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For Cathy my ever-loving wife and companion,

like the Warders may our adventures never end.
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To everyone who put up with the grumbling author during the creation process for this installment of The Warders.
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Prologue
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Long Ago at the Final Gateway

ALONG WITH HIS two chosen, Ushraks stood apart from the rest of his clutch. As the Supreme of the Saurian League, Ushraks and his clutch were given the honor of being the last to accept their exile. Huddled together in the marshaling area troglodyte centurions organized his saurian family. A mixture of civilians and soldiers, the survivors lined up in a double-column formation. Then at the sound of a shrill whistle from one of the troglodytes they ambled silently toward the dark mist of the arch.

Rows of troglodyte soldiers armed with double-headed spears lined their path to the gateway. Despite their formidable appearance, Ushraks knew it wasn’t the soldiers or their weapons that drove his clutch to march toward their doom. The troglodyte soldiers had fought bravely, but it was the power of troglodyte mages that defeated the league. Behind the wall of scales and spearpoints, a dozen troglodyte sorcerers and sorceresses patrolled with wands and staffs at the ready. Just as on the battlefield, Ushraks and his fellow commanders had no answer for their magical power.

When the last members of his clutch filed under the gate’s arch and disappeared into the dark mist, Ushraks and his two chosen turned to the commander of the troglodyte detail. Together they came to attention, then dropped to one knee and bowed their heads in final acceptance of their defeat.

“Rise Ushraks,” the troglodyte commander said. Ushraks and his chosen did as they were bid and met his gaze. “You have met all of the terms of the peace accord.”

Ushraks looked to each of his chosen who nodded their understanding before he spoke. “And you Commander Shedosh have acted with honor. On behalf of my clutch and my chosen, I thank you for your mercy.”

The troglodyte nodded. “There is but one task left for you to complete.”

“Yes of course. If you will be so kind as to provide me with a blade my chosen are ready to assist me with my death.”

Shedosh shook his head and clicked his claws together. A sorcerer and sorceress walked toward the captive saurians.

Ushraks hissed. “I accept that my life is yours but I implore you not to take it in this manner.”

“We do not require your death.”

Ushraks cocked his head to one side. “I do not understand.”

Shedosh clicked his claws again. The two mages revealed multi-colored orbs.

“What are those?”

“Our multiple wars have proven that our peoples cannot live together in peace. While we triumphed this time, there is no guarantee that we would win the next war.”

Ushraks nodded his head, “Such is the fortune of war.”

“Indeed. Have you wondered what lies beyond the gate?”

“I assumed it would be some sort of prison.”

“In a manner of speaking. Using powerful magic, we reached into the past to create a new parallel plane of existence.”

“So not a prison, but a new home for us?”

Shedosh nodded.

“You and your people are far more generous than we would have been if we had won.”

Shedosh shook his head. “Do not be so quick to praise us. This gate is the sole connection between the two realities. On the other side you will find a raw and wild world. We cannot guarantee that your people will survive.”

“We will earn our survival or perish. An honorable people could ask for nothing more. What of these orbs?”

“They are the keys that link your new home to this world. You must take them with you to forever sever the connection between our peoples.”

Ushraks took the two orbs in his claws, bowed his head slightly to Shedosh, and stepped through the dark mist. 
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Chapter One
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The Steward’s Office in Eridan’s Castle

RIGEL LOVED ALMOST everything about his job as the leader of the Warders, except for his cover as the steward for Duke Faris. He was good at that job too, but the endless paperwork, politics, and posturing among the royal staff were excruciating. To get away from all that nonsense, he often came into his office before dawn.

One problem with arriving so early was that most of the castle servants were too busy preparing for the day’s activities to deliver food and drink to non-royals. So, he typically walked down to the kitchens and fixed himself a mug of tea and snatched whatever fresh bread or pastry he could find. To be fair, Rigel enjoyed the walk. It gave him a chance to mingle with ‘normal’ staff and stretch his legs a bit before a long day of sitting and listening to complaints. 

Carrying a steaming mug of tea, he carefully licked the last vestiges of his gingered tart from his fingers and turned the corner to his office corridor just in time to see one of Coltin’s pages leaving his office. “Just what do you think you’re doing in my office at this hour?”

