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...Sometime in the year 858...

The sun, currently hidden behind soft, fluffy clouds that floated through the blue sky far overhead, cast ever lengthening shadows as it started its regular descent toward the western horizon. None of the clouds threatened to bring rain, a relief for many students as they crossed the Sorcerer’s College grounds with books in hand. Vibrant, healthy, green grass covered every bit of the College grounds where bushes and trees didn’t stand. Bushes lined the web of cobblestone pathways that crisscrossed the landscaping and trees stood as accents here and there, seemingly no order to their placement. A throng of students bustled about the College grounds, hurrying here and there as they made their way from one class to another. The classes were held in a series of buildings which surrounded the central, white marble tower that many knew on sight to be the College. One student, among the masses, rushed as quickly as he could without heeding where he walked. Esram had no time to spare as he was already running late for his next class for what he wished was the first time that day. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about rain this day. Master Averon would become fussy if the books he borrowed for his classes came back with any amount of damage, especially from water.

Thankfully, Esram learned a spell, ironically from one of the books he borrowed, which would remove water damage even from severely aged vellum. To Esram’s knowledge, there was no way to check whether a spell removed water, and its resulting damage, from book pages. Master Averon probably knew either way and simply said nothing about students using spells on the books. Esram assumed all the students knew about the same spell and would use it regularly to repair their borrowed tomes. The wizened librarian probably had rules against students using spells on their books, but nothing yet came from Esram’s attempts to keep the other Elf happy.

Esram berated himself in his mind for attempting to learn from three schools simultaneously. According to the College’s tradition, he only studied from two schools. They detested his third school and would likely expel him, or worse, if they knew he was studying forms of Magic they not only disapproved, but entirely outlawed. Dark Magic. A thing of great taboo for reasons that Esram never understood. While studying history classes at the College, something required for every student, he learned that, according to the College, the Assembly of Mages conducted experiments. Said experiments resulted in Elves being transformed into goblins, the summoning of greater beings from beyond their world, and several other things which seemed altogether inert compared to some of the things the College taught. Through the War school, one of the most sought-after teachings among the Mages and students, he learned a spell which would take a person’s insides and make them their outsides. How, with that caliber of knowledge, was creating an entirely new species wicked? If anything, the College was teaching concepts of immensely more complicated morals.

Esram also learned of two wars, started by the College, which resulted in the complete extermination of the Assembly of Mages. Well, he considered, their extermination only led to the eventual founding of the Children of Chaos. Again, the College could have kept their collective noses out of business that didn’t, in fact, harm anyone else and many lives would have continued. Instead, the College wiped out thousands of Mages like they were snuffing out mass amounts of candles. No additional thought went into the decision to go to war than would be needed to suffocate those candles, either. Morality was a difficult thing to gauge at times, he concluded. Who could really say what was right or wrong in society’s eyes? He found himself thankful that his path did not lead toward philosophy as these thoughts generally caused him to develop severe headaches.

Debating this topic with himself did nothing to legitimize his third school of choice, nor did it get him to his next class on time. It did, however, distract him, something he was more than capable of doing on his own with or without a distracting internal debate. When he finally regained his thoughts, Esram realized too late that he was heading right for one of the largest students attending the College: Bryne. Esram bumped right into the larger student, bounced backwards from the impact, and dropped his books. Time seemed to slow as the tomes fell toward the ground, their pages opening up to greet the ground as they fell. Esram felt his heart skip a beat as the books crashed to the cobblestones below. Master Averon would surely notice damage from something like this.

The damage to the books, and Master Averon’s inevitable reaction, seemed like a gentle gust of wind compared to the thunderous grimace on Bryne’s face. Esram’s heart dropped into his stomach as he saw the Elf’s face shift from generally displeased to terribly ireful. Bryne seemed to grow larger as his expression worsened. By contrast, Esram felt he was shrinking, his heart beginning to flutter as he imagined what the worst possible outcome would be in this situation.

“You bloody fool! Why can’t you watch where you’re going, Esram?” Bryne erupted.

“I’m sorry, Bryne. It was an accident. I was just—” Esram started.

“I don’t care what you were ‘just’ doing, Esram. You should know that junior classmen yield to your betters,” Bryne stated, his voice low and gravely.

“Listen, it was just an accident. I meant nothing by it.”

“Know what else was an accident, Esram?” Bryne taunted. “Your entire existence.”

