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      The three adventurers had been walking through the forest most of the day. The forest was thick with trees, the sun occasionally breaking through the canopy, but more often than not the branches and leaves thwarted the sun’s attempts, leaving the forest with large pools of darkness. The underbrush was dense and clung to their feet; trees, fallen by lightning or old age, often blocked their path, forcing them to climb over or go around.

      The trio was composed of Regina, Artorius, and Lisa. Regina tucked a lock of blonde hair back into place underneath the bejeweled headband she wore. Since it was a warm day, she was thankful for the white sleeveless one piece shirt she wore, along with the light green pants, both of which hugged her slender frame. She pushed aside a small branch with her left arm, which was encircled with several bracelets. The largest one held a beautiful blue stone. A translucent light green shawl was attached to her shoulders, along with one corner of it attached to a bracelet. As she pushed aside another branch, she was grateful the shawl was virtually tear-proof.

      During the two and half years she had been adventuring with Artorius, she wondered how he could wear his massive armor no matter what the weather was. She thought it must be his Paladin training. Only his head was uncovered, the rest of him was dressed in elegant armor, which would have blinded Regina with its reflection if it hadn’t been so dulled. A massive upper torso helped him carry the giant blade on his back, the Advent Blade was almost a foot wide and four feet long. When she had first saw him at the Death’s Door tavern, she thought him ruggedly handsome, although his face was marred by the HY brand on his left cheek. Another lock of her hair fell out of place and brushed her lips. She puffed at it, and thought there was a reason Artorius kept his dark hair almost military-style short.

      The trio stopped at the edge of a lake. On the opposite side was a large meadow where the remains of a large building were barely visible. Lisa came up to Regina’s right. She glanced over at the fifteen-year old girl. Unlike her two companions, Lisa wasn’t out of breath. Regina thought being a Khul had some advantages. She reached up and grabbed a small pine cone that had attached itself to the red ribbon in Lisa’s brown hair. The girl chuckled and the trio made its way back into the forest, to follow the edge of the lake to the other side.

      

      Half an hour later they came to the ruin, a pile of rubble almost a story tall. From the amount of debris Regina assumed the former structure hadn’t been large. Most of the chunks of rock were pockmarked and weatherbeaten and overgrown with lichen and moss. The four walls remained standing, but the ceiling had collapsed entirely. Sections of the stone floor buckled upwards, plants and grasses breaking their way through to reach the sun.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Regina said. “Artorius, look.” Disappointment was evident in her face and voice.

      “They said treasure was here. You couldn’t hide a wild boar in this,” added Lisa, waving her hand toward the rubble. Regina couldn’t blame her. She had probably been expecting something bigger, perhaps grander and definitely in far less pieces.

      “Let’s just look around,” said Artorius, and patted one of the girl’s wide shoulders.

      Regina squatted down beside a large piece of rubble beside her. Etched into the rock was some faded writing. She traced the characters with her finger, rubbing off some of the dirt and loose moss. “This could be the writing of the Brom tribe. It’s hard to make out.” She looked up at Artorius. “We might be at the right place.”

      They spread out. She continued to study the faint markings, becoming more sure they were written in the Brom language. Very little was known of the tribe, not because they were mysterious, but because they were a small and unimportant folk. She looked up from the writing, trying not to feel dejected. The three of them had come here to find treasure. That was their job, they were adventurers. She looked at Artorius and Lisa, both of whom were crawling and climbing over the rocks, looking for clues underneath the stones and in the weeds. Artorius’s armor clanged and pinged as he moved about, Lisa barely made a sound. Dressed in denim shorts and a workman’s shirt that she often rolled and tied off at the shoulders and tails, the stone debris didn’t bother her at all. Regina really hoped this ruin wasn’t a waste; the last three they had raided hadn’t yielded much and their money was starting to run low. They would need a decent payday soon if they were going to survive. She was worried, more for Artorius than herself. Lisa was a thief, she could get by on stealing what she needed; she’d been doing it since she was nine. For herself, if worse came to worse, Regina figured she could probably go back to the Temple. And as for Artorius…she wasn’t sure what he’d do. Adventuring was as close to illegal as he got.

