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BY E.L. MARR

Book 17 – Time to put the hurt on!
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Wyvern Keep

One month and 12 days (Februarius)

Day 43`- early morning
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SEIK’SI HURTLES ACROSS the rain-soaked countryside, his metallic hooves hammering deep into the sodden earth, spraying mud in wild arcs with every thunderous stride. The sharp, rhythmic clang of metal against stone and soil pounds like a war drum, rattling the air. Jagged monoliths of ancient stone rise ahead, then blur into streaks of shadow and light as he rockets past, a black force cutting through the misty morning gloom.

A startled coyote, mid-chase of a flailing bird, snaps its head toward the charging metal beast. Seik’si, ever the troublemaker, swerves closer and unleashes a sharp, mechanical “Beep! Beep!” The coyote yelps, paws skidding wildly, scrambling for purchase on the slick ground. Legs tangle. A helpless bark rips from its throat as it tumbles backward, plummeting off the rocky ledge. Stones clatter in its wake before it splashes into the churning river below. The bird, forgotten in the chaos, vanishes in a flurry of desperate wingbeats.

Seik’si surges forward, relentless, kicking up mud and debris in his wake. A wooden cart groans under the weight of its cargo just ahead, teetering as the metal stallion blurs past. The wind of his passing rips a loosely tied sack free, flinging dried meat across the frost-crusted road. Stray dogs dart from the shadows, snapping up the scattered bounty before the merchant’s furious shouts even reach their ears.

Beyond the crest of the hill, Wyvern Keep rises, its dark walls standing rigid against the iron-gray sky. On the battlements, two guards scan the road, their heavy cloaks snapping in the wind. The torchlight gleams against their helmets as one jerks forward, eyes locking onto the approaching figure.

"Thane Christiana Jensen’s horse!" he bellows, his voice rasping against the cold.

The other stiffens, scanning the empty saddle. "And she's not on it. Move! Fetch Lt. Thadmor!"

Without a wasted second, the first guard pivots, boots pounding against stone as he bolts down the tower steps, his armor rattling with every jarring movement. He takes the stairs two, then three at a time, breath burning in his chest.

The second his feet hit the courtyard, he breaks into a full sprint, dodging sluggishly stirring soldiers and weaving through the waking city. The cold morning clings to the air, breath misting before vanishing into the pre-dawn bustle. Merchants haul crates into place, forge fires roar to life, and the scent of fresh bread lingers where bakers knead dough by the glow of their ovens.

A startled oath erupts as he barrels past a flour-covered baker, nearly knocking over a tray of steaming rolls. He leaps a low cart loaded with firewood, boots striking the cobbles in a relentless rhythm. The main thoroughfare narrows ahead—already choked with early risers bartering in hushed voices. Soldiers off-duty from the night watch lumber toward the taverns, scowling as he shoves through them without a word.

He pivots sharply into a narrow alley, the rougher but faster path. Frost-slick cobblestones bite at his boots, threatening to send him sprawling. A rooster erupts in a frenzy of feathers, squawking as it flaps out of the way. A half-awake merchant jerks aside just in time, cursing as the guard barrels past.

The Keep looms ahead, its iron gates yawning open. He doesn’t slow. No time. Christiana Jensen’s horse runs alone. Something is wrong.
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Wyvern Keep- Guard Barracks

One month and 12 days (Februarius)

Day 43`- early morning
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THE BARRACKS LOOM AHEAD, their stone walls hulking against the pale morning light. Torches burn in their iron sconces, their glow fighting against the creeping dawn. With one final burst of speed, the guard slams through the heavy doors, momentum nearly sending him sprawling into the frame.

“Lt. Thadmor!” His voice rips through the barracks, harsh and ragged. He doubles over, hands braced on his knees, gulping air as sweat drips down his temple. “Thane Christiana Jensen’s horse—charging the gates—alone!”

Thadmor snaps awake, instincts flaring before his mind fully grips the situation. His hand clamps around his sword hilt, knuckles whitening. “What?” The single word rasps from his throat, sharp and edged. “Are we under attack?”

“No, sir!” The guard straightens, breath still heaving. “But her horse—it came in riderless!”

Sleep vanishes in an instant. Thadmor swings his legs over the side of the bed, fingers already fumbling for his tunic. Christiana Jensen’s metal beast never ran without her. Never. Trouble rides close behind.

“Homna, get to Borazon—now!” He jerks his belt tight, boots slamming onto the floor. “Ennin, wake the Housecarl! Every available guard armed and ready! I want eyes on every road and gate immediately!” He strides toward the door, buckling his sword into place mid-step.

Beyond the barracks, Homna explodes into motion. His breath tears through the morning chill as he launches himself down the slumbering streets. The city stirs, its people rising to meet the day, but he moves past them in a blur. The warm scent of fresh bread drifts from a bakery, laborers shuffle toward their morning tasks, but nothing exists beyond his mission.

