
SylverMoon

Chronicles

Volume Six

© 2011 Quicksylver Publications

Table of Contents






Foreword

Continuations


Just a Touch of the Dragon

Volunteer

Welcome to the Nth Realm

The Bladed Shaft VI

The Calling


New Material


Call This a Preemptive Strike

Lady Cab Driver

When Fate Catches Up to You

The Stillness

Something of a Paradox

The Bronze Heart

Inside the Ladies’ Room

K-C.R.E.W. 


In the Graveyard


I’ve Got a Bone to Pick With You

Shallow Graves

Lives Apart

The Lost Bike

The Newborn Graveyard

The Taste of Cider & Oil

The Visit

Daylight Come an Me Wan’ Go Home


Author Bios

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]



Ascension – To take life beyond the point where you received it. That is, after all, the drive of humanity. 



Things are no different in the Confederacy of the Quill, taking the word, thought, and occasional dream to the forge where our tales are hammered out. Like fine steel, they are folded over and over again until it is a formidable thing.



Welcome to Volume Six of the SylverMoon Chronicles. The Four Horsemen await you around the bend of the next page. Happy Reading!






And remember, we would love to hear from you!

You can find us at Confederacy of the Quill Online
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It is difficult to begin a new volume of the SylverMoon Chronicles without first taking a glance at the offerings of the past. Here are five stories woven from tales that have graced our pages in the past... and may yet do so again in the future. Only time will tell.



So here they are, familiar faces going to new places, as they delve even deeper into the fantastic worlds that witnessed their respective births. That is, if they choose to remain there!
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Continuation of Hero of Junn-Gladeer (Vol. I),
The Bane of The WarloKs (Vol. II), 
In the Wake of Shadows (Vol. III), 
Cometh the WarloK King (Vol. IV), &
Champion of Destiny (Vol. V)
(Fantasy Serial)

by Reiter

Jharsen Lokbane walked ahead of his white horse, leading it out of the wind storm that still plagued the desert. They had lessened in their severity since his last visit, but only slightly. Removing his head wrapping, his blue eyes quickly focused on a very familiar place: the town well. 

He smiled, but not because the well appeared to have been recently restored. His mind had gone back to YahrtoN past when he had sent his whip to fish out a boy who had fallen into the well. That boy was a man now an accomplished Sword Dancer of Ashari training, and Jharsen missed Efam at his side.

“It’s been a well-earned respite,” Jharsen thought, turning to the tavern which also appeared to have received recent renovations. “And it seems that the town has taken a turn for the better. But there is work to be done... and I feel myself being led here.” Walking to the door of the tavern, Jharsen opened it and stepped inside.

“Good DoaH, stranger!” a hearty female voice called out from behind the bar. Jharsen pulled back the hood of his cloak and nodded to the round red-headed woman as he approached.

“It is a good DoaH,” he agreed, reaching for his purse. “The winds and sands have left me parched.” Jharsen put handed the woman a gold coin. “A pint of your finest, if you please.”

“And my finest you shall have!” the woman cheered, taking the coin and tucking it into a pocket in her apron. 

“You wouldn’t be of some relation to Gammald, would you?” Jharsen inquired.

“Friend, the only relation I’m aware of is that I’m a better gambler than he was. This place is mine now, and Old Man Gammald has retired to the Forvanoh Hills. The name is Isadra and this is Isadra’s Inn & Pub.”

“Forvanoh? If he retired there then he didn’t lose everything,” Jharsen commented, wondering if the tavern master had indeed lost the place so much as he might have chosen his successor.

“Aye, he had a pretty good holding in the mines,” Isadra stated, handing Jharsen his ordered drink. “When the new vein was discovered, he made out pretty good. Shall I put the rest to your tab?”

After swallowing, Jharsen nodded. “I will be running a tab, good tavern mistress... but consider the overage as gratuity.”

“My kind of customer!” the woman smiled, reaching to take a menu out, handing it to Jharsen. “There’s a fine kitchen in the back with an even finer cook. Let me know your order and we’ll burn it up right for you.”

“I must admit, I miss this kind of life and living,” Jharsen thought, looking at the menu listing Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner with absolutely no description as to what came with the order. He chuckled for a moment, returning the menu to the stack. He smacked his lips as a slight frown formed on his face. “But I can’t say I miss this kind of beverage.”

“So, what can I get you from the kitchen?” Isadra asked, flashing a big smile.

“I think I’ll try the Lunch,” Jharsen ordered.

“I’ll get this cooking for you right away, sir,” Isadra said with a sharp nod of her head. She then turned to address a bar maiden who appeared to be engaged with getting a stain out of her apron, “Shea, see our guest to one of our best tables!”

“At once, milady!” the slender woman said before turning to address Jharsen. “Right this way, sir.”

To say the walk was brief would have been an understatement. The table she led him to was literally the closest table to the bar.

“I would prefer a seat near a window, if you don’t mind.”

“Customer’s choice,” the fair-haired girl smiled, moving her hair over her shoulder to her back.

“Ah, that is what I am supposed to be distracted by,” Jharsen thought, looking briefly at the young woman’s cleavage as he accepted her second choice for his table. “As if any arrangement of not-yet-ripe melons could lead me away from the garden of love my wife eagerly yields to me.”

Taking a seat, the Master SorceroR gulped down more of his ale, frowning once more at the taste of it. He took hold of his cane, his whip, and his shoulder bag, tending to all three with a single gesture as Isadra came from the kitchen with a basket of steaming hot bread.

“Hot butter rolls for you, master. Something to line your belly before you dive into the stew.”

“I’m sure,” Jharsen agreed. “And diving is about the only option left to me. This is some rather fine poison you have here!”