      She hoped this ruin would pay off, it had been her idea to look for relics of the Brom tribe. They were little more than a footnote in the books about local tribes and clans, but she knew none of the museums had any artifacts from them. She needed to save at least a small something of them, no matter what it was.

      After several minutes of useless scrounging, Lisa called out, “Hey guys! I found something!” Artorius and Regina ran over. Lisa stood back up, brushing dirt and grass off her bare thighs and the back of her shorts. Regina saw the outline of a large rectangle in the ground, taller than a man’s height and half as wide. She and Artorius exchanged hopeful looks. “Could be,” Lisa said.

      Regina held out her left arm. The blue stone on her bracelet glowed and the swirls in the stone moved. A blue glow emanated from the bracelet, then flared brighter, like a spark catching fire. The stone rose into the air, free of the bracelet. In its blue glow, metal objects appeared. They joined and formed larger pieces. The stone flared brightly again. After the glow faded Regina’s bracelet was gone, in her grip was a metal staff about five feet long. At its head was the stone, now larger and more spherical, a somewhat semicircular arch encompassed the stone. Regina’s Device had completed its transformation.

      She pointed the Device at the square. On the ground a rune of blue light appeared. It spun around for a few seconds then disappeared. The square split in half and there was the rumbling of machinery from beneath the adventurers’s feet and the scraping of stone against stone as the doors parted. Beneath them a set of stairs led into the dark. They entered.

      They came to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. Even though it was still mid-afternoon the sun couldn’t penetrate the darkness they found themselves in. Regina stepped past Artorius. With a series of metallic clicks a trigger formed on the handle of the staff not far from the head. She pointed it down the passage and pulled the trigger four times. Four white balls of light shot forth, racing down the passageways, then rose towards the ceiling, taking stationary positions equal distance from each other. With their way now well lit, the trio continued farther into the ruin.

      The smell of wet earth and stale air filled Regina’s nose. The walls and floors were made of rectangular tiles mortared together, all of them rough and uneven in size. Regina’s eyes scanned the walls and floors, she kept her ears open for any sounds that were out of place. She repeated Artorius’s mantra of caution: Every ruin like the first ruin. She saw his weapons were sheathed, but he had his hand close to his sword hilt. She came to a corner that turned right and found herself in a second passageway. Walking under one of the lighting balls, she came to the end of the hall to find the first decorations she had ever seen. Facing each other from opposite walls were two large stone statues, taller than Artorius. They resembled massive gorillas in armor; each one held a large broadsword, its tip resting on the ground between their bare feet, their hands wrapped around the hilt. Regina examined them. The craftsmanship was average, she noticed, but obviously done with care. She found them bland; no one had ever bothered to paint them, but that fit in with what little she knew of the Brom, they hadn’t been very interested in decorations.

      “They remind me a lot of gargoyles,” she said.

      “They’re not, are they?” Regina heard the tremor in Lisa’s voice and saw the young girl’s brown almond-shaped eyes dart around the passageway.

      She looked at Artorius in concern; she knew Lisa had a fear of gargoyles that bordered on being a phobia.

      “No, just statues,” he said in a gentle tone. “Let’s keep moving.” He patted Lisa’s shoulder in reassurance, and took the lead again, putting Lisa between himself and Regina.

      Past the statues, the floor tiles became larger, but still had the rough hewn quality of all the others. As Artorius stepped forward a broadsword swung out from the wall. He barely missed it and Regina jumped in surprise. She saw the gleam of the blade’s edge as it reflected the light from the lighting balls, they were still sharp enough to kill. Artorius took a sidestep, hitting another tile and a second sword from the opposite wall swung out. He danced out of the way, but as he did, stepping on more tiles, more blades swung out from their hiding places in the walls. He managed to dodge them, but Regina was unsure how long he could last. She raised her staff, holding it under her right armpit, like it was a rifle. She was sure she would be able to shoot the blades as they came out, but Artorius was moving around so much that the possibility of hitting him was high. She wasn’t sure what to do.

