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Prologue
 
“I am Ser Crallick Oakentree. I first met Wanda Swells in the docks district of Marahaven, nigh on twenty-five years now.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
It was early summer when The Flamerunner sailed into the waters of the Carrib archipelago with her hold heavy and her rum stores light. Crallick couldn’t wait to get ashore again. To his mind, he had spent too much time lately on sea vessels.
Their hold held the spoils of a newly discovered land: potted plants, bags of coffee, and fruit trees of a sort that Crallick couldn’t remember the name of. There was the butchered cadaver of the dragon that the crew had slain. Most of the dragon’s parts would pay handsomely. Some parts of it though, he intended to make good use of. Once they got into port, of course.
There was also a rather macabre tome of the Chessintran religion occupying a safe place with their Flowwevite cleric, Wanda. She had the Malefecorum wrapped safely in oilskins, stowed within the rest of her small travelling library.
Padded foot-falls were belied by the gentle scrape of claws as Crallick’s rescued cat strolled up to join him by the rail. The orange and black-striped cat had continued to grow from when Crallick first met her. Over the long trip back that had spanned several months, she had added a foot to her length and gained nearly a hundred pounds. This put her at two-hundred pounds and four feet long, by Crallick’s reckoning.
“Hey, tiger.” Crallick still hadn’t named her. He ruffled the fur between her ears, soliciting a rumbling of contentment. “How are you doing?”
Crallick was still amazed his feline companion seemed to be unfettered by sea-sickness, and held no fear of the water. She was an unusual specimen indeed.
The noise about the ship began to liven up as the night watch made ready to be relieved by the morning watch. Smells of cooking wafted up from the galley. The clatter of crockery, and the murmur of female and foreign voices joined the creaks and groans of the ship.
Turning his back to the tropical vista, the half-elven Vitani-blooded knight-ranger watched the eclectic crew as they began scurrying about the deck anew. Sure, there were some sailors that Cralliock had sailed with for some time now, but the bulk were tribal, Halfling villagers that had been added to the battle-decimated crew to try to survive the voyage home. There were also the seven maids they had managed to rescue from the clutches of a sinister priest, who had intended to sacrifice them all to the goddess of death, Chessintra.
Ironically, Crallick mused the superstition that stated a woman sailing would spell the doom for a ship. How would it explain ten women aboard a vessel making it safely from a foreign land, all the way across a massive ocean? Maybe the fact that they had a dwarven captain counter-balanced everything.
A red-skinned beauty sashed over to Crallick. She was smiling and wiping drowsiness from her eyes. Her morning-disheveled hair did nothing to calm the beauty that seemed to radiate from her.
“Master,” she yawned. “I woke and you were gone.”
“Good morning, Kittalae,” Crallick smiled.
“Oh!” she squealed in delight. “You are in a merry mood this morning?”
“Yes, I guess I am.” Crallick tried not to broaden his grin. This seemed to be a failing endevour.
“Yay!” She threw her arms around the much older man’s waist. Surreptitiously, she allowed one hand to drop down to cup his buttock.
“Kittalae,” came the fatherly warning.
“Mmmm-hmmm?” she cooed back.
“Well, am I interrupting something Crallick?” The Dwarven captain saved his friend from further awkwardness.
“Not at all, Vlados,” Crallick smiled. “Kittalae, can you gather us up some breakfast?”
“Sure, my sweet Cral.” She gave a squeeze before untangling herself and swiftly heading down to the galley. She shot Vlados a venomous glare as she passed.
Once she was out of earshot, Vlados asked, “Crallick, I’m not always going to be around. What are you going to do with her?”
“Don’t ruin my morning,” Crallick warned. “We just spotted the coast of Cresent Moon Island, and by mid-afternoon, we should be making port at Jamtown.”
“Rum?” Vlados asked wryly, interrupting Crallick.
“Rum,” Crallick confirmed. Then he added, “I can also see if I can get these girls freed from bondage with Mr. Dazzle.” He was referring to the dark Vitani flesh trader from whom he had acquired Kittalae.
“Huh!” scoffed Vlados. “Good luck with that. After Jamtown, we can stop at Port Faraway, and check on our injured.”
“Good plan,” Crallick confirmed.
Their quest to free their daughters had been exhausting and long. They were both homesick for their native soil. They watched familiar flora sweep by on the coastlines. They could barely suppress grins of relief.
A young sixteen-year-old girl, who was mostly Vitani-blooded, stole up between the tiger and Crallick. “Missing home, daddy? I never thought I’d see these shores again.”
Crallick put an easy arm around his daughter. “Amalae, I never had a doubt I’d get you safely home.”
After putting into Jamtown, Crallick discovered to his dismay that not only were all sales final, he had been put on a preferred client list, as he had tried to save Mr. Dazzle’s wares from misuse. He would forever have a discount for any pleasure-slaves he needed.
Crallick’s homeland of Bannathyr frowned on slavery. He grew up with this morality. He felt sickened that not only could he not free the girls here, he also couldn’t release Kittalae. The exception of these magical bonds was the death of the owner. Crallick attempted to point out that Eli died and owned the five girls, not him.
Mr. Dazzle gave a glaring white smile that gleamed from his mahogany skin. “You’ve been wit’ ‘dem for too long, m’elf. ‘Dey got demselves attuned to yer gem, mon.”
Crallick came back to The Flamerunner to at least find the good news that their rum stores were replenished.
Kittalae practically skipped back. She seemed ecstatic that Crallick had failed. Vlados knew just what mood Crallick would bring to the ship once he saw the skipping and singing demonic ephemorae.
“Bad news?” He offered Crallick a draught of amber spiced rum.
Pulling strongly on the beverage, Crallick nodded. “It’s worse. They’re all attuned to me.” He looked at the direction of his cabin. “Kittalae keeps on saying the wood brought her to me, and she’s happy to stay.”
Laughing, Vlados said, “Hey, from her point of view, she could have it much worse, I suppose.”
“Damn it, man. She just expects things from me,” growled Crallick. The tiger padded over as Crallick growled, and added her own rumble to the conversation.
“Shite!” Vlados jumped. “Thanks for that,” he grumbled at the big cat. To Crallick, he added slyly. “What sort of things?”
“You know,” Crallick snapped.
“Would it be so bad just to give her what she wants?” Vlados put to him.
“Are you insane? She’s only twenty-two!” Crallick was dumbstruck.
“So?”
“I’m…”
“Yeah?”
“…Older!” Crallick concluded.
“So what?” Vlados grinned. Then, self-preservation kicked in at Crallick’s expression. “I’ve got to go and help Erik, catch you later.”
Vlados made his escape.
 
A day of balmy, sun-drenched sailing later, they found themselves entering the harbor of Port Fairaway. The gaily-colored, unofficial capital of the southern pirate islands was a larger, but slightly quieter port-of-call than Jamtown.
The crew of The Flamerunner was able to disembark for some much-needed shore-leave at last. Erik led the seasoned sailors to the watering hole that he frequented while he was in port. The pygmy crew stuck to the docks. Crallick saddled the maids with Wanda.
Vlados headed up the street to find the healer’s hospice. He had some folks he desperately wanted to check in on.
Crallick found that his money was still secure, and had accrued quite a tidy sum of interest while he had been away. The half-ogre money changer was quite a money-savvy investor. Crallick was just getting ready to discuss his portfolio with the man when a blond, blue-tabarded Bannathyrran knight-ranger burst in on them. He held the Jaragua lizard-man clerk by the throat.
“Ser Crallick Oakentree, I presume?”
“Yeah.” Crallick rose from his seat, drawing his serrated sword from the etherium itself. “I pray you to put him down.”
The knight-ranger dropped the clerk. The clerk squeaked, then ran and hid behind the half-ogre’s desk.
“We need to talk. I suggest you acquire a local estate with your foreign funds, and leave your slave girls here. You’re needed back at the royal palace. An overly large retinue would be unwelcome indeed.” The knight-ranger sneered. “No matter how native you needed to get.”
“Bugger yourself,” Crallick growled. “I was saving Bannathyr while you were shitting in your loincloth and rubbing it in your face.”
“Ser, I beseech you. A moment…” The knight-ranger gestured out the door, and bowed his blond head. The pointed ears this revealed showed him to be Vitani. That meant that this young-looking knight may be just as veteran as Crallick.
Crallick glanced at the half-ogre money changer before leaving. “Buy me the biggest estate in the islands and set up my girls there. Make sure they’re happy and need for nothing.”
Then he followed the wispy blond elf out the door. “So, why are you here?” he abruptly shot at the Vitani.
“I am Ser Syrell Fyrth. I’m of Her Majesty’s Royal Knight-ranger’s Order of the River.” Syrell punctuated his introduction with a flourishing bow.
“I could tell,” rumbled Crallick. His tiger growled along with him. Crallick nodded at the young elf’s livery and belted rapier. “You make it rather obvious.”
Ser Fyrth scoffed in reply: “Well, I wear my order’s livery as a source of pride. I have no shame in that. Nor do I bear issue with my order’s weapon. It is as elegant as our order’s tactics. What of you, Ser Oakentree? I see no livery or order colours upon you. Nor do you wield a recognizable weapon. Do you bear shame for your order, good ser?”
“No to the shame, and indeed, you are correct Ser Fyrth, you shan’t find anything identifying me as a knight-ranger unless you check my papers,” Crallick sneered. “A knight, ranger or otherwise, is not measured by his trappings, but by his ability. You shan’t find me wanting in any department, save for social graces, perhaps.”
“Nevertheless, good ser,” the pleasantry sounded weightless in the tone of Ser Fyrth, “I have a royal decree for you. May I see your documents of Title?” He extended an empty hand.
Blowing a wad of snot onto the ground, Crallick wiped the back of his sleeve against his upper lip. He then pulled his oilskin pouch out of his jerkin. “Here you go.” He handed the package to the appalled knight.
Gingerly, Ser Fyrth retrieved the bundle and unwrapped the pieces of vellum that held Crallick’s particulars of title, deed, and holdings. There was, indeed, an order of the parcel of land known as Gladeholme. This was stamped by the royal signet, but not locally notarized. There was title to personal property in that parcel, which specified he was to build a keep. No artisans had yet to be mustered for the task, however. There was also the title list for the heralds. The heraldic announcement read:
 
Ser Crallick Oakentree, knight-ranger of the Order of the Cradle, lord-protector of Gladeholme, the butcher of Brackenridge Marsh, slayer of Caustroth the Dragon, hero of The Battle of Nine Skulls, and the royal guard of the queen.
 
No personal coat of arms had been claimed though. After careful examination of the documents, Ser Fyrth returned them to the older man, who he felt had to be the worst knight he had ever met. Flowwe only knew how he had attained the rank of knight-ranger.
“Everything seems to be in order … sort of.” Ser Fyrth grudgingly admitted. “Here are the solemnly decreed words of her royal grace, her majesty, Queen Kyliessa Bannathrae.” Ser Fyrth took a breath, intent on continuing with the remainder of his ceremonial duties, when Crallick cut him off by yanking the clutched document out of his hand. Ser Fyrth snorted his indignation. “How rude.”
“Better rude than dead,” Crallick opined. He glanced over the paper, then he cracked the seal.
“You didn’t even check that the seal was untampered…” protested Ser Fyrth.
“Don’t care.” Crallick glanced over, a threatening smile played across his face. “I know Kylie’s word choices. Only she uses this type of vellum. So the source is real. If her words aren’t, I’ll be able to tell. Also, anyone trying to fool me with her orders is a dead man…”
“Well, that would be treasonous…” began Ser Fyrth.
“By my blade, not the Bannathyr court,” Crallick corrected. Then he continued: “Don’t worry, Ser Filth. It’s legit. I guess I’m going back to Marahaven,” Crallick’s voice trailed off into a resentful grumble, “Like I had intended to anyways.”
“That’s Ser Fyrth,” Syrrell vainly tried to correct the belligerent man.
 



Chapter 1
 
“She was a young, radiant beauty whom I first took to be a whore-turned-burglar. Truth was, her burglary gig was just a stepping-stone.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Late winter clouds that draped low in the skies provided a chilly foreboding of snows yet to come. The overcast dusk provided a gloom to a tundra grassland that would have frozen the hearts of all but the most stalwart of foreigners. The lands surrounding Cairnhold were creepy. Off the trails, one’s feet had an even chance of finding a clod of rounded, grass-tufted earth, a sharp, angular chunk of stone, or a thin crust of ice that dropped your boot through into a freezing pool of water.
While this unfriendly landscape frowned on travellers, the lemmings, voles, rabbits, and winter foxes who called the plains home found it ideal. Even the snowy owls were able to find prey enough to warrant living out here with their ground-held nests. This was because the densest and tallest patches of undergrowth were comprised of low-growing cedars.
Off to the distant north stood the Draketooth Mountains. The smallest of the Amarallan mountain ranges, it was still home to a small kingdom of dwarves, and a raucous tribe of goblin-kind. In fact, it was a three-fronted war that had been fought between the mountains and the northernmost town of Amaral, Scale, that had been the reason for the construction of Castle Cairnhold, and the appointment of the noble house, Bligh, to it’s protector.
The battle had been gory, with nearly two-hundred dwarves, three-thousand goblin-kind—including several giants, and thirty-five Amarallans—including a dragon, all meeting gruesome ends on their way to Chessintra’s Eldritch gates.
A biting wind gnawed at the line-etched face of the stoic man. Weather had taken years to beat his skin into the tough, leatherlike hide that covered his body in a bronzed sheath. His rugged clothes still bore an opulence of wealth. Black bear fur cloaked his shoulders and back. His neck and sleeve cuffs were likewise adorned. His coat was a deep crimson velvet. His breeches were wool-lined, blackened leather. Overall, his figure looked more portly than he actually was, on account of his armor against the frigid clime.
Mordred’s eyes were a fierce blue—although one eye was now milky. Some said he could still see through some dark dealings with Chessintra, the Goddess of death and darkness. His six-foot frame allowed him to easily gaze out over the crenellations of his keep to the north. There had been fires illuminating the dark silhouettes of the mountainsides. The goblin tribes were active again.
Mordred smiled with grim satisfaction. These last two years had been disappointing for him. Firstly, his idiot younger brother had stolen a family heirloom: The Malefecorum. This was a divine tome that had been reputed to be scrivened by the handmaiden of death herself—the reaper, Imari. The young fool, Eli, had thought of nothing more than base control. The single ritual had grabbed his impressionable mind, and he dwelt solely on seeing it resolved. Not once had he taken the time to truly grasp the breadth and measure of the work. Magic—which was what transfixed the young man’s fancies. But after that first circle of the work, came death, and dominion over it. But even that shouldn’t allow one to become too enraptured or beguiled. For once you could unravel the third circle, the mastery of time, then even the gods would have to take attention to your actions, wouldn’t they? Nevertheless, the thieving brat had absconded to parts unknown, and with the family’s property. Mordred would have to reconcile this transgression.
The second disappointment of the last few years had been from the Amarallan government. Their views on Chessintran worship were short-sighted. The king-fool, Bradwyn Corr, had all but outlawed almost all of his research. Not that this had stopped him. No, not at all. No upstart king would dictate his devotion. The annoyance was the town of Scale that his family were charged with protecting. They should likewise be forced to protect the Bligh family interests.
Pacing around the curtain wall that enveloped his keep, Mordred’s gaze fell to the lights in the south. The clustered haven of buildings in a wooden palisaded rampart marked the presence of Scale. It was a sullen redoubt against the tundra, and the balefull marauders of the north. An age-worn road led from Castle Cairnhold to the village. It was along that very track that he watched a procession of lights, as several wagons caravanned their way to his castle. Turning from the desolate countryside, Mordred strode into the doorway leading to his gatehouse. Tonight would see the end of one of his disappointments at the very least.
Rushing down the quarried stone stairs, Mordred grabbed his gate-guard captain roughly by the shoulder. 
“Torgar! We’ll have the delegation from Scale arriving within two hours! Ensure they pass through unmolested. I wish them to feel wholly welcome.”
Torgar looked hard at his lord. He was unaccustomed to such displays of congeniality and hospitality. After assuring himself that this was no jest, and indeed, Mordred Bligh was earnest, he nodded. “As your lordship commands.”
Mordred walked with purpose across the muddied courtyard towards the keep’s heavy Amarallan oak doors. The dark wood was shod in black wrought iron. Seven ascending stairs rose to the height of ten feet. This was the intimidating venue for which Mordred would later place his imposing frame to greet his visitors. He strode the risers, which were nearly a foot and a half tall, with steep knee bends. There was a far more accommodating entrance around the back, but he left that for the geriatric and infirm.
Striding through the main hall, his boots rang out a staccato sound as his heels hit stone. He allowed no carpeting in the public parts of his keep. The gods alone knew what manner of vermin the folk of Scale would be harboring when they came to call.
As he strode down the length of his manor hall, pillars carved with reliefs guarded his flanks. Images of his forefathers lined the hall. Three more steps elevated him to his throne. On the dais where he held court, there was a rich red carpet. It was the colour of Fornathos’ scales. A wan glimmer of natural light was allowed to permeate the gloom over his throne from a solitary window, high overhead. Sconces provided the bulk of the light in the chamber.
Mordred chose one of the two entrances atop the dais, and headed to the oak-paneled dining hall. This was where he would be entertaining his guests tonight. The succulent smells wafting out of his kitchen had a tantalizing effect on his taste buds. Closing his eyes for a self-indulgent moment, Mordred contemplated the menu he had carefully selected for tonight. There were the six roasts that his chefs were preparing: caribou, a brace of foxes, a snowy owl, and a northern hill bear, and her cub. All were to be carefully skinned and prepared with the finest Jherrim spices, then they were to be returned to their skins. The servants would then present the edible menagerie. There would be a cauldron of rabbit stew. Several loaves of white baked bread were prepared, along with two wheels of a rich orange cheese. To go along with each place at the table, there would be a bar of marzipan. Four bowls of oranges, pears, and grapefruits completed the table.
Pulling free of his little smile, Lord Bligh climbed the staircase to his living quarters. There, he doffed his working attire, and donned the finery that had been left out by his handmaiden. His steward, Ulrich Votten, was busying himself with the oversight of the accommodations, as well as the contents of the night’s ‘festivities’.
The bulk of his clothes kept the deep crimson of his house colours. However, the trim was lightened from black fur to white fur. His finery was fastened together with buttons of white gold, not lacing, and his cloak was pinned around his throat by a white gold clasp that held a prominent ruby in its center.
A timid knock resounded through the acoustics of his bedchamber. “What is it?” Mordred demanded in reply.
The sing-song voice, seeming out of place in these dour lands, resonated a smile in his heart. “It is only I, m’lord. I am just knocking to let you know that the contingent from Scale is almost at the gates. Also, there are lights on the tundra along the Dwarf-friend trail.”
“Thank you Cahandara, my pet.” Mordred licked his dry lips. He hungrily thought of the young Vitani elf-maid, whose slender form made her look deliciously no older than fifteen. He had stolen her from a brothel’s rather irked madam whilst he was at the auction in Wyvernhold. Her loss was his to spoil. Mordred chuckled to himself.
Flinging the heavy door wide, Mordred barreled past a startled Cahandara, and down the hall, leaving the unceremoniously groped girl leaning against the wall. Mordred strode through the keep, arriving at the main double doors, which were opened for him by his guards, just in time to see the arrival of the first of the carriages through his curtain wall’s gatehouse.
The first carriage to arrive was a rather plain affair. Drawn by a single caribou, it expelled a heavily-bundled man out onto the first step when it pulled up. The man struggled his way up to Mordred’s level. There, he was divested of two large coats, and a fur. Upon the release of these constraints, a rather gaunt man of nearly six-foot tall stood before Mordred. Ice blue eyes glared beneath a mop of unruly blond grease. There was a tomato-like hue to the man’s skin. A rather poorly waxed moustache completed the green-and red-garbed man’s ridiculous sense of suave fashion.
“A pleasure to accept your invitation to dine, Lord Bligh. It is a shame the weather is not more accommodating for such pleasantries,” simpered this fool of a man.
“Nonsense, my good mayor Jordan Evarrson, I find the clime aptly reflects the natures of the finest men and women of Amaral. Please, come in, my servant shall show you to your place.” Mordred cajoled to the man for what he sincerely hoped would be the last time.
Plumes of crystal huffed from the noses and mouths of the next team of steeds as they drew up to the grand entrance. The rig they drew was a much heavier affair. Four fully planked walls held windows that were shuttered closed against the cool tundra evening. There was smoke drifting from a stack at the back left corner of the carriage. This suggested the opulent, if not absurdly decadent comfort of a heating stove aboard the carriage. The walls of the carriage were painted in rich green. There were beaten copper plates that held to the skin of the carriage, and that shod the wheels. A driver and a crossbowman rode in front, guiding the massive vehicle along. A footman, wearing heavy furs, stood sentinel on a running-board along the back of the carriage. Mordred grinned maliciously. The pretentious contraption obviously belonged to the merchant-queen of Scale. As the thing rolled to a halt, he put a welcoming grin on his countenance.
The footman had quickly dismounted and deftly placed a step in front of the sliding door. He then slid the door open to reveal a portly silhouette. The opulently porcine woman stepped down and crossed to the stairs ascending to Mordred’s keep. Her footman began the very harried task of arranging the stool on every step for the woman to mount the stairs to Mordred’s waiting form. Once she climbed the remaining step, Mordred presented a saccharine platitude.
“Inga Torn-eye, such a pleasant feast for the eyes.” He ended his greeting with a slight bow.
“Oh, Lord Bligh!” she tittered gleefully. “You are such a charmer.”
“Indeed,” he proclaimed. “I am truly happy you were able to make it here this evening. We have much business to discuss.”
With jiggling jowls, Inga chortled, “You do know how to get a girl’s dander in a fix now, don’t you? I do so love the thought of lightening your coffers.”
“This way,” Mordred gestured down the hall. “My servant will show you to your place,” he concluded.
Mordred barely contained a shudder as he watched the voluminous form of Inga retreat down the hall. She was sallow-skinned, in spite of her orcish heritage. She had coarse, black hair that she wore in a coiled braid about her head in an ascending column. It was held in place by brass pins, topped with emerald orbs. She was draped in a forest green gown that lent to an illusion of a spring hill moving through the room. Her white fox stole had been given to the servant, who was now trying to unburden his line of sight with the large vestment.
There was an after-scent of cinnamon and ambergris from the perfumes ladled on Inga’s body. It was easy to assess that her insecurity forced her to wear her wealth on her sleeve.
A few more moments in the biting cold freshened the air about him, and brought with it the sound of beating wings on the breeze. Moments later, his cloak swirled up, buffeted by a massive downdraft, created by a water dragon’s manta ray-like wings. This heralded the arrival of Captain Weif Sturmholt.
The massive dragon that carried him into Mordred’s courtyard was Voltare. The creature had been born and raised in the tundra lands. Unlike its more tropical cousins, who tended to a black and gold band scaling, Voltare was a muddy-brown that blended to a creamy underbelly. Both types of water dragon emitted currents of electricity along their bodies, where they could then be discharged along the length of twin fore-facing horns.
There was a tremble in the stone stair as the creature landed. This was accompanied by the crunch of earth being solidly compacted in spite of the permafrost.
Mordred felt the prickle of ozone in the air against his flesh. Voltare leaned against the stairs and extended a powerful wing so that Captain Sturmholt could walk up to him as an equal. The impertinence of this display would only be tolerated by Mordred for this last time. He affixed a non-too-congenial smile upon his face as the Captain walked deftly up to him.
“Lord Bligh,” Weif crisply stated. “Thank you for your considerate invite to sup with you.” The thickly corded man extended his hand.
“The pleasure is mine. I’m glad you could fit this into your busy schedule.” Mordred aggressively clasped the other man’s forearm. They shook their limbs and clapped each other’s backs in a fraternal display. 
Thuggish goon, thought Mordred, as the Captain disentangled himself from the soldierly embrace.
“How about Voltare?” Weif asked.
“I’ve arranged a pair of old nags for him, along with some drinking water that has been flavoured with pond scum.” Mordred had spared no expenses when getting northern algae imported for the purose of making the oversized lizard happy. Hopefully, it would help keep the beast drinking from the prepared trough.
Voltare allowed himself to be led away from the keep to the stables.
Smiling, Weif clapped Mordred on the shoulder. “Thanks for your hospitality.” He then strode into the hall, crushing a servant under a cloak and shield. His raucous laughter dissipated down the hall, as the outer gates swung open for the last time.
The stout and broad rider was wrapped in white bear fur. Straddling a mountain goat, it gave an image of a short, shaggy camel. Silver polished chain mail and barding covered the pair. Silver polished caps covered the tips of the ram’s spiral horns, and the head of the dwarf. The clinking pair arrived at the base of the stairs; the ram bleated, and the dwarf looked up and grunted.
Mordred patiently waited at the top of the climb, smiling with satisfaction at every grunt, huff, and grumble that the dwarf uttered during his ascent. Once he cleared the last step, Mordred benignly smiled and said, “Jarl Porter Goldhelm, you deeply honour me with your presence. The dwarves of the Dragonspine Mountains are a vital component to my proposition.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah!” Porter glowered at him from under bushy white eyebrows. “Save it until after we sup, and at least have a couple of drinks into me.”
“Of course,” Mordred acquiesced. “Please accept my hospitality. Make yourself at home.”
“Watch out, or I’ll carve dwarven-sized stairs into yer’ keep,” growled Porter with a good-natured half-grin.
Mordred chuckled his appreciation for the dwarf’s humour. He followed the heavily armored figure into the keep as a few of his guards closed the massive door behind him. His keep swiftly became warmer once the vent of the front door closed. He was particularly pleased with his family’s design of Cairnhold. It was positioned over a thermal vent, which allowed the heat of the world itself to serve him.
The dwarf divested himself of his snow bear coat. Porter Goldhelm was clad all in white and silver. His long white hair and beard made him seem more congenial and kindly than Mordred knew him to be.
They joined the others in the dining hall. The buzz of conversation died off when they entered the room. Mordred indicated that all should find their seats.
“First, I have to thank you for joining me this evening.” Mordred smiled to each in turn. “Next, allow me to present …” he paused for dramatic flair, “the meal!”
This declaration was followed by a procession of servants that were choreographed by his steward behind the scenes. They were laden down with the menagerie of beasts, and pitchers of ale and wine, all laced with the tasteless and odorless ingredients that he had imbibed the antidote for, before the meal.
“My fellows,” Mordred rose a glass in the air. “We all are beholden to the interests of Scale, and its surrounding regions. I bring you here tonight, not just to hold your company, but to entreaty you with the future of your realm.” Mordred was warming up. “Just because some upstart ex-slaver regent decides he knows what is best for us, doesn’t mean he should choose our fates!”
“Treasonous talk,” growled Captain Sturmholt.
“Here! Here!” applauded the dwarf, who truly held no loyalty to King Bradwyn Corr, the aforementioned ex-slaver.
“Where is the profit in thwarting the crown of Amaral?” analyzed Inga.
The mayor of Scale simply trembled in simpering fear. He had much in common with the tundra hare.
“My dear Captain,” Mordred practically purred, “how is it you are only a lowly Captain, and not a General by now? You ride one of the most fearsome and venerated dragons of the draconic cavalry, yet you are ferreted off to these frontiers, instead of holds in, or at the least near, the capital. Face it, you have been wronged by that slaver-king. I offer you the command of my armies. This talk is not treasonous—it is patriotic! To the people under my rule!”
Then, turning his focus to Inga, Mordred continued, “As the sole merchant of Scale, you shall have a monopoly in my realm of all goods that pass through the borders. Your investment will be dear, but there will be initial waivers of cost for one year, and then your profits shall seem limitless.” Mordred watched as Inga’s face screwed itself up to become even less appealing than her orcish heritage would suggest it should be. She was intensely analyzing the information.
The Mayor, as any good hare in the eyes of a predator should do, remained silent and frozen.
“Let us set aside business for now! My friends, eat and drink!” Mordred raised his glass first, as was custom. He then rose from his chair, so that others followed suit. “To the feast! Also, to our forging of a relationship made with a new and undying bond!” Mordred toasted. He then imbibed his drink first. Another custom to show that no poison was laced throughout the beverage. Mordred smiled broadly. They were as lambs to the slaughter.
All drew their draughts together and cried, “Huzzah!”
The dwarf, Goldhelm, promptly dashed the goblet to shards behind him and cried out, “Where is the ale? It’s flowing like a glacier around here!” He then laughed as a servant dashed forward to rectify his problem.
Inga sent a servant to harvest the forepaws of the arctic bear for her. It was a delicacy among the orcish and goblin tribes, and she was very fond of bear paw. The heavily marbled and slightly gelatinous meat melted in her mouth and provided her with warm and pleasant sensations as she savoured her most favorite delicacy.
The captain began to hungrily savage a shank of the bear.
The mayor cannibalized an arctic hare.
Mordred leaned contentedly back on his chair, nibbling an owl drumstick, and listening to their idle chatter. This evening was going perfectly.
An hour into the meal, Inga’s head bobbed, then she dropped her chin to her ample bosom. The other guests chalked it up to fatigue and feasted on.
Fifteen minutes later, as the captain reached for an orange, he collapsed into his plate, scraps of food forming a savory, adhesive pillow. At this, the dwarf roared out his laughter, and applauded Mordred for serving such strong spirits. Then he promptly looked confused as he too, succumbed to the effects of the drink. The dwarf managed to rise before crashing to the floor amidst his meal’s detritus.
Mordred glanced over at the mayor nervously. Then he grinned broadly. As with all things in life, the mayor had greeted death timidly. As silent as a dormouse, the mayor had passed, upright in his chair, eyes glazed, staring meekly off into space. No one had noticed the quiet man. Mordred laughed.
Chesskiss was a plant, indigenous to southern Amaral and northern Bannathyr. It was a delicately petalled bloom that possessed blossoms of a deep purple. Each flower contained twenty-four fluted petals and a blood-red heart. The stem and leaves were a striking green; the stem was smooth, and the leaves each appeared as though a shapely woman had just bent over at her waist. It was those petals and leaves that he had brewed for his guests, and had laced throughout the beverages tonight. Their toxin blocked the body’s will to breathe, slowing breaths until you fell suddenly into a permanent sleep. It was too slow a poison for combat, bust most surely more reliable than a blade, if one had the time.
The creamy white roots of Chesskiss was what he had chewed upon, and ate in copious amounts. There was some neutralizing effect between the two components. When combined, the toxin simply left you dulled to pain, and perhaps a little drowsy. But most importantly, Mordred mused, it left you alive.
Rising from his chair, Mordred strode to the courtyard. The stench of the befouled dragon reached his nostrils. His hands had tied their scarves around their faces while they desperately tried to clean up the offal.
Mordred strode up to the ramparts of Cairnhold. Gazing over the tundra marsh, he rose his hands to the skies and invoked the ritual that he had painstakingly worked on out of the Malefecorum’s pages. Even though the artifact itself was not here, the knowledge he had gleaned from its dark pages still graced his mind and he had managed to master the early works from within it. For nearly an hour, he braved the biting north winds. Well after his throat had been worn raw, and his hands had lost all feeling, Mordred was rewarded. Rising out of the preserving and icy waters of the bleak battlefield arose his macabre army. A blindly obedient force of fearless and tireless troops. All were combat veterans. All were bound to him. He laughed triumphantly. He would show King Corr not to trifle with him! Clapping his hands together and furiously rubbing his arms, Mordred tried to get the circulation flowing again, as he retreated back inside.
It was time, after all, to awaken his guests.
 



Chapter 2
 
“She was just waiting to transform into the Flowwevite sister that we all came to know and love.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Nearly a ten-day after his fateful dinner, Mordred found himself in the capital of Amaral, Wyvernhold. Everything about the capital was mammoth. The broad avenues were over-wide. The curtain walls and gates were monstrosities of engineering that almost begged to be assailed. What Mordred fond to be truly vulgar in its self-indulgent pomposity, was the arrangement of the districts of the city. In total, four curtain walls encircled the city. The outermost wall bordered the outside of a ring of farmland. Each of those walls supposedly represented an aspect of the spirit. This was to have the effect that the renounced ex-slaver-king believed that the people he ruled were the soul of his kingdom. Idiot.
The castle itself was a six-tiered affair. The gates were sized to allow dragons to walk through, as though they were commoners that had come to petition the king. Any dragon would wish to fly in and out of any place it wished to. Idiot. As mighty as all the stone masonry was, there were too many miles of walls and too few soldiers to defend those walls. Dragons did help with maneuverability. However, when one was considering the siege defense of a city, maneuverability shouldn’t have to be a concern. Again, the good king, Corr, was an idiot.
Mordred strolled along the flagstone-paved avenues. He had left his carriage outside the outermost walls, for what he was about to do might have endangered his men. His appointment before the king wasn’t until that afternoon. Mordred had thusly decided to enjoy the brilliant sunshine, and walk to his appointment. As he strode through the streets, he felt that the weather matched the façade of Wyvernhold; if not Amaral in its entirety. Even though the weather appeared warm and inviting, there was a bitter chill in the air that the sunshine could not mask. Likewise, for all the appearance of strength and grandeur in Wyvernhold, there was a hollowness and fragility that could not be ignored.
In the middle class, or maybe mercantile ring of the city, he paused in a square to watch a swarm of children squealing with joy as they romped around a massive wood dragon. Mordred believed the wyrm went by the name of Goo. The dreaded beast seemed to have developed a soft spot for children. Mordred scoffed. It would have served each parent justly if they had gone to the market to find all those children digesting in the gullet of the dragon, who at this moment, was gently swaying his tail to and fro as about ten children hung on to the waving beam. Idiots.
It was shortly before noon when he walked under the gatehouse of the first castle wall. A firedrake and an older earth dragon shared the guard duty with riders, who seemed as uninterested as their mounts.
The earth and fire dragons had an interesting contrast to their morphology. There was a lean, serpentine look to the red-coloured firedrake that was bedecked in clearly defined and rough-edged scales. The earth dragon, however, held smoother, and more rounded lines, reminding Mordred of a bear covered in shite.
Mordred nonchalantly strolled under their watchful eyes. Idiots.
He walked across the far-too-wide bailey. The yard was ridiculous; you could fit an army in between each of the walls of the castle, with room to maneuver. Mordred understood that the oversized construction was to accommodate Bradwyn’s draconic cavalry. Nonetheless, this was a severe tactical hinderance when one was trying to defend a castle from besiegers. Chuckling to himself, Mordred wryly thought that such distances did have the merit of placing the main keep out of range of surrounding war machines. Mordred had to concede, perhaps, that this one grace made the construction not quite so idiotic.
Five walls, a drawbridge, and a stairwell up a steep cliffside had Mordred finally entering the courtroom of King Bradwyn Corr. There was a decisive fatigue to his muscles and disposition after the hour-long tedious climb. He collected himself, and approached the herald.
The herald, clad in the red and gold livery of King Corr, received the scroll of title from Mordred with a polite bow and a smile. Then he turned to face the assembled court. He attended the goings-on with only the pretense of understanding. What he was observing, in truth, was the pace and meter of the conversations. At a juncture in which he felt that there was a suitable enough lull, the herald raised his youthful voice. 
“Oyez! Oyez!” Then he paused, waiting for pale ovals to turn towards him, indicating he had their attention. Once this was achieved, he bellowed in a clear, tonal voice, “By your majesty’s leave, it gives me great pleasure to announce the arrival of Lord Mordred Bligh, Lord of Cairnhold, Master of Scale and the surrounding county, Hero of Eastland Pass. Honoured lord of Amaral.”
The herald then waited for the king’s caller to respond down the length of the ridiculously massive courtroom. A distant bellow soon echoed the length of the chamber. “Lord Bligh is bid welcome, and approach.” The reptilian lisp belied the speaker as a lizardman of some sort, Mordred guessed.
Mordred began the long plod down the uncarpeted length of the hall. Most courtrooms held luxuriant carpets to impress their guests; but not here, the draconic attendance forced the King to pave his throne room in flagstone. With every footfall against the hard, unyielding stone, Mordred’s mood darkened. At long last he reached the throne, with the human king resting upon it. Idiot.
King Bradwyn Corr was a fairly large man. He had yet to succumb to the ravishes of noble life, and maintained most of his lean muscle mass, though there was a little padding beginning to show around his paunch. He was clad in a gold plated mail, with a golden crown that was appointed with ruby stonework. A red tabard covered his torso. There was a greatsword, Wyrmbane, by his side, and he wore a red leather scabbard. King Corr was flanked by his dragon-queen, a fire dragon who had, somewhere along the line, learned the ability to shapeshift into a humanoid form. On King Corr’s other side was a heavily-armoured figure. The gender was unidentifiable due to the ornate plate armor.
There was a small scattering of petitioners before him. Small indicated the number only, as there was a full-grown, sixty-foot-long death dragon among the petitioners. Idiots. Mordred felt his ire rise as he was forced to wait his turn, behind commoners and an overgrown lizard.
Half an hour later found Mordred on the edge of his patience, listening to the dragon plead his case to join the Amarallan draconic cavalry. He had apparently tried several times before, and failed to attain entry.
“Your majesties,” the shadowy dragon was saying. “I am a loyal and vicious fighter. I will slay many living souls in your honour. Let me enlist in your rolls.” There was an urgent, underlying threat in the great beast’s tone that it might have thought was imploring. Idiot.
The interesting thing about death dragons was their scales, teeth, claws, and eyes. Their general morphology was unimpressive, looking nothing more than a slightly bulkier fire dragon. The colouration was intriguing, though. The scales were a matt black that seemed to drink in the light. Their claws and teeth were equally black, although they had just the slightest polished finish to them. The dragon’s eyes were a dull grey with a black iris, which gave the illusion of an all pupil eyeball, rather than the slitted pupil that was commonplace among dragons. Deep purple gums and tongue lent to the image of a cavernous maw. The scent of carrion that wafted from the beast’s mouth added the finishing touch to the sinister image.
“I do not need to carry a rider to serve,” the beast was saying.
This mewling beast’s plaintiff beseechments were causing Mordred’s temples to drum with frustration.
“Your last rider perished when you breathed in training,” the serpent queen said softly.
“It’s not my fault!” protested the temperamental beast. His volume increased slightly in the echoing hall. The life-draining syphon that was the dragon’s breath-weapon had radiated from its mouth. This had caused unforeseen collateral damage to a proposed rider. “I don’t need a rider!” he reiterated boldly.
King Corr rose a gauntleted hand. This gesture seemed to placate the beast, somewhat. “I understand you wish to serve me. I thank you for that. Truly.” The king smiled broadly. “It is not that I feel you require a rider to control you. Nay, that is the opposite of why we have riders paired with dragons in the cavalry.” He nodded. “You do know why we pair dragons and riders?” He allowed the dragon time to think and respond.
A despondent sigh reverberated through the great beast. “It is to represent the allegiance between the draconic and the mortals, and to show their equality and friendship.”
Pleased, King Corr smiled. “Yes, exactly so.” Then, raising his hand to thwart the dragon’s opening mouth, the slaver-king continued, “It is in that spirit that I find myself moved by your earnest desire to serve me. We shall re-enlist you in our army. Until we can find you a safe manner in which to carry a rider, we shall employ you as an advanced scout. That way, the absence of a rider may, in fact, help you with your missions, rather than hinder them.” King Corr intensely gazed at the petitioner. “Does that serve your needs, my loyal friend, Pallbearer?”
Rearing back on its haunches, the dragon, Pallbearer, roared its joy to the ceiling far above them. Mordred furrowed his brow in contempt. The pathetic, weak king couldn’t even stand firm on his military policy. Idiot.
“Excellent,” King Corr concluded. “Horathyr, take the sealed orders to the cavalry commander.” He took a quill from a small desk at the side of his throne, deftly penned the appropriate commands, rolled the parchment, and sealed it. He then handed it to the mercurially quick and diminutive air drake.
“Yes, quick to the commander!” Horath, proclaimed loudly as he clutched up the offered scroll. Then he flew up to the death dragon’s head, “Come along, it’s time to put you to good service!” The two then began their egress from the throne hall.
As the two lizards withdrew, the heavily armored thing to King Corr’s side announced in a decidedly reptilian timber: “Now to petition your majesty, Lord Mordred Bligh.”
About time, Mordred thought petulantly. “Your majesty,” Mordred dryly declared, with only the slightest due diligence of a courtly bow to accompany the pleasantry.
“Ah, my dear Mordred, what news from Scale do you bring?” King Corr grinned quite obliviously as he benevolently welcomed him, as though this were a social call, rather than a formality. Idiot!
“King Corr,” A small amount of venom laced his voice. “I find myself the bearer of great tidings. I find that your rulership of Amaral is suspect, your legislation cumbersome, and your conviction laughable. On these grounds, as the representative of Scale and the surrounding lands, I hereby declare the secession of that realm, and demand your recognition of our sovereignty.”
Silence greeted the simmering Mordred.
King Corr tilted his head slightly to the side. He remained silent.
“Well?” demanded Mordred.
King Corr snorted a laugh. “Oh, I’m sorry, I was waiting for the punchline of your funny little story.”
“I do not jest,” Mordred stated coldly. Idiot.
“What, in particular, have you found so disconcerting about my husband’s rule?” the serpent-queen asked with a rather unmistakably cold edge to her voice.
Scornfully, and directed at the queen, Mordred flayed out. “Well, his deviant interracial preferences, for a start.”
Bradwyn’s hand reflexively moved towards his sword, before he caught himself. There was a waiver to his voice, under the threatening growl. “I strongly suggest you keep this between us, unless you wish this to become uncivilized in a hurry.”
Mordred sneered. “Or you’ll what? Prove my correctness in your lack of commitment to policy? Might I remind you of your first law? No Amarallan may harm another Amarallan citizen? Shall you have yourself executed for your temper? I think not.”
The sibilant reptilian voice from the plate armor filled the deepening silence. “He wouldn’t have to. I would happily sacrifice myself for their safety.”
A devious glint flickered in the former slaver’s eye. “Oh, I think that wouldn’t be necessary,” Bradwyn Corr sneered. “I think he suggested he was seceding I could grant his request and then…”
“…then I would be a foreign dignitary,” the cocksure Mordred interrupted. “That would be a dangerous precedent to set. What would the other ambassadors think?”
“Get out of my sight,” growled King Corr.
“I take it then, that we shall see each other again on the field of battle?” Mordred demurred. “You may wish to reconsider your position for future trade relations. The dwarves of the Dragonspine Mountains acknowledge my rulership. Perhaps you should as well?” Mordred turned his back on the King without so much as a ‘by your leave’ and began to unceremoniously stride away.
“I do not recognize your sovereignty, you upstart piece of shite!” seethed King Corr.
Mumbles echoed around the hall as he made his dramatic egress. Mordred deduced it was the courtiers trying to calm their tempestuous king. The lot of them, fawning idiots.
 



Chapter 3
 
“I recruited her off the streets because I needed a specialist with her particular skill-set. And no, not her former profession’s skill-set.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Marley’s life had simplified since he had received that nasty blow to the head during the pitched battle of Bloodbath Bay. He now wore at his side the cutlass that had once rent through his skull to embed itself into his brain. Aside from getting intensely painful headaches, he enjoyed a simple tranquility. Everything appeared to him as free and easy, and beautiful; never horrific, never scary, never ugly. It was through these child-like eyes that he beheld the craggy coast of the peninsula and the port-capital of Marahaven as it broke the monotony of the oceanic horizon. “Home,” he whispered, almost reverently. Then, remembering his game with the dwarf captain, he cried out jubilantly, “I spy with my wee eye, land ahead!!”
Crallick was leaning against the rail in the forecastle of The Flamerunner, lost in thought. He was staring absently across the ruby-dipped waves of the sunset-kissed ocean. The dulcet rise and fall of the bow lulled him into a trance-like recollection of the earlier days of his career.
The rolling fields were covered with scarlet wildflowers. Crimson rain drenched the leaves and left the dark soil sodden. An orcish corpse crashed to the ground, entrails leaving a fetid wash at its side. Crallick’s boot unceremoniously stove in the thing’s tusk. Quickly stooping, Crallick wrenched it free with a wet pop. As he rose, hefting his flamberge back to his shoulder, Crallick rallied his men to his side. 
“To me! To me!”
Crallick pointed into the burning village, “The beast is there. We’ll set up the ballistae with defilades of fire into the town square.” He glanced meaningfully at his three siege specialists. Twin dwarves and a southern tanned orc all nodded their understanding and then dashed off without the need for another word. They had been fighting together now for three years. They knew what was expected of them and they knew their jobs. Crallick focused his attention on five ‘tani-blooded archers. “Skirmish at range from the houses. Do whatever you have to do to bring this beast down. Just don’t get killed. You’re a lot less useful to me dead.”
A newer Vitani scout looked at his Mortani mentor with some confusion. “What’s he mean, less useful? Wouldn’t we be useless?”
The Mortani smiled a venomous grin at the recruit. “No dear, Crallick would still be able to use your corpse as bait for the thing.” She then laughed at the recruit’s obvious discomfort.
Crallick snarled, “Enough.” Grabbing the recruit’s tabard, he added, “Dellanae’s right. Just don’t get dead and give me a body to feed it with.” Releasing the now paler recruit, he finished, “Get going, and gods speed you!”
Then, as his archers swiftly fanned out to encircle the area from which the snarling could be heard, Crallick looked at a grim few that remained behind. These men and women were heavily armored, with heavy weapons, and two had staffs of varied craftsmanship. Taking a deep breath of grim resolve, Crallick simply said, “Well, we know what we do best. Let’s go gut the bitch.”
“I want stew!” agreed an ogre named Gudal.
Crallick laughed. “All right then, let’s go make some stew!”
With that, the collected men and women of Crallick’s Bannathyrran Army Unit turned and charged into the burning ruin that was once the hamlet of Westheight.
“Crallick.” It was a young woman. “Crallick?”
Snapping free of his reverie, Crallick spied the smiling bemusement of Kittalae. Her red complexion fairly glowed with almost a luminescence of it’s own in the sunset’s light. Her reddish-black hair blew a nimbus around her head in the sea breezes. Her laughing eyes were sulfurous pools of brilliant yellow. Those were mirrored by the larger gold-green orbs at her hip. They belonged to Arylae, the tiger. Naming it after his dead wife was not popular. Not with anyone.
Amalae felt her mother’s memory was being disrespected. “You equate the years of tolerance and love that mother had for your sorry carcass to a two hundred pound predatory, cranky pussy cat! The nerve!”
Kittalae, more reserved due to her slave-master relationship, nevertheless voiced her objections tactfully. “If my master deems it necessary, then so be it. Yet I wonder where the wisdom of holding to the ghosts of the past lies in our journey into tomorrow?” She knew how much he despised being called master.
“Yer’ fucking kidding me, right?” was Vlados’ sage statement.
With a sad smile, an unsurprised and nonplussed Wanda simply “humphed” and scratched the tiger’s head.
Chessintra, take them all. They didn’t understand. When Crallick looked at the blessing that Jyslin had allowed him to save from the flaming jaws of the Ashan Fire-dragon, he saw something precious to raise. He saw an opportunity to make his dead wife’s spirit smile. Well, if she still could even do that… His mind began to wander again.
With a coy glance over her shoulder, Kittalae cleared her throat and purred at him. “Crallick? Are you here, my sweet?” Being part lithe Vitani and part demon, Crallick found it unnerving how much seduction the young woman could put into a single word, let alone when she really tried to turn up her game.
“Yeah, I’m here.” Crallick rubbed his salt-stung eyes. “What d’you want?”
“We…” Kittalae drew out her words for extra effect, “want to cuddle.” She lifted her arm off the tiger’s back, who promptly rushed forward to slam gingerly into Crallick’s side.
“So, go cuddle,” Crallick grumbled, secretly thankful the deck rail was high enough not to send him reeling over the edge.
A musical chortle answered him. 
“With you, silly.” Kittalae moved up on his other side and draped her arms around his shoulder. “We’ve been at sea for so long. It’s been smelly, crowded, and you’ve been in a foul mood while looking for your daughter, so we’ve never really had an opportunity to … well … get better acquainted, like we should.” She let her lips brush his cheek.
Before Crallick could back away, the tiger plopped unceremoniously across his feet. He glanced down and growled “Traitor”, only to be rewarded by the great cat’s underbelly being turned up to him.
His next words caught in his mouth as Kittalae’s prehensile tail slid suggestively higher, spiraling a coil around his thigh.
“It’s sunset, we’re almost home, your daughter’s safe, and Wanda’s assured our privacy.”
That was when Crallick marked the unnaturally small fog bank straddling the deck of the ship. So he’d have to kill Wanda as well. So be it.
“Anyone else in on this?” Crallick grumbled, feigning resignation.
“Vlados gave permission to use the front part of the ship, and Amalae gave me her blessing to make you happy…” Kittalae began.
“She what?” roared Crallick.
“Look, she just wants you to be happy. I want you to be happy…”
“Just let me tend to my own affairs and I’ll tell you what will make me happy. Savvy? I… I… I’m old enough to be your father, by Jyslin’s grace!” Crallick kicked the predatory cat off his feet. He began to storm away.
The cat growled her protest, clawed the deck for purchase, and then began to pad after the disgruntled half-elf.
“Yeah, well, it’s by Jyslin’s grace that you AREN’T my father!” cried Kittalae after him in a tone that was beginning to betray a fraying of heartstrings.
The fogbank dissipated.
“I hope you’re all happy,” Crallick roared at the crew. Then he addressed his daughter, who was cowering beside Vlados, “As for you! I’ll decide when—if ever!—I’m ready for such idiocy again.” When Vlados seemed about to say something, Crallick added, “NOT NOW!” He then punctuated his tirade with the slamming of the cabin door.
Amalae ran forward to comfort Kittalae.
Wanda walked over to Vlados. “You were right.”
Vlados shrugged, then quietly said to his crew, “Okay, boys, the show’s over, let’s get us safely into our berth.”
 
The tiger, Arylae, lay heavily against the door. She listened to the violent noises emanating from the cracks. She couldn’t understand why her parent was so enraged. There were mixed smells in his sweat. Anger, passion, and now that sugary smell he had after he drank the sickly sweet-smelling liquid that burnt her tongue.
The Crallick man was now a little frightening to Marley. He was glad he could stay high and watch around, and not have to be close to the mean Vitani warrior.
Wanda walked to the bow where the two girls leaned disconsolately against each other. They were pining about what they could possibly do to fix him. She shook her head. This was where her years of wisdom could bring a peace to them for a while. “My dears, I guess we could say that things didn’t go so well?”
“My dad’s a drunken asshole!” and “My master hates me!” were yelled and wailed respectively.
Wanda suppressed a smile. “Yes, and no.” She pointed to each of the girls, in turn, to clarify which answer was for whom. With a groan, Wanda sat beside them. She was still sore from the battle and stiff from the months now at sea. “Crallick is a dear and old friend of mine. I know him well, even better than you,” she added, pointing at Amalae. “He is not as tough as you might think. Half of his bluster and bravado is so he doesn’t hurt anymore. He is a savant when it comes to his martial prowess. There aren’t many that I know who can escape him when he is tracking them. But, in other things, such as affairs of the heart or the home, he is…” Wanda paused, trying to find kind words to describe Crallick’s ineptitude.
“He be a bumbling fool and an oaf,” Vlados’ voice added as he arrived.
“Quite,” Wanda beamed a smile at the dwarf.
Vlados dropped solidly down onto the deck in front of the three women. The dwarf had tanned in the last several months at sea, looking more a hill dwarf than a mountain dwarf, by complexion at least. He had grown swarthier, and most of his bartending-acquired fat had melted away over the last several months. He had chosen to keep the sides of his head shaven, swearing he would get tattoos to cover up the burn scars on the scalp from where the fire at his tavern had damaged him. His hair was held aloft by some tree-gum that he had taken to using to keep it out of his face. He had found it being used by the Vitani of the Carib islands. His beard was still short for a dwarf of his age, though it was growing back well. 
He scratched his strawberry blond chin, “Wanda’s right, girls, don’t read too much into his temper right now, other than raw fear.” He glanced over his shoulder, almost as though he were nervous of Crallick overhearing.
“Fear of what?” sniffed a quite incredulous Kittalae.
“Maybe of what you’d do with your tail if you were to lay with him,” shot Amalae, a glimpse of rapier wit shining through her anger.
“Amalae!” chorused a shocked Wanda and Vlados.
There was a cumbersome pause. Then raucous peals of laughter bathed them all in a much better humour.
“Kittalae, he adores you. Just don’t push,” Vlados said, then rose. “If you’ll all excuse me, I have a ship to land.”
While Vlados returned to his duties, Wanda rose too. “Don’t tease him either, Amalae. You’ll cause more trouble than good, okay?”
When they were alone again, the young women hugged each other briefly. Amalae sighed. “Yeah, don’t worry, things will work out fine. I’m sure of it.”
 
