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Prolog

“This is the latest corpse sent by the
dwarves?” said the dark-haired man looking at the decaying body on
the table. He leaned close and smelled the odor coming from the
thing. He was not a young man but not old either. He wore sky-blue
robes with the symbol of a crouching cheetah emblazoned on the
front and carried a thin wand in his right hand which he used to
tap the corpse with light blows that managed to convey not distaste
but instead respect. “The plague that runs rampant amongst our
allies is most frustrating and yet illuminating at the same time,
would you not agree?”

The apprentice necromancer at his side, so
designated by the crescent moon symbols emblazoned upon her dark
tunic, shook her head. “It is always the same, Master Orcus. Why do
you continue to perform these useless experiments upon the bodies?
For all your efforts, we are no closer to a cure.” She was a pretty
girl with a round face and pale blue skin that indicated darkling
blood somewhere in her ancestry.

“You are young yet,” said the master
necromancer with a flourish of his hands that sent his sleeves
billowing up towards his flabby upper arms. “There is much to be
learned by examining the dead, much to be gained. Inside such
bodies we often find important clues to the nature of this world,
the nature of life and death. It is even possible that inside this
very corpse lie hidden jewels for which I have long sought.”

“Boredom,” said the young woman shaking her
head and yawning. She was not particularly tall but underneath her
bloodstained smock an already well-blossomed figure was apparent.
She frowned and continued to shake her head, “I am cursed to be
your apprentice.”

“Cursed?” said Orcus looking back down at the
corpse with raised eyebrows. “If you choose to believe such
nonsense there is nothing I can do to change your mind. Perhaps if
you complain to the Emperor he might take pity upon you and give
you a better assignment.”

“I am not from a powerful family where that
option is available to me,” said the girl with a shrug and a
grimace. “Even supposing I could speak to his August Majesty about
such petty matters, he is notoriously pragmatic about the education
of the youth. It is, as you well know, my lack of connections that
caused me to end up here as an apprentice in the dead-end school of
Necromancy.”

“Indeed,” said Orcus with a wry smile at the
pun. She was a clever girl and from a poor family; this much was
true. For now he needed isolation and he gave her a sideways
glance. “Make yourself useful, and go get me something to eat. I
always find myself ravenous after these experiments. I will
certainly be hungry when I finish here and, as you’ve said, you
have no interest in my work.”

“What do you hope to gain with these
continued trials?” said the girl shaking her head and making a
clucking sound with her tongue. “It’s been nothing but failures
since before I was born, or so I’m told. I know for a fact that
you’ve accomplished nothing in the two year I’ve worked with you.
Other mages build the magnificent towers of Doria with their
miraculous walkways, artisans fashion statues for the Grand Plaza,
the great Harbor of Sea’cra is the wonder of the age, and even
Tarlton, the City in the Sand, is an ever growing marvel. Yet here
you sit, dabbling in a lost art, a man of great talent apparently
content to fritter away his life. I do not disparage you, Orcus,
you are clearly a genius, but this school of magic is as dead as
the corpse upon your table.”

“When Hazhallahad vanished and with him the
Staff of Naught it is true that the necromantic arts lost their
most powerful patron,” said Orcus with a rueful pursing of his
lips. “But hope remains. It is still possible to shake life from
the dead with powerful enough spells. The magic is still there. The
possibilities are still there. We just need another focus, another
point of darkness in the light.”

“The light of the Empire is quite bright,”
said the girl with a smile while shaking her head. “What need is
there for necromancy in this golden age? You do not have the
support of the Emperor and you do not have the finances of the
leading families, one of whom to which you belong. They laugh at
you, ridicule your life, you are the butt of jokes throughout the
entire world. I have toiled for two years with nothing to show for
it. I will get you your food if I must, but I warn you that you
will soon need look for another apprentice. This one has had
enough.”

Orcus looked up from the corpse, shook his
head, and captured the girl’s eyes with an intense gaze, “Do you
think you are the first apprentice I’ve had over the years?
Necromancy is currently a lost art but it need not remain so.
Hazhallahad brought it to never before known heights but even he
did not realize the dizzying power it offers. Even he with his
great staff he did not realize the empires that might be made, the
kingdoms forged, and the power to be had from the stuff of death,”
this last while once again tapping the corpse on the table.

“You are a dreamer, Orcus,” said the girl
once again making the clucking sound. “I suppose you’ll want your
rich entrees and cream filled desserts. You will become fat as you
grow older. You’ve gained much weight since I’ve been here and to
continue down this path is to invite decay; you are a frustrated
man, no longer young, who sees a wasted and futile life already in
your past. I speak boldly for an apprentice, I know, but I’ve seen
your drive, your intelligence, it’s not too late to take up another
school of magic and become powerful. Certainly you will be limited
but is not anything better than this endless pursuit of a dead
art?”

“To be misunderstood by both my apprentices
and the world is a curse that I must bear … for only a short time
longer,” said Orcus with a little smile and a low chuckle. “There
will be other days and they are coming soon.”

“So you’ve been saying for the last two
years,” said the girl.

“And by soon I mean now,” said Orcus suddenly
standing up tall with a rapacious glance at the body on the table.
“Do you know the story of the Battle of Ten Kings?”

The girl shook her head and yawned.

“No,” said Orcus with another little smile.
“You are at a crossroads. You can go get me my repast or you can
stay and hear a story. It is a story of great importance to my
immediate future and possibly to yours.”

“Is it boring?” asked the girl while rolling
her eyes and looking at the ceiling.

“Is the power of Faelom boring to you?” said
Orcus quietly and again tapped the corpse.

“There’s a name I know,” said the
darkling-blooded girl with a nod of her head and her posture
stiffened. “I do remember something about that battle. He was
killed by dwarves, wasn’t he?”

Orcus shook his head, “No, not killed. His
staff was broken into two parts. The dwarves held onto the bottom
half and used it to create the Hammer of Fire all those years ago.
The top half was lost to time, or at least so it was assumed.”