      He shouted, “No!” She lowered her Device and looked on helplessly.

      Artorius’s dance of death continued. The fact that he had lasted this long was amazing, Regina knew it was because of his Paladin training. If she had entered this ruin alone, she knew she would have been mincemeat long ago. She saw dark stains on the blades; at first she had thought they were rust but now knew it was dried blood. She noticed a change in his rhythm, and wondered what he was doing. Then she finally saw what he had already figured out; there was a pattern to the swinging blades. His weaving and dodging forced him to dance around, stepping on different tiles and releasing pressure on others. He had learned which tile activated a blade. In a coordinated series of moves, he activated them. As a blade swung out, he cut it off at its base. Soon all six weapons were lying on the ground. He looked at her and Lisa, still standing on the far side near the gorilla-like statues. He pressed down on a tile with his sword. A mechanical arm shot out, but nothing was attached to it. Nodding that it was safe, Regina and Lisa passed by him before he followed.

      Farther down the passage Lisa came to a complete stop. Regina almost bumped into her. Before she could protest she saw what had caught Lisa’s attention. In front of them, on each side of the passage directly across from each other, were two uneven vertical stripes. They were a dark brown-red, like dirty water mixed with red clay.

      “Look at this. Strange, isn’t it?” asked Lisa.

      “Yeah,” she said. Except for the two statues they had seen earlier, Regina hadn’t seen any artwork of any kind. The walls and floors had remained the same drab colors and shapes the whole way through. While patches of rock had been more moss covered or worn than others, nothing indicated to her that a painting or engraving of any kind had ever decorated the walls. She had not spotted any alcoves or cubbyholes that may have held a statue or figurine at one point, no etching of the Broms’s gods or myths, not even a dire “Do Not Enter” order. Only the same boring tiled walls and floors and two unpainted stone gorillas. She thought it was strange to see such an obvious display of color.

      Lisa lightly tapped a smeared stone with her knife. Two vertical stone slabs slammed into each other, the crashing sound echoed throughout the passageways, and left Regina’s ears ringing. After a couple of breathless quiet moments the killer doors retreated into their respective walls. She and Lisa carefully passed by. They paused to watch Artorius, whom, because of his massive armor, came perilously close to springing the trap again.

      At another turn, they came to a third passage that opened into a small room. At the far end was a small platform on top of which sat a small wooden box. Like the rest of the ruin, this room was made of the same rough hewn tiles, and also bare of decorations. Large spiderwebs hung like tapestries from the ceiling; some were almost opaque with so much weaving, others stretched from wall to wall and were barely thicker than strands of hair. It would be nearly impossible to walk through the room without breaking or entangling them in her hair.

      Regina moved forward and Lisa put out her arm to stop her. “Before we go anywhere…”, Lisa’s voice trailed off. She looked from the room to the passage way they had just exited and back again. “Notice anything?” she asked.

      Regina gestured to the wooden box. “Besides what we came looking for?” She glanced around the room. “Some large cobwebs.”

      “Exactly. How many of those did we go through getting here?”

      “Hardly any,” Artorius answered.

      Regina had noticed the lack of webs but had thought nothing of it. Now it made sense to her; previous tomb raiders had made inside to varying degrees, clearing most of the webs. But it appeared they hadn’t gotten this far. She examined the web closest to her, and found she didn’t see any spiders on it.

      “I don’t think these are webs. Just a little test,” Lisa said. She cut one of the strands with her knife. A large section of the floor in front of her opened up, swinging downward on an unseen hinge. It stayed open for a brief moment. Regina looked into a dark pit sporting floor spikes and littered with skeletons. After several moments the tile swung back up. “Nobody sneeze,” Lisa said.

