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			The Black Light

			“Nervous, are we?”

			The young man jumped at the unexpected voice that had come from behind him and spun around, drawing a knife from his belt.

			The slender woman who stood before him giggled as she eyed the steel blade pointed in her direction. “I’ll take that as a yes, then?”

			“I-I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I did not know it was you.” He swiftly tucked his knife back into the small scabbard at his waist and cast his eyes on the floor, avoiding the striking green eyes that belonged to his unexpected guest.

			“Well of course you didn’t know it was me,” she said. “You would not dare draw a blade on me, would you dear?”

			The young man struggled to find words. All he could think of to say was no but he hesitated, wondering if a simple one word answer would be enough to please her. His failure to answer quickly brought the woman’s porcelain hand to his face. Her cold, thin fingers grabbed hold of his jaw as her nails began to extend, her new talons digging into the young man’s skin and causing him to wince. She maneuvered his head so that their eyes met, the woman’s feral gaze clashing with the man’s ordinarily humane one. The man’s face was drained of all color as he watched the enticing features of the being before him shed their playfulness.

			“My dear, sweet Iver,” the woman said with a smile. “I asked you a question.”

			“No!” Iver shouted. “Never! I swear I would never try to harm you.”

			The female creature grinned and lightly patted the left side of Iver’s face as she snickered. “Of course you wouldn’t. You are much too smart for that.”

			She began combing her ink-black hair with her claws as she smelled the air around her. Without warning she shot an aggressively inquisitive look in Iver’s direction. “Fear. I can smell it on you like a wolf would on a cornered goat. Do you not want this?”

			The tone in her voice changed quickly with that last question and it became apparent to Iver that what he had thought was concern for him was actually the woman being concerned for her own self. She considered many things to be important within The Black Light, but the one she valued most was loyalty. All members of The Black Light who lacked the necessary level of loyalty would often wind up going mad, turning up dead shortly after. Not even the highest-ranking members of The Black Light could escape such a fate once their loyalty was questioned. Recognizing the possible trouble he could find himself in, Iver chose to swiftly quell the woman’s suspicions.

			“I have to say I am almost offended that you would ask such a thing,” he said while trying to stand straighter. “You know I want this, Otti. I have wanted this since I joined five years ago. Since I was told of Kemryr’s greatness and his plan for this world, I have been completely dedicated to The Black Light, Kemryr, and you. Yes, I am fearful, but the fears I have come only from my worry that the rest of humanity will not see what we see.”

			Otti crossed her arms over her chest as she arched her back, all before stretching her neck in a way that had Iver thinking of the time he had come across a snake when he was younger. The thing had stared at him and arched itself in a threatening manner, questioning whether he was a threat or not. It seemed to Iver that Otti was now doing the same thing. The woman’s eyes squinted slightly as she evaluated the validity of Iver’s response. Circling Iver twice, her eyes tried to pierce through the young man’s skin and dig up the truth before she stopped to stand directly in front of her possible prey. Her elegant hands, both covered in ancient symbols, slid up from Iver’s chest to his neck and the fear that coursed through his body caused Otti to giggle. Biting her lip, she slid her hands up higher to cradle Iver’s jaw. Their faces were so close that their noses were touching, with Otti’s hands now on his cheeks and her body softly pressed against his.

			Her dress revealed more skin than would be deemed appropriate for anyone who didn’t sell their body, but Iver knew Otti well enough to know that she was only doing this to grab his full attention. The very intimate position they were in would cause any man to feel aroused, but to think anything pleasurable would come from such an encounter with Otti was as foolish as believing you could walk on water. Iver’s understandings of the alluring, fair-skinned woman’s actions were proven true when Otti tightened her fingers on Iver’s face to make sure he was staring at her and nowhere else. Her gaze intensified as the whites of her eyes began to glow a dull green, causing fear to rise within Iver once again.

			“You will make them see, young one. You will make them see Kemryr’s beauty, his grace, his…his power.” She closed her eyes and raised her head, exposing her neck to Iver as she inhaled deeply. “You will help them smell his divine scent, hear his lust inducing voice, feel his love.”

			Otti’s body swayed out of pure pleasure as she spoke, going through memories of her time with Kemryr. She eventually brought her head back down, releasing a soft moan, as her eyes became level with Iver’s once more. “You will make them all know that Kemryr is the greatest gift bestowed upon this world. Nothing will ever match his beauty. He is the most magnificent creation, perfection in every sense. You will make them all believe this, no matter what you have to say or do.”

			Otti finally took her hands away from Iver’s face, sliding them down his neck to rest on his shoulders. She pushed them in a way that made him turn his back to her so she could direct him towards the window overlooking the busy port and market of Frosum’s capital city, Borskiva. Countless people could be seen arriving and leaving on their ships, endless goods being brought in with plenty of merchants prepared to haggle for them. Otti pressed her body up against Iver’s back and, with her hands loosely caressing up and down the length of his arms, she put her lips to his ear and whispered softly into it.

			“You will make them all members of The Black Light,” she said. “Won’t you my dear, sweet Iver?”

			The young man nodded, blood rushing to his cheeks from the feeling of Otti’s body up against his own. The moment he allowed a touch of arousal to come forth, despite his knowledge of the being he found himself craving, he felt Otti’s nails begin to dig into his shoulders. Tiny warm beads of blood began to trickle down his back and chest as she dug even further into his skin; Iver quickly realized that she must have wanted a more vocalized expression of affirmation.

			“Yes, Otti,” he said through a wince. “Of course. I will do whatever it takes. I promise.”