“Aye, Master, it is!” Jharsen’s head fell to the table before his body fell to the floor. “It’s the finest poison in three territories!” The smile faded from the woman’s face as she moved to relieve the unconscious man of his purse. “Gozzo, we’ve got another one!” the woman barked.

“Mistress, are you certain?” Shea asked, making sure to remain out of the immediate range of the tavern mistress. “I think he’s a SpellCasteR. He had a cane and bag when he came in, and now they’re gone.”

“No caster worth their weight in horse dung travels alone,” Isadra stated, rolling the man over on his back. “But this one sure does have a few fine trinkets to him! By the gods, they appear to be of Ashari make!”

“Mistress,” a large figure called, stepping out from the kitchen. He stood well over two meters in height, betraying the blood of the Ivi which ran through his veins. And much like the ogre-like people, Gozzo was a creature of few words. His foot falls rattled the floor and Shea was quick to move out of his way. “You called.”

“Add this one with the others,” Isadra commanded, pointing at Jharsen. “... and see to it that his hands are well bound!”

Gozzo nodded, lifting the man up from the floor with relative ease. He then turned and started for the back door. Across the alley is where the other victims of Isadra’s concoction had been stored.

“And you,” Isadra said, pointing at Shea, “get outside and tend to his horse. You can’t miss it. It too was worked up and down with Ashari scoring.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Jharsen frowned again, smacking his lips, finding that his lower one had been split. The pain shook him fully awake and he opened his eyes. It did not take long for the man to realize what had happened to him, and he counted that there were at least ten others who had shared in a similar experience.

“It’s best if you stay down and very still,” a female voice spoke to him. “They bound you like a SpellCasteR. They’re not letting the other one stay awake for too long.”

Jharsen opted to stop moving and remained on his side in the back of a wagon, chained to a large iron spike that ran through the middle of the conveyance. He put his mind to his wounds and his bonds, and did not make a sound until the wagon came to an abrupt stop. The carriage leaned deeply to one side before straightening, and heavy footsteps moved down the right side of the wagon until they stopped at the back. The rear doors opened and Gozzo looked directly at Jharsen.

“You’re not supposed to be awake!”

“Why don’t you leave him alone?!” the same voice that had warned him before now shouted out loud and Jharsen turned to see a female, not yet the Age of MahN, pulling against her restraints at she yelled at the Ivi-bred man. She wore a large, dirty, but still bright red scarf around her head. The tattered edge of it draped down over her right eye. “You broke his jaw already and he can’t even talk. What caster can make MajiK if he can’t talk?!”

“Mistress, his jaw is alweady bwoke!”

“Then break his arm just to be sure!” Isadra yelled back.

“And you just broke my arm!” Jharsen chanted in his low, casting voice. “Snap!” Jharsen then wailed out in pain as Gozzo closed the back doors of the wagon.

“I broke his arm, Mistress!”

“Good! That’s a good Gozzo!”

Jharsen could feel the number of eyes on him at the moment as he continued to wail and scream in a fictitious but highly believable pain. He cursed Gozzo and he cursed the woman before letting his screams die down into silence.

“You can control the beast-man!” one chained man exclaimed.

“Be quiet, Multhar,” a tall, dark woman wearing heavy chains commanded. Her hair was thick, black, and naturally curly. She was obviously Zuloian of some measure, and her brown skin was stretched over taut muscle. Jharsen was taken aback by her age. She was barely the Age of MahN, but possessed the presence of someone much older. “At the moment we have an advantage. It isn’t much of one, but it’s better than what we had a moment ago. Give this man his due distance and keep your mind to your own matters.” Brown eyes met blue, and the outspoken woman shared a smiled with the bound SorceroR. “Fiarna,” she said plainly. “Give me yours when you return the favor.” 

Jharsen maintained his smile and nodded in agreement. He then put his eyes on the younger girl and mouthed the words, ‘Thank you’ to her before putting his head down and closing his eyes. The rest of the ride passed without incident.

When the wagon stopped again, the sky was just beginning to turn dark. Apparently whoever was in charge of the caravan had sent a few people ahead to start making camp. Several fires were already lit, and a place had been made ready for the beasts of burden.

“I’m only going to say this once,” a large, muscular, bald man said as he approached the prison wagon, a large half-eaten leg of cooked meat clutched in one hand. “There are a total of fifteen of you. I’ve got fifty-seven men, and that’s not counting Gozzo! You’re bound and plainly clothed. My people are without restraints... they’re armed and armoured. They have instructions to protect themselves, but most of them would rather see what it’s like to run a body through. If you don’t want this to be you, don’t be the first to cause trouble!”

“Would it then be alright if we were the second to cause trouble?” Jharsen asked. The quip only made him miss Efam that much more as he was sure the swordsman would have said something with more punch to it.

“There’s always one,” the man sighed, looking over at Jharsen.

“That is my hope as well,” Jharsen remarked. “Any person before me would be just fine.” 

Tiguaro turned around to look at Isadra. She was, after all, the one who was about to lose out on potential income, and it was therefore her call to make. The mouthy man seemed eager to become the one through which an example would be made. When their eyes met, the former soldier knew she would have preferred the example be made at the expense of one of the older slaves, but Fate had put her hands in the back of this man and pushed him into speaking. Reluctantly, the woman sighed and nodded her approval. Tiguaro chuckled, smiling as he turned around. The laughter choked in his throat when he drew focus on Jharsen using the leather straps of his finger restraints to weave a small basket. In all honesty, Captain of the Guard had to admit the work the man was doing was damn fine. Tiguaro only knew of two kinds of individuals who could match the feat.

“You’re either the dumbest thief I’ve ever seen, or one of the most arrogant SpellCasteRs.”