“Knock it off, Bryne. I already apologized. What more do you want from me?” Esram pled, his voice breaking.

Bryne guffawed. “Just hitting puberty, Esram? Let me give you a tip—”

“Knock it off, Bryne. He’s already apologized and doesn’t need you pestering him,” Daethis said, running up and grabbing Esram’s fallen books.

Esram felt a warmth inside as he saw Daethis. While she was also further along in the process than Esram—she and Bryne started at the College at the same time—she had taken Esram under her metaphorical wing as his protector. His face burned as he thought about her. He quickly looked away as she bent over to retrieve the books but watched as Bryne stared directly at her. To think that what I study is somehow more detestable than his behavior, Esram thought.

“Please leave me alone, Bryne. It was an honest mistake and won’t happen again,” Esram pled, grabbing the books from Daethis.

“Why don’t you do something about it?” Bryne taunted.

Esram snarled at Bryne. “I could do something.”

“What? Make a potion? I’m so scared.”

“You’ll wish I used a potion when I’m done,” Esram said under his breath.

“Big words from one so small. Give me your best shot, pipsqueak,” Bryne laughed.

“Everyone, get to class,” someone shouted from the nearest outlying building.

Esram threw his books back to the ground, not worrying as they fell. What he was about to do would bring a higher punishment than anything that Master Averon could do to him. He prepared a spell he had learned in his illegal school. An orb of pure darkness formed between his hands, growing as he added more seething hatred into his spell. As the orb grew, Bryne, caught off guard by the spell, started casting his own. Before Esram could finish putting his spell together, a bolt of lightning launched from the ends of Bryne’s fingers and crashed into Esram’s face, sending him reeling backwards and throwing his unfinished orb of loathing and anger into the sky, not harming anyone as it flew until it fizzled.

Burning. An intense heat smothered Esram’s face as he fell to the ground, clutching at his face and screaming in agony. His vision went black as he writhed on the cobblestone pathway. Daethis, wanting to prevent the situation from escalating further, cast a wall of air, as hard as steel, into Bryne, pushing him backwards and onto the ground. She immediately cast another spell, this one targeted at Esram, stopping the remnants of the lightning from continuing to burn Esram’s skin away. Esram continued screaming as he squirmed on the ground, clutching at his burned face.

Master-level Mages rushed to the situation, having overseen what happened. Esram still could see nothing as he was lifted from the ground and carried away. Daethis stood on the pathway, spells at the ready, watching as Bryne was also escorted into the central tower, a Master nearly dragging him by the ear. Daethis remained on the cobblestone pathway staring at where Esram was, wondering what she just witnessed.
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...Sometime in the year 862...

Light. The inevitable, polar opposite of darkness. It crept over the edge of the eastern horizon, the first sign that a new day started. Far to the east, beyond the sight of mortals, the sun peered over the edge of the world. The coming of the sun was accompanied by splashes of color which painted the sky in a unique way. Clouds floating in the sky were now awash with color, spreading the news that the sun was returning from its nightly journey beyond the western horizon. The mortals would see the colors flooding the sky and take it as a herald of good weather for reasons only they understood.

Anselin, the city of Elves, had, for the most part, not yet started to stir. The sunlight only peeked over the distant Ash Mountains far to the east. The city was arranged in disorderly chaos, having expanded since the original city had been built around the site of a star that fell from the heavens. Thanks to the very remnants of that star, the city of Anselin teemed with Magic. Many things happened in the city simply because of its abundance of Magic. However, that also brought those who wished to abuse the power for their dark desires.

The very Magic that flowed through the buildings of Anselin caused the city’s equipment to advance decades faster than other cities in the kingdom. The Sorcerers’ College was constantly sending representatives to study Anselin in an attempt to understand the workings of the city. They wanted to copy things that the Elven home city possessed. Things like doors which opened on their own when desired or with a simple motion of a hand. Nearly four centuries had passed since the founding of the College, yet in that time they still had not been able to figure out a way to replicate the same phenomena in other locations. It was believed that the proximity to the star is what allowed for such things to work.

King Erkan III, the ruler of the Elven half of the Kingdom of Drendil, concerned himself over neither the workings of Mages nor Magic. He enjoyed the technology that his city boasted. He rarely spent much time thinking of how these things worked. He simply knew things worked and if they didn’t, he could complain, and they would be fixed. Some of that may have been due in part to the crown he wore. The silver circlet shaped like the wings of a great eagle came with many privileges but also the responsibility for countless lives.