Boots hammer against the cobblestones, his strides long and relentless. A startled milkmaid gasps, flattening herself against a doorway as he barrels past. A stack of firewood rises in his path—no time to slow. He vaults it, boots barely grazing the logs before hitting the street again.

He skids into the main thoroughfare, nearly losing traction on the frost-laced stone. Faster. His lungs burn, his heart pounds, but he doesn’t stop. The Thane’s home looms ahead. Whatever waits beyond that door—Borazon needs to know. Now.
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Chrissy’s Main Home Wyvern Keep

One month and 12 days (Februarius)

Day 43`- early morning
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THE THANE’S RESIDENCE rises ahead, its stone walls casting long shadows in the pale morning light. Homna’s legs scream in protest, but he pushes harder, charging up the steps and slamming his fist against the heavy wooden door. The impact rattles the frame.

“Borazon!” His voice booms through the quiet streets, raw and breathless. “Wake up! It’s urgent!”

The door swings open with a sharp creak, revealing Milfred. His one good eye narrows, scanning the gasping guard with sharp scrutiny. A worn but deadly sword rests in his grip, the edge catching the first glimmers of dawn.

“This had better be good,” he growls, his voice rough from years of barking orders across battlefields.

A commotion erupts behind him. Heavy footfalls thud against the stairs as Borazon stumbles down, still yanking his trousers up. His tunic hangs crooked, one boot half-laced, the other clutched in his fist. He mutters a curse, nearly toppling over before catching himself against the wall.

“What in the blazes is this about?” His boot thuds onto the floor as he shoves his foot into it. His fingers fumble with the laces, sleep clinging stubbornly to his movements. “If this is about another damn lost goat, it’s not Nelly—”

“The metal horse,” Homna gasps, cutting him off. “He came charging in alone.”

Borazon stills. The boot in his hand dangles, forgotten. His expression sharpens, sleep vanishing like mist under the morning sun.

“Milfred, get my gear,” he orders, already stepping past the threshold. His voice carries the weight of command, his movements swift and sure. His gaze locks onto Homna.

“Run.”
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Barracks and Main Gate- Wyvern Keep

One month and 12 days (Februarius)

Day 43`- early morning
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ENNIN HAMMERS ON DOORS, his shouts cutting through the barracks like a war drum, jolting soldiers awake. Some stumble from their bunks, bleary-eyed, while others, already on duty, snap to attention, hands flying to weapons and armor. The barracks explodes into motion—half-dressed warriors wrenching on boots, buckling swords, and slinging shields over their backs as they charge toward the courtyard.

Outside, the fortress stirs to life. Thadmor steps out just as the front gate erupts with shouts. A metallic blur streaks past the stables—Seik’si, the Thane’s metal horse, galloping at breakneck speed. Skulvar, the stablemaster, flinches, nearly dropping a saddle as the gleaming beast hurtles by. Guards on the walls whirl toward the commotion, their grips tightening on spears.

With a bone-rattling screech of metal against stone, Seik’si skids to a halt, his hooves kicking up a spray of mud. He rears, iron muscles coiling as he releases a piercing whinny, the sound ricocheting off the fortress walls like a war horn. Again and again, the cry rings out—urgent, demanding, impossible to ignore.

Thadmor’s gut clenches. He knows this horse. And Seik’si returning alone can mean only one thing.

He advances, boots grinding against wet stone, his movements slow, measured. “Easy there, Seik’si,” he murmurs, palms up in a show of calm. “What’s got you so riled?”

Borazon storms into the courtyard, his massive strides unbothered by his half-dressed state. Behind him, Milfred and Samuel burst onto the scene, their faces pale.

Samuel's voice cracks with fear. “If Seik’si is here, where’s Chrissy?”

“We’re about to find out,” Thadmor states, stepping back as the metal beast paws at the ground, nostrils flaring. “He might be carrying a message.”

Borazon steps closer, voice commanding. “Seik’si! Speak—what happened to Chrissy?”

The horse stills, his glowing eyes locking onto Borazon. When he speaks, the grinding timbre of his voice sends a chill through the gathered warriors. “Nothing has happened to Chrissy. But the guards must ready themselves. A transport of illegal slaves will pass through Wyvern Keep within the week.”

The courtyard falls deathly silent.

Then, boots strike stone with sharp finality—the Jarl strides into the clearing, housecarl at his flank. His sharp eyes scan the crowd before fixing on the lone metal beast standing like a sentry in their midst. His jaw tightens, voice dark with menace. “Who dares bring slaves into my lands?”

A flicker of something unreadable crosses his face as Seik’si answers.

“The previous Thane,” the metal steed declares, his words cold as steel.

The Jarl exhales, the momentary flicker of surprise hardening into resolve. He turns to his men, barking, “You heard him! Every guard armed. These slavers will regret setting foot here.”

Seik’si slams a hoof against the stone, his gaze snapping to the nearest warrior. “I need the healer. Now.”

Borazon steps forward, all trace of fatigue vanishing. “Who’s wounded?”

Seik’si’s tail flicks, impatience crackling
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