eventually they all left as well.  Xander stayed and continued to give thanks to Lady Luck.  He got down on his knees and folded his hands reverently in front of him.  He lost track of time until eventually his concentration was broken when something metallic hit the marble floor nearby.  Startled, Xander turned toward the sound only to find a large coin of Fortuna laying in the middle aisle with the High Priest standing next to it. 
 
    “Good evening, my son.” 
 
    “Good evening,” Xander responded. 
 
    “My name is Fortiac.  What is yours?” 
 
    “I am known as Xander.” 
 
    The High Priest nodded his head.  “I stayed after the service to pray and when I was done I thought I was the only one left in the hall.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all.  Your dedication to Fortuna is obvious.  Based on the coin toss you see on the floor, Fortuna would like me to ask if you would like to come upstairs to my private chambers and pray at my private altar.” 
 
    Xander smiled from ear to ear.  “I would be honored.” 
 
    “Good.  Would you mind picking up the Coin of Fortuna and helping me up the stairs?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Xander took Fortiac’s arm and led him out of the sanctuary.  Xander took one last look at the altar and felt at peace.  He led Fortiac to the spiral staircase and ascended three levels.  They walked past several smaller cloisters before they entered Fortiac’s chambers.  The room was modestly decorated and dominated by a small altar with an incredible stained glass window of a rainbow directly behind.  Off to the left was a door leading to another room and off to the right were two windows that gave an excellent view of the Basilica campus and the forum beyond. 
 
    “What do you think of my private altar?” 
 
    “It’s magnificent.” 
 
    “I thought you would appreciate a more intimate worship experience.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.  I’m overwhelmed.” 
 
    “I’m an old man and I tire easily these days.  I will pray with you for a short time before I retire to my bedchamber.  You should feel free to stay here as long as you like.” 
 
    Xander nodded and followed Fortiac’s lead as he knelt down in front of the altar, folded his hands, and closed his eyes.  The two stayed there for some time.  Fortiac eventually said good night and went through the door on the left into his bedroom.  Xander did not move.  He stayed on his knees with his hands folded long into the night. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel awoke suddenly with an uneasy feeling.  He got up from his bedroll on the floor and looked at Ellen and Faye sleeping peacefully in the bed.  With every fiber of his being he wanted to be with Ellen, but the timing never seemed right.  First, they saved the town of Wessex together.  Then he had gone south to the Old Shetley Fortress and returned only to save the town from the Krone.  Then her daughter had been taken and they had spent all of their energy worrying and rushing after her.  What’s more, he had a job to do that didn’t involve loving a human woman.  Martel had wanted Ellen to come along, there was no doubt of that, and they had spent that one night together after the giants had been defeated and all of Wessex partied as if that night were their last.  Mestel had the feeling that they would always be together, even if they were physically separated.  The bond between them would not be broken.  They would find each other again. 
 
    Mestel watched her perfect form, with her daughter nuzzled up against her, until the feeling of unease returned and everything else was forgotten.  Something was wrong.  Something was out of place.  Mestel grabbed his leather armor and put it on.  He slung the compound bow Nero had gotten for him over his shoulder and put the belt containing his dagger around his waist.  Without looking back, Mestel went to the door and exited into the hallway. 
 
    All was quiet.  There was not a sound to be heard.  The hall was lit by several oil lamps spaced out at even intervals.  The walls and ceiling were made of finely cut granite while the floor was smoothly polished bone colored marble.  Something about the temple was wrong.  Was it that he was staying in another god’s house of worship?  No.  Fortuna was an honorable goddess. 
 
    Mestel started down the hallway.  He needed to find his bearings.  He turned around a corner and picked up the pace.  He started looking in all the empty rooms, searching the hallway at an accelerated pace.  What he was looking for he could not say, but he trusted his god and his instincts.  Mestel searched the entire second floor but did not find anything amiss.  He walked quickly back to his room and looked in on Ellen and Faye.  They were both fine.  He walked across the hall and opened the door to Valihorn and Evisar’s room.  They were both sleeping peacefully.  He walked down the hallway and gently wrapped on Nero and Xander’s door.  Someone invited him in and Mestel opened the door.  The inside of the room was dark, with Nero in one of the two single beds looking up at him. 
 
    Nero said, “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I have an uneasy feeling.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but something is wrong,” Mestel said. 
 
    “You’re worried about nothing.  We are under the Basilica’s protection.  They have good men guarding the gates and roaming the halls on every floor.” 
 
    “No, they don’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nero asked. 
 
    “I mean I have searched this entire floor and there are no guards to be found.” 
 
    “That does seem a bit odd, but I still say you’re worried about nothing.  Go back to bed and get some sleep.  This may be the only good night’s sleep we get for the next several moons.” 
 
    Mestel nodded in understanding and slowly closed the door.  Rather than being deterred by Nero’s words, their conversation had only made his feelings of uncertainty more profound.  He walked quickly to the staircase and went down one level to the ground level.  He walked through the dining area, the conference rooms, and the administration offices.  No one was around.  No one was stirring.  Most importantly, just like on the level above, no guards were on duty.  Mestel went to the staircase again and went down.  Now he was below ground at the sanctuary level.  He walked down the hallway toward the sanctuary, where he knew there had been two guards at the sanctuary entrance earlier in the day.  Once again, the guards were gone.  This left Mestel wondering if the Basilica didn’t place guards inside the temple in the middle of the night.  It would be quite a hardship to stand watch in the middle of the night, day after day.  Mestel walked into the sanctuary, walked halfway down the main aisle, and saw nothing amiss.  He turned around and walked quickly out the tall, heavy wooden doors.  He all but ran to the spiral staircase and took the stairs two at a time.  He went up two floors to where his room was located.  He exited out into the hallway with his head down in thought.  When he raised his head, he was surprised to see Ellen walking down the hall toward him with a mischievous look on her face. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander thought he must be asleep.  He could tell that he was dreaming and that it was one of those dreams where he was awake enough to think he could manipulate it.  He floated high in the air above a city.  Locus, he assumed.  He could see hundreds of miles in every direction.  As he looked to the north, he saw a skeleton army of Seker marching on the Guard Tower of Kentar with the Lich in command.  This disturbed him to no end, so he changed the dream; he brought himself straight down from on high.  A cityscape rushed upward to meet him and as he got closer to the ground, he saw that the city was indeed Locus.  He came straight down and landed with his feet on the slate stone in the middle of the forum.  Xander saw the familiar scene from only a short time ago:  the market, the bazaar, the streets leading away, and finally the platform where the Krone still dangled from his noose.  As his vision zoomed in on the dead Krone, his black face rose up with dead eyes that stared at him. 
 
    The Krone said, “This could have been you, elf.” 
 
    The dead Krone startled Xander so badly that he forced the scene to change again; he retreated into the safety of the Basilica.  He moved through several walls and went through the floor to the sanctuary in the basement.  He relaxed knowing nothing could harm him here.  As his vision scanned across the pews, he noticed an old woman where the altar to Fortuna should have been.  His heart raced as he dared to hope.  Xander walked down the center aisle toward the old woman.  The woman was draped with an old blanket that covered everything but her arms below the elbow and her legs below the knees, including her head.  Xander could not see her face.  He continued walking carefully down the main aisle and with each step he took, the old woman changed into a younger woman.  With each step she grew younger and more beautiful until her arms and legs were long, with perfect skin.  Who was this woman who was kneeling on the very spot where Fortuna had first appeared more than five hundred years ago during the Year of Angels?  At last, Xander stood not more than ten feet away from the woman.  She looked up at him with her beautiful face and brilliant green eyes.  She was the most beautiful human Xander had ever seen in his life. 
 
    The woman looked at him with kindness and said, “You have done well, my child.  You have rededicated yourself to my principles and you shall be rewarded.  Now it is time for you to wake.  Evil has invaded my most sacred place.  Know that I will be with you as you fight this evil.  Go now and defend my house.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel walked toward Ellen.  She smiled broadly and trotted over to him.  She looked more beautiful than ever, and Mestel had to force himself to think of something else other than his passion to kiss her.  Ellen jumped into his waiting arms and hugged him fiercely.  Then she kissed him passionately on the lips.  When she broke away from the kiss, she had the kind of loving smile on her face that no man could possibly resist. 
 
    She leaned in and kissed his neck before whispering in his ear, “I can’t wait any longer.  I have to have you, Mestel.” 
 
    Mestel dared to hope, but the rational side of his consciousness hadn’t completely lost sway yet.  “I want you too, but what about Faye?” 
 
    “We’ll find another room.  She won’t miss us for so short a time.”  Ellen pulled away from him and took his hand with the mischievous smile still on her face.  She led him down the hallway and into a room with a wooden table, eight chairs, and two fireplaces.  She pulled out one of the chairs and playfully forced him to sit in it.  Ellen shut the door and turned around to face him.  Gods she was beautiful.  Her kindness and love of life were everything a male could ever want.  He had wanted her since the first time he saw her in the giant’s cage.  Perhaps that was one of the reasons why he had foolishly risked his life to save her.  She stood before him and slid the straps of her dress off her shoulders.  The garment fell to the floor in a pile around her ankles.   
 
    She stepped out of the pile and walked seductively over to him.  Ellen sat down in his lap and wrapped her legs and arms around him.  Then she kissed him fiercely on the mouth.  Not tenderly like he had expected, but lustfully.  She kissed his mouth many times before turning his head to the side and attacking his neck in the same lustful fashion. 
 
    Mestel lost himself completely in the moment.  He kissed Ellen back, but she kept her focus on his neck.  She just kept kissing his neck.  Then she started to nibble at his neck.  Gods it felt good.  Then she began biting at his neck.  It hurt some, but that was part of the fun.  Then she bit him harder and Mestel felt the first trickle of liquid running down his neck.  Was it her saliva?  Was it his blood?  He didn’t care.  He just wanted her.  That was all he wanted. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander shook his head from side to side and snapped to full alertness.  He was still kneeling in front of Fortiac’s private altar with his hands folded neatly in front of him.  Without hesitation, he jumped to his feet and drew his rapier.  He scanned the room quickly and noticed that the window to his right was wide open, where it had not been before.  Still further to the right, Xander saw a twenty-year-old human woman walking toward him.  The woman was shrouded in a light fog that grew thicker and more opaque behind her.  Unlike the woman in his dream, this woman seemed falsely beautiful, as if her beauty was a shroud covering the ugliness that was her true self.  The woman continued to advance with the mist close behind. 
 
    The woman spoke in a trance-like voice that hinted at more to come.  “I can feel your power and it draws me to you.  I’m famous all over Locus for my ability to please men.  Can I please you now?” 
 
    Xander could feel his body giving in to the woman.  He could feel her seductive power.  He lowered his rapier and the woman came closer.  When the woman was close enough that she could not get away, but still far enough away that she could not reach him, Xander took a step forward and swung his sword.  The woman had just enough time to frown in surprise as Xander’s blade cut across her neck and cleanly separated her head from her body. 
 
    The woman crumpled to the ground and the head rolled a few feet across the floor until it stopped, with the face looking up at him. 
 
    The detached head said, “Now you’re in trouble.” 
 
    Xander was surprised by his skill and strength with the blade.  He looked up and saw that the fog had materialized into multiple human women – eight to be exact.  They fanned out in an arc around the room and looked at him with what he could only describe as giddy expectation.  Before anything else happened, Xander wanted to be sure whom he was dealing with.  He said two divine words and suddenly the truth of what he was seeing appeared before him.  The eight women were vampires.  With their false beauty stripped away, their true human shape was put before him.  Some of them were beautiful, some of them were plain, and some of them were horrors to behold.  However, all of them had the sharp fangs of a vampire, and all of them were moving toward him.  As Xander looked around the room, he thought he saw the shadow of a man in the back of the room by the window, but he could not spare any time to think about what it meant.  He would be lucky to get out of this room alive as it was. 
 
    Xander didn’t know much about vampires except that they were undead with great supernatural power and that they couldn’t stand in the light of day.  With his mind made up, Xander thrust his hand in the air and yelled out two divine words.  Brilliant white light emerged from his hand and bathed the left half of the room in strong sunlight.  The blinding light stunned four of the vampires and seared their skin.  All of them shrieked in pain.  Their screams were unnaturally loud and harsh, and must have been heard throughout the entire building. 
 
    He lunged forward with both hands on his rapier.  He slashed two of the stunned women with a mighty swing across the chest.  Using the momentum of his charge, he buried his sword in the chest of a third vampire all the way up to the hilt.  He rammed the third vampire with his shoulder and transferred all of his momentum to her.  The third vampire flew backward and landed hard on the floor.  With his rapier free, Xander quickly slashed to the right and cut the fourth stunned vampire across the stomach. 
 
    By that time the four vampires that had not been seared by his light spell caught up to him.  Xander was hit from behind and tackled to the ground by two of them.  He turned over to face his attackers, but by then they were all on top of him.  Two of them held down his torso while a third one bit viciously into his sword arm.  Xander yelled out in pain and felt his sword get yanked from his hand.  He tried desperately to reach for the dagger on his belt and when that failed, he tried throwing off his attackers, but that did not work either.  There were too many vampire women on top of him and he felt more piling on with each passing moment. 
 
    Xander looked up at the vampiress straddling his torso in time to see her eyes flash a brilliant red.  She lustfully lunged forward, clamping down on his neck and biting hard.  Xander shrieked out in pain, but it was no use.  He felt his life energy draining away.  He had the vague sensation of a second vampire continuing to bite his sword arm and a third vampire biting into his side.  He had tried his best to honor Fortuna, but there were just too many of them.  Xander continued to struggle mightily against those restraining him, refusing to surrender, but knowing that he was losing strength with each passing moment. 
 
    Somewhere off in the distance Xander heard someone yell out three divine words.  All of the bodies and weight that had been holding him down were lifted away.  Xander had just enough strength to lift his head up and see all of the vampire women pinned against the far wall, withering away.  He watched with animosity as the women shriveled into dry husks and died.  Off to the side, Xander still thought he saw the shadowed man standing in the corner, but he lost track of him as the strength in his neck gave out and his head slammed back onto the marble floor. 
 
    Xander moaned in pain, knowing he was near death and that he would soon see Seker again.  At least this time his goddess might come to claim him since he died defending her church.  As his eyes closed, he saw Fortiac hovering over him, laying his hands on his chest.  He heard, but did not see, Fortiac casting a divine spell of healing.  Xander’s departing soul instantly rushed back into his body.  He opened his eyes and felt all of his vitality return.  Fortiac had made him whole once again. 
 
    Xander was about to say thank you and get back on his feet when he saw a shadow move gracefully behind Fortiac.  He yelled out, but it was too late.  The shadow moved with a fluid grace and quickness that was not of this world.  It simultaneously grabbed Fortiac’s arm and hair.  As the shadow grabbed Fortiac, it instantly became visible as a male vampire.  The vampire pulled the arm down and the hair to the side, taking Fortiac’s head with it.  He brought his head down and bit deeply into Fortiac’s neck.  Fortiac screamed out in pain, but there was nothing the High Priest could do.  He had been taken by surprise, and he was powerless against the supernatural strength of the vampire. 
 
    Xander gathered his feet under him and pushed himself up with his arms.  In a blur of motion, the vampire slammed his foot down on Xander’s chest and pinned him in place.  Xander’s breath left his lungs and he struggled to roll away from the vampire so that he could get up, but he might as well have been a rat struggling against the snake coiling around him.  Xander was not going anywhere and after the vampire was done with Fortiac, he was next. 
 
    Xander called out in desperation to the wizard in the gem but didn’t hear anything in response.  He grasped the hilt of his dagger and pulled it from its scabbard.  With a yell of primal triumph, Xander plunged the dagger deep into the calf of the vampire.  The vampire screamed with surprise as he let go of Fortiac and backed a few steps away.  Fortiac fell like a bag of potatoes to the floor, unconscious.  Xander wanted to revive Fortiac so that he could help him fight this supernatural being, but he dared not look away even for an instant.  Xander jumped to his feet.  The vampire pulled the dagger out of his calf and let it fall to the floor, leaving Xander without a weapon of any kind. 
 
    The vampire stood ten feet away staring at him.  “So, you are the infamous Xander.” 
 
    Xander didn’t feel like being smart at the moment, so he said, “Yes.” 
 
    “You don’t seem like much to me.” 
 
    Without warning, the vampire lunged forward at an incredible speed.  Xander had just enough time to throw his arm up and yell one divine word.  An explosion of positive energy emerged from Xander’s hand and the vampire was lifted off the ground and thrown back against the wall.  The vampire struggled mightily against the invisible force pinning him to the wall, but it was no use.  He became more incensed the longer he was held.  Xander watched, despite himself, as an irrational rage overcame the vampire and he lost all control.  The undead monster flailed about and screeched an ear-piercing cry, the mere memory of which would haunt Xander’s nightmares for years to come. 
 
    Xander searched frantically for his sword and found it a few steps behind him.  By the time he retrieved his weapon and spun around, the vampire had fought through the spell and won his freedom.  He had recovered his composure and was all the more menacing for it. 
 
    “You fight bravely for a mortal.” 
 
    “I have the power of Fortuna at my back,” Xander stated. 
 
    The vampire shook his head ever so slightly, “Your pitiful goddess is no match for the power of the dead.” 
 
    “Funny, it didn’t seem that way when you were pinned up against the wall.” 
 
    The vampire’s eyes glowed red with anger.  He brought up his right hand, snapped his fingers in a blur of supernatural speed, and instantly disappeared.  At the same time, four new vampire women coalesced out of the mist by the window and rushed toward him with lightning speed. 
 
    Xander yelled out one divine word, waited for the invisibility spell to resolve, and then stepped out of the way as the four women rushed by.  The women screeched an unholy sound as they realized Xander was hidden from them.  They stopped flailing randomly and spread out, searching for him.  Xander walked carefully to the corner of the room and took some satisfaction in the agitation of the vampires.  With each passing moment their composure deteriorated as their prey continued to elude them.  They hissed and clawed at the air around them.  The only problem was that Xander didn’t know where the male vampire had gone.  He didn’t know if he was just hidden from sight, waiting patiently, or if he had left the room. 
 
    With a moment’s reprieve, Xander went over to Fortiac and bent down to examine him.  His heart was still beating, and he still drew breath.  Xander put his hand on the High Priest’s chest and was about to cast a healing spell when the four women gave up searching for Xander and moved back toward the only prey left in the room. 
 
    All four women descended on Fortiac.  Xander stepped away and brought his rapier up for a strike.  He would not let Fortiac be sacrificed like this.  He would die himself before he let that happen.  The women stood around Fortiac, silently trying to decide who would get to taste his blood first.  Before they came to a decision, Xander stepped behind one of them and took a mighty swing.  The head of the woman came away from her body and toppled to the floor.  Before the woman’s body had even hit the marble, Xander pivoted ninety degrees to his right and impaled a second woman directly through the heart.  He withdrew his sword from the second woman’s chest and prepared to face the remaining two women vampires when he felt something hard smack against his skull.  Then he remembered nothing as his body hit the floor and he went unconscious. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Daniel looked down at Xander’s unconscious form with a glimmer of respect.  It wasn’t just any mortal who could challenge his power.  He obviously hadn’t stood a chance, that was a given, but the fact that he put up any sort of resistance was impressive.  He looked at Xander longingly, wanting the taste of his blood on his lips.  Drinking the blood of the powerful gave him the most satisfaction, but he knew there were other plans for Xander.  It would be enough for him to drink the blood of the High Priest of Fortuna. 
 
    Daniel turned to the two women left in his family and said, “Pick him up and take him out the window to the place I showed you earlier.  Then go back to our sanctuary and wait for me there.  You are not to drink Xander’s blood or harm him in any way.  Is that clear?” 
 
    The two women bowed their heads in respect and each of them said, “Yes, my master.”  They moved over to Xander’s body and picked it up with relative ease.  They then climbed out the window with the body and were gone. 
 
    Daniel turned toward the High Priest.  Tonight he would drink the blood of a High Priest and make a new apprentice who had been touched by the gods.  Daniel smiled with satisfaction as he stepped forward.  Suddenly there was a noise at the door.  Someone was coming in from the hallway.  With a conscious thought, Daniel willed himself to become invisible just as the door opened and three novice monks ran in.  Daniel stepped away from the High Priest as the monks looked about the room. 
 
    One of the monks asked, “Oh Fortuna, what has happened here?” 
 
    Another asked, “Where did all of these dead bodies come from?” 
 
    The first monk asked, “Did Fortiac kill them all?”  The monks noticed Fortiac’s body lying on the ground and rushed over to help their High Priest.  As they knelt around him, Daniel stepped forward and punched the monk directly across from him so hard that he flew back against the stone wall.  Daniel grabbed the second monk with one hand so that he could not get away and grabbed the third monk by the hair.  He yanked the third monk’s head to the side and drank deeply of his life force. 
 
    When it was all over, Daniel had drained the life force of all three monks.  Their screams had been music to his ears and he had relished their fear and pain.  With his vampire ears, Daniel heard many more monks running down the hallway.  He looked longingly down at the High Priest’s body knowing that he was out of time.  If he wanted the elf for his new apprentice, he had to move on. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel didn’t realize how weak he was until his head fell limply backward and his arms fell loosely to the side.  Ellen bit his neck one final time and then arched her head backward in ecstasy.  Her entire face was covered in blood.  Ellen opened her mouth and laughed with a wickedly loud laugh that filled the entire room. 
 
    Then Mestel heard rather than saw a man over by the door.  “You have done well, my wife.  Tell me, what does elf’s blood taste like when it has been touched by the gods?” 
 
    Ellen looked at Mestel and licked her lips, smearing his blood across her face.  “Better than anything I could have imagined.  I need it all.”  She moved forward to bite his neck again. 
 
    The man moved forward a few steps and grabbed Ellen by the shoulder, freezing her in place.  “Now, now.  Don’t be greedy.” 
 
    In a shriller voice.  “But I need it!” 
 
    The man said, “Be quiet, woman.  There are monks sleeping in the rooms all around us.  We don’t want the shrillness of your voice to bring them here.”  The man held onto her shoulder and said, “You have done well up until now.  Do not disappoint me.  You did your job and received your reward.  Now get off so that I can claim my new apprentice.” 
 
    Ellen slowly stood up.  She looked at Mestel longingly and took several steps backward.  As she moved away, her body changed into someone completely different.  When the transformation was complete, she was still a human woman, but she was most definitely not Ellen.  He had been tricked.  The anger welled up inside of him and gave him renewed strength.  He still had a dagger on his belt, but he didn’t know if it would be enough. 
 
    Just then a door on the other side of the room opened and closed.  The man, the woman creature, and Mestel all looked over at the door.  Mestel was overwhelmed with joy to see Nero standing there with a questioning look on his face.  Nero took a step forward and said, “What in the seven hells is going on here?” 
 
    The woman creature stepped toward Nero with blood still on her face.  “Infidel.  How dare you interrupt my master?  You will die for your ignorance.” 
 
    Mestel knew this was his one chance.  He silently pulled out the dagger and lunged toward the man.  His legs nearly buckled under him and his head was swimming in black fog.  Nevertheless, through sheer force of will, Mestel stepped forward and swung the dagger toward the middle of the man’s back.  The man saw the attack at the last instant and swung around with a speed that made him blur as he moved.  One of the man’s hands grabbed Mestel by the throat while the other hand grabbed his arm at the wrist.  The man met his swing with a jarring strength that Mestel had never experienced in his life, even from his brother.  Mestel squealed in agony as the man squeezed his wrist and his throat.  Mestel involuntarily let go of the dagger as darkness once again closed in around him.  The man released his throat and struck him hard across the face in one blurry motion.  With this assault Mestel knew he was finished.  The darkness crashed in around him and he lost consciousness. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero heard the wicked laugh of a woman coming from a room down the hall.  What is Daniel doing?  The laugh was so loud, in fact, that there was no way it hadn’t drawn attention.  Nero cursed under his breath; now he had no choice but to put himself in harm’s way to ensure everything went according to plan.  He quickened his pace until he stood outside the door where the sound had originated.  He opened the door, stepped inside, and shut it behind him.  He turned to look at the room and was taken aback at what he saw.  Daniel was standing in front of Mestel with one of his women standing behind him with blood all over her face.  Nero’s eyes gravitated to Mestel, who was lying nearly passed out in a chair with blood all the way down his neck. 
 
    At Nero’s entrance, all three of them looked over at him with questioning eyes.  As Mestel realized who it was, he smiled hopefully at the prospect of being rescued.  The look Mestel gave him was so open and hopeful that Nero felt badly for what was about to happen to him.  Nero bore Mestel no ill will.  He was just another stepping stone for advancement in the Guild.  If Daniel could be appeased, and Nero could get credit for everything that happened at the Basilica tonight, then he would have power beyond his wildest dreams. 
 
    The woman vampire with Daniel walked boldly toward him saying, “Infidel.  How dare you interrupt my master?  You will die for your ignorance.” 
 
    Nero drew his rapier in self-defense and prepared to strike down this undead creature if she came any closer.  Miraculously, Mestel managed to jump out of his chair and lunge toward Daniel.  Nero thought maybe Mestel’s dagger would hit home, but Daniel whirled around with a speed that Nero did not know was possible and grabbed Mestel by the throat and the wrist.  A throaty squeak escaped Mestel’s lips as the dagger fell from his hand.  An instant later, Daniel let go of his throat and punched him so hard across the face Nero thought Mestel’s head might come off.  Mestel crumpled into unconsciousness and fell into Daniel’s arms. 
 
    After the excitement was over, the vampire woman took a step closer to Nero.  “More fresh elf blood.  How nice.” 
 
    Nero held his rapier in a ready stance and said, “Back off, bitch.  I’m working with Daniel, but I would have no regrets killing you.” 
 
    The woman became uncertain and looked to Daniel for clarification. 
 
    Daniel said, “It’s true.  Nero is of the Thirteen.  Do not lay a finger on him, or he will likely kill you.”  The woman took one step back and assumed a non-threatening stance.  Daniel said, “Why are you here, Nero?”  He looked longingly down at Mestel’s limp body and continued, “This is a sacred moment.  I am about to add a member to my family.” 
 
    “I’m not here to stop you.  It’s just that your wife made so much noise that I feared others would come.  I stepped in to make sure everything is on schedule.” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” 
 
    “I can see that, but it won’t be for long.  You need to finish up and get out of here.  The guards will be here soon.” 
 
    Without another word, Daniel looked down at Mestel’s helpless body with a longing similar to that of a father to a son.  Daniel closed his eyes and said some sacred words under his breath.  He brought his arm up to his mouth and ripped his skin open with his sharp teeth.  Blood began to flow out of the self-inflicted wound.  Daniel lowered Mestel gently to the floor.  He held his bloody arm directly above Mestel’s mouth.  Daniel’s blood began to drip slowly into Mestel’s open mouth.  Mestel was still unconscious. 
 
    Nero didn’t understand what was happening, but he didn’t have long to contemplate it.  The door behind him opened and in came Evisar, Valihorn, and a few monks.  In that moment, Nero knew the game was over.  He rushed forward with his rapier and decapitated the woman vampire.  He watched her body crumple to the floor in order to give Daniel time to respond to his attack.  Daniel looked at him incredulously and then stood up to defend himself. 
 
    One of the monks behind Nero said, “It’s a vampire!  Fortuna defend us!” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar took one look at his brother lying helplessly on the floor and drew Neverlost in the blink of an eye.  He held the sword with two hands as he ran forward to take a mighty swing at the vampire.  The vampire disappeared and Evisar nearly fell over with the momentum of his swing.  The vampire had turned into a misty fog.  The misty fog quickly moved over to the fireplace and disappeared up the chimney.  Nero put his rapier away and ran to the fireplace to look up the flue.  Evisar and Valihorn rushed over to Mestel.  Evisar went down on his knees and took his brother in his arms.  He seemed dead. 
 
    One of the monks came over and got down on the marble floor with Evisar.  The monk turned Mestel’s neck to the side to inspect his bite marks.  Then the monk opened Mestel’s mouth and noticed the blood.  The monk put his hand against Mestel’s neck to see if his heart was still working and was obviously shocked by what he observed. 
 
    The monk said, “His blood has been drained by the vampire, but I believe he is still alive.  Turn him over and get the blood out of his mouth.” 
 
    Evisar did as he was instructed and said, “Why do we need to get the blood out of his mouth?” 
 
    “Because I believe the vampire was trying to turn him into a creature like himself.  I believe he was trying to turn your brother into a vampire.  If your brother swallows more than a few drops of the blood, he will be doomed for all eternity.” 
 
    Evisar shifted immediately into a panicked state.  He turned his brother’s face to the floor and swabbed out his mouth with his fingers.  Soon after, Mestel coughed violently and began to stir. 
 
    Evisar took his hand out of his brother’s mouth and said, “Spit it out.  Spit out the blood, Mestel.” 
 
    Mestel immediately began spitting blood out of his mouth as he slowly came to.  Evisar said, “Spit it all out brother, or you will become a vampire.” 
 
    Mestel seemed to hear him and continued spitting and vomiting onto the floor with renewed vigor. 
 
    Evisar turned to the monks gathered around and said, “Get him some water, please.”  One of the monks went off to do as he asked.  Evisar turned to Nero and Valihorn and said, “Can the two of you find Xander and Ellen?”  Both companions nodded and left the room. 
 
    One of the monks came back a short time later with a jug of water.  Evisar turned Mestel over and said, “Wash your mouth out with this.  Just spit it straight onto the floor.” 
 
    Mestel took a drink, swished the water around in his mouth, and then spit it out onto the floor.  He did the same thing a second time. 
 
    Mestel finally seemed to relax as he looked at Evisar and said, “Where is Ellen?” 
 
    “I sent Valihorn and Nero to get her.  She will be here soon.” 
 
    Mestel looked around in confusion.  “No, No.  She was right here in this room.  Where did she go?” 
 
    Evisar said, “I don’t know, brother.” 
 
    The monk that was sitting next to Evisar said, “I believe I may know where she is.”  Both brothers looked expectantly at the monk.  “I don’t think she was ever here.  I think the vampire woman that your other companion decapitated disguised herself as Ellen in order to get you to lower your defenses.” 
 
    Mestel looked lost, but it made perfect sense to Evisar.  The monk pointed to the vampire woman lying on the floor with her head close by.  “A vampire’s magic is strong, and their suggestive powers are nearly impossible to resist.  Do not blame yourself.” 
 
    Mestel still looked lost as the monk said, “Now lie still while I cast a healing spell on you.” 
 
    The monk turned Mestel’s head to the side so that he could lay his hand directly on the neck wound.  The monk was about to begin his incantation when his eyes bulged wide open and he pulled his hands away. 
 
    “Look at that.  I’ve never seen anything like it.  Your wounds are almost completely healed.  In truth, you should be knocking on Seker’s door.  What in the name of Fortuna is going on with you?” 
 
    Evisar knew his brother was touched by the gods, but he didn’t want to say anything, and he hoped Mestel didn’t blurt it out either. 
 
    Mestel sat up and said, “I have no idea.”  Then he reached out for Evisar’s arm and pulled himself to his feet.  He turned to the monk and asked, “Do you have any idea who that vampire was?” 
 
    The monk shook his head and said, “We don’t have very much information.  We know there is a vampire lair somewhere in Locus, but we have no idea where it is, or how many vampires there actually are.  About once in a moon’s cycle some peasant is found dead in the street with a gaping neck wound.” 
 
    Evisar said, “So why did the vampires attack the Basilica tonight?  It seems more than random chance that we happened to be here on the night they chose to invade your holy temple.  And why did they seek out my brother specifically?” 
 
    The monk said, “I agree it’s odd and I don’t have the answers.” 
 
    Mestel said, “I had a feeling something was wrong, so I got up and started roaming the halls.  There weren’t any guards in place, which worried me even more.  Then I saw Ellen, or what I thought was Ellen, and she led me into this room.” 
 
    The monk looked very worried all of a sudden.  “You said you didn’t see any guards on patrol?” 
 
    Mestel said, “No, not a one.  I walked all the way down to the sanctuary and back again without seeing a single guard.” 
 
    The monk turned to one of his fellow brothers and nodded his head curtly.  The younger monk walked out into the hallway and disappeared without a word.  After he was gone, Valihorn came through the door with Ellen and Faye.  Ellen took one look at Mestel and rushed to his side. 
 
    She said, “Valihorn told me you were attacked by a vampire.” 
 
     “Yes, but I think I’m alright.”  He looked from Evisar to the monk and said, “Somehow the vampires knew we were here.  The vampire woman lying dead on the floor over there targeted me specifically.  The male vampire came after me and tried to make me his apprentice.  He sought me out.  He planned this entire encounter.” 
 
    An older voice boomed out from the doorway.  “I think you are entirely right, my son.  They knew where everyone was and they knew the layout of the temple.”  Evisar looked over and saw a portly old man with a long beard standing in the doorway. 
 
    Nero, who was standing right behind him, came forward saying, “I couldn’t find Xander.  I searched everywhere until I came across the High Priest up in his chambers.  There were six dead female vampires in his chambers along with three dead monks.  The monks had been sucked dry, and I found the High Priest unconscious.  Fortiac says Xander was in his chambers praying at the private altar when the vampires came in through the window.” 
 
    Fortiac said, “Yes, they were impossibly fast, but he fought like a heroic knight of old.  He moved as fast as they did and with such power!” 
 
    Nero interrupted the High Priest by blurting out, “Now Xander is gone.  No one has seen him.” 
 
    Fortiac continued, “And every guard at every post in the temple is dead or presumed dead.  Some have been found dragged into side rooms and murdered, while many others are just missing.”  Fortiac turned to two other monks standing close by and said, “Wake the entire temple.  Tell everyone we are under attack.  Put everyone on alert.  Arm yourselves.  Conduct a search of the temple grounds.  No one goes anywhere alone.” 
 
    The two monks each bowed their heads with understanding and left. 
 
    Evisar stepped up to Fortiac.  “Your Worship.  We did not mean to bring this trouble to your doorstep.  We didn’t think anyone knew we were here.” 
 
    Fortiac nodded his head.  “I understand.  It is not your fault.  You didn’t attack my brothers.  You are good folk and it was the will of Fortuna that we took you in for the night.  You were obviously meant to be here.  Now if you will excuse me, I must attend to my brothers and our temple.” 
 
    Evisar added one more thing.  “With your permission, we will search for Xander outside the Basillica?” 
 
    Fortiac said, “Please do.  That man is strongly bound to the will of Fortuna.  You should have seen him battle the vampires.  Even with my power, I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Fortiac turned around and left with his entourage.  Evisar gathered the companions around him and said, “While they make safe the Basilica, I think it is our responsibility to search the city until we find Xander.  Brother, why don’t you take Ellen and search the grounds outside the High Priest’s room for clues.  Valihorn and I will check the High Priest’s room for anything of interest.” 
 
    Before Evisar could turn to Nero, the Agent of the Crown said, “I will go out into the city and try to find Xander.” 
 
    Evisar said, “You can’t go out there alone.” 
 
    Nero said, “I always work alone.  I’m used to it, and it’s how I work best.  Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head in agreement, eager to begin the search.  This was not the time to be overly cautious. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero left the room with a hidden smile on his face.  Xander was in Guild custody once again, thanks to him.  Now the Talon Thieves Guild would get the diamond back and destroy the Philosophers of Armena, and it was all thanks to him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 95:  Nero’s Plan  
 
      
 
    Nero left the Basilica with the rest of the companions to search for Xander.  In actuality, Nero had planned the entire attack with Daniel and the Guildmaster.  Things hadn’t gone exactly as planned for Daniel.  Daniel hadn’t killed the High Priest of Fortuna, nor taken Mestel as his apprentice and newest member of his family, but Nero had gotten what he wanted.  The vampires had been instrumental in recapturing Xander, but Daniel had lost a large portion of his family in the process.  Nero shook his head as he walked down an alleyway of Locus.  He could only imagine what a vampire was like when enraged beyond reason, but Daniel’s loss was not his concern – unless he blamed Nero for the loss of his wife and sought revenge.  There was little doubt in Nero’s mind that Daniel would be able to replace his other losses in short order. 
 
    As far as the Guild was concerned, Nero’s plan had worked brilliantly.  Xander had been recaptured and was under Guild control once again, the wizard inside the gem would soon be tucked away in a Guild vault, and his plan to bring down the Philosophers of Armena was proceeding precisely as Nero had hoped.  Surely all of these things, when taken into consideration by the Guildmaster, would elevate him to a new status in the Guild. 
 
    Gods, he loved power; there was no denying it.  He never looked back.  With each step that he took, he forgot the past and only had eyes for the step directly in front of him.  Now that he had a taste of power, it made him want it all the more.  Rank had its privileges, and now that he knew it to be true, it made him want it all the more. 
 
    He headed down the dark alleyways of Locus much more carefully than he had earlier in the night.  Guided by the pre-dawn light, he was able to navigate the narrow streets with greater ease.  Nero spent a long time going from street to street and alley to alley, seemingly to look for Xander, but in actuality, he just wanted to make sure no one was following him.  When he was certain it was safe, Nero turned for the Guild safehouse where Xander was being held.  From the outside, the safehouse looked like a legitimate ice house, but in reality, it served as a Guild prison.  No one was on guard at this early hour, so Nero walked up to the front door and knocked.  It took a long time for someone to answer, but when the door opened Nero was somewhat shocked to see Sivan flanked by two hulking humans. 
 
    The guard on the right asked, “What you want, little man?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  I came here to buy some ice.” 
 
    The guard took an intimidating step forward until the little halfling, Sivan, held his hand up in front of the guard and said, “That is no way to treat someone who is of the Thirteen.  This is Nero, and I will personally vouch for him.”  Nero watched with fascination as the two large guards, who could easily have taken on twenty elves, stepped aside with reverence.  Sivan continued, “Come in Nero.  We have already begun preparing the prison for what you have in mind.  Why don’t you come with me?  I will give you a tour and show you Xander’s cell.” 
 
    Nero followed Sivan into the ice house.  The top floor consisted of a shop area with a countertop and a hallway leading back to the owner’s living quarters.  Behind the countertop was an extra-wide stairwell leading into the cellar.  As Nero descended into the basement, he felt the temperature drop noticeably with every step.  The bottom of the stairs opened up into a cellar that was eighty feet by eighty feet.  The temperature was near freezing, with ice blocks stacked in rows fifteen feet high from floor to ceiling.  There were four rows of ice, with three narrow walkways extending the length of the building.  The ice was covered in sawdust to insulate it from melting during the long summer. 
 
    Sivan reached the bottom of the stairs and took two lanterns off a hook.  After lighting both lanterns, Sivan handed one to Nero, went immediately to his right, and started walking down the far-right hand walkway.  The ice was oppressively high, and the rows were stacked close together.  Nero had to duck and weave in more than one spot so as not to get hit upside the head by a brick of ice.  Being two feet shorter than Nero, Sivan did not have the same difficulty; he walked quickly down the corridor of ice.  Though the ice was leaning in on him and the lantern light bounced off the ice crystals in odd ways, Nero saw the end of the ice row up ahead.  He found it rather cliché that Sivan was leading them to the end of the row where they would no doubt pass through a secret door on the far wall in order to enter the prison; however, Nero was pleasantly surprised when Sivan stopped ten feet short of the far wall and turned to the right. 
 
    Nero joined him a few steps later.  As near as he could tell, there was only a wall of ice in front of him.  Sivan held his lantern in one hand and bent down at the waist to walk through a small fissure in the ice.  Nero got down on all fours and held his lantern just inside the fissure.  Nero sighed with relief as he saw that this narrow passage ran only a few feet before it opened up again at what Nero presumed was the prison door. 
 
    Nero crawled into the fissure and came up behind Sivan.  Nero asked, “How exactly do you get prisoners into the prison?” 
 
    Sivan looked at Nero matter-of-factly and said, “Carefully.”  Then he raised his hand and knocked out a pattern on the wall/door in front of him.  “For security reasons, the door to the prison can only be opened from the inside, meaning that if anyone ever did find out where the prison was located, they still couldn’t stage a rescue operation.” 
 
    “Who does the Guild keep here?” 
 
    “The Guild maintains three prisons in Locus.  This is the least secure prison with the least important prisoners.  The Guildmaster and I decided to use this prison for your plan because once the location of this prison is known to the outside world, we will likely have to shut it down and move its location.  In general, this prison is where we send people who have critical information that we haven’t broken yet.  Or if we want to turn someone into a double agent, this is where we send them to be conditioned.  There are actually three levels to this prison.” 
 
    Sivan was interrupted when a muffled male voice came through the wall.  “Yes.” 
 
    Sivan stopped the history lesson and said, “We wish to see what the Talon holds.” 
 
    Nero thought it was an odd password, but the man on the other side opened the door nonetheless.  Sivan led Nero through the door and shut it behind them.  Nero looked around at the least secure of the Guild’s prisons and was immediately impressed.  The prison looked nearly impregnable, with bars that could hold the strongest person captive and anti-magic forcefields that prevented wizards and priests from casting spells.  There were no fewer than three high quality guards in view at all times. 
 
    Sivan walked around the first level with Nero.  “As you can see, there are three guards on duty on each of the three prison levels at any time.  This level has two long rows of magical and normal cells divided by steel reinforced doors at either end, making it so the guards can close off one row from the other in times of emergency.  Through a steel door at the other end is a staircase leading down to the other levels of the prison.  The more dangerous enemies of the Guild are kept on the bottom level, while the more manageable prisoners are kept on this level.  Even though this is the Guild’s least secure prison, I assure you that anyone in these cells is a very dangerous individual.” 
 
    “So, you said the Talon Guild is likely going to have to abandon this prison in the next few days.” 
 
    “If your plan works, then that is true.” 
 
    Nero was taken aback.  “It must cost a fortune to build a prison like this.” 
 
    Sivan smiled back.  “Several fortunes in fact.  Let’s just say it is more money than you or I will ever see in our lifetimes.” 
 
    Nero was prepared to take that bet.  He wanted it all.  “And the Talon Guild is giving up this prison just for the hope that my plan will lead to the destruction of the Armenien Philosophers?” 
 
    Sivan smiled again.  “That’s right.  The Guildmaster is placing a tremendous amount of faith in you and your plan.  It is both a great opportunity for you and a tremendous risk.” 
 
    Sivan walked down the first corridor explaining who the prisoner was in each cell.  “This fool is the leader of an independent thieves’ guild that challenged our power in Locus several years back.” 
 
    Nero looked at what had probably been a powerful man at one point, but now had a long beard, looked old, and was clearly underfed. 
 
    “On this side is a powerful vampire who moved to the city and posed a direct challenge to Daniel.” 
 
    Nero walked slowly by the vampire’s cell.  The vampire was pacing around like the caged animal he was.  He seemed to be a twenty-five-year-old man in perfect health, with pale skin.  The cell had thicker-than-usual bars with holy water that continuously flowed from the ceiling down the walls and bars, into small pipes below. 
 
    “Over there is a medusa that Keth managed to subdue just northeast of the Dragon Spine Mountains.  You can actually look directly at her while she is in this cell without turning to stone.  The forcefield effectively blocks her power.” 
 
    Sivan made it seem like this was any ordinary captive, but this was a beast of myth and legend.  No one ever got to look at a medusa, except from behind, so Nero could not resist this opportunity.  She was actually quite beautiful except for the snakes that took the place of normal hair and the golden crystal eyes.  As Nero and Sivan walked by, the medusa watched them closely.  All of a sudden, her gold eyes flashed as bright as the sun.  Nero looked away and literally felt the magic bounce off the forcefield.  Nero continued walking as if nothing had happened, but it was clear from Sivan’s smirk that he had noticed Nero’s loss of control. 
 
    Nero asked a question as if nothing had happened.  “I remember meeting Keth at the most recent Inner Circle meeting, but I don’t know what he does for the Guild.” 
 
    “He is the half-orc in command of our security and warrior forces.”  Nero nodded his head and Sivan continued.  “In this cell is a female follower of Fortuna who actively petitioned the Crown of Kentar to maintain a tighter grip on Locus.  We ignored her at first, but when the Crown began paying attention to what she had to say, we quickly arranged for her to disappear.  She is a powerful priestess and is obviously kept in an anti-magic cell.  As you can see, she is unconscious right now.  I thought she might be useful to your plan, so I transferred her here on my authority from the third level of this prison.” 
 
    Nero stopped in front of her cell and had a look.  She didn’t look like much at the moment, wearing simple clothes covered in grime, but underneath all of that he could see she was a beautiful woman. 
 
    Nero asked, “So if this is the Guild’s least secure prison, who is housed in the most secure prison?” 
 
    “Creatures much worse than what you have seen here.” 
 
    Nero continued, “Why didn’t the Guild just assassinate this priestess of Fortuna?” 
 
    “Because sometimes it’s necessary to look at the big picture.  That’s why these prisons exist.  It was hoped that she could be turned into a double agent and be our informer inside the Basilica of Fortuna, but she resisted.  Gram recently requested that she be transferred into the Underworld to be a part of the spell he is preparing.  She was to be moved today, but I thought the Guild would be best served by bringing her here, with the Guildmaster’s approval, of course.” 
 
    Sivan went through the steel door at the end of the first row of cells and started going down the next.  “And here, finally, is Xander’s cell.  He doesn’t rank as dangerous an enemy to the Guild as these other prisoners, but we thought this prison would best suit your needs.” 
 
    Nero stopped in front of Xander’s cell and turned toward the ex-Guild employee who had caused so much trouble.  “Thank you for your efforts on the Guild’s behalf, Sivan.  I think this prison will do nicely.  Is he going to be unconscious for a while?  He can’t know I was ever here.” 
 
    “My guards roughed him up pretty well when he first arrived.  I thought some significant bruising would make your story more convincing.  I assure you that he will remain unconscious for some time.” 
 
    “Excellent.  Can you let me into his cell?” 
 
    Sivan nodded his head and snapped his fingers.  Seemingly out of nowhere, a guard came up from behind and unlocked the cell.  In truth, Nero’s sixth sense let him sense the whereabouts of everyone on this floor of the prison except for the vampire, but he played along so as not to give anything away. 
 
    The guard opened the cell door a few feet and then backed away.  Nero walked slowly, purposefully, confidently into the small cell and over beside Xander.  The rogue had been stripped of all his gear.  Nero nudged Xander with his foot, softly at first, and then harder.  When Xander did not stir, Nero knelt down to examine him.  Nero felt a little odd examining one of his friends in this dungeon.  It was almost like he was mixing his two worlds together.  Xander was being held by the Guild, and he potentially held the secret to the Guild’s future success, but Nero was also helping the companions as a Philosopher.  Xander was his friend and a fellow elf, and it was Nero’s job to help him recover the First Heir of Armena.  Standing in the cell, it was strange that he should now control Xander’s destiny, deciding if he would live or die.  On the other hand, this was exactly the kind of power Nero had been craving his entire life.  And he wanted more. 
 
    Nero turned back to Sivan.  “His gear is missing.  I assume you searched it thoroughly when Xander was brought inside the prison and that it is stored somewhere nearby.” 
 
    “We did, and, it is.” 
 
    “And the gem was not found among his belongings?” Nero said. 
 
    “We did not find the gem in his gear or on his person.” 
 
    Would you have told me if you had?  Nero knew he and Sivan were playing on the same team, but he had no illusions about Sivan’s loyalties.  He would have happily recovered the gem himself and handed it over to the Guildmaster without Nero’s knowledge. 
 
    Sivan continued, saying, “I don’t think he has it with him.” 
 
    “I know he does,” Nero replied confidently. 
 
    Without another word, Nero went down on one knee and began searching Xander’s body.  He had watched the rogue with great scrutiny for a long time, and there was no place Xander could have hidden the gem, except perhaps at the Basilica of Fortuna.  It had to be here.  Nero emptied Xander’s pockets and searched every nook and cranny of Xander’s studded leather armor.  The gem didn’t seem to be on Xander’s person, but Nero didn’t panic right away.  Nero’s deft hands felt around the rogue’s neckline until he came away with a fist sized pouch that he lifted over Xander’s head.  He untied the small pouch with anxious fingers and emptied it onto the floor.  A fist sized platinum coin plunked to the floor, but nothing else.  The gem wasn’t there! 
 
    Unbelievable.  This scum had bested the Guild yet again.  Nero yelled out in irritation and jumped to his feet.  He kicked Xander in the ribs and then he kicked him again. 
 
    Sivan said, “I thought as much.  My men are very thorough at …” 
 
    Nero tuned Sivan out as a thought crashed into his mind like thunder.  He had to have it on him.  Nero wasn’t buying into Xander’s game this time.  Nero held up a hand to silence Sivan; he walked back over to Xander and bent down to collect the pouch that had hung around his neck.  He examined it carefully.  It felt empty to the touch.  He turned it inside out.  He saw another tie string sewn into the inside of the bag.  Nero felt this inner pouch and did not feel anything except the side of the bag.  Nero untied the string to this magical inner pouch and turned the bag upside down.  A brilliant, fist-sized diamond fell out of the inner pouch and clunked onto the stone floor.  Nero let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.  At long last, there it was, lying on the floor in front of him.  It had taken him almost half a year to find it, but he had finally accomplished his mission. 
 
    Nero came back out of the cell with the diamond in his hand.  He turned to Sivan and said, “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “Yes, it is the gem that holds the High Wizard of the Sorcerers.  By keeping him locked away, the Guildmaster hopes the Sorcerers will be paralyzed into inaction when he makes his move against Kentar.” 
 
    “Yes, and now I’ve finally found it.”  Nero reached out suddenly and grabbed Sivan’s hand.  Sivan jumped at first and then hid his surprise behind a practiced veneer of confidence.  Using his other hand, Nero held the palm sized diamond in front of Sivan.  “I need you to get your five most trusted guards together to escort me all the way to the Guildmaster.” 
 
    Sivan said, “Why don’t you stay here to oversee the final preparations and I will deliver the gem to the Guildmaster personally?” 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to see that Sivan was trying to deliver the gem to the Guildmaster in order to take credit for Nero’s hard work.  “No, I will deliver it myself, with your guards as my escort.” 
 
    Sivan managed to put on a sincere face and say, “Honestly, I’m not sure you can leave.  You need to stay here and prepare the prison for when Xander wakes up.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.  I’m going to tell you exactly what I want done and you’re going to see that it gets done.  Delivering the gem won’t take long.  I’ll be back long before Xander regains consciousness.” 
 
    Sivan shook his head as if what Nero was proposing was ridiculous.  “Why take the chance?  You are risking your plan to destroy the Philosophers just so you can take credit for recovering the gem.” 
 
    Nero stepped forward, quickly went down on one knee, and got right in front of Sivan’s face.  “That’s right.  I recovered the gem.  You and your men tried to find it before I got here, but you couldn’t even do that.  It’s my plan that’s going to destroy the Philosophers, not yours.  You feel threatened by my success.  You can’t stand how fast I’m rising through the ranks of the guild, so you are trying to return the gem to the Guildmaster yourself in order to stay marginally relevant.” 
 
    Nero could tell Sivan was stewing in his own juices.  Nero felt several guards moving up on him from behind until Sivan held up a finger and motioned them away.  To his credit, Sivan did not explode, but remained eerily calm. 
 
    “There is no need for this showmanship.  You and I are of the Thirteen.  We need to set a higher standard.  It doesn’t matter who gets the credit, so long as the Guild succeeds.” 
 
    Nero sneered.  “You just keep telling yourself that, Sivan, and see where it gets you.” 
 
    Sivan was fuming.  “You know, I worry about where the Guild is going.  Used to be we would never have considered making a selfish no-it-all like you one of the Thirteen, but we keep expanding in a larger circle, and soon we will be larger still.  This strategy forces us to include young, talented individuals like yourself, but your service comes with a price.  You don’t think long term.  All you think about is how a situation will benefit you.  Me first, Talon Guild second.  Don’t you see how this kind of thinking will be the Guild’s downfall in the future?” 
 
    Sivan became civil once again.  He moved inches closer to Nero’s face to emphasize his point.  “You know your plan better than anyone, and you know how best to implement it.  You are the best person to stay here and oversee the final preparations, while I, on the other hand, am free to deliver the gem to the Guildmaster.” 
 
    Nero stood his ground and shook his head.  “You also know this prison better than anyone else.  You know what can and cannot be done.  Now, I’m taking the gem to the Guildmaster, and he ordered your full cooperation with my plan.” 
 
    Sivan smiled, stepped back, and raised his arms as a gesture of peace.  “Fine, have it your way.  What preparations do you want made?” 
 
    Nero stood in front of Sivan with the gem in his hand, supremely confident.  “Thank you.  If you will follow me, I’ll show you what I would like.” 
 
    Nero walked to the end of the cell block, turned left, and walked through the steel door that led to the other cell block on the same floor.  He walked about halfway down the row of cells and stopped. 
 
    He turned to his right and said, “I would like Xander to be placed in this cell.  I would like the priestess of Fortuna placed in the cell directly across from him.  The rest of this cell block needs to be empty, so all the other prisoners must be moved to the other cell block, or to another floor altogether.  The steel doors leading downstairs as well as to the other row of cells need to be shut and locked tight.” 
 
    Sivan said, “Is that all?” 
 
    “Oh no.  I’ve only just begun.  Xander is an absolute expert at palming items off people without the person knowing.  Therefore, I want only two guards on duty in this cell block at any one time and I want each of the guards to constantly carry the keys to all the cells in this cell block, but not the keys to the steel doors leading elsewhere in the prison.  Each of the guards should carry a dagger and know the combination to the prison entrance lock.  I want Xander’s weapons and belongings stored in a closet near the prison entrance.” 
 
    “Very well.  I will see to all of that.  Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes.  Can you arrange to have the ice house and the prison encased in an anti-magic bubble?” 
 
    “It can be done, but it will be difficult.  Normally we infuse a magic-user’s cell with anti-magic, not the entire prison.” 
 
    “But it can be done?” 
 
    “Yes, it can be done,” Sivan affirmed, irritably. 
 
    “Good.  That will make their actions more predictable.  I don’t want any guards in the ice cellar, and I want the shopkeeper upstairs to go about his business as usual.” 
 
    “Done.  Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, that will do very nicely.  Now, if you could have your men escort me to the Guildmaster, I will be back shortly.” 
 
    “Very well.  As you wish.” 
 
    Sivan snapped his fingers again and the nearest guard came out of the darkness to hear Sivan’s orders.  No doubt Sivan thought this show of power would impress Nero, but with his sixth sense, Nero found the technique old and tired. 
 
    Sivan said, “Nathan, get four other guards beside yourself and escort Nero directly to the Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Yes sir.  Circle member Nero, if you will follow me please.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 96:  Reclaiming the Gem 
 
      
 
    Nero put the gem in a pocket next to his left breast before following Nathan and the four other guards out of the prison, out of the ice cellar, past the front desk, and onto the streets of Locus.  Dawn had come and gone, and the streets were filled with activity.  Nero froze in place for a moment as he remembered what the people of Locus had done to the Krone elf just the day before, and then he quickly remembered that for the moment he looked human to everyone else. 
 
    Nero hurried down the streets and alleyways, surrounded by his entourage.  All of the guards seemed perfectly relaxed – at ease in their element.  All, that is, except for Nathan.  He did not outwardly show it, but Nathan was nervous about something.  Nero had his suspicions about why, but he just continued walking, waiting for the anvil to fall. 
 
    The guards eventually turned onto a narrow alleyway with no one else in view.  Nero kept walking, knowing this was the perfect opportunity for Nathan to make his move.  With his sixth sense, Nero felt him close to within a few feet.  Nero turned around in an instant, snapped his hand out, and grabbed the arm holding a dagger.  He took a step toward the guard, yanked his arm to the side, and planted his foot directly in front of Nathan’s path.  Using his free arm, he pushed Nathan from behind so that he fell forward over Nero’s leg and came crashing to the cobblestone street like a load of bricks.  Nathan was face down in the alleyway with Nero holding his shoulder and his sword arm at the wrist.  The sudden fall made Nathan lose concentration, and the dagger clattered across the cobblestone a few feet away.  Nero picked up the dagger in his hand and plunged it deep into Nathan’s shoulder.  Nathan screamed out in pain, and the other four guards drew their weapons. 
 
    Nero said, “Stay where you are.  This man is a traitor to the Guild.  He was about to kill me with this dagger.”  The four guards froze in place, paralyzed with indecision against one of the Thirteen.  Nero grabbed Nathan by the hair and snapped his neck back.  “Who ordered you to kill me?” 
 
    Nathan screamed out, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I’m a loyal member of the Guild.” 
 
    “I’m only going to give you this last chance.  Who wanted me dead?  Were they trying to steal the gem?” 
 
    “Let me go.  I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Nero was virtually certain he knew who was behind the attack, but he didn’t have time for a full interrogation.  Therefore, he didn’t need Nathan anymore.  Nero pulled the dagger out of Nathan’s shoulder and buried it in his back, piercing the heart.  He got up and stepped away from the body. 
 
    The other four guards weren’t certain what to do next, so Nero told them what to do next.  “You two, move this body over by those crates and hide it as best you can.”  No one moved.  Nero pointed at the dead body and said, “He was going to kill me.  You all saw the dagger.  As one of the Thirteen, I am authorized to kill all of you if I wish, but I’m not going to do that.  If you move the body and carry out your orders to escort me to the Guildmaster, then no harm will come to you.  You have my word.  Now move!” 
 
    This time two of the guards snapped quickly to attention and picked up the body.  The other two guards stood nearby as Nero’s protection.  The guards moved the body so it was out of the way and not easily discoverable, then the five of them continued on to Guild headquarters.  As they moved through the streets in the early morning light, Nero thought to himself that rank did indeed have its privileges. 
 
    The four remaining guards took him as far as the stairs leading down to the Guildmaster’s private quarters.  Nero thanked each of them for their loyal service and even went so far as to give each of them a gold piece.  He was a new member of the Thirteen, and he wanted to be known as generous to those who worked for him.  A little money at the right time went a long way toward solidifying that reputation. 
 
    Nero told the guards, “Wait here until I return, and we will walk back to the prison together.”  The four guards nodded their heads and seemed more than willing to follow his instructions. 
 
    Nero took a moment to prepare mentally for what he hoped would be a hero’s welcome before he headed confidently down the stairs to the fourth floor of Guild headquarters.  Silence greeted him as he came to the bottom of the stairs and continued unbroken as the Guildmaster’s butler walked toward him. 
 
    “Good morning, Nero.  I hear you have very good news for the Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Cam, how could you possibly know what I am here to talk to the Guildmaster about?  And how do you know whether it is morning outside?  You never go above ground, do you?” 
 
    “There are many mysteries in this life, wouldn’t you agree?”  Cam smiled in a benevolent way and did not offer any further explanation.  “The Guildmaster is in a meeting that should be over very shortly.  May I offer you a glass of port while you wait?” 
 
    “Yes, that would be outstanding.” 
 
    Nero took a seat in the waiting area as Cam left the room and came back quickly with a bottle of port on a tray with an empty glass.  He brought the tray over and set it down.  Then he picked up the bottle, poured a small amount in the glass, and held the bottle up for Nero’s inspection.  Nero looked at the bottle for a moment and recognized that the wine came from an old manufacturer who had long since gone out of business.  If the label was to be believed, the port was more than three hundred years old.  Nero picked up the glass and took a brief sip.  It was easily the best wine Nero had ever tasted in his life. 
 
    Nero said, “Thank you, Cam, this will do nicely.” 
 
    “You have earned it, Inner Circle member Nero, and I’m sure the Guildmaster will agree.”  Despite his better judgment, Nero couldn’t help but appreciate the compliment put forth by one of the Guild’s patriarchs. 
 
    As Cam moved respectfully away, the door to the Guildmaster’s chambers opened and Lidea and Keth immerged.  Lidea was as gorgeous as ever, but this time Nero focused his attention on Keth.  The half-orc warrior was three times his size, and judging from the bulging muscles on his torso, ten times as strong.  Half-orcs were a rare cross breed between humans and orcs.  The resulting child was usually dumb as a post and twice as ugly, but their size and brawn made them well suited to be warriors, where smarts were not generally a prerequisite.  Keth certainly had the ugly part going for him, but if the rumors were true, Keth exceeded expectations with an intellect that went well beyond his parentage.  This rumor almost certainly had to be true, for the Guildmaster would never elevate a simple warrior to the Thirteen if he was not intelligent. 
 
    Nero stood up with his glass of port in one hand and watched as Keth and Lidea crossed the room.  Both of them glanced at him briefly to see if he was a threat and that was when Lidea recognized him from the night before.  She gently nudged Keth’s arm and the big warrior headed over to where Nero was standing. 
 
    As they approached, Lidea said, “Keth, I’m sure you remember Nero from the Inner Circle meeting.  He’s actually an elf of Armena, but right now he is disguised as a human.” 
 
    Keth looked him up and down and said, “Don’t look like much.” 
 
    Nero nodded his head in an agreeable manner and said, “That’s part of my disguise.  I lull my enemies into a false sense of security with my size before I stab them in the back.” 
 
    Keth and Nero stood absolutely still as they stared each other down.  Lidea looked back and forth between the two like she expected a confrontation at any moment.  Keth eventually tilted his head back and laughed louder than Nero thought possible.  Nero and Lidea broke out into laughter as well.  Keth looked at Nero again with nothing but humor.  He brought up his right hand and slapped Nero playfully on the shoulder.  The playful hit was enough to rattle Nero’s body and move him a foot to the side. 
 
    Keth said, “I like Nero.  I hope we get to work together.” 
 
    Nero said, “As do I.” 
 
    Lidea came forward with a big smile and gave Nero a flirtatious hug.  She kissed Nero on both cheeks before stepping back and saying, “It’s good to see you again, Nero.  Unfortunately, we have pressing business to attend to.” 
 
    “I understand.  Good luck.”  Lidea and Keth quickly disappeared up the stairs. 
 
    Cam ushered Nero into the Guildmaster’s chambers where he found the Guildmaster already sitting at the meeting table near the door, waiting for him. 
 
    Nero took a seat across from the Guildmaster and said, “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Nonsense.  I wasn’t waiting; I was evaluating.” 
 
    “Evaluating what?” 
 
    “You.  I was evaluating you, Nero.  How you interact with your peers and how you think on your feet is critical to your success in the Guild.  Keth is very selective about whom he chooses to like.” 
 
    “Well, I hope I am exceeding your expectations.” 
 
    Rather than answer Nero’s implied question, the Guildmaster said, “I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.  Do you have news worthy of this intrusion?” 
 
    “I wanted to let you know that so far our plan is on schedule, but more important than that, I wanted to deliver the good news myself.” 
 
    The Guildmaster looked on with expectation.  “Did Xander have the gem with him?” 
 
    Nero dug his hand into the breast pocket and pulled out the fist-sized diamond and placed it in the center of the table.  “Indeed he did.  It was hidden in a magically concealed pocket, but I eventually found it.” 
 
    The Guildmaster did not pick up the gem, but he did sit up in his chair with interest to examine it.  “I can see that the magical barriers keeping the wizard trapped in the gem are nearly gone.”  He looked at Nero and said, “Will you excuse me a moment?” 
 
    Nero nodded. 
 
    The Guildmaster unceremoniously yelled, “Cam!” 
 
    Cam came bursting through the door as if expecting trouble. 
 
    The Guildmaster said, “Cam, the wizard is nearly free of the gem.  Would you run and bring back two Guild wizards as quickly as possible?” 
 
    “Yes, master.”  With that, Cam disappeared behind the closed door. 
 
    The Guildmaster turned to Nero and conversationally said, “I’m sorry for yelling, but time is of the essence.  If the wizard escapes, he won’t be able to kill us, but he would cause some inconvenience.” 
 
    “Of course, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Not that this little distraction should take away from your achievement.  You have done the Guild a great service by recovering the gem, and I promise I won’t forget it.” 
 
    Nero nodded his head in appreciation of the Guildmaster’s compliment.  On the inside he was turning cartwheels, but on the outside his face remained passively neutral.  Nero sat in silence with the Guildmaster for some time.  Eventually Nero got somewhat used to the tension in the room as his mind began to consider other obstacles that were in his way. 
 
    He said, “Can you tell me more about the spell that Gram is working on?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Well, the entire Inner Circle is working toward establishing your new kingdom, and I know the spell is a large component of your plan.  I just think I would be better able to help you accomplish that mission if I knew more of the nuances of the plan.” 
 
    The Guildmaster had mastered his emotions centuries ago.  Nonetheless, Nero felt, rather than saw, the Guildmaster hesitate for a moment before answering. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you how strong Armena is.  They are, in fact, much stronger than Kentar.  We have to hit them from multiple angles from multiple points of weakness.  Killing the King and dismantling the Philosophers may not be enough to pacify Armena when we announce we will be taking over half their kingdom.  Even starting a war between Armena and Kentar while they simultaneously battle the Krone may not be enough to pacify Armena.” 
 
    Nero pressed on, needing to know the truth.  “So how will Gram’s spell help the situation?” 
 
    “By killing the entire royal family and anyone in the royal family’s bloodline.” 
 
    “And you think that is absolutely necessary?” 
 
    “Yes, it is an insurance policy that will ensure success as our kingdom is established.” 
 
    Nero was partially satisfied with the answer the Guildmaster gave, but he still had many more questions that would have to wait for another time.  Cam knocked on the door and opened it a moment later.  The butler walked in with two middle-aged men dressed in long robes in tow. 
 
    The Guildmaster rose to his feet and pointed at the large diamond in the middle of the table.  “That is the gem with the High Wizard of the Sorcerers trapped inside.  I need you to reinforce the spell that binds him to the gem, now.” 
 
    The two wizards looked at each other briefly and nodded.  The older wizard took two steps forward and began an incantation.  The magic words reverberated off the walls and the wizard pointed his hand at the gem.  Before the spell resolved, the wizard in the gem lashed out in desperation.  The room filled with electric charge, and a lightning bolt leapt out of the gem and struck the lead wizard in the chest.  The bolt hit the wizard with such force that he was thrown backward and actually went through the wall.  Nero could see that he was dead but did not have time to find out for sure, as the wizard in the gem lashed out again.  Flames erupted from the gem, and a fireball launched directly toward the second wizard.  The spell caster unceremoniously dove to the side as the fireball missed him and struck the wall behind.  The explosive force of the detonation knocked everyone down, and Nero saw the gem scoot across the table and fall to the floor.  Nero lunged back to his feet and noticed most of the room was on fire.  He saw among the flames that the second wizard’s robes had caught on fire.  The caster screamed in pain and ran around the room like a lunatic.  Nero ran forward and tackled him to the ground.  He forcibly took off the wizard’s burning robes.  The wizard was badly burned in several areas, but he calmed down enough to realize what Nero was doing. 
 
    Nero got off the wizard and yelled at him to complete the spell.  The wizard stood back up and reoriented himself.  Large portions of his body were charcoal black, and he was in obvious pain.  Still, the wizard took a step forward with a determination that did not match the indignity of him standing there naked with nothing on but his underclothes.  The wizard in the gem lashed out again with several magic energy bolts.  Three of the bolts went for the second wizard while one of the bolts went after Nero.  The caster anticipated the attack and merely stuck out his hand to absorb the magic energy.  Nero dodged to the side, but the energy bolt still tracked him.  He dove to the right again and the energy bolt hit him in the left arm. 
 
    Pain lanced up Nero’s arm as he felt every nerve ending come alive.  He could not do anything but stand there in misery with every muscle fiber in his arm firing at once.  By the time the pain became manageable, the confrontation was over.  The second wizard had managed to reinforce the spell binding the High Sorcerer to the gem.  One of the walls and some of the furniture were still on fire.  The Guildmaster and Cam rose from the crouch they had assumed on the floor.  The naked wizard stood defiant against the power of the diamond, which was sitting innocuously in the middle of the table as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Several guards came rushing in to see if the Guildmaster was alright and to put out the fire.  With commotion and chaos all around, the Guildmaster said, “Well that could have gone more smoothly.  Nero, we will handle the gem from here.  Why don’t you take your leave and go see to the second part of your plan?” 
 
