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Chapter
One






Year 3643,
the Sixth Age, the twenty-second day of Autumn






The city of Gun Dürin was
alive with activity and music. Inüer shone bright in the sky and a
gentle breeze filtered through the city streets picking up the
yellow blooms of the white trees and making them dance in the
air.

The many markets filled
the streets and plazas selling rare and beautiful goods, or the
local produce farmed in the Fields of Fallden just outside the
city’s eastern walls. Due largely to the city’s ruler, a blood elf
named Drae, Gun Dürin was one of the only places in all Essinendeür
where the split between citizens of the Elder Races and Man was
virtually even. Thanks to this equality the customs and cultures of
all races spread throughout the streets, seen in the architecture,
the goods being sold and the music played by the street
performers.

In ancient times, before
Gildon the Deceiver, Gun Dürin had been a place of joy and love,
and laughter, and so it was once more. These days were ones of
peace and no evil, and it was reflected in the prosperity of the
nation as a whole and not just in Gun Dürin.

But as with all things,
these goods times were coming to a devastating end.

The first thing the
citizens of Gun Dürin notice was the sound of drums, like thunder,
bellowing up from the earth. The ground shook underneath them and
all stopped what they were doing in confusion and
concern.

From the grates that led
to the sewers below a darkness crept and drifted along the ground.
The black cloud coiled about the feet of the people, making them
cry out in fear and despair. The warm day suddenly became cold and
the flowing fountains turned to ice.

The streets suddenly
erupted from bellow as dark forms burst out of the holes with
blades drawn and the hunger for blood in their eyes.

“Djarcs.”
Someone screamed and all who could muster the courage ran for
cover.

Mercilessly the djarcs
and reivers flooded the streets killing and raping as they went.
Djarcs, the evil and twisted forms of men and woman of all races,
cried with glee as their weapons drank the blood of the innocent
and fearful.

The drums continued to
rumble as if a storm raged beneath the pavement of the
city.

Courageously King Drea
mustered his forces and they met the evil creatures with shining
steel to allow the people to escape with their lives. But it was
not only djarcs and reivers that streamed from the beneath the
earth, trolls and other foul beasts met the charge of the noble
guards and warriors.

The once beautiful city
was turned into a battlefield and was quickly painted with blood
and littered with bodies of both djarc and soldier alike. Fires
caught alight and the people ran from the city as fast as they
could. But they did not get far, for from outside the walls more of
the evil creatures spewed forth from tunnels under the earth and
gleefully slaughtered the innocents that tried to flee.

Bravely Drae called his
men to form a defence and carve a path for the citizens to escape.
But he knew he would die, as did the rest of his noble warriors. A
small chance came as the Divine Knights, tasked with controlling
magicks users and confining them to the Temple of Artāre, threw
aside their duties and together with the Magi struck hard against
the armies of evil.

Lord Drae, Divine Knights
and the Magi fought with such bravery and determination to see the
people of the city escape. And it seemed that they would succeed.
Somehow the combined forces of good cleared a path out of the city
and held their ground in the streets.

Hope filled each of them
as they began to make head way against the djarcs, reivers and
trolls. Perhaps they could fight back this evil and win the
day?

But that hope was a false
one and as the cloud of darkness that lingered close to the ground
grew and the air became colder a great fiend rose up from the
sewers. The darkness seemed to come from him and it swirled about
his great wings. The huge creature’s eyes were ice blue and as the
defenders looked up this monster they cowered in fear and
despair.

“Know me,
mortals,” the great winged creature called across the city, making
the defenders tremble. “I am Gorgoth. I am your doom.”

The black smoke billowed
into the clear skies, consuming Lord Drae and his loyal warriors
who were paralysed with fear. The Magi and Divine Knights tried to
use their magicks to combat this darkness but their efforts ended
in screams and the armies of Gorgoth over ran them, slaughtering
all.

Those who managed to
escape the city ran for their lives across the Fields of Fallden.
Not caring for their friends and family, their only thoughts on
running from the shadow of darkness that now covered the city of
Gun Dürin.

The city which had seen
much evil but in recent times had become a symbol of light and
hope, had once again been devoured by the forces of darkness. The
shadow and despair of Gorgoth and snuffed out the beacon of
Essinendeür’s future, as he would soon do to the rest of the
world.

* * *

There was darkness all
around him, yet he did not fear it, he did not cower under the
onslaught of despair. In fact Lieut stood tall anticipating
something that would strike at him, hoping it would.

Suddenly Kyreiv stood
before him, her face masked with anger and hatred, but she did not
attack.

“I killed
you,” Lieut stated simply.

“Yes you did
indeed,” another voice spoke from the blackness, one that Lieut
recognised all too well.

“Kreha,”
Lieut sighed, “Why are you in my mind? Why can’t you just leave
me?”

“Well then
you would be so lonesome,” Kreha laughed lightly and appeared
skipping between him and Kyriev, who still stood motionless. “We
can’t have that, no we can’t.”

“This is a
dream,” Lieut stated.

“Well that
wasn’t very convincing,” Kreha laughed back, her long black hair
dancing on an unfelt breeze along with her tattered white
dress.

Another person appeared
alongside Kyriev, his joyous fat face smiling wide at
Lieut.

“Grengur,”
Lieut said as he recognised the large demi-god of
Antōre.

“Another of
your victims,” Kreha stated.

“Do you plan
on showing me all the people I’ve killed?” Lieut ask and scoffed,
“We’re going to be here a long time then.”

