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People are
afraid of making the hard decisions, the necessary decisions. They
are afraid of what might happen. Afraid that something will go
array. Afraid they will be criticised. Afraid that it is the wrong
decision.

If you have a
problem, solve it. It is as simple as that. Of course the means is
not always that easy. Quite the contrary in fact. It is hard, and
it is meant to be hard.

Say there are
bandits attacking merchants on the road. You don’t sit back and
talk about it. You eradicate them like you would any other vermin.
Same is to be said about someone owing you money. If they say “I
will get it to you next month.” You need to reply “No.” not bow
down to their demands. Once you start on that path people will be
walking over you for your entire life.

You may lose
friends and supporters for taking a strong stance. And so be
it.

Hard decisions
need to be made regardless of the repercussions. For what is
necessary is never wrong.

- Hard
Truths by Jent Barrgarah of
Iceguard

 


 


 


 



Chapter
One

 


Year 3633, the
Sixth Age, the twenty-fifth day of Spring

 


“Your brother
Vythe is dead.”

The sudden news made
everyone in the room gasp and his mother and sister began crying.
Vhindr placed his hand on the shelf of the bookcase beside him to
stop himself from collapsing.

“What?”
Volden, the eldest of Lord Varrintine’s children exclaimed, “How?
When?”

“In Sparren,”
Lord Varrintine replied solemnly, “Not six days past. I just
received a letter this morning from my friend Lord Delaux. He
explains that he was involved in the attack the Goddess made upon
Antōre.”

“Is this a
joke?” Varren, the youngest son asked, “Are you speaking of the
Goddess from The Prophecy of The Five, and Antōre the
God?”

“This is no
jest, son,” Lord Varrintine replied seriously, “For the Rifts in
the sky that have only recently been cured were a result of the
Prophecy. The Goddess killed Anduěr which caused the first Rift and
as she killed Antōre the second Rift opened. Lord Delaux writes to
say that Vythe fought with the Goddess to stop her from killing
Antōre.”

“There is more
news I am afraid,” Lord Varrintine continued after a pause, “With
Vythe was also Fairris, Bārdin and the Nevārancien, Lieut. They all
died.”

“No,” wailed
Valianna, who was the youngest of the Varrintine children and the
only daughter.

“Lord Deluax
writes more,” their father sighed heavily before continuing. “It
seems Lieut managed to kill the Goddess before succumbing to his
wounds. He reports that Dhror and Melenduil appeared then and
repaired the Rifts in the sky before taking the bodies of Vythe,
Fairris, Bārdin and Lieut.”

“So Vythe is
not dead then?” Vyard asked in confusion.

“Is he here,
Vyard?” Vhindr asked angrily and his brother shook his head, “Then
he is dead isn’t he? Do you really believe this Dhror and Melenduil
nonsense? Lord Delaux is writing that to soften the blow that is
all. Vythe is dead.”

“Lord Delaux
is a friend of the family, he would not make up such a tale,” Vyard
was quick to reply, “I believe that Dhror and Melenduil gave Vythe
and his friends another life in an unseen world filled with joy as
reward for killing the Goddess who was destroying this
world.”

“Then you are
a fool, brother,” Vhindr snapped and he stormed from the
room.

Angrily Vhindr slammed
the door behind him and ignored the calls from his family. Without
a thought of where he was going Vhindr walked swiftly through the
mansion and past paintings on the walls devoid of caring. Next
thing he realised he was leaning on the railing of the patio at the
back of the house which looked out over the gardens. The sun,
Inüer, shone brightly across the family estate located on the
southern highlands of the city Port Na’brath. Also known as The
Port this large city was the capitol of the western realm of
Sesserrech.

Trying to take his mind
of the sudden and tragic news of his brother’s death Vhindr thought
about the city.

Port Na’brath consisted
of three sections which were divided by two rivers and connected by
bridges. Of the three sections Vhindr lived in the richest part of
the city, his father being the Ruling Lord of The Port, the area
was called The Land of Lords. The other two sections were called
The Ladder where the middle class lived, and The Pit where the poor
resided.

Port Na’brath was also
home to two well-known guilds, the Magi Guild and the Thieves
Guild. Both of which his brother Vythe had been a
member.

Vhindr gritted his teeth
and fought back the tears as he tried to change his train of
thought.

The Magi Guild used to be
home to many individuals wanting to learn how to use the magicks of
the Fog. But in recent times the cloud like substance called the
Fog, which had allowed most to use magicks, had greatly disappeared
and now only a few could wield its magicks.

Vythe had been
particularly skilled at magicks, more so then the rest of the
family.

Vhindr rubbed a hand
across his face for it was no use in trying to distract his
thoughts. Vythe was his brother and despite the story of Dhror and
Melenduil, Vhindr new that he would never see his brother
again.

“Vhindr,” the
voice of his father came softly behind him, but Vhindr did not
turn.

“You and Vythe
were always close,” Lord Varrintine continued as they both looked
across the gardens. “I have always noticed the two of you were
closer to each other than the rest of your siblings. I suppose that
is to be expected though, considering Vythe was only a year younger
than yourself.”

Vhindr’s father let out a
small laugh.

“I remember
one time the two of you were playing out here,” Lord Varrintine
laughed, “You must not have been older than ten. You were both
messing around with a magickal ball or something and Vythe smashed
one of the windows. I remember being so angry because I told you
both to be careful, I was about to hit Vythe when you stepped in
and said it was your fault.”

A slight smile came to
Vhindr’s face, “We always persuaded each other to do stupid things
that got the other in trouble.”

“But you both
were always there to get the out of that trouble,” Lord Varrintine
replied.

“Not this
time,” Vhindr replied, his smile vanished.

Vhindr felt his father’s
hand grab him warmly on the shoulder, but he refused to
turn.

“Celebrate his
life, my son,” his father said, “Do not morn his death for he will
always be with us so long as we remember him.”

With that Lord Varrintine
returned to the house and left Vhindr to continue to stare blankly
across the gardens.