    Nero looked at the destruction around the room and said, “Yes, Guildmaster.  I will leave straight away.” 
 
    Nero made his way out of Guild headquarters with his four bodyguards in tow.  They made it back to the Guild prison without incident.  Nero went past the front desk and down the wide stairs into the ice cellar.  He found the secret entrance to the prison and one of the guards on the inside let him in.  As he entered the prison, Sivan met him at the door with a hand up, holding him in place. 
 
    Sivan leaned in and whispered, “Everything is prepared as you instructed.  Xander just regained consciousness.” 
 
    Nero nodded his head and whispered back, “I was going to inspect the arrangements, but I will take your word that everything was completed according to my specifications.” 
 
    The halfling smiled back with a look that clearly said, Of course. 
 
    Nero said, “In that case, since Xander can’t see me here, I will go back to the Basilica and leave the details to you.”  Without ceremony, Nero turned around and crawled out the entrance into the ice cellar.  The guards locked the door securely behind him.  Nero walked back to the Basilica in contemplation.  It was all out of his hands now.  Venal would either smile down on his efforts or he wouldn’t.  There was very little Nero could do but wait.  Wait and feign ignorance at whatever happened next. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 97:  A Hero’s Welcome 
 
      
 
    Xander awoke on the cold, hard ground of a prison cell.  How he had gotten there, he couldn’t say.  The last thing he remembered was fighting the vampires in the Basilica of Fortuna and being hit hard over the head.  To be honest, he was stunned to still be alive and was immensely grateful for the iron bars and the stone floor.  The alternative would have been to wake up and find himself turned into an undead monster, or to have been killed and find himself at Seker’s doorstep once again.  He didn’t want to return to purgatory until he had proven his worth to Fortuna, lest he be forsaken again and forced to spend eternity in one of the seven hells. 
 
    Still, he hoped he was well on his way to redemption.  He had fought in his holiest place with the power of his god behind him.  He had fought to save his friends and his High Priest. 
 
    Memories of his fight with the vampires came rushing back into his consciousness.  He had always been quick with the sword and fairly good with divine magic, but nothing like what he remembered doing in the Basilica.  It was almost like he had been an outside observer watching some hero of legend fight undead creatures he had only heard of in books and bards’ tales. 
 
    Just a few moons ago, Xander had taken his religion for granted and used it for his own purposes.  He had prayed to Fortuna – not out of heartfelt worship, but so his goddess would grant him divine spells.  He used his coin of Fortuna to make a few critical decisions in his life, but only when he didn’t care about the outcome too terribly much, or when he was too lazy to make the decision for himself.  But now he had been to the other side.  He had seen the face of death and been rejected by his god.  Never again!  Xander knew it had been a miracle that brought him back from the dead, and now he intended to use his unique perspective to reform his life, save his soul, and save others if he could.  If the karma of this life determined what happened to him in the afterlife, then Xander was bound and determined to arrive in Fortuna’s kingdom with accolades to spare. 
 
    He also never could have imagined fighting vampires.  Not because he was afraid of such creatures, but because vampires weren’t supposed to exist.  They were a creature from mythology.  A made-up monster whose only real purpose was to keep children in their beds at night.  But now Xander was forced to admit that the stories must be based on fact.  Their quickness, raw power, and single-mindedness were everything Xander had heard of and more. 
 
    Why had the vampires attacked the Basilica, and why had they taken him, and how had he ended up in this prison?  He climbed to his feet and had his first look around.  His eight-foot by eight-foot cell was surrounded on three sides by stone walls.  The fourth wall had iron bars and an iron bar door.  He could see into the three cells directly across from him.  Two of the cells were empty, but the third cell to the right held a rather attractive woman who was asleep on the floor. 
 
    Going through his options for escape, Xander didn’t think it looked promising.  The only equipment he had were the clothes on his back and the brains in his head.  All his weapons and pouches were missing.  The pouch with the gem in it was gone as well, making it impossible to ask the wizard for help – not that the wizard would have helped him anyway.  He could feel that he had either been stripped of his spells, or that something about his cell prevented him from casting spells.  All three of the stone walls as well as the floor were solidly constructed, offering no hope of digging his way out.  He walked up to the iron bar door and shook it for all he was worth, creating a lot of noise, without getting any closer to his freedom. 
 
    Xander turned away from the bars in frustration, when he heard a female voice say, “What in the seven hells are you doing?  Some of us are trying to sleep.” 
 
    Xander spun around on his heels to see the attractive woman standing at the bars to her own cell.  Xander said, “Sorry, but some of us are trying to find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Don’t bother.  This is the Talon Guild’s maximum security prison.  You aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    Xander nodded and said, “Damn.  That will make it more difficult.  Were you awake when they brought me in here?” 
 
    “No.  They always knock us out whenever anyone new is brought in or out.  Hell, they knock us out whenever anyone is moved from one cell to another.” 
 
    “Hmm, how did I go from being attacked by vampires to being held in a Guild prison?  It doesn’t make any sense.”  Xander took a few steps forward and put his arms through his own bars in order to be more conversational.  “If I tell you my name is Xander, will you tell me yours?” 
 
    “I don’t see why in the seven hells it matters what your name is.  Neither of us will be around long enough to care.” 
 
    “Okay.  Okay.  I was just trying to be friendly.  Get over yourself.  Can you at least tell me why the Guild captured you in the first place?” 
 
    “What in the seven hells for?” 
 
    Xander ignored the constant reference to the less desirable areas of the afterlife and pressed on.  “Learning why you were captured may help me figure out what the Guild’s motives are, which can help us find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Seven hells.  I already told you not to bother trying.” 
 
    “Can you just humor me?” 
 
    The mystery woman looked lazily down one hallway and then the other. 
 
    “At one time I was an important priestess of Fortuna.”  Xander’s interest level in the mystery woman immediately went up.  “My opinion is that the Guild is an evil blight on the great Kingdom of Kentar.  I thought it had far too much power and influence over Locus and this entire region.  I told the King as much in letter after letter and finally in person.  I requested that he crack down on the corruption associated with the Guild.  You could say I was rather single-minded in my mission to bring the Guild under control. 
 
    “Eventually, my rants began to have a small effect on the King, who began issuing policies intended to limit the Guild’s power in Locus.  Apparently, this cause and effect relationship was not lost on the Guild, so they took action.  I was safe inside the walls of the Basilica, but I had to leave the protection of Fortuna’s grace from time to time, and that is when they kidnapped me.” 
 
    “How did the Guild know when you were leaving?” 
 
    “Who in the seven hells knows?  What difference would it make if I knew how the Guild captured me?  It happened!  All right?” 
 
    “Okay.  Okay.  Calm down.  I am also a priest of Fortuna, in case you’re interested.” 
 
    The woman was obviously bitter from her prolonged captivity with an edge that was razorsharp.  There was a lot of emotion behind her outburst, and Xander thought he saw a tear fall down her cheek before she turned away. 
 
    The steady rhythm of footsteps on the hard floor approached from the right.  A burly guard came into view and addressed them both. 
 
    “Now that you two love birds have introduced yourselves and exchanged stories, perhaps you could shut up.” 
 
    The guard turned around to leave as if the situation was settled and no one would dare challenge his authority, but there was no way Xander was going to leave it at that. 
 
    “Why should we listen to you?” 
 
    The guard stopped and paused, almost as if he had forgotten what it was like to have a prisoner talk back to him. 
 
    “Because I’m the one who decides whether you eat today or not.” 
 
    The guard then turned to leave again, expecting even more so that the conversation was finished.  Xander decided to poke the bear another time. 
 
    “Why don’t you let us out of this prison, and then you can have all the peace and quiet you want?” 
 
    The guard spun around and faced Xander with a look of incredulity.  “You must be the dumbest son of a bitch I’ve ever seen in this prison.” 
 
    A joke immediately came to Xander’s mind.  “Then I have two questions for you.  Are you new to the Guild, and most importantly, have you ever looked in a mirror?” 
 
    The guard stood there processing the insult.  Once he understood what had been said, he took several steps and came right up next to the bars where Xander was leisurely standing, enjoying his banter with this idiot.  Not unexpectedly, the guard drew his dagger and slashed at Xander through the bars.  Xander dodged to the side, but too slowly.  The dagger pierced his flesh on the right side, near his hip.  Searing pain lanced through his body as he locked eyes with the guard.  The guard stood there with his dagger in Xander’s side for a long moment before withdrawing it and slashed at Xander again. 
 
    As the weapon came out of his flesh, Xander rolled backward unceremoniously onto the stone floor.  Pain lanced through Xander’s body once again as he hit the floor, but at least he had the satisfaction of hearing the idiot’s head hit the iron bars of his cell as he lunged forward in uncontrolled anger. 
 
    Xander yelled out, “Alright.  I’ll be quiet.  I’ll be quiet.  Just don’t hurt me anymore.” 
 
    The guard had a look of complete triumph as he saw his bested prey lying wounded on the stone floor. 
 
    “Good.  If you’re quiet the rest of the day, I’ll have the healer take a look at you tonight.  Otherwise you can damn well stay in that cell and bleed to death.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Xander just nodded his head.  The guard turned around again and stalked off to his post. 
 
    The woman across the way whispered, “What in the seven hells was that?  Are you touched in the head or something?” 
 
    The guard laughed loudly to himself as he walked off in the distance.  Xander didn’t say a thing.  He let out a moan of pain and made sure it was loud enough for the guard to hear – an act that did not require much theatre, since he had just been stabbed in the side. 
 
    The woman shook her head thinking her cellmate was a moron.  Just as she was about to turn her back on him and go back to sleep, Xander bounded silently to his feet and made another moaning sound.  The woman looked at him strangely as he walked confidently up to the bars and showed her the keys he had just pawned off the guard that had stabbed him. 
 
    Xander mouthed silently across the prison to her.  “That wasn’t so hard.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes lit up as if Fortuna had come back to Tellus and was standing right in front of her.  Xander held his fingers up to his lips in order to silence her.  He put out his palm, pushed it toward the ground in a calming manner, and went over to one of his sidewalls and sat down.  The priestess of Fortuna did the same. 
 
    Xander waited a long time before he made his next move.  He wanted everyone to settle back into his or her normal routine in order to maximize his chance of escape.  Xander climbed painfully to his feet after enough time had passed and went to the door of his cell.  He pulled out the confiscated keychain and silently counted out six keys.  This next part is going to be embarrassing. 
 
    He snapped his fingers lightly to get the woman’s attention.  Then he put his hand up to his mouth and forced himself to cough, loudly.  As he was coughing, Xander stuck the first key into the lock and tried to turn it.  Even though he was being careful, and even though he was coughing loudly, a few scrapes of metal on metal rang through the air.  Try as he might, the key would not turn in the lock.  Xander withdrew the first key and grabbed the second.  He looked up at the woman, who by this point had caught on to what he was doing.  They both coughed loudly as Xander inserted the second key into the lock and turned.  Fortuna was with them as Xander heard the most holy of sounds.  The key turned farther than it had before, and he heard a satisfying click as the lock to his cell released.  He quickly turned the key the rest of the way around and pulled it out of the lock.  He tried the door; it moved at his command just as he expected.  Xander pulled the keychain back through the bars and put it in one of his pockets.  He looked up at the woman and gave her his best roguish grin.  The woman quit coughing and smiled broadly back at him. 
 
    It had been very fortunate that the second key had unlocked the cell.  Xander doubted a fake cough would have gone unnoticed by the guards if he had been forced to go through all six keys.  It was almost enough to make one believe in the Goddess of Luck. 
 
    As if to confirm what Xander had just been thinking, he heard the same guard from before yell down the hallway.  “Shut the hell up!  What is going on down there?” 
 
    Xander responded loudly in kind.  “You stabbed me and now I’m bleeding to death.  What did you expect?  I thought you were going to bring a healer down here to patch me up, you moron.” 
 
    Almost immediately, Xander heard a chair scoot across the floor, followed by boots on the stone floor.  Xander stood up against the cell door as the guard came rushing down the hall. 
 
    “You must be touched in the head to piss me off like this; or are you looking to have more of your blood spilled on the floor?” 
 
    Xander stood perfectly still, acting as if he did not care a lick about the guard bearing down on him with blood in his eyes.  When the guard got to within a few steps of Xander’s cell he drew his dagger and lunged forward to stab him again.  Xander waited until the last instant before he slammed the door open with all of his might.  The big, burly guard was caught completely by surprise.  The cell door rammed him in the head and then his torso, throwing him backward onto the floor in a heap.  As he hit the ground his dagger fell free and bounced a few times along the floor.  Xander rushed out of his cell to pick up the discarded weapon.  The guard was dazed and slow to get up, but he was still conscious.  Not wanting to give the guard time to recover, Xander went down on one knee and plunged the dagger into the guard’s neck.  Only after the deed was done and the possibility of imminent death had passed did Xander focus on the world around him once again.  He heard, rather than saw, someone else running down the hall toward him. 
 
    Without a conscious thought, he drew the sword of the dead guard and pulled the dagger out of his neck.  He looked up to see another muscular guard running down the hall with sword drawn.  Xander sprang to his feet and threw the dagger at the second guard.  The momentum of his legs added to the lethal power of the dagger’s flight as it plunged into the guard’s chest.  The guard stopped his advance and looked at his chest in stunned silence.  Xander lunged into the opening created by the guard’s hesitation and swung his sword as hard as he could.  The second guard recovered somewhat and stuck his sword out in front of him to block the oncoming blow.  Metal struck metal and the guard’s sword flew out of his hand and clanged off the wall.  Xander took another step forward and hit the guard across the face with the hilt of his sword.  The guard fell unconscious to the ground.  Xander moved over to the fallen guard and pulled the dagger out of his chest. 
 
    Xander walked over to the woman’s cell, placed his weapons on the floor, and pulled out the keychain.  It only took a moment to find the same key that had unlocked his cell.  He put the key in the second lock and turned it counterclockwise.  Fortuna was with him again as he heard the familiar click of the lock coming undone.  He pulled the cell door open at the same time the woman leapt out into the hall.  Xander offered the woman his dagger hilt first. 
 
    The woman eyed him suspiciously for a moment before accepting the dagger.  “Why didn’t you kill the second guard?” 
 
    “Because I think we may need him alive in order to get out of here.”  Xander handed the woman the keychain with the six keys on it. 
 
    The woman stared at him again and finally nodded.  “My name is Fortica.” 
 
    Xander nodded his head and said, “Ah, when you became a priestess you changed your name to align yourself with Fortuna.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Xander said, “Let’s get out of here, Fortica.” 
 
    He did not even wait for a reply as he moved over and knelt next to the second guard. 
 
    Xander said, “Why don’t you see if there’s a way out at the end of that hallway while I search these bodies for anything else of interest.” 
 
    Xander could tell that she was not happy taking orders from him, but she clearly understood the gravity of the situation.  Fortica walked quickly down the hallway and passed into the shadows.  Xander searched the two guards and only succeeded in finding a few more weapons, which he removed, and a second set of six keys that he found on the guard who was still alive. 
 
    Fortica came walking back quickly and said, “There are two steel doors at that end, but they are both locked.  None of the keys we have opened them.” 
 
    “I found another keychain on this guard, but I’ll bet they are the same set of keys.” 
 
    Fortica got a smug look on her face and said, “A bet.  For how much?” 
 
    “Very funny.  Let’s try the other end and see if we have better luck.” 
 
    Xander kept his sword out as he dragged the guard down the hallway. 
 
    Fortica reached the end of the hallway long before Xander did and said, “There are two steel doors down here as well.  And …”  Xander heard a clang, clang as she checked each door in turn.  “… And they are both locked.” 
 
    Xander dragged the guard the rest of the way down the hallway and dumped him up against the wall.  He looked at each door in turn and said, “The one straight ahead is the way out.” 
 
    Fortica looked at each of the doors again before saying, “What in the seven hells makes you say that?  They both look the same to me.” 
 
    “The one straight ahead has a combination lock on the left wall.  Look.  There are five levers, and I bet each lever can be placed in several different positions.” 
 
    “You bet,” said Fortica.  “What do you bet?” 
 
    Xander paused in thought.  “I’ll bet a date with you …” 
 
    “Against a hundred gold piece donation to the church.” 
 
    Xander nodded.  He moved forward and checked one of the five levers.  He tested it and discovered each of the five levers had four settings.  He looked back at Fortica and winked. 
 
    Fortica said, “It doesn’t matter.  With five levers and four settings for each lever, there’s 1,024 different combinations.” 
 
    Xander was impressed with her math skills and smiled back confidently.  “That’s why we left him alive,” pointing at the guard up against the wall. 
 
    Fortica went over and tied up the guard’s hands with her own belt.  When his hands were good and bound, Xander leaned him against the wall so that he was sitting up.  He then knelt down in front of the guard and happily slapped him across the face.  The guard did not come to, so Xander slapped him again.  Finally, the guard began to stir.  Xander slapped him again to speed up the process and then stepped back.  The guard came fully awake and shuddered in surprise against his restraint. 
 
    The first thing Xander said was, “If you scream, I will kill you.” 
 
    The guard looked at them with wide eyes and said, “What in the seven hells is going on here?” 
 
    Fortica said, “Hey, that’s my line.” 
 
    Xander said, “We’re escaping.  Isn’t it obvious?  Hasn’t this ever happened here before?” 
 
    The guard looked proud for a moment.  “Never.” 
 
    Xander said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Patrick.” 
 
    “Well, Patrick, I don’t have time to torture you for the answers I need, so I’m just going to flip this coin instead.”  The guard looked at him like he was insane.  “You see, we are both priests of Fortuna.”  Patrick’s eyebrows shot up.  “Ah, I see you have at least heard of our goddess.  Perhaps you have even prayed to her on occasion for good fortune.  As priests, we believe Fortuna should make all of our major decisions.  We let her will be known by flipping a coin and letting her hand guide it in the air.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I tell you now; the Guild will kill me for this failure.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.  If you answer my questions truthfully, then we will leave you outside the prison, with your hands bound, and you can run where you will.” 
 
    Patrick raised his voice.  “Again, it doesn’t matter.  The Guild will find me no matter where I go; you know that.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.  We managed to escape from this prison when no one ever has before.  I eluded the Guild for half a year while carrying one of their most precious artifacts.  Maybe you could avoid the Guild with the same success?” 
 
    “I’ll never help you.  And besides, you haven’t escaped yet.” 
 
    “True, but you have to admit that the odds are looking better.  If you don’t answer my questions, you will die right here.  If you do help us, at least you have a chance.” 
 
    Fortica said, “Perhaps he needs a demonstration.” 
 
    “What a great idea.”  Xander felt in his pockets for his coin.  “Unfortunately, they took my coin.  Do you have some sort of coin we can use?” 
 
    “I don’t have a coin of Fortuna, but I did manage to find this copper coin of Kentar that I have been using instead.” 
 
    Xander looked at the coin and said, “Excellent.  Patrick, as a demonstration, I’m going to flip this coin and if it lands on the castle of Jewlian, you live – but if it lands on the side with the Sorcerers Academy on it, then I will just kill you here and now.  Sound good?” 
 
    Xander didn’t wait for an answer as he flipped the copper coin in the air.  Patrick looked like he was about to wet himself as the coin tumbled through the air.  Xander caught the coin in his palm, with the faded picture of Jewlian Castle showing. 
 
    He slapped Patrick on the back and said, “There, you see, you lived that time.” 
 
    Patrick visibly relaxed.  Xander said, “We’re going to start with an easy one.”  Patrick looked on with interest.  “Where are my weapons and other worldly possessions?” 
 
    Patrick looked rattled as he said, “I … I … I don’t know.  They took your weapons before I came on duty.” 
 
    Xander looked him in the eye and shook his head.  “I just don’t think you’re telling the truth.  Fortica, do you think he’s telling the truth?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then flip the coin again, woman.” 
 
    Xander tossed her the coin and she immediately flipped it in the air.  Patrick whimpered loudly as the coin flipped through the air and came back down in Fortica’s hand. 
 
    Xander held the point of his sword against Patrick’s chest and said, “So what does it say?” 
 
    “It says he lives.” 
 
    Xander said, “Wow, I’m impressed.  Fortuna must really want you alive.  I’m surprised, because this isn’t one of her coins, so I don’t know how much control she can exact over your fate.  But since the coin said you live, that just means we start over again.”  He bent over so that he was eye to eye with Patrick.  “Where are my weapons and other worldly goods?” 
 
    “I … I … I don’t know.  I swear it.” 
 
    “Fortica, would you flip the coin again?” 
 
    Before Fortica could flip the coin, Patrick immediately spoke up.  “No, don’t.  Your weapons are in the closet over there.” 
 
    Xander walked over to the closet Patrick indicated, opened the door, and sure enough, there were his things.  Xander quickly threw down the cheap sword he had been using and buckled his rapier around his waist.  He grabbed everything else out of the closet, not wanting to waste time putting them on, and walked back over to Patrick. 
 
    He slapped the guard on the back and said, “That a boy, Patrick.  Now here comes the hard question.  And remember that if you help us we will take you out of the prison with us.”  Patrick shook his head in despair, already knowing he was a dead man.  Xander asked, “What is the lever combination to open the prison door?” 
 
    Patrick shook his head in defeat and said, “All of them down except the third one to the top and the fifth one, one notch up from the bottom.” 
 
    Xander did as he was instructed and heard a satisfying click inside the wall.  The secret entrance to the Talon Guild’s most secret prison popped open less than a foot.  Xander grabbed the door and opened it the rest of the way. 
 
    He turned to Patrick and said, “Normally, I would just kill you now even though you helped us, but I’m trying to be a little better these days.”  He grabbed Patrick by the arm and yanked him to his feet.  “So hurry up and try not to annoy me, or I’ll run you through anyway.” 
 
    Xander looked at Fortica, who was smiling from ear to ear.  “Oh, shut up, would you?” 
 
    Fortica said, “Just think, we’re one step closer to having that date.” 
 
    Xander shook his head playfully and shoved Patrick out the door.  Just then, Xander heard the heavy steel door at the far end of the hallway open, followed by multiple boots on the stone floor of the prison. 
 
    Xander looked at Fortica and said, “The guards are coming.”  Fortica just nodded her head.  Xander said, “You go first and watch out for Patrick.  I’ll go next and lock the door behind me.” 
 
    Fortica nodded again, took a torch off the wall, and headed for the opening.  Thankfully, the sound of the boots stopped halfway down the hallway.  Xander guessed that they had made it to the open cells and the dead guard.  Xander reset the combination levers for the door, grabbed a second torch, and hurried out the front gate. 
 
    He was stunned at the absurdity of what he saw as he left the prison.  Ice.  Everywhere he looked, he saw ice.  He could see Fortica up ahead with Patrick.  They were both down on all fours, crawling through a small crack in the ice sheet. 
 
    Xander paused in stunned silence for a moment until he remembered the guards would be coming for him soon.  With any luck, the guards would get to the prison entrance and not realize what had happened right away.  With the combination reset and the prison door shut, he hoped he would have enough time to make good his escape. 
 
    He quickly caught up with Fortica and Patrick as they made it through the crack in the ice and were finally able to stand.  Oddly enough, they found themselves surrounded by even more ice.  There was a corridor leading in both directions with ice towering six to ten feet over their heads.   
 
    Fortica said, “We seem to be in an icehouse.” 
 
    Xander held his sword up to Patrick’s chest and said, “Which way to get out of here?” 
 
    Patrick’s hands were still tied behind his back, so he nodded his head to the left and said, “That way.” 
 
    Xander kept the sword pointed at him and said, “Fine.  You lead the way.  Just remember that if you say anything or slow me down, you are a dead man.” 
 
    Patrick nodded and headed off to the left at a brisk pace.  Xander followed the guard with Fortica pulling up the rear.  Patrick reached the end of the ice corridor and took a right.  He moved to a staircase on his left that was at least ten feet wide and began to quickly ascend.  Xander and Fortica were right behind him. 
 
    There was an ordinary wooden door at the top of the stairs that Patrick stopped in front of and said, “The owner of the icehouse may be beyond this door depending on the time of day.” 
 
    “Fine.  Then you go first and try to come up with a convincing lie, otherwise someone is going to die.” 
 
    Patrick stood by the door for a moment and gathered his thoughts.  He said, “It will look more convincing if you untie my hands.” 
 
    “No.  You’re just going to have to make do.” 
 
    Patrick looked defeated again.  “Then can you at least open the door for me?” 
 
    Xander moved up to the front and said, “That, I can do.”  He opened the door enough for Patrick to pass through and motioned with his arm as if to say, After you. 
 
    Patrick walked through the opening with Xander right behind.  Xander scanned the room quickly and was relieved to find it empty.  Looking out the storehouse window, he could see that it was dusk outside.  The icehouse was closed for the evening.  Fortica closed the door behind them and Xander moved past Patrick to unlock the front door to the store.  The door opened easily enough, and the three of them emerged onto the streets of Locus as the last light of day faded away.  Fortica again shut the door behind them, while Xander moved Patrick to the other side of the street and down the nearest alley.  There were a few people on the street this time of the day, but not many, and there was no one in the alleyway. 
 
    Fortica ran across the street and into the alley with a huge smile on her face.  Even with the hurry they were in, Xander stopped for a moment to look at her beauty.  It wasn’t that Fortica was so physically attractive that Xander couldn’t look away.  No, there was something more, something intangible.  They belonged to the same faith, and she had a quality about her that was easily seen but difficult to explain. 
 
    As she ran up, Xander said, “Well done.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    Xander turned to Patrick and said, “This is where we part ways.  You head off to the east and I hope we never see each other again.” 
 
    Patrick turned partially around so that Xander could see his bound hands and said, “Now can you untie me?” 
 
    “No that wasn’t part of the arrangement.  You should be praying to Fortuna that I still don’t kill you.” 
 
    Patrick looked ready to say something else when the door to the icehouse flung open and no less than twenty men with swords came out into the street.  Xander grabbed Fortica’s hand and ran down the alleyway deeper into the shadows.  To his astonishment, Patrick did not yell out for his comrades across the street.  The ex-guard moved behind a rain barrel and kept his tongue.  Xander had underestimated him all along.  Apparently, he was smart enough to realize that if he rejoined the Guild he would be executed shortly thereafter for his failure.  As Xander ran from alley to alley with Fortica’s hand in his own and the distance between them and the Guild prison increased, Xander began to relax ever so slightly and think about what had just happened.  He had escaped from the Talon Guild’s maximum-security prison in less than a day.  Xander knew he had a rather large ego, but this feat seemed impressive even to him. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Guild had retaken the gem with the wizard in it, but that was a small price to pay for his freedom and the life of his High Priest. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel sat in one of the Basilica of Fortuna conference rooms with the rest of his companions and several priests of Fortuna, including High Priest Fortiac himself.  It felt wrong staying in another god’s temple for so long, but they would be leaving soon enough.  All of the companions and a few of the monks had searched long and hard for Xander, without success.  Mestel and Ellen must have covered at least half the city all by themselves, to say nothing of the efforts put forth by Evisar, Valihorn, and the monks of Fortuna.  Even though the Basilica had been decimated by the vampire attack, the monks had more than gone out of their way to aid in the search for one of their own.  After all, Xander had saved the High Priest’s life. 
 
    The searching had come to nothing.  All of them had scoured the city of Locus without any effect.  No one in the city had seen or heard a thing.  They all knew Xander had been taken by vampires, so Mestel had tried to focus on where he thought a vampire might keep his lair.  He was an experienced tracker, to be sure, but he didn’t find a single mark or a clue.  It seemed that in addition to the vampires’ other undead talents, they also did not leave any tracks.  Mestel investigated all around the room Xander had fought in, and all around the window the vampires had taken him out of, but there was not a single track to be found.  None.  And as good a tracker as Mestel was, his quarry needed to leave some sort of indentation for him to follow. 
 
    Nor had Mestel’s god offered any help in his quest to find Xander.  Martel had remained silent the last several days, making Mestel wonder if he was still on the right path.  It seemed to him that freeing Xander from his wrongful imprisonment was in keeping with his god’s mission, but perhaps he was wrong.  He was doing his best as the chosen of Martel, but it was a difficult path to follow. 
 
    Mestel looked across the table at his brother and said, “We should have done more.  We shouldn’t be sitting here now.” 
 
    Evisar said, “We searched for the entire day.  We had to come in when it got pitch dark outside.” 
 
    Mestel knew that wasn’t true.  Especially since Martel had given him the gift of night vision during his first battle with a Krone.  He had been able to see during the night ever since that fateful day, just as easily as ordinary mortals can see during the day.  Suddenly Mestel couldn’t take it anymore.  He jumped to his feet and started walking toward the door. 
 
    “I’m going back out there.  The way of the Falcon is the way to self-sufficiency.  I won’t be able to sleep until I know what happened to Xander.” 
 
    Ellen grabbed for his arm and Evisar got up from his chair and headed him off at the door. 
 
    Evisar said, “You can’t do any good out there right now.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    The two brothers faced each other in direct opposition once again.  One duty bound to protect those under his charge – one inexorably bound to free those who were wrongly imprisoned.  The conflict was getting old.  There was no reason for them to travel together if they never saw eye to eye on anything. 
 
    Evisar said, “You can’t.  I can’t let you.  Vampires took Xander and vampires are more powerful at night.  You can’t go out into the darkness by yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.  With the power of Martel, I can do anything.”  Mestel darted around Evisar and opened the door.  Evisar grabbed him by the arm and spun him forcefully around.  Mestel used the momentum of the spin along with his dexterity to continue the turn and pull away from his brother.  Before Evisar could stop him, Mestel rushed out into the hallway and made for the staircase. 
 
    As he approached the staircase, he heard cheers and clapping coming from downstairs.  A low-ranking monk rushed up the stairs and said, “He made it back.  Xander made it back on his own.” 
 
    Mestel followed the monk back to the conference room.  The monk stopped at the door and spoke joyfully for all to hear.  “Xander just made it back to the Basilica gate on his own.” 
 
    High Priest Fortiac said, “Amazing.  The man has the gift.” 
 
    The lowly monk babbled on.  “He’s coming directly here.  He will be here soon.”  The monk looked directly at his High Priest and said, “Fortiac, he also managed to free Fortica and bring her back to us as well.” 
 
    Although Fortiac was an old man, he jumped to his feet with enthusiasm.  “What?  He has Fortica with him?” 
 
    The monk nodded his head.  “He does.” 
 
    “Praise Fortuna,” Fortiac said. 
 
    Nero piped up for the first time.  “Who is Fortica?” 
 
    Fortiac said, “She was our second most powerful priestess until she disappeared about a year ago.  We always suspected the Talon Guild was holding her in order to get her out of the way, but we could never find any evidence.” 
 
    Nero said, “I’m not easily impressed, but it sounds like we all underestimated Xander’s abilities.” 
 
    Heads nodded around the room.  There wasn’t much else to say as everyone stood or sat, waiting for the hero to arrive.  After what seemed like a long wait, loud voices and cheering lofted up from the floors below.  And then he was there.  The living legend strolled into the meeting room amidst a hero’s welcome. 
 
    Xander entered triumphantly into the room with Fortica at his side.  Everyone rushed to Xander’s side to give him a hug and ask about his captivity.  Valihorn, Nero, and even Ellen rushed forward with all of the monks and priests, while Mestel walked over and stood beside his brother on the other side of the room.  Evisar rose to meet him, with a chill in the air. 
 
    Mestel asked, “You don’t feel like celebrating?” 
 
    “You know me.  I’m not one for crowds.  It is enough to know that he has come safely back to us.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head in complete agreement.  The brothers stayed safely on the far side of the room watching for a long time as the party gained in numbers and volume.  Everyone was eager to share in the celebration of the returned heroes.  Fortica received just as much attention as Xander.  Fortiac got up from his seat and embraced Fortica much as a father would embrace a long-lost daughter.  Mestel looked on as the two laughed and cried happily together. 
 
    Ellen eventually returned to Mestel’s side and gave him a loving hug of contentment.  Shortly afterward, Xander made it across the room and stood before the brothers. 
 
    Evisar was the first to speak.  “Congratulations.  We’re all very happy you managed to make it back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “We were out all day turning the city upside-down looking for you.  Where did the vampires take you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure where the vampires took me.  I just remember fighting them in Fortiac’s quarters when someone hit me over the head.  The next thing I knew, I woke up in what was apparently the Talon Guild’s most secure prison with Fortica in the cell across from me.  Together we managed to escape and work our way back here.” 
 
    Evisar came forward and embraced Xander in a warrior’s hug.  “Well done.  It’s great to see you again, my friend.” 
 
    Xander spoke into Evisar’s ear just loud enough for Mestel to overhear.  “I lost the gem with the wizard in it.”  Evisar continued the embrace, listening closely to what Xander had to say.  “I woke up in a cell without any of my equipment.  By the time I recovered my possessions, the gem was gone.  I assume the Talon Guild has it.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head and the two separated.  “That’s okay.  It could have been much worse.” 
 
    There was a loud clapping sound that resonated off the stone walls of the room.  Mestel looked up to see the High Priest standing in authority with his hands together. 
 
    Fortiac said, “My friends and brothers.  We lost many of our comrades in service to Fortuna yesterday when vampires violated the sanctity of our church.  These monsters of legend, that we thought belonged in stories meant to frighten children, remind us that we must remain ever vigilant.  We mourn their loss and grieve for the violation committed against our great Basilica, but tonight we celebrate.”  Everyone in the room and out in the hallway cheered at the High Priest’s words.  “Tonight we celebrate Xander’s return.”  More cheering.  “Not only did he save my life from a horde of vampires, he also brought back one of our sisters who we feared was lost forever.”  The cheering grew louder.  “In celebration of our new hero, we will have a feast in his honor.”  The monk’s jubilation could not be contained.  “Break out the wine.  Break out the food.  Let us celebrate our victory over the forces of evil.” 
 
    The cheers were deafening.  Even Mestel couldn’t help but get caught up in the joy of the moment.  The celebration went on long into the night; it reminded Mestel of the victory celebration held in Wessex not so long ago.  The monks set up a feast that filled the main dining hall and spilled out into the hallway and rooms beyond.  The companions sat at the table of honor with Fortiac on one side of Xander and Fortica on the other.  Fortiac gave a toast to Xander and made the ex-rogue stand up and tell his heroic tale in front of the entire hall.  The High Priest helped Xander describe the battle with the vampires, while Fortica helped him describe their time in the Talon Guild’s prison.  Mestel couldn’t help but notice how at ease Xander was in the Basilica among those who shared his faith.  The ex-rogue, who had always barbed him with criticism, had become a full-blown priest of the Lady of Luck. 
 
    Mestel sat back and relaxed as the party continued.  Music filled the hall as a few of the monks brought out their instruments and began to play.  There was wine and a roast pig.  As the monks became more intoxicated, some of them stood up to dance.  Ellen urged Mestel to his feet and took him out to the dance floor.  He danced poorly, but he did it for the woman he loved.  To watch her move to the music was almost more than Mestel’s senses could bear.  He had eyes only for her.  As Mestel moved to the music, he watched out of the corner of his eye as Xander took Fortica’s hand and led her onto the dance floor.  Xander moved with confidence around the floor, spinning Fortica around and holding her in his arms.  The two laughed with each other long into the night. 
 
    Mestel stayed up celebrating Xander’s return with Ellen by his side.  After half the night had gone by, Xander politely excused himself and left the hall.  Mestel couldn’t help but notice that Fortica excused herself shortly thereafter and left through the same exit Xander had taken.  Once the guest of honor left, the party began to break up as the lack of sleep began to accumulate.  Evisar and Valihorn got up to leave at the same time as Nero.  Mestel took Ellen’s hand in his own and walked her out of the dining hall with his arm around her shoulders and her head leaning into his body.  They walked contently back to their room, where Faye had long since fallen asleep in his own bed.  Tomorrow they would leave for Jewlian in order to remove the cursed ring from Valihorn’s finger, but tonight he was going to sleep soundly in a warm bed with the woman he loved beside him. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero walked back to his room after the celebration was over and was delighted to find it empty.  He suspected Xander and Fortica were back in her room enjoying each other’s company, and Nero was ecstatic for the privacy.  Not that Nero would have minded walking in on Xander and Fortica.  She was very pleasing on the eyes, and she had a power about her that Nero yearned for ever since his one night with Arun.  He had slept with many women over his long elven lifetime, but none of them had given him what Arun had that night. 
 
    But that was in the past.  Nero was paving a new future for himself in the present.  His gamble with Xander had paid off better than expected and now it was time to collect the reward.  He opened the door to his room and checked one more time to make sure the hallway and surrounding rooms were quiet.  Then he closed the door and pulled out the magic coin the Philosopher from the Council of Wizards had given him several moons ago.  As Nero sat down at the table, he thought about the series of events he was about to set into motion.  The beginning of the end of the Philosophers. 
 
    The Guildmaster had tried for more than a century to find someone in the Guild who could infiltrate the elven Philosophers; Nero had finally done the impossible and that had elevated him greatly in the Guildmaster’s eyes.  His position in the Philosophers had paid off several times over the last two years, but this was the pinnacle of his deception. 
 
    The Council of Wizards was the true power behind the Philosophers, and the Philosophers were the true power behind Armena.  If the Council of Wizards was eliminated, Armena would be powerless to stop the Talon Guild from announcing the formation of its own kingdom and taking half of Armena’s land in the process.  The problem had always been that the Wizards never showed themselves in large numbers. 
 
    Nero put the magic coin between his thumbs on the table’s surface.  In one quick flick he set the coin into motion and watched it spin across the wood.  At first nothing happened and eventually gravity forced the coin into submissive silence.  He picked up the coin and spun it again.  This time the coin remained spinning much longer than it should have and a larger than life elven head appeared above the table.  Nero immediately recognized the Council of Wizards member who had approached him at his home in Bethel. 
 
    The Wizard looked at him and said, “Nero, why have you contacted me?” 
 
    “You asked me to observe Xander and let you know if I thought he was worthy of being a Philosopher.” 
 
    “And what have you found?” 
 
    “Xander has proven himself several times over.  I believe he will make an excellent addition to our organization.” 
 
    “And what evidence do you have to support this conclusion?” 
 
    Nero smiled and began his pre-scripted conversation.  “Last night we spent the night at the Basilica of Fortuna in Locus.  Xander was upstairs on the third level praying at the High Priest’s private altar when the two of them were attacked by a large number of vampires.” 
 
    Nero thought the Wizard would baulk at the mention of vampires, but he simply said, “How many vampires were there?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure.  Xander claims there were at least fifteen.  We only know that Xander and the High Priest were able to kill ten of them.” 
 
    “How do you know the High Priest didn’t kill all of the ones you found dead?” 
 
    “Because the High Priest openly credits Xander with saving his life.  The High Priest says he killed several of the vampires and then was hit over the head and lost consciousness.  Xander fended off the remaining vampires by himself.  Eventually, Xander was also rendered unconscious, but not before several monks barged into the room and forced the vampires to retreat.” 
 
    “That does sound impressive, but surely you realize there is more to being a Philosopher than being a good fighter.” 
 
    Nero put a hurt look on his face.  “Of course.  This is only the beginning of the story.” 
 
    The Wizard smiled with approval and said, “Go on.” 
 
    “The vampires took Xander with them when they retreated out of the Basilica.” 
 
    “Why did they take Xander with them?  Wouldn’t the High Priest have been a more valuable prisoner, or a more powerful vampire had they chosen to turn him?” 
 
    On this front Nero had to be careful.  He could not let on how much he knew about the gem.  “I didn’t find out until later, but apparently Xander was carrying a gem of critical importance to the Talon Thieves Guild.” 
 
    “Are you saying that the Talon Thieves Guild arranged for a group of vampires to capture Xander just so they could get this gem back?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.  The vampires handed Xander over to the Talon Guild, where he woke up inside their maximum security prison.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” 
 
    “On his own initiative, Xander manipulated one of the guards and lifted the keys off him and unlock his cell door.  Then he managed to get out of his cell, kill all the guards but one, and get his equipment back.” 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “It gets better.  He tortured the one guard he purposely left alive into giving him the combination to the prison lock.  Then he made it out onto the streets of Locus and back to the Basilica in the dark.” 
 
    “More impressive.” 
 
    Nero had grown up debating with his father and knew that in an argument you saved the best for last.  “Oh, and did I mention that Xander managed to do all of these things while also freeing the second most powerful priestess of Fortuna, who was also being held in the prison?” 
 
    The Wizard frowned.  “The second most powerful priestess of Fortuna must have an impressive array of divine spells at her command.  Perhaps Xander relied on her to do all of the heavy lifting?” 
 
    “No, that is not the case.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because when they got back, Xander and the priestess both said that the entire prison was encased in an anti-magic bubble.  They had to rely on their wits and skill with the sword.” 
 
    The Wizard remained silent as he considered everything Nero had said.  As more and more time passed, Nero began to wonder if maybe he had not been as convincing as he thought.  He looked below the larger than life head hovering above the table and saw that the copper coin was still spinning on the tabletop. 
 
    The Wizard smiled and said, “Very good, Nero.  You performed your mission flawlessly.  I agree with you that Xander seems like an ideal Philosopher candidate.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.  What are your orders?” 
 
    “Tell Xander privately who and what we are.  Then use the coin to contact me and I will give you more details.” 
 
    “Very good.  Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Nero.  The Philosophers cannot survive without new recruits, and you have found a prime candidate.” 
 
    With that, the image of the Wizard vanished, and the coin came to rest on the tabletop.  Nero waited a moment before joyfully reaching out his hand and grabbing the coin.  He put the small copper disk in a pouch around his waist and sat in the chair.  A large smile slowly covered his face.  He jumped out of his chair and danced around the room like a mad fool.  Soon he would be the Guildmaster’s right hand with power beyond belief.  Then he could destroy the Krone.  Let them serve Evona in the afterlife, so long as they were extinct from Tellus.  Then he would have his rightful place in Venal’s kingdom. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 98:  The Road to Jewlian  
 
      
 
    The companions woke up the morning after Xander’s triumphant return with renewed purpose.  They gathered their gear and proceeded to say goodbye to their new friends at the Basilica gate.  Fortiac offered to care for Ellen and Faye while Mestel was away, and although Mestel admired the High Priest of Fortuna, there was no way he was leaving Ellen and Faye in a church that had just been raided by vampires.  He instead elected to take them to Jewlian with the rest of the companions.  He didn’t think they would necessarily be safer by his side, but if what he heard about the Sorcerers of Kentar was true, he thought they might take an interest in Faye. 
 
    As long as it took to dissuade Fortiac of the notion that Ellen and Faye should stay at the Basilica, Mestel was shocked to find that it took Xander even longer.  Xander seemed to have the admiration of every priest and monk at the Basilica.  The newfound hero was surrounded by handshakes, hugs, and well-wishers.  Fortiac thanked him again for saving his life.  Fortica cursed the seven hells multiple times, saying it was too dangerous for him to leave the Basilica.  It was obvious to Mestel that she was lashing out – too proud to admit that what she was really going to miss was Xander.  She eventually hugged Xander fiercely and stood off to the side in a huff. 
 
    By mid-morning, Evisar, Valihorn, Xander, Nero, Ellen, Faye, and Mestel started for the southern gate and began to put some distance between themselves and the fortress of Fortuna.  They were on their way to the Sorcerers in the Kentarian capital of Jewlian, in the hope that they would be able to strike the cursed ring from Valihorn’s hand. 
 
    Riding down the narrow cobblestone road, Mestel looked around at his companions and it suddenly hit him that he hardly thought of them as elves anymore.  He hadn’t forgotten – it’s just that they had all been human for so long that Mestel had grown accustomed to it. 
 
    As they came to the fortified gate, they were stopped by a sergeant and a common soldier.  They both seemed a little jumpy. 
 
    The sergeant said, “Where you fellas think you’re off to?” 
 
    Evisar said, “We’re on our way to Jewlian.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.  Not today.” 
 
    Evisar immediately got defensive.  “What do you mean?  Are you holding us here?” 
 
    “I’m afraid them is the C’ptains orders.  Seems there is a large skeleton army approaching Locus from the northeast.” 
 
    “Well, this is the southern gate, and I don’t see any skeletons.  So be a good man, and let us pass, will you?” 
 
    “’fraid not.  The C’ptain thinks we might need every man to defend the walls – and you have the look of seasoned warriors aboutcha.” 
 
    All of the companions spoke out at once with objections on their lips.  All except for Nero.  Mestel watched with interest as Nero silently jumped off his horse and advanced on the Sergeant.  The Sergeant drew his sword like a seasoned veteran and prepared for the worst.  The ten soldiers around the gate and up on the wooden stockade did likewise. 
 
    Nero raised his hands as a gesture of surrender and said, “Hold on there, son, where’s the dragon?  I just want to talk.” 
 
    Before the Sergeant could answer, the barracks door off to the left flew open revealing a middle-aged man in an officer’s uniform.  Everyone froze in place as the Lieutenant stepped forward and asked, “What’s going on here?  Sergeant, I thought we had orders to hold everyone inside the city?” 
 
    The situation grew tense, but Nero took one step calmly forward and said, “Ah good, someone in charge.”  The officer tilted his head to one side out of curiosity before Nero continued.  “Might I have a word with you in private, Lieutenant?  I’m sure we can straighten this whole thing out in short order.” 
 
    The Lieutenant said, “Watch the others and I will be back shortly.”  Nero turned around and winked at Evisar with a roguish smile before disappearing around the corner of a building with the officer.  Everyone froze in place, shrugged their shoulders, and waited.  They did not have to wait long.  It seemed as though the two had barely passed out of view when suddenly they came back around the corner again. 
 
    As they came into view Nero had his arm around the Lieutenant’s shoulders, chuckling as Nero finished telling a joke.  “And the ogre says, ‘Why should I only get the human?’”  The joke was apparently very funny, because as Nero finished saying it they both broke out into a laughter that soared above the rooftops. 
 
    Nero took his arm off the Lieutenant as he told his men, “Let them pass.  They are on a mission critical to the Kingdom of Kentar.” 
 
    Both sides were blown away at the change in attitude.  The guards slowly put away their weapons and opened a path to the gate.  The companions also put away their weapons and moved their mounts toward the doorway.  The companions trotted under the archway and continued on their way as if everything had gone smoothly. 
 
    When Locus was a good half mile behind them, Evisar turned to Nero and said, “So what did you say to the officer to get him to let us through the gate?” 
 
    “I am an Agent of the Crown of Armena.  We are chosen because we can get the job done.” 
 
    Evisar cracked a smile and said, “So, in other words, you’re not going to tell us.” 
 
    “Some mysteries are best left to the imagination.” 
 
    Evisar turned his head back to the front, shook his head, and rode on. 
 
    As the sun reached its apex in the sky and the distance between the companions and Locus increased, Mestel began to worry for the innocent people of Locus.  He hoped the Garrison of Kentar was up to the challenge of defending the city from an army of skeletons.  Of course, the lich leading the army in the name of Seker was far more concerning than the skeletons.  If the lich and his army had defeated the Angel of Tia, then Locus was in serious peril.  Now that Valihorn had left Locus, the skeleton army might bypass the city altogether, which meant the companions had to press on as quickly as they were able.  Everyone seemed to understand this as Evisar led their party at a near trot and Mestel brought up the rear.  They occasionally passed other travelers going in the opposite direction.  The terrain was mostly flat with the occasional hill; the ground was covered in prairie grass with the occasional grove of trees. 
 
    Time marched on as the sun began its decent to the west.  They kept on with their relentless pace.  Mestel tried to keep a look out for anything odd, but mile after mile of identical looking grass dulled his mind.  Gradually, over time, he came to the realization that something had changed.  The road looked the same.  The sun continued its slow decent toward the horizon.  It took Mestel another moment to realize that they were traveling through a forest and that it had been some time since they had passed a traveler going in the other direction. 
 
    Mestel rode up to the head of the column.  He turned to his bother and said, “Something isn’t right here.” 
 
    Evisar said, “I know.  It’s almost as though we’re on a different road.”  Neither brother said anything as they trotted along with the tall trees leaning far over the road, blocking out most of the light.  They continued on until Mestel finally spotted a clearing up ahead where the sun was shining in stark contrast to the darkness of the forest.  As they got closer, Mestel saw that there was a stone wall cutting across the path where the forest opened up.  Behind the stone wall, rising high into the sky, was the most bizarre structure Mestel had ever seen.  The building was made of wood, stone, brick, and marble.  Each section of the structure was built out of a different material, and it was all shoved together into one large building.  If that wasn’t odd enough, the entire building was splattered with every color of the rainbow.  It might have been gaudily beautiful to a child, but to Mestel it was an assault on the senses. 
 
    The companions rode up to the twenty-foot tall stone wall, which had a twenty-foot tall, wooden door.  The door appeared very sturdy and had an oversized lock preventing entry.  Mestel wasn’t sure where they were, but he knew they weren’t in Kentar anymore.  Nero dismounted his horse and walked up to the door.  The Agent of the Crown banged the circular knocker against the wood of the door and waited for an answer.  When no one came, he carefully examined the lock and did his best to pick it. 
 
    The door did not give way to Nero’s deft hands.  He eventually gave up and walked back to his horse.  “There isn’t any way through the door.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “This place was built entirely with arcane magic.” 
 
     “Is there a way around the wall?” Xander said. 
 
    Mestel looked to the left and then to the right.  The stone wall extended as far as he could see in either direction with the forest cut back exactly fifty feet from the stone.  In between the forest and the wall was the richest grass Mestel had ever seen. 
 
    Mestel said, “I don’t think so.  The wall seems to extend forever.” 
 
    Xander said, “It has to be an illusion.  No wall goes on forever.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “A magical wall can.” 
 
    Evisar said, “So we can’t go around it.  Maybe we can go over it.  Mestel, get out your grappling hook, and let’s see if you can climb over.” 
 
    Mestel thought it was worth a try, particularly since there didn’t seem to be any guards stationed on the wall.  He got out the hook and tied a length of rope to it.  As he approached the wall and prepared to throw the hook up and over, the twenty-foot tall door swung open.  Mestel stood astonished for a moment, not quite certain what to do next, before grabbing the reins of his horse and walking through the gate with the others close behind. 
 
    Once inside the gate, Mestel regarded the six-story rainbow structure blocking their path.  It was a square two hundred feet on each side that rose like a multi-colored pillar into the blue sky.  The road ran right up to the structure’s front door and stopped.  Surrounding the structure on all sides was a courtyard filled with the same lush grass that led up to the stone wall on the outside.  The stone wall that had seemed to go on forever from the outside clearly did not go on forever once viewed from the inside.  Instead, the stone wall formed a large square a half mile long on each side that surrounded the rainbow-colored structure. 
 
    The companions rode forward.  Evisar said, “I wonder if we can go around that monstrosity and continue on our way?” 
 
    Suddenly a voice cut through the air.  “What are you saying?  You don’t like my house?  Are you saying you don’t like my estate?” 
 
    Mestel looked around furiously for the source of the voice, but no one was there.  Evisar looked at each of the companions in turn for advice, but after getting blank stares from each, he spoke tentatively into the air. 
 
    “No, we like your estate fine.  We are just in a hurry to get to Jewlian, that’s all.” 
 
    Suddenly a being appeared in front of them floating a few feet off the ground with his legs crossed.  “I can help you on your journey, but first you must pay the toll.” 
 
    Mestel cocked his eyebrow at the magical stranger in front of them.  He looked largely human, but it was clear he was not from Tellus.  He was entirely bald, his forehead was slightly larger than normal, as was his nose, but his legs appeared small and dainty, almost as though he never used them. 
 
    Mestel asked, “And who might you be?” 
 
    The being smiled graciously and spread his arms out wide.  “Of course.  Where are my manners?  You are honored guests and should be treated as such.  My name is Sion.  I am a genie from what you call the Plane of Chaos.” 
 
    The genie clapped his hands together and tables full of food and drink appeared on the grass nearby.  He clapped his hands again and servants appeared in front of the tables.  Sion clapped for a third time and a magic carpet appeared underneath him. 
 
    “Please eat.  Be merry.  I don’t have guests very often.  We can attend to business later.” 
 
    The companions looked around at the feast laid out before them.  Mestel was tempted, but there was no way to know whether the food was poisoned or not. 
 
    Evisar apparently came to the same conclusion.  “We thank you for your hospitality, but we really must be getting along to Jewlian.” 
 
    The genie said, “Ah yes, I understand.  No doubt you are looking to get rid of the ring on your wizard’s finger as quickly as possible.  It must be a tiresome burden having everyone hunting you, knowing that the strain of something so powerful rests on your shoulders.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “How could you possibly know about the ring on my finger?” 
 
    “How do you think you ended up on my estate?  Do you think I stop every traveler that passes between Locus and Jewlian?  No.  The ring called to me and I arranged for us to meet.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Let me guess.  The ring is the toll we have to pay to continue on our way.” 
 
    Sion clapped his hands together joyously and squealed like a pig.  “Now you’re catching on.  Think of the advantages if you give me the ring!  I can grant you wishes.  I can make you rich beyond your wildest dreams.”  Then the genie became serious.  “Here is what I propose.  You willingly let me take the ring off the wizard’s hand and you will be free of the burden.  Then I will transport you anywhere on Tellus you choose as part of our bargain.  Just think of it.  You won’t have to worry about Tellus merging with the Plane of Chaos anymore.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “And what will you do with the ring?” 
 
    “Nothing.  Nothing at all.  I will keep it as a show piece to impress my friends.  You have my word that I will never use its power and that I will guard it as long as I live.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “I’m not using the ring now, but there are still two portals that have been created between Tellus and the Plane of Chaos.  Will those portals remain open?” 
 
    Sion shook his head and looked at Valihorn in the same way a parent looks at a naive child.  “No.  No.  You have my word that I will close the portals and everything will return to normal.  I will also grant you one wish, teleport you anywhere you desire to go, and give you a fortune in return.  What do you say?  Won’t it be nice not to have to worry about it anymore?” 
 
    Valihorn said, “I cannot take the ring off.  Are you able to remove the curse and strike it from my hand without cutting off my finger?” 
 
    Sion rolled his eyes.  “Of course I am, silly.  Just say the word.” 
 
    The companions waited anxiously to see what Valihorn would say.  Mestel knew what his answer would be if he was asked the question, but he also knew Valihorn was smart enough to see the obvious choice.  Valihorn lowered his head in thought for a long time.   
 
    Finally, he looked up and tentatively said, “You make a tempting offer, but I do not think I can accept.” 
 
    Sion immediately frowned and got pouty.  “And why not?  Is there something wrong with me?  Do you want something else?” 
 
    Valihorn said, “No, not at all.  You make a fine offer.  I just do not want to part with the ring right now.” 
 
    Mestel could see that Valihorn was trying to politely turn Sion down in such a way that the powerful genie did not lash out and kill them all.  Clearly, giving the ring to this unknown being would be a mistake.  They had no idea whether the genie would keep his word.  They had no idea how the genie would use the power of the ring.  It seemed unlikely that he would keep the ring in a showcase just to impress his friends.  Plus, there was the fact that Sion seemed rather unstable and childlike.  He may forget whatever deal he made today and do whatever he liked with the ring tomorrow. 
 
    Sion’s face turned from friendly to hostile in a matter of moments.  He flew over to Valihorn on his magic carpet and pointed his finger right in Valihorn’s face.  “Give me the ring!  Now!” 
 
    Suddenly a revelation came to Mestel.  “Why don’t you just take the ring?  You clearly possess great magic.  I’m sure you could kill all of us and just take what you want.  Why aren’t you doing that?” 
 
    Evisar said, “Have you completely lost your mind?” 
 
    Sion flew backward on his carpet ten feet and fumed at Valihorn. 
 
    Mestel continued his argument.  “You can’t, can you?  When we stepped onto your estate, at your invitation, we became guests.  You can’t hurt us until we leave, can you?” 
 
    Sion looked at Mestel with curiosity.  “You have an odd aura about you, and you have a wisdom beyond your years.  How do you know so much?” 
 
    Mestel said, “I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    Sion flew his magic carpet over and floated in front of Mestel.  “You have been touched by one of the gods, haven’t you?”  Suddenly the genie was friendly and talking very fast again.  “Which one was it?  What powers do you possess?” 
 
    Mestel dug into his pouch and retrieved the platinum coin of Martel.  He examined both sides of the coin and said, “I serve Martel, the Lone Falcon.”  Then he flipped the coin directly at the genie. 
 
    The genie caught the mysterious coin and examined it carefully.  The genie tucked the coin away and asked, “What powers did Martel grant you?” 
 
    “My relationship with my god is my business and no one else’s.” 
 
    “Oh come on!  What can it hurt?  Tell me one tiny little thing.  Anything.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Mestel said. 
 
    The genie switched to a dismissive attitude.  He waved his arm in the air as if it didn’t matter and said, “Fine.  Be that way.  Yes.  Yes.  I can’t harm you while you are guests in my estate.  Rules are rules I’m afraid.  There’s no getting around them.  I was hoping we could make a deal, but one way or the other I always get what I want.  None of you are leaving here until I have that ring.  I will kill any of you who step off my property.  And I don’t have to feed you either.”  Sion clapped his hands together and all of the food, drink, and servants disappeared into nothingness.  “I can wait.  When you all die of starvation, I will take the ring off the wizard’s hand.” 
 
    Mestel had heard enough.  He unslung his magical compound bow and launched two arrows at Sion before anyone could react.  Sion saw the attack coming.  His magic carpet folded up to create a shield in front of its master.  The arrows stuck harmlessly in the carpet; when the attack was finished, the rug returned to normal.  Mestel had taken a chance and lost.  He realized his life was now likely forfeited to the insane genie. 
 
    Sion put his arms across his chest and looked crossly at Mestel.  “That was just rude.  You think you can hurt me with simple arrows?  Ha.  But you did bring me one step closer to the ring.  This is your one warning.  If you try to harm me again then my hospitality is finished.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Mestel nodded.  “If we are protected by your hospitality, then your hospitality leaves something to be desired.  If we leave your property, you will kill us.  If we stay, you will starve us to death.  Hardly what one would expect from a gracious host.” 
 
    Sion shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don’t make the rules. I just follow them.” 
 
    Mestel thought for a moment about their circumstances.  This genie had no choice but to follow a strict code of ethics.  The code may leave something to be desired, but his word, when given, seemed binding. 
 
    Mestel said, “What if we play a game to decide the fate of the ring?” 
 
    “A game.  What kind of game?” 
 
    “If you win, you get the ring and stick to your original bargain.  If we win, then you let us go on our way and teleport us directly to the gates outside the royal palace of Kentar.  Either way, you agree to never bother us again.” 
 
    “Ehhew, this should be fun.  So, what is it to be:  a contest of speed, strength, or perhaps a contest of wit?” 
 
    “How about a game of riddles against all of us?” Mestel said. 
 
    Sion smiled at the arrogance.  “Do you take me for a fool?  I won’t agree to play all of you at once.  I will play against each of you in turn?” 
 
    “Agreed, but you will leave the girl and her mother out of this.  There will be five games with five players.  Whoever wins three or more games is declared the winner.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.  I can hardly wait.” 
 
    “And you can’t use your magic in any way.” 
 
    “Fine, but what are the games?” 
 
    “We’ll draw up a contract specifying the rules for each game.” 
 
    It was clear Sion was quite happy with this arrangement.  No doubt he believed he could win easily against a group of mortals.  “Very good.” 
 
    Evisar grabbed Mestel from behind and spun him around.  Evisar looked his brother in the eyes as he said, “Sion, give us a moment please.” 
 
    Sion flew several hundred feet away on his carpet as the companions gathered around.   
 
    Evisar said, “Are you crazy?  We can’t challenge him to five games.  We won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “First of all, I think we will.  Each of us will challenge him in our strongest skill.  If he doesn’t agree, then we won’t play.  Second, we are at a stalemate with this creature – one that he will eventually win.  He can starve us to death and take the ring after we are dead.  This at least gives us a fighting chance.  Thirdly, you do know that Sion can hear every word we are saying, right?  He’s a magical genie, and this is his estate.  I bet he can hear the tiniest of mouse out in this field right now.” 
 
    Evisar was clearly frustrated with him.  “You don’t speak for all of us.  I am the elder brother, and I speak for our family.” 
 
    Mestel got defensive.  “I didn’t see you coming up with any suggestions.” 
 
    “We have time on our side.  There is no need to speak out so soon with foolish ideas.  We could have discussed it as a group and come up with a far better plan.” 
 
    Mestel didn’t back down.  Martel was with him.  “I think we need to act quickly.  The longer we wait, the more opportunity there is for him to think of some other way to pressure us.  While we sit here thinking of a better plan, the First Heir is coming closer to death and the Plane of Chaos is coming closer to Tellus.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head in frustration and turned to Valihorn.  “We could just give him the ring.  If he keeps his word, then he is just as good a keeper as anyone else.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Unfortunately, we have no idea who Sion is, or if he will keep his word.  The Sorcerers of Kentar are a known quantity who will be better stewards of the ring.  Given that all of Tellus is at stake, I do not think we can give him the ring.” 
 
    Evisar nodded.  “I agree.  Does anyone have a way out of this genie’s grasp that doesn’t involve beating a mystical being at parlor games?”  Evisar looked at each of the companions in turn and even Nero was silent on the subject.  “Fine, then I hope Invictus is with us today, because each of us is about to go up against a genie.”  Evisar walked away from the group and yelled across the estate, “Sion, we are ready to deal.” 
 
    Sion flew back and said, “Excellent.  Let it begin.” 
 
    It was quite some time before the contest actually began.  First, the companions had to negotiate the contract with Sion.  They haggled with him about which games they would play and precisely what the rules would be.  Nothing was left to chance.  In the end, the contract was ten pages long.  Next, they all had to sign the contract in turn.  Only then did the first game begin. 
 
    At Mestel’s insistence, the first contest against the genie was his.  Sion clapped his hands and a target appeared three hundred feet away up against the stone wall of the estate.  A wooden table also appeared, which had one compound bow on it along with a quiver of fine arrows.  Sion brought his magic carpet to rest next to the table and actually stood up on his own two legs.  The genie looked ridiculous with his stunted legs, but he was completely serious as he picked up the bow and nocked an arrow.  Sion pulled the string of the bow back to his ear, focused on the target, and let fly the arrow.  It flew with moderate power across the field and struck the stone wall a good two feet from the target. 
 
    Then it was Mestel’s turn.  He walked up to Sion, took the bow, and nocked an arrow of his own.  The game was a best-of-three marksmanship contest.  Each contestant was to shoot three arrows at the target with the same unfamiliar bow.  Mestel pulled the bowstring back to his ear and expertly aimed down the length of the arrow.  He let go of the string and the arrow sailed smoothly toward the target.  The arrow stuck in the target a good deal off the center, but it easily beat Sion’s shot against the stone wall. 
 
    Sion came up beside Mestel and said, “You are very good with the bow.  It must have taken years of practice to become that proficient.” 
 
    “I have practiced for years, but it wasn’t until very recently that I finally became a marksman.”  Mestel handed the genie the bow and said, “It is difficult using a bow that is not your own, don’t you think?” 
 
    Sion smiled at him and said, “It is at first, but genies have a knack for picking up new things quickly.”  Something in Sion’s demeanor put Mestel on edge.  “Step aside, child.” 
 
    Mestel moved a few steps away as Sion nocked a second arrow.  He pulled the string back to his ear with a confidence that had not been there on his first shot and let fly the arrow.  The arrow flew straight and impacted the target less than half a foot from dead center. 
 
    Sion handed Mestel the bow with a smile that cut all the way across his face.  “Your turn.” 
 
    Mestel was nervous but confident.  He nocked another arrow and pulled the fletching back to his ear.  He looked down the line of the arrow, correcting for the imperfections of the bow, and let fly the arrow.  The arrow flew across the field and landed less than a foot from the center, but farther away than Sion’s shot.  The score was one to one with a single shot to go; however, the winner would be determined by adding up the total miss distance for all three shots.  Since Sion missed the target by two feet on his first shot and Mestel had barely lost the second, Mestel still had a foot advantage going into the final round. 
 
    Sion said, “Nice shot,” as he took the bow from Mestel. 
 
    Mestel said, “Not nice enough.” 
 
    Sion nocked his third arrow and shot it at the target.  The arrow hit the target dead center.  It was the perfect shot.  Sion handed the bow back to Mestel with a gracious smile meant to unnerve him.  Mestel accepted the bow and moved to the wooden table.  As he nocked his last arrow, Sion clapped his hands together.  A crowd of onlookers appeared to cheer Mestel on.  The onlookers formed a line on either side of the table, extending all the way down the range to the target.  Each of them was clapping and cheering wildly. 
 
    Mestel turned to Sion and said, “This is cheating.  You created the spectators to distract me.  I say you have used your magic and have forfeited this match.” 
 
    Sion shook his head.  “Nonsense, I haven’t used my magic against you, nor did I use my magic to aid my shot.  The fans are not interfering with you in any way.” 
 
    Mestel looked angrily at Sion, but the genie just stared back at him with a clear conscience, waiting for Mestel to take his final shot.  Mestel pulled back the arrow and sighted the target downrange.  In that moment of weakness, he could feel Martel’s guiding hand.  The screaming fans fell away into the background as Mestel’s entire world became the arrow on the bow and the target on the wall.  He released the arrow and looked downrange with confidence.  The arrow slammed into the back of Sion’s arrow, splitting it in two.  The third round was a tie.  Since Mestel won the first round by a wide margin and Sion won the second round by only half a foot, that meant Mestel was the winner. 
 
    Mestel humbly placed the bow back on the wooden table.  Sion knew he had been beaten and did not argue the point. 
 
    He turned to Nero and said, “You’re next.  Let’s see if you can do as well as your friend.” 
 
    Sion clapped his hands together; the bow, wooden table, and screaming fans all disappeared.  In their place appeared two large wooden tables and a large wooden wall that separated them.  On each table was a steel chest surrounded by locks, explosives, tools, and other miscellaneous items. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Sion turned to Nero and said, “Each of us will build a trap to guard the contents of our chest.  After we have built our traps, we will trade chests and see who can get inside the other person’s chest the fastest.  The first person to open the other person’s chest without setting off a single trap wins.  The first person to set off a trap of any kind loses.” 
 
    Nero said, “Sounds good.  Let’s get started.” 
 
    “We will each have until high noon to booby-trap our chests.” 
 
    Nero walked over to one of the tables and looked at what he had to work with.  Sion passed out of view as he walked to his own table behind the wooden wall.  The other companions sat down in the lush grass, just beyond the wooden wall, so they could see both contestants. 
 
    Nero sat down with a sigh and wondered how he had gotten himself into this predicament.  He didn’t give a rip whether Sion got the ring on Valihorn’s finger or not.  He didn’t want to see Tellus destroyed if it merged with the Plane of Chaos, but that was only because it would affect him personally by destroying his livelihood.  And that was as far as his ability to care about this situation stretched.  It seemed to him that the genie would make just as good a caretaker for the ring as the Sorcerers of Kentar, maybe better.  So, he was fighting a genie for a cause he didn’t believe in, for friends he didn’t care about. 
 
    Still, he had to keep up with appearances, which meant he had to do his damnedest to confound Sion with a clever trap.  Nero was an absolute expert at opening and setting traps.  That was why he had worked for a thieves’ guild for the last fifty years.  He examined the items spread across the table and got to work. 
 
