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      Mibekel has been stealthily under siege for generations. Karantu and his unexpected band have unveiled the Imakun and their successful plot pitting the races against one another. Mutually assured destruction is imminent if ignorance is left to fester.

      

      Divided and all but conquered, now Elves, Dwarves, Trolls and even Humans must converge or all will be lost. Steeped in this knowledge, Karantu must, nonetheless, stand trial for the crime of his birth.

      

      Born of a Human father and Elven mother makes Kar problematic on principle, and he knew his quest would conclude with the solution. Championed by his Elven soldier brother, his incandescent Mage ward, his Dark Elf ex-paladin best friend, a renowned High Priestess, as well as a fierce Human warrior, Kar faces his lifelong nemesis: his own people. High Emissary Lenchiyi will determine his fate—the impending annihilation of Mibekel notwithstanding.

      

      The Barrier is down, and its truth might set Kar free. First, he must keep everyone from killing each other.
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      There was no getting around the truth, Kar thought, as he considered the question he had just been asked. What had he done, indeed? It had been such a simple thought all those months ago—find a way to cross the Barrier, find his Human father, and make him pay for all the slights he had been forced to endure due to his mixed heritage. Then, and only then, would he have accepted his fate: to be killed by the Elves for simply existing. However, a lot had changed since then. A lot, and he had been a fool to think it would have ever been as simple as he had once hoped.

      “Captain, I did what I felt necessary at the time. I did whatever it took to finish my quest,” he answered slowly, achingly, as he tried to put weight on his prosthetic foot, instantly regretting it. Cam might have healed him somewhat, but with the artificial leg no longer working properly, it still hurt a great deal to put weight on it.

      “My brother is making it sound as if everything was done out of selfishness—as if all the destruction you see around us was done without thought of the consequences, Captain Watira,” Tekari interjected, moving towards his half-brother. Kar suddenly felt his weight supported by his brother. “We have been deceived… all of us. Lied to by history. Set at odds with other races by a people we refer to as the Imakun. They wanted the Barrier built—they despise our kind. Everything about us! We have been made to look like buffoons and fought those who could have been our allies.”

      “You’re in enough trouble as it is for desertion, young Yanamar. Are you certain that continuing to align yourself with a known fugitive from justice as your half-brother, Karantu, is the choice you want to be making?” Captain Watira questioned, his eyes darting between Tekari and Kar.

      “I am, Captain. There is no place I would rather be than at my family’s side. I have already followed Kar into Duntorrom itself and survived to see another day,” Tekari replied, his eyes flashing with defiance. “Why would I want to be anywhere else?”

      A murmur at the Elf’s words could be heard growing in volume amidst the gathered Elven soldiers, Dwarves, and Dark Elves. Just saying the name of the place in anything but a hushed tone was enough cause for alarm, without being coupled with the rest of the words which had been said.

      “He means that literally, Captain,” Arakanar added, stepping forward as though ready to put himself between Kar and the Elven military. “The people we have started calling the Imakun, well both of our races seem to have borrowed so much from their actual culture that we have used the names of their places as part of our faith. Duntorrom is a real place. It is where we uncovered the truth. The Humans even have it labelled by this name on their older maps. When I met Karantu, I served my god, Tolmax, without question—as a paladin and ambassador of all he stood for. Since then, I’ve lost that designation by choosing to stand at the Half-Elf’s side. But, after everything I have seen and been a part of, I would not change a single thing. I will stay by his side until the end, no matter what it entails.”

      “And I should take special note of where you stand on the matter, Dark Elf, because… Why exactly?” Captain Watira frowned. The soldiers wanted to act and he would’ve had them do so by now, save for the presence of the Dwarves and Dark Elves who no doubt had accompanied them to the site of the Barrier’s destruction.

      “Perhaps, Captain, given our surroundings, this should be settled elsewhere?” Rikeha suggested, stepping forward from where she had stood with the gathered Dark Elves. “I know my brother, and no matter his standing right now in Tolmax’s eyes, he has never made a decision lightly in his entire life. I have also had the good fortune to have met Karantu and the young Elf Camyani who, along with Tekari, is currently holding him upright, and am inclined to believe them for at least the time being. Before you protest, perhaps take note of the fact of just how much we don't currently know regarding what happened, and the fact that even if we don't count the very large number of Humans gathered just slightly off in the distance, your military regiment is at present outnumbered. I know you are a reasonable man, Hilako Watira.”

