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Arvid
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“FAME IS NOT GRANTED; it’s attained. Sometimes with the swing of a sword or the twang of a crossbow.” 

Those words whispered in the back of the young hunter’s mind. He would have his glory. If not on the battlefield, he’d have every hunter in the land evoke his name as a blessing before every hunt. Hunting came to him as naturally as shivering on a cold day. After weeks of stalking about the wilderness, talking with the locals, and tracking a herd of reindeer, he narrowed his hunt to a clearing where all the rivers met. The forest king, a legendary stag said to have a point for every river in the valley. He was rumored to frequent this essential point between three mountain ranges. Others had lingered in the valley, hoping to catch a glimpse of the majestic forest herd, but none had been successful. It was this lack of success that drew the skilled hunter to the valley. 

“How could every single hunter be foiled?” the young hunter thought. 

No one reported ever seeing the herd in the valley, but their movement suggested this was where they were heading, no matter who he asked. The herd always moved toward the valley, but they were never actually seen in the valley itself. He thought the herd's leader must have had some supernatural sense that allowed it to detect potential danger. He took every precaution, from masking his scent with deer pellets to taking a position that always wafted his scent away from the valley. He constructed a shelter out of sticks that allowed him a complete view of the valley, no matter the direction. He painted his face and lay still for hours at a time. 

These were normal precautions serious hunters utilized when hunting. But what made his efforts more robust is the length of time he committed to his task. After seeing no sign of the legendary herd, he dug his hide. He believed that if someone saw signs of the herd, it meant it was already too late.

He refused to build a fire out of fear that his prey would suspect his presence. Only the fear of losing his fingers and toes motivated him to finally light a fire. Still, he trekked a league away and returned when his body was warm enough. The snow was thick, and there weren’t too many places with uncovered grass that grazers could go.

His time was now short. The three-day hunting trek that had turned into a fortnight had probably already yielded a search party looking for his remains. He was the son of a prince and third in line to the throne. It would not be much longer before a party was sent to recover him, dead or alive.

His patience paid off when he saw a single stag enter the clearing. It sniffed at the air suspiciously before falling back just a bit. Its big black eyes scanned the clearing for any signs it might be in danger. The young prince’s heart began to pound thunderously. The glory he so desperately coveted was so near his hand quivered, not from the cold but from excitement. When it stepped into the clearing, he lost his breath. It was a monster of a buck, at least a foot and a half taller than he and broader at the chest by half. It scraped the ground to uncover the grass beneath the snow. It remained cautious, scanning between each mouthful. Several does followed behind, and several calves followed behind them. Soon, the clearing was full of deer. 

The young lord never took his eyes off the towering buck. To his surprise, the stag wandered closer to his hide. He was hidden well. Even if you knew his exact location, he’d be challenging to see. As the buck neared, the young hunter gaped at the enormous rack atop the buck’s head. It was almost as impressive as the giant himself. Fifteen points, as the stories said, but it could easily accommodate that number thrice. The young hunter realized he had not drawn a breath for some time and did so abruptly. The sudden intake caused the buck to startle. The hunter sprang from his hide with his bow fully drawn. The snow sloughed off his backside as the two made eye contact. He was only a stone’s throw away, so he took his time. Instead of bounding away, as deer typically do when they sense a person's approach, the gargantuan stag stared. As if to say,

“You’ve got me.” 

Arvid steadied himself and loosed the arrow. All the deer in the clearing scattered at the whoosh from the bow. Despite the stag’s massive bulk and considerably dense muscle, the arrow passed through both lungs and out the other side. A perfect through-and-through wound that would keep the buck from getting too far. The stag immediately leapt away, but not before issuing a curse. It sounded like a clicking noise deep within its chest. Determined not to let his prize get away, Arvid pursued at an easily maintained pace. 

Arvid’s thoughts fell to the reception he would receive upon his return.

“Arvid the prince brought down the forest king and dragged him miles back to a nearby village, where he shared the meat with his subjects,” he imagined them saying. 

It was not easy stepping out of his father’s shadow, but through acts of kindness, bravery, and maybe some heroics, he could be mentioned in the same breath as his father, Asbjorn the Undefeated. His father was not next in line to inherit the throne, but that seemed just a formality. Many could not conceive of the great king handing the frozen throne over to his philandering son, Hrafen. Asbjorn was an undefeated general who united two dozen tribes into the realm. Fenrir spent much of his time at court and had yet to produce a legitimate heir. He also failed to take responsibility for his bastards. 

The blood trails began to pool, indicating the stag was slowing. Arvid wished the stag had chosen a different direction to escape. The trail took him deeper into the Kingswood, where there were real dangers for men like himself. It finally came to rest in a snow-covered plain under a solitary tree. The scene was majestic. It seemed to be ripped from the canvas of one of his grandfather’s paintings. Arvid would waste no time. He would end its suffering, quarter the carcass, and use some of the tree branches to construct a deer stretcher to help him drag it through the forest. 

Thoughts of Arvid’s soon-to-be kill were interrupted by barking. He turned to find the approach of at least nine timber wolves. The smell of blood and the sight of an injured buck acted as a dinner bell to the frenzied pack. The golden eye of its leader locked onto the sizable buck. Its other eye had been gouged out ages ago. With their thick, padded paws, they bounded through the snow with a grace Arvid thought was impossible, unaware of the human in tow. 

Arvid tried to turn back, but it was too late. The wolves noticed him and broke off their pursuit of the buck, instead choosing to defend their territory. If he had a choice, he would gladly leave them to the kill and tell the tale of the time he almost brought back the Forest King, but timber wolves can run for hours with no break and rarely give up on a chase. Northern wolves are twice the size of their southern cousins. They are intelligent by all accounts and seem to hold grudges toward certain hunters and herders. He was trespassing; that much was clear. But it seemed they were more concerned about his poaching. 

Arvid glanced at the edge of the clearing. He would not outrun this pack. He decided the solitary tree was his only chance. He followed after the stag. Instead of chasing him down, they circled him, cutting off his escape. Nine wolves, led by the large one-eyed white wolf with a grey stripe from head to tail, slowly tighten the circle. When Arvid glanced at the dying stag, it gave the same curse as when he fired the arrow. The clicking noise seemed to Arvid as a taunt, a final... “Kiss my arse.” As it fell from this world and into the next. 

The lead wolf had a milky eye covered by a perfectly vertical scar that could only have been made by a knife. This particular wolf had a name Arvid knew. The locals called him Dasan. He was a man-killer; the reward for his death would feed a man for two years. More than a few men tried to collect the reward but were never heard from again, or so the story goes. One of the lesser wolves charged in from Arvid’s rear. With one fluid, unthinking motion, Arvid had strung an arrow and loosed it into the neck of the oncoming wolf. It yelped loudly before it collapsed and died. Arvid had another arrow knocked before the beast breathed its last breath. The wolves tried to arouse their fallen comrade by nuzzling and biting at him, but realized he was dead, and Arvid had killed him. 

“Nine arrows if I include the one in my hand,” he thought. 

