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Prologue

 


Year 3643, the Sixth Age, the thirtieth day of
Summer

 


The whole
tavern erupted with laughter. That laughter quickly turned to
cheers and a round of applause was made in regard to the
storyteller. Silvator rested back in his seat and took a swallow of
his ale, letting the applause roll over him and graciously
accepting the pats on the back for a tale well spun. He even
graciously accepted a few rounds of drinks from some appreciative
patrons of the tavern.

Silvator
always had a gift at weaving a story, he could capture his audience
entirely, bring them to the edges of their seats, make them weep
openly, call out in anger and cause them side splitting laughter.
It was indeed a splendid gift, a divine gift even.

But that
was a truth he never told anyone, for how would they take the news
that he was not real, or what a mortal would consider real.
Silvator was a creation of a demigod, moulded in the form of
inspiration, enjoyment, and entertainment. So of course, his
stories encapsulated the listeners so completely, so
magickally.

The
rounds of applause and drinks soon died down with the night and
Silvator leaned back at the bar and smiled contently to
himself.

“A fine tale that,” the barkeeper congratulated Silvator as he
cleaned a mug.

“Thank you, good man,” Silvator the Bard nodded and saluted
with his mug of ale.

“Stickin’ round Suthron for a while then?” asked the
overweight barman.

Silvator
shrugged, “I don’t see why not. The folk are friendly and the ale
tasty. The weather is even pleasant for this time of
year.”

“An’ if you keep tellin’ your tales you’ll be drinkin’ free
for as long as you like,” added the barman. “Got a room for the
night? I’m booked out here but if you want you can sleep in the
stables for a few silver.”

“Thank you but no,” Silvator shook his head and downed the
rest of his drink, “It’s almost dawn anyways, I shall go to the
docks along river Rünaf to watch Inüer rise. Perhaps I could write
a story about it.”

“If you can make the sunrise interestin’ I’ll let you stay for
free,” the barman joked as Silvator stood up. “Watch yourself
though, always nasty folk around.”

“I can handle myself, but thank you for the caution,” smiled
Silvator and walked uneasily for the door.

Although
he had consumed a fair amount of drink Silvator was feeling fairly
well considering, and only stumbled a bit as he left the old
tavern. Although he did not notice another form follow him from the
alley beside building.

As he
walked through the streets and alleyways Silvator began to sing a
song in a strange language. It was a happy melody and the very song
sung by Bnure, the demi-god of Anduěr, when she created him. None
who caught the sound of Silvator’s voice could understand the words
or recognise the unusual melody, but in the darkness of the streets
one did, and his green eyes twinkled as he followed stealthily
behind the Bard.

Silvator
finished his song and yawned as he stopped in a dimly lit alley and
stretched his back and arms. Life was good to him and he lived
without the cares or burdens of normal folk. He was content in
every meaning of the word and happy, always happy with a wide smile
on his handsome, middle aged, face. Travelling around Essinendeür
he was always accepted by the town’s folk and villagers all eager
to hear his masterful stories and he was just as eager to tell
them. That was why he was alive anyway: to bring joy, excitement
and adventure in stories to the simple folk.

Silvator
finished stretching and began to whistle a different tune as he
headed for the exit of the alley. But before he took a step, he
stopped whistling and glanced over his shoulder wearily. Something
was not right, he could feel it in the chill air and the prickle of
the hairs on the back of his neck. It was not thieves or robbers,
his magick made those certain vagabonds completely ignore him. No,
this was something else. A peculiar sensation he had never
felt.

Concern
flooded his thoughts for the first time in his long life and he
turned back around thinking to make a swift departure of this city.
He stopped short as he turned around coming face to face with a
green-eyed man.

“Where is she?” the tall but unassuming man asked calmly, his
green eyes glowing unnaturally.

“I don’t-” Silvator stammered, for the first time in his life
lost for words before the incredible aura this green-eyed man
had.

“Do not be foolish bard,” the man interrupted, his eyes
flashing yellow, “There are two endings to your tale, and one of
them is not in your favour I assure you. Now, where is she? Where
is Bnure?”


Silvator’s eyes widened, “How do you know that
name?”

“Answer my question puppet,” the menacing man replied calmly,
but his eyes suddenly turned a fierce pink.

“Puppet?” Silvator’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“You are a creation of Bnure,” the pink eyed man replied
quickly, “A manifestation of her will and a formation of raw
energy, nothing more. And I grow tired of your feigned
ignorance.”

Silvator
looked at the man in shock, hardly believing that this strange man
could know so much. Slowly a smile came to the bard’s face and he
let out a slow chuckle.

“You know so much stranger,” Silvator smiled, “Surely you
would know that I would never surrender the location of my creator.
As you say: I am an extension of her will.”

“Stranger?” the man’s pink eyes began glow fiercely and
Silvator could feel an overwhelming threat seep into his
being.

“Know who you speak to,” the man replied calmly.

Silvator
was about to reply but his words were caught in his throat as an
unseen hand grabbed him tightly, compressing his windpipe and
lifting him off his feet. The pink eyes of the man before him
burned with fire and Silvator’s now floated like a cross as his
life was being choked out of him.

The pink
eyed man mimicked Silvator’s movements and the bard could feel
something tug at his very life force. A strange light begun to glow
within him, and he watched in horror as his body began to break
apart and drift into a similar glow at the core of the man in front
of him. Silvator tried to call out in denial and submission but all
that escaped his lips was a wheezed gargle.

The pink
eyes before his face continued to glow brightly as Silvator felt
his life drift away into nothing. His very body was disintegrating
and turning back into the raw Fog energy from which he was born
from. Then suddenly he was nothing and the rest of the energy which
gave him life pooled into the pink eyed man’s chest where the glow
diminished and vanished.

Then
Silvator realised the truth. He was not gone but rather had become
part of something far greater than he imagined. He felt warm, at
peace and content with his absorption into this magnificent being
and gladly he parted with the knowledge of Bnure’s location and
appearance.

What
essence left of Silvator smiled and he let himself become
completely taken by the pink eyed man.

A smile
also came to the face of the man left in the alleyway. He now knew
where he needed to go to find the last demi-god of Anduěr. The pink
eyed man closed his eyes and let out a deep breath, his arms
relaxing to his sides. The world was changing he could feel it,
which also meant his brothers would feel it too.

The man
opened his eyes, which now glowed bright green, and with a smile
still upon his face he causally walked from the empty alleyway and
into the coming dawn.

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


The
bustling markets of Fort Darkard were alive with activity as he
walked by the stalls and listened to the merchants selling their
wares with a smile on his face. There was something about these
types of bazaars, so different to the big city markets, especially
the one in his hometown of Port Na’brath.

