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The Alley Cat was busy this evening. 

Patrons had come early in search of a cool drink to soothe their dry throats and the dank shade of the tap room, to flee the harsh afternoon sun. The hot, dry winds of summer had been blowing in from the south east, burning off the red bricks of the city and drying the sweat on everyone’s brow before it could help cool them. The summers were parched and dry in Reparian, usually more so in the south eastern reaches, but this year had seen the southern droughts claw northwards and all the way to the capital of Emperious. 

Even now that the sun had disappeared below the far horizon the heat of the day lingered and the crowded tavern was stifling and sweaty. A portion of the establishment reached out into an open air garden which provided some relief from the oppressive atmosphere and most of the patrons relaxed at tables and booths that were under the clear night sky. In a corner of the gardens a trio of performers played jolly tunes that encouraged many of the night goers a chance to get up and dance. But most reclined, drinking cold ale or wine as they fanned themselves to stay comfortable amid the crowd. 

Among the flustered crowds there were some that did not seem to notice the heat, outwardly showing no signs of discomfort where others sweated and wiped their brows. 

Curiously, he watched one of these people wearing a stylish long coat that would be more suited to keep one warm atop snowy mountain. But this man stood talking with his friends with complete ease. A woman to the man’s right said something as she wiped her brow of sweat and the man with a long coat laughed before he placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. Suddenly the lady shuddered visibly and laughed with delight as a thin layer of ice covered her skin and torso. The ice lasted seconds before melting, sending feint tendrils of steam into the light of the lanterns that hung on rope across the outside garden. 

The man’s other friends said words that were lost in the din of the crowd, and one by one the man with the long coat used his magical ability to cool down the rest of the group in a similar manner. 

Taking his attention from the group he took a deep breath and wipe the sweat from his own brow and looked at the moisture on his fingers. His jaw clenched in annoyance as he rubbed the sweat between his fingers and thumb and a slow sneer came to his face. 

“Hey there darling,” a waitress said as she stopped at his table and drew his attention. “Another cold one?”

“No,” he replied simply, watching the young woman collect his glass and place it on her serving tray. 

“You sure?” She wondered, her eyes filled with curiosity as she regarded him. “It’s a hot one tonight, it’ll cool you down. Come on, it’s one the house.”

His eyes narrowed slightly at the woman, “Why is that?”
She shrugged, her eyes still sparkling, “Why not? Haven’t seen you here before, it’ll give you a reason to come back.”
“Fine,” he decided, looking back to the crowds.

“You waiting for friends?”

“No.”

“Looking for company then?”

“No.”

“You’re of the Fae right?” The woman pressed. “Starting to see more of you these days. Why’d you leave your homeland?”

“No particular reason,” he replied stiffly, still not looking at her.

“Alright then sweetie,” the barmaid sighed. “You want the same again, or something different?”

“Surprise me,” he shrugged. 

“You got it,” the young woman giggled slightly before she left his table and weaved back through the crowds. 

He watched her leave, a flicker of a frown on his face as he slowly scratched his smooth jawline. It was not long before the waitress returned, bringing him a glass of wine this time. She made a few comments and asked a few more questions that he brushed aside before leaving him in peace. 

When the woman left he took a sip of the wine, the flavour catching him by surprise as the fruitiness danced on his tongue and refreshed his pallet. 

“Not bad,” he mumbled quietly. 

As they evening continued on the crowds slowly dispersed and the a new entertainer took the stage, choosing to play slower tunes that signalled the nights festivities would soon draw to a close. 

With less people to watch his eyes drifted to the clear night skies above and the millions of stars that twinkled, like pin pricks in a black curtain held across the sun.

“What is this foreign land I find myself abandoned in?” He asked himself quietly, his jaw and fists clenching. 

Letting out a deep breath he looked to the rings he wore, one on each hand, and his anger continued to swell within him. As the frustrations grew slight flickers of lightning darted from his rings and across his knuckles, like the yellow stones on the bands could feel his desire to unleash his fury upon something. 

“You’re a Fae, ain’t ya?” A man said loudly as he suddenly sat down in the chair opposite.

Two other burly men framed the one sitting, smiles on their faces. 

“What do you want?” He asked, his anger subsiding as he regarded the trio closely. 

“Jus’ a friendly chat is all,” the seated man replied and took a drink from his mug. “The names Melko, and these two are Shark and Grail.”

The two beside Melko gave a polite nod, though it remained unclear which belong to what name. 

“You got a name pal?” Melko asked when he did not offer a reply.

“Raziel,” he decided to answer after a pause. 

“Good to meet ya,” Melko smiled and raise his mug. “Heard more of you lot are leaving the Faelands to come here to Middenland? Why’s that?”

“Call it political disagreements,” Raziel replied stiffly as he played with the ring on his right hand

Melko laughed and looked to his two mates who both chuckled as well. 

“Well I don’t really care,” Melko said after taking another drink. “I remember one Fae who was known here in Reparian a while back, he was an agent from Solegrad. Supposed to be a real powerful bastard too. What was his name again Shark?”

“Solomon?” The burly man asked thoughtfully.

“That weren’t it,” Melko shook his head and scratched his hairy chin. “Seldor maybe?”

“Solordorr,” Raziel said through clenched teeth, a dark cloud coming to his features.

“That’s the one,” Melko exclaimed, clicking his finger at Raziel. “You know the guy? I heard he was dead.”

“I know him,” Raziel sneered, causing Melko to hesitate as he regarded him. 

“Guess he ain’t dead,” Melko remarked hesitantly. “What he do to piss you off?”

“Exiled me from my homeland.”

The three men shifted uneasily as he glared at them and Melko took another drink, finishing his mug. 

“Exiled ay,” the man’s stuttered. “Why’d he do that then?”

Raziel narrowed his eyes slightly, causing Melko to glance nervously to one of his friends. 

“I tried to kill him,” Raziel stated simply, “and overthrow his rule on the Faelands.” 

“Guess,” Melko stammered again. “Guess he had good reason to exile you then.”

The man openly winced as he finished his sentence, as if suddenly realising that was not the best comment to make. One of the men framing Melko took a slight step back as Raziel glared at the trio, but clearing his throat the man awkwardly steadied his stance, glancing off to the entertainer in the far corner. 

“So much for a friendly chat,” Raziel stated, his voice heavy. “I suggest you be on your way, before this turns decidedly unfriendly.”

“My apologies, friend,” Melko said hastily, holding up his hands to try and placate the rising tension. “I spoke foolishly. The strength of the Fae is well known, in fact part of the reason I came to chat with you. You see, I could use the help from someone with your obvious skills. You’ll be paid of course.”

“Do I look like someone who would be interested in paid labour?” Raziel asked in reply, his red eyes unblinking. 