      Regina deactivated her Device, it was soon back in its standby mode on her wrist. She carefully made her way around, over and under the webs. She disturbed several of the strands, but the tiles never opened up to swallow her. She surmised that as a long as the strands weren’t broken she was safe. They were just as fragile as spider threads, however. The crossing felt to Regina like the most absurd exercise in calisthenics she had ever done. She was forced to bend and stretch and twist her body in ways she had never had before, not even while doing combat training at the Temple. Along with the webs and body distortions, the dust in the room was much thicker than in the other passages, it got into her nose and mouth and she suppressed her desire to sneeze. She finally made it to the area around the platform, which was free of webs and surrounded by smooth well-fitted stones.

      Lisa went next. Regina had it the easiest because of her slim frame. Even though Lisa wore the least amount of clothing of the trio, she was larger and more muscular than girls her age. She managed to make it across without breaking any strands, and joined Regina at the platform. Artorius tried following where the girls went, but he was too massive. Even without his armor there were spaces he couldn’t fit through. He was halfway across when the edge of his right shoulder plate cut through a thin strand. The tile under his heels swung open, but he leapt forward into a rolling tuck. A few moments later the tile closed.

      The trio stood around the pedestal and Regina opened the box. Inside were three small green statues, boring and unimpressive.

      Lisa looked around at the ruin. “It seems like a lot of work for something kind of plain.”

      “Each culture has its own view on what is valuable,” replied Artorius.

      Regina agreed with her friends; the statues were bland, just like the rest of the ruin. But she was happy to be saving at least a part of a long-lost tribe. As long as these plain statues were kept somewhere safe, she knew the Brom tribe wouldn’t completely fade from memory. As an InfoMage, it made her proud. She grabbed one of the statues. From her belt she took a Bag of All Holding. Untying the top of the small pouch, she put the statue in. It was taller than the bag, but when she put it in, it was completely swallowed up. As she put the other two in, her arm disappeared up to her elbow in the bag. As long as any object could fit into the opening of the bag, it didn’t matter how long it was. Size, in this case, didn’t matter. No matter how much they put into a bag it would never get bigger, it retained its same size no matter what. It did have one drawback: the weight of the object didn’t change. If Regina put a twenty-five pound stone in her bag, the bag would weigh twenty-five pounds. While it saved on size, they were careful not to fill it with too much stuff. Each of them had other bags of differing sizes, just in case they needed to take larger items.

      Just as Regina finished putting the last statue in her bag, there was a rumbling deep in the ruin. She felt a slight tremor and saw some of the thin webs swaying. All three turned to face the long passageway that was behind the platform.

      Lisa reached into her money pouch and pulled out a gold coin. Artorius did the same thing and faced her. “What do you think? Giant boulder or rushing water?” asked Lisa.

      A small smile played across his mouth, and he thought about it for a moment. “I’ll take a giant boulder this time,” he said.

      The rumbling grew louder, and the tremors turned into noticeable quakes, but the trio didn’t move.

      Soon a giant boulder came into view in the passageway behind the platform. It was smooth, more than seven feet across, and gaining speed.

      “Why is it always a giant boulder?” Lisa asked in an exasperated tone. “Why?” She gave the coin to Artorius. He pocketed his bet and the three ran across the floor, breaking the webs and dodging the trapdoor tiles. They entered the small passageway. As they ran, Lisa asked, “Why can’t it be a fireball or a pack of man-eating lions? I’m sick of the stupid boulder.”

      Even in their current situation, Artorius had a small smile. “It’s been done to death hasn’t it?” Lisa glared at him for his pun.

      They rounded the corner and ran up the second passageway. Regina was in the lead followed by Artorius then Lisa. The rumbling of the boulder followed them. Regina heard faint sizzles behind them, like water on a hot stove as the boulder hit the lighting balls. They approached the bloodstained sections of the wall. As Artorius passed, his sword tip swung about and tapped the wall. It snapped close. Regina and Artorius stopped and turned. Lisa was not with them.

      “Lisa!” Regina shouted.

