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“It was an
arduous task for Artāre to quell the fires of rage between Anduěr
and Antōre, but they eventually came to an agreement. It was thus,
both Anduěr and Antōre loved the mortal woman madly and both
refused to allow the other to have her, so, though it pained them
all to do so, it was decided that neither of them could have her as
their own. The twins were forced to leave the mortal woman and
promise to never seek her out again, the problem seemed
resolved.

But the woman
who had been granted Godly powers by Agnör was angry, and she
sought compensation from the Gods who had wronged her. When the
God-twins made her fall in love with them, they had also made her
forget the true love she felt for a man. Once free of the God’s
influences she had sought to find the one she loved again only to
discover that he had killed himself in despair and a broken heart.
Despite her new found power she could not revive the man she loved
and her despair turned to anger, and she turned that anger upon the
Five demanding they bring him back to life. They refused, for they
could not. Then the Goddess attacked the Five with all her
terrifying power.

It took all
of the Five to restrain her anger, but they were in a predicament.
Both Anduěr and Antōre were still in love with the Goddess and
could not bear to see her killed. Agnör and Azarě disagreed and
said she should die, so it came down to Artāre to have the final
say. Artāre in all his morality decided that killing the Goddess
would not be right. But neither could they release her for if they
did she would once again turn upon them having sworn vengeance. The
Gods turned to Azarě, the cleverest of them, to think of something.
He did not disappoint, for he already had in mind what he could do,
as Azarě had planned to do this to all four of his
brothers.

Azarě
imprisoned the Goddess within a crystalline tomb, but Azarě felt
sorry for the Goddess, who had been denied her true love through
the greed and lust of his brothers, so he left her within her tomb
with some hope.”

-The Prophecy
of The Five, Ch 4: The Goddess

 


 


“At the end of
time the Goddess shall rise and with her she will bring death and
destruction unto the world as she unleashes her vengeance upon The
Five Gods.”

-The Prophecy
of The Five, Ch 5: The Prophecy

 


 


“The problem I
have with religion is that there are no evidentiary proofs. There
is nothing, no sign that there were Gods, just nothing. Call me a
blasphemer or atheist, but these are facts. If anything I am a
realist, after all I am a Magi. Take the Prophecy of The Five for
example, those last paragraphs of the Goddess rising up to seek
vengeance. What Goddess? Where was she imprisoned? There is no
proof of any of it, and even if there was a Goddess who was
imprisoned by The Five, how would she get free? If it was the
‘Gods’ who imprisoned her, who and how could anyone possibly free
her? I have never seen the Gods or seen any proof of their
existence, so I do not believe they do exist. How can you believe
in something that has no evidentiary proof to it?

-Memoirs of a
Magi by Magi Drakkas Eitherian


Chapter
One

 


Year 3632,
the Sixth Age, the fifteenth day of Winter

 


“You will not
like me.”

He glared at the man
across the table from him from under his cowl, “Let me make that
very clear, you will not like me and I do not want you to like me.
For I definitely do not like you, and be certain that we will never
be friends.”

“You hardly
know me,” the man tried to smile.

“I do not want
to know you,” he snapped, “So drop the chummy attitude and talk of
the weather and get to the point. Why have you found the need to
impose your will upon mine and interrupt my quiet
evening?”

The man shifted in his
seat uncomfortably and stammered over a few words, making him sigh
heavily.

The man glanced around
nervously and leant over the table, “I need you to kill
someone.”

The remark made him
smirk, “Why would I do that?”

“Well, you are
a Nevārancien, are you not?” the man asked in surprise.

“Who told you
that?”

The man shrugged, “I
reliable source. Anyway, will you do it?”

He took a deep breath and
swallowed a mouthful of water from the pewter chalice as he weighed
his options.

“Why does this
person need to die?” he asked simply, causing the man to glance
around uneasily.

“Perhaps this
is not the place to discuss it,” the man whispered as he looked
around the crowded tavern.

“Then leave,”
he replied, a thin smile coming to his lips.

Again the man leant
forward, “He is someone of great importance.”

“Why
me?”

“Nevāranciens
are the most skilled with sword, are they not?” the man replied,
his excitement growing.

He smirked, “What do I
get out of it.”

“Money, of
course,” the man replied as if it were obvious, “That is what you
and the Grey Company do right, offer your skill with swords for
gold?”

He took another drink
from his cup, “I do not do anything unless I know who it is I am
killing.”

The man leant even
further across the table, his eyes darting around the room. “The
King of I’ender, Arendt son of Arthin,” the man whispered
harshly.

He smirked and stood up
from the table, “I’ll think about it,” he said simply as he moved
to leave the tavern.

“How will I
know what you decide?” the man called after him.

He did not stop walking
towards the exit, “You will know.” He shouted over his
shoulder.

Outside a chill wind blew
in off the deep canals of Scaroul and around the isle of Nivalna.
The docks around the tall island were crowded with boats and ships,
more so than ever now that the magicks of the Fog had
depleted.

