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      Back when Karantu was wading through the swamplands getting knocked about by trolls and evading the elven army, his quest to murder his human father had been simple. That he formed a found family of enemy factions along the way—and that they alone have knowledge of the abhorrent beginning and imminent end of Mibekel—has complicated things. After all that they’ve been through as a group, Kar must dodge his own execution a little longer for the futures of Tekari, Arakanar, Camyani and Alyta.

      The shocking revolution promised by Zatza nears. Alyta knows that she and the rest of the humans must unite with the other races, or else face extinction. Gratefully, she has the ear of the High King through her father. Succinctly, the wilful ignorance of her brother and the charismatic disdain of High Wizard Ambrose directed at her elven friends forebodes the alliance.

      Thus, Kar finds his quest leading him back to trolls. This time he seeks to bridge a language barrier, rather than trespass on their swamplands. His hopes are high that this communication will result in fewer broken bones.

      It might be the only hope any of them have left.

    

  


  
    
      In memory of my late grandmother, Kaija, who always believed in me, even when I could not.
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      Struggling to his feet as he regained his bearings, Kar hoped Lord Tundar’s soldiers were indeed on their side. After their recent escape, he and his allies were certainly not in the best condition to handle both the soldiers and the newly-arrived threat of Ambrose and the other wizards.

      “I finally caught up to you, Elf!” the Wizard Ambrose hissed. “You’ll pay for trying to make a fool out of us. Those walking stone walls cannot protect you — those…aberrations you’ve created with no respect for the world.”

      This is not the time for anything but getting out of the area, Kar thought. Thankfully, everyone else seemed to agree. Well, everybody except the recently-arrived wizards. If he had any doubts as to what kind of experience Ambrose and the wizards had ever had with any race other than the human one, it had just become clear. The wizards had definitely not been involved in the invasion years earlier or they’d be familiar with what a troll was.

      “Next time, I’ll leave the ground intact when I drop it on you,” Camyani hissed in response, even as one of the trolls moved between her and the wizards. It was a move that only seemed to aggravate Ambrose further.

      “Why are you all just standing around pretending the Elf isn’t a threat?! Lord Tundar! You are a witness as I arrest her!” Ambrose screamed before an arrow grazed his ear. He glared as he sought out the shooter. The soldier who had fired it smirked back.

      “Wizard Ambrose, there are much more important matters to deal with right now. You and the other wizards are to stand down and assist! We need to be free of this area — the faster the better,” Lord Tundar commanded, moving to place himself between his soldier and Ambrose’s wrath. “Things are not what we thought. We can sort it all out later, but for now … you are ordered to stand down. Am I clear?”

      Kar let out a soft whistle at the man’s actions. It was becoming increasingly clear just how much Alyta took after her father. Even so, if he got the chance, he fully intended to make sure he bought a drink for the soldier who had shot the arrow. He wasn’t sure how he would do so exactly, but he’d at least try to arrange it. Anyone brave enough to shoot at a screaming magic-user and not flinch when caught was quite courageous.

      “Lord Tundar, before any more conversation happens we really should get going. My allies and I will find a way to get in touch once we’ve found somewhere to settle down for at least a moment,” Kar interjected. He wasn’t sure how they were going to do that, honestly — not if the trolls were sticking around. It had been hard enough before that. “The men being seen to need to take priority right now.”

      “What are you all …” Ambrose seethed. One of the other wizards with him tapped him on the shoulder, pointing out the escaped prisoners and how badly they seemed to require aid. “Fine, but this isn’t over, Elf-Mage! Not even close.”

      With the wizards reluctantly doing as ordered, they eventually split into two groups. Kar was mildly surprised when Alyta stayed with him and the others. He did appreciate it, though. It would mean that they could get a handle on whether this recent escapade and her talk with her father had changed anything in terms of her intentions of turning them over to the High King.

      As the two groups went their separate ways, it was impossible not to notice that Ambrose was constantly and angrily looking over his shoulder in Cam’s direction. Not that Cam likely noticed, Kar thought, given she was busy trying to corral the trolls into following them. It wasn’t like that took much effort. They certainly seemed to have made themselves somewhat attached to her well-being after she had freed them. Even so, not being able to communicate with them did make it somewhat difficult to specify exactly what was needed. He wasn’t sure how, but if the trolls were planning to stick around for a while, they had to find a way to distinguish them from each other so they could account for them better. That also raised the question of where the trolls would go eventually? Would they somehow travel with them all the way back across the Barrier, once a way to do so was found? Or, stay here somewhere in the Human Kingdom in order to help them in case Zatza’s people showed up?

