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Stormborn

Stormborn Saga Book One

 

 

J.T. Williams


Part One: Of Eels and Dwarves

 

It was an early morning in the southern Glacial Seas before the sun had risen over the white-capped waves, when to his own desires, a young boy pushed off his blanket and sat up.

He was a determined young man, and though the house was warm and a breakfast was an arm’s reach away, he had always felt alone. This was his home, as much as he could call it one. He had no mother and he had no father. He was Valrin, the orphan of eels, or so he had playfully been named now that he spent his mornings gathering them. His Aunt Tua looked after him. She wasn't his true aunt, but he was thankful for her. There were few warm arms to be had in the fishing village of Travaa, and there was even less warmth outside.

Valrin chewed on a fish cake with red berries and strapped up his boots. Donning a slightly bigger-than-needed coat, he slipped on his gloves and pushed open the door. 

It was just now entering the months of fall in the southern lands, but the polar lights greeted him. One of his few friends in this desolate port town.

The town itself was built into the rocky shores that went up from a cove that was frequented by fishers in sour weather. The few houses that had sprouted up were generally guest homes used only during the fishing season. 

As he went toward the water's edge, he checked two traps for eels. The fishers loved eels and he wasn't too sure why. He never had much luck fishing with them himself but perhaps it was different out at sea. He had never gone fishing on one of the massive ships and actually seen what they used them for. He always hoped to, but he never had a chance.

"Two," he said to himself. "That ought to get me a bit of coffee."

Coffee was a much sought-after substance that Aunt Tua loved. She had looked out for him for as long as he could remember, and she was actually part elven. It got her in trouble by some of the other fishers. The people of the Glacial Seas sought to keep to themselves and their own races. There were no other elves on the island but she was okay with that. It was strange, in a way, but her careful watch always made Valrin feel like something was different about him. For a while, the fishers said he was good luck. There was even a rumor he had washed ashore during a horrible storm and was chosen by the storm itself to live. Aunt Tua was never very specific on how he came to be.

For years, he heard the names "Storm Child” and “Ocean Soul," but he never felt offended by them. He loved the ocean and storms. As powerful as they could be they made him feel truly alive. As he grew older and now edged toward the years of being a man, by the standard, there were even more peculiar looks at him.

As the sun began to rise, he passed one of the fishers who was much older than the rest.

"Valrin, have you gotten any of your slimy bastards?"

He nodded. "Yes, sir, I do. Were you needing one?"

"Nope, but I have a feeling you will have some traders coming in. I'm going to go fish myself. There are dwarven vessels on the horizon. You know they always bring good wares."

Dwarves were the best for the oddities, and Valrin pranced up the hill to where he could see the other side of the island and the approaching ships. There were several in the outline of the orange sky. He quickly ran to his other traps and began to sack his catches. Running from one part of the island to the other, he went to every nook he’d hid his traps. The people of the village cared little to search for eels themselves. Besides, why do it when they could have a young boy like Valrin do it?

As he returned to his house, Aunt Tua looked him up and down.

"Now you're looking a mess this 'morn."

"I am. Thank you for the fish cakes. You know how much I love them."

"That I do. I was feeling a bit restless last night. I couldn't concentrate. I will be happy when the dark winter comes. Did the other fisher leave out like she said?"

"She did. Her boat is gone."

For the past few weeks, Valrin had spent his days with an elven minstrel fisher named Evia. It was a strange combination, a minstrel fisher, and she was a rare sight. A woman of younger years, and one who took a liking to Valrin.

"Vals," she would say, "you mustn't worry about what others do unless it is their actions that cause harm. Then you must deal with them."

Valrin remembered this and kept it in his mind. He had heard many sayings of the wise, but this one made sense to him more than any. He had seen many misgivings in the port. He had even seen men killed over money.

There was much evil in the world, and he could only do so much to not be saddened by it.

 

Though Aunt Tua would have rather he waited until they had settled in, it was clear the dwarven vessel he had seen at sunrise was approaching the wooden docks. He quickly carried his simple creatures to see what the dwarves would trade. He knew Aunt Tua wouldn't mind. She stayed indoors during the day and always told him she loved the night, and though it was strange to many, he understood it. As he came near the docks, he noticed this was no fishing ship as he had seen before. 

It was a large ship, with green rails and massive pointed crossbows along its deck. 

Many stocky dwarves stomped down a gangplank, and a few of them had blood on them.

There was one man who stood in front of them. Valrin didn't like the look of him. He seemed to like bones and was not afraid to shake some poor sea creature's skull at the fishers who had come to greet him.

"I say to you all," he began, "I am a simple dwarf. I only seek a dangerous man who has thus far evaded my capture. There is a ship. Its center mast is destroyed. It has a rough crew of the most dangerous types. Elves. Men. A woman who casts magic from her hands. We need your help. If you see this ship, if it makes port, with great care, simply cast the contents of this bag in a fire."

He handed the bag to one of the fishers.

"I will personally pay the entire island a sum of one thousand pieces of gold and supplies to last the winter tenfold for the capture of this crew."

"Tenfold?" the man taking the sack asked. "What could a crew do so much as to be worth this kind of reward?"

"Do not worry of it," the dwarf said. "Just know that their captain is dangerous and none of them can be trusted. I had some of my own betray me to him, and I would like to deal with the deserters."

The dwarf smiled, and the others with him laughed as they went back to their ships.

Valrin dropped his bag. The dwarves were already leaving. 

The men talked among themselves of the vast reward they had been offered. Whoever these wanted people were, they would not be wanted for long.

 

Valrin was down for the rest of the day. The dwarves, though of a fleet of many ships, were not interested in trade, and it seemed no other ships would come in. Valrin sat on a bluff overlooking the harbor as the sunset began to fall.