A few days later they
held a private memorial service for Vythe in the small wilderness
at the back of their lands. Vhindr stared sadly at the black stone
of ebonite that had been placed at the foot of a tall tree. In
golden letters carved into the rock was Vythe’s name. Beside the
tomb stone sat another of his brothers. Vhaan, the twin of Vheord,
who died late last year during the conflict between Vhindr’s house
and the treacherous house of Cardonian.

At the time Lord
Cardonian had been the ruling Lord of The Port and had a serious
vendetta against house Varrintine. The conflict was resolved when
Cardonian acted rashly and murdered another ruling Lord of The
Port. This resulted in Cardonian being executed and house
Varrintine become the ruling house.

Vhindr did not notice as
the rest of his family slowly left the graves of his brothers and
return to the house. He stayed there long into the evening, staring
in quiet despair at the tomb stones of his two dead
brothers.

“Good bye
Vythe, I will miss you,” Vhindr said quietly before finally heading
back towards the house.

* * *

The past few years in
Essinendeür had been a difficult time for all of the six realms.
During the war between Sesserrech and Krnōrel the Wyner from the
land of Nevārance had invaded. The Nevārancien warriors failed in
their attempts, but that was hardly the most devastating thing to
come out of that war. In a large explosion the Fog disappeared from
the lands along with magicks and the Goddess got free of her prison
to initiate the ending of the world.

Great rifts in the sky
had soon opened up as a result of the Goddess, Kreha, killing two
of the so called Five Gods in her revenge.

But it seemed that all
that terror and evil that had seeped into the land from the
Goddess’s obsession with revenge was cured when Lieut killed her
and the true Gods, Dhror and Melenduil, brought peace back to the
land.

Although all was not
peaceful any longer, and as far as Lord Varrintine cared peace did
not exist. On top of the tragedy of learning his son Vythe was dead
he had to deal with all the problems within The Port. Chief of
which was the presence of the Baron of Issia and his army camped on
the boarders of Sesserrech and the northern realm of Gaianaus. The
reason the Baron was there was due to the fact that when Lord
Cardonian had waged war with Krnōrel he had persuaded the Baron to
break the Age old Treaty of Neutrality and join forces with him.
The treaty had been in place to stop different realms combining
forces to overpower another realm, and it was seen as a great
dishonour to break it.

Lord Vincint Varrintine
walked quickly through the decorative halls of one of the most
important buildings in all of Port Na’brath. It was where the lords
and ladies of the city spent a great deal of their time working on
keeping the city in order as well as managing their personal
affairs and businesses. The House of Lords was also the place where
the five ruling Lords of The Port held their meetings to discuss
the pressing issues of the time and try and create a
solution.

A meeting of the lords
was just about to begin and Lord Varrintine was late. Vincint
quickly moved through the corridors feeling quite annoyed at
himself. He had always hated tardiness in others so the fact that
he was not punctual for this important meeting was very
irritating.

Finally, he reached the
door to the meeting room and hurriedly pushed through to see that
the other four Lords were indeed waiting for him.

“I apologise
for my lack of punctuality,” Vincint said as he took up his seat at
the round mahogany table.

“No need for
apology, Vincint,” Lord Barristine said honestly, “Times have been
difficult for all. Please allow me to extend our deepest sympathies
to you and your family. Vythe and his friends are heroes none of us
will soon forget.”

Lord Varrintine nodded
and smiled slightly as he looked around to the other Lords in the
room. After Lord Cardonian was executed, Vincint had been promoted
to Ruling Lord and Barristine had moved up to second. After him was
Lord Terth and then Lord Wataven, who had initially taken Lord
Zanzier’s position after Zanzier’s death. The fifth Lord at the
table was in fact Lady Alorren Zanzier, who had been promoted to
the vacant position that had occurred when Lord Cardonian had been
killed, and she was also married to Lord Varrintine’s son
Vheord.

“It is good
that these meetings have once again become a frequent occurrence,”
remarked Lord Terth as he pushed back his short blonde
hair.

“Indeed,” Lord
Wataven agreed, “But I must confess that I am surprised to see a
woman at this table. Would we not be better suited to have promoted
Lord Herschell to fifth house?”

“No,” Vincint
said emphatically, “There is no place for such remarks at this
table, Wataven.”

Lord Varrintine narrowed
his dark eyes at the Lord across from him. Although the house of
Wataven had a very strong heritage within The Port such thoughts
were taking a backwards step in his mind. But Wataven was known for
such archaic beliefs and if the rumours were true throughout their
history the Wataven’s allegedly disposed of any first born
daughters to keep the house name the same and the blood line
pure.

“I think we
should begin,” Lady Alorren remarked, ignoring Wataven’s comment,
“The initial panic and rioting caused by the Rift when it had
opened has stopped and the guards have control of the streets
again. And now that it seems the Dhror and Melenduil healed the
Rifts many are breathing easier. But can we really believe that the
Gods did this and the Rift will not simply open again?”

“Trust a woman
to talk so emotionally,” Wataven scoffed, “There is no place for
emotion here.”

“But we cannot
rule anything out,” Terth cut in harshly.

“And now it
seems all is well, and no longer is it the most pressing issue,”
Barrestine said loudly, “Baron Ellengar is still sitting on our
borders waiting for the repayment promised to him by
Cardonian.”

“The Baron of
Issia will in fact be here the day after tomorrow,” Vincint said
seriously, “I received a letter from him this morning.”

“Will his army
will be joining him?” Terth was quick to ask.

Vincint shook his head,
“No, it purely a diplomatic visit. He wants what Cardonian promised
him, which none of us really know what that is.”

“No doubt he
wants money,” Wataven spoke up, “But how much, who knows. And
likely he will ask more than Cardonian originally
offered.”

“None of us
have the resources to pay such a sum,” Barristine added
seriously.

“Then we will
just have to offer him something else,” Alorren said with a
shrug.

Wataven chuckled, “Like
what, my Lady? Shall we empty the vaults of the Merchant Bank? If
you wish to contribute to this council, please think it through
first. Or perhaps you could make us some sandwiches.”

Lord Wataven continued to
chuckle, but the other lords at the table did not share his
mirth.

“What are your
thoughts, Lady Alorren?” Vincint Varrintine asked, ignoring Lord
Wataven.

