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  Prologue
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1095th Year of the Great Emrosian Empire
Summer Solstice 
Breshk

He felt the wind brush along his ear as the arrow flew past. He tried to slow his charge but his momentum was too great; the toe of his boot caught the rough, packed sand, spinning him off balance. With a crack, his knee struck the ground, pain shooting through his leg, the iron platelets scaling his leather cuirass clattering. Another arrow whizzed over his head as his left hand hit the ground and he shoved himself back to his feet, his forward momentum slowed, but not stopped, his charge continued. In mere moments he was upon the archer as the man dropped his bow and scrambled for the knife at his hip. Diirg’s axe came down with a crunch into the archer’s skull. The man crumpled. 
His breath was heavy, his lungs burning, as he pulled his axe free. Alongside him his comrades had already disposed of the other archers. Good. He didn’t know how much longer he could go on. He wiped the sweat from his brow and looked to the others. Yahmu stepped up beside him, wiping the blade of his shortsword on the tattered shirt of a fallen archer, his shield held at the ready. Diirg raked his fingers through his tangled and sweat-soaked beard as he stared ahead, squinting his eyes as he peered through the bright desert sun to the large, domed building at the city’s center.
They’d been on contract with the Empire. Baking under the summer sun. Bleeding on the desert sands. Fighting Ahnveshii rebels. This day would see the leaders of the insurrection dealt with.
A calmness settled on Breshk. Its streets emptied of civilians. Diirg’s heart continued to race as he and his comrades began toward the domed building at a slow but steady march.
“Let’s… get this shit… over with,” he panted.
“C’mon, old man. Enjoy the fun while it lasts,” Fiirla called from behind him as she caught his pace and strode ahead, black-iron greatsword resting casually over one shoulder. “We finish off these last few bastards, all we’ll have left to do is march in this damned heat. And by Byrn’s cursed forge, marching through an Azalian summer isn’t my idea of a good time.”
Fiirla let out a roar and began charging toward the building. Diirg looked over to Yahmu, grinning wildly back at him. The stocky Chendese man shrugged. “There’s always more work to do.”
They joined the charge.

      [image: image-placeholder]Captain Esher led his horse through the dusty streets of Breshk as the sun slowly sank behind the foothills that bordered the deserts. Faces peered through windows backlit with candlelight. The streets were empty save for the cooling bodies scattered near the town’s center. The gates of the wall surrounding the palace were battered and broken, torn from their heavy hinges and tossed aside.
The captain scanned the bodies. The mercenaries did good work. He recognized several of their number stretched out amongst the rebels, but not many. Far less than the number of Imperial dead he had left behind in Gokras. Breshk stood as the last bastion of the rebel forces; their work here could mean an end to the wars in southern Azal.
Within the palace was mayhem. Blood pooled about the tile floor, growing sticky as it dried. Crumbled stones were scattered about, the indiscernible remains of crushed statues. Captain Esher followed the trail of wreckage toward the palace’s inner rooms. He heard voices in the distance.
The hall ended at a set of large, white double doors with fanciful handles of gold. Smeared blood drying across their faces, slashes from sword and axe marred the painted woodwork. They creaked on their hinges as Captain Esher pushed them open, scraping as they dragged over the marble floor.
A tall woman dressed in thin rags sat in a throne at the room’s center, one leg draped over the chair’s arm. In her right hand spun the hilt of a massive black-bladed sword, its point scratching into dried blood upon the marble floor beneath the dais. A man lay motionless on the floor before the throne, his fine silks matted with black blood. A smaller woman sat nearby, a green cowl hiding her face, as she disinterestedly picked at her fingernails with a knife.
On the far side of the room the wide, red-haired man and a one-handed Glassian sat against the wall passing a water skin between them. The red-haired man glanced up, catching Captain Esher’s eye. He nodded and raised the water skin in salute.
“Aye, Esher. Job well done isn’t it.” He tilted the water skin to his mouth, ale spilling into his wild beard. He wiped his face with a dirt smeared, tattooed forearm. “The Marshal should be by shortly to go over the details with you. Then we can be on our way. Back north to get paid and get our asses home.” The man slowly pushed himself to his feet, wincing as his knees straightened, one hand rubbing at his leg. “By whoever’s gods, do we need a damned break after this one.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Night of the Moon of the Great Hunt (Late Summer)
The Ebon Peaks

The black, stone tower pierced the thick clouds that hung about the Ebon Peaks. Atop the tower’s flat roof, a hatch door flung open. The gaunt, dark-robed man crawled out into the bright moonlight. The moons were full, hanging low in the dark sky. The bright crimson of the Hunter shone around the edges of the Prey’s deep cerulean. The man closed the door beneath him, his white beard fluttering from his cowl in the brisk midnight breeze. He looked to the eclipsing moons, the Moon of the Great Hunt, a rare occurrence indeed. He stood at the center of the tower’s roof, staring toward the moons, arms outstretched, spectral moonlight beaming onto his pale, withered face.
He mumbled to himself, head raised to the sky, as the winds began to swirl. Faster, they continued to gain speed. Faster, swirling about the man. Faster, as they began to form a cyclone. Faster, and the man was lifted from the platform, spinning within the whirlwinds. He closed his eyes, and the visions began, flashing in rapid succession through his mind.
To the northwest, a man on his deathbed. He spun within the winds. Northeast, a boy surviving alone in the forest. His spiraling continued within the storm. Southeast, rebellion. Southwest, death, regrets, revenge, and plotting. The surge of images began to batter his mind more and more rapidly, glimpses of events from anywhere in the world, past, present, and future. Betrayal. An exodus. An old world made anew. A civilization brought to ruin. The scenes were too many, too scattered, too fast to make sense of. The seer’s head began to pound, as if he were drowning in a sea of overwhelming, incomplete bits of information. Not yet, there must be more, I must find a connection, I must make sense of this, any of this. Soldiers, flames, uprisings, a world torn asunder. Blood began to trickle from the man’s clenched eyelids, as his teeth ground at the immense pressure that weighed down on him. Where? A throne, its occupant but a silhouette. A man, crippled in torturous pain, light flowing from his body. Powers the world could neither understand nor handle, seeping away.