As he found himself most mornings when the sun was rising over the eastern horizon, Erkan stood alone on his balcony, leaning against the stone banister as he watched his city starting to wake. Every morning that he could, he would spend as much time as he dared on his balcony. Seeing the sunlight reaching over the distant Ash Mountains, where the Dwarves lived, and caressing his city was soothing to him. These days he needed all the soothing he could find.

Erkan looked as far north as he could from the balcony, toward the library which took the shape of a tall tower. Thousands of books and scrolls stood on every inch of shelving that fit within that tower. Centuries of knowledge, carefully preserved, could be perused there. Sunlight, reflected by the clouds in the sky above made the white, marble tower look like it had been painted various shades of red, orange, and purple. This pleased him greatly.

He then gazed as far south as he could see from his vantage point, toward the market in the city. He couldn’t see the stalls various merchants rented from their guild, but he knew their haphazard layout well. Everything in the market had a place, and there was a place for everything, despite the apparent lack of order that overwhelmed the area. Textiles, fruits, vegetables, meat, dairy, and other products would be bartered and sold in that very market this day, the same as every day except the one day of rest the city—except the king himself—was granted to honor the Allfather. The Winged Circlet granted Erkan such few days of rest. Even on the days the market was closed, Erkan would read through reports, handle matters, and spend the day preparing for the coming week. Such was his life since he took up the crown from his father who fell so ill he was deemed unfit to rule. On that day, Prince Erkan III took up the mantle of responsibility and, since that day, he rested only when he was allowed.

A temple, the home of Anselin’s chapter of the Order of Herons, stood in the center of the town, the steeple rising high above the one or two-story houses that surrounded it. Tomorrow, the priests would hold services for all who wished to attend. Erkan missed the days of being a young Elf and being able to sit in what he always thought to be uncomfortable pews while the priests spoke from the holy texts. He had no time for attending the services now; years had passed since he had even heard the readings. While the pews may have been uncomfortable, the throne he now occupied was tenfold worse. His father had told him no king should be comforted by so much as a cushion while sitting in the throne. Discomfort served as a reminder of the weight of the crown and the power of the throne.

Erkan was not a young Elf, pushing nearly sixty years, something many considered a feat, especially for their king. Few of those sixty years had been gentle; most of the comfort in his life came in his youth. His father passed away just after turning sixty. In the four decades since then, there had been revolts he had personally seen ended, usurpers who attempted to remove him from his family’s throne, and many other issues he wished not to think of. He earned each wrinkle and sparkling, silver hair on his head in his tenure as the king. He knew the lines of his face well, from the crow’s feet around his eyes to the drooping jowls under his jawline. His eyes, stony and grey, had not changed throughout his years on the throne. Perhaps less joy could be seen in them, but that was expected. Erkan never considered himself a joyful person after the innocence of his youth died a miserable death at the hands of his first year as king.

He lacked an heir, something which gnawed at him lately. He had, after all, never married nor fathered any legitimate offspring. Ruling his kingdom always took priority. Though he made some time for a myriad of women in his lifetime, he possessed no time for a wife. There were likely a dozen children in the city of Anselin that bore his likeness. He wouldn’t be surprised if his blood flowed in those children’s veins. Yet, he could claim none of them. His citizens grew resentful of him and if he embraced an illegitimate child as his heir there would be chaos. No other king before him had claimed any bastard child as their heir, and he would not be the first to break that tradition. Were he to claim such a child as his heir, the law prevented them from taking the throne until their twenty-fifth birthday. In that time, a regent would be appointed, and he knew no members of his family who would abdicate the throne for a child not raised in the castle under the strenuous life of the nobility.

Erkan pried his thoughts away from his problems, seeing movement in the city below. That was his cue to turn to his duties as king. A stack of papers waited for his review, even now with the sunlight barely touching the city’s eastern wall. And he abhorred paperwork. It was a plague upon his life. Yet, as king, it had to be done, and his was the signature most of the forms needed. As Erkan pushed himself off the balcony railing and turned toward his bedchamber, he felt the ground beneath his feet tremble. Simultaneously, a series of explosions sounded throughout the city.

