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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
E.L. Marr
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Book 7- Off we go.
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The warrior strides through the quiet streets, his boots thudding softly against the cobblestones, the city still heavy with the aftereffects of the grand celebration. It’s late evening, or perhaps the early hours of the morning—hard to tell in the darkness. The flickering lamplights cast long, wavering shadows over the empty roads, the air thick with the remnants of revelry.

As he moves, his eyes dart constantly around, scanning the shadows, making sure no one is following him. Every alleyway and corner seems to hold secrets, and he doesn’t trust the silence. The distant sounds of the city settling into rest make the night feel both peaceful and ominous. He can’t shake the feeling that eyes are watching from the dark, but the streets remain empty.

His steps grow more purposeful as he approaches the Hall of the Dead, the massive structure looming in the distance, shrouded in mist. The very air seems to hum with the weight of what lies within.

At the threshold, he pauses, his hand instinctively brushing the hilt of his sword as his gaze sweeps the area once more. No movement. He exhales, pushing aside the tension in his chest. Just as he prepares to move forward, the darkness shifts. A figure emerges from the shadows, draped in robes as black as the abyss. The High Priest’s presence is unmistakable—an aura of ancient power that makes the air feel colder.

With a measured step, the High Priest glides closer, his dark robes whispering against the stone. His presence commands the silence, and his hollow voice cuts through the stillness of the night. “You seek the truth,” he intones, his eyes narrowing as they lock onto the warrior’s. “But at this hour, you really have no reason to be here. What is it you hope to find, walking these streets in the dead of night?” The weight of his words hangs between them like a shadow, heavy and foreboding.

The warrior's jaw tightens, eyes flashing with irritation as he snaps, “Cut with your cryptic crap, priest. I don’t have time for this.” His voice is hard, laced with impatience as he tries to cut through the veiled nonsense.

The High Priest shifts ever so slightly, his gaze still locked on the warrior, unfazed by the sudden outburst. “Ah, but some paths are fated to cross, warrior,” he murmurs, his voice smooth, almost taunting. “And the dead... they know when the living come.”

With a slow, deliberate step, the priest moves closer, the flickering torchlight casting an eerie glow across his face. Shadows dance over his features, heightening the sense of foreboding. He reaches out, his skeletal hand emerging from his sleeve with a chilling slowness. “No soul may pass without tribute. What price do you offer to tread among the dead?”

The warrior’s muscles coil, his hand gripping the hilt of his blade with a silent growl, his body brimming with restrained fury. “I offer no price for what is my right,” he snarls, his resolve unwavering.

The priest’s head tilts, his hollow eyes glinting with dark knowledge. “Rights of the Living hold no weight here, only payment. And the dead... they do not speak freely.” His words hang thick in the air, heavy with the unspoken understanding that the warrior’s fate is already sealed.

A sharp exhale escapes the warrior as his patience snaps. Swiftly, he reaches for a small, heavy pouch from his belt, his fingers tightening around it. With a snap of his wrist, he thrusts it into the priest’s skeletal hand. The metallic clink of coins rings out sharply in the still air before sinking into the suffocating silence of the crypt.

The priest’s gnarled hand lingers, slowly weighing the offering. The silence stretches painfully long, the tension thick in the air. Finally, the priest’s hooded head dips in a deliberate bow, his hollow voice cutting through the stillness. “You may enter, Hammot Hrongar, brother to the Jarl,” he intones, the name heavy with dark recognition. “But remember, what lies beyond cannot be undone.”

Hammot strides forward, his boots pounding deliberately against the stone floor. Each step sends echoes ricocheting through the crypt, only to be devoured by the oppressive stillness that presses against him like an unseen hand. The air around him grows heavier with each pace, thick and suffocating, as if the walls themselves conspire to trap him.