“You have found it?” asked the girl.

“The top half is here,” said Orcus with a
smile reaching into his ghoulish bag of tools and pulling out a
thick handled knife whose blade was at least a foot long.

“Here?” asked the girl looking around. “There
has been no such shipment. I catalog everything, endlessly, that
comes into this laboratory.”

“Here,” said Orcus rapping the corpse
again.

“Where?” said the girl looking around until
her eyes fell upon the dwarf body on the table.

Orcus smiled and began to saw at the corpse.
“It comes here not through small chance but through years of work.
Bloody work,” he added as ichor oozed from the body and he began
peel back the layers of skin exposing the bones beneath. “I have
killed to get it here. I have paid enormous sums of money to the
most unsavory of sorts. I have spent family money that was not mine
to spend. I have betrayed those who trusted me. I have bargained my
eternal soul, if such a thing exists, for it to be here, today,
now.”

“The Staff of Faelom?” said the girl her eyes
now wide with wonder although she licked her lips as the great
necromancer cracked bones and pushed aside decaying organs.
“Here?”

“Yes,” said Orcus. “Here. And for good reason
as well,” he continued and reached inside the body which emitted a
nasty sucking sort of sound. “Here,” he said and carefully pulled
out a wooden shaft the length of a man’s spine. Here. Now.”

“What will we do with it?” asked the girl as
she stared at the dripping thing. The smell was overpowering but
her long apprenticeship in necromancy inured her to such things and
her eyes were now wide with eager anticipation.

“What will we do with it?” said Orcus and
laughed aloud, a booming laugh, a laugh of joy, and perhaps with
the tint of madness. “The question is, what will I do with it?”

“Yes,” said the girl now moving forward so
she stood next to Orcus. Her hand went towards the staff but she
pulled it away before the cackling necromancer noticed the
movement.

“First I will attach it to something,” said
Orcus as he laid the terrible thing on the table and approached the
corpse once again.

“Attach it to what?” asked the girl. “I am
your apprentice. I must help. I am a part of what will come.”

“You are my apprentice and you will help if
that is what you truly desire. Listen and extrapolate. What have I
taught you? What power is there in simply half of something that
someone else crafted? If one is to have power one must make it
oneself. I cannot simply use the bottom half of Faelom’s staff for
my own aggrandizement. I would be no better than a thief in the
night.”

“It is said Faelom fashioned his staff from
the smoldering remains of Onod the First after he was consumed by
the Blue Flame,” said the girl as she continued to lick her lips
and stare eagerly at the wooden staff.

“Ah, yes, Hezfer. You’ve seen his sister I’m
sure, she visits the Emperor now and again although she smolders
with hate and vengeance. I’ve heard she once danced most
beautifully but those days were long ago. Today is the age of
Emperor and perhaps it will be so for many years to come.”

“What are you planning?” said the girl now
standing directly next to Orcus, her eyes glimmering with lust and
her hands twitching at her side. “Are you talking … revolution?
Will you join Sakatha?”

“The Dragon-born? He is a fool although his
little schemes make my own that much more easily accomplished. No,
my young friend,” said Orcus as he turned to the corpse and severed
the head with a quick and accurate blow. “I plan to forge my own
destiny in this world. I do not have the charisma to inspire a
million men, as does the Emperor. I do not have prowess with the
blade, and my conventional magical skills lag behind the
dragon-kin. I was not born with power or talent. My own family
shunted me to the back of the line. They sent me to the worst
magical school and told me it would be my only playground. I will
show them. I will show them all. I am not a little boy, I am a man,
and soon they will know it.”

The girl watched as Orcus took the severed
head, put it into a bucket of mild acid, and began to methodically
clean it while humming and giggling to himself.

“Whose head is that?”

Orcus looked up with a jerk and focused his
eyes on the girl, “Are you still here?”

“Yes, master.”

“If you stay you will learn of things that
are not for those of a squeamish nature. You will be party to
treason and subject to the penalties associated with that
crime.”

The girl said nothing.

“So be it,” said Orcus and resumed his grisly
task.

“Certainly, you know the story of how the
great Gaazadum was driven from Craggen Steep by the dwarves all
those years ago.”

The girl nodded her head.

“Dar Drawhammer was his name. His shield now
resides in Doria with the queen and is the most revered relic of
those people.”

“The Firehammer Guard is captained by one of
that family,” said the girl. “He is handsome for a dwarf. I’ve made
overtures to him. I will not be a miserable apprentice my whole
life. I will make something of myself. Tell me more, master
Orcus.”

“Yes, the personal guard of the Emperor is
made up of many Drawhammer descendants. They’ve pledged their
allegiance to him and there is nothing to be done about that. Let
us just say that they guard the shield with more ardor than the
preserved corpse of the dwarf who led them to freedom.”

“That, that is it?” said the girl. “Dar
Drawhammer lies upon our table and not the victim of the plague
that has ravaged those of Craggen Steep? His body is so well
preserved? Magic no doubt, yes, I understand. They keep the corpse
fresh with magic but you have somehow made a substitution. Your
greatness is only now becoming apparent to me, great Lord
Orcus.”

“It was I who found the plague and incubated
it. It was I who caused them to lose track of the body. I have made
many friends with those who practice the necromantic arts over the
years. We are laughed upon, you said as much yourself, and we are
shunned. We are the fourth sons of powerful families. We are made
up of the addle-brained offshoots of the most prominent families.
Since the death of Hazhallahad, or whatever happened to him, we are
a laughingstock. No gold flows to our researches. We build no
towers, we make no monuments, and we are ignored, eschewed, laughed
at.”

The girl said nothing.

Orcus raised the clean skull high in the air
above his head. “With this staff, no, I cannot call it staff, that
is derivative and I will not be laughed at. With this … this Rod of
Orcus I shall reinvent Necromancy. I shall call to all the dead
with a beacon of death that attracts them like bats to the
darkness. They shall flock to my … to my Deathlands and they shall
worship my power. They will do my bidding. They will form my army
and those who do not respect my power will join my army, willingly
or not.”