    Nero concentrated long and hard.  The sun climbed the sky in its predictable arc.  Every now and then he would look up at the companions and find them whispering among themselves.  Sometimes they were looking at his work with nodding approval, but sometimes they were looking at Sion’s work on the other side of the wall with frowns and shakes of their heads.  Nero pressed on, and in the end, he created a masterpiece.  The steel chest had three internal traps, two traps in the lock itself, and two additional traps on the outside.  The traps included needles that injected poison as well as explosives that would injure or kill.  The traps could be set off by manipulating the locks, opening the lid, or moving the chest.  It was a fine piece of work, if Nero was any judge of his own craftsmanship. 
 
    Nero took a last look at his creation to see if he had missed anything before he cried out, “Done.” 
 
    On the other side of the wall he heard Sion say, “Alright.”  It sounded like he was still hard at work.  “Just a little while longer.  Okay … I’m finished.”  Nero looked at the companions and saw them all grimace and shake their heads.  “Now we change sides and let the real fun begin.” 
 
    Nero heard Sion clap his hands.  He reappeared on the other side of the wall in front of the trapped chest Sion had prepared for him.  The chest looked ordinary enough, but Nero would not be lulled into a false sense of security. 
 
    He heard Sion speak loudly over the wall.  “Very nice, Nero.  However, I don’t think it will take me long to open your chest.  I’ve been a thief for more than a thousand years before you were born.  Just remember, the first one to open the chest without a trap going off is the winner.” 
 
    Nero didn’t even reply.  He was already hard at work.  Besides, Sion was probably just trying to rush him into making a foolish mistake.  He examined the box with a magnifying glass and found nothing amiss.  He used the magnifying glass to look inside the hole leading to the lock and found at least three traps attached to the lock itself.  The hole was very small, making it impossible to disarm the traps from the outside of the chest.  It was clear Sion had taken apart the lock, set the traps, and put the lock back together again.  Nero would have to do the same.  Using a thin metal tool and just the right amount of force, Nero pried off the plate covering the lock and exposed the interior locking mechanism.  Surrounding the locking mechanism on every side were no fewer than four well laid traps.  Nero looked at the lock and traps from every possible angle.  He didn’t rush.  He made a mental map of the trigger mechanisms and developed a plan of attack.  One of the hallmark secrets of a good thief was to take your time in any situation.  The difference between a cocky thief and a dead thief was patience.  A good thief never performed a job under pressure.  He always waited until the store was empty before cracking the safe, or waited until the mark was drunk before picking his pocket. 
 
    However, this was an entirely different situation.  This was a competition where the pressure of the clock was forced upon him.  He could feel Sion’s mind working on the other side of the wall.  He looked up at the companions and saw them whispering among themselves.  He wondered for a moment what the secret was, then he went back to the task at hand.  He centered himself.  He felt the sureness of his hands and the confidence in his mind.  He let the pressure fall away.  It was just him and the steel chest.  Great riches waited for him on the inside – all he had to do was get them out.  He looked at the traps again and again until he was absolutely certain his methods for disarming them would be effective.  When he was finally ready, and not a moment before, he picked up his tools and set to work.  He deftly disabled the tripwire on two of the traps.  The remaining two traps were tricky in that he could not entirely disarm them until the chest was open.  He was going to have to hold the tripwires for the two traps frozen in place with one hand, pick the lock, open the chest, and finish disarming the traps with his other hand.  He held one trap in place with his left thumb, and the other trap in place with his left ring finger.  His right hand picked the original lock that came with the chest.  It was very slow work with only one hand, knowing that if he moved his left hand by more than the smallest sliver, one of the traps would release. 
 
    He eventually twisted the metal tool in his right hand and heard the satisfying click of the lock come undone.  At that same instant a needle shot out from the left and stabbed his left hand, which was holding the other two traps frozen in place.  Nero jumped as the needle pierced his skin – setting off the other two traps.  Both traps exploded in Nero’s face, and that was the last thing he remembered. 
 
    He woke up flat on his back with Xander casting healing magic on him and the rest of the companions standing close by.  Nero said, “Wh … what happened?” 
 
    Evisar answered him.  “You set off three traps at once.  One injected you with snake venom while the other two were large bombs.  If Xander hadn’t been right here with his healing magic, you would be dead by now.” 
 
    Nero angrily threw Xander’s hand off his chest and sat up.  “What about Sion?  Did he set off any of my traps?” 
 
    Evisar said, “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “What?  Those were the best traps I’ve ever made.  He must have set off at least one.” 
 
    Nero heard Sion clap his hands on the other side of the wall and the wall disappeared.  Nero turned his head and saw that Sion was sitting back comfortably in his chair with his feet up on the table.  He had a drink in his hand and a smile on his face.  It looked as though he had not even touched the steel chest Nero had prepared. 
 
    Nero said, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Sion never touched your chest.  He sat in that chair with his feet up the entire time.” 
 
    Nero lurched to his feet and then fell quickly back down, his head spinning all around him. 
 
    Xander held him down forcefully and said, “Sit still.  I haven’t neutralized the snake venom in your body yet.  If you move around, it will kill you all the faster.” 
 
    Nero was beyond caring.  He lunged forward again, only this time Evisar and Mestel were there to hold him down, while Xander continued to work.  Nero looked over at Sion with an anger that went beyond reason. 
 
    “You cheated.  You never even looked at my chest.” 
 
    Sion put his drink on the table, put his feet down, and sat up in his chair.  When he looked at Nero it was with an all-knowing smile. 
 
    He laughed out loud as he said, “I didn’t cheat at all, you ignorant elf.  I just gambled that you wouldn’t be able to get around my traps without blowing yourself up.  And I won.  This round is mine.”  Sion clapped his hands again and both chests, the tables, and all the tools disappeared.  “These games are very entertaining, and I believe we are tied at one apiece.  Xander, I believe you and I are to face off next?” 
 
    Nero watched as all of his hard work disappeared into nothingness.  He lunged forward once again against the iron grip of Evisar and Mestel.  Xander cast a final spell on Nero and then stood to face Sion.  The elven brothers loosened their grip.  Nero sat up and watched as the next game began, knowing that he had failed for one of the first times in his life. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Sion faced Xander and said, “The next game is simple.  We will test each other’s knowledge of the heavens until someone gets a question wrong.  We can ask the other person any question about the gods or the heavens.  Are you ready to begin?” 
 
    It had been Xander’s idea to test Sion’s knowledge of the heavens as one of the games to determine the ring’s fate.  Mestel had wanted to play this game with Sion, but Evisar had insisted that Mestel challenge the genie at marksmanship, leaving Xander to spar with Sion over religion.  Ever since he had visited Purgatory and seen firsthand what fate awaited him at the hands of Seker, Xander had rededicated himself to Fortuna’s principles.  So far, his rededication had paid off in spades.  He only hoped his knowledge of the heavens would be adequate to defeat the genie.  He had studied texts about the heavens all his life, albeit for his own selfish gain, but he had read them none the less.  If he lost to Sion, it meant he still had a long way to go. 
 
    Xander pulled out his platinum coin of Fortuna and flipped it in the air.  He smiled at the result and put the coin away.  “I am ready.  Who will go first?” 
 
    Sion said, “I will.” 
 
    He clapped his hands and the two players reappeared at each end of a long table.  Sitting in the middle of the table was a human male moderator that Sion had conjured out of thin air.  The man sat in his own chair with a parchment and quill in front of him, ready to record the events of the game.  The companions were seated in a row of four chairs off in the distance, out of the way so as not to distract the players. 
 
    Sion looked down the table at Xander and said, “My first question is this:  How many gods are there in the elven pantheon?” 
 
    Xander answered reflexively.  “Twelve.”  Then it was his turn.  “What is Martel’s symbol?” 
 
    Sion said, “A Falcon in Flight.  How many gods are there in the Krone pantheon?” 
 
    “Six.  Who was the only elven god to have once been mortal?” 
 
    “Venal.  What are Venal’s holy words?” 
 
    Xander paused to collect his thoughts.  He wanted to ask Nero the answer, but the Agent of the Crown was forbidden to speak.  Xander closed his eyes and took his time.  The human moderator eventually pressed him for an answer.  He saw the words in his mind’s eye before he spoke. 
 
    “Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew.”  Sion was visibly irritated at his correct answer.  Xander quickly retorted with a question of his own.  “During the Year of Angels, who was the only god to remain in the heavens?” 
 
    Sion laughed out loud, but Xander could tell it was a nervous laugh.  He had finally stumped the genie.  Sion pushed his chair back from the table and rose to his stunted feet.  He waddled down one length of the table, passed behind Xander, and then waddled down the other side of the table.  When he was halfway down the other side, the moderator pressed him for an answer. 
 
    The genie looked at him angrily and said, “Shut up, you.  I can kill you just as easily as I made you.  Don’t think I won’t.” 
 
    Xander immediately said, “Watch yourself, Sion.  Intimidating the judge has to be cheating.” 
 
    Sion glared at Xander but said nothing else.  He waddled back to his seat and sat down. 
 
    “I admit you have stumped me with this question.  I want to answer:  Tia, goddess of righteousness and truth, but I don’t think that’s correct.  Instead, I think I will say Sentinel, the god of neutrality.” 
 
    Xander slumped in his chair.  So close, yet so far away.  Sion smiled as he saw that he had guessed correctly.  The genie brought his hand up to his chin in thought.  The smile continued as Sion came up with his next question. 
 
    “Who is the one god who has never had a temple or a priest, because he does not desire worship?  Who is the one god who is above all others, but whose name is never spoken?” 
 
    Xander did not know the answer immediately.  More time passed, and the answer still did not come to him.  What the genie said didn’t make any sense.  Every god in the heavens craved worship.  That was the source of their power.  It was well known that many gods had faded into obscurity because they lost all their worshipers. 
 
    He pounded his fist on the table and said the only answer that came to mind.  “Seker, God of the Dead.  The ruler of purgatory doesn’t need worshipers to carry out his sacred task.” 
 
    Sion smiled and said, “Wrong.  The Overlord’s name is Nu.  He is all powerful.  He created the heavens and rules them with an iron fist.” 
 
    Xander knew he had lost.  Clearly his knowledge of the divine was still not what it should be.  He had much work to do.  “Good game, Sion.  This round is yours.” 
 
    Sion bounded out of his chair and landed on his stunted legs with a bounce in his step. 
 
    “I believe I have won two of the five games.  One more victory and the ring is mine.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar couldn’t stand the smug look of superiority on Sion’s face.  “First you have to get past my sword, you pompous windbag.” 
 
    “There is no need to be rude.  You wouldn’t want me to get angry.” 
 
    “Why not?  What are you going to do, you arrogant pile of steaming dung?” 
 
    Sion got red in the face as he drew his curved blade.  His muscles bulged to three times their previous size.  “I would not say such things if I were you.” 
 
    “Why not?  You can’t hurt me.  Come on.  Come and teach me a lesson.” 
 
    Sion’s muscles reduced to their normal size as he regained control of his emotions. 
 
    He shook his finger at Evisar and said, “Ah, nicely played, Evisar.  You almost got me to break the contract.” 
 
    Evisar was clearly disappointed.  If only he could have gotten in one more insult. 
 
    Sion said, “You and I will fight a duel with only our swords.  Whoever makes the first cut will be declared the winner.  Any questions?” 
 
    Evisar drew his father’s blade, Neverlost, from its scabbard and said, “Bring it on, coward.” 
 
    Sion stuck his scimitar in the dirt and clapped his hands once.  Evisar was startled to see observation stands appear off to one side that were filled with screaming fans.  Evisar also noticed that the companions had been moved to the front row of the observation stands.  And then he was nearly killed as Sion picked up his sword in the confusion and rushed toward him.  Distracted by the appearance of the crowd, Evisar somehow managed to hear his brother’s warning above the din.  Evisar brought up his sword and Neverlost moved almost of its own volition.  Metal struck metal and sparks flew from the weapons.  Left, right, and left again.  The two warriors tested each other’s strength and skill.  Evisar had always been strong as a bull and had never fought anyone stronger than himself – until now.  When Evisar normally sparred with someone, he was able to gain an advantage with every swing by forcing his enemy to step backward with his raw strength.  With this duel, Evisar found himself fully on the defensive as Sion pushed forward with every swing.  Evisar was off balance and confused.  His main strategy had been taken away from him.  The battle continued with Evisar stepping back, then stepping back again.  Luckily for Evisar, the lush grassland that made up the genie’s estate was quite large.  Evisar could continue to retreat another thousand feet and still not run out of room. 
 
    Evisar could tell that Sion’s blade had magic properties, but he also knew that whatever magic was imbedded in the blade, it could never hope to match Neverlost.  Evisar could also tell that he had more skill with the blade, although it was a near thing.  Sion had probably practiced for many years with a sword in his hand, but Evisar had been practicing his entire life for moments like this. 
 
    As the combat continued, he noticed Sion’s attack was not very creative.  The genie swung across his body with all of his might, going from left to right.  If he hit Evisar’s sword, he would push him backward and swing again from right to left.  If he did not hit Evisar’s sword, he would regain his balance and swing sideways once again. 
 
    After many repetitions of this cycle, Evisar moved back just enough to let the blade pass within inches of his throat.  Then he quickly brought Neverlost over his head for a downward strike.  Sion was caught off guard by the quickness but managed to get his curved blade up in time.  Evisar pulled Neverlost back and spun around Sion to the left.  He knew that the spin would confuse and infuriate the genie, making him overcommit on his next attack.  Evisar used all of his warrior instincts to feel his enemy’s scimitar slicing through the air from left to right.  Evisar spun around Sion and was almost behind him when he felt the genie coming around.  Evisar finished his spin and went down on one knee.  He ducked his shoulders and his head as Sion’s curved blade passed overhead so closely that Evisar felt a breeze.  He remained on one knee as he extended his right arm and brought Neverlost around in a wide arc that bit deep into each of Sion’s stunted legs.  The genie yelled out in pain and dropped his sword. 
 
    Sion went down on all fours with a whimper.  “You cut me.  You hurt me.  A mere mortal.  I’ll never live this down.  Never.” 
 
    Evisar almost laughed at the absurdity of what Sion was saying.  The selfishness of this creature knew no bounds.  He and his friends were fighting for the existence of the last elven kingdom on Tellus; in fact, they were fighting for the existence of Tellus itself. Yet all this magical being cared about was himself.  How small.  It almost made Evisar feel sorry for him. 
 
    Uncontrolled anger returned to Sion’s face as he lunged toward Evisar like a wounded animal.  Evisar easily moved backward as Sion’s wounded legs would not support him, and he fell to the ground in a heap.  Evisar almost thrust his sword through Sion’s back in order to kill the genie, but there were two things that held him back.  The first was that he would be breaking the contract and his word.  The second, and most important reason, was that he didn’t think stabbing the genie through the back would kill him.  His magic was so strong that he could probably heal himself instantly, even from a wound that severe. 
 
    Sion stood there supporting himself on all four limbs, defeated.  The genie hit the ground with his fist and slowly brought his emotions under control.  He clapped his hands together once, and his wounds healed instantly.  The stands and the spectators disappeared, and the companions were standing close by once again. 
 
    Evisar could easily have enraged Sion again by gloating about his victory, but that was beneath him.  He had won.  That was all that mattered.  “I believe the score is two to two.  The next round determines who keeps the ring.” 
 
    Sion climbed back to his feet and was his confident self once again.  He nodded at Evisar with an all-knowing smile, just as surely as if he had won the duel, and turned to Valihorn. 
 
    “Ah, my young wizard friend.  I thought it might come down to you and me.  Are you prepared for the final game?  Winner takes all, you know.” 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn looked at Sion with confidence, feeling anything but.  In his heart of hearts, he had hoped the game would have been decided before he was forced to participate.  Instead, the fate of the ring lay entirely on his shoulders.  The gods had been cruel to him this time, just as they had been so many times in his short life. Valihorn looked Sion dead in the eye and said, “I am ready.” 
 
    Sion said, “Grand,” and clapped his hands once. 
 
    Valihorn looked around the estate, expecting to see another profound display of magic.  After a short time, Valihorn and the other companions turned back to Sion for an explanation as to why nothing had happened.  Sion crossed his arms over his chest and smiled. 
 
    Sion suddenly became serious.  “Are you finished wasting my time?  Are you ready to start the final game?” 
 
    Valihorn’s face grew red with anger as he realized what had happened.  Sion had used his magic so often that the companions had come to expect it, particularly after the genie clapped his hands.  This time, Sion had clapped his hands without any magical effect in order to embarrass Valihorn and place him off guard.  No doubt, he thought this would give him a mental edge over Valihorn.  If anything, he felt the exact opposite.  Where a moment ago there had existed doubt at his abilities and doubt about the outcome of a contest against such a being, now there was only determination and anger.   
 
    “I am ready when you are.” 
 
    Sion smiled smugly and said, “Fine.  As you know our game will be a game of riddles.  We will take turns asking riddles until one of us gives the wrong answer.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head. 
 
    Sion said, “I will go first.  What is so heavy that it can be on the ground and is so light that it floats in the air?  What looks solid, but when you finally get there, doesn’t really exist at all?” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Clouds.  The answer is clouds.”  Sion muttered bitterly to himself for a moment before he nodded in agreement.  Then it was Valihorn’s turn.  “What can be formed in a short time, but last for millions of years?  What grows smaller with time with each passing winter?” 
 
    It took Sion more than a moment to think, but he smiled confidently and said, “Rocks.  The answer is rocks.”  Valihorn accepted his failure and nodded his head.  Sion thought for a while before launching his next offensive.  “What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?” 
 
    Valihorn had no idea.  As time passed by his panic grew.  As his panic grew his mind became smaller.  As his mind became smaller the answer moved farther away. 
 
    Sion clapped his hands, and a pendulum appeared ten feet away.  Sion smiled as the pendulum moved back and forth, giving an exaggerated tick-tock sound. 
 
    Sion looked at him smugly and said, “Well, what is your answer?” 
 
    Valihorn had no idea what the pendulum was supposed to represent, but he knew when he was being mocked.  He ignored the taunt, cleared his mind, and let his thoughts move in and out of all the books he had ever read, libraries he had visited, and stories he had heard.  Finally, a possible answer came to his mind.  He was not sure, but it felt right and it fit the criteria. 
 
    “The answer is people.  People are born walking on all fours, walk on two legs in the prime of their lives, and die using a cane.” 
 
    Sion’s expression instantly changed from smug arrogance to anger.  “Fine, enjoy your small victory, but I will get you with my next one.” 
 
    Valihorn thought carefully about what areas of the universe Sion would be least familiar with.  He decided he did not have enough information to answer that question.  Sion was from the Plane of Chaos, a world Valihorn had never visited, so he had no idea what knowledge the genie possessed and in what areas he was ignorant.  Valihorn sifted through a few riddles he had heard in his lifetime and decided on the one he thought was the most difficult. 
 
    “It comes and goes twice a day, not caring if it’s night or day.  Water is its unwilling hand, which it uses to beat the land.  What is it?” 
 
    Sion immediately furrowed his brow.  Valihorn took this as a good sign.  Sion crossed his arms over his chest and concentrated for what seemed like a long time.  Valihorn did not say anything.  He just stood there like a statue and allowed his riddle to speak for itself.  Sion shifted from side to side and eventually said, “A waterfall.” 
 
    Valihorn smiled broadly and said, “Wrong.  The answer is the tide.” 
 
    Evisar immediately seized on Valihorn’s victory.  “We have won three out of five games.  According to the contract you signed, we get to keep the ring.  Furthermore, you agreed to transport us to Jewlian and never bother us again.” 
 
     Sion stared at the immaculate green grass, waiting for Evisar to finish his ultimatum.  When he was through, Sion looked up with a fire in his eyes that could melt stone. 
 
    “The code says I must honor my contract.”  Then, if it was possible, his face turned even more grotesque.  “But I am sick and tired of their rules!  Once I have the ring, I will make the rules!” 
 
    Sion snapped his fingers and his body grew larger.  The companions stared in mesmerized amazement, with nowhere to go, as Sion grew to ten times his previous size.  Not only that, the genie also grew two more muscular arms, another head, and continued to transform into a hideous monster.  He raised one of his giant arms and pointed a finger directly at Valihorn.  Without another word, a long white-hot lightning bolt formed at the end of Sion’s finger.  He held it there for a moment as it grew brighter and more powerful.  Then the bolt left his finger.  Valihorn and the companions cowered in fear, but there was nothing they could do. 
 
    The bolt lanced toward its target with pinpoint accuracy until it hit some sort of invisible shield twenty feet in front of the companions.  Sion launched another bolt, and then another, but each one dissipated against the invisible shield. 
 
    A loud, deep voice was heard from across the estate.  “Sion, your life is forfeit!”  The genie’s estate disappeared, leaving the companions standing in the great prairieland of Kentar, on the road between Locus and Jewlian, with the massive genie monster looming overhead.  The snapping of a fingers was heard, and then Sion was no more.  The companions disappeared, only to reappear in an urban alleyway with tall houses all around. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 99:  Retaking Endwood 
 
      
 
    Jon waited in a clearing with General Donell as his soldiers and a few Sorcerer scouts marched into Endwood and took control of the abandoned town.  Although only a few moons had passed since Jon’s forced retreat to Locus, he was surprised at how quickly the forest was reclaiming the town.  Weeds crawled up and over the wooden palisade.  The area outside the wall, which had been cleared of vegetation out to fifty feet with fire, already had trees and other weeds sprouting toward the sun. 
 
    After what seemed like half the day, two of Jon’s lieutenants appeared at the top of the wall, directly above the gate, and gave them the all clear sign.  The General urged his horse forward with Jon at his side.  The memories were so thick as Jon walked through the gate that he nearly had to close his eyes to fight them off.  He saw rotting logs floating on the river that bisected the town.  He saw one of the houses that had been repaired after one of the giants ripped off the roof and grabbed the couple inside.  He saw the spot where Captain Shival had died, forcing him to spin the coin to call for Sorcerer reinforcements.  Most importantly, Jon looked back at the gate he had just passed through.  It was the very gate where Corporal Darron and he had met the elves for the first time so many moons ago.  Corporal Darron held it open even now, much as he had that fateful day, as the rest of Kentar’s army marched into Endwood. 
 
    The sun was high in the sky, meaning they had plenty of time to secure the town and look for further evidence of elf involvement in the destruction of Endwood.  As one of two captains under the General’s command, and being most familiar with the town, Jon instructed his search parties on where to concentrate their efforts, while General Donell set up his command tent in the center of town.  Captain Lewis was charged with security, and he placed sentries along every wall with patrols walking up to a half mile outside the palisade.  The few Sorcerer wizards traveling with the army stationed themselves on top of the wall, where they had a clear view of the surrounding area, and outside the General’s command tent. 
 
    Jon’s search teams performed their jobs well, but as the sun approached the western tree line Jon called an end to the investigation for the day.  He received reports from the lieutenants and sergeants under his command, then he walked over to the General’s command tent.  The sentries let him enter the command circle easily enough, where he saw the General looking down at a table with several other members of his staff.  On the table lay a very old parchment with many holes and tears.  Jon came up to the table in front of the General and gave a crisp salute. 
 
    The General returned the salute and asked, “What have you found, Captain?” 
 
     “Sir, my search parties haven’t found anything new.  We’ve searched every building and every alley from north to south, and east to west.  There is no additional evidence the elves had anything to do with the destruction of Endwood.” 
 
    The General nodded his head.  “From what little I have seen of the town, I believe you are correct.  We will hold up here tonight and resume the search in the morning.  If we don’t find anything by mid-morning, we will march farther into the forest.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain Campbell.  We will find out why the elves attacked Endwood.  We will march to the very center of Glenmyr Forest if need be, but I assure you they will answer for what they have done.” 
 
    The other soldiers around the table voiced small cheers of approval at the General’s speech, but Jon did not feel as jubilant.  The General was driven by a sense of rage that Jon did not share, which was odd since he was the one who abandoned Endwood, not General Donell.  Jon didn’t know if he wasn’t committed enough to the cause, or if he just didn’t have as much pride in Kentar as his fellow soldiers. 
 
    Jon was a simple soldier who did not have the answers.  He had to have faith in his commanding officer. 
 
    He said, “Very good, sir.  We will resume our search in the morning.” 
 
    With that issue settled, Captain Lewis asked, “Assuming we don’t find anything at Endwood to guide our way, where are we to go next, sir?” 
 
    General Donell let the question hang in the air for a moment as he gathered his thoughts.  He indicated the parchment on the table. 
 
    “This is the most recent map we have of the Old Elf Empire, but it is still more than three hundred years out of date.  We don’t know much about the current state of the elven empire, except to say that they retreated into the forest three centuries ago and haven’t been heard from since.  There are records of a few other towns like Endwood that were founded over the years by Kentar, then subsequently abandoned.  Most of the time the reason for the abandonment was not recorded.  Most likely it was because the towns couldn’t survive so far from the civilized sections of Kentar, but given what happened to Endwood, it is conceivable that the other townsfolk were forced to flee due to some sort of attack by the elves. 
 
    “The truth is that we don’t have much to go on.  This map is old and faded.  Some areas of the forest are gone and many of the names have worn away, knowledge lost in time.”  The General let his words hang in the air for a moment before he pointed at the map with his index finger.  “If we don’t find anything at Endwood, then this is where we will go next.”  
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Calim watched the humans as they moved into the town he and Nero had worked so hard to force them to abandon.  He sat in a perch high up in one of the pine trees on the outskirts of town, observing the humans through his looking glass.  He didn’t understand how the glass worked; he only knew that it did.  From high up on his perch, he could observe the humans as though he were having a conversation right next to them.  He couldn’t hear what they were saying, of course, but most humans wore their emotions on their faces.  This, combined with the fact that humans tended to point to what they were talking about and where they were going next, meant that Calim had a fairly good idea what was happening. 
 
     “What is happening?” a startling, but familiar voice, asked. 
 
    “Patience, my young apprentice.  You will know when the time is right.” 
 
    Naffon, his new Philosopher apprentice, sat on the branch next to him.  The boy was young and inexperienced; a raw recruit.  Still, one did not get asked to become a Philosopher agent by being stupid.  Obnoxious maybe, but not stupid.  While he had been looking through the glass, Naffon had climbed all the way up the tree and sat next to him without making a sound or a vibration. 
 
    “Who are they?  What do they want?” 
 
    Sometimes Calim missed Nero.  He had been his best apprentice by far, but even more than that, by the end he had been a friend.  It was also nice having a more seasoned apprentice, to whom he did not have to explain every little detail. 
 
    “These humans are from Kentar.  Surely you know what Kentar is?” 
 
    “Of course.  They are the most powerful kingdom surrounding Glenmyr Forest.  They have had a line of unbroken kings for a thousand years.  They are a fair-minded people, backed by the Sorcerers Academy.  But what are they doing here with an army, pouring over the ruins of this abandoned town?” 
 
    “My last apprentice and I drove the humans out of this logging town almost half a year ago.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Look around you, Naffon.  This is a human logging town inside Glenmyr Forest.  We had to destroy the town.  We didn’t want to, but the plight of the trees could not be ignored.” 
 
    “And how did you do it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how we did it.  It was an impossible mission and we got it done.  Never forget our motto.”  Calim turned and looked at his new apprentice, waiting. 
 
    Naffon rolled his eyes and said, “No matter the cost, complete the mission.” 
 
    Calim brought the looking glass up to his eye and said, “And don’t you forget it.  Anyway, we got the job done and didn’t think the humans would return for at least a decade, possibly longer.” 
 
    “That explains why they are here, but it doesn’t explain why there are so many of them.” 
 
    Calim continued to look through the glass as he responded matter of factly.  “It is quite the mystery, isn’t it?  But that’s why we are here.  If I had to guess, I would say the humans somehow found out we were responsible for the forced abandonment of their town and have come seeking retribution.  Now be quiet and let me work.” 
 
    “Well that can’t be good for Armena.” 
 
    “I would think not, no.” 
 
    Naffon said nothing else as Calim looked through the glass for the remainder of the day.  Calim watched as the army of Kentar combed through the entire town and set up patrols on top of the palisade.  He watched as they set up some sort of command tent in the clearing near the river that divided the logging town in two.  As the sun began to set, Calim watched with interest as one of the captains approached the command tent and was granted entry by the sentries. 
 
    He watched with interest because he recognized the captain as the same man who led the humans during their retreat out of town so many moons ago.  The captain walked up to his commanding officer and saluted.  The general returned the salute, then everyone in the tent talked around a table with a worn map of the Old Elf Empire on it.  He knew it was a map of the Old Empire because the ruined city of Coria and the collapsed entrance to the Underworld were visible.  Both structures sat in ruins today.  The old map on the table also showed the Old Empire capital, Myra, as well as the cities of Ash, Coalyn, and Oafan.  The cities of Ash and Oafan still existed today, but Myra and Coalyn had been abandoned after the Retreat. 
 
    The General’s command staff talked for some time.  The captain he recognized gave some sort of report, then the General gave a lengthy speech.  Calim wished he could hear what they were saying, but in the end, it did not matter.  The General brought his hand up to his chest, formed a fist, and shook it out of determination.  He swept his hand around the command tent, being sure to include everyone, and then he thrust his finger down on the map.  The location the General indicated was none other than the city of Ash.  Calim had to admit it made perfect sense.  Ash was the closest city to the abandoned logging town.  Unfortunately for Calim, the city of Ash still existed today as the westernmost city of Armena. 
 
    The General lifted his finger, said a few more words, and dismissed his men.  The soldiers dispersed back to their tents for the night.  Calim put down the looking glass and turned to Naffon. 
 
    “I have a critical mission for you.  In fact, I would say there has never been a Philosopher apprentice as young as you to receive a mission so critically important to the future of Armena.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have to stay here and monitor the human army’s movements.  You need to make your way to Bethel as quickly as possible and talk directly with King Jalid, bodyguard Holidor, or Shane.” 
 
    “What’s the message?” 
 
    “Do you hear me?  You can only talk with those three.  No one else.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “What’s the message?” 
 
    “Tell them that a Kentarian army of eight thousand, backed by the Sorcerers, is going to attack the city of Ash in five days’ time.” 
 
    Naffon nodded his head and said, “Yes, master.  I will leave at once.” 
 
    He climbed silently down the tree and was gone. 
 
    Calim nodded his head with approval.  He was a good student and he would make a fine Philosopher agent one day.  If they all lived that long. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 100:  The War at Home 
 
      
 
    Shane was in bed with the Queen Mother when the messenger arrived.  The knock came softly in the middle of the night, waking them both from an otherwise restful sleep.  Coreena covered herself up and moved to the door, only to find the messenger already inside the room.  The visitor uncovered a lit candle and moved into plain view. 
 
    Coreena was startled beyond words.  The secretive elf walked forward and said, “I am sorry I frightened you, my lady.  I come with urgent news for Lord Shane.” 
 
    Shane threw back the covers and lunged to his feet.  “Why do you invade our privacy?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord.  I have an urgent message that could not wait until morning.” 
 
    “And how did you know where to find me?” 
 
    “I was told to give my message only to General Holidor, King Jalid, or yourself.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    The messenger sized Shane up for a moment and then answered the question.  “My organization values our anonymity.  We do not wish to be seen traipsing around the castle.  General Holidor is out on assignment, and you are far easier to gain an audience with in the middle of the night than the King.” 
 
    “And how did you get past the Queen’s guard outside the door?” 
 
    “I could have snuck past the guard, but there was no need.  I showed the guard my pass to the castle and told him that I had an urgent message for your ears only.  That, combined with a small incentive, and here I am.” 
 
    Shane was impressed, in spite of himself.  “A bribe, then.” 
 
    “Nothing so crude.  I was given a mission and I saw it successfully completed.  The guard was not at fault.” 
 
    Shane new exactly who this was.  Only a Philosopher would be so bold as to enter the Queen Mother’s private chambers to deliver a routine message.  His anger grew, but he kept it in check.  These Philosophers had too much power and needed to be brought down a notch.  He only hoped that he would be the one to teach them some humility. 
 
    “What is your name, Agent?” 
 
    The elf looked at the Queen Mother and hesitated.  “I am called Albie, my lord.” 
 
    From the way he looked at Coreena, it was plain to see he had given a false name.  “And your message.”  It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    The Philosopher Agent looked at Coreena and then back at Shane.  He remained silent for a moment before apparently deciding that the Queen Mother could be trusted with what he had to say. 
 
    “I went straight to my superiors, and then I came to Bethel.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “The human logging town that was abandoned half a year ago has been reoccupied by an army from Kentar.” 
 
    “What?  Your organization assured us that the humans would not return for several years.” 
 
    “We do not know why they have taken such an interest in this town, or why they have come in such large numbers.”  The agent paused to recover his thoughts.  “My master thinks the humans must have discovered our involvement in the forced abandonment of the town and have returned seeking answers.” 
 
    “And did they find any answers?” 
 
    “Not as of yet, my lord.  My master stayed behind to watch their movements, but he sent me here to tell you the human army will advance on the city of Ash next, and that they will be there in three days.” 
 
    This was bad news indeed, but not entirely unwelcome.  Shane wondered if perhaps there was a way to turn this to his advantage. 
 
    “I thank you for bringing this message to me, Agent Albie.  We will place this matter before the King immediately.” 
 
    “Then my job here is finished.”  The Philosopher agent bowed his head and made to open the door. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?  You’re going to be with me when I present this message to the King.” 
 
    The agent looked concerned.  “But my lord, it is imperative that my role go unnoticed.” 
 
    “And so it shall.  You will be but an insect on the wall, unnoticed and unremembered, unless I have need of you.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Naffon stood in the shadow of one of the wooden statues that adorned King Jalid’s throne room as members of the elven court filled the room.  The room was huge and made entirely out of polished oak, with ornately carved wooden pillars holding up the ceiling.  The King was already on his throne, with the Queen Mother on one side and Shane on the other.  The Queen Mother looked comfortable, bred for royalty, and Shane looked immensely pleased to have some measure of power over everyone in the room.  It was King Jalid who looked most uncomfortable on the raised platform with his subjects looking up at him, waiting for him to speak.  By now the young King had been told about the human army approaching his borders, which could be another reason why he looked so hesitant. 
 
    The meeting seemed about to begin as the last of the elves finished their small talk and approached the throne.  At this early hour there were a large number of nobles present, but it was obvious to Naffon that the throne room usually held a great deal more.  He got the distinct impression that, late hour or no, if there wasn’t a war going on with a second about to begin, the throne room would have contained many times the number of elves currently gathered.  No doubt many of the nobles were out in the field leading their forces, scouting enemy positions, or were already among the honored dead. 
 
    Shane rose to his feet and raised his right hand to silence the din of conversation that saturated the room. 
 
    “We have gathered here to discuss a matter of grave importance to Armena.  We have received a credible report that a human army from the Kingdom of Kentar is marching on Ash.” 
 
    Shane continued to speak, but anything else he said was lost amid the immediate uproar of the court.  Naffon knew from his studies that the Kingdom of Kentar had not seen an elf for more than three hundred years.  The time when man and elf traded freely was so far removed from any living human, that the mere existence of the elven race had passed into mythology.  Fortunately, the elves of Armena were not so ignorant.  After the Retreat the elves that remained to form Armena sought solitude in the center of the forest, but remained aware of what happened around them by way of the Philosophers and the Border Rangers. 
 
    Shane continued, “We all knew this day was coming.  We all knew it was only a matter of time before one of the human kingdoms rose up to challenge us.  The human army will reach the city of Ash in less than three days’ time.  We need to decide here and now how to handle this threat.  Delay is not an option, lest Ash fall to the enemy solely because of our inaction.”  There was more murmuring, but Shane was able to speak over the noise.  “Due to the urgency of the situation, the King ordered the wizard Adel bring General Holidor back from the Underworld, where he has been leading our troops to victory against the Krone.  General?” 
 
    Naffon looked around for a moment until he saw a tall, burly elf ascend the steps and stop before the throne. 
 
    General Holidor said, “If the first-hand report is to be believed, the humans have eight thousand soldiers, backed by healers and wizards, at their command.  Our army is large enough to destroy this threat, but we will need to commit every soldier we have to the defense of Ash.  This will mean completely abandoning our campaign in the Underworld against the Krone.” 
 
    Another elf of the court asked, “How goes the war against the Krone?” 
 
    Holidor did not turn to the speaker, but rather directed his comments at the King.  “The war against the Krone is going well.  We have managed to destroy three major Krone cities in the Underworld, but there are still three remaining, including the City of Evox, which is the strongest of them all.  Our losses have been severe, but their losses have been much worse.  We are on the verge of wiping out their organized resistance.” 
 
    The Queen Mother asked, “So in your estimation, what would happen if we continued to attack the Krone?” 
 
    “We would take heavy losses, but we would destroy all of their major cities.  They would not be a threat to us for at least a thousand years, maybe more.” 
 
    Every surface elf grew up hating the Krone.  Legend had it that Invictus and Evona had been lovers since the dawn of time, but that Evona tried to kill Invictus and take control of the elven pantheon for herself.  For her crime, she was cursed with black skin and thrown into the Underworld, along with all of her followers.  A steady state of war had existed between the surface elves and the Krone since that fateful day thousands of years ago.  There were times of truce when an entrance to the Underworld collapsed and the two races could not reach out to kill each other, but it was war none the less.  Every elf in the throne room knew what Holidor was offering – the complete destruction of the elf’s most hated enemy. 
 
    Someone off to Naffon’s right yelled out, “Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew.”  A cheer went up and rippled throughout the room.  The entire court took up the cheer. 
 
    Naffon remained silent.  He knew the sacred words of Venal.  He felt their draw and understood their meaning, but something did not feel right.  What gave them the right to exterminate an entire race?  And what would happen to Armena if they did? 
 
    Shane seemed to have the same doubts.  He raised his hands in the air and waited for quiet.  “My fellow countrymen, I too feel the weight of Venal’s words.  I too want nothing more than to wipe the blight of the Krone off Tellus for all time.  What would happen to Armena if we did?  It is for certain that Ash will be destroyed by the humans; but what if they don’t stop there?  We have no idea how long it will take to bring the Krone to their knees.  What if the humans make it all the way to Bethel and beyond?  What if there is more than one human army on the way?  Are we willing to sacrifice all that we are just so we can destroy an enemy?” 
 
     The nobles fell silent.  Some of them nodded their heads.  The King finally spoke amid the silence that fell across the throne room. 
 
    “What do we do?  What do I do?  We have an opportunity to destroy the Krone, but the humans are on our doorstep.  Our little kingdom can’t take these kinds of assaults.” 
 
    Shane said, “Your Majesty, we must pull our army back from the Underworld and defend what is ours.” 
 
    King Jalid shook his head, “Fighting the Krone is one thing.  They started this newest wave of violence, but we have been at peace with the humans for more than three centuries.  My father would never have used naked force against them.  He would have found another way.” 
 
    Shane turned to the King and spoke with force.  “He did try to find another way and now your father is dead, and the humans of Kentar are coming for you.  If you don’t act, you will be dead as well, along with all of Armena. You have a duty to protect your people, with force if necessary.” 
 
    The King flopped around on his throne, trying to buy time.  “How can we fight Kentar and Armena at the same time?  It can’t be done.” 
 
    Shane pressed on.  “No, it can’t.  We must pull our forces back to the surface, collapse the entrance to the Underworld, and concentrate on the human army approaching Ash.  Once they are dealt with, if Invictus wills it, we will return to fight against the Krone and finish what we started.” 
 
    Holidor was still on the steps facing the King.  “I agree with Shane, your Majesty.” 
 
    Everyone in the room wanted to believe what Shane was saying.  They wanted to believe it could be done, but Naffon knew it would never happen.  If they gave the Krone some breathing room, the moment would be lost.  This was their one and only chance.  Everyone knew that, including the young King. 
 
    King Jalid said, “What of diplomacy?  We should talk with the humans.  Perhaps we can convince them to withdraw before blood is shed.” 
 
    Shane responded.  “I sympathize, your Majesty, but we can’t wait to see if diplomacy works before moving our armies out of the Underworld.” 
 
    Holidor nodded his head in agreement.  “We will attempt diplomacy, your Majesty, but we have to assume it will fail, even if it succeeds.  If it succeeds, then all the better.  We can turn our attention back to the Krone.  If diplomacy fails, and our army is not already on the move, we will never be able to react in time.  We will lose Ash for certain and possibly more.” 
 
    Shane moved forward to get the last word.  “Also, don’t forget, your Majesty, that your father already tried talking to the humans, and look where we are today.” 
 
    The King nodded his head in acceptance.  “It is an opportunity lost, but we must be prepared to defend ourselves against the humans if Armena is to survive.  General Holidor?” 
 
    “Yes, my King.” 
 
    “Adel will return you to the Underworld where you are to move our army toward Ash with all possible haste.” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    King Jalid said, “Can it be done?  Will you make it to Ash in time?” 
 
    “It will be a near thing, your Majesty, but I will push them as best I can.  If we can get to the city before the humans do, then we will have a defensive advantage.  If they take the city before we get there, then we will have to either hold back and wait, or go on the attack, both of which would be costly.” 
 
    The King stood before his throne for dramatic effect.  “It is at Ash that we will make our stand against these humans.  These are our woods, and no one knows them as we do.  Let them come and discover why our enemies have hesitated to attack us under the forest canopy for millennia.” 
 
    The King did his best to be inspirational, but the words seemed forced and small coming from a King so young, delivered to a mostly empty room.  Naffon left the throne room early that morning hoping that General Holidor and the Armenien Army could rise above the ability of its leaders. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 101:  Venal Enters the War 
 
      
 
    Venal moved with a divine thought from his godly domain to the edge of Purgatory.  One of his faithful had fallen in combat against the Krone and needed to be claimed before the allotted time expired.  Seker sensed his presence, as the arrival of another god did not go unnoticed.  The God of the Dead sat on his skeleton throne looking at the scenes of exquisite death that adorned his walls.  As Venal moved out of the shadows and walked across the bones and decaying bodies that formed the walkway up to the throne, Seker turned his large red eyes toward him. 
 
    Venal was never intimidated, but if he ever was, it would be in the presence of Seker.  “I have come to claim a follower by the name of Mishra.  He is an elf who recently fell in battle against the Krone.” 
 
    Seker waved his hand dismissively to the side, signifying that Venal’s follower was a waste of his time.  “You are welcome to him.  He has provided only the barest of entertainment.  Why are your kind always so sullen?” 
 
    “Defending the elven way of life against such a vicious enemy is solemn work.” 
 
    Seker nodded his head in sympathy.  “Don’t you ever grow weary of protecting those who won’t protect themselves?  Don’t you ever feel like an outcast among your own kind?” 
 
    “Never.  Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew.”  He recited the mantra with practiced enthusiasm, but his heart was not in it.  Seker’s words struck deeper than he dare let on.  It was almost as though he were reading Venal’s thoughts.  Ever since Martel condemned him as worthless and walked away, effectively ending their friendship, Venal had increasingly felt as though he no longer had a place in the elven pantheon.  And now Seker was putting voice to Venal’s inner feelings.  Perhaps he should go his own way and let the elves of Tellus fend for themselves. 
 
    He shook his head.  It was an idle fantasy that did not fit his godly purpose.  He fought the Krone willingly to avenge all the wrongs cast against him over the millennia:  the murder of his kin, bringing his followers to the brink of extinction during the Year of Angels, breaking their agreement and taking the First Heir into the Underworld, and a thousand more betrayals that all blended together to form his never-ending hatred of the Krone.  Venal recited his words proudly.  “Death to the Krone …” 
 
    Seker quickly finished the phrase before Venal could continue.  “… only then may the joy of life begin anew.”  He said the words with a dull drone that mocked Venal and all he stood for.  “Yes, yes.  Valiant words, but don’t you want more?  Wouldn’t you rather have a life of your own that didn’t involve constantly carrying out Invictus’s will?” 
 
    What Seker said made a certain amount of sense, which meant it was time to end this parlay.  “I have come for my follower as is my right.  Bring him to me now, or there will be trouble.” 
 
    Seker nodded his head and raised his hands as a gesture of good will.  “Of course, I will do as you ask, but before I do, I wish to discuss a very serious matter with you.  Will you hear me out?” 
 
    In truth Venal had many other things to do, and many other areas where his concentration was needed, but this was Seker’s world.  “Go ahead.” 
 
    Seker leaned forward on his throne and came right to the point.  “Why don’t you join with me?  We would make excellent allies.  I admire your warrior instincts; you have brought many souls into my kingdom, and for that I am grateful.  I can help you destroy the Krone.  I can help you destroy Evona.” 
 
    Venal had barely been listening, his concentration focused on other matters, but the mention of his mortal enemy brought him back to this dark place where death reigned and hope was a forgotten concept. 
 
    Seker continued.  “She is incredibly beautiful, is she not?  It’s amazing that someone so evil can be so striking.  Even with her cursed black skin she is still the most beautiful woman in or below the heavens.  She has corrupted the Krone with her evil ways.  They are irredeemable and deserve to be destroyed.  Their foul souls should litter my kingdom for all eternity, forgotten by history.” 
 
    Venal had had enough.  “Why are you talking to me about this?  What do you really want?” 
 
    “I want you as an ally.  I want to know that you will come to my aid in my time of greatest need, just as I am offering to come to your aid during your time of greatest need.” 
 
    Venal suddenly became troubled.  “What do you mean?  What is about to happen that would require your help?” 
 
    Seker sat back on his throne with a seriousness that spoke volumes.  “Speak with your follower and think about what I have proposed.” 
 
    With that said, Seker waved his hand and Mishra appeared.  Venal called the fallen elf over to his side and led him out of Purgatory and into his kingdom. 
 
    Soon thereafter, Venal was in his throne room speaking with Mishra for the first time.  He always met his followers eye-to-eye when he spoke to them for the first time, preferring to speak openly and honestly rather than sitting atop his throne like an aristocrat dispensing commands to those who are lower than him.  It was his way of remembering that as powerful as he was, he would be nothing without his followers.  It was their worship that gave him power to battle the Krone.  They were the ones who gave their lives to his cause, while he sat on his immortal throne up in the heavens. 
 
    Venal said, “You fought well, Mishra.  You killed many Krone in your lifetime and have rightfully earned a place of honor in my kingdom.” 
 
    Mishra bowed his head, unwilling to look at the magnificence that was his god.  “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Tell me about your last day on Tellus.  Tell me in your own words how you died.” 
 
    Mishra shook his head in confusion, still looking down at the stones that made up Venal’s temple.  “Do you not already know, my lord?  What will be accomplished by my recounting the end of my mortal existence?” 
 
    It was a common question for those who first arrived.  “As my follower, I know the details of what happened, but talking about how you die often helps a new arrival shed his mortal existence and prepares him for a future life in my kingdom.  I want to hear your thoughts as you tell the story in your own time.” 
 
    Ordinarily this was true, and it was partially true here, but Venal also wanted to learn what Seker had meant, and he wanted to learn it as quickly as possible. 
 
    Mishra continued to look down as he spoke.  “The Army of Kentar has been desperately battling the Krone ever since they came out of the Underworld near the ruins of Coria several moons ago.  At first, we battled them on the surface, but we beat them so badly that we forced them back into the hole from which they came.  Our losses were heavy, but we kept on them, never giving the beasts a chance to set up a defense.”  Mishra paused and looked up at Venal with pride.  “I always volunteered to be in the vanguard as we defeated them in battle after battle.  I stormed the walls of their cities with my elven brothers at my side.  My reflexes were quick and my sword was sharp.  I killed so many Krone that I lost count.” 
 
    Venal spoke with pride.  “One hundred and fourteen, to be exact.” 
 
    Mishra nodded his head and continued on excitedly.  “We had them beaten.  We were talking about destroying all of their cities and breaking their backs for the next thousand years.  It would have meant an end to their evil for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Venal noticed that his follower kept speaking in the past tense, as though crushing the Krone and destroying all of their cities was no longer an option.  “But now that isn’t possible.” 
 
    Mishra nodded his head in disgust.  He breathed out loudly before saying, “It is not, my lord.  And our retreat out of the Underworld is what led to my death.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Less than a day ago the order came from King Jalid to pull out of the Underworld by way of the ruins of Coria and seal the entrance.” 
 
    Venal could not believe what he was hearing.  “What!  Why!” 
 
    Mishra cowered at the rage coming from Venal.  He quickly looked down at his feet once again.  “I… I… I was told that, that the humans of Kentar had an army approaching Ash, and that we had to go defend the city.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that we have the Krone on Seker’s door step with a chance to destroy this mortal enemy, and we are going to let that chance slip away because a human army might threaten one of our cities?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, my lord.” 
 
    Venal was stunned beyond belief.  His anger went so far beyond rage that he was actually able to remain calm in front of his follower. 
 
    Mishra continued.  “I was in the rearguard as the last of our forces retreated back to the surface.  Five of us held the entrance as the rest of the army pulled back, but before we could pull out ourselves, we were caught in an ambush.  The Krone came at us from a secret tunnel off to the side that had been magically hidden from our view.  They took us by surprise from behind as they simultaneously attacked from the front.  I saw them coming at us just in time to save two of my friends from dishonorably being cut down from behind.  I was in command of the rearguard, so it was my responsibility to hold them off.  We were outnumbered thirty to one by the Krone, so I ordered my squad to run for the surface while I held the line.  I managed to cut six of them down before they stabbed me to death.  They would have preferred to torture me with a slow death, but they killed me quickly so they could run after my friends.  I can only hope they made it out and collapsed the entrance in time.”  Mishra looked up at him once again.  “I died alone, bleeding out in a stone tunnel that belonged to my enemy.” 
 
    Venal’s anger had subsided somewhat.  Now he knew what Seker had been talking about.  He needed to think about his next move, but before he could do that he needed to give his follower some semblance of hope.  He closed his eyes and concentrated for a moment on the battle his follower died in.  It did not take long to find the answer to his question. 
 
    “Rest easy, my son.  All of your friends made it out of the tunnel thanks to your heroic stand.  The tunnel has been collapsed and the danger has temporarily passed.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go and make yourself comfortable in my kingdom?  Rest assured, your death was not in vain and it will not go unavenged.  Together, we will make the Krone pay for what they have done.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.”  Mishra turned around and left the temple, leaving Venal to his thoughts. 
 
    After Mishra left, Venal went to his chambers to meditate on what his next campaign against the Krone would look like.  The news that the Army of Armena had pulled out of the Underworld was most distressing.  They had a chance to obliterate the Krone once and for all, but for the human interference.  It was strange that the humans of Kentar chose this moment to attack Armena after three hundred years of silence.  He could feel the influence of another god in this matter, but there was no way to know which one.  Not yet.  Ordinarily, he would ask Martel for advice on what to do next, but this time he was on his own.  Martel had forsaken him after finding out about the deal he had made with Evona to assassinate the King of Armena.  Losing the King was a great blow, but Venal had been right to make the deal.  It was the assassination of every Matron Mother in every major city in the Underworld that had brought the Krone to the brink of extinction. 
 
    As Venal continued to meditate, one thought reverberated in his mind over and over again.  This is the best opportunity to destroy the Krone I have seen in my six thousand years.  I can’t let it slip away.  But what could he do?  He was only a demi-god.  To a mortal he had power beyond imagination, but in the heavens his powers were extremely limited when compared to other gods such as Martel and Invictus, and his already meager resources were stretched to the breaking point.  There were a few more followers he could force to get more directly involved, like the elf who recently became one of the Thirteen in the Talon Thieves Guild.  There was only so much any of these untapped followers could do.  He was already using every source of influence at his disposal.  Unless … 
 
    The idea came to him like a lightning bolt.  There was something else he could do.  Something he hadn’t done in more than six thousand years.  It was an incredible gamble that could only result in the destruction of the Krone or the end of his immortal existence.  Venal meditated on the idea for a long time.  He knew in his gut that it was a risk worth taking, but he had to make sure his intellect matched the service his soul demanded of him. 
 
    He pulled out the trunk that contained his weapons and armor.  He put on his black leather armor, slung Black Vengeance over his shoulder, and secured his dagger and sword around his waist.  He stormed out of his chambers and into his throne room.  The guards stood at attention at his entry.  It only took a moment for Venal to spot Shevel, his trusted second in command. 
 
    He walked rigidly over to Shevel and said, “You will be in charge of my kingdom and all of my immortal affairs until I return.” 
 
    “And when will that be, my lord?” 
 
    “When all of the Krone cities in the Underworld are destroyed.”  Without waiting for a reply, Venal turned on his heel and started walking toward the enormous temple doors. 
 
    Shevel yelled behind him.  “We have been trying ever since your ascension more than six thousand years ago, my lord, and we have never succeeded.” 
 
    “I will succeed this time, or I will die trying.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 102:  The Sorcerers Academy  
 
      
 
    The companions reappeared in an alleyway.  It was obvious to Valihorn that they were in a city of some sort, but there was no way to tell which one.  Nobody was around, which meant they did not have to explain their sudden appearance to anyone, but it also meant they could not ask where they were.  Evisar quickly gathered everyone together to see if anyone was missing.   
 
    As Valihorn faced everyone, he was caught off guard for the thousandth time at everyone’s appearance.  It took a moment for him to remember that all of his elf friends, including himself, were disguised as humans.   
 
    Evisar asked, “Does anyone know where we are?” 
 
    Nobody knew.  Valihorn looked around at the tall brick buildings on either side of him and the narrow cobblestone walkway leading out to a larger road. 
 
    “We were supposed to be transported to Jewlian, at the gate of the Sorcerers Academy, but since we did not depart the genie’s company on the best of terms, there is no telling where we are.  We probably need to walk down to the main road and it will become obvious.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Alright, Valihorn, you lead the way.” 
 
    Valihorn’s relatively good mood vanished as he felt the burden of leadership descend on his shoulders.  Valihorn hated being in charge.  He hated being a leader for two reasons.  First, he did not have the character necessary to be a good leader.  It was a limitation about himself that he had grown to accept.  Every leader he had watched over the years had a certain confidence and draw.  It was difficult to define a good leader, but everyone knew one when they saw one.  In Valihorn’s mind, Evisar was a good leader.  He was strong, confident, and when he spoke everyone instinctively listened to what he had to say.  The second reason was more subtle but even more important.  People that were blindly led about reminded him of sheep being led to the slaughter.  The sheep mindlessly followed the leader, giving up some of their personal freedom, oblivious to the fate that was about to befall them, because they liked the comfort of not having to think for themselves. 
 
    Nevertheless, Evisar had spoken and Valihorn had sworn to obey.  Valihorn was aware of the conflicting views of despising leadership yet swearing to obey a leader such as Evisar.  He supposed the difference lay in whether the leader was worthy of his support or not.  Evisar had proven time and again to be intelligent, caring, honest, and forceful when the situation called for it.  Valihorn respected Evisar’s leadership, so he nodded in Evisar’s direction and walked cautiously into the sunbathed street. 
 
    What he saw impressed him in a way he did not think was possible.  They had to be in Jewlian, capital city of the Kingdom of Kentar.  There was no other explanation for what he saw.  Where Wessex had been a town and Locus a genuine city, Jewlian was a metropolis.  The buildings were tall and made of brick or stone.  Even the roofs were made of slate.  The street was expertly constructed and ran in a straight line.  There was no garbage to be seen or sewage running through the gutters.  Where the streets of Locus had been made of cobblestones and the forum and open spaces paved with smooth slate tablets, the streets of Jewlian were made of uniform stone pavers fitted together with concrete, while the forums were paved with marble.  Where the buildings of Locus had leaned over the streets oppressively, the streets of Jewlian were wide open with buildings that were sturdy and proud. 
 
    And the people.  Everywhere Valihorn looked there were crowds of peaceful, content humans going on about their lives.  Children played in the streets, businessmen rode in their horse-drawn carts, and everyone smiled to each other as they passed.  Locus had seemed on the verge of revolution, whereas the citizens of Jewlian were obviously proud of where they lived and eager to please. 
 
    Valihorn looked to the right and saw an enormous castle a block down the road.  He had read somewhere that the Sorcerers Academy was right next to Jewlian Castle.  With nothing else to go on, Valihorn began walking toward the castle in the distance.  The castle had multiple towers reaching toward the sky that were entirely surrounded by a tall, thick, stone wall.  He could see the open castle gate up ahead, standing thirty feet high and ten feet thick. 
 
    Valihorn walked on the right side of the road behind a cart full of corn.  The street was wide enough to accommodate three wagons side by side.  The companions spoke very little as they walked down the road, looking at the fascinating sites, not wanting their accent to give them away.  Evisar and Mestel seemed particularly out of place, perhaps because they had been raised in Bethel, the capital city of the elves.  Valihorn had not been to Armena personally, but he had heard stories of how the city blended into the surrounding forest, with roads that curved and twisted around ancient trees that towered above the city.  By contrast, Jewlian did not blend into anything, and the roads were as straight as anything Valihorn had ever seen. 
 
    He stayed carefully behind the cart in front of him, not wanting to stray too far to either side for fear of being trampled by all the traffic on the road.  Several businessmen and families wished the companions well as they passed by going the other direction. 
 
    Valihorn finally chanced to look around the cart he was walking behind and saw the castle gate not far ahead.  He looked to the right and saw more brick buildings and shops, but when he looked to the left he was surprised to see a huge grassy park that seemed completely out of place with the urban surroundings of the capital city.  The grass was well-kept with the occasional tall tree scattered throughout.  Well back from the road was a series of large brick buildings set among the trees.  As Valihorn lead the companions on, he noticed a winding sidewalk with grass on either side leading into the park.  The immaculately kept grounds continued right up to the outer walls of Jewlian Castle, leading Valihorn to the only logical conclusion.  They had found the Sorcerers Academy. 
 
    Valihorn moved off to the right side of the road and stopped to look at the Academy.  It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.  He never imagined a place of learning could look so grand and be held in such high esteem.  As he looked across the street he saw as many as twenty wizard towers rising five or six stories into the air with a number of smaller towers and buildings besides.  The grassland that marked the Academy grounds stretched for a block in either direction.  On the left, the Sorcerers Academy bumped up against the tall, brick buildings of Jewlian.  On the right, the Academy went right up to the Jewlian Castle wall.  The sidewalk on the other side of the street marked the only civilized way into the Academy. 
 
    Evisar came up behind him and said, “Is that the Sorcerers Academy?” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head and whispered, “Is it not the most beautiful thing you have ever seen?” 
 
    “It certainly is much more attractive than the rest of Jewlian, but it doesn’t seem that special to me.” 
 
    “It was founded almost a thousand years ago.  It contains the greatest concentration of thinkers in all of Tellus.” 
 
    Evisar said, “The towers are impressive, I’ll grant you that.  Maybe I would be more enchanted if I was a wizard like you.  I’m sure if I came across the greatest military academy on Tellus that I would be equally enthralled.” 
 
    Mestel came up and said, “That must be the Academy.  Let’s cross the street and get on with it.  The sooner we get rid of the cursed ring on your finger, the sooner we can continue on with our real mission to recover the First Heir.” 
 
    After making his pronouncement, Mestel walked out into the street and began navigating his way to the other side.  Valihorn shook his head.  A few moons ago he and Jefon had been fast friends, but ever since Jefon became Mestel, he had become more and more irritating. 
 
    Evisar said, “My brother is an excellent marksman with the bow these days, but I’m not sure how much longer I can stand to be around him.” 
 
    “When I first met the two of you, you were not just brothers, you were best friends.  Now it seems the two of you can barely tolerate each other.” 
 
    Evisar continued, “What’s most irritating is that he’s right most of the time.  I’ve never liked arrogant bastards, particularly when they act like they have all the answers.”  Evisar looked behind him and motioned for Xander and Nero to come closer. 
 
    Nero was as silent and imposing as ever, but Xander could not help but say something.  “I see Mestel is off on his own again, expecting us to follow.” 
 
    Valihorn shook his head and said, “I do not think he expects or cares whether we follow him or not.  Mestel has his own agenda that he is determined to see through to the end.  In his mind, he is willing to put up with us because we are helping him accomplish his goals, but he is more than happy to continue on his own.” 
 
    Valihorn looked at his friends, wondering what to do next.  Evisar motioned with his arms and said, “Lead on, Valihorn.  Let’s see if we can get that ring off your finger.” 
 
    Valihorn stepped off the curb and navigated his way carefully across the street.  He stopped in front of the walkway that led to the Sorcerers Academy and marveled at what lay in front of him.  It was amazing to him that the citizens of Jewlian walked past the Academy day in and day out without paying it any special mind.  The more Valihorn thought about what he was seeing, the more convinced he became that the peasants were purposely avoiding the Academy.  The citizens of Jewlian were walking quickly by without even looking in the direction of the beautiful park area.  They all averted their eyes as though they were hoping not to be noticed and not to give offense.  All of them, to a person, acted as though they were scared of the Academy and what it contained. 
 
    He supposed that made sense.  To Valihorn this was as close to a place of worship as he had ever seen, but to ordinary peasants, it was a mystical place where things occurred that they did not understand.  Regardless of what he had seen this last half year, in anyplace else on Tellus magic was so rare that it was a thing of legend.  Peasant folk used stories of good and evil wizards fighting each other to put their kids to bed at night.  Healing magic was slightly more common, but even divine healing was viewed as a miracle out in the country side.  In large cities it was not unheard of for the lame to be healed and the blind to receive sight, but these events were stories that always seemed to be told second- or third-hand. 
 
    It was not that Valihorn thought of the people of Tellus as idiots, it’s just that they were ignorant.  Most people resided in a single town their entire lives, never traveling more than twenty miles away from their birthplace.  They were born, worked, married, had children to carry on their names, and died – all within twenty miles of each other.  This gave most people a very narrow view of the world. 
 
    This was not the countryside, and Valihorn was not a peasant.  This was the Sorcerers Academy of Kentar, and he was a wizard in his own right.  He mentally prepared himself for what lay in front of him, then he walked down the path that led into the Academy.  At first, they did not see anything moving except for a rabbit and a few squirrels.  As the companions walked along, the green grass gave way to the occasional tree that provided shade from the afternoon sun.  The walkway wound gently through the trees and the companions slowly closed in on the buildings up ahead.  Valihorn continued down the stone path and walked underneath an archway that spanned a dormitory on the left and a six-story tower on the right.  Once inside the campus the stone pathway diverged in three separate directions.  One continued straight while the other two went to the right and left at right angles.  There were several humans in view.  Most wore robes covered in purple, but one lady they passed had sections of white around the collar and lining.  Valihorn was not a great judge of human ages, but it seemed to him that every person he saw was a young adult between the ages of ten and twenty. 
 
    The companions stood on the divergent path, not knowing where to go next.  Some of the students who passed by looked at them oddly, but other than that no one paid them any mind.  It was not long before an older man wearing a half purple and half white robe came down the center path.  He could have been sent to see what was going on with the strangers, but it seemed to Valihorn like the man was on his way to somewhere else when he spotted the companions and changed his course to investigate.  As the man walked closer, he looked each of the companions up and down in turn and eventually focused his attention on Valihorn, presumably because he was out in front and assumed to be the leader. 
 
    The man said, “Good day to you.  Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    Valihorn looked around uncertainly before answering.  “Yes, we have a critical matter to discuss with the leaders of the Sorcerers Academy.  Can you possibly tell us where they might be found?” 
 
    The man looked them over again before deciding to be helpful rather than lead them back out to the street.  “Yes, I would be happy to show you to the Administration Building.”  The man escorted them to one of the many three-storied office buildings on the other side of the main quad.  On the way, the man said, “My name is Bristol, and I am a professor here at the Academy.”  The companions introduced themselves in turn.  After the introductions were finished, Bristol said, “I am a wizard of moderate power, nothing compared to the best we have to offer at the Academy.  Still, based on a simple spell that I cast as I approached your group, I was able to discern that Valihorn, Xander, and Faye are the only members of your group who are not dead inside.  Is that correct?” 
 
    Without meaning to, Valihorn actually laughed outloud.  “What?  What do you mean, dead inside?” 
 
    “I am sorry.  I am so used to talking with other Sorcerers that I sometimes forget the ignorance that exists outside the Academy.  I meant no offense to the rest of your group.  I simply meant that the three of you are the only ones in your group with any sort of magical potential.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Well, that is true.  I study the arcane arts, while Xander is a priest.  We have been told that Faye has a good deal of magic potential, but she has never received any sort of training.” 
 
    Bristol nodded and said, “Xander, I see by the rainbow on the breast of your armor that you follow Fortuna, Goddess of Luck.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    Bristol said, “You will find at the Academy that we respect divine magic, but that is as far as our hospitality extends.  It is well known at the Academy that casting divine spells is trivial compared to the years of learning required to cast the easiest of arcane spells.  It is also not lost on the Academy that arcane spells are far more powerful than their divine counterparts.” 
 
    Valihorn looked behind him to see how Xander would react after being insulted to his face.  It was plainly obvious that Bristol was oblivious to the offense he was giving, but Xander was not known for holding his tongue. 
 
    To his relief, Xander smiled broadly and said, “I’ll try to keep your advice in mind.  It’s comforting just knowing that I am a member of the club.” 
 
    “I would think so,” Bristol said as he reached the front door of the building and held it open for the companions to pass through. 
 
    Bristol sat with them patiently in a waiting room until one of the Administrators of the Academy became available.  The companions were eventually led into an Administrator’s office, where they were treated politely and asked to tell the story of the ring to the middle-aged man who sat across from them.  Valihorn was asked to tell his story a second time to a woman, and then a third time to a Sorcerer named Kyle.  The bureaucracy continued into mid-afternoon.  Each time Valihorn repeated his story, it was to an Administrator with more and more white in his or her robes, and less and less purple.  The professor they had met in the open quad had worn a robe that was half white and half purple.  The woman’s robe had been three quarters white.  The third time Valihorn recited the story, Kyle had been wearing a white robe with purple trim around the collar, sleeves, and down the front. 
 
    Kyle cast two spells on the ring and seemed rather shocked by the results.  He hurried out of the room after telling the companions to stay there until he returned.  Shortly after he left the building, a squad of five knights backed by two mid-ranking Sorcerers walked up to the man’s office and stood guard outside.  Each knight wore a breast plate with the sigil of a palm up, open hand with red and orange flames spewing forth.  It was difficult to see, but the pummel of each sword also had the sigil of a wizard hand with flames emerging on it.  The squad did not say anything and stayed a respectful distance away.  Valihorn surmised that they were there to hold the companions in place, in case they decided to slip away.   
 
    Kyle eventually returned with Bristol in tow.  Kyle said, “We are convening an emergency session of the Sorcerers leadership in order to discuss the ring and decide its fate.  Unfortunately, it will take some time to assemble all of the Administrators in the Great Hall.”  He stopped talking and looked at Bristol. 
 
    The Professor cleared his throat.  “Therefore, it would honor us if you would join me and the rest of the students for our evening meal in the dining hall.  Would you mind accompanying me to Viscom Hall and partaking of our excellent food while my colleague gathers the leadership in the Great Hall?” 
 
    Valihorn looked at Evisar; it was clear that neither of them wanted to eat a meal while their fate hung in the balance, but obviously they did not have a choice.  Valihorn needed to get the cursed ring taken off of his finger and stored in a safe place before the Plane of Chaos collided with Tellus – and the only ones who could help were the Sorcerers.  So, until the ring was off his finger, Valihorn would reluctantly do whatever was asked.  And if they were forced to wait while the leadership gathered, then there was no better way to pass the time than by eating a good meal. 
 
    Valihorn said, “The honor would be ours.” 
 
    Sometime later, as the meal progressed, Valihorn become more and more agitated.  He understood the reasons behind the delay, but the uncertainty was killing him.  He wanted to know one way or the other what was going to happen to him and the ring.  How could he have been so stupid as to come into the dragon’s service?  How could he have been so stupid as to put the cursed ring on his finger in the first place?  He knew he had not really had a choice in either case, but that did not solve the problem at hand or make him feel any better.  Professor Bristol pointed out the artwork in the room and gave the history of Viscom Hall, but mostly they passed the time with meaningless small talk.  Valihorn found out the knights that stood watch over the companions earlier were from the Knights of the Order, soldiers who served as the elite security force on Academy grounds.  The meal finally drew to a close and then it was time.  A page came up beside the Professor and whispered something in his ear.  The Professor nodded and continued eating his dessert as if nothing was amiss. 
 