“Proud of
your head count are we?” Kreha giggled, “Don’t fear, you don’t have
to meet with them all again. Just the important ones.”

“What makes
you three more important than the others?” Lieut was quick to
ask.

“Why, the
power we held of course sillies,” Kreha stopped skipping around and
turned her big eyes towards him. “That’s why we were special, and
why you are now.”

“What are you
talking about?” Lieut demanded in confusion.

“All the
power we held is yours now,” Kreha stated and both Kyriev and
Grengur disappeared into the darkness. “All you have to do is learn
to control it.”

Kreha’s voice became
hollow as she too slowly dissipated into nothing and Lieut awoke
with a start.

Sucking in a deep breath,
Lieut’s golden eyes flickered open and he awoke from his
dreaming.

“Good
timing,” Legin said cheerfully, “I was just about to wake you. It’s
not quiet dawn yet, but I’m ready to pack camp if you
are.”

Lieut sat up and rubbed a
hand across his face. Yawning he picked some sleep from the corner
of his eye and looked about. Their camp was situated among some
large rocks on a small hillside that looked down upon the main road
through the Morrow Plains. As usual in this region heavy clouds
hung over head bringing constant rain and drizzle to the land.
Thankfully the overhanging rocks provided them shelter through the
night and protected the magickally conjured flame from the wet. As
he looked out across the rolling grassy hills a vein of azure
lightning rippled through the clouds followed by the rumble of
thunder. A herd of horse sized birds called Chokrine could be seen
in the distance grazing and a caravan slowly meandered along the
road heading north.

“Something to
eat?” Legin asked and offered him an apple from his
extra-dimensional pouch, which could hold one hundred times more
inside it than any satchel.

Lieut accepted the offer
without a word, his thoughts lingering on the strange dream he had.
As he took a bite Legin extinguished the magickal fire with a
command word and as he headed out from the cover of the rocks he
picked up and pocketed the flat, rune covered, stone that made the
flame. With outstanding agility the man hopped down the rocky
descent, his feet finding sure footing on the wet
stones.

As Legin jumped to the
last in line he nearly slipped and almost lost his balance, if it
had not been for the balancing ability of his monkey-like tail the
boyish man would have sure fallen on his face. Legin ended up
jumping forwards into a front flip and landed on the flat ground
with a spring in his step.

Lieut took a simpler path
to the muddy road but nevertheless he joined his friend at the base
of the hill, and with Legin whistling a tune they headed down the
road towards the coming dawn.

“It’s going
to be good to get to Pentra,” Legin remarked as they strolled
along, “I’m sick to death of all this rain. Collumburt University
should be nice as well, great weather they have around the
Aierthian Plains. I hope the University has the information on
Hairtherwai, otherwise this trip will be for nothing. Not that I’m
complaining, I like walking through the wilderness, but
still.”

Legin continued on with
his incessant talking about their journey ahead and other
meaningless things. By now Lieut had learnt to ignore most of his
companion’s jabbering and his thoughts drifted to Hairtherwai, the
Guardian of wind, and who had stolen his sword. Since then he had
acquired another weapon, one that his dead brother had once used,
but that was not the point. The point was, Hairtherwai had stolen
something of his and he meant to get it back, by any means
necessary.

“That guy
looks like he is in a hurry,” Legin remarked offhandedly, grabbing
Lieut’s attention and drawing it to the man on horseback charging
along the road towards them. “He ain’t going to stop.”

Cautiously he and Legin
moved off the road and onto the wet grass to allow the rider open
road to thunder along. But the as the horseman came closer he
pulled his mount to a halt beside them. Both horse and rider were
drenched in sweat and rain, and splatters of mud riddled the man
face.

“You fools,
don’t go that way,” the horseman called as he tried to control his
horse that was chafing at the bit to continue onwards. “Flee from
here as far away as you can.”

“What are you
on about?” Legin asked back curiously.

“Death.” The
man wailed, “Death comes on swift wings for us all.”

“Calm down
and tell us what you mean?” Lieut demanded forcefully and the
distressed man took a moment to steady himself and his
horse.

“War good
travellers,” the rider said seriously, “Of the like this world has
never seen. Gildon has returned, his djarcs pour forth from the
Foglornt. Thousands of them, burning and destroying as they come.
It’s as the prophecies foretold: three times evil shall assault
this land and on the third time the world will end in fire and
shadow. It is the end times, my friends, it is only a matter of
time until the armies of darkness reach Pentra and then the rest of
Essinendeür. Flee I say. Flee while you can.”

“But if the
world is going to end, way run at all?” Legin asked back, clearly
not taking this doomsayer seriously. “Either you’ll die now, or die
later.”

“You’re
right, the world is ending and I will die,” the man agreed, clearly
missing Legin’s sarcasm, “But I prefer it to be later than
sooner.”

“I prefer
sooner,” Legin shrugged, “And maybe I’ll kill a few djarcs on the
way. What do you think Lieut?”

“Killing
djarcs sounds fun,” Lieut replied with a slight smile.

“I wish you
luck kind souls,” the rider nodded to them, “I shall pray to Artāre
for you both. Farewell and die bravely.”

With that being said the
man on horseback kicked his steed onwards and raced off down the
road towards the north, mud flying through the air with each
stride.

“That was
weird,” Legin remarked as the two of them continued on their way.
“Reckon he was telling the truth, or just mad?”

“Gildon is
dead,” Lieut replied simply, “I saw my brother Raith kill him with
my own eyes.”