“The Emperor will not allow that to happen,”
said the girl but her eyes shown eager and a broad smile came
across her face. “You will need my help. I will stand beside you. I
will work with you. I will be your first assistant. I am yours,
Lord Orcus. Bid me as you will!”

“The Emperor is tired. I see it in his eyes.
He will not last long with the likes of Sakatha nipping at his
heels. His own son Tarlton tried to rebel not long ago and Princess
Doria plots against him. His time is near its end and there will be
chaos. Chaos! Into this will rise my armies of death. The people
have too long lived under the gentle caress of the caring emperor.
They are soft, weak, and ripe for the likes of ambitious men. They
will come to me, in death if not in life. Then they will see that I
am not a child. Then they will see that I am not a fool. Then they
will know.”


Chapter 1

“It’s a beautiful day,” said Lousa looking at
the young girl sitting on a checkered blanket while picking at the
few rather straggly vegetables that resided on a large, mostly
empty, plate. On her face she wore the look of annoyance that only
a teenage girl is capable of having. “Do you want that to be the
last face Tylan sees before they head south to trade in the Thotmes
territories?”

“I hate it,” she said her gaze focused on her
lap.

“It’s all part of growing up, Ariana” said
Lousa although she managed to stifle the smile that threatened to
spring to her face. She looked down at her own stomach and realized
she needed to lose a few pounds. Her long green hair cascaded
around her oval face and her eyes, the same color, looked at the
girl. “Do you have cramps?”

“Shut up,” said Ariana. “I want to go
home.”

“There’s no need to be rude,” said Lousa
shaking her head and sending her locks floating around her
face.

“You don’t understand,” said Ariana brushing
the crumbs off her lap and standing up. Her own hair was frizzy and
in the warmth of the afternoon sagged over her eyes. “I hate
you.”

“So you’ve told me,” said Lousa, and muttered
lower, “again and again.”

“I heard you,” said Ariana with a sharp turn
to face the woman. “Children have better hearing than adults. We’re
better than adults.”

“Are you going to say goodbye to Tylan?”
asked Lousa with a deep sigh while looking over to the merchant’s
wagon that stood across the glade. A broad-shouldered man was
harnessing mules to the wagon while a young man not much older than
Ariana helped him.

“No,” said Ariana and pouted. “I don’t like
him anymore. He’s stupid. I don’t know why we had to come
here.”

“We could go to the conference instead,” said
Lousa raising her eyebrows and pointing across the glade to where
the tops of large tents peeked out from over the trees. “Shamki is
stationed with Baron Avakubia so he’ll be there and that means your
brother might be with him. We haven’t seen him in almost a year. I
know you miss him. I’ve heard Lord Thotmes is a handsome young man,
not much older than you.”

“I hate my brother; he was stupid to join the
army. I don’t like handsome boys, that’s just gross. And who cares
about stupid Shamki?” said Ariana as her hand went into her pocket
and a dark shadow began to creep up her arm.

“I’ve told you not to play with that. I wish
you’d leave it at home.”

“Why? Because you’re jealous? Because it’s
powerful and you’re afraid of me?”

Lousa rolled her eyes, “If you act like a
spoiled brat people are going to start treating you like one,” she
said to the girl with a shake of her head, stood, and walked over
to where the others were packing the wagon. They began talking and
Ariana saw them look in her direction more than once.

“Good, I’m mad. I’m not a little girl
anymore,” she said to herself looking at the growing lumps on her
chest and feeling the cloth between her legs. “I hate everything!”
She pulled the Black Sphere from her pocket, felt its smoothness in
her hand, and only then did she smile. It was comforting knowing
the thing was always there, ready to plunge her into shadows. She
had learned some of its power over the last two years but knew
there was much more. “They’re all afraid of me. They’re afraid I’ll
learn how to use this and become greater than they could ever be.
Stupid Tanner selling his stupid junk and Tylan is stupid too. I’m
better than all of them and I’ll show them.”

“Come along,” said the voice of Lousa causing
Ariana to jerk her head up. She had not seen the woman
returning.

“Don’t sneak up on me,” she said and
glared.

“I didn’t sneak up on you,” said Lousa.
“Tanner hitched up the wagon and they’re going now.”

Ariana looked up and saw the wagon slowly
moving to the south and the lands of Lord Thotmes. She craned her
head for a glimpse of Tylan and saw him in front with the reins
firmly in hand. She started to stand so she could run forward but
stopped herself and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I
don’t know why we had to come out to say goodbye. They’ll be back
in a month or two anyway.”

“You never know,” said Lousa. “Things can
happen on the road and they say Lord Thotmes is spoiling for a
fight with Baron Avakubia. A war could start; the world is not a
motionless place. You can’t stand still and expect things will
remain the same forever.”

“A war would at least be interesting,” said
Ariana looking up at Lousa. “This place is so boring. Remember when
I had the Staff of Naught and we were out adventuring in the
hobgoblin lands? When we went to Hot Rock on the volcano?”

“You’ve been invited back to Hot Rock on a
number of occasions,” said Lousa looking down at the girl and
smiling. “We could go visit anytime you want.”

“Because you want me to have that stupid
blacksmith break the Black Sphere. I don’t want to destroy it. I
want to use it.”

“That didn’t work out so well with the Staff
of Naught, did it?” asked Lousa shaking her head.

“It worked out perfectly well for me. If it
didn’t for that nasty priest from Tarlton then that’s not my fault.
Shinamar wants me to use it, he told me so.”

“Have you heard from him?” said Lousa looking
down at the girl with her green and now piercing eyes.

“No,” said Ariana lowering her own gaze to
the ground. “He hasn’t talked to me since that day at the White
Marble ruin.”

“Then how has he told you to use the
Sphere?”