			The sensation of Otti’s nails in Iver’s shoulders, her breathe in his ear, and her chest up against his back disappeared. Iver turned around to see that she was gone, leaving just as quickly and quietly as she had arrived.
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			Einar

			The diversity that would hit the city when the Grand Council meetings took place in Blodleir was always refreshing, with people from all over our known world in Hestferd’s capital for three whole days. The people I enjoyed watching the most were those from Arosku; they were a people far different from my own, some of them having spent more days on a ship than I had on a horse. They were the most unique and intriguing kingdom of people in all of Midstad and the only time I had ever seen them were during the Grand Council meetings. My least favorite guests were easily those from our southern neighbor, Duravin; to say our two kingdoms had history was an understatement. According to the stories it’s a wonder that the Grand Council even exists today what with all the bad blood between all of the kingdoms over the years, but almost all of history’s recordings had Duravin and Hestferd pitted against one another. That trend continued in present day with our disagreements on almost everything often resulting in a brawl or two within the city during the Grand Council meetings.

			It didn’t help that the two people leading our kingdoms had personal history not yet ancient enough to put behind them. Both men were looking at any chance to question the other, causing the Grand Council meetings to usually become quite heated. Hemming, King of Duravin, was a rough old man who openly displayed his displeasure in being here; many still respected him, but I found it hard to do so. He hated having to leave his wolf companions outside during the meetings, which seemed to make him even more irritable. My father — and King of Hestferd — Bryntyr, was known to me and many others as a man who would rather have peace than war, but his temper usually got the best of him. My father would always try to be patient with Hemming’s fractious nature, but the man knew how to push my father past his limit. Any chance Hemming had to make my father as uncomfortable as he was, he took it.

			Such a time had just occurred and, just like every other time, it seemed like our two kingdoms would be crossing blades with each other before the cold months arrived. I wasn’t fully paying attention to what was being said seeing as most of it was boring talks involving trade routes and other royal nonsense, but whatever it was sure had my father in quite a mood.

			“I often wish I could speak to your wolves instead of your ugly mug,” he said. “At least I know the wolves have some sense, though I doubt it’s much considering they follow you.”

			Hemming stood from his chair so quick it fell on the ground. “My wolves would eat your face before ever listening to a lying word your mouth set free you horse-humper.”

			That certainly wouldn’t settle things down. My father went for his sword that, thankfully, wasn’t at his waist. A few years ago, my father and Hemming ended up nearly killing each other before the others got involved, so weapons were not allowed anymore; one of the better decisions made by the council it seems. I heard a slight chuckle behind me as a strong hand roughly grabbed my shoulder. I turned my head to see the mountain of a man I had known since I was born.

			“Your father and Hemming at it again are they?” Axl looked down at me from his towering heights with a big smirk on his face.

			“Do you even need to ask?” I chuckled, greeting the big man by sending my elbow into his thick arm.

			We stood next to each other, both of us leaning against the railing that split the second floor from the grand opening that was the throne room, and continued to listen to the leaders of all six kingdoms debate. Being able to view the carnival that was a Grand Council meeting from a place where you would not be dragged into arguments was always the best place to be during these things. After a while of listening to the bickering between monarchs, Axl moved from my side and gripped both of my shoulders hard, lifting his hands off only to roughly smack them to get my attention.

			“Right, that’s enough of that,” he said after a grand sigh. “Come on let’s go spar. All that tension without being able to stab at someone is unhealthy.”

			I laughed. “Yeah well stabbing at someone could be unhealthy too you know. Especially when it’s your giant ass doing the stabbing.”

			Axl chuckled as he made his way down the hall. I didn’t want to continue listening to the meeting, but sparring with Axl was more dangerous than insulting Hemming when his wolves had not eaten in a week. When people say the man is a giant they mean it. Next to any regular horse, Axl had the horses back barely reach his chest. My father and I were considered tall men and the tops of our heads only narrowly reached the man’s neck. With that knowledge, the thought of him stabbing a spear at you was one you would much rather prevent from becoming reality.

			Nevertheless, I followed Axl down the hall, down the stairs, through the kitchen and out to the training grounds. I told him to take it easy on me today and I received nothing but a laugh in response so I assumed this session would not be pleasant. I went to the weapons cache next to the training grounds and inspected what I had to choose from. I usually went with the spear and shield just like Axl, but I always came out with bruises. After picking up and putting down everything from knives to battle hammers, I settled on something it was said that a great ancestor of mine was known to wield.

			“Well, what do you think?” I asked as I walked over to Axl and clanged the two hand axes together, spinning them around a bit afterwards in attempt to show off a little.

			“A spitting image of King Ryden,” Axl said. “The Stallion himself is before me it seems! Perhaps I should be the one asking for my opponent to take it easy on me.” He winked and motioned for me to join him in the sparring circle with his left arm, a large circular shield already strapped to it.

			I strolled into the large, vacant circle Axl had chosen before turning to face him head on, resting one axe on my shoulder as I motioned at him with the other. “You sure you don’t want a helmet? Be a shame if I cut that pretty face of yours.”

			Axl’s scarred face twisted from an offended snarl to a playful grin. He pursed his lips and made kissing noises at me as he began to move to his left with his shield raised and his spear at the ready. Axl was surprisingly quick for a man of his size, something that continuously caught people off guard. Sparring with him for as long as I had allowed me to recognize his often-unpredictable speed, giving myself enough time to roll out of the way of his first thrust. He continued to circle me, staying on the outer edge of the painted sparring circle. With his shield up and his spear out, it was difficult to ever get close enough to really do any damage; the trick with Axl was waiting for him to strike first, and then get him on the counterattack. The man was usually a very calming force, a wonderful balance to my father and a huge reason why he was the leader of the royal guard; however, he much preferred a brawl than a technical duel. If you could avoid his attacks and make him have to think more than fight, you could piss him off enough to give you an opening to land a good strike on him.

