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Synopsis
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This is the second part of the trilogy, Ismaril’s Journey.

In the first part, a small village called Eldholt, where people usually mind their own business, is being invaded by an army of Wolfmen, led by Yongahur, an angelic emissary of Gormoth, which is a realm in the northeastern part of Taëlia. Here, Azezakel the Black is the king, and Ishtanagul, his bride, is the queen. 

Yongahur and his army of Wolfmen are looking for a person who lives in Eldholt, going by the name Ismaril Farrider. Yongahur and the Wolfmen burn the village and kill many of its people when the villagers of Eldholt refuse to tell Yongahur where their friend Ismaril is.

When Ismaril returns to his home, he finds out his wife Maerion, and his little son Erestian were killed in the raid. Furious and beside himself with grief, he wishes to retaliate, and he brings three friends on a journey east to find Yongahur. Their names are Sigyn (who lost her fiancé in the Wolfman attack), Gideon, and Zale of Merriwater.  

But Ismaril carries deep secrets.

During the previous Wolfman War, he stole a magic sword made from the Unicorn’s horn; a Divine and holy creature that Azezakel’s men had killed. The horn was then forged into a sword. During the Wolfman War, a captain of the Khanduran army stole the weapon from Azezakel’s men. He understood the importance of the sword and urgently tried to deliver it to King Barakus of Khandur. Being ordered by the Court to prioritize his mission, he failed to save the life of Ismaril’s brother, who was killed by Wolfmen. Ismaril heard the captain neglected to save his brother’s life, and he retaliated. He found the captain wounded, killed him, and took the sword, without knowing that it had magic powers. 

Ismaril named the sword Gahil, the Demon Slayer.

On his journey to find the murderous Yongahur, Master Raeglin, a pilgrim of Divine origin, confronts Ismaril outside Merriwater. He claims to be in the service of the Mother Goddess, thought by many as the Creator of the Universe. 

Azezakel, son of the Goddess, manifested in Taëlia ages ago, declaring to be the Father of humankind. Since he and his angelic sons, whom the humans call the Dark Kings, and of whom Yongahur is one, they told the humans they had always tried to make peace with them, but all humanity could see, when looking back at their own history, was perpetual wars between humans and gods, continuing up to this day. Now, both humans and gods are preparing for the Last Battle to establish who shall be the rulers of Taëlia, considering the world will survive the war.

When confronting Ismaril in Merriwater, Master Raeglin notices something special and mysterious about Ismaril and tells him to seek the Book of Secrets which, according to legend, lies hidden somewhere inside the Snowy Mountains at the Gormothan border. The pilgrim has reasons to believe Ismaril is the right person to open the Book and get magic insights from it.

On their travels from Eldholt to Gormoth, Azezakel’s realm, they experience many adventures, and Ismaril loses three friends on his journey: Gideon, a man named Holgar, and Zale, his childhood friend. With much help from Master Raeglin and the earth spirit, Kirbakin the Gnome, Ismaril finds the Book of Secrets, opens it, and reads a poem within, pertaining to him, telling him what to do next. The poem tells him to go on a journey into the Underworld, where he will learn what he must learn before he can be of help in the Last Battle. 

After much hesitation, Ismaril and Sigyn find a boat by a river, running through the same cave in which they found the Book of Secrets. The two companions say farewell to Raeglin and Kirbakin, who no longer will follow them on their ongoing journey.

The first book ends when Ismaril and Sigyn disappear deeper into the cave, using the boat and the underground river to reach the Underworld.
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The Poem
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Life in fury, life in pain
much seems lost, though not in vain
The only shadows being real
are those that you thyself conceal.
Go through life with open eyes
bring light to Darkness, live no lies
For Darkness is not what you view;
it dwells in depth inside of you.
Where Darkness roams, you still must go
where stakes are high, and hope is low
where worst of horrors once been hurled;
journey through the Underworld.
Bring thy strength and bring thy weak
tame thy fury, feed the meek,
that dwells within but buried deep
Your roaring waves you still must keep
for yet some time for you to use
until it is time for you to choose.
Calm it gently, let it go
when sword and arrow, knife and bow
no more shall serve you on your quest,
put them down. Lay down to rest
what troubles you, for that shall be
but far-gone tears and misery.
Far you traveled for these lines
seen death and danger, troubled times
Bring what is yours but still not yours
and learn its will and tame its force.
Use it wisely, not with scorn
‘come fresh, anew, once more reborn.
Last, not least, now keep in mind
with Wisdom you must lead the Blind.
As hopeless as your quest might seem
it is on your shoulders to redeem
some who live in endless night
without Glory, void of Light.
For all the wise and for the fool
for shadows dark, for those who rule;
for those which hope since long is gone
and joy is foreign, faith is none
For all those, shine, be a star
and light the Darkness, near and far.
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Chapter 1: Hoodlum
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The town was slowly waking up in the southern region of the Kingdom of Urandor, when a shaggy rider entered Tambar, bringing the morning sun with him. He came in from the east and rode a black mare, stiff in joints, and with head hanging. The rider had seen better days, wearing a dark-gray cape, and a hood worn and torn at the seams, concealing his face. A large hole gaped wide open on his left shoulder, exposing a dirty white linen shirt. He rode leaned forward, but not from ailments or wounds, although he suffered from both; it was merely his riding style. People who saw him coming noticed two brown eyes, piercing nervously and alert through the darkness inside the hood, and a bushy, brown beard covered most of his face. 