The seer came to a sudden halt facing westward. Slowly, the winds dissipated, the man gently lowered back to the stone platform. Eyes still held tightly shut. Tears of blood ran down his ghostly face. The visions slowed now, more concentrated. Glimpses of the past, hints at the future. There was something important in all of this. Ah, but what is it? And what is the link?
Opening his eyes, he clutched his dark, grey robes and slowly stepped forward toward the western edge of the tower. He concentrated, envisioning a dark room. Within, a round wooden table surrounded by eleven high-backed chairs. A moment’s hesitation and the old man stepped forward off the edge of the tower, plummeting into the mass of clouds towards the rugged mountain below. The black clouds engulfed him.






  
  Mournings
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Emros City

The young woman bowed her head to her emperor as she placed his tea beside his bed. Her hair, black as pitch, hung unevenly in front of her face, covering her vivid, sharp yellow eyes. She kept her head down, not chancing to turn her haunting gaze toward the dying man. 
His tea filled, she bowed her head lower before she turned away, walking past the Emperor’s advisor, her gaze still lowered toward the stone floor. 
“Thank you, my dear,” the Emperor called to her back as she shuffled through the doorway. His voice was weak and shaking.
She closed the door behind her and rushed down the hallway.

      [image: image-placeholder]Advisor Naren stood at the window, staring towards the menacing clouds to the southeast. Those clouds never fled that cursed mountain range, that much he knew, but there seemed to be activity amidst them now. A sickly cough startled him from his thoughts. He turned his gaze toward his dying emperor, his dying friend. He winced as he took in the man’s withering form.
"Your Grace," Naren said, bowing his head.
"No need for that my friend. Please, for my final moments, let me simply be Kelto once more," Emperor Kelto Dremnes rasped from his sick bed, resting a hand on his advisor's shoulder. "Please, begin gathering the others. This night shall be my last, I know it. I should like to bid my farewells. Gather wine—" His body shuddered as he broke into another fit of harsh coughing. “Gather wine, let us share a final drink under the Moon of the Great Hunt. Not everyone has the opportunity to witness such a sight in their lifetime." The Emperor smiled to his advisor, though Naren could see the strain plainly.
"Your will Yo— I mean, yes, Kelto, let us share a drink and enjoy this night.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Prince Ras Dremnes II, named for his great-grandfather, Emperor Ras Dremnes the Great Expander, the emperor that conquered the southern continents and brought the Emrosian Empire to its present state, was a boy of but seventeen years. He sat at his desk, sipping his tea, looking at maps of the land his father controlled. Behind him a lithe, olive skinned girl lay in his bed, watching him.
His father was dying. Dying much too young of a seemingly unknown cause. A slow sickness, gradually deteriorating him, for a little over a year now. Soon, everything he saw in these maps would be his. Soon, he could live up to his name, and truly make this empire great. He had dreams of glory.
His father had been complacent, prattling on about peace. His nonsense about gaining the people’s loyalty through love and respect. ‘A people that loved their emperor would remain forever loyal’, he had always said. Ras grimaced at the thought. His father’s endless lessons of humility and kindness bored him. 
Humility. That’s what his father called it. Making him act as a common servant was more like it. The people talked behind the so-called kind ruler’s back; he was sure of it. Respect? No. A strong fist. That was how the rulers of old reigned. That was how a true emperor reigned, was it not? Respect could be bought in many ways.
Outside the moons shone bright. The entire city was in awe over the phenomena of the Great Hunt in the night sky. But no. The moons were of no significance. The maps. The maps showed what would soon be his. He hoped to make his ancestors proud. He would be a great emperor, he would rule like a true emperor, he would expand. He would have true control. He would no longer serve but be served.
There was a knock at the door. The Prince quickly turned his head to the yellow-eyed young woman watching him. She wrapped a blanket around herself and crawled under the bed. Once she was out of sight Prince Ras opened his door, revealing the long, thin, solemn face of Advisor Naren
“Your father, Your Grace. I fear it is time.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The temporary council chamber was one floor above the Emperor's bedroom, and the uppermost room of the eastern tower. Set in the walls of the circular room were windows, equally spaced apart around its entire circumference. Faint violet light from the eclipsing moons flooded the room. A sturdy oak table stood in the center. At the head of the table, facing the southeastern window, sat the sickly emperor. Kelto was wrapped in several simple yet heavy threaded robes to fend off the night’s chill, slouched slightly in his chair. Behind him the hearth fire roared.
Advisor Naren entered the chamber from the stairwell, followed by the Emperor's other chief advisors. The five took their seats around the table.
"It's good to see you all tonight, my dear friends," the Emperor began, slowly scanning the faces around the table. "Please, let us first raise our goblets. To the future of Emros. Let my son's reign be prosperous,” he paused, taking a deep breath, “and peaceful. Let the Gods look kindly upon our people, and our legacies be remembered for ages to come.” The Emperor’s face reddened with the efforts of his speech, sweat beading upon his brow.
All around the table drinks were raised to a chorus of To the Empire, and the goblets were drained. Emperor Kelto turned his pale gaze to his son, and with a nod, Prince Ras stood to pour more wine.
"Alas, there are matters of business to attend to, while the time is available,” the Emperor continued, pausing for sporadic fits of coughing. “Naren, you've aided me well these past years. I ask that you provide the same loyalty and wisdom to my son. Your guidance will be important to him in the times to come." He glanced at the young prince, with a solemn look. "This is a heavy burden to fall onto such a young boy, he will need help carrying this weight. Uothan," he continued, turning to the elderly, heavy-set man, "I believe you were to have some news for me?"
The old man scratched at his scraggly grey sideburns before draining his wine. He let out an acrid belch and filled his goblet once more before slowly standing from his chair.
"Why, yes, Kelto." He cleared his throat, "I've begun discussions with my associates, most of whom agree that the Emrosian Empire should seek peaceful alliances in the west. As of now, a minimal trade agreement between the Emrosian Empire and Firlos has been accepted. A similar agreement with the Tribes of Alhu has been sent to various Tribal Chieftains, though, well, those tribes are a bit less organized, and far more scattered. An answer may take a bit more time, though I'm quite certain we can expect a positive reply from them as well."