“Wait, Grün
Narād is in the Foglornt Forrest, right?’ Legin said thoughtfully,
“And that’s where Azarě wanted us to go. Maybe there is a
connection?”

“Maybe,”
Lieut shrugged, “Only one way to find out if the man was being
serious, or is simply mad.”

“Let’s go,”
Legin agreed, and again the continued down the road. “But if he was
right, an army of djarcs might make it harder to get to Collumburt
and learn about Hairtherwai.”

“Don’t you
mean more fun,” Lieut replied, a glimmer of excitement in his
eyes.

“You’re
right, I do,” Legin agreed whole heartedly and laughed
aloud.

Curiosity filled Lieut’s
mind and he walked along the road with a spring in his step. The
thought of a real battle filled him with excitement, but he
reminded himself not to get distracted from his goal in finding the
Guardian of the wind.

The rest of the day
drifted by relatively uneventfully, although there did suddenly
seem to be more travellers on the road, all of which were heading
north. And many of these travellers warned them about heading south
with more stories of Gildon and djarcs it became apparent that the
crazed horseman was not that crazed after all. These ominous
warnings did little to stop Lieut and Legin from their path, and in
fact it may have made them more eager to get to Pentra.

The city was still a few
days off and that night they camped inside the ruins a Nevārancien
craft. Three off the massive structures stood in the middle of the
Morrow Plains, like great monoliths of remembrance of the time
Lieut’s people first came to Essinendeür with intentions of
conquest. This invasion had failed of course and all that was left
behind were these enormous landing ships that stood like towers in
the plains, their broken tops scraping the clouds and providing a
good rod for lightning to strike at.

Since the landing of
these crafts during the last war between the regions of Krnōrel and
Sesserrech, some opportunistic Mōrgul cats had gone about
converting the ruined ships into two shops and an inn for weary
travellers to rest.

“Tra’en
greets you both,” a Mōrgul cat at the entrance of the largest craft
welcomed them both as they walked up the wide ramp and into a large
hall.

Like all natives of the
Morrow Plains, Tra’en had the facial features of a feline and the
body of a Man. Their faces did resemble that of normal features,
like any person in Essinendeür, but their teeth were pointed and
their ears very cat like. Their hair was very thick, almost
fur-like, and the pupils of their eyes were in the same of slits,
like a cat. Their nails at the end of their fingers were more like
claws, but they had no hair over their bodies, not a cat tail.
Mōrgul were one of the most reclusive races in all Essinendeür,
beaten only by the Yineth who his away in an expansive region east
of Port Na’brath. Despite living in a region of near constant rain
the Morgul wore very little clothing which was made up of cotton
and leather, adorned with many beads and bells, and one their feet
they wore only leather sandals.

This one who spoke to
Lieut and Legin was not the only Mōrgul about the place and around
half a dozen of them managed the administration of this sparse
accommodation.

“Tre’en is
unhappy to say that all our private rooms are taken,” the Mōrgul
continued, “But the main hall is open to as many as we can fit. For
one gold coin each you can find a place to rest your
heads.”

Both Lieut and Legin
handed over a gold coin and moved into the main hall. There were
many travellers mulling about the hall, sitting in groups on bed
rolls or lingering by themselves in the far corners. No fires
burned, not that it was cold, but all had to resign themselves to
an uncooked meal that night.

The two of them found a
place in the corner of the hall and made themselves comfortable. It
was unusually quiet among the travellers, little conversation was
heard and all seemed fearful as they stared out into the rain of
the Morrow Plains.

“Everyone is
so grave,” Legin remarked softly as they rested up against the
wall, “Looks like that horseman really was telling the truth,
everyone is running from the south.”

“Looks like,”
Lieut agreed absently.

“Well, I’m
getting some sleep,” Legin said and yawned wide as he lied down.
“Gotta be rested if we have fighting ahead of us.”

Lieut mumbled a response
as Legin closed his eyes and began to snore almost
immediately.

The night came quickly
and all travellers fell into uneasy slumbers, but Lieut remained
awake. The sound of the rain was soothing outside as Lieut’s
thoughts turned inwards. Thinking back to the strange dream he had
had last night he looked to his hands in his lap.

“Did I really
absorb that energy from the Goddess when I killed her?” Lieut
wondered quietly, “Do I really have some latent power within me?
Some magickal skill to be tapped into?”

Lieut continued to stare
at his hands wondering, as he continued to listen to the rain his
mind fell into a meditative state, focusing on the energy within
him. Lieut thought again to the moment he killed the demi-gods,
Kyriev and Grengur, and when he killed Kreha. He remembered the
surge of energy that rushed through him and the warmth of power
that had filled every fibre of his being.

The rain continued to
pour. His breathing deep and slow.

Lieut felt something
within him then, of the like he had never felt before. It was warm,
hot even, a rage that he could not control. A rage that was begging
to be unleashed. Suddenly Lieut pulled away from that feeling and
his mind sharpened as he came from his meditative state. A strange
tingle ran through his spine and he shivered away the cloud in his
thoughts. Taking a deep breath Lieut looked around the hall, which
was almost pitch black, two torches burned at the entrance of the
hall lighting up the rain drops within it sphere of illumination.
Legin continued to snore contently beside him, but all else was
silent with the constant patter of the deluge.

Taking another deep
breath Lieut laid down to try and get some rest, but his slumber
was spasmodic as his thoughts continued to linger on the feeling he
had felt within him. Such a power he had never felt within himself
before, but the pure rage and passion he felt from it unsettled
him.






























































Chapter
Two






It was dark, the crystal
lights along the corridors were dim and flickered, threatening to
shroud the halls in shadow and let them be consumed by
darkness.

