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CHAPTER ONE

The Solemn Hand

Aura’s Bounty

The Argom War, a conflict between the nation of Argoth and the many port cities situated along the western coasts of Eradell, has ravaged the continent far more than any who dwell in it realized, causing disruption to trade and their import and export services. Much damage fills these coastal cities, especially the great port capitol of Nell, Elbynshire.

Argoth, nestled on the continent of Saluron, is home to the Argoms, proficient magic users that are commonly referenced as having saber-tooth fangs that rest over their mouths when closed and large tails they also use in combat. Those who engage the Argoms in this war consists primarily of Neledar and Elves. Neledar are similar in appearance to that of Elves but are distinguished by their ears. Where Elves have pointed, long ears, Neledar have no point to speak of. The rounded earlobes commonly found in Dwarves or Barbs are not found in Neledar. Their lobes are pointed and curve upward; almost like a reciprocated Elvic ear.

For three years the Argom War has endured with no end in sight. Recently, things changed…After the mysterious murder of Neledarian Landseer Eloran Pinshot, a newly appointed Landseer succeeded him. She goes by Estith Elwerth, and drew the Violet Veil Accord, a ceasefire agreement with barely enough support from the Diet of Nell, Nell’s governing body. Nell is home to the Neledar.

The details of the Accord decree the Argom War to continue no longer and allows the integration of Argoms into Neledarian society. Argoms haven’t been allowed in Nell since the end of the War of the Netherid in the Third Dawn of time. Netherids are beings similar in appearance to Argoms and do not dwell on Gylranor; they inhabit Nethermire, an underworld of Gylranor. The Nethermire is ruled by Orma, the Dark Primal, once part of the Pantheon of Gylranor, and cast out for his treachery in the Beginning, a time when Gylranor was in its infancy.

With the Argoms’ unfair return, they have started a period known as the Argom Influence. Many Nellians have voiced their protest with many more being forcefully silenced.

This Argom intimidation caused large numbers of Nellians to greatly diminish their want to be heard, and far fewer acting upon it until now…

Far in the corners of the Greater Anloth region in Nell sat a little town. Those who dwell in this little town can easily tell you that Frodrir doesn’t experience much mayhem. Although in times past, it’s known a battle or two. Aside from the bustling market square, Frodrir experiences calm days.

Following one of the walkways out of the market square will take you to a grassy road connecting the outer properties of Frodrir. One of these properties was Ogthorne Cottage: a modest cottage of two stories clothed in vines along one wall with a walkway to the front door neatly lined with flora. This cottage, and its neighbor across the grassy road, were built with their backs against natural earthen mounds.

Up the walkway two Neledar, one with a shaved head and a black beard resembling that of a Dwarf’s, and the other taller with short black hair, slowly made their way to the cottage’s front door.

“I like that one,” said the taller Neledar.

“Dunn gave it to me,” said the other, moving the ring on his eyebrow that the taller of the two complimented. “Sirien, do you think the others will come?”

“I don’t see why not, Nerod,” said Sirien Ogthorne. “By the way, I am eternally grateful that you’ve chosen to do this.”

“How could I not?” said Nerod, placing his hand on Sirien’s shoulder. “You’re my best friend, and I could not be more honored than now. Besides, Astronitus, really does know how to lay it on thick.”

Sirien chortled.

“Yes, my dad really does, doesn’t he?”

“Cornered me in the Felefor Depository to give a speech about how several groups like this one have come and failed trying to thwart various enemies,” said Nerod. “Talked about the Hilt, the Defenders Guild, the Society of Rosnios, and vagrant cults like the Exeri and Hunger Cult. Then those who simply disappeared overnight without a single trace like the Order of the Two Branches or the Guild of Guardians. Not sure if their ends were supposed to resonate well in me, but it did. Gave me hope for a new success.”

Inside the little cottage, they were met by a wooden spiral staircase that led to the top floor. They could hear thumping coming from up there, which they assumed to be Astronitus Ogthorne, Sirien’s father.

“This way,” called Sirien.

“Again, I cannot begin to express how sorry I am for her death,” said Nerod, as he entered the room connected to the kitchen.

“I know you are,” said Sirien kindly, taking a seat at the only long table in the hall. “I am truly appreciative of it. Therefore, we continue the fight started two years ago. To help and avenge those we have lost by their touch. I nearly disbanded the Solemn Hand after my mum’s death—”

After the mixture of Argoms into Neledarian society following the Violet Veil Accord, more and more citizens of Nell, especially those not of Argom blood, have been exposed to intimidation tactics both verbally and physically. Many found themselves being the victim in cruel and senseless pranks bestowed upon them by the Argoms. Thus, the Solemn Hand came to be—to repel the nastiness of the Argoms.