He retreated backward to the tree. He decided that if more than one wolf approached, he’d draw his sword and at least kill one or two before becoming overpowered. Just then, he got an idea. With the agility afforded to him from his rigorous training, he slung his bow, planted a foot halfway up the tree, and sprang up to the sturdiest branch he could reach. The moment he turned his back, the pack descended upon him and narrowly missed his foot as he clung to the tree branch. It took little effort for him to perch himself. After he was sure he was stable, Arvid unslung his bow and knocked an arrow. He aimed at the pack leader, who apparently recognized the danger and sprinted off. A few of them followed, but the ones that didn’t were targets for Arvid. He drew back, took a breath as he was taught by his master-at-arms, and let fly. 

“Yip!” the wolf cried. It bit angrily at the arrow now lodged in its back. Its hind legs were no longer responsive. Another wolf felt the bite of Arvid's arrow. This one made no sound at all, as it was dead before the arrow passed through its body. The third scampered off, but it was too late. Arvid took a breath, aimed steadily, and let fly. Just as he was taught, it caught the wolf on the flank. After a few steps, it collapsed dead.

“Six arrows and five wolves,” Arvid said out loud. He chuckled to himself—a self-deprecating laugh. 

“You brought me out here to die, didn’t you?” he said to the dead stag. Its large black eyes stared up at him mockingly. 

He considered his remaining six arrows. He could wait a few hours and retrieve three from the wolves he had killed. He remembered the arrow that passed through the stag. He hadn’t even thought about retrieving it when he gave chase. It would be dark soon. He would freeze to death if he stayed in the tree. All of his materials were still in his hide, including his extra furs and fire-making materials. 

“No matter,” he thought. “He’s a Northman, and any Northman worth the pain his mother bore giving birth to him could build a fire.” 

But what then? If he leaves, his kills will be pilfered; if he stays, he too might be counted among the dead. Arvid decided to stay. He came here in search of glory, and he found it. The idea of returning empty-handed after two weeks in the elements made him physically ill. 

The moment the sun touched the top of the Dragon Spine mountains, the temperature dropped to a bone-chilling degree. Arvid had already gathered enough tree branches to start a fire. He had to climb dangerously high to gather twigs and dead leaves that would burn. He dropped them all into a pile for later. He climbed down the tree, fully expecting to be charged by the remaining wolves, but no attack came. With the leather straps from his boots, he made a fire drill. It took nearly an hour to get the fire going, but it burned. Hopefully, the copious amount of smoke would bring a trapper or a feller. In the two weeks he’d been out in the wilds, he’d not seen another person. No one knew where he was, and few ventured this deep into the wood for fear of these same wolves. But the stumps that ringed the clearing were man-made and relatively fresh. 

Arvid looked out into the wilds, trying to assess his next move, when he realized he was not alone. The light of the fire reflected off the irises of the wolves lying in wait just outside the long clearing. They glared unblinkingly as if he would disappear the moment their eyes were off him. They hid out of sight, waiting for their opportunity to get their revenge for their fallen comrades. Arvid did not see the pack leader. It had only one eye. This was concerning to him for some reason. Could this be another pack of wolves? It didn’t matter. He would not survive the night if he fell asleep. He could try sleeping in the tree; it seemed big enough to accommodate his weight. He decided he would climb the tree as a last resort if he were unable to keep awake or if the wolves stepped into the clearing. In the meantime, he warmed himself by the fire, never taking his eyes off the twelve sets of eyes that glowered back. 

Before he knew it, his body spasmed. He nodded off for only a moment. Panicked, he reached for his bow but pushed it away instead. He glanced up, and as expected, four wolves were closing in. They were at a dead sprint and were already halfway through the clearing before Arvid had awoken. The bow fell out of his reach, and as he scrambled to retrieve it, he noticed his legs were dead. He sat awkwardly, finding his legs had fallen asleep. On hands and knees, he nocked an arrow. This detoured all but one wolf, who took an arrow square in the center of his forehead. A lucky shot, Arvid knew, so he thanked the gods. Before he could knock another arrow, he felt his body jolt. He was being attacked from behind by the pack leader. 

The blow took Arvid off his feet. The massive wolf clamped down on his mid-thigh. Even with the many layers he wore, the pain shot through Arvid like a bolt of lightning. Dasan, the man killer, shook his head violently, shredding Arvid's thigh. Whether it were an arm or his lower leg, it would have shattered under the pressure. Arvid screamed savagely, trying to pull away, but the Man Killer’s grip was resolute. Arvid drew his sword. It was a short sword, a gift from his father for besting his teachers. The sound of steel being drawn must have been familiar to the one-eyed wolf, for he backed away before Arvid could land a blow. Arvid swung wildly, overcome with terror. Thoughts of heroism were replaced with the need to survive. Dasen charged in but was met with the point of Arvid’s sword. He came on again and again; he was turned away by the sword. Arvid's heart sank when he saw the reflection of six sets of eyes had already crossed the gap. 

Limb by limb, the wolves began to overpower the young noble. First his leg, then his arm. Soon he was on his back. Arvid abandoned his sword for his hunting knife. He resigned himself to his demise but decided he would not go alone. Just as the stag received his final retribution by leading Arvid to the wolves, Arvid would receive his. He frantically reached his free arm out and felt the crushing maw of the northern wolf. Arvid heard bones shatter in its maw. He freed his other arm and fished around for his sword. He found it, and without even finding the hilt, plunged it up and through Dasan’s neck and into his skull. The good eye rolled strangely back into its head until nothing but white showed. Then, the large wolf collapsed abruptly. The remaining wolves stood around for a moment, confused, then sniffed at their leader. Even attempting to nuzzle it back to life. When they realized he was gone and not coming back, they turned on each other. No longer concerned with their kill or their fallen brothers. Becoming the next leader of the pack was now their only priority. 

The tussle from the wolves caused the solitary tree to catch flame. The tree earned its namesake from its toxic leaves, which kill the surrounding plant life. It was almost always alone at the center of a clearing. The burning tree against the pure white snow in the middle of the clearing was a sight to behold. When the burning branches began to fall, the remaining wolves decided to take their quarrels elsewhere. Leaving Arvid to die with the body of the Forest King and the Man Killer at his sides. 
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Sabir 
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THE HALLS ECHOED THE sounds of hard-soled shoes pacing back and forth on the cobblestone floor. The diminutive man, just over five feet, rambled to himself at an unintelligible pace. Despite his frenetic babblings, he carried himself with the elegant grace that spoke of his royal lineage. The more he spoke to himself, the more he was convinced his brother was conspiring against him. The gaps in his logic were lost amongst the decades of misplaced jealousy. Suddenly, he came to the realization that he never had to suffer these indignities again. He commanded the Shafra. An assassin known throughout the aired lands as the most capable of all assassins. As he glanced down at his slave assassin, who was already prostrated at his feet, the corners of his mouth began to curl upwards. 

“In front of everyone tonight, I want him dead, and his entire fucking family executed.” 

