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Firstly:  To my brothers, who will always be the main members of my real world life’s hero party.

Secondly:  To adventuring outside one’s box.  To friends.  And to dark knights.
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Chapter 1
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Violence And Sanctuary

All the slaughter started with a pounding on Drewth’s home door.

It was barely dawn.  What could be so urgent?

Drewth came to the door, but did not move it.  For the enchanted door was his single shield between him and whatever was outside.  “Who’s there?” he demanded through the door.

“Commander!” someone urgently answered, “driadons have been sighted!”

The voice was Drewth’s Night Deputy.

Drewth twisted the lock and pulled the door open.  “Where and how many?”

“Heading for the fire mines, four or five dozens sir!”

Drewth nearly growled.  Curse the driadons!  Why would the Gods gift a race with strength, dragon scales and claws, and make them human’s enemies?

Drewth rattled out his orders:  “Take the mage and all the soldiers there are horses for.  Get them ready and my horse too.  Bows and poison arrows each.  Go!”

Drewth dashed back to his bedroom and dug into his armoire closet.  He rapidly slid on and snapped in place his battle armors in the speed every soldier had been trained in.

His lady Arigwhen was woken up by the commotion. She was standing beside the bed, watching her man throw himself together.  She herself was still comfortably adorn in her night wear.  She clasped her hands tightly.  “What’s happening?”

Drewth snatched his sword.  “Hopefully nothing.” He intentionally withheld what his Night Deputy had just told.  For death sickened her.

Arigwhen sensed Drewth’s problem was something disturbing.  But she had the faith to let him be.  “Stay safe,” she wished him.

“I will.  Keep the door locked.”  He grabbed his helmet and bolted out to the spiraling stairs.

* * *
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The outpost had only about twenty-five horses.  Drewth, the one mage, and the many soldiers had ridden the horses hard.

At the mines site, a savage battle between swords and claws had happened.  The guards had been taken by surprise – it could be seen by how some of the strewn bodies had only their short swords from their belts, not their longer weapons or crossbows.

The remaining guards had barricaded themselves inside the hot mines.  To be trapped in there was a slow hot cooking for humans.  The driadon rebels were gathered right outside the closed mine tunnel.  They were simply waiting out the human soldier’s broiling deaths.  Then, after they died, the driadons would break in and rescue the enslaved driadons who were deeper in the mines.  Driadons could live in such heat.  It's why they were enslaved for the fire mines in the first place.

Drewth and the soldiers promptly began firing their poison arrows at the driadons.  These special arrow heads bit into their scales easily and killed rapidly.

The attacked driadons then charged Drewth and company.  Whichever few made it between the oncoming arrows and the mage’s spells were surrounded and slain by hand weapons and Drewth’s serrated sword.

It was a violent morning indeed.  The deathly event had an impact on Drewth.  It burned vivid in his mind for the rest of the day.  And on into the night.  There was something about killing these monsters that gripped Drewth inside in some way, every time, duty’s demand or not.

* * *
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An armored soldier raced his horse down a broad road – the royal King’s Road.  Without invitation.  It was the dead of night and he carried no torch.

This road was wide to invite Kings and Queens with their breadth of guards.  Yet this horsed soldier galloped right down the center of it totally alone.

At the end of this road were the invincible outer walls of the King’s Castle.  The distant castle was a great colossus of white magicked stone, crowned at every level with ramparts.  It loomed as a squared gray mountain to this single ant who charged it.

This soldier made no effort to conceal himself.  And so he was sighted by every guard high upon the outer wall.

This charging soldier carried no threatening weapon.  He made no friendly gesture either.  He only came forth at full speed.

Arrows, cannons and spells were aimed at the oncoming soldier.  That target was about to be spattered all over King’s Road.

As the lone soldier neared, his details could be made out:  He was coated in black armor.  The armor was layered, moving plates – the fighting armors of a Gaedian Commander.  So it was no hostile.  It was one of their own military.

The Commander was close enough now to identify:  There was the familiar stern, black goatee’d face and straight jet black hair.  It was that knight recently appointed Commander:  Drewth.

One of the King’s Wizards showed up on the wall.  He double-checked Drewth with his wizard’s eye:  No illusions.  No disguising magics.  Yes, it was just that outpost Commander again.  Riding at the King’s Castle like it was his!

The King’s Wizard frowned to the wall guards.  He gave an affirming, if disinterested, nod.  “It’s him.”