“Here sir,” called one loud merchant as he passed by, “Have a
look at these. Straight from Gun Dürin they are.”

Vythe
ignored the man and continued on through the crowd. The vendor was
not fazed by his rebuke and immediately troubled the next
passer-by.

Not too
long ago Fort Darkard was simply a pile of old rocks that resembled
a tower and wall west of the town of Woodland. But since the battle
with Gildon in the ancient city of Gun Dürin the King of Krnōrel
had brought life back to the old streets of the cursed city and now
many goods poured forth from the scorched walls. Those goods of
course came right through here as they headed for Woodland and then
onto the capitol in Crydon.

An
intuitive businessman was quick to seize the opportunity and set
about building a trading post in the ruins of Fort Darkard. The
fort had since blossomed with opportunity and Vythe was enjoying
seeing the change.

After the
battle with Kreha Vythe remembered being hit by some spell and
blacking out. Vague snippets of memories lingered in his mind of
himself, Lieut, Fairris and Bārdin all spending a joyous time
together afterwards with the Gods Dhror and Melenduil, but they
were hard to hold onto.

The last
thing he remembered clearly was awaking in the forest north of Fort
Darkard with no clue what was happening. That had been ten years
ago.

With no
idea what had happened or why he had immediately set out in search
of his companions. He did not need to venture far for both Fairris
and Bārdin had also been dispersed among the trees, both of them
bewildered as he was. Unfortunately, there had been no evidence
that Lieut was with them. Their first thought was that he had been
brought back to Essinendeür in another location and had set off in
search of him. But barely two years later they had given up and
unfortunately gone their own ways. Bārdin headed to the dwarven
kingdom in the Scarred Mountains, and Fairris headed off into the
wilds by herself leaving Vythe to wonder what to do
next.

With not
much else in mind he returned to his home in Port
Na’brath.

That had
barely lasted a year before he was compelled to leave. Not by any
animosity between himself and his family but rather due to the
frightening new developments which were taking place all over
Essinendeür.

After the
events in Sparren when Lieut killed the Goddess and Dhror and
Melenduil revealed themselves, there was much discussion about who
were the true Gods. In the end Dhror and Melenduil were rejected as
the ultimate deities and the people went back to worshiping the
remaining of The Five; Artāre, Agnör and Azarě.

Much to
Vythe’s shock it quickly came about that all Magi and others who
could use magicks, which was now not many at all, were considered
as having a divine gift and thus obligated to become a priest or
monk in one of the three remaining Sects. This obligation soon
became a requirement and the Temple of Artāre in The Port took
control of the Magi Guild. Virtually none opposed this development
for none could compete with the power of magicks.

Initially
Vythe had been requested to join the Sect, of course he refused
never being one for religion. But soon those requests turned to
demands and the newly formed Divine Knights began hounding him to
join the Temple.

This had
made his pleasant living in the city very troublesome for these
Divine Knights had been specifically taught combative magicks to
deal with Magi who refused to join the Temple. This inevitably
evolved to the situation where it was virtually a case of join or
die. Of which Vythe found neither option overly to his
liking.


Thankfully his family still carried the weight of Ruling
Family of Port Na’brath and his father had been given the title of
High Priest in the Sect of Artāre. But Vythe was still in no way
interested in joining this concerning new cult. Of course, his
father understood his hesitance and provided Vythe with the chance
to leave The Port.

With his
father at the head of the Temple the killing of Magi who refused to
join lessoned and became more covert, but that did little to slow
the radical change the realms were now facing.

That had
been five years ago. Since then the different Sects had become more
hostile towards each other and any Magi who refused to join. Many a
time Vythe had had some close calls with Divine Knights searching
for Magi who were now considered blasphemers and
heretics.

Gaianaus
was now the only region where Magi could move about freely, but
that freedom had come with much bloodshed. Vythe had had first-hand
experience in the revolt against the Divine Knights in Issia, and
probably would have stayed there. But in place of the Temple of the
Five the following of the Old Gods had come back with an iron will.
Magi were still free, but they, like everyone else, had to abide by
the law of the Old Gods. Something Vythe had not been interested in
doing.

Vythe
took a deep breath and shook his head at the insanity of the world
as he moved through the markets. For five years he had been
travelling the realms, meeting new friends and finding himself in
more trouble. Though, for a few years now he was beginning to feel
lost and his thoughts returned to the question as to why Dhror and
Melenduil and brought him back to this world. With no answers to
this conundrum Vythe let out another deep breath and headed towards
the eastern gates of Fort Darkard where he could see a convoy of
wagons making ready to leave.

“Greetings,” Vythe called as he approached one man loading his
cart.

“An’ yerself,” the man grunted over his shoulder.

“Any chance of purchasing a ride to Woodland, then perhaps
onto Crydon?” Vythe asked pleasantly and the man turned to regard
him.

“Sure, but we ‘ead south after Woodlands,” the man said
gruffly, “Ye will have to find another way to Crydon. Ten silver
an’ ye can ride in me wagon.”

“We have a deal,” Vythe smiled, “When do you
depart.”

“Hop in, we go after I finish loadin’,” the man motioned to
the seat at the fore of the wagon. “But see here, I want to be paid
half now.”

Vythe
hesitated and considered the man suspiciously.

“Alright,” decided Vythe, and handed over five silver coins
before climbing into the carriage.

Of
course, he could have walked the road to Woodland, but Vythe never
did like walking, and these days he was feeling his age more than
he liked, but he was nearing forty and middle age tends to do that
to you. What a sigh he lounged back on the wagon and waited
potentially for the man to finish loading. Despite the rise of the
Temples the lands were relatively peaceful with tensions between
the races almost non-existent. Folk were unlikely to be attacked on
the roads and only the foolish who strayed into the wilds were
likely to be attacked by monsters.

The gruff
merchant was true to his word and as soon as he finished loading
his cart they were on the way, pulling out behind another
wagon.

“Is the trade route good through Krnōrel?” Vythe asked
pleasantly as they rode along.

“Best it’s been in years,” the man replied, “Don’t get
attacked on the road these days, an’ with magicks gone there be
good competition between merchants.”

“Magicks are not entirely gone,” Vythe said with a sad
smile.

“Yeah but thankfully they’re all locked up in the Temples.”
the merchant said decisively, “Good thing if ye ask me.”

“And what of the Magi who prefer freedom over servitude to
some deity?” Vythe asked calmly.

“I ain’t afeared o’ them,” the man said indignantly, “Them
Divine Knights do a good job protectin’ us folk from any
heretics.”

“You do realise that the Sects of the Five virtually control
everything now,” Vythe replied with a quizzical look. “Those Magi
in the Temples are granted all the positions of power.”