A few hours later, Kittalae found herself knocking on the cabin door to Crallick’s quarters.
“Fuck off!” slurred from the door.
Gently tapping the tiger’s butt to move her aside, Kittalae opened the door. She gasped only slightly at the sight of the calamity, as he had torn up the room before. She simply smiled, and began to tidy up. “We’re landing in Marahaven, Crallick, my dear.”
“Hmmmm,” Crallick acknowledged.
She sloshed around the remnants of a bottle of rum to gauge how drunk he was. “I’m sorry if I caused you distress, my dear.”
“Hmm.” A shorter reply.
Eventually, she heard his breath deepen.
It was still dark when the Queen’s guard arrived to collect the group from The Flamerunner. Green appointments covered black lacquered armor.
The Queen’s guard contingent called up in an officious tone from the dock. “Ser Crallick, Carnage-born, of the Knights of the Cradle. You and your party are hereby summoned to the presence of her majesties, Queens Kyliessa and Targanna. Prepare to be received in the Dawn Court.
“By Chessintra’s shiny black ass,” Crallick grumbled, pain blurring his words. He dragged himself into a sitting position. Listening to the sounds of the ship coming to life around him, he dragged fingers through his bedraggled hair. Groaning, he rose to his feet. Suddenly, he felt a tightening of his chest. He furrowed his brows, rolled his shoulders back, and stretched out the flesh over his sternum. The tightness subsided. Shaking his head, Crallick dismissed it as nothing more than early morning tightness. Noticing that Kittalae was timidly watching him from the corner, Crallick flashed her his most amenable smiles. That is to say, the grin fell somewhere between a rictus and a leer. “Better pass me my armor,” he said, by way of apology.
Smiling broadly, Kittalae leapt out of her cot with little more than modesty and shamelessness to clothe her. She grabbed up his ringmail shirt, and slung it over him after he had donned his undershirt. He tried pitiably to keep his eyes averted. Finally, he told her to dress and meet him on deck.
“Leave my weapons,” were his parting words.
Shortly, Kittalae joined Hullaboo, Vlados, Wanda, Bekka, Amalae, Crallick, and the knight of the Plume that were all gathered on deck. With her arrival, Crallick said to the Queen’s guard, “Fine, now we’re all accounted. Let us attend her majesty’s wish.”
Kittalae was shocked, Crallick sounded almost courtly. Almost.
Their early morning promenade took them to the pre-dawn docks, where the low cacophony of fishermen and illicit traders were moving about and making ready for whatever journeys the day would bring them. They provided the backbeat of lapping waves against the piers with a dulcet rhythm. As the group moved away from the harbor district, they found the cobbling of the streets much improved, and the smells of hag-hair kelp and dead fish were soon replaced by baking breadstuffs and sweetmeats. Perfumes of seasonally flowering plants also soon started to join the dawn bouquet as the first rays of sunlight began to seek out the city.
“Hurry up, we’re running late,” growled the Guardsman.
They turned, at last, onto a broad avenue that led the rest of the way to the stately spires of Marahaven Keep, the grand castle at the heart of Marahaven city. The company passed into the keep itself just as the rays of dawn shone through half of the window that was specially designed for allowing certain amounts of light into the council chambers during dawn. There was a matching one set in the opposite wall that served the same purpose at dusk. They allotted two hours of twilight each morning and evening to permit the Queens of Day and Night to hold council together, should they need or desire. This tradition dated back to the days when the peace accords were first drafted between the Mortani and Vitani people, and an age of blood-feud came to an end. Now, the two folk lived in relative peace, and had a trust, of sorts. At the very least, there was mutual respect born of kinship. The law had decreed that the Vitani, being elves of light, would hold rulership during the day. As such, the Mortani would abide by their statutes during this time. Likewise, the Mortani, being elves of darkness, held sway during night’s hours, and the Vitani would subject themselves to their rulership. For the briefest moments during the gloaming and the dawning, both rulers would be able to negotiate, and arrive at mutual decisions. This developed into a trend that found the most serious issues being settled during these diurnal sessions of court. In order to prolong these periods of opportunity, windows were crafted to filter a twilight luminescence into the throne room for as long as possible. Angles were cut in glass to reflect more when the sun was barely seen, and to dampen and refract when the sun was fuller. The Ostonoth Mortani family became nobles as soon as their glass-cutters completed these artistic marvels, allowing the two queens to hold council for up to two hours on some days, during dawn or dusk.
Crallick’s party walked into the opulently appointed throne room. The dim light still allowed all to see the deep green carpet. Six massive pillars held the roof aloft. These were carved in a style that reflected the elements of the universe. Four plinths decorated the dais that held the twin thrones. These plinths held reliefs of a spiritual nature.
The court was uncharacteristically empty of courtiers. Crallick took note of a figure standing by the pillar of wood. He also noted a small contingent of three emissaries which, by their livery and nervousness, he guessed were from Amaral.
Crallick grinned ruthlessly at their discomfort; he did enjoy his reputation. But even his jaded, world-weary eyes couldn’t alleviate the awe he felt every time he gazed upon them. His queens. The two women he would live and die for. Those who would steer the course of his dear home now for … well, as long as Moredhel would allow them, he supposed.
To Crallick’s left, sat Queen Bannathrae. She sat in a golden gown made from imported cloths from Jherrim, Wanda was sure. It was trimmed in green, and emeralds studded the golden jewelry that dripped from her wrists, neck, and hair. Her hair was a finer gold, to Crallick’s mind, than the jewelry that marred it. Her opaline complexion held two amber eyes in a peaceful countenance. Kyliessa was truly beauteous.
To Crallick’s right, rested Torganna, Queen Spiratholth. Her clothes were red, like Kittalae’s preferred style, although much more lavish. Ebony lace almost disappeared next to her black skin, giving the illusion of nudity in places. She dressed to distract, allure, and to trap. Her jewels were less in number, but far more strategically placed. Her plaited black hair was pulled tight off her face. Her lips were painted with crushed berry juices, giving them a rich purple hue. Her dark eyes held Crallick firmly in their scrutiny, and they did not falter.
Torganna was first to speak. “My, my, my, Kyliessa, your knight has certainly been busy, has he not?”
Kyliessa’s teeth were the first brilliant thing to be seen in the room as she beamed at him. “Yes, he has. He saved his daughter, discovered a new land, discovered a religious artifact, and has returned with many tales for us.”
“And a slave,” Torganna observed. “Let’s not forget that, or the body count.” Shifting in her throne to look more at Queen Bannathrae, she continued, “I swear there is more cairn than cradle in that knight.”
“Tch, tch,” chided Kyliessa. “I’m sure those will come out in his tales. Now Ser Oakentree, please do favor us with your tales before we bore you with our trials of court.”
Crallick had long given up on trying to figure out how these women knew things that should be beyond their ken. He only knew that they were one of the few things in this world that unnerved him enough to cow him.
“O-o-o-of course, your majesty, it would be my pleasure.” He stammered a bit until he composed himself.
He then told them of the kidnapping, the freeing of Hullaboo from becoming dinner, of the chase through Crossroads, to Marahaven. At this, he took a moment to apologize for not dropping in, as would have been good etiquette, but time had pressed him.
At that, Wanda had to bite back a comment about him having no time for the queens, but finding time to drink.
The tale of the Aquan’s failed ambush was followed by the Carib Islands, then the negotiations at Jamtown, the oceanic crossing, the battle of the now-named Bloodbath Bay, and finally, the fight of the dragon, and the rescue on the ziggurat.
“Then we returned to the Carib Islands, resupplied, and returned home,” Crallick concluded.
“After I retrieved them,” chirped the knight of the Plume.
“We were coming here anyway,” Crallick groaned.
“Come forward slave-girl,” Torganna commanded.
Kittalae looked at Crallick, who immediately made a shooing motion with his hand in the direction of the dais. She promptly stepped forward, and with perfect Vitani diction any noble courtier would wish to possess, asked: “In what manner may I serve my Queen?”
“My, such grace,” exclaimed Kyliessa.
“Indeed,” agreed Torganna, who then added, “Slavery is illegal in Bannathyr. Your…” she spat out the next word, “MASTER,” then returned to a more civil tone of voice, “is a criminal by our laws. What would you wish us to do with him?”
Kittalae’s face erupted in alarm. “Oh, my goodness, my queen, nothing. I wish him no harm. He is noble, kind, and sweet to me. He is caring and I would dare to say, or at least dream, that he is loving to me as well. Please show him mercy.” Kittalae concluded her plea by dropping to her knees in a deep curtsy that ended with her mahogany red hair brushing the carpet.
“What say you, Ser Crallick, to have one so low, speak so highly of you?” inquired Queen Bannathrae.
Crallick put a wry grin on his face. “Why, I am honoured by her words, of course. Yet, to save my daughter, I committed the crime. I am guilty, just as I was for the immolation of those score orphans in Westheight. I await your judgment. I offer no defense. I offer no apology. I did what I had to do to save my daughter. I would do it again.”
“Your majesties.” Amalae stepped forward, dodging Wanda’s outstretched hand. “Please, my father is a good man, he loves this realm, and has always been loyal. Please forgive him.”
“Shut up, daughter. Know thy place,” Crallick snapped, his temper sullying his regal manners. Then, in a more hushed tone, “Do not draw attention to yourself unnecessarily, ever, in these places.” He stroked her hair.
“Speak kinder to your blood, Crallick. She may have swayed my heart.” Torganna rose from her throne. She came to stand in front of the father and daughter. She gazed deeply into the eyes of Amalae for long moments, then she glanced to Kyliessa, “What do you feel?”
“I feel Crallick will have his hands full with her. She is definitely his daughter,” Kyliessa smiled.
Grinning, Torganna returned to her throne, “I concur. Watch out for her, Crallick, she will be a handful if she is anything like you.”
Amalae was about to protest that she was nothing like her smelly, rude, violent father, but Vlados’ kindly hands drew her back.
“My humble thanks, your majesty. I take it to mean I am pardoned with the release of the slave?” Crallick asked.
“Absolutely not!” Kittalae interrupted before anyone could protest. “I don’t want to be free of him. Besides, to unburden himself of me when he doesn’t believe in slavery… Well, wouldn’t that just be rewarding him? Make him have to bear me! He bought me! I’m his!”
Crallick was slack-jawed. He stared vacantly at her.
Torganna laughed, “Well, she certainly has a truth to her logic that is hard to argue with.”
“We should respect her wishes,” agreed Kyliessa. Then, to Crallick, “With my queen’s accord, you did purchase her, and she wishes to remain with you. We will royally hold you accountable for her well-being until she no longer wishes this arrangement. Also, you must not mistreat her, as that would likewise be criminal.”
“You have my accord,” agreed Torganna.
“I shall obey,” muttered a quite defeated Crallick.
“Excellent. Now, to the matter at hand—as your stories, while quite entertaining, have eaten much time.” Kyliessa leaned forward in her throne, suddenly urgent, and far more officious than before. “Bring forward the emissaries, and fetch the other parties.”
“What’s this about?” Crallick began.
“Does the name Bligh mean anything to you?” asked an age-cracked voice from Crallick’s right.
“Yeah,” snarled Crallick. “It’s the name of a corpse rotting atop some ancient temple on a continent we’ve never heard of.”
“Well, I’m sure Eli’s older brother, Mordred, will have mixed feelings about that.” The voice marched into Crallick’s vision. A venerable gentleman with a flowing beard, and nose whiskers, belonged to the voice. His eyebrows were almost as bushy as his moustache. He wore simple, but richly-made robes. A ponderous, gold medallion of state identified his office for those in the know. Crallick was not one of those. His heraldry and courtly etiquette were martially practical. He knew enough to know this was a highly-appointed, government official from the lands of Amaral. Beyond that, the man could have been anything from a secretary to a grand vizier, for all he knew.
“Grand Ambassador Tristain Horvelt,” introduced the queen’s herald, upon their royal majesties’ behalf.
Well, that answered Crallick’s question of rank or office. “It is my deepest pleasure to meet you. I make no apologies for slaying Ser Bligh, the younger, as he bore no coat of arms, nor did he portray any banners. Also, no colours flew that would have associated him with standing in recognition of the Kingdom of Amaral.” Crallick mused for a moment if he had made his speech flowery enough to pass courtly muster.
Tristain cracked a grin. For his age, his teeth were pristine, if not slightly crooked. “My good knight-ranger, ser Crallick Oakentree. Do not mistake the purpose of my visit. We come not seeking retribution for an act we were not privy to until you dutifully informed us.”
‘Lemming Dung,’ thought Crallick, wryly. ‘I hate politics’. He gave a sallow grin.
“No, Ser Oakentree,” the grand ambassador continued, “We are here to beseech your aid. Mordred Bligh has been moving steadily against our King Corr. He has acquired a divine relic of which he has taken some time to comprehend. He is a quite accomplished warlock in his own right. We are concerned that he unlocked many of the tome’s secrets before his brother did us a favour by stealing it and escaping to parts heretofore unknown.
“We need to reclaim the artifact known as the Malefecorum before he can retrieve it, and we need to thwart his machinations against the throne.”
“Sounds like an Amarallan issue, if you ask me,” Crallick drawled.
“Keep your opinion to your…” began one of the Queen’s guards.
Crallick snapped back his reply, “You all know me! If you wanted someone to play these foolish courtly games, then go fetch the knights of the Plume, or some upstart waif who wants to brown their nose by rubbing royal arse! If you want the real deal—to get results, to win—then shut the furnace’s bellows, and let me have my damned say!” Crallick had closed the distance to the guard with each word.
He was about to disarm and embarrass the soldier when Torganna softly cleared her throat. “I believe you have made your point, Crallick.”
That was all she had to say. Crallick immediately returned his attention to the Grand Ambassador, “As I was saying, this sounds like an Amarallan affair. What makes it any concern of Bannathyr’s, let alone mine? And don’t go feeding me any shite about how I killed his brother, as you didn’t know that until just now.”
“True enough,” Tristain agreed. “We feel that if Mordred manages to organize the goblin-tribes, crush the dwarves, and subjugate them, he may set his sight further south than our borders. He may perhaps try to seek out the arcane treasures of the Ten Wushi, which means…,” the Grand Ambassador left the pause for Crallick to make the conclusion.
Well, the furnace would take him if he knew what a ‘Wushi’ was, let alone what ten of them would do. Wanda saved his face. “Those would be the fabled ten wise men of the south-eastern empire, I believe.”
Crallick needed no help on the tactical side of the equation being presented before him. “They would try and push an army through, all the way to the south-east of Jherrim. Right through the heart of Bannathyr.”
“That’s right,” agreed the Grand Ambassador. “Along with whatever dissidents he’s managed to conscript to his fold. Now, you have the Malefecorum?”
Crallick turned away from the Amarallan contingent, panning his eyes across the room. They flickered across the shadow by the pillar. It caused his hackles to rise. As his gaze panned across Wanda, she absently picked her nose in a rather unladylike fashion. This was a code they had worked out decades ago.
“Nope, ‘fraid not,” Crallick conceded as he concluded his turn. He again gazed fully into the eyes of the Grand Ambassador. “It went overboard during a rather violent tempest.”
“I see,” Tristain looked back to the queens.
The rest of the discourse was lost to Crallick, whose mind began to wander. What new shite had he gotten himself into, and what was he to do with his daughter? Who the fuck was lurking by the pillar, and why shouldn’t he just kill him or her now? Maybe he could get Hullaboo to escort his daughter back home. That might be a good idea. How would he break this to Amalae?
“Crallick!” the roared command of his name, coupled with the gentle caress on his arm from Kittalae, snapped him out of his revelry.
“Sorry, your majesties,” Crallick humbled himself, and his tone. “I was thinking.”
“About what?” enquired Queen Bannathrae, brushing a wisp of platinum white hair from her delicate features.
“How I’m going to handle my obvious return from retirement,” grumbled Crallick.
“So, you will aid them then?” asked the pale queen.
“If it be your, and Queen Spirathoth’s wills, then I shan’t refuse.” At the two queens birthing of smiles, Crallick quickly interjected, “Though, if I had my druthers, I’d tell them to get stuffed, handle it themselves, and then mobilize the bulk of my forces along the northern border at our narrowest point between Amaral and Jherrim. Then I could go home and help my friend rebuild his tavern.”
Torgana’s ebon countenance broke into a beaming grin. “I’m afraid your reconstruction efforts must be held off for now.”
“Of course,” Crallick demurred. At least, he gave the best impression of demurring he could muster. “I’ll put together a small team and head out and assassinate this Mordred.”
“You will include one of my own selections, yes?” Torgana pressed.
“Why?” Crallick’s tongue was quicker than his sense.
“It is my will,” was the only thing polite about the bitterly cold answer.
“Of course, your majesty.” Crallick bowed in apology.
“Etoille, come forward.” The dark elven queen called to the chamber.
A pocket of gloom detached from the shadow of the pillar. It sashed over to stand beside Crallick in front of the Queens. Luxuriant coils of black roiled around the figure’s diamond-jawed face. A curtsy accompanied the flourish of black and white cuffs as the arms, feminine and graceful, swept in a circular fashion around its body. A black-lacquered leather waistcoat covered a frilly white chemise that was allowed to show, now that Etoille stood in the growing light of the chamber. Skin-tight, leather leggings shod the lower extremities. Ribbons.
Crallick did a double-take. Yes, those were ribbons.
Dark red ribbons coiled around the woman’s legs. They entwined into her boots, accenting the leather blackness of the shoes.
 “My ladies,” crooned the dulcet tenor. “I humbly live to serve. I must point out that Ser Crallick is as good as his reputation. I do believe he detected my observances.”
“Are you testing me?” Crallick scoffed. “You aren’t old enough, let alone apt enough to keep up to me in a battle. Your stealth was clumsy and ill-conceived, at best; hurried and desperate, at worse.” Looking derisively back at Torgana, he added, “What can this woman do for me, anyways?”
Queen Torgana Spirthoth arched a barely perceptible eyebrow in amusement and took long breaths to contemplate her response. Then she smiled and said softly, “Why, my dear Crallick, Etoilume Moonrae is one of our most proficient Morttani war dancers. There isn’t much he couldn’t do for you, I suspect.” She allowed the pronoun a moment to languor in the air. Then she feasted in the incredulous discomfort that welled up in Crallick’s expression. “He will accompany you, along with whomever else you choose to have by your side. I caution you, though. I will take no mistreatment of him. I shall learn of it. He is my agent. Understand? You shall afford him the same courtesy as you would me.”
“With all due respect, my Queen,” Crallick drawled out his words, trying not to sound intimidating. “If you deigned to come with me, I would personally knock you senseless to keep you safe.” Fighting back a sickening urge in his gut, Crallick glanced sideways at the foppish dandy, and now wished he had the Knight of the Plume accompanying him instead. “As your agent, he should be competent enough to hold his own. I shan’t take more responsibility for him than any of my own.”
“Agreed,” claimed Etoilume. “It’s an honour to travel with you…”
“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that,” Crallick growled. Then, to the Queens, “With your permission, I’ll depart to make preparations. Have the scribe fetch me the papers of operations and acquisitions, and have a courier deliver sealed orders with any particulars you want attended to.” Crallick smiled thinly in conclusion.
Queen Bannathrae looked at her counterpart. They nodded agreement to each other, then she turned to Crallick and decreed, “As requested, so shall it be. Go forth, Ser Crallick, and make our will known upon the world.”
With that, Crallick turned and led his company out of the royal chambers. He couldn’t help but notice the Queen of Night departing swiftly out a back door.
 
“Well, that kind of buggers my plans of making it home to plant for the new season,” grumbled Crallick.
“Why, so you could kill ten thousand more stalks of grain?” laughed Vlados. Swiftly, this sent the whole party into fits of hysterics. At least until Crallick noticed that Etoilume was laughing with them.
“Something amuses you?” growled Crallick.
Etoilume blanched as much as any Mortani could, and quickly stammered, “I-I-I was just enjoying the revelry of your friends. Nothing else amused me, I swear!”
“Keep it that way,” Crallick concluded.
“Aww,” Vlados clucked. “Cut the kid some slack. He’s just trying to get approval with us. Or are you still embarrassed you thought he was a she?”
This brought a new round of slightly more subdued chuckling, which subsided swiftly at Crallick’s dour glare.
“Enough of this. Let’s get breakfast and sort out our plans.” Crallick pointed to a bakery that sported tables and chairs at its front, with a sign that advertised a croissant and a mug of steaming chocolate. “I’m hungry.”
“Uhh, isn’t that a wee bit expensive for our usual budget, my friend?” Vlados cautioned.
“Nonsense,” Crallick scoffed. “We’re in the employ of the crown now. We feast on royal coin. Not ours.” At Vlados’ concerned expression, Crallick added, “It’s one of the few perks, and I intend to make use of it.”
Moments later, there were platters of donuts and croissants in front of the collected group. Each person had a steaming mug of Jherrim-imported chocolate melted into milk, and served piping hot. The group toasted to Moredhel, for finding them safely home to Bannathyr. They then toasted the whimsical god of air, Aarisan, for finding them safely on their journeys.
Crallick wiped away some chocolate from his steely stubble. “Okay, Vlados, can you come and sail us north to the Drake Bone Islands?”
“I was planning on heading back home with the girls to begin rebuilding the tavern.” Vlados pantomimed a sign in the air, “You remember Vlados’s Rest?”
“Of course,” Crallick growled. “I was going to help you rebuild. The girls can make it back and share the farmhouse until we get back. Then we can rebuild.” Crallick gestured at Bekka and Amalae. “They’re responsible young women. They can take care of themselves.”
“So why can’t we come with you?” Amalae interjected.
“NO!” Vlados and Crallick chorused. “Absolutely not, it’s too dangerous,” Vlados added with a more ginger tone.
“C’mon, we’re of an age where we should be finding suitors and getting married. We’re more than capable of helping you on some royal errand!” Amalae continued to protest.
“Now, now,” Vlados began. Then the contents of what Amalae had just said sunk into Crallick and Vlados. The two fathers looked agape at each other. They paled in unison. Crallick cleared his throat. Vlados coughed.
Bekka, who had been silent throughout the entire exchange, seemed to be getting more and more uncomfortable with each passing moment of Amalae’s argument. “I just want to go home,” she meekly offered.
“Amalae,” Crallick began delicately; taking advantage of the dissension of the ranks. “Bekka is scared and tired. She wants her home. Don’t you owe it to your friend to see her safely back.”
Amalae shot Bekka a searing glare of contempt. “Fine, daddy,” she drove a caustic emphasis onto the title ‘daddy’, “maybe I’ll try to set us up with some suitors as well.”
Again, the aghast fathers protested in unison.
“No!” they cried.
“Absolutely no trysts until we return! Understand?” Vlados added.
“Yes, Poppa,” Bekka acknowledged. Amalae continued her defiant glare.
Crallick, four decades her senior, glared back. “Try me…” he let the threat hang.
“Okay,” she venomously spat in return.
Suddenly, Crallick was struck by an idea. “Hullaboo!”
“Garrumm?” Hullaboo licked his head in response. He hadn’t planned on being part of a spawn-pool discussion, so he had been daydreaming. “Yep-yep?”
“Can you escort the girls back safely home? Then keep an eye on them to make sure they stay safe?” Crallick put to the mighty Bull-Froggle.
It seemed a simple enough task. Hullaboo did owe Crallick for saving his life. Hullaboo didn’t like the idea of travelling into the deep tundra of northern Amaral, although it did limit his chances to get Crallick’s favour. That said, if he successfully cares for the mammal’s young, he might be able to request the aid he yearned to get. How hard could it be?
“Yup-yup. I’ll take them for you!” Then, to the girls, he said, “You will be good in my care.”
Amalae’s shoulders sagged as low as her hopes. Bekka’s smile lifted.
“That’s settled then. Bekka and Amalae will be escorted back home by Hullaboo. Wanda, can you…?” Crallick trailed off when he saw her shaking her head.
“I have to take the Malefecorum back to the Cathedral of Fountains in Crossroads.” Wanda apologized with her tone.
“Alright,” Crallick growled his concession. “That leaves Vlados, Kittalae, and myself to go and save the day.”
“Don’t forget…” Vlados began.
“Arrylae,” Crallick agreed. “I wouldn’t forget her.” The two hundred pound tiger glanced up from a bucket of milk that had been provided by the staff who wanted her very happy; quite possibly due to the size of her canines.
“No, I meant…” Vlados tried to correct.
“Of course! We could try to track down some of the old crew!” Crallick exclaimed with exuberance. “I think Tobin Cliffreaver lives in these parts!”
“I meant Etoilume.” Vlados just stated, deflated.
“Oh yeah, him too. Whatever.” Crallick smiled, “Go see to your ship, Vlados. I’ll round up a few more of the old crew. Er, take Etoilume with you. I’ll take Arylae with me.” Crallick rose and embraced his daughter. “I love you.”
“I know,” she grumbled.
“Take care of Bekka,” he advised.
“I will.” After tearing free of his embrace, Amalae hugged Kittalae, “Take care of him. He’s not all grown up yet,” she told her.
“I will,” Kittalae assured her. “I will.”
Bekka and Vlados were playing out a similar dance. After all of the goodbyes were exchanged, they all broke into their own directions and parted ways.



Chapter 4
 
“Wanda was a voracious reader. She had usually consumed a volume of information whenever we were to foray into a new area. “
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Crallick approached the house in the noble district. It was a boxy affair, quite unlike its posher neighbors. The meticulously sculpted stone structure boasted quarried marble from the Jherrim owned mountains to the south. The marble was infused with chrysoberyl veins that gave the grey-white bricks a vibrant blue accent. The lawn was heavily manicured, with matching hedgerows guarding it’s borders. Two matching beds of blue Flowwe-bells provided lush margins for the path to the front door. Crallick pulled the royal blue bell-pull to the left of the door. At the distant sound of the chimes, it was scant moments before he heard the scuffling of slippered feet on stone floors.
Silently, the front door swung open to reveal a solidly built dwarf. His pale but sun-creased face cracked into a wide grin. 
“Why, as I live ‘n breathe! Crallick, me boy! C’min, c’min!” The venerable voice betrayed a genuine affection and warmth at the sight of the grizzled ‘tani-blooded knight-ranger. As the dwarf stepped back, sweeping a hand to invite entrance into his immaculate vestibule, he continued merrily. “What brings ye to Marahaven? I thought ye be off killin’ crops instead o’ vanquishin’ foes!” The dwarf chuckled at his own jest.
Crallick found the merriment and affection of his old friend contagious. In an uncharacteristic display, Crallick stepped in and threw his arms around Tobin in a fond embrace. He forgot in this reunion that he was not alone, but accompanied by Kittalae and Aralae. Kittalae hung back, watching the exchange between old friends with mixed emotions; partly glad for their camaraderie, and the obvious joy her master felt, and partly jealous of not having been able to develop that bond, or anything closer with him herself. Aralae padded silently past the two, found a pristine cobalt sofa, and leapt her orange, black and cream pelted fanny squarely onto its center. She stretched, wiggled her fanny, and promptly sprawled out in a cloud of fur.
Tobin finally caught the gaze of Kittalae, waiting demurely in the door frame. “Ho now, what be this?” He disentangled himself from his former companion. “Aren’t ye a scarlet sight of beauty! How old be ye, lass?”
Glancing at her master first, Kittalae saw him roll his eyes noncommittally. “I’ve seen twenty-two summers, master dwarf,” she politely stated.
Throwing his gaze back and forth between her and Crallick, Tobin spluttered out, “Well now, I have no idea what ye see in this grizzled blowhard, but as long as ye love and care fer him, I ain’t one to judge. The gods know how much I’ve prayed for Cral to find someone to place in his life to fill the pit left by Aralae.”
Both Kittalae and Crallick seemed about to say something to correct the dwarf when Aralae, upon hearing her name, gave a deep rumble of comforted irritation from the couch, causing the two to look over. Tobin was startled out of his wits. “By the gods, goddesses and all that’s holy, Cral! What’re ye trying to do, kill me from fright? First, a new wife with no sense to be callin’ me anythin’ other than Tobin, or Toby if’n she has the mind to? And now ye bring a wild cat from parts unknown into my living room? And then ye lettin’ it go ‘n shed all o’er me couch?!”
The dwarf ended his tirade by plopping down on the vestibule stool for donning footwear.
“Look, friend,” Crallick dropped a reassuring hand on Tobin’s shoulder. “I beseech your forgiveness about Arylae. I also hadn’t the time to let Kittalae know about your disdain of propriety. I need a drink, and then a moment of your time to discuss a grave matter.”
“Of course ye do.” Tobin rose and headed over to a liquor cabinet. With a flourish, he whipped out a gold key from his waistcoat and unlocked the cabinet. “What’re ye drinkin’?” Tobin waved his hand to display the assortment of bottles and decanters arrayed for Crallick’s salivating scrutiny. 
He had been so long shipboard, drinking nothing but rum, he was hard-pressed to remember any other flavours. “I think a Bannathyr brandy would hit the spot nicely.”
Crallick took the proffered beverage, and enjoyed the bouquet for a moment before allowing the rich scarlet liquid to slip into his mouth. The sweet burn into his throat felt like a lover’s hungry kiss.
As Crallick’s eyes closed in ecstasy, Tobin looked over at Kittalae. “So, how has the ole’ war dog been, eh?”
Kittalae smiled, then recounted the tales of Crallick’s adventures since he had found her. While Crallick enjoyed his drink, she entertained the dwarf. Though ‘bought her from slavers’ became ‘rescued her from slavers’. And ‘master’ became ‘partner’. At the end of her tales, she realized that both Crallick and Tobin were watching her. Crallick had a funny little half-smile on his lips.
“Enough chit-chat, my friend. Tell me, do you still know how to swing an axe?” Crallick put to Tobin in a no-nonsense voice.
“Does a Morttani she-elf wipe her kitty front to back?” Tobin asked in return.
Crallick scrunched up his face. “Buggered if I know.”
“Me neither,” said Tobin with a laughing grin, “but I can damn sure swing an axe.”
“You still keep your kit in good condition?” Crallick felt stupid asking.
Tobin’s incredulous look said it all.
“Of course you do,” Crallick said. “Will you come and help on a mission of dire importance for the queens?”
“Lad, I’d come help ye even if it was only to save yer miserable crops,” Tobin said, getting up to get his gear amidst Kittalae’s outburst of laughter.
“What?” Crallick shot her.
Trying in vain to stifle her giggles, she replied, “Are you really so terrible a farmer that the entire nation knows and makes jest of your notoriety?” She looked coyly up at him, using her charm and expressive eyes to convey so much more than just mirth and affection.
“I guess,” grumbled Crallick. Then, with Tobin’s return, he directed at the cat, “Aryulae, come!”
With a growling sigh, the great cat yawned, stretched and languidly leapt from the couch. This action revealed the furrowed trenches in the fabric of the hair-laden cushions. 
Tobin groaned in dismay. “Crall…”
“I’ll have it replaced.” Then he added, “Any idea where Jorrathane is?” Crallick fondly recalled the flamboyant rogue’s pleasant disposition and cool head under pressure. The man was always swift with the jest when the stress was on.
“South docks, I think,” Tobin surmised. “Leastways, it’ll be a fair spot to start.”
Several hours, and a half dozen taverns and pubs, as well as two brothels and a gambling house later, the pair stood in front of a cold cadaver clutching a bottle in a dingy alley. Crallick immediately scooped up the bottle out of its rigored cradle. Then, realizing how needy the action seemed, Crallick swiftly covered his reflex with a toast to his departed friend.
“To Jorrathane! May he rest in peace.”
Crallick then yanked the cork out of the neck of the bottle with his teeth. Spitting it into the grime of the dark, soil-laden alley, Crallick drew a deep draught. The sickly sweet Bannathyr wine provided a cool relief that flowed into his core. He then made a show of offering the bottle to Tobin.
Tobin scrutinized his friend closely. “Are ye fuckin’ kiddin’ me, Cral? What the fuck is wrong wit’ ye?” He batted the mire-caked bottle aside. “Are ye tryin’ ta end up like ‘im? And what of yer’ daughter, eh?”
“Fuck off,” Crallick growled. He stared forlornly after the shattered remains of the bottle.
“Bloody ‘ell. I’m goin’ to ‘ave to make sure ye don’t kill yerself before ye do yer duty. How bad have ye been hitting the bottle?”
“Nothing I can’t handle,” Crallick grumbled.
“Shite, ye don’t expect me to buy that, do ye?” Tobin affectionately placed his hand on Crallick’s back. “C’mon, I knew from the day we parted, oh, ten years gone now, that ye weren’t cut fer the mold ye were forcing yerself into. Now, tell me true, how hard are ye hittin’ the bottle?”
With a deep, resolute sigh, Crallick conceded, “Even odds, I could drink a dwarf under the table.”
“By Flowwe’s blessed waters, Cral, ye be a ‘tani-blooded human. Ye are more fragile than that! Ye got to take better care o’ yerself.” Tobin tugged at his grey-streaked beard. “God, I wish I could say I was surprised. But truth be told, I’m more surprised that Jorrathane be rottin’ and ye still be breathin’.”
“Maybe not for my lack of trying, but I guess you have Amalae and Vlados to thank for that.” Crallick started towards the mouth of the alley. “C’mon, we’ve got to get to The Flamerunner to take stock of who we have at our disposal, my friend.”
As the pair started down the pier towards The Flamerunner, Crallick said in a hushed tone, “Tobin, do me a solid.”
“Anything, ye know that,” Tobin murmured.
“Leave my issues out of sight from….” Crallick began.
“None’ll know, who don’t already,” Tobin grinned while hauling his new pack of gear. “I got yer back.”
As the pair strolled down the dock, Arylae loped forward, an orange-black blur rushing the dwarf and human chatting at the base of the gangplank. The leaping, rumbling cat drove her paws into the breast of the human woman. She staggered, and only the accompanying dwarf prevented her plummetting to the dock. The shark-skin tongue rasped her cheek.
No malice met the assault. Laughing, Wanda cried, “Enough! Sweet cat! Enough!”
The display compelled the dwarf and half-elf to hurry and, jogging, they corralled the tiger off of the woman.
“Sorry Wanda,” Crallick apologized.
Unable to stop her laughter at the cat’s outpouring of affection, Wanda said, “Never apologise for fond displays, Crallick. It is something in which you are somewhat lacking. You would do well to learn from Arylae.” She chose her words very carefully, for their maximum impact to Crallick.
“Yeah, yeah,” Crallick rebutted dismissively. “You all set for your trip?”
Ruffling the cat’s ears and neck, Wanda answered from her butt, “I am. I’ll be back in Crossroads within the ten-day. I just stopped by to grant my blessings to all of you, and to say goodbye.” Then, in a slightly more somber tone, she continued, “May Flowwe grant all the health, peace, and mercies her loving waters contain for you on your journeys.”
Wanda offered up her hand.
Crallick clasped her forearm. With barely an exhale; he hauled her back up to her feet. Her frame was not particularly heavy, but with a seven-pound mace, a forty-pound mail shirt, and twenty pounds of assorted gear, her mass began to add up in a hurry.
Wanda allowed her momentum to carry her into an embrace with Crallick. “I love you, you stupid half-elf oaf. Take care of yourself.” She kissed his startled cheek. She punched Tobin’s pauldroned shoulder playfully. “Take care of yourselves.”
“Ye too, lass. Ye too,” Tobin smiled.
Wanda walked from the wharf, into the bustling Marahaven dockside crowds.
Kittalae entwined her arms around Crallick possessively. “Let’s go,” she purred into his ear.
The Flamerunner found herself cutting gracefully through the north ocean waves on a northwestern bearing. She cut through the water at a handsome clip. Vlados’ crew trimmed her aptly, getting every bit of speed out of her that they could muster.
The three ten-day voyage proved uneventful and quite monotonous, as the winter skies of late Glacois proved nothing more than a grey melancholy tapestry. The regal swells of the north sea even seemed muted, compared to the roiling autumn waves of the deep ocean tropics.
Often, Tobin and Vlados would pass the time by playing games of “Gems and Ore”. This was a dwarven gambling game of tokens. It involved a lot of guesswork, deception, and speculation.
Kittalae spent most of her time doting on Crallick’s needs, whilst trying to purge the memory of Wanda’s parting comments out of her memory.
Crallick passed his time by running through exercises on the bow of the ship, drinking rum, dodging Kittalae’s affections, nursing his forlorn tiger, and avoiding Etoillume.
Etoillume danced, sang, and flirted. He seemed to be the only truly jovial spirit aboard the vessel.
It was almost the end of the third ten-day when the cry was let out from Marley’s post atop the mainmast: “I spy with my wee eye, Tooth Bay!”
Tooth Bay was a rough port in the Drakebone Islands. The Drakebone Islands were a cluster of basalt tumors intruding into the otherwise unblemished face of the north ocean. These islands were sparsely vegetated, with only lichens, some mosses, and several hardy cedars clinging to the sea-foam slick rocks for their dear lives.
Tooth Bay nuzzled into the north shore of the northernmost island in the archipelago. It was not much more than a stolid grouping of imported timbered buildings. The heavy pine-boarded buildings were all weatherproofed with pitch and tar, just like the hull of a ship. A stone breakwater helped to cut the swells from the north ocean. Wood and rope-cabled bridges connected some of the stone jetties with the mainland; they also connected several buildings that perched precariously on rocky outcroppings. There were surprisingly few stone buildings in the town. The highest one, in the center of the island, sported a broken coin crowned steeple, indicating a house of worship to the goddess of Zareah/Haer-az. This gave evidence that the inhabitants of Tooth Bay believed their continued existence was attributed to luck alone. The other two buildings housed the mayor’s home and office, and the community storm shelter and warehouse.
The Flamerunner slipped into the harbor and up to the deep-water dock like an adolescent lad slipping a hand into his tryst’s bodice.
A short discourse between a sour, pockmarked harbourmaster and Vlados preceded their being allowed to debark, and head into the town. A piece of scrap paper with the harbormasters’ scrawl found its way into Vlados’ belt-pouch.
Crallick, not anticipating their speedy arrival, was thoroughly lit. He had not only drunk his rum share for the day already, but Kittalae’s as well. He staggered and stumbled along the wind-whipped bridges, towards the mainland. An extremely nervous Kittalae shadowed him every step of the way. Her tail thrashed violently, betraying her anxiety to all who followed her.
Yowling her discontent, Arylae let herself be led by Tobin. In spite of this, she still entrenched her claws into the swaying boards with every step.
Upon reaching solid ground, Kittalae relaxed. Crallick, finding he no longer had a sway under his feet, promptly misjudged his step, drove his foot onto a rock, twisted his ankle, and plummeted face-first to the ground, striking his forehead onto the ground with a crack.
This solicited a scream from Kittalae, and a lunge forward from Arylae. The latter dragged Tobin off his feet.
As Tobin stood up and brushed small bits of gravel and shells from his leathers, Arylae stood protectively over Crallick, growling ominously at any passer-by who took more than a cursory glance his way.
Kittalae, frustrated, gently rolled Crallick into her lap, and cooed, “There, there, my dear sweet. All will be alright.” She massaged the swelling goose egg that was being laid upon his forehead.
“By Chessintra’s shiny black ass!” Vlados exclaimed, walking up to the scene. “This is just fucking perfect.” He promptly kicked Crallick in the hip, exclaiming, “Get up, ye arse!”
“Fuck off,” murmured Crallick. His eyes flickered under his closed eyelids.
“There, there, now,” Kittalae soothed. “It’s your friend, my sweet. He’s trying to get you up. We have to meet someone, remember?”
“You’re too pretty and too young for the likes of me,” Crallick continued his incensed murmuring.
Fortunately for Kittalae, her crimson complexion shielded her from anyone trying to look for any sign of blushing. “Umm, “she swallowed. “My affection goes where I wish it, my sweet. And thank you for noticing I’m pretty. I didn’t’ think you noticed me at all.”
Tobin crouched down. “C’mon me man, we have to be getting along now. Ye can make yer lass blush later. Get up, me boy.”
The great orange cat was padding an orbit around the group. She came over, sensing the energy from the group, and wanting to see Crallick up and moving. She bee-lined in to lick a sandpaper tongue over Crallick’s cheek. The abrasive, moisture-laden, pink sponge did the trick. Crallick’s eyes fluttered open.
“What happened?” he mumbled, holding his head.
“Ye tripped, lad,” came the compassionate reply from his decades-long friend, Tobin. “Ye crowned yerself, and we just be pickin’ up the pieces.”
“Bollocks” came Vlados’ less sympathetic reply.
Crallick hauled himself groggily to his feet.
Etoillume observed the whole proceedings with stoic disapproval. Exhibiting, for the first time, a scowl upon his face.
Kittalae wrapped her arm around Crallick’s waist, explaining that it was for appearance only. He should look popular, and powerful. Her tail coiled protectively around him as well, hugging his thigh tightly.
The group moved more carefully through the street as it slowly became busier, the later the hour grew. They found the tavern, The Bawdy, Blushing Bar, where they were to meet their contact.
A fire roared in a pit in the middle of the large building. The sweet smell of burning cedar boughs filled the place with a comforting aroma. Tables were arranged at equidistant measures from the heart of the fire, so no customer would have more or less firelight, heat, or dampness, than any other. A second story was accessible from a pair of staircases at the far end of the tavern. The upper story consisted of an open hallway that skirted the fire pit, and an open chimney in the roof. The mezzanine’s perimeter was ringed with doors that led to rentable rooms.
There was a small wait staff, a bartender, and a bouncer. They served a customer pool that was a score strong.
An Amarallan blond human clapped his paw of a hand hard on Crallick’s shoulder as he staggered through the door.
“Hold there, friend! You look like you’ve quaffed enough ale for the day. Also, we don’t allow pets into the bar. They’re not sanitary.”
With reflexes that paced his great cat, Crallick shot his hand out with unerring accuracy. Notching his lower three fingers around the back of the man’s windpipe, he locked his thumb into place on the other side, creating a crushing vice around the man’s throat. Crallick began to choke him mercilessly. All this happened before the dwarves, or the wardancer, were even aware things were amiss. Kittalae desperately tried to calm Crallick down.
Crallick, ignoring her pleas, hissed into the bouncer’s ear, “If I’m as drunk as you say, then you are even more inebriated than I. That, or you are so incompetent as to not even be able to stop an old drunkard, mayhaps?”
“Y-y-y-you obviously aren’t drunk. My apologies, ser,” croaked out the man through crackling breaths.
“Also, my cat, who is faster than I, shall accompany me for safety…” A brutally boisterous belch interrupted the intimidating effect that Crallick was trying to foster.
“Agreed,” choked out the bouncer, as a hobgoblin woman strode over to them.
“What is all of this nonsense about?” she demanded. The woman, who was nearly six-foot tall, gazed with contempt at the violent display in the doorway of her bar. Her rust-brown hair was plaited into two braids of winding trails that ran down either side of her head, cascading over voluminous breasts that were lashed tightly in place by a leather-thonged jerkin. Her skirts pooled around her to the floor, giving no real indication of her legs. Their purple fabric was dyed to match the woman’s storm-cloud eyes.
Tobin and Vlados shoved their way through the bar door to flank Crallick and the purpling-faced human.
“Crallick, my brother, relax. Everything is fine,” Vlados soothed, his company of Carib-born Vitani beginning to show in the tones of his voice.
“Aye, ye have nary a problem here, me boy,” Tobin gently put his hand on Crallick’s forearm. He felt Crallick’s extensors relax slightly. This was accompanied by a whistling intake of air by the gripped bouncer. Turning to the hobgoblin tavern keep, he added, “Look, me dearie, we have to meet with a person ‘ere. Jus’ let us have our meal, an’ we’ll keep Crallick an’ his kitty on a short leash. No more problems. An’ here is a wee something fer yer troubles.” He held up some silver in apology.
Upon seeing the great cat, in her orange, cream and black glory, the countenance of the woman changed. “Oh my goodness, you poor, wet, bedraggled, beautiful beast!” Snatching up the silver, she said, “Release him. And then come in.”
The hushed crowd in the tavern suddenly found themselves something—anything—to do, rather than risk the attention of the objects of the drama that had just played out before them. Crallick was led over to a table, which quickly emptied of all other patrons. 
The hobgoblin tavern-keep quietly introduced herself. “I am Yonda Ebonhair. I will personally wait on you until your meeting is over.” She stooped to ruffle the growling tiger’s ruff. “You beautiful sweetheart, I’ll get you a nice tasty fish.” Standing, Yonda addressed the group again, this time with a practiced, welcoming smile. “Now, my honoured guests, may I take your orders?” 
With that, she set menus in front of them.
Several meals were then selected, and a short while later, they were presented to Crallick’s ravenous party. They consisted of ocean-caught fish, seaweed salads, and thick breads with heavy cream butter. Arylae was treated to a whole fish, the size of a small child. This she set to with fervor.
The two dwarves drank ales, Etoillume and Kittalae drank wine, Crallick choked down water, and the great cat was treated to a large bowl of heavy cream.
“Well, now…” A weather and smoke roughened voice dragged scourge-like across the din of the bustling tavern. “I’m wagering these are the Bannathyrran loincloth waste we’re supposed to be meeting, eh Hosker?”
“Sure as the sun sets, Gundarson, as sure as the sun sets,” agreed a much younger, but still quite bass voice.
Crallick’s party turned to face the newcomers as they circled them to sit at Crallick’s table. One was a tall, swarthy human; as blond as Erik Drake. He was garbed in boiled leathers, northern animal furs, and white enameled grieves and vambrances, with a matching breastplate. His hardened ice-blue eyes bore into the collected group before him. He seemed to find them lacking.
His companion was a lean orc. The brutishly-built race tended towards a top-heavy build, with shoulders and hips being almost as large as their thighs. Their arms were usually the same length as their legs, meaning that their hands usually reached their knees when they didn’t slouch. This also gave them a dangerous reach in close-quarters fighting. This young specimen was no exception. His beady black eyes pinched in close to his septum. A prominent brow shadowed them further. His lantern jaw held lower jaw tusks that he had capped with metal to protect them. He wore his hair in a black Mohawk that terminated in a long braid down his back. Snow owl feathers were woven into his hair where the transition from Mohawk to braid occurred. He was attired in thick leathers and furs. He had a type of maca at his hip. This simple, yet brutal weapon, was three feet long and crafted from a maple bough. Where most maca made in tropical climes used volcanic glass as their blades, this had teeth hammered into grooves on either side of the weapon. This allowed for a truly ragged gash to be flayed open in a careless enemy. The orc carried no other apparent weapons.
The human, who was identified as Gunderson by his companion, had an axe strapped to his back.
Vlados courteously welcomed him, “Well met, I am Captain Vlados Ironforge, of The Flamerunner. This…” he gestured to the dwarf at his side, “is Tobin Cliffreaver.”
Tobin took that opportunity to nod, then raise his mug and toast the newcomers. “May gems find ye wealthy, women find ye worthy, an’ men find ye wise.”
Gundarson, who was busy rolling some smoking leaves into a small parchment, broke into a grin and laughed heartily. “Good one, dwarf! I’ll have to remember that one!”
“…The Mortani wardancer, Etoillume,” Vlados continued. The indicated wardancer rose, giving a perfectly flamboyant curtsy. Then he sat back down with a smile.
“Gunderson, I’m not so sure that’s a girl...” began Hosker.
“Who cares?” leered Gundarson. “Flip them face first, and the Mortani all look the same from that angle. Just find a hole…” he licked his lips to punctuate his thought.
“…Kittalae, our shaman,” Vlados was doing his best to ignore the crass man’s opinions.
“I’m knight-ranger Crallick’s mate!” Kittalae blurted out after the despicable tendrils of filth had finished flowing out of the man’s mouth. Her desperation-born claim caused the entire table to silence themselves.
Crallick gave her a long, side-long glance from the very corner of his eye. Then he deliberately took over from Vlados’ cordial introductions. “I’m Ser Crallick Oakentree; Knight-ranger of the Cradle. My sweetheart is still overflowing with joy over our recently budding romance. Please forgive her.”
“Hah,” Gundarson scoffed. “No need.” Then he nodded at the dining tiger. “That beastie with us?”
Crallick answered dryly, “She is. Arylae.”
At the sound of her name, she licked her chops and padded over to rest her jaw upon Crallick’s lap. This rewarded her with affectionate petting of her head and ears.
“I’m Gundarson, and this is Hosker Mohawk.” He jerked his chin at the young orc by means of introduction. “He is my guide through the goblinoid tribe lands. And I am your guide through Amaral.” He grabbed a barmaid’s buttocks and steered her towards him. “Hey darling, the mead is flowing like dwarven shite around here. How about you go and solve that for me, right quick.”
“Of course m’lord, of course.” She bobbed her chin, then rose to get the fated webs away from him. Her flight was punctuated by a squeal of indignation as his forefinger and thumb clamped profoundly upon her, purpling the cheek of her arse.
“When our drinks arrive, we can start discussing our route to get you where we need to get you,” Gundarson continued.
“Oh?” Crallick was doing his best to remain cool. “Where is that?”
“Cairnhold,” Gundarson replied with a sadistic glint in his eye.
 
***
 
“Piss on this!” Amalae’s curse of disdain shocked Bekka and Hullaboo. She had been trying to get a fire going in the sodden campsite that they had fashioned for themselves. It had been raining a frigid mist upon them for half a ten-day now. Everything she owned was either wet, muddy, or both.
Hullaboo’s cheery mood to the soggy weather had earned him several dagger-laced glares. The amphibious Bull-Froggle finished fastening the oilskin tarp to the tree bough. His spear anchored the other roof corner. Bekka had lined a few stones on the raised ground to finish off their camp shelter.
“Good weather for Froggle, bad for fire,” Hullaboo agreed amicably.
“I shouldn’t even be heading home,” Amalae continued to gripe. Her eyes were so intently furrowed together that her brows began to cramp. “I hate this. Our fathers trek across the known continent to save our skins, and how do we repay them?”
“By being good daughters, and doing what we’re told, and ensuring their hardship wasn’t in vain?” Bekka meekly replied.
“To the furnace with that shite!” Amalae practically roared at the quailing dwarf maid. “We should be heading north to help them! Who knows what trouble the two of them could be getting into on their own!”
Hullaboo paused in his unpacking of their evening’s fare. He didn’t like where this was going. Particularly as Crallick had charged him with their daughters’ safety.
“Garrum!” he croaked nervously. “Only one more ten-day until we home, Yup!” he encouraged. “You don’t like bad-wet weather, nope, nope!”
“Weather be damned,” Amalae gazed hard across the sodden pile of sticks in the fire pit. “I’m going north to Amaral to help them. Are you with me?” She smiled a grim smile of encouragement to the blond dwarf maid.
Bekka looked up at Amalae with doe eyes, through a pouty frown, before she almost whispered, “No.”
“The Celestial Storm take you then! You selfish little bitch!” Amalae screamed at her. “Well, I’m going, first thing in the morning—with or without you!” She glared death at her childhood friend. A gutted sense of betrayal in her darkest time of need began to rot at her perception of her friend. “Furnace take you,” she softly muttered as she rose to go find her bedroll.
“Rrraaauuuhhh!” a despondent scream caused Amalae to cringe. “Chessintra take you! I’m not cut out for this! I hate this! How dare you judge me! Just because my father wasn’t a drunkard who left me to fend for my self my whole life, doesn’t make me swear he can’t take care of himself without me around. Bugger you by an ogre! I am going home! That is what my papa wants, and that is what he’ll get! I hope Chessintra takes your father! Then you won’t be stupid anymore, running off to get yerself killed! Bugger you…!” The tantrum trailed away into wracking sobs. Snot drooled freely from the shoulder-shuddering Bekka, to be lost in the rain.
Swallowing back guilt for hurting her friend, Amalae steeled her resolve, squared her shoulders, and then ducked into the shelter. She drew up her bedroll around herself and took a shuddering breath in. Then she closed her eyes, ignoring the tears leaking between them, and tried to sleep.
Hullaboo sat alone in the dark evening rain. The two girls had retired to opposite sides of the shelter. Hullaboo was dreading what the morrow would bring. Somehow, he was sure that this disaster would end up being his fault, regardless of the path he took. Either Crallick or Vlados would hate him for abandoning their daughter. 
‘Sorry Vlados,’ Hullaboo thought dolefully. ‘Crallick is far deadlier than you. Also, his daughter plans on taking a far more dangerous path.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I must go with her.’
The morning broke with Jyslin spilling a pallet of pinks, oranges, and yellows across Aarison’s domain. The winking sun caught Amalae’s skin in a bronzed hue as she worked feverishly to pack her kit into a not-quite-big-enough backpack. Then she rose from her pack and stole twenty gold coins from the money pouch. This represented three-quarters of what their group had left. She justified this withdrawal by rationalizing that she now had a much longer trip ahead of her, while ungrateful Bekka was almost home.
Remembering the north road was back just a day and a half, Amalae turned back west, towards Marahaven, and struck out in the early dawn air.
A sudden “Garrum!” and the splash of heavy webbed feet landing in a puddle beside her made her jump out of her skin.
“By the gods!” Amalae shrieked in alarm. Upon seeing it was Hullaboo, she added, “You are cruel! What are you doing? You’d better help Bekka home.”
Hullaboo shook his head furiously, “Nope, nope! Got to protect you. She’ll be okay. We not backtrack. We go north. Here,” Hullaboo pointed out a bearing with his spear. “It will be safer than the roads. Also, we can find some things for you with some pods.”
Amalae scrunched up her face at the unfamiliar word.
Upon seeing her confusion, Hullaboo clarified, “Pods, clans, families of Froggles. Lots found in the wetlands around the downs. We go now. Yes, yes.”
Wordlessly, Amalae nodded, then struck out with the spear-toting Hullaboo in her wake. They headed across the damp grassed downs.
Bekka rose awhile later. On finding the camp deserted, she sat down and had a good cry, then made and ate her breakfast. She then silently set out east, towards her home.
 