			Instead of engaging Axl and trying to dodge his thrusts I chose a different angle to this sparring session. I went down on my hands and knees, scuffling slowly away and maintaining my distance from him. Staying very low caused Axl to look down at me even more than usual, which meant his shield had to be lower than usual. I started to wonder why I hadn’t thought of this before and I realized this plan would be quite difficult with a spear in my hand and a shield in the other. To execute this properly I needed speed and mobility; something a large shield and long spear would not help with. I continued to shuffle across the dirt circle, dragging my axes along with me as I kept them between the ground and my palms. It didn’t take long for Axl to groan and stretch his neck in annoyance.

			“Do those axes suddenly weigh more than my horse? Come on. Get up!” Axl motioned with his spear for me to get to my feet, but I shook my head.

			“No thanks. Not yet.” I grinned at him while he scowled and spat at the ground, his eyes now trying to find a hint at what my plan was.

			Axl lazily poked at me with his spear causing me to quickly grab hold of my axes and roll to my right. He did this a few more times until he abandoned his strategy to get me to stand up. In a now desperate effort to get me to attack him, he shouted a rather vulgar insult my way involving my lack of sexual prowess in the hopes to get me angry. I chose to ignore him and kept my eyes on the metal center of his shield instead. We continued to circle each other until I finally decided I had toyed with the large man enough, plus I saw what I was looking for. From the way the sun glinted brightly off the iron center of his shield I knew the sun was directly behind me. I leapt from my hands and knees high into the air with my axes above my head in an attempt at a large downward strike. Axl quickly looked up to keep his eyes on my weapons, only to be blinded by the bright light behind me. He closed his eyes only for a moment, but it was enough to give me the small opening I had hoped would be there. With his spear and shield remaining slightly lower than usual, and his eyesight temporarily taken from him by the sun, I brought my axes down as hard as I could. The sound of iron crashing into wood filled my ears as my axes fell upon his shield, ripping it from his arm. He had regained his sight quickly and pushed me away. The force from his one bear paw sized hand shoved me back to the ground position I had started from. Axl laughed and nodded in approval.

			“Good, good,” he said. “Using your environment to gain an advantage is smart. Enough games though, let’s see what you can do with those axes!”

			The large man surprised me by breaking his spear in half over his monstrous thigh and charging at me with both ends being used as their own weapons. I desperately threw one of my axes up, deflecting his first strike, and clumsily spun to avoid the next — no man his size should be able to strike that quickly, it just wasn’t fair. I was starting to wonder if taking his shield was actually a mistake as I found myself on the defensive, barely deflecting and avoiding every one of Axl’s strikes. Eventually, one of his blows knocked an axe from my hand, forcing me to block the next thrust with my arm. We were using duller blades than one would use during a real battle, but our practice weapons were still sharp enough to give you an idea of what a mistake on the battlefield could result in. A deep but short cut now graced my forearm though I refused to allow the pain to deter me. Axl, surprised that I would use my bare arm as a shield, held back on his next strike just long enough for me to duck and swing the butt of my remaining axe into his hip. I could hear him mumble something under his breath as he turned towards me, tossing the half of his broken spear without the spearhead to the ground.

			“Good footwork!” He punched his hip a few times before motioning for me to come at him, his playful grin no longer in sight. “Now get your ass over here so I can hit you.”

			We engaged in a furious flurry of blows, no doubt leaving both of us with our fair share of cuts and bruises; this was the best I had ever done in a sparring session with Axl. Both breathing heavily and sweating as if it were a hot summer day, we continued until Axl quickly yelled at me to stop. Thinking I had won, I smiled as proud a smile as I could muster. That same smile faded when I realized why Axl had called an end to our sparring. The horn that would signal Blodleir’s soldiers to ready themselves for an attack had been blown; something was wrong. We looked at each other then, and I believe Axl had the same worry I had.

			I picked up my other axe from the ground and Axl grabbed a new spear before the two of us hurried back through the kitchens, entered a different hallway than before, and burst into the throne room; the place was empty. Axl called for me to follow him before he ran out of the throne room, down another hallway and burst through the front doors of the royal homestead; his long strides making it difficult to keep up. As soon as we exited the building, we were met by a fair-sized crowd which had formed within the stone square before the homestead. Steps led from the doors Axl and I had just exited down to the square, and those who had been in the throne room not long ago were standing at the top of them. Axl began maneuvering through the leaders and their guards, his large body making way for me to follow, when I heard my father’s booming voice.

			“Enough of this!” he shouted. “What do you want?”

			A man in black clothing was in the center of the stone square with his knife to the neck of a man I recognized as the king of Frosum.

			“I guess there’s enough people here,” the hooded figure announced. “Fine.”

			What happened next stunned everyone there. The man in black quickly slid his knife across Reynir’s throat, and blood came spurting out as the King of Frosum fell to the stone laden ground.

			“The Black Light is not a myth!” the assassin shouted before tossing his knife to the ground and spreading his arms outward. “We are very real, and we have eyes everywhere! Today is a special day, rejoice! For today The Black Light makes their presence known. With this death, I honor my beloved Kemryr and our Grandmaster Iver, Son of Reynir! Hail, Kemryr! Hail, Iver!”

			The man snapped his fingers, somehow igniting a spark and he quickly burst into flames. The crowd surrounding him screamed in horror, with mothers shielding their children’s eyes from the frightful sight. The man screamed hails to Kemryr as he burned until a spear appeared in the man’s flaming face, rendering him silent. I turned to see Axl — who was now without the spear he had brought with him — walk down the steps and make his way over to the two bodies in the center of the large square. He retrieved his spear from the assassin’s face as he ordered the guards that had answered the battle horn to escort everyone to their lodgings, seal the gates and let no one in or out until his say so. The guards quickly began ushering the horrified crowd away while Axl made his way back to those of us still at the top of the stairs.

			“You’re getting weaker every year, Bryntyr!” Hemming shouted. “This would never happen in my city! There, we protect our guests with our lives.”