“You look perhaps a bit road worn an’ maybe could do with a bit o’ extra coin, if I’m being honest,” Melko said awkwardly, causing one of the two men behind him to rub a hand over his face. 

“I think you have over stayed your welcome, friend,” Raziel said slowly and deliberately. 

“Look, look,” Melko tried again to laugh it off. “We got off on the wrong foot. You see I work for Dresden, I’m sure you know who that is.” 

Melko and the other two snickered, their confidence returning instantly. 

“Never heard of her,” Raziel said, watching the flash of anger flicker across the men’s faces. 

Melko chuckled again, diffusing the tension as best he could.

“You’re new in town, that’s obvious,” Melko said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table. “But I’m sure there are folk where your from that keep the unsavoury side of society runnin’ as it should. Dresden is a man you will hear a good deal about if you stay in Emperious, and he’s a man you don’t ever want to cross. I think you get what I’m sayin’.” 

Raziel did not reply, not bothering to hide his smirk either.

“Here, in this part of the Outer Reach of Emperious, Dresden is the law,” Melko continued, his expression smug. “If you help out on this job we’ve got comin’ up I’ll put in a good word with the boss. Hey, if you do good you might even meet him and get a bonus. What do ya say?”

Melko licked his lips and the two behind him exchanged confident glances.

“I shall put it simply for you,” Raziel replied evenly. “I would rather return to the Faelands and be executed than work for a petty criminal.”

“You what?” One of the burly men exclaimed, his face flush with anger. 

“Petty?” Melko growled. “Watch your words pal. We don’t take kindly to folk insulting the boss.”

“And threats will see your blood paint this tavern red,” Raziel replied swiftly, his red eyes unblinking.

Melko’s blusters subsided and the man glanced to this two comrades before he wiped his brow and cleared his throat. 

“You think I’d be afraid of you?” Melko scoffed, and tried to laugh it off. 

“You should be.”

Melko’s chuckle pitted out as an uneasy look came to his face, again the man glanced to his comrades and he adjusted his shirt on his sweaty shoulders. The music from the musician had stopped and with the tavern mostly empty now, the silence hung heavily around them. Others that remained in the area glanced warily towards their table and subtly moved further away. 

“Let’s just leave,” one of the brawny men behind Melko said quietly, causing the smaller man to jump slightly in surprise. “Forget this guy, come on. We don’t want trouble with the guards.” 

Melko eased then and smirked as he stood up from the table.

“You’re lucky pal,” Melko said as he and the other two finally left the table.

As they walked away Raziel’s keen hearing caught a couple more hushed curses and mumbled threats from the trio. Letting out a deep breath he relaxed his clenched fist releasing the build up of energy he could feel from the ring on his finger. 

“Those street thugs didn’t give you much trouble did they?” Another man asked as he came to the table, a concerned look on his face.

Raziel could feel his annoyance build once more as he regarded the tall man and his noble visage. 

“What concern is it of yours?” Asked Raziel, his eyes narrowing slightly. 

A flicker of a frown appeared on the man’s brow before he replied, “Just looking out for a fellow patron and newcomer to Emperious. I would hate for those kind of filth to give you a bad first impression of this wondrous city.”

“Newcomer?” Raziel asked in reply. “You assume a good deal.” 

The man smiled genuinely, “Small deduction friend, those three clearly work for Dresden. Only someone ignorant of the ways of Emperious would willingly anger such a group. Besides, you’re probably the only Fae in the city right now, if you were a local you’d be known.” 

Raziel did not reply and looked away, his gaze going to the waitress who served him earlier as she cleaned a nearby table. 

“Forgive me, but I couldn’t help but overhear something earlier,” the man continued hesitantly as he ran a hand through his short dark hair. “You were exiled for attempting a coup in the Faelands, is that right?”

“What of it?” Raziel turned a glare upon the man, causing him to hesitate. 

The man glanced over his shoulder before he slipped into the chair and leaned across the table. 

“So you are learned in the ways of revolution?” Asked the man, his voice low, his eyes darting across the nearly empty tavern. 

“You want something,” Raziel stated, his voice not lowering and he sighed heavily. “If I knew these Humanlands were so annoying I would’ve gone elsewhere. Is there something about me that screams that offer aid to strangers? Please tell me so I may correct it.”

“I apologise,” the man resting back in his chair before standing. “Forget I said anything. In these lands there are stories of the Fae being powerful and wise, among other things. So long, enjoy your night.”

The man backed away swiftly, muttering something under his breath that Raziel did not catch. A flicker of curiosity sparked within him as he watched the man move from the garden area and headed for the tavern’s exit. 

“Revolution,” Raziel scoffed quietly and clenched his jaw, his eyes drifting back to the single rings on each hand. 

“Another drink, sir?” 

Raziel did not need to look up to know it was the waitress from earlier. 

“Or perhaps a room for the night?” She asked, hints of weariness edging her voice. “We got a couple singles left.”

“Neither,” Raziel replied and rose from his seat and handed the waitress some coins. “A tip for your service.”

“Gold,” the young woman exclaimed, her eyes wide. “No, this is far too much for a tip. I can’t accept this.”

“Then throw it away,” he replied as he walked away, running a hand through his short blonde hair as he made for the exit of the establishment.

The hour was late and the dark streets were virtually empty. The heat of the day had finally started to ease and a chill had crept into the darker shadows cast by the pale street lamps. Steam wafted from sewer grates and off the channels of water that ran from the Emperors Tower at the centre of the city. The waterways ran along high built aqueducts that doubled as partitioning walls throughout the capital, endlessly supplying the different sections of the city with fresh water. Even in these drought filled days the aqueducts were full of rushing water, reinforced with magic so they would never run dry. 

Absently, Raziel wandered along the alleyway that led from the tavern, his eyes skywards once more as he continue to regard the unfamiliar stars. This was only his first night in Middenland and yet he was already sick of the place. 

Stepping out from the alley the tavern was situated along he paused at the edge of a main road. The halo from the street lamp shown around him, causing his golden hair to shimmer in the night. The heavy footsteps from a trio of guards further along the road briefly drew his attention and a bell sounded off in the distance followed by a distant call that his ears picked up. The last train to a section of the city called Farcourt was apparently leaving soon, but he gave it no regard. 

Cocking his head to side slightly he caught a faint sound from the alley behind him, clenching his jaw he moved from the junction and made for another, darker alleyway opposite, his long strides taking him swiftly into the gloom. 

With the moon in the clear sky now the dim side road was thrown in a silver light and he had no trouble navigating the stacked crates and rubbish that were littered about the narrow road. Around the first sharp turn the street ended with a two story wall blocking the way and several paces from the end he stopped and waited. 