The thought of walking
through the ancient city of Grün Narād in complete blackness was
one that Vythe did not really care about. The dark despair that
consumed his thoughts might as well manifest externally as
well.

His friends, Bārdin and
Fairris were dead. What did he care if he were to join them
soon?

The image of Fairris
being run through with a sword and then disintegrating into the Fog
flashed through his mind. He saw Bārdin as well, brave and noble
Bārdin, staring down the demi-god of Agnör and charging Gorgoth
head on.

“You fool.”
Vythe whispered as he remembered watching the darkness of the
demi-god consume the dwarf king.

Vythe’s sadness turned to
anger at himself.

“And I did
nothing,” Vythe said through clenched teeth and banged the stone
wall with his fist. “I cowered in my fear as I watched my friends
fight and die. What man am I who did nothing? A coward, that’s
what.”

His sadness returned and
Vythe felt like slumping to the ground to let the djarcs of Gorgoth
find and kill him. But no, he had to push on. He had to get out of
this accursed place, warn the realms of the darkness that would
soon spread.

After fleeing from
Gorgoth like the craven he was, Vythe ran with the army Bārdin had
brought with him to reclaim Grün Narād. But like him, the dwarves
were filled with fear and no one stood up and took the lead to
organise the force. All had just scattered into the tunnels with no
thought to which way they were going. In this scramble Vythe had
become separated from the army and now wandered the darkening halls
alone.

Vythe stopped walking the
corridor and took a deep breath, his hands were still shaking and
his knees felt as if they would buckle beneath him. Perhaps it was
a good thing that he was alone and none of the djarcs or reivers
had managed to find him. In the state he was in he doubted that he
could fight with much gusto, nor did he particularly wish to be in
the company of others who would see his shame.

Vythe took another deep
breath and continued onwards down the dim hall. For the first time
since he remembered he actually took note of where he was going and
at the end of the corridor he came to two stairs, one leading up,
the other down. The menacing black wisps continued to drift around
the ceiling near the lights making both paths to seem uninviting to
him.

Vythe decided to head
upwards and as he began up the stairs the steps slowly began to
ascend with him, making his trip quicker than it would have been
otherwise. The stairs that mechanically ascended when someone
walked upon them were probably the greatest example of dwarven
ingenuity. But Vythe was not in the mind set to appreciate the
skill of the bearded folk.

At each turn in the stair
case he was required to disembark onto a platform as he went around
the corner to continue up the next set of stairs. Several times the
platforms would open out into other paths and corridors, but Vythe
continued to climb up through the city. In his mind this was the
quickest way to the surface, and from there he could teleport far
away from this terrible place.

As he climbed higher and
higher through Grün Narād he slowly began to feel more himself. He
could feel the weight of the stone above his head lesson and the
air seemed lighter the further he went. Perhaps it was his
imagination, but regardless it brought strength back to his muscles
and encouraged him to move at a quicker pace.

He would get out here
alive, and then he would head to Crydon, the capital of Krnōrel.
There he would warn King Lienthor of the evil that was no doubt at
the moment spewing forth from the earth and burning the land as
they swept across it. The King would likely muster his armies and
try to fight back the swarms of evil and Vythe would be at the
front.

“I will kill
Gorgoth.” Vythe said determinedly to himself. “I swear this on the
lives of Bārdin and Fairris: I will kill Gorgoth or die trying. I
was a coward before, but never again. Never again.”

Vythe nearly took back
his words as the flight of stairs ended and, drawn by the beat of
deep drums, he walked out into a wider hallway that lead onto a
balcony. Somehow he had made it to the royal city and with the
castle to his right he had a clear view out across the smallest of
the city’s housing. But he wished did not see it, for it was
nothing but a sea of thousands of djarcs, reivers and trolls
swarming through the streets as they headed for the main doors that
lead out into the Foglornt forest.

Eyes wide, Vythe slunk
back to the shadows of the corridor and shook his head in
despair.

“How could
any army of good possible stand against that?” Vythe asked quietly
and continued to back away until he bumped into the other side of
the hall.

For many minutes Vythe
stood there staring towards the balcony that looked across the
city. Fortunately he could not see the mass of enemies flooding the
streets but he could certainly hear them. The marching of thousands
of feet and the steady pound of drums reverberated through the
chamber and through him. Freezing his muscles and his
mind.

“What is
wrong with me?” Vythe asked, though it did not seem like he was
talking.

He felt apart from his
body as he stood there using the wall for support.

“Why am I so
afraid?” he asked and looked to his hands that felt very weak. “I
have faced hundreds of dangers. I outwitted Gildon the Deceiver. I
have met hordes of soldiers on the fields of battle. I have fought
the Goddess who sought to destroy this world. I have face death
countless times and was returned from the Abyss by Dhror and
Melenduil. Why now am I so frightened?”

Slowly Vythe’s hands
clenched into fists and his face became a mask of anger.

“No.” Vythe
growled through clenched teeth, “I will not let this feeling
control me. I will not let this fear paralyse me like it did
before. My dear friends died because of my cowardice, I will not
let the world die also.”