 

"Aye, I know where the wind does blow,

Over icy waters blue,

Forever wandering the depths,

Of a sailor's life, I wish I knew.

 

Sunrise high and across the sky,

Sun sinks low and starlight shines.

A long night, winter cold and dark,

The polar lights of godly signs.

 

‘Ever a night, I think and wish,

For my parents to come from the sea,

Take me back and teach me why,

I only remember a stormy sky.”

 

Valrin closed his eyes and lay back. He looked up at the sky and thought of the island he had called home for so long. The winds blew over him, and he took a deep breath. He then heard something. Something that seemed frantic in nature.

He looked up to see that a ship was coming into the harbor but not very quickly at all. It had red sails, and the center mast was broken down the middle. Men used rows to move the ship onto the shore.

As night began to fall and the sun was just leaving the sky, Valrin jumped up and ran down the bluff to the shoreline.

He wondered if this was the ship. The vessel the dwarves searched for. He was one of many who were now on the shore. There were several crewmembers looking out, and several more looking behind them.

A tall man jumped to shore and immediately put his hands up at the rather rowdy group of islanders.

"I am Edanos of the free vessel Truest Bliss. We come with no arms drawn, seeking peace."

One of the fishers stepped forward. Valrin knew him as Guna. In his hand was the sack given to them by the dwarf from before.

"We had heard of a ship. Dwarves are lookin' for you."

The crew of the Truest Bliss seemed to become disgruntled. There was a shorter man next to Edanos who whispered up to him. A woman stood to his right and pointed to the tree line, and Edanos looked and seemed to nod in agreeance.

"People of this isle, I do not have the fortune of the dwarf captain, nor do I seek to buy your loyalty. I have a small supply of grain for payment to take one of your tall trees on the bluffs. We will need no assistance in harvesting it, and by morning, or sooner, we will be gone."

Guna drew a small blade, as did other fishers, while a vast majority lifted up an arrangement of spiked hoes and even a gigging stick.

"You will not be going anywhere. You will be staying, and we will have a happy winter courtesy of a dwarf's reward.”

The many crew aboard the ship drew back longbows. Valrin noticed they were elves. The shorter man grasped a hammer. 

Is he a dwarf? Valrin wondered. He didn't seem to have an issue with this captain.

The woman beside Edanos lifted her hands, and a blast of fire landed just before Guna.

"We may be kind,” Edanos said, "but do not threaten my crew, fisher."

"Braei, send the man to the afterlife," the shorter man said. "Archers, prepare to release!"

About that moment, Aunt Tua pushed her way through the crowd.

"What kind of nonsense is happening here?" she asked.

Guna pointed. "These are wanted men, and a good reward is wanted for their heads."

"And how is a wee man like you going to get that reward with several elven arrows in your chest? Not to mention that war hammer." She turned to the captain. "Your crew is welcome to my house, and ignore these rascals. They are only here for a season. It is just me and the boy Valrin here all the time.

Valrin joined her, and Edanos signaled his crew to stand down. Those fishers gathered seemed to do the same, except for Guna. 

Edanos went to Aunt Tua and bowed. "Thank you. I assure you we will be here only as long as necessary."

The fishers all went their own way as the bulk of the ship’s crew disembarked. Guna shook his head, obviously disgruntled, but having lost his support, he, too, sank away.

Valrin watched as many elves stood on different parts of the ship. They were tirelessly watching the opening of the cove. 

As a large group of the crew, including the one called Braei and the dwarf, went to harvest the tree, the captain was beckoned to Aunt Tua's house.

Valrin was amazed of the man. He had no hair on his face, a strange fact for those of the Glacial Seas. He wore a dark tunic with metal brooches and a curved sword.

"Mr. Edanos, will you sit and have some tea? I have a large stew I've been cooking and a store of dried meat. If it is not enough for your crew, my apologies. I didn't expect such an arrival this time of year."

"Your kindness is almost overbearing. I will gladly accept, and thank you for your words against the men outside."

She smiled. "They are too simple-minded to even be called men. They are pigs, in truth, and I'm happy when they leave. You have an attractive woman with you. I'd say watch her."

Edanos laughed. "Braei can well take care of herself in an unscrupulous crowd. I promise."

As Valrin stared at the captain, he looked away as he was noticed by Edanos' careful eyes.

"Do you live here, son?"

"I do."

"Your father a fisher?" 

"I do not know him. My father and mother were lost to me. I came here in a storm."

Aunt Tua seemed to look at Edanos as he nodded and centered his gaze. "A boy of the storm? There are legends of such boys and girls, at least among the seafaring folk. A lost race of long ago, before the seas covered these lands, was said to bless the realm with certain souls who would be born of storms who had access to the old knowledge. They actually created souls. Can you believe it?"

Valrin nodded but he wasn’t actually sure he believed it.

"I have spent much time on the many seas of our lands, but these seas call to me. There is something to be upon these waters with the story I just told you. I, too, have no parents to call my own, but the sea has been good to me. I have great friends, and we do what we can to help those in need. These pirates are the worst kind. They may promise riches, but they will take over your island. You will be taken care of, but only as slaves."

"A bit rough for a young boy to hear?" Aunt Tua said.

"True, but this world is rough. A world full of the coddled is a world in chaos. I find it is better to accept truth as it is."

There was a knock at the door, and Edanos jumped, his hand to the hilt of his blade. Aunt Tua opened the door, and in stepped the short man.

"Looking for our captain," a man said.

"Come on in," she told him. "He is here."

As he stepped into the house, followed by the woman, Aunt Tua beckoned them to sit as well.

"The wood is in place," Braei said. "It will hold until we can get to a proper shipwright. But we should avoid any run-ins until we have a proper job done."

"Aye," the short man said, "and storms, or we'll be fishing our sails out of the seas!"