“What do I care for that?’ the merchant asked back. “They’re
kept on a tight leash by them Temples. Damn magicks
users.”

Vythe
shook his head subtly and looked away, suddenly feeling alienated
from the world again.

“Heard much news lately?” Vythe asked absently after a few
minutes.

“Not much,” the man shrugged, “Things are peaceful, an’ I like
it that way. Been so since them heroes killed that false Goddess
down in Sparren, but I’m sure ye heard about all that. Hell,
everyone’s heard o’ that.”

“Yes of course, I heard,” Vythe replied and looked at the
leafy trees and thick undergrowth as the cart rattled along the
forest road.

A feeling
of pride washed over Vythe in hearing that the events in Sparren
were still talk about in grand tales.

“But I’m tellin’ ya there’s gonna be a war soon,” the man said
thoughtfully.

“War?” Vythe asked curiously.

“Damn right,” nodded the man, “The different Sects hate on
each other all the time. Some say Artāre is the rightful greatest,
others say Agnör or Azarě.”

“What do you say?” Vythe asked curiously.

“Artāre o’course,” the merchant was quick to reply. “He’s the
most righteous o’ the lot o’ them. An’ besides we’re in Krnōrel
ain’t we? Like Sesserrech we’re Artāre’s devote. Where you from
anyways?”

The man
turned a suspicious eye towards Vythe, making him feel somewhat
uncomfortable.

“Sesserrech.” Vythe replied cautiously and the man nodded and
smiled.

“Good,” grinned the merchant, “Strange that after all the
trouble ‘tween Sesserrech and Krnōrel we be brothers in
faith.”

“Bizarre,” Vythe agreed and smiled, but his eyes did
not.

The
morning drifted by as the wagon followed the winding path through
the trees and around midday they rolled into the town of Woodland.
At the centre of the town the merchant pulled his horses to a halt
beside the tall statue of the town hero, Sverth, and his loyal
steed.

“Here ye are. I’m headin’ south right aways, hopefully make
Ledolm by night.” The merchant said and held out his hand for
payment.

“I thank you kindly for the lift,” Vythe said sincerely and
handed over the remaining coins, “Be safe.”

“An’ yerself.” The man replied and as Vythe dropped to the
ground he urged his horses onwards.

Vythe
watched the cart head off to the south briefly before turning his
gaze to the town around him and the market stalls that were set up
around the statue. Not really knowing which way to go he headed for
the nearest tavern where he might find transport to
Crydon.

Walking
through the doors Vythe was met with pleasant music and feverish
activity. It was midday and all were looking for a good feed and a
drink resulting in few tables available. But Vythe did not bother
scouring the common room in search of a seat for as soon as he
entered, he recognised a noble adventurer sitting at a large table
and laughing with a few others.

Vythe
smirked as he filtered through the crowd to stand before the
group.

“Vhal,” greeted Vythe, “I am baffled to see that you are still
in Woodland.”

The group
stopped talking and turned to Vythe, before looking back to Vhal
who wore a wide grin.

“Well this is a face I never thought to see again. Please join
us,” Vhal said haughtily and grabbed the arm of a passing by maid.
“Bieth, find a chair for my friend Vythe would you, and some more
food and ale if you will.”

“Don’t worry about the chair,” one at the table wearing the
uniform of a Divine Knight spoke up, “You can have mine, I gotta
get back to work. As do you Jeod this heretic we’re hunting won’t
find itself.”

Another
at the table wearing bright robes grumbled under his breath but
followed his companion’s lead and after a brief farewell they
headed for the door.

“I must need a bath,” Vythe remarked as he took up the vacant
chair beside a charming young woman.

“I see your wit has not lost its edge over the years,” Vhal
laughed loudly as he sat between to ladies, his muscled arms
causally draped over their shoulders. “Last I heard, you were
dead.”

“Luck was with me it would seem,” Vythe replied, his eyes
regarding Vhal curiously. “And what of you?”

“A fine life has kept me here in Woodland and the surrounding
region,” Vhal said, his bright blue eyes sparkling.

“Fine indeed,” laughed one of the girls on Vhal’s arm as she
played with his white locks. “You eat, sleep and drink for
free.”

“That does sound enjoyable,” Vythe remarked and he took the
drink and food offered by the serving girl as she came back to
their table.

“Not for free,” Vhal exclaimed, “I keep the boarders of
Woodland safe from monsters. I have to tell you this story Vythe,
you will love it. Do you recall those gnolls you helped me take
care of those years ago, before you headed to Sparren?”

“Of course,” Vythe nodded, and narrowed his eyes at Vhal’s
curious tone shift in mentioning Sparren.

“Well I tracked down their hive,” the large man grinned, his
tone shifting back. “What a fight it was. I could not be bothered
finding a back entrance, so I charged the front door taking down
gnoll and djarc alike. It was easy enough until I came face to face
with their leader: a troll from the Broiling Moors. Not the stupid
kind either. He was a mountain of muscle and hatred if there ever
there was one. But I killed him. Felled him with one mighty
slice-”

“And his ugly head flew from his shoulders,” the others around
the table all cut in and Vhal looked to them in surprise before
letting out a great laugh.

“I popular tale I gather?” Vythe asked the girl beside him
with a smile.

“Every night he tells it,” she replied, “It gets grander each
time.”

“Not every night,” Vhal spoke up indignantly, but his eyes
were smiling. “But enough of me. What brings you this way
Vythe?”

“Heading to Crydon,” Vythe replied nonchalantly.

“Looking for your companions?” asked Vhal, drawing Vythe’s
eyes to his.

“Yes, perhaps,” Vythe said slowly as he tried to read the
knowing look in Vhal’s gaze. “Have you heard anything?”

“Perhaps,” Vhal said and took a long swallow from his mug,
“Not much mind you. But I did catch word of a Dwarf King looking to
reclaim his homeland in Grün Narād.”

That did
catch Vythe’s interest and suspicion.

“How-?” Vythe began but Vhal cut him off.

“What say you? Shall you join me on a grand adventure into an old
dwarven city?” Vhal grinned wide, his eyes sparkling.

Vythe’s
brow furrowed and he took a purposefully long drink from his cup as
he tried to understand this strange turn of events. How did Vhal
know any of this?

“I shall join you on this venture,” said a hardened traveller
at the table.

“As will I,” said the girl on Vhal’s arm.

“Me also,” said the woman on Vhal’s other side.

“What say you Vythe?” Vhal smiled at him, “Already we have
quite the company, but we could do with one more and it is my bet
that this dwarf king is your friend Bārdin son of Bain.”

“So that is what the old dwarf is doing with himself these
days,” Vythe mused quietly as he took a drink before looking to.
“Very well, I shall join.”