The clattering of the hooves hitting the cobblestones echoed through the alley as the man approached the farmer’s market. Wherever he went, people stared; some frowning as he passed, others muttering from the side of their mouths, while yet a few spat on the ground, as if he were cursed. But he cared not; they knew who he was, and he knew their characters.

People are up early. It must not be a workday, the rider thought. He kept no track of days, for all days were the same to him. 

The farmer’s market was full of townspeople browsing through the stands. The way people were dressing, the rider concluded it must surely be a non-working day. Men had left their wide folded straw hats at home, and they had bathed and were well-groomed. Most of them wore embroidered shirts and flashing suspenders with colors matching their trousers. Women wore flower-decorated hats, topped off with white or brown eagle feathers. Having spent much time doing their hair, (in current fashion set up in eloquent and decorative patterns), they drew much attention from the men, and as custom had it, they wore ankle-long dresses.

The rider, who was young of age but repulsive in his raggedness and in need of a bath, held his horse and sat still for a moment, watching the crowd. 

It is typical, he thought. These people only care about how much admiration they get. 

He restrained his mare by a pole, patted her on the back, and approached the marketplace. People backed off wherever he walked, as if he had a deadly disease, but it bothered him not anymore; it was just more of the same.

“Hey, outcast!” a farmer shouted to the rider. “If you have credits, buy what you need and leave here! You scare my customers.”

The farmer grinned, exposing a mouth full of half-rotten teeth. His remark triggered some scattered laughter from people around.

“My name is not Outcast,” the rider said. “I am Hoodlum, and you know it.”

The farmer shrugged. “Yea, that’s a suitable name! Well, Hoodlum, having any credits?”

“I can barter.”

“I need no carved oak figures. They won’t fill me stomach, ya know. Why the hell don’t ya shoot a deer or something if you don’t wanna starve? That would be the decent thing to do, yes? Or go live on your damn berries. Plenty of ‘em in the woodlands. As long as you stay out of town, we will all benefit.”

Hoodlum opened a bag he had hung over his horse’s back in a braided band of flower stems. He took out a dirty brown cloth and opened it in front of the farmer.

“You know I don’t kill animals,” he said, unfolded the cloth, and pulled out a carved figurine. “This is a piece I am particularly fond of. I need a small sack of potatoes and some corn, if you would be so merciful.” He held out the carved wooden figurine, resembling a rider sitting on a horse standing on his hind legs, holding a removable spear. Hoodlum looked at his piece of art, and his eyes were enlivened.

“Want to trade?”

“What the hell should I do with something like that? Come back when you have credits, and we’ll do business, yes? That’s more than others here would do for ya.”

Hoodlum’s face turned dark red. “I can’t get any credits. No one is hiring me.” 

“No joke! Who wanna take on an outcast who stinks worse than my pigs?”

Hoodlum took a deep breath and gritted his teeth. Unable to take more abuse, he rushed out and grabbed the farmer by his shirt, pushing him against a brick wall.

“Let go of me!” said the farmer, now hanging in Hoodlum’s grip a foot above the ground. “I don’t want your dirty outcast hands on my clean shirt!”

By now, four men who had watched the incident came to the farmer’s rescue and pulled the ragged rider aside. 

“Leave, outcast!” one of them said. “We don’t want a freak here! What are you doing in our neighborhood, anyways?”

Hoodlum clinched his fists. “I live here! I am on the right to be treated with respect!” He let off the grip of the farmer’s shirt.

A young woman, who had joined her husband’s side, put her hands on her waist and pushed her lower jaw forward. “Respect?” she said. “You’re an outcast and a Mother Goddess lover! And more than that, you are gifted! That comes from the Evil Witch you call the Creator, and you know it! God will never accept you and your kind. You will burn in the Underworld! And I won’t have nothing of it!”

“My gift is not evil! And I was born with it!” 

The young lady picked up a rock from the ground and threw it at the outcast, hitting him hard on his temple. He stumbled, and for a brief moment he lost consciousness. A stream of warm blood poured down his cheek. Understanding this dispute would only lead to a disaster, he mounted his mare and rode out of town in a southward direction. He could hear the crowd scream and shout after him, but he ignored it.
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The Forest of Tambar was highly familiar to Hoodlum, and the path was narrow and full of protruding roots. The wood stretched about eight leagues from north to south, full of wildlife but sparse of fruits and other edible things; save for berries and roots that could pass as food for a few days; but often his body craved other things. For an outcast, it was not a simple task to get something from town. The townspeople needed not to worry about food, for they lived on excellent farmland, but as an outcast, lacking funds, Hoodlum could not buy any land. 