      If there was one thing Zatza had failed to do, it was to reveal the number of their people that there were and where they were located other than inside the prison. It was almost like a conscientious effort by the creature. Zatza had referred to that place as a city once, although they couldn’t be certain what the creature had meant.

      “I’m so glad they listened to Lord Tundar. Not sure I want to be around for any resulting damage between those wizards and Cam if they fought again now. With everyone around, there could have been severe casualties,” Tekari commented as he sidled up next to Kar. “So, what’s the plan now anyway? You found your father …”

      “I don’t know, Tek. I still have to deal with him … and I’m not big on doing much of anything until we are sure the High King is aware of how Zatza’s people have manipulated everyone. We don’t have the books anymore, but they were used by the High Kings …” Kar thought aloud before coming to a dead stop. “They have to know on some level … the only way they’d be able to use those books is if they knew the language and could communicate in it. That means …”

      Before Kar could finish voicing his thought aloud, he glanced at Tekari, It was clear from the look on his half-brother’s face that he knew what was about to be said.

      “The High Kings, at the least, have constant contact with Zatza’s people. Manipulated by them? Sure, but they’re aware of it and they’ve let it happen!” Tekari seethed. “You need to make sure Lord Tundar knows that before he says anything to the High King. It could put his life in severe danger, especially since we don’t know where the rest of those creatures might be … As for the books …”

      In an attempt to calm the elven soldier, Kar placed a reassuring hand on Tek’s arm, nodding his understanding as he did so.

      “It’s going to have to be the first thing we tell him when we talk next. This is bad, Tek …” Kar murmured. “What about the books?”

      “We still have them. They were amongst the items Arakanar grabbed when he retrieved all the weapons. The creatures never took them out of the pouch they were in,” Tek chuckled. His anger having dissipated somewhat, he slapped Kar lightly on the back before he reached down to unbuckle the bag hanging at his side. “Remember, you weren’t being given any weight to carry because of your foot. So, stuff was spread out a bit differently than normal. Look! See? I have them. I think Cam has your umm … resources you were carrying before.”

      Kar stared dumbfounded at the bag’s contents. Surely, they hadn’t been able to grab everything, but hearing that so much had indeed been retrieved during their escape was astounding. Kar, suddenly realizing the distance was growing between the two of them and the rest of their group, quickened his pace.

      “The books may give us some evidence we’ll need when we speak to Alyta’s father. Heck, it may even help convince the wizards we’re not the enemy …” Kar continued thoughtfully. “I still want to try to look through them before then, specifically to find any other references to the Elven Gods. Who knows how much overlap there is. If you had heard what that creature told me …”

      “I’m sure we all have a lot to share with each other. Zatza sure came across as thinking us so incredibly beneath them that they didn’t have to be careful with what they said,” Tek grimaced. “We definitely need to be on the alert for any of their people – at least until we know for certain that the Human Kingdom is enough on alert to keep the creatures from becoming more of a menace …”
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      Kar leaned back against one of the first trees they found. Well, rather the first trees they found that hadn’t been tossed through the air by a wizard. The others opted to take advantage of the solid surface of the trolls once they had all sat down. Based on the evidence that the trolls had neither tossed them nor moved, it appeared that they didn’t mind being sat on or leaned against.

      “So, I’m just going to say it. Colonel, your father was a lot nicer than I expected after he caught us in his home before …” Tekari opined, setting down the stuff he had been carrying where everyone else had laid theirs. The only things any of them had kept that had needed to be carried were their weapons. The rest had to be properly sorted and returned to their respective owners now that they were no longer in a hurry.

      “As you said, we had broken into his home. He didn’t get to have the status he has by not thinking decisions through, based on the evidence he has to work with,” Alyta shrugged. “I don’t know why you’d have thought otherwise.”

      “Maybe due to how every human we’ve encountered until then has reacted?” Cam retorted. “And yes, present company included. Also, what do you mean got to his status? You literally told us before, that it is an inherited title which was boosted by your grandfather being married into the
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