Sabir responded by blinking. He was baffled as to how such a trivial transgression could elicit such a visceral reaction.

In all his years in service to his master, Sabir was used to his impetuousness. It was an order he usually wouldn’t question. But the request was beyond absurd.

“My lord?” he said as if he hadn’t heard him correctly.

Prince Nassim stilled him with a glance.

“My lord, you don’t want to see your nieces and nephews killed for such a thing.” Sabir posed the query, but he was already aware of what the response would be. 

“His wife is expecting,” he said, “and he’s your brother.” Sabir hoped the sound of the heinous act he wanted his slave assassin to commit would cause him to reconsider. 

Prince Nasim Hamid gave his slave assassin an enraged stare. He finished another overpriced glass of wine and continued. 

"I want them all dead." After a short pause, he added, “By dawn if it suits you," he said coldly.

Sabir nodded in agreement even as he carefully considered methods to avert what would undoubtedly be a war between two powerful houses.

Despite having more wealth, lands, and retainers than his older brother Rometty, Prince Nasim’s jealousy was ever apparent. Whether Rometty was aware of his brother’s jealousy, however, was not. His latest slight of not properly introducing his younger brother, complete with all his lengthy titles, proved to be the final straw in a stack that existed solely in Nasim’s mind. Sabir, without question or complaint, slipped into the rooms of dozens of men, issuing warnings or passing the final judgment, but this latest request seemed unreasonable. First, the two houses were no strangers to each other; one was considered an extension of the other. Second, Sabir spent many hours on missions with the mercenaries of Rometty’s estate. They were not slave assassins like him but proper mercenaries who owned homes and fathered children. Sabir dared to say they were his friends and not likely to let him walk out of the estate after killing their patron. Finally, Sabir admired Rometty; he was honorable. He would not sully his estate with slaves like his master and said as much on many occasions. Even offering Sabir refuge if he was willing to ever leave his brother.

In the Tiram basin, a wide fertile plain located south of the great desert that separated the Deep South from the Midlands, there were hundreds of princes, but no king; thus, they all ruled their lands with their own laws. Within Sumatra, the jeweled city of the south, they each controlled large swaths and vied for control. The infighting led to mercenaries forming guilds that sold slave soldiers or provided troops to support whichever house was willing to pay for their services. The princes had wealth in abundance and paid mightily for killers, cutthroats, and assassins. Among these groups, none were as sought after as the Arkesh, raised from birth to be killers. Sabir was exceptional even among these elite killers.  

When asked to kill, rarely did Sabir consider the consequences beyond his covert escape. If he were truly to kill Rometty, he would have to kill members of Raven’s Den. The same mercenary band also raised and trained the Arkesh. Although there were no laws against it, it didn't seem right. The sanctioned murder of a prince, members of his own organization, and the resulting civil war appeared relevant enough for him to bring to the very top, even though he was not allowed to discuss such indiscretions with anybody who was not in service to his present master.

Sabir prepared himself as he would any other request from his master. But before he committed to the deed, he would at least seek out another solution. His master was petty and insecure. He suffered the sickness of affluenza—so rich, so entitled, he lost his ability to empathize with others. If a man crossed the street too slowly, he took it as a personal insult and would order the man killed then and there. As a member of the royal family, he was immune to the laws within his borough and would rewrite the laws frequently to accommodate his whims. But the murder of a royal was a new benchmark. As a slave, Sabir would carry out the orders given to him by his master, but there was one other who had the power to halt this ridiculous plot. It might cost him his life, but Sabir was ready to die if it meant he would prevent a civil war.

Sabir approached the gates of his old home and training grounds. He didn’t recognize any of the guards standing watch, but they knew him well. Each aspired to kill him someday in hopes of taking his title. His reputation had preceded him as the runners ran to announce his presence and query the reason for his return. Normally, an Arkesh would never return unless his master was slain. Sabir whispered his request into the ear of one runner and followed the other to the antechamber. His presence seemed to cause a stir, as speculation about why he had returned took on a life of its own. 

After a time, Sabir was shown in. He counted nine “Arkesh” peering down at him. There was no doubt they knew of his title. It would not be long before one of these impudent killers came to claim it. Like him, they were half-elf, half-human hybrid killers. Breed with the easily identifiable bronze-skinned humans from the deep south and the remnant of some Elven slaves captured half a century ago. It was said this mix was the strongest and stealthiest mix of humanoid blood possible. The heightened senses and physical prowess of the two races had reached storybook proportions. Sabir watched as they surrounded the self-appointed Lord Renault Saxon, head of Raven's Den. He remained silent, and his grand vizier, Amodie, spoke on his behalf. 

“Speak,” he said simply. 

Sabir summarized his reasoning as best as he could. He spoke of the likely outcomes if he were to carry out this fratricide. The retaliation that would ensue, and how many of his brothers and sisters would die. He ended with a low bow. 

“Did you not realize that by coming here, you have now placed culpability on our lord for any of your impending deeds?” 

Amodie used the word "impending," which Sabir noticed and took to mean the Lord would not step in. 

“I'm sorry, Milord, but I just thought—” 

"You didn't think."

With a wave of his hand, the Grand Vizier dismissed the excessively large honor guard and waited patiently for the last man to leave the room before speaking again. 

"We are mercenaries,” he said slowly in a mocking tone.  “Where do you think people will turn when your civil war breaks out? Arkesh are nothing more than tools in the hands of their masters.” 

The words hit Sabir hard. Never had he ever felt so insignificant. To have this bootlicker speak to him in this manner doubled the insult. As the lord’s lickspittle prattled on, Sabir envisioned the events to come in his head. This would only lead to more killing; he would start a never-ending cycle, his master only growing more confident, more audacious. It would leave every house in the city diminished, perhaps beyond repair. A thousand different scenarios ran through his mind, each ending with Amodie’s words... 

“Where do you think people will turn when your civil war breaks out?” 

Every word died on Sabir’s lips. If compelled to kill his brothers in arms, it wouldn't be the first time; after all, he became Shafra by killing other assassins who held the position before him. It was also his prowess that gave his master the arrogance to kill so casually, he knew. 

Sabir looked up at the two men, who mistook his silence for subservience. 

“When you leave here, you will do so without being seen, you will carry out the orders given to you by your master, and you will never speak of coming here to anybody. Do...you...understand?” Amodie said with the last three words dripping in condescension. 

Sabir fell into himself. He knew what he had to do. Oddly, he felt a peace he had never felt before. When Sabir’s eyes met Amodie’s, the Grand Vizier’s blood ran cold. He recognized Sabir's death gaze and knew his life was forfeit. The devoted servant had only enough time to utter a high-pitched "Stoo" before the born assassin lurched forward, killing him instantly. His airway was cut off, and his heart had been pierced no fewer than three times. Renault turned to Sabir as if noticing him for the first time.

Renault stood to his full height. He was not panicked or in shock over the death of his most loyal servant. Instead, he gave the same slow grin Prince Nassim gave him only hours earlier. Renault spoke to Sabir for the first time, probably ever. 