“Now, what sort of a man would I be were I to admit I was dumb?!” Jharsen asked. “And arrogance is a matter of perspective. To you, what I’m doing is arrogant. To me, it’s giving you time to realize that you are approaching either your death or your life. It is all dependent on what direction you insist on walking right now.”

“Take him!” Tiguaro ordered, pointing at Jharsen.

“Death it will be then,” the SorceroR whispered, pulling on the end tabs of the weaving. The basket soon became a long, thin strip of leather stretched between Jharsen’s hands. When the last knot of the basket came undone, the restraints everyone was wearing fell to the grass. “Now let me show you why I am so confident in my chances.

“Recently freed persons,” Jharsen said in a much louder voice, ushering everyone over toward the fires, “kindly move away from me and do not offer any assistance. I do not wish you to be mistaken for me... it was simply too good a thing to waste an easy spell.”

“I told you, Mistress!” Shea said, moving away from Isadra’s side.

“You most certainly did. Gatarzee!” Jharsen yelled, releasing the leather strap. It flew from his hands, gaining in length and thickness before it wrapped around Shea’s body, binding her arms and legs together. She fell to her back and winced in pain.

“Strike quickly!” Tiguaro shouted. “Do not give him time to rest between castings!”

“Obviously the blowhard has dealt with SpellCasteRs before,” Jharsen said, eyeing the two men who were drawing their blades. He looked at them and smirked. “And what do you two plan to do with those?”

Both men rushed toward Jharsen, thrusting their swords for his chest.

“One,” Jharsen said, pounding his fists down on the blades. Sparks flew from where his hands smacked against steel, and he drove the blades down. “Two,” he said, stepping forward, punching into the chest of either man. They were both lifted from their feet and sent five meters back before their backs collided with the ground. Both men were in the fetal position, bleeding from where they had been struck. “Three!” Jharsen yelled as he jumped up from the ground. His body flew over the heads of several of the approaching guards and he landed in the largest of the fires, smacking stone and wood in all directions. The few men that were struck with embers easily put out the flames, but it was the horses that could not be so easily contained. The line to which they had been tied gave from their combined pull, and the animals ran about in a panic.

As Jharsen emerged from the fire pit, a stream of horse ran between him and the closest caravan guards. “Jharsen, at your service” he said to the dark skinned woman, taking the younger girl by the hand. “Come child, we must fly!”

The two ran fast, though for the girl it was more of an exercise of not falling while avoiding trees. She looked back only once. The view of an arrow just missing her head was enough to keep her from looking back a second time. It had been made clear that if the caravan could not bring the slaves to market, it was best to do away with the livestock. Varzanthi’s chest was already aching, but she put her head down and ran for all she was worth anyway. When her legs started to fail her, she called desperately to her benefactor.

“For the love of all things living, we must stop!” she exclaimed. She was relieved when the man let up from his sprinting and jogged to a stop. He was breathing hard, but the girl was panting for air. Her lungs ached and her throat burned trying to pull in the air her body demanded. Once her hand was released, the young girl fell to her hands and knees, her body beginning to shake.

Jharsen observed the girl, pacing around her and making it appear that he was looking for anyone that might have been giving pursuit. Without horses to ride there was little chance any of those men were close. They were typical Terran; too dependent on animals or weapons to achieve their means. Jharsen had time. He had not planned to begin the process in this fashion, but once again he had become involved with matters happening in Junn-Gladeer. He should have expected the unexpected. 

“I’ve seen men who were far more physically developed collapse from such a run,” he thought, watching the girl go from her hands and knees to sitting on her heels. “This one is making quite the quick recovery!”

“I don’t hear them,” the girl panted. Jharsen’s left eyebrow lifted over his eye.

“Also not typical: for someone to use or speak of their other senses. They are usually only referred to when something registers to them. This one consciously engaged her hearing since it is so dark. Interesting indeed!” 

“Do you have any sign of them?” she asked.

“Not the first,” he replied. “But we need to keep moving.”

“Agreed... just not that pace. We can’t run so hard that we have nothing left with which to defend ourselves.”

“Are you expecting a fight?”

“Better to run as if a fight might come before we have a chance to rest,” she replied. “I’d rather be disappointed and rested than fatigued and right about my concerns.”

“Very well. We’ll rest a bit longer and then get back on our way.”

“Our way? Just who are you?” she asked. “And don’t say Jharsen. That much I know already.”

“You could say I am man engaged in scholarly pursuits,” Jharsen fenced. “Though it would appear my studies have been interrupted.”

“You’re taking it well,” the girl said. “... and thanks to you we’re free of those slavers.”

“For the moment,” Jharsen warned. “That captain appeared to be an old hand at this sort of travel. Men like him normally travel with mounts that are used to their riders. Some of those horses won’t stay away for too long.”

“And there’s reason to believe that you are a more desirable catch than any of the others,” she pointed out.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have spoken out,” Jharsen considered.

“No, it was honest... and, for what it’s worth, quite humorous. And since we are getting to know one another, I am Varzanthi. It’s been quite the pleasure making your acquaintance, Trickster.”

“The pleasure has been all mine, Varzanthi. All mine!”

“Okay, we should return to getting out of here,” the young girl said, getting up slowly from the ground. “Like you said, there’s a good chance they could be getting their mounts back.”

“You sure you’re up to it?” Jharsen asked.

“If we can take a slow start to it, I should be able to keep up.”

“Very well. Let’s give it a go!”

The Master SorceroR decided that they would run for a while and then walk for a measure. The first run after the resting stop was brief and did not cover much ground. Fortunately, the stint of walking lasted just as long time wise. Jharsen had to concentrate to keep the smile from his face, taking note of how the girl adjusted to whatever pace he set. When he could feel his body beginning to give, the DoaH Star had retired and night was upon them. It was fair fortune that Jharsen could see trees they could climb and have some refuge... at least against those things exclusive to the ground. The two stopped to get the rest they both sorely needed.