			My father turned to Hemming with a ferocity I had yet to witness, “I failed to see you risking your life to stop the assassin! Duravin is a place full of cowards. Their king the biggest one of all!” The two of them had their hands on their swords, but we were all lucky to have at least one Grand Council member that wasn’t as hostile.

			“Do you two ever stop bickering? My children get along better than you two do.” Queen Elouera stood between the two men now, sending a scowl their way that you would see a mother send in the direction of her misbehaving toddlers. “This is not a time to question the bravery of our allies. We all failed to save Reynir from this cult. A cult which we did not believe to be a threat. This Black Light just killed a king inside one of our strongest cities, and during a Grand Council meeting no less. There are bigger problems to deal with than who is the better host or who is the bravest among us. The fact that The Black Light’s leader is the new king of Frosum makes this a problem for all of us. We don’t even know if this was the only attack.”

			“I agree with Elouera. This is a true mess, and we need to keep our heads above the waves. If these people are on Arosku lands, they’ll find themselves fed t’ the sea. You fools fight if it tickles your seabird, I’m leaving for my boats.” King Haraldur managed to move down a couple steps before he was stopped by Axl’s giant hand on his shoulder.

			“Nobody leaves until I say they can,” Axl grumbled.

			“It’s fine, Axl,” my father said as he turned to his left and put a hand on Elouera’s shoulder. “Elouera, as usual, is the voice of reason. This is a problem for all of us. Return to your lands, discover the situation there involving The Black Light, and we will coordinate a plan after that. Axl, be sure that all members of the Frosum party are escorted out of the city, and make sure they take Reynir’s body with them. I’ll take care of the coward who killed him.”

			Axl nodded and went back over to Reynir’s body, picked him up like he was a sack of potatoes, and carried him off. Hemming grumbled before he whistled loudly, his wolves coming to follow him as well as a group of men dressed in thick furs. The King of Gorstrand, Gunnar, gave my father a rough embrace before he bid everyone farewell and good luck, leaving the square with his own retinue of guards.

			“Take care of yourself, Bryntyr.” Elouera hugged my father before sending a smile my way. “You too, Einar. Tell Freya I said for her to keep an eye on you both.”

			“We’ll be fine, El,” my father said. “You go make sure everything is alright over in Skeida.”

			Elouera adopted a look of concern. “I trust Linnea has kept Karina and Kristof safe, but I still worry. I’ll travel the distance between here and Heram faster than anyone ever has.”

			I caught a rare smile stretch across my father’s face. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you did. Linnea is strong. Everyone’s safe, I’m sure of it.”

			Elouera looked over my father’s shoulder. “Perhaps I should pick some daisies from your gardens, for good luck?”

			My father’s face grew somber. “You Skeida women and your flowers. I’ll never understand it. But yes, please take some if it will comfort you.”

			Elouera smiled, but her eyes appeared ready to cry. “It will be as if Elsa is riding with me once more. I always felt safe with her around.”

			“As did we all.” My father hugged her again. “Take care of yourself.”

			She gave my father a quick kiss to his bearded cheek. “You too.”

			Elouera made her way to the gardens in search of daisies, the flower said to be my mother’s favorite. The memory of her sitting in the gardens and reading to me filled my head, distracting me from the horrific scene I had witnessed only moments ago.

			With Elouera and her guard gone, along with everyone else, my father and I were all that remained. The two of us stood atop the steps before the vacant square in silence. Our only company was the body, and the stench it left behind, of the burnt and bloodied assassin. I watched as my father made his way over to the body, following him closely. In a short time, I had grown severely paranoid that another assassin was lurking in the shadows to kill him too. I watched as he knelt next to the crisped corpse and rummaged through the melted clothes.

			“How could this happen?” I asked. “Why would someone do such a thing?”

			“I don’t know.” My father rose to his feet and motioned for a guard to take the body away. “As for why someone would do this, it’s simple. Fear.”

			I looked at the burnt and broken face of the assassin. “You can cause fear without killing a king.”

			My father nodded and began walking over to the stables. We walked past the horses and eventually stopped at the cliffside. Our homestead stood upon a high hill that allowed us to look over the Ryksorhest River to our east, and the rest of the city to the west. The sun was setting, and despite very recent events, the sight of the orange and red skies high above the city was quite beautiful. I watched the horizon as I tried to remove the image of the man burning when I was surprised by the sudden touch of my father’s rough and callused hands on my arm.

			“Sparring with Axl again, were you?” he asked.

			I turned my head and found him inspecting the gash on my forearm. “Yeah. Tried twin axes today.”

			I was happy to catch a slight smile appear on his bearded face. “Trying to take after The Stallion, are you?” He tore a piece of cloth from his shirt and wrapped it tightly around the wound on my forearm. “You any good?”

			Before I could answer, he turned away from the setting sun and began walking back to the royal homestead. I turned and burst into a quick trot for a few steps to catch up, surprised at his calm demeanor in the wake of current events. I had expected him to be angrily shouting orders for someone to find out how this could ever have happened, but I chose to just accept the rare time we had together to just talk.

			“I figured I would give it a go,” I said with a smile. “I gave Axl a few bruises I’m sure, which is quite the accomplishment I’d say.”

			Removing his eyes from the stone staircase we had climbed, my father turned away from the doors I had expected us to enter and looked out at the sun setting over the city, and behind it, the vast, moss green hills. We stood there in silence until the sun vanished behind the horizon and the lights from torches in the city began to light. He broke the silence with a large exhale and turned away from the city, beckoning me to follow him inside.

			We quietly walked back to the throne room, the five chairs for the other leaders still accompanying the throne of Hestferd. I watched as my father walked up to his throne, sat down, and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He slowly looked up, taking his eyes off his feet after letting loose yet another deep sigh, and stared straight ahead with eyes that continued to show his mind was hard at work. Eventually, he broke the deafening silence that had filled the large room. “Gather your things. We’re leaving.”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Leaving? Why in the world would we leave?”