A brief ride into the forest, Hoodlum had built a little cabin by a creek. His abode was miniscule, but it suited him as a resort, and the fireplace kept him warm through the cold winters that haunted this part of the world, albeit he remembered nothing from last winter. A head injury he suffered recently erased most of his memories. The cabin, made of timber, had a nice porch outside with a rocking chair and a round table, both made of oak. He attended to his horse and fed her the hay he had stolen from town when the night was dark. 

“You are a good girl and companion, Stormcloud,” he whispered in her ear. “You’re my best friend, and we understand each other.” When he gave Stormcloud a hug, she snorted and moved closer.

At the creek, Hoodlum cleaned the wound induced by the young lady, got water, and sat on the porch. He was hungry, but if he drank, it would keep the worst hunger away until late evening, when he planned to make another visit into town to see if he could steal food somewhere. He had done it often, but it was a hazardous endeavor, for if they saw him, they would throw him in in jail. There were moments when they almost caught him, but he always got away. The townspeople must have suspected him from time to time, although there were plenty of other suspects, as well. The crime rate in Tambar was high, and Hoodlum was clever not to keep the stolen food inside his cabin in case the law enforcement came to inspect.

Tobacco grew in abundance in the forest, so Hoodlum had carved himself a fancy pipe, which he now filled with high-quality tobacco from his own backyard and had a smoke. As he puffed on the pipe, he was pondering what had happened earlier that morning, and then his mind wandered further back in time. 

He only vaguely remembered his early childhood, and his memory was hazy because of the mountain accident earlier. Some townspeople told him no one would name their child Hoodlum, but that was the only name he had for himself. As far back as he could recall, everybody had called him Hoodlum. He remembered little about his parents, anyway, aside from that female Ayasis warriors killed them when he was only a child, but he had no images of the incident in his head. Because he was gifted, the townspeople in Tambar accused him of being a Goddess worshipper, but that was not true, for he hated the Goddess, and he hated the female warriors who killed his parents in the name of NIN.AYA, the Great Goddess. The pain from the head injury returned each time he tried to recall his childhood.

Spared by the Ayasis warriors, an elderly couple adopted him. He barely remembered them, either; or perhaps he preferred not to, for they were treating him with little to no kindness. When they noticed he was gifted, it horrified them, knowing they must decide whether to keep him or set him out on the road. If they kept him, people would harass, ostracize, and brand them; perhaps even stone them to death. The other option was to disown him. Being gifted was uncommon, and it had only happened once before in Urandor, according to the rumors, and that little girl fell into the hands of the government. No one knew what happened to her after that, and no one bothered to find out.

His foster parents considered it too dangerous to keep the gift secret from everybody, so they chased him away and told him never to come back. Then they locked their doors and closed the shutters. He guessed he must have been only eleven or twelve by then.

Hoodlum now understood to the fullest that he was a sheep among wolves because of his gift, which superstitious people considered evil. No one he met understood the gift but instead relied on fallacy and fearful bedtime stories the adults told their children. In this Age of Darkness, many believed the Mother Goddess was the source of evil, and that Azezakel, the God most people worshiped, was the true and only God. Hoodlum also believed Azezakel was God, but as an outcast, everybody ostracized him from all temples of worship. After the head injury in the mountains, he stole an old stray mare and rode into the woods. There, he built his cabin, using the abundance of oak trees of which the forest was full. 

Now, as he sat on his porch, smoking his pipe, a wave of bitterness washed over him. He understood not why these Ayasis warriors had killed his parents and left him to fend for himself. Since then, his life had been a nightmare. He wished he could retaliate, so those who had slaughtered his parents got what they deserved.

A mockingbird interrupted his thoughts and sat down on his shoulder, chirping, and tilting his head.

Hoodlum smiled. “Hello, Yanoc! It has been a while. Is everything well?”

Yanoc chirped twice.

“Good! You look great! Come, let’s see if I have something for you.”

Yanoc stayed on his shoulder, and Hoodlum walked over to a bucket by the side of the cabin, half filled with dirt. He used a stick and stirred the dirt around, and a few fat worms came to the surface. 

“Here, Yanoc!” He fed the bird, who gulped the worms, chirped again, and then flew away. 

Later that afternoon, when he was out picking some berries, a mother deer with her kid kept him company. When they saw him, they came running out of the woods to greet their human friend. Hoodlum laughed and hugged the mother deer.

The two deer munched on birch leaves from a branch hanging low, while Hoodlum was picking berries and digging up a root. And they want me to hunt deer, he thought to himself. How does that even make sense?

—
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That night, he got caught. It was dark, or as dark as it could get in the summer. He sneaked into town, targeting a farm in the outskirts. There he stole a watermelon, some barley, and two corn cobs, but as soon as he had packed his loot on Stormcloud, two townspeople, walking down the road, discovered him. 

“Look, that’s the outcast! He’s stealing food from the farm!” one said.