From above the light of the moon flooded the alleyway, casting a deep shadow on the entrance of the sharp corner. All was still and silent, somewhere in the distance a dog barked and quietly overhead a night hawk drifted on the warm air as it crossed the city. 

His impatience grew as he waited and he clenched his fists, causing flickers of lightning to dart from the rings and across his knuckles. 

“Faelander,” a loud call broke the silence followed by the sound of a wooden crate breaking. “Where you hidin’ Fae?”

A slight smirk came to his face as his impatience eased and he watched with some amusement as the trio from the tavern walked from the dark shadows and into the moonlight. Accompanying them were several others, all wearing smirks on their rugged faces. 

“Here he is,” Melko laughed, his arms spread wide in a false greeting.

The group stopped several paces from Raziel and fanned out to block off the side road completely. A few snickered in delight and licked their lips queerly, a few even had drawn some weapons, pitted with rust and glinting in the light. 

“So glad we found you,” Melko continued, his eyes wide. “I didn’t get a chance to finish what I wanted to say back in the Alley Cat. Got a few choice words for you being rude and rejecting my offer.”

“This is pointless,” Raziel sighed, his clenched hands relaxing. 

“You pissed me off,” Melko snapped, pointing a finger at Raziel. “We’re here to teach you a lesson, plain and simple.”

“You can try,” Raziel said simply, his red eyes flashing in the light of the moon, stealing the smirks from the crew of thugs.

The ground beside Raziel suddenly erupted upwards into a pile of rocks and from the earth a huge wolf with fur as black as night formed, its fiery yellow eyes and snarling fangs causing a few of the thugs to stumble back in surprise.

“What are you doing here, Jorg?” Raziel scolded the ekida dog. “I told you to stay back in the Faelands.”

The huge dog turned a frown up at Raziel before glaring back to the group of criminals and barking viciously.

“You insult me to think I needed help with these peasants,” Raziel sighed heavily. “But thank you nonetheless.”

Stepping closer to the wolf whose shoulders reached the height of his hips, Raziel patted the creature on the back. As he looked to Melko and his crew again a sly smile spread to his face and his casually took a few steps towards them. Again a few took a step back, their eyes filled with hesitance. 

“Peasants?” Melko growled angrily and looked to his faltering comrades. “So what if he can summon a beastie. We outnumber him, and all of us have strong talents. Come on lads, let’s teach him for insulting Dresden.”

The others in the crew managed to gather their confidence and firming their jaws they advanced on Raziel. 

“On guard you scum,” the shout from the back of the group caught everyone’s attention. 

Raziel saw the flash of a silver sword being drawn by the newcomer and the surprise on Melko’s face was the only opening he needed.

“Jorg,” Raziel commanded as he darted towards Melko.

The Ekida was already on the move before Raziel had even spoken, as if reading his thoughts. The ground was ripped apart by its claws as it shot forward tacking the nearest thug to the ground. The man’s screams filled the night only to be swiftly silenced as Jorg ripped the man’s throat out. 

Not stopping, the beast from the Faelands charged for the next in line. The woman had a weak speed talent and darted several meters out of the way, her eyes wide in fear. As Jorg landed from his lunge he dove into the ground, vanishing from sight and leaving the cobbled street cracked and broken.

Even as Jorg lunged away for his first victim, Raziel rushed for Melko. The leader of the group managed to compose himself quick enough to mount a defence as Raziel fell over him, a blade of light having formed around his hand. 

The thug found a way to defend as Raziel slashed for the shorter man’s throat, bringing a wooden and metal baton up deflect his attack. Raziel’s other hand was quicker, grabbing the man by the arm. A smile flashed across his face as a burst of energy shot through Melko’s body, causing the man’s muscles to snap taught and his jaw to clamp shut and shatter a few teeth. Smoke steamed from Melko’s shoulders and his eyes rolled back in their sockets before he went limp and Raziel let the body crumple to the ground. 

Raziel did not stop to watch the man collapse for another of the brutes had gathered enough wits to attack him. It was one of the muscled men who had accompanied Melko at the tavern, and Raziel assumed it had to be the one called Sharky for the man’s head had morphed into that of a shark. The rest of the man’s body was still human, and with empty hands the man rushed at him, trying to tackle him to the ground. 

Raziel was quicker.

A sly smile still on his face, he ducked under the swing arms and planted a fist firmly in the half shark man’s gut and punched forth with all his strength. A boom like thunder sounded forth and in a flash of light Sharky went tumbling back from his blow to crash into some rubbish where he remained motionless, flickers of lightning darting across his body and making him twitch slightly. 

Raziel looked to the rest of the battle in time to see Jorg tackle another of the thugs to the ground, pulling the screaming woman by the arm and into the very earth. Jorg became part of the ground in a shower of pebbles and the top half of the woman followed causing her to be partially buried. 

The one who had startled the group from behind had dealt with a few as well, sending one running for the exit of the alleyway and leaving another dead on the ground. 

“You’re mine, wretched Fae,” Grail roared angrily as he rushed to attack Raziel. 

The man’s entire body had become steel and with balled fists he swung wildly at Raziel, his every movement shimmering in the moonlight. 

Raziel was at ease almost instantly and casually dodge the attacks, his mocking eyes causing Grail to become angrier. 

“Becoming metal was a bad idea,” Raziel smirked, drawing a confused look from the man.

Before Grail could make another attack, daggers of lightning shot through his body, twisting and contorting his limbs and muscles. The man would have likely screamed in pain if his teeth had not been forced shut. Instead, Raziel watched as Grail choked on some kind of cry before falling to the ground.

Looking to the rest of the alleyway, Raziel eased his stance. The fight was over, the last thug had fled the area and the only other person standing was the newcomer who had caused the fight to begin. The tall man was backing towards Raziel, his sword now sheathed and his hands out wide at his side in a submissive gesture. A low growl echoed off the stone walls and a slight smile came to Raziel’s face as he watched Jorg stalk the man, it’s shining yellow eyes glowing like coals in the night. 

“Good boy,” the man stammered, still backing away and almost tripping on the unconscious body of Grail. “Easy now, I’m a friend.”

“Are you?” Raziel wondered calmly, moving around to stand beside Jorg and watch the man continue to back away. “You followed me as well, did you not?”

“I only saw these rogues follow you into the alleyway and came to help,” the man answered swiftly, his wide eyes still fixed on Jorg.

“You’re from the tavern as well,” Raziel stated, his eyes narrowing. “The one talking about a revolution.”

“My name is Gallous,” said the tall man as he nodded, not able to tear his eyes from the ekida. 

“Afraid of dogs?” Raziel wondered, glancing down to his friend. 

Jorg had relaxed and was sitting casually, though his piercing eyes continued to watch Gallous closely. 