"Very good, and I hope we still have the backing of your colleagues?"
"My fellow associates at the High Council of Guilion have agreed to help you and your people. That offer shall extend to your son as well, if he's learned well enough from you, and follows your path. As always, I will continue to offer my personal council, when I can. Alas, I have pressing matters to see to," Uothan continued, looking over his shoulder to the southeastern window. "It has been an immense pleasure to know you Kelto Dremnes. Know this, you shall be remembered as a great man." He turned to face the prince. "Ras, learn from what your father has taught you, follow his ways, and heed your council’s advice. Now, I must bid you all farewell. I shall return in several days and will aid you with any questions you may have young Ras."
The old man drained his goblet again and walked down the stairs from the chamber. Ras and the four remaining advisors stared toward the stairwell, the room suddenly grew cold for a moment, despite the fire of the hearth. Facing back to the Emperor, they saw him, entranced once more by the view out the window, a tear streaming down his sunken cheek.
"Father," Ras spoke up, "I know you value Uothan's wisdom, but, surely, we've no need for alliances with savages and barbarians. Does he too suggest we treaty with the Glassian dogs that have raided our coasts for all these years? Do we not have an ideal of civilization to uphold? Uncivilized beasts, killing our people, stealing our—"
"Enough!" the Emperor interrupted before coughing. "Son, such feuds and hatreds must be ended, peaceable solutions must be found. I’ll not have our empire in constant conflict. The past has seen enough bloodshed. Listen to your advisors, remember what I've taught you." Another cough, blood spattering into his hand. "Listen to Uothan's guidance. He has helped me well."
Emperor Kelto Dremnes rested his hand on his son's forearm. The sky outside sparked to life with a flash of lightning, pulling the attention of all gathered, when Ras looked back to his father, his eyes were closed, his breath still.

      [image: image-placeholder]The streets of Emros City were eerily silent. The patrons of the Busted Tankard stood outside, eyes directed to the sky, watching as lightning danced through the thick clouds surrounding the Ebon Peaks.
"There! Look!" a man shouted, stumbling, and pointing towards Cor Keep behind them. "That damn tower just turned to ice!"
The woman next to him slapped his drink from his hand. "Shut your gob, Tenel, castles don't just go turning to ice, you've had too much to drink."
The sky flashed, a near blinding light filled the sky in every direction. The crowd cowered at the side of the tavern. As the sky cleared, the two moons began to separate, the crimson glow of Skelis engulfing Ghanray entirely, before slowly passing it by, to begin its hunt once more. Time seemed to still as the patrons stared in awe toward the night sky.
The woman put her hand out to Tenel, now collapsed on the cobblestones. "Perhaps it's time we all go back inside," she suggested, helping him to his feet.
"Um, yeah, Silal, I don't wanna be out here anymore."
The crowd hastily ducked back into the tavern. A single bell tolled throughout Emros City, echoing through the night.

      [image: image-placeholder]The barracks infirmary of the Imperial Legion in Emros City was a drab place. Captain Rhyser Uskelo lay in a bed, his right leg wrapped tightly and raised in a sling. Beside him his wife, Yeria, sat holding a mug of tea. Their young son slumped in a chair in the corner, snoring quietly.
The heavy door creaked open, dragging unevenly against the floor. Rhyser raised his eyes as a thin, younger man wearing an imperial uniform stepped in.
"Captain Uskelo," said the soldier, saluting, right fist over his chest.
Rhyser nodded and smirked. “Knock that off, Del. The retirement was accepted, I’m not your captain anymore.”
“I know, sir. Just, seems strange is all. After all these years.” Lieutenant Del rubbed at the back of his neck, tilting his head downward. “You’re gonna be missed, sir.” The lieutenant straightened, cracking his neck, and looked Rhyser back in the eyes. “Anyway, your replacement should be arriving shortly, Captain Esher, up from the wars in Azal. You know him?”
“Aye. He’s been down there stomping out rebellions and uprisings with General Stralen, for years. Good man. Bit of a hard ass, strict, but a good man. Keep the squad in line, you’ll do just fine with him. Though, I heard he’s been working with some old mercenary friends.” Rhyser paused as memories of old campaigns passed through his thoughts. He smiled, his broken leg straying from his mind momentarily. “Sure, they must’ve worn him down a bit. A bit unconventional, you might call them.”
“Well, won’t be the same without you, Captain. Not too late to cancel your retirement, you’re still young, the leg will heal eventually. Besides, your kid can learn a lot more in the City than in some backwoods shithole in the Habergian Highlands.”
“Not a chance,” Rhyser said, “I look forward to getting back to Haberg. It’s been too long.” He winced as pain shot up through the broken leg. This wasn’t the first time he’d broken this leg, it had been a bother for years, but this break was a sure career ender.
“That’s too bad, sir.” Del began rubbing anxiously at the back of his neck again. “Anyway, I just wanted to come by and wish you the best. It’s been a pleasure, sir.”
“The pleasure was all mine,” Rhyser answered. “Join us for a drink.” He turned to Yeria. “Sorry, my dear, would you mind?”
She grinned, standing from her seat. “Of course not.” She laughed softly as she reached for a cask of wine on a shelf above the infirmary bed. She gathered three mugs and filled them each, offering one to the lieutenant and her husband.
The three raised their mugs.
“To the future of you and your family, sir,” Lieutenant Del said, dipping his head slightly.
“To Emperor Kelto. A kind man, a good ruler.  A shame his end draws near.  May his passing be peaceful and his memory live on,” Rhyser said.
“He has blessed us and our family, and we are eternally grateful,” Yeria said. “And, to you and your squad, Lieutenant Del. I know Rhyser will miss you all, though you’re all welcome to the farm should you find yourselves in Haberg.”
Lightning flashed, bright enough to blind them, even inside. The city bell then sung one long, mournful note, echoing throughout the city. The three drank and hung their heads low for a silent moment.
“Yet another bright candle fades. They said it would be soon, I did not expect it tonight,” Yeria broke the silence, her voice flat and mournful.
“Aye,” murmured Rhyser, “the empire has lost a good man this day.”