He let out a sigh and
began to move up the path that scaled the side of Nivalna and
across the wooden bridges to adjoining islands. Winter had come
swiftly this year and despite Scaroul being in the tropics it had
become unnaturally cold. He reasoned that the wide spread abnormal
weather changes had been caused by the destruction of the crystal
on the Isle of God in the middle of the Scar of Gornl. Tonight the
sky was clear and fresh, the stars twinkled brightly and the twin
moons were on the wane. With the weather changes such nights
brought with it cold temperatures and on occasion caused the waters
of the canals to ice up. Scholars had reasoned the atmospheric
upheavals down to the coming of end times, the Great White Winter
they called it, a freeze that would end all life.

Nonsense in his
opinion.

He did not mind the cold
and rarely noticed it, but as he walked along his hot breath sent
clouds of steam drifting into the air.

A lot had happened in the
past two years, it was now apparently the Sixth Age in Essinendeür
with the Fifth Age ending at the forming of the Morrow Treaty at
the end of the war between King Lienthor and Lord Cardonian, and
the arrival of warriors from Nevārance. The treaty had really been
nothing more than an agreement to desist current hostilities
between the two realms and Nevārance, in truth the war was still
continuing with each ruler thinking of other ways to exact
vengeance upon the other.

But despite the
relatively brief battle on the Morrow Plains most regions were
economically well off, new jobs were being created and many more
children could be seen about the major cities.

A new vein of pink silver
had recently been discovered in the mines of Sparren and an
economic growth had hit the realm of Norrendōrel. The diamond mines
and opal farms in I’ender brought much wealth to Alabast, as it had
always done. Recent joy had swept through the city of Crydon with
news of the Queen falling pregnant.

But joy and prosperity
had not come to the city of Port Na’brath in Sesserrech, Lord
Cardonian had increased the taxes to pay for his war efforts and in
an attempt to hang on to his tenuous rule. The second House of
Zanzier had been damaged during the war and House Varrintine was
now exerting its new found dominance and popularity. But despite
House Cardonian’s recent failures it was still a very powerful
House within Port Na’brath and a vicious feud had begun between
Houses Varrintine and Cardonian.

The only region that
seemed to be unchanged by the war was Gaianaus, the cold realm in
the north. It continued on much the way it had done previously with
the Baron of Issia ruling the northern Lords with a strong and
noble hand. Although, after the battle of the Morrow Plains
Gaianaus had lost much wealth and Cardonian was yet to repay the
Baron of Issia for breaking the Treaty of Neutrality and joining
Cardonian’s war.

In effect of the events
of the Lightning Battle, as it had been dubbed, the Elder Races had
brought greater animosity towards them as many had sided with the
warriors of Nevārance and a number had retreated from the major
cities and returned to their homelands. The region of Cientrasis
had become virtually abandoned by traders and the Zirarien city of
Elestarl discovered new meaning to the word isolated.

The most cataclysmic
result of the war was the disappearance of the Fog and the lack of
ability most felt when trying to use magicks. Those who were once
able to connect to the Fog and cast simple spheres of energy or
spells found that their connection to it had completely
disappeared. Only a few of the greatest Magi or most talented still
had a strong Quia, inner energy, but they found that it had greatly
lessoned. As a result of this more people were forced to travel by
foot, horse or carriage and everything that the magicks had once
aided them in doing was no more. Fog structures, like the Gaia
Mountains Penitentiary simply disappeared and no longer could most
people summon Fog weapons. This also helped with the economic
benefits with blacksmiths and other craftsmen being commissioned
regularly to create things magicks would have otherwise done. Of
course the number of Magi significantly dropped and forced those
who could no longer cast to find other careers.

The most amazing result
of the disappearance of the Fog was the sudden appearance of
Aierthian. No longer was Drakkas Etherian’s other plane of
existence invisible to the naked eye and several huge buildings
suddenly shot out of the grasses on the Aierthian Plains. Along
with the collapse of Drakkas’s plane of existence it was said that
Drakkas himself finally died from a rapid onset of extreme old
age.

It was a strange new
world in Essinendeür with many things to re-discover and with many
people having a new outlook on life. Sadly this did not change
people’s opinion for the Elder Races or the new arrivals from
Nevārance. Like the Elder Races the Nevāranciens were greatly
discriminated against and shunned by the majority of humans as they
wandered around the countryside looking for a way back to Nevārance
or a place to live in peace. Over the past few years many of the
warriors of Nevārance had banded together and formed a mercenary
group called the Grey Company, which was greatly hated by the
Essinendeür Rangers and the Black Pine Company. The Grey Company
soon received a reputation of being undefeatable in battle and none
were eager to test that claim, but that did not stopped the open
loathing of them. Although there were a few that found a way to
overlook past indiscretions and try and learn from the Nevāranciens
and their knowledge of the technology that allowed them to create
the massive aircrafts that they had come in.

Many more dwarves were
now being seen around the cities and towns, selling their expert
craftsmanship to the booming market. It was also soon realised that
such magicks like Runes were still usable and powerful, and the
dwarves were soon known as the best Runologists in the country, and
they exploited this greatly and asked exorbitant prices from their
work.

Over the past two years
since the end of the Lightning Battle on the Morrow Plains
Essinendeür had seen much growth, but now chaos was once again
creeping back into the land. The friendship between Krnōrel and
I’ender seemed likely to break at any moment with King Arendt and
King Lienthor openly disliking one another. Mining fever had taken
over much of Sparren and civil war seemed eminent. The feud between
Lord Cardonian and Lord Varrintine had reached new heights and
looked as if blood would soon flow.