* * *
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ELIAS WALKED THE HALLS of the castle, brushing away minor wrinkles from his uniform with his hands. His belt, which he cinched too tight this morning, caused most of the wrinkles. His grey doublet with black lace frills at the cuffs and around his collar still chafed him, even after nearly a year of wearing it. After the better part of a decade in the regular army, he missed his plate-and-mail armor. He longed for the day when he would get to wear that armor again. This assignment as the king’s personal bodyguard was a good thing for his chances at promotion, but did it have to be so bloody uncomfortable?

Elias had just finished eating his breakfast and was working his way toward the king’s suite on the south side of the castle. There were two hallways he needed to walk down, both littered with guards standing or walking in one direction or another. None of the guards questioned him, not while he wore the grey doublet with the king’s black chimera on the chest. His was the only uniform in the castle made in this style. Every other guard wore the same thing every guard wore across the Kingdom of Drendil: a tabard worn over a chainmail cuirass and steel pauldrons. Like his doublet, their tabards were grey with a black chimera. This was Anselin’s livery.

Elias rounded the corner from one hallway into the next. As he stepped into the new hallway, he noticed a guard walking toward him. The guard wore no helmet, which was standard for most guards with indoor posts or patrols. Except for formal occasions, they went without helmets. There was little risk to King Erkan or his guards inside the castle. However, something about the guard seemed...off. His tabard, while grey with a chimera on the front, simply appeared wrong. Elias couldn’t quite figure out why, but instead of questioning one of the regular soldiers, he decided to arrive at the king’s chambers on time. He learned shortly after taking this position that Erkan was a man who appreciated a punctual bodyguard.

Elias passed the guard with the unsettling tabard and made his way toward the king’s suite when he felt the ground tremble and heard what sounded like explosions near the castle.

* * *
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ERKAN RUSHED BACK OUT to his balcony, attempting to see where the sounds originated from. He scanned the portion of the city that he could see. Because his balcony faced south, he could see that half of the city, sprawling out before him. Frustrated that his was not a suite with balconies all around it, he briefly cursed the architect who designed the castle. He swore loudly, damning the man and hoping he rotted in a shallow grave. Settled from his tirade, Erkan moved toward the door on the north side of his suite and waved his hand to open the door, which it would do, even from this distance.

The door made a faint whisper sound as it slid open. By the time that Erkan noticed his bodyguard’s absence, the guards on either side of the door crumpled to the floor without warning. A quick glance showed that both guards sprouted crossbow bolts from their necks. Stiff, wooden fletching stuck from their exposed necks. Blood poured from the wounds and Erkan knew within an instant that both men had died before they hit the ground. He waved his hand again and the door snapped shut, the lock engaging as it whispered closed.

* * *
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ELIAS SPRINTED DOWN the long hallway toward the king’s suite. Chaos surrounded him. Guards ran past him as they held onto sword hilts that hung at their waists. The throng of guards he pushed through reminded Elias of the fish that lived in the northern oceans that swam upstream on their way to spawn and immediately he felt like one of those fish. What are they called? He thought to himself, then scolded himself for being distracted. There are more important things to focus on right now instead of fish.

While pushing his way through the sea of soldiers running past him, Elias noticed another guard whose tabard seemed off. Once again, he wondered what it was that seemed wrong with the soldier, but quickly returned his focus back to reaching the king. He had to get to the king’s suite before anything else happened. His duty, first and foremost, was the king’s safety. Nothing else mattered but that. Only when the king was safe and protected could Elias even consider thinking about his own safety or his family’s.

Reaching the end of the hall, Elias rounded another corner into the hallway just outside King Erkan’s suite. The guards were still there, which was a good sign. At least some soldiers possessed sense enough to remain at their post. He could see the door to the suite opening and the guards turning toward the open door. As they turned, something flashed further down the hallway behind them and both guards dropped to the ground. The door snapped shut the instant the guards’ bodies hit the floor.

Further down the hallway, beyond the fallen guards, Elias saw a shadowy figure wearing black leather armor and a cloak of the same color. The figure held a pair of small crossbows and raised one of the weapons toward him. Time slowed as the dark figure lifted the weapon. Elias’s hand reached toward his sword through years of instinct. As his fingers wrapped around the hilt, he heard the thunk of the string snapping forward and within an instant felt a blinding flash of pain in his lower abdomen as the bolt slammed into him. His mind raced, thoughts of the uselessness of a cloth doublet as his armor overwhelming him. Why could he not at least wear some amount of armor under the doublet? The force from the bolt was great enough to stop him in his tracks. Stopped so suddenly, and with a searing agony consuming him, Elias dropped to his knees, only able to watch as his assailant disappeared into the shadows down the hall.