			The man sat in his throne seemed truly troubled, displaying a creature that was not the confident man I knew. Something about all of this was bothering him a great deal, more than I thought it would have.

			“I need answers to certain questions,” he said. “The only one who I know will be able to answer them is in Svarstein, so that’s where we have to go. I’ll let Axl know, you go tell your sister.”

			I began to wonder if my father had gone mad. After hesitating for a brief moment, I decided to attempt to coax him back out of whatever crazy world his mind had galloped into.

			I took a step forward and adopted a tone of concern in my voice. “The dwarves are gone, father. You know that. They disappeared into their mountains long before you were born. We would not find any answers going to Svarstein. Please tell me you understand that.”

			My father stood up from his throne swiftly, his eyes telling me he was done with my questions. With two powerful strides, he bridged the gap between us and grabbed my shirt, bringing our faces so close that I had nowhere else to look.

			“Listen close, boy. Those bastards just killed a king, in my damn city! In your city! I have no idea who they are or what they want, and the only person I trust to give me the information I need is in Svarstein. This conversation is over. Gather your things. Tell your sister. Now.”

			He released my shirt forcefully, pushing me back a couple steps. I inclined my head obediently and made for the large oak doors that led out of the throne room.

		

	
		
			- 2 -

			Einar

			I had been quite surprised when I was told that Axl would not be joining us. I was further caught off guard when I discovered that an escort wouldn’t be accompanying us either. After the events that had occurred, I was sure we would take necessary precautions on our intended adventure to Svarstein.

			“Why does it have to be just us?” I had asked.

			“It’s better this way.” The tone in his voice had told me that I had asked enough questions for the time being, and so I kept my remaining questions to myself..

			Freya was not happy that both her father and brother were leaving the city, especially since we were going alone. “It’s much too dangerous to go anywhere on your own!” she had shouted. “Please, at least take Axl with you.”

			Her begging did not change our father’s mind, but that hadn’t stopped my sister from trying.

			“You must have been at the bottom of a beer barrel when you decided on going alone,” Freya had said as my father and I prepared for our journey west. “Are you still drunk now?”

			There weren’t too many people who could say something like that to my father and not find themselves in shackles making a cold cell their new home. Because it was his daughter who had said it, my father just laughed and joked that men didn’t need beer to be drunk. Freya’s scowl of disapproval told us both that she was not at all amused. He opened his arms to her before we left and Freya — unable to resist — stepped forward and gave him a great hug. Still, she refused to release him until he had promised that we would return safely.

			“You’re sure you don’t want me to come?” Axl had asked one last time.

			“No. I need you here,” my father had said.

			I had no doubt in my mind that Axl was probably considering wrestling my father and I away from our horses; however, instead, he stood next to Freya, wrapped a large arm around her shoulders and promised to keep her safe while we were away. Covered by the darkness in the middle of the night, my father and I departed. He insisted on leaving secretly in the dark of night so that our people would not see us leaving. If they saw us leave, it could cause a panic after what had just transpired. In a day’s time, my sister and Axl would announce we had gone hunting, and no one would be the wiser.

			Two days had passed since our departure that night, the stench of the assassin’s roasted flesh and charred hair still somehow fresh in my nose. I had quickly grown to miss Axl and Freya, having never been away from both of them at the same time for more than a day. I felt guilty for leaving them both to deal with the madness that would no doubt inhabit the city alone. With the combination of Axl’s brawn and Freya’s mind, I knew they could handle themselves, but I still worried about their state of mind.

			With both my father and me gone, it would be difficult for them both. I took some solace in not having to guess how my father felt, seeing as his silence was somewhat telling. He had a constant grimace on his face, and his brow was nearly always scrunched up in concentration. Many times during our journey, I glanced over in his direction, only to find him stroking his beard. Whether he was gazing at the hills and valleys ahead of us during the day or staring into the dancing flames of our fire at night, his expression never changed. It pained me to be around him and have silence follow us everywhere, no matter the time or place, especially since my father and I rarely had this much time to ourselves without someone calling him away.

			I wasn’t used to seeing him openly display his worry and confusion either. The way my father carried himself back home, even when it was just him and I in a room, had this air of confidence and bravery. It was among many reasons why his people adored him, and why my sister and I loved him. It was difficult for anyone, be it his family or a random citizen, to not feel safe and taken care of when he was around. I’ve always wanted to be just like him.

			The amount of admiration I had for him was the cause for my great pain over the last few days. Being forced to watch him barely eat or sleep was torture, knowing full well that his mind was getting even less rest than his body. It did, however, amaze me how — despite all of this — he continued to remain perfectly upright in his saddle. Many would not give it a second thought, but it took a lot to stay in a saddle like that for days at a time.

			I continued to carefully observe him while we rode near the banks of a small river, my father guiding us in the direction of a massive moss-covered hill a decent distance ahead of us. As I kept my eyes on his every movement, I began to observe things that reminded me why I admired him so much. For example, I always found it incredible how my father refused to wear the clothes of a monarch, keeping his attire more akin to a typical warrior. His attire reflected his views on how to rule; he never believed he was better than anyone, refusing to stick his nose in the air and claim to be more important than any other.

			These thoughts brought about a memory of my father telling me once how everyone was mortal, and everyone was flawed in some way. “Being excellent at riding a horse doesn’t mean you’ll never fall out of your saddle and land in its shit,” he had said. I smiled, chuckling quietly to myself as I remembered how that was the first time I had ever heard my father curse. He was quite unhappy when I taught Freya this new word, my sister choosing to sing the word everywhere she went.