Chapter 5
 
“I cannot truthfully count the number of times her detecting an ambush, or disarming a trap has saved my life, or aided in gaining our objectives.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Crallick and Vlados made way shortly after leaving the Blushing Bar in Tooth Bay. They set sail under a brilliant moon in a barely-clouded sky. Diamonds capped the waves as they flew east. It quickly became apparent that Erik Drake, Vlados’ first officer, was not a fan of Gundarson Ivarson.
When confronted with the root of his animosity, Erik dryly explained, “He is crass, vulgar, and a two-faced traitor. I’d never turncoat on my homeland. At least not deliberately.”
The crew pretty much gave the first officer his space from then on.
While Crallick and his company were sailing east from the Drakebone Islands, towards the rocky coast of Amaral, Mordred Bligh had begun his nefarious campaign against the ruling monarch, King Corr.
Heading his undead army south, Mordred Bligh took the town of Scale without so much as a bowshot. The meagre militia, upon seeing the newly arisen undead water dragon, Voltare, fled in abject terror. The citizenry were swiftly cowed into obedience by Mordred’s ghastly servitors.
Militia fleeing the onslaught made their way to rumored patrol points, and garrisons that dotted the hinterlands of the Amarallan steppes. While some were simply glad to be alive, some held to a sense of failed duty to those they had left behind. It was these unwitting accomplices who gave Mordred’s war machine its first true meal. A small group managed to arrive at a roadside bailey that was equipped with a dragon loft. The garrison posted there listened with speculative disbelief. The commanding officer of the post listened patiently to the harried, gobsmacked reports that these lackwits were spewing at him. He finally arrived at three conclusions. Firstly, Scale had not been attacked by the dwarves, nor the goblin tribes, even though there were scattered descriptions of both groups in these ‘reports’. Secondly, the numbers described, while overwhelming for a militia force, were manageable for a royal army contingent. Thirdly, if he didn’t look into this and it turned out to be a matter direr than he imagined—well, that would be his career over, wouldn’t it? With that final point driving the bulk of his decision, Dragon-Captain Jager Skaldson ordered his thousand strong troop of footmen and two-hundred cavalry to move out north towards Scale. He, himself, clambered up the steep side of his earth dragon. The earth dragons were a lot like mountain ranges. They rose up out of a massive egg, and then grew rapidly to adolescence, where they were at their largest. Then, through adulthood, they eroded away towards a more diminutive stature. Pebble was a younger female—only three decades old. This put her in the midpoint of her adolescence. She strode along the ground ahead of the column of elk-men. The infantry pulled up the rear of the column.
The two-day mobilization of the Amarallan force did not go unnoticed by Mordred. Lord Bligh’s scouts, silent as the grave, tirelessly wandered outwards, but returned swiftly with news of any interesting events. Suffice to say that when news of the vanguard reached his ears, Mordred was quite delighted. Even though it was a day before the expected arrival of the enemy force, and heavy snow-laden clouds threatened to dump the last of winter onto their heads, Mordred instructed his force to disperse on the hillside leading up from the south towards Scale, then to recline on the snowy slope, and to wait. For hours overnight, the snows came and came, falling with one of winter’s final stabs at the Amarallan countryside. This laid a white mourning shroud over everything. The snow-capped roofs and walls of Scale appeared tranquil nestled amongst the pines atop the rippling snow-cloaked hill.
Dawn kissed the spear-tips of over a thousand men-at-arms as they spread out at the base of the rise. The infantry clustered into companies of a hundred strong. Twenty elk-riders took position in the vanguard of each company. Dragon-Captian Skaldson arranged Pebble and himself, with five companies spread out on either side. Thus arranged, Jager Skaldson raised his war-axe and swept it forward, signaling the advance.
The force spread widely, covering the southeast to the southwest angles of the rise. They ponderously began to plod their way up the snow-encumbered slope. The biting morning air killed any foul stench that may have wanted to waft into waiting nostrils. The complete lack of cardinal, or jay song was not unsuspected with a force this size. The skittishness of the war-elks was attributed to their anticipation of the battle to come. Nothing more.
Their surprise was complete when, almost as one, the hillside erupted in an avalanche of fetid undead, in myriad states of decay, where the waters of the north mire had not been able to fully preserve them. Weapons in various states of rust and decay were launched with varying degrees of effect into warm bodies. Bleats of panic cascaded through the ranks of the elks as horrors they had not been trained to endure began to claw and hack at them. Jager lost all control of his mount when she was beset upon by a score of these beasts trying to mount her sides.
Freed of their snowy tomb, the bilious stench of fetid rot flew freely on the brisk, and now quite noxious air. This caused the living even more distress, as now they fought, not only to save their lives, but not to disgorge their stomachs as well.
Nervous nickering and groans from the wary elks now turned to cries and screams, as ichor-drooling nails, half-rotted teeth, and rust-infused weapons sought to claw, bite and rend the bowels of the startled beasts. Their riders were oft thrown from a rearing back, only to be trodden upon by their own stomping mount, or to be torn asunder by the undead ambushers.
Jager watched with mounting dismay as all along his line, his men fell prey to the unleashed undead. On his western flank, about a hundred and twenty men fell to the fetid horde before they were able to respond to the gruesome attack. Also, twenty of his elk riders and their mounts ceased braying in the first moments of the strike. His eastern flank was faring no better, with one hundred men not surviving the initial onslaught, and the elk riders losing two score of their number.
Pebble, his own mighty dragon, was beset by at least fifty of the rotters. Her forelegs and haunches were accumulating furrows and painful gashes, as individual scales were grabbed, wrenched back and forth, and finally torn free of their anchors, leaving weeping, vulnerable troughs in her hide. “Repel!” came Jager’s bellowed command. The corresponding horn blast was cut short by his horns-man’s untimely decapitation.
His troops had received the message, however, and were disciplined warriors. With grave determination, they began to retaliate. Under the gauze of heated breaths frosting the crisp air, the miasma of rotting stench, came the grunts of determined exertions, the crunch of desiccated bones, and the rind of steel and iron. There were also the cries of horror and desperation, and the squelch of warm flesh being rented, flayed, or torn. Again, on his western flank, Jager noted about a hundred fewer fighting men still on their feet, along with twenty elk riders. The undead opponents had lost about ninety of their number, leaving around a hundred and fifty on that side.
His own, pitched engagement found him, and his dragon dispatching over half of the mobbing mass. This was a costly victory, as the younger earth dragon was grounded. Her wings wouldn’t be proportionate to carry her aloft for many years yet. She was beginning to wail in earnest. Steam was beginning to vent from chasms being quarried into her bowels. Jager’s swiftly stabbing spear found and harried many a foe. But the efforts seemed daunting.
To his east, nearly a hundred more footmen, and fifty more elk cavalry had gone down, while six score of the enemy had dropped from the fight. Jager was certain that they would triumph over this costly ambush. They did have the numbers, the better equipment, and the training.
This upstart would swiftly know what it meant to betray the Amarallan throne. This bolstering thought was short-lived, as in the next moment, his eyes clouded in disbelief. Through the tumult of this mass skirmish, he saw, to his horror, figures rising out of the snow. Freshly fleshed cadavers that had perished scant moments ago, were rising to join the valiant fray. Within a few heartbeats, a grimly assured victory was clutched and choked from his grasp.
Over two hundred bodies rejoined the fight. No order needed to be given to inform these troops that this was no longer a fight they could win. Desperation alone prevented the altercation from becoming a wholesale rout. The slaughter stage had come and gone already. The disciplined men-at-arms fell into tight defensive knots and fought bravely, withdrawing as effectively as they could. The cadaverous elk that now haunted the battlefield presented a ghoulish mockery of their living counterparts. They sported scarlet stains on otherwise grey muzzles and grave wounds around their bellies or throats.
With the conclusion of the macabre melee, only two hundred and forty infantry out of the thousand who marched north survived the clash. There remained only but thirty elks, some riderless, of the original two hundred. Jager and his dragon were not among the survivors. They had been laid low when Mordred, mounted atop Voltare, flew down upon them and raked them with arcs of lightning. The mountain dragon still smelt like cooking clay and ozone when it twisted and arose from the ground, vertebrae cracking with newly infused un-life.
Mordred gazed around the carnage of his design. He saw it was good. His army had fed for the first time upon the living, and it had worked like a charm. True to the incantations, anything slain by his cadaver’s touch would arise to serve him. He couldn’t help himself. He chuckled, chortled, and then belly-laughed with glee.
Joining his host of five hundred undead footmen, were another eight hundred corpses; along with one-hundred-and-seventy elks. After he put a rider on the back of each elk, he would have eleven-hundred-and-thirty foot for his next battle.
Mordred let the frost-touched air lick his face. He smiled. Soon, he would wrest control of this part of Amaral from King Bradwyn Corr, and then he would cut a swath through Bannathyr until he retrieved his property. Then his bid for power would truly begin.
 
The pitch and yaw of the deck of The Flamerunner was almost soothing as she gently rocked her passengers in her maternal embrace. As they tacked across the northern ocean, towards the Amarallan port of Drakespire, Crallick leaned against the fore rail of the ship and contemplated the tactical appraisal of their mission. It had been shortly after they left the docks that Crallick found the company of Gundarson to be truly despicable. Beleaguered by the Amarallan’s boastful crassness, Crallick found his only respite was in the bitter damp of the bow. Not that he minded much. Out here, he could think, and drink. No one bothered him. Arylae rested back in his quarters, never the fan of the open ocean. Poor cat.
Taking a sip of his rum ration, Crallick thought of the things they would need to do once they had drawn into port. Get past customs; easy enough task with Gunderson, supposedly. Then cut across nearly a thousand miles of tundra and cold moor that were infested with goblinoid tribes; again, with Hoskar, not too big an obstacle. Then they had to infiltrate a castle, assassinate a religious zealot of Chessintra, and then make it back to Bannathyr. Crallick shook the beginnings of a headache out of his neck. Maybe they would have time for tea and crumpets with the king while they were at it.
Then his mind drifted to more practical, immediate issues. Like, what to do with Kittalae. She was certainly becoming more amorous towards him. She was more brazen and possessive in her behavior. Her demonic heritage could have something to do with that, but still … he couldn’t help but feel that this was more than just her heritage, or her slave-master obligations. But what and why would such a comely young woman want anything to do with him? At his age? In his condition? With his temper? And Moredhel take it, but by all that’s holy, why would she want romance with him? Furnace, could he even get it up any more? Crallick surreptitiously glanced down at his crotch. Aww, he was sure that wasn’t broken yet. He hoped… Didn’t he?
Then, over the crash of the foamy water off the bow, and the rushing wind, he heard it, his hunter’s instinct picking the faint noise out above the chorus of sailing songs. Just below the creaking timbers, and groaning rigging, it came. “Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh!”
Crallick almost dismissed it as someone just getting lucky with one of the few female crewmen. But as he turned to leave, an inflection in the tone caused him to tarry. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he felt compelled to go and make sure everything was as right as he had initially presumed.
Descending the forecastle stairs, he went below. The grunting that accompanied the louder “Oh’s” was now audible. He found them in the forelocker, just behind the ballistae ammunition. The scene caused bile to rise up into his throat, and threatened to disgorge the rum that he had just imbibed.
Bent forward, over a table, was Etoillume. His elegantly long black hair was pulled back tightly in the meaty fist of Gundarson. This had the effect of raising the Mortani’s head up off the table. His shirt had been cut in twain, and lay as some sort of perverse sheet atop the table. The dark elf’s britches pooled at the bottom of his toned dancer’s legs, forming leather manacles for his feet. Gundarson loomed malevolently behind him. He was pistoning furiously at the ebon backside of the poor elf. Gundarson began to roar his culmination, but Crallick, shaking himself out of the shocked webs that clouded his judgement, strode in, in a rum-induced rage. He had been told to care for this emissary of the queen as though it were she. Jyslin take him, if he wasn’t going to do just that.
It took only two strides to get within sword-striking range of the rapist. Lifting the veil of his inebriation, Crallick reached instinctively through the luminous ether to grip the hilt of his flamberge. Just like the multitude other times he reached for his blade, it reacted almost instantly, appearing in his hands. The forward momentum of his thrust carried the serrated blade easily between the vertebrae of Gundarson’s upper spine. Gundarson’s finishing “Rraaugh!” caught in his throat, becoming garbled first with the loss of motor control, and then, with the blood flooding into his lungs and throat. His body jerked and spasmed with the convulsion of orgasmic death.
“How do you like penetration now, you Amarallan sack of shite?” growled Crallick. You could barely notice the slur in his threatening tones.
Gundarson’s muscles lost their strength. His knees buckled, and he began to pitch forward with the roll of the ship. Crallick guided the falling cadaver back, away from Etoillume’s body, where it slid wetly to the floor. There was a sickening slurp as he fell away from his victim; a melted pearl drooled down the ebon inner thigh of the Mortani. A scarlet swirl tinted the evidence.
Crallick somberly watched melted ruby drool from his sword. There was a spreading pool of crimson under Gundarson’s flaccid form. Crallick suddenly felt impotent. The violence of the rescue over, there was nothing left but the clean-up and the assuaging of the distress of the victim; neither of which was Crallick’s forte.
First priority, for the grizzled knight-ranger, was averting his eyes from Etoillume’s bare backside. Damn, Jyslin, where was Wanda when he needed her? Gruffly, he cleared his throat. “Humph. You alive?” There, he decided, that was compassionate. Right?
When there came no response, Crallick tapped the outside of one of the dancer’s legs with the flat of his sword. “I said, are you alive?” he repeated a mite bit louder.
That was when he heard the soft sobbing.
“Bugger it all,” he muttered under his breath, then he caught the inappropriate context of his oath. “Fuck.” No, that was no better. “Shite…” Was there no gods-be-damned curse that didn’t involve the body in some way? How in the entire eternal web was he supposed to deal with this?
There came a creaking of the floorboards behind Crallick. He spun around, leveling the tip of his blade at the throat of no one. No, it was Arylae. She was well under the sweep of his blade. Her acute hearing had detected his threatening voice and her nose smelt the freshly-spilt blood. Crallick greeted her with a cursory, “Bad Kitty.”
She growled disapprovingly, then peered past his legs into the fore-locker.
“Yeah, I know. How am I supposed to deal with this? Eh, girl?”
The tiger balefully looked at him. She licked her chops, then reached her head by Crallick’s leg, clamping her teeth into Gundarson’s cooling calf. She reefed it towards her, dragging his whole body a good couple of feet before it jammed, doll-like, into the door that led to the companionway. With a tearing pop, she separated the left leg at the hip. Then she turned and trotted away with her prize. Crallick had watched the whole proceeding with morbid fascination. The cat was right, of course—he needed to clean up the kill. Glancing over his shoulder to the nude sobbing form of Etoillume, he affirmed that this chore, he could confidently handle. The sobbing wreck of a dancer, he wasn’t so sure. Besides, how in the furnace’s flames did he get taken, if he was supposed to be so damn deadly?
Crallick separated the other leg more surgically than the cat. He then amputated the rest of Gundarson’s limbs. The stench of iron was heavy in the small room. Crallick quaffed the last of his rum. Then he stole Gundarson’s rum chits. “You owe me, you arse.” He thought again, and resolved he couldn’t win. “I hope Chessintra judges you harshly.” He grabbed a burlap sack, which was rapidly staining black with the saturation of the blood along the twine threads.
Erik Drake appeared at the doorway. “Crallick. By Flowwe’s grace, what have you done now?”
Crallick looked up with desperate hope. “I found a rapist.”
Eyeing the slobbery burlap sack, Drake mused aloud, “I trust you took care of him?”
“Let’s just say, he’ll never repeat his folly,” Crallick grinned viciously.
“Alright, who was it?” Erik grabbed the bag and began to drag it from the room. “We’ll weight this topside.”
“Okay,” Crallick hefted the other end. Then, as the two men lumped the bag up to the deck, he added softly. “That’s the problem.”
“What is?” Erik asked, confused.
“‘Who’ is the problem. It was Gundarson, our Amarallan contact,” Crallick pined as they loaded some bolts and weights into the sack.
“Rrrungh!” Erik and Crallick hoisted the burlap-wrapped parcel over the gunwale. “I wish I could say I was surprised.” Erik shrugged. “I’ll keep an eye on the orc.” The two men walked back towards the locker.
“How did you know?” Crallick inquired.
“Arylae was looking too pleased with herself and had a bloody muzzle. I figured I’d either find you, or a really unlucky soul. In this case, maybe both, huh?” Erik looked pointedly at Crallick. “By the way, have I told you how creepy it seems that you named a killer cat after your dead wife?”
Crallick rounded on Erik, “Look, friend, I’ve had a rough night. Now is not the time to critique how I remember my loved ones. Unless you want to go hold Etoillume’s hand.”
Scoffing, Erik quipped, “Why would I want to hold that fop’s hand? I am certainly not inclined to the company of men.” Then, seeing Crallick’s grave countenance, he added, “Oh shite. How?”
“Buggered if I know,” Crallick retorted.
Both men paused. They reveled in the wrongness of it all and seeing no other recourse, they both burst out in uncomfortable laughter. They then stifled it as best as they could before reentering the fore-locker.
Hushed, Crallick muttered, “I’ve given up trying to figure out what to say. I can’t even curse.”
Erik ran through his personal list of profanity. “Did you ever notice how many curses involve body parts, or acts of sex?”
“Yeah, or bodily functions.” The two men looked at the limp naked form that still hadn’t moved. Other than the rise and fall of the chest, and the slight shake of the shoulders, only the gravity-afflicted pearl had moved anywhere.
“Etoillume?” Crallick put out to the form. “Etoillume? Come on, man, your breeches are at your ankles. Pull them up.”
No move, nor reply answered him.
“Cral?” Erik said, tugging Crallick’s arm back towards the door.
Crallick yielded, allowing himself to be led back towards the companionway. “What is it? You got any suggestions?”
“Other than to get Vlados? Not really,” Erik admitted. “I was just wondering if my being here was helping, or hindering things.”
“Buggered if I know…” Crallick began. Then the two men looked appalled at each other before stifling fits of laughter. They then quelled it by biting the insides of their cheeks and by punching each other’s arms and shoulders.
“M-m-maybe you should guard the door,” Crallick admitted through gasps of mirth.
As soon as the door closed, all levity drained from Crallick. He turned and faced what he had to do with the same grim resolve that he allowed the razing of an orphanage so many years ago. Crallick marched over to the table and grabbed a swatch of the wardancer’s ruined blouse. He took in a deep breath, then knelt behind Etoillume. With firm, deliberate strokes, Crallick wiped clean the Mortani. He then chucked the rag into the corner. With a chiseled stoicism, Crallick gripped the breeches and drew them up Etoillume’s legs. When he got them level with the table, he had his first difficulty. 
Crallick growled, “If you tell anybody I did this for you, well, sodomy will look like a walk in paradise compared to what I’ll do to you.” With that declaration, Crallick reached between the dancer’s legs and stuffed the flaccid phallus into the trousers, then hoisted the backside of the breeches over the elf’s buttocks. Crallick apparently reefed the britches too high, as it solicited a squeak of pain from the sobbing elf. “Well, if you did this yourself, then you’d have nothing to be upset about now, would you?” were his only words of consolation for the discomfort.
Stepping back to regard his handiwork, Crallick then flipped the elf over. He then jumped back in alarm. Etoillume’s member flopped wildly into view, having been caught in the breeches lacings.
“Goddess!” Crallick exclaimed. “Put yourself away!” Crallick watched the absent eyes. Crallick thought for a moment about smacking the grin back onto the other man’s face, but quickly dismissed it. Instead, he found a spot beside the dark elf, and tried comfortingly resting his arm across the Mortani’s shoulders.
The penis was still out.
By all that was holy, this was uncomfortable for Crallick, but he was determined to see it through to its end.
And the penis was still out.
Etoillume leaned his head onto Crallick’s shoulder and sobs began wracking his body. Crallick tightened his embrace of the slender man’s shoulders. 
The penis was still out.
“For the love of the Gods, man. Put your prick away,” Crallick groaned in exasperation.
Etoillume, in a seemingly sheepish manner, tucked his manhood back in his breeches.
“Thank you!” a much relieved Crallick exclaimed. “Look, I’ll be honest,” he quickly, and perhaps a little gruffly, added, “I have no idea how to deal with this.”
There came no reply.
Crallick gave a heavy clap on the shoulders of Etoillume. “Think of this as nothing more than a war wound. It’ll hurt for a while. It’ll be stiff. But, it’ll get better, and go away.” Crallick rose and strode across the locker to the door. “You’ll be fine.” Then he nodded, looking at the wardancer. He forced a smile.
Etoillume looked up with his dark eyes that were wet with all of the grateful things that he longed to utter, but his mouth betrayed him in the presence of the legend he had so desperately wanted to impress. Now, he had been exposed to the knight-ranger in a way he could never hope to live down, he realized the Vitani-blooded man was not going to betray his trust and there were no words.
Crallick took in the look in a single heartbeat, then turned his back to the elf, “Take your time, no one will bother you here.”
Crallick left the room and closed the door.
 



Chapter 6
 
“I only know that Vaas, Tobin, and I wouldn’t be here today if it were not for her vigilance and skill. Then she found Flowwe.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Amalae had trekked across a large swath of the Bannathyr moors. She had gotten supplies and found some solace within the boundaries of several Bull Froggle tribes. Although, she was fairly certain that the six-foot-plus tall amphibians would have probably eaten her if not for Hullaboo.
Hullaboo had helped her fashion a sapling into a spear, a five-foot pointed weapon that was light enough for her to wield effectively. Her clothes were indistinguishable from the peat-laden mire from her hips down. Where they had once been a forest green, they were now painted with a brownish-black coat. She also wore a forest green top which so far, retained most of its colour. Her now two-toned cloak had once matched her top. For camouflage’s sake, she had most of the bark, and even a few dead leaves, left on her spear. Hullaboo didn’t approve, but acquiesced to her wishes.
Hullaboo had idly wondered if the elf-tadpole even realized just how like her father she was becoming.
It was closing in on evening when Hullaboo suddenly crouched on his haunches. He tucked his creamy underside close to the ground, and compressed his bulbous eyes into the thick skull. He peered out through the slits that remained open.
Amalae had gotten used to trusting the olive Bull-Froggle’s intuition. He looked to all the world like a mossy boulder, Amalae thought as she found some blushing heather. She scootched into the thicket, elevated her spear at an angle, and began to listen quietly to the subtle sounds of the sodden ravine between the downs. She also began to sniff at the air, gently trying to take in any hints it may bring her, other than the perfume of the heather and the Blood-tear Orchids. This latter technique was one that Hullaboo was patiently trying to teach her on their trip. It was difficult for one who could breathe through his skin to try to educate the ‘Tani-blooded girl to “taste the air”. Also, he regularly scolded her on her selections of hiding places. Today would be no exception, Amalae was certain. Then on the wind, it came to her, like a delicate caress on her cheek from a gossamer spider web. There was a baying of a wolf. There came another, then another, and another. She ended her count at a chorus of eight. Several ran close by. All seemed to convene at a point ahead of their course by four or five hundred yards. There came distant shouting, a few yelps, then a cry for help that repeated, and then rose in pitch and intensity.
She was about to move, but was promptly pinioned into place by Hullaboo’s golden yellow eye. She muttered a curse under her breath instead. A short while later, she heard a few high-pitched yelps. Then a scream began. It began with terror, and then pain, then became wet, then was amputated.
The sun was almost gone when Hullaboo came over. “What did you taste in the air?” he asked. “Besides flowers-yup, yup?”
Grinning wryly at him, Amalae replied, “Flowers, but they didn’t taste me either.” She cocked her head to the side and put weight on her hip. “Can we go see what’s left?”
“Nope, nope. Garrum. Too dangerous.” Hullaboo’s long tongue drooled an orbit of his head, moistening his skin. “Also, much messy.”
“I know, but we might find things we need. And didn’t you say that a predator like a wolf would make his kill and move on, bringing it back to their lair?” she smiled as she developed her argument. “So by the time we get there, they’ll be home, and we’ll be closer to being out of their range’s borders? Yup-yup?” she finished with a slightly mocking tone.
“Garrum.” Hullaboo croaked. “You pay attention. You sure you can handle the mess?”
“Yup-yup.” She started to stride towards the point of the wolves’ interest.
“Don’t get funny with me. Garrum,” Hullaboo grumbled as he started after the elf-blooded girl.
The blue hues of the early evening couldn’t do a thing about the stench of iron and feces in the air. Nor could it erase what the blackish navy artwork on the ground symbolized. Three wolves lay dead; their pelts in various states of damage. There were drag marks off into the underbrush of two bodies. From the depth and width of those marks, she could determine that one was adult, and one a child. The realization chilled Amalae. She refused to allow Hullaboo to see her discomfort, though. This had been her idea. She led the way into the copse that was buttressed against the slope of the down. The adult had obviously thought it a defendable location. Hullaboo had pointed out the critical flaw in the plan.
“To close to a water path. See-see?”
“Yup-yup,” Amalae had muttered in a muted voice.
Amongst the tattered remains of the camp, Hullaboo found some cooking pots, utensils, a cleaver, and skinning knife. Amalae found herself a long-arm; she thought they were called muskets. It had a tube atop it. When she gazed through it, she found everything was magnified and appeared at least five times larger than what it was in reality. She also found a good deal of shot and a small keg of powder. She laughed to herself as she thought of how disappointed Vlados would have been to find a keg devoid of ale, beer, or mead. She also discovered three leg-vice traps. As such, when she found the pelts and the tanning rack, she was wholly unsurprised. This man had been a hunter. He had obviously been planning to teach his son the trade.
As she sorted through some furs, she mused, “This trip, nature won.”
“What you find?” Hullaboo held up his pots, cleaver, and assorted skinning devices.
“These.” Amalae presented the weapon and the traps. Rolling the furs across her shoulders, she added, “And these.”
“Hoooo! Garrum! Garrum!” Hulaboo’s eyes widened in alarm, “Musket dangerous!”
“I know how to use a pistol.” She set about checking the rod, the barrel, and the firing mechanism. “This should be the same, just longer.”
After salvaging what they could from the camp, the pair made a swift escape from the wolves’ territory. As they trekked across the spring-kissed hills, Hullaboo glanced at the young woman at his side. Decked out in half-tanned and untanned pelts, wearing the grim look of determination that caused her father’s wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, he couldn’t help but be reminded of a younger, more feminine Crallick.
They kept heading north.
 
***
 
The Amarallan coast was in sight. The cheery “I spy with my wee eye!” that sang from Marley’s mouth was an hour past by now. Vlados, Tobin, Erik, Crallick, and Hosker were all sitting around a table in Vlados’ cabin. They were heatedly discussing the various routes to get into Amaral, along with all of their pros and cons.
“Erik, I’m telling you, this isn’t a move against King Corr, it’s been sanctioned by him!” Crallick was emphatically declaring to the tall blond sailor.
“I just don’t feel right, taking up arms against Amarallan people,” Erik resolved. “It’s one of the few rules I agree with.”
Tobin tried to reason, “Look, if he’s rebelled against yer king, then he no longer be a person o’ Amaral. Do ye see?”
“Hmmph,” came the grudging acknowledgement of the logic.
Vlados added, “If we try to land boats along the coast, we’ll be charged for smuggling, or piracy at best. If you could just help us get a legitimate berth, it would go so much smoother.”
“I have no problem getting us anywhere we need to be, once we’re outside of the cities, and main tradeways,” Hosker Mohawk stated. He had made it clear earlier, that he had been assigned to Gundarson from a royal decree issued to his tribal elders asking for help. They had reluctantly sent him to aid the young king. The goblinoid tribes—well, some of them—wanted peace; wishing to share the land with the great dragon-kingdom. Hosker was curious about new lands and peoples, so he had volunteered. The Amarallan army had sent him to Tooth Bay, where he had met the loathsome Gundarson.
“Also, if we just keep The Flamerunner coasting up and down the coast, we’ll attract a lot of Amarallan Navy attention. Marley’s already spotted three wyverns that he thinks are scouts for their navy,” Vlados reinforced.
Erik Drake rolled his eyes with the frustration of it all. “Fine! If you can promise me I’ll not have to raise weapons against any of my kinsmen, and Crallick shows me any documents that legitimize this action,” he sighed in defeat. “I’ll help.”
There was a raucous cheer from the assembled men. The burly Amarallan received several hardy slaps on the back and shoulders. As the assembly rose to depart, Erik reminded them, “Hold there!” pointing at Crallick, “Show me the documents.”
Everyone paused for a heartbeat. Then Crallick smiled. Wiggling his fingers in front of his face, he said, “Here they are, my friend.” He made a flowing motion in the non-existent breeze, “Here they are.”
Upon seeing Erik’s blank stare, Crallick added, “We weren’t given any so that there would be plausible deniability, should things go wrong. It would be bad enough for the king to appear so weak as to require help from Bannathyr… Imagine how much worse things could get, should it be known that help was also too weak to succeed.”
As Erik began to renew his protest, Crallick cut him off, “I give you my word that this is legit. If I lie, then you may wed Amalae, my daughter.” Crallick fixed him with a winter stare. “I trust my word is good enough for you?”
“Aye-aye, ser,” came Erik’s humbled reply.
 
Dawn found The Flamerunner berthed at the more impoverished side of the harbor. She was anchored to a pair of posts that jutted out of the water, a hundred yards off of the main jetty. Leaving Marley, the ship’s boson, and a skeleton crew to mind her, Vlados took Erik, the Halfling Teequog, the ship’s surgeon, and his charges ashore in one of their trusty longboats.
Vlados sent the surgeon off to procure medical supplies. She seamlessly disappeared into the throng of the dockside crowds. Amarallan-accented voices combined with goblinoid, Vitani, and several other accents to fill the silence that would otherwise accompany the lapping waves of the seaside.
Erik looked at the collected group of his companions. If they looked for all of the grace’s sakes to be anything other than cold-blooded mercenaries, he’d be damned if he could figure out what that would be.
Even though Crallick’s sword and bow were packed in their supply bundles, he still wore battle-worn ring mail, and very rough-cured leather leggings.
Tobin was looking the part of a dwarven noble. A shining war-ram of silver plate thudded deliberately along.
Vlados wore leather armor, with a crossbow over his shoulder, and a pistol at his hip. His cutlass and rather large-brimmed hat drew the officer image out a little too much.
Kittalae was the beacon of beauty amongst the thugs walking the dock. The flowing white blouse contained her torso, while red-dyed leather leggings left little to the imagination. Her hand, which didn’t carry a spear, led Arylae by a length of chain. The tiger swished her tail languidly as she padded confidently along.
Syllethra, the slender Mortani surgeon who had fled into the crowd earlier, wasn’t much better presented than the rest of them. She wore a leather-woven jack, with heavy silk undershirts as armor. She had a slender sword at her hip, and numerous bulges and odd wrinkles that promised the presence of many concealed weapons.
Teequog’s scant attire from his jungle home was little more than roughspun trousers, and a long blowgun that appeared more of a walking staff. His bronzed and scarified chest was exposed to the elements. Straps lashed a pack to the four foot Halfling’s lean frame.
Hosker had a brace of hatchets he called tomahawks slung from his hips. He was clad all in hunting leathers and finely cured pelts.
Finally, Etoillume, dark, mysterious, and more the courtesan than the warrior, drew stares from all. None were accustomed to seeing such a cosmopolitan sight.
Erik was certain he would be entombed in the earth god’s mountain for all eternity for what he was about to do. Crallick’s placating attempts were feeble to his mind, as Cral’s obvious ulterior motives allowed too thin a veneer to be placed upon his arguments. The blond Amarallan led the gang of cutthroats through the harbor.
“Erik!” an aged voice cracked out loudly over the din of the wharf. “Why, as I live and breathe, it is you! Erik Drake!”
‘Damn,’ thought Erik, ‘so much for it being another Erik.’ Erik was a fairly common name in Amarallan human society. Erik panned his gaze over the throngs of people bustling about the port of Drakespire.
“O’er here, you blind blond lout!” A rough-spun sleeve hugging a frail arm was waving furiously at him from off to one side of Ventmere Avenue. There was a white-maned man attached to the furiously waggling appendage.
“Ahoy!” Erik greeted the old man, then headed over to the side, his entourage quietly in tow. “Henrich! How are you? I’m glad to see you are still alive! How fares your harbor?”
“Well enough,” Henrich grabbed Erik up in a warm hug. “I logged The Flamerunner in when I saw her. Tell me, lad, where is that wanton beauty, Raquel?” Henrich grabbed at his crotch and tugged a bit. “I tell ya, she is sweet on me!”
Shaking his head sadly, Erik gave a doleful smile. “I’m sorry, Henrich. I’m afraid she retired.”
This was when the harbormaster glanced at the rest of the company that Erik was keeping, hushed his voice, and tremulously said, “Is everything okay, my boy? Do you need for me to bring the watch over?”
Erik tracked his gaze over to where the old man was peering. Upon seeing Crallick and the others, he barked a laugh. “Oh gods, no! These are my mates. My crew. My friends.”
Casting a critical eye over them, Henrich grumped, “Quite a motley crew you have there.” Spotting the dark ephemoran leading the great cat, he added, “Say, is that a striped lion? Never seen one of them before!”
Shaking his head, Erik said, “Look, friend, we are in a bit of a rush. You know—deadlines? I’ll grab a drink with you when I’m coming back for The ‘Runner. Deal?”
With a grin again creasing the old man’s face, Henrich exclaimed, “Done and done!” Then, with a graver note, he added quickly, before the crowd could swallow up Drake and his group, “Mind you go see your mother! Or there will be Hepataziona to pay!” The old man knew Erik had heard him by the stutter-step that marred his strides away from the waterfront. This was confirmed when he saw him change tack down a street that he knew led to the young lad’s home turf. ‘Yes,’ he thought, ‘that Erik is a good boy.’
 
“Mother! I’m home!” bellowed Erik Drake in a crow’s nest roar. His group was crowded onto a street not much bigger than an alley. They stood in front of the pitch and timber building. It was single-story, with two windows looking onto the street. Both had shutters drawn across them, denying any glimpse inside. A whisp of the morning cooking fire wafted from the chimney.
Without portent, a clod of dirt flew true to strike Drake square in the cheek. “Ya big dullard!” hollered a pubescent challenge. “Back ta’ the waves with ye! Ya blaggard! Have at ‘em”
This was followed promptly by a volley of clods of street soil that beset the crowded group with smelly missiles
Crallick deftly sidestepped a brace of projectiles. “There are two on the left and three on the right of the house. I assume you want a non-lethal solution?”
Drake’s piercing glare told it all. “I expect so. Even the little shits that aren’t my younger brother are still Amarallan.”
Nodding his understanding, Crallick gave a cruel grin, and waved his hand. Suddenly, three mischievous peals of laughter turned to screams of alarm.
Vines dragged the kids out of the alleyway and into the lane. Drake turned towards the other side of the house, upon seeing his younger brother wasn’t among the struggling miscreants. “Derrin! Come out! My friends aren’t to be trifled with! Where’s mom?”
There was a rustling, then a straggly blond boy of about eleven came forwards. A pretty, though thoroughly dirty lass of the same age was at his side. 
“Merrin,” Drake smiled at her. “Good to see you. Derrin, tell the rest of your thugs to return to their homes.”
Crallick released the enchantment of bindings from Skyurr’s realm and freed the youths. They promptly scampered off, needing no heeding from Derrin.
Derrin looked up with his older brother’s ice-blue eyes, and said. “Mom is mongering.” A confused look crossed his face. “Didn’t ya see her? You came in today, ya?”
“Yeah, but we used the south wharf. Not the north. We’ll wait inside for her. Why is the fire still going?”
Derrin shrugged. “Dunno, just embers I ‘spect.”
“Alright. Run and fetch her. We’ll wait inside for her.” Erik walked up to the squat hovel. Opening the front door, he turned to his party, “Come on in. Try to find some room,” he encouraged.
When Inga Drake walked into her home, after having left her frenetic child, Derrin, at her fish stand, she had no idea what to expect. Certainly not the return of her son, Erik, or his numerous guests, as Derrin had spoken only of an urgent situation at home.
“Erik?” came her hesitant question, as she was swiftly caught up in the tall man’s arms.
“Mom!” Erik lifted her and spun her around the cramped quarters. “Oh, by all the gods, I’ve missed you!”
Laughing, Inga called out, “Me too, me too! Now put me down, you lummox. You’ll hurt your friends.” Once she found the ground under her feet again, she looked at the assemblage. “I’m so sorry, where are my manners? I’m Inga Drake. I’m Erik’s mother. Can I get anyone something to eat or drink?”
One important note to express about the Drake’s hovel, as it compared to Crallick’s own, back in Gladeholme: it was clean; immaculately so. Also, everything was well-repaired. Unlike Crallick’s home, itself a monument to chaos and disrepair, this was homey and only suffered from poverty, not lack of care.
After introductions, and Inga’s insistence on their eating her cooking, Crallick sent Etoillume and Vlados to fetch ingredients for the meal.
Upon their return from the market, Vlados and Inga got busy in the kitchen area of the three-room abode. Soon, sweet and savory aromas began wafting through the rooms. Inga was a comely-aged woman with platinum locks that she kept tied back in a bun. She was quick with a smile and a hug, and even quicker with a wooden spoon. A hungry Tobin, who returned to the sitting area nursing reddening knuckles, quickly discovered this. “Me just wanted a wee tarte.”
Inga’s reluctance to have help in the kitchen was swiftly quelled at Vlados’ deft handiwork. The two of them soon found a rhythm and worked in tandem, cajoling and capering with each other like fast friends.
When the food and drink arrived, all grabbed up plates and tankards and quickly found seats around the common room. In spite of the cramped quarters, all were cheery and comfortable.
Syllethra glided into the room, having returned from her errands. She took a seat by the main door, and smiled her acceptance of a plate of rich-smelling food from the human matriarch.
Looking up from his fare, Crallick, seated under the window, asked, “How, by Aarison’s wind, did you find us?”
In reply, Syllethra simply held up several strands of mud-smeared orange fur.
The room burst out with laughter. Kittalae was leaning against Arylae, under one of the shuttered windows. She and the cat shared a rug, while Crallick rested in a wooden chair beside them.
“I guess the mighty hunter is easier to track than she thought,” she gently teased the great cat.
Tobin rested his finely-polished armored arse on a pile of pillows by the fire pit. He raised a tankard, “Fine ale, and finer food.”
A grunt of approval came from the quiet Teequog, who sat as close to the fire pit as possible, without becoming part of the ingredients.
Etoillume rested against the back wall, silently watching, and munching his meal.
Sitting at the other side of the door, on a bench used for putting on shoes, rested Erik. He was careful to leave enough space for his little brother, Derrin. 
For a while, everyone chose to forget why they were there, and simply enjoyed the company, hospitality, and the flavours of a good meal.
Inga broke the magic. “Now, Erik, why don’t you and your friends tell me what you are all doing here?” She folded her hands in her lap. “And before you try to say,” she put a baritone in her voice “just wanted to come and see you,” then she returned her voice to a normal timber, “try to remember, I wasn’t born yesterday, and I raised you and your brother. So, with that in mind, why are you here?”
“Uhhh…” Erik failed to articulate.
“We’re here to assassinate an upstart noble who is pissing a lot of people off,” Crallick volunteered.
Inga scrutinized him closely. “You’re shitting me?” she challenged.
Erik whirled to Crallick, “Why would you do that?” he demanded harshly. “Why!? All she has done is offer you hospitality, and you implicate her in a plot!”
“Actually, friend,” Crallick over-emphasized the ‘friend’ to drive home the point, “you implicated her. She didn’t believe me. She thought I was being sarcastic. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Drake?”
Inga nodded. “It’s true, Erik, I wasn’t sure. But, who is it, may I ask? I mean, I wouldn’t betray my son.”
“No need to worry about that, m’dear,” Vlaods soothed. “We’re not such heartless brigands.”
Crallick slowly nodded his head. “I may be heartless, but I’m no brigand. I am a knight. I hold to a code of honour. We shan’t divulge our target, but suffice it to say, the noble in question has nothing but malice towards good King Corr, and the fine people of Amaral.”
“Okay then,” Inga allowed. Turning to look intensely at her son, she added, “I trust you not to be involved in anything treasonous. I brought you up to be better than that.”
“Yes mom,” the blonde sailor agreed.
“This is a noble venture then?” she pressed, almost urgently.
“Yes mom,” Erik appeased.
“Fine. You and yours may stay here tonight. If you choose to discuss your schemes, I would ask that you do it at a hush, as I do not trust my neighbors as I would trust my son. Nor do I wish Derrin to get any foolhardy ideas. Agreed?” At Crallick’s nod of acquiescence, Inga rose, and moved towards her sleeping room. “I bid you goodnight then.” She smiled and left the common room.
“Okay then,” Crallick whispered. “We’ll leave in the morning. Hosker?” he glanced at the Orc tribesman. “Where do we go after we leave Drakespire?”
“First, Crallick, we get furs from the market. We need cold-weather gear,” Hosker said. 
“Why do we need the extra weight?” Vlados asked. “We’re heading into summer?”
“Trust me, Captain Ironforge,” the Orc hunter refused to call Vlados by anything other than the title he heard the dwarf’s crew call him. “Until we get into high summer, you will need furs. We aren’t planning to go from town to town where we can be tracked, or spotted. We will go into the tribelands of my people. Some will be accommodating, but others will not be so cooperative. Many nights, we will have to sleep under the Jyslinnic Tears.”
“The what?” asked Kittalae, curiously.
“The Jyslinnic Tears,” Hosker repeated. “It is said by my people that there are some nights that Jyslin herself is so overcome with sadness to see the light leave the day that she weeps tears of multicolored light throughout the night. You can see her tears when the nights are clear, and the moon is hidden.” Hosker smiled at the red-skinned girl, “I’m sure you’ll see them during your time in Amaral.”
“Enough about the sight-seeing,” Vlados complained. “How far is Scale? What kind of transport will we use? What terrain will we be crossing? This is what we need to know. We can assess our opposition once we arrive.” He then looked to Crallick for support, “You agree, yeah?”
Crallick quietly nodded his reply.
“We can get some elks from the tribes. We will go on foot until then,” Hosker tried to order the questions in his mind. “Scale is in the mid-north of the land. About three to five ten-day away, weather permitting.” Hosker scratched his head. He looked plaintively at Crallick.
“What is the lay of the land?” Crallick offered him as a reminder.
“Ah yes!” Hosker recalled. Then he hushed after a chorus of ‘Shh’s’ barraged him to remain quiet. “Mostly, low scrub and steppe. Some moors and bogs, but only in the lower lands. Few forests. Those are mostly evergreens, though a few more southern copses have hardwoods.”
“That will do nicely, thanks Hosker,” Crallick smiled tiredly. Looking at Syllethra, he added, “How are our apothecurial supplies?”
“Heavy, but enough for me to handle a lot of strife. Here is hoping Moredhel keeps my pack as heavy on the return trip,” she smiled, flashing teeth behind her ebon lips.
“Optimism is welcome,” Crallick admired. “Just don’t let it turn to delusion.” After his caution, he added, “I feel, in this case, Vlados is right. We should worry about the tactics of the end of our trip closer to our final destination. Pre-ordained conclusions can make for unpleasant surprises. It is better when you have no expectations of what you will face. Consider yourself dead already, and you will purge yourself of fear, and any outcome other than your own death is pure glory,” Crallick advised.
“Spoken like a true Chessintran,” whispered Etoillume. He quietly nodded his head at Crallick.
Crallick shot him a venomous look. Then to the others, he demurred, “Get sleep into you. We will leave early.” With that, he settled into the wooden chair, took a draw of rum, and then hunkered into a sleeping posture, against the table.
The others snuggled into whatever space they could fashion, and all slept.
 
The next morning broke with a mist off the sea, as Flowwe played with Aarison to stymie the vision of the mortals of the Oceanside community. Drakespire was veiled completely in the silver dampness. Crallick and his crew stole away from the Drakespire slums.
They found their way into the market district and arrived as most of the vendors were setting up their stalls. The fact that most of the stores were still closed was evidently not an issue, as the venders were more than happy to tender their wares to Crallick’s custom, upon hearing the chink of coins in his purse.
The sun had begun to burn away the morning fog by the time they collected their travelling supplies, and arrived at the city gate on the eastbound road. When the guardsmen confronted them, Crallick took them aside with Erik, and exchanged several words. The two men returned with a much lighter purse, and writs of passage. The group then walked under the mammoth, dragon-scaled arch, out to the eastern King’s Road. They then struck out into the rising sun.
 



Chapter 7
 
“When she found religion, I thought it was just a curiosity, then later, a past time. Finally, it turned into an obsession. “
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
As Crallick’s troop traipsed through the wilds of Amaral, they enjoyed brisk but sunny weather. The mornings started out bitterly chilled, but as the sun climbed overhead, it warmed the air, and baked the rocks. Late spring breezes kept a nip in the air, and while it made for a pleasant enough journey, whenever they found themselves walking amongst the boughs of pines, spruce, and cedars, their shade was uncomfortably cool.
Arylae loped easily ahead of the column, her orange and black patterning blending in remarkably well with the wildflowers and underbrush. She quickly developed a game of ambushing the party at differing times of the day. Then she would bound away, listening to the cacophony of discord she left in her wake.
Hosker and Crallick shared the lead of the group for the most part. They often would share notes of woodcraft and hunting techniques as well.
Erik Drake, and Teequog, a cannibal Halfling from the New World, followed along with the bulk of the supplies. Due to language barriers, the pair spent most of their travelling time in silence.
Syllethra shared the path with Kittalae. The younger woman prattled gleefully with her more reserved travelling companion. Kittalae discussed Crallick, her shamanic discourses with the wood spirits, the wildflowers, and the lovely weather. Syllethra discussed nothing, but demurred to politeness for the course of their journey.
The two dwarves, Tobin and Vlados, followed the women. The dwarves trudged diligently on, their trundling pace eating up miles of trackless land with remarkable efficiency. At one point along their journey, their occasional discussions turned to how they met their mutual friend.
“Tobin?” Vlados piped up as the sun began to cast a firelight tinge to the countryside.
“Aye lad?” Tobin replied. “What is on yer mind?”
“How did ye meet Crallick?” Vlados asked.
“Aha!” Tobin laughed. Then, rolling his shoulders, he continued, “Alright, me boy. We’ll trade tales. I’ll tell ye mine, then ye cough up yers. Deal?”
Vlados’ eyes laughed his reply. “Sure ‘nuff. Anything to pass the time before we camp for the night.”
“All right, me boy,” Tobin began. “It all started back when I had much less grey in my beard. By the by, what is with yer…” Tobin fought for the word, then settled on, “yer hairstyle?”
Vlados scoffed. “I got burned, then shaved off the hair to even it out. Kinda’ liked it, so I just kept it this way. Now, quit dodging! Ye were a young one. Go on,” Vlados prompted.
“Aye lad, nay a problem. Well, I hailed from the Sapphire Teeth Mountains, along the southern expanse of the Bannathyr-Jherrim border. Ye know the range?”
“Yeah, I know it,” Vlados affirmed.
“Well, I’m from Vergetrakk,” Tobin continued.
“Vein Place?” Vlados confirmed, using the Bannathyrran tongue.
“Aye. That be the place,” Tobin glowered briefly at the interruption. Then he continued, as he clambered over a medium piece of deadfall. “Well… Where was I...? Oh yeah. I was heading north from the Sapphire Teeth Mountains, and found meself in Crossroads. There, I was trying to get hired as a guard on a security detail for a merchant’s caravan. More lucrative business than soldiering, ye know. Well, this tall, chestnut-haired, Vitani-blooded lad with way too much swagger for his britches sidles up ta’ me ‘n says, ‘I see yoo’re looking to make some serious coin. Tell me, is yoor axe-work as good as your polish?’” Tobin tried his best to mimic Crallick’s drawl. He failed miserably. Nonetheless, he continued his tail. “I told him I could more than easily handle the likes of ‘im. The arse just laughed ‘n said that that was the spirit. I asked ‘im why did ‘e care anyhow? ‘E told me, ‘’Cause I am a knight-ranger of the Cradle. I’m also going to make you rich.’ I asked ‘im how ‘e planned to accomplish that feat. ‘E then told me, ‘Simple, there are two courses for it. The first is a war that be brewin’ with the Amaral neighbors to the north. The second is that there are a lot of wilds in Bannathyr that need to be tamed. There is as much wealth to be had in each as there be danger.’ After he handed me a coin purse, I was sold. We became friends somewhere along the paths in the back-country of Bannathyr. That’s about the long ‘n short of it. Yer turn.”
“Well, I got to confess, I never even knew that Crallick was anything other than a farmer when I first met him,” Vlados began. “I hailed from the mountains bordering the Bloodmire Mountains.” At Tobin’s confused look, Vlados explained, “These are the mountains that run along the northern border of the Bloodmire, the eastern Bannathyr marshlands. They are called the Bloodmire Mountains by the local Mortani. They are also called the Dragonspine Range by the Amarallans, and the Slateback Mountains by most of my folk.” Vlaods smiled woefully, “Political claims can wreak havoc on geography. In any event, I lived with my family in a town in the foothills there. It’s called Keeper’s Lodge. Well, I decided to pack up my wife and daughter to head out to make my fortune in the more prosperous west.” Vlados’ eyes began to mist at an unpleasant memory.
“Ye ok, lad?” Tobin laid a steel-gauntleted hand gently on Vlados’ leather-clad back. “If this be too painful, it just be a way ta’ spend the time. Not a torture.”
Vlados looked over and smiled a rueful grin. “It’s a’ight. Brethren.” Vlados lapsed into the Carib dialect that he was becoming familiar with amongst his crew. “I’ve been through a lot since then, and ignoring it, don’t change the memories. So, as I was saying,” bolstered by his self-comfort, and Tobin’s reassurance, Vlados straightened and continued, “my daughter was eager to go on a grand adventure. My wife, she thought me foolhardy. She left me for a soddin’ farrier. She tried to take my daughter too, but good Bekka ran away from her mother, and found me just as I was getting ready to head out. So, to avoid any unpleasantness, we left a few hours earlier than I had intended to go, and stole away in the wee hours of the morning. This made my Mortani guide happier, as he preferred the darkness to the light. Long story short, we arrived in Gladeholme, at a milemarker just outside of town that had no accommodations. It was at a perfect point for travellers, coming or going towards the East, to stop and have a rest. So I decided to set up ‘Vlados’ Rest Inn and Tavern’.”
Vlados sighed. He glanced over his shoulder to see Etoillume following a short distance in the rear of the troop. “It was a spring morning, not unlike this one. I was pacing out the footings for where I was to be digging the foundations for my way-house. Then I noticed a tall Vitani, dressed all scruffy-like. I took him to be either a trapper or an impoverished farmer. I called o’er to him. “Hay!”
“Hay yourself. Whatcha’ doing?” he called back to me. 
I stopped my pacing and dropped a marker flag to wander over to the guy by the road. “I’m measuring out the cellar for my inn,” I told the guy. I think I then complimented the leather of his cloak.
“Dragonwing,” the dullard lied to me. “I need something to do with myself. When are you going to open?” he continued.
“I am uncertain,” I told him. “I’m Vlados, by the way. And you are?”
“Crallick Oakentree,” he said.
I remember asking him what he did. He just shrugged, looked off into the distance, and mumbled something about having a farm up the road. This led me to believe he would know a thing or two about construction.” Vlados gave a wry, sidelong glance at Tobin.
The two dwarves burst out laughing. Tobin choked out between guffaws. “I bet ye found out in a hurry otherwise, eh lad?”
“Hsst!” Etoillume hissed a hushing finger from the back of the column.
The dwarves shared another look, then Vlados continued, “Ye bet your arse I did. As I quickly found this out, he just ended up helping me with the manual labour. The dolt couldn’t even hammer a nail in straight. Although, he did come by, bringing venison roasts for meals. I garnered he had been a hunter before he was a farmer. My Bekka and his daughter were both the same age—I think about six or seven. They got on quite well.”
Tobin asked, “So, when did ye find out ‘e was more than what ye thought?”
“Ah, well now, that is a whole other kettle of broth.” Vlados then trailed off into another yarn as the column ate up the miles.
 