Drewth was an annoying mystery to all the King’s castle.  He was a talented sword, and an honest knight.  And that’s all.  How did he gain the High Wizard’s attention so quickly?

"Commander Drewth!” a castle guard hollered down the walls.

Two guards manned the controls of the indestructible doors.  They heard the cry.  The two guards exchanged annoyed glances, then pulled at the controls without delay.  Both the outer doors and inner doors opened at the same time, skipping the checkpoint procedure.  They knew better than to be in this Drewth’s way.  Not because of who he was.  Because of who he directly served.  This mere knight Commander worked with the High Wizard himself!

Drewth carried on up the way to the King’s Keep.  That royal edifice reached higher and higher into the sky as he approached.  Up close, it seemed to scrape the clouds.

Drewth showing up always aggravated the array of guards and wizards who worked at the grand Keep entrance.  Yet none ever complained.  As none wished to draw the attention of the pitiless High Wizard.  And so the procedure to move these final doors went rapidly underway.

The towering doors yawned there ways aside, and the magic barriers dissolved.  The opening procedure was complete.  Drewth walked himself through the cavernous entry way.  He left the many guards and wizards behind him to re-do the difficult door work all over again.

Drewth made his way through the rich inner architecture.  In his stark black armor, he appeared an unwelcome invader among the kingly red, white and gold scenery.  The castle soldiers and staff ignored him as he passed.  Drewth ignored them too.

Drewth pushed through a final pearly door and went rushing down a winding stone stairway.  The stairway ended into a long room with a broad square table.  Antique chairs were tucked in on all sides, as they had been for probably many years.  It was one of the castle’s few forgotten areas.  And a good place for secret talks.

Drewth walked across the room to who awaited him there:  The King’s High Wizard, Syndirin.

Syndirin stood with his broad but bone-thin shouldered back toward Drewth.  The velvety-red tapestry of a cloak which hung from Syndirin’s neck did not even wrinkle with a curious movement.  For Syndirin heard the noise of Drewth’s characteristic, heavy walk.  He needn’t turn to identify.

“So the High Wizard waits on you now?” Syndirin declared.

Drewth promptly dropped to one metal shelled knee.  “My Lord.”

Syndirin pivoted around, his swinging cloak sweeping the faintest breath of stale air at Drewth as he did.  “Rise.”

Drewth’s armors creaked as he snapped to a stance. His eyes were still a hard glare of the recent battle.  He spoke with a quiet voice that was also battle-hardened:  "Forgive me m’Lord – there was a driadon assault.  But I ended it.”

"Ended?” Syndirin asked, with a hint of vicious interest.

"Ended, m'Lord.” the knight repeated.  “With a decisive use of force.”

An edge of Syndirin’s thin mouth twisted upward wickedly.  Syndirin delightfully imagined the carnage that may have happened.  Not caring that Drewth was still psychologically living it.

Syndirin lingered on the vicious black sword hanging from Drewth’s belt.  “Slaves ought to be respectful to their masters...  Sometimes they do need to be put back in there place.  Don’t they?”

Drewth answered: “It takes what it takes.”

Syndirin chuckled pitilessly.  He took a couple slow, thoughtful paces away.  "Drewth, you merit rank higher than Commander.”

Drewth was too taken aback to respond.  Syndirin just promoted Drewth to Commander, by his very own pen and ink!

The High Wizard continued: "I will train you to become my Second."

Drewth became amazed.  Second to the High Wizard, who himself was second only to the King!  And besides such high ranking, this would mean magic training...

Syndirin spoke as though reading the knight's mind.  "Yes, quite the proposition – and quite the magic requirements.  You will need much training.  But you will not go under just any magic trainer.  You will train under me, personally.  So be prepared.”

Drewth remained as professionally calm as he could.  “Yes, m'Lord,” Drewth replied automatically, as any junior was trained to at a superior’s order.

Syndirin bowed his head slightly, his wordless way of sending Drewth from their meetings.  In Syndirin’s bow, shadow sank over his bony features.  But a harsh twinkle could still be seen in his stare.

Drewth returned a deeper bow.  He promptly exited.

“You truly believe he is capable, m'Lord?” a raspy voice questioned from within the room.  This person was invisible.

Syndirin answered the invisible man:  “Well, as I know you could see, he is a Light Elemental.  And not an ordinary one.  How powerful he could be...  I’ve had the hardest time keeping him secret.  But is he capable?  That depends on the experiment.  We can only find out by trying.”