    Perhaps the Sorcerers were trying to drive him mad.  If so, their plan was working brilliantly.  When were they going to get on with it? 
 
    Finally, Professor Bristol said, “If you are finished with your meal, the Administrators are ready for us in the Great Hall.” 
 
    Valihorn jumped out of his seat and nearly bolted for the door, but somehow managed to restrain himself.  The Professor led them out of Viscom Hall and walked to another side of the square-shaped quad.  The building they approached was made almost entirely of marble, with white marble columns out front and an odd-looking stone tower that rose five stories off to one side.  Having the stone tower attached to such a magnificent building was odd enough, but the oddest thing was the large circle that hung above the door.  The circle had two long arrows attached at its center with a series of hashmarks on the outer edge.  Valihorn could not take his eyes off the immense circle, even though the larger marble building should have held his attention. 
 
    The Professor talked as he walked.  “The Sorcerers Academy was originally founded by Viscom the Clear nearly a thousand years ago.  The Academy and the Kingdom of Kentar grew up together.  The two entities serve each other faithfully, as one cannot exist without the other.  The King grants us this land and provides us food and money to live on so that we may pursue our studies.  In exchange, we aid the Army of Kentar when they call for assistance, keep the great Library of Jewlian, add a certain mystique which our enemies fear, and advise the King and his court on the wisdom of their decisions.” 
 
    Nero spoke up from the rear, oddly interested in the history lesson.  “Can you tell us anything about the building we are heading toward?” 
 
    “Ah, perhaps you noticed the stone tower attached to the marble Administration Building.  The tower belonged to Viscom himself at the time he founded the Academy.  It was the first building built on Academy grounds, and as such, has become more and more sacred to us over the centuries.  The Administration Building was added some five hundred years afterward when the Academy had grown large enough to warrant such a structure.  Viscom’s tower has been the official residence of the High Wizard of the Sorcerers since the Academy’s founding.  The other towers were built by other wizards that heeded Viscom’s call to come to Jewlian.  The apprentices originally stayed in the lower levels of the towers you see scattered about, and some of them still do, but now most of the students live in dormitories.” 
 
    Valihorn asked, “And what is that large circle embedded above the door of the Administration Building?” 
 
    Bristol said, “That is one of the marvels of Viscom’s brilliance and one of the most coveted items in all of Kentar.  That, my foreign friends, is a machine that tells time.” 
 
    Valihorn stopped walking and stared at the time machine in open awe.  It looked similar to the one Sion had produced during their contest.  “How does it work?” 
 
    Bristol came and stood next to Valihorn.  “There is a pendulum and gears inside the tower that power the arrows to turn about the center of the circle.  One of the hands of the time machine moves quickly while the other moves more slowly.  Together the hands divide each day into equal parts.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Utterly fascinating.” 
 
    Bristol said, “Is it not though?  It is the only one of its kind.  Many have studied the time machine, but no one has been able to duplicate it.  The machine has kept perfect time for over a thousand years.” 
 
    Evisar walked up to the two wizards and said, “Should we continue on?  We don’t want to keep the Administrators waiting.” 
 
    Bristol said, “Oh yes.  Quite right.  Follow me.” 
 
    Evisar said, “So where are we going, and who will be there?”  Valihorn listened on with interest as Evisar had taken the words right out of his mouth. 
 
    “The Great Hall is the Administrators meeting hall.  The seven of you will stand in the middle of the Hall while the fifteen Administrators sit at three tables in horseshoe format and ask you questions.” 
 
    Evisar said, “That sounds like an interrogation.” 
 
    “To a certain extent it is.  The ring on Valihorn’s finger is immensely powerful.  We need to know more about it.  Where did it come from?  How did it end up on his finger?” 
 
    Valihorn sighed loudly as he walked up the few steps to the building.  “Very well.  Anything to be rid of this curse.” 
 
    The companions opened the outer doors and walked into a waiting room.  The waiting room was small but grand.  The ceiling was twenty feet high and the ten-foot-tall wooden doors leading to the Grand Hall were guarded by two large Knights of the Order with steel breast plates and long swords.  The Professor waited with them and made more small talk to pass the time. 
 
    “You may notice when you go in that the High Wizard’s chair is empty.  That is because the High Wizard went missing several moons ago.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander walked into the Administration Building with a full belly and a melancholy heart.  He wanted the ring removed from Valihorn’s finger as much as anyone, except perhaps Valihorn, but he didn’t really have a stake in the whole affair.  What disturbed him was the empty pouch around his neck that had once held the diamond gem with the trapped High Wizard.  How he wished he still had the gem.  Then he could give it to the Sorcerers, collect the reward, and live happily ever after at the Basilica as a priest of Fortuna.  Instead, the vampires had attacked and turned him over to the Talon Thieves Guild.  He made it out of captivity alive and was now famous at the Basilica, but the cost had been high.  The Talon Guild had recaptured the ring and was one step closer to accomplishing its hidden goal because he had not been strong enough to resist. 
 
    Xander took a short walk around the waiting room and sat down on a marble bench.  His mind wandered toward the Goddess of Luck, and continued until Fortica was first and foremost in his mind.  She was an irritating little thing, but Xander found himself thinking of her often.  He shook his head from side to side and brought his thoughts back to the present. 
 
    His friends and the Professor were passing time with meaningless words, until the conversation took an interesting turn.  Bristol said, “You may notice when you go in that the High Wizard’s chair is empty.  That is because the High Wizard went missing several moons ago.” 
 
    Xander shot out of his seat, with his mind firmly in the present.  “What is the missing wizard’s name?” 
 
    “Vanderhoff.” 
 
    “And you have no idea where he went?” 
 
    “None.  It was rumored that he went into his chambers with a woman the night of his disappearance, but no one knows for sure because he was not prone to the temptations of the flesh.” 
 
    Bristol was a friendly sort, and he seemed so genuinely upset over the High Wizard’s absence that Xander was tempted to tell him what actually became of Vanderhoff.  He quickly came to his senses, primarily because there was no way to know how Bristol and the other Sorcerers would react if they knew he had lost the High Wizard so close to the Academy, and also because it was his secret and no one else’s.  No, he would keep his own counsel.  There was no reason for the Sorcerers to know what had happened. 
 
    Xander asked, “How long until he is replaced as High Wizard?” 
 
    “No one knows for sure.  This has never happened before.  It will be up to Rafa and the other Administrators to determine when enough time has passed.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero walked into the Administration Building with a full belly and a carefree heart.  He didn’t care one way or the other what happened to the ring on Valihorn’s finger, but he did wish the companions would hurry up and get on with it.  He had returned the gem safely to the Talon Guild and was now waiting to destroy the elven Philosophers from within.  He couldn’t accomplish that goal until Valihorn was free of the ring’s curse.  That meant he had to endure this painful experience with feigned interest and a concerned smile on his face, but that was easy enough.   
 
    Nero walked around the waiting room inside the Administration Building and took in its splendor.  It was nothing compared to the Guildmaster’s private residence in Locus, but it did bear some resemblance to the third level of Guild headquarters where the Inner Circle members had their apartments.  He took a seat on his own marble bench and faked interest in the small talk Bristol was making with the companions.  It was entirely obvious to Nero that Bristol was only being friendly with the companions in order to gain their trust and find out as much information as he could about the circumstances of the ring.  To Nero, his ulterior motive was plain, and it seemed as though Mestel had also figured out the game Bristol was playing, but Xander, Evisar, and especially Valihorn seemed to trust the wizard implicitly and were almost talking openly with him. 
 
    Nero’s mind wandered over many subjects until he heard Xander mention the High Wizard’s name.  Suddenly Nero’s attention snapped back to the present, and he didn’t have to feign interest anymore.  Bristol mentioned Vanderhoff’s disappearance several moons ago and that he had last been seen entering his room with a young woman close behind.  Bristol did not believe this version of the story because Vanderhoff was not one to participate in temptations of the flesh.  Nero had to turn away momentarily and fake a sneeze for fear he wouldn’t be able to contain the smile that welled up inside of him, for he knew the truth.  Nero had heard firsthand at his only Inner Circle meeting that Vanderhoff actually had succumbed to the allure of a woman. 
 
    Unbeknownst to everyone at the Academy, Lidea, one of the Thirteen, had been the woman who followed Vanderhoff into his room.  It may have been entirely true that the High Wizard was not known for giving into the temptations of the flesh, but that was only for someone who had never met a woman like Lidea.  She was the Talon Guild’s master interrogator and manipulator.  Nero was an elf who had been all across Tellus, but he had never seen anyone who matched Lidea’s allure.  She was a human, repulsive by design, but so far as Nero knew, no one of any race had ever been able to resist her charms.  Nero only hoped that one day he would be put to that particular test, and fail miserably. 
 
    Nero’s lustful daydreams were interrupted by unwelcome feelings of guilt at having taken the gem from Xander – but it had been so easy, and it was nothing compared to how he was going to use Xander in the near future. 
 
    Xander continued talking with Bristol and said, “How long until he is replaced as the High Wizard?” 
 
    Bristol said, “No one knows for sure.  This has never happened before.  It will be up to Rafa and the other administrators to determine when enough time has passed.” 
 
    Nero’s face went slack as he bounded up from his seat.  What had Bristol said?  Rafa?  Nero knew Rafa was a Talon Guild plant inside the Sorcerers, but he had no idea Rafa was here now, or that he had risen to the rank of second in command of the Sorcerers.  Rafa’s presence here could unbalance things. 
 
    Nero said, “And who is Rafa?” 
 
    Bristol turned to Nero, surprised at his entry into the conversation.  “Rafa is second in command of the Sorcerers.  He has kept us together and reminded us of our sacred duty during these uncertain times.” 
 
    “How interesting.  And he will be asking the majority of the questions?” 
 
    “I would think so.” 
 
    With that, there did not seem to be anything else to say.  Nero retreated into his own thoughts.  It wasn’t much longer until one of the Administrators who had questioned Valihorn earlier opened wide the doors and ushered them in. 
 
    “Please come in.  We are ready for you now.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 103:  Striking the Curse 
 
      
 
    Valihorn said, “Please lead the way.” 
 
    The companions were silent as Professor Bristol and Valihorn led the companions into the Grand Hall.  The floor was white marble with black marble interlaced through the stone.  The walls were solid granite.  The room itself was fifty feet wide by eighty feet long.  It was dominated by three long wooden tables that formed a horseshoe of sorts around the center of the room.  The side tables were at ground level, while the table of honor was two steps higher than the rest of the room.  Valihorn’s sandaled feet shuffled confidently across the smooth marble, but inside he was shaking.  He had never been more terrified in his life.  He was the object of everyone’s scrutiny and he hated it. 
 
    Each of the three tables had five chairs behind it.  Valihorn noticed that the middle chair at the table of honor was empty, just as Bristol had said.  It did not take Valihorn but a glance to see that the chair to the left of the High Wizard’s chair was also empty.  The Administrators seated at the tables were dressed in mostly white robes with different amounts of purple fabric laced throughout.  Valihorn turned his head all the way to the left and then the right in order to look at each wizard in turn.  The amount of purple sewn into the robes was least near the head of the table of honor and increased in a gradual cascade down to the end of the tables on the right and left.  The man seated directly to the right of the High Wizard’s chair, presumably Rafa, had only a small amount of light purple in the lining around his neck.  The wizards at the end of the horseshoe wore robes that were about half-and-half.  It was easy enough to see that rank at the Sorcerers Academy was determined by the purity of the robe each wizard wore. 
 
    The man known as Rafa looked Valihorn up and down and seemed to take his measure at a glance.  He glanced at each of the other companions in turn until he nodded his head at Bristol.  Valihorn looked to his left quickly enough to see the Professor return the nod.  The Professor walked around the table of honor and took the empty seat to the left of the empty High Wizard’s chair.  Before he took his seat, a servant came forward and traded his half-purple, half-white robe for one that nearly matched Rafa’s in its purity.  Valihorn felt the sting of betrayal as Bristol took his seat.  The Professor had been a plant to learn as much as possible about the newcomers before they came before the Administrators.  Valihorn was irritated for letting his guard down even a little bit, and he bitterly hoped the Professor had gotten the information he needed. 
 
    The room came to order and Rafa said, “I greet you, my friends.  My name is Rafa.  Would the wizard known as Valihorn please come forward?”  Valihorn looked around and accepted a nod from Evisar.  He took three steps forward and felt totally separated from his friends.  “Valihorn, I have heard part of your story from my associates, but I would like to hear the entire story from the beginning, so that we may best know how to proceed.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I cast a spell on the ring that will let me ascertain how much power is contained within?” 
 
    Valihorn’s first thought was that if Rafa cast such a spell, he might discover that the companions were shielded by magic of their own and were actually a group of elves.  But since he could not say no, he instead said, “Not at all.  Please proceed.” 
 
    Rafa waved his right hand in the air and said one arcane word that echoed throughout the room.  A moment later Rafa winced in pain, covered his eyes, and turned away from the ring. 
 
    The wizard in the first chair on the table to the right said, “I told you.  The ring is the most powerful item I have seen in thirty years.” 
 
    Rafa quickly recovered and said, “Where did you find this ring?” 
 
    The moment of truth had finally arrived.  Valihorn treaded carefully.  “My friends and I live in a small village in the Kingdom of Sena, just across the river from Goldguard.” 
 
    Rafa said, “Ah, that explains why you were never a student of the Academy.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Near our village there are a couple of gold mines.  Although the Kingdom of Kentar won most of the gold mines during the war, Sena still has a few.  One of the miners is a good friend of my Master and said that while working in the mine he had uncovered a tunnel with writing on the walls that he did not understand.  My Master bid Evisar and me to go with the miner and report back what he had discovered.  Evisar and I went into the gold mine and found he had uncovered the opening to a burial chamber behind a wall of rock.  The miner had only uncovered a two-foot hole, but it had been enough for him to stick a lantern in and see the entrance to the burial chamber beyond. 
 
    “Under the secrecy of night, we pulled enough of the rock away to crawl into the tunnel.  The tunnel went twenty feet farther back into solid rock before ending in front of an ornately carved door made entirely out of white wood.  There was a picture on the white door of Evona, head of the Krone pantheon, sitting on her throne with an untold number of dead elves all around.  We pried open the door and found a tomb made to look like a royal bedchamber.  The tomb had wooden furniture, a bed fit for a queen, and it even had wooden floors.” 
 
    One of the wizard’s said, “You found a room with wooden floors that far underground.” 
 
    Valihorn turned to the wizard who asked the question.  “Yes, my lord.”  Then he turned back to the center.  “Lying in the middle of the bed was the skeleton of a dead female Krone.  She wore a formal gown with long skirts.  We carefully investigated the room and discovered many things of interest.  I was the first to see the ring on the skeleton’s hand, and therefore the one who fell under its spell.  As soon as I saw the ring, all I could think about was putting it on.  All I wanted to do was take the ring and run as far away as possible.  Before Evisar and the miner realized what had happened, I took the ring off the Krone’s finger and placed it on my own.  It was only then that I came out of my trance and realized what I had done.  Evisar and the miner cursed me for a fool, but the deed was done.” 
 
    “You say you did not have the strength of will to resist the ring’s power.” 
 
    Valihorn looked down at his shoes, ashamed.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “That is all right, son.  The gods make us how they will.  I am sure you do the best you can with what you have been given.” 
 
    Valihorn was insulted but could only say, “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Please, continue.” 
 
    “I immediately tried to take off the ring but could not remove it.  We did not know what to do.  We decided to go see my Master in the hopes that he could remove the ring from my finger.  As we walked out the door of the burial chamber, we passed through some kind of magical barrier.  Once we were out of the bedroom and in the tunnel, the ground began to shake almost immediately.  We were frightened and did not know what was happening.  We thought that if we put the ring back in the room, maybe the shaking would stop, but when I tried to go back into the burial chamber, there was a forcefield of some kind over the entryway.  The earth continued to shake and our fear continued to grow.  The three of us huddled together in the tunnel, hoping the earthquake would stop.  The shaking did eventually subside.  We thought our prayers had been answered.  We took the ring to my Master.  Try as he might, my Master could not remove the cursed ring from my finger.  The ring was too powerful. 
 
    “The next day we noticed a constant blue light in the sky to the northeast.  The light was continuous – a burning reminder of my failure to resist the power of the ring.  Everything in our village seemed fine except we could not forget the initial shaking of the ground and could not help but see the continuous blue light in the sky.” 
 
    Bristol said, “We also felt the earth shake as far away as Jewlian.  We thought it was just an earthquake until we noticed the blue lights in the northeastern sky.  We sent our wizards out to investigate and they came back with fantastic stories.  The blue lights are caused by two portals that have been opened to the Plane of Chaos.  Seeing the portals was awe-inspiring enough, but my wizards also reported seeing fantastic, mythical creatures immerge from the portals.  At the time, we did not know why.” 
 
    Valihorn resumed his story, “Yes, as I said, everyone in our village tried to go on with life as normal, until strange creatures began attacking our town.  The first creature to attack was a flying lizard that did not have any eyes and seemed to fly about using its shrieking voice to guide its way.  We thought maybe the first creature was a coincidence until a demon showed up at my Master’s tower asking about the ring.  After my Master dealt with the demon, he told me that I had to leave our town while there was still a town to leave.  He said he could not do anything about the ring, but that there was rumor of a great Sorcerers Academy in Kentar.  He thought if anyone could remove the ring, it would be this Academy.  My Master hired these two men” – he pointed at Xander and Nero – “to see me safely to the Sorcerers Academy.  Evisar and his brother Mestel insisted on coming with me, refusing to leave my side.” 
 
    Rafa said, “And that is the entire story.  That is why you came to the Academy, and that is how the ring came to be on your finger?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Murmurs rose up out of the silence as the wizards whispered among themselves.  Valihorn looked around the room and heard bits and pieces of a few conversations.  When he looked back at the center table he noticed Rafa staring at him with deep concentration.  Time drew out and the acting High Wizard continued to stare.  The scrutiny quickly became uncomfortable. 
 
    Rafa finally smacked his stone gavel on the table and brought the meeting back to order.  “Valihorn, you come to us with a ring of immense power.  You tell an interesting and believable tale, but some details about your story do not add up.  I find it odd that you found a Krone tomb on the outskirts of Goldguard.” 
 
    Valihorn immediately went on the defensive.  “Why is that in question?  It is rumored that the Krone and the elves of old were mortal enemies.  It is well known that the outer edge of the Old Elf Empire extended as far as Goldguard.” 
 
    Rafa smiled an all-knowing smile and continued.  “All of that is true; however, no trace of the Krone has ever been found anywhere near Goldguard.  Furthermore, it has come to my attention that the Kentarian city of Locus has come under attack by a skeleton army led by an undead lich.  I am told that at the city gate the lich was heard to say, ‘Give me the ring and I will spare your city.’  The attack continues even now.  With so much of our army engaged in the east, we may not have enough force to repel this agent of evil.  Kentar’s third largest city may fall to the armies of the undead.  But that is not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is the point?” Valihorn replied sharply. 
 
    “I find it more than a coincidence that the lich attack so closely matches your description of the other creatures that came out of the portal searching for the ring.  Furthermore, the lich asked for the ring by name.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “What is your point, acting High Wizard?” 
 
    Rafa ignored the jab.  “The point, my young wizard, is why would the lich be asking for the ring up north at Locus if you approached Jewlian from Goldguard in the south.” 
 
    Rafa had Valihorn on the defensive.  “How should I know what the lich is thinking?  Perhaps he could not track the exact location of the ring.  Perhaps his army is stationed in the north, thus necessitating a southern march.” 
 
    Rafa continued, “Also, your accent is not from Sena, that much I know for certain.  You speak the common tongue too formally, almost as though you were born several hundred years ago.” 
 
    This time it was Evisar who stepped forward.  “How would you know what a Sena accent sounds like.  Kentar and Sena have been bitter enemies for centuries.” 
 
    Rafa looked at Evisar with contempt.  “Your opinion is worthless in this chamber, swordsmen.  You are dead inside and will remain silent.  Only wizards have the authority to speak here.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize your authority to tell me my worth.” 
 
    Rafa raised his voice.  “You will remain silent!  One more unsolicited outburst from you and I will have you thrown in prison!  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Valihorn saw that Evisar was seething.  He walked over to the large warrior before Evisar condemned himself.  He stepped between Evisar and Rafa and gently turned Evisar away.  Then he walked back to where he originally stood and looked at Rafa. 
 
    The acting High Wizard continued, “And finally.  During my spell to determine the ring’s power, it was difficult to see anything beside the ring, but I did notice all of your companions have low-level magic surrounding them.  At first, I assumed a seasoned group of adventurers like yourselves would carry magic items on your person, and that was what I was seeing.  But that is not correct, is it?”  Rafa spoke loudly for all to hear.  “This group is not who they appear.” 
 
    Before Valihorn could say anything, Rafa spoke three arcane words.  The words reverberated off the walls as the magic took hold of Valihorn.  He looked to his left and saw that his friends were also affected.  Valihorn fought the power of the spell, but it was no use.  All of the companions were transformed back to their natural selves as elves with blond hair and pointy ears.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero looked down at his body and watched it transform back into his natural elven form.  Loud gasps rose up from every Sorcerer in the room.  Many of the wizards seated at the three tables rose to their feet and assumed a defensive stance.  Nero heard statements like: “The enemy … They do still exist … Cannot be trusted.” 
 
    Rafa and Bristol calmly remained seated.  Rafa waited patiently until the tension reached a cutting edge.  “There you have it, my fellow Sorcerers.  The enemy brought us this ring in the hopes that it would weaken and divide us.  Locus is under attack by an undead army even as we speak.  If we take this ring and keep it safe at the Academy, how long will it be until Jewlian comes under attack by something worse than the undead.  I say our only option is to take the ring from Valihorn and kill them all, as is our right during times of war.” 
 
    Evisar stepped forward and yelled, “That is not true!  We came in peace, seeking only your help.” 
 
    Rafa said, “Silence, elf.”  The word came out like a curse.  “I warned you to remain silent.  You are dead inside and you are an enemy of the state.  Step back and keep your place, or I will have my guards kill you here and now.” 
 
    Evisar drew Neverlost and took a defensive stance.  “Let them come forward and try.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel had finally had enough.  With a speed that made him blur to mortal eyes, he pulled out his bow, nocked an arrow, and pulled it back to his ear.  The arrow was aimed directly at Rafa’s heart. 
 
    “No one move!  No one casts another spell, or this Rafa character will be dead before he hits the floor.”  He looked directly at Rafa as he spoke.  “You may think you have fooled everyone here, but you don’t fool me.  I see you for what you really are, wizard.”  He let the accusation hang in the air before he said, “You betray your own kind while accusing us of treachery!  Let me ask, have you betrayed anyone today?” 
 
    Rafa chuckled and said, “What in the seven hells are you talking about, elf?” 
 
    Mestel didn’t move a muscle as he kept the arrow locked on Rafa.  “I have a gift, wizard.  I can see people for who they really are.  On the outside you are the acting High Wizard for the Sorcerers, and you play the part well, but on the inside, you betray your people and your King on a daily basis.  I ask you again, have you betrayed anyone today?” 
 
    Rafa rose to his feet despite the mortal danger he was in.  He pointed a finger at Mestel.  “How dare you insult my honor this way.” 
 
    Mestel said, “I can’t insult what someone does not have.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero had to put an end to this standoff before Rafa got himself and all of the companions killed.  It wouldn’t do to have the Guildmaster learn that two members of the Inner Circle died because they were stupid and essentially killed each other.  Now that Rafa had turned them back into elves, Nero only had one choice.  He took two steps to his right and came out from behind Mestel. 
 
    Rafa was well-trained in the arts of deception, but even he could not contain his surprise.  The reaction was small, but noticeable to anyone who knew what to look for.  Rafa locked eyes with Nero and nodded ever so slightly, letting Nero know he had been recognized. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Rafa nodded his head ever so slightly; Mestel knew something had happened, but he didn’t know what.  Rafa looked at Mestel and raised his hands in a non-threatening gesture.  “We appear to be at an impasse, archer.  You can kill me, but I guarantee you will never make it out of this room alive.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head and said, “That would seem to be the case, wizard.” 
 
    “Then I suggest a compromise.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Now that we all know who you really are, how about if Valihorn tells the real story of how he came by the ring, without the lies.  I promise to strike the ring from his hand, keep it safe, and escort your group out of Kentar.  Then you promise to never return.” 
 
    Mestel kept the arrow pointed at Rafa’s heart.  “On the surface that sounds good, but I can’t agree to your terms.” 
 
    Rafa cocked his head to the side, perplexed.  “You would prefer that we both die instead.” 
 
    “No, I would prefer not to trust a word that comes out of your mouth.”  Mestel turned to Bristol, while keeping the arrow locked on Rafa, and said, “Bristol, you took advantage of our confidence, but you were acting under orders.  I know you are an honorable man.  As third in command of this Academy, do you swear that what Rafa just said will come to pass if I lower my weapon?” 
 
    Bristol nodded his head and said, “If Valihorn tells us where the ring really came from, then I swear we will strike it from his hand, keep it safe, and escort you out of Kentar.” 
 
    “Very well.”  Mestel lowered his bow but kept the arrow nocked.  He moved back a few steps and resumed his place, all the while keeping an eye on Rafa. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn watched as Mestel receded into the background.  He did not understand Mestel’s immediate distrust of the acting High Wizard, but Mestel was not exactly known for his rational thought these days.  Perhaps there was something to what he was saying – perhaps not.  There was no way to know.  He was, however, very grateful to Mestel for saving their lives.  Rafa had been very close to ordering their deaths, but Mestel managed to find a truce through force of arms.  Now Valihorn just had to fulfill his part of the bargain. 
 
    He took a step forward, raised his head toward the table of honor, and continued his story.  “Everything I told you before was essentially true.  Except for the fact that all of us were there, and it was a tunnel beneath a fortress rather than a mine.  Oh, and we were not in Sena.” 
 
    A wizard sitting at the table to the left sounded annoyed.  “Perhaps you should start over at the beginning.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head curtly.  “Very well.  I am from the town of Wessex, where I live with Ellen and Faye.  I am the wizard Austen’s apprentice.  I was sent by Austen to the town of Dowden in search of his other apprentice, Jenolith.  I was unable to find Jenolith, but I did run into these three elves.  I came to find out later that Jenolith had been kidnapped by the Talon Thieves Guild and taken into the Underworld.  These three elves were on their way to Wessex to look for the First Heir of Armena, and since I did not want to travel alone, I walked with them to Wessex.” 
 
    Bristol cut him off at that point.  “Whoa, whoa.  Slow down, son.  Where is Wessex and who is the First Heir?” 
 
    Before Valihorn could answer, Rafa cut him off and asked, “You say you came from Wessex and that Austen is your Master?” 
 
    Valihorn replied honestly.  “Yes, that is right.” 
 
    Rafa immediately raised his right hand and snapped his fingers.  Two Knights of the Order standing guard over the chamber turned around curtly and exited through a side door. 
 
    Rafa said, “Please continue.” 
 
    Valihorn went on to describe how Austen hired the companions to fight off the hill giants that were attacking Wessex.  He went on to explain how he and Tristan went to the dragon’s lair while the rest of the companions prepared the town for the final confrontation.  He told the story of how he was taken captive by thugs hired by the Talon Guild and taken back to the Old Shetley Fortress.  He went on, and on, and on.  The Administrators asked him many questions, but mostly they left him alone to tell his story.  At first, he felt nervous continually being the center of attention, but that feeling went away as the story progressed.  Valihorn did not know how much detail was appropriate.  He tried to stick to the parts of the story that were pertinent to the ring.  Unfortunately, one part of the story led to another part, which led to another part, and before he knew it he had been in front of the Administrators for half the afternoon.  The wizards were particularly interested in their race to Locus in search of the Krone who had kidnapped Faye and their fight against the vampires at the Basilica of Fortuna. 
 
    Rafa asked, “So you are telling us that this Krone was so interested in the girl’s magic potential that they dispatched one of their own to transport her all the way to Locus to be used as a pawn by the Talon Thieves Guild?” 
 
    Valihorn answered, “That is correct, my lord.” 
 
    Rafa looked at Bristol, and the decision was made.  Rafa said, “Would the girl and her mother step forward please?” 
 
    Ellen looked uncertainly at Mestel and then at Valihorn, who both nodded, indicating it was alright.  Ellen stepped forward holding Faye’s hand. 
 
    Rafa prodded gently.  “What is your name, little one?” 
 
    Faye waited a long time before tentatively saying, “Faye.” 
 
    “Faye, would it be alright if I cast a spell on you to see how strong of a wizard you could become?  It will not hurt in any way.  You will not even feel it.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Rafa cast the spell and was visibly taken aback by what he saw.  “This girl has the strongest magic potential I have ever seen.”  Rafa looked at Ellen and said, “Your daughter has received a great gift from the gods.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Rafa looked around the room at the rest of the Administrators before continuing.  “I think we may have a great opportunity to help one another.” 
 
    Ellen looked distrustful.  She hesitated.  “What opportunity are you speaking of?” 
 
    Knowing he was not trusted by the companions, but not wanting to lose the greatest magic potential on all of Tellus, Rafa turned to Bristol and nodded at him to conclude the discussion and make the offer. 
 
    Bristol turned to Ellen and said, “What Rafa is trying to say is that Faye could be the greatest wizard of her time, if she were properly trained.  Regardless of whether she is trained or not, the potential for greatness is there, in her blood.  Others may hunt for her, or try to kidnap her, just as the Krone did.  We can offer Faye a safe home here.  No one has dared attack the Sorcerers Academy for over two centuries.  This is where she belongs.  This is where she can reach her full potential. 
 
    Mestel said, “So what is it you are proposing?” 
 
    Bristol continued.  “Ellen and Faye should stay at the Academy.  The four of you are elves, and will have to be escorted out of Kentar, but Ellen and Faye could find a new home here.  Ellen can find work in Jewlian or at the Academy, while Faye will learn how to become a wizard.  More than that, she will receive the best all-around education on Tellus.  We teach astronomy, mathematics, reading, writing, and many other exciting subjects.  She will know contentment and have a life of significance.” 
 
    Bristol paused to let his words sink in before continuing.  “That is what we propose, Ellen.  Your daughter will be well cared for, and you will be here at her side.  Isn’t this what every mother wants for her child?  We do not need you to commit to anything right away.  If you feel this is not the best environment for Faye, then you can depart for Wessex.  What do you think of our offer?” 
 
    Ellen looked at Faye, and then at Mestel.  She turned to Bristol and said, “It is a lot to take in.  We just saved my daughter from the Krone and the Talon Thieves Guild.  I didn’t even find out about Faye’s gift until recently.  Can we have some time to think about it?” 
 
    Bristol smiled genuinely.  “Certainly.  How about if we set you up in a guest room and you can stay for a few days?  We will give you a tour of the Academy and answer all of your questions.  We will show you the classrooms, the dining hall, introduce you to other students, and you can see how they live.” 
 
    Ellen looked at Mestel, who nodded his approval in return.  Ellen smiled and said, “That sounds good.  We accept your offer to stay for a few days.” 
 
    “Excellent.”  Bristol snapped his fingers.  “Two of our finest Knights, as well as Professor Wilbert will show you to some guest quarters while we conclude our business with your friends.” 
 
    Everyone watched in relative silence as Ellen said good night to Mestel and went with the three escorts.  Once the five of them left the Grand Hall, the Administrators talked among themselves for some time before turned their attention to the companions once again. 
 
    Now that Ellen and Faye were safely out of earshot, Rafa brought the meeting back to order and continued the interrogation, not caring whether he came off as friendly or not.  “I salute you for bringing us such a promising young pupil, but there is still the matter of the cursed ring on Valihorn’s finger.  Valihorn, were there any other beings from the Plane of Chaos that you met on your way to Jewlian.” 
 
    “Yes, we had one more encounter that I have not told you about.”  Valihorn went through the ordeal with the genie they met on the road and how he had transported them to Jewlian. 
 
    Bristol said, “So, it was the genie’s teleportation spell that allowed you to bypass the city walls and appear near the Academy.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Yes, that is correct.  Only, the spell was supposed to place us at the gate to the Academy, not some ally a few blocks away.” 
 
    Bristol said, “Actually, the spell worked perfectly.  There are protective barriers preventing teleportation in or out of the Academy.  The spell placed you as close to the Academy entrance as it could, which was a few blocks away.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Interesting.  I did not know that.” 
 
    Before the conversation could turn to the academic, Rafa said, “So Locus is now in danger because you stopped there for a day.  I say again, how long will it be until Jewlian comes under attack by forces trying to steal the ring.  You have endangered all of Kentar with your foolishness.  Perhaps that was your plan all along, elf.” 
 
    Valihorn kept his head about him.  “I am a half-elf, which means I am also half-human.  I did not wish to bring harm to your kingdom, but we had nowhere else to turn.  Now I have kept my part of the bargain by telling you our story.  You said you would strike the ring from my hand under those conditions.  Were those just words, or is the Sorcerers Academy an honorable institution?” 
 
    Rafa looked around the room and got a non-verbal nod from each of the Administrators.  Seeing that the decision was unanimous, Rafa said, “We are an institution that keeps its word.  We will strike the ring from your hand.  It will take some time, and it will take all of us working together.  Please hold out your hand and do not move it until we are finished.” 
 
    Valihorn stuck out his hand, not knowing what to expect.  All fourteen Administrators stood up from their chairs, beginning with Rafa.  Rafa closed his eyes, held out his right arm, and began an arcane incantation.  He kept mumbling the same three words over and over again.  The other Administrators followed the acting High Wizard’s lead.  The mumbling gained in strength as they all began to say the words in unison.  Valihorn could feel the magical potential building in the room.  The voices of the Administrators reverberated off the walls in a cadence that built in volume and power.  A white light appeared on the tips of all fourteen wizards.  The lights grew in intensity and stretched out slowly from the outstretched hands toward the ring.  The fourteen lines of light reached the ring on Valihorn’s hand and enveloped it.  At first, Valihorn felt a tingle that almost tickled, but moments later the static tingling grew into a burning sensation.  The pain grew to be all encompassing.  All he wanted to do was pull his hand away, but he knew he could not.  His instincts warred with his common sense.  He had no choice but to endure the agony.  It was his fault he and his friends were in this situation.  Valihorn closed his eyes tightly and looked away as the white light became more intense than the sun on a hot summer’s day. 
 
    The agony continued for an eternity until suddenly it was gone.  The pain was gone.  The light was gone.  Valihorn opened his eyes and looked around the room.  The Administrators were all staring at him with fatigue on their faces. 
 
    Rafa turned to a female servant and said, “Take the ring from Valihorn’s hand and bring it to me.”  Rafa collapsed back into his chair with exhaustion, and the rest of the Administrators followed his lead. 
 
    Everyone watched as the female servant stepped around the table of honor and approached Valihorn.  She was dressed in a gray robe with the hood up, but the layers of clothing could not hide the fact that the woman was the most beautiful creature Valihorn had ever seen. 
 
    She stopped a few feet in front of him and said, “Sir, if you would give me your hand.” 
 
    Valihorn wordlessly raised his hand and extended it toward the servant.  She gently took his hand and held it steady; she reached her second hand up and grasped the ring between her thumb and index finger.  Valihorn’s hand tingled with pleasure at her touch.  She slowly pulled the ring off his finger, and it came just as easily as one would normally expect.  She released his hand and stepped back around the table of honor.  Valihorn yearned for her to remain and hold his hand a little longer.  He observed her curves as she walked away.  The woman placed the ring on the table, directly in front of Rafa, and stepped into the background.  Valihorn shook his head to clear it of these unholy thoughts and returned to the business at hand.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 104:  A Dragon’s Final Retribution 
 
      
 
    Rafa turned to a female servant and said, “Take the ring from Valihorn’s hand and bring it to me.”  Nero watched with everyone else as a woman in gray robes stepped around the table of honor and approached Valihorn. 
 
    Nero opened his mouth and nearly gasped at what he saw.  The beautiful woman taking the ring off Valihorn’s hand was Lidea, and she was of the Thirteen. 
 
    Lidea smoothly took the ring off Valihorn’s hand, but Nero could have sworn she glanced at him with recognition.  She walked around the table of honor and set the ring gently in front of Rafa.  Nero watched with fascination as Lidea retreated to a pillar in the back of the room and wondered at her ulterior motives.  Why was she here?  It was only a few days ago that he had seen her in the Guildmaster’s quarters, and now she was here.  The Guildmaster was one of the richest and most powerful men in Tellus, so it went without saying that he could share his bed with anyone he wanted – and Lidea was easily the most attractive woman Nero had ever seen.  He could not blame the Guildmaster for mixing a little business with pleasure.  He would do it in a heartbeat if their roles were reversed.  Still, Nero wondered how Lidea came to be in Jewlian so quickly after their last meeting. 
 
    Rafa looked carefully at the ring and spoke for all to hear.  “The ring is safe.  Now that the ring is off Valihorn’s finger, the two portals to the Plane of Chaos have closed.  However, monsters from this world and the next will still be drawn to its power.  Therefore, the Sorcerers Academy will store the ring in our anti-magic chamber for all time, along with our other ancient artifacts.” 
 
    Nero wondered seriously if there was any truth to what Rafa was saying.  Perhaps he and Lidea were planning to steal the ring and take it to the Guildmaster as a gift.  If that was true, Nero would have to get in on the theft in order to curry more favor with the Guildmaster.  But that was all speculation.  The one thing Nero was certain of was that Lidea was at the Academy for more than a basic lesson in magic. 
 
    Rafa continued.  “Valihorn, you brought us a ring capable of great destruction.  You also brought us a group of elves.  As you know, we are currently at war with the elves of the Old Elf Empire.  A war that your kin started by attacking our peaceful logging settlement of Endwood.” 
 
    Evisar stepped brashly forward.  “I was there when the elves approached the town you called Endwood.  We had nothing but peaceful intentions.  We simply wanted them to stop cutting down the trees of the forest.  We talked with them, nothing more.” 
 
    Rafa pointed at Evisar and yelled, “The attack on Endwood came after the initial meeting with your kingdom’s ambassador!  I warned you to keep your mouth shut, elf.  Guards!!” 
 
    Nero watched as ten armed Knights of the Order came out of their nooks along the walls and drew their swords.  Valihorn yelled over the din as chaos threatened to overtake the room.  “There is no need for this, my lord.  Evisar is merely arguing that the elves of Armena would never have attacked Endwood in a frontal assault.” 
 
    Rafa said, “I am afraid it has been proven, my young wizard friend.  The elven army did descend on Endwood, killing anyone that could not escape.  Women, children, and soldiers alike were slaughtered.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “I still do not believe it happened, but even if it did, surely you recognize that we had nothing to do with that attack and have nothing to do with the war between Kentar and Armena.” 
 
    Rafa said, “I want to believe you, Valihorn, truly I do, but there is another matter outstanding that compels me to act against you.” 
 
    Valihorn lowered his voice back to normal and said, “What is that, my lord?” 
 
    “The Master who taught you magic is one of our most wanted criminals.” 
 
    All of the companions spoke out simultaneously.  “What?” 
 
    Rafa repeated himself.  “The Master Wizard you call Austen is one of our most wanted criminals.  We have spent more than a decade looking for him, and you finally gave us his location.  Thank you.” 
 
    Valihorn looked confused, and Nero couldn’t say he blamed him.  He didn’t understand how Austen was connected to the Sorcerers Academy, nor did he understand Rafa’s personal interest in the man. 
 
    Rafa pointed toward the main entrance behind the companions and said, “Ah, here comes the traitor now.” 
 
    Nero spun around and sure enough, walking through the twenty-foot tall wooden doors was the wizard Austen.  Austen’s hands and ankles were chained together, and he was surrounded on all sides by four Knights with two wizards in white and purple robes following behind.  The companions pushed to either side as Austen’s entourage passed by and stopped in front of the table of honor.  Austen hung his head in shame and barely looked at his surroundings. 
 
    Rafa said, “Austen, my old friend.  You eluded us for many years, but did you honestly expect to elude us forever?” 
 
    Austen looked up meekly.  “I suppose not, but every day I eluded capture is one more day I added to the good in this world.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Tell me.  We scried magically for your location every day for many years, but our efforts to locate you were never successful until today.  Why is that?  Why were we able to scry your location today?” 
 
    “I had a magical necklace that prevented anyone from finding my location.”  Austen looked over at Xander and then back at Rafa.  “Unfortunately, someone needed the necklace more than I, so I gave it to that individual.” 
 
    Rafa smiled and said, “How fortunate for us.” 
 
    “I was in the process of manufacturing another one when your minions came for me.” 
 
    Bristol, two seats to the left of Rafa, said, “Your story does mesh with our own account.  After your disappearance, we scried your location every day for many years, but eventually we gave up the search.” 
 
    Austen said, “Of course your account matches my story.”  He looked directly at Rafa and said, “Unlike some others in this room, I always tell the truth.” 
 
    Rafa said, “No matter.  You escaped our searchful eye for a time, but we found you after your own apprentice gave us your location.” 
 
    Valihorn looked at his master and said, “I am sorry Master.  I did not mean to …” 
 
    Rafa said, “It does not matter what you say now, my young wizard friend.  What matters is that Austen will sit in our jail until we determine the rightful punishment for his crimes.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel couldn’t let this stand.  Austen had saved their lives on more than one occasion.  He had to find out what was really going on here. 
 
    “And what was Austen’s crime?” 
 
    Rafa turned toward the new voice with a scowl.  “That is not your concern, archer.  All you need to know is that Austen is wanted for crimes against this Academy, and he will receive the justice he deserves.” 
 
    “What!?  What crimes are he accused of!?” 
 
    “That is not your concern.  Guards, take the traitor away.” 
 
    Mestel quickly went over options in his head.  Austen was innocent, that much he knew.  He didn’t know how he knew, but there wasn’t a doubt in his mind.  If the truth of his innocence was not in doubt, then the call of his god came into play.  As the chosen of Martel in this world it was Mestel’s obligation to free those who were wrongly imprisoned and had been made the scapegoat for someone else’s crimes.  Furthermore, it was his obligation to destroy those who abused their power and authority over others. 
 
    Rafa clearly fell into the category of someone who abused his power.  He was second in command of the Sorcerers, and a traitor to the Academy.  Who he was really working for, Mestel couldn’t say.  All he knew was that Rafa was a double agent for someone else and that he was evil through and through. 
 
    Mestel didn’t have any proof to level at Rafa, and without that proof his fellow wizards would never turn against him.  That was a given.  Clearly, none of the other Administrators were willing to stand up for Austen’s innocence, either because they believed he was guilty, weren’t sure, or were actively afraid to go against Rafa. 
 
    Mestel quickly decided on a course of action.  He took two steps toward Austen.  “You’re not taking this man away until I know what he is accused of and what is going to happen to him.” 
 
    Rafa rose to his feet with determination.  “That is the second ultimatum you have vulgarly issued in this sacred chamber, archer.  Since you are so interested in this traitor’s fate, and are a known enemy of Kentar, you can share Austen’s cell, as well as his fate.  Guards, take both of them away and lock them in the dungeon.” 
 
    Six of the ten guards rushed forward and grabbed Mestel roughly by the arms.  Mestel pushed two of them away, but more guards came forward until he was overwhelmed.  The guards quickly took away his weapons and bound his hands behind his back.  Austen lowered his head in shame and did not even put up a fight. 
 
    Mestel looked quickly at his brother, half expecting Evisar to draw Neverlost and start cutting his way toward him in a futile gesture that would get everyone killed.  Mestel was instead amazed to discover quite the opposite.  Rather than seeing Evisar ready to come to his aid, Mestel instead saw bewilderment and shame on his brother’s face.  Mestel was saddened to his core.  It looked as though the moment he had been dreading ever since his resurrection had finally arrived.  Serving Martel with complete devotion had finally separated him from his brother. 
 
    Mestel shook his head and said, “Don’t worry about me, brother.  I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head in disgust and said, “What have you done, brother.  You’re going to get yourself killed and everyone else along with you.”  Evisar took three steps back and said, “I’m finally done with you.  Do you hear me?  You are not the brother and best friend I grew up with.  I don’t know what you are anymore, but from now on you are on your own.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head in acceptance.  “As it should be.  A Falcon always hunts alone.” 
 
    Rafa listened to the exchange and smiled.  “See this, my fellow Administrators.  We cannot possibly lose against the elves of the Old Empire because they are weak and argue among themselves.  Never forget that they started this war by attacking one of our towns and murdering our innocent citizens.  Revenge will be ours because our cause is just.  Guards, take the archer and the traitor away.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar watched with a broken heart as the Knights of the Order took his brother away.  They took Austen away as well, but Evisar wouldn’t shed any tears over the wizard’s fate.  From what he could tell, Austen was charged with very serious crimes and had likely earned his fate.  Austen had also tricked and used him for his own selfish ends. 
 
    Mestel and Austen were dragged from the hall and Evisar let them go.  His brother was too erratic and too unpredictable, and now he was on his own.  Evisar’s duty was to look after his companions and find Devin, the First Heir of Armena, and return him to the throne.  That was his mission.  That was his priority.  He didn’t have time to rescue his lost, but oddly devoted brother.  Evisar moved forward to make a statement in defense of his companions before Rafa sealed their fate as well. 
 
    “My lords, I would like to disassociate myself from the actions of our archer.  His fate is his own.  Please do not lump his actions with all of us. 
 
    “You say you are at war with the Old Elf Empire and you rightly fear what will happen if you let us go.  Let me assure you of our good intentions.  I give you my word of honor that we will not interfere in the actions of your soldiers as they move against my brethren.  I myself have been exiled from the elf kingdom and cannot return except under penalty of death.  I ask you to let us go on our way, and I promise you, we will stay well clear of the coming war.” 
 
    The entire hall fell into silence as everyone absorbed Evisar’s words. 
 
    Rafa finally said, “You speak with a certain amount of wisdom, my young elf friend.  And we are not without compassion.  I accept the sincerity of your words, and while I want to believe you, I cannot allow myself that luxury.  We are at war with your people, but not with you.  Therefore, for our protection, you will be placed under house arrest and held in Jewlian as our honored guests.  The guards will now come forward, take your weapons, and lead you to a safe house in Jewlian.  You have my word that you will not be harmed and that you will be free to go when the conflict between our peoples is resolved.  If you resist, we will have no choice but to destroy you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 105:  A Dragon’s Truth 
 
      
 
    Evisar, Valihorn, Xander, and Nero were taken to one of the many wizard towers on the campus of the Academy.  The tower had multiple levels, but only one door in and out.  To complicate matters further, the tower was made of stone, put together by mortar, and did not have any windows until the fourth floor.  Nero found it to be a thoroughly depressing place but had no choice but to accept it as his temporary home.  He quickly searched all five levels and did not find anything of interest.  The guards told them that this was the second tower built at the Academy by Viscom the Clear’s best apprentice.  Nero was a thief, so nothing escaped his notice, but it became very clear that the tower had been abandoned and stripped of anything valuable some time ago.  Looking out the windows on the fourth and fifth levels, Nero saw that there were two guards on duty outside the tower door at any one time. 
 
    It was entirely possible they could fight their way through the guards, but they didn’t have their weapons, and the door was locked.  Even if they managed to escape, they had been magically examined by the Administrators, and since they had taken Xander’s necklace away from him, Nero guessed that they would have no trouble scrying their location.  Escape from this dungeon, it seemed, would take a good amount of planning and coordination. 
 
    After scouting the tower, everyone gathered in the kitchen, which was annoyingly well-stocked, to discuss their situation.  After having their fill of food, and a spot of tea to go with it, they decided to get a good night’s rest and come at the problem fresh in the morning.  There was no way they could afford to spend the next several moons waiting for the war they had nothing to do with resolve itself.  There was no getting around that they were in a difficult situation.  In all fairness, Nero felt that Evisar deserved some of the blame for having antagonized Rafa the way he did.  Nero also felt that he deserved some of the credit for the companions still being alive.  He was fairly certain that if Rafa had not recognized him as one of the Thirteen, all of the companions would have been put to death as enemies of the state.  Nero thought it likely that Rafa would find a way to discreetly pull him out of the tower to find out exactly why he was here.  Nero smiled to himself as he realized he was essentially playing the role of a triple agent.  His allegiance belonged to the Talon Guild, he was an up-and-coming Philosopher agent of Armena, and now he was traveling with the companions as an Agent for the Crown of Armena.  Surely, that was some sort of record. 
 
    He could never forget that his true allegiance lay with Venal, the demi-god of the elven pantheon dedicated to the compete destruction of the Krone.  Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew.  Nero truly loved his god’s words, not because they came from his god and were divine in nature, but rather because they were a guiding light for his followers and so full of purpose.  Everything he did, he did to support his god’s calling.  There was no higher purpose in life.  Although, the longer he traveled with the companions, the more doubts he had about betraying Armena.  He was essentially deceiving his kin again and again to gain power in the Talon Guild, so that he could use that power to destroy the Krone.  But at what cost?  The companions were fighting honestly for what they believed in, and they were slowly making a difference.  He envied them their conviction and certitude for what they knew to be right. 
 
    Venal had appeared before him and set him on his present course, but his god had not communicated with him since that fateful night.  Did that mean he was still on the right path?  It could mean he was on the right path and Venal didn’t need to point him in a new direction.  It could mean he was entirely on the wrong path, and Venal was so furious with him that he no longer found him worthy.  In Nero’s heart he knew he was on the right path.  He was one of the smartest beings on Tellus, and Venal would not lead him astray.  
 
    As a rededication to his plan to gain power in the Guild, Nero decided then and there that it was time to involve Xander in the next stage of his plan.  Late that night, Nero snuck silently out of his room and down the spiral staircase until he came to Xander’s door. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn coughed himself awake and felt his lungs burning.  He had experienced this sensation twice before and knew immediately where he was.  He moved his hands along the ground and was not at all surprised to find them running over cool, metallic coins.  He opened his eyes to total darkness and sat up. 
 
    The instinctive fear Valihorn always felt in the presence of the dragon, Malachite, was present, but each time he met with the dragon he was able to control the fear a little better and channel it into a steady focus.  He picked up one of the gold coins and cast a light spell on it.  Just then he heard someone else coughing behind him and wondered who it was.  Valihorn turned around in time to see Evisar come fully awake and jump to his feet.  The elf warrior instinctively reached for his sword, which was not there. 
 
    “Valihorn, where are we?”  Evisar kept turning in circles, obviously overpowered by the dragon fear that surrounded the entire cavern. 
 
    “We are in Malachite’s lair.” 
 
    Evisar turned around in one more complete circle before he seemed to regain control of himself.  “The dragon Malachite?  How in the name of …”  Evisar never got to finish his curse as he doubled over in pain and coughed loudly. 
 
    Valihorn moved over to his friend and leader and said, “Stay still and I will help you with your coughing.”  Evisar continued to cough but otherwise did as Valihorn instructed.  Valihorn cast a protection from the elements spell and instantly felt his lungs clear.  Evisar must have felt the same because he stopped coughing and stood up straight, once again in complete control of his body. 
 
    Evisar said, “Why did the dragon bring us here?  What does he want?” 
 
    Valihorn said, “I assume Malachite transported us here to call in our debts.”  Valihorn raised both hands in the air and yelled out a single arcane word over and over again.  The word echoed inside the great cavern over and over.  Every time he said the word, light burst forth from one of his hands and shot across the cavern until it hit the ceiling or a wall, where the light stayed and glowed brightly in the darkness.  Valihorn moved his hand around the room until light shone in all directions. 
 
    A deep voice boomed through the cavern.  “Your powers have increased, half-elf!” 
 
    Valihorn turned around in the direction of the voice and was shocked to see Malachite’s enormous head directly in front of them.  The dragon’s head was several times their size.  Once Valihorn regained control of his senses, his eyes followed the dragon’s head back to his neck and followed the long neck over to the dragon’s gargantuan body. 
 
    “I foresee a time in the near future when your powers will surpass those of your Master.” 
 
    Valihorn reverently faced the dragon, went down on one knee, and bent his head low.  “Mighty Malachite.  I am humbled to be in your presence once again.”  Valihorn spoke the next words in the language of dragons.  “To what do we owe the honor of viewing your magnificence?” 
 
    Malachite nodded slightly in appreciation of Valihorn’s use of the one, true language, and withdrew his head over to where his massive body lay.  He continued to speak in the common tongue. 
 
    “I have called you here to offer my services.  It seems that you and your companions have once again become imprisoned.  I will gladly take you out of your captivity if you and the rest of your group promise to answer my call at some time in the future.” 
 
    Evisar stepped forward, clearly unafraid.  “You mean you will help us if we both agree to be in your debt?” 
 
    “You are both already in my debt.  Your debt will increase if you accept my help.  And you will also be vouching for your friends, much as Valihorn vouched for you, since accepting my help will bring them into my service.” 
 
    Evisar said, “What do you mean, we are both already in your debt?  I have never sworn a debt to you in my life.” 
 
    Malachite lifted his wings and thrashed them once in anger.  “You knew you were entering into my service when I attacked the Old Shetley Fortress and allowed you to escape.” 
 
    Valihorn stayed reverently on one knee and watched as Evisar dug his hole wider and deeper.  “We managed to escape without your attack on the fortress, so I say we owe you nothing.” 
 
    Malachite turned his head and breathed acid against the side wall.  “Do not test me, elf!  By the code, you will honor your debt, or I will destroy those you hold most dear.  I will strike down your brother and burn Armena to cinders.” 
 
    Evisar stood still for a long while before answering.  When he spoke it was soft, with a note of defeat.  “As you wish.” 
 
    Malachite’s voice became conversational once again.  Even so, his voice thundered off the walls of the lair.  “Do you wish to accept my offer to free you and your companions, or shall I return you to your tower prison?” 
 
    Valihorn looked up at Evisar, expecting the large warrior to answer, but instead found Evisar looking distraughtly at the ground.  Evisar shook his head and Valihorn took this as a no to the dragon’s question. 
 
    Valihorn spoke in the dragon’s tongue.  “Mighty Malachite.  We cannot thank you enough for your generous offer and your continued interest in our wellbeing.  We do not believe our current predicament warrants the help of your magnificence.” 
 
    Malachite opened his mouth and chuckled.  “Pitiful half-elf, with each passing day you remind me more and more of your Master.  Did you know that Austen once came into my service?” 
 
    Valihorn cocked his head to the side, not sure what to believe.  “No, I did not know.” 
 
    “Of course not.  Both the master and the apprentice have the same ignorance.  The same weakness.  The truth is that I once saved Austen’s life.  His life and the life of his best friend, Rafa.  I see that you are surprised by that.  Do you begin to grasp your ignorance?  You never really know anyone in this world.  Yes, I saved them both, and they both entered into my service, promising to do whatever was asked of them. 
 
    “Years later, I gave them such a simple task.  Much easier than the task you have already accomplished.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “And what happened?” 
 
    “Rafa did as he was asked and Austen refused.  Oh, I could have killed him for breaking the code, but revenge is so much sweeter when it is aged.  I allowed Austen to live, but I made sure he was blamed for a crime humans abhor and forced into exile.  You have seen firsthand how Rafa was rewarded for his loyalty.  He is in command of the Sorcerers, while Austen has wasted away in the service of Lord Shetley.” 
 
    Valihorn knew that Austen considered his life a useful one and was not ashamed of what he had accomplished for the people of Wessex.  What the dragon said was true to a certain extent, but it depended largely on one’s point of view. 
 
    Malachite continued, “I always knew I would get my revenge, and when your pitiful band of heroes showed up in my territory, I knew my chance had arrived.  I already told you, half-elf, that I asked you to retrieve the ring so the Old Shetley Fortress would be destroyed.  But that is not the whole story.  To be truly wise you must be able to think long-term.” 
 
    The dragon chuckled in triumph.  “The reason I did not strike the ring from your hand was because I knew you would reveal Austen’s location to the Sorcerers – and that they would put him to death.  The only place you could go to remove the ring was the Sorcerers Academy.  Once in front of the Administrators, I knew Austen’s name would come up.  You are so open and honest, half-elf.  It will be your undoing.” 
 
    Valihorn staggered backward as the magnitude of the truth hit him.  It was his fault.  It was all his fault.  He had mentioned Austen’s name when there had been no need.  Anything that happened to his Master would be on his conscience. 
 
    Malachite chuckled under his breath and continued, “You see now the joy that comes with proper patience.  It is a joy that you mortals will never know, for your lifetimes are too short to learn the lesson properly.  But time is short, and you have provided enough amusement for one day.  Let me tell the two of you the task that I want you to accomplish for me in payment of your debt.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero knocked on Xander’s door and waited for an answer that never came.  He tried the doorknob and found it locked.  He pulled out one of his hidden tools, took the next few moments to pick the lock, and opened the door wide enough to squeeze through.  Nero searched for traps as he closed the door and found none.  Nero shook his head – Xander was getting soft as he turned more and more toward Fortuna.  A mistake Nero knew he would never make. 
 
    He moved quietly over to Xander’s bed and lit the oil lamp on the end table.  Xander still did not wake, so he gently nudged him on the shoulder and stood back.  Xander reacted in an instant by drawing a dagger from under his pillow and lunging upward with a slash. 
 
    Nero was well out of the way of the knife, but he still had to pad his mark’s ego.  “Woe there, Xander.  Don’t hurt me.” 
 
    Exhaustion, curiosity, fear, and bewilderment crossed Xander’s face.  “What, what do you want?” 
 
    “I’m here to talk about a wonderful opportunity for you.” 
 
    Xander put away his dagger and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.  “What do you mean?  Why do we have to talk about it in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Because what I want to talk to you about is so secret that it can only be whispered in the middle of the night.”  Nero moved in close and spoke with care.  “My superiors want you to join the Philosophers.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  I thought you were an Agent of the Armenien Crown?” 
 
    Oh, the naivete.  Nero continued to speak in whispered tones.  “No, that is just my cover.  I am actually a member of a secret elf organization known as the Philosophers.” 
 
    “And what are the Philosophers?” 
 
    “They are the true force that guards Armena against all outside threats,” Nero said. 
 
    “What do these Philosophers do that the King of Armena, with the Army at his back, can’t do?” 
 
    “Think about what you are saying, Xander.  When was the last time the army was truly tested?  When was the last time the Border Rangers did anything other than turn away small bands of orcs and humans from our territory?  How do you think the King stays so well-informed about matters that occur outside Armena?  It is the Philosophers and their leaders, the Council of Wizards, that keep Armena strong.  What I am telling you is only known to a select few.  Even the high nobles at court don’t know the truth.  The army is powerful, and the King has many servants, but they cannot defend Armena against all the enemies that want to destroy it.  Elves are too noble to do what must be done.  Our society cannot stomach the fact that spying might be a necessary evil.  It would be impossible for our people to consider assassinating an enemy general or king in order to prevent a war.  It would be unthinkable for elves to secretly burn an enemy logging town to the ground in order to protect the forest. 
 
    “Yet these things, and many others, must be done.  We need to know what is happening outside our borders so that we can defend what is ours.  Armena would not exist today if the Philosophers had never been founded.  You know elf history.  After the reign of the dragons, Tellus used to be littered with elven kingdoms.  Now they are all gone except for Armena.  Why do you suppose that is?” 
 
    Xander shook his head, guessing at an answer.  “Because of the Retreat.  Armena has been completely isolated for the last three hundred years because most of our brethren left Tellus.” 
 
    Nero shook his head, knowing the truth.  “The Old Elf Empire was the greatest elf kingdom of them all, and there is no denying that the Retreat helped isolate us, but it was a temporary solution.  We gave up huge amounts of land and sacrificed many trees when our brothers left Tellus.  And now our time of peace is at an end.  Armena is being threatened from the outside like never before.  The forests are filled with evil creatures.  Kentar, Sena, and the Krone are testing our borders like never before.  Make no mistake about it.  If the Philosophers do not remain strong, then Armena will not exist a hundred years from now.” 
 
    Nero stopped what he was saying as the gravity of his words hit him like a thrown stone.  He was trying to convince Xander to join the Philosophers so he could destroy them from within, but maybe he was the one who needed convincing.  Was destroying the Philosophers in order to gain favor with the Talon Guild and wipe out the Krone really a sensible course of action? 
 
    Xander took advantage of the pause to ask, “So why do your superiors want me to join the Philosophers?  I haven’t spent much time in Armena, and I am only a half-elf.” 
 
    “My superiors were interested in you even before I joined your group.  One of my assignments was to watch and see if you were worthy of joining our organization.  Your abilities have impressed me enough to warrant entry into the Philosophers – particularly after your escape from the highest security Talon Guild prison, with a high-level priestess of Fortuna no less.  I know you haven’t spent a lot of time in Armena, but you are an ideal candidate despite being half-human, and your kin need you now more than ever.” 
 
    Xander smiled at the compliment.  “So, if I were interested, what exactly do you want of me?” 
 
    “For now, I would like to contact my superiors and tell them I have found you worthy of becoming a Philosopher and that you have agreed.  My superiors will then arrange for you to be indoctrinated into the organization and marked with the Philosopher symbol.” 
 
    “What?  What do you mean I will be marked with a symbol?” 
 
    Nero said, “It’s just a security precaution, so we can identify each other.  I’m going to take the lamp and show you.”  He picked up the lamp and pulled back his neckline so that Xander could see his collar bone.  “Right now you can’t see anything, but if I put the heat close enough to my skin …”  Nero held the lamp right next to his collarbone so his skin could absorb the heat.  He held it there for as long as he could stand the discomfort.  He waited for Xander to gasp in surprise before he continued.  “Every Philosopher is marked with an open book so that we can know for certain who is with us.” 
 
    Xander pulled back and was consumed by his own thoughts for a while.  “I’m flattered by your offer and pleased that you think my skills are valuable, but what if I don’t want to join the Philosophers?  You see, when this is all over I had hoped to return to the Basilica of Fortuna in Locus in order to live a priestly life.” 
 
    Nero said, “This wouldn’t be because of some fine-looking priestess of Fortuna that was recently recovered from a Talon Guild prison, would it?” 
 
    Xander did not even flinch.  “I will admit I find Fortica very attractive, but I have my own reasons for becoming a priest of Fortuna and living out my days at the Basilica.” 
 
    Nero was surprised by Xander’s level of religious devotion and agitated at what it might mean for his well-laid plans.  “Well, I have good news and bad news.  The good news is that you can most certainly do all of that while being a Philosopher.”  Here he stretched the truth a little.  “The Philosophers would love to have a contact inside the Basilica.  You would never have to betray your religion; you would just have to report what is happening inside the Basillica, and more importantly inside of Locus, and carry out the occasional mission given to you by your superiors.” 
 
    “That sounds good.  And the bad news?” 
 
    Here Nero had to be firm.  “The bad news is that the decision for you to join the Philosophers has already been made.  By revealing myself to you I have let an outsider know the Philosophers exist.  This is unacceptable.  Therefore, at this point you will have to either join the Philosophers or I will have to kill you.  And if I can’t kill you, then others will come until the job is finished.” 
 
    Xander looked as though he were dead already.  “I see.” 
 
    “I know exactly how you feel.  You don’t like having your choices taken away from you.  Every Philosopher for the last thousand years has felt the same way at first, but think about what you are gaining.  You have been found worthy to join an organization that has kept Armena safe for a thousand years.  You get to be in the know.  You get to live a life of significance with the veil of ignorance lifted from your eyes.” 
 
    “So this is it, then.  This is the end.” 
 
    Nero shook his head.  “No, this is just the beginning.  I will tell you everything you want to know over the next year.  I will serve as your mentor and guide you into this new world.  I will also contact my superiors to arrange for you to receive your open book symbol.”  Nero stood up and moved to the door.  “I’ve given you a lot to think about.  Try to get some sleep and I will see you in the morning.” 
 
    He left and shut the door behind him.  Everything was going according to plan.  He wandered back to his room with a smile on his face to wait and see if Rafa would contact him later tonight. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn and Evisar looked at each other with dread as they waited to see what the dragon would say next. 
 
    Malachite said, “As payment of your debt, the two of you will steal the talisman around the Guildmaster’s neck that gives him immortality.  I don’t care how you steal it; kill him if you like, just get me the artifact.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Are you talking about the Guildmaster that controls the Talon Thieves Guild?” 
 
    Malachite smiled and said, “The very same.” 
 
    Evisar said, “There is no way we will be able to accomplish that task.  I don’t plan on going back to Locus anytime soon.  Also, I don’t know much about the Talon Guild, but based on the stories Xander has told me, they seem insanely powerful.  Impenetrably powerful.” 
 
    “I think some of your group will be going back to Locus sooner than you think.” 
 
    This time Valihorn spoke up with a question.  “Why do you want a talisman that grants immortality?  I thought dragons lived forever.” 
 
    “That is not your concern.  Your concern is to answer my calling, no matter what I ask.” 
 
    Evisar looked defeated as he seemed to accept the weight of the debt.  “We are elves and Kentar is at war with Armena.  How can we possibly enter a human city, sneak into Talon Guild Headquarters, face one of the most powerful beings on Tellus, and expect to walk out with his talisman?” 
 
    The dragon chuckled.  “You will think of something, or I promise you Armena will burn.  Do we understand each other?” 
 
    “Yes.  We understand.” 
 
    “Do not despair, my elven friends.  Take your time in acquiring the talisman and plan it carefully.  Decades mean as little to me as days do to you.  Immortal and well-protected as the Guildmaster is, he isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.” 
 
    Before Valihorn could say a proper farewell to the dragon in his own language, Malachite cast the spell that would return them to their tower prison.  Valihorn took a final look at Malachite’s magnificent form and the splendor of his lair.  As he vanished in a blur, he sighed at all the wasted gold and artifacts of legend that lay carelessly about. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 106:  Unwelcome Ally 
 
      
 
    King Jalid sat on the throne of Armena, with his mother on his right and Shane on his left, contemplating the decisions he had been forced to make since his father’s death.  How many loyal soldiers of Armena had fallen because of his commands?  How many more would die because of the decisions he made this day?  In truth, he never wanted the burdens that came with leadership.  He never wanted to fight the Krone and be forced to decide how many of their cities to destroy.  He never wanted to battle the humans from the west in open warfare for invading the forest.  His father fought wars against human bands from the north and east of Glenmyr Forest and ordered General Lacrue to destroy orcs, goblins, and other foul beasts that dared tread on the sanctity of the forest.  Since assuming the throne, it seemed to Jalid that all of the battles his father fought had been trivial compared to the choices he had been forced to make over the last half year.  For in none of those conflicts had the continued existence of Armena ever been in question.  
 
    Jalid wished desperately that his father was still alive and sitting atop the throne, or at least that his brother Devin were here to take his place.  Devin had been raised to rule from the time he was a baby.  Jalid had never wanted any part of it, and so hadn’t really paid attention until after his coronation as king.  He had spent most of his time with an elf woman named Elenor, whom he had visited often on the outskirts of Bethel.  They had been quite happy living a life of ease and contemplation until his father’s assassination during the hunting trip.  Now he sat on this cursed throne, with everyone expecting great things from him, without Elenor by his side. 
 
    Elenor was low born.  She was not a noble, which counted for more than it should in Armena.  His father had tolerated her existence, if not her presence, when he was the second in line for the throne behind his brother.  He had wanted to bring Elenor to court after his coronation, but Shane convinced him that it would not be prudent. 
 