“I should have seen that coming; we gave you only two choices, not realizing there was a third,” Renault spoke with the calm of a priest reassuring his flock. 

He unsheathed his sword, a black greatsword that had smoky black wisps of miasma emanating from it. If cut by this blade, the wound would never heal, Sabir knew. He had seen Renault wield a sword in battle several times; he was a skilled swordsman as far as fighting battles was concerned, but dueling an Arkesh was pure hubris. Sabir surmised that a lifetime of assassins bowing before him gave him a false sense of his abilities. 

“What is your plan, hmm, kill me and take over? Have you what it takes to lead a band of mercenaries?” 

Renault could not have been any further from the truth. Could it really be that hard to understand his motivations, he wondered. 

“You would have me kill a prince, start a civil war, and forever have to kill my brothers and sisters?” Sabir questioned. 

“So, it is escape you seek? Why not nod your head in agreement, then run off into the night? You could be twenty miles gone before anyone notices you had left.” 

That possibility seemed to be the smartest but had never crossed Sabir’s mind. He had been a slave all his life; his aspirations were much simpler than any self-proclaimed noble could ever fathom. 

“Ahh, I get it,” Renault said. “You still seek to save your master's house, even if it means killing him to do it.” 

The mercenary leader shook his head in disappointment, as if he was considering promoting Sabir until he understood his motivations. Renault squared his shoulders and took a battle-ready stance. Time for words was at an end; Sabir drew the pair of short swords he wore crossed on his back and assumed a low, crouching stance with his arms held wide. 

Renault didn’t call for his guard; there was little chance they would have heard his plea in any case. Instead, he attacked, coming forward with inhuman agility. Sabir was barely able to get his blades up in time to deflect the blow. His years of endless training afforded him the ability to counter, but the deflection was purely aimed at creating space for the assassin. He had not anticipated Renault closing the distance so fast.

It had been years since Sabir could say he didn’t have a distinct advantage in speed. Yet somehow, this human, closer to fifty than he was to forty, was faster and hit with the power of a man many times his size. Renault pressed his advantage, raining blow after blow, backing the assassin and not giving him time or the space needed to attack. Sabir resorted to running and throwing furniture. Anything to get out of reach of that nasty blade. 

Sabir made the error of attempting to block rather than parry the blows as he started to run out of room. As the blade was halted, the miasma continued to descend, burning Sabir on his shoulder, chest, and back. The Arkesh had no reaction; he simply backed the mercenary leader up with a kick aimed at his head. It granted Sabir a moment of reprieve, but more important, an insight into how the old man was able to move with so much strength and agility. A moment before he continued his attack, the bangle on his right wrist lit dimly. The light was imperceptible to human eyes, but Sabir was half-elf, and to him, it was a beacon. On the same hand was a ring Renault wore on his middle finger. Sabir could see that this was the source of the miasma that coated his blade. 

As Renault rained down blow after blow, he gave Sabir another tell: his mouth, which had been gritted moments earlier, parted a bit. It appeared the inhuman agility and strength provided by the bangle didn’t supply stamina. The blows still came too fast to counter, but with less frequency as Sabir continued to evade. The two warriors did multiple circuits around the room; Renault continued pressing his attack while Sabir masterfully dodged, deflected, and evaded each and every attack. It wouldn’t be much longer now, Sabir knew as Renault began breathing heavily. Renault’s eyes darted briefly toward the exit. He started to realize that, with all his advantages, the gap in skill was too great, and he would not be able to keep up his all-out assault. He had cast the die, and now it was too late to make changes. He came on again, this time Sabir feigned a retreat, prompting Renault forward, only to be met with a repost, followed by a hail of blades moving too fast for the large, bulky sword to deflect them all. Those attacks were feints themselves, as Sabir’s real target was Renault’s wrist. Sabir’s left hand came down in a blur, removing Renault’s hand from the rest of his arm. The cut was so clean, Renault didn’t realize what had happened until the blade returned to its normal metallic color. His right hand was still curled around the hilt of the sword, but no longer attached to his wrist. Renault, since he was using both hands, was able to maintain possession of his weapon; however, in his weaker hand. Sabir could see trepidation in Renault's eyes for the first time. Regret and now fear painted his face like a performer at a carnival. Sabir almost felt pitty for his former master.

The greatsword, which was so light in Renault's hands only an instant ago, was now heavy and hard to manipulate in his offhand. Sabir knew what came next: the powerful man would offer money and status. When that didn’t work, he would try to reason. In the end, he would either choose to beg or mount an all-out assault, tantamount to a suicide charge. Sabir feared this man most of all, and the thought of him in tears begging for his life unsettled him. Sabir ended it without another word; his hidden wrist dagger shot out and retracted just as fast, leaving a small puncture wound over Renault’s heart. The large man jolted, then relaxed as he realized he was dead. No final words, just regret for dismissing his guards the one time he actually needed them.  

As the former mercenary leader slid to the floor, Sabir was gripped with fear and something else he had never felt. It was excitement; it was freedom. His mind raced; he had not planned to kill the heads of Ravens Den, but their complacency in the impending war made them as much at fault as his master. No, his former master. Sabir gathered the enchanted ring and bangle; the pair would make him more formidable if he could figure out how they worked. Although the greatsword was a master-worked blade worth a small fortune, he had a distaste for heavy two-handed weapons and didn’t want to be slowed down. It didn’t fit his fighting style anyway. 

As a slave, he had a limited concept of how currency worked, but he knew gold and jewels were valuable, so he gathered as much as he could, which turned out to be a small fortune, and disappeared into the night. He would do as Renault suggested and be twenty miles gone by daylight, but before he started his new life, he needed to end his former. He would pay his former master a visit and thank him formally for his newfound freedom. Then end him, ensuring Rometty and his family would be safe. A slave killing his master was the biggest crime anyone could commit in Sumatra. That was enough to have an entire guild set upon you. Sabir could only imagine what killing the guildmaster would bring about.
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Tyrwn
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THE MORNING BEGAN LIKE any other. A knock on the door, Colleen, the resident rented lover, scrambles to make herself presentable. A splash of water on the face, a spritz of perfume on the pitted areas, and a double-handed slap on the cheeks to make them rosier. Getting out of bed had become increasingly difficult since she became ill. It would eventually take her, as it had taken everyone else who had stayed in this profession for too long. She was already feeling the effects. Her joints ached all the time, and she had a fever. Even so, she was more than attractive, especially by slum standards. Customers were unconcerned about the recent weight loss, or the coughing fits that overcame her occasionally.

Colleen was considered a delicacy in the West Middle Lands. Her almond-shaped eyes and coffee-brown skin were rare for a prostitute. Southerners with the money to move west were high-born and rarely seen without a retinue of attendants, advisors, and a sale sword or two. How a woman of such beauty and elegance could fall to such circumstances usually involves the scorn of a very powerful man.

Ewan, her lover and panderer, a monster of a man, who stood well over six feet with broad shoulders, gnarled hands, and a face only a mother could love, checked the door. Tyrwn, perhaps their love child, or perhaps a bastard of some passersby with the coin to spend, would make himself scarce. Customers didn’t mind doing their business with the former soldier in the next room but sometimes had difficulty when kids were present. 