The invisible speaker ended his magic.  He slowly materialized in an unlit corner.  It was Korchloc.  Korchloc appeared to be a a mere starving rat of a man.  But he was actually a powerful Summoner, and Syndirin’s most faithful minion.

“You attempt to do what only Fate can decide, m’Lord,” Korchloc cautiously warned.

Syndirin faced Korchloc.  And Korchloc instinctively attempted to inch away, only finding his back to bump the wall behind him.

Despite Korchloc’s attempt to further his distance, Syndirin took another step closer.  Syndirin’s false show of nobility was gone like a ripped off mask.  He appeared his ruthless true self.  “Fate,” Syndirin declared, “is left with making the decision, when one will not make the decision himself.  It is the world’s fate that concerns me.  Not that of a single, expendable soldier.  The world is wild.  It needs a controller.  All its power needs one master.  But Drewth?  Who knows what his fate would have been?  Life as a healer?  Slave to the World Wizardry Council?  Death as a castle sword?  How useless.  I’m just making the decisions for him now.  I’m making him useful.  That’s all.”  Syndirin came even closer toward Korchloc – close enough to wring Korchloc’s neck, if he wanted to.  “Or is it Fate you fear?  Are you so feeble as to not challenge Fate?”

“M’Lord,” Korchloc began quite carefully, “I’ve seen in no study or teachings, nothing, how to make someone Darkened Light.  I’ve searched, m’Lord!  We might try, but it's sure failure!  And it's dangerous!  Drewth will likely die – then we’d have to cover up a death!  Of a High Wizard’s Second!”

Syndirin was unmoved by any of Korchloc's concerns.  “Well, we shall leave the death part up to ‘Fate’, won’t we?”

* * *
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Drewth's horse carried him down the night-blind road.  Drewth’s mind was alive with thoughts of the unbelievable promotion.  High Wizard’s Second?

Around the bend of the forest road came to view a small military castle.  Drewth could see his home tower, too.  Its two windows glowed from lights within.  They were like a pair of tall eyes on the lookout.  For a second, Drewth felt like they were staring down at him, judging him on the death he wrought earlier.

Drewth shut his horse up in the stall beside his tower.  He patted the horse on the neck appreciatively.  “Another day done.”

The horse softly whinnied.

“Ha...  And a good night to you too.  Mine has been odd.  And foul.  Wish me luck.”

Drewth walked around the tower to go in, then hesitated.  He had a second thought...

Drewth unsheathed his sword.  He examined the blade.  He had wiped it earlier, but now that he was returning to his home, he wanted to be certain that it was clean of all evidence of the killings.  Because the sight of blood, even the faintest smell of blood, this always saddened his wife's heart.

The blade seemed quite clean.  So it appeared he was thorough enough earlier.  Nor could he smell any blood.  But maybe his nostrils were still blinded by the thick stench of driadon corpses.  He could not tell which.

Drewth put his sword away.  He put a key into the door’s handle and twisted it.  He heard the knock of the disengaging deadbolt, and pulled the thick door.

He started ascending the winding wooden tower stairs.  He had made one of the royal blacksmiths place many enchanted blue-fire torches all along the spiraling staircase.  So the enclosed space was entirely lit up with their magically cool flames.  An elegant touch that Drewth didn’t care for.  This was for Arigwhen.  Arigwhen adored blue fire.

Drewth got to the top and entered his home.  Stepping into this peaceful scene was like stepping out of the grim world he spent a day through.  Drewth paused just in front of that doorway, taking a moment to take it all in:

The floor was of clean white stone.  A wolf’s fur rug lay welcoming beneath his boots.  The main room was evenly lit by two standing torches, also enchanted like the ones in the hallway.  A tall stone basin was built into the left wall, enchanted to purify its contents, filled with clear, cool drinking water, and silver goblets set upon its broad rim, ready for use.

Drewth did not see his wife there.  So he thought maybe she wasn’t home herself, yet.

Drewth walked into his bedroom to his armoire.  His boots were heavy on the quiet flooring, heavier than when he left that morning.  He reached the clasp on his cloak to undo it.

Drewth felt he was alone.  But he was not.  There was the loving attention reaching him from the back of the bedroom.  It was her – his wife, Arigwhen.  He had not yet noticed.

Drewth continued to undo the multiple fastens of his Commander cloak.  He swept the cloak off, and hung it on hooks.  He proceeded to undo his black armor.  He was still to numbed to feel the warmth of Arigwhen's tender admiration.

Drewth was uneasy with guilt.  Duty or not, driadons died.  How would his sweet Arigwhen react?