    Shane was a constant source of confusion to Jalid.  He had been a trusted advisor to both his father and his mother, and now to him as well.  With his father and brother gone, Jalid and his mother relied heavily on Shane’s advice and wisdom.  This had been especially true when Jalid first assumed the throne, but now that some time had passed he found himself wanting to speak more often, not because Shane’s advice was poor, but rather because they had differing opinions as to the future of the kingdom.  Shane’s advice was constant and sound, but there was always a sense of cruelty behind it that Jalid did not appreciate.  Only a few days after his father’s murder, Shane had convinced him that Evisar and Jefon needed to be exiled for the good of Armena.  He had not wanted them banished, but Shane had correctly stated that someone needed to take the blame for the King’s death.  He had often pondered that decision, more so now that he had been on the throne for nearly half a year.  He often wondered how Evisar and Jefon were faring in exile.  He suspected they were either dead or hiding out in some small village somewhere to the north and east of Armena.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter; he could speculate all he wanted, but the truth was that he would never see his two childhood friends again.  That time in his life was over. 
 
    Jalid was listening to one of General Holidor’s most trusted lieutenants who had arrived at the capital in order to give a firsthand account on the progress of the withdrawal of the army from the Underworld.  King Jalid leaned forward on the mahogany throne as he listened intently to the Lieutenant. 
 
    “We lost some score of our troops during the withdrawal, but now it is done and the entrance is sealed.  We would have lost more, but one of our most decorated veterans held the line during a surprise attack, giving the rest of the rearguard enough time to escape.” 
 
    Jalid hated having to pull back to the surface, but it seemed the only rational course of action given Kentar’s eminent attack on Ash.  He was about to discuss the defense of the city when Shane spoke up first. 
 
    “Your soldier is to be commended, Lieutenant.  Have him sent here at once so that the King might show him his gratitude.” 
 
    The Lieutenant shifted his eyes from the King, to Shane, and back again, clearly confused as to who was in command.  There was a time not so long ago when Jalid had welcomed Shane’s leadership, but now it was becoming more of an annoyance. 
 
    “I would, my lord, but the soldier died covering the retreat to the surface.” 
 
    Jalid shook his head.  Another good elf lost because of the commands he issued.  Shane spoke up again, drawing a look of annoyance from his King. 
 
    “That is most unfortunate.  We need good soldiers like him if Armena is to survive.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Jalid finally blurted out the first thing that came to his mind.  “See that this soldier’s family wants for nothing and knows of my gratitude.”  The Lieutenant bowed low with an approving nod of his head. 
 
    Shane spoke up for a third time, turning the attention of the court back on himself.  “How long will it take the army to reposition to Ash?  The humans from the west will lay siege to our city in less than two days.  Having pulled our forces out of the Underworld and given up our advantage against the Krone, it would not behoove us also to lose the city of Ash to these humans.” 
 
    The Lieutenant looked annoyed, but he answered the question all the same.  “We should arrive at Ash a good half day ahead of the humans, giving us enough time to dig in and prepare whatever battle strategy we develop between now and then.” 
 
    Shane seemed irritated.  “The humans are less than two days away and General Holidor doesn’t yet have a battle strategy?” 
 
    The Lieutenant went on the defensive.  “The General has spent all of his time attacking the Krone and has just now finished coordinating the retreat out of the Underworld on his Majesty’s order.”  The way the Lieutenant said the last statement made it clear he knew it had in fact been Shane’s decision to pull out of the Underworld.  “Now he is trying to rush his army south to Ash in time to meet an enemy he has never faced in battle.”  The Lieutenant paused for dramatic effect.  “But rest assured, my lord, your Majesty, whatever strategy he comes up with, it will be enough to stop the humans from advancing farther into our country.” 
 
    King Jalid spoke quickly before Shane could jump in again.  “And how many troops does General Holidor estimate he has under his command?” 
 
    Jalid noticed the fifteen-foot-high throne room door open and close with haste as one of the guards came forward. 
 
    The Lieutenant continued uninterrupted.  “With the city of Ash’s militia added to our numbers we anticipate a defensive force of …” 
 
    The impatient guard did not wait for the Lieutenant to finish before he blurted out.  “Your Majesty!  Venal is at the entrance to the throne room, awaiting entry.” 
 
    Jalid did not understand, but he didn’t have to.  Shane jumped in again before he had the chance to say anything.  “You saw fit to interrupt this critical war report because the High Priest of Venal has paid his Majesty an unexpected visit?” 
 
    The guard cowered before Shane’s rebuke, but managed to look confused as well.  “No … no, my lord.  It is not a follower of Venal at the door – it is the God Venal himself!” 
 
    Suddenly there was a resounding thud at the outer door.  Then there was a louder thud followed by broken wood as the outer door flew open and came off its hinges.  Wood flew through the air as the fifteen-foot door crashed loudly to the ground. 
 
    A large elf emerged through the shards of wood and walked quickly forward.  He was tall, lean, muscular, and wore nothing but black.  Jalid watched the elf approach his throne.  As he walked forward, Jalid was able to make out more and more detail.  He compared the figure coming toward him with the description of Venal that had been passed down since the Year of Angels more than four hundred years ago.  Both wore black clothing with a longbow slung over their shoulders.  Both had a passive face that appeared to have never worn a smile, and finally, both were strikingly handsome.  While none of this was definitive proof that a god was standing before him, there was no denying the godly aura surrounding the stranger. 
 
    This had to be Venal.  This had to be the stalwart watch guard who protects the elves from the Krone, returned to Armena from the heavens above to continue the battle against his sworn enemy.  Why had he returned now?  Jalid had the feeling he was not going to like the answer. 
 
    Venal stopped at the foot of the dais and took the entire throne room in at a glance.  Everyone moved unconsciously away from the god incarnate.  When Venal spoke, his baritone voice carried throughout the room, seeming to grow stronger as it stretched toward the four corners. 
 
    “Death to the Krone …” 
 
    Everyone in the throne room reflexively finished the mantra.  “Only then may the joy of life begin anew.” 
 
    “Words to live by!  Yet you have all fallen from the chosen path.  Why has the Army of Armena turned away from the Underworld and toward the pathetic humans when we have the opportunity to crush the Krone once and for all?” 
 
    Venal looked directly at the King, but Jalid could not find his tongue.  After a moment, it was Shane who answered the god who had become flesh. 
 
    “My Lord Venal, what other choice did we have?  The humans will be at the city of Ash in less than two days.  We cannot fight the Krone in the Underworld and defend Armena from the humans at the same time.” 
 
    Venal looked slowly away from the King and focused his attention on Shane.  He took in the measure of the elf and then slowly looked back at the King.  “Why do you let this one speak for you?  Are you the King of Armena, or is he?” 
 
    Shane tried to speak once again.  “My Lord Venal, I …” 
 
    “Silence!”  Venal shifted his gaze over to Shane once again.  “You are a worm who wields power at the expense of everyone around you.  You are a perversion of what it means to be an elf.  Speak again and I will kill you where you stand.” 
 
    Shane returned to his seat quickly and quietly.  The silence of his retreat was deafening.  It seemed as though he was willing the fabric in his clothes to remain silent. 
 
    Venal continued, “The Philosophers are more than capable of defending the city from these humans.”  Venal turned his head to the right and spat on the ground to show his contempt for the humans.  “We must destroy the Krone first and then deal with these humans from Kentar.  Even if the city of Ash is destroyed, it is a small price to pay to be rid of our most hated enemy.” 
 
    Venal stopped talking and focused his granite eyes on Jalid.  Jalid squirmed around on the throne, looking first to the right and then to the left.  He wished someone else would speak for him, but after the god’s threat against Shane, no one dared.  Not having any other option, Jalid sat up in his chair and finally found his tongue – but should he do what he thought was best or should he kowtow to the heavenly power standing in front of him. 
 
    “You speak wisely, my Lord Venal.  However, I am charged with the defense of all Armena, not merely with the destruction of the Krone.  There is no guarantee that the militia of Ash” – he chose not to mention the Philosophers for a second time – “can defend the city, nor is there any guarantee the humans will stop with Ash.  Without the army of Armena to throw them back, the humans could move on to destroy Bethel itself, and that would be the end of Armena.” 
 
    Venal cocked his head to the side.  “You speak in terms of half measures and absolute guarantees.  Great accomplishment requires great risk.  Did you think we could destroy the Krone without any threat to ourselves?  That is not the way the cosmos was designed.”  When Jalid did not say anything, Venal continued.  “Are you saying that you will not recommit your troops to the destruction of the Krone?” 
 
    Jalid looked diplomatically at the living, breathing god in front of him.  When he spoke, it was so soft and uncertain that everyone had to lean in.  “First, we need to defeat the humans. Then we can refocus our efforts against the Krone.” 
 
    Venal looked like he was about to burst, and Jalid honestly feared for his life, but the flash of anger subsided.  When Venal spoke, his voice was even and measured.  “I could kill you in an instant and everyone else in this room shortly thereafter.  You know that, do you not?” 
 
    Jalid nodded.  “I do, my Lord Venal.” 
 
    “I could take over this kingdom and rule it with an iron fist.”  Jalid nodded again.  “But it is against the code.  You are the rightful ruler of Armena, and I cannot harm you.”  Jalid relaxed ever so slightly.  Perhaps this wouldn’t be a catastrophe after all.  “But I will not let this opportunity against the Krone pass.  I will take my followers, and together we will invade the Underworld and finish off the Krone.” 
 
    Everyone stood absolutely silent, waiting to see what Venal would do next.  The god looked around the throne room and said, “I call on all of my followers to come forward and stand with me now.”  Jalid breathed in sharply, knowing what this might mean.  Of all the elves in the throne room, nearly one in three moved over to stand with Venal.  As the followers gravitated to their god, Venal spoke to the rest.  “Think about what the Krone have done to you and your family.  Any Krone would happily go out of his way to kill you and yours.  We have to be equally as dedicated, equally as relentless, and equally as ruthless if we hope to survive.  I have reigned in the heavens for more than six thousand years, and in all that time, I have never seen a better chance to destroy the Krone than the one we have right now.  I call on all elves who despise the Krone to stand with me now.”  A few more elves moved to stand by Venal.  “I call on all elves who want to save Armena and provide a safe place for their children to grow up to stand with me now.”  A few more elves moved to stand by Venal. 
 
    Jalid sat on the throne in silence as a large portion of his court showed their support for the living god.  Among those standing next to Venal were the lieutenant who gave him the war report, a large portion of his court, and even a few of his royal guards.  Venal waited patiently as they all gathered around him.  He looked at every elf in the room who did not move forward to stand with him, as if memorizing their faces for some future restitution. 
 
    After a time, Venal unslung his great longbow and thrust it into the air.  “Let the path to victory begin here!”  Those standing near the god threw a fist into the air and cheered.  Venal yelled forth his mantra.  “Death to the Krone …” 
 
    The hall thundered as every follower yelled with a conviction unheard of since the Year of Angels.  “Only then may the joy of life begin anew!”  Venal turned swiftly on his heel and marched out of the throne room and out of the castle. 
 
    As the living god marched out of the castle hundreds of elves flocked to his banner.  As he marched to the northwest word spread quickly of his arrival.  Elves from the castle, the capital city, and the countryside joined his Black Legion of Tellus.  Young and old, male and female, it did not matter.  Venal had room for all as he marched toward the recently collapsed entrance to the Underworld. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 107:  The Past Affects the Present 
 
      
 
    After their altercation with the Sorcerers, Mestel and Austen were bound, gagged, and taken into a stone building that extended deep underground.  They were blindfolded, so Mestel could not see where they were going, but he felt the chill in the air and the echo of his boots against stone walls as they descended a spiral staircase into the depths of the earth.  The guards took everything but their clothes, including Austen’s book of spells.  Afterward, a Sorcerer wizard came forward and forced Austen to accept a geas that removed all of his spells.  Austen clearly did not want to give up his only defense, but it was either that or death.  With his spells removed and his spell book taken away from him, Austen had essentially been reduced to an old man in flowing robes. 
 
    After the geas took hold, the guards shoved them into a cell and a forcefield was set in place.  Then the guards went back to their posts, leaving the dead man and elf to contemplate their last days in the mortal world. 
 
    Mestel took his first good look around the cell and said in a calm manner that was totally out of place for an imprisoned follower of Martel, “So, now that we are here, and we seem to have a little time on our hands, why don’t you tell me what happened between you and Rafa?” 
 
    Austen sat down utterly dejected on the one bench in the cell.  “What is the point?  We are both going to be turned into toads before morning.” 
 
    “Humor me.  I’m a dead elf who wants to know.  I gathered from what Rafa said that you used to be a Sorcerer?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Austen rested his head back against the wall with his eyes closed. 
 
    “Come on, Austen, you must tell me.  If I’m going to be turned into a toad and fed to the dogs, I at least want to hear one more good story before it happens.” 
 
    Austen turned his head toward Mestel and opened his eyes.  “Fine.  You want to hear the story?  Rafa and I joined the Academy during the same turn of the moon and became fast friends.  Is that what you want to hear?” 
 
    Mestel smiled infectiously and said, “It’s a start.  Then what happened?” 
 
    Austen smiled back despite himself, and continued, “I was the serious one.  He was smart, funny, likeable, and everyone’s friend.  Everyone knew I had a great magical talent, but Rafa was even more blessed in that regard.  Rafa’s arcane ability was second only to Vanderhoff and Delinor, who were second in command and High Wizard of the Sorcerers at the time.” 
 
    Mestel put his hand up to test the strength of the forcefield as Austen continued.  “Rafa and I both rose through the ranks quickly under Vanderhoff’s personal tutelage.  You would not have thought we would become the best of friends, but that is exactly what happened.  Despite our differences in personality, we each saw in the other something that was missing from ourselves.  We became inseparable.  We went everywhere together and even made sure we were on the same assignments.” 
 
    “Sounds like the two of you were a fun pair – almost like brothers, similar to Evisar and me.”  Mestel felt a moment of sadness at what he and Evisar had lost.  “Or at least similar to the way Evisar and I used to be.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly so.  However, all good things must eventually come to an end.  On one such assignment we were working in Locus to expose a Talon Guild plot.” 
 
    At the mention of the Talon Guild, Mestel stopped pacing and paid particular attention to what Austen was saying.  “Thanks to Xander, we have had many run-ins with the Talon Thieves Guild.  Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “The Talon Guild was making moves on several fronts to try and take Locus away from Kentar.  Several Sorcerers were sent in to investigate.  Ours was a long assignment where we had to unravel a large plot in which the Talon Guild had infiltrated or bought off every officer of the Kentarian Army stationed in Locus.  We were particularly concerned about the Captain of the Locus Garrison. 
 
    “We gathered evidence against the officers in question and held onto it for half a year.  Finally, with help from Jewlian, we moved against the corrupt soldiers, and they all fell like dominos.” 
 
    Mestel said, “Why do I feel a ‘but’ coming on?” 
 
    “But the Talon Guild found out what happened, just as we knew they would, and sought revenge against those primarily responsible.  That very night, a half-orc named Keth and a number of his fellow warriors stormed the inn where we were staying.  We fled from the first floor to the second, and then from room to room.  We eventually became so desperate that we climbed out of a third story window and jumped down to the street below.  Luckily, we both landed unharmed.  We bolted through the streets going from alley to alley.  We did this for what seemed like half the night before we dared believe we were safe.  Just as we dared relax and pat ourselves on the back for escaping death yet again, a man in fine clothes moved up behind us as quick as lightning and knocked us unconscious.” 
 
    Mestel said, “I recently had a run-in with the man you are describing.” 
 
    Austen continued with a touch of awe in his voice as he remembered the power of the supernatural.  “I found out later that the man who took us unaware in the alleyway was a vampire named Daniel.  We woke up in a Talon Guild prison where we were held and tortured for several days.” 
 
    “Why did they keep you alive at all?  I thought Daniel would have killed you on the spot.” 
 
    “They wanted to make an example out of us.  They wanted to torture Rafa and me so horribly that no one in the King’s court or the Sorcerers Academy would dare tread on the Guild’s turf ever again.” 
 
    Austen stood up and began pacing around the cell.  “The Talon Guild’s plan would have worked perfectly if it had not been for the dragon.” 
 
    Mestel’s face went blank.  “The dragon?” 
 
    “Yes, an ancient green dragon known as Malachite transported us to his lair and said he would free us if we agreed to answer his call at some time in the future.” 
 
    Mestel felt his face go flush with anger.  “Are you telling me you sent Valihorn and Tristan off to the dragon, knowing what they would be asked to do in exchange for the dragon’s help?” 
 
    “I am afraid so.” 
 
    Mestel took a menacing step toward the wizard.  “Are you telling me you exposed us to this creature in order to save your precious town?” 
 
    Austen stood his ground.  “Do not be so smug!  I have my reasons and I always act for the greater good.  I told all of you about the existence of the dragon, but only Valihorn and Tristan set out to find it.  They made their choice knowing it would likely mean their lives.  The rest of you stayed behind to defend Wessex while they chose to go forward and make the ultimate sacrifice.  It was their choice!” 
 
    “But you didn’t warn them!  You didn’t tell them what to expect.  You kept silent in order to save your precious town.” 
 
    “Which was for the greater good!  I chose to put two good men in harm’s way in order to save an entire town from certain destruction.  There was no other way to save Wessex from the hill giants.  You know it is true.  They would have kept attacking the town until it was destroyed.” 
 
    “You let them walk into the dragon’s lair like cows to the slaughter!” 
 
    “You killed my Lord Shetley in cold blood!” 
 
    “He had lost his mind and was abusing his power!  You know I did the right thing by putting him in his grave.” 
 
    “Perhaps you did, but by what right do you judge me now?  We both act for the greater good, each of us in his own way.” 
 
    Mestel stopped to think.  He supposed Austen was right.  Just because he was a chosen of Martel didn’t give him the right to act as judge and jury for what Austen had done.  He had not abused his power or made scapegoats of anyone else – and he did have justifiable reasons for what he had done. 
 
    Mestel sat down on the bench.  “Very well, I apologize for my anger.  What happened after Malachite transported you to his lair?” 
 
    Austen let the argument go and continued his story.  “As I said, he promised to set us free if we both agreed to answer his call and do whatever was asked at a future time.  Maybe we should have said no, but you have to remember that we were being tortured to death with no foreseeable way to escape.  We knew it was wrong, but we just could not take it anymore.  A dreaded future assignment seemed far preferable to a tortuous death.  So both Rafa and I agreed to Malachite’s demands, expecting to be called on by the dragon several decades in the future.” 
 
    Austen looked down in shame as he explained the next part of his story.  “But he tricked us.  Once we agreed to answer his call in exchange for our freedom, he tricked us by calling in the debt immediately.” 
 
    Mestel said, “And what was the cost of your freedom?” 
 
    “He ordered Rafa and me to assassinate our High Wizard, Delinor.  He was a great wizard and a great man.  I still miss him.” 
 
    Mestel spoke without judgment.  “So you carried out the assignment and killed the High Wizard?” 
 
    Austen continued as though Mestel had not spoken.  “I told Malachite straight away that I would not do it.  That I would rather die.  And then Malachite told me that I would go back to my cell where I would be tortured to death over the next several days.”  A single tear rolled down Austen’s cheek.  “I could not take being tortured any longer.  I could not do it.  You have to understand.”  Mestel nodded his head.  “So I agreed to kill my own High Wizard.  Malachite transported Rafa and me back to Jewlian, and we walked into the Academy in much the same way you did earlier today. 
 
    “Once we arrived back at the Academy, life returned to normal in a certain sense.  Rafa and I attended classes just as we had before.  We continued to learn arcane magic from our masters, just as we had before.  The only difference was that every night Rafa and I met to discuss plans to murder our High Wizard.  It did not take us long to devise a plan that seemed plausible.  We reluctantly decided that during one of our tutoring sessions with Delinor, we would stab him in the back with one of the many Talon Guild daggers we had collected during our most recent mission.  Once the Guild’s flying dragon symbol was seen next to Delinor’s dead body, the shadow of suspicion would quickly fall away from us and land squarely on the Talon Guild’s wide shoulders.” 
 
    Mestel spoke again without judgment.  “It sounds like a valid plan.  I’m surprised you and Rafa managed to be so devious.  I thought one of the many strengths of the Sorcerers Academy is that the wizards here are above reproach.  The Sorcerers are the backbone of Kentar.  They are what keeps your nation strong.  Once you lose your infallibility, won’t you simply become another fallen organization with a great mission statement?” 
 
    Austen nodded in complete agreement.  “Everything you said is correct.  The Sorcerers have been an incorruptible force for more than a thousand years, until Malachite forced us into his service.  I suppose that, more than anything, is why I chose not to go through with our plan.” 
 
    Mestel cocked his head in surprise.  “What?” 
 
    Austen looked at him proudly.  “I did not kill Delinor.  I did not have anything to do with his murder.  On the day Rafa and I were supposed to carry out the assassination, I went to Rafa and told him I wanted no part in it – that I did not care what happened to me – that I would not sacrifice an innocent man in order to save myself.  I argued that it was beneath us and I begged my best friend to reconsider. 
 
    “At first Rafa would not be persuaded.  He insisted the dragon would seek some terrible revenge against us if we did not carry out his order.  Finally, after reasoning with him further and even threatening to expose our plan if he insisted on carrying it out, Rafa was convinced.  He said I was right, that murdering Delinor was beneath us, no matter the cost. 
 
    “I left Rafa’s room with a good feeling in my heart, thinking that friendship and loyalty had prevailed over threats and debts.  However, I heard what I wanted to hear and did not see the truth lying in front of me.” 
 
    Mestel said, “Rafa carried out the assassination without you.” 
 
    Austen’s voice lowered to a whisper.  “Yes.  Rafa murdered our High Wizard and set me up to take the fall.  He killed Delinor with my dagger and left a few other clues that led directly back to me.  I managed to deduce what had happened, and when the Knights of the Order came looking to arrest me, I managed to narrowly elude them. 
 
    “I even managed to confront Rafa in his quarters.  You should have seen the change.  In the place where my best friend should have been standing, there was only a wizard consumed by evil, in love with his own power.  I asked him why he framed me, and he said it was the only way to prevent me from telling the Administrators the truth.  I could not take the betrayal of my best friend, especially when my High Wizard was dead.  I lashed out at Rafa with an attack, determined to end his evil then and there.  I won the battle but was not able to finish the job.  Our attacks were so loud that eventually the guards converged on Rafa’s quarters.  They burst in just as I was about to end it.  Rather than fight my fellow Sorcerers, I ran away. 
 
    “But one cannot simply transport in and out of the Sorcerers Academy.  There are magical barriers set up to prevent such a thing.  So I ran toward the city.  I ran as fast and as hard as I could, with the guards only a few steps behind.  I managed to make it into the streets.  I ducked into an alleyway and teleported away just in time.” 
 
    Mestel said, “That’s a fascinating story.  And you have been on the run ever since?” 
 
    “No, not entirely.  Those events took place twenty years ago.  Although telling the story now, it seems like it happened with the last turn of the moon.  I did run from place to place for the first few years.  I eventually learned the secret of magically concealing myself from the scrying of the Sorcerers.” 
 
    Mestel nodded, finally understanding what had happened.  “Is that the necklace that I own that you put around Xander’s neck?” 
 
    “Yes, I constructed the necklace to keep myself safe from the Sorcerers.  I do not blame my fellow Sorcerers for trying to hunt me down.  They thought I was guilty of killing their High Wizard and wanted to hunt down the man responsible.  I kept running from place to place because I refused to fight my fellow Sorcerers.  I refused to spill innocent blood. 
 
    “After I built the necklace, and was hidden from view, the Sorcerers gradually lost track of me.  After a few more years, I happened to be passing through the town of Wessex when I fell in love with the place.  I also found out about the existence of the portal.  I stayed in Wessex for a few turns of the moon, and when no one came to find me, I stayed for a year.  When no one came to find me after that, I built my tower in Wessex around the portal and vowed that I would never leave.” 
 
    There was something Mestel didn’t understand.  “So why did you send us to Jewlian when Valihorn came to you with the ring on his finger?  You had to know there was a chance your name would come up?” 
 
    Austen shrugged his shoulders and continued.  “First off, I did not think my name would come up.  Second of all, there did not seem to be another option.  I could not take off the ring.  There are only three places you could go to in all of Tellus that would have been able to remove the ring – Bethel in Armena, the Sorcerers of Kentar, and the Talon Thieves Guild.  I assumed no one in your group wanted to go to the Talon Guild, and you and Evisar could not return to Armena without being killed.” 
 
    Mestel said, “So you decided to nobly risk your own life by sending us to the Sorcerers of Kentar, is that it?” 
 
    “Nothing is that simple, but you are essentially correct.  I sent you here to take care of the problem and my name accidently came up.  It is not anyone’s fault.  These things happen; it was just my time.” 
 
    Austen sat back down on the bench and rested his head against the stone wall.  “But now we are doomed – both of us.”  He closed his eyes and looked utterly hopeless.  “There is no way Rafa will ever let us leave this dungeon alive.  No matter what he said upstairs in the Administrator Building, we will both be turned into toads, or something worse, before morning.  My best friend is going to put me to death for a crime he committed.  I never thought my life would end this way.  I always thought I would either die in my bed from old age or be killed defending my town or the portal.  I did not think I would be sent meekly off into the night in this way.” 
 
    Mestel had heard enough of Austen’s belly aching.  He tapped his palms against the bench and stood up with a confidence that was out of place.  “Well, Austen, I want to thank you for sharing your story with me.  I really can’t thank you enough.  I think it is past time we got out of here, don’t you?” 
 
    Austen did not even open his eyes.  “Do not even bother.  There is no way out of here.  Better to just accept your fate and relax.  Use the time to make peace with your god.  You worship the elven god Martel, do you not?” 
 
    Mestel stood directly in front of Austen, smiling.  “I do indeed.  Would you like to discuss his philosophy and the purpose of his kingdom?” 
 
    Austen still looked dejected.  “No need.  I have studied all of the gods during my travels.  Martel hates the Krone almost as much as Venal.  Martel and Evona used to be lovers, until Evona yanked out his heart and stomped it into the ground.  Martel brings down those who abuse their power and frees those who are wrongly imprisoned …” 
 
    Suddenly Austen stopped talking and opened his eyes.  Mestel could see the wheels turning in his mind.  He pulled his head away from the wall and awareness came back into his eyes. 
 
    “Followers of Martel are supposed to abhor imprisonment.  In fact, you should be going stark raving mad about now.” 
 
    “Normally I would be.” 
 
    “So why are you so calm right now?  You even have an idiotic smile on your face.” 
 
    “Because it was my choice to be imprisoned with you this time around.  I also don’t feel like a prisoner because I can leave this dungeon anytime I want.” 
 
    Austen shot up off the bench, fully alive for the first time since coming into the cell.  “Do you mean to tell me that you imprisoned yourself with me on purpose?” 
 
    Mestel pointed a finger at the wizard’s chest.  “That is exactly so.” 
 
    “So the fit you threw upstairs in front of the Administrators was all theatre, the only intent of which was to get you locked up in here with me?”  Mestel nodded.  “Why?” 
 
     “So that I can set you free, of course.  Do you have any idea how much harder it would be to break into this dungeon and get you out than it is to be imprisoned with you in the first place and break out from within?”  Mestel chucked as he drew in close and whispered, “You don’t really think I’m some out-of-control lunatic that goes around ranting and raving about the unfairness of life, when there is nothing I can do about it.  Do you?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 108:  Sorcerers Prison 
 
      
 
    Austen was speechless.  “I … I cannot believe it.  You planned this whole thing.  You came down here with me in order to save my life?” 
 
    “I knew you were being wrongly imprisoned.  I didn’t know why, but I knew you were innocent.” 
 
    Austen whispered back, “How do you intend to get us out of here?” 
 
    “With a little faith, my friend.  With a little faith.  Stand back and let me pray.”  Austen stood back as far as the cell would allow while Mestel closed his eyes and centered himself.  This was Martel’s work.  That much he knew.  There wasn’t a shred of doubt in his mind as he said a prayer to the Flying Falcon and slowly reached his hand into his god’s pouch.  What had been previously empty now held the key to their salvation.  His hand closed around a single metallic item, which he pulled out into the light.  A large platinum coin covered his palm.  Mestel had almost forgotten how beautiful the symbol of his god truly was.  He turned the coin over a few times in his palm. 
 
    Austen looked somewhat unconvinced that a coin was their key to salvation as Mestel walked over beside him and asked, “Do you know the way out of here once we leave this cell?” 
 
    “Certainly; I was a student at this Academy for several years.  We all had to perform guard duty down here from time to time.  Once we get out of the cell” – Austen rolled his eyes at the unpromising prospects – “we go down the hall to the right.  There is a guardroom on the right that will probably have two students standing watch.  Once you get past the guardroom, there is a spiral staircase leading up to the surface.  We will have to go up three flights of stairs before we can escape the dungeon.  Once we are out of the dungeon, we will have to make it out into the streets of Jewlian in order to teleport away.” 
 
    “Very well.  My god demands that I free those who are wrongfully imprisoned and destroy those that abuse their power.  First, I will free you, and then I will deal with the second.  I know Rafa was your friend, but he has turned to evil.  He reeks of betrayal.  I don’t know where his allegiance lies, but it is not with the Academy.  Stand back until the forcefield is down and be prepared to move quickly when it is.”  
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Austen stood against the back wall.  He did not know how a coin of Martel was going to set them free, but he also knew Mestel had a unique relationship with his god.  He had known that from the beginning.  So even though what Mestel was proposing sounded preposterous, he stood back and let his faith in this elf of destiny propel him onward. 
 
    Austen watched as Mestel held the platinum coin of his god out in front of him like a holy symbol and walked toward the forcefield.  He stood directly in front of the forcefield and allowed the coin to come into contact with it.  When the coin met the field, the reaction was immediate.  The forcefield sprang to life, trying to push the coin away.  The field surrounded the coin and crackled with blue energy.  Mestel did not fight it; he held the coin in contact with the blue energy and let his god do the work.  Austen covered his eyes as the blue energy lunged forward and enveloped Mestel.  Mestel gritted his teeth in pain and did not shy away.  The spindly elf stood perfectly still as the battle between the arcane magic of the forcefield and the divinity of Martel raged on.  The field winked out of existence with a final flash of protest. 
 
    Mestel shoved the platinum coin back into his pouch and urged Austen out of the cell. 
 
    Austen whispered, “Well done.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel and Austen moved out into the dungeon hallway without a weapon of any kind.  Mestel moved silently but quickly to the right, passing cell after empty cell.  After moving forward thirty paces, Mestel could see that the hallway curved to the left up ahead.  He followed the curve of the wall with Austen close behind.  A doorway came into view up on the right that Mestel assumed was the guard station Austen had mentioned. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Just as the guard station came into view, Mestel’s vision went dark, and there was a white flash.  Mestel recognized right away that this was one of his god’s visions. 
 
    He watched from an eagle-eye view as his future self and Austen continued toward the guard station.  Inside the guard station were two Academy students sitting at separate desks, engrossed in their studies.  One of the students sat at a desk on the far side of the room, facing away from the doorway.  The other student sat at the near end of the room, absorbed in whatever book he was reading, with a peripheral view of the doorway.  Mestel watched in the third person as his god showed him the way.  Then there was another flash of white light.   
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mestel was back in the present. and he knew what had to happen next. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Austen moved carefully down the hallway behind Mestel and watched as the hallway began to curve to the left.  He continued moving silently forward until he nearly ran into the back of Mestel.  The elf had suddenly stopped walking and stood in front of him as rigid as a statue.  Austen waited patiently, assuming Mestel saw something up ahead that was beyond his view, but became concerned after a few moments, wondering what in the name of Chaos was going on. 
 
    “Mestel … Mestel, are you all right?”  When he did not get a response, Austen took a step forward and lightly tapped the elf on the shoulder.  Nothing!  What was going on?  Was there some sort of spell at work he had not detected?  He moved to Mestel’s right side, passed a hand in front of his face, and was about to shake him violently when the elf finally woke up. 
 
    Mestel turned his head toward him and whispered, “Follow my lead.” 
 
    Austen watched as Mestel moved forward once again as though nothing had happened.  Austen shook his head at the gods’ sense of humor over what his life had become and fell in behind the elf. 
 
    Mestel moved forward with purpose, seeming to know exactly what lay ahead.  Austen was amazed at how stealthily Mestel moved, until it was time to act.  When it came time to act, he was then amazed at Mestel’s control and power.  Mestel moved silently into the guardroom and slinked toward the guard sitting closer to the door.  He did not even look at the layout of the room, almost as though he had known exactly what to expect.  He focused entirely on his target.  The closer guard finally noticed Mestel out of the corner of his eye and looked up in surprise.  Mestel blurred into action and struck like a coiled snake.  He crossed the remaining few feet and hit the guard hard across the face.  The guard was unconscious before his face hit the desk.  Mestel pulled the student’s dagger from the belt around his waist in one fluid motion and moved across the room.  It happened so fast Austen did not even register the attack.  The first guard was down in a blurry instant, and Mestel was crossing the room over to where the second student was seated.  The second student had time to get out of his chair and turn around, but not much else.  Mestel did not hesitate, made all the more lethal with a dagger in his hand. 
 
    Austen hoped Mestel would not kill the young student, since he was only a child doing his duty, and was obviously not trained in hand-to-hand combat.  He fully understood the need for deadly force in this instant, lest they be recaptured and killed themselves, but Austen had spent decades running from place to place because he refused to spill his fellow Sorcerers’ blood, and he would hate to see that work set aside now. 
 
    Mestel struck the young man hard across the face with the butt of the dagger.  The student fell to the ground in a heap and did not move to rise.  Austen moved up beside Mestel with wonder in his eyes. 
 
    “I am glad you were not forced to kill them.  They are both doing their duty and innocent in this affair.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head and spoke quickly.  “That’s why I didn’t kill them, but they are a part of the system that held you in wrongful imprisonment.  We may not be so lucky next time.  If it’s a choice between us or them, then they will die.”  Mestel bent over the second student, pulled out his dagger, and handed it to Austen.  “Let’s keep moving.  Stay close.” 
 
    Mestel walked quietly out of the guard station and started to ascend the spiral staircase with Austen only a few steps behind.  They made it around one complete spiral and came to a second level of the prison.  Austen heard two young voices off to his right discussing classes they were taking at the Academy.  He knew the voices were coming from a second alcove.  He had hoped this one would be empty tonight and cursed under his breath at the difficult decision they faced.  The two students were not aware of their presence and could be easily bypassed, but that decision would leave a potential enemy in their rear.  Mestel looked to the right and listened to the voices for a moment before continuing up the spiral staircase.  Austen did not dare say anything for fear of being discovered, but he was proud of Mestel for at least trying to honor his word by not randomly killing anything that got in their way. 
 
    Austen stared intently at the second guard station as he slinked up the staircase, then ran into the back of Mestel for a second time.  He silently cursed the elf and looked up to find him frozen in a trance-like state once again.  Austen waited patiently, hoping Mestel would snap out of it before anyone came down the spiral staircase.  It was infuriating to stand still and do nothing when their lives were in danger. 
 
    As Austen waited patiently, he heard the voices of two older men coming down the spiral staircase.  The voices were indistinct at first, but coming ever closer.  “… found him in the town of Wessex.” 
 
    “It is amazing how close he was to us, yet we had no idea.  Are you sure we should carry out our orders?” 
 
    The two men were very close.  “Of course, he killed Delinor.  Do not ever forget that.  He earned his fate long ago.” 
 
    “Have you seen the evidence?  Or should I say, have you seen the lack of evidence?  No one really knows what happened twenty years ago.” 
 
    Just on the other side of the spiral.  “Look, Rafa wants it done and that is good enough for me.” 
 
    Suddenly, Mestel snapped out of his trance.  He lunged forward, running up the stairs two at a time.  Austen tried to keep up, but Mestel quickly passed out of view.  One of the men screamed out.  Arcane words were spoken and the flash of powerful magic reverberated off the walls.  Austen bounded up the stairs in time to see one of the wizards sent to kill them lying on the steps with his throat cut open.  He looked up from the body as Mestel plunge his dagger into the heart of the second.  As his dagger found its mark, lightning emerged from the wizard’s fingertips with a loud popping sound that echoed up and down the staircase.  Mestel was so close to his victim that most of the lightning went past him and ricocheted off the stone wall.  A few moments later, the wizard fell dead to the ground with Mestel’s dagger in his chest. 
 
    Mestel pulled out the dagger and turned to face Austen.  “Don’t think about what just happened.  We have to keep moving.  The battle with these two wizards probably woke up half the Academy.  We need to keep moving or else more people are going to die.” 
 
    Austen nodded and followed Mestel farther up the stairs, not allowing the brutality of what he just observed to slow him down.  Mestel abruptly slowed down and froze in place once again.  Austen half expected it this time and managed to stop himself before he ran into the elf’s back for the third time.  He waited patiently for Mestel to come out of his trance and even had time to ponder the strangeness of his situation.  Here he was, running wildly for his life through tunnels that he knew well as a young man, staring death in the face with every turn, yet he had no doubt whatsoever as to the outcome.  He knew they would escape safely from the Academy.  Mestel’s god was leading them on with his divine presence, and all Austen had to do was follow along. 
 
    Mestel snapped out of his daze and proceeded to race up the stairs.  As they reached the top of the spiral staircase, Austen saw the open doorway leading to the courtyard and relished the freedom that lay beyond.  What his old eyes did not see was the guard alcove off to the right where a powerful archwizard lay in wait, protected in the shroud of an invisibility spell.  Once again Mestel did not hesitate, seeming to have clairvoyant knowledge of what lay ahead.  He reached the top of the stairs and somersaulted forward into the alcove.  As the elf rolled gracefully forward through the doorway and came back to his feet, two extraordinary things happened.  As Mestel’s momentum brought him up from his somersault, he pulled out his dagger and slashed at the hidden archwizard off to his left, even though there was no way he could have known the Sorcerer was there.  Second, the archwizard launched three energy arrows that would have hit Mestel squarely in the chest if he had simply run into the room. 
 
    Mestel cut viciously through the wizard’s calf and completed the roll by coming back to his feet.   Austen watched from the spiral stairway as the wizard fell to the ground, yelling out in pain.  Mestel turned around and moved forward to stab the incapacitated wizard and finish him off.  The archwizard Sorcerer was not a young naïve student like the two in the dungeon, nor was he caught unawares like the two wizards on the staircase.  The archwizard was a veteran, and he responded as such.  Thinking quickly, he let two arcane words fly from his lips, freezing Mestel in mid lunge, leaving him helplessly caught in the archwizard’s magical grip.  The archwizard did not waste time gloating over his victory.  Rather, he let out a painful yelp as he clamored quickly to his knees and drew a dagger from the belt around his waist.  He rose painfully to his feet and hobbled over to Mestel, completely unaware that Austen was watching from the stairwell. 
 
    Austen had only a moment to decide.  Did he stab his fellow Sorcerer in the back or did he continue up the stairs and leave Mestel to his fate?  He could also distract the Sorcerer until Mestel broke free of the spell, but that plan was rife with uncertainty. 
 
    Austen gripped his dagger more tightly and rushed into the alcove.  The archwizard heard him coming and turned around in surprise, but by then it was too late.  Austen slashed his knife across the wizard’s chest.  Crimson blood poured out of the vicious cut, coating the white and purple robes.  The Sorcerer slashed back in desperation and struck Austen with a deep cut across the arm.  Austen had never harmed anyone in hand-to-hand combat before, and the brutality of it all took him by surprise.  He froze in place for an instant as his consciousness caught up to what his senses were telling him.  Unfortunately, the enemy archwizard experienced no such hesitation and took full advantage of Austen’s weakness.  He raised his arm and yelled out one arcane word in self-defense.  Austen was caught in the stomach by an energy bolt that threw him out into the hall.  He hit the wall of the stairwell hard and collapsed in a foggy haze. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel watched Austen fight the archwizard with his eyes wide open, unable to move or assist in any way.  He watched in agony as Austen was blown out of the room and collapsed.  Mestel was certain that Austen was the more powerful wizard, but his spells no longer worked on Academy grounds because of the geas that had been forced upon him.  He was defending himself with a dagger – a weapon with which he had little practice. 
 
    Mestel’s sworn charge was about to die, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.  Panic set in as the old fear returned.  Fear that he would fail.  Fear that he was not worthy to serve as Martel’s voice on Tellus.  What could he do?  He tried to think coherently, but his thoughts were scattered by the fear.  The archwizard’s spell would not release him until long after Austen was dead, and probably him as well.  Mestel had a dagger in his hand, and he had seen in Martel’s vision that his bow and other equipment had been stored in this alcove, just off to the right, where the archwizard had originally stood. 
 
    None of that mattered, for try as he might, Mestel could not overcome the magic holding him in place.  Again, the archwizard did not gloat over his victory, nor did he hesitate for mercy’s sake.  As soon as Austen slumped unconscious to the floor, the archwizard lowered his hand and advanced out into the hallway, eager to finish off one of his adversaries and move onto the second. 
 
    The panic was deafening.  Mestel lunged forward with all his might, but not a single muscle answered his command.  He had failed to live up to his god’s expectations.  Austen had been wrongly accused and wrongly imprisoned, and now he was going to die.  Mestel closed his eyes so as not to see the final blow – then in the peace of that moment he remembered some of the words his god had spoken to him.  If you return to Tellus and continue my work, you will not be alone.  My power and wisdom will always be with you.  You are no longer a warrior who fights blindly against what you do not know, but rather, you are a chosen.  In that moment of clarity, Mestel’s spirit was filled with Martel’s divinity.  Suddenly, breaking through the magic holding him in place seemed so simple. 
 
    With a thought it was done; he was free.  Mestel took a step forward and threw the dagger end over end, burying it in the archwizard’s shoulder blade.  More of Martel’s words echoed in Mestel’s mind.  Your wisdom and your bow will be your weapons now.  The archwizard turned around with his arm in the air and arcane words on his lips.  Mestel knew the words and knew the spell.  He lunged to the right and fell to the ground as a lightning bolt crackled through the space he had just occupied.  Mestel’s hand closed around the grip of his bow, while his other hand reached into his quiver and pulled out a single arrow. 
 
    Mestel heard the archwizard speak two more arcane words and he recognized the incantation as Vulture’s Needle.  Mestel nocked his arrow and looked up at the door in time to see a vulture come flying through the entryway with its wings spread wide.  The monster had a beak as sharp as any needle, with razorblades instead of feathers.  It turned gracefully toward Mestel with searing red eyes full of hatred and death. 
 
    Mestel let the bird come, waiting until the timing was right.  He lunged to the left and dove across the entryway to the alcove.  The vulture flew by at great speed, unable to turn as quickly as Mestel moved.  While Mestel was in midair he pulled his single arrow back to his ear and let it fly.  The arrow flew smoothly through the air and caught the archwizard in the throat.  The wizard reached for his neck, shocked by the quickness of Mestel’s attack.  He gargled his last breath and fell dead to the ground. 
 
    The vulture gripped the far wall with his razor talons and launched in the opposite direction.  Mestel watched it come, knowing he lay prone on the ground with no chance of escape.  Just before the vulture got to him it vanished into nothingness as the magic that bound it to this world dissipated with the archwizard’s death. 
 
    Mestel said a silent prayer of thanks to Martel.  He gathered his feet under him and stood up.  He walked across the room and collected the rest of the gear that had been haphazardly thrown into the alcove, including his sword, quiver, and Austen’s spell book.  He walked over to Austen’s fallen form and bent over gingerly.  He set the old man upright against the wall and gently patted him on the cheek.  Austen was still breathing, but he did not wake to Mestel’s gentle urging. 
 
    As he tried to revive Austen, Mestel heard yelling outside the dungeon in the courtyard beyond.  The prison door was wide open, and beyond that was a large courtyard filled with trees and grass, surrounded by buildings.  The blackness of night had fallen across the land, but Mestel was still able to see the far side of the courtyard because of the gift of night vision Martel had bestowed on him so many moons ago; what he saw with his enhanced vision was a number of students and Knights of the Order gathering on the far side of the courtyard.  No doubt the alarm had been raised by a magical tripwire in the dungeon or by the sounds of combat coming up the spiral staircase.  Mestel looked on as the leader raised his arm and pointed toward the prison entrance. 
 
    Mestel cursed as he realized he had run out of time.  The humans began marching methodically toward the prison.  He ceased trying to respectfully revive Austen and instead slapped him hard across the face.  The old wizard stirred, opening his eyes for a moment, but that was all.  Mestel cursed again as he slung his bow and hoisted Austen’s limp form onto his shoulders.  After he made certain Austen was reasonably secure, he moved toward the open doorway. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 109:  Over the Hill and Through the Woods 
 
      
 
    The prison entryway was lit by oil lamps, so even in the middle of the night, the humans easily saw Mestel’s silhouette as he ran out the doorway to the left.  He bolted into the dense trees and bushes of the courtyard, continuing to move at his best pace, with Austen slung over his shoulder.  The foliage took on different tones of gray as darkness surrounded him and his night vision took over.  He heard the clambering of human footsteps as they ran into the brush behind him.  Mestel looked to his right and even chanced a quick look behind him.  The bright white forms of living beings were closing on him.  What he saw urged him on all the faster, but it was no use.  Austen’s additional weight was too much to overcome.  The humans were gaining, and they would catch him soon enough.  He dodged quickly around trees, roots, and branches that he could see plain as day, but that were hidden to his adversaries under cover of darkness.  It did not seem to make any difference.  The voices grew steadily louder; he could feel their presence as the net closed in around him. 
 
    He had to change tactics or he was finished. Mestel saw two trees up ahead that had grown together that he thought might serve his purpose.  He changed direction and brushed passed the two trees as he made his way down a small hill.  Mestel stopped, feeling the increased weight of Austen’s limp form, and turned around.  He saw the bright forms of several soldiers less than a hundred feet away.  There was not much time. 
 
    He looked at the two trees objectively.  They weren’t perfect, but they would do.  The roots of the two trees had grown together, and the hilly incline of the ground had created a situation where most of the dirt had washed away, exposing crevices in the root system big enough to hide an elf or a human.  Mestel laid Austen’s unconscious form in a crevice and hid in a separate crevice that only partially concealed him.  It was less than ideal, but there was no other option. 
 
    Moments later, the humans were all around them.  Then they were past them.  The humans ran over the little hill he had just occupied and continued pressing forward.  Mestel was about to breathe a sigh of relief when he heard more voices fast approaching from behind and off to his left.  Four more humans came running up and stopped not more than fifty feet away on the top of the small hill.  Each of them had a lantern in hand, which the first wave of humans had lacked.  Mestel’s concealment depended on darkness, so he knew full well that with each step the search party took toward the tree roots, the odds of his discovery increased dramatically. 
 
    Mestel was absolutely still as the four humans stopped at the top of the hill.  He heard one of them say, “Keep looking.  We cannot let these murderers get away.” 
 
    The group of four began to fan out, searching the brush with their lanterns.  One of them turned a lantern in Mestel’s direction but must not have looked directly at him, because the light quickly diminished as the human moved away.  Mestel hoped beyond reason that the search parties would eventually move on, but there were so many of them, and they lingered in and around the forested area near the prison longer than seemed reasonable.  Eventually, Mestel’s night eyes detected the brilliant white forms of people walking back toward him in the darkness.  The soldiers that had chased him so urgently at first had now lost track of his whereabouts and were coming back to regroup with the others. 
 
    From up ahead he heard, “Did you find anything?” 
 
    From off to the left.  “No, nothing.  What about you?” 
 
    From up ahead.  “We were chasing the elf up to this point, but then we lost him.” 
 
    From off to the left.  “Well, spread out and keep looking.  He was carrying another person, so he could not have gone far.”  Mestel kept his head down, as the lights from the various lanterns closed in.  Indeed, the soldiers from up ahead and the students from behind and off to the left had unwittingly managed to box him in.  His only chance was to stay perfectly still and hope no one looked in his specific direction. 
 
    Someone came running up from behind, yelling as he came.  “They are dead.  They are dead.” 
 
    The student in charge said, “Slow down.  Tell us who is dead?” 
 
    The running stopped.  “The archwizard who keeps the prison and two of the Administrators are dead.” 
 
    The leader said, “In Purgatory’s shadow, how is that possible?” 
 
    “I do not know, but it is done.” 
 
    The leader yelled out for all to hear.  “Do you hear that?  Three of our brothers are dead.”  The leader’s voice came from the two trees directly over Mestel’s head.  “Keep looking.  Spread out.  We cannot let them get away.” 
 
    Panic began to creep forward from the back of his mind as Mestel realized with a certainty that he didn’t understand, that they were still going to be caught if he didn’t do something to alter their fate.  What could he possibly do?  The human eye was drawn to movement, particularly in dim light.  It was also true that without the ability to see, the other senses would be enhanced.  One snap of a twig or rustle of leaves and they would be instantly discovered.  So what could he do but sit perfectly still and pray? 
 
    A solution presented itself, but Mestel didn’t know if he could do it.  He needed to cover their bodies with enough dirt and leaves to conceal their forms, without moving a muscle.  There was a very basic spell that nearly every ranger knew.  The spell urged the trees, bushes, and indeed the very ground surrounding the caster to conceal them from their enemies by giving them cover.  The problem was that Mestel had never been able to cast even the simplest of spells.  The rangers of Armena had tried to teach him again and again, but he had always failed.  He knew the word to invoke the spell, as well as the gesture, but he had always been told that his spirit lacked the wisdom to call forth the magic.  They said it was not his fault, that some elves were born with the gift and others were not.  That had been a long time ago, when he had still been green as grass, unable to shoot an arrow through a target, and before he had touched the hand of his god.  Now, as he lay between the roots of two trees, with his enemies closing in all around, he whispered the word to call forth the magic. 
 
    The leader continued barking orders as he left the two trees and descended the hill a few steps.  Mestel watched, unmoving, as the leader walked less than five feet away from Mestel’s head. 
 
    “Keep searching.  They must be in this courtyard.  They were moving too slowly to have escaped.  Find them!”  The leader looked down in thought and stared right where Mestel was hiding.  Then he snapped his head up and pointed his finger at three of his fellow searchers.  “You three, go to the buildings adjacent to the courtyard and find out if anyone saw anything.  The rest of you, keep at it.” 
 
    The soldiers and students continued searching the alcove of trees for a long time.  The leader eventually turned around and backtracked in the direction of the dungeon.  They regrouped and fanned out two more times, but they never came close enough to see Mestel and Austen again.  A long time after Mestel stopped hearing voices of any kind, he rose slowly to his feet and looked around. 
 
    Austen stood up as well and said, “Have you ever cast a spell before?” 
 
    Mestel continued to scan the woods with his ranger senses and his night eyes.  “Never.  Are you surprised?” 
 
    “Let us just say I am glad it worked.  Where are we going now?” 
 
    Mestel took Austen by the arm and started walking through the woods of the courtyard.  “Where do we need to go for your magic to work again?” 
 
    “A standard geas lasts for a whole day; however, the geas that I accepted only applies while I am inside the Academy.  If we can get to the streets, I should be able to use my magic and teleport us away.” 
 
    “All right then, follow me; I know the way.”  Mestel stepped out of the wooded area of the courtyard and felt cool grass under his feet. 
 
    Austen reluctantly followed and playfully said, “You know your way based on what, the one time you walked through the Academy a day ago?  I went to this school for five years.  Perhaps I should …” 
 
    Mestel quickly covered Austen’s mouth and urged him to the ground.  He whispered in the wizard’s ear.  “You talk too much.  There is one guard two hundred feet to our right and another three hundred feet up and to the right.” 
 
    Austen looked hard at the foliage in both places where Mestel indicated.  “How in the name of Chaos do you know that?” 
 
    “Two reasons.  One, it is only logical that they should leave a lookout to see if we show up.  If I was them, I would place guards at our last known location.  Second, I can see both of them from here, so I know I am correct.” 
 
    Austen looked out into the darkness again.  “I cannot see a damn thing.  How come you can?” 
 
    Mestel couldn’t tell the truth.  Gifts given to him by Martel were for his benefit alone, and not to be shared freely with anyone else. 
 
    “I’m a ranger.  Tracking and finding people is what I do.”  Austen looked skeptical but said no more.  Mestel said, “Follow me.  If we stay low near the tree line, I think we will be alright.” 
 
    Mestel led them from tree to tree and then from building to building.  He was careful to stay in the shadows and tried to move only when the wind was blowing.  They eventually approached the ten-foot-tall cast iron fence that separated the Academy from the streets of Jewlian.  There were no less than four guards at the gate, and while Mestel was certain he could take them all with his bow, he and Austen both agreed that neither of them wanted to spill any more innocent blood.  The pair made their way along the property line until they found an old poplar tree whose branches hung over the fence.  Using Mestel’s climbing grappler and rope, the two unlikely companions climbed into the tree, clambered out onto an overhanging limb, and dropped down to the sidewalk below. 
 
    The two walked quickly across the deserted street and sneaked into an alley between two buildings.  They had made it!  Mestel had risked all by allowing himself to be captured in order to save Austen from a fate he had not deserved.  Mestel was overcome with joy at their triumph – at his god’s triumph.  The elf ranger and the human wizard hugged fiercely as they realized their good fortune. 
 
    Austen said, “Thank you for coming for me.” 
 
    “It was an honor.” 
 
    “I owe you my life.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head humbly and reached his hand into his god’s pouch.  He pulled out the large platinum coin with his god’s symbol on it, placed it carefully in the palm of his hand, and showed it to Austen. 
 
    “I want to give you this coin as a remembrance of what happened here today.  It was only by the grace of my god, Martel, that I was able to save you.  It is Martel’s wish that no one be wrongfully imprisoned.  When I saw you being taken away I could not let the injustice stand.  I allowed myself to be captured in order to ensure that you could escape.  The power of my god overcame the forcefield of the cell.  The power of my god surged through me as we ascended the stairs to the surface.  The eyes of my god led us away from the prison and away from those who wanted to recapture us.” 
 
    Austen reached out and gently took the coin from Mestel.  “Do not worry, my friend.  I will never forget this day, but perhaps you should keep the coin, because I would hate to take it from its rightful owner?” 
 
    Mestel shook his head.  “Don’t worry, my god will give me as many coins as I require to do his work.  Take it and never forget.” 
 
    Austen flipped the coin over a few times in his hand, and then he did something Mestel would never forget as long as he lived.  The wizard placed the platinum coin on his left forearm, halfway between his wrist and his elbow.  With the symbol of the Flying Falcon facing up Austen said two arcane words and energy leapt from the fingers of his right hand and enveloped the coin.  The coin sank into the wizard’s arm and the flesh hardened around it.  In a few moments, the coin melted into his forearm.  The pain on Austen’s face turned into determination. 
 
    Austen looked up at Mestel and said, “I will never forget.  With your help, your god has earned another follower this day.” 
 
    Except for himself, Mestel had never seen such devotion to Martel.  Austen’s conversion was gratifying beyond words.  He believed in Martel with a blind faith that even Mestel lacked.  Mestel had touched the hand of his god and was his chosen servant on Tellus, but Austen believed in Martel with a strong faith even though he had never seen evidence of his existence.  It seemed that saving someone’s life was a powerful motivator for change. 
 
    Mestel saw the conviction in the wizard’s eyes.  In response to this outpouring of emotion, Mestel almost instinctively called forth his god’s words.  “Loneliness and despair abound; trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.” 
 
    Austen seemed to snap out of his trance.  “What did you say?” 
 
    “Those are my god’s words.  Would you like to learn them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It is a prayer, where I say the first part, and you respond by saying the second part.”  Mestel began and Austen listened closely.  “Loneliness and despair abound,” then he finished the mantra more slowly and Austen repeated each word in turn.  “Trust   in   the   flight   of   the   falcon   and   be   saved.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head humbly, with a smile on his face.  “Yes, well, I’m happy to tell you more, but for now can you please get us out of here?” 
 
    Austen said, “Certainly; stand closer to me so the teleportation spell will be easier to cast.” 
 
    Mestel did as he was asked.  Austen concentrated for a moment, almost as though he were trying to remember how magic worked, then he said the words that would lift them to freedom. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As the magic echoed off the walls, Mestel’s vision went dark.  There was a moment of complete blindness, and then there was the sudden shock of a brilliant white light exploding in his mind.  When the shock passed, Mestel found himself floating above a throne room.  He quickly realized this was another one of his god’s visions.  Keeping that in mind, Mestel tried to remember every detail.  It didn’t take long before he recognized what he was seeing as the throne room of the King of Kentar.  He recognized many of the features from the mash of images Martel had shown him when he had held his god’s hand.  Much of the vision from that time was blurry and disorienting, but Mestel remembered enough to know how this vision would end.  The throne room was constructed of beautiful white and gray marble.  Thick pillars held up the vaulted ceiling, eighty feet above the floor.  The chamber must have been three hundred feet long and one hundred feet wide.  Large doors at the far end gave way to a red carpet that continued all the way up the dais to the throne.  The throne was three times as large as a man, and on it sat an aging human with a long face and a longer beard. 
 
    Scattered throughout the cavernous room were the dead bodies of many royal guards.  Mestel watched from above as the last of the royal guards charged down the red carpet to his doom – for at the other end of the throne room stood four men in white robes with only a little amount of purple sown into the cloth.  As the guard charged forward with his sword and shield in hand, the second Sorcerer from the left raised his right hand and calmly uttered two arcane words.  A screaming banshee emerged from the wizard’s hand and let loose a bloodcurdling cry.  The banshee leapt forward and raced toward the guard.  The guard put up his shield to stop the apparition, but it was no use.  The ghost hit the guard and enveloped him.  The guard screamed outloud as the evil spirit consumed him.  The guard disintegrated into a pile of ashes that fell slowly to the floor. 
 
    The King of Kentar looked to his left and right for a way to escape, but one Knight of the Order stood against him at either door.  Seeing that he was trapped, the King elected to stay seated on his throne. 
 
    The four wizards at the long end of the room advanced in unison across the marble floor.  When they were almost to the steps leading up to the throne, the King stood and said, “You will not live through this treachery.  Even if I die, the Sorcerers will be destroyed for this vile betrayal.” 
 
    Mestel watched as the four wizards stopped simultaneously.  The lead wizard bowed low and said, “Die, Wrath.  Go back to the hell from whence you came.”  With the words said, the four wizards raised their hands in unison.  The energy of the cosmos gathered at their fingertips and then lightning ripped through the King.  Every muscle in the King’s body flexed involuntarily against the power of those who were supposed to serve him faithfully.  The King fell dead at the foot of his throne. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mestel was back in the alleyway with Austen beside him.  Austen had just spoken the magic words that were going to teleport him far away from this place. 
 
    Mestel felt the magic of the transport spell take hold and knew he had to break the spell.  He lunged forward and tackled Austen to the ground.  As the old wizard fell to the ground, his concentration lapsed, and the magical energies of the transportation spell dissipated. 
 
    Austen looked up at Mestel with hard eyes.  “What in the name of Chaos are you doing?” 
 
    Mestel pulled Austen up from the ground and said, “I’m sorry, but I had to stop the spell.  We need to get to the throne room of Kentar as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because the King of Kentar is about to die.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 110:  Fate of the King  
 
      
 
    Rafa walked up the gloomy staircase to the second floor of Yahman’s tower with revolution on his mind.  After all, tonight was the night Kentar would change forever.  The stairs creaked with each step, and each time his feet fell on a new landing he thought about another element of his plan.  He had chosen this secluded tower precisely because it was an old forgotten building on the edge of the Academy, but he swore each time he came to this decrepit tower that next time he would meet someplace else, where he did not have to worry about rotting stairs giving way and destroying all of his brilliant scheming.  After tonight the treacherous stairs would no longer matter, since the deed will have been done. 
 
    The decrepit wizard’s tower was ideal for a meeting that required this level of secrecy, but in truth Rafa despised the building.  It was made entirely out of wood.  Wood.  Rafa still could not believe it.  Any self-respecting wizard knew to make his tower out of stone.  Oh, the top floor and the roof might be made out of wood, but the rest was always stone.  And if that was not bad enough, the stairs leading to the upper levels of the tower were square.  Who built a wizard tower with square stairs?  Everyone knew wizard towers were supposed to have spiral staircases.  Either of these two crimes should have been enough to condemn the tower to stand empty, but it had not been abandoned until after the wizard Yahman died two centuries ago without any apprentices to continue his work.  Since that time, no other wizard had had sufficiently low self-respect to claim the tower as his own. 
 
    Rafa’s thoughts unbiddingly turned to the altercation he had with the elves earlier that day in the Administration Building.  They had remarkably poor timing, given the circumstances.  And what was Nero doing with them?!  He was about to pass judgment on all of the elves to get them out of the way, until Nero stepped out from behind one of the pompous windbags.  He needed to pull Nero secretly aside to find out what was really happening, but he just did not have the time.  There would be time enough on the morrow to figure out what to do with the elves, although by then it would be too late for Austen and his pompous friend who talked too much and had too much skill with the bow. 
 
    Students, peasants, and the riff-raff of soldiers at the Academy walked about at night with lanterns and torches to guide their way, but not the Administrators and certainly not him; Rafa cast a simple night-vision spell on himself, and the blackness of night gave way to the whites and grays given off by all living things.  He expected his co-conspirators had done the same.  After all, tonight was not the time to draw unwanted attention. 
 
    As Rafa climbed the square staircase to the third level, he thought back to what it had taken to get here.  Gods it had been hard work, and there was still a hard night’s work ahead.  It had taken more than a year to convince his co-conspirators that King Renold Benjin was pure evil and had to be destroyed.  The Sorcerers organization was intensely loyal to the Crown of Kentar and had been ever since its founding more than a thousand years ago; Rafa had known from the very beginning that in order to turn even a few of the Sorcerers against the King, he would have to make it look like their betrayal was for the good of the kingdom.  He and Gram had talked at length about the kind of spell that would be necessary to deceive the most powerful wizards in Kentar.  Neither of them had knowledge of such a spell, but Gram had acquired several spell books from past conquests that Rafa thought might contain the answer.  Normally wizards do not share such valuable lore with one another, wanting instead to hoard power for themselves, but in the end the Guildmaster had intervened and forced Gram to pass over the ancient spell books under penalty of death.  Rafa combed through the irreplaceable tomes and finally found the Deeper Deception spell in a book that Gram had acquired after cleansing the lich Xamm’s tomb underneath Locus.  After carefully transcribing not only the Deeper Deception spell but every spell worth having, Rafa returned the originals to Gram with his compliments.  Gram had been incensed but said nothing.  After the dust settled from tonight, Rafa looked forward to examining the forgotten wisdom more closely. 
 
    It had taken Rafa more than a moon’s turn to learn the intricacies of the Deeper Deception spell and even longer to find a time when King Benjin would sit still long enough for Rafa to cast the spell on him without his knowledge.  Once the curse was set, it took longer still for Rafa to convince his Administrator allies at the Academy that Renold Benjin had been replaced by Wrath, ruler of the Fifth Hell.  Each of his allies had insisted on casting True Sight on the King, but the Deeper Deception spell had held each time.  Each of his co-conspirators had seen a demon disguised as the King of Kentar, when in fact Rafa had cast a curse on the real King, making him appear to be a demon disguising himself as the King.  The ironies abounded and Rafa marveled at his own genius. 
 
    Even after seeing the evil demon with their own eyes, each of his co-conspirators’ loyalty and faithfulness to the Crown had been so absolute that they had been unwilling to remove the evil by killing the demon.  Tradition was a strong motivator.  It was not until Vanderhoff was removed by Lidea that Rafa finally began to see his plan gain some traction.  Without the High Wizard’s calming influence, Rafa was able to whisper half-truths and outright lies about a demon ruling over Kentar and their sacred duty to place the King’s untainted son on the throne. 
 
    Rafa reached the third floor and walked out into what used to be Yahman’s library.  Three powerful Administrators were already there waiting for him.  Each had been handpicked by Rafa for their skill, but more importantly for their loyalty.  Each co-conspirator was loyal to him as the acting High Wizard of the Sorcerers Academy. 
 
    Rafa walked into the room and immediately took full command of the situation.  “Gentlemen, we have a historic night before us.  Is everything prepared?” 
 
    Bristol was the first to speak.  “I just left the King in the throne room with his advisors.  We were discussing the war with the elves.  His Majesty, if you can call him that, seems most distressed about sending his men off to war; I must admit this demon is an excellent actor.  It was all I could do to stand there and talk in a civilized tone.  We have had the same meeting on two other occasions, with each meeting going on long into the night.  I do not see any reason why this war council should be any different.” 
 
    Rafa nodded his head soberly in emulated sympathy and said, “I trust you were able to excuse yourself without any undue attention?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Rafa added, “It has been immensely difficult giving him counsel over the last year, knowing the whole time what he is.” 
 
    Kyle spoke next.  “Yes, despicable, is it not?  I still cannot believe King Benjin was replaced by the ruler of the Fifth Hell without anyone noticing.  You would have thought his son, or at the very least his wife, would have noticed.  Thank the gods Rafa knew him well enough to suspect something was wrong.” 
 
    Rafa said, “Yes, when I cast True Sight on what I thought was our rightful King and saw a demon sitting on the throne instead, it was difficult to stop myself from attacking him then and there.  None of us are powerful enough to kill Wrath on our own.  Only together can we fulfill our mandate as Sorcerers and restore honor to our kingdom.” 
 
    Finally, Flint spoke.  “I am still not convinced we are doing the right thing.” 
 
    Bristol lashed out at the doubter.  “What is the matter with you?  This is the time for action, not second thoughts.” 
 
     “Pardon me for considering my options for a final time before we commit high treason,” Flint said. 
 
    Bristol said, “We have been over this time and again.  You have seen for yourself what the King has become.  Why do you hesitate now?” 
 
    Rafa had to squash this display of conscience before it grew roots.  Initially, Rafa had hoped the Sorcerers would overthrow the King without his direct involvement so he would be free to spin whatever tale suited him.  He had told the Guildmaster as much at the last Inner Circle meeting.  However, their loyalty ran deeper than even Rafa could have imagined, eventually forcing his direct involvement. 
 
    “I told you what happened.  After I saw Wrath sitting on the throne, I went to Vanderhoff and told him everything.  He hardly let me finish my story before he started yelling at me.  I tried to convince him, but he would hear none of it.  I told him to go see for himself, but he said he would not dishonor himself and all those who came before him by even contemplating distrust of his king.  We four are the only ones who are willing to see the truth.  We four are the only ones willing to do what is right.” 
 
    Flint spoke again.  “What if we are wrong?  Maybe we should postpone tonight’s action for another turn of the moon and let a few more of our colleagues know the truth.  I take my oath very seriously, and I do not relish breaking it.” 
 
    Rafa shook his head, projecting as much certainty as possible.  “I told a few others I thought I could trust, but they would not listen.  I am afraid we are the last hope.”  It was time to end this line of thought with a final ultimatum.  “But if you are truly having second thoughts, then why do you not stay here while we three go and fight this evil creature that has replaced our beloved King?” 
 
    Flint shifted with uncertainty. 
 
    Bristol said, “We are the only ones who are keeping our oaths.  When the truth is revealed, we will be remembered as heroes for all time.  We are going to destroy an abomination and put the King’s rightful son on the throne.  We are saving Kentar from slavery and servitude to a demon from the fifth circle of hell.” 
 
    Flint shook his head and said, “No, I know you are right.  I cannot let you face this evil alone.  I just needed to voice my concerns, but after listening to you I can see that you are right.  Now is not the time to stray off course.  I have seen this demon with my own eyes, and it must be destroyed.  The three of you will need my help if we are to throw down this monster and restore the Benjin line to the throne.” 
 
    Rafa clasped him on the shoulder and said, “Good man.  I am glad you are with us.  Let us go over the details one more time and be on our way.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel helped Austen to his feet.  Having tackled him to the ground, it seemed like the right thing to do.  Austen looked angry and confused.  “What do you mean, the King is about to die?” 
 
