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​Introduction

The jaded warrior who returns to his home village only to find too many memories haunt him there. When an old friend tells Urith about an ancient treasure waiting for them, he cannot resist the temptation. To a fighter like Urith, such danger only entices him toward his ultimate goal; to perish in glorious battle to reach Haligulf. The remote areas of Kamin can bring great riches to adventurers along with the fame of finding the lost Temple of Nilgava. However, there’s a reason the city remains cursed and abandoned.
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Chapter 1:  Journey from Cilgarran
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“I told you it wasn’t that far,” a gruff voice echoed in the darkness of the stone corridor. “The throne room should be on the next level.” The leader held his oil lamp out, revealing another arched door. His hooded face showed a broad smile filled with white, crooked teeth.

“Aye, but the satgert warned us about the Harcham! The night has come. We should have brought the old man along,” his companion warned as he pulled his sword. “He had talismans to use against them.”

“Curse the idea. The old fool claimed there were cannibals in this place as well. Did we see any? Of course not! Grow a spine. You’re still afraid of a children’s tale.” 

When he finished his rant, the leader spat on the ground in disgust; then he opened the door. The rusty hinges groaned at the effort as the echoes escaped down the passage. His partner looked into the dark opening. The musty smell of the room wafted back to them.

“What was that?” The man with the sword glanced back at a whisper he thought he heard. He rubbed his short beard. “I still say that killing the satgert was bad luck!”

“Yeah, bad luck for him. He wanted a share of the necklace,” the leader scoffed as he slid back his hood. His tattooed face came into the pale light of his lamp. 

“Come on, once we get the charm, we can tell the Harcham to kiss our rear as we walk out of here.” He chuckled at his joke.

Inside the next passage, the men found stairs that led up. The tattooed leader went to the foot of the stairs and paused. While he held out his lamp to see above them, his partner looked kept glancing back into the darkness. The door behind them suddenly slammed shut. The noise caused both men to jump.

“Curse the gods!” The man with the sword turned to the door and backed into his partner. 

“Calm down, you fool; it was the wind. Come on! The throne room should be at the top of the stairs.” The leader turned and immediately froze at the sinister black misty figure hovering at the top of the stairs. He quickly pulled his sword. 

“Get out of my way,” he yelled out to the specter.

The shadow remained and instantly formed into a ghastly Harcham. The creature slowly floated down the stairs. With a single black eye in the forehead, its broad pale face gave a hideous grin. Thin bloodless lips curled back to reveal sharp teeth inside massive ravenous jaws. The creature’s voice whispered in the foul air.

“Aren palela uare japrara!”

Behind the tattooed man, his partner suddenly shrieked when another shade appeared. The ghostly skeletal figure transparently emerged from the stone wall. The man held out his shaking sword, loudly cursing as it came closer. The creature was nearly transparent with long limbs and a tattered brown-black robe covering the rest of its skeletal body. 

“Aren palela uare japrara!” The ominous voice repeated the phrase from below. 

The men took several steps up the stairs to maintain their distance from the two figures. 

“What do we do?”

“I’ve got an idea,” the leader said. 

He pitched his clay lamp toward the Harcham at the top of the stairs. The stoneware shattered, sending a weak flame up the stairs. The cavernous room briefly lit up. However, the Harcham continued down the stairs. It passed through the fire. 

The tattooed man swung his sword when the creature drew close. The metal blade passed through the translucent form. The creature’s claw came around and lashed the man’s forearm. Instantly, the leader screamed in agony. The smell of burning flesh drifted up to his nostrils, and he stared down at his arm. Smoke wisped up from four searing scratches through his flesh. Pain instantly filled his arm while the flesh turned black around the wounds. The tattooed man continued yelling in pain and terror when he backed into the stone wall. 

Behind him, his partner felt the same agony as the second creature floated closer. The Harcham sliced the man in the belly with its claw. The human doubled up as his insides roasted. He gave out an inhuman scream, pitching forward and rolling down the steps to the Harcham. The monster descended upon its victim to feed. 

When the Harcham came down the next steps, the tattooed man screamed in terror and threw himself from the stairs. He landed on the stone floor and tumbled into the far wall. His sword arm now useless, he pushed up with his other arm. Scrambling to the door, he pulled at the iron handle. Slowly the door opened, resisting his frantic efforts. Just as the opening became large enough for him to escape, the Harcham grabbed him by the shoulder. 