“One copper for a lay, three for a stay.” Ewan would clarify before any business was done.

If the customer opted to “stay,” he would get a bath and would not have to leave until morning, which meant Tyrwn was out of a bed for the night, as Ewan would take his. This customer, one of her regulars, didn’t adhere to his usual routine. He stammered a greeting to Ewan and nervously glanced about the room like a child with a secret. Colleen eyed him suspiciously from the other room. He showed the telltale signs of a man who was going to make an odd request. Judging by the way he wouldn’t make eye contact with Ewan, it was probably something taboo. Any person traveling to the slums for gratification valued privacy over safety. Usually, men who couldn’t be seen fornicating. He was a priest, though he made a modest attempt not to look it; the shaved hole at the top of his head marked him as such. 

“One copper for a lay, three for a stay,” Ewan repeated.

When the nervous man did not answer, Ewan smiled widely. The professional pimp could practically smell money about to be thrown his way. As an independent broker of desire, Ewan’s role wasn’t just as security; he was a mediator of sorts. He would gauge the levels of desire a man wanted and how much he was willing to pay for it. Calleen would listen from the next room and give a number. If the prospective client was willing to meet the price, she would perform as requested. If not, the former soldier would extort what he could and then force the man back out into the slums. But first came the negotiations. 

“Oi, what is it?” Ewan said with a toothy grin. “Do you prefer to watch?” 

The priest said nothing, shifting his weight from one foot to another. His lack of response prompted Ewan to guess again. 

“Do you want to be the girl?” 

The man’s face crinkled, apparently disgusted by the idea. 

“Well, help me out here. There has to be something.” 

The man’s eyes looked in the direction of the boy, barely visible in the crack of the doorway. He was at least three winters away from calling himself a man by any standard. Ewan pursed his lips. “Oi, is there something I can help you with?” Ewan’s hands balled into a fist; the look on his face was no longer jovial; instead, his brow furrowed, and his jaw clenched. His tone was barely a whisper. 

The priest swallowed hard. Trying not to seem intimidated, he straightened his back and replied, “Apparently not,” before reaching into his robes and producing a silver Frank.

Ewan’s balled fist went slack, his eyes transfixed on the rarely seen silver currency. The priest saw the former soldiers’ disposition change from murderous brute to humble servant in less than a heartbeat. 

“I’m sure we can work something out then,” Ewan said, rubbing his massive hands together. 

The deal was struck; however, Colleen apparently disapproved, as later that evening, Ewan and Colleen fought bitterly. Tyrwn heard his name enough to know somehow he was at the center of the disagreement. The conversation devolved into a shouting match, and eventually, he could hear the furnishings being violently moved about the room. Before long, the violent sounds were replaced with croaking. Colleen seemed not to be faring well in the struggle. Tyrwn felt his stomach drop. He knew his mother was in peril, and the man he considered his father was the cause. He burst into the room only to see his mother suspended several feet off the floor, being strangled by Ewan. Her eyes were bulging out of their sockets. Every vein on her brow was visible. The former soldier tossed men three times Tyrwn's size around like they were dirty shirts. He had to do something, so he threw himself at the large man. It was like throwing himself at the side of a building. He looked around the room before settling on the brass chamber pot and hurling it with all his might. The impact had no effect. Tyrwn was on the verge of tears as his mother’s body went limp. Within moments, the contents of the pot began to run down the front of Ewan's face, breaking his murderous trance. Realization set in. He was covered in days-old shit and piss. The giant man refocused his rage on Tyrwn. Colleen collapsed to the floor in a heap, as if her bones had been extracted. Tyrwn had no strategy beyond saving his mother and was now trapped. Under the gaze of the much larger man, the small child shrank. Tyrwn braced himself for the punch, expecting his jaw or even his nose to be broken. Instead, a punch to the abdomen blew the air out of his lungs. Ewan, covered in excrement, still had the foresight not to mark his son's face, lest his son's value plummet dramatically. Tyrwn doubled over; the rim of his vision was blackening and narrowing till he could only see what was directly in front of him. He looked up at the man he considered his father but never had the notion to call him such. A series of words, a nonsensical rhyme, something akin to the song sailors sang in the taverns that got faster and faster till the words ran together, left Tyrwn’s lips. Almost subconsciously. Ewan’s death snarl softened; he stared blankly past the wall. His arms dangling to his sides. Tyrwn gasped for air; his body shrank in on itself after the punch from Ewan. When no further abuse came, he dared to look up at his attacker. Ewan’s slack jaw and blank expression told him the assault was at its end.

Tyrwn knew he was somehow responsible but didn’t understand exactly what it was he had done. 

“Stop, please, he didn’t mean it,” Colleen pleaded with Ewan, unaware of his stupor. 

“Ma, Ma, look,” Tyrwn said, shaking his mother out of her hysteria.

“Ewan,” she said as pathetically as she could muster. 

When he didn’t answer, she tried again. 

“Ewan, are you well?” 

The large man just stood there, staring stupidly past the wall.

“Wha—What happened?”

“I don’t know, I tried to tell him to stop, and my words got all mixed up, and then...” He pointed at Ewan. 

Colleen etched her first finger closer and closer to Ewan’s face. He had no reaction, so she continued until she poked Ewan in the eye. He didn’t so much as blink. Only then did she relax fully. 

“What did you say?” Colleen asked. 

“I tried to say please stop, but it came out...” He paused, trying to find the words. “Mixed.”

Colleen continued waving her hand in front of Ewan’s face. 

“Tell him to go to sleep.” 

Tyrwn looked at his mother, shrugged, and commanded, “Ewan, go to sleep.” 

Ewan blinked, causing his mother to jump. Then the former soldier curled up on the bed and immediately started snoring. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she would never have believed it. 

“He’s spellbound, Tyrwn. You used a spell.” 

Tyrwn shook his head in disbelief; typically, a magic user was celebrated. They became generals in the king’s army or hired themselves out. No one in their right mind would ever challenge a mage except another mage. Every hero story he'd ever heard told of a heralding mage or a group of heroes banding together to defeat an evil one. Tyrwn knew, however, that a magic user from West Port's slums would be ripped from his life with no regard for him or his mother's wishes. He simply wasn't prepared.
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Chapter 4 
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Arvid
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VOICES COULD BE HEARD. They sounded distant at first, then Arvid realized the muffled conversations were in the same room as he. The effort to stay awake was taxing, and he soon drifted off. When next he woke, he became aware that he had been rescued and brought to safety. He was bandaged, and a warm hearth had been maintained around the clock. The face at his bedside changed every time he opened his eyes. He was aware that several days had passed, but he didn’t know how many. This time, when he opened his eyes, he fought off the urge to sleep. He opened his mouth to speak, but his throat was too dry, and he only managed a whisper.

“Heellooww...”