“Will you be remaining in the city for the ceremony?” Del asked. It was no secret that the Emperor had been at the Void’s Gate. Preparations had already been set underway and the city guard given their duties should the day come.
“Aye, we’ll be here until the healer says I can handle the wagon ride east. After that, straight to Haberg. Emperor Kelto gave me a retirement gift, enough to start a farm, a peaceful life.” He paused, closing his eyes a moment, taking a breath. He could see the face of Emperor Kelto in his mind, the day he had first met the man personally. Fifteen years past. “Aye, he was a good man indeed.”
“I’ll have the rest of the squad on the parade grounds tomorrow. I’m sure they’d like to see you before you leave, sir. I should probably go report into Cor Keep, however, be of aid in the arrangements to come.” The soldier rose and turned to leave. Before stepping out he nodded to the family. “Captain. Ma’am. If I don’t see you, safe travels.”
As the door closed lightning arced across the sky once more, an explosion of thunder. Rotai awoke, startled, looking around, as though lost. Rhyser turned to his son. “It’s okay, just a storm in the east.”






  
  Celebrations
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The City of Chende

In northern Azal, surrounded by dense forest, sat the trade city of Chende. Mazes of muddy paths weaved around tent villages and small wooden cabins, slowly spiraling in toward the cobbled streets at the city’s center. There, at the city’s very heart, encircled by its main trade district, sat a domed fortress, its walls red and black striped in the style of the merchant tents throughout the city. From the fortress gates walked a short, stooped man dressed in thin black robes. A dark green-stained, wooden mask crudely carved in the visage of a serpent’s head, with eyes of inset rubies, covered his face. In his right hand a gilded wooden cane, its handle carved from jade to match his mask. 
As the crooked man walked through the marketplace, cane tapping at the cobblestones, people turned, gaping in surprise, before stepping quickly aside to make room for him to pass. Making no turns, following the spiral of the main road, passing every major site of the marketplace, he gradually made his way toward the muddied outskirts of Chende. Hesitating and grumbling to himself, with his left hand he gathered his robe at the knees, pulling it above his moccasins, before beginning to trudge his way through the sunken mud paths. Maybe we should have had this paved after all, he thought, shaking his head. These damned paths will ruin a perfectly good pair of footwear, what then? Get new ones? Humph. Clean them? Sod that! Sodden and soiled, this filthy place. Why did I walk here anyway? I suppose that was unnecessary. Oh well, I’m already here, and my moccasins are already filthy.
The Last Chance Inn was the largest wooden structure of outer Chende. Of course, there were other inns and taverns throughout the city, though the Last Chance proved to remain the most popular, at least among the poor and the travellers, those that knew. Other fools assume it’s below them, why? Because of where it sits? The filth surrounding it? Ah, but I know. Worth the walk though? Why not make them bring food and drink to me? I own the place after all, don’t I? I must, I think I own everything in this damned city. Almost everything at least, one way or another. Ah, but they wouldn’t really be able to deliver information would they, and that’s why I’m here is it not? Or was it for the pork? Hmm… where was I? Wait. Why are people looking at me?
On-lookers stared as the robed man stood motionless, staring at the door, mumbling angrily to himself. Startled aware, he turned at them, rapping his cane on the porch, flinging mud from it as they hurried back on their ways. As if suddenly remembering where he was, he scraped the mud from his moccasins and opened the door to the dimly lit inn.
“Etzin!” the man called in a thin, nasally voice to the young woman behind the bar.
“Lord Malrek,” she answered in nervous surprise. “What brings you here?”
“What brings me here!? This is an inn, is it not? I’m here for a room, food, and, of course, some drink. Why else would someone come to an inn?”
“Of course, Your Grace. What may I get you?”
“I’ll take the attic. Bring me some roast pork, and a cask of Glassian Mead. I know you have some hidden away somewhere, don’t try to deny it! Embargos, bans, let the empire refuse trade where they wish, it stops nothing in truth, does it? Ah, and soup. You have soup, don’t you?”
“Of course, Lord Malrek, lentil today.”
“Bah, fine, it will do.”
“I’ll send it up to you immediately. Will that be all?”
“Yes, yes, I thank you,” Malrek said, turning toward the stairs. Pausing, he turned back. “No, I came here for a reason. Ah, yes! There will be someone arriving here shortly. Maybe several people. I don’t know, I’m not a damned seer. But there will be one or more people arriving here in the somewhat near future, that much I know. I wish you to send them upstairs post haste. And, see that they get here soon.”
“Sorry, Your Grace, I don’t know that I can speed along their arrival, but I’ll certainly send them up when they get here. How will I know them?”
“Hmm, I suppose you would not have control over that matter… Very well, they’ll arrive when they do, not as though my time is invaluable or anything. As for recognizing them, well, I don’t know, I don’t know what they look like. I don’t even know who they are yet. Maybe? Yes. Yes, let’s try this.”
Malrek tapped his cane on the floor, mumbling once more to himself. The jade serpent’s head slowly began to move, opening its maw, releasing a thin wisp of green mist that slowly dissipated into the smoky air of the inn.
“Yes, that will do,” he said.
Etzin stared, puzzledly, before Malrek turned to retire to the attic room.

      [image: image-placeholder]Along the southern road, a short distance before Chende’s outskirts, waited a motley assortment of soldiers in varying styles of armor. A bedraggled mass, accompanied by two oxen-pulled wagons, looking as if ready to fall apart at any moment, resting from a long march. Above the wagons, waving in the faint breeze, flew tattered banners of a battered, grey shield pierced by three arrows, over a mud brown field.
Marshal Kelud walked among the column of soldiers, toward the wagons at the front, inspecting each of the men and women of the Stone and the Shield as he passed them. He had led these soldiers for over a decade now, a handful having been members since before Kelud had taken the rank of marshal. Many faces were gone now, some were new, all were family. The Stone and the Shield hailed from all walks of life, and all corners of the world, a trait that set them apart from many other mercenary companies within the Emrosian Empire.