“Get the law enforcement! This must stop!” the second one exclaimed.

Hoodlum mounted Stormcloud and rode away as fast as his old mare could take him and disappeared into the dark. He returned to his cabin, but he knew he was not safe, for they would come after him. He must leave, most likely for good, and it scared him. Although they never treated him well in Tambar, he could appreciate seeing other people, hostile as they were. The wilderness offered him no company, only more solitude, and he already had enough of that. 

But there was no time to linger. He packed some necessities, put on his belt, and stuck an old rusty sword in the sheath had he had hung above the fireplace. Then he mounted his horse, and the two companions went south, deeper into the forest. Hoodlum had no inkling where he was going. 
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Chapter 2: The Toll Master
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In the compact darkness that followed, there was no measuring of time, but it felt like three days might have passed since they left the cavern with the Book of Secrets. Their boat had proved as sturdy as it first appeared, and it was a simple task to navigate it through the tunnel, which became narrower as they floated along with the current in a slight downslope. Ismaril did not need to use the oars much, other than to steer away from the tunnel walls to remain midstream.

On what appeared to be the second day on the river, it leveled out. The current got weaker, and from thereon, Ismaril needed to use the oars to move forward. Although he had never used oars before, it did not take long until he mastered them. At first, the rushing river drowned other noises, but when it calmed down, they heard the oars hitting the water and the dripping echo from the damp tunnel ceiling. Here, it was darker than in the deepest grave, and they were both pleased and grateful Raeglin had given them the headbands with red and blue stones, lighting up the darkness like two bright stars.

Amid what they thought was the third day, they entered a cavern, and Ismaril slowed down, looking about. At the rear, Sigyn kept watch; and with their headbands, they lit up enough to remain oriented.

“These gemstones work with the same magic as those Raeglin and Zale used in the Foggy Mountains,” Sigyn said. “The darker the environment, the brighter these magic jewels shine.”

“Yes,” Ismaril said, “but it appears we won’t need them soon enough. Look ahead!”

A dim light emerged from the far side of where the river bent. Ismaril slowed down the vessel, suspicious of what they might see once they passed the turn. So far, the journey had been eventless, although they expected it would not last for too long; any change in the environment was a potential threat, and yet there was no other direction to go but ahead.

Now the river flowed faster again, and Ismaril used the oars as brakes to resist bobbing too rapidly with the current. When they passed the curve, they saw a bright light in the distance illuminating the entire cavern. They welcomed the light, but it appeared out of place. 

Ismaril steered the boat toward some rocks to their right. Away from the stream, he anchored it against the rock; he wanted to move no farther until he had evaluated the situation.

The water ran more forcefully before them, slanting down betwixt protruding rocks, making it difficult to navigate. Down yonder. the cavern ended, showing two tunnel openings beside each other, forcing the two rivers rushing in opposite directions, creating an undercurrent and a vortex in the midst. The black water was splashing where the massive, furious forces joined, and the impact when the rivers united had formed a waterfall to the right, disappearing into the abyss. The light they had seen at the bend came from the tunnel straight ahead.

Ismaril and Sigyn looked at the scenery with astonishment.

“How can we pass here?” Sigyn said, trying to override the noise from the rumbling water.

With the boat anchored, the oarsman eyeballed the waterfall. Only a few feet away, opposed to the rocks, he stared into the chasm. Even with his headlight on, he could see no bottom, if there ever was one. Then he looked straight. It would be challenging to maneuver the skiff past the undercurrent without being drawn toward the waterfall, rushing into the bottomless pit. Even if he was strong enough to steer the boat away, he doubted he would have the strength to row against the current inside any of the tunnels across.

“The light over there is no daylight,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, besides uninviting. Then, we have the tunnel to the left, which is dark. I never thought I would prefer darkness before light, but in this demonic realm, light is of evil.” 

Sigyn paced in her seat. “There is no way around this turmoil, and we can’t go upstream. We are trapped!”

“There are no ebbs and flows here, so no use waiting for the water to subside. We have only one option, and that is to move forward.” He looked at Sigyn, who anxiously locked her eyes with his and grabbed his arm; but she did not speak.

“Hold on to the stern, my shield maiden. This will be a tough ride. If we go down, we will go together; but I will do my best!”

Ismaril took a few deep breaths and focused on the task before him; then he steered the boat midstream, ready to navigate with the oars. The current took the hull, and as they approached the rapids, the oarsman had to use all strength and skills he had learned over the past few days. Dark and furious was the water that hit the boat from bow to stern and from port to starboard. Ismaril used his will and his brawny arms, trying his best to avoid the sharp and jutting rocks on each side of the rapids until his muscles almost ripped. Sigyn screamed behind him, but there was no time to attend to her. He could only hope she steadied herself enough to the stern to keep herself from falling overboard. He needed the flexibility to move about.