The boy stopped dead in his tracks and stared back at him with a blank expression.

Rigel immediately recognized the boy’s fear. “Sorry, what is your name?”

Regaining his composure, the boy said “Hamel, sir.”

“Ah, Hamel, pardon my manner but I’m a bear before I’ve had a proper spot of tea.” Rigel raised his mug, took a large sip, and smiled down at the boy who returned the gesture. “Now, I wasn’t expecting anything from Coltin until much later in the morning. Is there some emergency?”

The boy shook his head.

“Did some minor noble not like the color of their linens or was some guest’s room too cold last night?”

“No sir.”

A dark thought entered Rigel’s mind. The color left his face. He raised his left eyebrow. “Please tell me it’s not time for Baroness Hagersel’s next party.”

The boy’s smile widened. He let out a chuckle. “No sir there’s nothing from the Baroness. Just the normal papers, reports, and a few letters. Coltin knew you were coming in early today and thought you’d like to get an early start on today’s business.”

Rigel dropped his eyebrow and breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing ruined a day as much as tangling with the Baroness especially first thing in the morning. If he had to choose between meeting with Hagersel or sharing a table with an ogre, he wasn’t honestly sure he wouldn’t prefer the ogre. At least with the ogre, he’d have a fighting chance. He took a deep swig of his tea and wiped his brow.

“Will that be all, sir?”

Rigel shook his head and reached into his pocket. He found a silver mark and tossed it. The boy snatched it out of the air. “Next time Coltin sends you to my office before dawn, take the scenic route. Maybe visit the kitchens or possibly chat with the maids. Do you take my meaning?”

The boy nodded emphatically.

“Good, now after I’ve taken a quick look through these papers, run down to the kitchen and get yourself a nice gingered tart. If they give you any grief, tell them I wanted a second one. Understand?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” The page turned and took up his post at the far end of the corridor.

Rigel entered his office, sat in his chair, and let out a deep sigh. The whole point of getting to his office at the crack of dawn was to find some time to think before the daily grind of castle business overwhelmed him. While he was sure that his silver mark would buy Hamel’s loyalty, that strategy was impractical. Besides the sheer number of pages in the castle, some of them came from the wealthiest families in the kingdom. A silver mark and a warm tart were unlikely to earn their allegiance. He made a mental note to speak to Coltin about delaying the daily delivery of paper until a respectable hour. Then he dove into the stack of documents.

At first glance, the boy seemed correct. There were half a dozen requests for mundane castle supplies that needed his review. He took out his steward’s stamp and approved all of them except the last. It was Coltin’s reimbursement request for guest services to the tune of thirty silver marks. While it contained no details, Rigel knew what type of services it covered. He also recognized leverage when he saw it. Of course, he would eventually approve the request, but not until he secured Coltin’s promise to delay routine business until an hour after sunrise. He smiled. Perhaps the day would turn out well after all.

He sifted through the other papers which included designs for the upgrades to the noble quarters, a list of invitees for the duke’s seasonal celebration, and nominees for new posts within the castle and the king’s guard. He set these aside and moved on to the sealed reports from Warder field agents.

There was good news from Geren in Charente. Leoric had appointed a seasoned noble as his new viceroy and stabilized the situation in Creuse. It was time to reassign Geren. Rigel made a note to consider Geren for a position within the diplomatic service. There was an opening in Belar that could benefit from a man with his talents. Most of the other reports were routine. There were two odd reports.

The first concerned a giant bat-like monster swooping down from the sky to steal lambs from flocks on the southern border. It was probably just a lazy shepherd’s excuse, but that didn’t explain why it happened across different flocks? The second was equally unbelievable. Several sailors had recently vanished in Nalton. Sailors deserting their crews was common enough, but there seemed to be more to these disappearances. Two surviving sailors from different crews, who witnessed the abduction told a similarly strange tale. They claimed that clawed monsters had appeared out of the mist and grabbed the missing sailors. Perhaps it was nothing more than a drunken yarn, but the same story from unrelated crews? Not only that but one of the surviving sailors looked like he’d been in a fight with several large cats. He always doubted monster stories, but something about these reports made his pulse run a little faster. He added both reports to the promotion recommendation pile for future consideration.