As he knelt on the floor, leaning hard against the wall, he looked to the guards a mere meter away from him. A bolt stuck out of each of their necks, the wooden fletching flush with their skin. A pool of blood formed under each of the guards, and he could hear what would have been their final breaths rushing from the wounds in their necks. They were dead, and there was no one around to whom he could call out for help. No one that could chase after the would-be assassin and track him down. Elias was alone and dying so close, yet so far, from his assigned post. Failure draped over him like a heavy, wet blanket. Someone was targeting King Erkan and he could do nothing to stop them.

The pain in his abdomen was intense, the worst pain he had felt so far in his entire life. He clutched his side and felt for the bolt, finding it easily. The wound immediately tinged the moment his fingers touched the embedded crossbow bolt, and a spike of searing pain jolted through him as he grabbed the exposed end of the bolt. As a soldier he had learned the proper way to remove an arrow from a wound. Yet, at this moment, he found he couldn’t care about the proper way to do anything. He had to ensure the king was safe before everything else. His life meant nothing if the king fell this day. Duty beckoned him stronger than the pain in his stomach.

He gripped the exposed end of the crossbow bolt with both hands, trying not to move the bolt as best he could. Even having his hand on the thing made his eyes water with the pain that shot through his body. Summoning all the strength that he could, he pulled on the wooden shaft that stuck from his abdomen and the bolt came free. A sickening, suction sound followed as the bolt came free. He fought against the impending darkness that threatened to envelope him for several moments and felt his stomach lurching as the pain surged. His breakfast splattered against the polished tiled floor entire against his will. What he had thought would be the worst pain of his life multiplied faster than spring-time rabbits, becoming a hurricane of agony within the blink of an eye.

* * *
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TRAPPED. ERKAN FELT helpless and ensnared in his own suite. Someone just killed his guards in the bat of an eye. He could hear something else through the door. Someone had undoubtedly come for him. His end felt nigh. Certain this was his time, he strode to his armor stand and grabbed his polished, never-used sword, drawing it and immediately tossing the scabbard to the floor where it clattered against the polished grey marble floor at his feet. If this were indeed his time, he would not fall without a fight. He certainly would not go unarmed to his inevitable death. Whatever assassin stood on the other side of the door would have to at least work for their goal.

The commotion out in the hallway quieted. Now, rather than the scuffle Erkan had heard, he now heard nothing. Silence. Nothingness heralded his death more than the din that resounded through the halls mere moments ago. Whatever happened out there no longer meant anything. Perhaps another life had been lost. How many times would that happen this day? Surely, the Allfather would pass judgment on Erkan’s soul for the lives that were lost this day because of him. A burden weighed upon his soul as, he guessed, blood pooled on the floor outside his suite.

Just that moment, there was an aggressive, offbeat pounding on the door. Belligerent. Determined. Pounding. As Erkan listened to the pounding on the door, it seemed to become synchronized with the throbbing of his own heart until they were the only sounds he could hear. This was a new sensation for him. All sound seemed to cease as his heart’s rapid thumping took over reality. Da-thump, da-thump, da-thump.

“Highness...open the door! We need to get you...to safety, now,” a voice called from the other side.

The voice was a baritone, familiar, and tremendously apprehensive. Yet...could he trust it? This was the only voice he had heard today, and he knew the owner of the voice; maybe the assassins had infiltrated the ranks of guards in the castle. And it was the only sound he had heard since his guards were murdered before his eyes. It would surely be part of the trap. What sort of people want me dead so badly that they would turn my own bodyguard? The thought that Elias would fall to an assassination plan was beyond unthinkable. The man had served him more than loyally for the better part of a year, and that was plenty of time for any adverse plots to have been carried out against the king. Still, the thought jabbed at the back of his mind. Who better to turn in an assassination plan than the king’s own bodyguard? Surely, there was no one else in the castle who would be as close to him as Elias. Erkan tightened the grip on his sword and called through his locked door.

“Elias how am I to trust that you are here for my safety and not my life?” he called out.