"Braei, Rortho, this young man is Valrin of the seas."

"Another?" asked Rortho.

Aunt Tua seemed to be more disgruntled. But Valrin wasn't sure if that was exactly the emotion. She was suddenly more distant than before.

"Yes," Edanos confirmed, "one like me. One destined for the water."

As it was now clear to the others that Aunt Tua was upset, Braei stood to help her serve the food. 

"Thank you, ma'am, for the hospitality. The fishers are tending to our other crewman. It seems your words have caused a change of heart from the others here."

"Yes," she said plainly.

She served the food to them and sighed before going towards her room. Valrin was curious of it but then turned to the others as they ate. Edanos took out a ring he kept in one of his pouches. He handed it to Valrin.

"Have you seen one of these?"

Valrin shook his head. The ring had a brilliant speckled white glow in the center of a blue field.

"It allows you to go under the surface of the water but not drown. It is only usable by some. Put it on. Let us see if you possess what I believe you do.”

Valrin put on the ring slowly, a bit concerned over what he was actually doing. As the metal rested on his finger, it began to glow slightly.

Edanos smiled. "We are brothers of the same world, Valrin. I'm happy we have met."

It was at that moment that Aunt Tua emerged from her room. She had a single silver chained piece of jewelry in hand. She handed it to Valrin with tears in her eyes. He was confused. He had never seen her so upset, and he was worried of why. As the fire glowed behind her, she sat down at the table.

"I knew at some point the truth would be known, but I did not know it was now."

Edanos sat up in his chair.

"You have only been with me for just over twelve years, but when you came here, I was already older than you may believe. I came to the north for the darkness. I was infected some time ago with a kind of curse that while I received a potential cure, it did not remove my sensitivity to the harsh sun. 

"I had prayed to Wura to give me purpose in this desolate place, and that night, you washed ashore with that amulet. I took up my guard of you. I accepted my curse and remained here, watchful. I had a purpose and I rid myself of my cure to assure I could protect you." She gave him the amulet. "I know not what it is, but I do not believe in coincidence. Not anymore, at least. Perhaps this man can tell you more of it. I have a feeling about him."

Edanos leaned in, looking at the amulet in Valrin's hand. He touched it with his hand and then nodded, looking at the boy.

"This is special, something that's a sign of—"

A hurried knock on the door cut off the captain's words. He stood up as Braei made it to the door before anyone else. It was one of the elves.

"Captain! The men are all sick; they put something in our food."

Those within the house stumbled out. Valrin immediately noticed that many of the crew were lying on the ground, grabbing their stomachs. It also seemed that other members of the crew had not eaten, and angrily held their weapons out at the fishers. It was then Valrin looked up to the bluffs. The other fishers had lit a large fire, and a white glowing plume filled the sky over the island.

"It is a signal," Rortho said." They are signaling the fleet." 

"Then we must go now," Edanos ordered. Valrin and Aunt Tua stood back as the three sailors moved toward their crew on the ground. Gura stood between them and the sickened crewmembers. A large group of dwarves came from the ship. 

"We see our old master coming this way quickly. We must go now."

Edanos drew his curved blade, holding it toward Gura. "I only kill when I must, and this is looking to be a situation that doesn't fair well for you, fisher."

Valrin noticed several ships on the edge of the cove making a slow but deliberate approach. From what he could see in the moonlight, none of these looked exactly like the ship that had been here before.

"Stay, Valrin," Aunt Tua told him.

She began to walk at a hastened pace toward the confrontation between the crew of the Truest Bliss and the fishers.

He followed behind, although kept back far enough to hopefully not alert his aunt.

"You can strike me, Captain," Gura said, "but I assure you, you will die by the hands of one of the many on this island."

Aunt Tua walked up to Gura and pushed him in the chest. "You have had good catches this year. The gods have blessed you, and this is how you repay them. By selling out a crew who has not shown any violence to you."

Gura pushed her back and pointed at her face. "You inbred elf, why don't you act normal for once in your life. I should have waited until morning. I wouldn't have to see your scarred face, you filthy bitch. I know who else spends their nights up, but you're not even an ounce as attractive as a harbor wench from a few islands over. You're old, washed out, and weak." 

Gura kicked her in the stomach, and she fell to the ground. He spat on her, and then Valrin noticed she was to her feet in a flash, to the utter surprise of the fisher.

"You know not who you speak to, human," she yelled.

It was that moment when from the darkness of the bluff came several figures. Edanos looked up.

"Rugag," he said to the others.

As the figures approached, the captain from before, Rugag, was clapping.

"Very good, very good. I knew they would come here. I had hoped to get at least some sleep, but we were never too far away."

Rugag went to Gura and handed him a bag of silver.

"A payment on a promise to be had in time. You've done good for your island. It will now be a port for the dwarven lord of Barbs. All upon the island and the waters surrounding it, are now under the protection of His Majesty and all property here is now his."

A sudden grumbling roar came from the other fishers.

"Keep calm, keep calm," he said. He then walked toward Edanos, lifting his ax up as he did.

"Come quietly, you sea wretch. I have enough men to take three dwarves and ten Rusis. I can take you, alone."

Rugag then looked down at Valrin. His eyes widened, and he stepped past Aunt Tua. He pointed a chubby finger at him.

"A Stormborn here? This amulet, it is what we need. Come here, boy!"

Valrin stumbled backward and began to run just to have Rugag grab him.

He began to scream, kicking and punching before taking aim with his fingers and digging into the dwarf's eye. Rugag threw him onto the ground and cursed.

"Damn boy." He lifted his ax up to strike when Aunt Tua suddenly jumped over Valrin, grabbing the ax, and her face turned white. She let out a blood-curdling scream. Her mouth elongated, and sharp fangs glistened in the moonlight.