But the worst had
occurred when a riot had broken out in the town of Flottsome and
many dwarves and Valenthōr from Woodlands had been brutally
slaughtered by angry humans. This had sent sparks into the long
burning hatred between the humans and Elder Races and a violent
backlash resulted. With teleportation no longer an option people
were forced to travel between towns and as soon as they left the
safety of the walls they were in elven country, or that of the
Mōrgul, or Sātor, and they risked their very lives.

The bright lights of the
new Age had already become tainted with blood and smoke, and
prophesised much more to come.

Such a prophecy seemed
very likely considering the stranger had just asked him to kill the
reigning King of I’ender.

“Hey there,
Nevārancien,” a man called out to him and raced up to him, “My name
be Brentford, and I . . .”

“I do not
care,” he interrupted the man and continued on his way.

Steam wafted from his
lips as he moved further from Nivalna along the wooden bridges and
walkways to the more deserted reaches of Scaroul. Although the area
of Scaroul was quite large the populated areas were small and
spread apart and he was now walking in the outskirts of Nivalna’s
city.

He quietly skipped up
another curving staircase and onto the flat top, which many years
before the disaster of Gornl was considered ground level. Upon the
plateau were only some rocks and a single dead tree and from this
place he could see far across the deep chasms of Scaroul and the
flat lowlands of I’ender.

Before Gornl was ripped
apart by the whirlwind of Fog that caused the southwest of I’ender
to be cracked apart, this region was known for being a flat green
country with few trees and a blowing wind. Peat bogs were a common
thing and purple flowered bluebells grew in the few types of
woodland that grew beside lakes. Further to the south were the
highlands, also known as the Stormlands which were hot and barren,
yet also serene and untouched by humans. Thankfully much of the
highlands was untouched by the destruction of Gornl and was still
considered a wild land. It was said that unicorns once ran across
this land that was once called Scocia, which was why the emblem on
I’ender was a unicorn. But no such magnificent beast had been seen
in this land for thousands of years.

He could see that there
was still a quiet beauty to this land as his golden eyes gazed
across the horizon, despite the deep gashes in the
earth.

“Was Kreha
right?” asked a voice from the shadows of the rocks.

He did not need to turn
to know it was his brother, “Yes,” he replied, “A man asked me to
kill someone.”

“Who?” asked
his brother as he came alongside him.

“King Arendt,”
he shrugged.

His brother let out a
small laugh and shook his head.

A few minutes of silence
slipped by as they both looked across the broken land.

“Lieut?” his
brother asked, grabbing his attention, “Do you feel like you are
constantly forgetting something important?”

He turned his golden gaze
to his brother Raith, “Yes,” Lieut nodded.

“At night when
a rest I see a face of a woman with blonde hair and bright blue
eyes,” Raith continued, “She seems familiar, but I cannot think of
her name or how I know her.”

Lieut nodded his head
slowly, “I too feel as if I have lost something.”

“The last
thing I can truly say I remember was when you shattered that
crystal,” Raith continued, “The explosion knocked me unconscious
and then I woke up on that thin island in the middle of the Gornl
Sea with Kreha staring at me.”

Again Lieut nodded, “I am
the same. My memories aside from that are but a blur and all else
is clear. My knowledge, my skill and my history all still remain.
It is frustrating.”

Raith nodded his head and
quietly they continued to stare to the horizon.

“Can we trust
Kreha?” Raith asked, breaking the silence, “She saved us in the
explosion, yes. But she is the Goddess. The Prophecy of The Five
state that: ‘At the end of time the
Goddess shall rise and with her she will bring destruction and
death to the world as she unleashes her vengeance upon the
Gods.’ We are
helping her do that on the promise that our memories will return if
we do.”

“Have we
anything else to do?” Lieut asked back and Raith shrugged, “Should
we wander with no aim, in hope that it comes back to us, in hope
that we might stumble upon the young blonde that you keeping seeing
in your mind? Perhaps we could join the Grey Company with the
others from Nevārance, I am sure they will be glad to know it was
us that sabotaged their invasion plans. Kreha helped us save
Essinendeür to start with and then protected us from the explosion.
You asked if we can trust her, and my answer is that I believe we
can.”

Raith let out a
frustrated sigh, “I just want to find my memories and to know why
they are lost to begin with.”

Lieut nodded,
understanding and sharing his brother’s frustration.

“Things become
lost when taken apart and put back together,” Kreha said softly as
she appeared behind them.

Lieut flinched in shock,
but he was hardly surprised at her sudden appearance. Kreha was
shorter than Lieut, with a thin frame and straight black hair. Her
eyes were large and dark and despite her having the appearance of a
young woman those eyes sparkled with mystery and power. As always
Kreha wore simply a light white dress that fell to mid-thigh and
floated on an absent wind.