When he moved the papers, something slipped to the floor. It was another sealed packet. He reached down and placed the envelope on his desk. As he did, he caught a glimpse of the seal a marten with a fish in its jaws. His mouth dropped open. Leaving the packet on his desk he rushed out into the corridor and yelled, “Hamel. Hamel, I need you.”

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
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JUST BEFORE SUNRISE 

in the Page Assignment Room

Toran fidgeted on the bench. Reflexively he reached both hands over his back for the hilts of his twin falcatas but they weren’t there. After his last field mission, Kelda had decided that he needed to work on his infiltration and information gathering skills. With Tira, the resident Warder agent in the castle, out on another assignment, it was the perfect opportunity. He’d spent the last two weeks in the castle solidifying his cover as Merak, son of Martel the Lord of Norcote. Of course, there was no such lord, but few nobles in the castle knew every country lord. Just in case a forged letter from Rigel was enough to keep the more curious at bay.

As the son of a minor lord, Merak was expected to learn the nuances of rule by serving the castle’s nobility. Last week he’d spent time with the scribes perfecting his writing and reading. Once he’d demonstrated that he could read and write he did very little of either. Instead, most of his time was spent fetching parchment, ink, and other supplies from the cellars. This week Denby had assigned him to page duty, which primarily meant delivering messages and documents throughout the castle. Not the most exciting work, but it did help him learn the names and titles of the various nobles who ran the castle. It also gave him ample time to memorize the layout of the castle’s corridors and secret passages.

The biggest annoyance with page duty, besides his fellow pages, was the uniform. In addition to feeling naked without his missing falcatas, he was also unaccustomed to wearing a tight collar. Whenever he turned his head it rubbed against his neck and chafed his skin. After his first day, he asked Coltin for a larger-sized uniform, but the page master shook his head and said, “Chafing builds character.”

Toran stuck the fingers of his right hand between his neck and the collar and attempted to stretch it wider.

At that moment Hamel, the other page assigned to early morning duty, strolled into the room. “Hey Merak, are you still worked up about that collar?”

Toran pulled his fingers away from his neck, “it’s driving me crazy. Besides the chafing, I can barely breathe.”

“Coltin always gives the new guys collars that are too tight. It’s his way of letting you know that even though you’re a noble, he’s in charge.”

Toran nodded.

“All you need to do is unbutton the collar and you’ll be fine.”

“I tried that, but Coltin caught me and threatened to put me on stable duty.”

“Well, what did you expect. When it comes to the uniform, Coltin’s got the eye of an eagle. If you leave it unbuttoned in the front, of course, he’s going to notice, but that doesn’t mean you have to keep it buttoned.”

“I don’t understand.”

Hamel shook his head. “Unbutton your collar and use a piece of string to tie it closed. Then twist it to the side so no one can see the string. That way the collar stays closed, but not as tightly as when it’s buttoned.”

While Toran adjusted his collar, Hamel changed topics. “You’ll never guess what happened to me on my morning delivery run.”

Toran shrugged, “What?”

Hamel pulled something out of his pocket and flipped it in the air toward Toran. As he deftly snatched it out of the air Toran said, “a silver mark. It probably slipped out of some noble’s pocket. Don’t let Coltin hear about it. You know he’ll take it from you.”

The page master required the boys to turn over all found property. Officially it was in the hope that its rightful owner could be found. In truth, Coltin kept the money for himself and sold the items in the market. The boys never saw a single copper piece. It was yet another reason the pages disliked him.

Hamel shook his head. “No need to worry. Rigel gave me this.”

The name of the Warder chief caught Toran’s attention. “Why did he do that?”

Hamel ignored the question. “That’s not all. Don’t you want to know why it took me so long to make my delivery run?” Hamel winked at him.

Toran may have only been a page for a few days, but he knew what that wink meant. Hamel didn’t come from great wealth, but he was a good looker, or at least all the female servants seemed to think so. No doubt he’d met up with another one of them. The last thing Toran wanted to hear about was another one of Hamel’s dalliances. However, the other pages never tired of them. So, he dutifully played along. “Don’t tell me you’ve finally managed some alone time with Mati from the kitchen.”

Hamel shook his head.