The exhausted company had been marching for several weeks, in the Azalian heat, from the foothills north of the Ahnveshii Desert. Though the shade of the great forest surrounding Chende was welcome, the heat and humidity persisted. Making their way, slowly, toward Emros City after aiding the Imperial Forces in stomping down yet another uprising in the desert.
Kelud hailed from those very same foothills. While he was accustomed to this hot weather, most of those under his command suffered in the stagnant and suffocating heat. I’ve been pushing them too hard.
He passed Drall, a giant of a man from the Isles of Glass, far to the north. The man stood around seven feet tall, even hunched over as he was. Big around as a tree trunk. In one hand he rested a massive broad-headed axe over a bare shoulder, in the other he carried a nearly drained water skin. Sorry bastard probably misses the frozen wastes of his home after this march. The Glassians and the Firlosii never care for this heat. Yet, they still follow. They’d follow me to the ends of the world; indeed, they already have. No, we all have our limits. Best to let them rest a few days, enjoy themselves, perhaps all will be better, the air will cool soon.
Cerisa Nath, a stout woman of Habergian stock, stood ahead of Drall, ringing out a sweat soaked rag before wiping her neck once more. Her thick auburn hair was soaked through and tied back with a strap of leather. She turned and took the water skin from Drall, draining the last drop, before shoving it back into his hand.
“Byrn’s forge, to the Otherworld with this damned heat,” Fiirla’s deep, gravelly voice called out from behind.
The tall Firlosii woman picked up her pace, a short distance behind Drall and Cerisa, a black band tattooed across her eyes, and a wide, green, vertical strip tattooed down the middle of her face. She had doffed her armor and now travelled wearing thin, rag-like clothing, a large, black-bladed sword strapped to her back. One fist clenched her long blonde hair, in the other a bone hilted knife. She sawed at the thick locks of hair as she approached her comrades, finally leaving only an uneven mess of patchy, short hair. She let out a sigh of minimal relief as she straightened and scratched at her exposed head as she joined her two comrades. 
“Better?” asked Cerisa.
“Not by very damned much. Oh, to get back north… I thought the summers there were bad enough. I’ve not the slightest idea how you’re not dying with that rat’s nest on your head, Cerisa.”  She paused upon noticing Kelud making his way up the line, nodding her head. “Excuse us boss. Sick of this damned heat is all.”
Kelud nodded back giving the briefest of smiles, then looked to the north again. A few days’ rest, and then on to Emros. But first, the Pass.
Ah, yes, the Pass. That marvelous feat of craftsmanship. A great bridge of stone and timber spanning the narrowest expanse of the Barrier Sea to connect southern Emros and northern Azal. Low to the ocean surface in most parts yet arching toward the North Gate end to allow the passage of ships. Built by Emperor Ras Dremnes, Kelto’s grandfather, around a century ago, shortly after the wars in the southern continents when Azal was conquered and, finally, tamed. Mostly. Relatively speaking at least. There were still uprisings, most easily quelled, but uprisings were expected, and could occur anywhere within the empire. A few upset citizens, overworked farmers, or a power-hungry noble was all it took. The continent, for the most part, however, was now fully subjugated.
The Pass would take at least two days to cross. Two days to cross the wide stretch of open bridgework, under the bright late summer sun. Damn. He would let his company get drunk tonight. He would let them rest and enjoy this overdue break, no matter how brief it may be. Perhaps it would be ideal to resume with night marches.
Passing the first wagon he came to, Kelud called out, “Diirg, up front!”
The large Stone and Shield Enforcer, third in command, slowly stood from his seat, red-faced, sweat dripping down his brow, the wagon creaking below him. The wide Firlosii, still clad in his heavy leather cuirass scaled with iron platelets despite the heat and his obvious discomfort, jumped to the ground in a clatter and followed behind his commander, his breathing heavy, the tangles of his red hair matted to the sides of his face.
“Yon!” Kelud called to his second in command, upon reaching the lead wagon. The wiry man in the driver seat turned and hopped down to the muddy road.
“Aye boss, can’t say I’d recommend taking either of these wagons into this mud-pit. We’d be lucky to get ‘em out again. What’s the plan?”
“Let’s set up camp in the forest. We’ll stick to the outskirts, not the city.” Kelud rubbed his bald pate as he glanced to the muddy, chaotic paths of Chende. He turned his gaze back to the forest. “Yon. Find firm enough ground to pull the wagons off the road, then grab Drall and the recruit, Darus.”
“Who?” Yon asked.
“The boy, whatever you lot took to calling him. The timid one.” Yon nodded his head in understanding as Kelud continued. “Then meet me back here and we’ll head into the city. I’ve an old friend at an Inn here that should be able to help organize our resupply.”
“You got it boss.” Yon climbed back onto his wagon’s bench and began pulling it off the road.
Kelud looked to his old Firlosii comrade. “Diirg, find a clearing to set up camp. Inform the troops, we’ll be here for three days. You lot could use the break I daresay. Then we’ll begin our journey toward the Ruins. When it comes time to leave, I want everyone resupplied and ready. As long as that happens, they can enjoy their time off otherwise. Organize a watch schedule. I’ll defer to your judgement on that. Make sure everyone takes a shift.”
Diirg nodded his head as he scratched at his tangle of fiery beard.
“Except you, old man,” Kelud continued. “Get things organized and get out of that damned armor. And get some damned rest!”
The armored man grimaced and nodded his wide, flattened face. His sunken eyes met Kelud’s. “Aye, friend. But I can take a shift, no need I should get more rest than the others,” he said through shallow breaths.
“No, old man,” Kelud said, “you’ll do as I say. Now get to it.”
Diirg raked his fingers through his beard and nodded once more, hesitating a moment, he finally turned to set his attention back to his duties
Kelud took the chance to sit and rest a moment while he waited for Yon to return. The sun would be setting in a few hours. There was still much to do. He hated this city; nothing was accomplished quickly in the trap of Chende. Alas, it’s the only damned place to get supplies before the Pass. He wiped the sweat from his brow with a dark, mud-streaked hand, and waited. 
Heads turned as the four strangers walked down the muddy streets. Kelud led the way through a maze of alleys and side streets, avoiding the swirl of the main roads as much as possible, wasting no time.