The Solemn Hand operates mainly in Nell from this little town but don’t close their ranks to any who are not Neledar, as the Argoms harming Nell is part of a larger scale that will eventually affect all. To avoid being discovered or talked about, Sirien limited the amount of people who were willing to join. He needed to be sure he could trust those who enter his organization.

“—but it was by my dad’s push and the memories I have of my mother’s that I did not.”

“Boys!”

A lanky man with snowy grey hair, a mustache, and dressed in green robes had entered the hall. He looked very excited at the sight of them and proceeded to sit next to his son.

“Astronitus,” said Nerod, rather surprised, “how did you make it back from the Depository before I did?”

“Frodrir is a tiny town, isn’t it?” said Astronitus. “Where are the others?”

“On their way…hopefully,” said Sirien. “Still no word from them, I assume?”

“Afraid not,” said Astronitus, looking sullen now, as if the very question coming from Sirien’s mouth spelled doom for them all. “I’ve tried endlessly to convince Rufious and Elnius to make a return, but they outright refuse. Keep giving excuses about their careers and what not. I know that’s not it. Your mother’s death really took a toll on them. They were close and I don’t blame them for wanting no part in the continuation of this order.”

“Elnius just lives across the road,” said Sirien. “Why can’t we—?”

“Don’t even think it,” cautioned Astronitus. The faint sound of a knock coming at the door saved Astronitus from having to reiterate his stance to Sirien. Before he opened the door, he said, “We’ve spoken of this already.”

Astronitus welcomed whoever was at the door joyfully. The tallest of the two at the door, a woman with golden skin and cream-colored vestments, and about three feet taller than Astronitus, extended her arm out. The man beside the woman, clothed in leathery, thick armor, similar in height, though slightly shorter, also extended a greeting.

“I’m sorry, but I have forgotten your names,” said Astronitus.

“Yliki Dranicc,” said the woman. “At your service. I’m a shaman, hailing from Edea.”

“Goodness gracious, really? Splendid! One of my dearest and oldest friends too hails from Edea. You’ll meet her, as she will be in attendance.”

“If you refer to Cosmera Rodriys, then we have met.”

“Marvelous!”

“Joric Hasmius, sir,” said the pink-skinned man next to Yliki.

“Ah, yes, Sirien has told me about your exploits. Quite an impressive number of Argom deaths you have beneath that girdle of yours.”

Joric gave off a little smile, as though embarrassed, and nodded.

“Good to see you both,” said Sirien, inviting them to sit wherever they would like. “And happy you made it out here. I hope your journeys were uneventful.”

“Not bad,” said Yliki. “Can’t really speak about his travels from Barbatius.”

“Just fine,” said Joric.

Before long, Sirien introduced them both to his best friend Nerod Nilius, and not long after that the remaining members of the Solemn Hand were also present. Astronitus and the Edeic woman, who was as old as he was, embraced tightly. Behind them patiently waited a Dwarf with a long yellow beard and thick rings hanging from his ears for his turn to greet Astronitus. The last two behind them were Neledar of brown skin just like Sirien. One had a brown cape with a cowl and walnut hair while the other had light black hair and held a staff in his left hand.

“Sirien, we’ve arrived!” said the golden-skinned woman.

“Hullo, Cosmera,” said Sirien, jumping to his feet.

Once introductions were out of the way and everyone pleasantly seated, Sirien and Astronitus addressed the group.

“If I could have your attention everyone,” said Astronitus, moving his hands down in a flat motion. “Before we get this little gathering underway, I would just like to thank each and everyone of you from Sirien and I. Though, there is much work to be done, with our growing ranks, we will achieve it!”

“Here. Here,” said the Dwarf, thumping the table in agreement.

“Thank you, Thiurwold, said Sirien. “As I mentioned previously, there is no business today. Take the time to get to know those new faces among us.”

With a motion of Astronitus’s hand, as if he were grabbing the air, several bottles of wine and goblets floated their way onto the table. No food could be seen, but no one of them complained regarding that matter. They were far too happy only having the wine.

“Thought I wasn’t going to make it,” said the Neledar with the brown cape and cowl, as he approached Sirien and Nerod.

“Marandir Dibble!” said Sirien. “I’ll admit I thought the same.”

“Don’t see your brother around? Is he coming?”

“You know Percivine isn’t ready to know just yet,” replied Sirien.

“Hold,” said Nerod. “You intend to involve Percivine in all this?”

“That is the plan, yes.”

“You’re not going to spring it on him in some rash manner, are you?” asked Marandir. “You’re prone—”

Sirien cancelled out Marandir’s voice briefly to think about his little brother. Though, it is not his intention to simply toss Percivine into the mix of the Solemn Hand’s business, it is his intention to gradually bring him into the order. But he cannot address the future, or what might happen in the future, because he is not a Fenemerys, someone with the ability to receive visions of future events. So, what might come will have to be dealt with when it arrives.