“Demma then?”

“Not her or Cleo either, but remind me to tell you about her later. No, Rigel sent me on an errand outside the castle, and you’ll never guess where to.”

Nobles often sent pages on errands outside the castle. While it was nice for some of the boys to get out into the city, Toran doubted Rigel sent Hamel anywhere overly exciting. “I don’t know where?”

“I’ll give you a hint. It was in the red district.”

Toran didn’t need to feign interest now. He was almost certain he knew where the Warder chief had sent Hamel, but it didn’t make any sense. Rigel must have known Toran was working as a page this week. Why send Hamel, unless it was an emergency. He needed to learn as much a possible from his fellow page. Playing to his cover he said, “The red district? Why would the Duke’s steward send you there?”

Hamel shrugged. “I don’t know, but if I had to guess, I’d say our steward has his fingers in some sticky business.”

“What makes you say that?”

“He gave me a sealed envelope and had me deliver it to the proprietor of a dingy tavern. A real thieves’ hole it was, too. A place called the Knife & Cat.”

Toran’s eyes opened wide in disbelief. “Surely there must be more to your tale than that. Did Rigel ask you to give it to a specific person? Was there any message he had you pass along?”

“Yes, he was very specific. He told me to give it to Bendan and to tell him that ‘The Martin has returned.’”

“That sounds rather ominous. Just who is Martin?” 

“I have no idea. Rigel didn’t tell me anything else.”

“So, what happened?”

“A woman answered the door. She said her name was Kelda. By the look of her, she was the cook or something.”

“And?”

“I told her I had a package for Bendan. She told me he wasn’t available, but that she could take it.”

“Did you give it to her?”

“At first, I insisted on giving it to Bendan. Gave her the bit about a royal page’s being required to deliver to the addressee. But she gave me a look that sent chills down my spine.” Hamel shivered. “So, I gave her Rigel’s message and the package. Promise me you won’t tell Rigel that I didn’t give it to Bendan. If Coltin hears about this, I’ll be in the stables for sure.”

Toran had experienced Kelda’s dragon withering stare himself. Other than Bendan and Draham he didn’t know anyone who wouldn’t wilt under it. “Don’t worry, I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

Hamel nodded. “Thanks. I’d say our honorable steward has a few vices after all.”
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Several Days Earlier Onboard the Misty Dawn Docked in Nalton

UNLIKE MOST SHIP captains, who maintained private quarters and remained distant from their crews, Kennery shared space and many duties with hers. She ate the same rations and slept in the same part of the ship. Upon arrival in a port, she and her officers typically took the first night’s watch giving most of the crew the first night and most of the next day to enjoy the town. Unfortunately, the Misty Dawn’s most recent trip had been rougher than most and she had been too tired to take the watch. Instead, Gwynn had taken her spot while she grabbed some needed rest. She still had a few minutes before her sunrise meeting with her first mate Karrs. Savoring the time Kennery thought back on their good fortune.

They hadn’t gotten more than a few hours out of Knome when pirates appeared on the horizon. As the fastest ship on Lake Helvarn, the Misty Dawn could normally outrun any pirates. But things were different this time. While the hold wasn’t crammed full, the heavy crates they carried were at the high end of the ship’s weight capacity. They were not only slower than normal but because of the delicate balance of the load, they were less maneuverable too. The second problem was that there were two pirate vessels manned by competent crews. By coordinating their tactics, the two unburdened pirate ships held a tactical advantage over the Misty Dawn.

Approaching from both port and starboard the pirates rapidly closed in on their prize. A group of pirates swinging grappling hooks appeared at the prows of the two vessels. On the starboard ship, a large man stood behind the grapplers and cupped his hands to his face. “Ahoy there Cap’n. Drop your sail and prepare to be boarded.”

Appearing to accept his command Kennery called out “Jacca and Gwynn lower the sail.” While Jacca and Gwynn climbed the mainmast, Kennery turned toward Karrs and gave him a sharp nod. The first mate called out, “All hands prepare to be boarded.”

As the sail came down, Kennery turned to the pirate captain, “You may send your grapples now.”

The pirate nodded and the grapplers launched their lines toward the Misty Dawn. The crew secured two lines from each pirate ship to the bow of the Misty Dawn.