“He told me to use the Staff of Naught,” said
Ariana. “Don’t you listen?”

“If he told you to use the Staff of Naught
how does that apply to the Sphere?”

“It’s the same thing, you’re so stupid. It’s
a powerful relic from the Old Empire. These things should be used,
not destroyed, and not taken into hiding by some big dumb oaf.”

“As I recall you didn’t find the Gray boy to
be a big dumb oaf when he tried to convince you to give him the
Sphere in the first place.”

Ariana blushed bright red, “I was just a
little kid back then. Now I know better.”

“He was quite handsome; however, I know you
don’t like handsome boys. That’s just gross,” said Lousa mimicking
Ariana’s voice

Ariana said nothing to this although the fire
left her eyes for a moment and she looked to the north.

“It’s ok,” said Lousa putting her arm around
the girl. “He was very handsome.”

Ariana pulled away with a jerk. “Fine, let’s
go to the conference then. Maybe something fun will happen there.
Maybe Lord Thotmes will start the war right now and we’ll get to
see him kill fatty-bo-fatty.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say about Baron
Avakubia. He is the ruler of these lands, your immediate lord, and
appointed by the Queen.”

“He’s still fat and tiny,” said Ariana with a
smirk. “I saw him when he came to visit that one time,
remember?”

“I remember,” said Lousa smiling at her own
memory of Baron Avakubia. “He’s not an impressive man.”

Ariana laughed, “See, you know it’s true.
We’d be better off with Lord Thotmes. He wants to rule all the
western lands of Doria, that’s what everyone in town says. They say
anything is better than Avakubia. That he sits around doing nothing
all day except eating.”

“We’ve had peace for as long as he’s been in
charge,” said Lousa her hand coming to her chin. “I remember before
he got here, that was ten years ago, so you were just a little girl
then. There was the old lord, what was his name?”

“How am I supposed to know?” said Ariana
shaking her head and smiling at the chance to hurl another insult.
“You old people tell the longest stories.”

Lousa laughed as they began to walk up the
road and toward where the tops of the tents showed against the blue
sky. “That’s true, I guess it doesn’t matter what his name was, but
there was always trouble with him. We were fighting the Thilnog
Monks and the hobgoblins and eventually they say he tried to
overthrow the Queen. That’s when she sent out Avakubia to take
control of the territory. It’s been quiet ever since and taxes are
lower.”

“Who cares about taxes?” asked Ariana again
rolling her eyes.

“Lots of people do,” said Lousa. “And Tanner
says trade is much better now that everyone has more money to
spend.”

“But it’s boring,” said Ariana and then,
“Look!”

“What?” asked Lousa and then gasped as she
saw the group of armored horsemen approaching. There were five of
them on powerful chargers and they wore silver armor that glinted
in the sunlight and showed the symbol of interlocking swords. “It’s
Lord Thotmes!” she said her eyes darting back and forth between the
knights and impressive horses. The steeds had narrow heads, broad
chests, and moved with grace and power.

The magnificent horses raced past the two and
a stone, kicked up from the rapid movement, flew and struck Ariana
in the cheek causing her to cry out. Then the steeds were off down
the road although the last in line reined up with a flourish that
sent the legs of his horse kicking skyward. The man on the back of
the horse quickly dismounted and pulled off his helmet. He was
young, not much into his twenties, and he knelt before the girl,
“My apologies,” he said with a nod of his head. “We were in a hurry
to return to our lands but there is no excuse for putting such a
beautiful young woman in harm’s way. Jaylen!” he called out while
looking ahead to where the other horses now stood beside the road,
having apparently stopped to wait for the last in line. “Come
apologize to this lovely young woman.”

A second knight dismounted and walked over,
“Lord Thotmes?”

You’ve thrown a stone that hit this young
woman, “You must apologize immediately.”

The man raised his eyebrows and then his eyes
opened wide as he saw Ariana, “I’m sorry, A…,”

“You must ask her name before you can
apologize,” interrupted Lord Thotmes quickly.

“Forgive my rudeness,” said Jaylen. “What is
your name?”

“I am Ariana,” said Ariana.

“And I am Lousa,” added Lousa stepping
forward.

“I apologize for my actions, Anna was it?” he
said with a sidelong glance at Lord Thotmes. He put his hand to his
sword and raised his eyebrows.

Lord Thotmes shook his head with a quick and
fast motion while he looked over to the tents which were now
plainly visible as were dozens of soldiers in the process of
breaking the camp.

“Ariana,” repeated the girl.

“Yes, Ariana. I am most sorry for the harm my
actions have caused. I hope you can find it in your heart to
forgive me?”

“I don’t know,” said Ariana crossing her arms
in front of her chest. “My cheek is hurt. I might have been
cut.”

“And a shame it would have been to injure
such a beautiful young woman,” said Jaylen and reached forward to
gently touch her cheek.

Ariana gasped and blushed but then nodded her
head, “You are forgiven, Jaylen. I live in Iv’s Folly with my
guardian. Perhaps you could come visit me?”

“I think that might be arranged,” said Jaylen
with a smirk. “I would like that very much if it is acceptable to
you, Lord Thotmes.”

“What you do in your personal time is none of
my business, Jaylen,” said Thotmes with a gentle smile. “Far be it
for me to stand in the way of a budding romance. Milady Ariana,
Lousa, we must take our leave. The conference has gone as I
expected and I want to return to my home to arrange for the new and
prosperous trading agreements that will benefit both our provinces,
and of course Doria as a whole. Long live the Queen!”

“Long live the Queen,” said Lousa although
with less enthusiasm and Ariana simply smiled at the young soldier
with a rather silly grin on her face.

The men mounted their charges and rode off in
a cloud of dust.

“So, do you still think all boys are stupid?”
asked Lousa with a smile and put her arm around Ariana. This time
the girl did not move away but looked up at the woman with softer
eyes.

“Do you think he really liked me? I’m not
pretty like you.”