“Give him
Midway,” Alorren replied seriously.

“Preposterous
idea,” Wataven shook his head.

“He already
has possession of the town,” Alorren was quick to say, “The profits
he will get from Midway will more than adequately cover whatever
Cardonian promised.”

“Profits that
will be lost to us,” Lord Barristine replied.

“But it will
cover the insult,” Alorren was quick to say, “Cardonian’s betrayal
has injured Ellengar greatly, and not just politically. We are in a
bad position to be negotiating a price with the Baron. So if we
offer him Midway before he voices his own wants. It will cover the
debt as well as the insult.”

Silence filled the room
as all the Lords considered what Alorren was proposing.

Finally, Wataven grumbled
loudly and shook his head, “Preposterous idea.”

“But perhaps
the only viable option we have,” Vincint was quick to say and both
Terth and Barrisitine nodded their heads slowly.

With a majority vote Lady
Alorren’s idea was agreed upon and two days later Lord Varrintine
was standing in Varrintine Square below a proud statue of himself
as he watched Baron Ellengar approach.

A grand entourage rode
slowly through the streets with flags of Gaianaus blowing in the
breeze atop tall lances. At the head of the party rode the Baron
himself wearing fine clothes and a thick green cloak around his
shoulders. Trumpets sounded and many people gathered along the
streets to watch the Baron meet with Vincint Varrintine.

Around the plaza many
market stalls stood with their owners’ eager to show off their
wares to the Baron as well as the Ruling Lord of Port Na’brath.
Despite the serious undertones of the Baron’s visit it appeared a
grand and joyous occasion.

“Baron
Ellengar, you are most welcome,” Lord Varrintine greeted with a
smile.

“You know why
I am here Vincint,” Ellengar said quietly to Lord Varrintine as
they shook hands. “Our friendship will have to be put aside during
this time. I want what Cardonian promised me, and if I do not get
it my banner men are pushing for me to declare war.”

“I
understand,” Vincint replied softly, “We will talk more
later.”

“Indeed,”
Ellengar said loudly and slapped Vincint on the shoulder, “Come,
show me these famous markets of yours.”

Lord Varrintine nodded
and smiled as he motioned for Ellengar to accompany him through the
square.

“It is a good
likeness,” Ellangar said as he pointed to the grand statue of
Vincint that stood in the middle of the square. “I always found it
odd your tradition of placing such an ominous statue of the Ruling
Lord in the middle of a plaza.”

“Such are
traditions,” Vincint shrugged, “Personally I think the Magi at the
guild got my eyes wrong. I look too severe.”

Ellengar laughed and
Vincint joined him as they continued to pass by the market
stalls.

“Not as severe
as that Rift in the sky was, am I right?” Ellengar stopped and
looked to the heavens. “I can still see the green crack through the
sky.”

“It still has
many people worried,” Lord Varrintine nodded and they both
continued to look at the sky where a thin green scar could be seen
slithering through the blue heavens.

“Excuse me
m’lords,” called out a merchant, “Care to look at my
wares?”

“Silence cur,”
one of Ellengar’s personal guards said threateningly, “You will
speak to the Baron only when he speaks to you first.”

“Stand down,”
Ellengar said with laugh, “It is why I am here at the moment after
all. What are you selling good man?”

Both the Barren and
Vincint moved over to the market stall to see the items on
sale.

“What is your
name merchant?” the Baron asked as he looked over the beautifully
crafted jewellery at the booth.

“Wilks sire,”
the merchant replied hesitantly as he looked about
nervously.

The Baron nodded as he
looked at the brooches, “These are very beauti-”

The Baron’s words were
cut short as an arrow suddenly plunged through his neck and dropped
him to the paved ground.

“No,” Vincint
gasped as he dropped to his knees beside his friend.

Eyes wide in horror
Vincint grabbed at Ellengar’s throat as he tried to stop the flow
of blood coming from the wound. The arrow had severed both arteries
in the neck and the Baron’s face was quickly turning pale as his
blood pooled on the pavement. There was nothing Vincint could do
and he watched in despair as the Baron’s eyes widened in fear and
died in his arms.

 



Chapter
Two

 


Year 3633, the
Sixth Age, the thirtieth day of Spring

 


Vhindr Varrintine walked
calmly towards Varrintine Square, which was all but deserted. Only
several guards stood about the plaza beside an area that had been
roped off to prevent access. Inüer shone dimly as it began to
disappear below the western horizon and cast long shadows across
the city.

Vhindr’s father, Lord
Varrintine, had asked him specifically to head the investigation
into Baron Ellengar’s assassination. Only recently had the murder
reached the ears of the lords of Gaianaus and they had responded
angrily, as was expected. Lord Varrintine had asked this of him in
a hope that the investigation would be resolved quickly and
accurately before a reprisal came from Gaianaus.

“Evening
m’Lord,” Captain Harneth greeted him as he approached the
scene.

Vhindr nodded in reply
before slipping under the rope and walking slowly over to the dried
pool of blood.

Flicking his slim lined
black leather overcoat out behind him Vhindr squatted down his dark
eyes surveying the area looking for something that might spark a
thought within him. With a sigh he scratched his head and ran his
hand through his black hair which he had grown long and tied into a
pony tail at the back. Strands of his black hair that were not held
by the band fell around his forehead, dangling before his
eyes.

There was not much here
to go on. The scene had been preserved as best it could after the
chaos of the murder had lifted, but there was still not much that
could present a lead.

“Evening, Lord
Varrintine,” came a voice from behind him and Vhindr turned to see
Rhalin, the investigator from Gaianaus who had been sent to
discover who was behind the assassination.

“You can call
me Vhindr, I believe I said the same when we first met,” Vhindr
sighed and looked back to the dried blood. “And after all it is my
name.”

“I doubt you
will have an epiphany staring at blood,” Rhalin remarked, seeming
to have not heed Vhindr’s reply.

“Then why are
you here?” asked Vhindr as he looked back to the woman from
Gaianaus.

“I was sent by
Lords Barrgarah,” Rhalin replied, “I said as much when I
arrived.”

“What I
meant,” Vhindr began but shook his head, “Never mind.”