“We appreciate your peaceful surrender,” the pirate captain called out. His superior tone elicited a round of laughter from his crews.

While the crew secured the lines, Perrn and Kell snuck to the stern of the ship where half a dozen weighted lines were neatly coiled. Each man grabbed three coils. At the same time, Kennery removed her boots, ran the length of the ship, and dove overboard. Before she splashed through the water Perrn and Kell threw the lines after her.

Mistaking her plunge as an attempt to escape, the pirate captain called out, “That’s right blokes. Fetch your lovely lady captain out of the lake. The markets don’t like their pleasure girls smelling like fish.” The entire crew of both pirate ships roared with laughter.

Underwater Kennery’s half merfolk heritage quickly took over. The gill slits in her neck activated, webbing grew between her fingers, and her feet elongated into flippers. As she dove into the depths of the lake her ears and eyes instantly adjusted to the pressure. Nearly fifty feet down she found Mern and a squad of his mermen mounted on blue seahorses. Each of them grabbed a line and secured it to their steed. On Kennery’s signal, they swam at full speed.

Connected to the squad of mermen, the Misty Dawn accelerated like an arrow from a bow. The move caught the overconfident and still laughing pirates completely off guard. Tethered to opposite sides of the Misty Dawn their ships raced headlong into each other. Even underwater Kennery heard the crash of the two ships smashing into one another.

With a quick thanks to Mern and his squad, Kennery swam to the surface and rejoined her crew. While she was transitioning back to her fully human form, Karrs commanded the crew to cut the grappling lines freeing the Misty Dawn from the crippled tangle of the two pirate ships. Other than her wet clothes and the promise of another social event with Mern, Kennery’s only regret was that she’d missed the look on the pirate captain’s face when he realized what was happening.

Besides those minor inconveniences, the encounter with the pirates cost the Misty Dawn half a day’s travel. While trying to make up time, they encountered a fierce lake storm and entered Nalton’s harbor just before sunset.

A scream jarred Kennery from her thoughts. She jumped out of her blankets and raced topside. Once there she scanned the deck for her replacement, but he was nowhere to be found. She couldn’t believe that Gwynn would desert his post. Her mind raced through scenarios. She hadn’t heard a splash so he must be somewhere on deck. “Gwynn, where are you?”

“Captain, over here at the stern.”

Kennery raced over to find Gwynn kneeling next to Jacca. All his exposed skin was covered in deep scratches and his clothes were soaked with blood. From the rise and fall of his chest, she could see that he was still alive. She said a quick thank you that Gwynn, who was also the ship’s medic, had been standing watch.

“Will he make it?”

Gwynn finished bandaging one of the more serious wounds on Jacca’s left thigh then looked up at his captain. “Don’t let all of the blood fool you. Other than this leg wound, most of these are relatively minor. However, he’s lost a lot of blood.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. Some guards from the town brought him to the ship. Karrs left with them. I caught something about Kell and Perrn.”

“All right, once you’ve finished with Jacca wake up the rest of the crew and begin unloading our cargo. Jacca’s in no shape to command so until Karrs or I return you’re in charge.” 

“Yes Captain, but where are you going?”

“To look for answers.”

Captain Kennery made her way through the narrow streets from the docks to the waterfront constable’s building, which was a stout stone structure that served as both a jail and headquarters for the city’s harbor watch. In truth, it was little more than a couple of holding cells and a small desk.

All the cell walls were stone except for a small section to either side of the door, which was made of iron bars and open to the rest of the room. She walked to the bars and inspected the men in the holding cells. Each contained several drunken sailors. While frowned upon, fighting wasn’t a crime, unless someone important complained. From the bruises on their faces, she knew the men had been fighting, but none of them bore deep cuts like those on Jacca. These weren’t the men who had attacked her crew. She immediately dismissed them and scanned the rest of the room. 

There was no one at the desk but there was a small bell. She rang the bell. Nothing happened. After a few seconds, she rang the bell again. From a back room someone yelled, “All right. Give me a moment.”

