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“Myrith, another round of ales along with one of your smiles,” Jod called as she walked by. He laid two coins on the table, one silver and one gold. The other three men each also laid silver coins on the table.

Myrith nodded as she danced out of the way of another customer’s grasping hand. She had worked in the tavern for most of her twenty-eight springs and had learned the art of dodging quite well. Of course that wasn’t the only art she had been forced to learn either. Fortunately, for the last few years Marcus had given her more of a say in certain aspects of those extra duties he required her and the other servers to perform. 

She returned with the drinks Jod had ordered and deliberately left the extra gold piece on the table when she collected the money. Unless Marcus ordered her to, she was not spending time with Jod again: not after the last time. She shuddered as he placed a hand on her arm and squeezed it.

The man had decided she should be exclusively his whenever he visited the Silver Dragon and had tried to hurt her for choosing another patron over him that night. Despite her appearance, she was very strong and had been able to protect herself from the attempted assault, but Marcus had made it clear that if she accepted a customer’s gold they could do whatever they wanted as long as no permanent damage was done. However, since Jod was the local representative of the Overlord, Marcus hadn’t wanted to hear that he hadn’t paid for her company that night.

Nothing had happened as a result of that incident however she was glad there were other witnesses to her refusal of his payment this time. 

“You forgot something,” one of the other men at the table said, holding up the gold coin. 

“I am not available tonight.” She turned back toward the bar jerking her arm away from Jod.

One of the men at the table reached out and grabbed for her long red hair. Myrith spun around quickly, her left hand reaching for the man’s arm. Jod grabbed her left arm, while one of the others grabbed her right. The man who had reached for her hair moved his hand to her throat and grasped it, slowly tightening his grip. 

“You do not have a choice about whether you are available tonight or not. Jod and I say you are, therefore you are.”

Myrith gasped, trying to draw a full breath as she looked into the man’s silver-flecked black eyes. After several minutes, he released his hold on her throat, his hand sliding down and grasping the front of her tunic. With a quick yank, the material ripped away.

“That’s enough,” Marcus said running from behind the bar, a large cleaver in his hand. Several of the other patrons had also stood—their hands on dagger and sword hilts.

The four of them laughed and the last of the group stood up. “Do not think to interfere with us. Your business is allowed to continue only on the whim of the Overlord, as is your life.” He threw back his black cloak to reveal the bright blue half-plate armor he wore. Emblazoned on the armor was the silver-gray unicorn of the Overlord. “As are all your lives.” He tossed a small bag on the ground at the tavern owner’s feet. “This will compensate you for your loss. She leaves with us.” He motioned to the door and Jod and his companion tightened their grips on Myrith’s arms and pulled her with them.

“Let me go!” Myrith yelled as she struggled against their hold. “Marcus!”

“I’m sorry,” Marcus whispered dropping his head. 

“Good, you know your place, Marcus. Your establishment is safe—for now.” He turned toward the other patrons who had stood up when the altercation started. 

Myrith watched as all but one bowed their heads in submission to the commander’s authority. An older man, standing in the near corner, his threadbare brown cloak bearing the shield and scales of the warrior god of justice who had once been the patron deity for this region of Taladar, stood silently watching the disturbance. For a brief moment, his eyes met hers and then widened a bit before he turned his attention back to the commander.

“A priest of Geladas, now this is interesting,” the commander said. “I thought I had destroyed the last of your temples three summers past. No matter, you will come with us also.” He stepped forward as those standing there moved to clear his path.

Myrith blinked several times as the figure she had seen faded into the shadows.

The garrison commander stopped then turned and pulled his cloak around him, only the blood-red horn of the unicorn and the multi-colored circle above it still visible as he strode past her and the others.

~ * ~

“Leave her,” the commander said standing at the door of the cell the others had thrown Myrith in. “We have more important business to attend to before you have your fun with this one.” He motioned to the chains attached to the far wall then waited as they secured her.

The door shut with a solid thump and Myrith sank to the floor. Fortunately, the chains were long enough to allow her to sit without her arms over her head. 

“What’s going on, Thanil?” She heard Jod’s voice through the closed door.

“There was a priest of Geladas in the tavern. I want him and his temple found. You three will organize the search.”

“Of course,” Jod said.

“Thanil, there is something else you should be aware of,” another voice said. 

Myrith strained her ears to listen, but the voices had dropped too low. After a few minutes, the door to the cell burst open and the garrison commander strode into the room. 

Thanil grabbed the chains and jerked her to her feet. He grasped her chin and turned her face toward the torch Jod carried. “By the Lady,” he said. “Wench, how old are you?”