    Mestel said, “You heard me the first time.  Do you want me to say it again?” 
 
    Austen ignored the joke.  “In its thousand-year history, the King of Kentar has never been assassinated.  The Sorcerers will not allow a plot like that to unfold.” 
 
    “Well, this time it is the Sorcerers themselves who are planning to assassinate the King.” 
 
    “What?”  Austen yelled out for all to hear and then covered his mouth, forgetting that they had just escaped from prison.  He stepped closer to Mestel and whispered, “How do you know this?” 
 
    Once again, Mestel was torn between the privileged messages his god sent him and the necessity of telling others what he knew in order to enlist their help.  “All I can tell you for certain is that four high level Sorcerers and two Knights of the Order are going to assassinate the King in the throne room, tonight, unless we do something to stop them.” 
 
    Austen finally seemed to accept what he was saying.  “I will not let my King die if I can help it.  What is your plan?” 
 
    “Jewlian Castle is just across the street, but by the time we make it to the gate, explain to the guards what is happening, and get to the throne room, I fear it will be too late, assuming they let us in at all.  Can you teleport us into the throne room?” 
 
    “The throne room and surrounding areas are protected against teleportation, but I can get us close.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    “I can only teleport us once.  If I use the spell for this, we will need to find another way out of the city.” 
 
    “We’ll have to worry about that later.  We can’t let the King be butchered by the people he trusts the most.  Cast the spell and get us as close to the throne room as you can.” 
 
    “Very well.”  Austen said the words and Mestel felt the magical energies of the powerful teleportation spell surround and penetrate him.  Then the world vanished into a sea of blackness where he was nothing for a sliver of time before he reappeared in the depths of Jewlian Castle. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    King Renold Benjin sat alone on the throne, feeling all of his forty years.  His military advisors had left a short time ago at his insistence.  He wanted to be alone in the throne room with his thoughts for a little while before he retired for the evening.  But he was never truly alone.  Even now, in his own throne room, there were guards to the left and right keeping an eye on the side doors, two down the steps at the foot of the throne, and two at the end of the throne room watching over the enormous oak doors.  And that was just what he could see with his own eyes.  King Benjin knew for a fact that there were four more guards outside the oak doors and an additional guard on the other side of the left and right doors that led out to the adjacent hallways.  Beyond the throne room and his personal quarters, Jewlian Castle had several hundred guards on the grounds and walls at any one time.  The number of guards was fewer than normal at his personal insistence that every available man go with General Donell to Glenmyr Forest to fight the elves. 
 
    It seemed like all he talked about these days was the upcoming war with the elves.  When he first found out about the attack by the elves on Endwood he had been incensed, insisting on revenge.  He still wanted satisfaction for what they had done.  Honor demanded no less, but now the need for revenge was tempered with questions.  The most obvious being:  Why now? 
 
    As far as he knew, no one in Kentar had seen an elf in more than three centuries, and he was only able to attach a date to that event because he had sent three scribes to scour the Jewlian Library for answers during the last turn of the moon.  When Rafa had suggested building a logging town inside Glenmyr forest, he had enthusiastically agreed, thinking it was a capital idea.  After all, he thought the elves were gone.  He thought Glenmyr Forest was empty, and Kentar badly needed the wood to expand and survive.  The population of Kentar had been expanding rapidly over the past twenty years.  His people needed land, jobs, and food.  In order to have these things they needed large amounts of wood to fuel their economy.  How was he to know the elves were still there? 
 
    He found out when the King of the elves sent him a personal letter asking him to stop logging his forest forthwith.  Even after receiving the letter, this King did not give Benjin the chance to respond.  Before he could dispatch a courier to Endwood, the elves attacked and destroyed the town.  Why?  Something didn’t add up.  Why had the elven King given up the element of surprise by sending a letter, when he planned to attack the logging town only a few days later?  Perhaps humans would never understand how elves think.  How could he possibly know what these aliens valued when no one alive had ever seen anyone of their kind before? 
 
    So the King sat on his throne and reread the latest letter from General Donell for the tenth time.  The words were from the General, for he knew him well, but he believed the letter was penned by the Captain he assigned to the General’s staff just before the army departed, the captain of the very logging town that had been decimated by the elves.  The letter was dated from the third day after the fifth full moon of the 1043rd year of the Kingdom of Kentar Era (K.K.) and read: 
 
      
 
    My King, 
 
      
 
    We made it to Endwood without engaging the enemy and found nothing new.  Indeed, the forest is empty.  After consulting our four-hundred-year-old maps, we have decided to press on to the closest elven city of Ash.  We don’t know what awaits us, but I have sent scouts out in every direction.  We will not be taken unawares.  Our force is large, the men are ready, and our cause is just.  We will not fail you, my King.  I expect to reach Ash in three days’ time and will write to you of what we find. 
 
      
 
    In Your Service, 
 
    General Donell 
 
      
 
    Other than rereading the letter again and again, there wasn’t much he could really do to help his men.  He had placed General Donell in command and given him all the support he could.  Tempting though it might be to assert control over his army from hundreds of miles way, he knew he could not competently override his commander in the field.  He had told him to go forth and defeat the elves, and General Donell would stop at nothing until he had done exactly that.  In truth, even if he dispatched orders with his fastest rider before the end of the day, the orders would not reach the General before the army made it to Ash. 
 
    The die had been cast, and all he could do was wait.  He let his head fall back against the golden surface of his throne.  There were times when a king was much less powerful than he imagined.  The day’s events overwhelmed him.  He let his mind drift away from the war with the elves and the safety of his men and onto his wife and only son.  Someday his son would be king, and he certainly hoped he would have an easier reign than his father.  Of course, what kingdom his son inherited would be largely decided by his actions over the coming year.  He thought about his family as he sat wearily on his throne, trapped behind the safety of the castle walls.  He picked up his cup and finished off its contents, resolved to retire for the evening, when muffled talking came through the large oak doors and carried down the length of the throne room.  The guards seemed to hear the same thing as they slowly came out of whatever daydream had been occupying their dull evening.  It was probably one of his advisors.  A late petitioner, perhaps.  Or perhaps a new servant had gotten lost in the labyrinth of hallways that made up the castle.  Suddenly, both ten-foot-tall oak doors flew open. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Rafa, Bristol, the two other Administrators, and two Knights of the Order walked off the grounds of the Academy and entered Jewlian Castle.  The guards let them pass easily enough, and why should they not?  The Sorcerers were the King’s most trusted advisors and had always been above reproach.  Rafa’s group was also admitted to the inner keep without any questions asked.  If their luck held, this was going to be even easier than Rafa had anticipated.   
 
    Rafa took the lead as he emerged from the hall that led to the King’s anteroom and the throne room beyond.  The anteroom was one hundred feet square with stone walls, marble columns, and marble flooring; it was well-decorated with tapestries, paintings, and furniture, but it was nothing compared to the King’s private chambers and throne room.  At the far side of the room were the ten-foot-tall oak doors leading into the throne room itself, guarded by four of the King’s personal bodyguards.  Off to the left and right were hallways that led to side entrances to the throne room as well as the King’s private residence.  Rafa knew from experience that the side doors to the throne room were guarded by one bodyguard apiece, and farther down the hallway were more than a dozen guards constantly patrolling the royal residence. 
 
    Rafa strolled confidently forward, as he always did.  And why not?  They were all friends here.  He stopped to present himself to the Door Master, as required. 
 
    The Door Master said, “High Wizard Rafa?  What are you doing here so late, and why have you brought so many Sorcerers with you?” 
 
    “His Majesty sent word that I should come immediately and bring several of my comrades with me to discuss a special mission.” 
 
    The soldier thought about his statement for a moment.  The other three bodyguards at the door were more junior and might have stood aside because of his title and presence, but the Door Master was always at least a captain, sufficient rank that he would not neglect his duty. 
 
    The soldier said, “The King left orders with us that he was not to be disturbed until morning.” 
 
    Rafa stood as tall as he could and flattened his robe in an imitation of annoyance.  “Well the King gave orders that I was to come immediately.  Now let me pass.” 
 
    The soldier thought about it some more, still not at all on his guard.  He quickly came to a compromise.  “You will come with me into the throne room and ask his Majesty for an audience, but the rest of your party will have to wait here.  If the King gives his consent, I will allow everyone else to enter.” 
 
    Rafa looked to the left and then the right.  This was not going as ideally as he would have liked, but it was still going according to the plan.  He tried one more time.  “What is your name, soldier?” 
 
    The Door Master was still not on his guard, but he was aware that his authority was being verbally challenged.  The guard stood up tall and replied proudly, “I will gladly give you my name and unit later, but for now the other five members of your party will have to wait at the door.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Oh, I understand better than you think, you self-righteous bastard.  Rafa said, “Hmm, I understand.  You are just doing your duty.” 
 
    The guard bowed his head, happy to have reached an understanding.  “Exactly.” 
 
    “Lead the way, Door Master.”  The Door Master turned around and motioned toward one of his guards to open the door. 
 
    While his back was turned, Rafa and the three other Administrators each began casting a spell.  All four guards turned in surprise.  Two of them even drew their swords before the spells resolved.  Three of the bodyguards disappeared in a magical blur, imprisoned temporarily in a maze far below the ground.  One of the Knights of the Order rushed toward the fourth guard with his dagger in hand.  The fourth guard finished drawing his sword and yelled, “Damn you …” before he was silenced with a dagger through his chest, shredding his lungs. 
 
    Rafa took in the scene at a glance and saw nothing amiss.  The violence was horrifying and the results unthinkable, but they had gone over the plan so many times that no one hesitated.  Rafa turned toward the two Knights and motioned with his hands, saying, “Go.”  Each Knight went to his respective corner that led down the hallway to the left and right.  Rafa looked on with a grin as they both turned the corners simultaneously, off to their next task. 
 
    Rafa turned around to face the large oak doors and let out a breath he had not realized he had been holding.  He glanced behind him to make sure his three co-conspirators were with him and then he said two arcane words and thrust his fists forward.  The oak doors leading into the throne room exploded inward, nearly coming off their hinges with the force of his Flying Fists spell.   
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel and Austen rematerialized in a long hallway lined on all sides with royal tapestries and stone.  Having been raised in the elven capital of Bethel, Mestel found the surrounding stone walls confining and cold.  He shook his head and refocused his foggy mind on what he was doing and why he was here.  “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    Having been in the castle many times in his youth, Austen responded, “Yes, we are in the long hallway leading to the anteroom directly outside of the throne room.” 
 
    As Mestel wondered which direction led to the throne room, he heard several voices speaking in the language of the arcane.  Mestel turned in the direction of the sound when he was literally hit in the face with a blast of wind.  The wind spoke to him of imprisonment beneath the earth.  Mestel turned around as the wind departed, half expecting to see demon hands grabbing at his ankles, trying to drag him into the Underworld.  Powerful magic was being cast up ahead.  Screams filled the air, and magic shook the stones as men suffered and died.  Austen moved down the hallway, with Mestel close behind, dashing to save his king.  Mestel unslung his bow, nocked an arrow, and cursed under his breath as he moved to keep pace with Austen. 
 
    Another spell permeated the air as Mestel recognized Rafa’s voice from earlier that day.  Some of the puzzle pieces fell into place as he realized what his intuition had been telling him about Rafa.  He knew Rafa was evil and that he did not belong, but he had not known why.  Now it was obvious that he had been in the final stages of planning to assassinate his lawful king.  Mestel heard what sounded like a large fist bang against a thick wooden door. 
 
    Mestel and Austen ran stealthily down the hall.  As Mestel approached the opening to the anteroom, he saw four men in long robes walk through the ceremonial entrance into the throne room.  Mestel ran up to the edge of the room and pulled his bowstring back to his ear, ready to shoot.  Just as he was about to let loose the arrow, he noticed a faint movement out of the corner of his eye.  He loosened the bowstring and looked intently to the left.  A man with a longsword passed out of view as he went down the corridor to the left.  Where was the man going with weapon in hand?  What was his purpose?  Mestel could not say, since he did not know where the passage led. 
 
    Mestel said, “Did you see the swordsman go down the hall to the left?” 
 
    Austen whispered back, “I saw something moving off to the left, but I do not know what.” 
 
    Mestel pointed and said, “He went around the corner and out of view.” 
 
    “The King’s apartments are back that way, along with a side entrance to the throne room.” 
 
    That was all that needed saying.  It was obvious to both of them what needed to happen next.  Mestel said, “You go to the left, and I will go through the main door.  We’ll meet in the middle.” 
 
    Austen nodded in agreement.  Man and elf moved quickly out into the anteroom.  The room was large and took some time to cross.  Mestel watched Austen go around the corner to the left then turned his attention completely toward the four wizards advancing on the King of Kentar. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Rafa blew the doors open and waited a moment for Bristol to join him at his side.  Two of the most powerful wizards in Tellus walked into the throne room together. 
 
    Rafa had timed his Flying Fist spell to coincide with the moment he felt the two bodyguards on the other side of the door would come forward to investigate the screams of their comrades.  As it happened, fate was with him once again.  The doors had opened so suddenly, and with such momentum, that they had knocked the two guards backward and off their feet.  The guards were well-trained and quickly scrambled to stand.  Rafa and Bristol walked briskly forward side by side.  They reached the guards just as they regained their feet and drew their swords.  Each of the Sorcerers pulled a dagger confidently from his robes and stabbed a guard with magically enhanced strength, plunging the steel through the guards’ breastplates to deliver a lethal blow.  Both men withdrew their weapons and continued forward as the guards fell dead to the ground. 
 
    As Rafa and Bristol sheathed their weapons, Kyle and Flint came up on either side of them and raised an arm.  The two guards at the foot of the throne rushed the wizards with swords drawn.  A series of five energy bolts left each raised hand and rushed toward the brave bodyguards who were willing to die for their king.  And die they did, for each of the guards was struck with multiple bolts and flung backward onto the floor, where they either died or lay unconscious.  The guard at the door to the right of the throne was rushing forward as well, until he saw the fate of his two comrades.  Not being completely stupid, the guard flew down the steps and took refuge behind the marble pillar nearest the throne.  The guard at the door on the left seemed horror-stricken at what was happening and moved to retreat.  He grasped the door he was supposed to be guarding and flung it open.  He ran out into the hallway as though the Seker himself were after him.  The frightened guard shut the door behind him and was heard no more. 
 
    King Benjin rose to his feet and drew his largely ceremonial short sword.  “Traitors!  What is the matter with all of you?  Guards!  Guards!”  
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Austen bent down to pick up a small stone.  He cast a Silence spell on it so he could move quickly without making any undue noise.  He put the stone in his pocket and rounded the corner leading to the King’s private chambers.  The corridor was modestly lit, allowing for some shadows, but also allowing him to see the entire length of the hall. 
 
    It felt odd to be walking the corridors of the castle again, or running through them as the case may be.  It had been a full twenty-five years since he had been inside these stout walls.  His years as a Sorcerer had been the happiest of his life.  He was more fulfilled at Wessex, being the only wizard within a six-day ride, and he could never forget that he was the guardian of the portal.  Still, responsibility and importance did not necessarily mean happiness.  Running down the hallway he knew so well, he longed for the simpler times when he belonged to something larger than himself.  A time when Rafa had been his best friend, not a selfish murderer who had left him twisting in the wind. 
 
    Up ahead Austen could see, as well as hear, a Knight of the Order exchanging blows with one of the King’s bodyguards.  The Knight’s back was turned away from him, and the bodyguard was too busy defending himself to notice Austen’s approach.  It was obvious what he had to do, though he was reluctant to do it.  No!  Just because the Sorcerers turned their back on me does not mean I can turn my back on Kentar.  I will save my King or die trying. 
 
    Austen ran down the corridor toward the fighting soldiers.  In the time it took him to run the corridor, the Knight parried a blow, moved inside the range of the bodyguard’s sword, struck the guard in the chest with an elbow, and swept his legs out from under him.  No sooner had the bodyguard hit the stone floor than the Knight quickly changed the grip on his sword, raised the weapon high, and plunged it through his foe with such force that the sword made a sharp spark against the stone floor. 
 
    Austen ran up behind the Knight as he rose from his knees to his full height.  He drew his newly minted magical dagger from his belt and drove it into the back of the assassin.  The Knight was taken completely unaware.  His back arched in unrestrained agony and he turned around to face his attacker.  He mouthed a few words that Austen could not understand since no sound emerged from his lips.  The Knight raised his blade as best he could and made a slow overhead chop at Austen’s shoulders.  Austen was not the best swordsman in Tellus, but he saw the move coming and managed to get out of the way.  The swing missed harmlessly and ricocheted off the floor.  The Knight took one step toward the door and managed to reach out his hand before his strength left him and he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Austen left the traitor where he fell and moved over to the door.  Not needing to remain silent any longer, Austen took the small stone out of his pocket and flung it down the hallway.  He quickly cast a spell of protection on himself and reached for the door handle.  Austen was surprised when the door handle twisted on its own and flung open. 
 
    Austen did not have time to do anything except put his dagger up in a defensive stance. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The King rose to his feet and yelled, “Guards!  Guards!” 
 
    Rafa spoke crisply and defiantly.  “No one can hear you, Wrath.  We made certain of that.”  The four Sorcerers continued walking forward without interruption. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this, Rafa?  Bristol?  You are Sorcerers.  My most trusted aides.” 
 
    Rather than answer, Rafa brought his left hand up in a fist with only his index finger extended.  He mouthed a quick word and a single energy bolt leapt forward at his command and struck the King, his lawful liege.  The King fell backward into his chair and gripped his chest in pain. 
 
    Rafa said, “You talk too much.  Always have.  Do not be concerned, the King’s rightful son will inherit the kingdom.” 
 
    A look of rage and pure determination passed over the King as Rafa and the other three Sorcerers stopped at the foot of the steps leading up to the throne.  King Benjin rose defiantly to his feet and dared the ones he trusted most to perform their final act of betrayal. 
 
    “You will not live through this treachery.  Even if I die, the Sorcerers will be destroyed for this vile betrayal.” 
 
    Rafa looked to his left and right, and saw that his brothers’ resolve was still strong.  He bowed low and looked at his King.  “Die, Wrath.  Go back to the hell from whence you came.”  He raised his arm in the air with his fingers extended.  He saw his brothers do the same. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    By the time Mestel peeked around the oak doors separating the waiting room from the throne room, the four Sorcerers were nearly two-thirds of the way down the hundred-foot entryway.  That gave him mere moments to assess his situation and figure out how to stop four of the most powerful wizards in Tellus from abusing their power and wrongfully killing the King of Kentar.  Mestel searched the room for help, but all of the King’s bodyguards were lying on the floor, dead.  Even from behind, he recognized which of the wizards was Rafa.  He also thought the other wizard in the middle was the Administrator Bristol, who had deceived them when they first arrived at the Academy.  At this range he could shoot his arrows and probably kill one, or possibly two of the assailants, but the rest would be able to kill the King before he could do anything to stop them. 
 
    With his mind made up, Mestel moved into the throne room just quickly enough so that his weapons did not bang against his armor and his feet did not echo on the marble floor.  He moved behind the nearest pillar on the left side of the causeway.  He looked out from behind the five-foot-thick pillar and saw the wizards had made it to the foot of the steps leading up to the throne.  They were a good two hundred feet away by now, with pillars placed evenly every thirty feet. 
 
    Mestel moved to the left side of the pillar and ran quickly down the length of the throne room, using the massive pillars to obscure his movements from the Sorcerers bearing down on the King.  He passed one pillar and finally stopped at the third pillar.  He peered around the massive marble structure and heard the wizards still talking to the King.  Mestel had one more pillar to traverse before he would be standing right behind the traitors. He was about to move on to the next gargantuan marble column when it sounded as if he had run out of time. 
 
    As Mestel hid behind the pillar he distinctly heard Rafa say, “You talk too much.  Always have.  Do not be concerned, the King’s rightful son will inherit the kingdom.” 
 
    The time for action had arrived.  Mestel edged around the pillar and readied his bow, supremely confident.  He pulled the nocked arrow back to his ear and took aim.  He desperately wanted to kill Rafa with his first shot, but looking out over the throne room he saw that wish was not an option.  Rafa had moved a few feet ahead of the other three Sorcerers and was nearly blocked from view by Bristol, who stood a few feet back and to the left. 
 
    The confrontation with the King continued.  Rafa looked up at the King and said, “Die, Wrath.  Go back to the hell from whence you came.”  As Rafa raised his hand against the King, Mestel let his arrow fly.  The arrow flew straight and true and dug deep into Bristol’s heart through the back.  The arrow made a sickening thud as it pierced Bristol’s flesh.  The other three wizards hesitated for a moment in order to process what had just happened.  They all looked at Bristol and then back in the direction the arrow must have come.  Mestel pulled a second arrow from his quiver and nocked it against the bow.  As he locked the bow into shooting position, chaos erupted as everyone moved to escape the new threat.  Mestel heard Rafa blurt out a single arcane word calling for a defense against arrows.  The Sorcerer on the far left sprinted for the left-hand pillar closest to him.  The Sorcerer on the far right moved instinctively toward the right-hand pillar closest to him.  The sole remaining bodyguard who had taken refuge behind the same pillar advanced toward the retreating Sorcerer and swung his longsword with all of his might, but these Sorcerers were the best in the world.  The Sorcerer stood his ground, deflecting the longsword with one of the steel bracers on his forearms.  At the same time, he blocked the sword, the Sorcerer raised his other hand and instantly covered the bodyguard in flames so strong that it blew him backward onto the floor, where he convulsed in agony as his flesh burned. 
 
    Such was the power of the spell that Mestel felt its intensity from the other side of the room, nearly causing him to lose focus on his target.  Mestel released his second arrow at the Sorcerer fighting the bodyguard as the first wave of heat washed across his face.  The arrow silently crossed the distance, passed through skin and bone, and slammed into the Sorcerer’s heart.  He fell dead to the ground, leaving only two enemy wizards remaining. 
 
    The Sorcerer on the left made it to the marble pillars and passed beyond Mestel’s line of site, but Rafa was still standing in the middle, a relatively easy target. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Rafa watched as Bristol fell to the ground with an arrow in his back.  Rather than flee, Rafa crouched down and cast Deflection on himself.  Knowing he was safe from any further arrow attacks, Rafa stood up and turned to his right in time to see Kyle burn down the remaining bodyguard of the King.  He was just about to order Kyle to deal with the archer, while he killed the King, when an arrow pierced Kyle’s heart and he was no more. 
 
    Rafa turned to face the attacking archer, wondering what had gone wrong.  Anyone who could kill two administrators that quickly from sixty feet away was an archer who demanded attention.  Rafa noticed a small man half-hidden behind a pillar halfway down on the right.  No.  Not a man.  Rafa focused in on the small being and was shocked to see that it was an elf.  Not just any elf.  The elf that had thrown a fit in the Administrator Building, who he himself had ordered locked away in the Academy prison with Austen. 
 
    Rafa raised his hand and launched five energy bolts at the archer, before he turned to Flint and said, “I will finish the King.  You deal with the archer.” 
 
    Flint nodded his head in agreement and set about his task.  Rafa heard a humming sound and turned toward the archer just in time to see two arrows simultaneously deflect away from his body to harmlessly hit the steps and back wall.  The arrows had been aptly aimed for his head and midsection.  Rafa turned his back on the assassin, confident in his Deflection spell, as well as Flint’s ability to deal with the threat.  He turned toward the throne to finish off the King, where he found something he thought he had dealt with more than twenty-five years ago. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 111:  Two Wizards and a King 
 
      
 
    Austen moved back reflexively as the side door to the throne room flung open and a cowardly bodyguard emerged.  The guard shut the door, turned toward Austen, then quickly ran in the opposite direction toward the King’s residence.  Austen watched him go around the corner and out of sight.  He would bring help, but by the time he came back it would be too late.  It was up to him and Mestel to save the King’s life.  He heard noises coming from the other side of the thick wooden door.  Knowing what he would be facing, Austen took a moment to cast Sphere of Removal on himself before opening the door and crossing the threshold.  The defensive spell would not stop all magic, but it would stop nearly every type of direct attack.  The moment he had both dreaded and anticipated for twenty-five years had arrived.  Austen opened the door quickly but quietly.  He advanced toward the King just as Rafa turned around to face him.  Recognition for both men was instantaneous. 
 
    Since Rafa had betrayed him to the dragon and his fellow Sorcerers so long ago, it should not have surprised Austen to see his old best friend take a leading role in the assassination of the King – and yet it did.  The look on Rafa’s face told him he was just as disturbed to see him as well. 
 
    Both men stood in stunned silence for a moment.  Austen managed to recover first; looking around the hall he saw Bristol and Kyle on the ground with one arrow apiece in their torsos, so he assumed Mestel had already begun his attack. 
 
    Austen looked at Rafa and said, “My old friend.  How the mighty have fallen.” 
 
    Rafa stood still for another instant until he came to an internal decision.  With his mind made up, he assumed his natural look of arrogant determination. 
 
    “My old friend.  You have no idea how high I have climbed.”  Rafa pointed his hand directly at the King and said the magic words to bring lightning to his fingertips.  The King cowered on his throne, fearing for his life.  Austen moved quickly to stand between Rafa and the King.  Austen stood perfectly still as lightning leapt from Rafa’s hand and impacted the Sphere of Removal.  The lightning that was meant to cook the King while he sat on his throne was instead absorbed and dissipated by the Sphere throughout the room. 
 
    Rafa nodded his head toward Austen out of respect and said, “I see your powers have grown over the years.  I should have turned you into a toad when I had the chance.” 
 
    Austen retorted, “Yes, you should have.”  He matched Rafa’s opening volley by raising his hand and firing lightning back at his old friend.  Rafa casually absorbed the energy with the metal bracers on his right arm.  This time it was Austen’s turn to nod his head in respect. 
 
    Rafa mocked him by saying, “You are still second-best after all of these years.  That must grow tiresome.” 
 
    Austen proclaimed proudly, “If by second best you mean I am unwilling to stab a friend in the back in order to raise myself up?  Then, yes.  If you mean, am I second to you in my skill as a wizard?  Then the answer is a resounding no.” 
 
    Austen summoned all his concentration, determined to end the conflict here and now.  Just as he had nearly been killed by a magical snake that had taken physical form, Austen now summoned a phantom snake to coil around Rafa’s immortal soul and rip it from his body. 
 
    The phantom snake appeared in a mist at his command, eager to nourish itself on a human soul.  Austen flung the serpent at Rafa with a thought, not wanting revenge, but knowing he would have it.  As the serpent lashed forward, Rafa reached out one of his hands and grabbed the phantom snake behind the head.  Austen did not think such a thing was possible, and he looked on with amazement, concentrating all the harder.  The snake made a metallic scream as Rafa tightened his grip.  Austen felt short of breath, almost as though he were the one choking.  Rafa twisted his hand to the side and broke the snake’s neck with one hand.  The phantom snake disappeared into the nothingness from which it had come; Austen staggered backward and nearly fell to the floor from the intense pain. 
 
    Rafa shook his head as if explaining something to a small child.  “You still think you are my equal.  How delusional.”  Rafa opened his mouth and cast Specter Sword as he climbed the steps separating the King from the commoners.  A spectacular flaming sword appeared a few feet away from Austen.  A thin, tall gateway appeared next to the sword, and a moment later two translucent hands reached out from the portal and grabbed the weapon.  The phantom belonging to the hands walked out of the gateway, which closed behind him. 
 
    The phantom swordsman bowed at the waist toward Rafa, awaiting instructions.  Rafa said, “Kill the human closest to you, but leave the King alone.  He is mine.” 
 
    Austen took two tentative steps backward, honestly afraid for his life.  The phantom did not wait on ceremony as it immediately moved the flaming sword gracefully through the air.  Austen mouthed a quick arcane word meant to dispel the magical being, but although the spell resolved, it seemed to have no effect.  Austen barely managed to block the first and second swings of the phantom using the metal bracers on his wrists, but the phantom swordsman was too much.  Austen went to block the third swing while desperately trying to think what else to do, but he was too slow.  The flaming sword slashed white hot across his chest, parting his flesh and paralyzing him with pain. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel saw the two arrows aimed for Rafa’s torso and head veer wildly off course, hitting harmlessly against the stairs and back wall.  Rafa had protected himself from direct arrow attack, just as he figured, but it had been worth the attempt.  Mestel pulled out another arrow, but he could not fire at Rafa and the other remaining Sorcerer had gone behind the same line of pillars he was using for cover, albeit one pillar and thirty feet farther up.  Mestel instinctively knew what the Sorcerer planned to do, and he knew exactly how to counter it.  While the Sorcerer was out of site behind the pillar, Mestel seized the initiative and sprinted forward, hoping to close the distance before his enemy emerged on the other side of the five-foot-thick marble pillar.  He ran at near top speed on the balls of his feet and could not help but make some noise.  Luckily the throne room was full of commotion and shaped in such a way that even the tiniest noise bounced off the marble walls, making it impossible to determine where any one sound originated. 
 
    He slowed down as he came up on the pillar the Sorcerer had disappeared behind.  He felt, rather than saw, his enemy making his way around the other side of the pillar.  He all but hugged the pillar and continued to move to his right, keeping the pillar between himself and the Sorcerer, hoping his plan would pay off. 
 
    Mestel stole a moment to look toward the throne, afraid that he would have to move prematurely against Rafa if the King was about to die.  What he saw gave him hope.  Rafa was at the bottom of the steps, with Austen standing next to the King.  The two wizards seemed to be talking themselves into a stalemate, so Mestel left them to it, knowing Austen could handle himself.  He focused instead on the threat to his rear, which was far from a sure thing. 
 
    Mestel poked his head carefully around the pillar and found his enemy fifteen feet in front of him, moving away, completely oblivious to the fact that Mestel was now behind him.  Mestel knew what he was supposed to do next, but rather than move into action, he stood by the relative safety of the pillar, paralyzed by the old fear that always threatened to take his heart during moments like this.  After all, who was he to decide who lives and dies?  A lowly archer who up until a few moons ago could barely hit a target on the other side of the practice yard.  Who was he to take on one of the most powerful wizards in Tellus and think he could win?   
 
    His hand went to the pouch at his side that held the coin of Martel, and the moment was gone.  His god’s mission and grace filled him with strength and purpose.  His mind cleared as he focused on the moment.  Not knowing if the Sorcerer was protected against arrows, he slung his bow over his shoulder and charged his enemy – slowly at first in order to remain silent, then a dead-on sprint when the Sorcerer finally heard him barely fifteen feet away.  The wizard tried to cast an energy bolt spell, but it was too late.  Mestel took out his dagger and buried it in the lungs of his enemy.  With his breath gone, the Sorcerer could not finish the incantation, nor could he warn Rafa.  Mestel actually caught the wizard in his arms and lowered him softly to the ground, not out of respect for his enemy, but so that Rafa would not hear his death fall. 
 
    Mestel put away his dagger, irritated that he had been forced to use a hand-to-hand weapon.  The bow was supposed to be his only weapon while he served his god, but desperate times called for desperate measures.  If the Sorcerer had been protected against arrows, using his bow would have alerted him to his presence, possibly costing him his life.  Martel would understand. 
 
    Mestel turned away from the dead body, realizing time was of the essence.  He stepped out from behind the pillar to find he might already be too late.  Rafa was at the top of the dais, only a few steps away from the King.  Austen was on the ground with a sword-wielding phantom standing over him.  Mestel was a good eighty feet away and could never hope to close that kind of distance in time.  He unslung his bow, raised his arm up to firing position, and pulled the bowstring back to his ear.  But he did not shoot – there wasn’t any point.  His arrow could not penetrate the Deflection spell.  So Mestel stood proudly with his arm cocked in firing position, praying to Martel for some sort of miracle. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Austen could feel himself dying.  Lying on the cold marble floor with a searing cut across his chest, he knew he was dying.  He could feel his life’s blood running warmly across his chest, staining his robes.  He heard, rather than saw, Rafa climb the steps to the throne level.  He opened his eyes a small amount and saw the phantom standing over him with his blazing sword.  Austen was careful not to move a muscle or open his eyes for the phantom to see.  He knew from experience that conjured beings followed orders to the letter, but they were incapable of independent thought.  As long as he did not move, the phantom would think him already dead. 
 
    King Benjin said, “W-w-why are you doing this, Rafa?”  It was easy to hear the fear in the King’s voice, since this was the first time he had ever been in mortal danger.  “H-haven’t I al-always treated you w-well?” 
 
    Austen moved his head and eyes in small movements, looking around the room. 
 
    He saw Mestel on the other side of the throne room with bow in hand, ready to shoot.  The elf looked confident and strong, but the arrow would not hurt Rafa as long as the Deflection spell was active. 
 
    Rafa spoke for the last time.  “I would say it is nothing personal, your Majesty, but the truth is that you disgust me.  I just cannot stand taking orders from you for even one more day.” 
 
    Rafa raised his hand to destroy the King; Austen sprang into action, knowing it might be the last thing he did in this world. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel stood silent as a statue, ready to shoot, as Rafa raised his hand to kill the King.  Perhaps his arrow, if it couldn’t kill Rafa, would distract the wizard long enough for him to close the distance and fight him hand to hand.  Mestel continued praying to Martel even as Rafa raised his hand.  He waited until the last possible moment and then let his arrow take flight. 
 
    At that instant, Austen moved in a blur out of the corner of his eye.  With one hand, the fifty-year-old wizard plunged his magic dagger into the foot of the phantom carrying the flaming sword, while he dexterously raised his other hand and said one arcane word that carried softly on the air to Mestel’s ears. 
 
    Lightning sparked from Rafa’s raised hand and ripped into the King.  The King writhed in pain until Mestel’s arrow slammed into Rafa’s back, throwing him forward a step and bringing him to his knees.  The phantom swordsman screeched in pain with Austen’s magic dagger embedded in his foot, before disappearing into the nothingness from which he had come.  The crisis seemed to be over as Rafa put his hand down on the marble floor for support, his concentration disrupted. 
 
    No one moved as everyone tried to catch up on the events that had taken place.  Austen eventually managed to sit up on his own.  He managed to stand up by grabbing ahold of the throne and using it to pull himself up.  Mestel pulled out another arrow and made ready to shoot.  He stopped himself from killing Rafa, knowing it was Austen’s right to decide his ex-best friend’s fate. 
 
     Austen stepped in front of the throne with his dagger in hand.  Even with an arrow sticking out of Rafa’s back, the Sorcerer still managed to cast another energy bolt that bounced harmlessly off Austen’s Sphere of Removal. 
 
    Once he saw it was over, Rafa looked up at Austen and said, “We were best friends once.  Are you really going to let me die?” 
 
    Austen nodded without a shred of doubt.  “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Rafa shook his head, ever the pompous ass.  “I was always the better man.” 
 
    Austen shook his head and took a step closer.  “You were the better wizard, with the most natural talent, but at no time were you ever the better man.” 
 
    In response, Rafa clumsily took out a dagger and swung it at Austen.  Austen caught the knife hand with reflexes unbefitting a fifty-year-old man and buried his dagger in Rafa’s neck.  Rafa, the second most powerful wizard in the Talon Guild, and a member of the Inner Circle, fell forward, dead before he hit the floor. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 112:  The War Ends Before It Begins 
 
      
 
    Mestel watched as Austen, his mission accomplished, turned toward him and said, “Thank you for saving my King’s life.”  Then the old man, wizard, and ex-Sorcerer fell unceremoniously to the floor. 
 
    The King seemed to recover somewhat from his near-death experience.  He looked around the throne room at the dead and dying and finally settled on Mestel, saying, “What is the meaning of this?  What has happened here?” 
 
    Mestel said, “First we need to get Austen some help.  He is dying.” 
 
    He took one step toward Austen’s motionless body when the King spoke up loudly with authority.  “First, you will answer my questions!  I am not used to having my life threatened in my own throne room!  Then we will get your friend the help he needs.” 
 
    Mestel lowered his bow arm and said, “Rafa and three of his Sorcerer friends just tried to assassinate you.  Austen and I found out about the attack and burst into the throne room in order to save your life.” 
 
    The King looked at Mestel with a crooked eye.  “You are an elf, are you not?” 
 
    “I am, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Then why would you want to save my life?” 
 
    “Because my god demands that I bring down those who abuse their power.  Rafa had some deep ulterior motive.  I don’t know what it was, but he did not serve Kentar, or you.  Please, your Majesty, Austen just saved your life.  Now he is dying.  Will you not get him some help?” 
 
    The King pressed on.  “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I don’t have proof if that is what you mean, but I know it to be true.”  Mestel waited a moment before continuing.  “He was a Sorcerer, oath-bound to serve the Crown of Kentar until his dying breath.  Instead, he framed Austen for a crime he did not commit and tried to assassinate his King.  His true allegiance lay elsewhere.”  Mestel looked at Rafa’s body.  “And now we will never know where.  At least you are alive.  We must get Austen some help before it is too late, if it isn’t already.” 
 
    The King looked at him and nodded his head.  He opened his mouth to say something but stopped when a loud commotion was heard coming down both hallways.  Forty armed men burst through the side doors on the left and right and came sprinting into the throne room.  Then, before anyone could say anything, there was more yelling, hitting, and footfalls outside the door to Mestel’s right.  Two of the King’s soldiers came through the doorway with a bound man in between them.  Mestel recognized the burning wizard hand on the prisoner’s surcoat as the sigil of a Knight of the Order and realized the bound man may have been in on Rafa’s assassination attempt.  Mestel reasoned that Austen must have killed the Knight of the Order he chased down the left hallway, and now the one that had gone down the right side had been apprehended. 
 
    The traitor was brought into the throne room by the King’s bodyguards and thrown to his knees at the foot of the throne.  Coming in behind the captured Knight was a King’s guard wearing an officer’s uniform.  King Benjin spoke to the officer as soon as he stopped in to the room.  “Lieutenant Capstone, what is going on?” 
 
    The Lieutenant saluted and said, “One of my soldiers ran to the barracks and raised the alarm.  He said your life was in danger – so we came as fast as we could.  I apologize and take full responsibility for what has happened.” 
 
    Lieutenant Capstone looked around the room and noticed Mestel for the first time.  The Lieutenant sized him up in an instant and nodded toward two of his men, who in turn ran down the dais and surrounded Mestel.  Mestel knew better than to try anything with so many well-trained men in the room.  Besides, he had nothing of which to be ashamed.  He slowly placed his bow and dagger on the ground and stood up with his hands in the air. 
 
    The King spoke. “Easy, Lieutenant Capstone.  This elf and his friend just saved my life from an assassination attempt.  An attempt your soldiers did not see or stop.”  King Benjin pointed his finger down at Austen, drawing attention to the dying man not more than five feet away from the throne.  “Now run and fetch my healer, before this good man dies.” 
 
    The Lieutenant quickly nodded his head and turned to one of his soldiers.  “Sergeant, you heard the King, now move it!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  And just like that the soldier was gone. 
 
    As soon as the soldier was gone, the King said, “And take this traitor away.  Interrogate him immediately and find out what he knows.” 
 
    “It will be done as you command, your Majesty.”  Lieutenant Capstone snapped his fingers; three of the King’s bodyguards came forward and roughly picked up the traitor.  The Lieutenant followed them out the door to the right. 
 
    Mestel looked around and saw that the Lieutenant had left no fewer than thirty guards in the throne room to look after the King.  Mestel spoke softly into the silence, not wanting to alarm the guards on either side of him.  “May I have a look at Austen?  I have some healing ability.” 
 
    The King looked at the elf who had just saved his life and nodded.  Mestel walked quickly across the floor and up the stairs, and knelt at Austen’s side.  He turned the wizard over and lay him flat on his back.  Austen’s chest was covered in his own blood.  Mestel tore open his robes and undershirt to have a look at the wound beneath.  What he found scared him worse than he expected.  The cut was deep and went across his entire chest.  The skin around the wound was bright red.  The flesh inside the wound was charred black, almost as though the flaming sword had burned as well as cut. 
 
    Panic began to set in as Mestel realized there was little he could do.  He nervously tore open his bag to pull out his healing spices and a clean cloth.  He poured the spices directly onto the wound, desperate to stop the bleeding and stave off death as long as possible.  After the spices were applied, he wrapped his torso with the cloth, which quickly turned red.  Mestel knew his efforts were futile.  Austen was going to bleed out and die long before anyone could come and help.  Mestel looked around the room, hoping beyond hope that someone could help.  What he found was the King and soldiers looking at him expectantly, waiting for him to divine a solution. 
 
    Desperate for Austen to live and having exhausted his healing knowledge, Mestel did the only thing left to him.  He lay his hands gently on Austen’s chest and closed his eyes.  He concentrated on the moment.  Austen’s chest slowly rose up and down, but his breaths were getting farther apart, sporadic, and more labored.  He would not last much longer.  Mestel could feel the connection with Austen’s soul course through his hands and up his arms.  He willed that a small portion of his life force pass over to the dying wizard, but it was no use. 
 
    Eventually, with his eyes closed and his hands still on Austen’s chest, Mestel began praying out loud.  “Please, my lord, if it be within your power, heal this, your servant.  For he has pledged his life to your service.  I ask that you fill his spirit with your living waters.”  Mestel said it again, and then he said it a third time.  He continued his prayer without interruption until he felt his protective hands being lifted off Austen’s chest.  Mestel snapped out of his trance and opened his eyes to see a man wearing a crest with Tia’s flowering rose kneeling on the other side of Austen’s body. 
 
    The man looked him in the eyes while gingerly holding his hands and said, “My son.  If you will move your hand, then by the grace of Tia, I will heal this man.”  Mestel came to his feet and moved away from Austen so that the priest could do his work. 
 
    Mestel was still looking at his fallen friend when the King’s voice carried to his ears as if a great distance away.  “How did you keep that man alive?  He should have died long before my healer arrived.” 
 
    Mestel turned to face the King with humility.  “I do not know.  I used my limited healing knowledge and then I prayed as hard as I could.” 
 
    “You truly have a gift from the gods.  Tell me, was it this same gift that foretold of Rafa’s assassination attempt on my life?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Tell me, what god do you serve, so that I might thank him in my prayers tonight?” 
 
    “I serve the elven god known as Martel.  He despises injustice and wrongful imprisonment.  He insists that his followers bring down those points of authority who abuse their power and take advantage of their sworn charges.” 
 
    The King smiled, but Mestel could see the fear behind the levity.  “Well, based on what I’ve seen here tonight, I certainly hope your god doesn’t find that I am abusing my subjects.” 
 
    Mestel saw this as a teaching moment; he seized the opportunity.  He dug into the pouch that held his god’s divine treasury and withdrew a platinum coin of Martel.  “I have heard no cause to complain, your Majesty.”  He held the coin in his open palm for a moment for all to see before flipping it end over end toward the King.  The King was shocked to have a tiny piece of metal flung at him, yet to his credit, he did not flinch.  Rather, the King brought up his hands and caught the coin as it hit his chest.  Mestel continued, “That coin was given to my mother by a chosen of Martel.  It is my most prized possession.” 
 
    The King moved to hand it back.  “Then you should keep it for yourself.  I would hate to deprive you of something so precious.” 
 
    Mestel shook his head.  “I would like you to keep it as a reminder of what happened here tonight.” 
 
    The King smiled and looked down at the coin in the palm of his hand.  “You think I could ever forget?” 
 
    Mestel smiled.  “You would be surprised.  Keep it as a reminder that it was the love of my god, Martel, who saved your life.  Had it not been for my god’s divine power, you would be lying in a pool of your own blood right now.” 
 
    The King put the coin in his pocket and sat down on his throne.  He nodded his head and seemed to understand the honor Mestel was bestowing on him.  “You never told me your name, son.” 
 
    “I am known as Mestel.” 
 
    The healer stood up and noisily pulled Austen to his feet.  The King said, “And this of course is Austen.  I remember you well, my wizard friend.”  Austen moved to stand in front of the throne with Mestel and bowed at the waist.  Mestel marveled at the healer’s ability.  Austen seemed to be as good as new.  “You gave me sound counsel until you killed your own High Wizard.  Then suddenly you were gone.  Gone into exile.  A good thing too.  I would have had you put to death if I had known where you went.” 
 
    Austen said, “It was Rafa who killed Delinor.  I had nothing to do with his crime.” 
 
    The healer silently excused himself with a nod from the King.  The King looked at Austen and continued.  “The evidence against you was overwhelming and your guilt seemed certain.  But after what happened here tonight …” The King looked at Rafa’s body.  “… After what happened here tonight I am willing to listen to what you have to say.  First, I have to ask – how did the two of you come to be in Jewlian?  Austen has been in exile for twenty years, and we have not seen an elf in Kentar, let alone in the capital, for more than three hundred years.  I find it more than a coincidence that you both happened to be in Jewlian the night Rafa tried to assassinate me.” 
 
    The King’s question made Mestel think back to what Evisar had said as they parted ways in the Administrator Building.  A fracture seemed to have developed between them that had never existed in the past.  Mestel wasn’t sure he could be loyal to his brother and serve Martel with his whole heart.  In fact, he was certain of it.  And to be honest, it seemed like Evisar wanted the two of them to go their separate ways.  Still, he needed to find out what had happened to his friends, if only for his peace of mind. 
 
    Mestel said, “That is a long story, your Majesty.” 
 
    “These are interesting times.  I want to hear your long story.” 
 
      
 
    Austen and Mestel took turns telling the King of Kentar what had happened over the course of the last half year.  There were no fewer than thirty guards standing between them and the King at all times, with dozens more in the back of the throne room and surrounding hallways.  While they were talking, the King sent servants to the Sorcerers Academy with orders to find out what had happened to Evisar, Xander, Valihorn, and Nero, and to bring them to the castle.  While the search went on, Austen described what had happened to him twenty years ago.  He talked about the dragon, the plot to kill the High Wizard, and how he decided not to go through with it.  Mestel talked about his exile from Armena, the giant attack against Wessex, the ring from the Old Shetley Fortress, the run-in with the lich skeleton army, their experience at Locus, meeting the genie on the road to Jewlian, and finally being imprisoned by Rafa and the Sorcerers. 
 
    As Austen and Mestel finished their stories, one of the servants who had been sent to the Academy walked in and approached the throne.  With the King’s leave, the servant spoke.  “Your Majesty, I was sent to find this elf’s companions, and I succeeded.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The companions were being held under guard in one of the unused wizard towers.” 
 
    Mestel blurted out, “Why?  Why were they held?” 
 
    The servant looked over at Mestel with disbelief at having been interrupted in front of the King.  The King prompted an answer, at which point the servant raised his hands and shrugged his shoulders as if the answer was obvious. 
 
    “They were held by the Sorcerers for being elves.  Given the sensitivity of our military operations in Glenmyr Forest, they felt it best to ensure the elves didn’t report on our plans.” 
 
    The King nodded his head in understanding and said, “Where are they now?” 
 
    “They are on their way here as we speak – under armed guard.” 
 
    Mestel was not happy that his brother and friends had been wrongfully imprisoned by the Sorcerers.  “I don’t understand why my friends were held captive.  I crossed Rafa and the Administrators on Austen’s behalf and was imprisoned with him, just as I expected.  What were my friends’ crimes?  Why did they deserve to be held captive?” 
 
    The King looked at him harshly and said, “Deserve has nothing to do with it.  They were held captive because they are elves, and we can’t risk letting them go.” 
 
    “Why?  Why can’t you risk letting them go?  You talk about a war between Kentar and Armena.  Why is this war taking place?  What did Armena do to deserve your wrath?  Armena has been at peace with its neighbors since its founding three hundred years ago.” 
 
    The King sat back on his throne and began speaking conversationally, as if he were educating his children at dinner.  “Interesting that you say that.  Three hundred years ago is when we lost contact with the Old Elf Empire.  We assumed your people had either left or been exterminated.  We thought Glenmyr Forest was empty.  Still, we respected your claim to the forest for more than three centuries, but our patience is not eternal, so we established a logging town half a year back.  Things were going well enough until your people showed up and warned us to stop.  Then, a few days later, an elf army showed up and assaulted the town.  My citizens were forced to flee for their lives.  I only learned about the attack because a lieutenant from the garrison at Endwood, Captain Jon Campbell, made it all the way back to the capital to tell his story.” 
 
    Mestel shook his head, not believing what he was hearing.  “You cannot seriously think the Army of Armena would ever attack one of your logging towns.  We are a peaceful people.” 
 
    The King shook his head.  “I talked with eyewitnesses.  The body of an elf warrior was recovered after the attack.  The arrow that killed Captain Sheval was made by elves.  Based on the evidence handed to me, surely you can understand why the Sorcerers kept your companions temporarily captive.” 
 
    “No, I do not understand.  There is no way any of my companions are involved in your war.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you are involved or not.  All that matters is you are elves.  The first we have seen in three hundred years.  The Sorcerers could not release you for fear you would go back to your country and warn your people.  If that happened, then more of my citizens would die.” 
 
    “So it is better that more of my citizens die?  We didn’t start this war.” 
 
    “That is debatable.” 
 
    Suddenly another voice thundered across the throne room.  “I’m afraid my misguided brother is correct.  There is no way Armena attacked your people first.” 
 
    Mestel turned around to see Evisar, Nero, Xander, and Valihorn standing underneath the large open doors at the end of the throne room. 
 
    The King motioned for them to come closer.  “Please come forward.  Any friend of Mestel is a friend of mine.” 
 
    The group started forward with Evisar in the lead.  “Elves do not kill innocent women and children.  There is no way my people were the aggressors; therefore, if you send your army into Glenmyr Forest you will start a real war by attacking Armena.” 
 
    The King responded matter-of-factly.  “My troops have already entered the forest.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 113:  A New Mission 
 
      
 
    Nero walked into the throne room behind Evisar and took it all in.  He could not help but be impressed by what he saw; however, he was not as impressed as he should have been.  The second floor of Talon Guild headquarters in Locus was almost as impressive as this castle.  The third floor, which housed the Inner Circle, was as nice as this throne room, and the Guildmaster’s personal quarters on the fourth level surpassed this display of wealth by a wide margin.  What this throne room did have that the Guild lacked was space, windows, and the light of the sun during the day.  By being above ground, this castle would always have a certain grandeur that Talon Guild headquarters lacked. 
 
    None of that mattered now as Nero held his tongue.  He walked between the massive marble pillars with the rest of the elves and stopped at the foot of the stairs leading up to the throne.  Evisar was debating with the King of Kentar about who attacked whom and who was about to start the real war between the elves and the humans. 
 
    Despite the seriousness of the situation, Nero very nearly laughed out loud.  Both sides were being manipulated by the Guildmaster into attacking each other.  It was a Guild axiom to coerce two enemies into attacking each other in order to weaken both.  In this case, the Guildmaster wanted to weaken Kentar and Armena enough so he could take territory away from both in order to found his own kingdom.  In order to keep this kingdom, the Guildmaster had chosen to yoke the power of the Krone, a ploy Nero was not at all happy about, but he had chosen his side and would stick with his decision. 
 
    Having been the one who formulated the plan to destroy Endwood under the guise of being a Philosopher, Nero found it difficult to stand still and listen to this absurd conversation with a serious look on his face.  In order to regain control of his emotions, Nero let the two leaders rattle on in the background, while he, out of necessity, considered matters of actual importance.  For starters, Nero could not help but notice that the King of Kentar was still alive, while Rafa lay dead on the floor.  It wasn’t hard for Nero to speculate that Mestel must have had something to do with the failure of Rafa’s plans.  Nero had been at the Inner Circle meeting where Rafa had laid out his plan to kill the King of Kentar, and it hadn’t included this.  How had Mestel known Rafa was going to try to kill the King this night?  Nero found the elf ranger’s mannerisms annoying, but he had to admit he respected him.  Even more vexing was his jealousy of Mestel’s obvious close relationship with his god. 
 
    Nero remembered back to the night Venal had appeared before him.  That night had filled him with a purpose he hadn’t known before, or, more importantly, since.  Venal had spoken to him that one time and never again; were his actions not pleasing to his god?  Was he not on the correct path?  Without further guidance, Nero could do nothing but stay the course.  The best way to serve his god was to gain power in the Guild.  The best way to gain power was to be invaluable to the Guildmaster.  The best way to be invaluable to the Guildmaster was to help him realize his plans by assassinating the King of Kentar. 
 
    As Nero continued to think, he heard the King say, “My troops have already entered the forest.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Then call them back, now, before it’s too late.” 
 
    “I can’t, and I won’t.  The Captain of the logging town said the elves destroyed the town.  I myself saw the arrow used to shoot the first captain of Endwood, a Captain Sheval, in the back.  The body of an elf soldier who attacked Endwood was brought before me in this very room.  Your brethren are guilty, and they deserve their fate.” 
 
    Before anyone else could say something, Mestel took a half step forward and lifted his head.  “If you truly believe what you are saying, then you have to do what you think is best to protect your country.” 
 
    Evisar spoke up harshly, “Mestel!  What are you doing?” 
 
    Mestel spoke louder and continued on.  “However!  I have to ask who presented the evidence you cling to with such passion?  Was it Rafa?”  The King’s silence told Mestel his intuition had been correct.  “Look down at the ground, your Majesty.  Rafa tried to assassinate you.  Austen and I saved your life at great risk to our own.  Put the platinum coin I gave you in your hand and know the truth of what I am saying.” 
 
    The King took out the coin and looked at it for a long time.  He flipped it end over end in his hand, looking at the falcon in flight and the golden eyes.  His face was without emotion as the truth moved over him. 
 
    He looked down, ashamed.  “How could I have been so foolish?  Rafa presented all the evidence and I let him lead me exactly where he wanted me to go.  He presented the elven body along with the arrow that killed Captain Sheval.  He said he sent scouts back to Endwood to investigate.  He said he talked to the brave captain who walked all the way to the capital from the frontier.  How could I have been so blind?  I saw exactly what he wanted me to see.” 
 
    Austen said, “Your Majesty, it was an honest mistake.  Simply send word to your troops and call them back.  Now that you know elves exist, and that they still lay claim to Glenmyr Forest, you can meet with the King of Armena and hammer out a peace.” 
 
    The King shook his head.  “The die is cast.  Any word that I send to General Donell will almost certainly arrive too late.” 
 
    Mestel said, “There is no harm in trying to send a message in time, your Majesty.” 
 
    The King slammed his hand down on the arm of his throne, resolving at that moment to do the right thing.  “Yes, by all the gods; we will try.  We will pull back and meet with these elves that are our neighbors. And if the battle has been joined, we will pull back and try for a truce that may lead to peace.” 
 
    The King turned to Lieutenant Capstone and said, “Tell my two fastest riders that they will be riding for Glenmyr Forest at first light.  In addition, order the ranking member of the Sorcerers Academy to meet with me immediately after the sun comes on the marrow.  I will write a letter telling General Donell to pull back and try to establish a dialog with these elves.” 
 
    All of the companions, including Austen, bowed low before the King.  Evisar said, “Thank you, your Majesty.” 
 
    Mestel said, “You are indeed a worthy leader.” 
 
    Nero rolled his eyes at the gushing display of peace and generosity in the room.  And yet there was something about it that was oddly appealing.  What would it be like to be these two elven brothers?  To live an honest life as they saw fit; not to live the triple life that he did as a worshiper of Venal, who worked for the Talon Thieves Guild, while pretending to serve the Philosophers.  The simplicity of it all and the ability to sleep peacefully at night were appealing. 
 
    In the background, Nero heard the King say, “You will all stay in the castle tonight as my honored guests.” 
 
    Nero shook his head and shed these ludicrous thoughts.  What was he thinking?  Mestel and Evisar were small; they had no real power.  They fumbled from crisis to crisis without any real plan.  They had no source of information or intelligence.  Nero could never live that way.  Oh, he knew it would be nice to take time off to relax and regroup, but then he would lose the momentum he had gained.  He had personally spoken with his god and carried out his will.  He was of the Thirteen and gaining in influence and power almost daily. 
 
    The King continued.  “Tomorrow we will celebrate your victory over the assassins and cement the new relationship between the elves of Glenmyr Forest and the Kingdom of Kentar – a celebration that has been three hundred years in the making!”  The guards and the rest of the companions spontaneously clapped their hands.  Nero followed suit. 
 
    The King of Kentar was still alive.  This would have to be reported to the Guildmaster as soon as possible.  The situation would need to be rectified if the Guildmaster’s plans were to continue.  Nero stopped for a moment as an idea blossomed in his mind.  If Nero and Lidea could find a way to see it done, his place in the Guild would be substantially increased.  Lidea was apparently doubling as a servant at the Sorcerers Academy, and while the Academy was close to Jewlian Castle, Nero doubted if he would be able to contact her with such a tight timeline. 
 
    Nero heard the King again.  “For now, I know it is late, but I insist you share a drink with me in celebration of life.”  King Renold Benjin looked to his right and clapped his hands.  A servant waiting over by the side door nodded his head and disappeared into the hallway. 
 
    Nero continued thinking to himself.  How?  How can I see to the death of the King after Rafa failed in his attempt?  The guards will be on high alert for at least a moon’s turn to make up for their failure. 
 
    The servant returned very shortly – almost as though the call for a small celebration had been anticipated – with four other servants carrying trays of food, bottles of wine, and glasses to drink from.  The servants ran past the score of bodyguards covering the King and put down their wares. 
 
    Nero continued to ponder ways to dispose of the King, but nothing useful came to mind.  I have all night and apparently all day tomorrow to think of a way.  Nero knew that if Rafa couldn’t complete the task after moons of preparation, it seemed unlikely he would be able to come up with a plan that allowed him to complete the task and live to tell about it.  One of the servants popped a wine bottle cork, forcing Nero’s attention back to the present.  His head shot up to see what the commotion was, and he nearly went back to his thoughts when he did a double-take. 
 
    Looking straight at him, with a huge smile of celebration on her face, was the Talon Guild’s master of interrogation, Lidea.  Nero shook his head to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.  Lidea looked as gorgeous as ever.  Apparently, in addition to being the master of interrogation at the Guild, Lidea also doubled as a servant to the King of Kentar. 
 
    Lidea glanced happily around the room, handing out glasses and pouring wine as she flirted with everyone, but she continually turned her head to Nero with an intent look that said, We need to talk.  Nero took some food, put a smile on his face, and exchanged small talk with his friends and the citizens of Kentar.  As he walked and talked, a plan began to develop in his mind, a plan made possible by Lidea’s apparent infiltration in the castle. 
 
    The two Guild members slowly moved toward each other.  Nero hoped his assumptions were correct.  They finally came face to face and Nero was the first to speak.  “Hello there, young lady.  I didn’t know Kentar had such beautiful women.” 
 
    Lidea played along.  “Would you care for some wine, sir?” 
 
    “Anything to stay in your company a little longer, my dear.” 
 
    Lidea smiled flirtatiously at him, trying to play hard to get, but inviting him in all the same.  “I bet you say that to all the girls.”  She moved the tray of glasses over to one hand and seductively moved her hips.  She brought her free hand up to her face and twirled her long hair between two fingers. 
 
    If Nero hadn’t known it was an act he would have been dumbfounded and unable to speak.  As it was, he took a step closer and spoke in hushed tones.  “Actually, I don’t.  I can honestly say I’ve never met anyone like you.” 
 
    Lidea said, “I can honestly say I have never seen an elf before.”  She looked him up and down.  “I think I like them.” 
 
    Nero leaned his head in toward hers and spoke as nonchalantly as possible.  “Are you free later tonight, or will you leave me with my heart unfulfilled?” 
 
    Lidea finished the scene of deception by hugging him gently with her free hand and putting her head affectionately next to his right ear.  She bit his ear lobe and kissed him so affectionately that he nearly forgot where he was. 
 
    She whispered just loud enough for those standing close by to overhear.  “I’ll come to your room later tonight and fill your heart with pleasures you’ve never imagined.” 
 
    Nero pulled affectionately away and spoke in a normal tone of voice.  “I’ll look forward to that.” 
 
    As Lidea walked away to serve the King another glass of wine, several of the companions converged on Nero.  Xander said, “Nero, you have all the self-control of a horny stag.”  He smiled broadly and ended by saying.  “I have to say I’m jealous.” 
 
    Nero smiled back, playing along.  “After what Mestel and Austen accomplished, this is a night to celebrate.”  He looked up at Mestel and jokingly said, “Right, Mestel?” 
 
    Rather than play along, Mestel said something unexpected.  He looked right at Nero and said in all seriousness, “Tonight I witnessed a great evil.  Rather than celebrate, I will pray to my lord and protector.” 
 
    Nero kept up appearances by saying, “Oh, lighten up, Mestel.  Look what you accomplished.  Have a drink.”  On the inside, Nero was doing anything but smiling, not being one hundred percent sure to which evil Mestel was referring. 
 
    Luckily, Xander stepped in quickly to fill the void.  “Just when I was starting to like you again, Mestel.  Have some fun?”  The companions left the throne room after the celebration as honored guests of the King.  Servants escorted each of them to separate rooms, where they were placed under armed guard for the King’s protection. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 114:  Long Live the King 
 
      
 
    Nero took careful note of the castle layout as he was escorted to his luxurious room.  He continued the act of celebration by flirting harmlessly with his female escort.  In actuality, he committed every turn to memory, the length of each hallway, and how many side passageways they traversed. 
 
    After the companions were placed in separate rooms by their escort, there was nothing for Nero to do except wait for Lidea’s arrival.  The guards took away their weapons as a precaution until morning and set up a guard post at the end of the hall.  Nero spent some of the time contemplating the goals he wanted to accomplish this night.  He mapped out a possible plan and even thought about the ramifications if he should succeed; however, it was all conjecture until Lidea came to get him.  He only hoped they had both interpreted the communication that took place between them in the throne room correctly.  He hated to think they would miss this unique opportunity because Lidea sat waiting in her room for him and vice versa.  Nero assured himself that would not be the case.  He had faith in the ability of the Inner Circle of the Talon Guild.  Lidea would come for him, and when she did, he would be ready. 
 
    Nero could literally feel the other souls around him thanks to the gift he received from Venal.  In the beginning, it had felt odd to be able to sense the presence of other beings he couldn’t see or hear, but now he could hardly imagine life without this divine power. 
 
    As the night drew out like the sharp edge of a rapier, Nero felt the castle slow down and go to sleep.  Valihorn was in the room to his right peacefully studying his spell book and Evisar was in the room to his left, fast asleep.  Xander had been placed two doors down to the right, where the hallway dead ended, while Mestel had been placed two doors to his left, with Austen in the room next to him.  The only way out of the windowless rooms was to pass by Austen’s room on the way down the corridor.  Nero felt the three guards at the entrance to the hallway as their attention drifted in and out.  Nero also felt the presence of other souls as they moved up and down the hallways on this floor, and on the floors both above and below.  The only mystery that occupied Nero’s considerable intellect was Mestel.  He knew Mestel was in the second room to his left, but he could not feel the elf’s presence.  The room was completely empty to him.  Nero had realized some time ago that Mestel was an anomaly, but there was little he could do about it except hypothesize as to why.  Perhaps it had something to do with Mestel’s close connection to his god.  Nero thought about the religious elf more often than he wanted to admit, realizing some time ago that he was jealous of Mestel’s relationship with his god.  And why shouldn’t he be?  They had both received gifts from their gods, talked to their gods, and served their gods to the best of their abilities, but deep down Nero knew his relationship with Venal was not as strong.  Venal had talked with him once, given him one gift, and shown him favor one time.  Mestel, on the other hand, seemed to be in almost constant contact with his god.  In the end it mattered not, for he would force Venal to notice him soon enough. 
 
    What did matter was what Mestel had said in the throne room about witnessing a great evil.  Ordinarily, Nero would have thought he was referring to the failed assassination attempt, except that he had been looking right at Nero when he said it.  Was Mestel beginning to realize Nero was not all that he appeared to be?  If that was true, then he would have to seriously consider killing the self-righteous elf.  He couldn’t afford to be looking over his shoulder, wondering what Mestel knew, waiting for him to make his move.  After some thought, Nero convinced himself that Mestel had been referring to Rafa’s assassination attempt on the King of Kentar.  After all, in all the years Nero had been working for the Talon Thieves Guild, no one had ever seen through his layers of deception. 
 
    Nero felt a new presence walking seductively down the hallway.  The guards let Lidea pass without hesitation, and then there was a soft knock on Nero’s door.  Nero opened the door with his most charming smile and said, “What took you so long?  I was about to give up hope.” 
 
    Without saying a word, Lidea moved slowly forward and placed both hands gently on Nero’s shoulders.  She moved both hands up his neck and onto his face as she melted into him with a kiss that nearly took Nero’s legs out from under him.  Her touch was utterly captivating, and the sweet nothings she whispered in his ear made him forget about the King of Kentar for a time.  She pressed her body firmly up against his, backing Nero into his room and shutting the door. 
 
    Lidea let him go as soon as the door latched shut and returned to the business at hand, speaking in hushed tones.  “Rafa was supposed to kill the King of Kentar with his little coup, but obviously he failed.  His failure places the task squarely on our shoulders.” 
 
    Nero took several moments to forget what just happened between them and shift gears back to the mission at hand.  “I had the same thought.  Do you think we can kill the King of Kentar tonight?” 
 
    “I know we can.  Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Hold on.  I have a few questions.  What are you doing in Jewlian?  How are you able to move about the Castle so freely?” 
 
    “I am an attractive servant who has caught the Prince’s eye.  I have been cultivating the image of a simple servant girl in the capital of Kentar for well over a year.” 
 
    “I also saw you at the Sorcerers Academy when we were questioned in the Administrator building?  How can you be two places at once?” 
 
    “How are you able to be a top member of the Talon Guild while doubling as a Philosopher of Armena?  It isn’t hard for one who is of the Thirteen.”  Lidea rolled her eyes at Nero’s skepticism.  “I’m a servant girl in both places, okay?  Neither one knows about the other.  I shift back and forth depending on where I think I can gain the most information.” 
 
    “Very impressive.  I can see why the Guildmaster holds you in such high regard.” 
 
    Lidea rolled her hands together in a forward motion and gave him a playful smile.  “Now are you ready to continue?” 
 
    Nero nodded.  “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “I have used my persuasive ways to gain favor with the Crowned Prince of Kentar.” 
 
    Nero raised an eyebrow.  “You are his mistress?” 
 
    “Yes.  Obviously, the Prince cannot be seen with a simple serving wench, so he has his respectable consort, and me to fill his every sexual fantasy.” 
 
    Nero was suddenly jealous of the lucky Prince, who got to ride this lovely creature whenever he wanted because he happened to be born into the right family.  Rank had its privileges.  Nero got defensive.  “Why are you telling me this?  I already know what a fine-looking woman you are.  What does this have to do with getting to the King?” 
 
    Lidea stepped back with a frown.  “I am not trying to brag, you dolt.  My connection to the Prince is the key to this whole thing.” 
 
    Nero crossed his arms.  “I hope so.” 
 
    “My relationship with the Prince is the worst kept secret in the castle.  The guards let me pass from one area of the castle to the next because they know I am the Prince’s secret lover.  Normally, the guards would not let anyone down this hallway, but I am different.  They know me.  They know my motives and they understand.  We will use this to our advantage to break through security and get to the King.  The Prince’s bedchamber is in the royal residence, right down the hall from the King and Queen’s bedroom.”  Lidea put her hands on her hips, with a smile that was irresistible.  “Now, are you ready to go?” 
 
    Nero said, “Almost.”  Then he moved in on Lidea quickly.  He wrapped his left hand around her waist and drew her close.  He grabbed the back of her head in the same motion and kissed her full on the lips. 
 
    Lidea tried to pull away, but Nero held her tight.  She eventually stopped resisting until it was time to pull away.  Nero still held her close as she whispered, “What was that all about?” 
 
    Nero smiled slyly and said, “I just thought we should get into character.” 
 