A little girl who had been mindlessly jabbing at the coals in the hearth startled. Without one word, she ran out of the house, not even pausing to close the door behind her. From his vantage, Arvid gazed outside, looking for some signs of familiarity. The thatched roof, compacted dirt floor, and the smell of farm animals told him he was in a rural village. The shadows suggested early morning. His body was torn and broken, but that was the least of his worries. He had a fever, and few men survived it in his condition without the help of a healer. 

Before long, half a dozen men and women crowded the domicile. Someone must have recognized him as a royal. As the men removed their coverings, the women offered unpracticed curtsies. Equal amounts of fear and trepidation etched every face. Understandably, having a royal die in your care might not bode well. 

“Milord, I’m the landlord of this village.”

A small man with long black hair and a bald spot at the crown of his head said. He was middle-aged by northern standards, with a mustache that suggested he was from the Middle Lands. Although he had no accent, his demeanor and size were dead giveaways. 

“My furrier swore on his honor that you were one of the royals. Is that true?” 

Arvid nodded slightly. The room sighed collectively. 

“What is your name, milord?” 

Arvid tried to speak but coughed up yellow phlegm instead. He was handed a flagon of broth. Once the warm fatty liquid made its way down his throat, he answered.

“Arvid.” 

“He’s a prince,” a man confirmed from the back of the room. “Son of Asbjorn, third in line,” the resident royal scholar said with certainty. 

The landlord's eyebrows raised in surprise.

“Do you remember what happened?”

It was a rude question to ask a man who had just awoken in his condition. But Arvid knew there was a chance he would not survive, and at some point, someone would ask him that very same question.

Arvid struggled to remember the details. 

“I found ye amongst the corpses of half a dozen wolves and the forest kings,” a slender old man said. He spoke with his hands, making every revelation seem more dramatic. Those in the room who hadn’t already heard the story gasped in amazement. 

“King Stag died with a shot through the sides.” The man illustrated by pointing to his own ribs. “And Dasan, the man Killer, still had ye sword poking through the top of his head.”   

The man was not far off on his findings; he must be a tracker. But he added a bit of dramatics, saying how the pack was so fearful of the young man who’d killed their leader that they ran off in fear. It was a wondrous retelling. Arvid, lacking the strength or desire to correct the man, tilted his head, confirming the man’s conclusions. The gathered men and women gasped in awe of the heroic tale. 

“If I haven’t already introduced myself, I’m Lord Ernst. I lease these lands. I sent word of your discovery the day you arrived. We knew you to be a royal, but which one we were not certain. So, word was sent to the capital that we believed we had found a royal gravely injured in the woods. They’ll know which one by your description, no doubt.” The man breathed deeply. “I’ll be genuine with you, milord. We didn’t think you’d survive the night, much less the week. Many times, I’ve seen people recover, such as you, only to die suddenly hours or days later. If there is a message you want us to deliver in case of your passing, I’ve left ink and parchment near your bedside. Morrissa knows her letters and will see your message accurately transcribed. I’ve also sent a messenger to collect your bounty for the killing of Dasan. The buck will be mounted, and I’ll see its fur made into something appropriate for your deeds and stature.” 

Lord Ernst continued speaking, but Arvid’s eyes fell shut, and the heavy rise and fall of his chest signaled everyone to leave. 

Arvid was awakened by the chanting of healers. Judging by their dress, they were not from this village, likely from the surrounding villages. The fact that they’d worn masks was a sign his condition had not improved. Arvid didn’t blame them, for if a royal dies in their care, the consequences could be dire. They simply wanted to stave off his death long enough for his family to see him off. 

If the healers were from the royal court, his fever would be a small formality. It was the only form of magic permitted this far north. Those with enough talent in healing usually moved closer to the capital. 

“Morrissa...” Arvid croaked. 

“Milord?” 

The girl who had been wiping him clean and cheering him on during the few bowel movements he had since becoming an invalid rushed to his side. He gestured to the parchment. When she was ready, he began his final testament. When he was done, she folded it and placed it under his pillow. A gesture usually reserved for people expected to recover. He wasn’t, but he appreciated the gesture anyway. 

Sometime later, there was a commotion outside. A voice could be heard at the center of the village yelling Arvid's family nickname. 

“Buck!” the voice screamed. “Buck!? 

The voice, strained with fear and uncertainty, repeated frantically until Morrissa opened the cabin door. Elin, not interested in the formalities associated with members of a royal family entering a village for the first time, pushed her way past Morrisa without so much as an acknowledgement. Arvid smiled for the first time in weeks. He was shivering although the room was warm, and he was covered in layers of knitted blankets. She paused at the sight of her sickly brother. His eyes were sunken, his cheeks were as well, giving him a skeletal appearance. Arvid tried to speak, but no words came. Tears gathered at the outermost edges of his eyes. Elin turned to retrieve the royal healers. By the time Ansa, the presumed future queen, arrived at her son’s bedside, Elin had already directed the necessary parties to where they were needed. 

“He may be too far-gone milady.” 

The ancient man said the moment he laid eyes on Arvid. There were only a handful of healers in the entire north more esteemed than Archbishop Volmir. He was as pragmatic as he was old. He would not have the family getting their hopes up at the apparent lost cause. 

“I will do my best... Had we arrived days earlier—"

Ansa silenced the archbishop with her raised finger. Elin’s furrowed brow and intense gaze flashed at the old man. His comments were seen as indifferent toward the dying noble. Arvid knew his chances were slim, but the confirmation must have been evident on his face. Realizing his face was glower, Arvid fixed it as best he could. 

“We will discuss his survival at a more private moment. For now, begin your work and allow me some time with my son.” His mother hissed at the old man in a tone too loud to be a whisper but subdued enough not to be heard easily. 

Without another word, the archbishop unpacked his wares and began his ceremony. Ansa said nothing to her firstborn son. She rubbed his scorching hot brow and hummed songs from his childhood. The archbishop used a scepter to channel divine energy into Arvid. To the untrained eye, it looked as if he was simply offering a prayer. 

For hours, things continued this way. Arvid showed no signs of improvement. Elin replaced Marissa as the person replenishing the cool compress. Volmir started to falter as the hours grew longer. When night fell, it was decided a vigil would be held at Arvid’s bedside. Ansa insisted on staying but relinquished her position at Arvid's side. It seemed as though this night would be Arvid’s last. Kamilla, his wet nurse; Jordain, his longtime teacher and physician; and an assortment of others close to him who were able to make the long trip on such short notice all spent an hour or more at his side. Some loved Arvid; others never missed an opportunity to curry favor with the presumed future queen.

***
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AFTER THE PROCESSION of grievers finally came to an end, Ellen was left alone with her dying brother. He would have made a great king, she knew. He already favored his father with his long, thick, black hair and sky-blue eyes. He was smaller than usual, with sunken eyes, and his skin hung loosely on his bones. He was sixteen winters, seventeen if he survived two more months. When healthy, most took him to be twenty. Always chasing glory, he wanted to be like his father, Ansa lamented. 