“Highness, you must trust me...I’m wounded. There was an assassin wearing all black...He was armed...with crossbows. The guards out here are...dead. There was nothing...I could do for them...Please, let me in,” the bodyguard stuttered through audible gasps.

Erkan had learned fondness for his most recent bodyguard. Elias was human, something the king once thought disgraceful. He spent much of the first month wondering how a human could ever be so loyal to the Elven King of Drendil. Still, the man proved himself time and again. He even married an Elf. It was many years ago, but it was still something Erkan considered as proof enough of loyalty toward the Elven people. Despite the joint kingdoms, there still was a great deal of animosity between the races, so much so that the Dwarves closed their kingdom off from everyone that didn’t live underground. The humans, at best, seemed to tolerate the Elves under most social situations. Still, their child was a wonderful young lad who was dangerously curious, but Erkan welcomed that. Most times, at least. The plethora of questions he always asked was not something Erkan always welcomed, yet that was the way of children at times. Undying curiosity and innocence were timeless facets of a child regardless of race or creed. Neither were things that Erkan could discount, having been a curious child at one point in his own life. So long ago was that time of his life.

“You’re alone? How badly are you wounded?” Erkan called through the door. He again tightened his grip on the sword in his hands and prepared to kill the man, should he open the door and find the bodyguard had lied. There was a pause before Elias answered.

“The wound is bad, but I should survive. I am alone. I see no further signs of the would-be assassin,” Elias gasped, his voice slightly muffled by the door.

Erkan waved his hand before the door and the lock disengaged. The door then hissed and slid into the wall, disappearing entirely. Apparently, Elias had been leaning against the door for support and nearly fell to the floor when it opened. Erkan instantly dropped his sword, letting the fine steel blade clatter on the stone floor. He reached out his arms, grabbed his bodyguard, and became the only thing that held the man on his feet. He could tell the man was weak by simply holding him. It was like holding a pile of stones that had the shape of a man. He had indeed lied, but not about his being alone. This wound seemed far more severe than he claimed.

“Highness, staying here is not an option. We have to get you out of the city,” Elias pled. It was the only sensible thing to do, in his mind. An escape plan had been in place since at least the time that Erkan’s grandfather wore the Winged Circlet.

“How am I to leave when the Allfather only knows what is going on in my city? What sort of a king would it make me to leave?” Erkan countered. His voice was firm, unyielding.

“It makes you a living king!” Elias shouted back, though the pain that followed made him immediately regret that choice. The pain in his side raged with every bit of movement. Still, Erkan said nothing, processing the words that had fiercely come from his bodyguard.

“I would rather be a dead king than one who fled while his people were slaughtered,” Erkan replied calmly.

“Highness, you still have plenty of years left in your life. We need to get you out of the city before everything goes to complete shit, forgive my language. That is the contingency. We agreed that in the event of a disaster, you would go through the bookcase—”

“You were sworn to never utter that location aloud, in the event of prying ears,” Erkan scolded.

“I’m sorry Highness. I am trying to get you to agree to leave this place while we still have our lives,” Erkan stated.

“I understand,” Erkan replied. “Elias, are your wife and child safe?”

“I don’t know, Highness. Audra usually has Gordack with her in or around the kitchen. If that is the case, we should cross paths with them on our way out of the castle,” Elias replied. 

“When we get down there, you get your wife and child, and you bring them with us. I know it’s not ideal for getting to safety as quickly as we can, but I want to ensure your family’s lineage continues. Today is not a day for more families dying because of my choices.”

“Then you are agreeing to leave?” Elias asked.

“Yes,” Erkan stated as he turned to the three bookcases in the room.

The three bookcases were taller than both Erkan and Elias combined and filled with books on every inch of shelving available. Some books were leatherbound, others were simply paperbound with a jacket. Each book held some significance to the king, or he wouldn’t have placed them in his suite. One of the bookcases contained only large, leatherbound volumes which covered the laws of the dual kingdoms. These laws had been set forth during the early years of the kingdoms’ founding and merger centuries before. Another shelf contained various encyclopedia volumes with information about the various topics that would pertain to almost anyone in Drendil. These tomes covered everything from flora and fauna to climate patterns and beyond. Erkan walked to the bookcase on the right and grabbed a plain, paperbound volume roughly the width and height of his hand within a row of similar books and removed it from the shelf. A series of gears groaned from the other side of the shelf.