Instantly, the tattooed man let out an agonizing yell. The creature’s second claw dug into his back, sending its victim into spasms of torment. Clamping its teeth into the dying man’s neck, the Harcham took the treasure hunter to the floor. With the body still twitching, the monster continued to feast on burning flesh that would never satisfy its cursed appetite. 

~~~
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NEXT TO A TABLE HOLDING several wooden plates, Urith leaned back against the rough planks, which made up one wall of the tavern. As he drank down the remaining heathmead from a heavy clay mug, the giant warrior smiled to himself, content for the moment with a full belly and the warmth of the alcoholic beverage spreading through him. It was the time of Vallanf, the Esterblud tribute to the Haligulf. Set during the week of the shortest days and longest nights of the winter season, the warriors of Urith’s land celebrated the greatest of fighters. Around tables filled with food and drink, warriors and skalds told tales of heroism where the monsters became larger and deadlier with each mug of heathmead. At the end of the festival, various clan elders gave a sacrifice of erba meat to the giant bonfire flames in memory of the honored dead.

The long journey back to his home of Cilgarran left him weary on the outside and, he hoped, tired enough to sleep the night away. While he watched old friends bickering over a game of chance, which his clan called knockers. He briefly wondered how soon it would take before the fight broke out. 

It didn’t take long!

When the next player rolled the carved knucklebones of an ossane across the table, one friend accused another of cheating. Soon, four drunken men were swearing oaths followed by a fistfight that broke out among them. Feeling too comfortable to move, Urith decided to watch the battle from his chair. It was a mistake. Two of fighters, now locked together in a wrestling match, stumbled headlong into the Clovel Destroyer, sending the group to the floor.

In an instant, Urith was on his feet, slamming his fist into the face of the first offender who fell back to the floor. The second man, a distant cousin named Osthic, became enraged by Urith’s intrusion into his fight. While not as large as Urith, Osthic landed several solid shots to the belly and head of the giant warrior before Urith responded. With a fire suddenly ignited from inside, Urith ran his large frame headlong into his friend, grabbing the man as he tried to ram him into the thin wall of the tavern. The sound of splintering wood filled the room as the two warriors crashed through the reed and plaster wall. They landed on the cold, hard ground outside. The fall knocked the wind from Urith, and he heard Osthic groan in pain as well. Then, he listened to the howls of laughter coming from the gaping hole. Looking back to the light streaming from inside, Urith watched some of the men push through the gaping hole in the wall. They spilled out into the night with mugs in hand. 

Earie, the owner of the inn, was cursing Urith and Osthic, telling them they would be paying for the damage. The Clovel Destroyer glanced over at Osthic, who sat up to witness the scene.

“By the gods, that calls for another drink,” Osthic yelled to the sky as the men gathered around them to help the two fighters to their feet. Both men received a mug from the crowd. One of the skalds began to make up a poem about their fight. 

“Oh great slayers of Haligulf, welcome our noble warriors to your hallowed hall; as you forget, the smell of ossane dung and more as these men roll and fall.” 

That’s when the fighters realized they landed in the empty ossane pen, next to the tavern. The cousins joined in the laughter with their friends as the group of comrades re-entered the bar through the hole they made. Earie’s upset expression caught Urith’s attention. He pulled two koinons from the bag attached to his belt.

“Go away, sour little man!” The giant warrior tossed him the money. Soon, other koinons were flung at the owner, followed with yells of more drink as the fighters found an area close to the fire. Before long, the skalds continued their poems and song, joined by increasingly drunken men. The tavern keeper ran to his neighbors and found help from several men. As they to begin boarding up the gaping hole, Earie was smiling again. The koinons would keep coming that night.

Besides, bored warriors needed to fight on occasion. 

The next morning, Urith awoke under one of the tables with one foot propped on a bench. He smelled of the ossane stable, and his head pounded like a blacksmith working on an anvil. As he looked up, his eyes caught sight of a familiar face staring down at him. He blinked several times, wondering if the image of Pirha would go away. It didn’t.

“I thought you were going to sleep the morning away,” a familiar, overly loud nasal voice hurt Urith’s ears. Pirha’s broad face held an enigmatic grin while the man’s green eyes twinkled in amusement. Long black hair fell over his friend’s stout shoulders.

“By the gods, Pirha, you're back. I thought the Estercetus finally got you,” Urith replied with a scowl.

“Ho, aren’t you a funny one. At least, I didn't run into a sword. My face still looks good,” Urith’s friend replied before he leaned back, taking a large drink. 