“You marked the direction we need to go in,” Varzanthi commented with a smile on her face. “In case we have to leave the trees in a hurry. You’re a handy man to have around when traveling, Jharsen,” she commented, watching him secure her to the larger branches with vines he had gathered.

“The benefits of having travelled like this before,” he replied, finishing the last knot. “I’ve been made to run before I’ve had an opportunity to collect myself.  And there was the time I fell out of a tree,” he replied, finishing the last knot. “There is nothing like waking to the sensation of falling only to be ushered back to unconsciousness by a collision with the ground.”

Biting her lip in an effort not to laugh, Varzanthi gave in and cackled, covering her mouth to minimize the sound. She laughed for quite a while as Jharsen smiled, beginning on the ties needed to keep his body from falling.

“Fortunately I was traveling with a young man who looked after me until I came to.”

“Sounds like a good friend.”

“Then I have done him a gross injustice, for he is so much more than that.”

“And from all appearances he’s missed as well.”

“Aye, that he is.”

“While I am not in his mind, I can safely say if he is of the make and mettle that you imply, he misses you just as much.”

“And you’re gracious to boot,” Jharsen remarked. “I wonder what other treasures I will discover in you.”

“Gods grant us the time for the exploration,” she said softly, looking up at the stars. It was a clear sky so pinholes of light were easily seen and they filled her eyes. 

“Damn the gods,” Jharsen replied. “It’s been my experience anything that lives longer than a mortal tends to spend most of its time trying to control said mortals. And by that extension, our worth is so much greater than theirs.”

“An interesting view from an interesting man,” she stated. “And you’re no mere Trickster, are you?”

“Only a fool of a Trickster would answer ‘yes’ to that question,” Jharsen sighed as he closed his eyes. “Take comfort in that you know I am, at least, not that fool.”

Adjusting her head wrap, Varzanthi smiled and allowed her body to settle into the perch she had made in the tree. She was not completely comfortable, but she was too tired to remain awake for long.

Moaning a bit before opening her eyes, a smile crossed Varzanthi’s face and she stretched as much as she could with the way she had been secured to the tree. “I’m not so sure it was a good idea letting me sleep so late into the DoaH,” she groaned, reaching for the knot of the vines tied around her waist. “We’re giving Isadra too much of a chance to catch up with us.” 

A slight breeze was the only response Varzanthi received. She noticed the lack of any vocalized answer, and looked up to see that the perch where her benefactor had tied himself was empty. The vines that had been used to hold him in the tree were severed, and claw marks showed in two places where vines had been cut and tree bark displaced. 

“Trickster?” she called out, looking around, seeing only tall grass and slender trees in spotted places along rolling hills. Looking back at the perch, she took a closer look. “No blood,” she whispered. “There’s no blood... at least, not up here.” Varzanthi pulled the other release strands and started down the tree. When she reached the ground, she gasped, finding a mass of fabric at the base of the SpellCasteRs tree. Varzanthi needed to take a moment before touching them. Her hopes were dashed when she found blood in them and a trail of blood leading from the mound into the wild grass. A soft growl came from the foliage, and Varzanthi thought better of the impulse to go after the man who had aided her.

She ran, daring the wind to catch her as she made her way in the direction of the marker. Despite the speed of her sprint, Varzanthi kept from running her fastest. She did not want to fall again to the state of fatigue she had suffered last DoaH. But she ran fast and put her ear to the space between her strides. She listened for any sound that could not be explained by her own passage through the grass. Aside from her panting lungs and beating heart, she could hear nothing, and her running gait slowed.

“I can’t,” she thought. “I can’t run to where all I can do after I stop is drop to the ground. If I need to fight, I’ll be too weak.”

And she slowed, coming to a stop and whirling around to look at the ground she had covered. She saw the tall grass swaying from the combination of a soft breeze and her rushed passage... but there was nothing else... and after a few breaths, Varzanthi was pleasantly disappointed. She turned and resumed her trek, taking to a slow jog.

Looking at the DoaH Star and its height over the horizon, Varzanthi knew it was no longer ShadowBurn, but Star-Rise, and in the later portion of that segment. Whether she was running or walking, Varzanthi pressed forward. If the SpellCasteR had chosen the direction well enough, she held onto the hope she would be able to find someone who would actually go and look for her newfound friend. After PahTs of walking and running, she could feel her body weakening. She was hungry and thirsty, trying to remember the last time she had taken in any food or water. It did not take her long to come to the realization that it had been too long, and her last meal had been a small and unfulfilling one.

“Can’t think about that,” she thought as she started running once more. “Have to keep going. I already left him to the fates of whatever grabbed him. He deserves better than that. But maybe... maybe I can get someone to go back with me. The man is resourceful. There’s a good chance he’s still alive. But I’ve got to get help.

“And what’s that?” she whispered, straining her eyes to look ahead. “Was that a voice?” Varzanthi quickened her pace and as she came to a clearing, she could see more clearly, nearly crying and laughing at what was coming into view. “I made it!

“Help!” she cried, waving her arms above her head. “Can somebody help me?!”

“Ho, child!” a voice called back from atop a wooden wall. A fortress... she had happened across a fortress, and Varzanthi could feel a light taking spark in her heart. As she emerged from the tall grass, she could see a small gate opening. Two more men, wearing the same orange and yellow uniform as the man walking along the wall came out, chain mail armour underneath their brightly colored clothes.

“Assistance! We need assistance! My friend has been lost in the brush and needs help.”

“What are you doing out in this wilderness?!” the lead man asked as he walked up to her.

“Slavers,” she panted. “We were taken by Slavers but managed to escape them. Please, masters, my friend needs help!”