“You’re sure he won’t just pop in on a moment’s notice?” said Nerod.

“Sure of it,” said Sirien. “He’s recently gotten an apprenticeship scribbling for the Frodrian Fox. He’ll be too immersed in his words to even bother coming home.”

Everyone in the room appeared to be enjoying themselves. To many it was an eternity ago the last time they partook in a party like this. Several of them had felt the devastating impact of the murder of Sirien’s mother, which left the Solemn Hand in pieces.

Astronitus constantly made his rounds to everyone in the room pouring more and more wine into their goblets.

“Drink up, all!” he said, a bit disoriented at this point. “It’s a rather hot Aura’s Bounty day, and luckily for you, the wine has been nicely chilled!”

While they all drank, they were subjected to a pompous speech by Thiurwold the Dwarf, droning on about his current campaign to be the next Minister of War for Uln Alzor, the Dwarvic lands.

Sirien looked around at everybody and felt a great deal of warmth, but admittedly was unsure if the drink had anything to do with this warm sensation. As he continued to wonder this, the Neledar holding a staff greeted Sirien again.

“Been a while, hasn’t it?” he said.

“Quite a while, Pevarius,” said Sirien, and enlarged his nostrils due to a strange smell. “Do you smell…smoke?”

“Oh right,” said Nerod, “I smell it too.”

Pevarius cleared his throat obnoxiously.

“Can’t smell a thing,” he said. “Must be my allergetic response to these summer days. Well, enjoy the rest of the gathering.”

Sirien apologized to Nerod regarding the consistent interruptions from the other members. Nerod understood. Being Leader of the Solemn Hand has its responsibilities, and this is one of them. Sirien hoped he could spend more time telling Nerod about the order and what their next steps would be. He also didn’t want Nerod to be left alone. What he knows as commonplace, coming into a world like his can be overwhelming for another like Nerod.

“Really, there’s no need,” he told Sirien. “I do, after all, report to Astronitus, so I am used to this.”

“Listen, Sirien,” said Marandir, lowering his voice.

“Marandir!” said Siren, startled. “I nearly forgot you were still standing there.”

“There’s something I need to tell you. Things might turn in our favor sooner than we think.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“Not more than an hour ago, I received word from a Captain Alemidili Thooch that she’s taking Eoden Pinch on a secret voyage to the Naros Archipelago in search of some scepter called Vel—”

“Forgive my ignorance,” said Nerod, “but who’s Eoden Pinch?”

“General of the Army of Nell,” said Marandir. “Apparently, they believe there is some sort of weapon hidden somewhere on the main isle that could change the tide of things.”

“And they’re certain?” asked Sirien hopefully.

“I’m assuming so. Then again leads like this appear all over. But make no mistake, if they don’t find this so-called weapon, they will find Orcs ready to confront them. My contact confirmed zanilium plantations using the Wood-Dwelling Dwarves as their personal slaves.”

“Absolutely disgusting,” said Nerod, pinching the bridge of his nose with his eyes closed, “that something like slavery still exists this day in age!”

“The Orcs know no boundaries,” said Marandir. “What’s worse, I have a suspicion all that is connected to what’s happening here.”

“A good suspicion,” said Sirien, “but we must be careful. We know Orcs are the natural allies of the Argoms, yet Nell houses far fewer Orcs than Argoms considering the latest events.”

Sirien appreciated the information Marandir shared with him. However, he was not all too keen on coming to such a conclusion just yet. As Leader of the Solemn Hand, he needed to make sure all this stood in truth and not mere rumor. He hesitated to put the lives of those he cared for in jeopardy based on suspicion.

“It’s no coincidence that these plantations sprouted around the same time Landseer Elwerth signed the Violet Veil Accord. I attended that ceremony and let me tell you that I did not see the Out and In Secretaries there, nor anyone from the Royal Family, but of course Elwerth’s newest, and only of her Support Staff I might add, Talus the Dark, was. Why would he simply turn away from his ruling duties of Argoth?”

Talus the Dark, the infamous leader of the Argoms, now serves in a very high position in Nell, and anyone would wonder why an Argom, who holds the entire Argom race in the palm of his clawed hands, would ever dream of leaving that behind. But Talus is no fool.

With no signs of the In and Out Secretaries and the Royal Family falling silent, things have taken a dark turn. The In Secretary dealt with the home affairs of Nell while the Out Secretary dealt in all matters foreign. With Talus the Dark being the sole member of Elwerth’s Support Staff, it should be no surprise Marandir has this distrust of the present state of things. If Talus the Dark is truly overseeing the roles of the In and Out Offices, all matters to do with Nell are only going to get worse.