“We know a
story of such a thing, yes we do,” Kreha continued, “A great
builder once created a bridge long before the time of Fog magicks.
But he used no nail, no hammer, nor any tool aside from the ones to
craft the shape of the wood. This bridge was fifteen feet wide and
stood strongly over a river so that ten carriages could go across
at the same time. Many years after the builder died a pauper,
peoples got curious and wanted to know how the bridge could stand
without the wood being joined together, so they took it apart. But
when they tried to rebuild it the bridge collapsed.”

Kreha looked at him and
Raith, her eyes sparkling, “When we put you two back together,
memories became lost. Follow what I say and they will find their
way back, we knows, yes we do.”

“Kreha,” Lieut
said seriously, “You have given me life, twice, and such is your
power. But I wonder why you did not do such to the man you loved
those many years ago, why not bring him back instead of looking to
kill all of The Five in revenge?”

Kreha’s demeanour changed
suddenly and the twinkle in her eyes vanished, “Humans are
different to you and your brother. They cannot be rebuilt or
repaired like you two. Vengeance is all that remains for
me.”

“So then why
all this conspiring?” Raith asked, “Why not go to The Five now and
sate your anger?”

“The Five left
this world long ago,” Kreha replied calmly, “They could be anywhere
in time and space and would take a millennia to locate. Why seek
them out when I can make them come to us?”

“Surely they
already know of your escape,” Lieut remarked, “The Five created
demi-gods to serve them and are no doubt still around.”

Kreha sung in reply her
demeanour once again young and carefree:

 


Artāre had
one, noble and strong

One had
Agnōr, to do much wrong

Two had both
Anduěr and Antōre,

Their rivalry
could not demand any more

All alone and
by himself was Azarě,

Who thought a
demi god would not get very far

All together
six for five,

Never dying
and still alive

 


Lieut and Raith exchanged
curious looks.

“The demi-gods
are dogs with no masters,” Kreha continued, her voice dark, “Their
loyalty vanished when The Five left, they have now become wild and
unchained free to do as they like.”

“Then how is
committing regicide going to grab the attention of The Five?” Lieut
asked dryly.

Kreha smiled widely,
“That is just the beginning.”

“But how can
you even kill a God?” Raith wondered aloud.

“The Five are
not Gods,” Kreha snapped, “They are sons of Gods, sons of the true
Gods in Dhror and Melenduil. Sons of Gods can be killed by one of
similar class, one like me.”

Lieut smirked, “So then
are we your demi-gods, Kreha?”

A sad smile came to
Kreha’s face, but she did not reply.

Many minutes of silence
drifted by and the eastern sky grew light with the coming dawn,
bringing a greater chill to the air.

“Kill Arendt,”
Kreha said breaking the silence and she turned to leave, “Kill him
and you will begin the path to finding your lost memories, and the
path to the destruction of The Five.”

* * *

The night was black, the
moons and stars were veiled by thick clouds. By a bend in a river
on a small grassy clearing a pile of rocks sat with vines creeping
up it. Snow covered the ground and ice had clogged up the river
causing a light mist to linger in the dell.

Being not far from Midway
many travellers had pass by it and had come to be known as a cairn
of an unknown warrior. No one ever disturbed the rocks to see if
there was actually a body underneath it and in fact it had become a
form of tradition to leave a memorial at the side of the cairn as a
salute to the unknown warrior.

A rock moved in the
darkness and fell down the pile to clatter among the offering.
Another rock fell and a rotted hand clawed out from under the
cairn. A groan escaped from the man’s sunken and decayed mouth as
he struggled to pull himself from the tomb and tumbled to the
grass. Shivering the man clutched at the rags that were the only
remnants of his clothes. Most of his flesh had been eaten away by
maggots and all that remained was white bone.

“Hurry up,” a
light voice huffed at the standing corpse of Elardōre.

Suddenly the corpse began
to shudder violently and flesh and hair seemed to grow back over
the bones. An un-godly wail burst forth from the man as convulsions
racked his body. The violent shudders finally stopped and the bald
man jumped to his feet with a laugh. The once putrefied corpse of
Elardōre now seemed as normal as the next human apart from the
tattered clothing.

“Wellsy,
wellsy, well,” the man laughed, “This is a turn up if ever there
was one. Free at last from that wretched place. And the
re-animations of this corpse are superbly done. Who is it I have to
thank?”

“Who we are
does not matter.” The lighter voice said.

“We?” the man
asked curiously.

“Me.”

“You?”

“Yes,” the
girl replied and a feint light began to emanate around the area,
casting light onto the two standing at the curve of the
river.

“What we want
matters very much,” the girl said.

“Which is?”
the man asked back.

“For you to be
yourself, Brarga, servant of Anduěr,” the girl with straight black
hair and large eyes replied.

The bald man laughed
loudly, “That will not be too hard I can assure you that little
lady. But who do I thank for this unique opportunity?”

“Don’t,” the
girl replied simply and disappeared into the night.

The man laughed again and
ran a hand over his bald head, and across the chimera tattoo, “This
is going to be fun,” he laughed menacingly and left the cairn at
the side of the road as he walked through the night as if he were
part of it.