“And where can we find this trickster in distress?” the man said, looking in the direction Varzanthi had come from. 

Varzanthi desperately pointed back at her trail, still trying to catch her breath. “I can’t say how far back, but you can't miss him. We found a pair of trees to sleep in last night. He doesn’t have much on him, but I’m sure it will cover your costs.”

“Costs?”

“For the HealeR’s troubles!” Varzanthi said, whirling around and plunging her fist into the man’s crotch. He wailed in surprise and pain as the young girl removed his dagger from its scabbard. She was in a race with a man who was drawing his sword. He was pulling it up out of its sheath and Varzanthi rushed by him, thrusting the point of her pilfered weapon into his armpit. That man also cried out in pain; his flailing arm swinging out for the girl but missing poorly as he fell to the ground. 

Varzanthi turned and ran. The tall grass was her only hope for escape, but she did not give herself too great a chance, as she could hear the hoofbeats of horses coming from the wall of the fortress.

“Damned Merchant’s Pointe,” she thought, realizing what she had come across; a convenient stop for traveling merchants ferrying their wares across the landstride. It was the first place Isadra would have sent her men for supplies, horses, and reinforcements.  

“Running will do you no good, Varzanthi!” Isadra called out, and the girl stopped running. “Without your Trickster friend, there’s no way you’re outrunning horses!”

“And there’s no way you’re taking me alive,” Varzanthi returned, spinning around with the tip of her dagger pressed against her neck. She looked up to see Isadra standing next to the lookout on the wooden wall. “Not unless you promise to send your Captain after him. Do that and I’ll surrender to you. If you don’t, you’ll lose part of your precious inventory.”

“Well, it looks as if it’s in my best interest to cooperate,” Isadra said with a curious smile on her face. Tiguaro came out of the fortress, flanked by one of his men. “Very well, girl. I’ll send Tiguaro here after the Trickster, and you hand over that dagger.”

“Then we have an accord,” she said, lowering the weapon from her neck. She watched as Tiguaro and another stepped up to her. “You need to be taking your men to-” Tiguaro’s fist sent the girl spinning and falling, struggling to remain conscious when she reached the ground.

“Easy, Captain,” Isadra warned,

“Not to worry, milady. She’s still alive. In fact she appears to still be conscious. I must be losing my touch!

“By the way, nub, we couldn’t find your friend,” Tiguaro teased. “Guess we didn’t track back far enough. What do you think?”

With the world still spinning around her head, Varzanthi was winning the small struggle to hold on to her consciousness as pain was soon replaced with fear for her friend and anger.

“Why?” she whispered. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because we can, nub,” Tiguaro said reaching for the girl’s head rag. He pulled his hand back quickly, surprised to find it hurt. The palm was red, appearing to have been burnt. “What the devil?!”

“I don’t know,” Varzanthi hissed, getting up from the ground. The rag she had worn about her head remained on the grass, revealing the wavy, pearly-white hair that framed her face and hung down to her thighs. “All you had to do was look for him. He is my friend! MY FRIEND!” she screamed, lunging at Tiguaro who grabbed the man closest to him and threw him into the girl’s path. 

Varzanthi jumped up, clawing the man on one side of his face. Her other hand claimed the opposite side. She screamed with rage as the man fell to his back, crying out in fear and pain. Tiguaro’s fist found her face again and this time he knocked her unconscious.

“That girl is bewitched!” Tiguaro proclaimed.

“That is the least of what she is,” Jharsen replied as he came out of the wild grass. He no longer wore the clothes of an escaped slave. He was now dressed in fine black leather lined in charcoal gray, a flowing black cloak hanging from his shoulders, a shining black cane in his left hand, and his right hand rested on a gray leather shoulder bag. “But she is also the least of your concerns. Come and embrace me, Captain. See what this Trickster has in store for you.”

“So you’re dressed in new clothes,” Tiguaro said, drawing his sword. “I’ve never been beaten by clothing!”

“A fact which will remain unchallenged this DoaH,” Jharsen said, stepping forward, drawing and slashing with his Ekano before stepping back and sheathing the blade back inside his cane; the clang of steel meeting steel sang throughout the process, and continued singing as the sound moved toward the wooden construct. 

Tiguaro’s sword landed in pieces near the fortress wall where the clanging sound finally died. The Mercenary Captain looked at Jharsen, wincing in pain, glaring in shock, and not knowing what he should do next.

“Seeking a handle on the moment?” Jharsen said, reaching into his shoulder bag. “It can be difficult to grasp at times. I will say this, Tiguaro... should we ever meet again, I would hope you have engaged in the exercise of finding less questionable clientele.”

Opening his hand and tossing herbs from his shoulder bag behind him, a small cloud of white smoke appeared and he stepped back into it, casting his eyes up at the so-called tavern mistress.

“Portal smoke,” Isadra whispered, reaching to her hip as she spun around, delivering a drawing slash of her short sword. The maneuver was well executed and had there been a body to strike, she might have scored the center of the chest.

“Well, that certainly speaks to your character,” Jharsen said calmly as he stood on the wall two meters behind Isadra. “As my choice of landing points speaks to mine.” Jharsen then turned toward the archer-lookout and stared intently at the man. “You might be well-served to see if your master wishes to take a stand against Jharsen Lokbane.”

“Lokbane?!” the man whispered, recognizing the name. he looked down into the fort and pointed at Jharsen. “This man says he’s Lokbane!”

“That is an interesting claim to make,” the Sergeant on duty noted. “And bold, if it’s untrue. Whichever the case, it is not ours to settle. The man’s a caster, that much is clear, and he shines like an Ashari jewel. I’d say that comes close enough for us to allow the parties involved hash out their own differences.”

“I am a Merchant of Rank!” Isadra claimed.