A few days later, with clouds scudding across the sky, the party had just picked their way through a Holly bush-infested ravine, to come upon a trail with a pair of crow’s cages housing humanoid skeletons, one still be-fleshed. Hosker halted, rose his hand solemnly, and said. “We are about to cross into hallowed lands of my people. We must be cautious.” He paused, thinking for a moment, then continued, “If we were travelling through the real world… we should garner respect, and probably be left alone. The spirits shouldn’t bother us either.”
“I thought we were in the real world,” grumbled Tobin.
“My people,” Hosker explained, “view the real world as akin to a dream. And the realm of sleep, or altered perception, to be the true world around us.” He looked up, smiling. “Understand?”
“Sure,” Crallick put in. “But when last I checked, none of us can do much walking while sleeping. Savvy?”
Hosker laughed, “Of course not. But, do you remember those Holly bushes we just passed?”
“I sure do,” piped in Kittalae, rubbing a sore scratch on her arm from where she’d strayed too close to the foliage, and had been skewered by a vicious thorn.
Laughter glinting in Hosker’s eyes, he said, “Well, my people call them ‘Ice-dream Holly berries’. They can be brewed into a transcendent tea. Go back and collect a bushel full, and I’ll set up a fire, and brew some Ice-dream Holly tea.”
At the disbelieving looks of Erik and Crallick, the diminutive Teequog advised, “It sounds like our rites from the tribal witch doctor. The spirits respond to proper respect, and observances. I think he speaks wise counsel.”
Etoillume and Tobin Cliffreaver headed back to retrieve the berries. One using his grace to pluck the fruits from thorny nests whilst the other used his steel plate shod arms to wrest the fruit from their fortresses.
A short while later, those berries were in a pot simmering with boiling water and being overseen by Hosker’s ministrations. He chanted in Orc-speak while stirring the sweet-smelling broth. He stirred and chanted until the springtime blackflies began to congregate around the saccharine steam. He then dolled out the mixture into their cups. All heartily pulled on their draughts.
Upon finding the drink was a pleasant and sweet tea, many cups were swiftly emptied, and many people asked for more. These other helpings were provided in meagre doses.
Hosker plied ash-painted runic scrawls to their faces. Then after all that, he drew his own brew and imbibed his own potion.
Crallick’s party walked under the rictus grins of the over-watchers. Under the effects of the midday sun, and the mind-altering drugs, they looked no less macabre.
The path winded through a copse of verdant conifers into a circle of tents made of elk and bear leathers. Fuzzy-eared Boggles, spry goblins, tusked orcs, lean hobgoblins, and hefty, brooding ogres, all watched the procession with amused gazes.
Crallick staggered along, watching Boggles, and having goblin children pulling on his hands and fingers. They seemed fearless. He knew they had nothing to fear from him. They were spirits already, right?
Erik Drake felt like his feet were five times larger than usual. Goblin and hobgoblin women glared long and hard at his passing. How could they see him, he mused? He was in the spirit world. Wait! That meant they must be with Chessintra, right?
Teequog was walking through the baobab trees of his homeland. Jyslinnic and Kraggic minions reached out arms of greeting. He smacked palms approvingly as he moved through their wake of observances towards his passing.
Kittalae floated through a miasma of cottony clouds. Her heart, so enraptured by Crallick, was immune to the advances of the other spirits. Her loins burnt fire for his caress, yet she had nothing but to spurn the advances of the other enraptured specters. This was so disappointing. She had always felt like the spirits should help her to her Moredhel-destined path. This didn’t seem right at all.
Syllesthra found morbidly twisted vestiges of people that she could barely register as such, toying with the lims of her consciousness. Her passage through this land was troubled, and she wept openly. Or did she?
Arylae staggered, her gait off-kilter, as her feline balance kept her from toppling over completely. She tried her best to match pace with Crallick, but there were these awful children who kept riding her shoulders and pulling her tail. She didn’t want to kill, and didn’t feel like eating. As such, she simply endured the punishment.
Tobin trudged. He hated the faces that came to him from the earth. He had buried too many brethren in the soil of the mines. Why did they come to him in the north? He was no longer a miner. He was a warrior of great renown. Did they not know this simple truth? They still chose to plague him of this memory. Fools.
Vlados saw naught but many friendly faces, all wishing to drink and parlay with him. Whirling skirts flew about barmaids, and boisterous fellows toasted his health. They all were laughing uproariously. 
Etoillume watched as ravens dusted with sugar circled, crying dirges of Chessintran glee. The cadavers shambled around his graceful strides. Ghostly images seemed to cavort in the distance of his vision. There was a greenish hue to everything in his sight. He felt strangely at ease. He felt as though the goddess of death was smiling upon him this day.
To the Boggles, the intrusion came as a distraction of new things to play with and to pilfer; while the goblins and hobgoblins of the tribe viewed the procession with deep suspicion. The orcs of the group laughed at the orc-sign that was adorning the faces of the marching group.
One village ogre became distressed when a dwarf began animatedly talking to him in dwarven. The other silly dwarf was dancing merrily with a pair of goblin maids by the cooking fire. Hosker reined in his wayward charges and ushered them out the other side of the tribal village.
The fall of eventide heralded much groaning from the elite troop. Abdominal cramps began to run rampant through their number. A short while later, Kittalae, Etoillume, and Syllethra all began vomiting.
Crallick looked rather pale, and a sheen of sweat beaded his skin. He sat sullenly against a pine, while his cat lolled on her back in obvious discomfort.
“Master?” groaned Kittalae. “Are you alright, my sweet?”
There was no response. “Master?” she prompted. Concern crept into her voice. When again, this plea heralded no response, she called out with alarm, “Syllethra! Syllethra!” Panic cracked the higher register of her voice, “I think something’s wrong with Crallick!”
Syllethra staggered over, spitting out vomit on her way.
“What is it?” her bleary ebon orbs took in Crallick’s cyan pallor. “Shite,” was all she had to say, as she divested herself of her malaise and grabbed Crallick’s ring mail jack, pulling it free of his head. She then patted the back of her hand against his forehead and the nape of his neck. She mumbled under her breath, in Mortanne, about his cool temperature. She then pushed his trunk forward, over his knees. She struck his back repetitively. She alternated between strikes with compressions.
A dulcet voice that Crallick had not heard for many months, yet it was unmistakably clear whom it belonged to. Her hallowed words slunk their way into his consciousness. 
“Crallick, my reckless sweet. You, who are so eager to gain admittance to my realm, yet profess love for my sister. A woman could become jealous of your mixed messages. I find myself inclined to bar you admittance as yet. You have errands that leave you the opportunity to curry favour with me. No, I am not yet ready for your presence.”
The dark veil dissipated from his vision to reveal vomit-coated boots. The acrid stench of bile and wretch immediately assailed his nostrils. He idly wondered whose boots they were.
A short while later, a gout of vomit erupted forth, relieving the pressure on Crallick’s heart and lungs. The follow-up strike kicked his heart into motion like a winded nag. A ragged inhalation followed suit.
Boluses of phlegm and spittle burst from his mouth in affectionate strands that tried to hug everything they came near to. These intrusions accompanied all of the wracking coughs that shook through his body. Catching his breath, Crallick looked up wearily into the concerned eyes of the gathered number.
“Ho there!” called out a new voice, lightly graveled with age. “What are y’all gandering at?”
As one, the assembly turned to look at the newcomer.
He was an older soul, although he was still solidly built. Steel-gray locks crowned a weather- and worry-worn face. Piercing eyes scrutinized them. His face opened up in a wide grin, however. “Y’all ought to be careful ‘round here. There is Gouged-Eye tribal lands o’er yonder.” Then he spied the orc with them. “Oh, but I guess you knew that. So, what are y’all gandering at?” he repeated, moving forward. The stranger spied Crallick resting against the base of the bole. “Well, may Moredhel take me,” his breath caught in his throat. “As I live ‘n die. If it ain’t Ser Crallick Oakentree.”
Crallick squinted up at him and huffed, “I’m sorry, ser, you have me at a disadvantage. Do I know you?” He coughed out some phlegm. Blood still pinked his sputum.
“Well, I don’t think we’ve met personally, Crallick Carnage-born. But I know well of your reputation. My name is Leif Appleton. My farm is just o’er yonder.” He gestured in the direction that was opposite to the Gouged-Eye tribal boundaries. “Y’all are welcome to come and recuperate there. ‘Leastways, if that suits your fancy.”
Crallick critically scrutinized the man. “Why in all Amathrain would you do that for me? If you know me by the name ‘Carnage-born’, then you know me from one particularly gruesome battle. So why?” Crallick struggled to his feet with no small amount of obvious help from Kittalae and Syllethra.
Leif smiled al the way up to his eyes, “Why, Ser, it is simple. It is the right thing to do. Whether you are mine enemy from time of yore, or my fondest friend from childhood. A wayfarer in need should always be offered hospitality here in Amaral. This is the Amarallan way. That is why I took up arms against the Bannathyrran incursion so many seasons ago.”
“Oh?” Tobin bristled. “Why’s that now?”
“We deserved our sovereignty. We were a youthful nation ready to carve out an idealistic sanctuary in the north here. Bannathyr held sway to too many southern beliefs that are more…” Leif trailed off as he searched for the right word. Then he brightened and continued with confidence as he felt he found it, “…mercenary.”
Tobin scoffed.
Crallick truncated the dwarf’s embittered retort with a wave of his hand. “We accept your hospitality, my good man. Just one question, Leif,” he asked, as he hobbled along between the two women, “Appleton doesn’t sound too Amarallan. Where were you born?”
Leif was quick to laugh. “As Oakentree isn’t too Vitani. Yet, I suspect we both hailed from the same region, close to the north-eastern border of Bannathyr. My folks were both human though. Mortani blood, ser?” Leif asked, as the troop marched along the expanding dusk.
Crallick winced as he chuckled, “Naw, I’m Vitani-blooded.”
They crested a low down to gaze upon a quaint farmstead nestled into the lee side of a granite outcropping. Fir tree copses provided natural windbreaks along the ridge of rock. They offered a green crenelation along three sides of the property. There was a pair of orange pools in front of the house, while the adjoining barn stood in a somber purple pool of shadow. There was a pen of sheep across a well-trodden yard.
Arylae’s nostrils flared, and her whiskers jiggled as she scented the pack of close-by prey.
“Umm…” Leif uttered concern. “Are you able to control your… uh, cat?”
“Kittalae, please make sure Arylae doesn’t eat our host out of house and home, and family, and flock,” Crallick asked as he shifted his weight more fully onto Syllethra.
“Yes, ma…” Kittalae caught herself “Ma love,” she corrected.
“Nice save,” muttered Vlados, as Kittalae moved past him to gently place her hand on the ruff of the tiger.
The door opened and a few young men stepped through the frame into the gloom. “What goes on pa?” asked one.
“We have guests,” Leif smiled. “We have a historic figure to welcome. Let’s get them settled and then maybe they will share some stories with us.”
Two men, who turned out to be brothers, helped the troop get settled into a couple of spare rooms. Then after a meal of mutton, potatoes, and snow radishes, they all settled into comfy couches and fur piles around a central fire-pit. Leif’s wife served them all beverages of piping hot cider. All warm and cozy, Vlados began to regale the farmer’s family of his and Crallick’s exploits.
 
Morning cast molten streams of golden veins between the pine and spruce trees across the yard. A breakfast of bacon, eggs, and potatoes greeted the travellers. Leif and his family were about to offer them another night’s hospice, but Crallick insisted, “No, we’ve taken too much from you already. I appreciate this gesture. You are a good man, Leif. I won’t even begin to insult you by trying to offer to pay for last night, but please, do you have any mounts you could spare? I will pay handsomely for them.”
Leif began to stammer that he only had a plow horse, when his eldest son came up with a wry smile and mumbled into Leif’s ear. 
“I’m sure he didn’t mean those,” he scolded his son.
“What?” Crallick posed. “I’m pretty willing to entertain everything short of a dragon.”
“Well…” Leif began. “I suppose we have half a dozen elks we could sell you.”
Crallick looked at his perplexed crew. “Sure. Why not? Will thirty dragons suffice?”
“Ser!” Leif blanched a bit. “You are too generous. These are just elk. They are not war-trained. Three gold dragons would suffice.”
Crallick smiled wryly. “Well, I can’t be bothered to count.” He tossed Leif a small purse. “And I’m sure you know not to anger me,” he winked. “Now show me our new rides,” he concluded.
Leif and his two sons brought out six healthy-looking sable-coloured animals. They were each about six feet at the shoulder and were crowned with majestic racks of velvety grey antlers. Leif and his two sons led two elks apiece. 
The two dwarves looked at each other. 
Vlados asked, “Crallick, are ye kidding me?”
Then, deftly applying skills learned in the jungles around Bloodbath Bay, Teequog caught the ruff of the neck of the elk, hoisted himself up, planted a foot against the beast’s shoulder, then launched himself up to antlers, swung back and forth, and then—whoop!—Teequog landed on the back of the elk. His chocolate-irised eyes gazed at the collected onlookers. 
“What?” he asked in his accented voice.
Crallick looked sardonically at the two dwarves. “See, no problem.”
The sons of Leif lowered the beasts to their knees. “No worries, master dwarves. They will kneel,” one of them said.
A scant while later, battling the rising sun out of the valley, Crallick and Kittalae shared a mount heading northeast. The pair of dwarves shared one too. Erik and Syllethra rode another. Teequog and Hosker mounted the last elk. Three elks bore the weight of the train’s supplies. 
Etoillume scouted ahead on foot. He had the rather unnerving company of Arylae. She stalked through the cedars and fern underbrush of late spring. She was seldom seen, but often heard uttering muted rumbles.
 
***
 
The brown vellum map detailed the surrounding vicinity of Scale, Cairnhold, the north dwarven citadels, and the goblinoid tribe lands. Mordred had drawn rust-red lines on it, indicating the movements of his troops. They had been gathering numbers through the slaughter of several goblin tribes. The Severed Hands, and the Ice Bear Tribes no longer existed, as far as he knew. It was nice to see his forces growing in strength so readily, yet there was something unnerving about finding children’s cadavers running alongside the rest of his forces. There were two dark lines that he had just finished marking in. Those lines converged on Citadel Deepvein. A dwarven citadel he intended to try to capture. It would be the economic backbone of his force, should everything go according to plan. Mordred smiled in contented satisfaction. He was indeed pleased. He only needed to attend to one annoying detail.
A lanky shadow passed across the vellum. A quiet drawl came from the Vitani warrior who stood opposite him. “I found out what happened to your brother.”
Mordred glanced up at the intrusion. The wide-brimmed hat was pulled low over the man’s brow. This had the effect of casting his eyes and cheeks in shadow. The lean, predatory jawline held lips that curled into a cruel smile. His tanned flesh told tales of many days in the weather. The oiled leather hat held small cat tails, nine in number, which trailed from the band, to fall over the back and sides of the brim. A leather jack and matching breeches completed the man’s attire. No weapon could be seen from the front of the man. Mordred finished his examination. “Well?” he prompted.
“Eli is dead,” the man sat, uninvited, across from Mordred. “In the southern tropics, somewhere west of the great ocean.” He put his boots up on the table, crossing his ankles as he did so. “Killed by a Bannathyr Knight of the Cradle.”
“Hah!” scoffed Mordred. “I should thank him. Do you know this knight? Does he now possess my book?”
Failing to suppress a chuckle, the man said simply, “You could indeed say I know the man. By the Gloaming, he is my younger half brother,” a mocking undertone laced his voice. “The legendary Ser Callick Oakentree, Knight of the Cradle, Crallick Carnage-born.”
Mordred looked hard at his retained bounty hunter. “You know where your coin comes from, I trust? This won’t be an issue, will it Vaas?”
Vaas Oakentree lifted the angle of his chin, bringing his eyes level with Mordred’s. “Do I suddenly have a reputation for being unprofessional? I won’t kill my blood unless I have to. Let’s just hope he doesn’t come between me and your book.” 
“Indeed, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Fratricide is such a messy business,” Mordred agreed callously. “Well, if you have nothing further, I’ll allow you to resume the chase for my book.”
“Of course, m’lord,” Vaas rose from the table. “I hope to have something for you within the month. Just keep your undead minions off my back. They’re getting a little indiscriminate. I notice a lot more women and children amongst their ranks.”
“I didn’t think you had a weak stomach, Vaas,” Mordred chided. “An undead soldier is an undead soldier. I don’t care where they originate from, nor should you.”
“I don’t,” Vaas stated. “I just don’t plan on joining their ranks.” Vaas then left unspoken a final thought: ‘I also don’t like the idea of predating on the weak or defenseless. Have some damned pride.’ He tipped his hat, turned, and strode from the room.
 



Chapter 8
 
“Imagine my surprise when she informed me only weeks after I returned home to find Arylae… passed, that she had retired from our gallivanting to take up the cloth at the Temple of a Thousand Springs in Crossroads.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Evening closed around the party in a gloomy embrace. Kittalae drew Hosker aside into a conspiratorial huddle. “Can you help me out?” she hushed into his ear.
“Of course, my ephemeral maid. What is your need?”
“I need you to stress how important body warmth is when we are sleeping on the tundra. Okay? I need some time with my…” she glanced at Crallick. “My man,” she concluded.
Hosker grinned a tusky smile. “I’ll gladly mention that two bodies in a bag are warmer than one.” He ran a leather-gauntleted hand through his black, bushy Mohawk. Raising his voice, he called out, “The lee side of that rise ahead looks well sheltered. We’ll head there and settle down for the night.”
“Sounds good,” said Crallick, leading his elk up the rough, granite-infused terrain.
Hosker and Crallick began to hobble their elks together, while the rest began to stretch out hides and staves for building their shelters. Hosker glanced over to his ‘tani-blooded companion. 
“You should take your lady-friend up to the crest of the hill tonight,” Hosker smiled broadly. “She craves your affection, you know.”
Crallick looked up at Hosker with a rather dark glare. “You too?” he growled. “You and the dwarves should put on petticoats, the way you all try to meddle with my life.”
“Well,” Hosker coyly mused, “we have a saying in our tribe. If you are told the same thing by many brothers, then chances are, it is you who is wrong.” Hosker then pointed out, “Why are you afraid, Carnage-born?”
“Who says I’m afraid? And how the Furnace do you know of my title?” Crallick turned from the hobbling to face Hosker.
The leather-clad hunter smiled at his prey. “Because you are afraid to open your heart to affection. The wisdom of this action is indiscernible to me. I know you, as all north of the Amarallan-Bannathyrran border know you—as the villain who slaughtered children to slay a great fire dragon, and to butcher the Amarallan army.”
Rolling his eyes, Crallick excused himself, “I did have help.”
“No one sings of them,” Hosker said. Putting his hand on Crallick’s shoulder, he added, “Don’t change the subject. Take her up the hill tonight. She’ll appreciate it.”
“Will it get you off my back?” Crallick huffed. 
Hosker laughed, picked up another tether for another elk, and retorted to the dour Crallick, “Probably.”
“Fine,” Crallick conceded.
A semicircle of elk-skin tents nestled against the foliage of the hill. A fire glowed a bright orange against the cloak of Chessfall. Dragontooth Pines sent spires stabbing into the night sky. These guardians blocked the camp from the view of the surrounding tundra. The elks were hobbled amongst the stand of firs. The company settled down to cook elk and potato stew over the crackling fire. Vlados stirred the pot. Kittalae kept casting yellow eyes at Crallick, as she talked with Syllethra. Erik, Tobin, and Etoillume talked about their lives. The Halfling was bundled up into a small planetoid of furs. He sat as close to the fire as he could.
A few hours after supper, Hosker nodded to Crallick, who groaned, and then rose up, crossed to Kittalae, and asked, “Would you like to come for a stroll with me?”
Gold eyes sparkled. Ruby lips split into a grin. “Why yes, please. I would love that.” Her red-skinned hand serpentined upward to invite him to help her up.
Accepting the implied request, Crallick hauled Kittalae to her feet. 
“Come on,” he drawled. Unconsciously, he kept his hand clasping hers.
Though she felt like she was walking on a cloud, a carpet of pine needles was cushioning her soft footfalls. Crallick led her to the summit of the hill. There they found a fallen, lichen-upholstered log. Moss covered a granite backrest. The couple—for that was what she felt they were meant to be—settled onto the log, and turned their gaze up to the heavens. This is where they found their breath taken away with a beauty that neither had been witnessed to before. A cascade of emerald tears bathed the sky with a luminous dancing curtain. Jyslin’s Tears danced enticingly enough to solicit a breathy “Wow” from the cynical Crallick.
“Isn’t it beautiful, my love?” Kittalae coyly murmured. She subtly snaked her tail around his waist.
“Yeah,” Crallick’s grey eyes reflected the green lights. This gave them an ephemeral quality. He put an arm around her shoulders.
She snuggled into his side, her tail synched her embrace a little tighter. “Crallick?” she purred.
“Hunh?” Crallick turned his face from the heavenly display to look at her upturned face. “What?”
She answered him by fastening her lips against his. His lips parted in surprise. She took advantage of this opportunity by darting her tongue gingerly into the warmth of his mouth. A few moments passed. She couldn’t be sure how many heartbeats their kiss lasted. She was too caught up in the eternities between those beats.
As their lips parted, the heavens blushed, as Jyslin’s Tears shifted their display from green to pink.
“Wha, wha, what was that for?” stammered Crallick. His head swam with emotion and not enough alcohol. “I need a drink,” he mused.
“You know what that was for,” purred Kittalae. “And you don’t need a drink. You just need more of me.” She smiled, and nibbled his ear.
“Hmph.” Crallick licked his lips; still warm from her press. He sat quietly, unsure of how to express himself. He watched the sky, and enjoyed the feeling of her warm, lean body, firm against his side. “I like this,” he sheepishly admitted. “I don’t know…” he began.
“Hush, love,” Kittalae soothed. “Talk has never been your forte. Don’t try to diversify now, my sweet. Just enjoy.”
They easily whiled away a few hours like this. Then, with conjoined hands, they returned to camp to find that almost all had turned in for the evening. Hosker waved them towards a tent with a conspiratorial wink to Kittalae. 
“You two have this one,” he indicated. “I suggest sharing the furs or sleeping bags. Also, if you sleep naked, your body warmth will make the night much more…” Hosker Mohawk saught out a word, “hospitable.”
Stifling a giggle, Kittalae exuded a: “Oh thank you, Hosker. That is sound advice.” She then whisked herself away from Crallick and went into the tent with a gleeful exuberance only the youthful contain.
Crallick looked sideways at Hosker. “How stupid do you think I am?” he growled with a heavy measure of menace in his voice.
“What do you mean?” Hosker meekly asked.
“I mean, I’ve killed men for less of an insult.” Crallick’s eyes narrowed, “Savvy?”
“Uh, s-s-savvy,” stammered the nerve-struck orc. “L-l-look, I meant nothing disrespectful…”
“Crallick’s smile stretched against the rictus of his face. “Thank you. I have no idea what I’m doing here, but thank you for the evening’s peace.”
Hosker scoffed, as did Erik, who was walking towards the rise to take up a weather eye for intruders. 
“Just go to bed, mate, you lady’s waiting.” Erik waved as he mounted the slope.
Crallick stepped in under the flap of the shelter. He was struck hard by the balmy warmth of the cozy enclosure. Kittalae smiled seductively up at him from the piles of furs. Her scarlet tail beckoned him over.
“C’mon my sweet, it’s comfy under here. Her piled gear was a tell-tale clue as to her condition under the coverings.
Crallick doffed his gear, save his loincloth, and swiftly scooted under the pile of furs. If possible, it was practically steamy under the covers. The ephemoral’s body heat had already become trapped within the air-trapping fur blankets. She felt smooth and firm beside him. He felt a flush of blood betray his feelings to his face. His blush complimented her crimson complexion nicely. Her brilliantly sulfurous eyes sparkled with anticipatory glee.
He turned away from her, mumbling, “Sweet dreams. Look, this is nice, and soon, I can’t see my resolve holding much longer. But I just…” his thought trailed off, unspoken.
At this, Kittalae snuggled up behind him, her tail coiled provocatively up his leg, her breasts smooshed against his shoulders. 
She soothed into his ear, “My dear, this, and your happiness, is simply what I desire. There is no rush, my love.” She left the words hanging pendulously in the air between them. She entwined her limbs about his chest and was about to go to sleep when an orange and black embodiment of what was coming between Crallick and hers truly leapt upon them and buried itself between them on the furry bedding. Arylae rumbled her comfortable contentment and kneaded the bedding before settling down.
Laughing, Kittalae simply said, “Sweet dreams, Cral. Sweet dreams, Arylae.”
With the warmth of the great cat crushing down on him, and the lithe press of Kittalae behind him, Crallick felt something. Something strange. Happiness? He couldn’t be sure. What he did notice though, was that, as sleep embraced him, he didn’t feel the pain in his chest for the first time in a ten-day.
 
Mordred’s scouts scoured the countryside for two things: victims to recruit into his expanding army, and anyone with the stink of the Malefecorum upon them to take back for questioning. While he had a plethora of success with the first task, tonight was to be his first taste of success with the second task. The scout troop of three and a half undead warriors skulked silently through the cool early summer night. They had been four in number, but through atrophy, one had crumbled to an unusable state. This member was now being ported in components to lend what little strength his dweomer held in reserve. Mostly, it was his fluids in flasks, and fingers tied to arrows. His head and upper arms were still intact and were still quite animate. They scampered along like a grisly parody of a crab. The other three pulled up short, in perfect choreography, all tilting their heads as one to the sky. They then swiftly changed direction towards their south, bearing on the pull of the Chessintran magic. They called in support through their mystical channels that bound them together like a Moredhellan construct. Web-like strands of communicated will ran outward to the lesser troops, via nodes. The commander-node for this area of the realm was Weif Sturmholt, his formerly lusty complexion now rather pallid in cyanotic hues of blues and greys. He still cut a powerful figure. His will flowed back to his troops: Converge and capture. Take all alive. There was no telling how much anyone knew about the Malefecorum, only that all had the stink of it upon them.
Undead forces scurried from all points, drawn to the tranquil campsite like ants following the wafting breeze to a picnic. About a hundred yards out, the force, now several hundred strong, brought up short. They commenced affixing finger and toe bones to arrow tips. They coated arrows in vitrol leeched from their own desiccating bodies. All were measures to launch a barrage of infectious doom into the unsuspecting quarry. As they readied bows, Weif reached out his mind to feel along the gloaming tethers that bound his force in the Chessintran enchantment. His atrophying brow furrowed in confusion, then his macabre face pulled apart into a wicked delight. The quarry who were tainted by the Malefecorum were subject to his influence; maybe even subject to his commands, like his troops. This revelation presented a secure way to apprehend the quarry without undue damage. Getting something to succumb to a  suggestion, or to invoke an action, provided it wasn’t too out of character for the target, shouldn’t be too difficult, but actually prising into a subject’s memories or altering a personality were corruptions reserved to the most potent of mages.
 Weif issued a belaying order to his troops. As one, all lowered their bows. If they felt disappointment, they showed no signs thereto.
Weif closed his eyes and began his mental assault on their subconscious minds. 
His first target was a drowsy sentinel. A diminutive fellow, barely larger than a child, yet possessing a feral nature that both thrilled the undead Amaralllan, and reviled his nature at once.
Teequog’s dreams were suddenly at the forefront of the Halfling’s mind. He couldn’t understand why. He wasn’t in his tribeland. He was standing guard in a chill land of trees needled like manticore tails. Yet, here he sat, a triumphant victor of the Pygmae people, getting ready to dine upon his fallen enemy. It was a Malay chieftain who had been roasted nice and slowly, in a broth fit for a war cheif. Tiger-eye berries replaced the orbs that once held his adversary’s own pupils; those had been harvested by the medicine woman for the night’s drink. The aroma of roast flesh and spice set his mouth to watering. He picked up the carving blade, and under the approving gaze of his tribe, he set to making the first carving. At the moment his blade nicked the crackling of the roast human, a black ichor spewed forth, not the clear, savory grease that one would anticipate from such a roast. The ebon ichor flowed up the length of the blade to the surprised Teequog. Then, as it made contact with his skin, Teequog’s supper reached up and grabbed him, pulling him down into it’s gnashing teeth. As Teequog’s screams rang out, he slowly was consumed. As he watched the last of himself being devoured by his main course, he lost who he was, and could act and think no more.
Teequog had been leaning against a tree. He spasmed, convulsed, and fell flaccid amongst his own effluvia.
Second to be targeted was Erik Drake. An Amarralan patriot. He was a noble-hearted commoner who loved his King, mother, and the sea. Weif felt but a moment of trepidation before assailing his former countryman.
A mist choked the harbor on the dock in which Erik was heaving to. A call from his King came from his left. A scream from his mother resounded from the south wharf. A swift disorienting vertigo washed over Erik as he spun around, searching for the origins. Then, with footing lost, he tumbled into a black ocean swell that opened up into a Chessintran maw and engulfed him whole.
Erik actually simply keeled over, mid-stride, as he walked the perimeter.
Weif focused next on the two Mortani elves. They were already close to Chessintra, so their possession should be a simple force of control. Rendering his prey inert seemed the easiest method to contain his targets. Nothing fancy, just immobilizing their ability to move.
Syllethra was sculling away from the black-lacquered ship under the tropical sun. She had been called to the shore to tend to the wounded. This call to her duty saved her from meeting her goddess until a later date. The vessel erupted into a pitch blaze that launched tendrils of blazing ebon fire all around her. But then, the nightmarish recollection changed. Instead of hearing the screaming death cries of those immolated, the dreamscape revealed it was herself burning in her longboat.
In her sleeping furs, only her taut muscles in her cheeks relaxed, indicating things had changed with her.
Etoillume slumbered blissfully. His dreams were often full of art and sex. Beautiful and serene settings and equally ravishing people. This particular dream found him in the brothels of East Mirehold. Contrary to the name, it was a quite picturesque and palatial hold in the eastern reaches of Bannathyr. He was rolling naked upon a mound of Jherrim silk pillows, and pillowy breasts. A lithe, young man was fellating him, while a siren anointed him with oils. As he sighed, leaning back in ecstasy, the doors shivered apart. They fell impotently aside, drooling from their hinges. Framed by the doorjamb was the hulking, imposing form of Gundarson. With a growl, he leered at the sight before him. “I didn’t say I was done with you yet, did I?” The menacing stalking stride punctuated his next words, “Your hero, Crallick, can’t save you this time.”
Outside of Etoillume’s dream, he stiffened, released, and was still.
Tobin was polishing his sterling breastplate. At least, that was what his mind told him he was doing. But, very quickly, he realized something was dreadfully wrong. The armor was tarnishing before his eyes. As he scrubbed one spot clear, the encroaching tarnish blemished more and more of his armor. Then it was on his hands, in his finely-coiffed hair, and his beard. His eyes blacked out lastly, as tarnish rendered them opaque.
The fastidious dwarf fell ass-backward into the latrine pit that the group had dug for elimination.
Vlados awoke to the smell of roasting pork, and felt hungry. That was when he realized it wasn’t his mother’s kitchen, but behind his bar. This was also the time he realized that it wasn’t pork, but Adpar that was cooking. This time, however, they weren’t vacant eyes that stared lifelessly back at him, but they were malicious black orbs that stared spitefully into his very being.
“Come burn with me,” the effigy said, as it lifted Vlados up into the roiling blaze.
Vlados resisted long enough to kick off the sleeping furs before slumping into catatonia.
Hoskar Mohawk was in a trancelike state. He had imbibed a tea made of ice-berries and Drakefire-cedar bark to help him pass into the dream world. As was the custom of his tribe, he believed the dream world to be real, and that the waking world was nothing more than a complex construct to help them make sense of their journey through their spirit’s life.
Thus, it was deceptively easy for Weif to slip into the Orc’s subconscious; which was surprising in itself for Weif, as there was precious little taint to the Orc. It was almost as if the Orc had only picked up residual corruption from the band he travelled with.
Nonetheless, while the orc readily accepted the intrusion into his psyche, Weif was met with harsh reprisals and violent defences. Weif’s dream image of a great snow bear solicited nothing more than a triumphant roar, and a barrage of arrows, followed by a ravaging assault with a spear. Hoskar was so relentless with his counter-attack that by the time that Weif found his bearings and was able to redouble his efforts to beat the orc’s will into submission, the bear’s pelt was more red than white. The great bear’s paw lashed out, furrowing trenches across the orc’s face, neck, and chest. The blow snapped the dreamer’s neck back, in a manner that would have crushed the spine and severed the cord in one fell swipe.
Hoskar’s convulsion pitched him face-first into the bucket of feed that he had been giving to the elks earlier that evening.
There was a child of light and dark who Weif next focused on. Kittalae’s subconsciousness was forever a tumult of light and dark, warring within. She found strength in the committed vigor, and flexibility of wood. It helped to find an agreeable footing for her spiritual direction. The demonic blood from Chessintra’s realm was to be her undoing this night. Her mental abduction began with images of Crallick striding towards her. He was nude. He was interested. She could somehow tell he was sober. He beckoned her. Finally, she would be his. She joyously ran towards him. She shed all her clothes along the run, then threw her scarlet arms open for his embrace, only to see his countenance change. At that second, his aspect darkened, and his flamberge found its way into her heart.
Kittalae convulsed, cried out, and was still, waking Arylae in the process.
Arylae sensed that all was not natural in the camp, and in the surrounding woods. Her primal senses scenting out necrotic and fetid odors. Her simple mind figured out the ambush. She had to flee. She had to find Amalae. She couldn’t rouse Crallick. She melted her orange and black fur into the shadows of the night.
Either fortune or fate had Arylae’s back that night, for none encountered her as she fled from the site of the wrongness. Putting her nose to the winds, she allowed her instincts to point her towards her goal. She struck out across the night tundra at a loping pace. She headed east, but slightly south, towards where she hoped she would come across Amalae’s scent.
Crallick was the last to fall into the insidious intrusions. He was nothing more than a ten-year-old boy in an orphanage that had been built in a docile village overlooking the great ocean from a cliff. The tranquility and beauty of this day would be shattered by war coming to the hamlet. The Crallick-boy looked up in abject terror as a gout of dragon fire ate through the timbers of the orphanage and began to consume, and burn them alive. The screams shouldn’t have persisted as long as they did. Crallick shouldn’t have suffered as long as he did. The world of dreams can be very judgmental. Thus, the suffering went on for quite some time.
After a scant five minutes, Weif opened his eyes. It was done. He issued the wordless command to go and retrieve the victims.
Wheeling his mount around, Weif began back to Cairnhold to turn his trophies over to Mordred. Mordred would be very pleased with him indeed.
 



Chapter 9
 
“Sadly, I never kept in touch with her much during our years apart. I was fighting my own demons, you see. But Wanda…”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Crallick’s first sense was the scent of flowers being blown in through a window on an early summer breeze. The delicate breeze was heard through the slight rustle of the curtains. There was a backbeat of two sets of lungs keeping time; his, and someone else’s. He felt the tightness of the bindings lashing his wrists down. His hands were bound in such a way, that each individual finger and thumb were immobilized. His captor was good, Crallick had to begrudgingly admit.
“You only made one mistake,” he grumbled aloud.
A human masculine voice barked a laugh. “Ha, ha!” Then, a pleasantly resonating voice added, “My, your brother did say you were funny.” A pause, “My dear Crallick Oakentree.” The voice finished.
His mind was so fuzzy. He was finding it hard to order his thoughts. Did the voice just say ‘his brother’?
“Your first mistake was letting me live,” he growled defiantly.
“My, you are quite good,” chortled the voice.
“My allies will…” Crallick began.
“Drawn and quartered downstairs. They were quite revolting.”
“Drawn and quartered?” roared Crallick, rage pulsing adrenaline through his veins, forcing a hormone-fueled sobriety.
“Oh come now,” the voice was laced with mock exasperation. “Do try to pay attention.” There was a dramatic pause. “I said, I had baths drawn and they’re quartered downstairs.”
Crallick was getting frustrated with his limited view. It was the slate grey ceiling. Testing his neck gingerly, he found it to be unfettered. He lifted his neck to see a laughing man at the foot of his bed.
“Oh my, I can see how that might have been a poor choice of words. What with you still addled from your possession and all. Ha, ha!” The man smiled congenially at him. “Please, Crallick, welcome to my home.”
“Well, firstly, you have me at a disadvantage, ser.” Crallick painted a wry smile on his face, “Also, you could unbind my wrists and I could formally clasp hands and accept your hospitality.”
A peal of laughter erupted from the man who seemed of truly good nature and fond humour. “My gods, your brother never told me how good a jester you truly were. I assure you, ser, no force in creation would see that come to pass. Your brother, Vaas, warned me that you were far less trustworthy than he. He also said not to let the title of ‘ser’ fool me, as he was certain you stole it, or came by it by foul means. I hope you understand,” the man ended with liquored honey upon his words.
“My knowing your name will kill you?” Crallick was trying to piece together the familiarity of the features before him.
“Oh, my!” he exclaimed. “Where are my manners?” As he stood, he brought his russet jack into Crallick’s field of view. Bowing, he added, “I am Mordred Bligh.”
Things clicked into place in Crallick’s mind. Eli. Eli Bligh.
“You any relation to Eli?”
“Why yes, I am, and thanks for the favour of dispensing with that pilfering shite,” Mordred smiled, and clasped his hands behind his back. “You are quite reasonable. This actually brings us nicely into our next topic.” Mordred’s aspect took on a more sinister vestige. “Where is my book?”
“Book?” Crallick asked. “Did you try your library?”
“The Malefecorum!” exploded Mordred. Colour tinted his face for the first time in their conversation.
Crallick studied him under a scrutinizing glare for some time, before answering. “It’s my understanding that it is Chessintra’s volume, not yours,” came his measured response.
In the heartbeat between Crallick’s cock-sure retort, and Mordred’s enraged reply, there was a moment when Crallick’s mind turned to Kittalae’s well-being. The dread that accompanied the uncertainty caused his heart to ring with a sharp pain.
“I beseech you not to trifle with me! Rest assured that it is MY material volume. Now, before I lose my temper and wrest the knowledge from your vapid skull, tell me where my fucking book is!?” Mordred raged.
Crallick raised an eyebrow in feigned indifference. “Give me one good reason I should share with you, even if I know?”
“Stop fencing with me, Crallick Oakentree, before I set Vaas to interrogate your friends.” Upon noting Crallick’s rush of pallor, Mordred grinned a sly smile that he had not donned since his dinner party. “Gloaming take you. Let’s see what your brother can extract from your little friends.”
Making himself oblivious to Crallick’s surge of defiant protestations, Mordred fled the room. The heavy oaken door providing succor from the bulk of the noisome rant.
Vaas strode down the hallway. He spotted Mordred with his back to a door. His Vitani hearing was able to pick out recognizable utterances from behind the portal.
“Is that my brother in there?” he sneered.
“It is.” Mordred looked into the pale eyes of the hired killer before him. “I believe you may have to persuade his friends to have him make sense of his situation. Get any one of them to talk, and I’ll give you a hefty bonus,” Mordred concluded.
“Consider it done, my friend,” Vaas said venomously to his retainer. “I’ll just collect a few things and get to work.”
Kiittalae had no idea how long she had lain in the white linen-sheeted bed. She felt curiously fatigued, in lieu of the usual refreshment that accompanied her waking. With alarm, she started upright, clutching the sheet to her breast. She perceived a form in the room with her. Was it Crallick? He seemed leaner. With alarm, she could not perceive her master. “Sweetheart?” she tentatively asked the silhouetted man by the fireplace.
“Hardly,” Vaas said. “I’m pretty sure that if you are my brother’s girl, property, or otherwise, I don’t care. Nevertheless, I wouldn’t betray him like that. Now, the unfortunate thing that confronts us is this: I’ve been hired to find something for a client, and I have a very good reputation. I have to find a book that my brother has run across. So, I will trust you will make this easy on both of us, won’t you…” then, lacing his final word with menace, Vaas concluded, “…darling?”
 
Crallick had lapsed back into unconsciousness. Then his eyes opened again. Idly, he wondered how long he had lain there. The tethers holding him fast were not designed to cut into, or abrade the flesh. As a result, they had to be the most comfortable restrains that he had suffered in his long and storied career. The downside of this was that he couldn’t tell the time by the wear on his wrists. He could, however, feel the bulging urgency of his bladder. It had been hours. A pull rope was temptingly close to his left hand—mere inches away. His mouth dried. He gave a ragged breath of frustrated resolve. His bound fingers prevented even subtle manipulations to cast the most elementary of spells. Fuck it, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to lay in his own piss. As the moist warmth spread out from his loins, Crallick’s head began to throb with pain. Goddess, he needed a drink. Goddess help him, what in creation was his brother doing here? Where was he? Suddenly, his eyes opened wide. Something was horribly wrong with Kittalae. The gem he had swallowed to bind his slave to him was pulsing with a violent anguish in his guts. She was in pain. Excruciating pain. He screamed in sympathy.
 
Kittalae wished she was dead. In a near delirious state, her mind reeled over what had just transpired.
Vaas had crossed the room and pulled the sheet from her form, leaving her bare to his scrutiny. 
“Exquisite,” he had appreciated. “If you like red, at least.” At her yellow-eyed glare, he added, “Don’t worry, like my brother, I simply love red.” Then he had reached out to grab her by her wrist. With it, he half-led, half-dragged her to a simple wooden chair in front of her room’s hearth. It had a straight back, with armrests and no padding. The chair was pushed into a simple wooden table, likewise unimpressive, save for the utensils that rested upon it.
Vaas sat down upon a chair, after he pulled it from the opposite side of the table. He sat at her left side and gave her a Crallick-like grin. This had sent chills through her. “Do you know what I love about beauty?” he had posed to her.
Kittalae had thought to keep quiet. She’d had a brutal master before, but with her, there had still been the protection of valued property. Nothing had ever been done to her that was too painful or injuring. She feared that with this man, he knew no such boundaries. Instead, she had found herself pleading, “If you are my master’s brother, then as his property, I should warn you about the implications of damaging his property. He shall be immensely furious, and his wrath is nothing to be trifled with…”
She had been winding up with more, but Vaas interrupted. 
“His wrath. His wrath? Don’t you think you should be a little more concerned with my wrath?” Vaas growled contemptuously. “Where do you think my half-brother got his temper? Don’t you think it runs in the family?” Vaas had taken a leather strap from the table and began binding her hand to the arm of the chair. “By the way, thank you for helping me with a moral dilemma. Had you meant something to him, I’d have had a hard time justifying to myself what I’m about to do to you.”
While Vaas continued his work, Kittalae found herself unable to concentrate enough to talk to the wood spirits. He was continuing to talk while he worked, “Since I know you are just property, I’ll just compensate him for any replacement costs.” Vaas lifted her chin to peer into her eyes. “Not to worry, there won’t be any bad blood between us. It’s just the cost of doing business, you understand?”
Vaas had risen, paced behind her chair and then had resumed binding her right arm. “Back to my question though, my dear. Do you know what fascinates me about beauty?”
Kittalae had finally relented. “No. What?”
“It’s symmetry. Simple symmetry. Anything out of symmetry is immediately detracting to the eye. You see?” Vaas then suddenly drew a dagger from an unnoticed sheath. He had presented it to her, balanced along the guard. “Viewed this way, the Jaragua hide hilt grabs your attention, stealing it away from the Jherim sun-steel blade, which is, ironically, the most beautiful part of the dagger.” Vaas had then smiled at her, and had balanced the dagger upon his open palm. This presentation showed the full plane of the dagger, face on to her. “You see how much more beautiful this looks when you can see the golden blade, and get the true measure of the weapon, through its whole being? You can evenly see the pommel, hilt, guard, and blade, all in their true relation to each other.” His eyes had taken on almost a lustful gleam as he observed his own blade.
“It is truly beautiful,” Kittalae murmured. She realized her hands had been bound face up to the arms of the chair.
Vaas nodded his agreement but she feared the look in his eyes. He gingerly placed the blade into the blazing fire. Turning to the table, Vaas addressed her again, seeming to be the more talkative of the two brothers. “Let’s see, my dear. Iron pot—check. Wax in pot—check. Fifty sterile pins—check.” He glanced at her with mock concern. “After all, we wouldn’t want you to die from infection from a sloppy job, now would we? Especially when you tell me what I want to know.” Vaas pulled forward a white towel. “The problem with you, my dear, is that you are not beautiful enough. You are asymmetrical,” Vaas judged.
Her feminine indignation got the better of her mouth. “I am perfectly symmetrical!” she blurted out at the insult.
“Oh really?” Vaas challenged, then he unceremoniously drove his dagger into her wooden prosthesis. It remained inert.
Her lack of commune with the wood spirits had begun to worry her. This latest display terrified her. It dawned on her then, that she wasn’t symmetrical. Oh, by Skyurr’s grace, she hoped she was wrong.
She wasn’t.
With delicate care and a ruthless smile, Vaas began heating the tip of his sun-steel blade in the fireplace. “We don’t want infection, now do we?” His patronly tone dripped faux concern. When the blade tip was glowing as yellow as the celestial body it was named after, Vaas took it clear of the fire, and soothed the temperature in his pot of water, producing a feather-like plume of hissing steam.
Vaas strode over. He gently rested the flat of the blade on her forearm. “Not too cold for you, I hope?” he cooed.
Her baleful sulfurous eyes glared back at him.
“Alright then. Let’s get to business,” Vaas said politely. “I could ask you a bunch of questions, just for you to lie to me, in order to avoid the torture. So, let’s put these things in perspective. You are my tool. Not my information source. Understand?”
Kittalae felt the colour drain away from her face. “B-b-b-but, what if I’m willing to talk?” she posed.
Grinning widely, Vaas explained, “Well, I wouldn’t want to accrue a greater debt with Crallick, should his slave talk. If you knew Crallick as I do, you’d know that you wouldn’t wish that upon your worst enemy, let alone a pretty young thing like yourself.”
A demure “Oh” escaped her lips. Then a startled “ah!” A pressure had built swiftly in her left arm, dimpling the skin slowly until, with a welling of ruby, the skin sighed back into place, embracing the dagger lovingly within its moist warmth. A ruby bracelet formed on her scarlet forearm.
The white linen that Vaas had lain onto the arms of the chairs bloomed a deep crimson. A burning pain ran down Kittalae’s forearm as the sun-steel dagger drew its way from her arm to her middle fingertip. She began gasping in huffed out sobs of pain.
Vaas took the dagger and tossed it into a boiled kettle of water. Taking a set of metal gauntlets that looked like a fisherman may use them for the scaling of fishes, he said softly, “If I do this just right, my dear, then you should have a perfect sheath of skin. But first, we have to get rid of those pesky fingernails.”
Vaas withdrew a sunsteel set of pliers from the kettle, and anchored the searing hot teeth of the vice on her pinky fingernail.
“Look at me,” he soothed, although he wasn’t even done with his sentence before a searing jolt of white agony shot the length of her arm. He dropped the first of five victims into a white bone bowl.
“P-p-puh-leeze stop-p hu-hurting me,” sobbed Kittalae.
“Shhh,” Vaas said. “I’m treating you like royalty. Most people I’m asked to interrogate never survive. So you’re doing really well,” he encouraged, while ripping the last two fingernails free of their beds.
That task done, he hooked the barbs on the finger pads of his gauntlet into the flesh of her forearm.
“Now I have to concentrate really hard for this part. Wish me luck,” Vaas instructed.
A wash of shearing agony ran up the length of her arm while she wretched her suffering all over herself. A disjointed thought wandered through her reeling mind. ‘I wonder if this is what trees feel like when starving animals peel the bark from them during hard winters? I should ask.’
She was about to mercifully black out until an acrid stench blasted through her nares. The burning of her mucous membranes brought her back to wakefulness, and also heightened her sense of pain. She gasped, then screamed.
“Now, now,” Vaas chided. “We can’t have you passing out on us now, can we?” He was holding up a crimson glove. Wait, no he wasn’t. Her flesh found the same bowl as her fingernails, without her moving. Vaas discarded the gauntlets to the table. Then he held his hands in the steam over the simmering kettle that was suspended in the fireplace. Once a sheen of moisture had limned his hands, he turned back to the kettle that was resting on the table and removed his dagger. With his other hand, he slid it slickly over the facia and muscular sheaths of her denuded forearm.
Oh Skyurr preserve her, what was he thinking of doing now? Her mind raced as swiftly as her heart pounded. “Please, stop,” she meekly sobbed.
“Come now, my dear. You are doing just fine,” Vaas reassured her. Several deft incisions that were remarkably painless allowed Vaas to petal her muscles away from her arm, turning it into a meaty flower; the center of which was her wrist, and the stem, by all the holies, was her white-boned arm. She could actually see the tan of her tendons, and the cream of her bones; yellow ligaments also swam into her vision. She was vomiting again. Reeling into the void, only to be jolted back into consciousness by that horrid stench.
Vaas smiled warmly. “I’ll just tidy up here, and then finish up with you. Don’t get any ideas about falling asleep. I want you to enjoy every sensation.” Little and violent tugs yanked at her wrist as, one by one, each muscle was added to the bone bowl. Soon, agast, Kittalae stared, through a brain-induced opiate cloud, at her flesh flayed, fileted wrist and hand. All that seemed to be left was a numbingly painful collection of raw nerves, connective tissue, bone, and some blood vessels. Her lower lips hung slack, and she drooled her agony. She had already voided both bladder and bowel and must have stunk even into the reaches of the furnace.
Vaas either didn’t seem to notice, or care. His last step had been to move her to the fireplace. A bubbling, viscous tallow sang in the pot. The slurry of wax was red in colour.
“I want to match as well as I can,” Vaas explained with a clinical pride. “Ready?”
Before she could answer, Vaas deftly sliced open her bindings on the one arm, and plunged it up to the incision site, into the molten wax. She screamed piercingly. Then she passed out. Mercifully, she didn’t reawaken.
Actually, mercy had nothing to do with it. It was simply convenience. It was easier for Vaas to haul a limp body back up to Crallick’s chambers than to drag a struggling one.
Vaas paused at the bedroom door, turned back into the room, and then collected and donned his wide-brimmed hat. He cocked his head so as not to dimple his brim against the side of the unconscious woman. Centering his load, he climbed the stairs back to his brother’s chambers. He idly wondered how his idiot brother had gotten tied up in this mess. Well, one thing at a time. He’d worry about business first.
Vaas opened the door to Crallick’s room. He took in the curious pallor on his younger brother with a clinical detachment.
Crallick looked on, aghast, as Vaas unceremoniously dumped Kittalae into a stuffed chair.
“What did you do, you monster?” Crallick dryly spat.
“Monster?” Vaas scoffed. “Oh, now that’s rich, especially coming from the likes of you, Crallick ‘Carnage-born’” Vaas overemphasized the title to drive home his point. Then he narrowed his eyes at the fury he could glean from Crallick’s own gaze. A realization dawned upon him. “Aw, shit, Crallick. She said she was just your property. I figured I’d only mess her up a little then threaten what I’d do when you didn’t give me what I wanted, to imagine what I’d do to someone you truly cared about.”
A spiteful pause answered him before Crallick hissed, “Just like you taught me.”
“Yeah, just like I taught you,” Vaas agreed. “I guess we’ll skip all that, and go right to the main event in this case. Do me a solid and don’t make this worse on any of the others, Cral. Just tell me where the Malefecorum is.” Vaas’s eyes tried to convey sympathy.
Tears fought to be free of Crallick’s eyes. He licked his dry and chapped lips. “I need a drink,” He flatly stated.
“I can handle that,” Vaas explained. He headed over to a sideboard and grabbed a crystal decanter filled with a clear liquid. Opening the vessel, he held it to his nose and breathed in with an involuntary jerk back, and then exhaled 
“Whooo!” he shook his head. “This should be strong enough for you.” He poured a healthy measure into a crystal goblet and brought it to the bedside. Vaas sat upon the mattress beside his defeated-looking brother.
Crallick opened his mouth, his eyes desperate for the edge-removing potion. The pain he felt through the empathy of the swallowed gem was more sympathetic anguish than physiological damage, but he felt gutted nonetheless.
Vaas gingerly put the lip of the goblet to Crallick’s mouth. Then he angled up the goblet’s stem, allowing the liquid to slip into Crallick’s mouth. There was a genuine tenderness in his visage. In Vaas’s mind, he was recalling feeding his chilled brother a hot broth from when Crallick had gone through the ice while the two of them were hunting sickle-tusk boar during the midwinter thaw in the great swamp. They had hit and critically wounded a boar, but the ornery thing had fled in spite of their best efforts to corral the beast. In the end, it had made for a snow-covered islet, and the two young men had pursued it. Vaas heard the ice crack alarmingly. His charged call of alarm came too late. Young Crallick had plummeted headlong into the icy waters along with the panicked boar. Frothing waters that pinked swiftly made it next to impossible to discern the lad’s safety. The water settled. Crallick’s dagger flew into the air and landed on the ice, pommel first. Vaas had grabbed it before it slid back into the waters. There was a leather tie on it. Vaas had beamed with pride. His younger brother had always been an attentive student. Vaas swiftly, but deliberately drew in the lifeline. His brother had broken the surface, teeth chattering like a palsied drummer. As Vaas had been about to let go of the rope to gather up his brother, Crallick had yelled that, by Flowwe’s grace, he should keep pulling the damned boar up. They had returned triumphantly to their home, the boar dragging between them on a sledge. Their mother had been dismayed, and their father while secretly proud, Vaas figured, dutifully scolded their recklessness. Vaas had then been left in charge of caring for the sickened Crallick.
His brother now looked much older and world-worn. Now he took hard liquor, and not broth, from his steady hand. This wasn’t home, nor were they allies. The only thing that hadn’t changed was that they were still brothers.
Crallick drained the goblet. In silence, his mind had wandered back to the same memories. The burning potato liquor had made him pleasantly woozy.
“Thanks,” He slurred. It had been so long since his last drink, it was hitting him harder than he expected. He had downed it swiftly, a copious amount.  His head was spinning. “I’m not getting out of this one, am I?”
Vaas scoffed, “It would serve you right for doing such a piss poor job of whatever it was you were doing up here in Amaral. Shite, Cral, you know I don’t like mixing family in with my business. You fucked up royally.”
“Shorry,” came Crallick’s muted apology.
“Just tell me what I’m getting paid to find out, and I’ll worry about getting you out of here. Deal?” Vaas implored.
“You promise to get the rest of my crew out?” Crallick tried to hang onto his tough persona. The drink, and punch-drunk feeling after the distress Kittalae had endured, was causing him to fail miserably. His cheeks soon felt as wet as his loins.
“Yeah, I promise,” Vaas said.
Crallick reasoned that if he could get his crew free, they would have a new opportunity to stop Mordred.
“Okay,” he muttered. “You remember Wanda…?”
 