      She heard her voice coming from the other side, muffled but distinct. “Go on! Go!” she said, urging them on. Artorius grabbed Regina’s arm, and pulled her towards the entrance. She knew Lisa would be all right, but a part of her still felt guilty for not waiting.

      They passed the gorilla statues and turned the corner, slamming into an iron gate. Knowing it had not been there when they had entered, Regina surmised it must have been activated at the same time as the boulder. It was at the foot of the stairs, keeping them just feet away from freedom and safety.

      Regina called back behind her. “Lisa! Hurry up!”

      Lisa rounded the corner, ran to the gate and grabbed it with both hands, then ripped it out of the stone wall and tossed it aside. Regina thanked the Lords of Divin for the superhuman strength of Khuls.

      The boulder crushed the stone gorillas and continued after them.

      They ran up the stairs and out into the waiting forest. The boulder crashed into the stairs. The ground shook and dust and dirt rose into the air as the stairs were crushed, the ruin was sealed forever.

      Regina were exhausted, but her and her friends were safe. Artorius had his hands on his knees, slightly bent over, catching his breath. He caught Lisa smiling at him. “Same old…” she said.

      “…Same old,” he finished.

      Regina smiled at her friends and let out a small laugh. “At least we got what we came for,” she said.

      Lisa gave up trying to remain standing and fell down onto her back in the grass, her arms and legs splayed out. “I need a drink,” she said.
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      It was early evening by the time Regina and her friends returned to the city of Vaneer. Built in a valley, it was the largest city and capital of the kingdom of Alfor. The centerpiece of the city was Alfor Castle. Built on top of a small mountain in the northern part of Vaneer, the front looked down upon the city. From the ramparts and towers, one had a complete view of the valley, while the mountains behind the castle protected it from enemies. There wasn’t a spot in the city that didn’t offer a glimpse of the magnificent castle.

      They passed the large wooden city limits sign. The sun slowly set in the west and painted the city in a warm golden hue. Like her companions, Regina was tired from the adventure, and wanted nothing more than food and drink and rest, in that order. But they had one more duty to perform.

      Inside the city’s museum they talked to the curator, a centaur they often dealt with named Azber. Human-like in build, he had fine white and tan horsehair covering his body instead of skin. His large belly sagged over the top of his trousers. His head was long, almost oval shaped, and his face was much like a horse’s except for a much shorter snout and smaller teeth. He had a mane instead of hair. The four of them stood in the Room of Animals, an exhibit filled with stuffed creatures and drawings, paintings and statues depicting animals from all around the world of DosShell. The museum was one of the cultural highlights of Vaneer, and was vast, even by metropolitan standards.

      The curator looked over one of the three Brom statues. He turned it over and over in his hands, running his fingers over the surface repeatedly, squinting his eyes and bringing the statues almost to his nose as he studied the details. “I’m just not sure, Regina,” he said. His speech was human-like although horse sounds sometimes penetrated through, particularly in his vowels.

      “They’re Brom prosperity statues. The tribe was wiped out hundreds of years ago,” she said.

      Azber tapped his hoof, which was slightly split into three hard toes, as he looked over the piece in his hands again. “They’re somewhat...plain, aren’t they?” he said.

      Regina couldn’t argue with him on that point but she was still disappointed that he was uninterested in these artifacts of history. He wasn’t going to get another Brom statue any time soon.

      Lisa stepped forward and reached for the statue. “Maybe the museum in Argo would want them,” she said.

      Azber nearly jumped out of his hooves, pulling the statue protectively toward him. His salt and pepper tail swished rapidly in agitation. “No, no, no. We’ll take them. You have been most generous over the last several years. It’s just...patronage has been declining lately.” He looked at Regina, who looked at Artorius. He nodded his head. She knew Azber would take the statues, despite all of his complaining.

      Outside, a few minutes later, Lisa gently shook the two bags the curator had given them. The sound of coins jangled, pitifully too few coins in Regina’s opinion.

      “We got ripped off,” Lisa said.