They turned one final corner, a large wooden cabin came into view, its front porch muddied from footsteps. Dangling from a rusty chain from the awning, a wooden sign, carved in the shape of a tankard. Kelud paused, allowing his companions to catch up to him.
Accompanying him was the giant Glassian, Drall, now dressed in a skirt of mix-matched furs roughly stitched together, his calloused feet bare but for the crusted layers of mud accumulated during the walk through the unpaved city streets. A leather strap across his scarred chest held his axe to his back. At the back of his head a patch of long sandy brown hair, with various bones knotted throughout. The rest of his head shaved bald, covered in blue tattoos of interwoven symbols of his clans. He stepped up alongside Kelud, sweat beading about his face.
A few paces behind, an almost nervous looking young man paced, glancing around as people passed the group near the alleyway. Shaky, or as he was called at least, though not to his liking, was a timid boy. A boy of but sixteen years, he still had a lot to learn. The fights in the desert were his first taste of battle; Kelud was unsure if the boy even had the chance to swing a sword. He was lucky to have come out alive, but the men and women of the Stone and the Shield treated each other as family, and even though the boy had only joined a few months before, they still did what they could to keep him alive.
It was hard to get the boy to leave Drall’s side after the final battle in Breshk. Shaky, knocked on his back, the tulwar of a rebel soldier at his throat, disarmed, when the giant’s grim face appeared over the man’s shoulder. A massive hand closing around his skull, lifting, the other hand quickly making a wide arc and closing in until the two hands met, and what was once a man’s head now splattered like an overripe tomato. Drall took the man’s tulwar and handed it to Shaky, before recollecting his large axe and setting back into the carnage surrounding them, swinging, scattering bodies. The giant, grim looking man, soaked in sweat and blood, an unstoppable force. Shaky had a hero. An unwilling one, but a hero none-the-less.
The Scrawny boy now stood in Drall’s shadow, sweaty hand pawing at the handle of the tulwar, slightly shaky, though he was starting to control that a bit better now.
The fourth man was nowhere to be seen; he had disappeared as they ventured deeper into the city’s swirl, unnoticed, unseen by passers-by. As he preferred it.
The inside of the Last Chance Inn was dimly lit. Smoke swirled through the air and the stale odor of old ale lingered. Once through the door, one entered a large single room. To one side a bar ran from wall to wall, its surface made of planks of varnished cedar, stained a rich red ochre. Rickety stools teetered in a row before it.
Assorted tables were scattered throughout the room and lining the walls. The wall opposite the main entrance gave way to an open doorway leading to a stairwell upward, behind the wall.
Kelud walked through the front door of the inn, glancing around at the people within. It was packed, only a few tables remained unoccupied. In the center of the room, a crowd had formed around those seated at a large rectangular table, as they rolled three dice carved from bone. At the head of the table sat a one-eyed man, a long scar down the side of his face, leathery, scarred hands idly toying with the large pile of coins in front of him. A wry smirk on his face as his gaze continuously scanned the other faces around him, none of which showed the slightest glimmer of humor.
In the far corner, cast in shadow, a hooded man sat alone, slowly sipping at a tankard of ale. The man’s brown hood hung low, oily black hair concealing his face, the glint of beady, yellow eyes peering through. The man glanced at Kelud, Drall, and Shaky, and flashed the slightest of nods before looking back to his ale.
“Kelud! Is that you?” a familiar voice called from behind the bar.
He smiled as he turned his attention to the young, mahogany skinned woman behind the bar. He did not wish to stay overlong within the city’s limits; there was much to do and Chende was the sort of trap that always forced one from their schedule, but some old friends were always a welcome distraction. It had been many years since last he visited the Last Chance, and Etzin was a woman with all the right connections to speed along their resupply.
“Etzin, it has been far too long,” he said as he turned his smile to the innkeeper. “Still here I see. Little changes.”
“Indeed, old friend. After Uncle died, I was the only one around to take the old dump over.” She reached beneath the counter and pulled out three wooden mugs. “I assume you’re still in the business of risking your life for coin?” She grinned wryly. “Little changes indeed.”
“I’ve been in this business a long time, and likely will continue for a long time to come,” Kelud said as he approached the counter. “I suppose you’re the one to talk to abou—”
He was cut short as he stepped in front of the bar. The smoky air around him began to churn, startling all to witness. A green mist formed, billowing around the mercenaries. All the patrons had now noticed and were staring in awe as the mist surrounded them. It drifted, growing thicker, its form concentrating around Kelud.

      [image: image-placeholder]Yon sat in the corner of the Last Chance, staring at his commander as the green mist surrounded him. What in the Abyss is this? Yon knew not what to do, he thought himself prepared for any situation, ready for anything that could go wrong. He sat forward in his chair, everyone in the inn stared at the twisted spectacle. But what the fuck is this mist? What can I even do about it? He could feel his heart racing, but he must remain calm. There was, after all, nothing he could do about this, but he could continue to avoid attention, continue to watch the crowd, look for the source of this… this… whatever in the Abyss this is. He must continue to be prepared for other problems. Well, mundane problems at least. Give me a fuckin’ assassin any day. Sorcery? Is this sorcery? That’s impossible. I don’t know anything about sorcery, it’s damned children’s tales.
The man remained in his corner seat, watching. Fearing. Not knowing what would come next of this strange event. He saw the boy that had recently signed up standing in Drall’s shadow, trembling.
Drall stood beside Kelud, waving his massive arms as if trying to wave the mist away. Scowling at the futility of the gesture he finally grabbed Kelud by the collar, dragging him from the bar in an attempt to pull him from the green tendrils. But they continued their swirling around the man’s dark face, focusing into a single coil, darting to Kelud’s temple.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kelud gasped in pain as the mist shrunk and darted to his face. With a hiss, it felt as though a spiraling shape was burnt into the right side of his face around his temple. And then it was done. The mist was gone, the pain a dull memory.
“Kelud!” Etzin was now on the other side of the bar, one hand caressing his face. She stared into his eyes, obvious shock still in hers.
“Aye, fine. What in the Abyss was that?”