CHAPTER TWO

The Meeting of Three

Sun’s Rain – Three Years Later

The splashing footfalls echoed through the misty forest. With every step the Neledar gasped for air and glanced back at something following him. A barrage icy bolts of magic shot passed the man’s head; he ducked, missing them by centimeters at best. He kept running, not caring for the pains in his feet.

The Argom was approaching fast, hardly breaking a sweat, using his legs and clawed feet to give chase. But the Neledarian man did not give in to the Argom’s petulant attacks. He leapt over fallen trees and over their enormous roots.

“I have nothing you want!” shouted the man, as he ran.

The Argom paid no attention to the Neledar’s whimpering. The Argom kept shooting the white icy bolts from the tips of his fingers, each paired with sharp, crusty, black pointed nails, at the poor man, who dodged so quickly that he could almost twist his back in a full circle.

“Please! Please!” begged the Neledar, falling on his back and beginning to conjure small, yellow transparent magical shields, the Argom bashing through them with ease with his thick hands.

“Where are you to go now, Percivine Ogthorne?” said the Argom, glaring into Percivine’s dark brown eyes. “If you choose to run again, this will only anger Lord Bartholev more. Now—STOP!”

Behind them, through the distant mists, an orange glow appeared. Percivine, on his back still, rolled the back of his skull on the muddy, wet floor so he could see, difficult through the pouring rain, where this glow came from. Something or someone had followed them both. The Argom ignored this to return to his task. At last, victory seemed only inches away for the Argom. Instead of casting another spell at Percivine, the Argom readied his sharp fingernails to stab the scared Neledar in the throat. Percivine clenched his left fist, swung at the Argom, and hit one of the fangs sticking out of the Argom’s mouth. The Argom fell in the direction he had been hit, which gave Percivine just enough time to run again.

The Argom shook his head to get rid of the disorientation Percivine’s fist gave him. He quickly cast one last bolt at the Neledar before he could no longer be visible in the rain. The bolt hit the Percivine’s right foot. He toppled over, his cheek smacking the ground, while his right foot stayed frozen to the ground; his right leg bent down along with the rest of his body. He let out a screech of pain.

“W-what do you want?” asked Percivine, not trying to look into the Argom’s burgundy, fanged face.

“Sirien Ogthorne, where did he go?”

“I don’t know!”

The orange light grew closer…

“What are the whereabouts on your filthy brother?”

“I-I don’t know!” exclaimed Percivine. “I haven’t a clue!”

The Argom hit Percivine’s right cheek bone, the same cheek he hit earlier on the ground, with his tail. “Lies!” spat the Argom. “Were you not with him just now?”

“I…I was not!”

“I’ve had enough of your—”

The Argom was beginning to cast his spell when another person’s voice broke in.

“Enough, Tharacar,” said the voice. “Enough. What are you doing to this poor Neledar?”

“He will not comply, Lord Bartholev,” said the Argom anxiously. “He will not tell where his brother has gone to.”

“Listen to me!” said Percivine. “Yes, I was with him, but I did not know we were to be separated. He told me to run this way. I don’t know where he is, and if I did, I would never tell you where it is he’s gone.”

The ugliness of Bartholev greatly exposed itself more to Percivine as he bent down beside him. The man, who is not Neledar, had terrible cracks all over his pale grey face, dark circles around his orange eyes, and yellowed teeth covered by small lips. Percivine avoided looking into Bartholev’s eyes, so he chose to investigate the epaulets resting on his shoulders over the charcoal-colored robes he wore.

“So, you say you don’t know where your own brother is?” said the man. “How could that be?”

“I don’t know!”

“I will ask you once more,” said Bartholev, “tell me where your brother is?”

“I…don’t…know!”

The Argom swiftly hit Percivine’s face again. Blood now trickled down from a cut created by Tharacar’s fist. Bartholev waved the Argom down.

“Answer the question,” he said, “and your life will be spared, Percivine Ogthorne.”

“I don’t know!” said Percivine, more annoyed than scared.

“Very well,” said the man softly, “I will not ask again. You’ve had your chance to answer, and now you will suffer for your insolence.” He turned to Tharacar. “Do to him what you will.”

Bartholev now began to turn away. Tharacar, thrilled at this glorious opportunity to kill, began to ready his magical attack. Just as he was going to unleash it square in Percivine’s face, a conjured beam of sky blue struck Tharacar, sending him flying into a large tree, shattering his neck, and killing him instantly.

Percivine was frightened and bewildered. He wanted to know where the shot came from, but spent no time worrying about it. He found a sharp rock next to him and shattered the ice holding his foot. He got to his feet, turned, and began to run.

“Not so fast!” yelled Bartholev. He cast a spell at Percivine, and as quickly as it was cast, mysterious glowing red shapes appeared on the ground. The spell somehow dove into the shapes and both the shapes and magic vanished. “Runes? Clever! Show yourself!”