Hands clenched at his
sides Vythe pushed from the wall and marched swiftly towards the
castle. He thought back to the last time he had come through this
cursed city with Bārdin and Fairris. Being the rightful king of
this realm Bārdin had gifted special dwarven crafts to him and
Fairris before they had been forced to flee. Vythe looked to the
rune carved gauntlets of silver on his wrists. They granted him the
ability to use his magicks for long periods of time, longer than
any normal Magi, and allowed him to gather energy for powerful
spells and castings very quickly.

A slight smile came to
his face as he thought of that time, and other times, with his
friends. He thought of also the time they were forced to escape
this city and the path they had taken. The same path he intended to
take this time.

Vythe headed into the
castle quickly and through the main hall. Curiously this place was
untouched by djarcs, usually the foul creatures would take delight
in defacing what the dwarf had created, but not here. It was as if
some force was at work that kept the evil creatures from these
halls.

The tall statues of
dwarven kings that stood in the isles looked sad as Vythe walked
the long hall towards the solitary throne at the end. Only dust sat
on that royal seat now, and again Vythe was filled with sadness as
he remember thinking how grand it would have been to see Bārdin sit
there.

Vythe sighed and turned
from the throne towards the corridor that led for the vault filled
with the wealth of Grün Narād. Along the path, arched windows lined
the wall and allowed Vythe to look again across the city and to the
thousands of evil creatures that still marched through the chamber.
Firming his jaw as he thought of what the future might hold in
fighting this force of darkness and he turned his eyes back to his
path. The door of the vault stood tall before him, similarly
untouched by djarcs, but Vythe only gave the impressive gate brief
recognition. Turning from the grand door he headed for the single
stairs that spiralled upwards.

As soon as he began
ascending the stairs moved on their own accord and aided his climb.
But despite the aid of the staircase it was still many long minutes
before he reached the top and the exit out of this accursed place.
The way was barred, but thankfully as he approached the stone
parted and allowed him to move out onto the narrow ledge that sat
high in the Iron Mountains.

The cold air had never
tasted so sweet and as the snow crunched under his feet Vythe drew
in a deep breath, turning his eyes skywards and to the orange hues
of the sunset.

Bringing his gaze from
the heavens, Vythe looked to the other end of the plateau and the
ancient forge that sat in the nook of two great stones. Throughout
the grey rock veins of iron shone creating the image of a tree
above a low burning forge.

But the grand sight did
not catch his attention, instead his eyes fell upon a single snow
elf sitting at the base of the forge looking depressed.

“You,” Vythe
said in realisation that this was the same elf who had slain
Fairris.

Filled with anger Vythe
strode towards the elf, his Fog spears appearing in his hands. The
female elf had seen him before he noticed her and did not move to
respond to his advance.

“You’re the
one who killed Fairris,” Vythe said loudly as he drew closer and
readied his weapon to strike the elf down.

“Yes I am,”
the snow elf stated flatly, still not looking to move or defend
herself.

Vythe growled his anger
rising along with his hand as he levelled his spear to piece the
elf’s heart. But he did not strike, despite the anger within him.
Something held his hand in check and looking upon the elf he could
see the sadness in her eyes.

Vythe’s weapon arm
relaxed and he took a deep breath.

“Why?” He
asked, his teeth still clenched.

“Think I
meant to?” the snow elf snapped, “I was trying to kill Vhallar, and
she got in the way. The fool. Only now I realise she was my friend,
my only friend. So if you are going to kill me hurry up and do
so.”

Vythe raised his weapon
to strike again but relaxed almost immediately and let his spear
dissipate before turning away. A deep roar burst out from deep
within as he let out all his anguish and despair. His yell echoed
throughout the mountain peaks and eventually Vythe collapsed to his
knees in exhaustion.

For many minutes he sat
in the snow, his dark eyes staring absently across the mountain
vista as the light of Inüer lessoned, dropping further behind the
western horizon. Clouds slowly came from the north, bringing light
snow with them and taking a deep breath Vythe got to his feet and
turned back to the snow elf, who still sat despondently in the
corner between the forge and the mountain stone.

With a wave of his hand
Vythe magickally brought the forge to life and the flames
brightened up the evening. The silver of the iron veins flickered
in warmth of the flame as the elf continued to sit in the cold snow
as if nothing had changed.

“Who are
you?” Vythe asked seriously as he warmed his hands by the
fire.

“Haylien,”
the elf replied distantly.

“Why were you
trying to kill Vhallar?”

“Because I
was told to,” Haylien shrugged, still staring at nothing in
particular. “If I hadn’t I would have been killed.”

“By
whom?”

“One of The
Five I suspect.”

“There are
only three of them left,” Vythe replied, drawing a scoff from the
elf.

“What does it
matter?” Haylien asked flatly.

“It matters
not at all,” Vythe agreed as he stared into the magickal flame that
flickered with the rainbow colours of the Fog. “We are all but
pawns in their fighting. Expendable. This war of theirs will end in
the death of us all.”

Haylien did not reply and
Vythe sat down with his back to the forge which filled him with
warmth. The night grew darker and without bothering to eat a meal
Vythe slowly drifted off to sleep. But his slumbers were not
restful and were filled with images of his friends dying, over and
over again.

* * *

His ironwood shield
easily deflected the djarc axe that was swinging for his head and
he quickly countered with a skilful cut of his axe hand. The djarc
screamed in pain as its forearm fell to the stone, but those cries
were swiftly silenced as Kōrrin crushed the creature’s throat with
the edge of his shield.