“I think,” she replied, staring at the dingy floor. “I think you’re expected upstairs. Attic room.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Shaky stood outside the Last Chance. Kelud had left him to gather the supplies, as Etzin’s contacts delivered them, and have them brought back to camp. Fortunately, Etzin had been able to help him make the arrangements. He wanted to get back to camp. He didn’t know what he’d seen inside the inn, but he knew he didn’t like it. He had always been told magic wasn’t real, that it was a thing of folk tales and only children still believed in it. Others said it had died out long ago, faded away like the gods. None of that mattered to him; he had just seen it with his own eyes. What could that have been if not sorcery? 
He wanted to get drunk and forget this day. Forget that awful magic. Whatever it was. Sometimes he had wondered what he had gotten himself into. What if he had never signed on? But what else? There was nothing else. Nowhere else to go. He had nothing. That’s why he was here after all, wasn’t it?
The ground shook as a monstrous creature lumbered towards him. Shaky’s eyes sprung wide. He had seen all that he could handle this day. A massive head with an elongated snout plodded through the mud in his direction. A long, curved horn jutted from each side of the creature’s skull. The beast dwarfed the oxen that pulled the company’s carts. A harness wrapped about its body, traces leading back to its high, arched back. The creature’s dark grey skin was scaly, almost reptilian looking. It lumbered on, dragging a massive wagon in its wake.
Shaky’s eyes widened at the sight of the beast. He had never seen anything quite like it. He was trembling; not with the fear he had at the sight of the sorcery, but with excitement. He had never seen anything quite like it, whatever this beast was. He had heard stories of dragons. Could this be? No, of course not. It seemed domesticated. Indeed, where were the wings? Still, he was fascinated.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kelud walked up the last of the stairs, into the attic of the inn, where he found an odd, crooked man hunched over a plate of food, stuffing his face.
“Ahem,” Kelud made his presence known. “I was told we were expected?”
The strange, scrawny man froze in his seat, a large chunk of meat hanging from his mouth. He gently pulled a crude wooden mask down over his face and resumed chewing.
Drall stepped up alongside Kelud, stooping his head to avoid the low beams. He stomped his foot. “Answer,” he said, his voice low and threatening.
“Aha, I see you’ve taught the beast to speak Emrosian. Interesting accomplishment. No wonder you’ve come to see me,” the man grated before pulling his mask up enough to take a mouthful of his mead. “Perhaps, no, indeed, your pet beasty would enjoy a goblet. Yes, a kind and generous man am I. And, while he drinks his fill, we can discuss your reason for wanting to meet with me. Sir, sir, umm, well whoever you are.”
Drall’s eyes narrowed, his face reddened, and his fists began to clench. He took a step forward and paused. His nostrils flared. Kelud recognized the honeyed aroma of the Glassian Mead. Drall looked to Kelud, who nodded his permission. Inevitably, the Glassian accepted his defeat, and without another word grabbed one of the bottles, and let Kelud continue the talking.
Kelud stared at the man in the serpentine mask, still seated, and raised one hand to the burn on his face.
“Ah, yes! Yes indeed! It worked! That must have helped the little barmaid to know you were looking for me. Hmm, though why you couldn’t just ask for me, well, I don’t understand… Why go through the trouble? That must have stung a bit, hmm? Stung like a snake bite? Oh well, it looks good.”
“I want it gone,” Kelud said, “whatever it is. As for my being here, I do not know you, sir, and I can assure you I did not choose to be here. Whatever that display was downstairs is the only reason I stand before you. I want answers, and then I want to be on my way. I have much to do.”
The crooked man tapped his cane, and the jade snake’s head moved slightly, its eyes glowing. A coolness came over Kelud’s face; an unnatural coolness that felt as though the swirling wisps of smoke were being drawn out of his temple.
“Okay, onto business. I, as you must know already, I am Malrek, the Great Lord Governor, er, King? No. Not really a king. Let’s use governor. Hmm. I don’t like that, actually. Oh well, I’ll worry about titles another time. This city, Chende, that vast mud pit, that last stop of trade before the Pass. Or the first stop for trade after the Pass. I suppose that depends on which way you’re travelling, does it not? Which way are you travelling? I was hoping you’d be going north, otherwise this whole conversation may be useless.”
Kelud rubbed at his forehead, a dull pain beginning to echo within. This man’s words... He looked at the crooked man’s mask. “Please, I have already said, I have much to do, and we have had a long journey already.”
“But I do not even know to whom I speak? Please, young friend. Share of my food, have a seat, introduce yourself. Your stay in my city shall be much more pleasant if you do so. And with certain riches to follow.”
Kelud sighed, his care for forced pleasantries nearing its end, pulled up a chair, and sat across from Lord Malrek. He poured himself some of the Glassian Mead and stabbed a chunk of the roast pork. “Very well.”
“Soup?” Malrek offered. “It’s lentil. Lentil! Why they bother I know not, but still, it is soup. Had I a choice there would be another option. Alas, I don’t own this establishment. Well, I may, I’m not entirely sure to be honest, hah, I’m sure I get coin from it somehow, and it is here. So, I guess I do own it, or possibly not.”
“No, thank you,” Kelud replied, not knowing what to make of the exhausting man. He took a deep breath. “Very well, I am Kelud. Marshal of the Stone and the Shield, a mercenary company under Imperial Contract. My companion here is Drall, friend and soldier. We are here, in Chende, to secure supplies for our company, before the trek over the Pass and through the Ruins. We plan to camp, outside of the city, for a few days, before continuing our journey to Emros City.”
“Indeed? Magnificent!” the crooked man stated with glee. “I know now, why it was imperative we meet. Many reasons in fact. Ah, is it fate? Perhaps.”
There was a commotion downstairs. Shouting, an argument of some sort. Malrek shook his head.
“Oh, is some peace too much to ask for. Perhaps your friend here can look into that noise while we continue this meeting.”
Kelud looked at Drall, then back to Malrek. “Very well, if you promise to get to your damned point so we can be on our way.”
Malrek gave a nod, Kelud waved his hand to Drall, and the giant Glassian stormed out the door.
“Now on to business? Discussions of contracts? Of merchants and mercenaries? Murderers and marauders? Dealings of treachery and trepidations?”
“Your point, please?” Kelud rolled his eyes, nearing the limits of his patience with the masked man’s ramblings.