Arylae bounded across the tundra. Her fur fluffed out by the chill wind. Her nose rose into the wind and she sniffed, seeking familiar scents. She had been loping along an east, southeast trajectory. A scent caught her nostrils, causing her ears to flatten to the sides, and a rumble to rise in her throat. Her whiskers twitched as she scented a canine odour. She kept going onward, although her loping stride had slowed to a hunting prowl.
Twilight had set when she heard the howl crisply pierce the chill breeze. It carried to her ears from the south. The answering call came from the north. This wasn’t good. She was being hunted. It was like her master. He had her go off and drive prey to him. This would seem to be the same. She felt that she should answer kind with kind. So, raising her own head to the cresting moon, she roared. It was a sound unlike anything the tundra had ever heard. She then turned her pacing into the south, making a beeline to the driver of the hunt, not towards the trap. This decision might buy her a moment or two, before things got really intense.
The brown eyes rimmed by white widened in alarm as its prey hadn’t done what was intended. The large amber pools of malice narrowed in delight. Within a heartbeat, both predators were in motion.
The great cat lunged. The tundra dog dodged. The wolf was an eye-blink slower. The massive canines of the tiger drove through the thick fur and tough skin into the wolf’s shoulders, slowing it enough to get her retractable claws pierced deep into its back and side. Her weight pinned the snarling and screaming wolf to the ground. A second, swift bite at the base of its neck, crunched through both the creature’s neck, and severed its panicked cry for aid.
Not taking her eyes off of her now swiftly cooling foe, Arylae’s right ear rotated slightly in the cool air, to better pick up a sound she thought she detected. There was a paw landing among a tuft of grass; a heavy exhale of air from taxed lungs. Silence.
The white markings on the back of her ears were intended to provide a confusion as they, in dim light, appeared as eyes, making it difficult to determine the direction that the striped cat was facing. Her eyes, her real ones, darted back and forth along the tundra, seeking her attackers. She raised her blood-soaked muzzle as, amongst a chorus of yips and ruffs, and snarls and growls, seven wolves launched themselves at her flanks.
Arylae sprang from her kill as five of the lunging beasts collided with her flank. Teeth bit into her two shoulders, one catching the ruff of the back of her neck, and another, her back leg. The final one sent a searing pain up the length of her tail.
Arylae’s massive bulk and predator’s tone helped her withstand the onslaught of the cumulative mass of the impacts. The wolves were leaner, lighter, and their teeth had a hard time penetrating the thick fur on her body. With a pain-filled and very angry roar, she shimmied her shoulders violently, tossing the three wolves aside. Whipping her body almost in half, she clamped her jaws down on the back of the wolf on her tail. Arterial blood spurted from between her teeth. Another bound of her corded legs launched her atop of a rocky outcropping. Here, she spun to her left, and caught a wolf mid-leap, her dagger-length canines bursting through the wolf’s skull to flood her mouth with fatty flavor from its brain. Another wolf dove under her throat, sinking its teeth into her neck. It tried feverishly to crush her windpipe. Its three companions leapt at her. One drove its teeth into her hind leg, tearing into the tendons there. The others harried her, ripping tufts of orange and black free from its roots.
Arylae’s forepaws came down on the wolf worrying at her throat. The sickle-like claws rent the bowels free of its gut. It swiftly lost strength and with a whine, slumped into a ne’er-waking sleep.
The three remaining wolves backed away, confidences shaken. Their throats growled warningly.
Arylae’s responding snarling lunge scattered them into the growing night. She knew that in spite of their timidity that her ordeal was far from over. They had her scent. She was bleeding. Also, her back leg hurt terribly.
She rested on her back haunches until the wolves had drifted out of sight. They were keeping up-wind, they had no intention of letting her go so easily. She idly reached down and almost absently began licking the fur free from the flesh of the freshly disemboweled wolf. She then tore herself off a fleshy gobbet and swallowed the warm meal.
Arylae scanned the rough countryside. She made note of stands of cedars and dragon-teeth pines. Rocky outcroppings, and fern-choked meadows. She stuck to those, as the dappling pattern of the ferns best suited her camouflaged hide. After many hours, she came across a stream. Its icy water was refreshing. Her ears perked up as she heard a baying in the distance. Cutting her drinking short, she bounded across the stream, remembering that she had a hard time following prey by scent across the water. She loped downstream a bit before coming up across the other side. She was limping notably. She shook brilliant beads of water free of her heavy coat. This did little to assuage the cool summer night’s chill. Arylae definitely preferred a warmer clime. She drew in a large breath through her nostrils and promptly sneezed. She shook her ruffed neck in frustration. It was almost the break of dawn before she allowed herself to collapse in a copse of cedars in an orange and black pile of exhaustion.
 
Vaas woke early that morning. He dressed in his leathers, grabbed his wide-brimmed hat, swept a few errant trophy tails from his view, and set out to find Mordred. He had left Crallick with his slave, his partner, or his gods-knew-what. He then walked down to the guestrooms. Each one a gilded cell for each of the captured party members of his brother’s contingent. Vaas had no reason to question any of them. His brother had spoken freely. His inebriation, and something else, made him surprisingly pliable. Vaas wasn’t about to complain though. As a professional bounty hunter, he always preferred easier tasks. Contrary to Crallick’s philosophy, he avoided conflict whenever possible. This wasn’t to say he wasn’t adept at it when it was called for. No, he simply checked in to make sure they were all still breathing. Vaas had told Crallick that he would spare them, after all. He approached Mordred’s dining hall. He had put off coming to his retainer for a bit of theatre. There was no point letting Mordred know how easily he had acquired the information. No, Vaas thought, allow some mystery to be there.
With a light grunt, he shouldered open the heavy oaken doors. “Good morning, Mordred. How is your fare?” Vaas strode across the room and sat unbidden across from his darkly attired host. He helped himself to a haunch of rabbit.
Only mildly perturbed at the intrusion, Mordred forced a congenial smile. “I trust you have good news for me?”
“It took a while, but I was able to crack them.” Vaas wiped some grease from his smooth chin, “I know where the Malefecorum is.” He let the weight of the words hang between them for a spell.
Fighting to contain a smile, Mordred leaned forward with anticipation. “Well, man. Out with it. Where?” he exclaimed.
“Well, let’s just readdress the few things related to my retainership first.” Vaas held up a hand to count off the points on his fingers. “First, I hate working with undead. They smell like shite.” A second finger rose up. “Second, the caliber of the material you have me hunting is out of my usual league.” The third finger accompanied his continued discourse. “Thirdly, I just had to deal with family. I don’t like mixing family and business. It’s bad taste, you understand?”
“Your point?” Mordred’s voice had grown flat.
“I want another 250 dragons,” Vaas laid his point brazenly on the table.
Mordred scoffed at the bounty hunter, “You truly are mercenary scum. So be it.” He called to his steward, “Get him his money.”
They ate in silence while the steward returned with the funds in a coffer. It was clunked heavily on the table in front of Vaas. The steward was about to walk away when Vaas grabbed him. “Open it.” he hissed.
With a panicked look at his master, the steward begrudgingly lifted the lid on the coffer. There was no dart, nor a bladder of noxious gas. It was safe. Vaas shoved the steward’s startled hand deep into the coins. There was no scream from him. No burning acid, poison, nor animal.
“Okay, we’re good,” said Vaas.
“Really, my good man,” Mordred offered cordially, “you really ought to be a little more trusting.”
Vaas wryly smiled. “Your help should have more backbone,” he counter-advised. Then he added, “The Malefecorum is in a Bannathyrran city known as Crossroads. It’s in the temple of Flowwe there. It’s being held in the custody of an acquaintance of mine. A Flowwevite sister of some formidable skill, Wanda Swells.”
“Are you kidding me?” Mordred smiled widely. “No castle? No vault? No army? There is just a wretched priestess in a Flowwevit temple? Chessintra blesses me, this will be far too easy.”
Vaas smiled, “Well, I like to see my customers happy. When do you want me to depart?”
“Oh no, my simple friend. This is far too delicate a task for you.” Mordred failed to keep the contempt from his voice. “No, I shall see to this personally. You have a far more important disposal to take care of.”
“Oh?” Vaas drank some elk milk. “And what is that?”
“Execute the prisoners and conscript their bodies into my service. Do you think you can handle that? Or should I get someone else?”
“No,” Vaas worked consciously to keep the tells from his face. “I am nothing if not reliable. You’ve paid me handsomely. You get what you pay for, my good man. You have the best.” Vaas rose, “If you’ll be so kind as to excuse me, I have some cleaning up to take care of.”
“You truly are cold-blooded, Vaas. I admire that in you.” Mordred also rose, “I shall see you anon. I have some packing to do, and a swift departure to plan.”
With a cursory shake of their hands, the two men departed to different parts of the castle, intent on their dark purposes.
 



Chapter 10
 
“Wanda had been working hard at bringing peace and tranquility to the good folks of Crossroads. And when I came calling … in need of her help, she was there.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Vaas traipsed through the halls of Cairnhold. His mind was calculating furiously. Mordred was leaving. He was taking the bulk of his undead contingent. Vaas would only have about thirty or so garrisoning troops to contend with. If Crallick’s crew were as tough as the types that his brother used to run with, then they shouldn’t have much of a problem. Provided, of course, they executed their plans correctly. Vaas’s first stop was to get to the armory. Then he’d get Tobin. From there—well, he’d have to improvise. The weight of what he was about to do weighed horribly upon him. In his line of work, his word was his bond. And, well, he was about to break his word to his employer for the sake of keeping his word to his brother. Talk about bad business.
Walking into the armory, Vaas Oakentree grabbed a heavy burlap sack and shoveled Tobin’s axe and armor into its folds. He marked where the rest of the articles from Crallick’s crew’s capture were stowed, and promptly grabbed a brace of extra daggers, tossing them into the bag as well. He then hoisted the whole lot upon his shoulder and headed to the lower guest rooms.
He walked past the steward, who flinched away from him. He passed without so much as a sidelong glance. Vaas then passed one of Mordred’s officers—a definition he used loosely. He needed only to use his nose to be able to tell when he was out of its immediate vicinity. By the gods, he hated undead. Damned unnatural, if you asked him.
Vaas arrived at a richly-stained pine door. Then, taking a moment to surreptitiously glance up and down the hallway, he opened it and deftly stepped inside.
A pair of dejected dwarves glanced up at him from either side of a rough wooden table. Suddenly, one of them twisted their face up in the rage of recognition, and fear.
“Vaas! Ye churlish son of a bitch!” roared Tobin. “What the gloaming do ye think ye’re doin’ ere!?”
“Master dwarf!” Vaas raised his hand placatingly, “Peace!” He tossed the sack onto the ground amidst a cacophony of metallic clatters. “I’m here to rescue you.”
At the dwarf’s incredulous look, Vaas elaborated, “It’s complicated.”
Gathering up his impressive bulk, the old dwarf grumbled, “I need more’n that to find no excuse ta’ kill ye outright fer’ betrayin’ me boy’s faith in ye.” As Vaas opened his mouth to protest, Tobin shut him up with a glare. “Lemme’ finish, or so help me, I’ll kill ye and figger me own way out. Just tell me how it came ta’ pass, ye take us all prisoner, knowin’ yer brother counts among our number? Eh? Tell me how’n that sits with ye?”
Vaas’s shoulders visibly sagged. “Look, I was hired to find a relic. Nothing more. I knew that as soon as that job was done, I could finish off with this retainership. I wasn’t fond of the lord’s methods. I hate working with the undead. When they dragged the lot of you in here, I recognized you first, from back in the day. Then I saw my brother. “Vaas took a deliberate breath. “I just did my fucking job to the letter of the contract. And now, I am about to go against every ethic that governs my line of work. I was told to execute the lot of you, and send you to be reanimated. I told my brother that should he help me out, all of you would be unharmed.” Vaas’s piercing eyes rent into Tobin’s defiant aspect. “So, here I am, keeping my word to my family, and praying to Aarison that I’ll still have enough of a reputation to be able to continue to make a living.”
Tobin glared long and hard at Vaas. He glanced sideways at Vlados, who had been quietly watching the exchange. “What do ye think?” he asked his fellow dwarf.
“I say it’s better late than never to man up and to do the right thing,” Vlados shrugged. “We can try to smooth shite out with the others. I believe him that he was put in a bad place and is trying to do right by his family. I say we trust him until proven otherwise.”
“Agreed,” Tobin gruffly grabbed the deposited bag. “Let’s see what ye brung me.”
A short while later, with both Vaas and Vlados helping him don his armor, Tobin was the shining beacon of championship that heralded him in all of his escapades. Hafting his axe, he grinned, “Let’s go liberate our friends.”
Vlados took the brace of daggers and nodded.
Vaas went to the door. He cracked it, and then checked the hallway. In finding it clear, he motioned the two dwarves into the hall. Vaas pointed in one direction, down the hall, then pointed at Vlados’ weapon. He made walking motions with his fingers, then held up a single finger, then two, then three.
Vlados watched the charade, then whispered, “Armory is three floors down?”
Vaas groaned quietly, and nodded, As Vlados skulked off to get his effects, Tobin accompanied Vaas to a door across the hall.
The pine door opened to reveal a nicely appointed room. In it rested a swarthy blond human, and a wiry, although well-muscled, Halfling. They both rose to their feet, menace in their stances; the half-man upon the mattress, the human from a chair.
Tobin barged past Vaas, with a brusk, “Stand ye down. All’o ye!”
“Tobin!” cried Drake. While Teequog simply grinned so widely that his smile threatened to eat his face.
“Erik, Teequog, ‘tis good to see ye!” Tobin smiled. Then almost as abruptly as his entrance, furrowed his brow. “Vaas will give ye directions to the armory. Get yer things, and wait fer us there. Unnerstand?”
“Got it,” Erik replied. Teequog nodded.
Vaas made short work of giving them directions. After, he led Tobin up another flight of stairs to the next set of rooms. The next room held a Mortani elf, bound like Crallick. She looked up implacably from her seat on a settee by a hearth.
“So, am I now to be tortured? Rest assured that Crallick shan’t cave under threat of my demise,” she cooly stated.
“Hah,” Vaas dryly laughed. “No, I suppose he wouldn’t, at that.” He offered no other explanation other than to begin untying her wrists and fingers. Vaas allowed Tobin to bring Syllethrae up to speed on their situation.
Syllethrae glared at Vaas. Her eyes were hard with mistrust. She looked back at Tobin before leaving to get her supplies. “Watch yourself, Master Cliffreaver, I don’t trust him.”
“Aye, m’dear, I shall,” Tobin reassured her.
Etoillume had spent two fitful nights with unbridled fury and rage building up inside him. The gloom dancer was going over move after move. His roommate was growing less and less patient with him, with every passing moment. Hoskar Mohawk and Etoillume were just beginning a brawl when their door opened to reveal this discordant scene to Tobin and Vaas.
“Explain to me,” intoned Vaas, “why Crallick is travelling with a gob-blood and a fop.”
“Mortani rep, ‘n guide,” came Tobin’s terse reply.
“Tobin!” the two exclaimed as one. They quickly disentangled themselves. Hoskar seemed about to offer an explanation when Vaas cut him off.
“Your mating rituals are none of my concern.” Then he added, “These are the directions for the armory. Your shite is stored there. Go fetch it. We have one last stop to make.”
Tobin took another look at Vaas. Then, shaking his head he asked, “Vaas, ye ha’ ta’ tell me, what in the blessed forge are those things hanging from yer hat?”
“You don’t want to know,” Vaas replied, as the two latest rescues were running towards the downward spiraling stairs.
“Aye, but I asked now, didn’t I?” retaliated Tobin.
“Nekomin tails,” Vaas retorted.
“Ach, now ye’re messing with me. They’re too small fer Nekomin tails,” Tobin chided good-naturedly.
“They’re plenty big enough if they were children,” Vaas coldly responded.
A chilled Tobin asked for no further explanation.
Vaas began his climb through Cairnhold’s keep. At the next floor, though, he stopped and motioned Tobin to wait. Tobin could smell what he couldn’t see; the sickly sweet aroma of necrotizing flesh.
Vaas slid free a brace of short blades from their underarm sheaths. Deftly palming them, he walked confidently up to the door of the room containing his brother, and his ‘property’. Damned if it wouldn’t be a while, if ever, that he lived that down. Stepping between the pair of undead guards, his hands shot out with lightning precision. Each blade targeted the base of the spine where the skull meets the neck. With a cartilage crunch, the pair of intervertebral discs ruptured, giving way to the cleaving of the spinal cord. Both undead dropped limply to the floor. Though their mouths continued a parody of teeth-gnashing movements, trying to reach his ankles.
He put his boot through the head of one and was about to turn his attention to the other, when he heard the sodden squelch and smelt the release of rotten fatty tissue. Tobin had come up behind the scenes and flat-bladed the side of the abomination’s skull with his axe.
Tobin was now looking forlornly at the ichor drooling from the pristine, lustrous, silver axe. He then wiped the morass on the leather trousers of the cadaver.
Vaas opened the door to Crallick’s room. Kittalae had curled up on the bed beside him. It could have possibly been a romantic scene, except for the stench of bodily effluvia.
When she saw him enter the room, she quailed.
Crallick groaned his despair.
Vaas simply said, “Time to be going.”
Tobin burst into the room behind Vaas, and rushed forwards, “Oh, Crallick, me boy, what a sight ye are! Get ‘yer shite together. We got to be getting out of here. Ye savvy?”
Crallick looked down at the tugging fingers on the knots of the cords that bound his hands into balled mittens. “Tobin?” he rasped.
“Aye. It’s me,” Tobin reassured him.
“I fucked up,” Crallick swallowed hard. “My brother was here.”
“Uh, I know lad, we cen’ figger that out when we got to. And yeah, yer’ brother is helping us get out,” Tobin again tried to reassure.
“What? No! He tortured Kittalae!” Crallick tried to focus. His head pounded. He tasted the acrid flavor of vomit. “Look at her.”
Tobin glanced at Kittalae, then balked. His trembling hands dropped the rope. “By all the divines. What did ye do, Vaas?” he breathed.
“What I thought I had to,” he growled. “We can have this shite out after we are free of Cairnhold.”
“Oh, ye can count on that lad,” Tobin’s flint-sharp eyes furrowed under knitted brows. “I promise ye. We’ll have an accounting, indeed.”
Once Crallick’s hands were free, his flamberge appeared in his hand. He half rose out of the bed, but his head swam, and his gorge rose, and all he managed to do was puke his meagre breakfast over the side of the bed.
Kittalae, not so poisoned, held alert, sulfurous eyes upon Vaas as he unfettered her.
“Can you help your master?” Vaas commanded, forgetting what he had learned in the heat of the moment.
“Of course I can,” smoldered Kittalae balefully. “I would be a poor slave if I couldn’t bear my master’s burden.” It infuriated her that this one person could make her relationship and station with her Crallick feel so slimy. She began to feel her sense of the wood spirits returning with the fetters being removed. She found she was again able to move her wooden hand. She slid that arm under Crallick’s armpits and hoisted the bulk of his weight upon her shoulders. The cloth that had been used to bind her had been woven through with copper threads. The metal overpowered the wood song that she was relieved to again commune with.
Tobin and Vaas led Crallick and Kittalae back down to the armory. On their arrival, the congregated party had already decked themselves out in their gear, along with a few choice upgrades and add-ons. They collectively reacted in various displays of astonishment at the sight of Kittalae’s further disfigurement, and the blighted husk of Crallick’s spirit.
While Kittalae moved about collecting her things, with Syllethrae’s help, Vaas jumped up on a stack of sandbags.
“Hey!” he hissed in a stage whisper. “Attend me!” He then waited for those to gather up closer, though still too loosely to be considered a huddle. “For those who don’t know me, my name is Vaas. Crallick is my brother. I taught him almost everything he knows. So just because he is out of action, this by no means indicates that you are all buggered. I gave him my word I would see you all safe, and that is what I mean to do.” He paused to let that sink in, then he continued, “Make no mistake, I am every bit as ruthless as my brother. The only difference between us is he swears loyalty to a crown, and I swear loyalty to no one save my blood. It happened to be Haer’az’s shitty fortune that pitted my employer against my own kin. I still got my employer the information I was hired to deliver, so my conscience is clean. However, I was never hired on to dispatch you, or my family. It was his mistake to ask me to follow through with that. I tortured Kittalae. I interrogated Crallick. If you want to have an issue with that, fine, just do so after I’ve kept my word to my brother. We’ll settle any accounts then. Do we have an accord?”
Tobin piped up first. “Aye, lad, ye do. ‘n I’ll e’en vouch fer ye. I’ve been knowin’ Vaas ‘ere fer almost as long as I’ve known Crallick. He be a man o’ his word.”
“That’s good enough for me,” Vlados added gruffly. This led a chorus of reluctant assents.
“Good,” Vaas agreed. “How many of you are combatants, and what are your specialties?” he asked, eager to take a measure of his assets.
“Ye bloody well know I’m one of the best warriors to ever shed blood with ‘yer brother. I can hold any line ye need holdin’.” Tobin grumbled. He realized that this was a necessary, if not tedious, step to their survival.
“Yes Master Cliffreaver, I know of your skills well,” Vaas assured. “You?” he pointed at Vlados.
Scoffing, Vlados smiled wryly, “Former bartender, now pirate captain, and commando.” He preened a bit, running his hands over his stubble-rich temples.
“I don’t need a resume, I need a skill-set,” snarled Vaas, the family intolerance to incompetence showing through.
“I commune with wood spirits, and use a spear with great effectiveness. I know some lesser healing arts,” interrupted Kittalae. “Does that meet your criteria?”
Vaas smiled weakly at this unexpected rescue. “Yes, that is exactly what I’m looking to learn.”
“Oh, then, in that case, I am good with a crossbow and fair with a shortsword or cutlass. I also know a thing or two about poisons,” Vlados amended his pompous response.
“Better, thank you. That will do,” Vaas noted.
“I am his surgeon. My knife-wielding is second to none. I am also skilled in some healing magics,” Syllethrae said.
“I hunt!” Teequog proudly exclaimed. “Me silent! Poison!” He made a blowing motion, huffing out his cheeks violently, “Dead!”
“I see,” began Vaas, rather doubtfully.
“He’s really quite good. I’ve even seen him use his maca thing to tear off a fin of a shark,” Erik vouched for the pygmy.
“Ok, and you?” Vass moved on.
“Oh I’m Vlados’ first mate,” Erik began, then caught himself. “I guess I’m a brawler. I’m handy with a cutlass and a pistol.”
Hoskar admitted, “We are pretty tracker heavy, I guess. I use throwing axes, maca, and spear.”
“I am one of the most exquisite gloaming dancers that the evening court has to offer. I am adept at stealth and skirmishing,” Etoillume stated. There was no bravado to his claim.
“You know what I’m capable of,” the hollow voice surprised the lot of them. They turned as one organism to see the pallid countenance of Crallick gazing determinably at them. The haft of his weight was leaning onto the flamberge he used as a crutch.
“That I do, little brother,” Vaas breathed deeply. “You’ll forgive me if I only count you as a very last resort behind your paramour. You aren’t in the right mindset and are suffering from the effects of alcohol. You aren’t very…” Vaas saught a less hurtful word but was unable to find it, “useful right now.”
Crallick squinted up at him behind pained eyes. “I hear you. I’m just letting you know, I’m not dead yet.”
Kittalae’s heart leapt into her throat when Crallick deigned not to correct Vaas of labeling him thusly.
Vaas, insensitive to these things, was moving on, “Mordred has left the keep and taken the bulk of his forces with him. He is going after the Malefecorum in Crossroads. The probable number of troops he’ll leave behind will be about fifty, along with one of his ‘generals’” Swiftly, Vaas arranged four daggers, end to end, creating a square on a crate. He stuck a pot helm in the middle, he placed a box in the middle of one dagger, and then swept his hand over his creation. “The helm is the keep. The daggers are the walls. Where they intersect, are towers. This is the gatehouse.” He pointed at the box.
“What’s that?” Teequog pointed at an arrowhead that had fallen out of the box.
“An arrowhead,” Vaas dryly explained, then chucked it off the crate.
“Ah…” said Teequog sagely.
“We’re here,” Vaas laid out the plan. The long and the short of it was that, if they could maintain the element of surprise, they would systematically skulk along the passageways until they cleared the keep. Once they secured that, they would set about clearing the walls. Finally, they would dispatch any remaining adversaries in the bailey yard.
Vaas concluded by saying, “All in all, there shouldn’t be any more than fifty undead grunts with a garrison officer. I’m sure Crallick hasn’t lost his eye for talent, so this should be a cakewalk if we’re discreet. Any questions before we get underway?”
“Who put you in charge?” Etoillume asked.
“I did,” growled Crallick. “I’d trust Vaas with my life, so I sure as shit would trust him with the lot of yours.”
“Didn’t you forget what he just finished doing to Kittalae?” asked a shocked Syllethrae.
“No I didn’t,” came the anger-scathed answer. “War sucks sometimes, and we got stuck on the wrong side of the lines is all.”
On hearing that, all the joy that had risen in Kittalae, drained away like so many upturned tankards of ale.
“So, you are going to just chalk this up to Moredhel–be-damned fate!” Syllethrae was beginning to show her Mortani temper.
“It’s alright,” Kittalae attempted to placate Syllethrae in a wholly underwhelming and equally unconvincing voice.
“Bugger all o’ ye,” Vlados exclaimed, “now is not the time.” Vlados could see the pain etched across Crallick’s features.
A noise at the door made them cease their quarrelling and turn to face four puzzled undead that were peering in rather slack-jawed.
“Get them!” roared Tobin, subtlety thrown quite out the window.
Hoskar’s tomahawk cartwheeled through the air to imbed itself into the forehead of one, dropping it with a wet crunch of stove-in skull fractures.
That act was dwarfed by the war-axe that likewise cartwheeled through the air to fell the one beside it.
Tobin grinned up at Hoskar, “I think ye need a bigger axe me boy.”
Erik leveled his pistol and discharged a round that tore in the cheek of his mark, and ruptured out the occipital bone, taking the bulk of the thing’s grey matter with it.
Teequog had been closest to the door. He swung his maca low against the corpse’s legs, the shark-tooth edges sawing through rotten tendons and cartilage cleanly. The cadaver fell heavily to its fluid-coated stump. This put its neck in line for the Halfling’s brutal backswing. This flayed the neck and throat wide open to the spine. The fetid ichor that gouted forth, coated the pygmy and Etoillume, who was dancing forward to drive a narrow blade into the thing’s chest to guide it to the floor beside the doorway.
“Okay, well, that was unexpected,” Vaas griped coldly. “A few last things we need to address before we head out, these are vital, do I have your undivided attention?”
There was a brief chorus of assent.
“Good, it goes without saying that the undead aren’t going to be affected by poison overmuch, if at all. Don’t waste your efforts trying.” He looked pointedly at Vlados, and then at the Halfling, who was busy wiping gore from his arms and face with a rag. “Also, since the body is mostly water and second mostly earth, with the necromantic energy coming from darkness, only life, fire, or wood energies will harm them. Metal still cleaves, but isn’t wholly effective. Everyone follow?” Vaas searched the comprehending eyes for confusion. On finding none, he finished, “Great. Crallick chose his companions well. Good luck, don’t get sloppy, and may Moredhel have big plans for you all.”
“I have a question,” came a raspingly haggard voice. It’s quiet determination startled everyone. Crallick’s chin rose from his sternum.
“Sure, my brother,” Vaas smiled sardonically. “Thanks for joining the discussion.”
“You heard how we were captured?” Crallick asked.
“Yes.”
“Then how, pray tell, do we prevent that shite from happening again?” Crallick dryly voiced.
“Ah, thanks brother. I almost forgot.” Vaas walked over to the wall of potions, bottles, and poultices at the farthest end of the armory. “Mordred seemed to think that the contamination of the Malefecorum artifact’s proximity corrupted your spirits, and made you susceptible to dark magic. With this being the case, any of their infectious goo gets in you, and you’ll be far more vulnerable than most. Also, he believes you’ll be controllable by either him, or his generals. As it turned out, he was two thirds right. You are more vulnerable to becoming one of those things, and his generals can influence you.”
“Cut to the chase. How do we prevent it?” Crallick coughed. “Do you need me to sanctify some things?”
Caught completely flat-footed for only the second time in his memory, Vaas almost dropped a bottle that he was gathering into his arms. “Wha, wait. Did you just say you could sanctify shite?”
“Perk of being a knight of the Cradle,” Crallick wryly smiled. “You have to recite some litany that bestows a divine blessing upon you. Hence, I can sanctify shite.”
At Vaas’ gob-smacked countenance, Crallick added, “Why, you never thought of me as the religious type?
“To say the least, no,” Vaas admitted as he doled out the bottles he had selected from the shelf. Then, as an act of good faith, and perhaps a little bit of self-insurance, he quaffed one himself. Smacking his lips he said, “Drink up, they’re holy brew of life. I think Mordred kept them, just in case things got out of hand. Personally, I think he forgot about them with the successes of his venture. They actually taste pretty good.”
While everyone drank up, Crallick shook off the bulk of his hangover and steeled himself for yet another form of physical duress. He gathered the weapons from all, and piled them in the center of the room. He then prayed to Jyslin over them. A bright glowing energy coursed through him and as a brilliant angelic aura bathed the armory in a pure light He sagged to the floor in a faint. There remained behind a glimmer of light upon each weapon, and piece of ammunition. Kittalae protectively scooped up Crallick.
The group gathered up their blessed possessions.
Thusly armed, they swiftly set about clearing the upper floors of the keep. Vaas, Tobin, and Hoskar formed up one team. The two hunters lead the armored warriors down the spiral staircase to the ground floor.
A ways behind them came Vlados and the rest of The Flamerunner’s crew, Erik and Teequog. They were already used to working together, so they naturally glommed together.
The final group of four comprised of Kittalae and Syllethrae, with Crallick suspended between them. Etoillume danced along with them, flitting in and out of the waning midday shadows.
At the base of the spiral stairs, Vaas stepped into a narrow hallway. Off to his right, he could make out the fetid presence of an undead sentry. To his immediate right, he gestured Hoskar to seek out another sentry that would be manning a murderhole at the side of the keep.
Tobin clanked his way down the stairs after them, and took up a position facing the main doors of the keep’s exit. There stood, easily visible, two guards. Behind him, he heard a thud, then he heard another softer thud that bounced off into the distance. This was followed by a heavier drop. He didn’t let these distract him, as he knew from experience that it was nothing more than his colleagues taking care of their business. Soon, he felt a double tug on his hair. He saw Vaas move into his right peripheral view. Hoskar moved up on his left. Hoskar’s maca was trailing gobbets of long-congealed blood.
As one, the three incursionists charged silently at the two guards. Unseen, behind this charge, and led by Teequog, skulked Erik and Vlados. They turned and headed away from the main entrance.
This course took them through an abandoned study, littered with hastily discarded scraps of vellum, as though someone had ransacked the place. Teequog was the one who saw the lurching sentry as it paced in an oddly agitated state around the corner tower. Not one to care much about the things that should stay dead, nor the juju that would be involved in such things, Teeqog was simple in his empathy. It had to die… again.
With a silent scream on its rictus aspect, the sentry staggered and fell sideways. It’s world tilted up to reveal a Halfling standing on the wall. Then that Halfling raised some manner of bony rough-hewn club. Then his vision was rolling away from the Halfling.
Vlados meanwhile moved to cover the grotesquely silent parody of battle, going on behind him. He aimed his crossbow down the northern wall’s corridor, facing the east. He could hear Erik moving up behind him.
Etoillume was the first to make the bottom of the stairs out of his group. They had lagged behind the other two groups because of their injured member. The two women followed, with Crallick still suspended between them.
When they heard the final party moving to the foot of the ground floor stairs, Vaas surreptitiously indicated the door off to their right, which led to the great feast hall. Tobin acknowledged this with a curt nod. Silently, Vaas and Hoskar rushed the two guards. Tobin strode to block the door to the feast hall.
Vaas drove his mace down into the decrepit skull of the guard he confronted. It dropped heavily and abruptly. Light energy crackled from the stove-in skull.
Hoksar’s tomahawk imbedded itself into the rotted shoulder of his quarry, its blade becoming stuck between a broken clavicle and upper rib. Blackish ichor splattered from around the ravaged edges of the wound. His maca tore through its gut, spilling ropy intestines out to land in a slippery pile at their feet.
The guard seemed to forget it had no more guts, nor a weapon on its hip. Instead, it reached forward, grappling with Hoskar, and attempting to pull him into the coagulating morass that engulfed it.
Outside, two more guards turned at the sound of the struggle, and reacted. They drew their weapons, turned in unison like reflections of each other, and rushed with silent screams towards the doors.
Inga Torn-eye, no longer plagued with the vanity that had ruled her mortal life, sat imperiously at the feasting table. Her copious gut strained at both the stitching of her dress, and her own desiccated connective tissue. She looked up in mild confusion when the doors to the hall slammed shut. Her porcine features, not entirely unbecoming, in spite of her condition, furrowed in confusion, then alarm, as tendrils of the Malefecorum’s connections with her minions began to fail. She sent out an unspoken command of alarm.
Silently around the grounds of Cairnhold, the garrison ceased whatever activity they were performing, and obediently heeded her summons.
They left the smithy, an excavation site, and the gatehouse, and began to descend from the ramparts. In the shrine of Chessintra, something of dire menace stirred.
Inside the foyer of the keep, Hoskar managed to avoid being contaminated by the corrupted effluvia.
The other two undead took up the flanks of their gutted companion.
Hoskar’s eyes widened in terror as he realized how dire his situation was fast becoming.
Skulking along the back companionway of the south side of the keep was a very twitchy Vlados. He rounded the corner to come face-to-face with a corpse. He yelled and fired. The corpse silently lunged with scraping feet on the flagstone floor. The bolt took the thing square in the chest, destroying most of the chest cavity. Its retaliatory swipe with its bladed mace would have cleaved Vlados’ head clean off, had it not been for Erik’s swift intervention. Erik’s cutlass swept over Vlados’ head with such speed that it caught the downward swinging arm and cleaved the wrist free of the limb. As it was, the momentum did little more than spray Vlados’ features with the grave sludge, and sent the mace careening to bruise Erik’s right cheek.
Vlados dropped to the floor, spluttering and heaving. “In my mout, I tink it got in my mout!” Finally, his gorge heaved and exhumed the entire contents of his stomach, and everything else on the way out.
That was when the decapitated being fell atop him. 
Erik then dragged the cadaver aside. “Sorry, cap’n.”
“Don’t mention it,” Vlados looked up resignedly. “I have a feeling that this is going to be one long, messy day.”
At the front of the keep, Etoillume saw the dire straights that Hoskar found himself in. Stepping into the shadow of the stair, he then stepped out from another shadow, behind one of the undead. Wisps of the Eternal Gloaming shrouded him as he lunged both his blades at one of the flanking guards. Then, something truly astonishing happened. This was something that a lifetime of experience in using the dark had never exposed him to before. When the light blessing on the dark-imbued blades struck his target, the resulting overload of dark energy caused the vessel of necrotic energy to explode. However, the following light energy created a tidal effect, blasting the detonating dark energy away from him. Etoillume was so unprepared for the blast, that he was flung back seven feet into the wall. The two undead that were confronting Hoskar were caught in the ravening blast, and were sundered apart.
The resultant explosion stymied any hopes of stealth. This revelation saved them, for they had not yet realized that their presence had already been taken note of.
“Things are about to get ugly!” yelled Vaas, trying to hear over the tinnitus in his ear.
“Aye!” agreed Tobin.
“Everyone, secure the feast hall!” called Vaas.
The two women hauled Crallick into the foyer, while Hoskar and Tobin opened the doors to the hall. Vaas covered their retreat, and Etoillume shook the cobwebs free of his thoughts.
Meanwhile, Vlados crew had discovered the kitchen and the back way into the hall. This led to a chiding remark from Erik about Vlados always finding the food.
 