“Aye, you are,” the Sergeant agreed, nodding as he spoke. “... but not of the guild my master holds to. The courtesy owed to you’s been paid, woman. No one said anything about part of your inventory being a damn SpellCasteR! 

“Archers, stand down,” the man ordered as he turned to walk back to his office. “It’d be a waste of arrows and armour for you to loose on that man!”

“Sergeant!” Isadra barked at the man. He did not stop his withdrawal. She pressed her lips together and flexed her grip on the pommel of her sword.

“Life is so precious,” Jharsen commented as he stretched his neck, forcing it to softly pop. “And yet we all too often wager needlessly against it.”

“Face me, blade to blade, and we’ll find the measure of your skill,” Isadra challenged, turning to face the SorceroR. 

“I already know the measure of my skill,” Jharsen replied, slowly drawing his sword from the cane. “All that remains is for you to show me yours whilst you are in the throes of discovery.”

“You talk too much!” Isadra said, lunging forward. Her feint thrust failed to get Jharsen to move in the slightest, and when she changed to a swing for his head, their swords met before she could get any true power into her swing. She did, however, feel the strength of his sword arm and was forced to stumble back three steps as she struggled to maintain the grip on her blade.

“Try again.”

Isadra yelled, stepping forward as her sword came up and over her head. She swung down with all the force she could muster. She staggered forward four steps, feeling her side being opened up by the edge of the Ekano. Her mouth was gaped open from the pain of the stroke and the shock of watching the SpellCasteR perform a side-step maneuver where he walked along the inside edge of the platform. He moved like a dancer, both quickly and sure of stride, landing a second cut to the small of her back as she passed by him. She could hear him fling his blade, presumably to remove her blood from the edge, before he returned it to its scabbard.

“Poisoned blade,” Jharsen noted. “Why am I not surprised? By the way, that frown I had on my face when I was in your establishment... that was my judgment of your brewing skills. You collected your roots out of season and it weakened the concoction. I was able to move to a meditative state and cast the spells I needed for this little jaunt.”

“Why?” Isadra struggled to speak, feeling the cold touch of the Grey Rider moving over her body. “If you are who you claim to be... why bother with me?”

“Because you bothered with her,” Jharsen replied. “That burning hair of hers is only one sign of what she is.

“You see, there’s a reason why the dead mine of Junn-Gladeer suddenly had a new vein. A few YahrtoN back, I engaged in battle with a Dragyn. Didn’t kill him, but during our conflict, some of his blood found its way into the well water. It tainted the water, and the dying town was given stronger reason to go ahead and die.

“But then Fate intervened,” Jharsen said, taking hold of the woman’s shoulders and easing her down on her back. “A DragoN was due to give birth, but her last egg was malformed and would not pass from its mother. You know nothing of the magnificent creatures so I will tell you that one of the ways you can tell when they are about to give birth is that their armour triples in density and volume. There was no way to cut into her and remove the egg. So with the last of her effort, she took to flight and plunged into the mountains just north of Junn-Gladeer. After VynesTyra passed, the ice and snow, and DragoN’s blood, flowed into the rivers. Junn-Gladeer was only one place it enchanted. That enchantment took the most peculiar forms, affecting the first piece of earth it touched – the mines – the first tree it touched, and the first person to drink the water. When the essence of the DragoN sought me out, it told me of the girl and how it was time to write a new prophecy. I came for her, and felt her light upon you which is why I chose to act as if your poison had affected me.

“So, for your part in this experiment and test, I thank you. Goodbye Isadra. Gammald awaits you in the Grey Realm.”

Placing his hand on the wall, Jharsen threw his legs over the side and dropped down the front of the fortress wall, his cloak opening and slowing his descent.

“Lafara,” he called out, setting his eyes on the young girl who still lay unconscious on the ground. The same white horse he had led into Junn-Gladder whinnied as it leapt forward from a cloud of white smoke. In its mouth was the end of a rope and the horse trotted up to her rider, pulling another horse behind her; it was a young stallion, shiny black, with a rust red mane and tail and a peculiar fire in its eyes. “Oh, nice choice, Lafara.” The SorceroR allowed the horse to take in the scent of the girl and once he did, he whinnied, rearing up on his two legs. It was a proclamation, one Jharsen had been expecting, but he was pleased with the reaction. “So be it. With your permission, may I drape her across your back?”

The black horse took a step toward Jharsen and nodded.

“By your leave then.” Jharsen touched the end of his cane to the girl’s back and with one hand he lifted the cane and her body to lay on the horse. 

Tiguaro watched all of this in wonder, opting not to speak lest he remind the noted SpellCasteR of how he had been treated ... and what force present could keep Lokbane from a righteous vengeance? “By the gods!”

“Damn the gods,” Jharsen replied, reaching to his hip to remove the whip that hung there. He paused for a moment, appearing as if he was not looking at a tool or a weapon, but a good friend. “Are you certain?” he whispered and the gem on the bottom of the handle responded with a slight spark of light. “Then, for what it’s worth, it has been an adventure and I thank you for every single service.”

The whip, which had been long ago named Hetillda, wrapped its end around Jharsen’s forearm and squeezed before another flash of light sparked in the pommel gem. It then fell limp and the SorceroR could no longer feel its enchantment embracing him.

“You brought to me my champion,” Jharsen managed to say, though his voice trembled. “I ask that you serve your next mistress with the same fervor.” Tossing the whip toward Varzanthi, it unfurled and wrapped several times around the girl’s body, binding her to the horse.

“And that makes two things I have to do,” Jharsen said, taking Lafara’s reins and leading her away from the fortress. “... train my apprentice... and make another whip!” The four entered into the brush as Jharsen reached into his shoulder bag.