      Kar hadn’t even considered needing to explain about all of the Humans present and how to prevent an all-out battle. He also needed to make sure both sides knew not to attack. There were too many volatile forces present right now, and he suspected it was the massive realization of the Barrier's destruction which was keeping this potential powder keg from exploding. If he turned himself in now, however, it should dispel much of the problem and he could hopefully make his case at Lidanfide about what was really happening. Keeping everyone from killing each other before then was the problem.“Agreed, High Priestess, we can set up camp. My soldiers will serve as security to prevent the Humans from taking advantage—” Captain Watira began before being interrupted loudly.

      “We have our own problems, Captain. We just went through a costly battle and many of our people had to flee from their homes. Picking an unnecessary fight with Elven soldiers is nowhere even remotely close to the top of the list of things we need to deal with,” Colonel Tundar stated through gritted teeth, as she stepped not just forward from behind the rest of the group but right up to being almost nose-to-nose with the Elven Captain. “You can think whatever you want of Kar and his friends, but every human being present at least owes part of their well-being to their actions, no matter how dangerous you might consider them to have been. I suggest you keep that in mind before you utter your next words.”

      “Then I suggest you make sure none of them try anything, soldier,” Captain Watira hissed. “As I was saying, we can set up camp, and I will send for an official representative of our government to come here to discuss what we do next. It is above my pay grade, save for reminding young Karantu that no matter what else, he is a fugitive from the law and is still under arrest, no matter what else he has done. He will need to stand trial at Lidanfide. However, it will have to wait until the mess here has been at least sorted out somewhat… and don’t even think of trying anything either, young lady.”

      Those final words from the Captain were aimed in Cam’s direction, making it quite clear he had at least some idea of who she was. Cam, for her part, somehow managed to avoid saying or doing anything in response. Kar was positive she desperately wanted to, though. Regardless, it was going to be a long and very tense situation for a while. He hoped he would be the only one who actually wound up getting into trouble once the dust had settled.
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        * * *

      

      Pacing wasn’t going to do him any good, not to mention be nearly impossible with the prosthetic no longer working correctly. He did wish he could, if only to help himself think. Captain Watira was never more than a handful of steps away, as if he was personally guarding him. The rest of the Elven soldiers he saw scattered around the area—officially to keep an eye on things but more so, Kar suspected, from anyone trying to leave—specifically himself or Cam.

      Given how far away from Arakanar’s home they were, he had been somewhat surprised the Dwarves who were present were the same ones he had met at the base of the mountain in which it was housed. The only theory he had in that regard was that when Rikeha and the Dark Elves had set out to join up with the Elven regiment, Rimaga and the other Dwarven miners had tagged along as allies. Further complicating matters right now was the considerable number of Humans who had been nearby when the Barrier was destroyed. There were more than enough of them that, even if they were just normal citizens, they currently outnumbered the gathered forces by a large margin. The only two he could consider himself being on decent terms with was Alyta and her father, Lord Tundar. He had no idea how the situation was being handled, especially without a fight breaking out.

      “Sitting there quietly isn’t going to somehow gain you a way out of this, young Karantu,” Captain Watira interrupted the Half-Elf's thoughts. “Believe it or not, I had hoped not to see you again after your fall. It would have left me able to believe you were somewhere still alive and had found a way to avoid Elven society in order to live out the remainder of your life. I could have even made a case for you, had you surrendered yourself to my custody before then. Maybe it would have helped you dodge your death sentence and perhaps have it lessened to life imprisonment. That would have been something at least. But I cannot gloss over the fact that you willingly helped bring about the destruction of the Barrier. Even a full-blooded Elf would be put to death for such an act!”

      Sighing deeply, Kar offered the Captain a tiny smile. Despite his earlier words, Captain Watira still seemed to hold him in some level of high regard—not that it mattered anymore. Cam was a full-blooded Elf and had been the one to actually destroy the Barrier, so the Captain had just told him her sentence in all of this too. As resigned to his fate as he might have once been, Cam suffering the same was simply not something he could allow.