			My father suddenly slowed Nott, his horse for many years now, and pulled up beside me, giving me the rare privilege of hearing him speak as he commented on the grin on my face. “What are you so smiley for?”

			I didn’t want to tell him about Freya, surely the subject would only cause him to grow quiet again, so I lied. “I was just admiring the kingdom. I forget how beautiful it is when I’m inside the city walls for too long. I’m just happy to see everything again.”

			His eyes inspected me with a suspicious look on his face, but he quickly laughed, reaching over to roughly pat my arm. Laughing, now that was something I had not thought I would hear on this trip. “As am I, Einar! I’m glad you appreciate it as much as I do. Just wait until you see Falvakyr!”

			While travelling to try to meet with a dwarven friend of my father’s seemed like an odd response to an assassination, I was excited to see the kingdom of Svarstein. I had only ever heard stories of it, seeing as most people have not encountered a dwarf in over eighty years. When I asked my father earlier in our little adventure how he knew a dwarf, he just told me that I would find out eventually. It was annoying to be kept in the dark about all of this, and so, with him appearing to be in a talkative spirit, I figured to try asking again. “So you really aren’t going to tell me how you have a dwarven friend? We have, what, at least another three days until we reach Vulkamur? It’s not like you don’t have time to tell me.”

			My father pulled on Nott’s reins and brought the stallion to a complete stop. “Did I not answer you already? The story isn’t one for the road. I’ll tell you eventually, I promise.”

			“Can you at least tell me the name of this friend of yours?” I asked.

			My father sent the most playful, childish smile I had seen grace his face in years. It was good to see him be something other than a brooding mess.

			“Names,” he said. “I have more than one friend, you know. Race you to the top of that hill?”

			Before I even had a chance to react to the revelation that my father seemed to have an entire group of dwarven friends, he had kicked at Nott’s sides, sending the horse galloping towards the hill he had pointed at. I shook my head, wondering what had come over him, and urged my horse, Roga, into a gallop as well. With his head start, there was no way I was ever going to catch up, let alone win. I can honestly say that I am probably one of the better horsemen in all of Hestferd, but my father made me look like a novice.

			Stories claiming that he was riding by two years old had been spread all my life, but my father had never confirmed nor denied whether they were true or not. I always enjoyed believing them to be true, and his horsemanship could always be pointed to when asked for proof.

			Regardless of who you believed was the better rider, the two of us still flew across the plains towards the top of the large hill my father had indicated as the finish line. We sped through the muddy brush, the sound of our horse’s hooves pounding into the soft grass reaching my ears and giving me new life. I imagined the sound as the heartbeat of Hestferd itself. The harsh autumn breeze whipped at my face, and I smiled as I started to hear my father laughing and relishing in his eventual victory. He reached the top of the hill well before me, so I slowed Roga to a trot about halfway.

			“I thought you were a great horseman Einar!” my father shouted. “What happened?”

			“What happened?” I shouted back. ”You cheated, that’s what happened. I would have beaten you if you had of given me more of a warning or —”

			My father was grinning ear to ear as I reached the top of the hill, and the scene past his goofy smile was one I could never have imagined. It took my breath away, the size of it all. I had never travelled this far west, so I never saw the ancient fortress. Before today, I had only ever seen paintings of the three ancient cities of humanity. Save for Falvakyr, which was vacated by choice, the other two old fortresses were severely damaged by war and sickness, leaving them uninhabitable.

			Our ancestors, supposedly, left Falvakyr when the dwarves expressed their discomfort at how close our capital was to their kingdom. That’s when our capital became Blodleir, a newly built city at the time made strong by the red rock of Bloodstone Valley. Blodleir was truly a majestic place but, looking out at the old stronghold, an entire city built in the shadow of the mountains, I quickly realized just how magical this place was. The paintings almost did the grand fortress a disservice.

			“Incredible isn’t it? It’s been so long since the first time I laid eyes on it, I’m almost jealous of you right now.” My father tossed an apple at me to give to Roga.

			I dismounted and brought the treat to the horse I had known since it was a foal, petting the patch of short, white hair on his right cheek while he chewed on his snack.

			“It’s stunning,” I said. “I used to think Blodleir was a masterfully built city, but this is amazing. Did the dwarves help build it?”

			My father beckoned me to follow as he began to lead Nott down the opposite side of the hill we had just raced up. “Why would you ask that? No confidence in the craftsmanship of humans?”

			I scoffed. “You know that’s not what I meant. Come on, you’re telling me you didn’t wonder the same thing when you first saw it? Or did your dwarf friends tell you the answer beforehand?”

			My father said nothing as he reached into his saddle bags to retrieve another apple, promptly feeding it to Nott, who nearly bit his hand off out of excitement for the treat. When it became apparent that he wouldn’t be answering me, I worried that perhaps I had gone a bit too far and angered him with my question. I figured to keep quiet and just hope that he would either answer eventually or bring up a new subject. My plan didn’t seem to work, seeing as my father apparently welcomed the sudden silence.

			The lack of conversation between us was broken when he informed me that we would ride the rest of the way. He got back onto Nott’s saddle as nimble as a rider half his age and clicked at the stallion to get him going forward in a trot. I quickly got back into Roga’s saddle before urging the strong beast into a soft gallop in order to catch up to my father. The sun was setting over the mountain that towered over Falvakyr as we eventually crossed the large bridge that went over the wide moat surrounding the city.

			While we travelled across the path leading to the main gate, I began realizing just how immense the elderly city was. The walls appeared to be at least one hundred feet high, possibly even higher, and no doubt still strong enough to hold off a siege if necessary. The mountain that stretched high above us had waterfalls oozing out of the cliff face, crashing into dark stone ledges before plummeting into the pools that created the moat. The fact that the towers within the city nearly reached halfway up the massive mountain was telling of just how incredibly large the city was; it all made me feel very small, and I suddenly felt quite humbled.