    Lidea pulled away in mock disgust and slapped him across the chest.  The two Inner Circle members looked at each other with broad smiles.  She took his arm in her own and reached for the door handle.  “Here we go.” 
 
    She pulled open the door and seductively pulled him out into the hallway.  She pulled him along for a few steps before throwing him up against the wall and biting him hard on the ear. 
 
    She talked loud enough for the guards to hear.  “I just love your elf ears.”  She pulled away and continued down the hallway toward the waiting guards.  The three guards looked on with interest at the show.  “You boys don’t mind if I take this one back to my room, do you?” 
 
    The sergeant in charge said, “Is there something you can do in your room that you can’t do here?” 
 
    “There are more toys in my room, and less ears to hear me when I scream.” 
 
    Nero let Lidea pull him past the guards, thinking that this little trick was not going to work.  To his surprise, the guards moved to the side and watched fixedly as the couple moved out of view down the hallway. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel knelt in prayer before his god.  It had been a good night for quiet contemplation.  He was the only one in his room, and the silence was serene; all except for when Nero and his servant girl had gone past the guards on the way to the girl’s room.  They had made all manner of noise going down the hall, and the guards talked about it long after they had gone.  Mestel certainly understood the temptations of the flesh, and the little show in the hallway did make him think of Ellen.  He longed to see her again, knowing his mission to serve Martel did not permit such a luxury at this time. 
 
    Mestel had known for some time that Nero was not what he seemed.  The elf was false.  At first Mestel thought his feelings of unease were due to the fact that Nero was an Agent of the Armenien Crown; no doubt he lied more often than not in his profession.  Over time, however, Mestel had come to realize Nero’s deception went well beyond what he originally thought.  He didn’t have any proof, but he could feel it.  He knew he was right. 
 
    His feelings had been confirmed more than a moon’s turn ago when Martel came to him in a dream.  It hadn’t been a vision of the present or future, like so many other times. 
 
    Rather, Martel’s voice had pierced the darkness, saying, “I am pleased with your progress, my chosen.  You are staying true to the path.  Remember that I am always there to give you guidance, as I do now.  The follower of Venal is not your concern.  Focus on your mission and let him be.” 
 
    Mestel had headed his god’s command and left Nero to his own devices, even when he knew the elf was not being honest, which was most of the time.  So far, his policy of non-interference hadn’t harmed anyone close to his heart, but Mestel often wondered what he would do if that changed.  What if Nero was about to hurt Evisar, or Ellen, or Austen?  Would he still heed his god’s command? 
 
    Mestel set aside the Armenien agent and thought about what he had accomplished this night.  He and Austen had escaped the Sorcerer prison and a certain execution by Rafa and his fellow Sorcerers.  They had saved the King of Kentar and gained his favor, possibly stopping a war between Kentar and Armena.  And now he had a beautiful room all to himself with the promise of a day of feasting on the morrow.  As he knelt before his god, he searched for his purpose beyond the next day.  What could he do that would best serve Martel’s interests? 
 
    As he became one with his surroundings and his god, a feeling of despair overcame him.  He couldn’t localize it, but he knew something was horribly wrong.  What was it?  He got up from his knees and decided to visit the wisest person in the castle. 
 
    Mestel opened the door to his room, walked out into the hall, and turned left.  The guards stood at attention as he walked out the door and turned toward them.  They relaxed somewhat as he turned again and knocked on the door in front of him.  Mestel waited for more than a while at the door before remembering that Austen was hard of hearing.  He knocked much harder the second time and heard the wizard stirring within. 
 
    The door finally opened, and Austen said, “What are you doing up so late?” 
 
    Mestel answered honestly.  “I couldn’t sleep.  Can we speak?” 
 
    Austen ushered him inside and said, “What seems to be on your mind?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think the King’s life may still be in danger.” 
 
    Austen waved his hand dismissively in the air.  “Bah, his life is always in danger.  Why do you think he has so many bodyguards?  He is a good man, but there is no end to those who want to do him harm.” 
 
    Mestel shook his head.  “I’m serious, Austen.  The King is still in danger, tonight.” 
 
    “You are just being paranoid and still thinking about earlier today.  Do not be concerned.  It was a close call to be sure, but now it is over.” 
 
    Mestel wanted to raise his voice above a whisper to drive home his point, but he managed to maintain control.  “Was I paranoid earlier tonight?” 
 
    Austen looked concerned for the first time.  “No.  Have you had another premonition?” 
 
    Mestel hesitated.  He hated to talk about the private relationship between him and his god, but under the circumstances he didn’t think Martel would mind.  “No, I haven’t.  It is just a feeling so strong that I can’t help but act on it.” 
 
    “Well, there you go.  Back to bed, my young elf.  Tomorrow we will celebrate our victory over Rafa and his failed attempt to assassinate my King.” 
 
    Maybe Austin was right.  Maybe he was wrong in this case.  It had just been a feeling after all.  Mestel bid Austen a good night. He walked over to the door and was about to leave when something stopped him.  He trusted his instincts, and more importantly, he trusted his god.  Martel would not lead him astray.  He resolved to see things through to the end.  He let go of the door knob and turned around. 
 
    “I’m going to protect the King; are you coming with me or staying here?” 
 
    Austen chuckled into the brittle silence.  “Did you have an epiphany just now as you reached for the door handle?” 
 
    Mestel did not hesitate for an instant.  “Yes.  Are you with me or not?” 
 
    Austen chuckled nervously and then looked down at the symbol of Martel burned into his forearm.  He looked up again, with all doubt removed. 
 
    “I am with you, Mestel, but getting to the King is no simple matter.  When he is in the residence, there are three checkpoints to cross, not to mention the three guards outside our door.” 
 
    “Then we should probably get started.” 
 
    “Hold on.  Before we go through all of that and probably end up in prison again, you should go out into the hall and tell the guards exactly what is going on.  They will be able to check on the King a lot faster than it will take us to break through security.” 
 
    Mestel had to admit the idea had merit; plus, he did not relish the idea of destroying whatever good will he had attained and possibly ending up back in a jail cell.  “Alright.  We’ll try it your way first.  Excuse me.” 
 
    Mestel went out into the hallway and told the three guards the full story.  The guards knew he had saved the King’s life earlier in the day, but it still was not enough to make him credible.  Mestel said the King was still in danger, but not having any evidence meant the guards were skeptical to say the least.  They eventually humored him by saying they would send one of the three back to the residence to check on his Majesty.  One of the guards strolled around the corner, and Mestel heard boots on stone as the guard walked away.  Mestel waited patiently by Austen’s room for the guard to return with any news.  He did not have to wait long.  A short time later, he heard the guard walking toward them down the hallway. 
 
    The guard turned the corner, walked up to his fellow guardsmen, and answered their unspoken question.  “Nothing is wrong.  The King is fine.” 
 
    The Sergeant in charge accepted the expected answer without question and turned back to Mestel.  “My trooper says the King is fine.  Don’t worry, my young elf friend, the King is well-guarded.” 
 
    Mestel wanted to tell the pompous guard that he had also been well-guarded earlier today when he was almost assassinated, but instead he said, “Thank you for checking.  I feel much better now.” 
 
    Mestel retreated a few steps and went back into Austen’s room.  Austen looked surprised when the door opened and said, “What do you want now?  I’m getting too old for surprises.  I heard through the door that everything is fine.” 
 
    Mestel came right up to the old wizard and whispered, “The soldier wasn’t gone long enough to check on the King.  He thinks I’m just a strange elf who got lucky the first time.  The King is still in danger.” 
 
    Austen stood silent in front of Mestel.  Finally, he said, “You do have a point.  He did come back awfully quick considering the King’s quarters are one floor up and on the other side of the castle.  I suppose the soldier could have had one of his friends go and check on the King?” 
 
    “Possibly, but then why did he come back and tell us the King was fine before he knew for sure.” 
 
    “Another good point.” 
 
    Mestel knew he was running out of time.  “Look, we can sit here arguing all night.  I’m telling you that your King is in mortal danger for the second time today.  Are you going to help me get past the guards, or do I need to do it myself?” 
 
    “No, of course not.  You have proven yourself to me many times over.  Here is what I propose we do.” 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant in charge was bored.  Guarding these newfound elves all night was not what he signed up for.  He was supposed to be guarding the King and his family, not playing babysitter to a group of foreigners with more luck than brains. 
 
    The elf archer who had saved the King earlier was in the old man’s room doing gods knew what.  It was very late, and he hated to speculate.  Suddenly the old man’s door opened, but no one came out.  The door closed again with no explanation. 
 
    This is just too damn weird, he said to himself.  He nudged the other two guards, saying, “Go check it out.” 
 
    His two friends walked over to the old man’s door and knocked loudly.  It took a long time for the old man to answer, but finally he said, “Yes.” 
 
    “We saw your door open and shut.  Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes, that was an accident, sorry.” 
 
    The two guards looked at him and shrugged their shoulders.  The Sergeant motioned for them to come back and resume their post.  As they moved back into position, he thought he heard footsteps behind him.  He turned around and looked down both hallways.  “What was that?” 
 
    “What was what?” 
 
    “I thought I heard someone behind us.”  All three of them looked to the right and left behind them, but saw nothing.  The Sergeant contemplated sending his men to check it out, but he thought better of it.  He didn’t want to look foolish for a second time. 
 
    ________________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel watched as Austen cast invisibility on them.  They could not see each other, so they held hands as Mestel opened the door and slowly walked out into the hall.  He had to walk fast enough to avoid the guards, but slowly enough to remain stealthy.  As Austen walked into the hallway, he slowly shut the door behind him.  Mestel moved to the far side of the hall and leaned against the wall. 
 
    The Sergeant in charge nudged the two soldiers with him and said, “Go check it out.” 
 
    The two soldiers reluctantly moved forward and one of them knocked on Austen’s door.  Mestel moved himself and Austen farther down the hallway, still leaning against the far wall, so they were in between the Sergeant guarding the passageway and the soldiers at Austen’s door. 
 
    When Austen replied, “Yes,” it sounded like Austen was still inside his room speaking through a thick oak door.  Mestel nearly gasped outloud, even though he had been expecting the trickery. 
 
    The soldier who knocked said, “We saw your door open and shut.  Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, that was an accident, sorry.”  Had Mestel not been holding Austen’s hand, and known with absolute certainty he was standing right next to the old wizard, he would have sworn Austen was in his room trying to sleep. 
 
    Mestel moved along the wall and scooted past the Sergeant guarding the way to the rest of the castle.  At their closest point, Mestel and Austen each passed within two feet of the Sergeant, but he was either hard of hearing or assumed the soft footfalls were from his soldiers.  The invisible pair continued slowly down the hallway away from the rooms, walking ever more quickly as the distance between them and their escorts grew.  At one point, Austen must have tripped over an outlying stone in the floor, because Mestel felt him stumble and heard his belongings clank around. 
 
    Mestel pressed on but heard the Sergeant say, “What was that?” 
 
    “What was what?” 
 
    “I thought I heard someone behind us.” 
 
    Mestel looked behind and when he saw the guards were not pursuing, he counted the encounter as a victory and moved on to the next obstacle of the night. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Lidea led Nero down the passageways of the castle, acting like a giddy lover.  They passed a solitary guard on the way to her room who looked at them playfully but made no move to stop the pair.  Lidea opened the door to her room a short time later and led him inside.  Once the door was closed, she dropped the pretense and moved quickly about the room. 
 
    “Let’s get what we need and head out.  We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “I thought we had all night.” 
 
    “It may seem that way, but the castle wakes up early and half the night is already gone.”  Lidea went to her end table, pulled a dagger out of the only drawer, and threw it at Nero.  Nero caught the blade deftly by the hilt with one hand.  “I am not the best fighter, as I perform other services for the Guild.  I can get you upstairs and into the royal residence, but the rest will be up to you.” 
 
    “How are we going to get to the residence?  You said something about three checkpoints?” 
 
    Lidea hurried to stand next to Nero and then stopped cold, adding emphasis to her next statement.  “The Benjin Family has ruled Kentar since its inception a millennium ago.  Sometimes they have ruled wisely and sometimes tyrannically.  The one thing that has remained constant throughout their time on the throne, has been the family’s unrelenting lust.  There is a passageway right outside my door known as the Mistress Passageway.  It is a secret passage that leads directly upstairs to the royal residence.  Only the King, his son, and a few bodyguards know of its existence.  It will take us past two of the checkpoints.” 
 
    “And what about the third?” 
 
    “We will have to improvise when the time comes.” 
 
    Nero was not liking his chances.  “Great.”  They were trying to finish a job in one night that Rafa had planned for over a year.  Still, if he succeeded, his standing in the Guild would be greatly increased.  He might finally have the power to actually make a difference in his god’s war against the Krone. 
 
    Lidea said, “Are you ready to go make history?” 
 
    Nero winked at her playfully and said, “I always am.” 
 
    Lidea accepted his flirting with a smile, and then they were off. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    With their invisibility intact, Austen led Mestel to a secret passage that went up one floor, completely bypassing the first ring of security.  The unlikely duo emerged from the passageway and proceeded down the hall.  After twenty paces they came to the first fork where the original hallway continued straight and a secondary hallway turned left, toward the King’s residence.  Mestel looked to the left and saw two guards standing at the second checkpoint. 
 
    Mestel pulled Austen back behind the corner and said, “It’s pretty much like you said.  Are you ready with plan B?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Without another word, Austen brought one of his spells to life.  When he was finished, a ghostly knight stood a few feet away from Austen, complete with full plate mail and a drawn sword.  The knight bowed slightly to Austen, turned around, and began walking.  The knight walked past the second checkpoint and continued down the original hallway, but he did not do it silently.  Decked out in full armor, the ghostly knight made quite the racket.  
 
    Mestel heard Lieutenant Capstone say, “You two come up and take our place at the second checkpoint.  Something strange just walked by, and we have to check it out.” 
 
    Mestel heard two soldiers farther back in the castle respond with an affirmative.  Mestel watched with a smile on his face as the guards at the second checkpoint walked quickly up to the intersection and moved to the left after the conjured knight.  As soon as the two guards rounded the corner, Mestel took Austen’s invisible hand and moved quickly forward.  He hoped to get past the second checkpoint before the replacement guards took up their positions, but he hoped in vain. 
 
    The King’s bodyguards were well-trained – no doubt the best of the best.  As Mestel moved quickly forward, one guard appeared from a passageway up and to the left, and another one from the right.  They seamlessly moved into position, standing side by side, taking up the entire hallway.  There was not enough room for Mestel to sneak by with Austen. 
 
    Mestel retreated back around the corner and whispered, “Any idea how we can get past that second checkpoint?” 
 
    “Not really.  I have to save my other illusion spell for our retreat.  The knight will only fool them for a short time, and our invisibility spell will run out soon.  We need to act now.” 
 
    Mestel bent down and picked up a small stone.  “All right, I will throw a stone down the hall and hope we can sneak by.  Stay right behind me.” 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Lidea led Nero to the Mistress Passageway not more than ten feet away from the door to her room, and led Nero up a small spiral staircase.  Once they got to the top, Lidea turned to him and said, “There will likely be two guards right outside this door and two more on the other side of the King’s suite.  They know about the passageway, and they know I visit the Prince often.  Let me go out first and try to draw the closest two away.  I will try to lead them around the corner.  When I do, that will be your opportunity to go into the King’s room, which will be the first door on your left.  You will be on your own after that, since I will have to go to the Prince’s room in order to keep up pretenses.” 
 
    “I understand your womanly ways will probably work on one guard, but how will you lure two guards away from their posts.” 
 
    Lidea smiled but looked unsure for the first time in the evening.  “I’m not sure, but I will improvise and come up with something.  Look for your chance.  There may not be much time.” 
 
    “Once the deed is done, what do I do?” 
 
    “You will have to improvise as well.  You can take the Mistress Passageway back to my room and then stumble back to your room after a particularly fun evening.” 
 
    Nero smiled confidently and said, “Sounds like I had a good time.  I’m curious, is this story fact or fiction?” 
 
    Lidea smiled back flirtatiously and said, “Here we go.”  She tapped on a stone and the wall came in toward her.  Nero noticed a book shelf connected to the doorway, which probably explaining how the passageway remained hidden.  Lidea moved into the hallway and disappeared from view. 
 
    A few moments later, Nero heard a male voice coming from the hallway.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Lidea responded casually.  “What do you think?” 
 
    Nero poked his head out just enough to see what was going on, so he wouldn’t miss his chance.  He saw Lidea moving slowly toward the guard, with her hips doing all the talking.  Nero only saw one guard.  When next she spoke, her voice was so seductive that Nero almost lost himself in the moment. 
 
    “But first, a little present for your attentiveness sir.” 
 
    She raised her right hand and ran it down the guard’s neck, shoulder, and arm.  She seemed tender and vulnerable as she took the guard’s hand into her own.  The guard let himself be walked backward until they were at the next intersection.  Then Lidea spun the guard playfully around, and out of Nero’s sight. 
 
    Nero wondered where the second guard had gone but didn’t waste any time as he left the relative safety of the passage and moved into the hallway.  He purposely left the Mistress Passageway open.  The last thing he saw as he approached the King’s door was Lidea pressing her irresistible body up against the guard.  He opened the King’s door slowly and moved inside. 
 
    As he closed the door, he heard the guard say, “What, that’s it?” 
 
    Lidea said, “I’m afraid I have to save myself for the Prince.”  Then the door was shut, and Nero heard no more.  He wondered why there had only been one guard stationed at the King’s door when Lidea had expected two, but ultimately Nero didn’t have time to contemplate his good fortune, as it was one less problem he had to solve. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel moved forward with a rock in one hand and Austen’s invisible hand in the other.  He planned to throw the rock against the back wall to distract the two guards who had moved up to the second checkpoint, but he never got that close. 
 
      
 
    *****   
 
      
 
    As he approached the guards, his vision suddenly went dark.  An instant later, he was in a large bedroom facing a stone wall.  He wondered where he was as he turned around to look at the rest of the room.  As he scanned the room he just caught a glimpse of someone moving through a doorway off to his left and shutting it behind him.  Mestel was about to run after whoever just left the room when his eyes beheld something that shook him to his core.  Across the room was the bed where the King and Queen of Kentar slept – except the King was dead.  He had been stabbed in the chest by an assassin’s blade.  Fresh blood poured out of the wound and soaked the royal sheets.  Amazingly, the Queen still slept peacefully next to her dead husband – so silent was the assassination.  Mestel could only stare at the life-changing scene in front of him. 
 
    In the past, the fear induced by seeing such a morbid death might have paralyzed him into inaction, but in this instance, he managed to look away from the scene and think clearly for a moment.  The blood was fresh.  The murder had just occurred.  The person he saw leaving the room just as the vision began must have been the assassin. 
 
    Mestel ran to the door and threw it open with reckless abandon.  He ran into the hallway looking frantically for some sign of the intruder, but he saw nothing.  He bent over to look for any tracks left on the stone floor.  Even though the floor was hard as a rock, and well-trodden on, Mestel knew he would be able to track the killer, but he never had the chance. 
 
    His vision went completely dark once again.  When his sight returned to him, he had an eagle-eye view of a field of tall grass adjacent to the beginnings of a forest.  The scene was quiet; nothing moved.  Suddenly, the serenity was broken by war horns in the distance.  Mestel watched from high above as humans rose up from the tall grass and charged toward the forest.  The humans wore armor ranging from thick cloth to breast plates.  They wielded weapons ranging from maces, to swords, to bows.  The humans held the banner of Kentar high as they rushed forward.  Just as the charge began, a barrage of flaming arrows flew out of the forest and crashed into the human lines.  Scores of humans fell to the ground, many of them mortally wounded, as the sea of humanity rushed forward.  Mestel heard a warrior’s cry echo among the trees, followed by an army of elves that rushed forward flying the banner of a tree silhouette backed by the rising sun.  The two armies clashed headlong into each other as the scene faded from Mestel’s mind, only to be replaced by a battlefield littered with dead bodies on both sides.  Martel’s message was clear – if the King of Kentar died, thousands of elves were going to die needlessly in a vicious war with Kentar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The vision ended, and he was back in Jewlian Castle with two of the King’s bodyguards in front of him.  Having received instructions directly from his god, and knowing time was of the essence, Mestel threw the rock in his hand against the back wall fifteen feet away.  He angled the toss so the rock bounced off the back wall and rebounded a few times down the hall to the right.  At this point, the two guards at the second checkpoint had heard enough.  They both drew their swords and turned on their heels to see what was happening.  The Sergeant on the left tapped his companion on the shoulder and motioned for him to check it out.  As the guard disappeared around the corner, Mestel made his move. 
 
    He rushed forward as fast as he could silently manage while holding Austen’s hand.  Just as he squeezed by on the left side, the lone guard at the checkpoint took a step backward and brushed Mestel with his arm.  Mestel hit the arm with his hand and became instantly visible.  The Sergeant turned around to see what he had run into and was shocked to see an elf barely two feet away. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero turned around and took in the royal bedchamber of the King and Queen of Kentar.  A fire burned in the hearth, and a candle was burned halfway down on the end table next to the bed.  There was no doubt the apartment was spacious and finely decorated, but it didn’t hold a candle to the Guildmaster’s quarters in Locus.  Seeing the apartment proved to Nero once again that power and information were the true currencies of the world.  Once the deed was done, the Guildmaster would see how indispensable he was to the Talon Guild. 
 
    Nero moved over to the bed and drew his dagger.  The King was sleeping face up while the Queen slept on her side, facing away from the King.  Looking down, it all seemed to easy.  He would plunge the dagger into the King’s lungs to prevent him from screaming out and walk out of the room without the Queen even waking up.  Child’s play. 
 
    As Nero looked down at the helpless King, his thoughts turned away from what he stood to gain and toward what everyone else stood to lose.  For the first time in his life he was having second thoughts.  What had this man done to deserve death?  He was a good King by all accounts.  Was he only guilty of presiding over the kingdom adjacent to the Talon Thieves Guild?  If he died, there would be no one to stop the upcoming war between the elves and the humans.  Did he have the right to sacrifice thousands of lives just so he could increase his standing with the Guild in order to take revenge against the Krone?  He thought of Mestel and how at peace he seemed with himself and his god.  That was ultimately what he wanted.  Would committing this murder give him a closer relationship with Venal? 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel and the guard stared at each other in disbelief.  One wondering what to do now that his invisibility was gone; the other how someone could appear directly in front of him out of thin air.  Mestel let go of Austen and shoved the guard with both hands.  The guard fell onto his back while yelling for help.  Mestel rushed forward and dashed around the corner, leaving the fallen guard behind, only to run headlong into the sword of a third guard. 
 
    The King’s door was only thirty feet down a passageway to the right, while the Prince’s door was forty feet in front of him.  Mestel had been forced to pull up and stop his advance when he saw a guard standing ready in the middle of the hallway, with the point of his sword tracking him.  He frantically thought about how he could get around the guard without the element of surprise, unarmed, and knowing that these were some of the best swordsmen in all of Tellus.  His hesitation cost him dearly as two guards came up on him from behind with swords ready. 
 
    Mestel put his hands up in surrender and yelled out, “You have to let me go!  The King is about to be murdered!” 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero paused over the King’s sleeping form, not certain he could go through with his original plan.  Then he heard a guard yelling outside and men running through the hallway.  Nero’s mind went into overdrive as the King and Queen both awoke to the sudden noise.  The King bolted upright and saw Nero standing poised next to him. 
 
    The King recognized him and said, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    In answer to his question, Nero plunged his dagger into the King’s chest.  He twisted the blade to ensure the kill and then withdrew the bloody weapon.  The King stared at his chest for a moment and then fell back down as blood began to spread across the sheets. 
 
    Outside in the hallway, Nero heard someone yell, “The King is about to be murdered!” and thought it sounded like Mestel. 
 
    The Queen sat up and opened her mouth to yell, but Nero was faster.  He slashed his knife across her throat and made for the door before the Queen’s body even hit the floor.  For better or worse, Nero had accomplished the job he came there to do. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Three guards held Mestel at sword point.  The three looked at each other for a moment and decided killing Mestel was the safest course of action.  One of the rear guards moved forward, intent on running him through.  Suddenly, magic ricochet off the stone walls and all three guards visibly relaxed, replacing their life and death expressions with huge smiles.  It was almost like they had suddenly become so intoxicated and stupid that they could barely stand.  Mestel looked past the guards to see Austen standing close by, his invisibility cloak lost when he attacked the three guards with his wizardry.  Mestel nodded at him in understanding, then pushed past the three guards. 
 
    He ran around the corner and threw open the door to the King’s chamber.  It was immediately obvious that he was too late.  The King and Queen were both dead.  He ran over to the bed and checked each of them to make sure as Austen entered the room. 
 
    Austen walked forward in shock.  “Gods have mercy.  What has happened here?” 
 
    Mestel looked up with fresh blood on his hands.  “We were too late.” 
 
    After what seemed like a long time, Lieutenant Capstone ran into the room with a host of bodyguards behind him.  He looked at the King and Queen and staggered forward in disbelief.  “What have you done?” 
 
    Mestel said, “We did nothing.  I tried to tell your men the King was still in danger, but you chose not to believe me.  Now everyone will suffer because of your shortsightedness.” 
 
    Lieutenant Capstone and one other guard rushed forward, swinging their swords.  Mestel dodged the one and ducked the other.  He dodged the guard’s swing and smashed his fist against his face, sending the guard unconscious to the floor.  He ducked under the Lieutenant’s swing at the last instant.  He stood up and moved in close, grabbing the Lieutenant’s sword arm and ripping the weapon free.  In one fluid motion, he took a step back and brought the sword up to the Lieutenant’s throat. 
 
    Lieutenant Capstone yelled, “Murderers.  Look at you, standing there with my King’s blood on your hands.” 
 
    Mestel spoke into the temporary silence.  “When we came into the room, they were already dead.  I went to check both of them in order to be sure.” 
 
    “All I know is that you were in here alone for a long while.  All I know is that you sneaked past three checkpoints in order to force yourself into the King’s quarters.  And here you stand over their bodies with royal blood on your hands.  From where I’m standing, the two of you are murderers.” 
 
    Mestel opened his mouth to respond, but the Lieutenant was not finished.  “Guards!  Arrest these two and take them back to their rooms.  And see that they stay there this time!”  His subordinates rushed into the room, and Mestel could see that it was hopeless.  He put down his sword, and he and Austen were both put in irons.  Mestel was too bewildered to resist, even though it meant captivity.  The guard behind him hit him across the head to get him moving.  No fewer than twenty guards escorted him and Austen back to their rooms.  They left them in irons and threw them into their rooms, but not before beating both of them severely.  Evisar, Xander, Valihorn, and Nero all came out of their rooms wondering what had happened.  The guards proceeded to beat all of them for their association with the killers until they returned to their rooms. 
 
    Once Mestel was alone in his room, he sank to his bloody knees with open wounds all over his body and prayed to Martel.  He found it difficult to stave off the madness of being wrongly imprisoned, but there was very little else he could do.  He didn’t have any weapons, had been beaten nearly unconscious, and all of the walls were made out of thick stone with no windows leading to the outside. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Having just killed the King, Nero ran to the door and silently opened it.  He looked out into the hallway and saw nothing.  He heard bodies locked in a struggle just around the corner.  Nero had no idea what was drawing the guard’s attention, but he was grateful for the chance to escape.  He moved to the right of the door, shutting it quickly, and dashed to the bookshelf concealing the secret Mistress Passageway.  He darted into the secret corridor, moved the bookshelf back into position, and hoped no one saw his retreat. 
 
    He walked down the stairway and made it back to Lidea’s room without being seen.  He left the tainted dagger in the Mistress Passageway in a hidden nook he hoped no one would find.  Lidea was not in her room, since she was entertaining the Prince.  Nero marveled again at what a lucky bastard the Prince was, cementing once again his belief that rank had its privileges.  After completing his mission in Jewlian, he would find out for himself soon enough.  If he could just make it back to his room without being suspected. 
 
    Nero put himself into the mindset of an elf who had just had a really good time with a woman, and left Lidea’s room.  He shut Lidea’s door with a broad, stupid grin on his face.  He staggered back to his room without a care in the world and a bounce in his step.  He passed one guard in the corridor before making it to the checkpoint outside his room. 
 
    The guards saw him coming a mile away.  “Well, lookie what we have here.” 
 
    Another guard jumped right in.  “He looks like he had quite a time.  Don’t you think, Ed?” 
 
    “Quite a time.  I have heard tell that Lidea can give as good as she takes.  Best you go sleep it off, my elven friend.  You need to regain your strength.” 
 
    Nero moved past the guards and opened the door to his room.  “Sounds like a plan.  Don’t wait up for me.”  Nero shut the door and crawled into bed.  He expected it wouldn’t take long for all of the hells to break lose.  In fact, it took much longer than he would have thought.  There was eventually a lot of yelling and hitting out in the hallway.  Nero waited for what he thought was the appropriate amount of time before walking out of his room to find Mestel and Austen being beaten by more guards than he could count.  Given the chaos before him, Nero could only conclude that these two had somehow managed to take the blame for the King’s death.  It seemed as though it had been Mestel’s voice he had heard outside the King’s chambers after all.  Nero marveled at the odd sense of humor the gods had concerning their mortal foot soldiers on Tellus as he and the rest of the companions lunged at the guards in an effort to save their friends from further punishment.  They all took several hits for their effort and were each forced back into their respective rooms. 
 
    With Nero’s sixth sense, he was able to feel the chaos, uncertainty, and questions all about him.  He laughed at everyone’s ignorance, proving once again that knowledge was power, and power meant control.  In his mind, he told himself that he had pulled off the crime of the century and that he had the perfect alibi.  It was exhilarating to think that no one except Lidea knew what he had done. 
 
    Perhaps he was not quite as brilliant as he thought.  After all, why had Mestel looked at him so judgingly before, and why had he and Austen broken through three checkpoints out of desperation to save the King?  There was a small part of Nero’s soul that cried out for justice.  Was it right that so many suffered so he could find himself one rung higher in the Talon Thieves Guild?  For the first time in his long life, Nero wondered whether it was all worth it.  He had no doubt he would get his reward from the Guildmaster, but was his unrelenting service to the Talon Guild really taking him where he wanted to go? 
 
    As chaos raged around him, Nero put aside this small uncertainty and chose to revel in his power and his ability to control those around him.  He knew it was likely to be a long morning, so Nero drifted off to sleep with a not entirely clear conscience. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 115:  The Beginning of the End 
 
      
 
    Gram sat alone in an empty room meditating on the great spell he was about to cast.  He sat at a simple wooden table in a wooden chair, studying the spell book he recovered from the lich he had destroyed in the catacombs underneath Locus.  He had never cast a spell this powerful, but he was eager to try.  He had no doubt the result would be catastrophic, but it would not be easy.  If everything was not done exactly as the lich’s spellbook specified, Gram had no doubt the very least that would happen would be his death. 
 
    Gram wished he could wait longer before casting the Cataclysm spell, since he did not have enough magic-user potential to ensure Armena’s complete destruction, but the Guildmaster had made his wishes very clear.  Regretfully, even after two years of capturing every spellcaster the Guild could find, he still did not have enough to unleash the spell’s full potential, but he did have enough to cripple the elf kingdom forever, thus assuring the Talon Guild’s continued expansion into the future. 
 
    The problem was that magic-users were so rare in Tellus that their existence verged on myth.  Most peasants with a magical aptitude went their entire lives without harnessing their special gift, because there was no one around to guide them in their development.  It also did not help that the few wizards and high priests who did exist were either too well-known in their towns and cities to go missing, or too powerful to be taken alive.  The Guild had been collecting anyone they could get their hands on and holding them captive in the Underworld or in a Talon Guild prison.  The Talon Guild, with two years of effort on Gram’s part, had managed to capture and hold more than a hundred beings with spellcaster ability.  Some of the captives knew about their special gift, while others were clueless.  All of them had the gift inside their souls.  Many were captured on the road between Dowden and Wessex.  Locus and its surrounding countryside had been emptied, as well as the areas surrounding Darkwood Forest.  The Talon Guild abducted as many Sorcerers and Philosopher wizards as could go missing without repercussions.  The Krone, thanks to Arun, had even donated some of their own spellcasters to the cause.  And now their collective talent had been brought to this place at this time so that he might make history. 
 
      
 
    Gram focused his attention once again on the cataclysmic feat he was about to attempt.  A short time later, the door behind him opened and closed.  The familiar voice of Arun brought his concentration back to the present.  “All is prepared, Gram.  We are ready for you now.” 
 
    Gram turned around and saw the new Matron Mother of Evox standing respectfully behind him.  He almost smiled, knowing the pain this act of capitulation had to be causing her.  Arun had always deferred to him ever so subtly, but now she was not being subtle at all.  On the contrary, she was being outwardly submissive, not because that was the way she felt, but because she needed him desperately at this moment.  He was the only wizard with enough power to cast the Cataclysm spell.  In the Underworld, female Krone ruled with an iron fist, much as Evona ruled over them, but Gram had always suspected deep down that the females appreciated a man who knew how to lead. 
 
    Gram said, “What will you do after Armena is decimated?” 
 
    “We will take back what is ours.  Evox is the only Krone city not under siege or already conquered by the surface elves.” 
 
    “Losing so many of your cities to the weaker surface elves must be extremely frustrating.” 
 
    “Do not patronize me, Gram!  We had them on the run until one of their gods came back to Tellus to lead their army!  We had beaten them so badly that they retreated back to the surface and sealed the entrance to the Underworld in order to get away from us.  We would have recovered quickly if Venal had not come back to Tellus to lead the elves into battle.  How are we supposed to fight a god?!” 
 
    Gram smirked with confidence.  “I will show you how with this spell, but I will expect something equally valuable in return.” 
 
    Arun picked up on his body language and tone, and she knew exactly what he wanted in return.  “Oh, you’ll get it.  I promise you that.” 
 
    Gram nodded his head in approval and said, “In that case, let us begin your path to victory.” 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Calim walked over to a grove of trees outside of Ash where no less than fifteen of his fellow Philosophers had gathered.  Some were new recruits, most were seasoned veterans, and all of them were his friends – but he was the senior agent in charge.  Due to the secrecy of their organization, the Philosophers rarely gathered in numbers larger than two or three, but the defense of the city and the absence of the army to defend it had forced the Philosophers to show a little more of their hand. 
 
    Calim spoke with his fellow agents as he walked into the grove.  “I believe we are as prepared as we can be.  I just spoke with the Commander of the militia.  His soldiers will defend the city itself, while our job will be to harass them from the sides and rear.  Since no one in the city except the Commander knows of our existence, we will maintain a planned separation.”  The separation of the city militia from the Philosopher agents made good tactical sense, as well as being necessary.  The Philosopher’s cunning and ingenuity was lost on the standard defense of a city.  They were much more effective at hit-and-run tactics in the shadows of the forest as the enemy moved toward the city.  Only the Commander of the city militia knew the truth of what was going on.  The soldiers in the nearly empty city of Ash thought they were defending the city on their own and remained ignorant of the powerful Philosopher agents lying in wait on the outskirts of the city. 
 
    One of the new recruits spoke his mind.  “Then we have given up all hope of negotiating with the humans?” 
 
    “No.  I am leaving after we finish here to meet with one of their leaders.” 
 
    The same recruit spoke up again.  “Why didn’t we meet with them earlier?  This seems rather like deciding to hunt elk just before the sun drops below the trees.” 
 
    “I discussed that very thought with the Council of Wizards.  It was the Lead Philosopher’s hope that the humans didn’t know where our cities were, given that they aren’t even sure of our existence, and that they would grow tired of combing through the forest and return home.  However, having tailed them from Endwood, it is clear that they have an accurate map of at least part of our kingdom, since they marched straight from Endwood to the outskirts of Ash.  The second reason we didn’t open negotiations earlier is that we underestimated their resolve.  We aren’t quite sure why the loss of a small logging town to a giant attack and ghosts warrants raising an entire army and marching against us.  Clearly their resolve is stronger than we anticipated.  Perhaps I will find out why during my meeting.” 
 
    Calim’s answer seemed to satisfy the new recruit.  He tried to remember a time when he had been as cocky and sure of himself.  “I will try to negotiate a peace that will get them to turn around and leave our forest, but at the very least I will stall for time.  If they will not listen to reason, then it is war.  The humans have three armies marching through Glenmyr Forest, but the largest is converging on us now.  We are too few and our chances are slim.  I don’t hold out hope that we can save Ash if it comes to war, but the Philosophers have faced worse odds than this before and we have always come out on top.  Remember our words and fight to make it so.  No matter the cost …” 
 
    The other Philosophers finished the motto.  “Complete the mission.” 
 
    “Words to live by this day, for if we fail the city of Ash will be no more.”  The resolve on the faces around him were resolute iron.  No one had to be told the stakes.  No one had to be reminded of their duty.  “Resume your scout positions.  I will return shortly for final preparations.”  The meeting broke up, and everyone resumed his or her preassigned position. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jon finished urinating on a tree well outside the view of his marching soldiers.  After all, it was detrimental to morale for the men to see their captain taking a simple piss.  As he pulled up his breeches and turned around to walk back to the lines, he was startled nearly to death by what could almost be described as a tall, slender, teenage child standing thirty feet away. 
 
    The stranger looked like a child, but when he spoke it was with the iron conviction of someone defending his home.  “You humans show no respect for the trees.  Where would you be without the shelter and peace of the forest?” 
 
    It took Jon less than a fraction of a moment to realize the child standing in front of him was an elf.  He thought about his experiences at Endwood and answered, “I don’t know.  The forest is a dangerous place for the people of Kentar these days.  Ghosts, giants, and other foul things seem to jump out of the shadows and strike when we least expect.  Perhaps ridding ourselves of the trees and all of those in it will enhance our security.” 
 
    Jon drew his sword and was about to call out, when the elf spoke.  “Hold your weapon, sir.  You won’t be needing it for what I’m about to say.”  The elf stopped for a moment and seemed to evaluate Jon.  “Or would you be so arrogant and closeminded as to chase me off without hearing what I have to say?” 
 
    There was no mistaking the melodious voice of the stranger before him as anything other than an elf.  Even though he had only heard the language once before at Endwood, so long ago, it was engrained in his mind.  Then, as now, the words were formal and the accent strange, but the elf spoke Jon’s language well enough.  “Who are you?  What do you want?” 
 
    “My name is Calim.  I am here to negotiate in good faith for your army to turn around and go back to Kentar.” 
 
    Jon found this interesting, but there was no turning back now.  “I’m afraid we can’t do that.  There are questions that must be answered.” 
 
    The elf contemplated this for a moment and nodded his head.  “Well, here I am, sir.  Ask your questions, and I will do my best to answer them.” 
 
    Jon didn’t know if he could believe the elf, but he had come all this way seeking answers.  It would be a shame to turn someone away who seemed willing to answer those questions.  “Why are you speaking with me and not another one of the captains?  Why not our general?”   
 
    “Were you aware that I was watching your army as it moved in and recaptured Endwood?” 
 
    “I was not.” 
 
    “Good.  It is always nice to hear that I haven’t lost the entirety of my skills.  To answer your question, I am talking to you because of all the soldiers I observed at Endwood, you seemed the most sensible of the bunch.” 
 
    “What gave you that idea?” 
 
    “It is not difficult to determine a person’s motives if you are trained to do so.  You are looking for answers, and your mind is not yet made up.  Your general, on the other hand, is a fierce warrior who has already determined that we are guilty of whatever has brought you into the forest.  His convictions have already convinced the other captains.  You alone have kept an open mind about the validity of your march into our forest.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head and asked the question that had occupied his thoughts for more than half a year.  “What really happened at Endwood?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean.  I wasn’t there personally, but I have heard the reports from Lord Chas and Evisar.” 
 
    “We were attacked several times and forced to abandon the town.  Did the elves have anything to do with those attacks?” 
 
    The elf was quick to answer.  “Absolutely not!  My understanding is that we sent an envoy of four elves to this Endwood to discuss the presence of your logging town in our forest, where we were turned away most rudely.  Now it is time for you to answer one of my questions.  Why has Kentar sent three armies into Glenmyr Forest?”  Jon’s face must have shown his surprise, because Calim continued matter of factly.  “Yes, we are aware of the other two armies approaching from the northwest and southwest.” 
 
    Jon was even more confused.  “Isn’t the answer obvious?  Our logging town was destroyed, so we have come to investigate and find answers to our questions.” 
 
    Calim remained calm, but even though he was alien, it was clear to Jon that he was annoyed.  “The army at your back is not an investigative army, but rather an army meant to conquer.  Surely you can see that.  Even if we did destroy this Endwood, which we did not, it was a small logging town and should not have warranted the invasion of three large armies.” 
 
    What Calim said was true, but Jon’s gut was telling him this elf was not being entirely truthful.  He also didn’t like having his intelligence questioned by this Calim either.  Both of these facts put him on the defensive, and he lashed out. 
 
    “You talk sweetly, but your words ring false.  I’ll not be questioned in this manner by the enemy.  I find it more than a coincidence that two days after we turned your elven envoy away, the attacks against our small logging town began.” 
 
    “That is the whole of your evidence.  Surely you can see that your case is circumstantial at best.” 
 
    His intelligence was again brought into question.  “What about the black arrow?” 
 
    “What black arrow?” 
 
    “During the first attack on Endwood, my captain was shot in the back with a black arrow.” 
 
    “Circumstantial.  How do you know this captain wasn’t killed by one of his own soldiers?” 
 
    “Two reasons!” Jon protested.  “Captain Sheval was the only one killed in that giant raid by friendly fire.  Don’t you think it coincidental that the captain, the most important soldier on the battlefield, was killed by friendly fire?” 
 
    “Still, you can’t say for certain.” 
 
    “Yes, I can!  The arrow that killed the Captain was entirely black.” 
 
    “So, what of it?” 
 
    “The Army of Kentar has always used white or light gray arrows.  It has used these light arrows since its founding over a thousand years ago.  It proves that the Captain was killed by something other than one of his own soldiers.” 
 
    “Does it!  Are you telling me a black arrow has never been loosed by a soldier of Kentar?” 
 
    Calim did have a point, but Jon was not willing to concede it.  “You are lying.  Or at the very least, you are not telling the whole truth.”  
 
    “And how would you know that?” 
 
    “It is not difficult to spot a liar when you are trained to do so.” 
 
    Calim clearly did not like having his words used against him.  “I tell you we had nothing to do with the destruction of Endwood.  If you want to come to our city to discuss our diplomatic situation, then we would be more than happy to receive you.” 
 
    “And if I chose not to believe you?” 
 
    “Then you will find moving into our city to be a very bloody affair.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You are invading our homes and destroying our forest.  We will not give up either one without a fight.  We’ve known you were coming for a long time, and we’ve had plenty of time to prepare.” 
 
    “And we will not tolerate such an aggressive neighbor on our borders.  Especially a neighbor who doesn’t have the courage to face us openly, but instead choses to launch sneak attacks from the shadows.” 
 
    “Then this meeting would seem to be at an end.” 
 
    “I believe you are right.  Guards!  Guards!”  Jon turned around and called to his guards standing fifty paces away.  When he turned back around to face the stranger, he saw nothing but empty forest.  Calim had disappeared back into the shadows. 
 
    He was now certain he had made the right choice in coming on this expedition.  The elves did take part in the destruction of Endwood.  Jon stopped for a moment as one potential problem with his logic came to mind.  Why was Kentar taking three large armies into Glenmyr Forest based on the destruction of one small logging town, especially when it could be argued that the elves had been defending their territory? 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gram walked out of the inner sanctum of the temple with Arun following a respectful step behind.  He walked quickly down the hallway toward the main temple chamber.  The hallway was lit with torches – largely for his benefit since he could not see in the dark like his Krone allies. 
 
    Gram knew the Krone had their benefits, but being counted as trustworthy was not one of them.  When he traveled with them through the Underworld he always kept a close eye out for signs of betrayal.  Even Arun bore watching, especially since they were lovers, for physical love meant very little to the Krone.  Common sense always insisted he consider bringing more soldiers from the Talon Guild warrior caste with him into the Underworld, but he continually rejected the idea since, for the moment, the Krone desperately needed him to cast the spell.  Plus, having bodyguards was so restricting and undignified.  Aside from the blue portal to the Plane of Chaos and the dismembered elf who had somehow come back to life, Gram had never lost a battle in more than two and a half centuries.  His power was beyond compare, a fact he was about to prove again shortly. 
 
    But these were unique times, with unique security concerns.  The spell was going to demand every fiber of his being while he was casting it, as well as leave him utterly drained once completed.  There was also the fact that once he cast the spell the Krone would have no further use for him.  These two reasons had led Gram to contact the Guildmaster and personally request the Guild’s warrior caste for this one occasion. 
 
    As Gram entered the main temple chamber he noticed Keth, the half-orc Inner Circle member in charge of the Guild’s warrior caste, standing guard over the hallway that lead to the temple’s inner sanctum. 
 
    Gram nodded to Keth out of respect and said, “Keth, have all the appropriate security precautions been taken?” 
 
    The half-orc was all muscle and easily towered over the smaller wizard.  Despite being a half-orc, and not the sharpest member of the Talon Guild by a long shot, Keth had earned his place among the Thirteen with strength, courage, and an intuition that was unmatched throughout the Guild.  His warrior skill was unchallenged, and he could literally smell a conspiracy, trap, or ambush as though he had planned it himself.  These qualities alone were not what qualified Keth for the Inner Circle or made him so useful to the Guildmaster.  Simply put, Keth had a sixth sense about soldiering.  The Guildmaster relied on his private security forces for his personal safety, but he counted heavily on Keth to carry out his will in Locus and beyond. 
 
    The half-orc responded, “Yes, Master Gram, security is good.  You will be well cared for after the spell is cast.  I have personally looked in every room of this temple for any funny business.  My warriors are placed everywhere, including one for each magic person.” 
 
    Gram did not say anything, but in his head, he marveled once again at how Keth had managed to earn his place among the Thirteen with his diminished communication skills.  “When this is over, you will have my gratitude.” 
 
    Gram walked to the center of the immense chamber and looked to ensure all was in place.  The temple altar room was a large circle three hundred feet across.  The floor was polished granite with finely carved granite pillars along the perimeter.  Hopelessly bound to each pillar was one or two magic-users, which, in addition to the First Heir, would provide the raw power for the Cataclysm spell.  Standing next to each pillar was a Talon Guild warrior dressed in full armor.  Priests of Evona, representatives from each of the Krone cities, as well as many other Krone nobles scurried back and forth across the granite floor preparing for Gram knew not what.  He took a moment to look up at the sky and smiled to himself when he remembered that there was no sky in the Underworld.  Gram saw nothing but pitch black outside the range of the torches hung inside the temple and the surrounding city of Evox, but he knew that far above there was nothing but solid rock.  Since he could not see the rock with his human eyes, he could almost convince himself that he was on the surface on a cloudy night with no stars, rather than down below the earth like some crawling creature afraid of the light. 
 
    Gram lowered his gaze back to the temple and the altar standing alone in the center of the circle.  There were four walkways surrounding the altar at even intervals.  A series of quarter- and half-circle railings separated the holy of holies from the rest of the altar room.  At the center of the altar, carved in white marble, was the traditional symbol of Evona sitting on her throne with dead elves strewn about, as if they trailed off to the horizon.  Twenty feet in front of the altar was the sacrificial slab where offerings to Evona were made, sometimes to win her favor, and other times to hold back her wrath.  Chained to the top of the slab was the First Heir of Armena, waiting for him.  Each of his limbs was held by chain links imbedded in the slab itself.  The rightful King of Armena struggled valiantly against his bonds, but the chains were far too thick, and he was far too weak from his moons of captivity. 
 
    Gram stood looking at Devin, knowing what he had come here to do, knowing he should get on with the spell – but not wanting to rush the moment.  This was the pinnacle accomplishment of his unique life, and he wanted to savor every sensation.  Gram walked calmly over to the slab and leaned down so that only Devin could hear. 
 
    “Well, First Heir, are you ready to assume your place in history?” 
 
    Devin looked terrified but determined to die with dignity.  “What do you hope to get out of this, Gram, a pat on the back from your Guildmaster?” 
 
    Gram smiled.  This is exactly for what he had hoped.  “For a start.  Come now, Devin, is that the best you can do?  After all the time we have spent together, all you have for me is a thinly veiled attempt to play on my insecurities.” 
 
    “Look around this temple, Gram.  Do you see how many beings you are about to kill?  Look at their faces.  Each of them has lives and families that you are about to take away.  Are you really so selfish that you would end their lives just to further your own goals?” 
 
    “Yes, and do not forget your place in all of this.  It is your life force that makes all of this possible.  I have been preparing to cast this spell for more than two years.  It became clear to me shortly after I started capturing all of these magic-users that I could never gather enough magic potential to seriously cripple Armena.  But then you came along.  I thought killing your father was good enough, but there you were, lying unconscious at my feet.  You were a prize beyond compare.  With your blood, I knew I could decimate Armena.  When I am finished, your country will never be the same again.  The Talon Guild will have its kingdom at Armena’s expense, and it is all because of you.” 
 
    Gram finished whispering what he had to say in Devin’s ear, but he was not finished tormenting him yet.  As he moved to stand up straight, he purposely put his face in front of Devin’s so that he could see the smile on his face.  He wanted Devin to know he had absolutely no remorse over what he was about to do. 
 
    Devin had obviously been waiting for such a moment.  The First Heir lunged against his chains and brought his head up in what Gram assumed would be a head butt.  Gram pulled away instinctively but found himself unable to move.  His nose was caught.  A sudden sharp pain consumed his entire being, leaving him helpless to think of anything else. 
 
    The chains holding the First Heir had not been as tight as Gram had assumed, so he was taken completely by surprise when the First Heir snapped his head up and bit into his nose.  Gram screamed in pain as Devin’s teeth sank deep into his soft flesh.  Devin did not waste an instant as he snapped his head sharply to the side and opened his mouth.  Gram’s head was thrown to his left against his will, then he felt something grab him by the throat.  Gram felt the strong hand of the First Heir close around his neck and begin to squeeze.  Gram hit Devin’s arm once, twice, three times in an attempt to loosen his grip, but it did not work.  Gram realized his guards had rushed in and were now beating Devin in an attempt to have him released.  Rather than loosen, the grip on Gram’s throat actually tightened; Gram felt himself losing consciousness as his vision started to close in around him.  Eventually, one of the guards pulled out a club and wacked Devin’s forearm.  Gram heard a snap as one of the bones in the forearm broke.  Devin tried to maintain his grip on Gram’s throat, but he could not do it.  Gram managed to pull away and fell to the ground, coughing violently. 
 
    The guards continued to beat the First Heir.  Gram lunged forward coughing and shaking his arms.  “No, no.”  The guards stopped after they each got in one more good hit.  Gram said, “We need him whole, or the spell will not work.”  He continued to cough uncontrollably and honestly feared for his life.  He motioned for Arun to come forward.  When she did, he croaked out the words, “Heal me.” 
 
    Under normal circumstances Arun probably would have gloated over his stupidity, but in this case, she nodded her head in understanding and cast her healing magic.  Gram felt immediately better and rose to his feet. 
 
    He pointed at the First Heir and said, “Heal him as well.” 
 
    “Heal this surface scum after what he just did to you?  You’re a lot more charitable than I would be in your place.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with charity!  The spell will not be as effective if he is not in perfect health.  Now do it!” 
 
    Arun accepted the rebuke and did as she was told.  As the new Matron Mother stepped back into the crowd, Gram stepped up to the base of the sacrificial slab and gave a nod of respect to Devin.  The elf was strong; he would have made a good king. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jon moved cautiously toward the elven city with the vanguard of the army.  To his right and left, dispersed among the trees, were soldiers as far as he could see.  Farther to the left and right were the skirmish lines led by captains Roberts and Shoeman.  The General was with the main body, and the rearguard was behind him.  After Jon’s meeting with the mysterious elf, he had gone straight to General Donell.  They both agreed the elves must be near and that they were almost certainly prepared for their advance.  Jon cautiously slinked forward with the five-hundred-man force under his command.  He moved his troops forward a short distance then reassessed the situation; he had been employing the same tactic all morning.  It was slow going, but given that the elves knew they were coming, there was nothing to be gained with speed.  
 
    Jon looked down the line as far as the trees would allow, but the lines extended far beyond that.  His scouts told him that the flanks were moving forward at roughly the same pace as his men in the center, meaning his vanguard force would not be attacked on the flanks.  Jon was more than a little surprised they hadn’t met any resistance yet.  There was a report that one man had been bitten by a poisonous snake, and Jon had seen a number of rabbits and squirrels, but so far that was it. 
 
    As Jon moved his men forward another hundred feet, he finally saw the elf city for the first time.  It blended in so well with the surrounding forest that it was easy to miss.  If they had been approaching a human city, they would have seen it well before now.  Staring at the city before him, Jon could only make out a few paths between the buildings, which were difficult to discern among the surface brush and hundred-year-old tree trunks.  Nevertheless, the city was there, and Jon would have answers for what happened to Endwood soon enough, or he would die trying. 
 
    He ordered his men forward another hundred feet, and as they moved forward he began hearing screams off to his right.  Jon looked down the line and saw fear and panic ripple toward him as the screams grew louder and closer.  Some of the less experienced men broke and ran toward Jon’s forces in the center or back toward the main body.  Before he could figure out what was happening, he heard similar screams start coming from the left.  The screams grew louder, and Jon saw chaos ripple down the left side of the line. 
 
    It did not take a genius to figure out the vanguard was under attack.  Jon ordered his men to take cover and ready their weapons.  They had barely done so when there was a hum in the air followed by two arrows landing no more than five feet away from his position.  Then there was only fear as a wall of arrows descended on them from up ahead.  Jon heard his men scream as many of them were hit and fell to the ground.  Jon ordered his men to return fire.  His men stood up in unison and launched a volley into the city.  Jon did not know what they were aiming for, but he knew from which direction the enemy fire was coming. 
 
    He ordered his Lieutenant to continue firing as he called a courier over to where he crouched.  “Run and tell the General that we are under attack.  Tell him the vanguard is being hit by arrows, and that the right and left flanks are under attack as well.  Tell him the arrows against the vanguard are coming from the city itself.” 
 
    The courier saluted in haste and ran off into the distance.  Jon watched the man run, knowing how important it was that he escape in order to warn the General.  The soldier did not get hit immediately by an arrow, and he continued to run hard to the west.  Jon was about to turn his attention back to the battle in front of him when he saw bright lights off to the west, behind the rearguard.  Soon after, he felt the ground beneath his feet shake ever so slightly.  Jon had no idea what was going on, other than they seemed to have descended into the seventh circle of hell.  By all the gods, what had they gotten themselves into? 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Calim ran east toward the city of Ash, having made his escape after meeting the human Captain.  Things had gone poorly, and he was to blame.  He had gone to the meeting hoping to settle terms between the elves and humans, or at least slow the enemy down long enough for the Army of Armena to arrive.  Now it seemed he had all but guaranteed a confrontation with Kentar, and at a quicker pace than otherwise might have been.  A short time later Calim faced his fellow Philosophers for the last time before they took their combat positions.  The Commander of the city militia was present, but the Army of Armena had not arrived. 
 
    Calim began.  “My meeting with the human Captain did not go well.  They will attack Ash as soon as they are able.” 
 
    One of his fellow Philosophers asked, “How soon?” 
 
    “The sun came up a short time ago, so I wager they will be here by midday.” 
 
    The Commander asked, “And how will we hold off an entire army?  My scouts tell me there are some fifteen thousand soldiers marching directly toward us.” 
 
    Calim considered the Commanders words and said, “No matter the cost:” 
 
    The other Philosophers finished the motto.  “Complete the mission.” 
 
    The Commander looked around as if they had all taken leave of their senses.  Calim answered his unspoken question by saying, “That is the Philosopher’s motto, Commander, and you would do well to remember it.  For in the thousand years the Philosophers have been in existence, we have never failed to complete a mission.  I admit this particular situation looks grim, but the Philosophers have faced worse, and Invictus will not let us face these humans alone.  If we do fail for the first time in a thousand years, you can be rest assured we died alongside our brothers defending the city of Ash.” 
 
    The Commander did not look quite as hopeless as he had a moment ago.  Calim continued, “You all know your places and your part in the plan for the defense of this city.  If we cannot make the humans retreat, then we must slow them down long enough for the Army of Armena to arrive.  We will hit the humans and retreat, then we will hit them again.  We will hit them from all sides and in the rear, and make them swear that we are twenty times our number. 
 
    Suddenly a new voice came from Calim’s right.  “Sounds like an excellent plan.  Can we join in the defense of our homeland?” 
 
    Calim swiveled his head around to find General Holidor and two of his bodyguards standing nearby.  Calim was alarmed to have been taken unawares, but it would not do to let that alarm show in front of the younger agents. 
 
    He responded calmly, as though he had known the General was there the entire time.  “General, glad you could make it.” 
 
    “So am I.  I’m glad the Philosophers are here.  We will need your cunning if we are to get through this.  We are woefully short in numbers.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Our campaign in the Underworld took its toll on our force, but that is only part of the problem.  Even with the recent war against the Krone, we would have had enough soldiers to deal with the human threat, but Venal returned two days ago and sapped our strength.” 
 
    Calim nodded his head.  “You mean one of his priests had a vision where Venal instructed him to take his following into the Underworld?” 
 
    “No, I mean Venal himself returned to the Armenien capital two days ago and took all of his followers off to the northwest in order to renew the fight against the Krone.” 
 
    Calim could not believe what he was hearing.  A god had returned to Tellus!  There were always stories in which elves claimed to have been visited by one god or another from the heavens, or had dreams where an elven god prophesied about their future, but to have a god return to Tellus!  Such a thing hadn’t happened since the Year of Angels more than four hundred years ago, and so long before that as to be lost to history. 
 
    The reason gods did not tread on Tellus was quite understandable.  It was said that by coming down to Tellus, a god temporarily gave up most of his divine power until he returned to his kingdom in the heavens.  And what’s more, if a god died on Tellus in his weakened state, he was forever dead, lost for all time. 
 
    “A full third of my army rushed off with Venal to continue the fight against the Krone.” 
 
    The Commander asked, “How many elves have you brought with you, General?” 
 
    “Some five thousand.” 
 
    “So the humans outnumber us three to one.” 
 
    Before the General could confirm the hopelessness of their situation, Calim said, “We are at your command, General.  How would you like to defend the city?” 
 
    General Holidor nodded in appreciation of Calim’s positive statement.  “I believe we are best served by using the forest to our advantage.  This is our home.  The humans don’t know the trees like we do.  We look after the forest while they seek to cut it down.  We can hide in the brush and hit them unawares.  Then, before they know what has happened, we can fall back and hit them again.  I think we can do this half a dozen times, with minimal casualties, before they ever make it to the outskirts of the city.  Once they reach the city, we will make them pay for every building they take.”  The General waited a moment before adding, “Does anyone else have something to add?” 
 
    Calim took a step forward and said, “If I may, I have a suggestion.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Rather than hitting them and falling back, I think we can hit them on all sides, creating enough chaos to break their lines.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “They have never fought elves before, so they have no idea what to expect.  They will move up cautiously, giving us a chance to coordinate our attacks.  We have three forces that are at your command:  the city militia, the army you brought with you, and the Philosophers.  I have also received word that a portion of the Council of Wizards will personally fight in the upcoming battle.” 
 
    There were gasps and shocked stares from the Philosophers in the meeting, for all of them knew the leadership of the Philosophers never took to the field.  “My suggestion is this.  Move the army into position just inside the city of Ash.  Set the city militia up on the right and left flanks.  Allow the Philosopher agents to hide in the trees up and down the human line.  Finally, we hide the Council of Wizards in a cave one mile to the west of the city.  If we plan it correctly, we should be able to attack the vanguard as well as the right and left flanks with arrows nearly simultaneously.  Then the Philosophers will start to rain down death from the trees.  The humans won’t know which way to run, and when they are thoroughly confused and morale is down, the Council of Wizards will emerge from the cave and let loose their magic on the rear of the human lines.” 
 
    The General nodded his head.  Calim continued, “I think they will break and run.  And if they don’t, then a direct charge from the army will certainly finish the job.” 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jon could feel his soldiers breaking.  The vanguard was on the verge of collapsing when fresh troops finally arrived from the main body of the army.  Another volley of arrows whistled overhead, and some of the new arrivals fell dead to the ground before they even had time to take up defensive positions.  Jon continued to hear loud explosions from far in the rear, but did not have time to worry about that at the moment. 
 
    He issued commands for the troops to prepare to go on the offensive.  He had to take the fight to the enemy.  He couldn’t win a battle from a crouched position, waiting on an enemy he couldn’t see, who continued to throw volley after volley of arrows into his lines.  His men continued to fire back, but they couldn’t see what they were aiming at. 
 
    All around him, men were dying.  They were dying because of his mistakes.  Jon’s first commander had drilled into him that there were no bad soldiers, only bad officers.  He was anxious to take the fight to the elves, but he had to give his couriers enough time to spread the attack order up and down the line. 
 
    Finally, the time was right.  He stood up boldly and yelled, “Forward men!  Follow me!” 
 
    Then he started walking purposefully toward the elven city.  His staff and the soldiers closest to him took courage in seeing their captain walk headlong into danger.  They stood up and walked forward with him.  Then more men heeded his call, and then more.  Jon drew his sword and started jogging.  All up and down the line Jon saw men do the same.  Jon yelled at the top of his lungs and sprinted across the field.  Jon heard a hum in the air as the elves launched a final volley of arrows. 
 
    Jon’s men met limited resistance as his men breached the perimeter of the city.  Suddenly, elves seemed to appear from every direction.  His men staggered at the sight of so many elves rushing toward them with swords drawn, and their advance faltered.  Jon had the sinking feeling that they had just fallen into a trap, almost as if the elves had been waiting for them to surge forward before they made their move.  The elves of Armena and the soldiers of Kentar met in battle for the first time in more than four hundred years in Glenmyr Forest outside the city of Ash. 
 
    Jon’s entire world shrank down to encompass only the foe directly in front of him.  The time for commanding his troops was over.  He plowed through the elven lines, deflecting glancing blows and mauling the smaller elves who crossed his path; eventually his momentum slowed, and he paired off against a muscular elf directly in front of him.  The elf swung at his midsection.  Jon parried the blow and drove the point of his sword directly into the elf’s chest.  The elf looked stunned, and Jon knew he had killed him.  He withdrew the sword in time to block a downward swing that would have split his head in two.  Jon pitted his strength against his opponent’s and deflected the blade off to the side.  He brought his weapon gracefully around in a sweeping arc as he went down on one knee and cut the elf’s legs off at mid-shin.  Jon lunged to his feet and moved on to the next enemy. 
 
    Jon couldn’t focus on anything other than dodging and swinging.  He had no idea whether they were winning or losing the battle, but he did unconsciously take note as to how many of his fellow soldiers were close by.  Every soldier that was worth his salt used this unconscious skill to stay alive.  It was the only way a young soldier grew to be an old soldier, for a soldier who found himself alone on the battlefield soon found himself dead on the battlefield.  As Jon had sprinted toward the elven lines, all of his men had been with him.  Jon had left some of them behind as his rage initially carried him through the enemy lines, but as the combat continued, he began to feel more and more alone.  With every opponent he faced he felt a little more isolated.  His men were still around him, fighting by their captain’s side, but Jon could feel the momentum of the fight turning away from them.  As the battle progressed, Jon had to move faster and faster because the blades were coming closer and closer, and in greater frequency.  He parried blows as fast as he could, but he was no longer on the offense.  Instead, he found himself fighting to stay alive.  He managed to spare a moment between opponents to look around and saw that the nearest soldier was thirty feet away.  His men were unconsciously pulling back. 
 
    Jon fought on, but it was no use.  The elves were too many, and he knew he was a walking dead man.  It was no longer a matter of whether he would fall this day, but a question of when.  If that is my fate, then let’s see how many I can take with me. 
 
    Suddenly there was a loud cry that rippled up and down the lines.  Jon had heard this sound of pure agony on the battlefield before, but never so concentrated in a single moment.  Jon ducked under a swing meant to separate his head from his shoulders and looked on as many of the elves in view gripped their chests and fell to the ground.  Jon looked back toward the main body of his force, wondering if the Sorcerers had cast some sort of spell, but he saw nothing.  He looked back in the direction of the elven city and saw many more elves clutching their chests. 
 
    Combat spontaneously stopped as both sides looked on with horror.  At least one in three elves was now lying on the ground in uncontrolled agony.  As Jon looked on, it seemed like it was the officers and strongest elves that had been struck down, while the less robust among them seemed unaffected.  Jon looked on, mystified, as the strongest of the elven army withered away with old age and died right in front of him.  Some of the elves on the ground seemed to fight the transformation, and rather than grow old and die, they simply lay on the ground unconscious. 
 
    Jon did not know what had just happened, but it didn’t take long for the fight to resume.  Now that one-third of the elven army had withered away, Jon watched as his men took the fight back to the enemy.  The remaining elves were so much fewer in number, and so panicked as to what had just happened, that many of them broke and ran.  With a renewed spirit, Jon’s men began to push the enemy back.  What had started out as a pitched battle, where Jon’s army had fallen into a trap, had now turned into a rout. 
 
    ______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gram collected his thoughts by looking down at the First Heir’s feet at the base of the sacrificial slab.  Then he moved his eyes up to Devin’s face, and finally he looked up at the statue of Evona.  It was time to begin. 
 
    “Evona, I invoke your everlasting hatred against the elves of Armena.  Use the royal blood that courses through this First Heir’s body to destroy them all so that victory may be yours.” 
 
    The earth shook as lightning leapt forth from the eyes of the marble statue and electrified the sacrificial slab.  Devin’s body tightened and convulsed uncontrollably against the pain.  The lightning then left the slab and lanced out in a hundred different directions toward the granite pillars surrounding the altar.  The magic-users chained to the pillars screamed out in pain as the electricity passed through their bodies.  The lightning stopped, and Gram pronounced the arcane words that began the first phase of the spell.  When the words were said, Gram continued. 
 
    “Demon of Despair, Ruler of the first and most powerful level of hell, I call on your hate of all that is good to wipe out the elves of Armena, who are the strongest and most likely to oppose your destructive power.” 
 
    At first nothing happened, then Gram noticed the shadows underneath the sacrificial slab grow longer and begin to take more distinctive shapes.  Out of the earth rose two Shadow Demons, one on either side of the First Heir.  The Shadow Demons had bright red eyes and talon claws.  When they opened their mouths to shriek, fire and ash spewed forth in addition to their blood-curdling cry.  The Demons reached into the earth, and each pulled out a spear made of shadow and darkness.  On the end of each spear was a metal tip that was so hot it glowed a reddish white.  The Demons pulled back their spears and simultaneously thrust forward with a mighty strike.  The tips of the spears dug deep into Devin’s right and left sides and he screamed out in desperation.  A few moments later Gram heard a chorus of screams coming from across the temple.  He looked up and saw a Shadow Demon standing next to each of the magic-users tied to the granite pillars, with a shadow spear sticking into each victim.  Gram closed his eyes and said the arcane words necessary to complete the second part of the spell.  He pronounced each word with perfection before moving onto the third and final component. 
 
    “Seker, I call upon your power as God of the Dead to hasten Armena’s destruction.  May your kingdom swell with the righteous souls of those who are about to fall.” 
 