A sudden rage filled Urith at the comment. He kicked the bench violently. Pirha nearly fell off, grabbing the table as heathmead spilled down the front of his tunic. Instead of anger, he glanced at Urith while wiping the front of clothes.

“At least you can still walk like a man, my friend.” His tone caught Urith off-guard. 

“Aye, I nearly forgot, Pirha. It’s been too long,” Urith said as he struggled to sit up. He took the offered hand to pull himself onto the bench next to his friend.

“Yes, it has,” Pirha replied, reaching across the table for a half-empty mug. He gave it to his friend. He ordered the tavern keeper to bring over more heathmead.

“I heard about your father and wife from Guthlaf,” Pirha told Urith. “May the gods burn for what they have done to your family. I drink to their memory.” Urith’s headache worsened at the recollection, and he fought back the pain by downing the rest of the mug. The drink helped numb him.

“At least our father’s battle in Haligulf together now,” Urith lied to his friend. He didn’t have the heart to say that Uolven’s spirit was sent to the underworld by vengeful priests. Their fathers were friends, fighting in countless battles together. Pirha's father died in a scrimmage against the Abreffraw when Pirha just reached manhood. Uolven was a second father in some ways.  

“What brings you back?” he asked. “I thought you were after the last tablet of Heptarc?” 

Pirha smiled. “Then, you do remember. I’m never sure if a battle-ax knocked out any brains you had since you only found time to hone your battle skills.”

“I leave the brain work to lesser men,” Urith growled irritably.

“What are you doing now, great warrior?” His friend mocked him slightly. “No wars are going on. Peaceful times don't wear well on a fighter.” 

Urith only stared at his mug and shrugged. 

The tavern owner finally came with a clay pitcher of their drink, sitting it in front of them. Pirha laid a gold koinon on the table. After the owner left, Pirha gave his friend a sly smile.

“There is a reason I stopped by this tavern after I found out you were back,” he stated. “Let’s go to my place where there are fewer ears. The old woman is a good cook, and you look like you need food.” The small man glanced around before he leaned over to Urith. “Besides, hanging out in the ossanes stables does not make you any more likable. You smell as bad as those animals you like to ride. Come with me, and you can bathe there; I'll have the old woman heat water as well.” 

Urith took another drink as he heard his stomach rumble. “Alright, you've convinced me,” he said. “But she better be a good cook.”

The men left the tavern, and Urith slowed his pace for his friend. Pirha was lame, his limp from an injury when he fell under a wagon wheel as a child. The accident shattered the leg, leaving the boy with few options in the warrior world of the Esterbluds. Growing up, Pirha endured the stigma of his handicap. Urith was one of the few who kept their friendship through the years, although he joked that Pirha only used him to avoid the bullying from other children. 

“You see, I'm still moving as fast as normal,” his friend commented as he limped along. 

“Faster actually, pretty soon you'll be riding into battle,” Urith countered. It was a standing banter between them, and Pirha gave a quick grin, happy his friend remembered. They turned the corner of the frozen dirt path to a little shack in line with a row of similar structures. Inside, the men found a large man sitting on the floor, warming himself by the hearth in the middle of the room. 

“Ocart, I brought Urith over. Are you hungry?” Pirha asked.

The big man looked back at the two men. “It cold, warm self here.” He turned back to stare at the flames.

“It appears that you're taking care of him now,” Urith said. “I heard his mother fell through the ice.”

Nodding, Pirha stepped next to the fire. “Yes, I had just returned from Eernicia when it happened. They were crossing the river together and broke through. We found him downstream, still holding her frozen body,” he explained. “It's a wonder he survived.” Pirha placed his hand on the big man's shoulder. “We have to stick together, don't we?”

Ocart glanced up, then smiled when he recognized Pirha was speaking to him. He turned back to watch the flames. Simpleminded, Ocart carried a special place among the Esterblud in the village. He was very attuned to the weather, often knowing about storms many hours before they occurred. While as large as Urith, Ocart remained a gentle giant, apparently incapable of violence. The elders of the village often reminded the children not to torment the man, lest the gods take away his ability to know when storms would arrive.

An older woman came into the hut from the back entrance. She carried a wooden bucket filled water in one hand and a bag of tuberoots in the other. Urith recognized her. Crulit was one of the village’s widows. Too old to remarry and have children, widows often took on the role of caretaker to those unable to care for themselves. Pirha told the widow to bring food for all. The woman's eyes narrowed as she groused that she would soon be feeding the whole village. She poured the water she carried into an iron pot hanging over the fire before she turned away, still grumbling. 

“Pay no attention. Crulit’s not happy unless she's grumbling. Urith, come next to the fire.” Pirha pulled a strange-looking koinon from the money bag tied to his belt and tossed it to Urith. The warrior sat cross-legged on the floor next to Ocart before examining the money further. 