Rhalin skipped under the
rope barricade and walked to the other side of the blood pool. Her
bright blue eyes scanning the scene as she too looked for
clues.

“I see I am
not the only one looking for an epiphany,” Vhindr remarked, but
Rhalin ignored him.

As the investigator from
Gaianaus continued to look around Vhindr watched her closely. The
moment she showed up within the city he had begun to wonder why she
was here at all. She claimed that Lord Barrgarah had sent her to
find out for certain who was behind the assassination. But so far
all she had done was accuse Vhindr’s father and the other ruling
Lords of the murder. Vhindr continued to watch her suspiciously.
Her thick black hair was tied in a long plat that ran halfway down
her back. She wore a simple dark green overcoat, tight brown pants
and boots, linen shirt and a long sword at her belt. Upon the
overcoat was embroidered the wolf of Gaianaus, but apart from that
she did not seem to be of the military.

As he watched her Vhindr
crossed his arms and began to stroke the three day growth on his
cheeks and chin. He was nearing thirty-one with no wife or children
and he could see from Rhalin’s appearance that she was a few years
younger and in a similar position as himself. He could also see
from the way she walked and carried herself that she was from a
noble family, evidence of that was also in the way she
spoke.

Vhindr turned his
attention to his many ringed fingers and the dirt that had
accumulated under his nails. As he began to absently remove the
dirt his eyes returned to the pool of Ellengar’s blood.

“How did the
archer know he would stop here?” Vhindr mumbled as the thought came
to his head.

“He took the
shot when he saw it, I guess,” Rhalin replied, even though he was
not asking her.

Vhindr shook his head and
wiped his hands on his gold and black leather vest.

“No, look,”
Vhindr explained as he moved to stand over the blood, “By the angle
of the wound in the Baron’s neck the archer must have been on those
rooftops all the way over there.”

Vhindr pointed to the
buildings at the other end of the plaza.

“A skilled
assassin would not put all his planning down to luck,” Vhindr
explained, “If he had not dealt a killing blow it would have all
been for naught. The killer would have tested his shooting before
the attempt, which means he knew that Baron Ellengar was to stop at
this spot.”

“The
witnesses’ say that he stopped to look at a merchant’s wares,”
Rhalin nodded, “The merchant called out before he had been
introduced according to one of the guard’s statements.”

Vhindr nodded with some
excitement, “And look here,” he exclaimed as he moved to the side
of the blood pool and pointed out some scratches and chips out of
the stone pavement. “This could be evidence to show where the
assassin’s practice shots landed.”

“Is the
merchant still in custody?” Rhalin asked seriously.

“No,” Vhindr
shook his head, “The man, Wilks, was released after giving his
statement to the guards.”

“Why am I not
surprised,” Rhalin mumbled irritably.

“There was no
cause to keep him in custody at the time,” Vhindr was quick to say
as he looked at Rhalin in confusion.

“This sloppy
investigative work is the reason why this is taking so long,”
Rhalin replied, “I am starting wonder if the ruling Lords really
want this murder solved.”

“Don’t be
absurd,” Vhindr scoffed, “If it is not resolved it would mean war
between our realms. Do you really think the ruling Lords want
that?”

“I am starting
to wonder,” Rhalin replied as she moved from the crime scene. “But
I am going to talk with Wilks.”

“And how do
you propose that you find him?” Vhindr was quick to ask.

Rhalin stopped walking
and looked at him, her blue eyes shining brightly in the
sunset.

“I assume he
will be at his house,” Rhalin said, causing Vhindr to laugh
slightly.

“If he is
indeed involved in this assassination I doubt he would have simply
returned to his day to day activities,” replied Vhindr.

“Do you know
how to find him then?” Rhalin asked as she walked back towards
him.

“Perhaps,”
Vhindr shrugged.

“If you truly
want to see this murder solved perhaps you should tell me,” Rhalin
replied angrily.

“I can show
you,” Vhindr offered a slight smile on his face.

“Are you
proposing that we work together?” Rhalin raised a shapely
eyebrow.

Vhindr nodded, “Two minds
are better than one. Or so they say.”

“What ‘they’?”
Rhalin scoffed as she considered the proposal.

“Them. You
know, the beings that are.” Vhindr smiled playfully, “The
all-seeing body that makes up these sayings.”

The first genuine smile
that Vhindr had seen came to Rhalin’s face and seemed to brighten
the evening.

“Alright,”
Rhalin finally nodded, “Let us work together then.”

“Excellent,”
Vhindr smiled, “Follow me.”

Leading the way Vhindr
walked from the crime scene and out of Varrintine Square to where
his personal carriage awaited him. Always the gentleman he opened
the door for Rhalin before climbing in behind her.

“To number
twelve, The Loop, in The Ladder, thank you Hemlock,” Vhindr said to
the driver.

With a flick of the reins
the two horse carriage set off through the streets of the Land of
Lords.

In the open top carriage
Vhindr rested back comfortably and closed his eyes as he breathed
in the crisp evening air. It was early Spring and the night still
held some chill, but wearing only his house vest, customary
overcoat, black pants and small shoes he did feel the cold a
little. Besides he still could use magicks to warm himself if
necessary, and the many rings, bracelets and pendants around his
neck also held magicks of runes.

Vhindr absently looked
down at one of his chains and played with a pendant covered in
runes that Vythe had once given him. He and Vythe had both made
these pendants during their first days at the Magi Guild. The
campus of the Guild was very big and they had different classes so
they had made necklaces that would become warm whenever they were
near each other.

The memory brought a
smile to Vhindr’s face, but it quickly changed to sadness for the
pendant was stone cold and would be forever more. This
investigation his father had sent him to do had kept his mind busy
for the most part. But it had not really stopped him from thinking
about Vythe and feeling sad.

“I suppose you
think it is quiet warm here in The Port, Rhalin,” Vhindr remarked,
trying to take his mind of Vythe.

Rhalin shrugged and her
blue eyes looked back to the buildings going by them.

“Where in
Gaianaus are you from?” Vhindr asked politely.

“Issia,”
replied Rhalin.