Another of the creatures
leaped over its fallen comrade and lunged for Kōrrin’s exposed
side. He twisted away from the strike, receiving a cut on his arm
for his trouble, but the wound was minor and now Kōrrin was twice
as angry. In avoiding the attack from the first djarc Kōrrin moved
into the path of a reiver as it raced into the fight like a dog
clawing on all fours. Before the pale skinned reiver had a chance
to adjust its run Kōrrin embedded his axe between the creature’s
eyes, dropping it to the ground as he turned back to the djarc who
had cut him.

To Kōrrin’s frustration
the djarc was now engaged with some of the other dwarves in his
party. With a roar he quickly charged for the closest monster in
the group that had tried to ambush them. That fight was over
quickly as Kōrrin bashed the djarc’s head with his shield, the
carved axe head on the flat of the buckler cracking open its skull
and sending it to join the rest of the enemies dead on the
ground.

The next creature to face
Kōrrin skidded to a halt and slipping on the blood slick stone it
turned tail and fled back the other way.

“Get back
‘ere ya scum,” Kōrrin roared and was about to take up chase when a
crossbow bolt whistled past his shoulder and thudded between the
shoulder blades of the cowardly creature.

“That be the
last of ‘em,” the dwarf commander, Trodor said grimly as he came
alongside Kōrrin, putting away his crossbow in the
process.

“For now,”
Kōrrin grunted as he looked down the dim passageway from where the
djarcs had come, and from where he and the other dwarves in his
company had fled.

After Gorgoth had
consumed their king, Bārdin, the dwarven army had ran for their
lives. Kōrrin had felt the fear within him as he watched that
horrifying scene, but his terror was not as acute as his comrades.
He had been ready to face the djarc army head on, even though their
king was dead that did not mean the battle was over. Just because
the djarcs and reivers were led by a demi-god did not mean they
could not be victorious. In the end he was forced to flee like the
rest for there was no way he could have killed the entire force of
evil by himself.

Kōrrin had tried to form
some kind of rear guard as they retreated from the halls, but none
would listen to him. None of the other dwarves even thought about
helping their comrades. If ever there were a time that he was
ashamed of his heritage, it was then. How could his brethren flee
at a time like that? He was no coward, and he believed that his kin
were not either.

It was because of that
Gorgoth creature, he told himself, that was the reason the others
had run. Kōrrin held felt the strange feeling of dread seep into
his body, as did the others, but that was life. Fear was
everywhere, and everyone felt it. What counted was how one
responded to that fear.

“Damn it to
the Abyss,” Kōrrin cursed and kicked a dead reiver as hard as he
could. “Oi, Trodor, how many with us?”

“’Bout
fifty,” the old veteran shrugged despondently.

“Where in the
Abyss is all the others?” Kōrrin demanded angrily, “Can’t have lost
that many.”

“I reckon we
have,” Trodor sighed heavily, “It was a massacre, a bloody
massacre. We barely got otta them halls with our
beards.”

“Damn yer
beards,” Kōrrin snapped, “Damn the lot o’ yous. Bloody cowards, all
o’ ye.”

“Now that
ain’t fair Kōrrin,” said a dwarf close by. “That creature was
nothin’ but despair and terror. I never felt so scared in me life,
and I’ve been in hundreds of battles. What that was, weren’t
natural I tell ya.”

“Weren’t
natural?” Kōrrin asked in disbelief and anger, “I tell ye what
weren’t natural: dwarves running from a fight, that’s
what.”

“Should we
jus’ charge back on in there to die?” another dwarf asked
angrily.

“Not yet,”
Kōrrin said seriously and turned his fierce blue eyes back down the
tunnel they had run from. “First we go get an army from Grün
Rōrdrom.”

“The Amber
Mountains?” Trodor asked in surprise, “King Trōrn barely helped
King Bārdin on this venture. What makes you think he’ll send troops
with you?”

“Ye jus’
leave that to me,” Kōrrin said determinedly, “Too many of our kin
have died in Grün Narād, some of ye might think it’s cursed. It be
the ultimate triumph I tells ya. An’ it belongs to us.”

Determinedly Kōrrin
turned from the dim hall that led back to Grün Narād and moved
through the tired and despondent looking dwarves. They had been
pursed aggressively for the most part, but since they had gone from
the main gate and into the underground highways of the Subterra the
djarcs had seemed to have stopped chasing them all
together.

“Look alive
lads,” Kōrrin encourage his tired comrades. “We’ll be at Grün
Rōrdrom in no time. And then we’ll come back to avenge our
brethren. By the blood o’ Threndore I swear it, Grün Narād will be
ours.”

The rest of the company
did not seem to share his determination, but they quickly gathered
themselves and marched behind Kōrrin as he led the way through the
Subterra roads and away from the horror and shame they had all
experienced.

In fact it was a very
melancholy march through the tunnels, all thinking of the friends
and family they had lost at the hands of the djarcs. As their heavy
footsteps sounded down the paths the group began to hum a deep
tune. It was one of sadness and regret.

Kōrrin did not join in
the singing, for no longer was he mourning for the loss of his kin,
his mind was now turned to revenge. Glorious, bloody, revenge. He
would return to this ancient kingdom with a massive army of dwarves
at his back, one way or another he would be back. And when he was
those djarcs, and that demi-god, would rue the day they ever made
an enemy of him.

































































































Chapter
Three


A heavy mist hung in the
air, obscuring the morning light from Inüer and making the gates of
Pentra looks as if shadows up ahead. Every night the city of Pentra
was covered in such mist, reaching inland from the Gornl Sea. In
the mist swirls of Fog glimmered, making the residents of the city
very hesitant to venture out after dark. Those who did were sure to
wear scarfs and masks over their faces in an attempt to stop
themselves from breathing in the Fog. Most people were extremely
superstitious in this way, and feared the dangers of the Fog, and
quite rightly in part, for over the years there had been countless
tales of people going mad after being exposed to high densities of
the Fog.