As Hammot crosses the threshold into the Hall of the Dead, the air clings stubbornly to him, dense and reeking of embalming oils. The sharp sting of the scent mingles aggressively with the faint traces of myrrh and frankincense, a ghostly offering to gods who demand silence. Flickering torchlight casts erratic shadows that dance along the ancient stone walls, making the carved runes seem alive, twisting like restless spirits.

His boots strike hollowly against the cold floor, the sound swallowed mercilessly by the crypt’s vast, unyielding silence. Somewhere deeper within, soft chants drift faintly, rising and falling in a cadence that sends shivers down his spine. The rhythmic whispers weave through the air, unnervingly alive, and press into his ears like an unspoken accusation.

The narrow halls seem to close in on him as though the crypt itself resents his presence. The air hums with ancient sorrow, the walls imbued with the stories of countless lives long extinguished. Each rune, each stone, seems to pulse faintly, a mournful reminder of all who have passed through this place.

At last, Hammot pushes a heavy curtain aside with a decisive motion. The air inside shifts abruptly, crackling with tension. He steps into the alcove, and the priests halt their ritual mid-motion. Their hands freeze above the shrouded figure they’ve been tending, their gazes snapping to Hammot with solemn acknowledgment. Wordlessly, they retreat, their departure magnifying the eerie silence.

Hammot’s boots strike the stone purposefully, the sound heavy like the toll of a distant bell. Before him lies a shrouded figure, impossibly still, an anchor of sorrow and finality. The tang of blood mingles with the fading incense, cutting through the air with a sharp reminder of the brutal reality before him.

Halting beside the lifeless form, Hammot hesitates, his hand trembling as it hovers above the cloth. Drawing in a steadying breath, he pulls it back. The torchlight flickers, illuminating a face that stabs at his chest—achingly familiar yet rendered alien by death. The once-lively features of a trusted comrade have been carved into a mask of betrayal, the shadows casting cruel lines across the face that now only holds silence.

Hammot’s jaw tightens, his chest heaving with the weight of memories colliding against the grim reality before him. His voice breaks through the silence, low and jagged, cracking under the strain of his grief. “Why did you return?” he growls, the words scraping harshly against the suffocating quiet. “I should’ve made you swear—never to come back. You could’ve had peace...”

His eyes linger on the still form, his voice softening though his anguish remains sharp. “Oh, my battle brother, your hatred blinded you—blinded you to the truths you refused to see. Hatred for something my kin could never control.”

The words drift into the heavy silence, unanswered, as the torchlight wavers uncertainly, casting restless shadows that seem to echo the weight of a grief too immense for any one man to carry.

Silence grips the hall, dense and suffocating, heavy with unspoken words and memories that refuse to fade. A brisk set of footsteps shatters the oppressive stillness, each sharp step slicing through the crypt's chill. Octavian strides in with determined urgency, his presence commanding attention. “What were you thinking?!” he snaps, his voice slicing through the gloom like a finely honed blade.

Hammot’s back stiffens immediately, his broad shoulders squaring defensively. The tension ripples through him as he growls, “Get out!” His voice is low, guttural, a command born of grief and defiance. His gaze remains locked on the lifeless form before him, refusing to acknowledge the intrusion.

Octavian advances, his steps measured but unrelenting. “Do you even understand the consequences of what you’ve done?” His voice rises with urgency, echoing off the stone walls like a call to arms.

Hammot doesn’t flinch, his jaw clenched tightly, his eyes unwavering. “So, I paid to have him with his family one last time,” he mutters flatly, his words deliberate and resolute. “Now, leave me in peace.”

Octavian halts, his breath escaping in a sharp exhale. His tone shifts, softening slightly but still carrying weight. “I’m not condemning you for paying for your friend’s rest,” he says carefully, as though treading on unstable ground. “But it’s the other I’m concerned about.”

Hammot’s head snaps toward Octavian, his eyes blazing with restrained fury. “Paying for his last rest was the least I could do for him,” he spits, his voice as cold and sharp
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