Myrith didn’t respond, only stared into his eyes. They were the same silver-flecked black as the man who had ripped her tunic in the tavern.

Thanil drew back his free hand and slapped her. “I asked you a question. You are expected to answer.”

“I have seen twenty-eight springs,” she finally said.

The commander released his hold and stepped back from her, his eyes never leaving hers. He stood there for several heartbeats then turned and left the cell, the door slamming behind him.

“You three will not touch her, until I speak with Lord Lavial. Understood!”

Lord Lavial? Myrith’s mind raced. What reason would he have to speak to the Overlord about me? 

Myrith sat in the darkened room and pulled what was left of her clothing around her to fight off the cold. “Geladas.” She whispered the name of the Patriarch and god of battles and justice. She didn’t expect an answer. The gods now seemed to be nothing more than distant memories. The only deity who appeared to have any power was the foreign goddess of tyranny and pain the Overlord had brought with him centuries ago. A goddess only referred to as “The Lady.”

The garrison commander of Frealian bragged he had destroyed the last remnant of Geladas’ following several years ago. It seemed very unlikely a priest had been in the tavern and so open in his faith. Myrith smiled for a moment as she thought about the possibilities if the followers of Geladas were returning openly. Perhaps they were ready to challenge the Overlord from a position of strength. Even if she didn’t understand their continued faith in a god who hadn’t helped them in the past, she would gladly join them in a fight against the Overlord.

~ * ~

Myrith jerked her head up as she woke. What was that? She had finally fallen asleep, despite her efforts to remain alert. However, the longer the day dragged on, the harder it had been for her and sleep had finally claimed her. Now, she was awake again, with no idea how much time had passed. There were no windows into her cell and the torches on the walls appeared to be magical in nature. It wasn’t enough light to actually illuminate the room, just enough to prevent a guard from tripping over a prisoner.

The noise came again: a gentle rhythmic tapping from under the floor. After a few seconds, the tapping stopped and she watched as a section of the floor slowly lifted. 

“Lyssa’s bad fortune—we’re in the holding cells, not the training arena,” a voice said. 

“Who are you?” Myrith could barely see the figure that held the trap door open.

“Maybe it wasn’t bad fortune after all.” The door opened further and another person climbed out quickly and moved to inspect the manacles around her wrists. “Don’t worry about that right now. Lyssa’s fortune sent us to a different area than we wanted, therefore you should thank her.” 

“Thank you,” Myrith said hesitantly. The hooded cloak her rescuer was wearing, along with the poor lighting, prevented her from seeing their features as they worked on the manacles. The voice was harsh and low, preventing her from even guessing at the gender. 

It was only a few moments before the lock on the first manacle opened and the iron band released her wrist from its grip. The other restraint opened even quicker. 

“Come on.” The unidentified person moved back to the trap door. “We won’t wait for you and if they catch you now, you’ll be dead.”

Myrith shrugged as she followed the two. 

“Do we still try for the training arena? Or do we take her back first?” The first voice from the pair asked in the darkness of the tunnel. “Considering we need to report what we observed in the courtyard we should take her back then return.” 

“As you are the one in charge, it is your decision. However, I agree.”

That was the second voice, Myrith thought, but it was different now: softer, more feminine. “Here, take this,” the voice said again. Myrith felt a bundle of fabric being placed into her arms. “It’s a cloak. It is midday and your appearance would be noted. Make sure you keep the hood pulled over your face and your hair well concealed.”

Myrith smiled. She was the only person in this town with such bright flame-red hair and she could be recognized by that alone. She reached up, pulled her hair back, and twisted it into a knot that she stuffed under the hood of the cloak as she continued to follow her rescuers.

The two paused for a moment then one of them climbed a couple of steps and slowly pushed open another trap door. A thin line of bright light appeared and Myrith pulled the hood of her cloak down further to shade her eyes. Her hands paused when she saw the dark blood-red color of the material. There was only one group that wore this style of hooded cloak in this color: The Crimson Swords; an organization that housed the thieves’ and assassin’s guilds within it walls; as well as the spies that worked for each. She was starting to believe the statement about Lyssa’s bad fortune might have been the appropriate one.

“It’s clear,” the first thief, and that was now how she was thinking of the two, said.

“Good, let’s get back quickly,” the second said. “I doubt Commander Thanil will be back anytime soon, but you can never be sure about his lackey, Jod. As soon as he thinks he can get away with it, he’ll abandon his assignment and come back for a little relaxation
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