“He seemed to like you well enough but I’ve
told you about boys before. They are not always honest in their
intentions. He looked as though he is one of Lord Thotmes’ trusted
lieutenants. It doesn’t hurt to have a boyfriend who has power in
the world.”

“Do you think Lord Thotmes will really take
over?”

“I don’t really follow politics all that
much,” said Lousa. “The mayor says that Thotmes is young and
aggressive but that Baron Avakubia is smarter than people realize.
When it comes to that sort of thing I trust the mayor. He will
always make sure that whatever transpires, it is in his best
interest.”

“Well, I’d be happy if Lord Thotmes took
over. Maybe we’d have wars with the hobgoblins again and I could
have fun.”

“Your brother is in the army now,” said Lousa
her arm still around the shoulder of the girl. “You wouldn’t want
anything to happen to him, would you?”

“No,” said Ariana after a brief pause. “I
guess not, although it would be his fault for joining the army in
the first place. If he didn’t want to fight in a war he shouldn’t
have joined. Shamki too.”

“Shamki was already in the army I think,”
said Lousa. “All boys want to go to war. They are stupid that way.
They think it impresses us girls.”

“Does it?” asked Ariana.

Lousa paused as they continued walking
towards the tents where the bustle of activity still buzzed and
some of the biggest structures were already coming down, “I suppose
we like a brave man and anyone who doesn’t fight for his country is
a coward. Maybe they aren’t so stupid after all?”

Ariana giggled, “I think Jaylen was handsome
and brave. Do you think Lord Thotmes will try to take over? Will
they fight with Shamki and my brother?”

Lousa smiled and looked down at the girl as
they arrived in the clearing where the tents were coming down fast
as the workers cleaned up from the conference. Most of the soldiers
were already leaving and Lousa did not spot Shamki anywhere or
young Unerus either. “I doubt it will come to that. They say Baron
Avakubia is a master negotiator. I’m sure Thotmes will see the
value of keeping a good trading partner rather than going to
war.”

“I agree,” said a pudgy little man with round
red cheeks and a small moustache on his upper lip as he came out of
one of the last tents still standing.

Standing beside the little man whom Lousa and
Ariana immediately recognized as the Baron, was a young man still
in his teens but well over six feet in height with thick arms and a
full head of unruly brown hair. His eyes went wide for a moment at
the sight of Lousa and Ariana but then he smiled gently. “If father
says we have nothing to fear then we have nothing to fear.”

“Milord,” said Lousa dropping in a deep
courtesy; a quick look at Ariana sent the girl into a similar
position.

“No, no,” said Avakubia waddling over to pull
them up. “I’m not one for the formalities of court, particular when
in the field, and we are as much in the field as one could
imagine,” with this pronouncement chuckling to himself. “You speak
of Lord Thotmes, have you seen him?” he asked his ruddy face losing
its smile as his clear blue eyes bored into Lousa. “Recently?”

“We ran into him just up the road,” offered
Ariana with a smile. “We met his friend also, Jaylen, do you know
him?”

Avakubia smiled brightly although his son
looked up at him with raised eyebrows, “I do. A fine young man from
a good family. Would you like me to make introductions,
Ariana?”

“Oh, yes,” said the girl and then wrinkled
her nose, “You know my name?”

“I do,” said Avakubia with a nod of his head.
“I gather you are surprised by that.”

Ariana nodded her head and the boy continued
to look down at his father; he towered over him by more than a
foot.

“Well, why don’t you think about that for a
while and you can let me know when you arrive at any rational
explanation for my knowledge. Now tell me, Lousa. When you ran into
Lord Thotmes what did he say?”

Lousa looked down at the little man, who was
even shorter than her, her lips pressed together and eyes narrowed,
“Why do you ask?”

“I ask because I want to know. I ask because
it is a question that will guide my policy towards the realms south
of us. I ask because there are events occurring of great interest
to me in which Lord Thotmes is also involved. I also ask for
reasons that I’m not currently willing to discuss with you. Is that
acceptable? Should you choose not to answer then I will not
begrudge you that decision.”

Lousa paused for a long time as she studied
the man before her, “I will answer. His man kicked up a rock while
riding past us and he wanted to apologize for the accident. He said
little beside that although he did say he wanted the new trade
alliance between our provinces to be profitable.”

“Indeed,” said Avakubia and his son continued
to stare at him but remained completely silent. “He said nothing
else?”

“Not that I remember,” said Lousa shaking her
head.

“Excellent,” said Avakubia with a nod of his
head. “I’m pleased that he was so happy with the agreements we’ve
worked out. I’m convinced of his intentions in that regard. I’ve
sent my soldiers north to protect against dangers from the Great
Salt Fen. I’m afraid I sent Shamki with them. The young boy,
Unerus?” this last with a look at his son.

The boy nodded.

“Unerus has proved his value as a scout and
I’m sure he will make something of himself.”

“That’s great,” blurted Ariana suddenly and
then folded her arms across her chest. “Not that I really care that
much, but he is my brother after all.”

“Aydon,” said Baron Avakubia.

“Yes, father?”

“You were looking forward to accompanying the
troops into the Fen?”

“Not so much,” said Aydon with a grin. “It is
not the most hospitable portion of your lands.”

“No, that is true. I do not like the idea of
Ariana and Lousa heading home to Iv’s Folly on their own. There
were unsavory sorts around the border hoping that hostilities might
break out between Thotmes and me. Perhaps, if you don’t mind, you
could escort them back to their village?”

“We don’t need …,” started Lousa but the
Baron shook his head.

“I insist. I’ve reports of bandits in the
region and two young women traveling alone invites trouble. Aydon,
you know my feelings on this subject.”

“Yes, father,” said Aydon nodding his head.
“I will protect them for as long as it takes.”

“Excellent, excellent indeed. Well, I have
much to attend to with the new trade agreements. I’m sure that I’ll
not get any rest and that will mean more time away from my wife and
home cooking. I married a wizard of the kitchen but I’m sure that
has not escaped anyone’s notice,” he said and patted his full
belly.