“That is not a dog,” Gallous said stiffly. “That’s a massive wolf.”

“No,” Raziel frowned. “Jorg is an ekida dog from the Faelands.”

“That, doesn’t change what it looks like to me,” Gallous replied quickly, his jaw clenching. 

Raziel chuckled softly and gave Jorg a rough pat around the ears. 

“Off you go, my friend,” Raziel said to the ekida. “I won’t get any sensible words of this man if you’re here.”

Jorg did not move and instead turned a frown towards him.

“Alright,” Raziel sighed and smiled slightly. “You need not return to the Faelands. But go and play with some rocks for me, I’ll call on you later. And try not to ruin the pavement.”

Jorg barked with satisfaction as he got to his feet before vanishing into the very earth, leaving behind large cracks in the cobblestone. The sight of the divot and cracks brought a slight frown to Raziel’s face and he let out a slight sigh before turning his attention back to Gallous.

The tall man had visibly eased and he wiped the sweat from his brow before running his hand through his short brown hair. 

“I thank you,” Gallous let out a deep breath. “Wolves unnerve me.”

“Why did you try and help?” Raziel demanded seriously.

“There were nearly a dozen of Dresden’s lackeys,” Gallous pointed out, a frown coming to his face. “A few with strong talents. Most people would have been sorely outmatched. But it is clear I underestimated your capabilities.”

Raziel continued to regard the man closely, a frown still on his face.

“Altruism,” he stated. “You’d have me believe that was your motive.”

“It was,” Gallous replied seriously, causing Razeil to scoff. “Regardless of your cynicism, I speak truely. There are still some of us who try to do good in the world and have no ulterior motive.”

Raziel’s eyebrow raised as he crossed his arms. 

“I find myself curious, human,” Raziel said thoughtfully, watching the man closely. “What is the revolution you spoke of earlier?”

Gallous’ expression change abruptly, suddenly brightening and a look of curious excitement filled his eyes.

“You would lend us your wisdom?” Asked Gallous, a slight frown coming to his face.

“I said I was curious,” Raziel corrected, his arms still crossed before his chest.

Clearly trying to keep his excitement under control, Gallous stepped closer to Raziel, his eyes darting about the area and to the unconscious or dead thugs.

“I can only say this,” Gallous whispered as he took something from his pocket. “The times are changing for Emperious and the grand realm of Reparian. If you want to know more take this.”

With a frown Raziel took the small silver coin from Gallous. 

“Come to Old Town tomorrow,” Gallous continued, his voice still hushed. “There is a bar called The Kingsmen, follow the main road northwards. At the end of the street there is an old mansion, but before you get there turn down the alley that will take you to the base of the mid circle wall where it joins with the aqueduct. It’s a dead end, but there will be two people loitering there. Show them that coin and you will find out what this is all about.”

Raziel nodded his head slowly and pocketed the coin. 

“We will talk more tomorrow,” Gallous smiled and offered a hand to Raziel. 

“We shall see,” replied the Fae, ignoring the offered hand shake.

Gallous frowned as he drew back his hand and started to walk away, “I hope so. We could use someone with your ability. Farewell.”

Raziel silently watched the tall man leave the area, quickly becoming lost in the shadows of the night. A curious feeling bubbled within him and his gaze drifted towards the crescent moon high in the sky.

“Jorg,” Raziel said loudly and almost immediately the ground beside him cracked and crumbled as the ekida dog appeared, its intelligent eyes meeting his and almost reading his thoughts. “This could be interesting. I have a task for you.”
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Chapter Two
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The capital city of the Faelands spread out below his window, the colourful rooftops and grand spires that twisted like growing vines reached into the distance. Further beyond the edge of their floating city, the white clouds and far green countryside below the island stretched to the horizon, the hills and dales riddled with evergreen forests, bubbling brooks, and at the very edge of sight stood mountainous peaks that were capped with snow. In the clear sapphire skies white clouds drifted on the breeze, full and fluffy, with a few rainbows arching between them. 

If he had bothered to take in the sight he might have spied a couple of dragons playing around the clouds. But he did not drink in the wondrous vista and he continued to pace from one side of the room to the other. The view had changed little in the last several years he had been confined to his suite in the palace. The rugs and tiles beneath his feet had become worn and frayed from his repetitive walking. Perhaps in the first few years he had stood and gazed at the sights out the windows, but rarely now. 

With clenched fists and jaw he turned on his heel and began walking back the way he had come, moving from one side of the main room to the other. Sunlight streamed through the large windows, shining on the desk and couches in the room, the crystals of the chandelier above threw rainbows across the walls and artworks, and the potted plants stretched their leaves and branches in enjoyment.

He no longer noticed any of it with anything more than a passing glance of disinterest. Though lavish and comfortable, it was a prison nonetheless. 

At the door that led to his bedroom and ensuite he stopped and spun about again. He stopped abruptly as the sight of a firework exploding in that air over the city caught his eyes, the glittering light shot off in all directions, changing colours as they danced on the air before dissipating into nothing. More followed the first and he sighed heavily.

“How many days will they continue to celebrate?” He mumbled and let out a deep breath as he tried to ease his nerves.

A loud crack echoed through the room, drawing his attention to the main door as the magic writing around the frame flashed brightly and the double doors swung inwards. His gut went tight as a single fae casually walked into the room, his crimson eyes locked onto him. 

He could feel the weight in the gaze, the mere presence of the man pressing against his temples and chest. He had to remind himself to breathe as he turned to face the fae directly. 

“Lord Solordorr,” he said, steadying himself as the fae stopped but a few paces in front of him.

“A good morning to you, Raziel,” Solordorr replied simply, his eyes unblinking.

“For some,” Raziel replied stiffly. “I have not had a good morning in many years.”

Solordorr smirked slightly, his crimson eyes narrowing and causing Raziel to struggle to return the gaze. 

“Perhaps this day will be different,” Solordorr said, bringing a flicker of a frown to Raziel’s face. “I have decided your fate, and that of your co-conspirators. You are a Royal, a child of my brethren Fulgir, and for your betrayal you will be exiled to the Humanlands.”

“Exile?” Raziel wondered aloud. “Why not just destroy me now?”

“Fulgir loved you,” Solordorr stated, hints of sadness coming to his features. “I will not willingly destroy that which he held so dear.”

“So you banish me from my homeland?” Raziel snapped angrily. “I’d rather you reduce me to dust than suffer that fate.”

Solordorr narrowed his eyes again and Raziel subconsciously took a step back under the weight of power that suddenly emanated from the fae. 

“Perhaps I should destroy you and the other children of the Elders who chose to join you in your foolish attempt to usurp me,” Solordorr remarked, the energy around him seeming to grow.