“You were born
in the capitol?” inquired Vhindr, determined to engage in some form
of conversation.

“No,” Rhalin
replied simply.

“I thought
so,” Vhindr nodded, “Your dialect seems more like someone who grew
up in Hornberg.”

Rhalin looked at him
curiously but did not reply.

“I have
travelled a lot,” Vhindr replied to the unspoken question, “And I
take note of many things.”

Still Rhalin did not
respond and Vhindr sighed.

By now it had become dark
and the crystal street lights had come on, bathing the path in a
pale light. The bridge to The Ladder was then upon them and after
Vhindr showed the guards his writ of passage they moved through
into the middle class section of the city.

The cobblestone streets
of The Ladder drifted by in quietude and several hours later they
came down a street and stopped in front of a quaint
house.

“Where are
we?” Rhalin asked as they stepped down from the carriage, ignoring
Vhindr’s hand to aid her from the cab.

“Number
twelve, The Loop,” Vhindr replied as if it were obvious, “Hemlock
knows his way around this city like none other.”

“Thank you
Hemlock,” Vhindr smiled as he turned to the driver, “Wait for us at
the beginning of the road please.”

The driver nodded and
urged his horses onwards.

“Why are we
here?” Rhalin asked irritable.

“It is the
house of Wilks the merchant,” Vhindr replied as he moved towards
the door. “I remember his address from the interview. But it does
not look like he is home.”

As they moved to the door
it became obvious that there was no one inside and the door was
unlocked. Summoning his Fog long sword Vhindr moved cautiously into
the dark house, with Rhalin close behind him, her own sword in
hand.

With a word of command
Vhindr summoned several balls of light which he sent through the
rooms to light the way, and illuminate any possible threats. But he
need not have bothered for as soon as the rooms lit up it was clear
that the place was deserted.

Dismissing his Fog blade
Vhindr began to look about the trashed room. Papers lay about the
place, and several pieces of furniture were toppled over, used
plates and cups sat unwashed in the kitchen and the clothes draws
of the rooms had been emptied.

“Someone left
in a hurry,” Rhalin remarked as she too looked about the one story
building.

“It seems that
our friend Wilks is indeed involved in the assassination,” Vhindr
nodded.

“Do you think
he left the city?” Rhalin asked seriously.

Vhindr shook his head,
“All witnesses had their movements restricted. He could not have
left without consent of the ruling houses. You see Rhalin, we from
Sesserrech are not completely incompetent.”

“Wilks must
have had help from one of the lords to leave than,” Rhalin said
causing Vhindr to look at her in bewilderment.

“Why are you
so convinced that the Baron’s assassination was orchestrated by the
ruling Lords?” Vhindr asked seriously as he turned to the
woman.

“I am merely
voicing a theory,” Rhalin dismissed his question.

“No you are
not,” Vhindr pushed, “Ever since you arrived you have been subtly
accusing my father and the other Lords of this murder. Is your Lord
Barrgarah so set on war that he will not be satisfied until you
prove one way or another that the ruling Lords did this
crime?”

“Are ye so
sure they didn’t,” Rhalin snapped back, “Are they above such
conniving? And yet didn’t Cardonian conspire to kill Lord Zanzier
and blame ya father? Are ye sure that Lord Varrintine and the
others are above such treachery?”

Vhindr narrowed his eyes
curiously and was more interested in the odd change in the way
Rhalin spoke than what she was actually saying.

“My father and
Baron Ellengar were friends,” Vhindr said slowly after a pause, “My
father was funding Baron Ellengar to continue his presence on the
northern borders.”

His admittance caused
Rhalin to back down from the argument and regard him
curiously.

“I will follow
the evidence where it leads,” Vhindr continued, “And if it should
lead to a ruling lord of The Port I will see that they are
prosecuted to the full extent of the law. But I know for certain
that it will not lead to my father.”

Rhalin looked at him
intensely before sighing, “Very well. But if Wilks has not been
helped from the city, where is he?”

“Now that is a
good question,” Vhindr nodded, “And I think I might know someone
who can help us in that.”

Vhindr and Rhalin turned
to leave the house just as a cloaked figure walked through the
front door with a dagger in hand. As soon as the cloaked man saw
them he turned tail and fled. Immediately Vhindr had summoned his
Fog blade and pursued the man.

“Halt,” Vhindr
demanded as he ran from the house and began casting a
spell.

There came a sudden flash
of metal from the fleeing man and Vhindr felt an explosion of pain
in his eye. Screaming in agony he collapsed to the ground clutching
at his face. His Fog sword dissipated and the wisps of Fog from his
half cast spell drifted around him before disappearing into the
night just like the assailant.

Rhalin had dashed past
Vhindr in an attempt to catch the cloaked figure. But she was too
slow and their possible assassin vanished into the shadows of the
night.

Vhindr growled in pain
and tried to focus his eyes on the drips of blood on the
cobblestone road. The Fog drifted passed his vision and his sight
blurred as he fell on his face and his mind went black.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


Figures of men crowded
the plaza, their ghostly forms outlined in the colours of the Fog.
The ominous statue of Lord Vincent Varrintine gazed down upon the
people and the line of soldiers marching down the road. One figure
at the front of the column stood out among the crowd and he glowed
as he dropped from his saddle to be greeted by another brighter
glowing man.

The buildings around them
appeared in dark relief as did the sky above their heads. Together
the two men approached a market stall and the larger of the figures
moved closer to see the dark wares. Suddenly the view moved out
from the pair and focused in on a black arrow head and a cloaked
figure on a roof top with a drawn bow.

The assassin waited for
the perfect moment, his heavy longbow drawn taught and unflinching.
The twang of the bow string sounded loudly and the whistling wind
echoed in his ears. The arrow’s flight ended with wet thud as it
blasted through the neck of the man at the market stall.

The large man fell to the
ground his bright red blood gushed from the wounds in his neck. The
man’s companion was beside him in a second and the plaza erupted in
a flurry of movement and confusion.

The image flicked back to
the shadowy figure on the rooftop, but the man was no longer
there.