      “Perhaps not, Captain, but as I have already explained, it was necessary. The Barrier was built on a lie—a massive lie which has had thousands of years to take hold—to the point we all accepted it as being the truth. There never should have been an invasion—Elves, Dark Elves, Humans, Dwarves. All races should have been able to be allies in trade at least. The Imakun despise your kind, Captain. They don’t just want you dead, they want to destroy you utterly and completely. They feel betrayed and have been plotting and enacting their revenge since long before either of us was ever born. The entire race of Trolls is their creation. In all of Mibekel, the Trolls are the closest race there is to being on the same level as Elves in terms of how hated they are by the Imakun. Captain, none of your faith is even true. It was borrowed from the Imakun! Do you understand? We have all been duped at such a base level that everything we thought we knew has to be called into question.”

      “Karantu, this is too big of an accusation to throw around. The Lidanfide Chiefs won't even hear you. There is no proof, and the fact that it is you even trying to suggest any of it ensure it is ignored,” the Captain responded softly. Kar wasn’t certain how much of what he had said the Captain had actually listened to, or even the man’s thoughts on the matter. It was nearly impossible to read the man's face. “Your entire existence is enough for them to just sentence you to death without even being heard. You’ll be lucky if they even look at you first.”

      “Then they’re playing right into the Imakun's hands, Captain. What I learned is they engineered the invasion and the rift between the Humans and Elves on purpose. They sought to prevent any new race from coming into existence as a result of interbreeding between them—such as what happened with the Dark Elves,” Kar said slowly before realizing his error. One which was immediately apparent from the narrowed look in the Captain’s eyes. “Oh…so you didn’t know their true origins either…”

      “In your quest, Karantu, it would seem you have left yourself open to believing anything you were told by those who do not look favourably upon Elvenkind,” Captain Watira hissed. “The Elven military has its patrols because the number of enemies we have to worry about is vast. We must ever be on guard to show that we are in charge and we will never be pushed around by others. Your half-brother led me to believe you were smarter than this.”

      “Believe me, Captain, I’m wishing I was wrong about all of this. I truly do,” Kar responded quietly. The Captain had a point. There was no way to prove what he was saying in a manner in which the Elven High Council would listen. Anybody who knew what he knew or who could back up his claims was somebody the Council would already look unfavourably upon. His fate was all but sealed. For now he needed to try to figure out a plan for Cam that didn’t involve her laying waste to everything.

      “You can help, perhaps a bit, by not trying to escape this time. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to try to see about convincing everybody else to not try anything either. A representative from Lidanfide will hopefully not take too long to get here.” The Captain sighed as he moved to turn and walk away. However, Kar was positive from past experience he wouldn’t be going far.

      “Good luck with that, Captain. If you could do me a small favour?” he began as the Captain was walking away. “If everybody is telling you the same thing as I am from multiple viewpoints—at least consider that we’re telling the truth.”

      “Of course, young Karantu,” the Captain called over his shoulder without breaking his stride. “What worries me more than anything is you are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The waiting was the hardest part. With Captain Watira so close by at all times, Kar didn’t have a chance to talk to anyone else. Dunilker only knew what the situation was right now, particularly with Cam. Tekari wouldn’t be in a much better position either, given his desertion. The only real hope for any of them had to lie with either Dark Elves or Humans and neither of those was likely to be involved, although for vastly different reasons. By his count, it had been nearly a week since the Barrier had fallen. Surely an emissary from Lidanfide would have arrived by now or at least been heard from.

      As he stretched his arms and looked around to gauge precisely how close by the Captain was, he was somewhat surprised to find himself looking into the eyes of a Dwarf he had only really interacted with once. Enough of one, that Kar didn’t have to think too hard to remember the Dwarf’s name was Rimaga.

      “Thought I was cut off from everyone, Rimaga?” Kar asked as a way of opening up the conversation that he suspected was coming.

      “The Elven soldiers do their job well. They perhaps do it too well. They are so concerned about making sure you don’t do anything—their captain included—that they’ve essentially left everyone else alone,” the Dwarven miner grinned. “Even so, they aren’t exactly big on letting anyone they suspect as being an ally of
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