Within moments, a secret passage opened up behind the central bookcase. Elias learned of the secret passage from his predecessor when he took the position as the king’s bodyguard. Unfortunately, the secret of which book opened the doorway was held by the king and queen. Elias was not allowed to learn the book, despite having asked. To his knowledge, this passageway had only been used for test runs, and his role as the king’s bodyguard was to keep the king protected long enough for the king to get into the staircase. According to his duties, Elias would have to lay down his life, if necessary, while Erkan escaped down the subsequent staircase.

Elias checked the wound in his side while the revealing doorway opened, and found it was still pumping out blood. He would have to get a towel or something from the kitchen when he got Audra and Gordack. His hand was not enough at this point, and he could feel dizziness setting in. A growing ring of darkness surrounded his vision, and the room was now starting to spin around him. This wound, if left untreated, would most likely prove fatal, he could tell. Why didn’t I leave the bolt in? he chided himself. He made his choice and would now face the agonizing consequences.

Finally, the doorway finished opening. On the other side, Elias could see a spiraling staircase that he knew ran to the lowest level of the castle other than the dungeons. The staircase was dark, though there were sconces on both sides of the opening with an unlit torch in each. Elias staggered toward the staircase and grabbed a torch, took it to the hearth, and dipped the oil-soaked rags wrapped around the top of the torch into the still-glowing embers of the king’s morning fire. The torch flashed to life and Elias once again shuffled toward the staircase. Erkan stopped him before he could start walking down the stairs.

“Let me go first. You are wounded and I don’t want you to fall down the stairs,” Erkan requested, grabbing the torch.

Erkan started down the spiraling staircase first and Elias followed a few moments later, adjusting his hand on the still-seeping wound in his stomach. His hand felt sticky, warm, and wet with the blood that poured over and between his fingers. Each step brought a new wave of agony as he worked down the staircase, leaning against the outside wall as he staggered downward after the king who he was supposed to be protecting. In any other situation where this exit would be needed, Elias either would have gone first or stayed behind while the king made his escape, rather than following the king down the stairs. Elias knew his predecessors had never intended for him to take this exit.

Elias arrived at the bottom of the stairs a few minutes after Erkan. Sweat raced down his face, soaking his doublet to his waist. In the darkness, he could see a black area where blood stained a large portion of his grey, silk doublet. The world around him was spinning violently now. Struggling to remain on his feet, he leaned all of his weight against the pillar that formed the center of the spiraling staircase. Every ounce of strength he had left was dedicated to remaining on his feet, something which he struggled to do, even with the aid of the pillar.

The entire time Elias had been finishing his way down the staircase, Erkan worked on pulling a series of levers that held the door at the bottom of the staircase in place. There were six levers. At this point, Elias could not remember what any of the levers did specifically. He only knew there was an order in which they had to be pulled to open the door. Getting one lever wrong would restart the entire sequence, and Erkan needed to restart at least half a dozen times. The king swore to himself as he reset the sequence yet again. Elias found it hard to focus on anything other than not falling to the floor and counting the errors took far too much effort.

Finally, the levers were pulled in the correct order—accompanied by Erkan swearing loudly in satisfaction—and the door slowly dropped into the floor, revealing a long, poorly-lit hallway on the other side. Elias forced himself to stand on his own feet and walked into the hall with his sword drawn, though he found he could barely keep a grasp on the hilt. His blade dragged on the floor behind him as he took slow, staggering steps to lead the king to the next hurdle in the escape route. Erkan followed closely behind and rushed around him to the closed door that guarded the tunnel.

“Father!” a young voice cried from somewhere down the hallway. Elias turned and caught Gordack who had been running toward him. The force of the child connecting with his father nearly knocked Elias to the ground, but he, somehow, remained standing.

“Where...is your mother?” Elias panted through the pain in his stomach.

“Father, you’re hurt?” the child asked.

“Where is your mother?” Elias asked a bit more firmly this time.

“She’s in the kitchen. Some lady in a dark robe came in and told me to wait out here. Should I get mother?”

“No, I will get her...you stay here with the king...Don’t get in his way, understand?” Elias asked, trying to give his child a forceful look that he doubted came across the right way.

“I want to come with you, father,” Gordack pled.

Elias drew a ragged breath and acquiesced. “Fine
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