* * *

Vhindr awoke with a sharp
intake of breath and opened his eyes to look at a familiar ceiling.
As he looked at his bedroom ceiling in the Varrintine mansion he
suddenly realised that only one of his eyes was open. Jumping into
a sitting position on his bed Vhindr grabbed at his face to feel
the soft fabric of a bandage over his right eye.

“No.” Vhindr
gasped as he rushed from his bed and into his bathroom to look in
the mirror.

Leaning close to the
reflective surface Vhindr gently unwrapped the bandage that wound
around the back of his head. The fabric fell away and keeping his
wounded eye closed he inspected the damage. A red and jagged gash
ran diagonally across his right eye, going from just above his
eyebrow and across his cheekbone. So swollen was his eye that he
could not even open it to discern whether he had lost his
sight.

Carefully Vhindr placed
his hand over the wound and mumbled a healing spell under his
breath. These days, with the magicks of the Fog so depleted,
healing spells and potions had lost much of their potency. But ever
since Vhindr had returned from Pentra two years ago, where he had
lost a dear friend, he had worked hard on improving his skills with
healing magicks. His friend, Arell, had died because of his
weakness and never again would he allow such a thing to happen so
long as he still drew breath.

As he continued to
whisper the spell tendrils of Fog drifted through his fingers and
disappeared into the dim room. He felt a warming sensation flood to
his eye and it felt as if pins and needles were rippling across the
skin of his face.

Slowly Vhindr lowered his
hand and breathed a sigh of relief as he saw with his good eye that
the swelling of his wounded eye had gone and the angry gashes had
turned into a reddish scar. Gently his wounded eye lid flickered
open and spots of white lights appeared in his vision.

Vhindr blinked repeatedly
and was glad he could do so, but the vision in his right eye seemed
slightly blurry and the colours he was seeing kind of dull. The
shimmer of green in his right eye caught his attention and Vhindr
leaned closer to the mirror to inspect his damaged eye. A slight
gasp escaped his lips as he noticed specks of green, pink and
yellow amid the black depths of his iris.

Straightening back form
the mirror confusion and concern filled his thoughts. Trying to
dismiss his thoughts about the possible complications of having
wisps of the Fog in his eye Vhindr turned from the mirror and
headed out of his room grabbing his overcoat off the hook as he
went.

The hour was late now and
the crystal lights of the mansion were shinning bright, turning the
windows Vhindr passed by into mirrors. Moving past a glass door
that led out onto a balcony the flash of the Fog shimmered in his
eye and caught his attention.

Concern continued to grip
at his thoughts as he made his way down the main stairs and to the
sitting room he knew his family would be waiting.

“Vhindr? You
are alright.” Vhindr’s mother exclaimed as he walked into the room.
“Thank the Gods.”

Both his parents rose
from their seats and moved over to him. His mother was quick to
embrace him in a loving hug before studying his wounded eye
intently.

“Your poor
face.” Lady Varrintine said as he cupped his cheek in her hand.
“But the scar does look rather dashing, dear.”

“Let me have a
closer look, son.” Lord Varrintine said and Vhindr’s mother moved
to the side so his father could examine him.

“Your healing
magicks have improved greatly.” His father smiled
proudly.

Something caught his
father’s attention then and he looked deep into Vhindr’s
eye.

“Is that …?”
Lord Varrintine wondered aloud.

Vhindr turned away
knowing his father had seen the Fog in his eye.

“It is of no
concern. I see perfectly fine.” Vhindr stated as he looked to the
other occupants in the room. His younger sister smiled at him but
his attention was drawn to the other woman.

“Rhalin?”
Vhindr asked in surprise.

“Of course.”
The investigator from Gaianaus replied calmly. “Who do you think
brought you here?”

“I thank you.”
Vhindr replied honestly and smiled. “It is good that you did for
now I do not have to seek you out before I head to The Pit
tonight.”

“Tonight?”
Lady Varrintine asked with concern. “You should rest my dear, you
can go there tomorrow.”

“I will be
fine mother,” Vhindr reassured her. “This lead is fresh, I cannot
let it pass me by.”

“The Pit?” Valianna said with an excited glint in her eyes. “At
this hour? Can I come?”

“No child.” Lady Varrintine was quick to say. “It is too
dangerous.”

“But mother.”
Valianna groaned, “I am nearly sixteen, a child no longer. I am
practically a lady now.”

“That may be
so,” Lord Varrintine replied, “But The Pit at this time of night is
no place for a lady.”

Valianna grumbled under
her breath but she did not argue the point.

“Shall we
Rhalin?” Vhindr asked as he turned and headed out the
door.

The woman was quick to
say a polite farewell to the others before taking her leave and
rushed to catch up with him.

“Any luck
chasing down the assailant?” Vhindr asked seriously as they moved
out the front door, heading to the stables.

“No,” Rhalin
replied. “He disappeared into the night’s shadows as if he were a
part of them. I doubt we will have any luck finding him in The
Pit.”

“We will not
be looking for him.” Vhindr stated, and before Rhalin could reply
he called out to Hemlock who was preparing the carriage. “It is
good to see you getting ready, Hemlock.”

“I knew you
would not give up this lead, sir.” The elderly driver said with a
grin as he climbed onto the carriage.

Vhindr opened the door
for Rhalin before he also climbed in and Hemlock flicked the reins
to urge the horses onwards.

“To The Pit
thank you Hemlock.” Vhindr called as they moved from the Varrintine
estate out onto the roads of the Land of Lords.

Vhindr leaned back in his
seat turning his gaze from the intermittent street lanterns to the
star filled sky. There were no moons this night, but the stars
shone brightly above in the endless sky. Though they did seem a bit
dimmer near the thin green crack that could still be seen snaking
through the sky to the southeast.

“There is Fog
in your damaged eye.” Rhalin stated, causing Vhindr look to the
woman.

“Yes.” Replied
Vhindr as he regarded his companion’s worried look curiously, “Your
concern for my health is quite touching, and here I was beginning
to think you had no feelings for me.”

“My concern
has nothing to do with you.” She replied and looked away. “My
thoughts are more focused on how unpredictable the Fog and magicks
have become. Five years ago if the same thing happened the Fog
would have consumed your mind.”