Raziel firmed his jaw and straightened his stance, expecting Solordorr to indeed destroy him where he stood. But the pressure coming from the fae ruler slowly subsided and a subtle smile came to Solordorr’s features. 

“Perhaps I would have once,” said Solordorr. “Perhaps my time in the Humanlands change me. Regardless, you are too valuable to our people for me to simply destroy you here.”

“So you’d rather exile me,” Raziel said, his displeasure obvious. “Send me to this Middenland, alone and abandoned in the world of the people who killed Fulgir and the other Elders? I have no doubt you will not allow myself and the other Royals to be banished together, in case we try to force our way back home.” 

“A fair conclusion,” Solordorr, replied evenly, his crimson eyes sparkling unusually in the sunlight. “You will be given a chance to bid farewell to those you love, and then I will personally escort you to Middenland, and close the door to our lands behind you.”

Raziel bared his teeth and looked away, his fist clenched behind his back.

“I will never abandon my people though,” Solordorr forcefully, bringing Raziel’s eyes back to his crimson orbs. “You will take these with you.”

Raziel looked to Solordorr’s hand as he opened his palm to reveal two rings of silver, each with a yellow stone set on the band.

“Created by Fulgir,” Solordorr explained. “Prototypes for the Spirit Ring of Lightning he forged. No doubt you will find use for them in Middenland. Be warned though, once their stored energy depletes they will draw on your own life force.” 

A deep frown came to Raziel’s face as he looked at the rings forged by his father. 

“Follow me,” Solordorr said, his fingers closing around the twin rings as he turned abruptly and walked for the exit. 

Confusion filled Raziel’s mind as he slowly followed. Trepidation at the thought of going to the Humanland to never again see his homeland filled his heart. Despite Solordorr’s words, he could see the truth, if Solordorr was to destroy him and the other Royals the people who had rallied behind their revolt would be furious and that would cause more trouble for Solordorr. He was to be banished to keep the masses appeased. Although, the gift of the twin rings confused him. 

***
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AS THE MEMORY FILLED his thoughts, Raziel absently played with the ring on his right hand. 

“Ever an enigma,” he mumbled and let out a deep breath, turning his attention to the city around him. 

After wandering towards the section of the city named Old Town last night, he had found a small parkland among the worn buildings and decided to rest beneath an ancient willow. The dark night passed slowly in these lands, but finally the eastern horizon grew lighter, throwing a veil over the stars and turning the clouds a fiery red. 

With the coming of the first light the birds began to sing and the other animals started to stir. The first of the citizens going about their day ambled into the streets and Raziel watched quietly as the roads became busier. Tired looking guardsman walked through the park, not noticing him standing beneath the old willow, likely too concerned with finishing their shift then to what he was doing. 

The first rays of dawn reached into the sky and over the eastern wall, shining into his red eyes as he watched the light grown stronger and the ball of flame climb higher into the blue sky. 

“At least the sun feels the same here,” Raziel muttered, watching the sun and enjoying the warmth that filled his bones. 

Taking his eyes from the dawn he took out the coin Gallous had given him and took a closer look at it and the marking upon its flat sides. On one side was embossed with a decapitated head that wore a crown, and on the other a bird wreathed in flame. 

“A dead emperor and a phoenix,” Raziel smirked and shook his head slightly. “Their message is transparent.” 

Flicking the coin into the air the silver flashed in the morning light before he snatched and slipped it into his pocket again. A slight smile came to his face as he walked from under the branches of the willow and along the path to join the main roads through Old Town. The city was bustling with activity now, and many people hurried about on their daily tasks. He paused at a crosswalk as a carriage loaded with goods being transported ambled past, drawn by a pair of horses. Emperious was the first human city he had ever experienced and it was really not that different to the bustle of his home town. It seemed societies ran the same regardless of where they were, with similar means for the same purposes. There were the same kind of merchants selling goods at stalls in the markets, the same kind of street performers busking, and the same kind of street urchins trying to pickpockets or loitering together. Even the patrolling guards were similar.

There was one great difference though, and that was the mood of the people. There was an unease in this city, a nervousness that reflected in the faces of those that he passed. 

“Morning paper, mister?” A young boy caught his attention and he walked over to the lad. “Copy for a copper.”

Raziel took a gold coin from his pocket and tossed it to the kid without much thought, causing the boys eyes to widen as he looked at it in his hand. 

“But this,” the young boy stammered.

“Which way is The Kingsman?” Raziel asked seriously. 

“That way,” the kid said, pointing towards the west. “This is too much mister.”

“Keep it,” Raziel shrugged and walked away, his eyes scanning through the articles of the paper as he weaved through the crowd. 

Although, he knew a great deal of theory about the humanlands, local knowledge was something he now needed to thrive in this place, and it was something he currently lacked. Most of the information was largely irrelevant for him and he tossed the paper in the next bin before he had even reached the tavern he was looking for. 

As Gallous had explained, the bar sat at a major intersection of main roads, easy to spot with its old and worn stone work. Such a facade was fairly common around this part of town, many of the ancient buildings that first stood here are the city’s conception, and had been maintained until they collapsed and new structures went up in their place. The most sturdy of the old buildings still stood, their appearance a stark contrast to the newer structures. 

As he walked by the tavern he absently looked over the impressive craftsmanship, but did not give it much more thought, following the road until he reached the side road Gallous had explained. Although it was still early morning, he did not care to linger about the city until closer to midday when it might be considered a better time to arrive. 

The alleyway took a few turns with a couple of other narrower paths leading from it between the close buildings. Along the walls empty boxes were stacked, providing nooks for the homeless to sleep or feral animals to make a home. He passed one man unconscious in the dry gutter, facedown in a congealing pool of vomit and his pockets emptied. 

He gave it little thought and continued around the final turn to a dead end right where the wall to the more inner part of the city stood along with a support pillar for the culvert which carried water from the city centre to the very edge of Emperious. Turning his eyes from the high red bricked structures he looked to the small area at their base. More crates and boxed were stacked, a ruined cart that was missing a wheel sat along one wall, and sitting in the shade of the building alcove were two men. The pair looked as if they were giving him little regard as they played a dice game, but he could see their wary looks which increased as he directly approached them. 

Before either man could speak Raziel took the coin from his pocket and flicked it into the dice in the gutter between them. 

“Hey now,” one of the gruff men grumbled as he picked up the special coin. “What’re you want? You’re messing with our game.”

“Just show me to Gallous,” Raziel replied simply, and the men exchanged concerned glances.

“What’s the pass phrase?” the second man demanded as they both rose to their feet. 

“There is none,” replied Raziel confidently.

Again the pair looked to each other and nodded subtly.

“You weren’t followed were you?”

Raziel did not reply and his irritation began to grow, the man looked away from his glare and cleared his throat.