A few seconds later a portly man dressed in an ill-fitting tunic bearing the blue and gold finned dragon symbol of a Naltonese official stepped into the front room. The insignia on his shoulder marked him as a sergeant. At this hour he was likely the highest-ranking officer on duty. “If you’re here to retrieve one of them,” he gestured toward the holding cells containing drunken sailors, “it’ll cost you five coppers. There’s an additional two silver mark charge for the three from Karn’s Kettle to cover the damage they caused.”

“I’m not here for any of these men,” Kennery said.

“Then why did you ring the bell at this ridiculously early hour?”

“I’m looking for three of my crewmen.”

“Maybe they just skipped out on you. It wouldn’t be the first time sailors with a little money in their pockets didn’t make it back to their ship.”

Kennery slapped her hand onto the sergeant’s desk. “Three of my crewmen were attacked last night. Several of your fellow harbor watchmen returned one of them to my ship barely alive. My first mate left with the watchmen to find my other men. Now are you going to help me or are we going to have a problem here?”

“There’s no need for trouble here. I remember a few watchmen brought in an agitated fellow about an hour ago. He said his name was Karrs. Is he your first mate?”

Kennery nodded. “I take it he didn’t find my men?”

“No, no he didn’t.”

“Where is he now?”

The sergeant shrugged. “On his way to the common burial pit, I guess.”

Kennery raised an eyebrow. “Common burial pit?”

“What I mean is that I don’t know exactly. I sent him after the burial detail.”

“Are you saying my men are dead and that you sent them to a mass grave?”

The sergeant raised his hands in a defensive gesture. “No, no, I’m not saying that exactly.”

Kennery pursed her lips.

“We don’t normally need the burial detail. We get our fair share of drunken incidents here, but it’s typically nothing more than a few cuts and bruises. But last night there was a rash of violent attacks. A very strange business indeed. We had two bodies in here this morning.”

Kennery’s eyes widened. “Two bodies, can you describe them?”

“Not really. They were normal-looking blokes, at least what I could make of them.”

Kennery raised her eyebrow.

“What I mean is that they were all cut up like they’d been in a fight with a thousand angry alley cats. Their faces and clothes were covered in blood. It got all over the place.”

“Covered in blood?”

“That’s right. Our new lieutenant’s a nag about smells. He expects us to empty the piss pots and wash away the vomit before he arrives. He’d have my stripes if he saw the blood in that back room. That’s why I wasn’t out here when you rang the bell. I just finished cleaning up the back room.”

“How long have the bodies been gone?”

“They left a bit before your first mate came in. I’m sure he caught them before they, uh, were buried in the pit. But if they are buried it will only cost a copper apiece to dig ‘em up.”

Kennery shot the sergeant a withering glance. Again, he raised his hands defensively. “All right, no charge.”

“Where’s this burial pit?” She asked.

“Just outside of town past the tannery. Go out the back door. Follow the alley until it ends and turn left.”

“How far?”

“Go about a half mile after the alley. Just follow your nose to the tannery and the pit will be right there.”

She ran into Karrs before she reached the tannery. “Did you find Kell and Perrn?”

The first mate shook his head. “The bodies were cut up bad and covered in blood, but I’m sure they weren’t Kell and Perrn.”

Kennery nodded. “Finally some good news.”

“Good news? How’s that?”

“It means that Kell and Perrn are still alive.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Call it a Captain’s intuition. Someone or something is holding them.”

Karrs nodded. Coming from someone else that would have meant little, but he had learned to trust Kennery’s intuition. “What about Jacca? Is he going to be all right? Those bodies in the pit looked like they came straight from the slaughterhouse.”

“Yes, he’s lost a lot of blood, but Gwynn says his wounds aren’t life-threatening.”

“That’s good to hear, but how can you be so sure about Kell and Perrn?”

“I can’t, but I also can’t give up on them.”

“Fair enough, but what do we do now?”

“I think it’s time we call on some old friends for help.” She reached into her pocket and tossed a small iron token into the air.
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Chapter Three
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The Steward’s Office in Eridan’s Castle

RIGEL CLOSED HIS office door and walked to the back corner of his office. He stepped onto a specific spot and simultaneously pushed two stones on the wall. As he did a third stone slid back exposing several buttons. The first one opened the doorway to a secret passage that led out of the castle. He reached to press it for his expected guests but decided against it. They could open the door from the passage and their activation of it would give him warning of their arrival. Not that he expected trouble, but he wanted to be prepared for what might be a difficult discussion.