"Vampiric bitch!" He punched her in the face, dropping his ax and driving a jagged dagger into her throat.

"Aunt Tua!" Valrin cried.

A blast of magic struck the ground near them, and Valrin felt a hand grab him. He looked up at the deck of the Truest Bliss. Elven archers fired into pursuing dwarves as he was carried up the gang plank. Valrin was tossed on to the deck of the ship by Edanos, who then shouted to the crew.

"Cast off! We must go now!" 

Braei stood on the plank, helping the few of the crew who could still walk, and pulling another who just happened to be on the ground right near her.

"They’re killing the others," Rortho said, tossing two more of the crewmen on the deck.

"We have to raise the sails. The other vessels are upon us,” Edanos said.

Braei began to pull up the plank to the ground when several dwarves came upon her. Valrin watched from the railings as she reached out, a blast of fire throwing one back. Another slammed his ax just over her head, and she turned, attempting to pull herself on deck. 

One of them grabbed her leg, and in a shrieking flash, Aunt Tua was on them. Her face was covered in blood, and her body had multiple stab wounds. 

"Aunt!" he cried out, but she turned her attention to other dwarves.

Rortho pulled Braei up and then the gangplank as the ship began to lurch forward.

"Valrin! Stay down!" Edanos ordered. A series of bolts flew across the deck, and he fell to his stomach, crawling away from the fire that took many elves and men off the deck of the Truest Bliss. He had thought of sailing many times, but he never imagined it as this. 

From his spot behind a stack of crates, he saw the massive ships on either side of them. Braei ran along one edge of the ship, casting bolts of lightning from her fingertips as ropes with claws came along the railings of the ship. Men cut them and slashed at dwarves who attempted to board them. A loud and harsh horn called from the two ships, and several more dwarves came in waves upon the deck. 

Edanos, who had been at the helm of the ship, dropped down to the deck level and began fighting the intruders. In several swathes and parries of his sword, he forced his way along one side, cutting the hold the ship on their right had, before turning to the one on the left.

"Kill them!" Valrin heard shouted from the shore. "Kill them all, except Edanos!"

The wind seemed to increase. The sails of the ship lifted up, and they broke away from the one ship; however, the other ship was still boarding them. 

“Their sails!" Rortho shouted. "Take out their sails, Braei!"

The Rusis shot a blast of fire toward the other ship, catching one sail aflame before another crossbow bolt flew into the side of the ship.

Valrin stood up, seeing the tensed rope in the ship. It was just out of range of sword, and it seemed the Rusis was now engaged with two other dwarves. Valrin saw a large spear. He grabbed it and ran to the edge, stabbing the rope, attempting to fray it and break the hold the ship had on them. Smaller bolts began to fly toward him, striking the wood around his head. Dwarves on the ship saw him, and they had no issues with killing someone as young as Vals, especially aboard this ship.

As a massive crank on the ship began to pull the Truest Bliss into a fatal position, a screech split the air, and Aunt Tua appeared on the deck of the opposing ship. She tore apart the mechanisms and slashed her clawed hands into the dwarves who faced her. She then jumped onto the rope holding them in place and bit the line. The rope dropped, and she jumped back to the edge of the dwarven vessel. Several ax heads cut into her head, and she fell into the water.

Valrin began to cry.

"Now, lift sails. Let's get out of this place!" Edanos said.

Valrin followed the captain up to the upper deck as they moved with haste out of the cove. There were many ships on the other side of the island, but in their folly, the dwarves had not expected them to escape. They reached open sea and began heading north, Valrin's home well behind them.

Valrin collapsed on the wooden deck. Edanos gave the wheel over to Rortho. Braei came up to the same area, and he tapped her on the back.

She looked to him. "That was close, Captain. We lost at least thirty men, but—"

He cut her off and dropped down to Valrin. "She was your only family you had known?"

With tears falling down his face, he nodded.

"Do not worry, son. You are with us. Your aunt was a kind woman, and her curse, as she called it, ended up saving your life and the lives of my crew. I, too, was like you with no family. You will call this ship home."

Valrin looked up and forced a small smile.

Edanos pulled him to his feet. "You need rest, and this ship is far from danger, and for now, we can assure you sleep. We can talk more of our futures tomorrow."

Edanos took him to a lower level and a single door with a golden outline around it. This was the captain's quarters. 

Valrin looked around at the large collection of books, trinkets, and sea charts. He had seen something like this when he was only a few years old. A large vessel came to port and he got to go aboard. He had never forgotten that. Now, he was on a ship himself. As he explored more, he noticed that there were several simple beds with small circular windows looking out to the sea.

He sat down on one, and Edanos smiled. "Sleep well, young Valrin. There is much we will speak of tomorrow."

 


Part Two: An Ancient Secret

 

Valrin had never attempted to sleep on a ship at sea. In fact, of the many small boats he had been on in his life, this was the first actual ship he had really spent much time on at all. He awoke to sunlight coming through the window above his head. The rank smell of the wood by his head caused him to curl his nose, and he threw his feet over the edge of the bed. He stood up, surprised he had not awoken earlier, and then immediately thought of his Aunt Tua. 

Now he understood why she did not like the light. Why she only was in the dark. She had the blood of a vampire. She had been bitten, and that was what she had run to the north for. He touched the pendant around his neck and exhaled. He was deeply saddened by the events, but there was a curiosity in the air, a feeling under his feet, like there was much more within reach than before. The ship lurched, and he struggled to stand. His stomach turned and felt queasy. 

He needed fresh air. He made his way to a dark wooden door and pushed it open. The blow of a salty but icy breeze hit him, and he looked around to see glaciers. It was very bright outside, too. He recoiled back just as Edanos came around the corner.

"You're going to need a bit more warmth out here than you’re used to. The winds of Dimn blow upon us with a howl."