“This way then,” grumbled the man and waved for Raziel to follow.

As he did the second doorman swiftly headed down the alleyway, likely to check for unwanted guests that may have followed Raziel. 

“Wouldn’t expect to see a Fae coming here,” the man remarked as he led the way to the stacked boxes in the corner at the base of the wall and aqueduct. 

Raziel did not reply and the man glanced awkwardly over his shoulder before clearing his throat again.

“Down here,” the man said, showing the way through a cleverly concealed path through the boxes and down a short flight of stairs. 

At the bottom an old iron bound door stood against the support pillar of the aqueduct and the gruff man banged loudly on the wood. At head height a small latch opened shortly and closed just as abruptly before Raziel heard the sound of heavy locks moving behind the door. The tingle of magic also prickled across his skin, like a fresh breeze, as a few magical locks were also lifted. The door swung inwards with a creak and a stout dwarf poked his bearded head out, his eyes narrowed beneath his bushy brow.

“This one’s for Gallous,” the man leading Raziel said simply before turning and heading back up the stairs to his post.

The dwarf snorted as he looked at Raziel, but he opened the door wider and motioned him inside. Raziel obliged and stepped through, his red eyes quickly adjusting to the gloom and scanning the entrance room. The dwarf locked the door behind Raziel before he walked ahead and waved him to follow.

“This way Fae,” grunted the dwarf and lead the way along the path. 

To either side ran a second story walkway and leaning on the rail at both were a pair of archers, their expression marked with a hint of curiosity as they watched Raziel. The end of the entrance room moved through a round doorway and the parallel walkways vanished into smaller tunnels in the slimy bricks. A single crystal light floated at the centre of the ceiling, its pale glow causing the grim and mould to shimmer. Aside from the sound of his and the dwarf’s feet Raziel could hear the sound of trickling water echoing from the distance, the shuffle of other steps coming from somewhere behind the walls, and muffled whispers. Glancing to the side before he moved through the round doorway, his keen gaze spied a concealed slit in the brick work, confirming his thoughts that there was a hidden path that could be used for defence of the hideout should it ever be raided. In this instance it was also being used to spy on his arrival and take word to those in charge of these revolutionaries. 

The corridor beyond the round door was narrow with more lights floating near the low ceiling. There were grates at the bottom of the wall where the sound of running water came from, along with an unpleasant smell. A dozen or so meters later the hallway opened up again into a larger room that was more well lit with the floating crystal lights. The decor had taken a change as well, no more did it seem an old city sewer and now took on the appearance of a run down store house. Remnants of plaster and wallpaper was on the stone walls and the railings of the stairs that led up to the walkways was carved wood that had become pale and cracked with age. At one side a flight of stairs led further upwards and suggesting it might even go to the street level. From the walkway other corridors reached into the dimness and opposite where Raziel entered stood a large table and a gathering of chairs. Beyond that a smaller door stood closed, this one made of wood and cast iron, and at a seat beside it sat a gruff looking man who was reading the morning paper. 

More people were mulling about the place, some going about their own business, most at the large table looking on curiously as he and the dwarf approached. 

One of the tall men by the table smiled wide and moved to greet Raziel, offering a warm handshake. 

“I am glad you came,” Gallous greeted politely. 

“Don’t make me regret it,” Raziel replied simply, ignoring the extended hand and walking by to stand before the table. 

The doorman said nothing as he left and an uneasy silence filled the large room as Raziel regarded the others at the table closely. There, another shorter man stood, his arms crossed before his barrel chest, beside him stood a young woman, similarly regarding Raziel with unease as she leaned on the table top. The last of the group was a burly dwarf, who sat in one of the chairs as he eat from a large plate of beacon, eggs, and sausages. 

“This is the one you spoke of?” Wondered the woman, her dark brown eyes narrowing at Raziel.

“A Fae,” snorted the short man and shook his balding head. “You and your beloved fables, Gallous.”

“That has nothing to do with it,” Gallous replied stiffly and moved to stand by the dwarf’s chair. “As I told you, Raziel here has experience in revolution that could be helpful for us.” 

The balding man shook his head and let out a deep breath. 

“If I am not wanted, I’ll leave,” Raziel stated, his hard stare causing the short man to look away. 

“Perhaps if you tell us of your experiences,” the short and petite woman suggested, though her expression was unimpressed.

“First, I would like to know with whom I am speaking,” Raziel replied evenly, looking to Gallous.

“Of course,” agreed the tall man. “You are speaking with Higgins and Nayroc, and this dwarf stuffing his face here is Barnabous Blackbeard.”

The dwarf stopped eating to raise his mug to Raziel before taking a long swallow, his handlebar moustache and pointed beard becoming covered in foam from the beer. Barnabous grumbled under his breath as he took out a handkerchief and carefully patted his beard down, taking care not to mess up his neatly curled moustache. 

“Welcome,” the woman Nayroc said curtly. “Your experiences?”

Raziel studied each of the conspirators closely and took a slow breath as he crossed his arms before his chest. 

“I led a rebellion in the Faelands,” Raziel said simply. “But ultimately lost and was punished with exile.” 

“Lost?” Higgins scoffed, shaking his head.

“I underestimated the strength of my adversary,” Raziel said, his eyes narrowing at the balding man. “To my eye it appears you all are doing the same. Such a small group against the might of Riparian’s current Emperor.”

“This is merely our command post,” Nayroc replied swiftly. “Our main strength waits for our instructions.”

“Still,” Raziel looked around to the shabby hideout. “If I had known this was an ill-conceived plot I would not have bothered to come.” 

“Ill-conceived?” Snorted Higgins and he turned away, shaking his head. 

“If it wasn’t, why would you bother inviting me?” Raziel looked to Gallous. “Why is my experience and knowledge so vital to this coup?”

There was silence in reply and Raziel watched as Gallous and Nayroc exchanged serious looks. 

“Fae are experts in magical knowledge, yes?” Gallous asked, looking to Raziel. 

“Your sorceresses and mages are too, are they not?” Raziel asked in reply. 

“Those we can trust have no answers,” Gallous said with a sigh. 

“And we can’t risk going to the Magic Academy in either City State or Solaris,” Nayroc added and let out a deep breath as she ran her hands through her long black hair. 

“Why do you need magical expertise?” Asked Raziel, his interest in the situation quickly depleting. 

“You know the legend of Spirit Rings, yes,” Higgins said, causing Raziel to clench his jaw. “Of course you do. The story of King Olcost possessing all seven rings and being immortal, is also known to you?”

Raziel nodded slightly, his jaw still clenched. 

“We believe Emperor Algion IV has all seven rings, or something of a similar nature,” Higgins said gravely. 

“It is not the Spirit Rings,” Raziel said simply. “Be certain of that.”