He tapped his Warder signet ring and placed it over the second button. He felt the familiar tingle of activating magic. The ring glowed and a pale blue image of a stoat shimmered in the air between his hand and the button. The stoat floated from his finger to the button and placed an ethereal paw on it. Both the stoat and the button glowed green then the stoat disappeared. As it vanished stones on the far wall slid back revealing a tall wooden cabinet with three drawers. Rigel opened the top drawer, rifled through its contents, and removed a single sealed envelope. When he closed the drawer, the stones slid back into place concealing the cabinet.

He tossed the envelope onto his desk and stared down at it. Other than a wax seal featuring a raven the only marking on the package was a single word, ‘Korba.’ It contained a summary file written by his predecessor, Luten whose spirit sign was a raven. Rigel had stared at the envelope several times before. It was one of several old files that Duke Faris had advised him not to read unless he received the proper sign. The marten seal on the morning package was one of those signs. 

Using his signet ring he opened the seal and emptied that contents onto his desk. Three large blue gemstones, a Warder signet ring, and a single piece of paper fell out of the envelope. It was the briefest of descriptions written by his predecessor. The Cadinans had gained access to a new source of precious gemstones, which they were using to increase their influence with the Ramiahans and Belarians, which threatened Eridan’s trade interests.

As alarming as that was, the real danger was the barbarians in Kardolan. Since the fall of that kingdom, the barbarian clans had served as an effective buffer between Cadina and Eridan. The ever-changing relationships and intense rivalry between the clans meant that no outside player could easily establish a dominant position. The gemstones endangered that balance. To prevent this the Warders dispatched three teams of agents to find the source and disrupt the flow of the stones. Ultimately, they were successful, but half of the agents never returned. The ring belonged to one of those agents.

That much he had already known. The next paragraph was altogether different. He read it twice to make sure it said what he thought. He paused for a moment then reached into the pile of papers from this morning for the two reports about monsters stealing sheep and abducting sailors.

He heard the scraping sound of the secret entrance activating. The wall slid back and out of the darkness, Draham and Bendan stepped into his office.

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
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TORAN STOOD AT ATTENTION at the corner of the hallway leading to Rigel’s office. It was still early and other than servants, few people were moving around the castle. If any of the servants gave him a second look, they saw nothing other than a page standing at his station. On his way to the hallway, he’d tried to decipher the meaning of the phrase ‘The Martin has returned.’ As part of his training, Geren had forced him to memorize the names of all the Warder agents. There was no agent named Martin. Additionally, the phrase didn’t match any of the Warder code words for this month or even the last. Having eliminated the obvious, he was left with a mystery and his only lead was that it was tied to whatever Hamel had delivered to Rigel. So, he switched duty stations with Hamel, who was more than happy to be closer to the kitchen and Mati.

His corner post was a good twenty paces from Rigel’s door and no human could listen in on conversations in the office. Of course, Toran was no mere human. As a half-elf, his keen elven hearing could pick out whispers in the wind. Even with the door closed, he could make out sounds coming from the Steward’s office. 

He felt a little guilty about spying on Rigel, but if there was one thing being a Warder agent had taught him – there was no such thing as having too much information. Something important was happening. Something he couldn’t afford to let surprise him. Besides, Kelda had stressed that part of his assignment in the castle was to develop his observational skills. Strictly speaking spying on Rigel wasn’t part of his mandate, but what better way to hone his skills than practicing against the leader of the Warders.

Having rationalized his guilt, he turned to the task at hand. Using techniques his uncle had taught him, he drove everything else from his mind and concentrated on the sounds coming from Rigel’s office. After one false alarm, he heard the distinctive scraping of stone on stone a second time followed by the unmistakable noise of dwarven boots on the floor. 

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
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INSIDE RIGEL’S OFFICE

“Ah, Draham and Beldan, I assume Hamel delivered my message?” Both agents nodded. “What did you think of the envelope?”

Draham and Bendan exchanged a silent glance. Rigel sighed. “Perhaps this will remove the fog from your memories.” He tossed the case file he’d just retrieved from the secret cabinet onto the desk in
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