“By all that is divine…” came Hoskar’s unfinished exclamation.
“Ah, me boy, are ye forgettin’ Chess is divine as well?” Tobin drew in a shallow breath. The putrid mass that rose in front of him was bile-summoning. It rose on elephantine legs, and its abdomen swayed to and fro with each ponderous step. “This just be wrong.”
“Aww, Master Dwarf, don’t you like what you see?” Inga swung her ponderous breasts suggestively at him, causing them to thwack together in a most unsettling way. “Maybe your orc friend there has better taste in women.” Her ulcerous, bloated tongue bathed her lips in a viscous slime that may have once been saliva.
Swallowing hard, Hoskar admitted, “I do, but let’s just hurry up and get this over with.”
As he and Tobin began their charge, she turned, only to find her escape cut off by a man, a dwarf, and a half-man. There had to be a joke in there somewhere. In life, she would have sought it out. Now, however, she just raged towards them.
“Whoa, going somewhere?” Erik called as he raised his pistol.
In the ebb and flow of battle, as things are want to do, a sudden rush of activity surged forth and the living lost the initiative. They were beset by the undead at the door, while the two women were dragging Crallick through to the relative safety of the feast hall. The blubbery mass moved with such alacrity that Erik missed his shot.
Inga felt, more than heard, the whiz of the bullet passing by her ear. Stepping back in line with her quarry, she reached out to grab the offending limb. With supernatural strength, she crushed the bones of Erik’s hand against the grip of his pistol. Erik screamed in agony. The minor wounds and shards of bone set fire to his right hand’s nerves.
With mace and parrying dagger moving in a blur, Vaas staved off all but one attack from the four assailants that mobbed him. One attacker, he even managed to turn into the torso of the other. The strike he couldn’t fight, slipped an inch of rotted steel into his abdomen, breaking off above his pant-waist. He grunted in pain, and desperately fought on.
Teequog witnessed the horrifying crunch of his friend’s fingers being pulverized in the titanic grip of the undead abomination. Swiftly, he used his diminutive size to sneak in on her right flank, and swung his maca as vigorously as he could. The shark-toothed blade bit deep, and rent open a strip of her leg. To his dismay, however, none of the usual red, fibrous, muscular ribbons came into view. There was only a sloppy gout of yellow-green, rancid-smelling adipose.
Vlados let fly with a point-blank shot with his crossbow. The blessed bolt sank meatily, yet quite ineffectively into Inga’s ponderous right bosom. Erik’s desperate stab with his cutlass got lost in the folds of her stomach, which moulded around the blade and welcomed it in, before rejecting it like a fickle lover.
Tobin and Hoskar vaulted over the dining table, and in a cacophony of crashing chairs, charged into the fray. Coming in on Inga’s backside, Hoskar’s attack was preceded by a thrown tomahawk that imbedded itself into the parietal plate of her skull. The immediate herky-jerky spasms of severed nerves caused her to belly-flop, burying Erik under her mass. Hoskar’s maca-swipe missed his intended target due to her plummet forward.
Tobin’s attack was far less graceful, his heavily armoured legs getting tangled up with the legs of an overturned chair, and sending him sprawling. He missed decapitating himself only by Zareah’s smiling blessing. Sheer luck, and a few inches, saved him from meeting Chessintra right then and there.
Vaas’s counter-attack sent him from a bad place, into a worse place. His mace smashed in a foe’s chest cavity, dispatching it; only to have the mace wrenched from his hand by the thing’s tumble away from him. His grip had been so firm on his weapon that he tumbled over on top of the downed corpse. This opened his back, he knew, to the plunging blades of his enemies that still surrounded him.
“Save my brother,” rasped Crallick, who was desperately trying to stay conscious. He then launched the entangling vine-growth spell at the front doors of the keep. He hoped, in his exertion-dulled brain, to slow the advance of reinforcements long enough to buy them time to secure their situation. His vision swam dangerously after the casting. For the second time in under as many hours, Crallick Carnage-born swooned.
Giving a quick glance to Syllethrae, Kittalae gritted her teeth, then hurried to obey her master. She turned and raised her wooden appendage to point at the four undead that were mobbing Vaas. The wood sang to her under their feet, then the timbers awoke, twisting and morphing into spears, thorns, and blades. The tearing of flesh and the splatter of effluvia accentuated the creaking, groaning tumult. Two of the assailants were dismembered and decapitated, and then rendered inert. This left only two combatants hovering over Vaas.
Sylethrae, who bore the bulk of Crallick’s weight, threw a blessed knife into the throat of one survivor. It ended the thing’s existence. Silently, it fell against the wall. With a gentle rasp, it made its way to the floor.
Etoillume stepped through the Eternal Gloaming, Chessintra’s realm, to emerge beside Vaas. Again, his blades bit deep, sundering the undead with the overload of necrotic energy, and then ejecting the life-energy forward in a wave of destruction. Fortunately, Vaas was prone, and out of the ravaging effects of this unusual mixture of forces. Certainly, no one, living or dead, wanted to feel its effects.
Etoillume was ready for the recoil this time, and rolled with his impact, merging with one shadow and stepping into the room on the other side of the wall.
Inga had a writhing Erik trapped under her bulk. She opened her mouth and forced her cankerous tongue into his mouth. The young man screamed around it as her viscous saliva and pus oozed into his mouth. To her delight, she heard his gag reflex, as her juices drooled down his throat. While she slaked her hunger on this morsel, she lashed out with her right arm at the nasty short man who hurt her beautiful leg. Teequog was too quick for the swipe though, and dodged it easily.
As the restless ones gathered around the entrance to the keep and started tearing at the vines ensnaring it, they bogged down. Their numbers becoming choked at the door.
“C’mon Vaas!” Kittalae encouraged. “Run!”
Vaas glanced at the horde forming outside, wrenched his mace free, and staggered back into the feast hall, clutching his gut. Pausing to grab his hat, he glanced up at Kittalae.
“Thanks,” he muttered.
‘Save it,’ she thought to herself. This was only her master’s bidding, nothing more. She long ago had learned that to survive, if she were to love her master, she would have to love the things he loved. Never had that been more difficult than right now.
As she helped Vaas in through the door, they closed and barred them. Syllethrae helped Crallick into a chair. The battle with Inga raged behind them.
Hoskar and Teequog’s macas kept flaying globbets of rancid fat from her corpulent body.
Vlados abandoned his crossbow for the moment to hack at the jerking form with his cutlass. He amputated one blubbery python at the elbow. This turned it into a plaza fountain, gouting rust-coloured ichor from its end.
There was an anti-climactic feel to the whole event. The living were grunting, sweating, and bleeding from exertion. They yelled and communicated with a visceral gusto that was simply palpable.
The dead, on the other hand, said nothing. Their actions, despite their acquired injuries, bespoke no exertion, nor inconvenience. Just another silence when they lost their animate state.
Tobin hauled himself to his feet with a clatter and a groan; he began to struggle with the act of prising his axe free of the floorboards.
Etoillume danced along the perimeter of the room until he approached the mass of Inga and her opponents. With a wry smile, he pitched himself forward onto the gloomy floorboards, beside the dining table. He never hit them. He fell through the Eternal Gloaming and emerged in the shadows of the rafters above Inga, plummeting full onto her cushiony back.
The resulting chain reaction was devastating to her. The overwhelming rush of dark energy blasted through her bloated form; the light energy blasted it downwards. The recoil flew Etoillume back up, who then deftly landed on his feet with a bow. The charnel remains of Inga sludged and sluiced over the concussed form of Erik underneath. There was so little left of her, you could actually see his gore-smeared aspect.
“G-g-get me up,” Erik rasped through gritted teeth.
Hoskar and Vlados hauled the blonde sailor to his feet.
“Can ye stand, me boy?” came Tobin’s concerned query.
“Yeah,” Erik looked at his ruined hand. “I guess I’m fighting off-handed for the rest of this mess.”
“Syllethrae!” Vlados called across the hall, all pretence of stealth being casually tossed into an oubliette. “I need you to look at Mr. Drake’s hand!”
“Aye ser!” was the acclimated reply. Syllethrae hustled over to Erik, who now rested in a chair. While she swiftly set and splinted his digits, Crallick, Vaas, and Tobin held a quick council of war amidst Erik’s screams.
Etoillume held vigil over the door, listening through shadows to the approach of the enemy.
“I got maybe one or two spells left in me before I pass out,” Crallick bemoaned.
“Then I suggest only use one. Then limit yourself to your bow,” Vaas advised. “We are a far cry from being out of the woods.”
“I say we open the hall doors, then kill ‘em inna doorway. That way we control the flow of adversaries. Yeah?” Tobin asked.
“I’m with the dwarf on this one,” Crallick agreed.
“You’ll still have to leave a few to guard the entrance through the kitchen. Mark me, it could be both a blessing as well as a damnation,” Vaas noted.
“Vlados and Teequog can keep watch there. Erik and Hoskar can reinforce where needed,” Crallick smiled wanly. “You, Tobin, and Etoillume can hold the front.”
Tobin barked a laugh, “An’ I suppose ye’ll supervise.”
“Sure thing,” Crallick said.
“What about Syllethrae and I?” Kittalae added.
“Medical for her, and you…” Crallick looked longingly at her. He obviously wanted to say things that he just couldn’t find the time for, “…retrieve anyone wounded.”
Her yellow eyes burned with incensed defiance but she bowed her chin and muttered, “As you wish.” Then she turned and found her way to Syllethrae.
“Lad, ye know ye are pissin’ ‘yer girl off mightily? Tread lightly, me boy, tread lightly,” Tobin advised.
Vaas grinned sadistically, then added, “My brother, let’s finish this off, so you can sit down and tell me the truth about this slave-girl of yours.”
Crallick was about to protest but with the same inhale of air, realized how fruitless an endeavor it would be.
The thudding of weapons against the hall door saved him. “Ready?” he called.
“Aye!” came the affirmations.
They lifted the hinged bar, and allowed one door to swing in. The first undead through the portal promptly had its bowels removed by Vaas’ blessed dagger.
Crallick loosed a blessed shaft from his great-bow. The arrow streaked over Vaas’ shoulder to imbed itself into the face of an oncoming body.
“Hey!” Vaas exclaimed over his shoulder, “Not to complain, but are you sure you can shoot straight in your condition?”
Noncommittally, Crallick nocked another missile. “Pretty sure.”
Tobin’s luck continued to suffer, as his turn at the bodies crushing against the doorway yielded little more than splinters. Shaking his head ruefully, he muttered, “Now Zareah, what did I do to git ‘yer twin’s attention?”
Covering the struggling dwarf, Etoillume slipped his blade between the door and the doorjamb, just below the top hinge. The slender stabbing weapon found its mark through the eye-socket of it’s victim. There, it rammed home through the brittle, thin bone at the back of the hollow, to pierce its brain. The blessing did the rest of the work.
Kittalae grabbed a goblet of water from the table, and began to chant over it.
“Cessintra preserve us, what are you doing?” Syllethrae asked.
Jyslin may hold sway over light and life, but Skyurr’s dominion of wood also holds life in it,” Kittalae grinned. “Just trying an experiment.”
“Well then have at it, my dear,” Syllethrae continued to wrap Erik’s hand very tightly. Utensils from the table made for make-shift splints. “Just hurry back, and bring me clean water from the kitchen. I’m already out, after using the light potion to clean his wounds, and make him drink more of it. He needs more bathing.”
“Alright,” Kittalae returned her focus onto making her weapon.
The crush of undead at the door threatened the defenders; it was a wall of careless thrusts, and swipes from all manner of decayed weapons. They ranged from swords, spears, maces, and hands and teeth. Tobin’s steadfast resolve, hardy armour, and exquisite shieldwork foiled all of their aggressions.
Vaas ducked under a swing that was deflected high by Tobin, and lashed out with his own mace. The head of the weapon connected with the head of his foe. The well-forged steel solicited a resounding crunch as it caved in his adversary’s face.
Noticing how packed the dead were becoming on the other side of their makeshift fortress, Etoillume reasoned that he could do much more damage with his serendipitous mixture of energies he currently found himself wielding. With a resolved grin, he looked at his companions.
“Performing with you has been an experience, Crallick. May Chessintra be in no rush to see you,” he said. And with that, he melded into the gloom.
There were several startled reactions, as most hadn’t known the Mortani long enough to get a measure of his cowardice, or bravery.
Crallick simply growled, “You had better not be running. And if you are, you better pray I don’t catch up to you.”
Etoillume emerged from the gloom in a graceful slide-step that kept him long and low in profile; his dark-dripping dirk and his long blade thrust forward. One was cast to the side, where the tangled mass was struggling to enter the building, and the other was aimed at one of the besiegers of the hall. While the dagger flew wide of the mark, and simply sailed out into the courtyard, the sword thrust had devastating effects. Starting with the one he ran through, the dark energies roiled and overloaded one victim after another, carrying along the cascading waves of light.
From Tobin and Vaas’ perspective, they simply saw a brilliant wash of darkness that blasted by them from right to left, which trailed luminous sparks and body parts. The remnants were so completely destroyed, that there wasn’t even a smear on the warped, uneven floor to herald their passing.
The recoil slid Etoillume about ten feet back along a side corridor. His low stance prevented serious harm or unbalance to befall him. Unfortunately for him, however, in his elation of victory, he failed to notice the light had faded from his blade.
While the flanking assault slaughtered the eight pressing attackers, Kittalae finished her incantation and headed towards the outer door of the keep.
“I knew he had it in him, all the time,” Crallick said.
“By the furnace’s smelting pile you did,” Rebutted Vaas.
Tobin was laughing in the minor respite.
None managed to stop Kittalae as she dashed forward with her goblet.
She hurled the contents at the open entrance. Sparkling water caught the sun like so many crystals; they arced and splashed down on the vines, which lashed out with greater vigor and landed on the undead, who seemed to weaken, then slow.
Unbeknownst to Kittalae, in her rush to launch her weapon at the mass, she never saw the creature that Etoillume’s mad assault had missed. With unrelenting brutality, it heaved a pick and slammed it deep into her back. The rusted iron shaft buried itself deep into her kidney, cracking ribs as it passed.
Her eyes widened, and she screamed as the heat and pressure of something being where it shouldn’t be overwhelmed her.
On hearing Kittalae’s cry, Crallick roared “No!” and leapt to his feet. His outburst brought Teequog running from his post. Vlados, after being a captain, and working so closely with his longtime friend, realized he’d best serve his friend by holding his position. Though he badly wanted to see what was happening.
Vaas and Tobin dashed into the foyer, heedless of the entangled group at the door. Tobin’s axe finally found its mark, and cleaved the cadaverous orc’s head from its shoulders.
Vaas grabbed the unconscious Kittalae, and tossed her over his shoulders.
He turned in time to see Crallick rush by, spurred on by energy borrowed from goddess-knew-who.
Crallick interposed himself between the undead and his friends. Raising his hands, he plastered a rictus grin on his face.
“Infammus Vitcus Luminus!” he said, then let loose with a flaming burst of magical energy. He had introduced the Jyslinnic blessing to the spell, hoping to raze all of the hateful things in one go.
The bolt impacted against the closest undead, and burst it apart. Flaming splatters leapt to different destinations. Some of the vines became flaming whips, some of the floor timbers caught alight. Some of the cadavers burst into flames. Soon, the configuration claimed eleven animate forms and was starving for more.
Crallick collapsed in exhaustion. Sobs began to wrack his body as his thoughts turned to Kittalae.
Vaas dumped Kittalae face-down on the dining table. “Fix her!” he yelled at Syllethrae. Then he hollered at Tobin and Hoskar, “Get my brother back in here. The damn fool isn’t going to get himself killed after saving our collective arses.”
A detached sensation of hands roughly pulling him up under his armpits took Crallick, and he dazedly watched the receding entrance of the keep. He was dumped unceremoniously beside the table with a view of the door.
Hoskar and Tobin took up a solemn vigil beside the warped door. Teequog joined them. They watched as first one, three, and then six more creatures tried to struggle their way through Crallick’s blaze. They then watched as all but one succumbed to the flames.
Curiously, Teequog walked out to meet the blazing dead. His maca lashed out once, then twice; first sideways to lop a leg off at the knee, then down to decapitate it.
After four more undead found a final rest in the fire, and after several hours of keeping the blaze from running wild in the infrastructure of the keep, those not tending to, nor being tended by, swept the floors of the keep once more to ensure no more surprises. On finding the keep clear, it was decided that they would gather their casualties and move, en mass, to the mountain dwarven enclave of Deepvein Gulch. There they would resupply, tend to their wounded, and get them to send a dwarven garrison to Cairnhold with very specific instructions of what they could expect to find there in the way of opposition, should Mordred try to reclaim his birthright.
Tobin and Vlados torched the stables to burn the undead elks that remained.
Syllethrae worked feverishly to stabilize Kittalae for the trip.
Hoskar and Teequog set up a cart to be dragged by the strongest members of their party.
The mid-afternoon sun began to cast shadows across the courtyard, bathing a shrine in shadow. Vaas had dragged out a bottle of red wine for his brother to nurse. Suddenly, there was a deafening crack of stone being sundered in twain. Everyone that was conscious immediately swiveled their collective heads towards the origin of the sound.
In the doorway of the chapel, crouched an immense form. The vaguely humanoid bulk seemed wreathed in darkness. It let out a sonorous keening that would have seemed more at home belonging to a wolf slowly having its hindquarters devoured by an ice bear.
“Oh, this can’t be good,” exclaimed Vlados, unholstering his crossbow at the sound of the wail.
“Ye have a true gift fer understatement, ye be knowin’ that?” Tobin retorted, unclasping his war axe.
“Time to drop your drink, brother,” Vaas dryly claimed. He slowly drew his holy water flask, and his mace, so as not to draw unwanted attention to his grieving, exhausted brother.
Syllethrae looked at the hunching, hulking figure, then looked at her wounded charges. Summoning all of her courage, she set her jaw, and drew her knives.
“Well, my lady,” she began, “if it is my day to meet you, then so be it.” She stepped into the creature’s line of sight, interposing herself between it and the cart.
Hoskar and Teequog drew their respective weapons and aligned themselves to either side of the surgeon.
Erik rolled off the back of the cart, and began to fumble with loading his pistol, off-handed.
Meanwhile, Etoillume stayed right where he was, on the shady side of a tree trunk. Whatever made that noise, and had his companions so spooked, he was confident he could deal with it. After all, he still had that blessing, and in all likelihood, it was just another Chessintra-blessed undead.
Its cavernous nostrils flared. With the stench of so much death, and the onset of the shadow bringing an early twilight to the courtyard, it had become ravenous. It uncurled itself from the confines of the chapel’s doorway and rose up to its full fifteen feet of height. As it did so, it unfurled it’s chorded seven-foot arms and keened its delight of impending supper.
“The dead are silent, right?” Vlados asked as he loaded his crossbow.
“Aye,” Tobin answered gravely. “No working lungs’n all.”
“This thing’s not dead then.”
“T’would appear not,” he agreed.
“So we’re pretty much fucked,” Vlados concluded.
“Seems so,” Tobin sighed. “Let’s have at it anyways.”
The thing from the chapel moved, and it moved with stunning celerity. Covering forty feet with merely three strides, it raced past Etoillume’s hiding place, making a beeline right for the wounded on the cart.
The defenders of the cart realized it would be on them too fast, too soon, to defend well. Combined with its intimidating size, they felt ill-prepared.
Etoillume melded into the shadow of the tree, only to emerge a heartbeat later from the darkness roiling off the beast. He drove his darkness-imbued blades into the thing’s torso. This had the desired effect of causing it to stop its direct charge to the injured. What alarmed Etoillume was the absence of light from his strike, and the missing recoil that he had planned to bounce himself back from the creature.
The thing felt no pain from the blow, simply an invigorating rush of adrenal-like euphoria. It keened its approval. Then it grabbed Etoillume with its two massive hands and its claws began to sink into the Mortani.
Witnessing this heroic move, Hoskar let fly with a tomahawk. It buried itself deep into the thing’s left shoulder, missing Etoillume by only half a foot. He had the slightest sense of accomplishment when the thing’s keening changed pitch for a moment.
Syllethrae’s knife ricocheted of the thing’s cheek. The blade trailed wisps of darkness as it fell into a patch of summertime blooms. The small flowers immediately began to wilt.
Teequag fired a dart into its right knee, farthest away from Etoillume. The poison would drop a fire lizard, let alone this puny thing. The tendrils of shadow seemed to devour the tiny projectile before it made contact with the creature. At least, this is what Teequag wished to believe. The alternative was that his most potent poison was useless.
An exhausted Crallick braced himself against the bole of a tree he had been resting against, and then forced himself to his feet. With downturned chin, he looked up at the creature.
“Chessintra, stop fucking with me, right now,” he threatened the air. “I’m not in the mood.” He drew his greatbow from the luminous Etherium. He nocked an arrow, then tried to steady his tipsy vision.
Vaas ran forward a few steps, cocked his arm back and crow-hopped, hurling a flask of Jyslinnic holy water at the beast. This hit with spectacular effect! Drenching the creature’s right leg from the hip down, light roiled and tussled with the darkness. The affected limb seemed to lose some strength, and the beast staggered.
Tobin broke out into a full-tilt run. Even at his best pace, he knew he would be too late.
Vlados had no such illusion. He dropped to a knee, leveled his crossbow, took aim, and fired.
As the thing shifted with the impact of the holy water, the bolt that had been intended for its gut, struck its hip instead. The shaft of the bolt shattered against the thing’s hipbone. This leg, already feeling the effects of the light blessing, suffered little more from the bolt.
The marauding creature pressed forward towards the cart, albeit more slowly. It seemed more intent on the morsel hanging out of its own chest. With its claws struggling to keep their grip on the squirming prey, it opened its mouth to reveal a double row of viciously barbed teeth. Each was a good half-foot in length. It bowed its head, making an effort to decapitate it’s grappled prey. Etoillume was having none of that. He twisted his head aside, and punched out with his left hand. It was the last time he ever saw that left hand. It disappeared into the maw of serrations. The teeth sheered together, taking the arm cleanly at the shoulder. The dancer opened his mouth in shocked realization, but no sound came forth.
Erik was continuing to struggle with loading the powder. More had gotten on the ground than in the barrel. He stuffed the wadding and ball in. He then fumbled with the rod; having to use both hands to awkwardly guide it in.
Hoskar moved around the thing’s left side, keeping a wary eye on those massive arms.
Teequag drew his maca, and stepped in front of the surgeon, “You heal good. If I hurt, you heal me, savvy?”
Syllethrae threw another blade; this one stuck into its left leg, where all the damage seemed to be taking its toll on the appendage. The hilt of the knife could be barely seen jutting out of the knee of the creature. 
“Sure thing,” was all she managed.
Tobin charged full tilt past the cart. He bore down on the thing’s right side. The beastie saw him coming, and he was barely able to duck under the sweeping arc of its counter-attack. Tobin’s axe bit hard and deep, cleaving a deep gash into the side of the abdomen. Black ichor jetted out and the creature roared. Tobin swallowed bile and terror.
“Well, me boy, we suren’ got it’s attention now, didn’t we?” he mumbled to himself.
Vaas rushed up beside Syllethrae. She glared balefully at him.
“Great. You have to be my least favorite person…” she began to gripe.
“Not the time,” Vaas said. “Get behind me. You need to stay safe.”
“Don’t expect me to…” she began again.
“I don’t,” Vaas agreed. “Just do it.”
“Ass.” She obliged his request though.
Crallick leveled his bow at where he thought the thing’s heart should be. Etoillume’s back was right there. Once, he would never have even hesitated. What in the pitch dark of the gloaming was wrong with him? He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to refocus.
Erik rose from behind the cart, pistol in his left hand. He leveled it at the thing’s head.
Its hand smashed down on Tobin’s shield. There was a wet popping sound of the tendons tearing free of their joint anchors. The dwarf’s shoulder bulged, then dislocated, and finally ruptured under the weight of the blow.
Grunting, he swung his axe sideways, taking the thing’s right hand along with the trajectory of the blade. More ichor fountained.
Then three things hit the beast almost simultaneously. Etoillume began to fully materialize from the gloaming, this caused the dancer’s legs to begin to share the same space as the beast’s abdomen.
Crallick let fly with his arrow. It dove through the gloaming dancer’s torso, just to the left of his spine. It tore the descending vena cava as it went through. This caused no gouting, or spurting of blood; however, there was a river of red trying to seep around the shaft of the arrow. The tip of the arrow, unknown to all, was buried itself deep into the creature’s chest. The powerful torso, though, was so thick that the arrow point stopped just short, only nicking the cardiac membrane.
Erik shot his pistol. By either luck’s favour, or fate’s plan, his left-handed shot took the beast in the eye. The shot mushroomed open and spun through the creature’s brain. It punched a hole through the back of its skull that was the size of an Amarallan Dragon.
The keening stopped. It collapsed on its left side, weakened leg buckling under the excessive dead weight. Etoillume was buried under the collapsing mass.
An awed silence fell upon the courtyard. Everyone slowly gathered around the dead creature.
After a moment, Tobin’s pain overwhelmed him and he blanched and fell to his knees, sobbing. Vlados helped him to the cart.
Vaas spoke first, “Any idea what in creation that thing was?”
Syllethrae was busy trying to figure out if Etoillume was still alive.
Hoskar and Teequag helped her with the corpse of the beast.
Crallick hadn’t moved from under the tree.
“It looks like your arrow and Erik’s shot both killed it at about the same time,” Syllethrae called to Crallick. “Looks like you’ll have to share trophies on this one.”
“Is he still alive?” Crallick hoarsely rasped.
“Huh?” Syllethrae called back, “Sorry, I couldn’t hear…”
“Is Etoillume still fucking alive?” he hoarsely screamed.
“Check on ‘im, see ifn’ e’s okay,” Tobin directed Vlados towards Crallick.
Vlados nodded, then approached Crallick. As he got closer, he could see the tear tracks on his friend’s haggard face.
“You okay? You look like shite,” Vlados offered a rueful smile.
“I’m not okay,” Crallick growled. “My brother cut up the girl who I’ve fallen in love with. Now she’s dying. And now, this fop who I had to save from being… Well, I put in the effort to save him and he goes and dies saving us all. I felt her torture. I am losing my edge.” Each fragment of a thought was punctuated by a wracking sob.
“Need a drink?” Vlados offered hopefully.
“No,” came the chilling reply.
“Alright then, I’ll let you be.” Vlados backed away as though retreating from the reach of a venomous snake.
Tobin looked up as he came back. “So, how he be?”
“Terrible,” Came Vlados’ reply.
It was a somber procession of companions who left Cairnhold for Deepvein Gulch. Hoskar, Vaas, and Vlados all pulled on the cart. Kittalae remained unconscious. Tobin and Erik walked behind, Tobin’s arm suspended in a sling. Crallick numbly rode in the cart, Kittalae’s head on his lap.
Etoillume rode beside her, covered from head to toe under a canvas tarp.
 
Somewhere in the downs to the south, Mordred looked up from his reading. The connection to Inga had been lost. That must mean Cairnhold has fallen. His countenance tightened only slightly, then it relaxed. It was no matter. After he found the Malefecorum, he was sure he could find more suitable accommodations.
 



Chapter 11
 
“She took up the call to aid an old drunken friend. She didn’t hesitate at all. This embodied her personality perfectly.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
What should have been only a three-day march took the beleaguered group of battle-worn survivors the better part of five days. Cheerful summer weather and vistas did little to improve the mood of the odiferous posse. Their weary nostrils were assaulted by a commingling of sweat, blood, necrotic tissue, vomit, urine and feces. As such, it was no surprise that a vanguard of dwarves had been dispatched to meet the malodorous beast that had come marauding the tranquil haven of Deepvein Gulch.
The sullen procession pulled up short, coming to a line of plated dwarven spearmen that created a picket across the cobbled lane.
The dwarven unit crinkled their noses in disgust at the aroma. Their eyes told a worrisome compassion at the vagabonds that they found themselves confronted with. One broke rank.
“My name is Captain Flint Goldhelm.” He took a brief breath, and continued, “By the looks of ye, ye’re running from a fight, and not lookin’ to cause one.”
He was met with exhausted silence.
“I see ye have wounded among ye. I’d welcome ye to Deepvein Citadel,” he used the common name of the settlement that was seldom used by dwarves, or natives, “but I’m guessin’ ye’d be happy to find a goblin camp at this stage o’ the game.”
“I need medical supplies, and somewhere dry, or I’m going to lose my patient.” Syllethrae flatly said.
“Alright then!” barked Goldhelm. “Let’s get them into safety!”
As the escorted party rounded a stand of Dragontooth Pines, a majestic panorama came into view.
The lane they were on veered north, then took a square angle east to cross a rushing river that ran from the north-northeast, heading southwards with a great amount of urgency. The road then ran parallel with the river after that. They were atop the rise of one of many foothills that lead into a mountain range that headed off to the north and east. This vantage point allowed a glance into the ravine cut in the valley by the torrential river.
Heading up the eastern slope of the ravine were stone-crafted domiciles. Along the river, there were pine-timbered structures; one water wheel on the western bank, and two on the eastern shore. There was also a cylindrical oblong held aloft by rugged supports; it also sat upon the east side of the shore. Atop the gulch lay terraced fields of crops, dotted with a few farmhouses and storage buildings. Then the Dragontooth Pine, Frostkissed Cedar, and juniper forests carpeted the rest of the foothills. The mountain rising hurriedly up from the east side of the gulch had a strong, paternal feel to it, like an overprotective father gazing down upon his children.
Just north of the settlement lay vast swaths of terraced earth, the colour of burnt toast, that bracketed the river. These scars were swarming with larva-like activity. Dwarven miners were feverishly digging, hauling carts, and toiling at varied tasks too distant to identify.
Only Tobin bore enough care to inquire, “What in the blazing forge are ye mining like that?”
Beaming with pride, a soldier close to him said, “Titanore.”
Tobin was no further ahead than when he had first asked, having never heard of the strange mineral. He determined to inquire later, after his colleagues were tended to.
They reached the bustling mountain dwarven community around midday. Following a shore-side cobbled lane, they came to a low stone building flanked on one side with vine-entwined trellises. A portly dwarf maid came rushing out to the cart upon their approach.
“Oh my, my, my!” she exclaimed. “Marte! We have a critical patient!” Her eyes panned swiftly over the rest of the group. They lingered on Erik’s hand, Tobin’s slung left shoulder, Crallick’s pallor, and settled on Etoillume’s covered form. “We have a few others too, and one to be prepped for rites.”
“Land sakes, Trudi.” A dwarf with a dried-apple complexion came to the doorway to usher Syllethrae and those being ported inside. “Get her into my work-room. It’s down the hall. The door is right at the end,” she instructed.
Vaas and Hoskar carried Kittalae into a brightly lit room. The polished timbers had been white-washed to a brilliant sheen. Large, high windows allowed for a brilliant splash of natural light to cascade into the chamber. There was a chandelier, and sconces for times when natural light wasn’t available. Cupboards, a washbasin, and several shelves with drawers faced the room on either side of the door they entered. The center of the room was dominated by a large, whitewashed table. It had grooves carved into the length of it, forming V’s that ran to a midline ditch that led to the foot of the table.
“Put her there,” the matronly Marte instructed.
The two road-weary men obeyed. Vaas grunted as the load came off his side.
“Go see Trudi,” Marte instructed. Then, at Vaas’ dumbfounded look, she added, “For your wound.” She pointed at his side. Then she pulled out a set of wire-framed lenses and promptly donned them.
“Now, let’s see what sort of humours that ye have out of whack m’dear.” Marte murmured, half to Kittalae, and half to herself. She began to strip the girl. She used shear-like scissors to cut away the leather where it was plastered to her body. The dwarven chichurgon grimaced at the foul smell of unwashed womanhood, and putrefaction. Upon finding no serious wound to the front, save the bilateral amputations of the girl’s hands, Marte hollered, “Trudi!” She waited a breath. “Trudi! Damnit girl!”
“Coming Marte!” the younger dwarven woman rushed in, blurting excuses all the while. “I was just checking the severity of the other injuries.”
Marte interrupted her before she could begin her triage, “Oh, why, that’s fine, while ’n the meantime, me patient is plannin’ on dying on me table! I’m not for having any o’ that.” She softened her face then added, “Now, quickly help me roll her over.”
In a concerted effort, made easy through the rigors of repetition, the two dwarven women rolled Kittalae along her spinal axis, onto her back. They accomplished this without altering the orientation of either her limbs or her head.
Marte held Kittalae’s head steady, while Trudy ran and retrieved several wedge-shaped pillows. These she tucked efficiently into selected locations on her patient’s body while Marte gravely began her diagnosis of the gaping wound that grievously marred Kittalae’s back.
“My Goddess, Trudy, have you ever seen such necrosis in a living being before?” she breathed, musing rhetorically. The folk who brought the patient in seemed to be warriors. Veterans who knew better than to leave a wound dirty so that it can fall into sepsis like this.
A blanched Trudy mutely shook her head in response.
As Marte cut away Kittalae’s tunic, she implored Trudy to find if any of the group could tell her more about this patient.
Trudy returned scant moments later with a Mortani who identified herself as Syllethrae, a ship’s surgeon.
At Marte’s battery of questions fired at the elven doctor, Marte soon found that her client was wounded by the undead. It had been a rusted weapon, steeped in dark magic. The wound had been kept as clean and sterile as travelling allowed. Also, her patient had been the priority of care, as threatened by the leader of the group.
Marte, frugal with her time-management, had been washing her hands while Trudy had been getting her tools ready, during the examination of the surgeon’s story. Finishing up, she cast a quick light spell. Even though the day was bright, the dark nature of these injuries couldn’t suffer any less light than what she could provide. 
“One last thing,” she asked the Mortani. “Before you go, please make sure the lesser injuries are resting comfortably. Also, don’t allow any to disturb me. I may be here for some while.” Then, without her customary politeness, Marte turned her back on the elven surgeon, and had Trudy don her surgical smock. “Blade number two to start,” she ordered.
Trudy offered her the correct instrument, and then watched solemnly as Marte began to incise away tracts of necrotic, spongy, tissue. Bilious yellowed pus oozed along with a black humour. There was no blood as she watched Marte’s deft debridement take more and more flesh away from the incision site.
After almost a fist-sized bolus of flesh had been pared away, Marte could see the wounded kidney. The rubbery shell was rent open. Nephrons and unfiltered urine glistened in the brilliant operating room. Marte asked Trudy for her long fingers, number 4, and upon receiving them, began the delicate work of refolding the tissue back into the ruptured kidney. Even with her delicate, deliberate, ministrations, Marte was uncertain as to her chances of success in saving the organ. All the divines knew that by the sweat that Trudy was dutifully mopping from her face, she didn’t even know if she could save the girl. The lass’s youth was on her side, that was certain, but that was about all.
“If she pulls through, we’ll have to send for Harris Goldhem. The wax won’t do as a prosthesis.” She wondered to herself about what horrid fate had befallen this young lass.
“Resterilize,” she instructed Trudy, indicating the tools she had used during the debridement. Trudy dutifully collected the ichor-besmeared things and dumped them into a steel kettle that was boiling away merrily over an open flame.
Trudy then flipped over a five-minute sandglass to keep track of the time the tools would remain in the pot.
While this was progressing, Marte’s eyes were beginning to become strained with the intensity of her labours. She suffered on, scolding herself that, “You can rest them when she’s safe.” Marte commenced stitching the nephron-laden folds into the organ. Then she stitched the bladder of the kidney closed. “Honey!” she demanded.
Marte was dismayed to see that the woman’s eyes hadn’t even flickered with all of the intense pulling, tugging, and jostling within her guts. Not to mention the cutting. She had prepared stores of chloroform for sedating patients upon need. She also had distilled poppy juice to ease the pain. So far, she hadn’t required either. Her patient was comatose.
Trudy presented her the honey.
Marte took the sterile spoon from her tray, and began to dole out the amber liquid into the chasm in Kittalae’s back. It slowly flooded the cavity.
Marte set this aside, and secured the wound with the best stitching she could fashion, considering the severe tissue loss. This last step complete, she then laid white linen bandages over the wound. She then lay cotton batten over that, and secured it all in place with more linen.
Marte sighed heavily, and fell hard against the wall. Sunlight no longer came in through the windows. She had been so intent on her work, she had failed to realize that seventeen hours had been eaten away from her.
Trudy rushed to her side and helped her up. “Come on, let’s get you fed and to bed,” she urged.
Marte blearily nodded. Then, with it being almost an afterthought, she quickly rushed to her sink, peeled her gloves off, and doffed her gore-smeared smock. “Burn those and fetch me new from the market tomorrow.” She corrected herself, “-I mean, later today.”
Nodding, Trudy took her arm, “Of course.”
They went to the overcrowded living room. Issuing a great sigh, Marte caught the attention of all who weren’t asleep. This was a dwarf, and two ‘tani-blooded warriors. “I’ve done all I can for her. Now it is up to her, Jyslin, and Moredhel,” she smiled wanly.
“Can I see her?” Crallick blurted out.
This man seemed on the verge of tears and exhaustion. Marte thought maybe he was the lass’s father? 
“No, m’dear. Ye better wait until I can give her a better prognosis. Let me tend to yer other friends, then I need some shut-eye.” Marte sat heavily into her consulting chair, and bade Trudi to step forward. “Where is that surgeon friend of yours?”
“She’s asleep, Marte,” Trudy said.
“Good,” smiled Marte. “Wake her.”
Trudy shimmied her way over to the sleeping Mortani, squeezing through the sleeping forms that were on the floor or half-falling out of chairs. On reaching her goal, she shook the woman awake.
Syllethrae’s eyes fluttered open. Her hand reflexively reached for a blade in response to her arousal. “What!?” she began to protest.
“Shh, shh, shh!” Trudy admonished. “Marte wants you in the hall please.”
Shaking off the fatigue, Syllethrae followed Trudy after the disappearing Marte. Once they caught up in the hall, Marte spoke softly. “I trust you can keep an eye on my charge? She sleeps. I fear in a coma. I need you to notify me of any change. I’ll be in the bedroom just here,” she indicated the room to their immediate right, as they looked towards the operating room. “If she rouses, she’ll be in great pain. Trudy will show you where I keep my poppy supplies.”
Syllethrae nodded confidently, “I can handle that readily enough. Why don’t we triage and operate on the others when we’re both fresh tomorrow? I’ve given them pain medicine from my own stores, which, I fear are quite depleted now.”
“Later today,” Marte corrected. “I agree. We’ll take care of them when I’m fresh.” She then addressed her assistant, “Trudy, take her and make her comfortable—though not too comfortable, mind ye. We don’t want her falling asleep.”
“Yes. Of course.” Trudy then turned with Syllethrae, “This way.”
The two women went off to perform their vigil, and Marte turned in for some much-needed rest.
Crallick grumbled, and then went out into the biting early morning air. Looking up at the darkness, he pondered aloud, “Damn it, Chessintra! If you want me to do your dirty work so damn badly, then mark my words. You do not take what I love anymore. Or else, I’ll contend with you directly, myself.” He was only answered by the chill breeze from the mountaintops, and the rustle of evening-tide rodents hurrying about their business.
 
Arylae’s eyes snapped open. Nostrils flared. There. A scent. She remained immobile, but every iron-shod muscle tensed. Only her ears rotated slightly; first one, then the other.
She had been limping along on her savaged right rear limb. The time she had been making, seriously trammeled by her injury. She had been becoming frantic, an unknown sense of urgency plaguing her. She was away from her father, and she was searching for her sibling. She didn’t need another scrap. She opened hair-width slits with each of her eyelids. Through this aperture, she scanned the bracken about her.
It happened all at once. There was a crack of a twig. A diminutive little man entered her field of view. As she coiled to spring, he spoke soothing words. “Now, now, there’s no need for that. You are far too pretty and you seem hurt. Mayhaps I can help you?”
Arylae balked in her pounce. It wasn’t so much the soothing voice the odd little thing used, but it was the bizarre feeling that she could hear the meaning of the words in her head in a fashion she clearly understood. She opened her golden eyes to look better at him.
The creature before her was about two feet high. He had two chestnut eyes that observed her without the smell of fear. He had a squashed ovoid head with two, long, fuzzy ears that further elongated the horizon of his head. His tiny pinkish lips were pursed into a thoughtful bow. A wiry mess of black hair topped his head. Feathers were woven throughout his hair.
His limber frame was clad in furry little animal pelts. This gave her confusion as to what his scent actually smelt like. A wolf skull adorned the top of a three-foot-tall stick that he leaned on.
“You seem a little out of your element, my dear,” he mused thoughtfully. He eyed her rear right leg again. “And you seem not to have gotten along well with the natives, now have you?”
For such a little thing, it certainly bleated a lot. Arylae puzzled. She couldn’t shake the bizarre feeling in her head caused by the way things he said became clear in her mind. She rumbled a threat.
The queer little man raised a hand placatingly. “Of course, where are my manners? I just haven’t seen a cat as pretty as you before, and haven’t had the chance to talk, and …” he began to saunter over to her, continuing his chattering, “of course you feel hurt and grumpy. Well, well, well, I can fix that, you know? Let me…”
Arylae roared her discontent and snapped at him.
Skipping gingerly to the side, and painting a grin on his wind-burnt face, the Boggle—for that is what he was—dropped to a knee beside her back leg, and poured some gooey muck onto her wound. He incanted soothing words, “Mukkous horrum phageos.”
A warmth, both physical and of good feeling, took hold of the startled tiger. The warmth was replaced by a pleasant gnawing feeling that worked its way up the length of her injured leg, leaving a strong feeling in its wake. She stared intently at the little man. A rumble issued from deep in her throat.
Smiling broadly, the Boggle walked to within a foot of her massive canines. He seemed completely at ease. “Now, now, of course you are unnerved to have magics placed upon you. It doesn’t happen every day.” Thinking for a moment, or at least for one of Arylae’s heartbeats, he continued, “Unless you’re like me and then, mayhaps it does happen every day.” He chuckled, amused at himself. His pleasant grin and tranquil demeanor was the only thing that held Arylae in check when he extended his hand to ruffle her chin fur. “You’re leg should be all better now, my dear. But tell me, what brings you out so far from your home?” His soulful eyes peered deep into hers.
Arylae’s mind thought of Crallick, then the stench of the undead, and then her cub-mate, Amalae. She thought about the last time she had seen her, and her determined drive to save her father.
The sympathetic aspect of the still Boggle reflected her concern. “My dear Arylae, you do seem to have an odd, but loving family. I’m certain they’re worried for you as well.” His smile widened, “We’ll just have to make sure we get you to her, and then rescue him.” His eyes darkened as his thought charged on to the next stop, “I too have smelt the undead stink. It passed through the tribe lands. I’m our tribe’s medicine man, you know?” He chortled, “Well, now you do.” The next heartbeat later, he rambled on, “Well, since the one you seek wasn’t behind you, and not from the way I travelled, and we hope not in the path of the undeath smell, there is a pretty good idea that comes to me as to where she is. Shall we?” he helpfully asked.
Arylae bobbed her head. Then, when the Boggle began to inhale to resume talking, she put a massive paw—claws still retracted, mind you—directly on his face.
Staggering backwards with the weight alone, the medicine man laughed cheerily, “Of course, you like to travel in silence, I understand. It’s the pretato…”
A cuff shut him up soundly and sent him rolling ass-over-teakettle for several yards. Laughing, the Boggle hopped up and then scurried to the side of the great cat. Nimbly, he jumped to between her shoulders and then pointed a direction with his staff. Arylae padded silently off in that direction. Tentatively at first, then at a full lope. The wee Boggle tightened his grip on her fur and lay, almost flush, against her back. Together they pelted into the Amarallan countryside.
 
Amalae cinched her cloak tighter around her shoulders. The mid-summer showers had put a chill in the brisk morning air. But the sweet scent of dew and pine were overshadowed by the distant cacophony of marching troops. There must have been several thousand, by Amalae’s amateur approximation. Both she and Hullaboo were in a stand of Dragontooth Pines atop a crest that offered a panoramic vista that drank in the grey smudge cast across the verdant landscape.
Occasionally the smell of rot would waft about their nostrils. Hullaboo licked his head. “Bad tidings,” he croaked softly. “Bad tidings indeed. Yup yup.”
“Bet I can deal them a nasty blow,” murmured Amalae; in awe, but not undaunted, by the spectacle before her. Quietly, she unshouldered her rifle. She took off the leather capping she had made for its muzzle. At Hullaboo’s quizzical look, she pointed into the air, over the mass of troops. A dark grey form was orbiting over them. Too large for a bird, both knew it had to be a dragon.
Hullaboo’s throat pouches ballooned with alarm. He remembered the last time he had seen such a beast. Granted, this one was much smaller, but they didn’t have Crallick, or poor Glip-glip. Feeling Amalae’s gentle hand on his back, he gently let the air out of his throat, not allowing the usual bellowing war cry that it normally solicited.
“Relax,” she soothed. “I have a simple plan.” That’s what her father had often taught her: the simplest plans are the ones most likely to work out when confronted by the enemy. Some wise man to the south somewhere had come up with the witty phrase that no plan survives contact with the enemy. Her father had taken that to heart, but then had modified it. No plan is unscathed when met by the enemy, but the simpler the plan, the higher the chance of its survival. “Simple, Hullaboo. I make one shot. I aim for its wing joint. If I make the shot, gravity does the rest. We see what happens. Then run like the cosmic storm.”
“If you miss?” Hullaboo prompted.
“Then we just run like the cosmic storm,” Amalae grinned. “I just don’t plan on missing.”
Hullaboo sighed. He figured it was a low-risk plan. Besides, Amalae, he was learning, was too much like her father. Once she got a notion into her head, well, she was as strong-willed as his tongue was long. He cast that pink appendage into the air. Once he felt the direction and strength of the breeze, he tapped Amalae, who was setting up her rifle on the crook of a tree branch.
She glanced at him. She had yet to uncover the cap over her sight that pointed at her prey. She had learned that it would provide a reflective surface and sunlight could startle her game away. So she had gotten in the habit of removing it last before making her shot. “’Sup, ‘sup?” she asked.
“Breeze is pretty calm. Being morning, and just after the rain,” Hullaboo explained. “It’s going slightly that way though.” He pointed for her to see.
“Thanks.” Then, without another word, she positioned herself behind her rifle. She reached around, uncapped it, and then began tracking her target. She began breathing and counting. Her target was staying at the same altitude. That was good. It was taking three heartbeats to complete half an orbit. On the next beat, she inhaled, and aimed at the dragon’s rotting jaw … heartbeat … and squeezed the trigger.
The rifle bucked hard against her callused shoulder. Flame and smoke belched out the muzzle. The bullet raced towards the flying abomination. The target and the shot rendezvoused in close to perfect timing. The shot tore through the wing’s membrane to bury itself into the side of the beast. In the side of the creature, a ligament of its pectoral muscle was torn free of its moorings, causing a loss of strength to that torn wing.
Hullaboo kept his eyes on their target while Amalae cursed her fortune. “Damn it, Zereah! I missed the thing’s damned shoulder.” She was recapping her scope when Hullaboo put his webbed hand on her shoulder and pointed.
“Still good-good,” Hullaboo licked his head with glee. “See.”
It was evident. The now listing dragon was in dire trouble. First, the tear in the wing membrane worsened and then, with its instinctive reaction to beat down harder, the pectoral muscle ripped free. The wing collapsed, and the dragon pitched sideways. It’s rider a blurred form dropping a scant second before the main event occurred.
“Now we run?” asked Hullaboo.
“Now we run,” agreed a beaming Amalae. Wait until her dad heard she had killed an undead dragon with one shot from many hundreds of yards away. She dashed into the woods, beaming maniacally.
Mordred never heard the crack of the rifle. No one did. Not over the crunch of several thousand footfalls, nor the clatter of mail and weapons, and an army on the move. He noted the amputation of his connection to his general, Weif Sturmholt. It was stronger, and more impactful than the loss of Inga. This was most likely due to his proximity. He poked his head out of his carriage. He did so just in time to see Voltare, the undead water dragon, smash to smithereens on a granite intrusion. Gore fountained and globbets of rotten meat and bone shards shrapneled a substantial radius. Fourteen more of his troops lost their connection to him. His face darkened. He swallowed his rage. Then, with an underlying tremor in his voice, he commanded with a false calm, “Please go and find the hooligan responsible for this inconvenience while we continue.”
 
“The Merry Miner” was a bustling little pub a stone’s throw away from the Chichurgons. The squat building was cozy, to the point of claustrophobic. This suited its usual clientele just fine, as most were either Titanore miners, or Deepvein miners from under the citadel proper.
Crallick found the place exactly to his liking. Small. Dim. He was the largest patron of the place. Most importantly, the only thing they had to serve was potent in its strength. At this moment, he was so overwrought with loss, despair, and pain, he didn’t know where to begin sorting his personal strife out. So he began where he had for the last ten years; with a bottle or pint of whatever he could manage. Something was soothing about the warmth that spread through his body, and the buzzing agreeability that seemed to permeate his mind that lent itself to a clearer train of thought.
His chest pained again. He looked up, and choked out, “Barkeep. Hit me again.”
Donovan poured another pint of the Dragon’s Breath Ale that his favoured customers loved. Not that this ‘tani blooded git was a favoured customer, but the dropping of a platinum Wyrm on his bar allowed him to drink whatever the fuck he wanted to drink. Right now, he figured that this guy was either trying to get some serious credit with the miners, or trying to kill himself. Since this was his third pint in a half an hour, he figured he was going to accomplish both before the end of the lunch hour.
Vlados walked into the Merry Miner, then promptly paused at the door to allow his eyes to adjust. Then, it took a scant moment to notice the lanky warrior hunched over a pint glass. Ever the veteran innkeeper himself, he immediately walked over to the barkeep. “Oi!” he jovially called.
“Oi yerself,” answered Donovan. “What ‘ken I getcha?”
“Pint o’ yer best,” Vlados slapped a gold dragon down on the polished beech bar top. “Oh, an’ how much has me boy o’er there had?”
Eying the dragon as though it would leap up and bite him, Donovan placed the pint glass full of his ale in front of the newcomer. “Has there been a new strike I haven’t heard of?”
Laughing, Vlados assured him, “No mate, we’re nae miners. We’re mercs. An’ we get paid well ‘nuff, I suspect. Now how much has m’boy had, savvy?”
“He’s on his third,” Donovan admitted. “In about the half-hour he’s been here. Oh, an’ it’s my strong stuff. The brew I give ta the lads.” He nodded at Vlados’ own cup. “Stuff I gave ta’ ye.”
“’preciate it, mate,” Vlados sipped his ale and then headed over to Crallick. On reaching him, he took the seat at the table across from him. “Cheers, m’boy.”
Crallick’s eyes drifted up to take in the intrusion, but he made no other move.
“Well, just what fresh pile o’ shit have we fallen into this time, eh?” Vlados offered conversationally. At the silent response, he continued, “I mean, we started off clearly with the best of intentions. Rescue our daughters and get our vengeance upon the villain who destroyed me livelihood. We accomplished all o’ that. And we did so with great success, I might add. But now…”
Vlados’ tirade grew distant to Crallick’s mind. Sure, he was back doing what he used to be good at. But was he really any good anymore? He went through the list of his latest disasters in his mind. He had taken on an operation like he would have in the past, but in doing so, he abandoned his daughter that he had recklessly traversed an ocean to rescue; he lost his hunting cat; he killed one of the contacts he was supposed to meet for the insertion into Amaral; he allowed his group to be compromised by the native guide; he led his crew into an ambush and got them all captured; allowed his new love to be tortured and mortally injured; and maybe worst of all, his own brother had interrogated him, and he had given the whereabouts of an item of incredible power to his target. No, this indeed, had to be the worst comedy of errors that he had ever been a party to in his life. He had to get his shit straight.
Taking another pull on his draught, Crallick grunted a “Hunh.” at a pause in Vlados’ ramblings. Behind the dwarf’s cheery speech, Crallick was picking up snippets of another hushed conversation: 
“…wyvern nesting just to the south, in a bend in the river…”
“…we’ll be famous!”
“…should be a simple hunt with the three of us…”
“….we’ll make a killing.”
“Just a second,” Crallick excused himself from the dwarf, rising swiftly to his feet. It took him two strides to cross the crowded pub, and half a heartbeat to send his flamberge downward, cleaving the table in twin-shivered pieces. The three dwarven youths, all in their twenties or thirties, jumped back, slack-jawed.
“Wot’ the…” was cut off by Crallick’s hand clamping down over the male’s throat.
The “Oi!” from the female wasn’t followed by anything else at the suggestion of Crallick’s flamberge tip.
The clinking crockery and general hubbub of the pub died down at the sound of splintering wood. So no one in the pub missed Crallick’s softly-spoken warning. 
“Why did none of you see me coming? How is it that none of you were able to stop my display? I’m an old man, not a Jyslin-be-damned wyvern. That’s a reptile the size of three cows. They’re lightning-fast and stealthy, not slow and clumsy like me. You won’t make a killing, you’ll be killed. So just go back to mining, or farming, or milling, or whatever it is you do, and leave the hunting to the professionals.”
When the female looked like she was summoning up the courage to respond, he added, “Or would you rather a dose of venom delivered by a stinger that’s the same length of this blade?”
She shook her head.
“Go,” was Crallick’s last word on the subject.
The three dwarves pelted, pell-mell out of the pub. 
Donovan came cautiously over to Crallick and Vlados. Crallick was sitting down while Vlados was already counting out gold coins. 
“No need.” Donovan raised his hand to forestall Vlados’ attempt for reparations. “One of those was my nephew. Saving his life is worth the cost of one lousy table. I’m just having to give your friend his change, as the city marshal doesn’t want him drinking anymore.”
“Keep it,” Crallick said dryly. A grin washed some of the strain from his features. At Donovan’s protest, Crallick added, “Consider it a finder’s fee.”
Outside the Merry Miner, Vlados looked at Crallick, “What in the blessed forge has gotten into you?”
Crallick returned his friend’s gaze. “Something that I think I need to kick-start my old ass.”
“Well, about bloody time, m’boy,” Vlados grinned as Tobin and Vaas walked up.“What is it?”
Crallick grinned, “We’re going on a hunt.”
 



Chapter 12
 
“She loved who she loved intensely. She held to faith and devotion as earnestly as a miser pinches his crowns.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Syllethrae took care of the injured underwing of the Chichurgeon, Marte, and her Nurse Trudy. Erik and Vaas presented the situation at Cairnhold to the Lord of Deepvein Citadel, Croner Goldhelm, who dispatched a garrison of one hundred and fifty heavy dwarf infantry. He also dispatched a courier to the capital of Wyvernhold, to issue a writ of seizure of Cairnhold to King Corr of the human empire.
Tobin’s shoulder was set by a painful procedure, and he was ordered to take it easy for at least a ten-day. As a result, he became good acquaintances with Donovan at the Merry Miner Pub.
Vaas and Erik, likewise, took extra time to recover from their wounds.
Despite the healer’s best efforts, Kittalae remained at a fever-ridden death’s door. She drifted in and out of a delirium-addled consciousness. She babbled about love, Crallick, Jherrim, and strangely enough, about wood.
While the rest of their party recuperated, Crallick, Teequag, Hoskar, and Vlados kitted themselves up lightly for a few days’ run south to the river bend. Crallick had pointed out that while the rest needed some time to recover, they could hone their skills together. They would need to, because they would keep hunting Mordred, regardless of the time it took for them to track him down. All agreeing, they set out early the following day.
 
Arylae had caught a familiar scent that she hadn’t smelt for many moons now. Her littermate! Oh, and the big, juicy frog she wasn’t allowed to eat. It was there to. Her easy, loping stride quickened to a full-on dash. The poor Boggle’s feet were practically pennants waving from a spire, the way they were flapping in the breeze. His tight little fists were the only thing anchoring him to the twin tufts of orange fur as he held onto the cat.
Hullaboo and Amalae had slipped easily out of reach of their quarry. They had fled in a beeline, directly away from their kill. This had taken them due west, then they had turned north by north-east, to continue their search for Crallick. At the first hint of light, they began to set up camp to retire for the morning. They planned to resume at an easy pace by noon, as this would get them back into a regular routine. All these plans were shattered, along with the carefully hidden lean-to, by a bounding, gleeful ball of orange and black fur. This missile flattened Amalae. Then it attempted to drown her while sandpapering off her face with a brilliantly pink tongue.
Amalae gasped out, “Off! Oh my goddess! Moredhel, you are sweet sometimes!” She was delighted to see her father’s cat. ‘Tiger,’ she corrected herself—leastways that’s what Teequag’s people called it. But the bulk of Arylae standing on that massive paw, grinding into her chest, was making it hard to breathe.
Hullaboo poked Arylae with the blunt end of his spear, getting the cat to move, and soliciting a dangerous growl.
Amalae sat up and was about to throw her arms around the great animal’s neck, when she noticed the intruder attached to the animal.
“Hold! Who in the cosmic web are you, and where is my father?” she demanded.
With the tiger-driven white water rapids ride over, the Boggle hesitantly dismounted, and stumbled about, regaining his bearings.
“Hello,” he meekly said.
“Again, who are you?” Amalae put on her best impression of her father’s voice. Now, understand, while to a full-grown man, this seventeen-year-old slip of a woman would seem cute, perhaps adorable, but certainly, nothing to be taken seriously, not knowing what she was capable of would cause a great deal of underestimation. This was not the case with a Boggle. The lowest of the goblin species survived, and even thrived, by overestimating absolutely everything. So when she put on her father’s intimidation act, the Boggle cowed appreciably.
Throwing himself to his knees, he cried, “Oh great huntress! I am your humble servant! I healed the poor kitty’s paw! She had been bitten by a nasty wolf! I helped her to find you! She’s coming from your father!”
“Wait!” Amalae shouted to interrupt the Boggle’s rant. “You know where my father is?”
“My goodness, no. I certainly don’t. Never met the man. I only know of Crallick through her understanding of him,” he gestured to the tigress. “Very nice father,” he added.
Arylae nodded her head in agreement.
Amalae scrunched her nose up in frustration. “Maybe Moredhel hates me after all.” She glanced at Hullaboo, “The fates have a messed-up sense of humour, no?”
Hullaboo shrugged and licked his head, “Not follow, nope-nope!” He went back to scanning the surrounding woods, not wishing to be caught flat-footed again.
“I follow! I follow!” cried the now enthusiastic Boggle. “You think little one just another mouth to feed. Not any use! Just natters on, and on, and on. But I do!” he breathed, thought about the context of his last sentence, and continued, “both natter, and have a use! A great use! My tribe couldn’t appreciate that. So out, out, out! Off into the wilds I go! Alone! Great medicine man! I commune with all the animals! I take what I need from the land. Quite comfy forest. Then came queer goings-on in the northern mires by Cairnhold. Crows all partaking of a great feast. One that moves. You take me with you. I will see her father. Return her to him. Yes?”
Amalae couldn’t believe the thing was capable of silence. Although, as she waited quietly, staring into its chestnut eyes, she began to wonder just how much of this little guy’s bluster was pantomime, and how much was misdirection. There was care and wisdom in those eyes. Leastways, that was her youthful wisdom’s counsel.
“Fine, you can come. Help us find my dad. Where was he last?” she conceded.
“Arylae says your father was taken by walking rotten meat,” the wee Boggle shrugged. “Putting that together, with what I know from the crows, I suggest we start at Cairnhold.”
Yawning, Amalae agreed, “After a nap. I’m dead on my feet.”
 
***
 
The sun melted gold across the tips of the dragonteeth pines, and blazed orange across the maples. Silver veils of mist lifted languidly off the river water as Crallick, Hoskar, Vlados, and Teequog skulked along the shallows.
They were approaching the bend in the river that was thought to be the wyvern’s nesting site. Wyverns are large reptilian creatures; thought to be closely related to dragons. In fact, most sages oft describe them as protodragons. Regardless of their classification in whichever school of zoology you subscribe to, their characteristics are immutable and not subject to debate.
Wyverns are predatory serpentine reptiles whose length can measure up to thirty feet. Their wings are tough and flexible, with a wingspan approaching one-and-a-half times the length of their body. When on the ground, they stride or sprint on two powerful rear legs. When running, they are not afraid to coordinate the use of their wings for a nightmarish hopping, sprinting, balancing act to swiftly overtake prey. Their wings functionally act in the place of their forearms. The membranes of their wings are muddy-brown in colour. Their scales tend to range from brown to olive, to a moss green. Indeed, some wyverns have been known to allow moss and lichen to take root and grow on their scales. They are crafty, ambush hunters. When they attack, it is with an arsenal of different weapons. From the scythe-like talons of their feet, to the spear-tip fangs of their powerful jaws, these savage implements are the preferred options. Their most deadly choice of weapon, however, is the greatsword-long barb in their whiplash tail. This barb can deliver a truly massive dose of hematoxic venom. This dose causes a poisoning of the blood that induces anticoagulation and vasodilation, which leads to swelling of the tissues and the choking off of healthy cells. This leads swiftly to cell death. It is rumoured that three wyverns managed to take down a great fire dragon through repeated strafing runs, utilizing this attack.
Crallick had his great-bow in hand, and a grin plastered on his face. By the gods, he felt good; really alive for the first time in a while. The only thing he was missing was Arylae. He’d not had time to search for her at Carinhold, let alone to think of her until now. Only a slight stutter in his gait let slip his momentary lapse of focus. Crallick simply prayed to Jyslin that the tiger was safe and thriving in a new home. He had no luxury for any other projection of Arylae’s fate. Regaining his focus, the grizzled veteran was determined to enjoy his day ahead.
Teequog was moving through the rushes on the bank, his blowgun held ready, and a dart already loaded, with another stuck out of the pygmy’s poison pouch.
Vlados had his cutlass belted, and clutched his crossbow. He seemed the least comfortable about this expedition. He was a pastoral fellow. He was more acclimated to rural and urban life, not hunting and being in the wilds. This lack of ease in no way suggested that he wasn’t up for the task, as Crallick had learned from the years before. In recent years, Vlados had added being shipboard to his comforts; still, no help here in the shallows of a river.
The final member of their hunting party, Hoskar, was soft-stepping among the pine needles just inside the treeline. He had a weapon called a bolas—three weights on lengths of leather—that he held loosely in one hand. His maca was on his hip, and he held a tomahawk in his other hand.
The four prowled onwards. They were mindful of every noise, and the sudden absence of birdsong brought them to stark alertness. They immediately stopped.
Crallick began to utter a silent command, when all chaos erupted.
First, the brackish water of the riverbank bloomed with rich plumes of peat. Then white foam fountained upwards as the tail erupted out of the water. Crallick’s footing became unstable, as the wing he had trod upon whipped out from under him. The wyvern’s head had been barely above the waterline, allowing its top-located nostrils to draw in its air and the smells of the region. This crafty wyvern had allowed its body to fan out as flat as it could make itself, in the hopes of trapping an unwary elk or moose, or any other easy meal.
The group of hunters wouldn’t prove to be an easy meal, nor a particularly filling one. It was from past experience, however, that the wyvern knew it would have to face down these interlopers, especially so close to her nest.
All of this in less than a breath. The whiplike tail smashed down towards Crallick’s chest with lightning speed and precision. He was barely able to get his bow up cross-wise to his chest to deflect the deadly thing. The wood of his bow creaked dangerously as the beast pressed his attack into him. It slewed into the mud at Crallick’s side before recoiling and launching again.
Meanwhile, the beast’s mouth lunged for the surprised Teequog, who was barely able to roll aside.
All pretense of stealth was cast aside from both sides now. The wyvern roared its challenge in a hissing threat, and the hunters began calling warnings and directions.
“A little help here!” Crallick grunted under duress. After catching the second strike, he was barely managing to keep the dripping wet tail from closing into him. He was struggling against a downward force, whilst already on one knee. The silt underfoot was compressing, and he was now up to his shoulders in the thrashing water of the river.
Teequog let fly with a dart from his blowgun. It hit the wyvern square in the neck and bounced harmlessly off into the river. Grumbling to himself about scales being so much harder in these parts, he dropped his blowgun, and drew his maca.
A step. He dropped to one knee. Then came a twang of the crossbow. Vlados sent a quarrel fletching deep into the right side of the wyvern. Grimly, he reset his weapon and then began to fish out another bolt. Damn, he had to talk to Crallick about finding some safer hobbies.
Hoskar came charging at a full pace out of the trees. First, he let fly with his tomahawk, which glanced harmlessly off the creature’s head. Then he brought his bone maca over his head with both hands, his bolas forgotten in the woods behind him, and struck it home with a bone-shattering crack on the right wing of the beast. As he flayed it away from the beast, he left half of the maca’s stone pieces in the flesh of his prey.
Feeling a concentrated surge of pain through its right side, and unable to determine the different sources, as both happened so closely together, the wyvern made a snap decision that may have cost it its life. It reversed the attack on Crallick, arcing the tail up and over its own head to streak down at Hoskar. The orc, who was anticipating an attack from the beast’s maw, was looking up, so was able to see its trajectory. He scooted back, tripping on a root as he did so. He landed on his rump, while the tail became lodged in the errant stump.
He opened his mouth to call out that he was okay when his words were smothered by the wyvern’s mouth. There came a wet tearing, and a pop of ligaments ripping free. Then the glistening gore-painted lips of the wyvern pulled away, leaving behind the headless Hoskar.
Crallick let his bow go. He slipped under the water, and pulled himself away from the current, letting his bow get further away.
Vlados blanched, loaded his crossbow, and fired again. This bolt took the wyvern in the rectum, as the rapidly turning beast launched its tail at where he thought he had left Crallick. The bolt tore deep into the alimentary canal.
Teequag rushed to Hoskar’s seated side and grabbed a tomahawk from Hoskar’s belt. Then he threw it ineffectively at the beast; it thwacked dully off the wyvern’s skull.
“Chabba hoo Rugo!” Teequag challenged defiantly.
Coming up from underneath the belly of the wyvern, Crallick lunged, flamberge materialized into his hand, upwards, towards the thing’s chest.
Crallick aimed his blade almost parallel to the creases of the belly scales. Once the tip caught under the edge of an unfortunate scale, he pushed with every ounce of strength he had.
His serrated blade began to dig at the muscular chest. It wasn’t fast enough though. The tail lashed out again, and sent Teequog flying a good ten feet before he landed in a crumpled heap in the rushes.
Vlados’ crossbow sang out again. At this range, he was having a devastating effect. This time, he pierced the thing’s left lung. The sudden loss of breath caused the creature to stumble. This drove its weight down hard, burying Crallick underneath. This also buried Crallick’s flamberge into its heart.
The wyvern went through a violent spell of thrashing, and then was still.
Vlados quickly ran to see if Teequog could be of any service. As it turned out, the volatile Halfling was enraged and ready to kill just about anything. As soon as he caught his breath. The two ran past the iron and fecal smelling corpse that had once been Hoskar. They began fighting with the wyvern’s body, trying to pull it free of Crallick’s form. 
They tossed ropes around the beast, while Vlados hollered, “Hang on m’boy! If’n ya die on me, I’ll kill ya, ya savvy?”
“You know what I like about wyvern eggs?” Crallick asked, after a couple of moments of watching the rescue attempts.
“Not now, I’m bus…” Vlados began and then realized. Looking over his shoulder at the drenched and grinning Crallick, who had a bundle of eggs in his cloak, and one on display in his hand, he said, “Just how by Moredhel’s shiny black arse, did ye pull this off?”
With a wry grin, Crallick explained, “The shite you’re trying to pull her through,” he gestured at the dead wyvern, “is soft. That’s why you’re having such a terrible time of it. Well, it was my saving grace. I was able to dig out from under the thing. Then it just took me a couple of strokes to the river. I guess you didn’t see me in the murk.” Crallick shrugged, “The nest was in a submerged pit on the shore, just over there. She had a clutch of five eggs.”
The party arranged the eggs in some tunics and packed them away in a pack. The three shared the load of the kill and dragged it to the road. There, Teequog ran back to Deepvein Gulch to get a carriage for their kill and their casualty.
By the time evening rolled around, the hunting party had returned. They collected the bounty on the wyvern, and Vlados reported to the Goldhelms about the clear river-way to the south. Tobin and Erik helped Teequog find a goblinoid to transport Hoskar’s body back to the tribes for proper rites to be observed for him.
Crallick begged his excuses, and left to visit Kittalae.
Syllethrae tried not to eavesdrop as she overheard Crallick whispering at Kittalae’s bedside. He spent many hours there, holding her hand. The one thing that stuck with her about the things he said to Kittalae was that if she woke up and came back to him, he wouldn’t wait. He would make sure she knew he loved her.
 