A vortex in the current hit their vessel, sweeping over the railing, soaking them with ice-cold water. Ismaril caught his breath from the shock wave, doing his best to keep his focus. With the boat moving fast down the forceful rapids, his oars became useless when his strength failed him. The vessel spun, caught by the grander vortex amidst, where the three currents met. He resigned, raised the oars, and could only hope the boat would not turn over or take in too much water and sink. Washing away the splashes from his eyes so he could see, he noticed they were moving away from the tunnel in the opposite direction, closing in on the waterfall.

Ismaril pulled out the oars and once more stuck them into the water, trying to direct the boat away from the chute and a certain death in the abyss. It was a desperate attempt, for the current was too strong for him. They were drifting toward the edge, and he knew there was nothing more he could do. In his mind, he envisioned them tumbling into the precipice, swallowed by the darkness, until death would take them. If they died here, where would their souls go? Sigyn’s scream sounded very distant to him now, as if her voice was just an echo in his head. Then the skiff fell over the cliff, with the two passengers on board. Ismaril had the sensation of leaving his body before it went dark.
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“Not so fast!” said the voice.

Ismaril was uncertain whether he had dreamt or was dead. The strange voice was deep sounding but distant, like in the twilight zone between dreaming and being awake. Lying on his back, he opened his eyes, staring into a pair of ghastly burning white eyes. In shock, he sat up, crawling away from the apparition, until he noticed he was in a boat, but it was not their vessel. He saw Sigyn beside him, half awake, so he moved toward her, away from the phantom. 

They were now both awake in full and stared at the inexplicable creature before them, steering the boat down the river with a black oar, long enough to reach the bottom of the calm water. The oarsman was of human size, but looked nothing like human. He was naked and genderless, and his skin was yellow and sunken, as if mummified. Whilst merely skin and bones, lacking all signs of muscle mass, his belly was yet massively distended, like on someone who had been starving most of his life. His neck was prolonged and thin and seemed unlikely to hold up the big, hairless head with its sunken cheeks, no visible ears, and with only two holes where the nose should go. His mouth had no lips and was less than half the size of that of a human. But the most frightening part was his eyes, emitting a white light, as if unseeing. Yet they locked on his two passengers, emotionlessly staring, never looking away.

Whoever this ghoul was, he had let Ismaril and Sigyn keep their headbands, weapons, and supplies. When Ismaril noticed this, he unsheathed his sword, Gahil, and pointed it toward the oarsman, who was unaffected by the act, continuing to steer the boat. 

“Who are you?” Ismaril asked. In his peripheral, he saw Sigyn sitting, paralyzed. There was no reply from the creature, who continued as if he had not heard.

“Are we dead?” 

Now the oarsman spoke, and his voice was deep and monotonous, not suiting his narrow and frail character.  

“Dead? Of course not! If you were dead, you would not be of any use to me.”

“But we fell down the precipice...” Sigyn’s voice was but a whisper. “We should be dead.”

“No, I saved you.”

“Why?” Ismaril asked.

“I told you. I need you alive... or dead. It depends on you.”

“Are... are you the Ferryman?” Sigyn asked.

“No such thing. I am the Toll Master.”

“Toll? What for?” 

“For passing. I need nourishment, and you shall give it to me.”

Sigyn was inquisitive. “If you wanted to eat us, why didn’t you do so already?”

“I do not want to eat you; at least not yet.”

Ismaril extended his sword arm toward the Toll Master, testing his position. “You look frail. It would be no match for me to kill you.”

The unlikely creature was operating his oar with the same repetitive movement, with his gaze still locked, giving them both shivers. 

“Don’t be foolish. You can’t kill me with a sword.” Although the creature did not seem to inhabit face expressions, he appeared amused. 

“Where are you taking us?”

“Closer to hell. We shall be at our destination before too long, unless you give me what I want, and I might change my mind. Two living fools come down here by choice, so it is my lucky day, and I can still my hunger.”

“Hunger for what?”

The Toll Master stuck his oar into the mud at the bottom of the water, and the boat stopped. He was now standing straight, without a movement, and only his small, round mouth and long-clawed fingers were moving, grabbing for nothing in thin air.

“Precious stones, of course,” he said. “Not of the kind you have on your heads, for those contain poisonous magic. Just precious stones. Give them to me, and I will consider letting you go.”

“And if we don’t have any?” Sigyn said. 

“Then I will not believe you. Everybody on the surface has plenty of precious stones. If you refuse to give them to me, I will eat you in lack of something better, although I hate human flesh. Then I will throw your souls to Ishtanagul, the Queen of this realm, and you will regret I did.”

“I will fight you,” Ismaril said.

“Fight as you may, but it will do you no good. You have no weapon that can defeat me. No mortal can kill what is already dead.”

Ismaril ran to his feet and swept Gahil across the Toll Master’s long neck, but the blade went right through, creating no harm. The creature showed no reaction and stood silent. Ismaril’s blood froze in his veins. The apparition was correct; he could, of course, not kill the dead.

Sigyn tried to calm the situation. “How can you consume precious stones if you are not among the living? How does that still your hunger?”

“I am not here to answer your questions, only to get what I want, if you wish to continue your journey, unhindered by me, that is.”