From nearby bushes, Bartholev could see them moving. He waited cautiously, and, at last, a figure walked out from behind them: an Elf with blackish hair and pale olive skin.

Bartholev laughed. “Looks like I’ll be killing the both of you today.”

“You can try,” said the Elf. “But I won’t allow it.”

“Allow it?” said the man. “There is nothing to allow. You have interfered with the wrong person. This isn’t your fight. Now run along like a good Elf before I kill you.”

“Such big words for such a small man,” said the Elf.

Bartholev grew angry. He gritted his teeth and began shooting spells from each of his hands at the Elf, the glowing runes eating up what came his way. Having had enough of Bartholev’s foolery, the Elf conjured one final attack. One of the runes floated in front of the Elf and positioned itself to face Bartholev. The same sky-blue beam that killed Tharacar hit Bartholev, shooting him backwards.

Percivine headed towards the Elf who remained watching the spot where the man had been.

“W-who are you?” asked Percivine.

“There’s no time for that now!” said the Elf. “We must escape while we still can!”

“Who was that?” he asked, panting deeply.

The Elf took off sprinting, with Percivine tailing behind.

“Are—you—going to—tell me—who—that is?” called Percivine, as they ran.

“Works for the Divination—Administration,” replied the Elf. “Their side and is after your brother. Obviously, he’ll stop at nothing!”

“So generally, he—decides to come—after me?” Percivine said, unable to catch his breath. “Makes—plenty of sense!”

“They know you’re his brother. He is wanted by—the Administration. They’ll get to you first before they get to him!”

“Why are they after my brother? What has he done? And who are you if I may ask?”

“I will explain this all to you later,” said the Elf. “But first we must leave. Maradine Forest isn’t safe at the moment. There’s an ancient shrine of my people at the edge of the forest. We must get there, and quickly.”

Choices were limited. Percivine could see no other feasible ways to escape the forest, so he didn’t bother asking anymore questions. The Elf appeared to know what he was doing and where he was going.

The mist was not lessening, growing thicker as they headed towards the edge of the forest. Still dazed from the attack, Percivine wondered if it was just his imagination.

“Do you think we’d be able to find a unicorn in here?” Percivine asked the quiet Elf. “This is Ni’shorus after all, and my brother told me that unicorns are native to these Elvic parts.”

“You won’t find any in here,” remarked the Elf, pushing ahead. “They’re common mainly in the mountains.”

The answer was subtle, without feel. Percivine tried to break the awkward silence between the two but thought it best not to say a word until they reached the shrine.

Why would anyone want to be after Sirien? he thought. He was just a regular person. He’d have never known his brother to put his nose somewhere it does not belong. Several uneasy questions nagged him, questions he didn’t voice.

At last, he could see the mists beginning to rise. They were approaching the edge of the forest. In no time at all, Percivine could see a statue of an Elvic man in a small glade, with a marble archway over his head. The statue of the Elf had one hand clutched to his heart, the other holding a sword pointed at the ground.

“A lovely statue,” said Percivine inspecting it closely. “Da’thanis, correct?”

The Elf raised his eyebrows, surprised that an outsider such as Percivine knew the identity of the sculpture.

“Sirien was often the traveler,” said Percivine, “and would on occasion take me along. I was very young the last time I was here. Didn’t realize this place was the same as the one my leg just got injured in.”

The Elf bent on one knee and bowed his head in respect. He stood up.

“As you know, apparently,” said the Elf, “this is Da’thanis, the Elf who slayed the Netherid demon we know as Karxas. This is where many believe he is buried…” The Elf pointed at the sword in Da’thanis’s hand. “That’s Elloc, the sword that slew Karxas during the War of the Netherid.”

“And is it?”

“No one is really sure.”

The Elf now pulled out a Wayorb, a spherical object used to communicate and meet with others. It began to glow as another voice spoke through it.

“You have him?” the voice asked.

“I do,” said the Elf. “Ready the portal.”

A door-like portal appeared, and at once they stepped through it. They landed in the middle of a forked dirt path.

“The left path takes us to Xerian where we can replenish ourselves, and the right path takes us to Borgsbury.”

“We’re in Nell?” asked Percivine. “Frodrir’s not far from Borgsbury! I must get to my home at once! My dad will be worried!”

“No!” said the Elf. “It’s too dangerous. We must go to Xerian. Now follow me.”

Percivine felt like a child. This Elf was telling him what to do slightly more often than his brother ever had. Once again, he had no choice but to follow the Elf.

After about fifteen minutes down the path, they could see a village up ahead.

“We need to find a tavern,” said Percivine. “I’m starved and rather parched.”

“That is the plan,” said the Elf.

The village of Xerian was still and peaceful. The hour was late, and the walkways were empty, and most shops closed. They walked a little further into the village. Percivine could see a tavern ahead, its windows aglow.