“Good to know,” Gallous nodded, his expression optimistic. “It has to be a similar magic though.”

“Not Fae magic,” Raziel stated, his arms still crossed and his jaw tight. 

“It is unknown, and it is powerful,” Nayroc said, a frown on her brown. “The Emperor is nearing a century old and yet he still acts and appears like a man in his mid-fifties. That is not all, when both his first and second child attempted a coup of their own over a decade apart they both failed spectacularly and were executed by the Emperor himself.” 

“Your point?” Asked Raziel. 

“My point,” Nayroc said slowly, her frown deepening. “Is that is it documented that during both occasions the Emperor fought his children with what was described as an endless amount of energy and power. All magic and talents are at the mercy of the wielders own stamina. No one can continuously fight with powerful spells or abilities endlessly.”

“There are a few exceptions of course,” Gallous added seriously. “But the Emperor does not fall into any of them.” 

“You point?” Raziel asked again, not bothering to hide his growing irritations. 

“Isn’t it obvious?” Higgins snapped, throwing up his hands irritably. “We need to know how this is possible before we can openly strike.”

“That is why we need someone more knowledgable in magic,” Gallous explained, though he need not have. “Why we need you, Raziel. Fae are said to be the wisest in the ways of magic.”

“Folk lore and fairy tales,” Higgins muttered quietly, scratching his bald head. 

Raziel stayed quiet as he regarded each of the conspirators across the table from him, he could see the desperation on their faces hidden beneath the masks they wore. Their coup was not going well, and if this final attempt did not work their failure would be certain. The only one of the group who seemed relaxed was the dwarf, who continued to eat his meal as he watched the conversation curiously.

“Not all Fae are magical experts,” Raziel said slowly, watching Gallous’ optimistic expression swiftly change to one of defeat. 

“Knew it was pointless,” Higgins grumbled and swore, turning away from the table. 

“Fortunately for you all, I am,” Raziel continued.

Gallous’ expression brightened immediately and a pretty smile spread across Nayroc face. Higgins was less exuberant than the others and his slight smile turned to a frown as he looked at Raziel closely.

“Bet your knowledge doesn’t come free though,” the older man huffed, his arms crossed before his chest again. “Am I right?”
“Of course,” Raziel replied simply. “As I am no diehard for your cause that should be obvious.” 
“Don’t worry, we expected as much,” Gallous spoke up before Higgins could reply. “Name your price, Raziel and we shall do our best to accommodate.”

Looking thoughtfully to the table top Raziel did not reply, the hints of a smile coming to the corner of his mouth. 

“I shall, when the time comes,” he said, causing the others to look at him suspiciously. “Once this revolution is successful there will be more at your disposal to, how did you say it, accomodate me.” 

The trio looked to each other, slight frowns on their faces as silent words were shared. The dwarf, now finished his meal snickered as he regarded Raziel closely. 

“Deal,” Barnabous said enthusiastically before the others could answer. 

No one else objected to the decision, though their concerned expressions lingered. 

“Deal,” Raziel echoed his voice raising subtly. “An agreement forged by words and honour, and any who break this pact shall be met with misfortune.”

The group glanced to each other again, their unease apparent.

“What's that supposed to mean?” Higgins demanded. 

“The fable, A Deal With a Fae,” Gallous said suddenly, his features brightening. “The words that bound Prince Henry to the verbal agreement.”

Gallous nodded his head and turned a smile to his companions, only to be met with confusion. 

“You see,” Gallous explained seriously. “The Fae always offer two kinds of deals, the verbal sort for most small agreements, and magical contracts which-”

“We get it,” Higgin interrupted, shaking his head. 

Again Barnabous chuckled, and he took the last mouthful from his tankard. 

“Very well, I shall meet your Emperor now,” Raziel asked abruptly, causing the group to turn their confused looks to him. 

“You mean Algion IV?” Nayroc wondered.

“Who else would I mean?”

“Well, that’s,” the young woman stammered. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

“It will be,” Raziel said simply and turned from the table.

“Wait, hold up Raziel,” Gallous exclaimed, and rushed to stop him before he left. “You can’t simply walk into the palace and expect to have an audience with the Emperor of Riparien.”

Raziel did not reply, fixing the tall man with a stern eye. 

“I can, and I do,” Raziel did say, moving past Gallous and heading for the exit. 

“Damn it, he’ll ruin everything,” Higgins exclaimed. 

“Nayroc, go with him,” Raziel heard Barnabous say. “Pretend he’s an emissary from the Faelands or something.”

“Right,” Nayroc said hurriedly and Raziel heard the running footsteps as she rushed to catch up with him.

Raziel was already at the corridor that would take him to the alleyway entrance by the time the young woman came along side him. 

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Fae,” Nayroc said seriously.

Raziel hide his smirk as he continued his swift pace back through the corridor and out into the alleyway. 

“Of course I do,” Raziel replied, not looking to the woman. “The same cannot be said for your group. Indeed, I wonder who the person in charge could really be.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nayroc demanded and Raziel could feel the glare she was giving him. 

“Who hides behind that well defended door?” Raziel turned a sly look to Nayroc, causing her to look away. “You know exactly what I mean.”

Nayroc’s silence said more than enough for Raziel and as he confidently led the way along the city streets he hide his growing smirk well.  
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Chapter Three
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It was mid morning and the sun had become hot, baking the red bricks of the buildings and scorching the back of their necks. But the heat did not prevent the locals from going about their business and the streets of Old Town were bustling. 

Taking the main road through the district it was not hard to know which way to go for at the centre of Emperious, the Emperor’s Tower, stood high above all the other buildings, like a spear of red reaching into the clear azure skies. At the summit of the palace a great red crystal was held in a fork of stone, its depths shimmering with light. 

Passing through the dividing wall between the circle of the city called Outer Reach and into the Mid Circle, Raziel led the way with Nayroc walking beside him and who was struggling to keep up with his swift pace. The young woman was nearly a foot shorter than he was and her legs needed to walk twice as fast to keep her pace with him. 

Slowing his stride a little Raziel quietly looked about the city, somewhat surprised at how dramatically the scenery had shifted after leaving Old Town. The houses looked much newer and the sidewalks were clearly swept and maintained a good deal more than the paths in Outer Reach. Even the people on the roads were dressed in finer clothing, the merchants here sold their wares from shopfront more often than street stalls, and more horse draw carriages occupied the streets. 

As they walked in silence Raziel could feel Nayroc continue to look at him, every time they stopped to allow traffic to pass he noticed out of the corner of his eyes she was studying him. At first he ignored it, but as their trek continued for many minutes he could feel his irritation swelling to the point the hand that was in his pocket was clenched into a fist. 