In fact Lieut had
witnessed such a thing first hand when he initially came to
Essinendeür from Nevārance. But that seemed a century ago and right
now the gates of Pentra loomed ahead.

“The gates
are shut,” Legin observed with some surprise as he walked alongside
Lieut.

“Halt and be
recognised.” A guard from the walls shouted down to them as they
stopped.

“We’re
travellers,” Lieut called back through the still heavy cloud, just
being able to make out the forms of the guards at the top of the
wall.

“Well you’re
going in the wrong direction if you want to get away from the djarc
army,” the guard called back.

“Then we are
not going in the wrong direction.” Lieut replied with
irritation.

“Come to
fight ‘ay?” another guard grunted, “Well good for you then. The
army’s already marched to the Aierthian Plains. Ye can still catch
‘em if ye hurry.”

“We need to
restock,” Lieut replied, growing tired with the
conversation.

“Yeah, come
on. Open the gates already,” Legin shouted up.

“Alright,
alright,” the guard grumbled.

A few seconds later the
loud sound of chains moving was heard the great wooden doors slowly
opened outwards to allow them to slip through into a wide yard that
housed the stables. Across the way another gate stood open, and the
main path of the city began to slope downwards into the large
gorge. The gates were shut quickly after they headed for the other
side and it seemed to Lieut that the place was very empty. Normally
these stables would have been stocked full of horses and the yard
filled with carriages, but not anymore. The number of guards in the
area was also minimal, noticeably so, they were also noticeably
tired looking, as if they had been doing too many shifts back to
back.

“Hardly any
Peacemakers around,” Legin voiced Lieut’s thoughts quietly. “Crime
in the city will soon increase if it hasn’t already.”

Lieut nodded in agreement
and he looked again to the tired looking guards, who were called
Peacemakers in the city of Pentra. Originally this lot had been
started by the now disbanded High Commission to promote their rule
in the realms. That failed utterly and the city of Pentra was left
with a military body with no purpose. Some smart individual quick
to take command, set the Peacemakers to work protecting Pentra and
its citizens, and due to their influence all religion had been
outlawed within the city and realm. It was not really a realm
though, the region of Pentra was really only the city, and served
as the connecting state between four other realms in Norrendōrel,
I’ender, Cientrasis, and Krnōrel. Pentra did not even have a King.
First it was the High Commission that ruled here and now it was the
leader of the Peacemakers.

“Wait, hold
up Lieut,” Legin said, grabbing Lieut’s arm to draw him to a stop.
“Let’s not go into the city proper.”

Lieut glanced to the path
leading down into the ravine where the bulk of the city was
built.

“I don’t have
the money for the rich section,” Lieut replied as he looked back to
his companion.

“Don’t worry
about that,” Legin smiled disarmingly.

“I thought
you grew up down there in the slums,” Lieut queried curiously.
“Don’t want to see old friends?”

“Let’s just
say I don’t want to meet old enemies,” Legin laughed awkwardly,
“There’s one particular elf who is overly interested in chopping
off my tail.”

Lieut shrugged and headed
off along the road that led across the top of the ravine and to the
great bridge that arched the chasm. That was where the rich resided
in all their greed, and as long as Legin was willing to pay their
way he had no issue with staying there on their journey to
Collomburt University.

“Did I ever
tell you about Lyrndl?” Legin asked as they walked along the
road.

“No, and
don’t bother,” Lieut replied.

“But it’s a
good story,” Legin argued.

“I don’t care
for such stories,” Lieut stated seriously and Legin sighed
heavily.

“Typical,”
the man with a tail of a monkey grumbled under his
breath.

By now the breeze off the
Gornl Sea had begun to clear the clouds that hung over the city and
as they drew closer to the large bridge that Pentra was known for
Inüer pieced through the clouds and lit up the white stone of the
Pentrin Arch. The white and steel plate of the Peacemaker guarding
the entrance to the Arch also shone in the morning light and the
man looked as if he was about to fall asleep.

Their footsteps on the
pavement drew the guardsman’s attention and he straightened up and
rubbed his eyes.

“Mornin’
folks,” the man yawned, “Only those with a Writ of Passage may
enter.”

“I think I
still have one of those,” Legin said thoughtfully and shoved his
hand deep into the extra-dimensional pouch at his hip.

In fact his hand went so
deep he was reaching in up to his elbow, and drawing a rather
perplexed look from the guard.

“You two
Magi?” the Peacemaker asked wearily and clutched his spear a little
tighter.

“Don’t be
silly,” Legin dismissed the man’s worries, “Just a magickal pouch
is all. Bought it ages ago. Here we are, the Writ of
Passage.”

With a smile Legin handed
the man the old rolled piece of parchment which the guard carefully
unravelled and examined closely.

“Speakin’ of
ages ago,” the guard shook his head, “This Writ is almost a decade
old.”

“Thought it
was a lifetime guarantee?” Legin asked back in surprise.

“They were,”
the man replied, “After we Peacemakers took over all holders were
required to update their Writs. You’ll need to do so as well at the
guard barrack behind you there.”

The man pointed to the
large complex standing at the corner of the road.

“Of course,”
Legin smiled in agreement, “May we get something to eat and arrange
our accommodation first?”