“I've not seen such a piece before. Is it real?” Urith asked.

“Oh, it's genuine and quite ancient,” Pirha said as he kneeled, pointing to the picture. “That engraving is showing a Harcham, the priest protector of the Guardian temple of Nilgava. I found only a few of these gold pieces during my searches in Eernicia.”

Shaking his head, Urith flipped it over a couple of times. The body of a human with the head of a creature with hideous fangs and a single slanted eye showed on the front of the gold piece. On the back, a strange-looking pyramid temple sat among mountains. Smaller symbols that looked like writing made no sense to Urith. He handed the koinon back to Pirha. 

“Never heard of this place,” he said. “Sounds like one of those skalds tales after they drink too many heathmeads.” 

Pirha let the light of the fire reflect off of the coin.  

“Yes, you would think so,” he agreed with a smile. “I didn't believe either at first until I found this old man who worked in the Malhair House. You know those traders have seen every koinon that comes from the sailors and their voyages. He remembered these coins showing up occasionally when he was much younger. He refused to talk about the coins at first, but I got some heathmead in him, and he finally told me the story. It seems a small group of satgerts found pots of these gold coins in an abandoned temple and brought them to the Citadel in Ynyover. The story goes that the Sacred Overlord traveled to the temple, where his priests discovered something evil inside. After many of his men died, the overlord left, and he ordered the koinons melted down. They destroyed all records of the location of the temple.” Pirha leaned in closer, his voice lowered. 

“The old man said there were rumors that the Harchams still existed. While I didn’t believe the claim, I went to the main temple in Eernica and discovered more about these creatures. They were the eaters of humans who worshipped the ancient gods. The closer I looked into this tale, the stranger the story got. I found an old man who knew something about this. Durerr was a satgert who used to live in the Citadel. He told me that the Harchams were the original priests of the temple of Nilgava. They placed a precious amulet made of amarliv on their foreheads to communicate with the Guardians. Durerr claimed the head priest of the temple had a massive necklace inlaid with chunks of amarliv. It helped them communicate with the Guardians who came to the temple for their blood sacrifices.”

“Come on, do you believe such nonsense?” Urith asked. While he knew how valuable amarliv was, he also recognized some of the wild stories given by elders around the campfire. Urith’s mocking tone stopped Pirha.

“You can scoff, but wait until I finish the story,” he grumbled at Urith. “Durerr got suspicious when I kept asking questions. However, I could tell that he believed what he told me. He insisted that the Guardians who were forced from the temple by Heptarc cursed the priests for helping a human overcome their power. They turned the priests into hideous shades with ravenous appetites for human flesh. Durerr said that because these ghosts cannot feed on their victim, they wail for help.” 

Pirha stopped and pointed to the gold piece. 

“There’s another thing to consider before you scoff at my story. Remember, the time of Heptarc was generations ago.  That koinon contains the ancient language used by the Guardian priests used at the time. Even more, the scrolls I read claimed that our Sacred Overlord once visited Nilgava. When he returned, he ordered all the priests who knew the exact location to be blinded and their tongues cut out. Then, he sent them to the Mythroloy Mountains.”

Pirha stood up and placed the koinon on the table. 

“Durerr went to the place where the satgerts were left to die. He swore that he saw the dead priest’s bones in the caves. The Sacred Overlord left the satgerts in chains to die. I believe that convinced Durerr, and he told me. The temple of Nilgava exists and has a treasure just waiting for someone to take it.”

“Great story, maybe Ocart will believe it,” Urith replied. His tone was less sarcastic as he watched Crulit reenter the building. She carried dried fish and herbs, which she added to the boiling water and tuberoots. A fish stew would soon be ready. His thoughts eagerly focused on the food as he heard his stomach growl.

“You never believe anything, my friend,” Pirha said patiently. “But I'm not dumb enough to trust one man's word. No, I went looking around and found proof.” He waited until the old woman went back outside. “What if I told you I found carvings on a fortress wall showing the same images as the koinon? Also, it’s the same place where I found a few of these coins.”

Urith turned his attention to his friend. “Are you saying you found this place?” He asked.

Pirha smiled, his large brown eyes twinkling, “Maybe,” he said cryptically. “Are you interested?”

“I don't see what's in it for me. So you find an old temple with some koinons and ghosts. Hardly worth my time,” Urith replied cautiously. 

“Alright, my old friend, I figured my koinons wouldn't pass your skeptical thinking, so take a look at this,” his friend said as he limped over to the table and returned with what looked to be a long slab of stone. He handed it to Urith.

“You are one of the few warriors I consider to be intelligent enough,” he told
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