Ismaril put Gahil back in its sheath and tried to think. They had nothing the Toll Master wanted, and even if they did, would this ghostly being let them go? Or would he still eat their distasteful human flesh? The Toll Master showed no weakness that could be used against him, and he was very unconcerned with their threat. This gave Ismaril an idea, albeit a desperate one.

“Perhaps you are correct. I’m rich, of course, but I choose to give you nothing,” he said. “Nor do I select to be eaten by you. You scare me not, for I am alive, and you are among the dead. Thus, I am for more than you, so maybe I should consume you instead?”

Sigyn looked at him as if she heard him wrong.

The Toll Master said, “You cannot consume me, for I am not of your world.”

“You say no weapon can penetrate your body, but has any living ever tried to eat you? I wouldn’t mind, for food is scarce down here. You might prefer precious stones, but I can get by with your soul, if ever so wicked. You made a terrible mistake by not disarming me. Being in the possession of Gahil, I can enter your twilight world and consume you if I so wish.”

“That is unheard of and is not possible,” the Toll Master said.

Ismaril straightened his posture and gone was his fear.

“Because you say so? Do you know who I am on the surface of this world? Why do you think I dared come here to face you? You call me a mortal, and mortal I am. You threaten me with Ishtanagul, the Dark Queen, but she is of no concern for me. I have come here to challenge her, and she is afraid. You saved us, Toll Master, and that is your mistake. Yet it did not happen by chance. You are terrified of what might lie beyond the death of souls, are you not? For there is something beyond your realm, and that is nothingness. Is that not what you fear the most? Are you not torn between your pitiful existence where you can never satisfy your hunger and the fear of non-existence?”

The Toll Master stopped his claw movements, and although he did not move, he seemed to shrink a little.

Ismaril found additional courage and continued. “Yes, you feel the horror of my words. Behold, for I shall consume you first before I consume others and consume you out of existence I will. Are you ready for the Void, Toll Master?”

The Toll Master took a step back, rocking the skiff. 

“You cannot do that!”

“I can and I will! You are standing in my way, and my time is much more precious than the stones you so much crave. Now I shall give you a choice, so hear my words: you let us come through, or your time among the dead is over. I will set you on your last journey into nothingness, and you shall cease to be!”

The Toll Master was quiet for a long time, gazing at Ismaril, weighing his options. 

“You are wasting my time,” Ismaril said after a long silence. “If you do not give me an answer now, I take that as a negative, and I will eat your soul!”

The Toll Master started growling from the bottom of his throat and changed into a giant bat before their eyes; and like a high pitch siren was his cry, loud and terrifying. He flapped his gigantic wings and soared, overshadowing them with his darkness. Ismaril pulled his blade, although he knew he could not use it on this horrific shape-shifting creature. His tactic had failed. The Toll Master had seen through his trickery. Sigyn put her arms around him and squeezed him hard. 
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Chapter 3: Khandur Surrounded
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Chilly, desolate gusts swept over the Iron Wall, next to the Highroad Watchtower. Yet, the summer was still in full. Up here, depending on the season, the winds were of two kinds: biting or just cold, and the blue banners of Khandur, resembling a dark castle and a Dragon in front of a full moon, flapped in the wind. The sky was overcast, and a gloomy atmosphere lay like a thick blanket over this strategic outpost in northeastern Khandur.

Several knights and soldiers were leaning over the wall, observing, while others were patrolling, walking back and forth in line. A green and a red knight, wearing colorful plumes in their helmets, stood together, studying the vast heaths beneath. The square face of the lieutenant in the red armor was stern while he tried to make sense of what he saw before him.

“There must be at least five-thousands of them, Major,” he said.

The knight in green nodded. “And more are on their way. Couriers have reported on an additional unit of Wolfmen, and others are marching hither from the north. The Gormoth army is trying to seize us.”  

The major grabbed a monocular and focused on the crowd below for another glance. Spread about, the legion comprised Wolfmen, Birdmen, and even human traitors in Azezakel’s service, rubbing shoulders. Many were chattering, and some had heated arguments. Almost half of the Wolfmen soldiers sat on ragged Ulves, and a few carried the black and red Gormoth banner of The Dragon and the Sword. Others were on foot. The army had built camps for themselves and grouped together in smaller units. Some of them were fighting each other, and in the chaos that followed, they were separated by senior officers to prevent the army to self-destruct. When he raised his monocular to look farther away, the major saw another battalion of perhaps five hundred Wolfmen and Trolls approaching from the mouth of Dimwood. He lowered the monocular and straightened his posture.