    Gram opened his eyes to find a large white skull floating several feet in front of him.  Everyone standing in the altar room knew the skull was Seker’s holy symbol, meaning a small part of his power was here with them now.  The human skull was three times the normal size.  It faced away from Gram and stared directly at the First Heir.  The skull opened its mouth and shrieked like an animal about to gorge on a feast.  Gram spoke the final arcane words to set the spell into motion.  The skull began to glow with an unnatural light.  The light grew in intensity until everyone in the chamber was forced to cover his eyes or look away.  Then the skull lunged forward and exploded on impact with Devin’s chest, creating a low-level explosion that rippled forth from the sacrificial slab – altering time and space as it went.  The shock wave passed through Gram in an instant, stripping the magical energies that made up his soul, and slammed into the magic-users tied to the granite pillars.  Everything the wave passed through was thrown back with bone-crushing force, save for Gram.  Gram felt the wave of raw power pass out of the altar room and slam into the rock that made up the Underworld, cracking the foundation and shaking all of Tellus to its knees as it propagated forward. 
 
    The chain reaction had begun.  No one could stop it now, not even Gram.  The Talon Guild wizard lost his balance and was unable to hold himself up.  The spell had left him utterly drained.  He fell forward and stopped short of the stone floor only because his torso landed flat on the sacrificial slab.  His face smacked the hard stone.  Gram managed to find the strength to lift his head in time to see the spell begin to take shape. 
 
    Devin threw himself over and over against the chains that bound him.  It looked to Gram like the First Heir was in tortuous agony, being torn apart from the inside out.  Devin’s body went completely slack, and he fell back against the hard granite of the slab, unconscious.  Gram watched with satisfaction as Armena’s pride and future withered away with old age in a few moments and died.  Just like that, it was over.  Gram could not control his body as he fell off the side of the sacrificial slab and fell hard to the floor.  Gram could not lift his head to observe, but he knew the rest of the magic-user prisoners were experiencing the same fate as the First Heir.  The combined power of Gram’s focus, the First Heir’s royal blood, and the raw magic potential of the prisoners formed the powder keg of deadly power that was rippling through Tellus.  The spell would not kill every elf, but it would kill the strongest, the bravest, and those most likely to stand in the Talon Guild’s way. 
 
    Though exhausted, Gram was completely satisfied.  The Cataclysm spell had gone off exactly as his research had indicated. 
 
    It did not take long for Keth to appear above him.  The huge half-orc reached down and picked him up just as a normal person would pick up a small child.  Gram could hardly form a coherent thought, but he did notice several of Keth’s men standing nearby.  Gram fell in and out of consciousness as Keth and his men carried him back to the priest’s private chamber. They laid him down on the priest’s bed to recover, while Keth’s men from the warrior caste watched over him. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The demi-god known as Venal fought with his mortal followers deep in the bowels of the Underworld.  Things were going even better than he expected.  After leaving the throne room of the pathetic new King of Armena, he made his way to the recently sealed entrance to the Underworld near the ruins of Coria.  Word of his arrival spread far and wide, drawing elves from all parts of Armena to his cause.  Even Venal was surprised by the passionate response to his arrival.  This time there would be no stopping them.  Live or die, Venal was determined to see his everlasting war with the Krone come to its inevitable conclusion. 
 
    His army threw open the collapsed entrance to the Underworld and destroyed the few Krone assigned to guard it.  From that starting point he moved ever deeper into the Underworld, destroying any opposition that presented itself.  Infern’s End, Ooltul, and Abaddon had already been destroyed before the army retreated to the surface.  Venal and his Black Legion of Tellus took Perdition and Gehenna shortly thereafter.  After only a few days, Venal found himself pressing toward the walls of Evox, the last freestanding Krone city, with his army by his side. 
 
    The Krone were pure evil and needed to be wiped off the face of Tellus, but there was no denying they were excellent fighters.  Their plight was made all the more desperate knowing that if they lost the city of Evox, they would be a scattered and divided people for all time. 
 
    Oh, how Venal longed for that to be true.  He could see the future so clearly, even though he was mortal at the moment and did not sit on his godly throne.  They would take the final Krone city, and the last bastion of organized resistance would crumble.  For all intents and purposes, the Krone would be no more.  Oh, he had no doubt he would spend the next several centuries hunting down the stragglers, but victory at that point would be a given.  The future was his for the taking.  Life could finally begin anew.  Perhaps he would find out what else life had to offer besides hatred and revenge. 
 
    First, he had to finish the task at hand by killing every Krone defending Evox.  There was a chance Evona, or some other god in her pantheon, would directly intervene at the last moment to save the Krone, but he doubted it.  In fact, he doubted it so much that he had staked his life on victory over the Krone by descending to Tellus.  Evona would not dare directly intervene in the Underworld.  She knew, just as he did, that if either of them died on Tellus, they were dead for all eternity.  Evona was too much of a coward to take that chance. 
 
    Venal marched on Evox with his followers all around him.  He let arrow after arrow fly, and each Krone he killed warmed his heart.  It felt good to be mortal again, even for a short time.  He had forgotten how great he was with the bow, even without his godly powers.  His army was being attacked from all sides, but it was nothing they could not handle.  He targeted the towers and walls of the city as his men used ladders and a battering ram to circumvent the walls.  It was only a matter of time before the walls were breeched and the gate thrown wide. 
 
    Venal watched with joy as his men scaled, until, without warning, a number of elves fell off the ladders and plunged to the ground.  The battering ram, which had been beating against the front gate with a slow but steady rhythm, suddenly stopped as many of the elves fell to the ground and clutched their chests.  The battle spontaneously stopped as both sides looked on with a sick fascination as elf after elf fell to the ground in intense pain.  Venal stopped firing and took in the state of his army.  Every other elf in his army was on the ground writhing in uncontrolled pain.  What’s more, the best soldiers in his army were the ones on the ground suffering. 
 
    Venal had no doubt the timing of this sickness was not a coincidence.  Evona must have found some indirect means of bringing down his army without physically being on Tellus in the Underworld.  Venal watched helplessly as every elf on the ground either went unconscious, or withered with old age and died. 
 
    The Krone wasted very little time, either in awe or in remorse, after the last dying elf fell silent.  They surged forward and threw the remaining elves off their city walls.  Venal resumed loosing arrows at an incredible rate, but the Krone were appearing faster than even he could fire.  His army fell back and rallied around their god, except that he was not a god at the moment.  His divine powers were limited, and the enemy was pressing forward.  He did not think he could stem the tide of the enemy’s attack, nor could he transport himself back to the safety of his heavenly kingdom.  He was in the fight of his life, and this time there was no option for retreat. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Calim watched helplessly from up in his tree as one of the best Philosopher agents, an elf he had known for forty years, withered of old age and died.  Calim looked on as his lifeless body fell out of the tree and hit the ground with a bone-crunching thud.  All across the battlefield, the sounds of metal striking metal were replaced with screams of pain.  Calim had seen more than his share of death over the years, but even he wanted to cover his ears to save what was left of his sanity. 
 
    The screaming slowly subsided, leaving the humans looking across the field at the elves, with one in three elves lying withered and dead on the battlefield.  Then Calim heard the heavy clang of metal on metal as one of the human soldiers swung at one of the elves who was still alive.  Then another human soldier swung his sword, and another.  A few moments later, the battle resumed almost as if nothing had happened, except that the ground was littered with withered elf soldiers and the tide of battle had shifted.  The humans pressed forward, gaining ground one foot at a time. 
 
    Calim had seen many battles, and he could see the ripples in the pond even now.  The battle had turned into a race against time.  He sighed as he realized he never seemed to have enough time.  He drew another arrow out of his quiver and shot it into the branches of a tree farther up the line.  The arrow lodged into the tree a mere foot away from another Philosopher agent.  Calim turned around and did the same thing in the opposite direction.  Then he climbed carefully down the tree, trying not to be noticed by the hordes of humanity passing by.  He knew all up and down the line that his fellow Philosopher agents were doing the same thing.  The arrows were the pre-arranged signal if things turned badly against the elves. 
 
    Calim reached the ground unnoticed and scanned the forest.  He could already see the battle lines shifting.  The remaining elves fought on, but the heart of their resolve was gone.  They had just witnessed a third of their number fall, and they knew they did not have enough soldiers to hold back the enemy.  A battle they had been handily winning was quickly turning into a rout.  Calim stood by his tree for a while trying to pick his route and his moment.  When the moment came, he sprinted toward the city of Ash and the relative safety of his elven brethren.  He slashed and parried as he ran, cutting down everything in his path until he arrived safely behind the lines. 
 
    He jogged to the northeastern part of the city, and walked into the designated meeting house where several Philosopher agents had arrived ahead of him.  Calim wanted to wait for the rest of his agents to arrive, but there wasn’t time and he didn’t know if the stragglers were still alive. 
 
    Calim asked the obvious question.  “What in the seven hells happened out there?” 
 
    One of the seven elves who made it to the meeting house answered, “I have no idea.  We had them on the run.  With the Philosophers shooting from high in the trees, the army launching volley after volley from the city, and the Council of Wizards hitting them in the rear, victory was ours for the taking.  Their lines were in complete chaos.” 
 
    A second Philosopher said, “I admit the plan was working, but that doesn’t matter now.  What matters is that one in three of our fellow elves is dead on the battlefield.” 
 
    Calim answered.  “It wasn’t just those fighting that withered and died either.  I noticed several dead civilians on my way through the city.” 
 
    The first Philosopher asked, “So what do we do now?  How do we defend Ash?” 
 
    Everyone turned to Calim, waiting for the senior Philosopher to tell them what to do.  Calim was normally a decisive individual, confident, and almost always correct.  But not this time.  Too much had happened for him to see clearly.  Calim shook his head and replied honestly, “I’m not exactly sure.” 
 
    Calim heard a new voice from the back corner of the room.  “I will tell you exactly what we are going to do.” 
 
    Calim’s head snapped to the back corner, where he saw Council of Wizard member Invis and what looked to be two other Council members.  In his long history with the Philosophers, Calim had seen and spoken with Invis only twice.  This was the third time. 
 
    Invis stepped forward to join the conversation.  “We do not have much time.  The Armenien lines are beginning to crumble.  So here is what we are going to do.  The city of Ash is lost.”  There were gasps and murmuring at the sudden admission of defeat.  “I have learned that Evona, along with the Talon Thieves Guild, has executed the First Heir of Armena and taken one-third of our nation to the afterlife with him.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “There is no time to explain.  As we speak, hundreds of our brothers are dying in defense of this doomed city.  Hundreds of our brothers that we are going to need if we are to defend our capital.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    Invis said, “We must provide cover while the army and civilians retreat.  We must hold the line long enough for the army to escape into the woods.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t General Holidor rally his troops and cover the retreat?” 
 
    “General Holidor is dead.  He withered away on the battlefield along with most of his officers.”  More gasps went up among the Philosophers as they realized how dire the situation was.  “You Philosopher agents will line up just to the north of town.  My fellow wizards and I are going to set the forest in front of you ablaze.  We will leave one corridor through the fire for any of our countrymen who fall behind to make it through.  You will cover the opening and buy the army time to escape.” 
 
    “You mean to set the forest ablaze.  You can’t do that.  Invictus himself created us to protect and care for the trees.  To kill a live tree is to …” 
 
    Invis cut off the Philosopher with a voice that broached no argument.  “It is the only way!  Our elven brothers are more important than the trees.  The trees were made for the elves, not the elves for the trees.”  Invis paused for a moment before continuing.  “I am afraid it gets worse.  By leaving a corridor through the fire for our brothers to escape, and using you to hold the line, many of the Philosopher agents in this room will likely lose their lives.”  The leader of the Philosophers waited for a response.  “Are there any questions?” 
 
    There were none, so Invis ended the gathering by saying, “Then make peace with your god, and find your station.  From now on, each moment we wait hastens Armena’s downfall.” 
 
    There was nothing more to be said.  Calim used his mind to create his energy scimitar and ran out of the building to the north. 
 
    When the battle for Ash was over, the Army of Armena had lost well over half its strength, most of them withering to death on the battlefield.  All the Philosopher agents except two were killed covering the army’s retreat.  Huge swaths of live forest were burned to the ground, and the army of Kentar sustained staggering casualties.  The army of Kentar occupied Ash for some days before pressing on to other areas of Armena, continuing to seek revenge for a small logging town destroyed half a year earlier, under the guise of seeking answers about how that small town met its demise.  Neither side understood the truth – that they were being played against each other by the conniving genius of the world’s most powerful thieves’ guild. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 116:  Change in Leadership 
 
      
 
    Venal continued to fight as the Krone closed in all around him.  Arrows leapt from Black Vengeance at a rate mere mortals could not comprehend, but it was not enough.  All but ten of the followers who had gone into the Underworld with him were dead.  There was no way any of them were getting out of the Underworld alive.  Some unknown magic had decimated more than half of his mortal Black Legion, and those who perished had been the strong, leaving the weak to continue the fight.  Those who remained fought on against impossible odds, and fought well, but there was no way it would be enough.  As he fought on, Venal realized in the back of his mind that this would be his final resting place.  His six-and-a-half millennia war against Evona and her dark creatures was at an end.  It was funny that in all of that time he never once considered the possibility that he might lose the war, that Evona would outlive him.  Venal had found it to be true on Tellus as in the heavens, that when two people set their wills against each other, the one who wanted to win the most, was usually the one standing at the end.  This was not to be true of him. 
 
    Two more of his followers were struck down.  The eight that remained were warriors of epic proportion.  They were the stalwart guard for his fight against the Krone; each of them more valuable than a hundred warriors.  Each one that fell was lost forever, for they would not be pulled out of Purgatory and taken to their god’s kingdom, for their god would be dead.  Forever dead.  Killed on Tellus, his consciousness scattered across the cosmos for all time.  This was the choice and the chance he took when he left the safety of his kingdom in the heavens in order to return to Tellus. 
 
    He felt something tug at his soul, and as the enemy closed in around him for the death blow, something yanked him away from the hopeless battle in the Underworld.  His consciousness flew across mountains and plains and soared into the sky.  His soul moved through the heavens as it had done countless times before over the past six thousand years, but instead of entering his godly kingdom, he landed outside the massive granite temple that marked the heart of Invictus’s kingdom.  Somehow Venal had been pulled away from Tellus, something he did not think was possible, and brought to the very gates of his pantheon, to the door of the one who first created the elves. 
 
    Venal looked up the steps, something he had done many times before, knowing without counting that there were one hundred forty-four steps he needed to climb before any answers would be given.  Then he looked to his right and saw Martel staring at him from fifty feet away. 
 
    Venal said, “How did I get here?  I should be dead.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.  I watched from my kingdom as you broke into the Underworld with your Black Legion and tried to finish off the Krone on your own.” 
 
    “I should have known you would be watching and not lift a finger to help.  If you had combined your strength with my own, we could have ended this once and for all.  Now here we are at Invictus’s doorstep, with the Krone severely weakened but not destroyed.” 
 
    “I am not foolish enough to give up most of my divine power to exist on Tellus, where I might fall and die forever.” 
 
    “You never did have my level of conviction.” 
 
    “You mean I never had your stupidity.  Your arrogance.  I have always been more powerful than you, but even I know I cannot destroy the Krone in their Underworld fortress.” 
 
    “I had them, Martel.  I had them by the throat and was about to slice it open with my knife, when half my army withered and died.” 
 
    Martel softened just a bit.  “I know.  My forces were pressing them from the other entrances to the Underworld.  I was trying to buy you enough time to finish the job, but half of my force was wiped out as well.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “I do not.  I felt a cataclysmic release of magical energy, but I do not know from where, or to what purpose.” 
 
    “Are you the one that pulled me out of the Underworld?” 
 
    “No.  I do not have that kind of power.  As far as I know, only Nu has the power to do such a thing.  I was asked by Invictus to be in this place at this time, so here I stand.” 
 
    Venal snarled ever so slightly.  “There you stand.”  Then he softened his stance.  “Well, I imagine some of the answers wait for us at the top of these stairs.  Shall we?” 
 
    Martel motioned with one hand.  “After you.  I insist.” 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Martel ascended the long staircase with Venal in the lead.  As he reached the top and approached the doors to the inner sanctum, Martel took note of several things.  First, there were no guards securing the outer doors.  Second, looking out over Invictus’s kingdom from the top of the temple, it looked much smaller and bleaker than it ever had before.  Third, the temple did not seem as polished and grand as it had in the past.  Normally Invictus’s kingdom stretched as far as his golden eyes could see, but now there were mountains and ominous clouds on the horizon.  Beyond the clouds was the blackness of space that made up the huge distances that separated godly domains.  Martel could not be sure, but it seemed that Invictus’s kingdom was closing in on itself. 
 
    Martel said, “Does this seem odd to you?” 
 
    Venal turned to him with a worried look and said, “Very.” 
 
    “Open the door and see if our lord is home.” 
 
    Venal turned to him as serious as ever and nodded his head.  The animosity that had torn their friendship to ribbons seemed to be forgotten for the moment, as was Venal’s near-death experience from a short time ago.  Martel marveled at how his longtime friend was able to concentrate on the here and now, when only a short time before he had almost been destroyed for all time.  Perhaps having once being mortal gave Venal an advantage in this instance.  He wondered in what other ways he might have underestimated his friend.  His mortal existence had clearly given him reservoirs of strength other gods did not possess.  Martel had existed since the dawn of time and was quite certain that if he almost met his end, he would be paralyzed with quivering indecision for quite some time after.  Perhaps it was wrong of the entire elven pantheon to look down on Venal as they so often did. 
 
    Venal moved to the thirty-foot-tall marble doors that led to the inner sanctum and leaned in to give them a good shove, knowing that in ordinary times it took god-like strength to force them open.  Instead, the doors flew open at Venal’s touch and slammed against the walls with such force that the door on the left cracked all the way through in two places.  The two gods walked in, wary of what they might find, only to discover a room empty but for the throne in the middle, with Invictus seated in its center.  Normally, Invictus was larger than life, having created the most wondrous race ever to inhabit Tellus, but he just sat on his throne, lethargic and small.  The throne now dwarfed the father of the elven pantheon.  The banners that ordinarily hung on the wall in vivid splendor looked worn and tattered.  The marble that once glistened with a polished shine now looked dusty and dull.  The god who created everything the elves were, had ever been, and would ever be, looked withered and old. 
 
    Invictus greeted them both with a low, tired voice.  “Thank you for heeding my call.” 
 
    Both gods bowed their heads submissively.  Venal said, “Of course, my lord.  I am sorry, but I must ask a question.  Are you the one who pulled me out of the Underworld as my existence was about to end?” 
 
    Invictus nodded slightly.  “I used what was left of my heavenly power to save your life and bring you before me now.” 
 
    “I did not think anyone besides Nu could pull a god’s spirit away from Tellus.” 
 
    Invictus smiled.  “As the head of a pantheon, I can compel those beneath me to appear inside my kingdom.  It is a power I have never had to exercise until now.” 
 
    Martel stepped forward and Invictus turned his head slightly in his direction.  “What has happened to you, my lord?” 
 
    If it was possible, Invictus seemed to grow more tired after he heard the question.  “I underestimated Evona, that is what has happened.  I know the two of you have done the same in the recent and distant past.”  Martel hung his head in shame for a moment and noticed Venal doing the same.  “But this is not the time for such remembrances.  The entire elven race is at stake.  I wanted to make peace with Evona; I was ordered by Nu to make peace with Evona, but now, if we are not careful she will take control of the entire elven race and not just the Krone.” 
 
    Venal spoke up almost immediately.  “Death to the Krone!” 
 
    Martel chimed in by saying, “Loneliness and despair abound.” 
 
    “I know you both detest the Krone, which is why you are here.  As you can see, I no longer have the power to oppose Evona.  I have done all I can to stop a war between the elves from starting, or at least end it in its infancy, but Evona was wily enough to see through my plans.  She planted seeds of doubt among my faithful – even among my pantheon.” 
 
    Martel saw Venal visibly flinch at his lord’s words.  “What has Evona done?” 
 
    “Evona has decimated Armena.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She had one of her followers, perhaps the most powerful wizard alive on Tellus today, cast a spell that used the royal blood of the First Heir and the power of more than a hundred magic-users to kill one in three elves inside of Glenmyr Forest.  Not only that, the elves slain were those with the greatest ability to fight the Krone.” 
 
    Martel said, “So that is why you are so weak now?” 
 
    Invictus nodded his head.  “My power is waning because so many of my followers were killed.” 
 
    Martel continued, “This is a terrible tragedy for all of us, my lord, but I do not understand why your power is in such decline.  You are worshiped by many beings across Tellus, not just the elves of Armena.  And what of the elves that left the Old Elf Empire during the Retreat?  They still worship you.” 
 
    Venal spoke up.  “I have brought the Krone to their knees.  Has Evona lost much of her power as well?” 
 
    “I do not know.  Perhaps Evona is just as powerless as I.  Perhaps it is the will of Nu that my fate be tied to the fate of Armena.  I do not know for sure.  All I know is that my power is waning.  Every day I grow weaker.  Soon I will not be able to defend Armena from the onslaught of attacks from the humans of Kentar, the Krone from the Underworld, and the other beasts that wish to gain dominion over Glenmyr Forest.” 
 
    Venal asked, “How is the Army of Armena fairing against the invasion from Kentar?” 
 
    Martel answered for his lord.  “The defense of Ash was going well, even with the defection of your followers into the Underworld, thanks to the brilliant tactics of the Philosophers.  Once the Cataclysm spell was cast, and more than a third of the army died on the field, the battle turned in favor of the humans.  Our army fled through the city of Ash, where their retreat was covered by Philosopher agents.  Most of the Philosopher agents died selflessly in defense of their fellow elves.” 
 
    Invictus nodded his head.  “And while Armena has faced the largest army from Kentar, the human kingdom has two other, smaller armies close behind.  My fear is that the Krone, sensing weakness, may venture out of the Underworld once again and join the fight against Armena.” 
 
    Martel said, “What would you have us do, my lord?” 
 
    “I cannot continue the fight for our people.  I may be dying, or I may be severely weakened.  I have summoned you here to say that the fate of the elven race is now in your hands.  You must put aside your differences and work together, or Evona may triumph in this conflict and kill every elf on Tellus.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 117:  Hail to the King 
 
      
 
    Nero slept soundly through the chaos until the guards came for him.  They barged into his room without knocking and threw him forcibly out of bed and onto the floor.  They seemed agitated to the boiling point, made doubly angry by the fact that he had been sound asleep when they entered.  Nero was not well-rested, but he was far better off than the rest of the castle.  No doubt everyone else had been up the entire night, running around trying to figure out what had happened.  Nero gained some satisfaction from their torment as he was hurled to the floor. 
 
    The guards threw him out into the hallway with the rest of the companions.  He had no idea what time it was, but it felt like early morning.  He turned to Evisar and said, “What is going on?” 
 
    In response to his question, the fifty-guard escort dragged him to his feet and marched down the hallway.  All of them had their weapons drawn.  Men dressed in white and purple robes were scattered in the front and rear of the column. 
 
    Evisar said, “I have no idea.  All I know is I woke up last night to the sound of Mestel and Austen being beaten.  When I tried to help, I was forced back into my room where I waited until morning.”  Evisar turned his head to look at his brother.  “Mestel, do you want to tell us what in the name of Invictus is going on?” 
 
    Nero could see the guards were leading them back to the throne room.  He breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that they were to be presented before whoever was sitting on the throne, presumably the Prince, instead of being summarily executed. 
 
    Mestel hung his head in shame and when he answered he could barely be heard above the rhythmic foot falls of the soldiers.  “The King of Kentar was killed last night.” 
 
    Valihorn blurted out in quick surprise.  “What?  How do you know?” 
 
    Mestel looked down in silence.  Austen responded in a calm voice that was out of place for the situation.  “Somehow, late last night, Mestel knew the King was in danger of being killed for a second time.  He convinced me that we should go and see for ourselves, but we arrived too late.  We arrived just in time to find the King freshly murdered.” 
 
    One of the guards shoved Austen in the back and told him to shut up and keep moving.  The guards marched them through the large oak doors marking the entrance to the throne room.  Nero noticed immediately that the room was lined with nobility.  They had all heard the news and come to watch what was sure to be a good show. 
 
    Xander said, “The King can’t be dead.  You and Mestel saved him from the Sorcerer assassination earlier in the day.” 
 
    Mestel blurted out.  “He is dead!  He is as dead as my King and my father!  I saw it with my own eyes.” 
 
    That seemed to end the conversation as the companions approached the dais.  Sitting on the throne was someone who looked like the King, but twenty or so years his junior.  Obviously, this was the Prince Lidea had been with last night after she led him through the Mistress Passageway.  The Prince was now the King of Kentar, in practice if not yet in name. 
 
    The new King did not waste any time.  “My father is dead.  I don’t know who killed him, but your presence is the only difference between yesterday and the day before.  My guards tell me two members of your party, Mestel and Austen, were there when it happened.  I have called all of you here to explain yourselves before I pass judgment.” 
 
    The threat was obvious.  Like it or not, they were on trial for their lives.  Evisar stepped forward to speak for the group.  “We had nothing to do with your father’s murder.  If you want to know what happened, then I suggest you question the Sorcerers.  My brother and Austen saved your father from a Sorcerers assassination attempt last night.  As I understand it, the Sorcerers haven’t betrayed the Crown since their founding more than a thousand years ago.  I am no expert, but I would say that qualifies as something different.  How do you know it wasn’t them?” 
 
    “In truth, I do not know, but I will get to the bottom of the mystery.  I will start by questioning everyone in your group, and then I will question the Sorcerers as I see fit.  Standing next to me are two high-ranking Sorcerers I trust.  Each of them will cast two spells on your group.  The first spell will cancel any magical protections you currently possess.  The second spell will be a truth spell.  If you tell a lie under this spell, the Sorcerers will be able to tell instantly.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Why are two wizards required for this task?  One should be more than sufficient.” 
 
    The Prince looked at the wizards standing next to him with a scowl.  “They will both serve as a witness for the other.  As you have already pointed out, the Sorcerers are not entirely trusted at the moment.”  He raised his hands and said, “Let’s get started, shall we?”  At the new King’s command, every soldier in the room drew his sword, nocked an arrow to a bowstring, or placed a quarrel on a loaded crossbow.  “If you refuse in any way, you will be killed.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Evisar looked furiously at the force arrayed against them and said, “Yes, we understand.” 
 
    The King nodded at the Sorcerers and they both cast their spells.  Afterward, the King said, “Evisar, when did you learn of my father’s death?” 
 
    “A short time ago, when we were being led into the throne room.” 
 
    The Prince looked at the Sorcerers and each of them nodded in turn.  The Prince continued.  “Evisar, did you participate in my father’s murder in any way?” 
 
    Evisar did not bat an eye.  “No, I did not.” 
 
    The Sorcerers nodded again to indicate Evisar was telling the truth.  The Prince seemed to accept this and moved on to Valihorn and Xander, who each testified substantially as Evisar had just done. 
 
    The Prince then questioned Mestel.  “Mestel, I am led to understand that you and Austen saved my father’s life last night.  Is this true?” 
 
    “We saved his life once last night.  We arrived too late to save him the second time.” 
 
    “I see.  And how did you know my father was in danger the first time?” 
 
    “I worship the elven god known as Martel.  He sometimes blesses me with visions of what will happen if I do not act.” 
 
    “And what vision did your god impart upon you?” 
 
    “I won’t say.” 
 
    The Prince became more upset.  “You won’t what?” 
 
    Mestel stood as tall as his five-foot frame would allow.  “My god’s relationship with me is not anyone else’s business.  It is enough for you to know that this is how I found out your father was in danger.” 
 
    The Prince lifted his right hand and no fewer than four crossbows were aimed at Mestel.  Mestel stood firm and said nothing.  Eventually the Prince realized his scare tactic was not going to work and said, “No, put your weapons down.” 
 
    It seemed to Nero that the Prince would have killed Mestel at that moment if he did not have vital information he needed.  Nero remembered the King being more patient and measured than the son who now sat on the throne.  Perhaps the Prince had lived a leisurely childhood and been visited by Lidea one too many times. 
 
    “So, what did you do when you discovered my father was in danger?” the Prince asked. 
 
    “I had Austen teleport us inside the castle.  We came through the large doors behind us just in time to stop Rafa, three other Sorcerers, and two Knights of the Order from assassinating your father.  There is no doubt he would have been killed without our involvement.  Neither of us killed your King.” 
 
    “And yet you were present when my father was killed!  Maybe you even did the deed yourself!” 
 
    Mestel was calm.  “We did not.” 
 
    “My guards tell me you were in my parents’ room for quite some time before they arrived!  A feat made possible by you attacking my guards and Austen using his wizardry powers to disable several of them.  How do I know you didn’t kill my parents?” 
 
    Mestel stood stone still for some time.  Nero was fascinated by Mestel’s testimony, as he was answering many of the questions Nero had from last night.  Nero smiled on the inside at the thought of Mestel and his righteousness taking the fall for his actions. 
 
    Mestel eventually said, “There are two ways you know Austen and I didn’t kill your parents.  First, your parents were killed by a knife.  Your guards searched me and the room after they arrived and I’m guessing no dagger was found.  Second, the sheets on your parents’ bed were covered in blood when your guards arrived.  If I had just murdered the King, then the blood would not have had time to soak into the sheets.  Now please believe me when I say that neither I nor Austen had anything to do with your parent’s untimely death.  In fact, we would have prevented it if we could have.” 
 
    Nero was disappointed when the Prince calmed down somewhat.  “You raise some interesting points, elf.  My last question to you is:  why did you try to bypass the security checkpoints rather than telling the guards the King was in danger?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Nero watched as Mestel looked around the room.  His gaze settled on whatever he was looking for and he said, “I told the three guards outside our rooms that the King was in danger.”  Mestel raised his arm and pointed at one guard in particular.  “This one said he would check on the King, but he returned long before he could possibly have done so.  If you put him under a truth spell I’m certain he will tell you he simply walked down the hallway, waited for a short time, and then walked back, not having checked on the King or even told anyone about the possible threat.” 
 
    The Prince turned to the guard in question and said, “Is this true, soldier?” 
 
    The soldier denied the accusation and acted like his honor was wounded, but even Nero could tell he was shamming.  The Prince continued, “If the Sorcerers standing next to me find out that you are lying then you will be put to death.  Would you like to change what you just said?” 
 
    The soldier looked down and nodded his head.  The Prince said, “Speak up, man!” 
 
    The soldier said, “What the elf said is true.” 
 
    The Prince turned to the Captain of the guards and said, “Take him to the dungeon.  I will decide what to do with him later.”  The Captain bowed his head and motioned for two of his men to carry out the order.  The Prince turned back to Mestel and said, “I accept your explanation, Mestel.  Thank you for saving my father from the Sorcerers assassination attempt.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head and said nothing more.  The Prince turned his attention to Austen, but the questioning was brief, with Austen telling the same story as Mestel. 
 
    Finally, the Prince turned his eye on Nero.  “And you, sir.  What is your place with these elves?” 
 
    Nero had been lying his entire life.  Fooling an ordinary person was not terribly difficult.  Defeating a truth spell was somewhat more problematic, but not for a person of Nero’s skill.  Not for a person who had been trained on how to do it. 
 
    “I am a special Agent for the Crown of Armena.  I serve the King of Armena, and I was sent to find this group of elves and help them in their current mission.” 
 
    “And what mission is that?” 
 
    Nero had managed to move the Prince off the topic of his father’s death.  Now if he could deflect the issue completely.  “I am not at liberty to say.  You would have to ask Evisar if he wants to divulge our mission.” 
 
    The Prince looked at Evisar expectantly.  Evisar hemmed and hawed before finally speaking.  “The Crown Prince of Armena was recently abducted and taken into the Underworld by the Krone.  My brother and I were tasked with locating and returning him to Armena.  Nero was sent by the Crown to help us with that task, but I’m afraid we have all failed in our mission thus far.  We have been unable to free the Prince of Armena.” 
 
    The King continued, “Up until a moon’s turn ago, we thought elves were mythical.  I suppose if you are real, it is possible the banished demons that live in the Underworld are also real.” 
 
    Evisar nodded.  “They are, your Majesty.” 
 
    The Prince shifted his questioning back to Nero.  “What will you do now, Agent of the Crown?  Will you continue to travel with these other elves?” 
 
    Nero was irritated that his first effort to distract the Prince had not succeeded.  “These elves have been excellent companions.  They have taught me quite a bit, which is saying something about their quality.  Now that war is imminent between our peoples, my proper course of action is to return to the Armenien capital and request instructions.” 
 
    Now Nero had to walk a fine line.  He needed to turn the questioning away from himself, but he also needed the war between the elves and the humans to proceed as the Guildmaster intended. 
 
    He continued talking with the Prince.  “Unless you would like to cease hostilities between our peoples as your father promised he would do last night?  Then I could continue to travel with these exceptional elves.” 
 
    The Prince rose to his feet, fuming mad.  “You dare tell me what my father promised you on the night of his murder!  Either the Sorcerers or someone in your group murdered him!  That is the only explanation.”  Nero smiled to himself as the Prince went off topic once again.  “As for the war between our peoples – it will move forward the same as before.  My father came to me the night he learned about the elven attack on the logging town of Endwood.  He was determined to bring the elves to their knees for what they had done, and I will do no less.” 
 
    Evisar took a step forward and said, “My Prince, if you would allow …” 
 
    “I am not your Prince, elf!  Anyone else in your group who speaks without first having been spoken to, will die here and now.”  It was clear Evisar was nearly as mad as the Prince, but he took a step back and remained silent. 
 
    The Prince turned back to Nero for the third time.  “I have one last question for you, Nero.  Were you in any way responsible for my father’s death last night?” 
 
    Damn!  Nero had to give the Prince credit for his perseverance.  Perhaps he would make a better ruler than he appeared.  Nero looked the Prince in the eye and unflinchingly said, “No.  I had nothing to do with your father’s death last night.” 
 
    The Prince looked at the two Sorcerers to his right.  The Sorcerers both nodded their heads, indicating Nero was telling the truth.  The Prince sat down on the throne in a huff.  He put his hand up to his chin in thought.  The throne room was massive, and nearly filled to capacity; nevertheless, you could have heard a pin drop at that moment.  The silence continued for a long time, while the Prince mulled over the situation. 
 
    “I am not satisfied with the testimony I have heard here this morning.  Until yesterday the Sorcerers had been entirely faithful to the Crown of Kentar since its founding a thousand years ago.  Until yesterday no elf had been seen in the capital city for over three hundred years.  Both of those pillars were shattered on the same day my father was killed.  The inescapable conclusion is that one of these two groups assassinated my father, the King.  Therefore, Evisar, your group will go back to your rooms and be questioned at length, one at a time.  If any of you give trouble in any way, you will all be killed.  Captain!  Escort the prisoners back to their rooms.” 
 
    The Captain took a step forward and said, “Yes, my Prince.  Lieutenant Capstone.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Use every guard and Sorcerer present to escort the prisoners back to their rooms.” 
 
    The guards came forward in pairs to forcibly escort each companion out of the throne room.  In addition, encircling the companions were two rings of guards, with multiple Sorcerers placed around the edges. 
 
    Nero had been able to defeat the Sorcerers’ truth spells when a single question was directed at him.  However, he knew as surely as Venal hated the Krone, that he would never be able to stand up to the assault of questions he was sure to get if they interrogated each of the companions in turn.  Lidea might be able to free him eventually, but he doubted it.  And even if he could defeat the extended questioning he was sure to face, the Prince of Kentar would never let the companions go since he was so certain war was the only answer. 
 
    Nero bowed his head in mock defeat as two guards moved forward to take him into custody.  As the first one grabbed his arm, Nero lashed out with an elbow to the man’s windpipe.  Nero heard a crunch and felt the windpipe give way.  He took the sword right out of the man’s hand and ducked as the second guard swung his sword through the air over his head.  Nero rose out of his crouch and impaled the second guard directly through the chest.  He had no time to think as the magical energy of a Sorcerer’s spell closed in around him.  As he fought off the spell, he was vaguely aware through sight and sound that the other companions had followed his lead and taken the attack to the enemy.  Nero felt a crossbow bolt whiz by his ear and another pass through his tunic.  He saw lightning fly out of Austen’s hands as he rushed a few steps to his right and impaled one of Valihorn’s guards through the back.  Valihorn turned away from the dying guard just in time to get stabbed through the abdomen by his second guard.  Nero cut down the second guard and picked Valihorn up with his free hand. 
 
    He forced the young wizard toward the right-hand door that exited the throne room and led to the hallway, relative safety, and their weapons.  As he moved slowly along he yelled out into the chaos.  “Follow me!” 
 
    Nero continued toward the right, knowing he was drawing closer to the double envelopment of soldiers and Sorcerers that had them pinned, not having a clue as to how he was going to get past them.  Just as he was about to cross swords with the closest trooper, two things happened:  first, perfect replicas of the wizard Austen appeared throughout the room.  The duplicates of the wizard were so dense, Nero could not really see what was in front of him.  He plowed into the replica next to him and realized they were all illusions.  Second, Valihorn spoke an arcane word, and a cone of pure fire spewed out of his fingertips. 
 
    The soldiers were obviously confused by all of the illusions.  Those who were brave enough to stand their ground instinctively moved out of the way of the intense heat.  Nero swung his sword as the crowd parted before him.  He felt steel slash into his arms and clothes; hands grabbed at his body as he continually pushed toward the door on his right.  Chaos reigned as the Prince and Captain shouted orders, the Lieutenant and soldiers yelled at each other, and the nobles lining the edge of the throne room screamed for their lives. 
 
    In the confusion, Nero made it to the side door while propping Valihorn up.  He pulled open the door and poked his sword around the corner to the right.  He was satisfied to feel his sword pierce a soldier’s flesh.  Then he walked through the door, propelled by the weight of his companions pressing on him from behind.  As he went through the door he looked to his left and saw two guards running toward them.  Nero reacted by letting go of Valihorn and somersaulting ahead of the oncoming guards.  He came up to his knees in time to impale one of the guards through the stomach.  He turned his attention to the second guard in time to see Evisar nearly take his head off at the neck. 
 
    Nero looked back and watched the rest of his friends come through the door.  Nearly all of them were moderately wounded in some way or another, but none of them mortally.  Mestel limped as he picked Valihorn up off the ground.  Evisar had taken a quarrel in the shoulder as well as the side.  Xander and Evisar guarded the door as soldiers piled out into the hallway.  Soldier after soldier pressed his way through the doorway, only to be stabbed or slashed by Xander and Evisar. 
 
    The sheer weight of the soldiers would eventually overpower the two elves.  Austen limped over and stood behind the pair of elves. 
 
    “Move behind me, now!” 
 
    Without waiting to see what Xander and Evisar would do, the wizard began casting a spell.  The elves each made one more slash at the guard directly in front of them and took a few steps back, their swords still extended in front of them.  Suddenly, a wall of force appeared directly above where the elves had been only a moment before and crashed down to the floor.  Nero was stunned by the sudden appearance of the shield, but given the rate at which soldiers were pouring through the doorway and their proximity to the companions, Austen had not really had a choice.  In fact, Xander lingered a little too long, and his outstretched sword was cut neatly in half by the power of the shield. 
 
    The companions turned toward each other and finally had a moment to think.  Austen said, “The Wall of Force will not hold them for long.  Eventually, they will bring up a Sorcerer to neutralize it.” 
 
    Knowing they didn’t have much time, Nero seized the initiative and said, “Follow me.  I know where our weapons are.”  He turned to leave as though the discussion were over. 
 
    Evisar said, “How in the name of Invictus could you possibly know that?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Nero pointed down the hallway leading toward the King’s residence and broke out into a run.  The other companions followed as best they could.  Another guard appeared from around the corner up ahead, but Nero dispatched him quickly.  After ten more steps, Nero stopped and opened the door to his right.  Inside the room he could see all of their weapons haphazardly stacked in the corner.  Nero threw down the inferior Kentarian sword in his hand and rushed into the room.  He grabbed all of his gear and was only too happy to have his own dagger and rapier once again. 
 
    The rest of the companions hobbled into the room and grabbed their respective equipment.  Austen was the last one into the room, and he closed the door behind him.  He grabbed his spell book and meager belongings. 
 
    “If everyone will gather around – I should be able to teleport all of us to relative safety.” 
 
    The companions did as they were asked.  Xander said, “In a few moments, anyplace else will be preferable to here.” 
 
    The ex-Sorcerer spoke three arcane words and then it was over.  Nero felt the magical energies of the spell surround him, then felt his body come apart and become one with the cosmos. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 118:  Parting is Such Sweet Sorrow 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was the blink of an eye, maybe it was an eternity – either way, Mestel felt himself vanish and then reappear on an open plain with blue skies overhead.  He looked around to see if anyone was missing and found all to be well.  Everyone was injured in some way, but they would live. 
 
    Mestel had a minor sword cut across his shoulder and a deep cut in his thigh that went all the way to the bone.  In spite of his injuries, Mestel could not help but smile.  For the first time in what seemed like years, he took a good look around without fear of what would happen next.  No one was following them.  No one was spying on them, and no one was trying to kill them. 
 
    This was not to say that he and Evisar didn’t have problems.  Their father was still dead along with the King of Armena.  Devin was still missing somewhere in the Underworld.  They were exiled from Armena, with no foreseeable way to return to their homeland.  Kentar had declared war on Armena and sent an army out to facilitate its destruction.  The King of Kentar had been assassinated after agreeing to pursue peaceful relations with the elves.  The fist-sized diamond containing the High Wizard of the Sorcerers was now in Talon Guild custody. 
 
    Still, Mestel felt a hope he hadn’t felt since before he left Armena.  Thinking about what they had been through filled him with pride.  They had faced a lich servant of Seker, beaten a vampire, saved the High Priest of Fortuna, and out-thought a genie from another realm.  They had rescued Ellen’s daughter from a Krone agent.  He and Austen had stopped an assassination attempt on the King of Kentar. 
 
    Everyone came together to see what Evisar or Austen would say.  Evisar took command of the situation and said, “Austen, do you know where we are?” 
 
    Austen nodded and said, “My spell was supposed to teleport us outside the Kentarian city of Locus.”  The old wizard pointed to the west.  “If I am not mistaken, you can see the city off in the distance.  I believe we are looking at the Dragon’s Gate, on the eastern side of the city.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Well done, Austen.  We seemed to have worn out our welcome in Jewlian.  It looks like we are free from danger for the next couple of days.  Why don’t we make camp here for the night?  We can get a good night’s rest and decide what to do in the morning.”  Most of the companions nodded their heads in agreement.  Those who did not nod simply remained silent, too exhausted to respond.  “Xander, why don’t you heal everyone as best you can, starting with the most injured first.  Nero, why don’t you set the first watch to make sure we aren’t caught unawares.  Valihorn, can you get a fire started for us?”  Then Evisar remained silent for a moment.  Mestel could tell from his body language that he wanted to address his brother but was not sure how to do it.  The distance between them had become a chasm.  Without even looking in Mestel’s direction, he slowly said, “Mestel, I would be grateful if you would use your ranger skills to find any food that is about.” 
 
    There was a time not long ago, when the prospect of feeding all six of them would have been nearly impossible for Mestel, but that was a different time and he was a different person. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    Everyone was exhausted from their trials over the last few days.  The companions carried out their assigned tasks and then sat silently around the campfire.  Everyone talked about their experiences, but no one talked about the future.  In some sense they had all survived a great ordeal.  It was a time to celebrate – not with dance, women, and ale – but with a fellowship that grew through sharing life and death experiences together.  They talked and laughed until the fire died down and they could no longer keep their eyes open.  It was a night of careless irresponsibility.  The first they had had in a long time.  One by one, each of the companions laid down on his bedroll and went to sleep. 
 
    All except Mestel.  He stayed awake, staring into the fire, pondering the finality of a difficult decision. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      Eventually he must have fallen asleep, for he awoke to find himself standing in the greenest of fields with the bluest of skies overhead.  Standing directly in front of him was Martel.  His god’s gold eyes sparkled with a life born of divinity.  Mestel immediately went down on one knee and looked at the ground.  He was not worthy to behold his god’s magnificence. 
 
    Martel said, “Loneliness and despair abound …” 
 
    Mestel reflexively responded.  “Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.” 
 
    “Whom do you serve?” 
 
    “I serve the Faithful Falcon.  I find those who are lost and strike down those who abuse their authority.  I protect those who cannot protect themselves.  I free those who are wrongfully imprisoned.” 
 
    “I am proud of you, Mestel.  You have served me well on Tellus as my chosen instrument.  You have freed those who were wrongly imprisoned.  You have brought down those who abuse their power, and you have brought new worshipers to my cause.” 
 
    Mestel looked down at his feet, unable to look his god in the eyes.  “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Things are coming to a head between Armena, Kentar, the Krone, and the Talon Thieves Guild.  There are many gods in play, making it difficult to see the future with any clarity.  The next few moons will determine the future of all elvenkind for millennia to come, possibly forever.  Something critical has happened to Armena while you have been away.  As my chosen, you and your companions need to know that the Talon Thieves Guild has executed the First Heir of Armena.” 
 
    Mestel looked up at his god in shock.  “What?!” 
 
    “The Talon Thieves Guild, in league with the Krone, killed Devin and tried to use his blood to wipe out all of Armena.  The First Heir is dead, but the Talon Guild was only partly successful in destroying Armena.  Throughout the Kingdom of Armena, one in three citizens is dead, and to make matters worse, those that were killed were the strongest and wisest of all elf kind.” 
 
    Mestel couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “Then we have failed.  All of our work on Tellus and in the heavens has come to nothing.  Evona has won.  Armena cannot possibly withstand the might of Kentar, the Talon Guild, and the Krone.” 
 
    Martel responded quickly and forcefully.  “Bite your tongue!  I will not have a chosen of mine speak with such despair.  Evona will never win as long as I draw breath!  Do you hear me?”  Mestel looked down at the ground.  His god waited a moment before continuing.  “There is no doubt this is our most desperate hour.  Not since Evona separated from Invictus so many eons ago has the question of the elves’ continued existence been in such disarray.  But there is a chance.  One single chance!  Everything depends on you and me.  We will have to be strong if we are to prevail.  With so many gods in play, we will have to trust that events will unfold as they should.  You will continue to be my right hand, my chosen on Tellus, and I will continue to give you my divine power.  Together, our faith will guide us to victory.” 
 
    Mestel spoke with a conviction that filled his spirit.  “I will serve you faithfully, my lord.  What is this single chance of which you speak?” 
 
    “You must go to Locus and cut the head off the snake.  The Talon Thieves Guild must be destroyed.  The Guildmaster has created layers of chaos surrounding Armena in order to establish the first thieves’ guild kingdom in all of history.  The Guildmaster is yoking the strength of the Krone and pitting Armena and Kentar against one another.  The gods are flaunting their powers in heaven and on Tellus in ways unseen since the Year of Angels.  Our people will continue to suffer until they are destroyed by the Humans of Kentar and the Krone of the Underworld.  Through it all is the conniving genius of the Talon Thieves Guildmaster.  Only you can turn the tide.  Only you can save Armena, and through you, Tellus.  Cut the head off the snake, and the body will die.  Kill the Guildmaster, and the Guild will fragment into leaderless pieces.” 
 
    Mestel did not know how he would defeat a human who wielded nearly godlike power and a pantheon-like number of followers – he only knew that he would succeed.  “It will be done as you command, my lord.  I will kill the Guildmaster and save Armena, or die trying.” 
 
    “Well said, my chosen.  I will be by your side to guide you in this endeavor.”  Then Martel turned around and walked briskly away.  After a few steps, he transformed into a golden falcon and flew away. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mestel snapped his head up and stared into the darkness.  Martel was gone, if indeed he had ever actually been there in the first place.  He looked around the campsite and focused on each of his friends in turn.  They were all asleep.  The fire had long since burned out.  The sun had not yet peeked over the horizon, but Mestel could see the grays and blues off in the distance that came with dawn.  Mestel knew he would never fall asleep again, so he gathered what he needed to make another fire.  There were still a few embers from the night before that caught the oil cloth starter on fire.  From there, he added small pieces of tinder and slowly added larger pieces of fuel until the fire was a going concern.  Then he went on the hunt to see what small game and edible plants he could find.  He found a grove of trees that provided enough shade for mushrooms to grow.  Most folk could not tell an edible mushroom from a poisonous one, but for a veteran ranger it was no great task.  When the mushrooms had been picked over, he moved on to a walnut tree on the edge of a grove. 
 
    He reached up to pick off a nut when he saw a falcon streaking across the sky.  The falcon was hunting alone as they always did.  The flight of the falcon reminded him of the difficult decision he had to make.  In the end, there was only one choice.  It was time for him to reach for his destiny, much as he was reaching for the walnut.  The falcon moved across the sky and dove toward the ground.  It flew back into the air with something dark in its talons.  In the early morning light, Mestel could not make out what it was.  The falcon flew directly overhead and suddenly dropped its prey not more than five feet directly in front of Mestel.  Mestel walked curiously forward and found the falcon had been carrying a snake – a five-foot snake with a broken neck.  The falcon must have broken the snake’s neck when it snatched it from the ground.  Falcons normally don’t lose their prey – so to drop the snake at all, let alone five feet in front of him, was either an act of the gods or incredible luck.  Mestel knew it was the former, which only confirmed that he had made the right decision.  He picked up the snake and made his way back to camp. 
 
    Everyone was beginning to rise as he returned, and the sun had made its inevitable climb above the horizon.  Mestel set the mushrooms in a pot of boiling water and placed the walnuts in an iron skillet on the edge of the fire.  He skinned the snake, cut off its head, and placed it on a stick to roast. 
 
    Everyone packed up their gear and sat around the campfire eating breakfast.  Xander and Nero joked about how beautiful and flirtatious the servant girls had been the night before.  It was difficult for Mestel to think back on that night for so many reasons, not the least of which was the fate of Nero’s soul.  Mestel hoped he would come around soon.  Austen and Valihorn were talking about their confrontation in front of the Sorcerers.  Evisar and Mestel sat silently next to each other.  So much went unspoken between the brothers.  Mestel suspected his brother knew what had to happen here, but that didn’t make it any easier. 
 
    Mestel was the first to speak about serious matters.  “Last night, after everyone went to sleep, Martel came into our camp and spoke directly with me.  Normally I don’t talk about the wisdom my god imparts to me, but this time was different.  This time, my god bade me to tell you that the First Heir of Armena has been executed by the Krone and the Talon Thieves Guild.” 
 
    All around the fire was a resounding “What?” 
 
    “It’s true.  Devin was killed not long ago, and his blood was used to kill one in three elves inside Glenmyr Forest.”  Finished with what he had to say, Mestel threw another stick onto the fire and looked into the flames for an absolution that would never come. 
 
    Valihorn said, “Then we have failed?” 
 
    “Yes, we have failed.” 
 
    No one said anything for a long time.  Eventually Evisar spoke quietly into the fire.  “A new day has dawned for us and for our people, and we must each decide what to do next.”  Everyone grew quiet and leaned in, straining to hear what their leader had to say.  “I suspect each of us has come a long way from the person we were only a few moons ago.  I know for certain that I have.  We have seen much death and destruction.  We have tried our best to fight for our people, but so far, we have failed.  We did our best to find Devin and return him to the throne of Armena, both for our people and for us.  My brother and I hoped to return Devin to the throne in order to return to our country as welcome heroes.  Now we are permanent exiles.  Permanent in the sense that the First Heir is dead, and there is no way to resolve that. 
 
    “But this is not the end for me.  The question is:  what to do next?  Where do I go?  Where do my loyalties lie?”  Evisar let his statement hang in the air for a long time.  “It has been a privilege to lead this group of companions, but my loyalties lie with my King and country.  I must do what I can to safeguard my people.  I will return to Armena, but I cannot ask any of you to follow where I am going.” 
 
    Mestel nodded his head in understanding.  Valihorn said, “But King Jalid said he would kill you if you ever returned from exile.” 
 
    “What you say is true, but I cannot ignore what my heart is telling me.  Armena is at war with Kentar.  Hundreds or thousands of our countrymen are going to die, if they haven’t already.  If Armena is to survive, something must be done.  My family has served the king loyally, leading the forces of Armena for four generations, and I will not let the blood run thin now.”  Evisar drew his family sword out of its scabbard and held it across his lap.  “Neverlost is more than a sword; it is a state of mind.  This sword belongs to my family, and my family belongs at the head of Armena’s army.  If the King wants me dead, he has but to ask, but I will no longer play the part of the coward.  I was afraid of my father’s legacy for a long time, but no longer.  I will never be lost again, and I am returning home where I belong.”  With his piece said, Evisar looked at Mestel for a moment and sat back, waiting for the next person to speak. 
 
    Mestel was about to speak, when Austen beat him to it.  “I can teleport you and anyone who wants to go with you, as far as the logging town of Endwood.  From there you will have to find your own way into Glenmyr Forest.”  Evisar nodded his head in appreciation.  Austen continued, “It has been one of the greatest pleasures of my life to lend aid to this group.  I may have tricked you into helping save my hometown, but my affection for all of you has gone far beyond that one act.  Even if you failed to save your First Heir, you have still been a mighty force for good in this region.  You stopped the giants that were attacking Wessex.  You destroyed the Shetley Fortress, a place where evil had reigned for more than a century.  You fought a vampire and won, saving the High Priest of a valued religion.”  Xander nodded his head at the truth of the statement.  “Some would blame you for calling out my name in front of the Sorcerers and nearly having me killed, but I am not that someone.  I am Austen the Wizard.  The magical weave has a purpose for everyone and everything.  It was my destiny to be called out and brought before the Sorcerers, so I could finally face the betrayal of my friend.  It was a meeting twenty years in the making that I had been afraid to face, but you have reconciled that fear, and I am all the stronger for it.  Destiny brought me to Jewlian after twenty years, but it was the divine intervention of Martel that allowed Mestel and me to escape the Sorcerer prison.”  Austen showed his forearm for all to see.  When the rays of the morning sun hit the imprint of Mestel’s platinum medallion, the falcon in flight began to glow brighter with its own inner light.  “It was Martel’s wisdom that allowed Mestel and me to save the King of Kentar from the Sorcerers’ assassination attempt.  Even now I find it difficult to believe such deep corruption has infested the Sorcerers.  For more than a thousand years they have served the Crown of Kentar freely and courageously.  For more than a thousand years they have been the guardians that kept Kentar true and strong.  Now that part of history has been obliterated.  The Sorcerers have betrayed the Crown.  I do not know if the damage can ever be undone or even partially repaired, but I know I must try.  I will not be traveling with you to Armena.  I am not an elf.  I am a human of Kentar and my place is here.  I will walk back to Jewlian and re-enter the Sorcerers Academy.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Master, you cannot.  They will kill you on sight.” 
 
    “I do not think so.  Rafa imprisoned me before using the power of the High Wizard’s office, and now Rafa is dead.  Without his drive and his hatred, the other Sorcerers will not be so quick to judge me.  Particularly since it was Rafa who condemned me and then tried to assassinate his King.  But have no fear.  I will not simply walk into the Administration Building and announce my presence.  I will begin with the few friends I still have at the Academy.  I will tell them my story and they will believe the truth of it.  Once they are convinced, they will convince the others.”  Austen ended his story there.  He closed his mouth and relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    Silence reigned as everyone took in Austen’s words.  Mestel understood and approved of Austen’s choice.  He believed in Martel’s mission to bring down those points of authority who abuse their power and free those that have been wrongfully imprisoned.  The Sorcerers Academy had obviously strayed from their mission, and the wizards were clearly abusing their gifts and their authority over the lesser beings around them.  Austen would do well to bring Martel’s message to the Academy. 
 
    Nero leaned forward from his sitting position and spoke loudly for all to hear.  “I, too, will be returning to Armena.  My first order of business will be to verify Mestel’s vision that the First Heir has been murdered.  If what Mestel says is true, then my assignment to aid you in recovering the Prince of Armena is not only over, but it has failed.  The leaders of my organization do not accept failure lightly.  I may be forced out of service as an Agent of the Crown, but at the very least I will be given a new assignment.  If Evisar survives his return to Armena, then I may serve with him again.  If he does not, well, then it has been a distinct honor to work and travel with you.  Only time will tell.  So, Evisar, I will travel with you back to Armena, but then you and I will go our separate ways.” 
 
    It was difficult for Mestel to listen to Nero, particularly when his brother might be in danger.  It was obvious to him that the Agent of the Crown was holding much back, but Mestel continued to heed his god’s advice and leave Nero to his own devices. 
 
    Mestel said, “I hope you can help to bring about a peaceful resolution to the war between the humans and the elves before too many lives are lost.”  Nero looked directly at him, and Mestel met his gaze head on.  The two warriors locked eyes for a moment before Nero looked away. 
 
    Nero said, “That is indeed a worthy goal, Mestel.  I will look for a way to end the war quickly, but that may not be possible.” 
 
    Mestel said, with just a hint of irony, “I know you will do your best.” 
 
    Xander leaned forward next and voiced his thoughts.  “We’ve had quite a ride since I met the elven brothers at a bar so many moons ago.  You’re welcome for saving your skin, by the way.”  Despite the seriousness of the situation, Mestel could not help turning to his brother and giving a light chuckle.  “Thanks to you, I have escaped assassination a number of times, slain a giant, defeated a vampire, saved the High Priest of Fortuna, and escaped from a Talon Guild prison.  Of course, we also lost the gem carrying the High Wizard of the Sorcerers and nearly caused the Plane of Chaos to collide with Tellus, but who is counting?”  Mestel again had to chuckle.  He had never liked Xander, even from the beginning, but he had to admit the half-elf could tell a joke. 
 
    The smile on Xander’s face disappeared and the humor disappeared with it.  He seemed torn on how to continue.  A moment later he seemed to make up his mind, nod his head, and continue.  “I make light of our time together, but I really must thank you.  Before I met this group, I was much more a thief than I was a priest.  I was more interested in profit than in doing what was right.  I didn’t care a rat’s ass about the wizard stuck in the gem.  I was only concerned with selling the gem to the highest bidder, or safeguarding the gem and receiving the wizard’s reward.  If not for you, I would have died alone many years from now as an old man and been condemned to one of the seven hells for all eternity.  But now I have seen the light.  I want to learn about Fortuna and study her sacred texts.  I want to know more about her plans for my life.  Which makes my choice about where to go next all the more difficult. 
 
    “For me, the question of what I want to do next boils down to two choices.  Obviously, a large part of me would like to go back to Locus and join the Basilica to the Lady of Luck as a priest.  Perhaps in time I could rise through the ranks and maybe even become High Priest.  Can you imagine that?” 
 
    Mestel answered first.  “Not likely.  If that is your choice, then I wish the priestesses in your order the best of luck.”  Xander nodded his head in amusement.  Mestel had to admit Xander’s change had been remarkable.  He had thought on it a few times and determined the change had begun abruptly after Xander had returned from the dead.  Mestel knew from personal experience what a life-changing event that had been, and while his devotion to Fortuna was absurd, at least it had made him turn away from his life of selfish gratification. 
 
    “The second choice was given to me recently by none other than Nero.”  Mestel had to admit he hadn’t seen that one coming.  “Nero thinks I would fit in well as an Agent of the Crown, so he has invited me back to the capital of Armena to have a closer look at his organization.  I have to admit I never thought I would join an organization like this, but I imagine it is leaps and bounds better than working for the Talon Thieves Guild.” 
 
    Valihorn asked, “You think you could be happy working in secret for the Crown of Armena?” 
 
    Xander cocked his head to the side in thought.  “If you had asked me only a moon’s turn ago I might easily have said no, but now I actually find it appealing.  The idea of serving my homeland in a meaningful way is a tempting prospect.  I think I could be happy there. 
 
    “Luckily, this is one decision I don’t have to make.” 
 
    Evisar said, “What do you mean?”  Instead of saying anything, Xander dug into the small pouch at his side and pulled out his coin of Fortuna and held it up for all to see.  Evisar shook his head and said, “Are you really going to leave your fate up to a coin toss?” 
 
    Xander said, “It is the way of Fortuna to have all major life decisions determined by the toss of a coin.  And this isn’t just any coin, as you well know.  This is a coin of Fortuna, passed down to me by my father, who had it given to him by his father.  This coin has guided my family for generations, as it guides me now.  By using this coin, I am allowing Fortuna to guide my destiny as she sees fit.”  Xander stood up where he was and prepared to flip the coin.  He showed the companions the side of the coin with the Basilica of Fortuna on it.  “If it lands with the Basilica facing up, I will be a priest at the Basilica.”  He turned the coin over and showed the companions the rainbow side of the coin.  “If it lands rainbow-side up, I will go with Nero to Bethel and learn more about being an Agent of the Crown.” 
 
    Xander flipped the coin end over end through the air.  The coin went high into the air, reached its apex, and fell back to earth.  The coin hit the earth with a thud and lay perfectly still.  Xander picked up the coin and put it back in his pouch. 
 
    He then looked up at Nero and said, “Nero, if you will have me, I will travel with you back to Bethel and learn more about your organization.” 
 
    Nero smiled broadly and said, “The Crown will be lucky to have an elf of your abilities.” 
 
    And with that, Xander sat down.  Everyone looked expectantly at Mestel and Valihorn, knowing they were the only ones left to speak.  Valihorn remained silent waiting for him to speak, but Mestel remained quiet – reluctant to say what he knew he must. 
 
    Mestel looked at the fire and said, “I have also dramatically changed since I set out from Armena more than half a year ago.”  Xander snorted out loud at the obvious understatement.  “My brother and I have seen and accomplished more than either of us ever thought possible.  My experience with death made me realize that what we do in life matters for eternity.  I want each of you to know that you have a special place in my heart, which is what makes this decision so difficult.  It has been a distinct honor to travel with all of you, but I will not be going back to Jewlian with Austen, nor will I be traveling back to Armena with Evisar.”  Gasps turned into yelling as everyone around the campfire expressed their shock.  Mestel looked up at Austen, but it was his brother who asked, “What do you mean, you aren’t going back with me to Armena?” 
 
    Mestel looked down at the fire.  “Exactly what I said.  I serve the Flying Falcon, and a falcon hunts alone.  My path is my own, and I will not ask any of you to follow.  I am Martel’s faithful servant on Tellus, and I will go where he commands.  Instead of returning to Armena, I will instead travel to Locus to destroy the Talon Thieves Guild.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Evisar rose from his seat in anger and drew Neverlost.  Mestel stood up as well, not quite sure of his brother’s intentions.  His brother pointed Neverlost at his chest and said, “I will return to Armena to defend our people.”  Evisar turned Neverlost around in his hand and threw the sword at Mestel hilt first.  Mestel caught the sword with one hand.  Evisar continued without missing a beat.  “What does your god demand of you that is more important than that?  Look at our father’s legacy and tell me that is not where you belong.  Look at it!” 
 
    Mestel looked down at the magical longsword that had been in his family for generations.  He felt the weight of it as well as the pull.  He felt torn by two loyalties for the first time since his resurrection.  His brother as well as his people needed him.  Armena was in a fight to the death, surrounded on all sides by enemies that sensed weakness and were closing in for the kill.  Could he really turn his back on them to follow where Martel was leading?  Did he have that luxury?  Did he have that right? 
 
    Then his thoughts turned to Martel, and he remembered the glory that was his kingdom.  He remembered that it was Martel who had brought him back to life, and his continued grace that allowed him to walk across Tellus.  He remembered his spirit flying down from the heavens and over the Shetley Fortress walls.  He remembered seeing his broken and dismembered body as Martel pieced him back together and breathed life into his dead frame. 
 
    Once Mestel remembered how he felt in those uncertain times, the decision became simple.  He threw Neverlost back at Evisar hilt first.  “I will follow where my god leads.  I can see the gates of Locus from here.  I will destroy the Talon Guild or die trying.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Then you will die trying.  Do you really think you can take on the Talon Thieves Guild all by yourself?  You don’t stand a chance.  You’ll be dead inside a moon’s turn.”  He pointed Neverlost menacingly at his chest.  “I will not be held responsible for this; do you hear me?  If you do this, then you do it alone.  I’ll grieve over your death, but I will not follow you to the bottom of the sea in your sinking ship.” 
 
    Seeing that he wasn’t having any affect, Evisar changed his tone and his tactics.  “Why have you become so selfish?  This is not the Jefon I knew growing up.  My brother would think of his country and his people before himself.  That is what our family does.  That is what our family has always done.  What do you think father died for?  He died defending a homeland and a king he dearly loved.  I am going home to do what I can for our people – exile be damned.  Your place is at my side.  Once we deal with the threats against Armena, then you can go off on your god’s quest.” 
 
    Mestel reached forward and grabbed his brother’s arm.  “Don’t you see that our goals are the same?  You seek to save our people from being wiped off Tellus, and so do I.  You want to defend Armena from the war that is coming, while I want to stop that war from ever taking place.” 
 
    Evisar looked at him with confusion and anger.  “Our missions are not the same!  The Talon Guild is trying to destabilize this entire region for their own purposes.  They don’t care who gets in their way or who gets killed in the process, as long as the Guild gets what it wants.  We learned at the Shetley Fortress that the Talon Guild is working with the Krone.  The Guild killed the King of Armena and took Devin into the Underworld.  The Guild murdered Devin in cold blood and killed one in three of our kinsmen.  They captured the High Wizard of the Sorcerers and imprisoned him in a gem. 
 
    “They probably convinced the King of Kentar that the elves attacked and destroyed their logging town of Endwood, precipitating the war with Armena.  Then, after they got the King of Kentar to do their bidding, they probably assassinated him.  And these are only the plots we know about.  Do you honestly think you can bring down an organization as powerful as that?” 
 
    Mestel grabbed Evisar’s arm all the tighter.  “Don’t you see?  By killing the Guildmaster and lopping the head off the dragon, we can stop the destruction of Armena and fragment the Guild.  Destroying the Guild is the key to saving our people.” 
 
    Evisar wrenched his arm away from Mestel.  “Your logic is flawed since you can’t possibly bring down the Guild.  Austen said the Guild has been around for more than three hundred years.  It has survived greater threats than you.” 
 
    “It has never fought the power of a god before.” 
 
    Evisar turned away from Mestel and said, “All you are going to do is get yourself killed.  And since that is the case, that means you are already dead to me.  Go and serve your god then if you must.” 
 
    Valihorn interrupted the building of the chasm that separated the elven brothers by standing up and blurting out.  “I am going with Mestel.  He has quite convinced me.” 
 
    The argument stopped immediately as everyone turned toward the young wizard and said, “What?” 
 
    Valihorn realized everyone was staring at him and he hesitated.  Then he took a step forward, strong in his resolve.  “That is correct.  I will travel with Mestel to Locus in order to destroy the Talon Guild.” 
 
    Austen said, “Valihorn, you were my finest apprentice, but you are not a follower of Martel.  Why would you travel with Mestel to Locus?” 
 
    “My parents were slaughtered by barbarians with overwhelming power, much like the Guild wields overwhelming power.  I do not want to see anything like that ever again.  Not when I can do something to stop it.  The Talon Guild is so powerful that it has manipulated the Kingdoms of Kentar and Armena into going to war with each other.  I am a half-elf, which means I am half human and half elf.  I cannot stand the thought of something happening to the noblest of human kingdoms and the last elven kingdom.  Not when I can do something to stop it.  Mestel and I may end up at the end of a rope, just like the Krone we chased, but that is the chance we are both willing to take.  So, I will travel to Locus with Mestel and do what I can to bring down the Guild.”  With his decision made, Valihorn sat back down by the fire. 
 
    Silence crashed in on the companions as each of them took to heart what the others had said.  Evisar finally rose to his feet and said, “We have each made our choice.  I do not know what the future holds, but I sincerely hope that the gods will favor each of our journeys.  I leave this camp with a heavy heart, but I also leave it with a sense of hope.  Hope that Armena will survive the night, and hope that Kentar will once again become a noble kingdom where honest folk have nothing to fear.”  Then he glanced at Mestel before looking back at the fire.  “I leave with a hope that the Talon Thieves Guild will face its greatest challenge in its three-hundred-year history.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Note from the author: 
 
      
 
    I sincerely hope you enjoyed the third 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. 
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    Jeff Henrikson 
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