“Oh, apologies. Why, a job, of course. I wish to hire your company, for several tasks in fact. None of which will involve you even having to go out of your way during your journey to Emros City. And you should like this part. All the supplies you needed to get today, I’ll see it all paid for myself, in fact, more than just the supplies you need, some new wagons as well.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The one-eyed man let out a deep laugh as he dragged the pile of coins from the center of the table.
“Well, any of you bastards got any coin left? Or I take it all?” He let out another laugh.
The young man seated opposite gritted his teeth. Having reached his limit, he threw his last coin at the one-eyed man. With a shout, he dove across the table, belly flopping on the other end. His left-hand gripping around the man’s throat, his right hand holding a dagger’s point to his remaining eye.
“Well lad,” the man rasped, surprisingly calmly, “don’t go bein’ a sore loser. ‘Sides, you need to refill your coin purse, I can help with that. However, you go trying to take my good eye.” The man grinned wider and let the blade of his knife touch the young man’s throat. Dark blood blossomed where the knife’s point had rested, dripping to the table. “Won’t matter how much coin ya lost after that.”
The young man froze, sweat began to bead on his forehead, dripping down to the table to mix with the small puddle of blood. He withdrew his dagger, sheathed it, and returned to his seat.
“Very good,” the one-eyed man continued, twirling his oily, curled mustache. “Now, why not put these games aside, and you three listen to me. That bein’ if ya wanna make back your losses, and then some even.”
The young, blonde man and the other two remaining at the table, one short and fat, the other a large man with vacant eyes, pulled their seats closer to hear him out.
“Well, upstairs right now, I happen to know, there is a meeting taking place. The man— excuse me, the extraordinarily rich man, is a scrawny, broken little thing. The other man involved may be a bit more formidable, but there’s four of us, an’ one of him.”
The three men leaned evermore forward, intent on the information, their eyes ablaze with greed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Yon sat at the filthy corner table, still watching. The scuffle at the game table ended seemingly well. Best to keep an eye on those ones anyway. Pounding coming from upstairs. Sounds like Drall’s stomping. Yon rose from his seat, making his way to get another ale at the bar. Near the doorway he glanced up the stairwell to see the giant grim-faced man stomping down the steps. Yon subtly waved a hand and glanced at Drall. The Glassian stopped in his step, nodding, and returned upstairs.
Yon tapped at the counter, flashing a single finger, no words exchanged, and waited as Etzin refilled his tankard.
Feigning disinterest, he glanced around the smoky room once, before returning to the corner table. Seated, his gaze returned to his tankard, he listened to the conversations around him.
They had been here much longer than he had expected. Kelud did not want to spend any more time within the city limits than was necessary. It must have been well past sunset now, and the inn was gradually filling with more and more people.
Around him people complained of the day’s work. Of financial woes. All the general, trivial conversations expected in such a place. The center table, however, seemed to take a different tone since the scuffle. He listened closely, taking in their words as best he could. A whisper here, a hushed laugh there. He caught bits and pieces, enough to raise concern. Seems they’re planning some mischief upstairs. He forced back the grin threatening to spread across his face. Oh, wait till they get a sight of Drall.
The four men rose from their seats. Here we go. Yon kept his head down, waiting for his moment to follow. They didn’t seem like much of a threat, a fat man and a boy. The one fellow was a big bastard but did not strike Yon as much of a thinker. The one-eyed bastard seemed like the only one who might cause any trouble…
On their way up the stairs, the larger man led, the boy behind him, followed by the one-eyed man. Finally, the fat man, wheezing, brought up the rear. As they turned the corner to the stairway, Yon could see all but the one-eyed man reach for their knives. He finished his ale in a single gulp and gave them a moment. Three flights before the attic.
Silently, he padded up the stairs behind them, suppressing a laugh as they froze in front of the giant Glassian standing guard at the doorway they sought. The large fool at the front made a lunge up the steps, nearly tripping as he plunged his knife at Drall’s bare gut. Drall grinned, as he slapped the hand away with his left hand and grabbed the man’s neck with his right. Without hesitation, he sent the man’s head though the wall.
At the rear the fat man turned, ready to flee, startled to find Yon in his path. He slashed desperately with an ornate yet poorly made, clearly decorative dagger. The man was no real threat. Yon silently dipped back, avoiding the attack, as he unsheathed his own knives. One he clashed against the fat man’s blade, blocking another wild slash, breaking the blade from its jeweled handle. Yon’s other knife took the fat man in the palm. A quick spray of blood spattered the stairwell, calming to a slow drip as the blade continued into the wall, pinning the fat man as he screamed in pain.
Easy enough, two to go. Yon mused, as he looked back up to the remaining thugs. Much to his surprise, the one-eyed man had finally produced his own simple yet sturdily crafted steel dagger, its handle wrapped in black leather and a familiar symbol carved into the pommel. That blonde kid’s about to, well, he’s about to be a fuckin’ idiot, isn’t he? Yon’s disbelief at seeing the boy about to try his chances with Drall turned to surprise, however, as the one-eyed man grabbed his blonde hair from behind, and with a sinister laugh opened the boy’s throat, spraying Drall’s confused face and bare chest scarlet.
“Alright! ‘Nuff of that!” the one-eyed man announced. He drove his knife into the back of the unconscious giant in the wall. “I’ve no fight with you fellas.” He pointed to the fat man. “We keep him alive for now. Feel free to keep the hand, if ya want.” And he laughed again.
Yon pulled his knife from the hand, eyeing the one-eyed, mustachioed man. The man wiped his knife on the fat man’s silk robes before sheathing it and holding up his hands.
“See fellas? No problems with you. In fact, I bet ya the boss’ll wanna thank yas too,” he said, pointing to the door behind Drall. “Eh! Boss!”
The thin door behind Drall slowly creaked open. Yon, walking further up the stairs, peered into the candle lit attic space. A thin, short, hunched man in some sort of a mask stood in the doorway, leaning on an expensive looking cane. At a table in the center of the room he could see Marshal Kelud.
“Yon. Drall. At ease,” the Marshal called over. “I think we’ve come to an agreement here.”
“Ah! Ah
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