“It still
might.’ Vhindr added, drawing Rhalin’s gaze back to his.

Vhindr thought he saw the
slightest indication of concern come to her features before she
turned away again.

“Did you enjoy
your time with my family?” Vhindr asked, grabbing Rhalin’s
attention.

“They were
delightful.” Rhalin replied courteously. “Your sister Valianna is
talented with magicks. Your mother is very nice, and your father …
your father is everything that is expected of the Ruling Lord of
Port Na’brath.”

“Spare me the
false niceties,” Vhindr said and laughed aloud. “I know my sister
is overbearing, my mother is droll, and my father overconfident and
arrogant.”

Rhalin regarded him
curiously and did not reply.

“But still,”
Vhindr continued, “Are you still of the belief that my father is
behind Baron Ellengar’s murder?”

“I have not
made a decision one way or the other.” Rhalin was quick to say. “I
will follow the evidence unbiasedly to whomever it
leads.”

Vhindr smiled slightly,
“Almost my words exactly.”

Rhalin narrowed her blue
eyes at him but did not reply.

The beautiful streets of
the Land of Lords were all about them now. Bright street lanterns
lit up the roads and threw away the shadows of the night. The high
buildings with terracotta tiled roofs stood tall in the night and
terraced gardens were overflowing with flowers.

Following the main road,
they soon came to the single bridge that led over the wide river to
the section of the city called The Ladder where most of the
merchant class resided.

The guard station along
the bridge was quick to let them by upon production of a Writ of
Passage that Hemlock provided.

The grand buildings and
streets of the Land of Lords were replaced with cobblestone roads
and slate tiled roofs. White washed walls of houses passed them by,
their black wooden beams standing in stark contrast. The street
lights were less here and came intermittently allowing the shadows
to seep back into the alleyways.

It was a longer trip
through the merchant class and half the night had already drifted
by when they came to the single bridge arching across the wide
river to the dark streets of The Pit.

“We shall
disembark here Hemlock,” Vhindr announced as they reached the
midway point of the expanse. “It would not do to get the carriage
muddy now.”

“Your shoes
and pants will have to do then.” Hemlock replied with a chuckle as
he reined the mounts to a halt.

“Wait for us
on The Ladder side.” Vhindr stated as he stepped down from the cart
with Rhalin beside him.

“As you say
sir.” Hemlock nodded and Vhindr took the lead into The
Pit.

The stationed guards gave
them no trouble and quickly moved aside as they recognised him
allowing Vhindr and Rhalin to walk confidently into the muddy
streets of the poorer section of the city.

Brick and wood buildings
greeted them and dim lanterns sat sparsely along the roads. Where
the previous parts of the city had regular guard patrols here there
were none. A dog barked in the night, its call echoing through the
empty streets. The shadows here seemed malicious and to constantly
watch them as they moved along the roads.

“Relax
Rhalin,” Vhindr remarked over his shoulder. “This place is not as
bad as it seems.”

“I am fine.”
Rhalin replied calmly and Vhindr turned to look at her.

“You are
indeed.” Vhindr stated with surprise as he noticed how composed she
looked. “Now that is interesting.”

“Really? How
so?”

“Those who are
born in a noble household are usually taught to fear and avoid the
commoners,” replied Vhindr.

“Gaianaus is
different.” Rhalin stated causing Vhindr to shake his
head.

“All nobility
and royalty are the same,” he replied, “They look down upon the
common people and avoid them. And in many ways are justified to do
so. Most people simply envy and hate the rich, wanting their money
and power, and are willing to do anything to get it. So naturally
the royals and nobles despise the poor for being the way they are.
This is the same in all places, including Gaianaus. I have been
there; I have seen it.”

“Do you not
place yourself amongst the royals and nobles?”

“Thankfully I
was taught about these things and have learned to see past
it.”

“As have I.”
Rhalin was quick to say and Vhindr smiled and nodded.

“That is what
is interesting.” Vhindr replied, causing Rhalin to eye him
cautiously.

The silence of the night
closed in around them as they continued onwards through the
streets.

A curious realisation
came to Vhindr as he glanced down a dark alleyway. The night was
not as dark to his eyes, that is, not as dark as he would have
thought considering the two moons were not shinning and there were
few street lights. Dismissing his concerns, he turned his thoughts
on the path ahead and slowed down as they came to the end of the
street. Lingering in the shadows they both looked down the dead-end
path where a single lantern shone and behind it the dark mouth of
an alley gaped.

“The Rat
Trap.” Rhalin remarked softly, speaking the name of the notorious
dead-end alley of the Thieves Guild.

“You know it?”
Vhindr asked in surprise.

“Of course.”
Rhalin stated before she headed for the entrance.

Confidently the both
strode into the dark maul of The Rat Trap where all lights seemed
to vanish. And yet, as they walked further in a dim glow flickered
ahead of them, highlighting the sharp bend in the path.

“Something is
wrong.” Vhindr stated as they moved around the corner to see a
light cloud of smoke drifting through the air.

Boxes and crates that
lined the sides of the buildings were broken and smouldering. At
the end of the alleyway two forms lay still beneath a dim lantern.
Quickly Vhindr hurried to the prone bodies to see if they were
alive. Checking the man and woman’s vitals Vhindr breathed sigh of
relief for they both yet lived, and it seemed as if they were
unharmed.

“Sārlien?”
Vhindr called softly as he gently shook the snow elf
awake.

As she regained
consciousness Vhindr helped her into a sitting position as she
clutched her head.

“Vhindr
Varrintine?” Sārlien said with surprise as she turned his moss
green eyes to him.

“Are you
alright? What happened here? Who did this?” Vhindr asked seriously
as he help the elf to her feet.

“He didn’t
say.” The man who Rhalin was helping to his feet said
seriously.

“What happened
here Grenorl? Sārlien? Please tell me?” Vhindr pressed
seriously.

“A man came
looking for the merchant Wilks.” Rhalin stated and everyone turned
a curious look her way. “What? I am right, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” Sārlien
nodded slowly, “It is how you say. We provided the information but
he refused to pay the agreed sum. Our archers moved to take him out
when suddenly there was a flash of light and I remember no
more.”