“You have a question?” Raziel finally asked, stopping to face the young woman as they cut through a parkland.

“What?” Nayroc asked in surprise. “No, not really.”

“You keep looking at me like you wish to say something.”

“No, it’s not that,” the woman looked to the old oak tree growing at the centre of the gardens. “I’ve just never seen a Fae before.”

Raziel smirked in amusement and shaking his head slightly he continued walking. 

“I do have a question though,” Nayroc spoke up as they walked. “Do you have a plan for once we reach the palace at all?”

“Of course,” said Raziel, not looking to the woman. “The dwarf Barnabous understood right away. If the rest of you were more cunning this little revolt might be more advanced than what it is.”

“Keep your voice down,” Nayroc hissed, her dark eyes darting around to the many others on the street.

“Why?” Asked Raziel, stopping abruptly to give his full attention to her. “So we can whisper suspiciously in a dark alley. These people don’t care about your plans, they only care for their own well-being and that of their loved ones. It is irrelevant to them who sits on the throne. It will only become relevant when that person’s decisions start to adversely affect them directly, every day.”

He continued walking without waiting for Nayroc to reply.  

“So what was the Fae leader you rebelled against doing to adversely affect your people?” Nayroc asked curiously. 

“Neglect,” he replied simply, his tone making it clear he did not want to continue the conversation. 

Nayroc did not ask anymore questions on the topic, but he could still feel her continue to glance at him as they walked the main road towards the centre of the city. 

The day grew hotter as they neared the next dividing wall that separated Mid Circle with the Inner Circle. Sweat trickled down his brow and back, forcing him to take a pause under the shade of a row of trees and drink from the small silver flask he kept on his belt. Taking a long swallow of the cool water he noticed that Nayroc did not seem to even notice the uncomfortable temperature. 

“Fire talent,” the young woman said, noticing his curious look. 

As she spoke Nayroc raise her hand and clicked her fingers causing a flame to burst alight at the end of her index finger where it danced without causing her pain or injury. Bring the small flame towards her face she puckered her lips and blew it out, flashing him a smile.

“Fae are like elves, dwarves, and halfings, right?” Nayroc said more than asked. “They don’t have talents?”

Raziel shook his head as he clipped the flask back on his belt. 

“Strange that the Fae are so knowledgable of magic then,” Nayroc wondered. “Do you have mages and sorceresses in the Fae lands?”

“Magic is different there,” Raziel replied simply, once again walking swiftly along the road. 

The gates into the Inner Circle had guards stationed there, their eyes watching Raziel and Nayroc closely as they passed through, but they did not otherwise act. Again the difference in class in the smallest circle of the city was stark in comparison. Here there were mainly residential buildings and governmental departments, all meticulously maintained. The foot traffic had decreased dramatically and no longer was there a clear main road as it broke apart into a maze of wide streets that twisted and turned through the buildings. 

The palace was still glaringly obvious, reaching high above his head now. Nayroc did not saying anything to him to correct his path so he continued in a direct a route as possible. Entering the palace happened rather suddenly, the three story houses on the street became one structure and the roofs arched across the roads. Before he realised the blue sky had been replaced with a high ceiling and under foot the road became a tiled courtyard, broken up by lush gardens and ornate fountains. 

More guards patrolled the area, their polished armour glinting in the light of dozens of floating crystals throughout the grounds.

The foundations of the Emperor’s Tower began as great arches and buttresses stretching out from a single grand building that had wide doors and stain glass windows. The walls of the building were covered in recesses where beautiful statues stood and amazing artworks hung. From balconies near the ceiling plants and vines dangled down, all covered with colourful flowers and Raziel spied many birds and animals as he drew closer to the huge entrance way.

More guards framed the grand doors into the base level of the palace, but he strode past them without much regard. Beside him he could see Nayroc taking a few steadying breaths, but other than a small amount of nerves she did not seem uncomfortable coming here, an observation that brought a slight frown to his brow. He had his suspicions as to the reason for her ease in the royal palace, but they were of no matter now. 

Inside the doors a small hall greeted him, and its centre a glass cylinder reached down from the ceiling to the floor. There, an archway led onto a glowing crystal disc where a single woman stood waiting, her expression marked with boredom. Her expression changed when she noticed them approach, but the fake smile she wore was struck with curiosity when she regarded Raziel more closely. Two guards stood at the sides of the entrance onto the disc, but they did not make any moves to prevent them access. 

“Good morning,” the woman greeted as Raziel stepped on the glowing lift with Nayroc beside him. “Which level of the Emperor’s Tower are you wishing to travel?”

“I have an audience with his Highness,” Raziel said dismissively, his eyes turning to look up the glass shaft of the lift. 

“I am unaware of any scheduled appointments, sir,” the attendant replied, her eyes narrowing. 

“I am an emissary from the Faelands,” Raziel turned a stern glare towards the woman. “Is that not obvious? I have come in person to speak with Emperor Algion IV on behalf of my people. Take me to him.”

The now flustered woman stammered over a few words, looking to the guards for assistance. The pair of armoured soldiers were paying attention now and one of them gave a subtle nod to the attendant. 

“Very well sir, I apologise,” smiled the attendant. “This is very unexpected. One moment please.”

Raziel did not say anything and the woman hurried to activate the lift, summoning her magical energy to operate the crystal disc. The magic within the disc flared suddenly and the platform began to levitate and fly upwards, slowly at first but quickly gaining speeds as it raced up through the tower. 

As soon as the platform began to ascend Raziel noticed Nayroc had quickly moved to the middle of the disc and her shoulders had become suddenly very stiff. The young woman’s muscles tensed even more as the building on one side of the glass cylinder fell away and grand views across the city opened up before them. The light of the sun burst through the glass, warming Raziel’s face, a bemused expression formed on his features as he regarded Nayroc’s reaction closer and realised she must be uncomfortable with heights. 

When the lift stopped Nayroc was the first off and Raziel followed slowly. 

“I apologise again for the delay sir,” the attendant said as he departed. “I wish you well with your audience with our illustrious Emperor.” 

He did not bother replying, ignoring the woman as he walked into the entrance hall. Directly from the lift the room moved into an amphitheatre where the level was divided. At either side of the room a stairway arched up to a single landing where two guards stood motionless in front of a closed door. Framed by the two staircases was a short hall and another door where two more guards stood, halberds in their hands. From the stairs on the right a short bald man hurried down, his brow furrowed and his gait agitated. 

“This is highly irregular, my lord,” the chamberlain said hurriedly as he moved towards Raziel. “His most illustrious highness has been forced to reschedule to accommodate your unexpected visit.”

“Good,” Raziel said simply, walking past the short man and towards the flight of stairs. 

“This was, if you please,” the chamberlain skipped in front
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