“I hadn’t noticed,” said Ariana with a
sidelong look at Lousa.

“That is very polite of you to say,” said
Avakubia. “Politeness is an art that must be learned. It’s amazing
how far one can go in life with simple courtesy. Of course, there
will always be those who do not respect such niceties and it is
wise to be prepared for those of such a disposition. Do you agree,
Lousa?”

The woman stared at Avakubia and finally
nodded her head. “You are an interesting man,” she finally said.
“Far more interesting than I was led to believe.”

“In any case, there is much to be done. It
was enchanting finally getting to meet you, Ariana. Aydon, I will
catch up with you at the rendezvous?”

“Yes, father,” said the boy with a nod of his
head and his hand went to the hilt of his sword.

“If you are not able to make it, for whatever
reason, I will understand. Take care that no harm comes to these
lovely ladies, no matter how long you are engaged in the task. I am
clear?”

“Yes, father.”


Chapter 2

“Your mother must be tall,” said Ariana a few
minutes later as the three headed up the road toward the village of
Iv’s Folly.

“Ariana!” blurted Lousa shaking her head and
contorting her face into strange positions.

“It’s all right,” said Aydon with a smile.
“You’re not the first person that noticed I don’t look much like
Baron Avakubia. He’s not my real father. He adopted me when he took
over this territory.”

“Oh,” said Ariana. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
know.”

“I don’t mind,” said Aydon. “You don’t know
the story?”

Ariana shook her head.

“I’ll tell her later if you don’t want to,”
said Lousa looking up at the young soldier. He was perhaps
seventeen and bristling with energy.

“I think I should tell her. You’re becoming a
woman, Ariana, aren’t you?”

Ariana looked at the ground and blushed. “I
guess.”

“It’s not easy to be grown up in this world,”
said Aydon. “I have a brother, a natural brother, and he does not
look upon the Baron in the same way as do I. Father, Baron
Avakubia, says everyone grows up at their own rate and that some
people never grow up at all.”

“I don’t understand,” said Ariana with her
eyebrows furrowed together.

“I was a little kid at the time,” said Aydon
continuing with his story. “My father was a powerful warrior, he
wanted to fight with the hobgoblins, but the Queen wouldn’t allow
it. At least that’s what I’ve been told. He was not happy to sit
idly; his fighting spirit would not let him accept peace so he
tried to start a war on his own. The Queen ordered Baron Avakubia
to take control of the region from my father and ordered that my
father be executed as a traitor.”

“Oh no!” said Ariana.

“Yes,” said Aydon. “There was a struggle but
the Baron was backed by the Queen and he won out in the end.”

“He didn’t really execute your father, did
he?”

“He did,” said Aydon with a frown on his
face. “That is the first thing in my life that I remember. I was
five years old and led up to the scaffold by soldiers. I remember
my father standing there and they put a bag over his head.”

“Baron Avakubia was only doing what the Queen
ordered,” said Ariana shaking her head and remembering the pudgy
man with whom they so recently spoke. “He didn’t really kill your
father; it was the Queen who ordered it and the executioner who did
it, right?”

Aydon shook his head. “Baron Avakubia insists
on being the one who pulls the lever for all hangings of a
political nature. He doesn’t bother so much with criminals. No, it
was Baron Avakubia who killed my father. Not only in carrying out
the orders of the Queen but also in physical reality. He pulled the
lever; I remember it well.”

“You must hate him?”

“My brother does,” said Aydon his lips coming
together. “My brother is older than me and sees thing
differently.”

“You don’t hate him?”

Aydon shook his head, “He is my father now.
He did what he had to do and he didn’t push it off on anyone else.
He adopted both of us and told us that we were free to leave
whenever we wanted. He taught me how to use a sword, he taught me
how to negotiate with enemies, and he taught me what it means to
rule over people.”

“Your brother left?”

“He is with Lord Thotmes now. His whole life
is a childish vision of revenge. He imagines killing Avakubia and
taking back our father’s legacy.”

“And you do not?” said Lousa leaning forward,
her lips only a few inches from Aydon’s as she looked deeply into
the young man’s eyes.

Aydon suddenly blushed crimson under the gaze
of the woman and Lousa remembered the effect her beauty had on men,
backed away a few steps, and turned to face the other direction,
“And you do not?” she repeated.

Aydon cleared his throat and shook his leg
out, “Cramp, ahem. Yes, I mean no. I don’t. I respect the Baron. I
want to make my own life in this world. Perhaps someday I will
regain our father’s legacy, if that’s what you want to call
it.”

“The Baron will turn this territory over to
you then?” asked Lousa.

Aydon shook his head, “That is the Queen’s
decision to make. She will appoint whomever she thinks is most fit
to lead the territory. It is my job to be that person.”

“That is a most mature attitude, Aydon,” said
Lousa. “I think your brother has taken the path that most men would
take under those circumstances.”

“Most children,” said Aydon. “Most men would
know the world for what it is and act accordingly. Children will
always behave as children.”

“I would be willing to bet that turn of
phrase comes from the Baron,” said Lousa nodding her head and
looking over her shoulder to Aydon who seemed to have regained his
composure.

“I have learned much from the Baron,” said
Aydon with a shrug.

“If you are foolish it is the last thing you
will learn from him,” said a rough voice as a man emerged from
behind a tree with a crossbow pointed at them. “You will die here
and now unless you follow my directions precisely.”

Aydon reached for his sword but the man
pointed the weapon at him, “Don’t be foolish, Aydon. We know who
you are. We just want the girl.”

“Me?” said Ariana turning to face them as her
hand went to her pocket.

“Of course you, child,” said another voice, a
thin man with a scraggly beard that covered his chin emerged from
behind another tree. He held a sword in his right hand and
approached them.

“Come no closer!” said Lousa turning sidewise
to face the oncoming man.