“What did he
look like?” asked Vhindr.

“He wore a
dark hood and cloak,” Grenorl replied, “But that is all we are
going to say on the matter. You’re a friend Vhindr, but you know
how our business operates.”

“This is not
the time for petty issues.” Vhindr snapped back, “Tell us what you
know of this man.”

“Vhindr,
please,” Sārlien said, “We would be happy to tell you, but such
information requires payment as well you know. We have already lost
enough this night.”

“Does honour
mean nothing these days?” Vhindr asked back angrily.

“Times have
changed Vhindr Varrintine,” Grenorl was quick to say.

Vhindr let out a
frustrated sigh and turned away, throwing up his hands and kicking
at a piece of charred timber.

“Your Guild is
smuggling Wilks out of the city,” Rhalin stated and Vhindr turned
back to the group.

“Are we?”
Sārlien asked back in surprise, “That is an interesting
theory.”

“Ten gold and
I will tell you if it’s true.” Grenorl added and held out his hand,
which Rhalin ignored.

Vhindr noticed something
then and his brow furrowed in confusion. A ripple of Fog rolled
over both Sārlien and Grenorl and their elevated heartbeats seemed
to glow in their chests.

“You just
did.” Rhalin smiled slightly.

Vhindr gasped as he saw
very clearly looks of surprise and concern come to both of the
Guild leaders faces. Never before had he noticed such split second
displays of expression and emotion on a person’s face, let alone in
this dark environment.

“You are
taking Wilks out by boat, aren’t you?” Vhindr stated, and neither
Sārlien nor Grenorl replied.

But Vhindr saw the answer
clearly upon their faces.

“The docks at
The Ladder?” Vhindr pressed, but still they did not reply, and they
did not need to.

“Thank you for
your time,” Vhindr smiled and both Grenorl and Sārlien regarded him
curiously. “Come Rhalin we may still catch them.”

Leaving the stunned Guild
leaders behind Vhindr briskly walked from The Rat Trap alley with
Rhalin close behind him.

“What was
that?” Rhalin asked as they moved back through the streets of the
lower class.

“What do you
mean?” Vhindr asked back.

“There was no
way you could have discerned their micro-expressions in the
darkness of that alleyway.” Rhalin clarified.

“Didn’t
you?”

“Don’t play
dumb with me, Vhindr,” Rhalin said angrily, “If you used a spell
say so, I don’t expect ye to tell me it. Just say how you saw the
hints of expression that told ya the truth.”

Again Vhindr was taken
aback by the curious change in Rhalin’s speech, but he did not
mention anything.

“Truthfully, I
am not sure.” Vhindr admitted with a shrug. “I just noticed
it.”

“The Fog in
your eye is likely the cause then,” Rhalin remarked seriously, “I’d
be careful if I were you.”

Vhindr did not reply and
he slightly nodded, she was right, he had to be wary of this new
development.

They said no more as they
moved swiftly through the city making for the The Ladder. It was
not long before they moved through the guard station and met up
with Hemlock on the other side.

“Quick man, to
the docks.” Vhindr said hurriedly as he and Rhalin jumped into the
carriage.

Hemlock did not need to
be told twice and with a flick of the reins the horses took off at
a strong pace. Hooves clattered on cobblestones and the buildings
raced by as they raced for the wharfs. The sky to the east was
growing brighter and the early risers were beginning to start their
day. A fisherman’s sleeping eyes widened in surprise as the horse
drawn cart thundered by him.

The morning grew brighter
still as they tore out from the streets and onto the docklands
where Hemlock pulled the horses to a halt. Vhindr was on foot in
seconds having already spotted a tall mast Fluyt pull away from the
wharf and catch the morning breeze.

“That has to
be the one.” Vhindr called to Rhalin who was right behind
him.

Their feet echoed loudly
on the wooden beams as they sprinted down the wharf. It seemed as
if the merchant Fluyt would move beyond reach but Vhindr cast a
spell in the direction of the ship.

As the spell was released
there was a bright flash of light and Vhindr went flying backwards
into Rhalin, causing them both to tumble to the jetty. Vhindr was
on his feet in a second looking in bewilderment towards the
Fluyt.

“What?”
wondered Vhindr in confusion.

“Look,” Rhalin
said and she pointed to a dark figure climbing up the stern of the
ship.

A slight light seemed to
flicker in the figure’s hand and in the air before him a strange
symbol floated before it vanished.

“That has to
be the same man from Wilks’s house,” Rhalin remarked, “And the one
who caused disarray with the Thieves Guild.”

“And no doubt
the one who assassinated the Baron.” Vhindr agreed, “But what form
of magicks was that?”

Rhalin shook her head, as
confused as he was, and they both watched the Fluyt pull out of the
port and sail away on the morning tide.

“It’s turning
north.” Rhalin observed, and Vhindr turned away and headed back
along the wharf.

“Harbour
Master.” Vhindr called as he came to the start of the jetty and
spotted the elderly man holding a clipboard and quill. “That Fluyt,
where is it bound?”

The old seaman regarded
Vhindr curiously, instantly recognising the pattern on his vest
showing under his open overcoat.

“Chillbreeze,
and then onto The Dale, m’Lord,” the old Harbour Master
replied.

“Where is it
stopping on the way to Gaianaus?” Vhindr was quick to
ask.

“Well let me
see,” the man mumbled and looked through his notes, “There is a
scheduled stop in at Port Ly’cath. But that’s the only one, from
Ly’cath it’s no stops ‘til Chillbreeze, north of the Scarred
Mountains.”

“Thank you.”
Vhindr said briskly and moved passed the Harbour Master and back
towards Hemlock who was waiting patiently.

“You mean to
chase the ship by land.” Rhalin stated as she walked beside
him.

“Of course,”
Vhindr nodded, the sparkle of excitement in his eyes, “If this
assassin and Wilks think they can leave the realm and be rid of me
they are poorly mistaken.”

“You assume
they work together.” Rhalin remarked, “Wilks could be dead by the
time the Fluyt reaches Port Ly’cath.”

“Wilks is of
no concern,” Vhindr replied callously, “We have the assassin in our
sights now.”
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