 



Chapter
Two

 


Vythe Varrintine whistled
a pleasant tune as he walked along the dirt road leading from
Sanholm in the east of the Grassy Downs towards the centre of the
Halflings realm in Old Nobbin. It was a beautiful Winter’s day with
clear skies, the morning frost had given way to the warm light from
Inüer, and a crisp breeze blew in from the east. The Grassy Downs
were a pleasant place with rolling green hills as far as the eye
could see, farms and crops littered the country side and lush trees
followed the line of merry creeks as they channelled through the
hills.

The land of the Halflings
was divided into five different areas in the open downs, Old Nobbin
in the middle of the downs, Sanholm on the eastern beaches, Saflin
Steep on the foot hills of Thienlin to the south, to the north on
the borders of the Woodwater Forest and on the banks of the Wynbree
River was Laifdon, and on the western most borders of the Grassy
Downs was Arland.

Although all farthings
were occupied by Halflings, Vythe was ever amused by their
suspicions of each other. Folk from Old Nobbin thought Halflings
over in Sandholm were a queer bunch living by the beach. Those from
Sandholm thought Halflings from Laifdon foolish in their love for
the forests. Laifdon folk forever talked about the peculiarity of
the Saflin Steep Halflings and their overly friendliness towards
the elves from Thienlin. Those of the Saflin Steep were suspicious
of the Halflings from Arland for living on the outlying border of
the Grassy Downs. And those from Arland thought the folk living in
Old Nobbin were queer folk without good Halfling sense.

A smile came to Vythe’s
face as he thought of the trouble that was caused when ever a young
Halfling decided to marry another from a different reach of the
Grassy Downs. He chuckled to himself and ran a hand through his
raven black hair and continued to whistle a tune.

A lot had happened in the
past two years, Vythe, along with Bārdin and Fairris, had escaped
from the being crushed by the crumbling air crafts at the battle on
the Morrow Plains. Although saved would have been a better
estimation for it was Barlo Braywood and his company of Halflings
that had teleported them all far away from the battle and to the
rolling green hills of the Grassy Downs. In the quiet pleasantness
of these hills they had time to recover and relax, but Fairris had
not wanted to sit idly around and soon he, Fairris and Bārdin had
headed off in search of Lieut.

For near on two years
they had wandered the lands, from the stormy highlands of Scaroul
to the forests of Vhasden they travelled, hearing news of the
treaty between King Lienthor and Lord Cardonian. They had stopped
in the recently appeared Aierthian for a time as their curiosity
had been too great to pass it by, but soon Fairris had insisted
that they continue on. From one side of Essinendeür to the other
they had trekked in hope to hear word of Lieut’s passing but always
they were disappointed.

Their division came
suddenly with Bārdin leaving to take up his rightful position as a
dwarven King, and led many of his kin to the places where dwarven
craftsmen were needed. Although Bārdin’s departure had been sudden
they parted on pleasant terms and Vythe and Fairris continued their
search for Lieut.

Not long after Vythe
began to realise the obsession that had started to consume his
elven companion and decided to end the search for Lieut before it
became worse. Fairris had not wanted to quit and Vythe left her
company after a big argument.

Vythe had then returned
to the Grassy Downs and had been enjoying the beautiful serenity of
the country side for nearly two months now, but the sudden arrival
of an old Peddler had changed his plans of retiring in the Grassy
Downs.

Tornie Frogman Henry, the
Peddler, had brought words of the increasing hostilities between
Lord Cardonian and Vythe’s own house in Port Na’brath on the
western seaboard of Essinendeür. The news had destroyed his hopes
of an early retirement and having only recently been reunited with
his family he had a duty to aid them.

His time in Sandholm had
done much to invigorate his spirits though, and had also given him
time to meditate on his magicks. Unlike most Vythe had not
completely lost his connection to the Fog and could still use some
magicks. Vythe had also discovered that with some mental exercises
and a great deal of concentration his magicks had gradually become
stronger. And the white sand beaches of Sandholm had helped
immensely in honing his skills.

Sadly it was now time to
leave the relaxing and beautiful land of the Grassy Downs and head
home, but not before stopping by in Old Nobbin to see a
friend.

It was still early
morning by the time he wandered into Old Nobbin, or as the
Halflings here liked to think, the capital of the Grassy Downs. The
dirt road wound around the base of the gentle hills and across a
quaint bridge where beside it was an old mill that turned in the
fast current of the stream. The road led from the bridge into a
flat area by the bend in the creek where a single long house sat.
It was the only building in Old Nobbin for, as everyone knows,
Halflings live in houses built into the ground. But this long house
was by no means an eyesore in Old Nobbin for it was in fact the
tavern.

Vythe looked
at the old sign hanging above the entrance which read
The Crystal Ale and
continued along the road that led into the residence of Old Nobbin.
An old tree sat in the centre of the flat area by the tavern and
was used as the town centre where many things were posted upon the
gnarled trunk. The wide canopy covered the road and filtered the
light from Inüer as Vythe moved past it and further into Old
Nobbin.

Many of the Halflings
were just rousing themselves for the work of the day as he moved
past the small mounds that marked their underground houses. Small
windows and large doors peered through the neatly trimmed grass
with cute benches and meticulously cared for gardens around them.
Some of the little folk recognised him and waved, but most ignored
him as they had done ever since he had showed up, but that was
their way.