Producing a small white stone, Jharsen looked down on it and said the word, “Fiarna.” The stone turned black on one side, giving the SpellCasteR the bearing of where he could find the matching stone he had planted on the woman.

“And I have a person to find,” Jharsen whispered. “I owe her my full name, at least.” 

“One potential apprentice caster, and one potential apprentice champion,” he thought, increasing his gait. “They will, of course, not function as Efam and I do. I must prepare myself for that, and act accordingly. If it works, it should prove to be a site to see... if it works!”
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Inspired by The Greater Good 
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(Adventure Serial)

by G. Russell Gaynor

Staring out of the window of the train, the world didn’t look the same toXiaolian anymore. She had taken the train to and from work countless times, but the ride wasn’t the same. Her home was still there... her job hadn’t moved either ... but the world had gone and changed on her... it had changed on everyone.

It wasn’t as if she was against change. Xiaolian hadn’t come into the world with thatname. When she was first placed in the arms of her parents, she was named Leslie Annette Simmons, her first and middle names coming from her father’s mother and her mother’s grandmother respectively. She had been raised to appreciate freedom in all its forms, and after a trip with her father to Japan, she had changed her name to the Japanese word for the beautiful flower often grown in muddy water. She considered herself to be her father’s little lotus, and her decision to change her name taught Xiaolian the price of freedom. Her fathervowed he would take his leave from this world never calling her Xiaolian – the poetry behind the effort was completely lost on him. He hadn’t taken well to being called muddy water – and now that she was married he simply called her Mrs. B. Still, that was years ago and had nothing to do with the entire world, just most of hers. In retrospect, the name change had been next to nothing. It was the end of an assumption that had shaken the world: the inarguable proof Humans weren’t alone in the universe.

The Arrival had come eleven months ago. For someone living in Baltimore, Maryland, it was the middle of morning, just after rush hour, and Xiaolian was on her way to her studio after dropping off her daughter and son. 

“Life is a highway!” she sang along with the radio before everything on the planet lost power for 1.17 seconds.

Xiaolian’s car had just entered an intersection – headed north – and although she had the light, another car – traveling eastward – was racing down the street but had begun to slow down, until it lost its brakes. However, the car didn’t hit Xiaolian; something prevented the vehicle from slamming into the driver’s side door. During that day in late March, after the official arrival time, no accidents had happened... no one and nothing had been allowed to die... for five days!

That was the introduction the Palthi had orchestrated.Reports of miraculous recoveries had begun to pop up all over the planet. A police officer who had been shot in the line of duty and was about to be pronounced dead all of a sudden started showing strong life-signs. His wounds healed right there in the Emergency Room and he hadn’t been the only patient that could make that claim.

The visitors from a very distant starfirst made contact at the United Nations Building, advising everyone of what they were doing, establishing a countdown clock so that everyone could see what wonders they had engaged and therefore verify the claims of the mysterious aliens. One Austrian man even went so far as to try and shoot himself. The gun fired, but the bullet never reached the side of his head. The power demonstrated had been beyond belief, and humanity plunged into a number of emotions with fear and confusion being the most popular two. 

Some had embraced the Palthi as a godsendwhile others considered them to be the very thing that would end human life as it had been known. Xiaolian had come to the conclusion that both views possessed a measure of truth, but the best explanation of what the Palthi were was probably somewhere in-between the extremes. 

Eventually, the fifth and final day had come and gone. Life returned to the sort humanity had grown accustomed to. While it was a bittersweet reunion, it had only served to cement the suspicions that the Palthi were more advanced than Humans knew how to measure. It only added to the hysteria, making it just the right time for the Palthi to send The Call.

It had come in two stages, and in retrospect, Xiaolian thought it had been a work of genius. The Palthi had refused to attend any meetings away from the public. They had expressed great interest in talking to the world leaders, but had refused to do so in secret. While this had made the Palthi more a friend of the people, they were considered to be a threat by the men and women who ran the world. 

One other measure the Palthi had taken was that they never showed themselves. They wore extravagant cloaks that seemed to move on their own, and hoods with fixed framing that always seemed to keep the face of the Palthi just out of eyesight. At a gathering in Cairo, one motivated young man had made his way through security and managed to pull down one of the hoods. It was revealed then that the Palthi wore a sort of bodysuit complete with helmets that were featureless and composed of a mirror-like metal. The man who had grabbed the hood was harshly restrained by security but removed from their grasp by the Palthi he had unveiled. His wounds were removed and he was returned to the crowd and asked to remain to the end of the conference.

The first stage of The Callhad been the meetings with world leaders, followed quickly by interviews with the global press. The Palthi didn’t require translators. As astonishing as it was to witness, their messages were heard in the language of the recipient. Standing in the middle of the United Nations, their words reached all the delegates without needing to be translated. The Palthi explained they had maintained watch over the Earth for hundreds of thousands of years and had observed the development and growth of humanity. In their conversations they managed to skirt rendering judgment on what they had seen, testifying instead that the growth had been steadily improving... up to a point.

The second stage of The Callcame shortly after the tenth interview. Jacob Taper had never been sharper, asking pointed questions of his guest where others had been taking more of a ‘tell us what it’s like where you come from’ approach. 

“We’ve witnessed your level of technology,” Jacob had noted, “and, quite frankly, it’s the stuff of science-fiction coming into an unsettling reality. Many humans are in awe of what you can do, but nearly all of us are curious as to why you’re here.”

“We’re here to make a proposal to the Humans of Earth,” the Palthi representative answered calmly. “Your planet is dying, and you are the ones killing it. We have come to offer a solution to your problem. In exchange for a number of volunteers coming forward to leave the Earth forever, the Palthi promise to safeguard humanity. Life will continue in the manner to which you have grown accustomed.”

Awestruck by what he had heard, Jacob stammered, but only for a moment and he came back with, “Did you say ‘a number of volunteers’?”