“There,” he said. “That spot looks good enough.”

“It’ll have to do…for now,” said the Elf darkly.

Once they entered the tavern, many eyes were cast upon them. To Percivine’s left, a hooded figure sat quietly in a corner by the tavern window, slowly following them as they sat at a table close to the bar area of the tavern. An old, bearded barman approached them.

“Welcome to Malebane’s Tavern,” the old Neledar said. “The name’s Zernobus Malebane, proud owner of this here watering hole. What will it be, lads?”

“Morgs Ale for me,” said Percivine.

“Camel flask,” said the Elf.

“Very good,” said Zernobus. “Your drinks will arrive shortly.”

Percivine nodded. He looked slowly back at the corner where the hooded figure sat, who turned away once Percivine met his eyes.

“I need to know: who are you?” Percivine asked.

Zernobus placed the drinks in front of them and went back to polishing old beer mugs behind the counter.

The Elf picked up his camel flask, took a large drink of it, and said, “Why do you need to know?”

“Why do I need to know?” Percivne huffed. “Sirien is my brother! If he’s done something wrong, then I must know…Funny how you seem to know my brother, even though I haven’t the slightest idea who the hell you are! And another thing, how did you know where to find me? Have you been following me?”

“I know you have…concerns,” said the Elf, looking around at the eyes watching him. He paused to look at the figure in the corner, then returned his attention to Percivine.

“Quit toying with me, Elf,” said Percivine. “Tell me what you know. At least tell me your name.”

The Elf took another large gulp of his Camel Flask. “Faruin Abrandil is my name,” he said.

“Now tell me, Faruin, what’s all this about?”

Faruin moved his green eyes up and down while looking at the figure.

“Has Sirien told you anything…anything different lately?”

“No,” said Percivine. “Not that I can remember, however. Why?”

“If there ever was a time when you were in danger your brother asked me to look over you and tell you what you need to know,” said Faruin. “Have you ever heard of a secret society called the Solemn Hand?”

Percivine looked puzzled. “I think my brother’s mentioned it once before. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“It has everything to do with it,” said Faruin. “You see—”

“Don’t tell me all this time Sirien’s been a part of that!” said Percivine.

“In a matter of speaking, yes.” Faruin finished the last of his Camel Flask. “Shortly before your mishap in Maradine, Sirien contacted me by Wayorb to watch over you in case things got a little…messy, which they did.”

“I don’t need protection. I’m not a child.”

“Yes, you certainly showed that in the forest,” marked Faruin. “I am here on your brother’s orders, so I kindly ask you to allow me to be with you, until the time is necessary for us to separate.”

“On my brother’s orders?” he said. “Who is my brother to be giving you orders?”

Faruin cleared his throat, glanced at the corner figure again, and looked back at Percivine.

“Why do you keep looking at that man in the corner?” Percivine asked. “He seems to be up to no good.”

“Your brother is Leader of the Solemn Hand.”

“I—” Percivine’s jaw dropped. “W-what did you say?”

“You heard me,” said Faruin, pushing aside his empty bottle of Camel Flask.

“How is this possible?”

“Five years ago, your brother and a certain few select individuals decided to secretly fight off the Argoms on their own,” said Faruin. “The Violet Veil Accord has been disastrous to say the least. Unanimously, they chose Sirien to be the rightful Leader of the Hand. It began with the Original Seven, a titled coined by Sirien. They were: your brother, of course, Cosmera Rodriys—a healer from Edea; Elnius Bashh; Marandir Dibble, father of renowned author, Averwyn Dibble; there was Rufious Meed, a Dwarf no longer part of the Solemn Hand; Pevarius Garcinius, and another Dwarf by the name of Thiurwold Galon, now the Uln Alzor Minister of War. Over time, the Hand lost members and gained new ones. I’ve only become part of the Hand not more than a year and a half ago.

“That man in the forest you had the pleasure of meeting is known as Bartholev, whose name you know by now, and is on the hunt for your brother. The Argoms received word, none of us know how, that Sirien is the true founder and Leader of the Hand, and therefore they want him dead in order for the Hand to finally stop meddling with their plans. Sirien is now the most wanted man in all of Nell.”

The brown skin of Percivine’s face grew dangerously pale. He could no longer feel his fingers, and found moving his legs to be a very difficult process.

“Percivine?”

“That’s why they were after us?”

“Yes,” said Faruin. “They know you are his brother, so that makes you next in line to be just as deadly to their plans as Sirien. The Solemn Hand has been one of the few to have the courage to stand in the way of the Argoms’ plans.”

“But I have nothing to do with this!”

“You do now,” Faruin said. “Your brother sends his greatest apology for this mess he’s left you.”

“I wish I could hear this from him…” The color started returning to his face. “Where is he now?”