“The prince should be here in the hour,” he said to no one.
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Prince Xandur arrived on horseback with a small entourage of a dozen knights, following in line. The journey through the mountain pass had been straightforward, albeit windy and cold. When the royal group reached the fortress of Iorwain, named after the fifth king of Khandur, the citadel had congregated outside, hailing and cheering. The crowd showed considerable excitement, for there had been no visit from the king's family in many years. Xandur raised his arm in a characteristic royal greeting and dismounted. A corporal hastily led the aristocratic entourage across the courtyard and into the garrison.
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Soon, twelve officers sat in silence with Prince Xandur around the council table, waiting for their Chief Commander to open the meeting. The major and the lieutenant, the two highest commanders of the citadel, sat opposed to Xandur. On the right side of the prince, his scribe sat, and to his left was his advisor, sir Ëan of Kingshold.

“My brother took off at the last moment,” the prince said. “Shortly upon that, a Wolfman legion encamped in the woods and wetlands outside Fort Dongill. Another band tried to enter by the Eastwald Watchtower; and from the Highland Watchtower, Sergeant Rhodin has reported on five-thousand enemy troops positioned beyond the mountain pass by River Glimm. They have surrounded our kingdom!”

“How many enemy troops altogether, Sir?” the major asked.

“We do not know for certain, but we estimate in the ten-thousands. So far, none of them has sought to break through; they are biding their time.”

“Can we hold them back?”

“We are not sure. The manpower we possess is not adequate, but we control this stronghold and we have the advantage should they try to invade. So far, we have had no response to our attempts to contact Ayasis. We could have use for them now.”

Xandur studied his twelve officers, one by one, and continued. 

“Speak freely! We stationed you here long ago, and you know the territory better than anyone. Major Odair?” 

The major met the prince’s gaze. “The enemy is merely camping out at the moment,” he said, “and they show no signs of wishing to attack. If the situation is the same everywhere, it is concerning. Are they standing by for somebody or something? I highly dislike it!” 

The prince nodded and looked at the lieutenant. “Lieutenant Thorofin?”

“I concur with Major Odair,” the young lieutenant said. “The enemy has had great opportunities to strike and should have done so before we could mobilize fully, one would think. If they indeed are waiting for something, it will be something unpleasant.”

“Perhaps they are expecting additional troops?” a sergeant suggested. “Or they may want us to make the first move...”

“Not so,” Xandur said. “We, too, need to bide our time and await their next advancement. Attack them now, and they shall defeat us. They are too many to meet in direct battle. But the Wolfmen are not foolish; they know better than to linger and let us come forth. As a soldier, I do not enjoy waiting for the enemy to act first, but as a strategist, I let them make the move, and when they do, we shall be prepared. They lack troops to invade us in the east and in the south, and I believe we can hold them back even here in the north. Now, show me the Iron Wall!”

The prince followed Major Odair together with the rest of the council. Out on the wall, Prince Xandur swept the purple coat around his shoulders and gazed over the wall toward the heaths below, packed with enemy soldiers. He grabbed a monocular and studied what was on the ground. Among the usual Wolf- and Birdmen, but in a camp of their own, there were the dreaded and treacherous Er-Ekhanim, the humans who had sided with Gormoth and worshipped King Azezakel the Black. They had been told they were the Chosen Ones, and when Gormoth had full control over Taëlia, Azezakel would gift them with vast lands and the opportunity to crown their own kings to rule as they pleased. Although tempting to some, Xandur suspected many Er-Ekhanim joined in fear, cowardly supporting whom they thought would be on the winning side.

The prince covered all angles with his looking glass. He saw a smaller legion marching in from the north, having exited Dimwood, but they were a minority group. Within reach of the monocular, there were no other groups of enemies. He handed the looking glass to the major.

“See if you can detect something,” the prince said. “I have no news from the eastern and southern regions, but here in the north, it looks like the entire Wolfman army is about to gather, and no more are coming in.”

“The group that just exited Dimwood will be here soon,” Odair said. “I doubt they are the backup the rest of the occupants are waiting for. The newcomers are too few to make a significant difference. We still do not know why the enemy does not attack.”

“The enemy is scarce on supplies,” lieutenant Thorofin said. “This means they are planning not to stay idle for very long.”

An officer next to the major scanned the skies and nodded. “It looks like rain,” he said. “Those clouds are dark, and they are moving in fast...”

Xandur turned in that direction, and he frowned.

“These are not normal clouds; they are moving too quickly. Something else is coming hither, and it makes me uncomfortable. Whatever it is, this is perhaps what the enemies are waiting for...”

Xandur took the monocular from the major and focused on the strange cloud approaching at great speed.

“A murder of crows, and they are approaching faster than any normal birds.”

He turned around and yelled from the top of his lungs, “Everybody on the wall, get inside! We are under attack!”

Xandur heard the entire Wolfman army below cheering as the crows charged. People on the wall ran for the doors, but in the confusion that followed, they crowded the entrances and fell over each other. The sky darkened when the immense murder descended over the helpless soldiers and knights, who in vain tried to fight them off. The birds were on a killer spree, and with their sharp beaks, they chopped up anyone in the way. One by one, men on the Iron Wall fell, bleeding to death. Those still standing swung their swords in blindness while screaming in terror, for they saw not where they cut. 