A loud
cheer rose up from the table and Vhal ordered another round of
drinks and food. As Vythe continued to wonder about Vhal he learnt
the name of his new companions and their own tales of adventure.
The two girls on Vhal’s arm were Arrabell and Onie, sisters from
Woodlands. The battle hardened man was Norjin, a former member of
the Black Pine Company which had been decimated during the battle
on the Morrow Plains a few years ago. The last; a young man with
the sparkle of adventure in his eye named Tharrow. All of them
seemed eager to seek glory, likely enamoured with tales from Vhal
and each out to find their own notoriety.

“We will depart at first light tomorrow,” Vhal said loudly and
laughed, “Try not to drink too much.”

The
others at the table joined in but the drinking and swapping of
stories continued on throughout the afternoon and long into the
night. Vythe remained at the table, talking quietly with the others
about current events and whatnot but his mind kept returning to
that fateful day when he came back to the world of the living. Had
he been brought back for a reason? And was that reason only now
coming to light?

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


“Ye canno play thart kard,” the old dwarf Scooten exclaimed as
Kōrrin placed a subterfuge card in Scooten’s infantry
row.

“I know how to play Bront ye old coot,” Kōrrin snapped, “An’
what’s stoppin’ me from playin’ it?”

“Me leeda kard boyo,” Scooten replied confidently, “Pritects
agin subterfuge.”

“Ye coulda’ told me that at the start,” Kōrrin grumbled, “It
be the last round already.”

“Ain’t mie forlt ya dinna pay attention,” Scooten said with a
grin hiding under his grey beard.

“Re-deal I say,” Kōrrin growled.

“Nor way boyo,” the old dwarf exclaimed, “Plai on or ye
forfeit.”

“To the Abyss with ye then.” Kōrrin roared and threw his cards
onto the rock they were using as a table. “Last time I play with
ye.”

“Thart wat ye seed larst time,” Scooten laughed as Kōrrin
swept up his cards and stormed off.

The old
dwarf’s cackles followed after Kōrrin as he stormed away, his axe
hand absently swiping at a clump of glowing mushrooms that grew on
the rocks of the underground tunnels.

“Cheatin’ git.” Kōrrin grumbled as he inspected the axe head
that was grafted onto his arm and wiped away the mushroom pulp that
had splattered across it.

On a
break from adventuring Kōrrin had not too long ago dropped by the
dwarven stronghold of the Scarred Mountains. There he heard word of
a dwarf king, who had come back from the dead, was seeking
volunteers to take back the ancient kingdom of Grün Narād. All
those eager for glory and battle were asked to join the company in
the dwarf city of the Amber Mountains.

Always
keen for some fun Kōrrin had left for the Amber Mountains almost
immediately and taking the great dwarven highways beneath the
surface of Essinendeür he had signed up. Much to his delight, upon
joining, he had come across his old friend Scooten and together
they marched with the large company southwards through the tunnels
of Subterra heading for Grün Narād.

But what
had started as a joyous adventure soon turned into disaster. The
company was large and filled with heavily armed and battle hardened
dwarves, though that did not help when they came across a series of
cave-ins along the ancient highway. Brought to a grinding halt the
army was forced to set up camp as the leaders tried to find
alternative routes.

Kōrrin
ran a hand over his shaven head and continued to grumble about
Scootin’s cheating as he made his way through the winding path of
camps to the front of the column. With the front in sight he
stopped and shook his head irritably, for nothing had changed. The
dwarf king who had amassed the company was still in his pavilion
poring over old maps with his and advisors.

“This be takin’ damn long enough,” roared Kōrrin as he turned
to the trio of dwarfs who lounged in boredom on some boulders to
the side. “I be fed up with all this farting around.”

“Easy Kōrrin, we’ll get there soon enough an’ then ye’ll have
ya fill o’ fightin’ if I hear right,” one of the battle hardened
dwarves replied. “If tales be true the Iron Mountains are filled
with darkness lovin’ critters called Reivers.”

“Ye’ll be needin’ that axe of hand soon enough,” said a
younger dwarf, “Is it true it be made of Ironwood?”

“Yep.” Grunted Kōrrin as he continued to glare at the King’s
pavilion.

“How’d ye graft it?”

“Used the mountain forge at Grün Narād,” Kōrrin stated
simply.

“So ye bin’ there?” another of the group exclaimed, “Kill any
o’ them Reviers?”

“Nah,” Kōrrin said as he scratched his black and braided
beard. “They heard I was comin’ and fled to their
holes.”

The group
laughed at that, and Kōrrin grinned behind his beard.

“By Threndor’s hairy arse I’ve had enough o’ this,” Kōrrin
swore and threw up his arms before stomping towards the
tent.

“Don’t ye be using the dwarf patron’s name in vain Kōrrin,”
growled one of the dwarves, but Kōrrin ignored him.

Grimace
on his face Kōrrin walked up the king’s pavilion, but before he
even got close several gruff dwarves cut him off.

“Jus’ what do ye think ya doin’?” demanded one of the guards.
“The King ain’t seein’ no one.”

“Damnit Trodor,” Kōrrin grumbled to the dwarf he knew. “I be
sick o’ this sittin’ ‘round. Come to voice me frustrations to the
King.”

“He be busy,” said one of the other guards.

“Real king ‘o the commoners’ ay,” Kōrrin snorted, “Out the
way.”

“Ease ye self Kōrrin,” Trodor tried to calm him, “There be a
chain of command, as well ye be knowin’. If ye ‘ave a message I’ll
pass it on. Or if ye want an audience, I’ll put ye name on the
list.”

“Listen good, Trodor,” Kōrrin said loudly, “I be but one of
over a hundred bored dwarves, sittin’ on their arse an’ scratchin’
their balls. It’ll get awful riotous in this tunnel once they get
sick of their itchy crotch.”

“What are ye sayin’?” demanded another guard, “Ye going to
revolt, traitorous scum?”

“Use yer loaf halfwit,” Kōrrin growled back, “Why aren’t we
scoutin’ the tunnels? Why aren’t we shiftin’ the rubble blockin’
our path? If ye King don’t get us occupied soon, ye’ll be the one
thinkin’ traitorous thoughts.”

“Yer talkin’ garbage,” the guard rebutted, but Trodor silenced
the argument by holding up his hand.

“Enough, Kōrrin’s got a point,” Trodor said calmly, “I’ll pass
ye concerns onto the King, alright?”


Reluctantly Kōrrin turned away and stomped back along the
line of soldiers. Not several minutes passed when the call of for
volunteers to go on scouting missions into the tunnels came down
the line and Kōrrin was the first to sign up.

In groups
of three or four they were sent out into the dark tunnels that
paralleled the main highway. Though their treks came with strict
commands to not venture beyond half a day from camp and only five
groups were sent out at any one time.