Driadons are not empty beasts, Arigwhen once voiced, they have spirits and minds like us, and are The Gods’ creation just like us.  These words now played back through Drewth’s mind as piercingly as if spoken only yesterday.

Drewth was having particular trouble with undoing a clasp of his shoulder piece.  He felt a light tugging of his wife gently taking over this work.  He let her do so.  He remained wordless, trying not to start communication with her.  He didn’t know what to say.

Drewth felt one last gentle tug.  The shoulder piece lifted off.

Arigwhen stepped past him with the tough armor piece in her gentle hold.  She set it softly down inside the armoire.  She turned around, and began undoing the other shoulder piece's bindings.  

Drewth only then looked at her.  She was so beautiful.  Though dressed down in commoner’s garb, she was naturally beautiful.  Her soft pink lips serenely rested closed, with not a wrinkle of worry throughout her youthful expression or tender jawline.  Freely flowing auburn hair haloed her presence.  Her tea-colored eyes seemed as full of deep wisdom and love as always.

Arigwhen continued to focus on her shoulder piece work.  Moments before he refused confronting her.  But now that she was there so close, he cooled and eased.  And regretted resisting her.  He missed her.

Arigwhen understood that her husband was ready to talk now.  How?  Drewth could not explain.  It was as if she saw into his soul with hers, and simply read his changing feelings.  So, now that Drewth became cool, she spoke.

"I heard what happened.”

Her voice came softly.  Her breath had a touch of fragrance from the flowery water she cleansed with nightly.  "I overheard your soldiers talking about it.”

The resistant clasp finally clicked loose.  She took the shoulder piece, one more chunk of his rigid exterior removed.

Drewth expected more out of Arigwhen.  And at the tip of his tongue were his ready arguments:  Dangerous monsters were The Gods’ creations too, and the law declares driadons monsters.  The law was on my side.  It was for the Kingdom’s good.  It was for your safety.

Arigwhen set the shoulder piece beside its twin.  Then she began her dutiful work upon the clasps of his cuirass (torso covering armor).

Arigwhen did not fight Drewth.  Really, she never ever did.  She continued helping with his armors until every piece was retired to the armoire.

Drewth laid his sheathed sword inside the armoire, then closed the armoire, shutting these brutal items away.  He felt light after having worn the heavy fighting armor all day.

Drewth bathed, then dressed into his nightshirt.  He went and lay in his bed, staring up at the lumber beamed ceiling.  He felt a depression on the bed to his side as his wife took her place next to him.

Arigwhen rested a hand on her husband’s chest.  He felt the warmth of her hand through his nightshirt.

Drewth’s thicker, strong hand drifted over and lay on top of her delicate slender hand, fingers entwining with hers.  After some time in silence together, he heard her breathing the way she does in sleep.

Drewth could not relax.  He was troubled:  His self-certainty was shaken by compelling doubts.  His question was why do I actually carry on the career I lead?

There was a clear rift of purposes, now, between his rapidly rising status all aspiring men would kill for, and this precious sanctuary so gratefully shared with this angel beside him.  And by this rift Drewth felt torn.  How, ever, could these different lives coexist?

Drewth did cherish the heart and soul of his heaven-sent wife.  He also deeply respected the High Wizard's leadership.

Yet what was the reality of magic training?  Drewth had the rare gift of being a Light Elemental.  But his potential in it, how strong his powers could grow, he was told were pathetic.  Syndirin himself had tested Drewth and told him this.  And this is why Drewth was placed into the regular military.

What’s more:  Drewth already tried dabbling in magic before.  The only spell Drewth could learn was the most basic healing spell, Healer's Tears.  And that was way back when he was an unranked guard.

So how could he ever live up to the standards of High Wizard’s Second?  What was Syndirin thinking?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Finley The Simple Wind Elemental

It’s a Windpass Isles superstition that “if you want excitement in your life, go to Skye Isle.  It’ll curse you with it!”  So for those who don’t like excitement, steer clear.

Somewhere many horizons south of that mischievous island, far from any crossroads of excitement – in fact far from any crossroads at all – lived a young farmer who didn’t need all that.  He had all he wanted.  His home was a comfy little farmhouse, with just enough space to relax in.  Father threw it together when he himself was young.  It boasted good solid clay walls, and a damned leaky thatch roof.  And all the adventure there was were several acres of wheat fields to care for.  And a barn with a grumpy old donkey.  Perfect!