Prince Xandur put on his helmet, which he carried under his arm, to protect himself from the birds. He stood together with Odair and Thorofin by one door, trying to fight off the charging killers. The anguish of screaming men, cawing crows, and the sound of uncountable wing flaps filled the air, and the prince and his two officers tried in vain to avoid panic.

“These are no regular birds!” Thorofin cried. “This is magic!”

Xandur’s despair was great when he saw his men fall on the wall that day, and many good knights lost their lives there. When they had cleared the wall from surviving men who were safe inside, the prince and his officers retreated and closed the doors behind them. A few birds sneaked in but were killed by the Khanduran archers. 

The agony inside the fortress was great, and many a proud soldier wept in anguish. It had been a fast blow; the birds had come over them in a matter of minutes, without prior warning. Many of the survivors were wounded, some of them badly. Others were still unharmed, but shocked, and those who were not on the wall during the attack tried to calm the others down.

Xandur, Odair, and Thorofin ran over to a window close by and looked. Outside, the crows still gathered, chopping and eating the flesh of the fallen. It was a macabre scene, for the dead knights were in armor, and the crows only had access to their heads. Blood and brains lay splashed pn the ground, and there was nothing anyone could do. 

“So, this was what the Wolfmen were waiting for,” Thorofin said. “How can we defend ourselves against this?”

“Dark magic might drive the crows,” Xandur said, “but their numbers are finite. We have means to defeat them if they are what Azezakel will use against us. We can use fire on them. This time they took us by surprise, but next time we are prepared.”

As quickly as they had appeared, the entire cloud of crows dispersed and flew off in many directions, as if they were all responding to a common signal. The view cleared, but there was something else, more terrifying that had been hidden behind the crows. A single gigantic black Dragon appeared at the top of the Iron Wall. On his back sat a man in a brown cloak, and underneath, his armor was silvery, almost black. He wore no helmet, and his sand-colored hair flew free in the wind. The large man on the Dragon stared right into the eyes of the three men at the window.

Xandur and his two officers took a step back, gasping, when they saw what was ad been concealed behind the murder of crows.

“A Fire Dragon,” Major Odair said.

“I have not seen that man before,” the prince said, “but he reminds me of others we encountered in the Wolfmen War. I wonder...”

The three men kept a distance from the window to protect themselves in case the Dragon would attack. The glass was thick and could resist axes, arrows, and even flying rocks, but could it resist Dragon fire?

“Avoid the Dragon’s yellow eyes,” Xandur said. “They are hypnotic; don’t fall under their spell!”

The man on the Dragon stretched and kept his eyes steadfast on the three Khandurans on the opposed side of the window. Whether the glass could resist most assaults, it was not soundproof, and with a loud voice, the Dragon rider spoke.

“Greetings, Prince Xandur and men of the Holy Khanduran Kingdom! I am King Yongahur, ruler of Kaz-Maír, operating under the banner of Gormoth, the Great Kingdom. My affectionate companion here is Guthrog the Black, who is my favorite pet. He is harmless unless I tell him not to be.”

So, this is the man the Lindhostan recruit talked about, Xandur thought. He was the one who led the raid on Eldholt.

Yongahur spoke again. “I want to talk to you, Prince, and you may bring your officers. Neither Guthrog nor I will harm you, for we come in peace!”

“Peace?” Xandur said. “You have a strange way of assuring us. Our men have fallen, killed by your cursed birds. How can you tell me you come in peace?”

“That was only to catch your attention, prince. If I had wished to, I could have burned this place down, but I did not. Instead, I am showing you my good will. I only want to talk.”

“And all the troops?”

“Ah, the troops! Are they intimidating you? And are they scaring your courageous knights, shaking inside their armors? If so, you discourage me. The army I have gathered in order to make a point, but I have commanded them not to attack. I will withdraw them all if we can agree.”

“Agreeing with Gormoth? The Divine Kingdom of Khandur will never make a pact with the Dark Kings, of whom you are one.”

“Yet others have made such a pact with us,” Yongahur said, “and they are quite pleased with the conditions. King Azezakel is a generous God, something Khandurans do not appreciate—so far. Other nations have smarter rulers who can appreciate the benefits.”

Xandur put his hand around the hilt of his sword. “We can stand here and discuss nothing for a long time, but I have more important things to do. Tell me your errand, so we can get past this and continue with more urgent matters.”

Yongahur leaned forward, focusing on Xandur’s hand. 

“You have a nice ring there, prince,” he said. “Maybe you should give that to me as a gift... but that is perhaps for another day.”

Guthrog flapped his giant wings to keep the balance on the wall, and the Yongahur adjusted his position before he continued.

“Azezakel is not asking for much. He only wants your cooperation, and he will reward you greatly. In his divine generosity, he will let you keep your kingdom and appoint your own rulers as you please. You will be a colony under Gormoth, but at the same token, you will still stand sovereign, albeit under Gormothan laws.”

“And why would we do that?” Xandur asked. “You are negotiating with me because you fear us and our kingdom. If you feared us not, you would refrain yourself from negotiating. But you are in the right to
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