“For the sake of his safety, and the safety of our own, he refused to tell anyone.”

“But I’m his brother, I should know!” snapped Percivine.

“For that same reason, he did not say where he was to go,” said Faruin kindly.

How could his own brother do this to him? Did his father know about all this? Percivine was all too confused and upset with his brother for holding this secret from him. He had never liked secrets. Like before, he had no choice but to trust this Elf before him. As far as he knew, Faruin had not steered him wrong.

“So…what do we do now?” Percivine asked. He just realized he’d not yet touched his Morgs Ale.

“Wait a second,” said Faruin. “Do you mind if I drink this?”

“By all means,” said Percivine, feeling ill to his stomach. “What are we waiting for?”

The solemn figure in the corner walked over to Percivine and Faruin in their robes of darkened yellow and green. He removed the hood, revealing a black-skinned face with rugged silver hair. The hair did not resemble the color of Astronitus’s hair; it had a decent shine to it.

“Not very bright heading to someone in the way you just did,” said Percivine.

“Is this him?” asked the Neledar.

“He is,” said Faruin, finishing the last of Percivine’s ale.

Percivine looked at them both, unsure as to what was about to occur before him. But much had happened already, such that normalities were not expected from where he stood.

“Oh no…Let me guess, somehow the two of you know each other, yes? Of course, I should have seen this from the start,” he went on grumpily. “My brother has left me playing to solve the riddles of this maze. So now, I must guess who you are. Is that correct?”

“Almost,” said the Neledarian man darkly. “You won’t have to guess for I will tell you who I am. The name’s Seleborn Alveroth, Warlock, member of the Solemn Hand, and trusted friend to your brother, and this here Elf.”

“Of course, you are,” muttered Percivine. “I suppose no introductions are necessary, for you must know who I am.”

“I do.”

“Splendid!” remarked Percivine, with a roll of his eyes.

“Come,” said Seleborn. “We must leave this place. There are too many wandering eyes here. Thank you, Zernobus, for your hospitality.”

“You’re most certainly welcome, lad. Come back soon.”

Seleborn gestured for Percivine and Faruin to head to the door. He left three silver coins on the table, looked around at the shady figures watching him, and made his way out.

“This way,” said Seleborn, emerging outside.

“We’re not going to Frodrir?” asked Percivine.

“Whatever for?”

“To go home, obviously!” said Percivine. “I need to know that my father is all right!”

Seleborn leaned in close to Percivine’s face. “You are the second most wanted man by the Divination Administration. What makes you think they will not look for you there first?”

“How could that be?” said Percivine. “Do you honestly think an Argom will just prance right on into Frodrir?”

Seleborn sighed, and chuckled. “You are aware of the Violet Veil Accord, are you not?”

“Of…course,” Percivine said.

“Then you should know that Argoms are quite common around here these days.”

“These Argoms have allies who are shapeshifters,” said Faruin. “It is very easy for them to get the shape of any Neledar, Elf, Dwarf, Troll—you name it! They can easily prance into any setting they want, undisturbed, and very dangerous.”

“They wouldn’t dare cause a disturbance though,” said Seleborn. “Those of us who use magic can fend for ourselves if the Argoms did send any of their shapeshifters. I know your father, Percivine, and he is one of the greatest conjurers I’ve crossed paths with. He will be just fine.”

“Yes, but he’s aged!” said Percivine.

“We don’t have time to discuss this now,” added Seleborn, looking all around him as he had done in the tavern. “It’s dark out, and we don’t know who could be lurking about. This way.”

Without saying a word, Percivine followed Seleborn and Faruin. This was all far more than he could have ever expected of his brother. In such a short time, he’s discovered secrets about his brother that he’d never once come close to unfolding. All he could do now was stop wondering what his brother was doing and focus on where they were going now.

Not too far down the town’s road, they came upon a villa smaller than the rest, with smoke issuing from the chimney.

“Whose home is this?” asked Percivine.

“A Dwarf’s,” replied Seleborn. “An old friend of your mother’s…”

The villa differed from the rest: grass acted as the home’s roof, and the walls were made of stone, with a thick pine door in the center. Many small plants and flowers decorated the home’s surrounding area, and gave off faint light against the dark.

Seleborn knocked three times.

“Go away!” said a voice from behind the door.

“Open the door, Rufious,” said Seleborn.

“I will not!” said the Dwarf called Rufious. “Who goes there?”

“Seleborn Alveroth and company.”

“Prove it…”

“Watch this,” Seleborn told the others. He kindly asked Percivine and Faruin to take a few steps back. He began to chant something which Percivine could not understand: it sounded like a portal opening. The ground rumbled slightly.

“AGHHHH!” the Dwarf yelled. “Enough! Enough! I’ve seen enough! Take this blasted Netherid away from me! Aghh!”