It was yet another uneventful day on the little farm.  A rough ssyth, ssyth-ing sound of a swinging scythe mowing wheat could be heard amid the gentle quietness.

That young farmer was the one reaping the field.  He had been at this sweaty work since dawn, oblivious to all the world beyond the great square of his farm-life.

His name was Finley.  A very few people knew that name.  His parents, his brothers, and the people in town he’d peddle his wheat goods off to.  And their grumpy tavern keeper maybe.

Ssyth, Finley swung another clump of wheat down.  He packed it in to a growing stack of the stuff.  Then he yanked his scythe up to lean on, like an odd staff.  He wiped back his sweat-clumped blonde hair, and concentrated on the skies...

The winds were changing path again.  And clouds were moving in.

Now, Finley did not sense this with his eyes.  In fact his eyes were closed.  And the clouds he sensed were beyond the horizon anyway.  He was “looking” with some other special ability he had.

The clouds seemed thick, like rain clouds.  And the higher and lower winds were shifting in the ways they would if it were going to rain.

So the truth is, this young farmer wasn’t completely boring.  He was born with a rare gift:  He could do some magic.  If he ever learned any.  But what is even rarer, is that he wasn’t just the general magic using type.  He was an Elemental.  In particular, a Wind Elemental.

That’s extra special in Espra.  Sadly, father told Finley his magic wouldn’t grow to mean anything.  Making weather reports looked like the limit.  That’s what father thought anyway.

“Elemental, but without real magic,” father had said.  “Well then, besides the little Wind thing, you’re basically like the rest of us!  No matter.  I’ll show you how life is done without all the fancy spells.”

And so father began training Finley in the common, non-magic ways of living:  All the tricks managing the family wheat farm.  How to hunt with a bow.  Trading goods in the nearby village.  What herbs to rub on one’s skin to stop wild monsters from coming to eat him.  And how to cook too.

As far as the current weather:  The rain was coming soon.  So Finley had to drag all the reaped hay into the barn, to keep it safe and dry.

Finley dropped his scythe where he could easily find it again.  Then he went to begin the task of bundling and carrying off all the reaped hay.

Finley finished his hay moving just in time.  He stepped out of the barn and checked the skies:  The daylight had dimmed.  A dark puffy blanket of rain clouds had crept over the sun.

Finley headed toward his little farm house for shelter from the coming soak.  The rain’s first few cooling drips dashed upon his work-heated neck.  That felt kind of nice!

Finley tossed his scythe again.  He leaned his face up to the rain and spread his arms, to take in whichever soothing drops would come to him.  He began slowly turning in circles.  Not in some sort of aimless dance.  He circled together with the slow swirl he sensed the higher winds were revolving in.

Finley got satisfactorily damp.  He then entered the farm house and shut the door to shut the weather out.

Finley first fully dried off his scythe's long crooked blade, to prevent it from rusting later.  Then dried himself off next.

He grabbed a loaf of bread from a cupboard.  The bread was thick and hearty, the way he always preferred to bake it.  He then got his favorite knife to slice it with.  It was a knife from his father, a fighting knife.  It was a double-edged blade, one and a half hand-width’s long, ending in a sharp point.  He remembered how his father taught him some basics on fighting with it:  "Since you can’t throw fireballs and such, you should have this around,” father had said when he presented the weapon.  “You can aim for the chest.  Sides or back is good too.  Otherwise if you can get them in the eyes or throat, do that.”  Such bloody lessons were given when Finley was just 12.  He was 17 now, and never had he needed the knife for anything other than for kitchen use or farming chores.

Finley finished the rich bread.  He fetched some dried cheese and ate it too.  Finally full, he cleaned the large knife off until the fine blade gleamed.  He set it back on the counter, where it would always be there ready to grab.  At least for a sandwich or something!

The freshened smell of the rainfall had seeped its way into the farm house.  The muffled boom of thunder sounded from far-off lightning.  Finley had wanted to travel to town and back that same day.  But who would want to slog through hours of foul weather?  And to further discourage him from the trip, winds kicked up and hummed against all the house’s walls.

So Finley instead spent the rest of the rainy day at other farm boy interests:  Sharpening his scythe as sharp as new, cussing out the latest leak in the thatched roof, and cooking up a meat stew for himself out of the little beastie he caught earlier.

Finley finished the evening reading some of a story book he'd already wormed through five times before.  In the process, he dozed off.

In that night's sleep, he dreamed.  Not just any normal dream of imagination's images.  He experienced what was called a sky dream.  This was another one of the qualities of being a Wind Elemental.  A sky dream never occurred whenever Finley was trying to have one.  Rather, they only ever happened when he wasn’t trying.