The path led along the
base of the many hills and wound up several of them, and Vythe took
the road up the tallest of the hills and to Number Ten Woody End
and the house of Barlo Braywood.

Since the battle on the
Morrow Plains Barlo had in fact done very well for himself, gaining
much fame for his antics, and had been appointed as mayor of Old
Nobbin. Barlo had been given a new house at Number Ten Woody End,
and had seen much wealth come to his door.

Vythe smiled widely when
he saw his friend Barlo sitting upon a bench outside his door
smoking a long pipe and blowing smoke rings into the
air.

“Do you lot
actually work around here?” Vythe asked with a smirk as he stopped
by Barlo’s gate. “How do you feed yourself, if all you do is sit
around smoking and drinking?”

Barlo blew out a smoke
ring a smiled, “It would be a crime not to sit and enjoy this
splendid morning. Besides I am a war hero remember.”

Vythe laughed and shook
his head, “How have you been my friend?” Vythe asked as he moved
through the gate and sat next to Barlo.

“Well enough,”
Barlo replied, “Even better on a fine morning such as this. Come,
join me for a smoke.”

“Thank you,
but no,” smiled Vythe, “I am trying to quit.”

Barlo burst out laughing
and shook his head, “And just when I thought you were starting to
get some good sense.”

Vythe shared the laugh,
“I fear I am losing more sense, for I have come to bid you
farewell. I feel I must return home to Port Na’brath.”

Barlo took his pipe from
his mouth and looked at Vythe seriously, nodding his head
slowly.

“In that
case,” Barlo smiled, “You should sit and smoke the day away with
me, as we talk of grand adventures.”

Vythe laughed, and he
pulled out his pipe from his extra-dimensional pouch along with
some fine Halfling pipe weed.

“Your pockets
are still deep I see,” Barlo remarked, as Vythe filled his
pipe.

“Thankfully
extra-dimensional pouches are created with Runes,” Vythe gave the
Halfling a wink, “And Runes are still very operational even though
the Fog seems to have vanished.”

Barlo shook his head and
smiled, “Humans are a queer bunch.”

Vythe laughed at that,
“As are all who are not Halflings, I am sure you would
say.”

“Except for
those Arlanders,” Barlo was quick to say, “Just as queer as humans
them folk.”

Vythe smiled to himself
and lit his pipe, and together he and Barlo sent smoke rings into
the clear morning air. When they had finished their pipes Barlo
invited him inside for a second breakfast.

Vythe had to duck as he
moved through Barlo’s house and the table and chairs seemed like
that of a child’s, but the house was very cosy. People would not
expect houses in the earth to be cosy, but those of the Halflings
were very comfortable with wooden or tiled flooring, plastered
walls and wooden beams. A small hearth sat in the living room and
many rich rugs lined the floors, portraits and other paintings hung
on the walls as a cool breeze flowed in through the open windows,
and, of course, it always had a full pantry.

The day drifted by and
they talked merrily as they drank and ate, lunch past along with
afternoon tea and soon it was dinner and then supper, followed by
desert. It was well into the night when they finally decided to
turn in, before Barlo headed to bead he found some thick rugs and
pillows for Vythe to sleep on the floor in front of the dying
fire.

The next morning came
quicker than Vythe realised and after a second breakfast it was
time for him to leave.

“Which way
will you head?” Barlo asked as they moved towards the garden
gate.

“I think I
shall go through Lancer and by Midway,” Vythe shrugged, “The
shortest route.”

Barlo nodded, “Take care
my friend, watch for elves on the road as well as other
unpleasantness.”

“I shall,”
Vythe smiled and clasped Barlo firmly by the wrist, “Farewell Barlo
Braywood.”

With that Vythe headed
down the road and out of Old Nobbin, his heart heavy with sadness
at the farewell, but his dark eyes sparkling with the thought of
the road before him.

“I think it
unlikely that I will ever see him again,” Vythe lamented as he left
Woody End and Old Nobbin behind.

* * *

The convoy of three
carriages, two of them laden with diamonds and pearls from Scaroul,
moved slowly along the road, the wheels of the wagons creating deep
ruts in the muddy road. Fairris sat easily in the first carriage at
the head of the convoy and watched dreamily as the flat land
drifted by her.

One long year had drifted
by since she had parted company with Vythe after the heated
argument between them. Now as she looked back on that day she
regretted her words and she realised that her search for Lieut had
consumed all her thoughts. But Fairris had by no means given up the
search and in fact she believed all the more that Lieut was still
alive somewhere similarly looking for her. She knew that they would
meet again, she could feel it.

But in the past year her
situation had changed greatly, and after wandering the land she had
found herself in the lawless city of Lancer, where it just so
happened that the Grey Company had decided to make their new home.
At first she thought it simple curiosity that drew her to their
headquarters, but now she could see that by joining the
Nevāranciens she somehow felt closer to Lieut.

They had only allowed her
to join their ranks after she defeated five of their warriors in
combat. The trial had been difficult but she had somehow managed
defeat all five of the warriors and after many days of constant
sparing with others she eventually gained some respect, even
admiration, from the warriors from Nevārance.