It must have been obvious to the captain that Valrin wasn't feeling well, because as soon as they were back in the captain’s quarters, Edanos handed him a jar of crushed herb.

"For the ocean shakes your stomach is having. You will get used to it in time."

Valrin took a few of the leaves and chewed them. They were harshly bitter and sent a tingle to his nose, but in just a few seconds, he was feeling better.

Edanos went to a wooden chest with black brackets and pulled out a large coat.

"It is a bit big for you, but I believe it will work until we can find something better. I can get you something more appropriate soon. Rortho's repairs are holding, but we need to resupply and perhaps find some more men."

"Thank you," Valrin said, "for taking me in."

"Do not thank me. I only did what was right. I know that in time, all of our paths will make more sense. I had thought it was the end of our quest when our center mast was destroyed, but now I have more faith in it overall."

Edanos went to an alcove in the room where a kettle was hung. He touched it with his fingertips. "Good, it's still warm. Do you like coffee?"

He nodded.

After serving two cups of the black brew, Edanos sat down with him.

"What questions do you have for me?" he asked.

Valrin couldn’t think of any questions on the fly. He stared at the captain, who drank his coffee and simply waited. He didn't feel rushed; he didn't even feel nervous. This was the first stranger he had felt completely calm with in his entire life.

He took a sip of his coffee. It was a bit bitter but still good. He looked down at the pendant around his neck.

"Storm Children or . . . Stormborn, you say you are one too?"

"Aye, I am. That necklace shows your tie to the sea and passage to a place that, well, you are lucky to be able to go to."

"So you have one too?"

"I did, but it was taken from me when I was very young. You were lucky to be left on an island like you were. I was not so lucky. I ended up on an island of unscrupulous characters and many just simply hoping I was worth something on the market. I spent time as a servant boy, if you can imagine it, and the only valuables I was left with were my hands. I had a few friends, if you could call them that. My necklace went to the king of the Barbs, the dwarf king Rugag spoke of, but he never knew what it was, not yet, at least."

"So they know what it is. They could go to this place, too."

He nodded. "They can. But they cannot find it. There is an old secret, a weapon in both sight and words. It is a powerful object and unlike any other attainment to children such as you and me. It is something that binds to your very life force. It becomes a part of you. I have never seen it, but I know of it."

Valrin laughed. "It sounds like some spiritual thing."

"Yes." He laughed as well. "Something like it, I guess. In the end, my goal has been to get my jewel back. I have traveled over many waters and, for many nights, stared at the stars, looking for my purpose. I have found it, and we will go to a town where there is someone who can help us."

Edanos stood up. "Was there anything else you wondered? You are on a ship for the first time. Do you want to see the rest of the ship, perhaps climb to the crow's nest and see the view?"

Valrin finished his coffee and thought of Edanos’ question. He knew what he wanted to do, but he wondered if it was too soon or too forward. It wasn't something the captain had suggested. He stood up and decided to see if it was possible.

"Can I steer the ship?"

The captain smiled. "I would like nothing better."

They exited the Captain’s Quarters, and Valrin looked out across the ocean as they ascended the stairwells to the upper deck. The sea was vast and empty, a light blue in all directions, with a bright sun that was floating lower in the sky. Rortho had the helm of the ship and gave it up to Edanos as he approached.

"Valrin, come here."

He went up to the wheel and placed his hands on the wood.

"A ship should be a part of you," Edanos began. "When you feel the rock of the waves and your weight shift from one boot to the next, you enjoy it and imagine the ship as your body and your body upon the sea itself. When you change course, it should feel as if you are simply moving over the surface with ease."

Valrin could feel the tug of the rudder, and then shifted the wheel to his left, sending the ship to his right in a lunge.

"Easy," Edanos told him. "Keep it straight for now."

He shifted the ship back the other way and, this time, did it with grace.

"Good," Edanos said. 

He looked down at the crew moving on the deck below. Some worked on ropes, others sharpened spears and swords, while watchers looked out from the deck for other ships. 

He then looked up into the sails. They were a mix of patchwork and different colors. The masts had marks from flames, and even a few arrows stuck in parts of the ropes. A flag was at the very top of the masts. It was dark blue with no adornments.

"We fly the flag that is the color of our life-giving force. By our, I mean we, as Stormborn. The ocean is our life. We come from it, and we will, in time, return to it."

Braei, the Rusis woman, joined them now. She came from below decks and held a bag of tobacco. 

"We are running out," she said. 

She began to scrape out a black pipe before packing the bowl and lighting it with a small firestick from a brazier at the aft of the ship. 

"We will get more," said Edanos.

"You take us north. Where might we go to get something like that?"

"Merea," he told her.

She looked at him in surprise that even Valrin noticed as he glanced back.

"Then you have told him? You mean to go through with it?"

"We did not survive the night before to pass on this chance. He knows of the secret. He is excited about it."

Rortho now took out his own pipe. He packed it and began to smoke almost as quickly as he had grabbed the pipe.

"My kin will figure out that we are up to something. Before, we guarded the migrating humpback whales, and now we abruptly go north. He knows you have the amulet."

"I do not have the amulet; the boy does. I will not take from him what is not mine."

"Do you know what power you could give up?" Braei asked.

"No, I do not. Neither do you nor do you know exactly what will happen before we can get there. We will go to Merea and speak with one who can guide us. I know this isn't exactly what we planned, but I need to face that I may never get my own back. The boy came to our lives by the will of the gods. We will not spit upon their workings."

Valrin continued to hold the wheel. It was obvious that the two main crewmembers of the captain were a bit perturbed by his decision involving himself. He didn't understand why, but for now, he knew it wasn't his place.

 

Though she was a bit abrasive, Braei offered to take him below deck. Rortho took the wheel again, and Edanos was to retire to his cabin for some time. He followed her across the deck and into the belly of the ship. 