He laughed. “You are not in charge here,” he
said. “Aydon, you can go and you have your brother to thank for
your life. Woman, you’ll stay and give us pleasure. Girl, you’ll
give us the Black Sphere.”

“How do you know … I mean I don’t know what
you’re talking about,” said Ariana as the darkness began to slowly
move up her arm.

“Look at her arm,” said the first man and the
second man took his eyes off Lousa to see.

Lousa pointed her finger and shouted, “Fiery
arrows, seek blood and marrow!” as a trio of little darts shot from
her hand and exploded against the man carrying the crossbow.

He jerked back and his finger pulled the
trigger sending the bolt whistling through the air although high
and wide of Aydon. He already had his sword out and lunged forward
taking the second man in the shoulder causing him to drop his own
blade.

The man with the crossbow started to reload
it but Aydon turned to him and moved forward with his sword raised.
This caused the first man to first drop the bolt, and then the
crossbow itself as he began to back away. “I meant you no harm,
Aydon. It’s the girl we want.”

“Who sent you?”

The man looked over to his companion who was
already running as fast as he could back into the woods.

“No one,” said the crossbowman. “We’re
bandits.”

“He’s lying!” said Ariana pointing her finger
at him. “I can tell!”

Aydon laughed, “Yes, I was aware of that but
thank you for pointing it out. No need to tell me who sent you, I
already know. Go back to him and tell him you failed. My
understanding is he doesn’t like to hear about failure, that he
punishes the messenger.”

The man stood for a few second staring at the
copse of wood where his friend vanished and then to Aydon. “I could
serve Baron Avakubia ….”

“He would not have you; nor will I. Be gone
with you. If we meet again, I shall not be so tender in my mercies.
You would have killed a girl and forced yourself upon a woman.
These are not the actions of a man of honor. These are the deeds of
a coward. Now run!”

The man no longer protested but simply
fled.

“What was that?” said Ariana her eyes wide as
she looked back and forth between Aydon and Lousa.

“My father asked you to think upon why he
knew your name,” said Aydon. “Have you done so?”

Ariana shook her head, “It’s only been a few
minutes, and I have not had time. How did he know me? Why did he
want … what did he want?”

“When my father tasks you, it is best to do
what he says,” said Aydon. “He is a wise man.”

“I … I will think about it,” said Ariana.

“Events are in motion even as father
predicted,” said Aydon looking to the woods and frowning. “We
cannot return to Iv’s Folly. There will be more men to meet us. We
should head west towards the Maw and skirt your village. Then take
game trails and back roads north to ocean. I must make sure you are
safe and there will be much danger here in the south.”

“What is happening?” asked Lousa. “Who were
those men, they knew you. Allies of your brother?”

“I am not at liberty to disclose all of that
information to you, Lousa,” said Aydon. “I apologize. I can only
tell you the way is not safe. We must get you as far north as we
can as quickly as we can. Events are in motion and they will take
on a life of their own. We cannot safely predict the future. Come
along. Take that crossbow, Ariana. Have you used one before?”

The girl shook her head.

“That’s all right. Someone should have taught
you by now, but it’s never too late to start learning. There is
always something to learn.”

Lousa nodded her head, “Do as Aydon says. It
is my fault for not teaching her to defend herself.”

Ariana picked up the crossbow and the bolt
and began to try and load the thing.

“Come along,” said Aydon. “We do not have
time. We are too close to the border. We must head northwest
immediately and to the Maw. That is the only place you will be safe
for now.”

“Safe from what?” asked Ariana.

“Think on my father’s words,” said Aydon and
began striding rapidly to the north. “As we walk!”

An hour later they found themselves in the
woods staring at a well-traveled road that separated the lands of
Baron Avakubia from the great volcanic Maw where the Thilnog Monks
made their home on its inhospitable slopes.

“We need to cross the road,” said Aydon
looking in both directions. “This should be as good as anywhere to
cross but those scouts will have alerted the advanced attackers of
our location. They’ll know I’m with you. They won’t bother hitting
Iv’s Folly but they’ll be watching the roads. They’ll have wizards
with them; they won’t be easy to spot. Do you see anything,
Lousa?”

The woman shook her head, her green hair now
pulled back in a ponytail and only the rear portion bobbed back and
forth at the motion. “I don’t see anything but that doesn’t mean
anything. They could be waiting anywhere, whoever they are.”

“We’re going to have to chance it,” said
Aydon pursing his lips and shaking his head. “They won’t warn us
the next time, they’ll shoot first and take what they want after
we’re dead.”

“But who are they?” asked Ariana with the now
loaded crossbow in her hand. She had practice fired it several
times but they only had the one bolt.

“Come on,” said Aydon motioning with his
hand. “We’ve got to chance it.”

“Wait,” said Ariana tilting her head to the
side. “I hear something.”

Aydon stopped and tilted his head as well. “I
don’t hear anything,” he said in a whisper looking at Ariana. Her
face was fierce and her frizzy hair somehow seemed to frame it in
such way as to make her attractive, in a feral sort of way. Aydon
shook his head and smiled.

“She has excellent hearing,” said Lousa.
“Trust her.”

Aydon nodded his head, “We wait.”

A few minutes later a dozen soldiers bearing
the crossed sword symbol of Thotmes on their shield appeared from
down the road. They were moving rapidly and talking excitedly among
themselves although the wind was blowing in the opposite direction
so their words were not easy to understand.

“Lord Thotmes said there was going to be
peace,” whispered Lousa looking at the soldiers and then looking at
Aydon.

“A man might say anything,” said Aydon and
smiled gently at her. “Be quiet now.”

“Look!” said Ariana in a voice just slightly
too loud and she pointed to the west and the great volcano.

“Be quiet,” said Lousa putting her fingers to
her lips. “If they hear us, they’ll kill us.”

“But look!” whispered Ariana again pointing
while her eyes went wide.

“What is it?” said Lousa following the
pointing finger.