Thankfully Kōrrin was among the first to venture out, and he
wore a wide grin as he led two younger dwarves into the
darkness.

But all
was not dark through Kōrrin’s blue eyes, as a dwarf he had a racial
ability to see well in such blackness. The lightless tunnels merely
looked as if it were twilight, and to aid his sight further the
common Subterra fungi glowed a dim blueish colour.

“Finally some excitement,” the young dwarf, Igorr, exclaimed
happily.

“Thank the King for settin’ this up,” Gorthum agreed, “Not a
moment too soon.”

Kōrrin
grumbled under his breath, “Damn king taken me credit.”

Picking
up his rolling pace through the ancient worked tunnel he warmed up
his axe arm, eager to kill some fiends.

* *
*

Haylien
slowly knelt by the trunk of a tall pale pine tree, that covered
the hilly region north of Hornberg in Gaianaus. Keeping her
breathing steady she crept around the wide trunk and using the
ferns as cover levelled her bow towards a grazing deer fifty metres
away. With an arrow already notched in the bow she slowly pulled
the string back.

She could
have hunted with her magicks, of which she was still very
proficient, but she liked the feel of the leather handle, the
smoothness of the carved wood and the tightness of the string as
she pulled it to her cheek.

Being
only slight of build, even for a snow elf, her eighty pound bow
would have likely thought as being too heavy for her. But she had
hunted since she was a child and her technique was perfect. Drawing
in a slow breath Haylien pinched her shoulder blades together and
tensed her stomach, her arm not shaking in the
slightest.

Then the
arrow was slicing through the air towards the oblivious
doe.

There
came a sudden flash of light and someone materialised right in
front of Haylien’s arrow. The snow elf winced slightly as her arrow
thudded into the red haired woman’s back, causing her to cry out
and fall forwards to strike her head on a rock.

“Damn it,” Haylien cursed as the herd of deer darted off into
the forest.

With a
sigh she stood up and walked over to where the unintended victim
lay unconscious, her blood pouring out of the arrow
wound.

“A Zirarien,” Haylien observed as she walked over to the red
head. “And still alive.”

Haylien
was about to pull her arrow free and continue on the hunt, but
images of her father being killed by a hunting spear flashed
through her mind and an unusual feeling of guilt flooded through
her.

“Damn it.” Haylien swore again and knelt beside the red haired
elf and placed her hand on the elf’s leg.

In a
flash of light Haylien teleported from the forest to a cave in the
mountain side where she had made a nice home for herself. As she
materialised in the middle of the large cave Haylien tossed her bow
to the side and set to work removing the arrow from the Zirarien’s
lower back and using her magicks sealed the wound. But by now the
elf had lost a lot of blood and was still unconscious from the
nasty hit on the head, and Haylien wondered if all she had done was
in vain.

Not
giving it a lot of thought Haylien picked up the elf with some
effort and placed her in the bear skins Haylien used for a bed.
After cleaning the wound on the elf’s head she then went about
cleaning up the pool of blood on her stone floor.

“Messy job.”

Haylien
looked up in surprise to see a man casually leaning on the entrance
to her cave. She was about to use her magicks to quickly dispose of
the intruder, but she relaxed and frowned as she recognised the
peculiar green glow of the man’s eyes.

“You,” Haylien said irritably, “It has been over ten years. I
have been sitting around doing nothing. The only entertainment
being the chances I get to kill any of them Divine Knight who come
too close. What’s the deal?”

“Remember who you talk to,” the man said angrily, his eyes
turning yellow. “I saved your life and I hold more power than you
could comprehend.”

“Saved me against my will,” Haylien replied more
calmly.

“I can give you the choice again if you wish,” the man
replied, his eyes still yellow, “Help me or die?”

“My decision is still the same,” Haylien was quick to reply.
“Why are you here now?”

The man’s
eyes turned back to a cool green and he smiled as he casually
walked into Haylien’s cave.

“A nice place you have,” he remarked offhandedly as he moved
over to where the unconscious elf lay. “Though I did not know you
had friends …”

The man’s
voice trailed away as he inspected the wounded elf more closely and
moved back suddenly as if shocked.

“I don’t have friends,” Haylien said, “You still haven’t said
why you are here.”

“You know exactly why I am here,” the man replied seriously
and moved away from the bed and towards the exit. “I have a task
for you. Find and kill the demi-god of Artāre: Vhallar.”

“How?” Haylien almost laughed aloud. “How am I to kill a
demi-god? Let alone find one?”

“I shall tell you a secret,” the man paused at the cave
entrance, “There are no such things as gods, only beings with great
power. They can be killed like anyone else. Do your research on
Vhallar and you will know where to look.”

With that
the man simply vanished, leaving Haylien dazed and confused.
Running a hand through her bluish white hair she finished wiping up
the spilt blood and threw the stained rags into the corner to be
washed in the stream later.

Glancing
to the elf Haylien picked up her bow from the floor and headed out
of the cave. With a simple thought she teleported herself into the
castle of Issia, the capitol of the region Gaianaus, into the
extensive archives. As expected it was empty and she had no trouble
collecting all the texts she could find on the God Artāre and his
demi-god Vhallar. Storing the tomes and scrolls in her knapsack she
teleported away and back to the forests north of Hornberg to finish
her hunting.

This time
though she abandoned traditional methods and used her magicks to
slay the first boar she saw. With that done Haylien returned to her
cave to find nothing changed, and the blood elf had not
moved.

Setting
the tomes and scrolls on a stone table beside the bed she could see
that the elf still lived.

“What was it about you that caught the green eyed man’s
attention?” Haylien wondered as she watched the elf
sleep.


Thoughtfully she rolled the elf over to get a better look at
her. She seemed as any Zirarien, with blood red hair and golden
brown kin. The elf wore simple travelling clothes with a light
linen corset, red skirt with chainmail underlay and high boots that
were well worn. Curiously though, the elf wore an epilate on her
shoulder which bore the marks of someone who was a captain in the
military.

Twin
blades were belted at the elf’s hips, and not really noticing them
before Haylien reached to unsheathe one. Just then the blood elf’s
deep blue eyes flickered open and Haylien stepped back from the
bed.

“What? Where am I?” the elf wondered as she tried to sit up,
clutching her head in the process.

“In my cave,” Haylien said calmly.

The elf
groaned and grabbed her abdomen where Haylien’s arrow had
pierced.

“What happened?” the elf asked.

“You teleported in front of my arrow,” replied Haylien, “It
was meant for a deer. Who are you? Why did you teleport to the
middle of a forest?”

“I didn’t,” the elf stammered, “My name is
Fairris.”