Slowly, creakily, the thick door opened.

“Get inside!” said Rufious. “I hope nobody saw that or felt the ground shake!”

“Thank you,” said Seleborn.

“That’s sure to have alarmed someone, Seleborn,” said Faruin. “We best watch ourselves.”

“I’ve always hated when ye’ve done that,” panted Rufious. “Take a seat there, and don’t move until I return!”

The Dwarf quickly exited the dining hall, into a room next to the fireplace.

“Seleborn,” asked Percivine, “why are we here?”

The Dwarf returned, rather heated. “How dare ye come into my home the way ye did? Do you know someone could have seen ye, and then wha’? I’ve lived a quiet life, don’t ruin that for me now! Why have ye come to do this to me?”

“We need someone to guide us to Relthren,” said Seleborn.

“And of the millions of Dwarves in this world, ye decide to come to my home at all hours of the bloody night?”

“Well…yes,” said Seleborn, glancing at Rufious up and down.

“What’re ye looking at?”

“Your beard…A lot shorter than Sirien described. I could swear he mentioned it was brown…not orange. And your jewelry, you’ve removed it all.”

“I need not be recognized here, and how many times must I tell ye, I want nothing else to do with the Solemn Hand!”

“I haven’t come here on matters to do with the Solemn Hand,” said Seleborn. “I’ve come seeking the help of a friend, or are you no longer part of that either?”

“I—” Rufious did not know now what to say. He tugged slightly at his orange beard and looked out the stone window to his right. Faruin caught this.

“Sirien wishes to know about Denefra. Is she all right? And your children?”

Rufious glanced furtively out the glassless window. “For her safety and the safety of my children, I refused for her to let me know where she has gone.”

“Makes sense,” said Seleborn. “Rufious, I don’t think you’ve met Faruin before.”

“I have not. I’ve met none of ye before.”

“Faruin Abrandil—Rufious Meed, member of the Original Seven,” said Seleborn.

“Ex-member, Seleborn,” said Rufious.

“Pleasure,” said Faruin.

“And I believe yer Sirien’s brother,” Rufious told Percivine.

“How did you know?” The question, he thought, felt foolish. Everyone he’d met thus far seemed to already know who he was.

“You look very much like your brother,” Rufious said, again looking out the window. “And a lot like Merinni…”

“Excuse me, but are you expecting someone?” Faruin said.

“Hm? Oh—well, I am.” Faruin’s question startled the Dwarf. “A friend of mine is supposed to come by. It never takes him this long to arrive at my home. He lives on the other side of the town plaza.”

“How’s work been treating you, Rufious?” said Seleborn.

“Jus’ fine,” the Dwarf said. “However, Landseer Elwerth doesn’t seem like herself. And that horrid Argom that follows her like a duckling to its mum. Disgusting.”

“What do you mean?” asked Seleborn.

“She’s dark,” Rufious muttered. “The seriousness of her face is not a healthy one. She never smiles. The scleras of her eyes are always bloodshot, and she speaks with a heavy mumble. Most of us are afraid to have her repeat what she says.”

“Why?” asked Faruin.

““In her seriousness is a harsh tone of attitude. Her temperament snaps even with the slightest fault. The other day, Fernius Phinean—I’m sure ye remember him, as he was part of the Hand once—had misprinted on his report to the Landseer, and she barked so loud that the guards were alarmed. She dismissed him from work rationally, and ordered he not be paid for the remainder of the day.”

“That’s awful,” said Seleborn. “And can’t His Majesty do something about all this?”

“He’s too busy being the King. He’s left Elwerth to enjoy running the government of Nell. Yes, she sends him daily reports, but must never ask King Erelon for permission. He’s granted her that liberty.”

Rufious gave a loud huff, and stared blankly through the window.

“I’m sure he’ll come soon,” said Percivine.

Rufious blinked at Percivine, confused, and nodded his head in appreciation.

“Rufious,” Seleborn said casually, “earlier what did you mean by she’s ‘dark’?”

“Oh that,” he said, taking periodic glimpses through his windows. “Well, it’s not as it was before.”

“Can you elaborate? We’ve no time for riddles.”

“Do you remember the color of Estith Elwerth’s skin?”

“I daresay, I rarely paid attention to her—those—details, but I would assume an off-brown.”

“Very much so,” said Rufious. “Not the same anymore, is it? There’s a taint about her now. Refuses any medical attention. Listens to no one about it. But her appearance certainly has grown more on the purple side of things…”

“Interesting…” Seleborn pondered exactly what Rufious had just said, though dared not indulge any theories just yet. His thinking was interrupted when he saw something through the window. “I think I just saw straw-colored hair pass by out there.”

“Before I forget, Seleborn,” said Rufious, withdrawing a letter from his jerkin, “take this. As a final promise to Sirien. The last bit of help I
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