The crew area was tight quarters compared to that where Valrin had slept.

"Our crew changes frequently. Normally law breakers or some just trying to get away from their problems. We even have dwarves of Rugag. They were left on an island to freeze to death, and while I was okay with it, Edanos seems to not be able to do what is needed."

"Isn't it good he helped them?" Valrin asked.

She laughed uncomfortably. "You are young, innocent in the world. I do not doubt my captain, but I would have left them to die. Dwarves, at least in these parts, are not the type you help. Rortho has been friends with Edanos since Edanos was your age. He is the only dwarf this Rusis trusts."

"What about you? How did you join the crew?"

"I was rescued by him from a southern vessel that came to attempt to find ‘exotic’ slaves. If you can believe it, even Rugag's fleet helped Edanos in the effort to protect the northern waters. I was very young, and the only memory I have is of men wearing red garbs shouting and dying around me. Edanos pulled me from a cell and said I did not need to fear. That was twelve years ago."

"So how old are you?"

She laughed. "Old enough to tell you that you're asking too many questions now!"

She led him to another area of the ship, walking past many stores of food to an area with an assortment of bladed weapons.

"They may not like it, but you need one. Pick something out; make sure it feels good in your hand."

He looked over the many curved and straight blades of varying lengths. He picked up a sword but found himself unable to lift it. He pushed it back on its side. He then took an ax in hand, but it felt too sloppy.

"I don't know. What would you pick?"

The woman opened her hand, and a small ball of fire illuminated the room. "I need no bladed weapon, but pick one you can at least use and not be tired after your second swing." 

He pulled a curved blade, similar to Edanos'.

"A scimitar? That will be tiring. Go with a shorter blade for now, like this one.” She pulled a short but polished blade from the rack. “Now, come on, above deck. We will be nearing port soon."

 

Back topside, he walked along the deck, touching engraved wood and jumping from the snaps of the sails as the winds shifted. The air upon him was like the icy blows of a winter storm, but he felt invigorated. In the distance, he began to see an island.

In time, he went to the front of the ship, staring at the outlines of buildings on a snowy and rocky cliff-side town. The port area of the town was actually under a monstrous overhang of the city itself. Atop the massive cliffs was a snow-covered dome of sorts. As they came underneath the city itself, he noticed that the dome actually had a fire burning within it and suspended gardens just visible from the docks, spiraled vines that had frostbitten ends hanging down the cliffs.

"A wonder of our world," Edanos told him. "Merea grows food for the many regions of the Glacial Seas. It is a place of both wonder and corruption, but it's a free city and not under the influences of Rugag's types."

"How has it remained unaffected by the Barb king?"

Edanos pointed above them. 

"Do you see the red crystals growing out of the rock?"

"I do."

"Those are marvelous dwarven constructs, back when the dwarves of this region were not as they are now. If danger threatens this small town, the weapons activate, and any ship caught in the water meets an untimely fate."

"Have you seen it?" 

"No, but the fear of such an action keeps the dwarves far away. We are safe to do our business here, and while the ship is worked on, you and I will go into an older part of the town. Cover your amulet up. We do not want questions before the opportune time."

The ship moved along the dock and was quickly tied off. They stepped off the ship, and Valrin was careful to bind his cloak around him. The docks themselves were made of stone and had runic etchings on the path they walked.

"These docks are actually older than you can imagine. The dwarves simply built their buildings above it. The sea people from before were an ancient race, powerful beyond most magic. Their true culture was lost long ago."

They left the regions of the docks and took a road through tall stone buildings with many people of varying races walking around. Though he had lived his life at sea, Valrin had never seen a person with gills like a fish on their necks.

He tried not to stare, but it was such an odd sight, he couldn't help it.

"They are elves crossed with merpeople. Do not stare—they've been known to ink someone. I understand it is not the least pleasant at all!" 

The smell of the salty air was stronger here than the actual sea. Cured fish hung in alleyways that were open to the cold sea breeze. They were walking up a hill, and with each step, Valrin's legs burned. They came to a flat area with many stalls on either side. Edanos went to the stalls and grabbed several different garments, stopping to look at Valrin.

"I think, um, I guess it’s right."

He paid the stall keeper and gave the clothes to Valrin.

"You can dress properly once we get inside the chapel. The woman we meet will keep us waiting. It is what she does. It will give you time to become more comfortable."

Valrin didn't know where they were going, but he felt that at the very least he would happily put on new clothes.

They began up a narrow stairwell that wrapped up and around a series of buildings that rose up in an almost badly constructed tower. At last, they came to a single double gate and a long pathway that went over the sea. Edanos opened the gate, and they entered. The pathway actually was open to the sea at just past Valrin's hips. He felt nervous, and he even thought he felt a sway to the stone bridge way with the cruel glacial winds.

He bound his coat over his head and watched Edanos' feet to lead his path. They came to a large building with a single crystal atop. It had a window, a lone circular lookout that wrapped around one-half of a crowning tower just off center from the crystal.

Edanos knocked on the door and waited. At least the area they stood in now was shielded from the outside winds.

"Go ahead, change. It will be a moment."

He quickly took off his coat and put on the new clothes bought by Edanos. It felt weird wearing something not made from sheep's wool by his aunt. It fit well, though partially tight along his chest.

"You will get used to it. Floppy clothing makes a poor man. You should look your best, particularly if you are captain of a ship."

Valrin wasn't a captain, but he valued the guidance from his new friend.

"It has been some time since I came here. She will wonder of why I have been away. Let me converse with her before you speak."

The door cracked open.

"Edanos, you leave me alone too long," a voice said.

"I come to see you now."

The door shut. Edanos knocked.

"I am not here. Go away."

He knocked again.

"She is not here. Go away," the same voice said.