The leader of the Grey
Company had then placed her in a team with two others and
instructed that they were to trek around the continent and find
work and coins. Only ever were there three to a company, for the
warriors said that if three of them could not accomplish any task
set then they did not deserve to live. It was a harsh rule and the
warriors were even harder, but Fairris had discovered during her
time with her two companions that they were not all that cruel, and
were very much like herself.

Jar’nesh and Ty’far were
the two female warriors she had been teamed with, and from their
first meeting neither of them had been overly happy by the
development. But Fairris had proved herself many times in battle
and had even beaten them both on occasion during their sparing
sessions. As the time went by they had all become friends, and
their time on the road had been enjoyable.

Fairris stretched her
stiff back and adjusted her new grey top that she had been given as
a member of the Grey Company, it reminded her of the top Lieut
wore, except hers was much more feminine. It was a simple top with
two silver clasps under the bust which left her midriff exposed and
was cut low at the cleavage. It was designed for manoeuvrability
over defence, as all of them knew that a warrior’s greatest skill
was in speed of movement. Apart from the different top she still
wore the same old red skirt interwoven with chainmail, her high
black boots and leather gloves. At her left shoulder was still the
small guard with the glowing lines of military rank upon it from
her time as Captain of the Gaia Mountains Penitentiary. Strapped to
her hips were still the marvellously crafted dwarven gunblades in
their soft leather sheaths that she had been given by Bārdin in the
ancient dwarf halls of Grün Narād.

The grey top was the only
difference in Fairris’s garb and Jar’nesh and Ty’far wore ones
similar to her own, with tight leather pants and their own black
metal swords at their hips. Fairris looked at her two companions as
they all sat in the back of the wagon, boredom clearly marked upon
their faces.

It had been three long
days since they left Nivalna in Scaroul with the precious load. A
poor miner had found his jackpot and was looking to sell it at the
markets of Pentra, and she, Jar’nesh and Ty’far had been hired to
see the man safely to the city.

“There be the
Foglornt,” Brentford, the middle aged miner remarked, “Near on half
way there ladies.”

Fairris looked ahead of
the wagon to see the southern fingers of the immense forest loom
out of the flat green country.

“If only we
were moving quicker,” Ty’far mumbled as she brushed back her long
dark grey hair.

“Or there were
some bandits to kill,” Jar’nesh remarked with a smile.

“Too true,”
Ty’far smiled back, “It has been too long since we had a decent
fight. These days, as soon as they see the grey of our tops and
hair they turn tail and run. They are nothing but cowards that prey
on the weak.”

“I am thankful
of that,” Brentford called over his shoulders, “I feared elves
might attack us every step of the way, I sure am glad I hired you
three.”

“You do
realise that our third companion is an elf?” Jar’nesh replied
sternly.

The driver glanced
frightfully over his shoulder, “My apologies Miss Fairris, I meant
no offense. It’s just that the elves are the ones making most of
the trouble on the roads. It used to be just your random thugs. But
now, it be fully orchestrated ambushes from them deadly Elder
Races. I got nothing against them personally, but they never care,
just want to make life hard for all humans.”

“Perhaps if
they had been treated more fairly by the humans, this would not
have happened,” Ty’far said, her light grey-blue eyes
narrowed.

The miner again looked
frightful and stumbled over a few words.

“Or you humans
more organised and stronger to quell any uprising,” Jar’nesh
added.

“No apology is
needed, Brentford,” Fairris said, calming the man.

“Fairris, why
did you never think to join your kin in their fight?” Jar’nesh
asked curiously after a few moments of silence.

Fairris shrugged,
“Perhaps because I never considered myself their kin.”

Jar’nesh’s light grey
eyes studied her for a few moments and she nodded.

“Damn, looks
like trouble found us after all,” Brentford grumbled, “Time to earn
your wages ladies.”

Fairris, along with
Jar’nesh and Ty’far jumped to their feet and looked ahead to where
the road divided. To the left was the path to Pentra and to the
right to Crydon, and standing below the road sign were three people
with grey hair and tops.

Brentford pulled the
wagon to a stop and the other drivers in the line did the same, a
worried look upon his face.

“Cly’strif,”
Ty’far exclaimed and jumped from the wagon, “What are you doing
here?”

Fairris and Jar’nesh
followed Ty’far’s lead and moved in front of the wagon to face the
three other members of the Grey Company.

“Orders from
Gar’lin,” Cly’strif replied, “We are to take this wagon load to
Lancer.”

“What?”
Fairris balked, “We were hired to see it safely to Pentra, as per
the client’s behest.”

Cly’strif ignored her,
“This is an order directly from Gar’lin, the contract between the
Grey Company and this weakling is terminated. We will take his
wagon load and head back to Lancer.”

“What?”
Brentford called in shock.

“How can this
be a direct order from the High King?” Ty’far balked, “Lancer in
thousands of miles away. And as Gar’lin knew we were even
transporting this load.”

“Don’t be
ignorant Ty’far,” Cly’strif berated, “Gar’lin has ordered that any
monetary cargos we are hired to protect will be overtaken by us and
brought to Lancer.”

“This is
wrong, Cly’strif,” Jar’nesh said, “Not only is it dishonourable but
if people should hear of this we will lose clients.”