As she grabbed his hand, she felt something. It was a familiar feeling. It felt as natural as breathing. Elin looked over her shoulder at her mother, who was fast asleep. Elin gripped her brother’s hand more tightly. Her parents asked Elin long ago to suppress her supernatural abilities. Magic that the Northern gods didn’t grant was outlawed. She demonstrated her mystical abilities at an early age. For years, she suppressed her urges. But in moments when she was alone, she commanded the fish and birds. She sparked fires and commanded the fires like trained animals. When she dreamed, she saw what the wolves saw. So, when she held her brother's hand and she could feel every ounce of divine energy the bishop imparted into Arvid, she knew her brother was going to die. She closed her eyes and could feel a part of her flowing into her brother along the river of divine energy. Several dams were stopping the flow from continuing through his body uninterrupted. Elin visualized the obstructions as tree branches obstructing the flow of a river. If she brought enough of her own flow in, it might dislodge the obstruction, allowing the river to continue. Elin pushed. When the obstruction didn’t move, she tried more forcefully. The branch was dislodged, but not enough to allow the free flow of divine energy. Sensing she had nothing to lose and everything to gain, she pushed with her whole might, and the flow utterly consumed the branch. She did this again, and again. Eventually, the flow itself was so strong that it dislodged the obstruction with little or no help from her. 

Then, Elin found herself back where she started. She was flowing back into herself. That is when she noticed she was being watched. 
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Chapter 5
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Valis

––––––––
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A solitary mule-driven two-wheeled carriage rumbled noisily down the beaten path. Pans, lanterns, and an assortment of things, thingies, and thingamabobs clanged against its sides, announcing its arrival. There was no one in the driver's seat. The ancient carriage was constructed from leftover wagon and carriage parts and was a composite of at least four similar-style coops. When it came to a halt, the person inside the autonomous carriage knocked on the roof, signaling the mule to continue. Instead, the mule brayed, an easily translatable "no" to its occupant. The man exited the vehicle in a huff. A tall, slender man with the mahogany-brown skin of a Deep Southerner, dressed in wizard robes, yelled, “Damn it, Crissy, what is it this time?” The mule stared down the road at a set of eyes that reflected the lantern light. The set of eyes floated high enough to be human, but human eyes didn’t reflect lantern light in that manner. 

“Hello traveler, Be ye friend, step into the light so’s that I may have a look at ya, be ye enemy, be gone and save thyself from my withering gaze,” the man said in his most wondrous tone.

No reaction; the eyes simply hung there unblinking. The man exhaled.

“Fine,” he said, retrieving a smooth stone from the ground. “If that is your choice, I’ll not hold back.” 

He closed his hand on the smooth stone, and it began to light brightly. Soon, the veins in his hands were visible, then his bones. By this time, three more sets of eyes stared back at the man from the darkness. The man tossed the stone, now a brightly lit beacon, at the center of the gathered beings and was aghast at what he saw. Three long-dead humans, two men and one woman; judging by their clothes, they were likely farmers, possibly related. They shied away from the light but were not repulsed by it. Only radiant or divine light would repel such creatures.

They weren’t feral, meaning they were being controlled, tools for some dark spellcaster. Probably given a simple set of orders, such as “Don’t let anyone pass or kill anyone who comes near.” Crissy stopped short enough for whatever instructions that had been given not to take effect. Decapitation, magical dispel, or fire, the man pondered. He was no cleric or paladin wielding some blessed blade. Although not particularly strong, the undead could be troublesome. They were durable and unafraid, difficult for a mage such as him to fight if he became surrounded. The magic required to produce these lesser ghouls permeated a highly flammable essence he knew. He turned both hands toward each other and whispered an incantation. A minor spell that produced a small bead of fire. The bead was smaller than a single grain of rice and hovered between his two palms. The man made a small gesture, and the bead flew at the undead slaves. As soon as the bead came close, each was engulfed in flames. The three monstrosities continued to stare at the man, unaware or unconcerned, and they were fully engulfed by fire. Eventually, the magic that had been used to create them burned out, like an empty oil lamp, and the corpses were free of their master’s control. One by one, each fell to the earth, never to rise again. 

"Crissy, I apologize; you made the correct decision." 

The mage reached under his sleeve and pulled out a carrot, holding it in his hand as his stallion munched. 

“Well, it looks like we're getting close, and I at least know why we've been asked to come here.” 

Directly behind the permanently dead corpses that now littered the road was a road post. The road they were on split, with Lake Dale on one side and Mortan's Dale on the other. Holding up a magical locket, it lit up more brightly when he angled it at Lake Dale. 

“Lake Dale, it is then,” he said to Crissy. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll drive the rest of the way.”

Lake Dale was not the quiet valley by the lake, as the name would suggest. It appeared to be more like Fort Dale. It featured a hurriedly built exterior wall and a much more substantial inside wall. Whatever had come up against its defenses left scars more consistent with human teeth than human weapons. The men guarding the outside gates were strong, but they were more comparable to farmhands than trained troops.

A man yelled from behind the first wall, where it was safe. "And halt.” He sized up the suspicious-looking wagon and its dark-skinned driver. “All routes have been crowded with those undead monstrosities. Stranger, how did you manage to make it through all by yourself and through the night no less?” The tone was friendly, but judging by the white-knuckled grip he had on his spear, he was afraid.

The wizard chuckled. "Let's just say that one of my talents is to move unnoticed." 

The soldier asked, aiming his spear at the two-wheeled wagon. "And who are you?" 

"I'm a friend and a colleague of someone who lies behind those walls. I’ve been summoned," the mage answered.

Another man trotted over and whispered something into the first man’s ear. Before long, they were opening the gates and inviting the strange man in. 

Once inside, the mage was ushered past the droves of traumatized farmers and smiths whose blank stares spoke of grave losses. It was as if an evil wind had blown in and taken their loved ones all at once. Families huddled around fires, but they were incomplete—either a mother or a father, but never both. Few slept, as if sleep itself was the enemy. His sudden appearance disturbed everyone within the walls. He was taken to a chapel at the center of town, where a small contingent of Holy Zheerian knights stood vigil over a dying man. He wasn’t dying in the traditional sense, but he was marked by a ghoul’s touch. A necromantic spell, typically cast by a Greater Ghoul once it had a hold of you. The spell would gradually turn its victim into a Greater Ghoul, causing his friends to have to kill him before that point. 

“Belmont, is that you, you half-dead bastard?” Valice said in a jolly tone that was much out of place. 

The man on his deathbed craned his neck to see who addressed him familiarly . 

“Valis,” he said in a strained voice, “Valis, is that you? You actually came?” 

Valis smiled wide as if not observing the scene. “Well, you did light the torch, which we each swore we’d never do.”

“Apologies, my old friend; as you can see, the situation here is dire. No one I’ve sent has come back, and this town is in danger.” 

Valis started to stroke his beard. From his sleeve, he produced a smoking pipe, somehow already lit and far too long to fit there in the first place. 

“Please explain from the beginning.”