"I really must speak with you," he said into the door.

"Did you bring me something?"

"Yes." He shook his head, looking at Valrin. "A new friend."

"Can I eat it?"

Valrin closed his eyes and dropped his head.

"I forgot. She likes a snack. Just, just wait here and don't fall for her crazy stories. She likes to entertain."

Edanos immediately began into a quick jog, and Valrin had no clue where he was going. 

"So are you human, I guess? Or elf? I normally can smell elves and holy dwarf dung. I know you’re not one of those sea cucumbers. What is your name, Stormborn?"

How does she know that? he wondered. "Valrin."

"A name of importance, like Edanos, but better, stronger. Have you ever been to Merea?"

"Um, no. Never. I came from a small island to the far south."

"I see. The storms of old blew further than that, but many never awake to their paths. It seems you have. There is much to speak of, but I fear that there is not the time for all to be spoken. We will talk again, after our meeting, at a different time. A time when you will wonder why I said this, but fear not. I do not just babble as some might say."

It was a few moments later, and Edanos returned.

"She wasn't babbling on, was she?"

"I told you," she said from the other side of the door. "Do you have it?"

Edanos held a fish in his hand.

"Yes, I have your gift." 

The door creaked open, and Edanos straightened the collar of his jacket. "Come on, and don't touch anything," he warned him.

The brightness of the outside was a stark contrast to the shadowy interior Valrin found himself in. It was an entryway with multiple candles in tiny recesses in the wall. There was a circular room sunken into the floor ahead down eight steps. The entire room had water flowing in a circle around the floor even though Valrin looked out the window and could see the expanse of the sea. He had no idea where the water was coming from. There were stone pews in a half moon facing a large statue of a mermaid. A fountain was below the statue’s feet, and he heard the voice of the woman again.

"Feel the power of the Storm Children, together, interwoven in fate and action to seek out the one place they both desire for their destined fates so long ago foretold."

"Do you intend to game, or will you show the boy your face?"

"Testy human, we of the merfolk do as we want. Fish. Now."

"You're not a mermaid," he said plainly, tossing the fish into the water.

There was a soft laugh through the halls and the sounds of water rushing to and fro around the room. Valrin noticed the water flowed without sense, moving up and around the room and then back down to the pool before the statue. At last, the water all moved toward the statue, moving up its form and then sticking to the stone itself. The stone seemed to come alive for a moment, its eyes glowing brightly, and then a watery figure stepped into the pool. The fish turned to blood and was absorbed by the entity.

Valrin reached out, and Edanos slapped his hand. "Do not touch the messenger of the god!"

"Let the messenger decide of whom can touch her," the watery form said. 

The hand reaching out was just as Valrin's, except there was no bone or flesh, just water. He had retracted his hand, but now he took her beckoning and touched her.

"Of the sea, of the streams, of all that is and was and will be, water, giver, and taker of life in equality of life and death. I am the shroud between this world and the next, and the giver of words from Meredaas to his followers."

"Meredaas, the god of the seas?" 

He had heard the name before. Aunt Tua had a book about the gods of the North, and he remembered that image.

"Yes, young Valrin, the great Meredaas, he who, as water, has taken many forms."

"Are you really he?" Valrin asked.

The vibration of the water seemed to change and move quickly. The figure laughed. "I am not, but I do like your questioning. I am a sprite of the temple grounds. None come here. None come from the city named after the Great One. So many are lost."

The figure turned and pointed to Edanos. "I sense it upon him. You bring him to claim the birthrights of all Storm Children?"

"The dwarves threaten the seas. They attack the free peoples; they bring war and bloodshed to the waters. It was by the will of the gods that I found this boy, and he is headstrong and capable. He has a heart about him, and that is needed to bring peace to these waters."

"There will be no peace in these waters, but there will be a change. It was foretold and in time will come to pass. The Storm Children must prepare and be ever watchful of that."

The sprite moved back to the pool before the statue.

"There is a power in the Glacial Seas. These were once high holy lands of the sea peoples of old before they were known as sea people. Their power is still in the lands, but it is hidden. There is magic here untouched by the dread of the old gods of the South. There is purity, but there is also great evil contained throughout these vast frigid waters. The line between the realms of the living and the realms of the gods blur within the depths both above and below the sea.

"Valrin of Travaa, you are young and know not of this world, but beneath your shirt, I sense your offering to the god of the sea, a binding contract to protect the waters of the vast seas, to guard the creatures of the ocean, and to contain an old magic within yourself. You are a Stormborn, one of the very few chosen at the formation of your soul and body to take this charge. Do you wish to embrace the path of the god's servant?"

Valrin wasn't sure, and he looked to Edanos.

"Have you?" he asked him.

"Alas, I could not. It is your choice alone, but know there is much to be done by the one who takes this charge. I cannot force you, but I believe you can, as a fellow Stormborn."

"I will do it," Valrin said. 

He finally felt a purpose, finally something beyond eel traps and desolation. He would embrace what he was born to do, though he still did not fully know what that was.

The sprite receded into the pool, and there was a grinding sound behind them. The stairwell they had walked down split in two, revealing a doorway.

Valrin walked forward. Edanos followed behind him. "I have never seen this place in all of the times I have come here."

They went forward, and Valrin pushed open the doorway. There was a glowing room ahead. It was dark but had a blue hue. As they walked into the dome-like structure, a voice spoke from the walls around them.

"Stormborn, you seek the path to your birthright. I tell you this alone. Follow the path north of Merea, through the many teeth of the Jagged Glaciers, and enter the fog realms, following the direction of moonrise. There, look for the whales and fish and the shell horn that sounds at dawn. It is upon that place you will find a doorway with a single star. Present your token and pass through. It is there you find what is yours. Complete your binding, and I take you into my house of protection until it is decreed you are to be no more."