“Well who teleported you Fairris?” Haylien pressed
curiously.

“I … I don’t remember,” Fairris stammered and looked
away.

“You’re lying.” stated Haylien, drawing a shocked look from
the Zirarien. “But I don’t care for the details to be honest. You
are healthy now, so you can leave. I’ll teleport you anywhere you
wish to go.”

Fairris
stumbled over a few words and clutched her head.

“I don’t know if I can,” Fairris said with concern.

“Well, I am leaving tomorrow morning,” Haylien stated, “And I
am not about to let you stay here.”

“If you want me gone so badly why did you help me?” Fairris
asked.

“You would’ve died if I hadn’t,” Haylien replied, “Be
grateful.”

“I am,” Fairris replied honestly, “But you don’t seem the type
to help people without a reason.”

“I had my reasons,” Haylien snapped and looked away from
Fairris.

“Where are the rest of your clan?” Fairris asked as she turned
her attention to the large cave.

“I have no clan,” Haylien replied and turned from Fairris to
the other side of the room to start a fire.

With a
wave of her a magickal flame came alight in a specifically carved
recess. The Fog coloured fire burned with no smoke and quickly
warmed up the cave.

“Get some rest Fairris,” Haylien said flatly as she put her
caught game on a spit over the fire. “You leave
tomorrow.”

Haylien
could feel the blood elf’s eyes following her as she went about
preparing the boar with herbs and previously made marinade. As the
cool night settled in the smell of cooking meat filled the cave and
roused Fairris from her bed to join Haylien by the fire.

As they
eat the meal Haylien spent the time reading the books she had
stolen and already ideas of how to find the demi-god Vhallar were
coming to her. Though she felt increasingly uncomfortable as
Fairris sat silently eating and watching her.

With an
irritated sigh Haylien put down the tome she was reading and glared
at Fairris who was absently looking to the books beside
Haylien.

“Alright, you have question,” Haylien said, drawing Fairris’s
eyes to her, “And you are irritating me with your
silence.”

“Why did you leave your clan?” Fairris asked a few
moments.

“It’s a long story,” Haylien was quick to say, “Why do you
care?”

“We Zirariens live in a great city in the middle of Anastarā,”
Fairris said, “None really care if one of us is to leave. But you
Lithinüer and the Valenthōr have very close clans, and it is
unusual that one should simply leave.”

Haylien
looked back to her book, “Like I said it is a long
story.”

“You are still skilled with magicks?” Fairris
asked.

“As you can see from the fire,” Haylien did not bother looking
up.

“How?”

Haylien
shrugged, “I am skilled with what Men call Void Magicks. But in
truth it is just magicks in its rawest form. The essence of life as
my mentor used to say.”

“I see,” Fairris said slowly, “Have you ever had any trouble
with the Divine Knights?”

Haylien
smirked, “Hardly.”

“What are you reading?”

This time
Haylien looked to the blood elf, “A book. Next
question.”

“About the false god Artāre and his servant
Vhallar?”

“Obviously.”

“Why?”

“Curiosity. Why do you ask?”

“Curiosity,” Fairris replied, making Haylien narrow her
eyes.

Haylien
looked back to her book and silence fell over them.

“Where do you head tomorrow?” Fairris spoke up after a long
pause.

“Why?”

“Well if you want me gone, you can take me there too,” Fairris
suggested innocently.

Haylien
looked up from her book suspiciously; there was something this elf
was not saying. There was a reason Fairris had suddenly appeared in
the way of Haylien’s arrow, unintentionally of course, but Haylien
could not help but think it had something to do with her. Had the
green eyed man planned this? Is that why he had been so interested
in Fairris when he arrived? Something was certainly afoot and
Haylien felt as if she was being used.

“Fine you can come.” Haylien decided, and Fairris seemed
content with that.

Fairris
soon curled up by the fire and went to sleep as Haylien continued
to read about Vhallar. But her eyes continuously darted to Fairris
suspiciously. Haylien did not get much rest that night and early
the next morning she woke Fairris.

“Ready?” Haylien asked flatly, none too impressed with having
someone tag along with her.

“Yes.”

“Put your hand on my shoulder and don’t let go until the
teleportation is finished.” Haylien instructed and Fairris did as
she was told.

With a
simple thought the cave which she had come to call home disappeared
and the streets of Krnōrel’s capitol appeared around them. Haylien
was used to such teleportation, but Fairris was not and leaned
heavily on Haylien’s shoulder as she gathered her bearings. With
annoyance Haylien shrugged of Fairris’s hand, causing her to
stumble to the side, and headed off into the city.

“Come on.” Haylien called over her shoulder as she moved from
the alleyway, and as she expected Fairris hesitantly
followed.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The
rumble of distant thunder brought him back to consciousness. The
rain fell on his face and head, drenching his hair and clothes, and
making his golden eyes flicker open.

“Fairris?” Lieut wondered as he got to his feet and looked
about. “Vythe? Bārdin?”

Glancing
around the area he realised that he was atop a high plateau looking
out across a far green plain hundreds of feet below him. In the
distance a large body of water could be seen with placid waters
that reflected the early morning sky. Dark clouds sat in the
heavens bringing the steady deluge to the region. A flash of blue
lightning flickered through the clouds and was followed by a deep
rumble of thunder.

“The Morrow Plains?” he wondered aloud, “What’s going on? Why
am I here?”

As the
realisation came to him his hand quickly shot to his right shoulder
where his fingers felt the soft leather handle of his large sabre
that was held by specialised clips on his shoulder guard. He
breathed a sigh of relief as he felt the leather, glad that his
precious sword was with him.

“Dhror? Melenduil?” he called louder, turning his attention
back to his surroundings.

His
answer came in the moan of the wind, the fall of rain the rumble of
thunder.

He was
alone.

Irritably
Lieut kicked a rock across the ground. The stone bounced across the
rocks before jumping over the lip of the ledge. Moving to the edge
he watched it fall hundreds of feet straight down before it blurred
into the rest of the ground and disappeared.

Lieut
closed his eyes and turned his face skywards, letting the steady
rain fall on his cheeks and trickle down his neck. After nearly
dying in the battle against Kreha to save the world from
destruction he was back in Essinendeür. But what did that
mean?

Lieut
shook his head and ran a hand through his long silver hair. The
strands above his left ear had never grown back leaving the pale
scar bare for all to see as it ran from his eyebrow to the back of
his head. He let out another deep breath and opened his eyes to
search for a way down from his position.

The side
of the cliff face was sheer, with almost no cracks across its
surface. There were no paths leading from his ledge and the cliff
face reaching upwards was just as smooth.

“Great.” Lieut mumbled and moved closer to the plateau’s
rim.