Though it was clear the two were already well acquainted, the knights bristled every time Valis referred to Belmont by his born name. He was a Cardinal, three steps away from the highest position in their order." The name Valis was repeated in the background, the name of the Western Warden, the most powerful mage in all the Middle Lands. The name was well-known and respected, assuming that this traveler who braved the roads was indeed the same person. Belmont's veins were turning black, and his breath came raggedly. But he was up to the task of explaining why he sent for his old friend under such circumstances. 

“A few months back, we received a messenger who claimed the children of this valley were being taken. It was a plea from the priest, one of our Lord's faithful; we dared not refuse. We sent a knight to investigate. When he didn’t return, we then sent a lance of knights, and they too never returned. I could no longer send knights to their possible deaths, so I brought my order here. This town has been under constant attack from the undead since we arrived. The surrounding towns have either fallen and joined the ranks of the undead or come here for protection.” 

Belmont paused to cough up a thick black mucus. After he wiped his mouth clean, he continued, “A week and three days hence, we tracked one of our fallen brothers to a bog not too far from here. It was an ambush; the leader was a former knight of Zheer, the same knight we had initially sent. He had been turned same as I. He sought to make ghoulish slaves of us all, but we escaped.” 

Valis looked at his cursed friend skeptically, then twirled his finger, prompting him to continue. 

“Since being cursed, I’ve started to hear the call of the one I believe responsible.”

“And you know this not to be another ambush?” Valis questioned. When there was no reply, another knight stepped in. 

“If we find the source, there won’t be any need to exercise Father Belmont’s wound; we have to have faith, lest our brothers and sisters die in vain.” 

He was speaking to Valis but, in many ways, trying to convince himself. Valis said nothing. 

“I had no choice but to send for you old friend; the locket was the only way I could get a message out.” 

Valis drew on his pipe deeply and blew a large ring of smoke, then a smaller ring, and finally an arrow that hit its bullseye squarely. 

“A messenger then?” Valis questioned. 

The weary paladin nodded. 

“You’ll be long dead by the time a competent priest arrives who can exorcise that wound,” Valis said dismissively. 

Belmont sat up. It took most of what remaining strength he had. His priestly robes over his chain mail armor marked him as a Cardinal. 

“You’ve barely aged a day since last I saw you, no doubt a result of your godless magics.” Valis smiled back and replied sarcastically, “Doesn’t seem the gods have been too kind to those who’ve followed the word.” 

The dozen or so high-ranking knights in the room scarfed.

Apparently, less tolerant of the blasphemous banter wizards were known to employ. 

“And besides, you’re asking this 'godless' mage for a favor.” The two old acquaintances laughed at their inside joke. 

“I’ll deliver your message if that’s what you want me to do, but what if I told your men I think I can find this child thief and, by extension, the very same ghouls who cursed you?” 

The room became very still; it seemed Valis’ suggestion was something they had discussed at length. Valis imagined Belmont advised against going after the source of the ghouls until reinforcements arrived. Valis hated these selfless displays; they seemed disingenuous. Were it one of his men to be cursed, he wouldn’t rest until the source was found and eradicated. 

“Is it possible?” a man Valis later found out was Bishop Eardley, asked. Cardinal Belmont objected to the line of questioning, but his men ignored him. Valis again took a deep toke of his pipe and exhaled. He held his hand out flat and teetered it like an unbalanced scale. 

“It’s not without its risks, but I believe with some degree of certainty I can pinpoint the source of the ghouls.”

“What would you need?” the knight asked. Valis placed the still-lit pipe back up his sleeve. 

“First, I have questions. This priest who first sent for your order, where is he now?” 

“By the time we arrived, he was among the undead.” 

Valis shook his head. “Are you certain, or did someone tell you this?” 

Another knight replied, “The people of this town informed us he went looking for a child and never returned.” 

“Has anyone reported seeing his body? Has his corpse been burned or exhumed? Are you absolutely sure this priest is dead?” Valis insisted. 

“Why does it matter?” Eardley shouted. “That priest is of no consequence; we have greater concerns!” 

Valis’s aura became heavy, and unseen magical essence filled the room like a humid summer’s day. Everyone in the room who had ever had dealings with a wizard knew this was not a favorable sign. 

“This is the problem with you zealots, always preaching about faith but having none to spare,” Valis said, with a snarl on his face. “These people weren’t under constant attack until you arrived, then there was the ambush; they sought to capture and not kill you. Did you ever consider that the children were only the beginning and that you were the prize? Did you ever consider the priest who summoned you here could be the very same man responsible for the undead plague that is ravaging the countryside?” 

Valis’s voice magically crescendoed off the walls; his eyes and palms glowed dimly as he spoke. There was no knight of the order who was not familiar with the exploits of this particular mage. He was the Warden of the West Midlands, responsible for culling wayward mages. Although not particularly strong against the undead, a room full of living knights would not pose much of a threat. 

“Valis,” Belmont shouted. 

When Valis noticed the looks on some of the knights' faces, and a few even placed their hands over their swords, not that it would do any harm, he was really upset, and he quickly powered down. 

“I did consider it, but with nothing to support that theory, we chose not to pursue that possibility.” 

“You moved to protect the reputation of a fellow clergyman,” Valis thought, but did not say. 

“This town is not the only one that has reported missing children; it's happened all across Midland, to what ends I have no idea. But in light of recent events, I'm convinced that someone is gradually assembling an army, and that army needs strong generals to command it. What better generals could there be than Zheer's undead paladins? And for champions, they steal children with arcane potential. I tracked a missing child as his kidnapper tried to perform a ritual to sap him of his magical ability and reinstill it in another. According to my findings, the receiver would be given a completely arbitrary magical ability, which would be permanent; however, this process would result in the child's death.

Later, the captains moved the conversation to the banquet hall so as not to have to deal with Belmont's objections. Valis was now sitting at the head of a large banquet table professing his findings. He was flanked on all sides by all the remaining knights of Belmont’s order, save for a few keeping watch. 

“I’m not the only Warden who’s had similar findings; all over Ephodell, small towns have been sacked; not one person found, living or dead. Now we may know why.” 

The news hit the paladins hard. Knowing that what was happening here was happening all over The Middle Lands was distressing. Valis looked around the room to see a room full of knights on the verge of giving up. The loss of their most beloved Cardinal was nearly too much to bear. They were in need of some inspiration. Valis stood to his full height and spoke with the magical inflection that resonated off every wall in the Chappell. 

“I believe our missions are one and the same, and if we are to have answers, we will need to find the one responsible and either bring him to justice or deliver him the justice he deserves.” A few knights nodded their agreement. “Somewhere out in the wilds is a monster that thinks it can take your children, kill your brothers, and have them serve as its undead puppets? I say no, not while the Holy Knights of Zheer stand guard.” A few more men shouted their agreement. “And for the grave act of trying to dispossess my friend, your Cardinal, of his holy mission, we will drag that fiend before us to answer for these crimes!” The knights erupted. Some shouted prayers, others shouted for justice. The noise brought in other knights who also shared in the frenzy. 

The knights drew their swords, a custom when knights pledged to a cause, and roared their agreement.

The boom
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