“Thilnog Monks,” said Aydon in a hushed tone.
“Half a dozen of them I’d say.”

“What are they doing off the mountain?” asked
Lousa her eyes narrowing as she looked at Aydon.

Aydon shrugged.

“We should warn them, they’re heading
straight for those soldiers. They won’t know that a war has
started,” said Ariana.

“No,” said Aydon and put his hand on her
arm.

“Why not?” whispered Ariana. “I like the
monks. They were nice to me when we were in Hot Rock.”

“I want to see how the warriors of Thotmes
react. If we are to fight a war, and it appears father was correct
in that regard, then I should attempt to know my enemy as best as
possible. We watch.”

The two groups moved towards each other and
soon spotted one another.

“Hold there, monks!” shouted the apparent
leader of the soldiers and he moved forward with two men at his
side. “This is now the territory of Lord Thotmes and you are to
return to your mountain until events are settled.”

The monks continued forward in silence
spreading out so that there was a gap of five or six feet between
each of them. They wore dark yellow robes cinched at the waist by
brown ties that were of some thick material, perhaps leather.

“I said hold!” said the man again holding up
his arm.

“They don’t have a chance,” whispered Lousa
her eyes wide with fright. “Those soldiers are wearing heavy chain
armor and have shields. The monks are in robes.”

“Wait,” whispered Aydon with a small smile.
“Wait and watch. See how the soldiers have space in their ranks?
When fighting a lightly armored foe you need to form up. The monks
will have the advantage of maneuver and speed, the warriors of
armor and steel. When fighting such a foe you must remain a
cohesive unit or they will be in and amongst you before you can
bring your weight to bear. Each man must protect his companion on
the right.”

“I don’t see how unarmed men can defeat a
larger group of knights,” whispered Lousa as the two groups
continued to push forward. “They’ll be slaughtered.”

In a flash the leading monk dodged to the
right of a sword swing from the leader, punched him in the throat
with his right hand, and snatched the sword with his left. The
other monks darted forward with incredible speed and the heavily
armored knights flailed wildly but none managed to connect with
their targets. Lousa watched slack jawed as one monk made a
sweeping motion with his foot and a knight went down in a heap.
Seconds later all twelve knights were on the ground, some of them
killed by their own swords and the others pinned and unable to
move.

“What will they do …,” started Ariana, her
own eyes wide at the rapidity of the victory, but the question was
answered when the monks pulled the helmets off their fallen foes
and slew them with small knives they apparently held in
reserve.

“Come along,” said Aydon standing up quickly
and walking towards the fight. “Let us congratulate the victors
before reinforcement arrive. Perhaps the monks might be willing to
escort us to the north.”

“Why would they do that?” asked Lousa shaking
her head with a quiet voice and a white face. “I’ve seen some
things but nothing like that. It was awful. Those men, they were
alive just a moment ago. They have families. Children.
Mothers.”

“Who can say?” replied Aydon. “Come now, they
are our best chance to live so we’d be wise to take it.” With that
he walked out onto the road, “Hail, monks.”

The yellow-clad warriors stopped what they
were doing and immediately formed a loose line as the trio
approached.

The leader of the monks was an older man with
only a band of gray hair around his otherwise bald head. His arms
were sinewy and muscled with prominent veins.

Upon seeing him Aydon immediately knelt and
bowed so that his head almost touched the ground. “Master On, it is
a pleasant surprise to see you here. Can we help you bury the
vanquished foe?”

The bald-headed master bowed, his chin coming
to his chest, and then nodded his head, “Young master, Aydon. Your
aid is welcome. Although we both know this is not a surprise. Lies
do not become us.” With that his companions began to strip the
bodies with great speed and drag them to the side of the road.

Aydon looked at the ground, “Master On, this
is Lousa and Ariana. They happened by the conference and father
asked me to escort them to Iv’s Folly.”

“We will discuss this matter later,” said
Master On and joined his companions in covering the corpses.

Lousa and Ariana watched the activity for a
few moments, but then the woman joined in and eventually so too did
the girl. Within five minutes all the bodies lay in the ditch at
the side of the road covered with small piles of rocks.

The sun was beating down and everyone was
sweating.

Lousa looked up from the finished work and
noticed a tear in one of the monk’s robes and the stain of red.
“You’re wounded,” she said pulling at his arm. “I learned some of
the healing arts from a friend if you’ll hold out your arm.”

The young monk, who looked to be not much
older than Ariana, nodded his head, “I was too slow and allowed my
foe an opportunity.”

“You did well enough, Jenuss,” said Master On
also looking at the wound. “Perfection does not exist in this world
and we must learn from every encounter, be it with the sword or
merely words.”

Lousa examined the wound and saw that it was
beginning to bruise already although there was only a narrow
puncture that was barely bleeding. As she pulled aside the yellow
robe, she saw thin strands of steel sewn into the garment and
evenly spaced. “Clever,” she said. “Very clever!”

“There are many different kinds of
protection,” said Master On noting the direction of her gaze. “We
prefer light but still sturdy armor and Edos Edorin is a master at
such things. Tend to the wounds quickly; it would be wise if we
were on our way to Hot Rock quickly.”

“I thought we were going north, to the Salt
Fens,” said Ariana looking over at Aydon who shrugged his
shoulders.

Master On looked at the girl with a frown,
“We will head into the hills, and then we will talk.”

“I don’t understand,” said Ariana looking to
Lousa.

The woman looked at the girl and frowned, “I
am beginning to understand, but we will do as Master On says. Into
the hills and then perhaps Aydon will explain everything to us in
plain language rather than vague hints.”

They walked for about an hour up the gentle
foothills that preceded the more precipitous rise to the top of the
Maw. Its gaping peak was clearly visible now as a gust of wind
cleared the usual clouds from its high top. The smell of sulfur
hung in the air although the slopes were still green and lush this
low on the mountain.

Master On suddenly came to a halt and the
other monks began to gather wood for a fire and unpacked a little
kettle and tea cups
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