      “I thought he’d be more interested in them,” Regina said.

      “It’s all right. You did your job,” Artorius replied.

      She guessed he was right. She needed to take comfort in the fact that a small legacy of the Brom tribe wouldn’t be lost to the winds of history.

      “I have to admit I was looking forward to a bigger payoff.” Lisa shrugged her shoulders. Taking one last look at the museum, she turned back to her companions. “Oh well. Drinks?”

      Trumpets blared. Regina turned to see the crowd, who had been clogging the streets, part to make way for a procession. A line of soldiers, some on foot and others on horseback, slowly made their way down the paved street. The crowd murmured quietly. The soldiers, every one of them, were bloody and grimy, their faces long and pallid, and not a smile graced anyone’s lips. The hoofbeats of the horses echoed hollowly down the street. The crowd’s chatter rose in volume. From her position on the stairs of the museum, Regina couldn’t see what the commotion was about, until a wagon came into view. The soldier sitting at the front held the reins loosely in his hand. The wagon had low sides, and she saw the flag of Alfor draped across the front half of the wagon. Sticking out from under the flag and over the tail edge of the wagon were a pair of legs dressed in armor. They didn’t move. Lines of gossip and whispering followed the wagon as it turned a street corner and continued northwards.

      

      The funeral procession made its way into the central courtyard of Alfor Castle. The soldiers dismounted; young pages quickly gathered reins and bridals, and took the horses back to their stables. Castle workers, cooks, nurses, blacksmiths, servants, and more came out to the quiet courtyard. Most of the soldiers said nothing, they simply stood in silence.

      The ruler of Alfor, King Ryvas, sat at his large desk in his study. Behind him the southern wall had several windows that looked over all of Vaneer. On another wall hung a giant vanity painting of Ryvas in his dark red armor, his helmet tucked under one arm. On the opposite wall was his coat of arms and a series of portraits depicting the previous rulers of Alfor, Ryvas’s ancestors, going back many generations.

      Ryvas himself was dark haired, with a close shaven beard and mustache and brown eyes. The fur-lined crimson cape he usually wore was draped over the back of his chair, as he read the message from Marcus, his Mage Advisor. He was imploring hi to come to a small village to see something that had been found. Marcus hadn’t told him what it was, but had marked the message as ‘urgent.’ Ryvas would be sad to see him leave next year. As the Mage Advisor to King Ryvas, Marcus was only allowed to stay in the same kingdom for a maximum of seven years, then he would be transferred to a different kingdom. This was a mandate from the Dieta of Mages. It was to help prevent mages and rulers from forming too close a relationship, and unduly influencing one another when it came to policies and rules of the kingdom.

      Ryvas told himself he’d meet Marcus as soon as he could. He wondered what had gotten the man so excited. Before he could think about it further, there was a knock at the door. He looked up, stretched his back, then called out, “Enter.”

      The heavy door opened, and the guard stationed outside of his study entered and bowed. “Prince Timon has returned from the frontline,” he said.

      A large smile broke the king’s face. “Already? I wasn’t expecting him back for another four weeks.” Ryvas put his cloak on and waited in anticipation of his son’s entrance. He was happy he was back. During the last month he had worried about him so much, as all fathers did. “Send him in.” He tugged at his shirt front to straighten it. Perhaps the trip to meet Marcus in Wick’s Glen could wait a bit longer.

      “He’s in the courtyard, sir,” the guard said. He was almost ignoring Ryvas’s gaze, looking out over the king’s shoulder at the city of Vaneer, now almost completely wrapped in twilight.

      Ryvas raced through the castle and into the courtyard, his long stride carrying him swiftly down the steps. He immediately saw the wagon and quickly walked to it. Without giving himself a moment to hesitate, he whipped back the flag of Alfor that covered Timon’s dead body. He stood still for several moments, looking at his son’s prone form but not seeing it. Nothing registered in his mind. He barely felt the tightening in his chest, and the way his stomach had dropped to his ankles. His face moved, his lips and eyes and cheeks twitching and twisting. Anger and grief played themselves across his face in equal measure, neither emotion overwhelming the other. He swallowed, trying to wet his dry throat. “Damn this war,” he whispered, meaning it as a declaration, but unable to muster the force necessary. Pulling his gaze from his son, he looked at the few remaining soldiers who were bloodied and dirty and tired.