			We entered through the eastern entrance; the massive gate that would have prevented our arrival broken open as if the city had been under siege. Moss, roots, and vines covered the walls and the collapsed metal gates, displaying just how long it had been since the great city had been empty. Once we crossed the giant stone archway, my father jerked at Nott to move in front of Roga and tugged on his reins, telling him to stop, which prevented me from going any further. When he guided the gorgeous, black horse around to face me, I noticed that there was no sign of that playful smile that was on his face earlier.

			“Be on your guard,” he said. “Neither do Hestferd nor the dwarves of this kingdom patrol this place. With the gates broken, there’s a chance bandits and outcasts have made camps within these walls. Eyes open, weapon ready.”

			He drew his sword, yanking on Nott’s reins to direct him forward again and waited for me to join him. I pulled out one of my axes from my belt and urged Roga into a calm walk, my other hand holding his reins tightly.

			We slowly steered our steeds through the ancient streets, both of us looking in all directions as we passed by the ruins of ancient houses. Despite being on edge because of the possible threat of an ambush, I still managed to appreciate where I was. This city was centuries old, and I could confidently say that I had ever seen anything in my life which rivalled its scale. When at the top of the hill, I had thought the massive bridges above us were actually roads. The immense stone paths were supported by gigantic columns, connecting the outer wall to the castle that sat at the back of the city, on the highest level. There was one on either side of us, running so high and far that they became hard to distinguish in the fog that had rolled down the mountainside.

			As hazy as it was, I did manage to get a good look at the castle with its thirty or so spires reaching triple the height of the outer wall. The immense castle rested on a raised plateau; streamers strung from spire to spire as if it was still one of the three main human strongholds in the world. When the fog engulfed the castle, I checked my immediate surroundings, though there was not much to admire down here. We continued down the broken path until we reached what must have been one of many markets in the massive city. It was then when my father raised his hand quickly, signaling me to stop. Something was wrong.
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			Einar

			My father’s hand remained in the air longer than I had expected, so it caught me off guard when he suddenly dropped it and quickly tossed me a rope from his saddle bags. He mimed the motion of tying a knot, pointed to Roga’s harness, mimicked the action of snapping the reins, and then pointed up to where the castle of spires would be. Keeping Nott and Roga tethered together would do well for keeping us from separating in the thick fog sure, but the serious look on my father’s face, and the silence he had adopted, told me this was more than just a precaution for the fog. I weaved the rope through Roga’s harness and tied a tight knot before nodding at my father to let him know it was done.

			I brought my left arm up to make an ‘x’ with the axe in my right hand, the silent signal for trouble we had learned in the early stages of battle tactics. He nodded and pointed to our far left, where I managed to make out a soft glow of a fire shining through the thick cloud that had enveloped the entire city. When I looked back to my father, I noticed he had three fingers up in the air, then two, before leaning forward in his saddle and kicking his heels into Nott’s sides, sending the animal into a gallop. I followed suit, staying as close to Nott and my father as I could while allowing him space to veer left if needed. The moment we hit the fog, I heard the yelling from the attacking bandits, and an arrow nicked my ear as it flew by me.

			“Come on! We can outrun them!” My father screamed out at me, and mere moments later, I heard Nott bray out in pain.

			I tugged on the reins, trying to bring Roga to a stop as quick as I could, but the rope pulled us down as well. Roga quickly recovered and got back up on all fours, but when he tried to run away, the weight of Nott’s dead body kept the poor animal where it was. I quickly crawled over to my father, all while sending calming words Roga’s way to try to get the animal to relax. I helped my father up, the man somehow still possessing a firm grip on his sword, and began guiding us over to Roga. Our short journey was cut even shorter when the tip of a spear appeared out of the fog and pointed itself at my throat.

			A large gust of wind blew through the fog-covered city, revealing a group of bandits with bows, spears, and swords. I held my axe firmly in one hand while the other held my father’s arm. The spearman was in tattered clothes and appeared to have boils on his face — an appearance the other members of his group shared with him — which helped me realize that these were more scavengers than cutthroats. They were all sickly and scrawny, their clothes barely staying on their bodies, with long hair and scraggly beards. Their stench nearly caused me to vomit. Knowing we weren’t in the best position to fight our way out of this, I figured I would try to talk our way out. “Look, if you want food or gold, it’s in the saddle bags. Just take it and we’ll be on our way.”

			One of the revolting men let out a guttural laugh. “On your way? You two lost? Ain’t no way to be going ‘cept out through the gates you folk strolled on through.”

			“Where we’re going is none of your business.” My father removed his arm from my grasp and stood tall and defiant despite the spear hovering inches from his face.

			“Don’t really care where you’re goin’ anyways, ‘specially since you ain’t gonna get there.” The scavenger grinned, showing off his rotted teeth. “See, I think you two might fetch me and my boys somethin’ nice, so we’re gonna take you, along with everything you have.”

			The man motioned for his companions to come over, and, with a nod, they sheathed their swords and took out some rope that hung at their hips. However, they only managed to take a few steps before thick arrows found a new home in their heads. The remaining scavengers panicked and began looking around, all of them now focused on their surroundings instead of my father and me. At a young age, I learned that taking your eyes off my father when he had a sword in his hand was not very wise. I watched as he, in one swift and graceful motion, jumped at the opening the arrows had given him and knocked the spear at his throat away before cutting through the man’s unprotected chest.

			The scavenger who had his spear at my throat yelped at the death of his friend, giving me an opening of my own. I acted quickly and shoved away the weapon the sickly man had been using to keep me at bay. When I went to strike as my father had, my victim was aware enough to move out of the way, catching my arm with a small knife he had pulled from his belt. I shook my arm out as he abandoned his spear completely, pulling another knife from his dead friend, and we began to circle each other. Behind my opponent, I caught sight of the menace I called my father, roaring and cutting down two more of our assailants with relative ease. The man in front of me swiped at my chest and then my throat. I stepped back before ducking under his second swipe, and then took one quick step to my right. I watched his eyes widen as he caught sight of my axe coming into the side of his face, splitting his jaw. The man slumped to the ground, his scared eyes staring back up at me.