Getting up from his chair, the representative spoke plainly, “I certainly did. Thank you for your time, Mr. Taper, the Palthi will now await the Human response.” Not another word was said, at least not by the Palthi. For a solid month no one heard from or saw them save for the images a few telescopes and select satellites could pick up. Their spacecraft, which appeared as perfect and seamless spheres, orbited around the Moon and the Earth in complete silence.

That’s when the true chaos had started. Looting and rioting in every country, and with the technology of the Palthi removed, the death toll quickly rose to astounding numbers. The world leaders had no choice but to invoke Martial Law in their respective countries in an effort to restore order.

Xiaolian wondered if the rioting had been the response the Palthi had mentioned. She often found herself wondering what the Palthi thought of the Humans as they went about the business of destroying one another.

“As if that is ever an answer to an issue,” she thought.

The First Quota, as it had come to be called, happened the day after the Canadian Thanksgiving. A total of 1,375,421 people had come forward as volunteers for the Palthi exchange. China, Germany, Australia, and three multi-national corporations had provided secured housing for those who were willing to be take part.It was on that day the Palthi announced they would return to begin reviewing the volunteers. It was the very same day Xiaolian had brought up the matter of volunteering to her husband, Neil Brunswick. 

“What are you saying?!” he had asked her.

“What do you mean what am I saying, Neil? We’ve all seen what the Palthi can do. They’re promising to insure all of humanity. What cost is too great for that?!”

“My wife!” he snapped defiantly. “Not to mention the mother of my children! What about the kids, Lian?”

“That’s not fair!”

“All’s fair!” Neil argued. “You don’t even know what they’re going to do to you. 

“Look, I get it,” he said in a softer tone. “I wasn’t in the car that day, and you were... and you’re still kind of reeling over what happened when you should have been T-boned.”

“And killed!” she had added.

“You don’t know that! You don’t... we don’t know anything!”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m the one being ridiculous?!Baby, there’s just no telling what these things-”

“People!” she snapped. “Why can’t you call them people? They’ve got technology we can’t even begin to understand, and you want to call them things?!”

“Lian,” Neil had called out before taking a moment to get a hold of his emotions; a part of him his wife had always enjoyed easy access to. “Sweetheart, this isn’t a tattoo or a piercing-”

“Or a name change?” she added. “Was that going to be your third? You like threes, Neil. It’s something you’ve done since Debate in high school. I can remember you passing on what would’ve been a strong argument because you didn’t have three points to bring up. I’m kind of wondering if you’re looking for two more reasons why I shouldn’t even consider doing this.

“I’ve got three already,” he returned. “I love you, I love you, and I love you!”

“You love me,” she said with a knowing smile stretching across her face. “... which is why you think I shouldn’t even be thinking about this. Well, I love you, which is why I feel I have to think about it!”Fourteen hours later, the name of Xiaolian Brunswick appeared on the Volunteer Roster. Xiaolian had lost count of the number of times she and her husband had talked about it. 

About a week later her car was confiscated by the government. They had said it was in the name of National Security, but Xiaolian thought otherwise. Her name was on a list now. That meant she and her family would be the subjects of further scrutiny. She was now part of The First Quota, part of the nearly one and a half million people who had volunteered. 

The Palthi had given them yellow and blue armbands to wear, signifying to other Humans who they were. With the family down to one vehicle, she was unable to maintain her photography business and took a job with the city museum, making a point not to inform her employer of her decision. Days had folded into weeks and those folded into months.

The winter had been normal for Baltimore: cold! Her house had been vandalized two times. On the third occasion, Xiaolian had had enough. She donned her armband and went outside to face the mob. A brick had been thrown at her but it didn’t reach its intended target. Both brick and the young man who had thrown it found themselves suspended above the ground. Three Palthi arrived to advise the rabble-rousers that an inhabitant of the home in question was no longer just a Human. She was a Palthian Affiliate and the Palthi would not allow any harm to come to her or her family. In typical Human defiance, seven more attempts were made on volunteers worldwide. All of them failed, with the perpetrators in the last two incidents fading from sight.

But it was February now. The last hard snow had come and gone, and after a long day at the museum, Xiaolian was riding the train, looking at the ground where the church had once stood.

It was bound to happen; the confirmation of life in the universe that wasn’t Human had called into question nearly all Human beliefs. Xiaolian could remember footage of one of the protesters screaming to the church to explain why the Palthi were never mentioned in the Bible and, by obvious extension, if that was in error, it was safe to assume other parts of the text were equally inaccurate. Spiritual leaders found themselves trying to answer questions they couldn’t begin to fathom. On the brink of an all-out Holy War, the Palthi came once more to the rescue, sharing that they also had no hard and fast record of their origins, and that many of their people were spiritual. However, when they were pressed about any details regarding their faith, the Palthi said they would reserve such information for their volunteers.

1,501,677 was the final tally of the First Quota and the Palthi praised those who had come forward in the name of humanity. Shortly thereafter, however, they expressed their gross disappointment in Humans as a whole. With what they were promising to deliver they had expected much, much more. The Second Quota was announced and the Palthi put both a number and a deadline to their desires. With the planet holding over seven billion people, the Palthi asked for one percent to volunteer, giving the Earth sixteen months to comply. Fear and confusion became panic.

In many countries, laws were passed declaring anyone in debt for longer than a year would declare themselves a volunteer or have everything they owned confiscated by the government in order to address the debt. Likewise, people with medical conditions that made them unable to speak for themselves or move on their own were also declared candidates for the Palthi Exchange. There were protests, but people were either too disorganized or disheartened to put forward any real argument. Everyone watched as the number of volunteers grew day by day. With five weeks to spare, the necessary quota was reached. Most countries




























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