Firming
his jaw Lieut swung down from the ledge. The rocks were wet and
slippery, but he managed to find firm holds in the rock. His
slipper-like shoes held some grip on the recesses and lips in the
stone. Carefully Lieut began his decent, picking his path carefully
and making sure his hand-holds and feet were firm before continuing
to the next position.

The rain
continued to fall, saturating his clothes and hair, and sending
droplets under his collar to trickle down his back. Thankfully it
was not cold and as the minutes wore on he did not even notice the
patter of rain drops on his bare arms and head.

Minutes
became an hours and still Lieut made his slow decent. His fingers
hurt and his arms burned. Lieut’s feet began to cramp painfully,
but he stubbornly pushed on.

Then he
slipped.

Lieut
cried out in surprise as he lost his footing. The pull of gravity
tugged at him viciously, but his hands held firm. Hanging on
tightly he took some deep breaths to steady himself before
re-setting his feet to move on. But he could not move. Something
stopped him. It was not some external factor, but the thoughts
yelling at him that he would fall to his death.

“What is this?” Lieut wondered and he clutched to the stone.
“What is wrong with me?”

The
moment of fear passed quickly and Lieut bared his teeth
angrily.

“I do not know fear,” Lieut said firmly to himself, “Death
holds no sway over me.”

With a
growl of frustration he forced himself to find the next hand hold.
As he continued his decent Lieut told himself that it had not been
fear that he felt, merely surprise at the sudden loss of
footing.

To prove
his own point Lieut launched himself sideways to a larger crevasse.
As he landed his feet slipped on the wet stone again causing him to
lose a hand hold. But one hand held firm, causing him to swing
precariously by one arm. Immediately Lieut felt his heart skip a
beat and his breathing increase. But this time he smiled as he felt
the adrenaline pulse through his veins.

“Just out of practice,” Lieut smiled to himself as he swung
from the crevasse.

With a
confident glint in his eye Lieut continued the climb down. It
seemed easier to him now, maybe it was just a better part of the
cliff to climb, but he dropped easily from one position to the next
sometimes jumping laterally to follow a better path
down.

Finally
he reached the bottom, purposely letting himself fall the last
fifteen feet to the ground.

“Now, where am I?” Lieut wondered as he gazed across the
Morrow Plains.

The long
grass waved in the gentle breeze as it blew across the rolling
plains.

“That has to be Lake Ire,” Lieut looked to the large body of
water in the distance, “And the only place you can see the lake
this clearly from the mountains are in the southern reaches of the
Farron Mountains.”

Lieut
nodded to himself and stretched the ache from his arms and
shoulders. Squinting to the heavens he made out the feint glowing
orb of Inüer through the grey clouds, and with some quick
calculations headed northwards.

“To Sparren, I guess.” Lieut said and let out a deep
breath.

Following
the mountain range towards the north Lieut continued to wonder why
he was here at all. Had Dhror and Melenduil brought him back the
Essinendeür? And if so, why?

“And where are my friends?” Lieut asked aloud, “I was with
them after I killed Kreha. Are they also in Essinendeür
somewhere?”

Lieut
suddenly felt a strange turning in his stomach and a peculiar
grumble echoed from within him. His belly felt oddly tight and he
grimaced and rubbed it.

“That’s unusual,” Lieut mumbled in confusion and stopped
walking.

The spasm
seemed to pass and Lieut shrugged to himself before continuing on,
his thoughts returning to his baffling situation.

Following
the line of the mountains he walked along in a haze of confusion.
Had he died and was now resurrected? If so how much time had passed
since he fought Kreha in Sparren? Days? Years? Perhaps even
centuries had gone by whilst he had been in Dhror and Melenduil’s
care. And for that matter where were those two Gods? Why had they
thrown him back onto Essinendeür with no direction or
guidance?

Lieut
growled to himself in frustration and absently swiped at a tall
reedy plant that grew higher than grasses of the plains. By now the
light was dimming and he had walked many miles from the plateau he
had climbed down from, but he still had no clue how far south he
was of the Norrendōrel capitol. Though the terrain had become
rockier and as he walked through some strewn boulders a large lion
of the Morrow Plains slowly stalked from around a large rock. Its
yellow eyes immediately fell upon Lieut as he stopped walking, his
muscles going tense.

The large
male lion was the size of a horse with blue-grey coat and a mane
streaked with gold. Its huge paws quietly moved through the long
grass as it began to circle him.

Slowly
Lieut set his feet, ready to spring into action and his hand
gradually moved for the hilt of his sword. He had no desire to slay
this majestic beast, but at this point there seemed to be no
alternatives.

The lion
seemed to understand the movement of his hand for his sword and let
out a low growl that caused Lieut’s chest to reverberate. But
gritting his teeth, his hand did not stop.

“The stranger has no chance of defeating Leos,” said a
feminine voice from behind him, but Lieut did not turn his
attention from the lion. “Marin’cul suggests the stranger stops
moving.”

Lieut
sneered slightly and he stopped moving.

Again the
lion growled, but its posture eased as it continued to encircle
him.

“Since when do Mōrgul have pet lions?” Lieut asked, keeping
his eyes on the beast.

“Leos was injured as a cub by wicked hunters, Marin’cul knows
this.” The feminine voice replied calmly. “Marin’cul saved Leos.
Now, Leos is Marin’cul’s friend.”

“A good friend to have,” Lieut remarked, his muscles still
tense.

“Why is the stranger in Mōrgul lands?” Marin’cul asked
curiously.

“Looking for his friends,” Lieut replied.

The lion
stopped stalking him then and calmly walked to the side where a
Mōrgul cat had dropped down from atop one of the boulders.
Affectionately Marin’cul stroked the large lion’s nose before
turning to Lieut.

Similar
to the Yineth, natives of expansive grasslands east of the great
western city of Port Na’brath, Mōrgul were as any person from the
neck down. However, a Mōrgul’s facial features were akin to that of
a cats with fur like hair, prominent canine teeth, cat-like ears
and eyes of a feline. Yineth on the other hand resembled a
grassland rabbit, with long delicate ears and sharp
features.

This
Mōrgul before Lieut regarded him closely with her peculiar eyes as
she ran a clawed hand through her thick black mane.

“Marin’cul sees you speak truthfully,” the Mōrgul remarked and
the tension in Lieut’s muscles eased. “Does the stranger have a
name?”

“Lieut.” He replied.

“What brings Lieut to Mōrgul lands?”

“I’m lost.”

Marin’cul
narrowed her deep green eyes at him as she absently played with one
of her many beaded necklaces that looked as if it connected to the
lining of her light linen top.

“Lieut searches for his friends, but is lost also.” The Mōrgul
stated curiously, “Marin’cul wonders, who Lieut’s friends
are.”