***
 
A barely perceptible glint appeared in the soft-bristled juniper bushes on a shallow rise that swept down towards the edifice known as Cairnhold. The dwarven garrison either paid it no mind or their vision, better suited for mines, couldn’t detect it in the late morning sun.
Amalae snorted to herself. The castle didn’t look so foreboding. Certainly, there was not an ‘evil undead lives here’ kind of sense that she could perceive.
“Looks pleasant enough,” she merrily reported. “All I see are dwarves. Mountain dwarves, if I’m any judge. Don’t see any undead, nor can I smell any.” She glanced back at her companions, “Shall we go and say hello?”
The Boggle ceased his muttering to himself long enough to answer her. “Sure, sure, that would be the polite thing to do. The crows are gone. They follow their supper caravan. The vile ones that Arylae believes…” a growl solicited a swift correction, “knows took Crallick are most definitely gone. We should say hello, and maybe inquire about the whereabouts of Crallick.”
“Yup. Yup. I agree,” Hullaboo nodded. “But you should stay up here, and let the talking fly and I go ask. Just to make sure these are nice dwarves, not bad ones.”
Amalae scrunched up her eyes. “Not gonna’ happen. Nope, nope, not at all. I’ve never met an ‘evil’ group of dwarves.”
Then, in spite of their continued protests imploring caution, Amalae began to traipse down the hill, her rifle slung over one shoulder. Loaded, of course, and her spear gripped confidently in her right hand. With colouration of her clothes, and the foliage added for extra camouflage, she felt every bit the ranger she was aspiring to become. Certainly, she was a force to be taken seriously.
Upon reaching the gates, she found that the dwarves had noticed her, but seemed indifferent to her presence. It took several minutes of caterwauling and hollering to finally gain their attendance.
“Bloody Titanore child! Quit yer bellyaching! Scale is to yer south! Now git!” the disgruntled sentry admonished.
‘Child? The shitty lil’…,’ her thoughts dropped away as padding feet preceded a thunderous roar. Arylae had gotten bored, so she had wandered over to see what was amiss with her cubmate. This clarion call had the desired effect of grabbing all the dwarves’ attention who manned the walls.
“What in the blessed forge is that?” called one of them down to her. “Is it going to eat you?”
The top of the wall was now bristling with crossbows.
“No!” Amalae imposed herself between the defences and the tiger. “She’s with me. We’re just looking for my father! Crallick Oakentree!” She decided to play up the ‘child’ roll a bit. “Please kind sers, I’ve been out in the wilds for so long now. I’m terribly hungry, and I’m very worried about him!”
“Wait there!” called another sentry.
Amalae scoffed. And where else was she going to go?
With a beleaguered groan, the gate’s hinges gave way to the momentum of the great wood constructs, and parted slightly. A solitary dwarf in shiny silver mail came forward. His deep-brown tabard sported an inverted chevron holding a crescent moon in white. His light-brown beard ran deep down his torso and terminated around his groin. His blue eyes took her in. his pale features broke into a grin.
“Now m’lass, ye said ye were lookin’ fer Crallick?”
“Yep-yep,” Amalae began, and then shook her head. “I mean yesser. I’m his daughter.”
“Now, what father worth his salt would be allowing his daughter to be wanderin’ to and fro’ all o’er creation?” The dwarf smiled with a fond glint in his eye.
“He didn’t exactly allow me. I can make my own decisions. I can take care of myself…” Unconsciously, Amalae began rehearsing all of the excuses she would need once she finally found her father.
“Easy m’lass. I’m nae, yer father,” the dwarf put up his gauntleted hand. “But, to be sure, yer father sent us here. He is at Deepvein Gulch. Leastways, he was when we left. Seems to me he’s in good health, but wounded spirit. I think a sight from ye’ll go a long way ta’ putting him right.”
“Where do I get to Deepvein Gulch?” Amalae could no longer contain her enthusiasm. This was the closest she had been to truly believing she could complete this hare-brained scheme of hers.
“Follow the road due east,” The dwarf smiled. “Ye cannae’ miss it. Oh, an’ cinnya’ be so kind as to deliver this fer’ me? I’d consider it fair repayment for information I’ve given ye.” The dwarf proffered a rolled up and sealed note.
“Oh, of course I will!” Amalae almost squealed in joy. She threw her arms around the surprised dwarf. “Oh, thank you, ser! Thank you!”
Amidst the jeers and catcalls from the ramparts, the dwarf smiled, patted her back, and then disentangled himself. “You are a fine daughter, m’lass. Ye’ll do alright. Take care o’ yerself. Give this to King Goldhelm. Aye?”
“Yep-yep,” she grinned. Then, taking the note, she waved at the wilds. A mossy boulder metamorphosed into a nearly seven-foot tall, spear-wielding Bull Froggle. Then, about thirty yards to the side, a tuft of long grass parted to reveal a staff-toting Boggle. Sheepishly, she glanced back at the dwarf, her hand going to the ruff of the great cat, “A girl’s got to look out for herself. Thanks again.”
With that, the group made their way hastily down the eastern route, leaving the laughing dwarf, and his amazed company behind them.
 
Pungent. The putrescence in the air was becoming pungent to the point of noxious. Mordred was now travelling in his palanquin with rags tied around his face. Here was a problem he had not counted on. The midsummer heat coupled with the increasingly southern latitude was combining to accelerate the rotting process. He had created his undead from the chilly northern moors, where cool temperatures had worked hard at staving off the decaying process. Now, while it was true that he could hold together skeletons with the simple force of necromantic energy, they were far more fragile, and less potent than his zombified army.
Time had become his main enemy. He made some adjustments to the route he had planned, and instead on slightly more populated roads. He made a beeline for Crossroads, across the Bannathyr downs. Once at Crossroads, he would have to figure out a solution to this rather serious problem. His shouldered chair jostled, and then dipped abruptly as one of his bearer’s arms sloughed away under his weight. He groaned and assigned a fresher soldier to the duty. The irony of what fresher meant in his army rather than to other armies wasn’t lost on him. He smiled at his wit. Shaken out of his reverie for a moment, he reflected further.
Dragonhold, the major castle guarding the Amarallan-Bannathyr border, would be a wealth of reserves. However, the sacking of the castle would result in too much time. Yes—the draw on his resources would put too much at risk, and the payoff may be less than imagined. Better to set out through the downs and raid the odd village, hunter’s camp, or trading post; much quicker in time, and would cause fewer losses. His remaining troops would be the worse for wear. Surprise and Zereah’s fortune would have to be his ally. He reaffirmed the course to his lead pickets, and his army began to eat up the miles.
Then he settled back and opened up a tome, searching for answers to his decaying force.
 
***
 
Amalae and her company arrived in Deepvein Gulch. The first person to see her was her father. She watched as Crallick swaggered into view, holding aloft a wyvern claw, laughing and joking amidst a throng of dwarves. Vlados was riding a cart laden with a scaled carcass.
Crallick had caught sight of her, squinted, and then shook his head for a moment. The next moment caught the breath in her lungs as she watched her father drop his latest trophy, and come charging towards her, the etched worries seeming to dissolve from his aspect as he approached. An orange and black bolt of fur exploded past her on an intercept trajectory. A general hue and cry went up as the dwarves had never seen a four-hundred-pound tiger before. This self-guided missile flattened Crallick in a moment. Then Arylae proceeded to slather her tongue all over his face. Amalae could hear the shrill rasping of the tiger’s claws kneading the metal links of Crallick’s armour.
As she walked up, beaming in relief, she could hear sputtering, and “ow’s” coming from her father. She allowed Arylae a moment or two of greeting before she touched the tiger’s neck.
“Off sis,” she whispered.
Arylae gave one last slurp across Crallick’s now reddened face before retreating from the old warrior. She plopped her bottom down primly beside him.
Crallick sat up and grinned. “By Moredhel’s shiny black ass, it’s good to see you!” he exclaimed.
Vlados was rushing up. When he saw what all of the commotion was about, he stopped, and balked. Then, with a quavering voice, he asked Hullaboo, who had settled in behind Amalae, “Where is Bekka? Is she alright? Tell me she’s alright.” He was wringing his hands, looking far more terrified than in any of his prior adventures with Crallick.
“Yep-yep,” Amalae, and Hullaboo chorused. Then they glanced at each other and laughed.
“You tell,” Hullaboo encouraged. Seeming kind, but in truth, not wanting to bear Crallick’s wrath should there be any.
“Thanks Hullaboo,” Amalae said.
Turning to her father, whose expression was rapidly darkening as he was recalling his last words to her, and to the pale Vlados, who was intently staring at her, she quickly began. “Well, Bekka and I had a disagreement. I figured you guys had come across the world for us, and that we were being pretty shitty daughters by letting you out there alone, and not helping you out. Goddess knows you can barely mend your trousers,” she pointedly looked at her father. “But she wanted to go home, where it was safe. I told her fine, go ahead, so we split up. She kept to the roads to get back to Gladeholme, and I cut across country to catch up with you. Hullaboo came with me daddy, so I was perfectly safe.” She blurted out the last part to stave off the coming verbal assault she could tell was brewing in her father. She beamed, and then hastily continued, “I found a dead hunter’s camp, and salvaged this rifle. Hullaboo’s been teaching me to be pretty handy with a spear…”
“Yup-yup,” agreed Hullaboo, torn between wanting to be supportive, and not wanting to draw attention to himself.
“That should have been your first clue that this was a terrible idea,” growled Crallick.
“Agreed,” glowered Vlados.
“Aw, c’mon,” complained Amalae. “He obviously had no business being out there. His camp had no easy egress, and he had a kid with him. You’ve taught me that much daddy. By the forge, I’ve forgotten more about woodcraft than he ever learnt,” she then countered, using one of her father’s old lines.
Vlados guffawed in spite of himself. “She’s turning into a smaller version of you, m’boy.”
“Yup-yup,” Amalae agreed, “I even killed a dragon.” She realized she should have kept her mouth reigned in as soon as she made her boast.
She never registered the speed of her father as he closed the distance to grip her arms securely.
“What the fuck did you just say?” he growled menacingly.
“It’s true. Yup-yup,” came her suddenly meek answer.
Just when it looked like her father was going to truly tear into her, Hullaboo intervened.
“Yup-yup, but she was wise beyond her years about it. Only one shot. And we were far away. Bang. Then it fell from the sky. Splat. Onto the smelly dead army.” Hullaboo was using furious hand gestures to animate his points.
Vlados touched Crallick’s arm. The throng of dwarves that surrounded them had closed in to hear the goings-on of their champion hunter, and his kin. He knew Crallick’s temper. He knew dwarven sensibilities. He figured the two wouldn’t mix.
Crallick relaxed his grip on his daughter. “Look,” he breathed. “I’m just happy to see you. I would be mortified if something happened to you. I can’t afford to lose you like I lost your mother.” The last confession came choked from his throat.
“Aww, daddy,” Amalae embraced him tightly. “You aren’t going to lose me anytime soon. Leastways not if me or Moredhel have anything to say about it.”
“Shite. I got something in me eye,” Tobin said, coming out of the crowd. “Look at this scruffy wee lass.”
“Oh, Tobin!” Amalae exclaimed as she noticed Tobin’s slung arm. “What happened to your arm?”
“’Tis nothing, m’girl. Ye should spy the other lad,” Tobin beamed at her.
“Is that my niece?” Vaas strolled up. “By all the gods, Crallick, what have you done to her?”
“He made a woman out of me,” Amalae began, then realized to her horror just how that sounded. “I mean, made a ranger out of me.” She went beat red.
The mollified hush that had befallen the crowd roared in glee at her poor choice of words.
“Where’s Kittalae?” she figured to change the subject to something better, quickly. “I’ve so much to share with…” She never finished her sentence when she saw her father’s face plummet. The somber pall that came over the collected companions made her dread what she had just stepped into. She saught out Vlados, who was putting a consolatory arm around Crallick, then she looked to Vaas.
He leaned in close, and whispered to her, “Kittalae got hurt pretty badly. Also, your father and I aren’t on the best of terms right now. Just tread gingerly, my dear. Know I love you, and he loves you. That’s all that should be important to you.”
 
***
 
A couple of days later, Syllethrae took Amalae to visit Kittalae. Kittalae was sleeping more peacefully.
The companions busied themselves for the rest of the ten-day, getting their supplies together. Amalae delivered the note, as she had promised. The group collected as much of the preserved rations as they could. They also acquired four rams for drafting the wagon. The leather-worker had gotten to work on fashioning a suit of armor out of the wyvern’s hide.
Tobin took a moment to find the smithy. He was curious about this titanore he had been hearing about.
“Ah, m’good ser,” smiled the grizzled, iron-muscled dwarf. “Wha’ cen I be doin’ fer ye?”
“What is this Titanore I been hearing about?” Tobin pointedly asked.
“Ha, ha, ha.” The laughter came with a vigorous finger waggle. “ye gambol wit’ ole’ Titancarver! Now, who put ye up ta’ this? Was it Donovan?”
“No jest,” Tobin’s face was stone. His voice was gravel. “Just serious. Never heard o’ the stuff until I arrived here.”
Titancarver looked at the other dwarf’s earnest face and grimaced, “Ye are dead serious, eh?”
“I am,” confirmed Tobin.
“Well then, m’ser. Lemme set this ta rights. Titanore is as strong as tenfold forged steel, but it weighs ha’ the amount. Ye know how sunsteel keeps its edge? Well, so does moonmetal, or titanore. But it’s a wee bit more tensile, and a great deal lighter. The problem is though, it, like the moon, it is very tricky to get.
While you cen soak up the sun well ‘nuff, who e’er heard of one catchin’ a moon-burn, eh? Ha, ha, ha!” The dwarven smithy looked pleased at his own humour, and then presented Tobin with two swords. Each blade was four foot in length, with a two-handed tine to make into a dwarven greatsword. Both appeared to have been ornamentally silvered, and held a high luster.
Tobin hefted one, nodded at the weight and balance, then hefted the other, and practically threw it upwards, it was so unexpectedly light.
“Ha, ha, ha!” roared the smithy. “Ye should see the glamour the titanore has cast upon yer face! Ho, ho, ho!”
“Th-th-that’s amazing,” came Tobin’s less than articulate reply. “How much for some gear made of this?” he dared to ask.
“Fer tha troop that kilt the wyvern dead? I’ll work ten platinum a piece fer ya. Or, if’n I already have it, I’ll give it to ye,” Patron Titancarver offered with a smile. Then, at the other dwarf’s gobsmacked visage, he added, “Tha’ bein’ a hardy discount indeed. Ye tell anyone tha’ price an’ they’ll be committing me to an asylum, fer sure.”
Tobin mentally ran through a list in his head, crossed off a few items, and then asked, “I need mail and shield fer myself. A six-foot serrated blade fer Crallick. Also, a mail shirt for Kittalae, the wounded lass.”
“I got plate and heavy shield fer ye, just in the back. I cen fit a mail shirt for the princess down a few sizes fer the wounded lass. I’ll need to see the flamberge for proper reach measurements,” Titancarver said with a twinkle in his eye. “Aye, lad, I recognize a Mortani-style blade when I see one. Just get it to me, and I’ll get ta work on all. Forty platinum.”
Swallowing, Tobin parted with the not-so-small fortune in coins and gems.
 
It was at the end of their second ten-day when three things happened at once.
Kittalae began to get up and walk about a bit. This caused Crallick to scoop her up and take her right back to bed. All she did was giggle all the way. All were glad to see her recovery going so well. Syllethrae and Marte were especially so.
Second, Titancarver finished Crallick’s new flamberge. He presented Tobin with this, the dwarven armor, and the delicate mail jack for Kittalae.
The town carpenter had been fashioning a pair of cedar hands for Kittalae. These she had ensorcelled and grafted onto her arms. When Crallick received his gift, he was amazed at the ease in which he could wield the blade. He advised that it would take a while to enchant it through the luminous Etherium, but he assured Tobin that he would, the first chance he got.
Kittalae apologized profusely, but refused the gift, explaining that the metal hindered her shamanic ties to the wood spirits. And with this, she waggled her wooden fingers at him, telling him it was particularly important that she avoided wearing as much metal as possible.
Amalae, not bearing to see the wounded countenance of Tobin, reassured him that she was almost Kittalae’s size, and most certainly had no qualms about wearing metal mail.
Thus appeased, Tobin granted her the mail jack with a: “Well, thank the goddess someone will get use out of me ten platinum pieces.”
He was wrapped up in a heartfelt embrace from Amalae and Kittalae, who both extolled his virtues, his generous nature, and his loving heart. This caused the older dwarf to blush and mumble a deference, and then make good his escape to Crallick’s side.
“Thanks, you big softie,” mocked Crallick.
“Ah, ye can go get stuffed!” Tobin roared at him.
Nonetheless, all were in great spirits. It was the third thing that brought the reality of their situation crashing down on them.
A human wearing a deep purple robe, with a steel braid elongating his chin by a good foot, walked rigidly up to the group as they clustered about a brace of tables pulled together at the Merry Miner. His coal-dark eyes took them in.
After a few moments, Crallick spoke, “Unless you have business with us, I suggest you move along, friend.”
“I do, in fact, have business with you, knight-ranger Crallick Oakentree,” his bones-in-leather voice rasped out.
“That would be ‘ser’ to you then, if you know my titles,” Crallick’s eyes narrowed.
“Not unless you wish to be in Amaral in an official capacity, in which case, I would demand to see your writ of embassy,” the man coldly smiled. This put a chill in the room to match the paleness of his complexion.
“Look, friend. My patience is wearing thin, and you have me at a disadvantage. One I shall remedy in one of two ways,” Crallick began.
“Tsk-tsk,” chided the gaunt stranger. “No need for such rudeness. Now, allow me to introduce myself. I am Bowman Lars, court magician for the benevolent King Corr. It is my purpose to invite you to an audience with the goodly king. You shall all attend, of course. He did ask for your company, after all.”
Crallick glanced around the table. He mused to himself that it had been in his orders to touch base with King Corr once the deed had been done, but, shite, things didn’t always go according to plan. He decided it could be prudent to check-in. Besides, Wyvernhold was sort of on the way.
“You may inform the King, that indeed, my company and I shall be humbled and honoured to accept his gracious hospitality.”
“My word!” Lars exalted. “He does have manners! Will the wonders ever cease?”
“We’ll be there in about…” Crallick began trying to estimate their travel time.
“As soon as you gather outside. You wagon and gear have already been accommodated for,” Bowman bowed, and then withdrew from the Merry Miner.
The gathered party rose as one, and filed out the door. In the cobbled lane, they found Lars deep in an incantation.
“Great,” grumbled Tobin, “I bloody hate transportive spells.”
“Ha,” scoffed Crallick. “Since when have you become such a spell-casting expert?”
“How long have ye dabbled in that shite?” Tobin countered.
“Point,” Crallick acquiesced.
A roiling black mist formed, and then parted in the middle, irising open a view of an immense castle.
“Voila!” exclaimed Lars, “King Corr awaits.”
“Why are you having us travel through the gloaming, and not the Etherium? Crallick pointedly asked, putting a restraining hand on the arm of Erik, who had been about to step forward. “We’re not exactly on good terms with the natives, if you follow me.”
“Huh,” it was Bowman’s turn to scoff. “I use Cessintran magic because it’s less showy. It’s easier to be subtle. I’ve never had a problem. You’ll all be fine,” he reassured.
“Look, we don’t go unless ye say so, m’boy,” Vlados reasoned to Crallick.
“Yep-yep,” Amalae said, “We go where you go.”
Crallick grimly nodded. “We’ll go,” he announced. Then, to the court wizard, he added, “Trust me, you better pray nothing happens, or goes wrong. Savvy?”
With a thin smile, Bowman Lars simply said, “Oh, I savvy.”
Then, one by one, they each stepped through the roiling blackness and out into a shaded building with a view of Wyvernhold keep.
When Crallick’s turn came up, he stepped to the limn of the vortex. There was an irresistible draw, and a definite chill to it. Striding into the channel, there was a sense of motion, yet he felt nothing. From using the luminous Etherium, he knew he could travel leagues in seconds, and miles in scant moments. He also knew that this particular trip felt like it was taking to long.
“Crallick,” HER voice came out of the gloom. “Crallick, my dear. You are a sweet and fun thing indeed. What was it that you had the balls to threaten me with?”
There was an unmistakable chill now. The goddess of death, on her home realm of existence, was addressing him.
“I don’t…”
“You don’t want to shorten your life by lying to me, now do you?” An apparition of beautiful ebon lips appeared. “Tell me Crallick, how are your chest pains doing?”
“I don’t believe I was in my right mind when I spoke those words. I was grieving,” Crallick thought swiftly on his feet.
“How pleasant,” A melodic laughter filled the existence. Then a pall of silence filled the realm. “Tell me, my dear Crallick, now that I have given you your daughter back alive, and returned your slave-girl to you, alive; what are you going to do for me?”
“Whatever you need me to do, provided it doesn’t interfere with them having a good, and long life,” Crallick gravely muttered. “I’m your humble servant.”
The sensation of breasts pressing into his back startled him. Then came hands running suggestively over his torso. 
“Good answer,” Cessintra purred. Then her dark materialized before Crallick in the gloaming. Somehow, he was able to see the strange black-on-black images. “When you return to Bannathyr, you will renounce the order of the cradle. Take command of the order of the Cairn. Remember, my sweet, death and darkness are not inherently evil, they are just eternal, and dark.” Chessintra then smiled. “Many lovely things are done in the dark,” she cooed. “Go to Crossroads, and pray that Moredhel is feeling as generous as I.”
Crallick was about to open his mouth when he was expelled into the City of Wyvernhold.
 



Chapter 13
 
“She was always peaceful at heart and I remember her soft smile. I feel it shall haunt me until my own passing.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Stepping from the chill shadow-realm of the Eldritch Gloaming into the summer’s day of Amaral felt akin to waking up in the Carrib Islands. At least this was the thought that it triggered in Crallick’s experience. The star-dazzle that sprayed across his vision reminded him of gazing into dragon fire. He stumbled a bit, his equilibrium returning swiftly to him as two pairs of helping hands steadied him. One belonged to Kittalae, of course, and the other was Tobin’s.
After his vision cleared, Crallick took a moment to take in the majestic sight that was the booming metropolis of Wyvernhold.
Now, in truth, Wyvernhold housed no greater a population than Marahaven, yet it seemed to sprawl over a much larger area. This was in part due to the network of wide avenues that interlaced the blocks of the city. They were each large enough across to fit two adult dragons, walking abreast, with their wings folded closed. The city squares were vast enough to accommodate some small villages. These immense communal areas were decorated lavishly with fountains, and greenery. Market vendors all worked from wheeled carts, so that when a lumbering dragon or wyvern passed by, they could scurry their wares out of harm’s way. That is not to give the illusion of marauding beasts rudely devouring the locals; far from it. The creature wishing to pass by would stop, rumble an “excuse me” of a sort, and then politely wait while the venders moved their wares to the side. In this manner, both populations could share a congenial living space with minimal impact on the other.
The buildings were also more solidly built than Marahaven’s. Even the most humble edifice was stone in its construction. All of the roofs were single sheets of stone, slanted at about a thirty-degree pitch towards whatever street or lane the building faced onto. The engineering design of these roofs allowed for many problems to be fixed at once: snow accumulation in winter could never get so deep as to cave in a roof; dragon waste would likewise slide off, minimizing the amount of rooftop cleaning; dragon breath spilled off the roof, minimizing damage to the structure; also, should a dragon need to land on a roof, it wasn’t so steep as to prohibit this in relative safety. This architecture seemed more stereotypically dwarven in design, than the architecture they had found in the dwarven community they had just left. Coats of bright paint often covered the grey building materials. This provided a cheerful façade to the lanes and streets.
Crallick, who had personally slain two dragons, and now a wyvern, was standing with his woman, who was adorned in leathers fashioned from its flesh. He stopped mid-step, and mid-thought. He just referred to Kittalae as ‘his’. He felt a stupid grin invade his face.
“What’s up?” asked Erik, marking Crallick’s expression.
“Huh?” Crallick came out of his reverie, realizing the entire band was gawking at him. “Just a thought is all. No mind.” Then he glanced back at the sight that had staggered him initially. He pointed it out, to deflect the group from his true feelings. “Look there,” he pointed at the end of the square. “How would anyone feel that this is safe, or even remotely okay?
The scene that Crallick was drawing the other’s attention to was a peaceful one. Half-naked children were cavorting about a fountain. Their glee was uncensored. The oddity which the other’s garnered caused Crallick’s discomfort, was the presence of a massive black dragon overseeing the play. The black dragon was keeping an eye on the youngsters, as they rambunctiously played, and beat the dragon soundly upon the head and extremities with wooden sword-like cudgels. This solicited no angry response from the dragon. Indeed, it blew dark clouds over them, which sent them reeling with peels of laughter and fake deaths. One child even climbed into the beast’s mouth, to dangle as though bitten from its massive fangs.
This scene did cause those who had fought the dragons in the new world to cringe in sympathetic fear. They starkly remembered the true nature of what those jaws and breaths could do to the dragon’s intended prey.
“This way,” Bowman Lars, sensing their distress, indicated the route to the castle.
Wyvernhold’s sprawl encroached on the south-western shore of a mighty lake. The deep lake and the likewise deep waterway connected the city to Serpent’s Bay. Thus, while Wyvernhold was landlocked from the ocean, it boasted a large port, and solicited quite a lot of ocean-going traffic. Rising up from the eastern shore of the lake was a titanic range of young, jagged mountains. This provided the panoramic backdrop that Crallick’s party found itself observing the castle against, as they approached.
The castle itself greeted them with an indomitable wall; it towered a good forty feet above the surrounding avenue. There was no moat, just an expanse paved with granite slabs that ran twice as broad as the other overly-wide streets of the city. This ran the perimeter of the castle.
“This is Broadview,” Lars introduced, slyly guessing the tactical mind of Crallick. “Tough to make a bowshot from cover to the elevation of the crenulations, although not impossible. Also, there’s no way to dig down, you have to provide your own cover.” He couldn’t help but boast. He had, after all, had a part in its design.
“Pretty defendable,” Crallick admitted. What he hadn’t let on, however, was that he had already catalogued how he would defeat it. The same stone slabs that could be dug down to provide cover would provide a great roof for a sapper team’s tunnels. Their progress would be disguised through harrying the defenders from cover. Nonetheless, he was here at the king’s request, not as his adversary. So he chose to keep combative thoughts to himself.
The group was led through the yawning front gate. Centered, and off to the shore-side of the vast bailey yard, stood the monolithic tower of Wyvernhold keep. The structure was squatter than the elegant spires of Marahaven’s Celestial Castle, but this structure was more solid and imposing. The strange stone platforms that clung to its sides were supported by gleaming silver titanore beams. A dragon rising up, and launching itself off of one of these balconies soon gave clear evidence of their purpose.
The front doors were grand enough to admit a dragon; as was the main hall, and courtroom. It was here that Bowman Lars came to a rest in front of a youthful man in his early thirties. His wife rested in a throne to his side.
King Corr was a handsome man. He had weather-bronzed skin and a hardened physique which suggested a far less than royal lifestyle. He was heavier than Crallick by easily two-score pounds. His hair was black, and his eyes were steel. Upon seeing Crallick, those eyes took a quick measure of the man, and then all were treated to his pearl-white smile.
“Crallick!” his rich voice boomed. “I must confess that the last time your name crossed my lips, a decade gone now, I was trying to figure out a way to have your demise brought about! I can’t believe you killed my fire drake at that miserable battle of … what was the name…?”
“Of which, beloved? The drake, or the hamlet?” quietly inquired the queen.
“Huh?” King Bradwyn Corr looked startled for a moment, then smiled broadly. This time it was directed at his wife. “Oh, it doesn’t matter, my beloved. Thank you, though. It only matters that we failed back then, does it not?”
“You are most wise to bury past bygones and to focus on the here and now, my beloved,” she demurred.
“Uh, yes, of course,” Bradwyn spun on his heel and readdressed his audience. “Allow me to welcome you to Wyvernhold!” He strode forwards and extended his hand, “Ser Crallick Oakentree, may I?”
Crallick nodded gravely, then he gripped the king’s forearm in a warrior’s clasp. They shook hands emphatically.
“Introduce me, mi’love,” came the gentle cough from the queen.
“OH!” startled the king, who was positively beaming at the mutual respect shown in that simple warrior’s gesture. The king turned a sorrowful countenance towards his lady, “My humblest apologies, my love. Where are my manners?”
“Here, when you need them,” smiled the radiant queen.
“Please allow me to introduce my lovely wife, Kyleanthras Corr,” King Corr extended his hand to his wife who, deigning to take it, rose from her throne to stand beside her husband.
“I am delighted you can meet with my husband. I only wish it were under more pleasant circumstances.” Her melodic voice almost intoned the sentence as though she were practicing a Flowwevite tranquility meditation.
“Now where was I…?” began the king.
“You were about to discuss the state of affairs with Crallick and his entourage,” reminded his wife gently.
“Of course!” Bradwyn exclaimed. “Ser Oakentree,” he began.
“Your pardon, majesty,” Crallick interrupted.
“Yes?” Corr queried.
“If it pleases your majesty that, if I am not really supposed to be here, then perhaps you may dispense with the formalities, and simply call me Crallick,” he invited.
“Splendid!” Corr exclaimed again. “Isn’t that splendid, my love?”
“Indeed my sweet,” Kyleanthras agreed.
“Well then, we shall all dispense with the formalities,” Bradwyn declared. “I have been too long with having to endure titles and such. This will be a delight. Where was I?”
“The state of affairs…” prompted Kyleanthras. She had sat back down upon her throne.
“Right, but of course,” Bradwyn Corr glanced up to gaze upon the mighty dragon skull that hung over his throne. “It has been a long time for me, Crallick. Nearly twenty years, I believe.” He glanced at his wife, who nodded, “Do you know how Amaral came to be, Crallick? How this young, robust nation came to exist?”
“Nope. I just knew that they rode dragons and had to be stopped,” Crallick grimly stated. “They were invaders who were going to conquer our lands, and reave our possessions, not to mention what they would do to our women and children.” Crallick cracked a wry grin, “Maybe they should have considered what I would have done to our women and children before deploying me against you, eh?”
Corr, well versed in the Ballad of Crallick Carnage-born, looked hard at the self-defaming half-elf. “Never hold to such tales. Hold to truths, Crallick. You were fighting for your homes. You were defending against our incursions. I hold you to succeeding in stopping our advances dead. You own that. Just like I own Amaral and what she is today. Did you know I was once a slaver?”
“No, Bradwyn,” Crallick said dryly. His companions’ hushed whispers now died off entirely. This admission held everyone’s rapt attention, “I did not.” He glanced at Kittalae.
“That is true. I was,” King Corr sat down heavily on the stair that headed to his throne’s dais. “Come, sit with me. Let me tell you this tale,” he patted a space beside himself.
Crallick took the king’s invitation, and sat. Then he glared at the rest of his entourage, who were still standing. They took the hint and likewise sat.
“Back then, the goblin tribes of the north regularly enslaved the human clans. I was young, strong, and foolish. I felt that an easy coin could be made of enslaving my own people to the goblinoids of the area. I felt it would also keep my skin safe as well. To be sure, I was right on most counts. I saw a great deal of wealth, and I was held in high esteem by the tribes, who considered me the one to get any slaves they required. What I didn’t realize was that my own conscience would be my downfall. 
“I kept seeing the horrors inflicted upon the people I sold into bondage. I couldn’t take any more. I remember it was one girl—she was maybe ten, or eleven. She had begged me not to take her to the tribes. An ogre bought her and took her directly into a tent. Then the grunting and screaming began. The screaming lasted for hours, becoming more sobs than screams, and then nothing.”
Bradwyn swallowed hard. Then he took a deep breath and continued, “At that moment, I changed my tune. I armed the humans with my wealth. I trained them. Even a few goblinoids felt that the human trade was demeaning to their proud heritage. They helped.
“I also garnered the aid of the dragons who were being hunted voraciously by the goblin-kind. That’s when I met my beloved. Kyleanthras felt that the best way to ensure a lasting peace between our people was to ensure that each species were to be treated as equals. I reassured her that I felt all living things were equal. I had three rules back then, which have now become the staple laws of this land: No Amarallan may lawfully harm another Amarallan; No Amarallan may own another; Each Amarallan must respect the heritage of each other.”
“Noble virtues to uphold,” acknowledged Crallick.
“Hypocrite,” muttered Syllethra.
“Thank you,” Bradwyn said to Crallick. “Well, when I married a Dol’channi, there was great talk of my sanity. Not to mention whether she could produce an heir, or whether she would just eat and replace me.”
At this last sentence, Kyleanthras made a disgusted face. “The nerve of some people’s imaginings.”
Crallick was looking confused. “I’m sorry to interrupt, your maj…” he caught himself. “Bradwyn. A what? Dol’channi? Your wife’s not a dragon?”
At this question, and assumption, so plainly asked, both the king and his wife erupted into peals of laughter. Deep-bowel fits of mirth overtook them and left them huffing for breath after quite a few moments.
“By the gods, that would provide some mechanical issues in producing an heir, now wouldn’t it, beloved?” asked the queen, her raucous laughter subsiding into mere fits of giggles.
“I promise you would never be on top,” guffawed Bradwyn.
Bowman Lars, the silently observing court wizard, was blushing embarrassment. Certainly, a king should not carry on so, let alone in front of, or including his queen in these antics. His sensibilities were being tested. He was balefully thankful the rest of the court wasn’t privy to this display. May all the holies prevent wind of this from escaping the room at this moment.
The outburst of merriment had lightened the mood of the rest of the participants, who were mostly common folk. They had felt quite uneasy until the mood shifted dramatically, and the royalty showed that they, too, were living, loving people.
“Dol’channi are shape-shifters. We are predators, but we aren’t the magical, child-stealing doppelgangers that the goblin-kind would make us out to be. We are very adaptable beings. That’s all. We can change our forms to survive, or become more aesthetically pleasing, or revolting, as we wish. These changes use a lot of energy. I’m usually famished after, and I need to feast,” she smiled pleasantly. “I assure you it’s most unladylike. The myth that I am a dragon has come from the fact that I can change into a very small dragon. This empathy with our larger citizens has gone to great lengths to ensure that we are closer than what would otherwise be prudent. They are, after all, wolves living amongst sheep. Knowing their interests are very closely thought of at the highest levels helps to assure their loyalty.”
“Clever,” admitted Crallick.
“How romantic,” murmured Kittalae to herself. This solicited a glance from the queen, along with a ghost of a smile. Kittalae bit the inside of her cheek, and chided herself about remembering her place.
“Nevertheless,” Bradwyn returned to his tale, “after my marriage, and our army’s growth, we founded Wyvernhold. We allied with the dwarves of Deepvein Gulch, and of the Dragon Jaw Mountains. Um…?
“Their settlement is Geodeton, beloved,” added Kyleanthras sweetly.
“Of course. Well, they helped us build and craft our capital,” Bradwyn chuckled. “You should have heard their grumblings: ‘Never thought I’d see the day I’d be building something dragon proof” and ‘Me fadder would kill me if he weren’t eaten by a dragon’, and such of that ilk.” He paused with a grin on his face, then his eyes grew distant. He resumed with a gentle touch from his wife, “Now, with a permanent home, and a great standing army, with draconic cavalry, we set out north to beat back the encroaching goblin tribes. We may have wanted a little revenge as well. I’m pretty sure my motives weren’t as shiny and noble as I remember.”
“They never are, my friend,” Crallick said.
Bradwyn lightened, “Hear that, beloved, we’re friends now.” He clapped Crallick so soundly on the back that it staggered the slighter man. This drew a grunt of appreciation for the force of the blow from Crallick and a snarl of warning from Arylae.
“It’s okay, girl, they’re just playing,” hushed Amalae, who thought to herself, ‘I think…’
“Well, we drove them back to the moors and bogs just north of Scale. There, the fighting became truly gruesome. Cairnhold was built on the ruins of a motte we built there for our headquarters. Scale grew up from the logistics base for the support of the motte. We came to an accord with them. They were allowed all the lands north of the Red Moor, which is what that tract of land came to be known. If they wished to be considered Amarallan, they could return to their tribelands south of that point, but they would have to follow our three laws, in addition to their own tribal laws.
Almost half agreed with that accord. The remainder went north into the Dragonback Mountains. Much to the chagrin of many a dwarf, I believe,” Bradwyn looked to his wife.
“The dwarves felt the minerals to be mined there were theirs by right of heritage,” Kyleanthras explained.
“Right,” agreed Bradwyn. “Nonetheless, we drove west to the ocean, freeing men as we went. When we hit the sea, we established Drakespire. From there, we felt that our ideals should be taken to the rest of Amathrain. All should be freed. So we made the mistake of heading south. When we struck the Bannathyr resistance, we realized we had stepped too far, too fast. We built Dragonhold south of here, to prevent invasion from a desire to retaliate. We razed the hamlet’s grounds north o fit as you forced us to retreat on that front. “Bradwyn paused abruptly. He looked hard at Crallick.
“Thank you for not retaliating. I was new at this whole ‘king’ thing,” Bradwyn smiled wanly. “My naiveté allowed for some idealistic moves that worked out for the best, but also led to some errors in judgement that led to lords being appointed who professed loyalty, yet failed to see eye-to-eye with my ideals.”
“Like the Bligh family?” Crallick pointed out.
“Like the Bligh family,” Bradwyn confirmed. “I caught wind of this malcontent brewing in Cairnhold and realized, with the help of my beloved, the imminent danger. Also, the delicate position it put me in…” his voice trailed off.
“You couldn’t lawfully act against your own citizenry, let alone lordships, without due process. And without evidence acquired through clandestine means, you couldn’t hold anything adequately to convict him. As such, you needed to ask, hoping to curry favour for help from Bannathyr. This way it was a foreign power incursion. Tragic loss, will be missed. And if it failed, you saved the day. Am I right?” Crallick smiled in grim understanding.
Nodding along with Crallick’s explanation, Bradwyn approved. “As politically shrewd, as you are tactically brilliant,” he praised.
“Thank you, but no. You are the one who managed to lead a nation of men and dragons. All I’ve ever managed to do is kill dragons, a wyvern, and mess up my daughter,” Crallick took his turn to smile sheepishly. “And now, it appears, I’ve let your adversary, and my quarry, get away.”
“Nonsense!” scoffed Bradwyn. “Do you know where he is going?”
“I’m pretty sure,” admitted Crallick.
“Then he hasn’t gotten away, he has merely eluded you, for now,” the king reassured. “This is your troop?” he gestured to the group.
“They are,” Crallick glanced them over. As motley a bunch, he had never before witnessed being called a troop. “Such as they are.”
Bradwyn laughed good-naturedly, “Let me meet them then! Would you not enjoy that beloved?”
“Indeed I should,” Kyleanthras rose to join her husband.
Crallick rose, then stepped back down a step, placing him lower than the queen and king. “As you wish.” Then, in turn, he beckoned forward each of his group, “When I point at you, come forward, say only your name, and then answer anything they ask, truthfully. That is all you do, savvy?”
His allies nodded their understanding. Crallick pointed.
Erik arose, his knees feeling suddenly weak. He was about to meet his sovereign. A man who he looked up to, but who never knew he existed.
“E-E-Erik Drake, your majesties. At your service.”
“I thought I made it clear that we were without titles today? Did I not, beloved?” Bradwyn glanced at his wife, who nodded compliance.
“I beg forgiveness,” blurted Erik.
“Enough, where do you hail from Erik?” asked Bradwyn.
“Drakespire,” Erik looked so pained, as though he wanted to say more but stood in dumb silence.
“Your service to Crallick?” asked the queen, seeking to put the young man at ease.
“Uh,” Erik Drake thought a moment. “I’m the first mate of The Flamerunner. I help with his transportation. I guess I provide him with a skirmisher. I…”
The queen interrupted Erik kindly. “Thank you, young man. But if you weren’t the one to escort the good knight-ranger into Amaral, then who was?”
“That would have been Gunndarson,” Crallick explained. “And Hoskar Mohawk. The former was killed trying to bugger the night-queen’s representative. The latter served well until he was slain in a hunting accident.”
“Hmmm,” mused the Kyleanthras. “I see.”
“Hoskar’s remains were returned to his tribe,” Crallick said.
“And Gundarson’s?” prompted Bradwyn.
“Feeding ocean fishes,” Crallick growled. “Why? Is that a problem for you?”
“No, my friend, just a disappointment,” Bradwyn reassured him.
“Let’s move on, shall we?” Crallick asked.
“Let’s,” came the queen’s soft reply.
Vlados was the next to step forward. “Vlados Ironforge. I’m the Captain of The Flamerunner, longtime friend of Crallick, and crossbowman.” He punctuated his introduction by thrusting his hand forward in a congenial manner.
“Pleased to meet you,” exclaimed Bradwyn.
Teequag was the next to approach them. Silently, he sized them up. After a too uncomfortable silence, Bradwyn looked at Crallick for an explanation.
“This is Teequag. He’s a tribal hunter from a distant land. He is very stealthy, and quite brave,” Crallick said before dismissing him for the next member.
“I am Vaas Oakentree, at your services,” he bowed first to Bradwyn, then kissed the back of the hand of the queen. “I’m a professional bounty hunter.”
Kittalae demurely stepped forward. Her eyes were cast down, and her hands clasped behind her back. 
“I am Kittalae, if it pleases you,” she offered.
“It does, my girl,” Kyleanthras said. “Tell me, why are you hiding your hands and face? And who are you in this party?”
“I was disfigured,” Kittalae presented her wooden carved hands, and then gazed upon the queen’s countenance with mixed emotions; chiefly dread and hope. “I hide my face as a slave should not gaze upon those who are free without consent. I imagine that is doubly so with those of noble blood, and triply so with royalty. I am sorry for my transgression. I meant no offence. I am Crallick’s. I am a wood shaman.”
At Kittalae’s admission, you could have heard a feather fall. Bradwyn was the first to break the silence. With a gritty undertone to his voice, he declared, “Neither party is Amarallan. So they aren’t subject to our laws. Although, I must confess a grievous disappointment, Ser Crallick.”
“Do not blame my sweet Crallick. He tried to free me after buying me. He has treated me sweetly. He wanted to free me in front of his queens as slavery is illegal in his land as well. I denied him the opportunity of getting rid of me so easily,” Kittalae blurted out. “I love him.” Then with watery eyes, she glanced at Crallick. “I’m so sorry, you told me to be truthful.”
Crallick groaned.
“That is all right, sweet child. I’m certain there is nothing that needs to be forgiven. Isn’t that right, Crallick? Isn’t that right, husband.” Kyleanthras insinuated her will into the growing tension between the two men. “Isn’t it true that love and romance can enslave even the most wildly free of hearts?”
“Indeed. Even those thought cold and dead inside,” Crallick admitted. Then he took a deep breath. “I love y...” the air was rushed out of his throat by a crushing, leap of an embrace. Kittalae had launched herself with a squeal of elation into his arms. He prised her loose. Clearing his throat, he whispered, “Decorum.”
“Sorry, master,” she hushed into his ear. She took the joy of feeling the warmth flush into his cheeks. She then returned to her place with the others.
Through all of this, Bradwyn was taking a long, hard look at his former adversary. He took a measure of the man. His eyes were furrowed in concern. He hated slave owners. Was this like those others, which he had met and killed before? Was there something absurdly more to this than what there initially appeared? He resolved to give the man the benefit of the doubt. For now.
“We’re good. Nothing to forgive, Crallick,” Bradwyn’s face broke again into another one of his easy smiles. “Where were we?” he asked his wife.
“Ah, ye left off wit’ me!” answered Tobin for Kyleanthras. “I be Tobin Cliffreaver of the Sapphire Teeth Mountains. I would be Crallick’s heavy infantry.”
“I see,” Bradwyn nodded at the metal-clad dwarf.
Then came Syllethrae. “Company chichurgeon.” She then backed away before either of the royals could begin to address her.
“I’m Amalae, and this is Arylae,” Crallick’s daughter attempted a crude curtsey. The tiger at her side chuffed at her in amusement with those antics. “Shut up,” Amalae snarled right back at her.
“I gather you are Crallick’s daughter?” the queen inquired.
“Yup-yup,” she said, before she could catch herself. Then she bit her lower lip and apologized, “Sorry, your highness, I mean yes.”
The queen shook her head sympathetically, “It’s majesty, my dear. Although I believe my husband decreed no use of titles. You may call me Kylea, if it suits you. You do have your father’s bearing about you. He should be proud of how you turned out.”
“Thank you. Kylea,” Amalae tried on the word to see how it fit her tongue. Easier than the full name to be certain. “We’re both hunters.” She ruffled her hand through the tiger’s fur.
Hullaboo declared himself a skirmisher. Then hopped back with the others.
Then the Boggle stepped forward, “I am a great medicine man!”
“I see,” declared Bradwyn. “Your name, and…”
“And why the cosmic blazes are you here?” interjected Crallick.
“Umm, yes. Well, quite, then,” stammered the thereto-unknown presence of the Boggle; for being unnoticed is an inherent talent of the Boggle-kind. It is the chief manner in which they survive the goblin tribes’ harsh culture. “My name is Warren of the Hookspear. I helped Arylae find her cub-mate and her father,” Warren began.
“There are no tigers over here,” growled Crallick.
“I think he means you and me,” explained Amalae.
The Boggle glanced a moment at Arylae, who began chuffing with amusement, and padded over to lean against Crallick. “She really views you as her father, as strange as you and her cub-mate are, so scrawny and wandering around on two legs, and…”
“That’ll do,” said Crallick.
“But—” began Warren.
“Enough,” threatened Crallick.
“Thank you,” appeased the queen.
“Well, Crallick,” Bradwyn drew a breath. “As you so ass, astute, astutely pointed out, our quarry has fled. You know his course?”
“I believe I know his destination. Crossroads. I do not know his route,” Crallick thumbed over his shoulder at his daughter. “She ran across their force while searching for me.” He smiled grimly, “She alleges that she killed one of their dragons.”
“Alleges?” King Corr perked up at this claim.
The queen leaned forward in anticipation. “Do tell child,” she encouraged.
“Not much to tell,” Amalae brushed off the attention. “It was a single rifle shot, at long range. The pull of Amathrain did the rest.”
“Garrum!” exclaimed Hullaboo loudly. “Nope-nope! It was truly great shot! She made shot that not even her father could have made from that distance! Nope-nope! She’s great hunter, like her father! Yup-yup!”
Amalae felt the burn of embarrassment creep into her cheeks. The queen whispered to her husband for a moment, then she rose from her seat and strode over to the young woman. “Never undervalue accomplishments you make in life. Contributions, especially great ones, should be recognized.” She clasped Amalae’s hands. Then, glancing to Crallick, she asked, “Would you mind if I spent some time with your daughter? I would ask of dispositions, and would like to give her some favour. My husband, likewise, has a favour for you.”
“Of course,” Crallick bowed his head. “As you wish.”
As the two women began to leave the throne room, Arylae began to pad after them. Crallick seemed about to stop the great cat, but the queen interceded.
“She may come. After all, she traversed a strange land to find you two. It is understandable that she doesn’t want the one she feels most vulnerable to be leaving her sight.” With a benign smile playing across her face, she added, “Besides, she is her sister, after all.”
With that, the trio left the chamber.
“Ah! Alone at last!” exclaimed Bradwyn with a gleeful smile on his face. “Bowman, get a steward to fetch us some beer!”
“As you wish,” Bowman Lars left the chamber.
Bradwyn strode over to Crallick, and threw his arm around his. “Tell me two things, friend.”
“Sure,” came Crallick’s cautious reply.
“First, you never intended to own a slave, did you?” Bradwyn’s piercing gaze saught out Crallick’s emerald eyes.
“I had no real choice in the matter when I came into ownership of her. I actually intended to free her as soon as I could unbind the magical leash. She had other plans, it would seem. My chief embarrassment among them.”
“More likely, just ‘cher bare ass, me boy,” laughed Tobin.
This jape set the room in a roar.
“I bet!” cried the king, through tear-wringing laughter. “I bet.” After he regained his composure, he then continued, “I’m glad to hear you are the man I suspected you to be: ruthless and cunning, but with a genuine nature. I like that. It means I’m not wrong in my judgement of people. It also reassures me that you shan’t abuse what I’m about to entrust you with.”
“Look,” Crallick began. “We need nothing more than a writ of passage, and some swift horses if we are to have a hope of overtaking Mordred.”
“Tell me, Crallick, have you ever ridden a dragon?” Bradwyn slyly asked. This question was punctuated by two other sounds. The first was Bowman wheeling in a cart laden with tankards of beer. The second was a rasping of heavy scales across flagstone, with its own bellows undertone.
“I rode the back a bit while trying to kill one,” Crallick began.
“That’s not what he means,” came a voluminous hiss. A huge black dragon, whom they recognized from the play at the fountain, was slowly lumbering towards them. Its manner of approach was not dissimilar to the stalking that all had observed in Arylae’s hunting crawl.
“My apologies,” Crallick attempted to remove his foot from his mouth.
“None are necessary,” the black wyrm offered. “I’ve killed dragons as well. It just means that you and I have something in common other than our prey. It is good.” The dragon gave a toothy grin.
“I see you like children,” offered Crallick, hoping to change the subject.
“More than you do, if the stories hold true,” countered the dragon. “I could never allow children to be harmed like that. How could you?”
Crallick tried to itemize in his thoughts what exactly just happened. This black dragon was a dragon of darkness and death. It, mind you, had just scolded and derided him for a war crime that had occurred over a decade ago. He was working on a retort, when the king interrupted.
“Tar! What did I tell you about our guests?” Bradwyn yelled.
The dragon took a half-step back. “Deepest apologies, your majesty. You said they are our privileged guests, and to be treated with the utmost respect.”
“Especially,” prompted Bradwyn.
“Especially Crallick,” grumbled Tar.
“And…?” continued the prompting King, as though helping a child through a play.
Proceeded with a mighty sigh, Tar continued, “And I’m sorry I tried to pick a fight with you, Ser Crallick Oakentree. I heretofore pledge my loyalty to you as long as you have need of my services.”
Blinking in stunned astonishment, Crallick simply said, “The fuck…?”
“I see your eloquence hasn’t been understated,” began the dragon with a glint of mischief in its eye.
“Tar!” bellowed the king. 
“But he makes it so easy!” whined the dragon.
“Behave!”
“Alright,” pouted Tar. “Sorry. Again.”
Crallick gratefully accepted a beer from Bowman, who was helpfully passing out the beer to the awestruck party. “Your name is Tar?”
“Tarrenzelia,” elabourated Tar. “But the children have a hard time pronouncing it, so I let them call me Tar. Also, tar is so nice and dark and clingy, and a deliciously terrible way to die, don’t you think?” she smiled her fang-riddled smile.
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Crallick mused. “I think a life-draining bite from a death dragon would be a great deal more horrific.”
“Oh!” Tar exclaimed. She then looked at the king. “I think I like him!”
“I told you,” Bradwyn smiled, accepting his own mug of beer.
“You are wise,” Tar concluded.
“Thank you.” Then, turning to Crallick, Bradwyn continued, “You are right. There is no way for you to overtake Mordred on foot. But neither is there on land, period. I give you Tar—she volunteered to be your mount. Four other dragons refused the service. Keep that in mind with your dealings with her. Catch that lummox, Mordred, and bring him to me. Alive would be nice, but it is wholly unnecessary.”
“Just to point out an obvious flaw in this wonderful plan, Bradwyn,” Crallick began. “While I love the gift? I have no means to bring the rest of my troop.”
“We’ll provide them with mounts of the highest quality. They will pursue you with the greatest swiftness. But, you are right. This plan is far from perfect. Do you have another way to overtake Mordred?” The king quietly asked.
Crallick thought long and hard. He looked over to his brother, searching for options, but found that Vaas only shook his head. Blowing out a lungful of exasperation, Crallick conceded. “Alright. Let’s do this. Vaas, take charge of getting the rest to Crossroads as fast as you can.”
“Sure thing, little brother,” Vaas said.
“Tobin, back him up with the others,” Crallick added, almost as an afterthought.
“Aye lad,” the stout dwarf reassured him.
Crallick saw Kittalae whispering into the earhole of the great reptile. Wondering just what she had to say to Tar, he asked, “When do we depart, Bradwyn?”
“Now,” Bradwyn commanded. With that order, an armored saddle, of a type that none of the assembled—save Erik—had ever seen, was brought, and mounted on the dragon.
Once ready, Crallick kissed Kittalae shamelessly, and crushed her to him in a fond embrace.
“Tell Amalae I love her,” was all he said.
With that, Crallick clambered up the unfamiliar saddle, and strapped himself in. Collecting the reins in his left hand, he directed Tar to turn towards the exit. With spark-showering power, her claws dug fissures into the flags as she hastened towards the daylight sky. There she launched herself into the late afternoon sky, and wheeled south.
 