      At the moment there was a border dispute between Alfor and the neighboring kingdom of Ohun, having to do with the land that ran beside the River Angwyn. The river ran through several kingdoms and was a major trade route. Much of it ran through Ohun, then turned south, and several miles of it formed a border between Ohun and Alfor. After Ryvas had announced plans to build a trading post on the bank, King Jerrod of Ohun claimed the land was his. Ryvas said it belonged to him, and ordered construction of the post. Jerrod sent his soldiers to halt the building and the situation escalated. The two kings had met twice before, in hopes of settling the conflict, but neither were willing to give up. Thus the war had started, and had been continuing for over a month. Jerrod’s kingdom was much wealthier than Ryvas’s. He knew that Jerrod had a much larger and better equipped army than he did, but he refused to give in. The land belonged to him, and he would defend it if necessary. A trading post on the River Angwyn would greatly benefit Alfor. He had sent his son out to help rally the troops and push his father’s resolve to build the trading post.

      His military leader, General Haage, has told Ryvas such a move was dangerous. It was foolish to put royalty in harm’s way, he had said. But Ryvas had always led by example, and he tried to teach that in his son. He always told Timon about thinking of the people first. Sending his son had meant to show support, that the king cared for the population of Alfor and was ready to do was right for them.

      Ryvas bit the inside of his moth so hard he almost drew blood. Haage had been right, it had been foolhardy.

      A soldier approached the king. He bowed and said, “He came back upon his shield, sire.” Ryvas knew it was the standard message declaring his son had fought bravely and had died honorably. That is what it was supposed to mean. To him, it simply meant his son was dead. Anger was taking over his grief. This must have shown on his face, for the soldier bowed and backpedaled away from the king.

      “He shouldn’t have been on the frontline at all,” he said. He took a deep breath, trying to recover his composure. He looked at the other soldiers, some still mounted on their horses, and some leaning on coworkers and friends. “None of you should have,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear. He swept back into the castle.

      

      The sign hanging above the door identified the small tavern as Death’s Door. A human skull carved from wood hung beneath the words, the once-white sign faded from time and the elements.

      The small drinking establishment was busy. Humans mostly populated the place, but a few dwarves were present, along with a single necroleecher. It was as simple a tavern as one could be. Along one wall was the bar, behind which was the bartender and his drinks. Behind the bar was the kitchen. On the far side opposite the bar several booths took up the length of the wall. In between the space was filled with tables. Everything was made of simple wood, except the cooking utensils and the few glasses the bartender served certain drinks in. Several simple chandeliers held lighting balls and a few torches burned in scones on the walls. No decorations adorned the place. The folks who came to Death’s Door were there to eat and drink and talk. The din of conversation was somewhat muted; just because they wanted to talk didn’t mean they wanted everyone to hear what they were saying.

      Artorius, Lisa and Regina sat at a table against a wall. They had already eaten and their dinnerware had been cleared away. Each cradled a large wooden mug.

      “I still think they were worth more than what we got,” Regina said. She was still sore over the amount they had gotten for the Brom statues.

      Artorius tried to reassure her. “We’ve got enough to last a while.” He looked into his mug and saw it was empty. He rose, stretched and yawned. “I’m turning in for the night.”

      She looked at her own mug, a little drink was still left but she didn’t feel like finishing it. “Need someone to walk home with you?” asked Regina.

      Artorius waved away the offer. “No thanks.”

      Regina pushed her own mug away from her. “I’m a little tired myself.”

      Lisa stood up at the same time as Regina. “I’ll ask around some more in the morning,” she said. “See if any new leads turn up
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