“That is my business,” Lieut replied curtly, “I shall leave
your lands as fast as I may.”

“Wait.” Marin’cul called, “Darkness comes so Marin’cul invites
Lieut to share her camp.”

“Why?” Lieut asked suspiciously.

“Mōrgul hospitality,” Marin’cul replied politely, “If Lieut
travels the grasses during the darkness many evils will attack
him.”

“They can try,” Lieut replied with a slight smile.

“Lieut will be weary and evil will destroy him,” Marin’cul
replied seriously.

Lieut’s
frowned slightly at the Mōrgul’s remarked and looked to the
darkening skies.

“Lieut will accept Marin’cul’s offer?” Marin’cul asked as
Lieut continued to hesitate.

For some
reason the thought of rest appealed to him, though he was perplexed
as to why.

“Perhaps I am not fully healed,” Lieut mumbled to himself and
with a deep breath moved towards Marin’cul. “Lead the way to your
camp.”

Without a
reply the Mōrgul headed off with her large lion friend by her side.
After a few minutes of weaving through the maze of huge rocks along
the foot hills they came to a secluded dell with a rocky crevasse
shielding the campsite from the rain. A small fire burned under the
shelter of the grey stone where some small animal was cooking on a
spit.

The small
of the cooking meat filled Lieut’s senses and he unconsciously
licked his lips. Again a rumble was heard from his gut and his
stomach contorted uncomfortably.

“Marin’cul hears Lieut is hungry,” the Mōrgul said with a
slight laugh as she sat down at the fire. “Lieut is welcome to
eat.”

“Hungry?” Lieut mumbled to himself in confusion.

As the
lion Leos moved to the back of the dell to lie down Marin’cul cut
several slices of meat from the cooking game and handed the food to
Lieut on a crack wooden plate. Hesitantly Lieut took the offered
meal and looked at it closely as he sniffed in the alluring
smell.

“It is Jackalope,” Marin’cul said, not understanding his
hesitation, “Marinated with Marin’cul’s own recipe. A delicacy in
cities of Men.”

Lieut
offered a slight smile and slowly took a slice of the meat to eat.
The flavour and texture was remarkable as he bit through the soft
flesh causing the juices to send his taste buds dancing. Before he
knew it his plate was empty and he was licking the marinade from
his fingers.

“More?” Marin’cul asked politely.

“Yes.” Lieut replied with a half-smile, “I mean no. Well,
perhaps later.”

Awkwardly
Lieut handed the plate back to the Mōrgul and took his skin flask
from his belt to swallow down some water. Staring into the fire he
worried what this new change in him meant. Never before did have
the desire to eat, the Programmable Biotic Entities attached to his
brain stem when he was created were meant to sustain his body
through the consumption of only water. But perhaps that was it,
perhaps Dhror and Melenduil had removed the PBEs after the battle
and now he was normal.

“Normal?” Lieut mumbled to himself.

The
thought both scared him and delighted him for some reason, and
brought another realisation upon him: intensified emotions. The
thought made his mind freeze and he stared blankly into the flames
of the fire as he tried to comprehend that insight.

“Lieut searches for his friends?” Marin’cul asked curiously,
pulling Lieut from his startling discoveries.

“Yes.”

“Who is it Lieut searches for?”

“My companions: Fairris, Vythe and Bārdin.” Lieut replied,
still distracted.

Marin’cul
cocked her head to the side curiously.

“Marin’cul knows these people,” the Morgul said, drawing
Lieut’s eyes to hers. “Marin’cul fought with them when the rulers
of Men battled at the hands of Ire Lake.”

“When my kin, the Nevāranciens, arrived?” Lieut asked and the
Mōrgul nodded.

“It is as Lieut says,” Marin’cul replied, “From the sky the
warriors came, bringing thunder down with them. It was when the
great veil of Fog brought destruction to the warrior’s crafts that
Marin’cul lost Lieut’s friends. Marin’cul then, after many spans of
time, was sad to learn of their deaths by the false Goddess. One
called Lieut killed that Goddess. Marin’cul sees that you are he.
But what of Fairris, Vythe and Bārdin?”

“I don’t know,” Lieut replied honestly, “But I will find
them.”

“Marin’cul believes Lieut,” the Mōrgul smiled, “The stories
said Lieut had died also, but yet you are here. So Marin’cul
believes that his friends are also here.”

Lieut
smiled slightly and looked back to the low burning fire.

“Marin’cul will now rest,” the Mōrgul said after a few
minutes, “Lieut can also for Leos will keep watch.”

Lieut
looked to the horse sized lion which was still watching him
closely. Marin’cul then moved over to the great animal and snuggled
up beside him, using Leos’s large paw as a pillow. With a baffled
shake of his head at the two he looked back to the fire and without
thinking cut himself some more slices of meat from the cooking
Jackalope.

This
startling new development perplexed him, but as he chewed down some
more of the succulent meat he considered that it was not all
bad.

Finishing
his meal Lieut took another drink from his hip flask and rested
back against a smooth boulder. His hair was still dripping wet, but
at least he was under some cover and the fire was drying his
clothes. As he stared into the dying fire Lieut’s eyes started to
become heavy and before he realised he was deep in
slumber.

As soon
as he realised he was asleep Lieut forced himself to wake. As he
blinked the sleep from his eyes and looked around he realised that
it was nearing dawn.

“I slept?” Lieut wondered aloud and stood up to stretch his
back and arms.

It was
another concerning thought for him, because the last time he
remembered sleeping was on the road from Crydon to Sparren to slay
the Goddess Kreha. But that time it had been because he was
dying.

“I can’t be dying this time,” Lieut mumbled, “Dhror and
Melenduil would not have brought me back just so I could die. No,
it has to be the PBEs. They must have removed them. I am
normal.”

But that
notion did not bring him comfort. Lieut frowned and moved out from
under the cover of the small dell. The hour was early and,
unusually, no rain fell this morning, though the skies were still
dark and thunder was heard in the distance.

Taking
his sword from his shoulder, Lieut brought the great blade before
his eyes. Its metal was black and its sharp edge shining silver.
From the simple silver crosspiece, where an anther crystal was
encrusted, the four inch wide blade stretched out a meter and half,
curving slightly at the end. It was a two-handed sabre that Lieut
could wield with deadly proficiency. Lieut’s hand gripped the
leather of the handle tightly and the eyes of the lion-head pommel
seemed to flare alive and he sent the blade into some gentle
swings.

Lieut’s
feet moved quickly as he danced through the grass practicing his
sword work. Twisting into pirouettes and changing both the grip and
hands as he moved effortlessly through specific patterns. Turning
low the sharp edge of his sabre sliced through the long grass
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