			I never knew what it was going to feel like, killing another human for the first time. I somehow found myself feeling evil taking a life, even though I knew he would have killed me without a second thought.

			“Einar, behind you!”

			I snapped to attention at my father’s voice and spun around to find an archer aiming right at me about twenty feet away. I was about to toss my axe in a desperate attempt to stop him, but an arrow appeared in his face before I could even start my motion. Preparing for the worst, I began scanning the area, saddened when I noticed one of the bastards had killed Roga. It was then that a voice burst through the fading fog.

			“Bryntyr!” the person shouted. “Your legs still kickin’?”

			Out of the fog came four stout men, all less than five feet tall, with large braided beards and clothed in something akin to what a hunter would wear. Standing before me were four dwarven men, and I embarrassingly discovered myself staring. They were all carrying these odd-looking weapons which barely resembled bows. Distracted by the arrival of the dwarves, I had forgotten about the scavengers. I quickly looked around for my father in a panic, only to find him pulling his sword from a dead scavenger’s body. He made his way over to the dwarves and I, cleaning his sword on his pant leg. He looked at me, noticing the bloody axe in my hand and nodded in approval. As he got closer, a large smile stretched across his face before he lunged forward, lifting up one of the dwarves in the air in a rough embrace.

			“Put me down ya crazy bastard!” The dwarf yelled before he smacked my father on the side of the head.

			My father set the dwarf back down on solid ground. “It’s been too long, Brok! Too long, my friend.”

			The dwarf fixed his beard and kept an annoyed look on his face for a moment, before allowing himself a wry smile. “Yeah, and I’m startin’ to think it wasn’t long enough. I forgot how much of an asshole you were. So!” The dwarf my father had called Brok extended his stubby, fat-fingered hand towards me. “You must be Einar then, eh?”

			I nodded, still trying to process what was going on. Between killing for the first time, losing Roga and Nott, and being greeted by dwarves, I was feeling a tad overwhelmed. Still, I had enough wherewithal to nod and grab Brok’s hand. The dwarf squeezed it with a strength I was not anticipating.

			“Nice to meet ya, kid!” He shouted through his beard. “Well, we did meet before, but you were just a tiny little stone at the time.”

			Brok went on to tell us how he and his hunting party were sent by someone named Sindri to meet us at Falvakyr. Supposedly, this Sindri fellow had gotten the raven my father sent the very night of the assassination of King Reynir, leading him to send Brok to ensure our trek through the ancient city was a safe one. While the dwarf was talking, I found myself getting lost in thought. The names that had been given to me itched at my memory, and I could swear that I had heard or seen the names Brok and Sindri before. My eyes widened when I realized why the names felt familiar to me.

			I had figured my father’s dwarven friends would be ordinary dwarves, but now I knew I couldn’t have been more wrong. Sindri and Brok were the heirs of Svarstein. I knew this to be true because I remembered the old books I had read in the past that showed the lineage of the leaders of Hestferd and Svarstein. I had asked scholars why we had recorded the lineage of dwarves, but I was never given a straight answer. I had even asked my father about it, however all I received was a story about how my mother loved to read and wonder too. Despite everyone trying to discard the significance of these texts, I had discovered why we had them. My father was friends with Svarstein’s royal family.

			It was hard to accept. I never would have thought that my father would know a dwarf, let alone a member of the royal family of Svarstein. It made sense now why he didn’t tell me more about our trip, though, seeing as I probably would have laughed at him if he had. However, the thing that took up most of my thoughts while Brok babbled was how the dwarf claimed to have met me before. I went along with it at the time, as if I knew what he was talking about, but it bothered me to discover that my father seemed to have more secrets than I had thought.

			It wasn’t the most elegant funeral, but Brok lent us some of his ale so we could better burn the bodies of Nott and Roga. Usually, we buried our horses, but all around us was stone, and we couldn’t carry the large creatures back out to the grasslands. We watched as they burned, being sure to see them off into the next life. Once we had honored Nott and Roga properly, we gathered what we could from our saddle bags and continued our journey on foot, Brok and his party guiding us through the fog.

			We followed the path up to the castle, with a slight breeze clearing our route of the grey clouds that surrounded us. The spires of the castle reached so high that even the fading fog continued to cover the tops of them, the falls above casting a pleasant cool mist over us. The sounds of the water crashing down from the leaks in the mountainside, and the crisp scent that accompanied the mist around us, allowed me to find some peace. I was glad that I had finally managed to calm myself; the battle we just endured had affected me more than I was willing to admit.

			We quickly made our way through the large metal doors, reaching the center of the castle with no trouble. The castle proved to be just as captivating as the city that surrounded it. The ceilings reached higher than any building I had ever seen while stone statues and unlit torches lined the walls. All of this was accompanied by a multitude of spiderwebs and dust which appeared to cover every inch of the ancient rooms we passed through. Eventually, after winding through old hallways with walls that displayed tapestries destroyed by time, we reached two massive, stone doors. Brok stopped before going through them and sighed.

			“Alrighty,” he said. “Now through them doors is the throne room. In that room is a hidden passage we dwarves use to keep ourselves safe from people like those jerks who attacked ya. What ya see in there ain’t to be spoken ‘bout with anyone. Ever. Even if someone’s got some fire nippin’ at your special place. Got that?”

			I had asked my father about our path early on in our adventure, but he always refused to answer, insisting that I just follow. I figured he was trying to take the scenic route or something, yet here I was, about
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