“Honour is not
the issue here,” said a tall warrior at Cly’stif’s side, “Money is
if we want to get home, and besides none will hear of what will
happen. This man is but an unknown merchant and miner, so no one
will care when their bodies are found.”

“What?”
Brentford cried again, and the other two drivers looked around in
fear.

“Enough of
this debate,” Cly’strif said and looked to his two companions,
“Kill the merchant and the two drivers.”

“Stop,”
Fairris jumped in, “By doing this we are no better than the bandits
we were hired to protect them from.”

“You have no
voice here new blood,’ Cly’strif glared at her, “Stand aside or
fall with them.”

“Watch your
words Cly’strif,” Ty’far snapped, “Fairris may be a Blood Elf, but
she is also our sister, and I agree with her.”

“This is a
command by Gar’lin,” the tall warrior said ominously, “You will all
stand aside or you will all fall.”

“This is
wrong,” Fairris yelled, “I cannot stand by and let this
happen.”

“Fairris, no,”
Jar’nesh intervened before anything could happen, “We do not have
to like it, but it is a command from our High King. As a Captain
were you not given orders that you did not like, but did none the
less?”

Fairris clenched her jaw
and nodded her head.

“We cannot go
against the command of Gar’lin,” Jar’nesh said with a
sigh.

Fairris glared
dangerously at Cly’strif but she did not argue the point,
understanding the tentative position she was in. Having only become
a full member of the Grey Company she could not go against the
instructions of Gar’lin else find herself no longer a part of the
Company, or worse. But at the same time she could not go against
her morals and let this murder happen.

Cly’strif smirked back at
her burning gaze and motioned to his two companions.

“Kill the
merchant and his drivers,” Cly’strif said with a smile.

“No,” Fairris
growled as she pushed past Jar’nesh.

Cly’strif looked at her
dangerously, “I said, stand down new blood.”

“And I said
no,” Fairris replied, her blue eyes burning.

Cly’strif’s eyes narrowed
and his hand moved like lightning to grab his sword, but Fairris
moved just as quickly. Her hands snapped down and drew forth her
twin gunblades, and at the same time kicked a small rock hurtling
towards Cly’strif’s head. The Nevārancien was quick enough to twist
out of the way but the missile skipped across his scalp and she was
on him in a flash. Cly’strif gathered himself quick enough to ready
himself just before she darted in with a flurry of stabs and
slices.

Fairris knew that this
would be a tough fight for Cly’strif was very good with a sword in
hand, as were all from Nevārance. But she would not lose this
fight. She could not lose it.

Fairris pushed ahead into
a deadly spin, her blades cutting from every angle, but Cly’strif
deflected them all and responded with deadly counters. Fairris sent
a kick low for Cly’strif’s knee, but he blocked it easily with his
shin and tried to slice the inside of her thigh. Fairris was quick
enough to only suffer a shallow cut and responded with a deep cut
on Cly’strif’s forearm.

The Nevārancien jumped
back in pain and quickly changed sword hands, but Fairris gave the
warrior little reprieve and pushed her advantage. Although
Cly’strif had changed sword hands, he was just as skilled with his
non-preferred hand.

For many minutes she and
Cly’strif battled, sweat beaded down her face and stung whenever it
went into the shallow cuts she was receiving from the fight.
Suddenly Cly’strif kicked low and Fairris’s legs went from under
her, the wind was blasted from her lunges as she landed heavily on
her back. Cly’strif saw the opportunity and his sword tip darted
down at her face.

Quickly Fairris twisted
her body and crossed her blades and caught Cly’strif’s sword and
pushed past her shoulder and into the dirt. In the same moment she
kicked out at Cly’strif’s knee and swept out his legs from under
him.

Fairris tried to roll
away, but the angle was wrong and Cly’strif fell on top of her,
twisting his sword so it sliced across her neck. Her gunblades
stopped the sword from biting into her flesh but Cly’strif pressed
his attack strongly and she could not find a way to roll
away.

“You should
never have been allowed into our ranks,” Cly’strif sneered in her
face, “You are all weaklings, and weaker still without your
precious magicks to aid you.”

A slight smile came to
Fairris’s face as she managed to twist around a bit.

“Runes still
work,” Fairris said coldly.

Cly’strif’s head exploded
in a shower of blood and brain pulp as she squeezed the trigger of
one of her gunblades that she had managed to manoeuvre when
Cly’strif had spoken.

With a great sigh she
pushed the limp body of the Nevārancien off of her and staggered to
her feet. Relief washed over her as she saw that both Ty’far and
Jar’nesh had killed the other two members of the Grey Company and
were just heading towards her. Blood flowed freely from many wounds
on each of them, but none seemed too severe.

“That was a
foolish move,” Ty’far smiled, “But fun one none the
less.”

Fairris let out a small
laugh and wiped the blood and brain matter from her
face.

“We cannot
ever speak of this again,” Jar’nesh said with concern, “If anyone
asks, we never met Cly’strif and his company here.”

Fairris and Ty’far nodded
in agreement and Fairris wiped the rest of the blood from her
gunblades and face.

“Thank you,
thank you, thank you,” Brentford stammered and cautiously moved
over to them, “By the Five how can I ever repay you?”
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