Chapter 14
 
“She never passed judgment, preferring to allow the divine ones to handle that job, but she certainly let you know if she felt you were out of line.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Mordred’s rancid army launched its fetid assault against the east gate of Crossroads. His second dragon was no longer capable of sustaining its own weight aloft, but it still was a devastating force when employed against the wooden walls of the city. It took his force only six hours to breach the defender’s lines. Losses were devastating for both sides. His reinforcements came from the slaughtered living. Thankfully, they weren’t quite so ripe as the rest of his force. The unfortunate truth was that he was losing about eight soldiers for every one returned. This attrition didn’t worry him, he was through the wall and on his way to the one place that mattered: The Temple of a Thousand Springs.
He strode deliberately across the path between the pools leading up to the walls of water that decorated the side of the opulent place of worship. Walking through the doors, he answered the priest’s welcoming offer of sanctuary with a bastard sword thrust through the man’s stomach, upwards into his aorta, and out his back. The initiate garbled disbelief as crimson fountains decorated the blue-veined marble foyer.
The priest slid to the floor. Two of his minions move to flank him. Mordred addressed the assemblage of frightened parishioners. “Fly, you fools. There is no tranquility or sanctuary for you here.”
This simple declaration caused the congregation to erupt into a cacophony of screams and motion.
Laughing softly, Mordred strode through the hall, towards the altar dais. Based on his experience, though limited as it was, most access to vaults, living quarters, or things that the priesthood perceived as valuable were inadvertently by the focus of worship. Idiots.
A matronly figure stood between him and the altar. “My good ser. Despoil not the tranq…” her age-worn voice was cut short by a clamour that erupted from the conflict beginning to rage in earnest. The scent of burning hardwood, thatch and flesh wafted into the holy place. Crimson embers highlighted the sanctuary. “Oh mother,” came a disbelieving pitch in her voice as Mordred’s blade pierced her chest without ceremony.
As the matronly woman slid towards him along his blade, Mordred scrutinized her curiously. “Come now, mother. Where is your faith now, at the moment of your passing? Is there some hidden term of endearment for Flowwe that I am unaware of? I think not.” With scorn, he changed the pitch of his blade, allowing her to find respite at the base of the altar. “Hypocrite,” he chastised.
Spotting a door to the side of the altar, Mordred pulled the curtain aside and mounted the stairs. In the confines of the staircase, the screaming, burning, and general tumult of the ongoing battle grew distant and hollow.
Coming out on the second story hall, he quickly discerned the row of priest cells lined to the right of the hallway. “Oh Wanda, dear!” Mordred called out in his best courtier tone. “My good friend Crallick sent me to find you! I do hope I’m in time!”
A door cracked ajar three doors down. A melodic voice, strained with anxiety, called out.
“Who are you to call in Crallick’s name?” A blonde head tentatively stuck itself around the corner to glance up the hall.
Mordred snapped off a shot with his pistol. The round splintered the timbers of the door.
With a surprised shriek of “Shite!” the priestess slammed the door closed behind her.
‘Idiot. Well, this should be easy,’ Mordred thought. He strode over to the door. He tried to open it. That’s when it opened. Outwards. Forcibly. Blasted to smithereens by a gout of water that came from, the gods only knew where. His head had cracked against the back wall. His armour had soaked most of the concussive force behind the assault, although several shards of wood jutted from sensitive points: his wrist above his left gauntlet, his right cheek, a scant half-inch from his eye, and his right groin. Pulling the shard of wood from his now marred face, Mordred sneered, “Come now! That is neither lady-like, nor is it tranquil. Just give me the Malefecorum, and you shan’t see me again!”
“Fuck you!” came the retort over the sounds of frantic rummaging.
Idiot. At least she was doing his work for him. She’d have ransacked her own cell to get his book back. Then he would become as Imari—the harbinger of death herself. 
“Such language, my dear. I must confess, I have never heard quite so vulgar a mouth upon a priestess before. Tell me, do you pray to your goddess with that mouth?”
The answer to his taunt was an orb of desiccation that struck his left arm. It rendered his leather vambrace brittle and useless. His skin under the forearm that caught the blast milked over with a pale powder, as layers of skin died instantly. As his drying muscle worked under the deteriorating sheath of flesh, it tore gaps in its own protective coating. 
Mordred howled in agony. “Bitch!”
Wanda Swells appeared in the doorway, tome in one hand, holy symbol hanging from her wrist, a rapier deftly grasped in her right hand. Her blue leather jack hung open, revealing a light azure shirt that barely contained quite an ample bosom. Idiot.
“You really ought to have done up your armour properly,” he helpfully suggested.
She gave him a wry smile. “Why? Afraid you might get distracted?” came her retort, followed by her thrust.
He deftly slapped the blade aside with his own. “Hardly,” he began the machinations of a life-stealing spell with his off-hand. His fingers had lost quite a bit of dexterity from the blast. He tried not to let the pain hinder his defensive footwork and blade-work. By the entire gloaming, his arm was as though on fire! If she would steal his water, he would steal her life.
The next moment blurred by. Wanda planted her left foot against the wall, launching herself in the air in a desperate gambit to get by Mordred. Her rapier flashed out, diving into his artery, right where his hip met his crotch. Mordred’s step into her flight rendered him vulnerable, yet he was able to lance out his own sword. Her momentum did all the work. All he did was provide the skewer. The tip missed her jack, flapping open in the air. It ignored the silken blouse. It slipped into her flesh like the most graceful Vitani divers of the Carrib Islands. It sluiced through her innards to emerge, painted scarlet, out the back of her shoulder with barely a whisper. Its savage passing sliced through her vena cava, and ruptured her lung, allowing only a wet sigh to be heard before the calamity of the both of them came crashing to the floor a split-second later.
As they lay entangled like spent lovers in a spreading bedding of crimson, Wanda’s wheezing coloured her lower lips with a matching iron-flavoured lipstick. Her eyes were wide. She moved her lips as her air-starved brain fought to speak to someone who wasn’t even there. Her crystal blue eyes paled. She spasmed, as Mordred’s concluded spell set about it’s grave task of leaching her life-force from her waning body.
Warmth flooded his body. It was healing warmth. He hobbled to his feet with her damned rapier still in his thigh. Its shaft was plugging the wound; this restricted the blood from gushing out uncontrollably. With a scream of anguish, wrought by sheer force of will, he pulled the blade free of its meaty scabbard. Blood began to flow. This would have to be staunched until the restorative effects of his spell finished their work. Glancing around, he noted her open jack, and the fine silk blouse.
“Well, somehow I’m stricken with the notion that you’ve never been particularly conscientious of your body. Do you mind?” he cocked his ear to better hear her reply. “No objections then? Why thank you.” He pulled his bastard sword free with a wet slurp. He flopped her limp form over, yanking her jack free. Then he peeled the azure and amethyst stained silk chemise away. He marveled a moment at her naked chest. He surreptitiously glanced around, then, licked his lips, he gently caressed the cooling breast. Then he shuddered, feeling the depth of taboo over what he had just done. He chalked it up to the adrenal rush of the fight. “Pity. You would have been a joy to entertain while you were warm.”
Spying the leather satchel at her hip, he grinned broadly, “Now, my tart, here is your purse that I truly seek to delve into.” With that, Mordred grabbed up the pouch, opened it, and drank in the sight of the blackened, humanoid-skinned cover of the Malefecorum. He hefted the weight. He put the open bag to his face and drank in the musty aroma. “Welcome home.”
Mordred exited the temple, and glanced about the scene of carnage. There were freshly killed creatures gamboling about, turning on their former neighbors and allies. There were blazing undead, who had been caught up in the fires they had started. Towards the middle of town, he could barely make out a ring of gallant warriors and adventurers from different nationalities, banding together to defend a tavern known as “The Nexus.” It was reputed to be the exact center of the continent. Who knew? Who cared? They were all idiots. The one thing he needed to ensure was an escape plan. He collected the minds of seven of his fastest undead to scour the city for healers, orphanages, or schools. That was where he would direct his blazing soldiers.
 
Crallick was cold and somewhat miserable. He was used to inclement weather, but at this altitude, with rain pelting into him like so many pixie darts, it was bloody annoying. He drew his dragonwing cloak tightly around him to provide him a watertight cocoon. His weather-beaten face bore the brunt of the velocity.
Tar was keeping a pretty level flight path, but she was pelting through the rain at her best possible speed. The great dragon seemed to possess limitless reserves of energy. Neither did she once complain, nor ceased her powerful winged down-strokes. As dragon and rider came towards the end of their desperate dash, the silver ribbon of the Bhanrigh River came into view. Then, off in the horizon, the dark smudges of the clouds reached down, fingerlike, to touch the city of Crossroads.
A chill claw of dread closed tight around Crallick’s heart as he realized it wasn’t the clouds reaching to the city. Instead, it was the smoke rising up towards the clouds. The stormy front he had been flying through was heading east, not south. There would be no solace from rain for the burning community.
“Faster,” Crallick growled.
Tar half-folded her wings, bleeding off altitude, but gaining velocity from the pull of Amathrain. The pair dove towards the besieged city. Lights resolved into individual fires; while blobs of grey resolved into swarms of undead. The acrid odors of burning timbers and rancid meat soon assailed their senses. The roaring flames and tortured screams quickly followed suit. The final thing to reach their descent was the heat.
Crallick directed Tar towards the square outside the Flowwvite temple. She came down hard, her talons splintering the cobblestone as though it were softwood. She snaked her head to and fro. Seeing nothing in her immediate proximity, she hissed, “Clear.”
Crallick had seen motion over by a stable-yard, just across the way. He recognized the dark-haired, garnet bedecked man.
“Bligh!” he roared from the back of the great dragon.
The figure in the stockyard looked up. He grinned and waved amicably. “Good day to you!”
“For crimes against the King of Amaral, and the Queens of Bannathyr, I detai…” Crallick’s charge was arrested by a massive form colliding with the side of Tar. The impact jarred him terribly. Had he not been strapped into the harness, he very well may have been thrown violently free to a bad end.
Tar roared her discontent and reflexively bit into the dead dragon. Her gaping maw tore free a chuck of its rotting thigh. The taste of the foul meat was unexpected, causing her throat to spasm, disgorging her necromantic breath. The dark energy seemed to invigorate her adversary. She scolded herself. She knew that the undead were not to be breathed upon. She would have to win this fight with claws and teeth and force alone.
Mordred looked on with stunned amazement as he witnessed the healing effects of the dark dragon’s counter-attack. Crallick had brought a dragon of death to fight the undead? Truly? Idiot. He finished fastening the saddle onto the Jherrim white. It was a lean horse, certain to be well-bred, and fast, and with great endurance. As far as Mordred was concerned, his fight here, and investment in this city, was concluded. He couldn’t help but take a parting jab at Crallick though.
Scorn laced his voice, “Crallick Carnage-born! How many years past was the battle that granted you that name? How did it feel to let the children burn for your glory? You did slay the dragon! As it turns out, Moredhel enjoys it when history repeats itself! I felt compelled to assuage her desires, so I’ve given you the opportunity to repeat your former glory!” Mordred bowed in front of his stallion, “Awfully sporting of me, don’t you think?
“Now, you can either save the children whose sanctuary I’ve sent my burning minions to, and I get away, or—now this option I know you’ll truly love—you slay me and let those little ones burn. So which is it, Crallick? D’you still have the stones you once had, or are you just a has-been? Tell me! Which will it be?”
Tar had started, rearing up at hearing the children’s impending plight. This distracted her enough to allow the undead dragon to scythe its teeth deep into her right forearm. Bellowing her rage, she came down hard on the thing’s atrophied rib-cage, staving in its side.
Crallick’s green-eyed stare withered into Mordred’s resolve. He began to wonder if he miscalculated. Then Crallick spoke.
“Neither.”
Crallick shot his hand forward, unleashing a favoured spell that came instinctively to him.
The ground around Mordred’s feet erupted into writhing thorny vines. They ensnared him, rooting him to the spot. The thorns raked across his desiccated flesh, causing intense pain. Most of the rest of the brambles were mere pressure points against his armour. The bindings were very strong, however.
Crallick drove his flamberge into the brittle skull of the dragon writhing at Tar’s feet. As the thing shuddered and stilled, Crallick gave Mordred a wry smile. “Now, don’t go anywhere. I wouldn’t want you to miss this.” With that, he and Tar launched into the sky, and flew over the city to try to save Mordred’s victims.
As they winged out of sight, Mordred grinned through the pain. Idiot. He really should have thought to take the book. Tears leaked out of his eyes with the effort of spell casting. That bitch Wanda had hurt his arm, more than he realized. Using his right arm, he cast the life-leeching spell on the vines. What an idiot, using living vines to try to contain him. They blackened and brittled and fell away easily. With a derisive laugh, he hauled himself up on the white steed, and flew south at his best speed.
The smoke roiling into the afternoon sky created an artificial evening. Gloom descended on the city, gloom populated by fire pixies. As Crallick passed over Nexus, a shout of triumph rose up from the warriors surrounding the tavern. Barmaids were bringing out drinks to the beleaguered adventurers who stood amidst a ring of spoiled meat.
Calling his bow to his hand, Crallick noted reluctance from it that he had never experienced before when calling his weapons. He supposed it had something to do with that ill-fated trip through the Eldritch Gloaming. Pulling an arrow from his quiver, he began a methodical task of shooting at flaming target after flaming target. Anything that looked like a moving, burning person, he shot down. By his logic, it was either one of Mordred’s animated firebombs, or a burning person who needed to be put out of their misery. Either way, he could justify this.
He noted with grim satisfaction, that the city watch had been hard-pressed, but had stood their ground, and made a noteworthy showing. Most were involved with mop-up details, and were combing the streets and alleys, seeking out pockets of putrescence.
Landing Tar among a small group of soldiers, Crallick called down, “Ho there!”
“Ho yerrself,” came the weary reply.
“Where do you shelter the children in times of siege?” Crallick asked.
“Usually the temple of Flowwe, or Jyslin. But, since the trouble started in the temple district, I think they rushed them over to the city hall.”
“Is the hall wood?” Crallick pressed.
“No, it’s stone, why?” the soldier seemed a bit perplexed.
Panic gripped his chest. Was he truly so gullible, after all the years of harrowing lifestyles? Had he really become so damned naïve? “Tar! I think we’ve been had. Fly back to Mordred.”
“Are you certain?” Tar agonized. “What if…?”
“Just do it!” Crallick barked at her. “The city watch can handle things here. How many do you think could handle Mordred?
“I see,” she tentatively replied. Then she stretched her wings and soared back to the temple square. On landing in the stockyard, they saw only withered remains of vines, and a deep set of hoof prints that led to the cobbled roads.
“Damn it all,” Crallick pined. A moment before he began to feel sorry for himself for losing his prey, a chilling thought grabbed his heart in a vice. “Wanda,” he breathed, eyes widening, then leading his head around his right shoulder to spy the Temple of a Thousand Springs.”
His feet carried his numb body across the square in a few breaths and many strides. He stalled at the blood-flooded foyer, and the crumpled initiate. “Shite.”
Moving through the worship hall, Crallick could hear the wailing a moment before catching sight of a half a dozen clergy surrounding a crumpled form on the floor. A smell that had no business in a place of worship brought him thoughts of Bloodbath Bay. He approached the group, mourning their mother superior. “Wanda?” he choked out.
With eyes as watery as the walls of her temple, a young blonde initiate pointed to the stairs before collapsing to her knees, sobs convulsing her body. 
Grim resolve drove Crallick forward; he faltered only passing the threshold into the stairs. He began murmuring silent prayers as he ascended. “No. No. No. No. By all the gods, no,” punctuated every step he climbed.
While resolve, hope, and confidence were fleeing Crallick, Tar was beginning to have issues of her own. The city guard had become aware that while the numbers of undead dwindled, there was the presence of an unknown and quite massive predator among them.
She quickly became aware of cautious and menacing whispers from the periphery of the city square. Glancing around, she could discern groups of troops massing together in avenues leading up to the temple square.
‘Oh, this is getting tenuous,’ she thought to herself. ‘Crallick, you had better hurry up.’ She backed away from the stockyard. She noted that the soldiers seemed to calm a bit when the apparent danger of her devouring an entire stable-worth of gamey horses was removed. Ugh. Why did the stupid Vitani always assume that she would eat a horse? Did they not understand that dragons, like bipedal things, had their own discerning palate?
She launched herself into the air. This drew out a gasp of alarm from the growing assemblage of onlookers. Landing upon the temple roof, she posed for dramatic effect, unfurling her wings, and rearing up on her haunches in an entirely uncomfortable, but very impressive display of her grandeur.
More appreciative gasps, and she overheard a command, “Fetch the Knight-Rangers.” Well, she mused, this may have bought Crallick a few more moments.
Attaining the top of the stairs provided the vantage point that Crallick sorely wished never to see. Wanda’s vacant stare and scarlet-torqued torso greeted him. All strength left him. Sagging to his knees with a sob choked in his throat, Crallick crawled forwards. His eyes began to burn with the unconscious effort of holding back tears. Gathering her up into his arms, he gently rocked her back and forth, heedless of the cadaverous stench, or the slick pool he found himself kneeling in.
He dared not speak, for fear that uttering his thoughts would unhinge his efforts of composure. Swallowing grief, he hoisted her up, and carried her to her chambers. There was still a small vestige of warmth in the back of her body, where the fluids were collecting. Crallick fought hard not to think of how close he came to saving her. Damn Mordred. He would pay. These resolves helped bolster his courage. He carried her into her cell, and gingerly laid her upon her own bed.
Carefully, Crallick brushed some errant strands of gold away from her face. Her once azure and warm eyes now had a coolness to them that Crallick could not bear. A tear hit her cheek from somewhere. He closed her eyes for the last time in this world.
Drawing her sheets up around her, he tucked her in, as though she were Amalae. He refused himself to cover her face. That he could not bring himself to do.
Crallick turned away, and approached her desk. On it, he marked a hastily scrawled note, with his name on it:
 
“Dearest Crallick,
Don’t have much time. If you read this, I’m likely dead. I love you. I always have. Don’t despair for me. I’m in Flowwe’s arms, even though I never made it to yours. You gave me years of bitter-sweet company, that I will cherish always. I’m sorry I failed you, my Love.
 
Yours eternally, Wanda.”
 
There was a ruddy smudge on the page where her lips had pressed against it, and there was a faint perfume to it as well. This hastily scribbled vellum hit Crallick harder than any blow he had ever sustained in combat. He crumpled to his knees. A void erupted in his chest. Wet heat flared down the sides of his cheeks, and Knight-Ranger Ser Crallick Oakentree, the Carnage-born wailed and wept openly.
An unknown amount of time passed before his wails became wracking sobs. Shuddering, wretched breaths finally replaced those sobs. By the time Crallick was able to find his feet, there were only quiet tears streaming down his face. In a purely instinctive manner, Crallick rose and shuffled out of the room. His unsteady gait took him down the hall, and he descended the stairs.
The mourning priests had collected their dead and cleaned the altar. He ignored mumbled pleas for his soul, and his condolences.
Stepping through the tacky-floored foyer, he forced his way into the mocking sunlight. There, a parody of the morning was unfolding.
Tar was perched upon the temple roof, blocking about half of the spillways for the temple walls. This revealed the marble construction of the actual structure, and spoiled the shrine’s illusion of the water-goddess’s entirely water haven. At the base of the terraced pools that surrounded the sanctuary deployed several depleted companies of the Crossroads militia. They sported leather armour and wielded a mix of swords, spears, and bows. Several even sported crossbows and a few, pistols. Collected at the bottom of the main path, leading up to the temple, stood three figures, much better equipped than the rest. These troopers were elite Knight-Rangers. Two of them sported heraldry identifying them as knights of the Cairn, while the third bore the order of the Emerald.
On seeing Crallick emerge in the doorway, one of the Mortani Cairn Knights pointed at Crallick, then pointed above his head.
Crallick looked up, saw Tar’s massive claw clutching the side of the temple roof, and then looked back at the knight-rangers. Crallick nodded, then pointedly walked away from the building, keeping his back to the death dragon. On reaching his three colleagues, they greeted him.
“I am Lanathrae Volsyra, and this is my sister, Trystranae. We are honoured to make your acquaintance. Ser Oakentree, your reputation precedes you. Though to walk away from a dark dragon like that is either harrowingly brave, or drake-shite crazy,” she offered a dark smile.
The Volsyra twins had their own hard-won reputation as well. While Crallick was slaying a dragon at the expense of an orphanage full of children, these two women had fought back-to-back within magically conjured clouds of darkness to hold a pass for nearly two hours until aid arrived and relieved them. It was commonly held that the entire east coast of Bannathyr was still sovereign as a direct result of their heroism.
The twins wore matching blackened chainmail jacks. They had metal vambrances, one enameled in dark green, and the other in black. Their black leather breeches likewise had metal grieves enameled to match their vambrances. Each held a war scythe casually against their shoulder.
The junior knight then introduced himself, “Ser Mortheron Narath, at your service, Ser Oakentree. We are to save Crossroads from this marauding dragon, ser!”
Crallick glanced over his shoulder at the reclining form of Tar, who conveniently chose that moment to yawn. “I take it you mean that marauding dragon?”
“Uh, yes,” said the fidgety knight-ranger. He toyed with his war-hammer. The emerald gem set against his tan tabard made his frame look even less imposing in Crallick’s mind. The quality of plate armor he sported was good enough, but his youthful face was just so damn, well, young.
“Kid, how old are you?” Crallick asked coldly.
“I don’t see how…” Mortheron began.
“Just answer the fucking question!” barked Crallick.
“T-t-tw-twenty two,” stammered the shocked knight-ranger.
“Tell me then, with your years of experience, does that dragon look like it’s fucking marauding?” raged Crallick, succumbing to his temper.
Cowed, the young man began to stammer incoherently.
One of the twins put her hand on the younger knight’s shoulder, while the other stepped into Crallick’s range.
She spoke. “Peace brother. I understand you are distraught by something. Do not take it out on the unblooded. My sister and I are understanding that obviously there is more to the situation than meets the eye. This dragon is neither marauding, nor is it threatening. This is why we were holding council so long upon the steps in front of her,” the sister took a guess at Tar’s gender.
Crallick nodded confirmation. “Tar,” he offered a name.
“Well then, Ser Oakentree, we were waiting for clarity to come from somewhere. And you are beginning to share it with us,” she concluded.
“Thank you Lanethrae. My humble apologies,” Crallick began.
“Trystanae,” she quietly corrected. She flashed a bright-toothed smile.
“By Moredhel’s shiny black arse! Can nothing go right today?” Crallick groaned in frustration. “Look, I don’t have the patience for this right now. I just put a close friend to rest and I lost the man I was hunting, along with a relic that could put all of us in dire straights should he be permitted to put it to use. I…” he fixed his tear-stained countenance upon her. Mouthed a word with no sound. Tried again. Then managed to form the sentence. “I need a drink.”
She stepped aside to allow his passage. The twin knights of the cairn set about dispatching the amassed citizenry, and soldiery. After their task was complete, they reassured their companion that he was not to blame, and to return to the knight-ranger keep in Crossroads. They would be along in a while.
Trystanae looked at Lanathrae, who smiled. “I told you today would be interesting,” Lanathrae said.
Trystanae nodded, “So who gets to go talk to the dragon. I mean, Tar?”
“That would be the twin who would rather talk to the death dragon over the child-slayer,” answered Lanathrae.
They then wordlessly parted to take to their respective tasks.
 
Just south of the indomitable fortress known as Dragonhold, there appeared a shimmering haze. A darkness spilled out from it, and then the phenomena regurgitated a host of people. Vaas growled. Tobin shuddered. Hullaboo licked his head. Warren shivered. Teequog puked. Amalae and Arylae clung to each other for support. Erik joined Teequog in vomiting. Syllethrae smiled and looked about. Kittalae seemed likewise unaffected.
Vlados complained loudly, “While I appreciate that Bradwyn ordered his wizard to help us along, why couldn’t he have just sent us all the way to Crossroads? That would have made the damned trip at least worthwhile.”
“It still shaved at least two ten-day off our trip,” countered Vaas. “Now, help our draft horse.” They stabilized the cart. The riding horses they had a writ for from the garrison of Dragonhold. Which, at that very moment, was sallying forth a sortie to find out what manner of incursion this was, so close to the border.
The sortie captain rode up, “Ho there!”
“Ho yourself,” offered Syllethrae. “Lovely summer weather, no?”
“What is your business?” the captain ignored the pleasantries.
“Here,” Vaas strode over. He offered a copy of the writ from King Corr, “We’re on urgent business from the king. Take this to your garrison commander in all haste. Return immediately with the best mounts you have. Mind you hear me correctly, the best mounts. Understand?”
The Captain furrowed his brow under his helm. “I’ll return,” was his terse reply. He rode back to his second, whispered a moment, and then he galloped back to the mammoth stone edifice.
The company was breaking their midday meal when the Garrison Commander himself arrived with the horses. They were fully outfitted with tack and barding. “I trust you will find these satisfactory,” he endeared to the deaf ears of Vaas, who was busy corralling his group into action.
“Thank you,” was the reply that Tobin offered up, after climbing the back of the cart to mount his animal.
Vlados, seeing the wisdom in this action, followed suit.
The group made great time with the fresh mounts. Two ten-days later, they passed through a spot of poorer weather. Other than getting a little soggy, there was little discomfort, as high summer was on them, and the weather front was more refreshing than chilling. By Vaas’s reckoning, when they made the Bhanrigh, they were just under a ten-day away from Crossroads.
When they entered the farmlands to the north of Crossroads, they were dismayed at the condition of the northern walls.
The walls had burnt down. Scaffolding had been newly erected and repairs were just beginning. The buildings beyond seemed in ill repair.
As the band approached, they were met some distance out by Crossroads militia outriders. The vigilant outriders brooked no nonsense. They ordered Vaas and his company to tie off peace knots on their weapons, and unstring their bows.
Reluctantly, Vaas’ group complied. They desired to catch up to Crallick and gain news of the events. They didn’t wish to instill more fear in the men and women of Crossroads than what they had already suffered.
The first sign that things were going well was the sight of Tar, playing with several children, while nervous parents looked on from a good distance away. They rode up.
 Tar paused in her playing, and on seeing who approached her, said to the children, “Run along now. We’ve frightened your parents quite enough for one day, haven’t we?”
With a chorus of reluctant groans, the children departed back to relieved parents. A few parting hugs, and a whispered “I love you,” left the dragon of darkness with a pained smile on her face.
Tar looked over the assembled group.
“Where’s my brother?” inquired Vaas.
“First, you need to hear a few things,” Tar sighed. “Then I’ll tell you where he is.” At that cautionary disclaimer, their hearts fell, sensing something was amiss.
“He failed. We were duped by a ruse. Mordred got away, and he has the Malefecorum.” Tar hung her head. “His dear friend, or love, I’m not sure which, died at Mordred’s hand. Crallick is taking it very hard.”
“Shite,” breathed Vaas. A pall fell upon the company.
“Where is my boy?” asked Vlados. “He needs us?”
Tar nodded her head slowly. “He’s at the Nexus. It’s a watering hole at the center of town.”
“We know, lass, and thank ye ‘fer lettin’ us know gently,” Tobin rode up and patted her scaled hide. “Umm, ken I ask ye a favour?” he looked up at her.
“Certainly,” Tar answered slowly, uncertain of what a dwarf could possibly want from her. “Nothing involving my horde though,” she quickly added.
Laughing to himself for the first time in what seemed a while, Tobin responded, “Oh dear, nothing of the sort. I just need some help outta’ this horse.”
Coming up behind, Vlados added, “Me as well. If you please.”
Laughing, Tar plucked the dwarves out of their saddles, and placed them gently on the ground. She then led the way through the too narrow streets, towards the Nexus.
The two-story building was unscathed. Inside, they found Crallick face-down with a mug of ale spilled across the table. Twin Mortani women flanked him. He was snoring loudly.
With a surprising roar, Kittalae sprang across the room towards the table that held her master! Those trollops! Those tarts! How dare they allow her master—no! Her love—to be in such a state! She’d kill them!
While more than half the party fell over itself as too many arms shot out to try to restrain her violent dash, it was the low-profiled cat that saved the day. Arylae padded two yards forwards, then launched herself at the ephemeral slave girl. Her weight brought both of them to the ground.
Kittalae sobbed, “Master. My sweet. Crallick.”
Arylae rumbled in her ear. She allowed her weight to be consolatory.
Neither of the twins moved. They patiently waited for the rest to close in on them. When the group was close enough for their purpose, one spoke.
“I am Ser Lanathrae Volsyra. I am a knight of the Cairn, as is my sister,” she began her introduction.
Vaas interrupted, “I know who you are. You are the heroines of the battle of Dragon Jaw Gap. What business do you have with my brother?”
She grinned tightly, “As he is now the Order commander of the Knights of the Cairn, we have whatever business he wishes us to have with him.”
“How in blazes does that work?” blurted out Vlados.
“Our order commander resigned after having a vision from Chessintra. He claimed the dark lady made it clear her intentions to him, and he would follow her directives. The eve of the undead assault on Crossroads, I had a dream, Crallick Oakentree would ride in on Chessintra’s wings, with the intent of preventing the desecration of her name by a fanatic. He would, in turn, lead our order to greatness. When his arrival came to pass, we notified our order’s headquarters in Murkmire. As such, he is our order commander, pro temps, until made sovereign by the queens.” She put her hand on Crallick’s shoulder, “Do not worry, he has told us all of his woes and his revels while drinking himself to this state. We are no threat to you, Kittilae,”
“Aye, but I’m suren’ bettin’ ye’re no friend o’ his liver,” grumbled Vlados.
“We couldn’t go against the direct wishes of our commander. So we kept him as safe, and as dignified as we could,” offered Trystanrae.
“Well then, how much do you know?” Vaas pointedly asked.
“Everything,” came the twins in harmony.
“In that case, let’s sober my brother up, and figure out how exactly we’re going to clean up this mess,” Vaas said.
Hoisting Crallick between the arms of the two dwarves, the party moved up to a suite of apartments that could be procured for larger adventuring parties. There, the group began the long wait for Crallick to sober up.
“Just once,” grumbled Vlados, “I’d like to end a quest without my boy ending up as drunk as a pickled ass.”
“Ah’d drink ta’ that,” Tobin laughed.
 



Chapter 15
 
“I found a letter from her explaining the depths of her love for me. I can only beg her forgiveness- for so many sins I made against her. I’m sorry, Wanda.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Mordred left the grasslands of south Bannathyr behind and was approaching the Sapphire Teeth Mountains. This jagged range of mountains soared high into the sky. They kept the northern expanse of Bannathyr moist, and lush. Even these grasslands held a greenish-gold beauty in their lushness. He knew that across those mountains were the far hotter, and more arid deserts of the Jherrim Empire.
He had been a month on the road now, and veered away from the trade way to set across the fields. Attaining the foothills, he marveled at how barren of trees these mountains were. The bushes and heather were the tallest vegetation around these parts, or so it would seem. How strange and varied the world was. He wondered how many splendors his treasonous brother had witnessed before his end. No matter. The weight of the Malefecorum was a comfort to him as he rode on.
Dining on provisions he had liberated from some travellers, he hobbled his horse, and bedded down for the night. The evenings were warm enough to sleep in comfort under the stars, without the need for shelter.
As he picked his way through rocky valleys between the jagged Sapphire Teeth, he idly wondered what that idiot, Crallick, was up to. That, of course, was no matter, either. Soon, he would be in Jherrim, and out of reach of Bannathyr influence.
 
Crallick awoke for the first time in as long as he could remember without pain. There was no chest pain. No ache in his muscles and joints. No hangover. Also, the emotional anguish of Wanda’s loss seemed very distant. A strange expression visited his face. A joyful smile.
Kittilae’s naked form rested easily beside him. Last night she, in her youthful exuberance and unabashed love, worked out every kink in his body. She then ravished him until he begged her for respite. Now, that passionate woman was sleeping serenely at his side, and he felt okay with the arrangement.
He pleasantly drifted off with his thoughts about what needed to be done next. Her tail had coiled itself around his leg and groin. He started with surprise when it came to life. 
“Wha?” he exclaimed.
Kittilae couldn’t suppress a dewy giggle. “Sorry, my sweet. Sometimes it has a mind of its own,” she lied. With that, she ground her backside against him in a very erotic and deliberate fashion.
‘Oh well,’ Crallick mused. ‘Work can wait until after breakfast.’
Later that day, Crallick called a council of war to be held at the Knight-Ranger keep in Crossroads. He chose this spot because while the Nexus was more comfortable, it was too public, and the walls did have two many skilled ears. As it were, he had a hard enough time arranging the group to be admitted under his authority.
In fact, it took the combined threats of all three knight-rangers to overturn the keep’s steward’s resolve. In the end, he succumbed, and they were allowed access to the foremost audience chamber. Tables and chairs were brought in, and arranged. Tar had to be excluded from the council due to the Bannathyrran “Ignorant use of architecture,” as she put it.
Cralllick greeted all as they entered personally, and sent them to specific chairs.
Crallick first directed Lanethrae over to the foremost table. There was only one other chair there: his.
Erik, Vlados, and Hulaboo were directed to the next small table.
The rest were then crowded around the biggest table they could muster up.
After a battery of greetings that Crallick good-naturedly endured; entirely uncharacteristic for him of these late years, and a battery of “looking good”s, Crallick got their attention focused.
“Enough! We need to focus here. We’ve tarried long enough. I think we’ve given Mordred a sporting enough head start, don’t you?”
“Ye be meanin’ that ye took all’o tha’ time ye figger ye can fer getting’ yer mind clear, an’ yer afraid if we be here any longer Kittilae’ll ride yer pecker to an early grave,” Tobin jeered at him.
“Be nice to my man, dwarf!” Kittilae warned. “Or you will never sit in a steady chair again in my company.”
“I thought ye be a different type o’ wood talker,” continued Tobin, warming up his japes.
His chair began to caper about the room, to the delight of most, and the distress of one, whose short ride ended with him picking himself up off his posterior.
Grumbling, Tobin fetched his chair, “Ye should teach her about humour Crallick.”
Crallick, who was fighting a losing battle to contain his own mirth, said simply, “Oh, I don’t know my friend, I think she’s got it down, dead bang.”
“Favourites,” huffed Tobin.
“You think?” whispered Amalae to the dwarf.
“Focus please,” Crallick insisted. “Like I said, we’ve tarried here long enough. The way I figure it, we have three main tasks set out before us. This is why I’ve divided us thusly.
My table, myself, and Lanathrae, will ride Tar, and make best possible speed for Marahaven to get my appointment to the Cairn Order Commander anointed by the queens. Vlados…”
“Aye, me boy?”
“You, Erik, and Hullaboo will fetch The Flamerunner from Drakespire and sail her south to the port of Mina’ Al’Janub. By my reckoning, your fastest way is to ride west to Marahaven, then to sail north on whatever passage you can get. This way, you should escape the Chessois storms when you leave Drakespire.”
“That’s cutting it awfully close,” muttered Erik Drake to himself.
“Sorry, it’s the best we got,” said Crallick.
“Huh,” scoffed Erik. “Sorry, I forgot about Vitani hearing.”
Crallick smiled, “No apology needed, my friend. I’m worried about us all.”
“What about Syllethrae, andTeequag?” voiced Vlados.
“They’re needed with the main group. They’ll be tracking down Mordred. Savvy?” Crallick replied.
“I do, but no,” Vlados looked hard at Crallick.
“What?” Crallick asked, disbelief tinged his voice. “Why?”
“Well, ye know you are dear to me?” Vlados asked.
“I do.”
“And I’d ne’er do anything to hurt ya,” Vlados continued. When Crallick went to answer, Vlados raised his hand. “Ye’re going to have to find another way to do all this, my boy. It’s been near a year since I laid eyes on my Bekka. I need to see that she’s alright. You savvy?” the dwarf had a hopeful look in his eyes.
Crallick took a deep breath. Of course he understood. He cursed himself for being so narrow-minded. “Of course, my brother. I am so sorry, I completely forgot…” began his apology.
“Don’t, my boy. Ye’ve had a lot on yer plate. Things that affect the safety of me girl and everyone else, maybe. I hold nothin’ against ya,” Vlados smiled. “I just take my leave to return to make sure she’s alright. I would travel with one other, if that be alright as well.”
Hullaboo interrupted, “Garrum! I want to hunt the bad human, yup-yup!”
Crallick, sensing that there could be a rapid outburst of complications, quickly reigned them in. “Hold on! In turn please.” Then to Vlados, he added, “Of course you can take a companion for your homecoming. Oh, and give Bekka my love.”
With a tear of gratitude glistening in his eye, Vlados smiled, “Thank you, my boy, I knew ye weren’t the drunkard that ye passed yerself off as.”
‘Only if that were true,’ Crallick wryly thought. “Hullaboo, they will be tracking through a desert. You are ill-equipped for that, my friend. You cannot go there safely. Savvy?”
Hullaboo licked his head thoughtfully. Bulbous eyes squeezed shut and then opened. “I earned your respect and trust? Yup-yup?”
“You have,” Crallick replied.
“Then I could ask for a boon? Yup-yup?” Hullaboo asked. Calculating that the time was ripe for his quest to be brought to light.
“Anything,” Crallick assured him. “You got my daughter safely to me, so now, I am in your debt.”
“Garrum!” bellowed Hullaboo in glee. “Revenge on the spawn pool-killing goblins! I have waited long! Yup-yup! Their guard will be down! My pod’s fall can be avenged!”
‘Shite,’ Crallick thought. ‘This is going from bad to worse. I had this all figured out—a main contingent to track and assail Mordred, The Flamerunner for a quick escape from Jherrim, and my appointment to command to then rejoin the chase. Now, I have to check on Bekka, and slaughter a goblin tribe in the Bannathyr downs. How am I to allocate this?’
Crallick sat down and began to deliberate while the room became awash in the buzz of many voices.
“Simmer down!” he cried out. He had taken several moments to muse over how he was going to redistribute his forces. Now he needed quiet to see how things would shape up. “Alright, my friends, this should be a relatively easy fix. Lanethrae Volsyra and I will still fly to Marahaven with Tar.
“Erik’s route will remain unchanged, although he will be accompanied by only Teequag.”
“Erik nodded grimly at the announcement. Dryly he said, “Well, maybe I can gain passage for Teequag as a child, and save some scepters.”
This got scattered laughter from the group. Vlados added his two coppers, “Just ye don’t go wrecking my ship, ye savvy?”
“I won’t, Cap’n,” Erik reassured him.
“Good,” interrupted Crallick. “Chiefly because The Flamerunner’ll be our escape if things go horribly wrong in Jherrim.
Which brings me to the next group. Vlados, you’ll be in charge of this party.”
Vlados nodded, “Who’s my companion?”
“You are actually getting the strike band. I need to double up my commitment to Hullaboo with my commitment to you. I hope it’s okay, because, my friend, it is the only way it’s getting done.”
“As long as I get to be seeing my Bekka again, I don’t mind runnin’ an errand fer ya, my boy,” Vlados said, nodding his understanding. “So who’s coming with me?”
“Hullaboo, obviously.”
“Yup-yup,” Hullaboo agreed.
“And,” Crallick continued, “I’ll be sending Amalae, and Arylae.” He cut off his daughter’s protest, “for two reasons: first, she’s the best tracker aside from myself and Vaas, so she’ll be vital to finding the goblin tribe. Second, she’ll need to patch things up between herself and Bekka. That is my final word on the subject.”
Amalae cast her eyes floor-ward. She ruffled Arylae’s fur, “Fine.”
“Warren will likewise accompany you. He has good rapport with Arylae, and knows goblin-kind, so I see him as an asset for you both ways. Your final party member will be Kittilae.”
Her eyes widened and she looked up in alarm. She mouthed the words, “Why master?” However, she allowed for nothing to escape her in a sound.
Crallick answered her anyway. “I love and trust you. You are both a capable warrior, and a sage counsel. I want you to watch over my daughter as well. Also, you’ll get to see my home, for good, or ill,” he smiled weakly.
It was next to impossible to tell if she was blushing. But Kittilae seemed terribly pleased.
“Vaas, you taught me everything I know about hunting. I would even go so far as to say you may even still be as good as me. Nonetheless, you’re the best we can spare…”
“Listen to this shite,” Vaas laughed dryly.
“You’ll lead the tracking party to keep tabs on Mordred,” Crallick smiled coldly. “Try not to engage him until I get there. I want a piece of revenge too.”
“I’ll try to remember,” Vaas said.
“Syllethrae will accompany you, just in case you need injuries tended to. Trystanae will provide some stealth, and shock troop support for you. And we both know what Tobin is capable of, don’t we?”
“Aye, that ye do. An’ might I say keepin’ ye all alive hasn’t been easy,” Tobin roared.
The counsel broke apart into its separate task groups to iron out their specific needs. On establishing their projected inventories, Crallick provided them with funds to get the provisions they required.
Kittilae came up behind Crallick and patiently waited for him to finish his meetings. Well, while she may have been patient, her tail serpentined around his legs and tickled his calf all the while she attempted a demure posture.
Come eventide, the group broke up for dinner. Kittilae pounced into Crallick’s lap. “Thank you, my sweet.”
“For what, my love?” he asked, beaming at her.
“For the trust you put in me to look after your daughter,” Kittilae’s embrace tightened.
“For the love of the gods, get a room, dad,” Amalae came up, with the great cat padding along beside her.
“We should have a nice dinner as a family,” Crallick said. “Let’s make a lovely memory to last us for the next while. I’m uncertain when we’ll all be together again. I love you both so much. I don’t want to forget this.”
As Lanethrae said, “In that case, I’ll take your leave to bid farewell to my sister.”
Amalae whispered to Kittilae, “What did you do to him? He’s never this… I don’t know, happy?”
Kittilae chuckled. “You don’t really want to know. Just be happy, he’s happy, okay?”
“Yup-yup,” Amalae said.
The four ate at a lovely place overlooking the temple square. It was named “The Crossroads Happy Home”. Being high summer, they chose to eat out on the balcony of the second floor. Several lanterns were placed strategically to provide enough light to see by, but not so much as to block out the heavens.
The Vitani owners provided them with a delightful banquet. The main fare was a succulent venison neck roast. It was slathered with a cinnamon, oregano, and onion rich gravy. Beside it on the plate was a medley of cut silver-tip asparagus, dwarf tear radishes (named so as they were sharp-tanged enough to make a dwarf cry), and dew-drop peas.
Following their main course came a honeydew melon soup, with blueberries and raspberries. There was sweet nettle root mixed in as well. This helped to cleanse the palate for their dessert.
Dessert was a bunting cake made with the brown sugar, and the richly ground nutmeg that the forests bordering Murkmire was famous for. The cake was iced with a creamy frosting, and decorated with preserved cherries that were likewise found scattered in sweet surprises throughout the morsel.
A deep amber wine flowed through the glasses of Kittilae and Amalae. Crallick’s cups were filled with a richer, brown liquid. The proprietor, Demorae Lastanna, boasted to him that her’s was the only house outside of Marahaven to have this new beverage that Ser Crallick Oakentree had brought back from the new world. It would delight her greatly if he would have a cup of this, “Caw-Fey”.
Laughing, Crallick informed her that he would be delighted. Although, he was sure it was pronounced more akin to cough-fee.
Kittilae had kicked him under the table and good-naturedly scolded him about politeness.
Arylae then promptly roared. This startled all. She paced back and forth.
To Demorae’s credit, she handled the big cat in the same grace as she ran her establishment. She promptly found an older pillow, dropped it down in front of the tiger, and bade her sit.
When nothing happened, Crallick glared at Arylae, and quietly tapped the table. She sat on the pillow.
Quite pleased with her apparent progress, Demorae said, “Good Kitty.” Then she set a large haunch of raw venison and entrails out for her, a fair way away from the diners. She also laid out a washbasin filled with cow milk.
Arylae fell upon it with great gusto. She chuffed, and rumbled contentedly to herself, while the rest dined and chatted long into the night.
Their revelry did not pass unnoticed. Watching the merrymakers from an alley across the street stood a dwarf and Vitani. Another dwarf soon joined them.
“I never thought I’d live to see the day when he’d be like this again,” commented Tobin.
“Forge, below!” exclaimed Vlados. “I’ve never seen him such.”
“It just goes to show you, there may be hope for us all,” mused Vaas, contented that his brother’s long-suffered pain seemed to be waning at long last.
 



Epilogue
 
“In conclusion, I’ve been blessed to know you and pray Chessintra finds you swiftly to Flowwe’s Realm, however that works. I personally swear I will end the man who did this to you.”
 
-Eulogy given by Ser Crallick Oakentree
 
Wanda was unclear how a spirit could perceive sight without eyes. How a spirit could perceive sound without ears, or touch without a body, or taste without a tongue.
She wondered these things, yet she was filled with peace and harmony within an azure sanctuary. The warm water passing her by could be felt. The rippling, tranquil melody of the Celestial Springs could be heard. The refreshing taste of the water filled her. An azure sanctum was on display in an eternal serenity that defied mortal thought.
Thus, Wanda found herself only pleased, and not startled, when the water goddess herself, Flowwe, addressed her.
“You are tainted by a disharmony, my daughter.”
“As you already perceive, my lady,” Wanda felt that she bowed her non-existent head in humility.
The entity smiled, “What troubles your mind, my child. I would be pleased if you told me in your own way.” She offered as explanation for this query. It was a platitude, not an excuse.
“I worry for my love. Crallick goes into an adventure of a magnitude of danger that he’s not aware of.” Wanda turned to face, if that was the right word, Flowwe. “I beseech you, grant me the power to protect him. It will put my spirit to rest.”
“This is a most unusual request, Wanda. Your heart is pure, and your spirit is not envious. I will honour your tranquility, and love. Yet, I forbid you to shed blood on his behalf. Take that as you will, and show me your wisdom. The purer of virtue your choice, the greater the reward shall be,” Flowwe gave a languid gesture that revealed Crallick’s room, along with his gear, in a shimmering pool.
Wanda’s spirit drifted inexorably to the image. When she passed through the image she found herself suddenly in Crallick’s room; sounds of groaning, and Kittilae’s mewling filled the chamber.
She took only a cursory glance at the fit, red body writhing on Crallick, “Give him happiness, and never hurt him.” She wished at her. Then Wanda turned her attention to Crallick’s gear.
The flamberge: the blade was wavy, but her instruction never to shed blood on his behalf killed that notion. Also, no arrows.
The quiver didn’t feel right.
His disgustingly poorly made breeches, never.
Loincloth? She laughed to herself, but that felt wrong.
Her eyes drifted to his ringmail. It’s rusted and pitted surface looked like it had been lying at the bottom of the sea for some time. It almost had a coral-like feel to the links. It would protect him; especially if she bolstered it. Yes, this felt right.
She drifted over the jack of rusted rings, and began to merge with the item. She watched, curiously, as the reddish-brown pitted rings lightened with her touch, the metal becoming a more lustrous black as though slick with water.
Flowwe intoned in the back of her mind, “Well done, my child. Your choice shall protect him well. Your reward shall be great.”
With a peace that came over her as soon as she finished melding the last of her spirit with the mail, Wanda sighed. She was certain she would be able to protect him now from whatever the Malefecorum threw at him.
 
Mordred stood in the twilight and surveyed the waste that spread out before him. It was truly as humongous as his ambition. He took in a deep lungful of arid air. It was breathtaking to actually feel the difference one crest of a mountain range made. Already, his lips were beginning to parch in the harsh environment. His grin was so wide, his lower lip cracked. No matter, soon the world would be parched to his new harsh environment. No one understood—men, vitani, mortani, gobs, lizardmen, nekomen, froggles, giants, dwarves, dragons—they didn’t see there was no room for them all. Idiots.
They didn’t see, but he did. He would show them the greatest gift that Chessintra gave to them all. Extinction. And he would be the one to execute her gift upon the world.
Who knew, eventually, even he may be worshiped as Imari, the Harbinger of Death. Modred, Angel of Mercy. Now that did have a nice ring to it.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE END
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