In that night's dream, like all sky dreams, Finley did not see any pictures in his mind.  It's a very different experience.  All his senses became only what the winds were:  Thickness and thinness, hotness or coldness, speed or stillness, shapes and sizes – each body of wind was like a river or sea.  And the dreams usually started with the air he was sleeping in.  So it was a box of still air:  The insides of the little farmhouse.

Finley spread to all corners of the farmhouse.  Then he slid through the cracks of a window to the outside.  From there, he was washed away into the sky with an upward spiraling wind-stream.

He felt the masses of warm and cold winds' interchanges.  It was the certain way they did when the weather was changing.

Over the hours - which felt like a passing moment to Finley - all the wild winds slowed, and the temperatures eased.  The storm had blown over.  The sky was now clear of any trouble.

Finley awoke, seeing the world once more through two eyes.  There was no more tittering of rain upon the soft thatch roof.  A ribbon of sunlight was reaching through a gap in the window's shutters.  Finley rolled out of bed and stepped outside to check the weather.

All was a bright peaceful blue above, bearing only a couple of lazy white clouds.  And it wasn't too hot either.  So it was a decent day for traveling to town.

And so Finley locked up the house, smeared some nightwink mushroom on himself (it’s scent scares off most human-eating monsters), threw a few bails of hay into a small cart, woke up the rather elderly farm donkey and hitched the cart to it, and coaxed the cranky donkey, cart and all, town-ward.

* * *
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After a rickety cart ride for some hours, Finley made it to the town.

The donkey went for the usual spot:  The water bin beside the tavern.  Finley rewarded the tired old donkey with a bucket of oats.  Then he brought his grains and straw to the usual customers.  He took those new coins and purchased some supplies, dumped those off in his cart, then made for the tavern for a nice treat.

Finley went up to the tavern’s counter.  He set a coin in front of the tavern keeper.  "Traveler's Brew, please."

The gruff tavern keeper raised one gray eyebrow.  (Finley had earlier decided this was the the tavern keeper’s version of a kind greeting.)  The tavern keeper got out a tankard.  He poured Finley a nice tall one, then shoved it at him.  A bit of the precious stuff splashed down the side of the tankard.  "Why don't you just call it "Brew" like everyone else?” asked the tavern keeper.

Though the question was really a criticism, Finley answered anyway.  And in the usual way he answered things.  Too honestly:  "Because " brew" could mean anything, really, and I don't want anything else by mistake, because the other stuff here tastes like old piss!"

Finley didn't mean to offend.  After all, he wasn't talking about the tavern keeper; he was talking about the brews.  It just didn't occur to Finley that the tavern keeper was the brewer of it all.

Finley took a swig from the tankard and smacked his lips gladly.  "Aah, thanks!"  Finley dragged his tankard off the counter and strolled away.

The tavern keeper eyed the young man like his next tankard would be old piss.

With his delicious Brew, Finley walked over to his usual corner spot.  He passed by a table of four shady men.  Well, Finley's gut feeling was that they were shady, but Finley never listened to his guts unless they were empty and growling.  So he just cheerfully swung right by the strangers, caring only about his own waiting seat.

The men were speaking quite quietly.

A few thirsty gulps relaxed Finley's cravings.  That’s when he began to notice things beyond the brim of his tankard.  His quick ears started to pick up on the four men's hushed words:

"I still think we should just hit up the big cities."

"Well I still think you're a donk!  Why'd we do that when everyone else is doing that?"

"Because that's where all the military brains and royal yuppies go.  The big coin!"

Big coin?  You big donk!  They’ll have guards!  What, you want to die or something?"

“Guards - that's what the wizard's for."

"I'm not a war mage, fool.  I know some tricks but I can't take on an army."

"Yeah, donk!  What - he's gonna knock them down with lightning out the arse?  A little arse lightning?"

"Blazes, could you quit calling me donk?"

"Alright you two, let's keep it down.  Look, skip the big coin.  Commanders are small coin, but if we bag enough Commanders, it'll add up to top coin, right?  And if we're lucky, we'll bag a Baron's Guardian in the process!"

Finley was trembling.  By The Gods, these were kidnappers!  Or murderers!  Or something!

Finley wanted to get the blazes out of there, but he was riveted to his chair.  He was anxious to leave, yet anxious to know more.  Who were they?  He had to look.  His neck had stiffened like
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