The guardsman looked to
the Writ and again and back to Legin.

“Yeah,
alright,” the man conceded, “Go on in. Be sure to head to the
barracks once your sorted, and one more thing: guest permissions
are no longer allowed, so you’ll both have to hold a Writ of
Passage in the future.”

“Thank you,”
Legin smiled to the guard as they moved through the gates, “We’ll
be sure to do that.”

“No chance of
that,” Lieut mumbled so that only Legin could hear him and cause
his friend to chuckle. “Where’d you get that Writ
anyway?”

“Stole it
ages ago,” Legin shrugged as he shoved the parchment back into his
pouch. “Now, where shall we stay? Don’t worry about costs I had
quite a profitable time in Sparren. I know this place where they
have large pools filled with warm water where they serve you as you
swim, how does that sound?”

Lieut shook his
head.

“How about
the exclusive ‘Madam Pearl’?” Legin suggested, “Real classy ladies
there.”

“A
brothel?”

“The best in
all the realms,” Legin nodded, “Won’t get any diseases there and
the ladies give the most sensual massages.”

“Just some
place with good food sounds good to me,” Lieut said, as his mind
lingered on the perplexing thought of getting a sensual
massage.

“Madam Pearl
has great food,” Legin was quick to say, “But if you’re not into
receiving the gentle touch of a beautiful woman I know a great
tavern not far from here. They have the best fish platters you’ll
ever eat.”

“Let’s go
with that,” Lieut said stiffly, as he continued to wonder if he
really did want to go to the brothel.

It was a very confusing
thought to him, he had been created through genetic engineering in
Nevārance, programmed to not even comprehend carnal pleasures, or
eating for that matter. But Dhror and Melenduil and had made him
normal, as a gift for slaying the Goddess who threatened to destroy
the world, and with the new urges, like the desire to eat, he also
found himself curious towards the feminine. This new found interest
was the source of unending confusion for him, and which he
continued to stubbornly push away, and to his dismay it seemed as
if Legin had noticed these feelings within him.

“Man, one of
those massages would be great right about now,” Legin was saying as
they walked along. “After all that walking in the rain my muscles
could really go for some massaging, deep massaging if you know what
I mean.”

Lieut’s companion shot
him a sly wink and chuckled as Lieut looked away and to the many
paintings that hung on the outside of the buildings and along the
walls of varied imagery. Lining the road were also many plants and
flowers that turned their colourful faces towards the growing
morning.

“Here we
are,” Legin said unexpectedly and led the way through a gated
courtyard where there were many tables and chairs. “’The Nobleman,’
best tavern in the city.”

There was a clear path
through the seating arrangement and Legin confidently led the way
to the front door that was just being propped open by young
barmaid.

“Good morning
my lords,” the maid greeted them cheerfully, “You’re just in time,
the morning catch was brought in not long ago and the fish are
ready for cooking.”

“Excellent,”
Legin replied exuberantly, “Can we get two fish platters with
everything?”

The maid looked shocked,
“I sorry my lord, but you do know that one platter is enough for a
small family?”

“Yep,” Legin
smiled, “I’ll have one, and my friend will have one
too.”

“Of course,”
the young woman stammered, “Follow me and I’ll show you to seats.
Will you like drinks with your meals?”

“Just water,”
Legin replied friendly, “Can we get a balcony seat?”

“Absolutely,”
the maid continued to show them through the fine establishment and
out onto the back balcony that looked northwards across the city
and to the main gates. As they took their seats the serving girl
disappeared back into the tavern leaving Lieut and Legin, the only
customers on the balcony.

“So,” Legin
said loudly, “How are we getting to Collumburt
University?”

“As quickly
as possible,” Lieut replied seriously as he looked to the
north.

“Well that
might be hard,” Legin replied, “Especially with the forces of
Pentra fighting the djarcs in the Aierthian Plains. The djarcs will
probably overrun them soon as well and be attacking the city within
a month.”

“All the more
reason to be out of here as soon as possible,” Lieut remarked as he
continued to ponder his next course of action.

The barmaid returned
then, bringing them a jug of water and two cups.

“Your meal
will be ready soon my Lords,” the young woman said before departing
again.

“We could try
and stick close to the cliff line,” Legin offered as he poured
drinks. “Might avoid most of the fighting that way.”

Lieut mumbled a reply as
he continued to stare towards the north. It was not like he had an
aversion to fighting, in fact he loved the thrill of battle and
fighting was the reason he had been created in the first place.
What he did not want was unnecessary delays and the sooner he
reached Collumburt the quicker he could find information on
Hairtherwai, and he knew that might take a while.

The food was brought out
soon enough and it was clear that the maid had not been
exaggerating in saying that one fish platter was enough to feed a
small family. There were dozens of dishes on the platter, all fresh
sea food and smelling delicious.

“Looks
great,” Legin beamed and licked his lips eagerly.

The long plates were
placed down before them and Legin eagerly started stuffing his
face.

“Enjoy your
meal, my lords,” the maid smiled and turned to leave.

“One moment,”
Lieut called after the young woman.

“Is there a
problem with your meal, my lord?”

“No,” Lieut
said, “I was wondering if you had heard much of the battle with the
djarcs.”

The maids face seemed to
go a bit pale then and she bit her lower lips
uncomfortably.

“I’ve heard a
little bit my lord,” she replied hesitantly, “Enough to make me
fearful that’s for sure. Most folk have fled the city but my father
refuses to close the tavern and run. Most of the Peacemakers left
to fight
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