A pedestal rose from the floor, a single crystal. 

"This shall be your light in the fog realms. Only place it upon your ship, and the fogs will not hinder your progression."

The room then went dark, and the doors behind them opened.

Valrin took the crystal and turned to see Edanos on one knee.

"That was the voice of the one, the god Meredaas. He gives you this charge."

"I'm not sure where he wants us to go."

"Do not worry, Vals, I will get you there."

"Vals?"

"I can say Valrin if you'd prefer."

"Vals works."

"Come now, boy, let us get to our ship."

They exited the room, and the stairwell closed. They pushed open the doors leading out, and the voice spoke one last time.

"Carry upon the seas with haste and forever embrace that which is the fate of all that live upon the sea."

Edanos shut the doors behind them. "Her riddles and stories, she does love them."

They began back toward the ship when Edanos suddenly diverted from the road and went to an overhanging lookout. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a golden tube that he put to his eye. "Indeed, it seems our friends have followed us this far."

"Are they attacking?" Valrin asked.

"We couldn't be that lucky. They are waiting. We have passage through the cave of the city, but they will be watching. If we keep a good pace, we should be able to shake them. They do have quite a few ships. It seems the secret around your neck has attracted much attention."

 

Making it back to the docks, Rortho greeted them. "We have hermit crabs on us, Captain. I guess we did not have enough time to fully shake them."

"They do what they do."

Braei approached with a mug of ale.

"I do hope you found more crew where you found the fine drink."

"Aye, Captain, I have at least twenty deckhands, elven lot for the most part and one eager human. He can do tricks with a bow or so the tavern wenches said."

"I don't need tricks nor anyone that would have wenches to vouch for his skills," Edanos stated. "I need a good crew."

A man with a long white bow approached them. He had a beard and wore a dark blue coat.

"Captain?" he asked.

"Yes, Edanos of the Truest Bliss, and your name is?"

"Fadis, archer, servant to a simple man."

"You're the trickster, then?"

The man smiled and took Braei's ale to his lips, taking a large sip.

"I am, and I've been called worse."

Braei dumped her ale and pushed the man in the chest. "You said you wanted to join our crew, but that does not make you better than a mere deckhand. You can scrub the decks. Work those trickster arms of yours."

Fadis looked at Edanos.

"Well?" Braei asked.

The eager trickster, as he was dubbed by Braei, shrugged and boarded. 

"So we make it through the passage and you hope we will get a good lead? Where to afterward?" Rortho asked.

"North, through more treacherous waters."

The dwarf shook his head. "We just got the ship back together. We don't need to tear it apart! But I will rally the crew." The dwarf went up the gangplank. "Prepare to sail!"

Valrin boarded and watched as the crew worked in a rocky harmony as the new crew melded with the old. He went up to the wheel and stood by Edanos.

"The new crew seems to not get along with the old."

"It does happen, but know you must have a good crew who you trust. If you are good to them, they will respect you. We are not pirates like those dwarves. We respect those we work with."

"Yes," Braei mocked, "even if they drink your ale!"

They pulled the holding lines from the moorings and began to move around the actual rocks of the foundation of the city. In the inner portion of the mountain was a large passage that led to the other side. As the ship moved through the passage, Edanos pointed to the ceiling and the carvings in the rocks.

"Vals, it is said that giants carved this passage and set the foundations of the city, but I say giants do not make runes so intricate."

"Who did it, then?"

"I do not know for sure."

"Dwemhar?" 

"Ha!" Braei laughed. "Dwemhar? You have the boy talking about myths."

"No more mythic than the Rusis. I do not know who made these, but within the Glacial Seas, all such things as this are considered work of the sea peoples."

"True you are, about the Rusis," Braei said, "but we actually survived and outlived them. Wouldn't it be a strange thing to come upon one now, after so many years? I do not know of a Rusis that wouldn't obliterate a Dwemhar at first chance."

"Rusis, you talk like dwarves do of elves and as elves do of dwarves in the South. If we are not careful, we shall all be the last of our races. Have you even seen a Rusis other than yourself?"

Braei was silent.

"Take note, then, Vals. Peace. That is what must be aimed for in this world. That is the only way any of us can survive."

"It is a nice gesture for hope," Braei muttered, "but peace only comes for those who win a war."

They came to the end of the passage, and the open sea was before them.

"All sails, tighten ends and keep your cloaks bound!" Rortho shouted. "We move to colder and more violent waters!"

 

As they pushed forward the sun set before them. They began to make subtle movements around large standing stones that jutted out of the water, not as icy peaks of glaciers or massive mountains, but as literal towers of stone as if a submerged structure with steeples was just below the surface. 

There was a storm in the far distance, but it moved away from them. They didn't need the crosswinds to knock them off course, especially now in such turbulent water.

Valrin kept an eye out behind them, as did Edanos. The dwarven ships would likely follow, but they both prayed they would not catch up.

Twice Valrin went to lie down but found himself tossing and turning. He sat up and looked at the amulet. He noticed that the jewel within was pulsing with the beat of his heart. He put his hand against his chest and held the amulet with the other hand. It was not his imagination. It was the same. He couldn't guess what it meant, but he wondered if the place he was going to would explain it.

He wondered if there would be another sprite, or perhaps Meredaas himself? The book he had read before said the gods could take many forms. He questioned if he would even recognize the god if he was standing before him.

He went back outside and noticed that many of the crew had retired. Edanos was leaning on the back of the ship as Valrin approached him.

"Look, Vals," he said, pointing to the sky. "Do you know of the constellations?"

"I know of some, but this time of the year the first one Aunt Tua told me of is harder to see. I believe she called it Etha's hand? She said it was an elven star pattern praised for its assistance in enchanting."

"Yes, you speak of a power constellation, and when combined with a full moon or a black moon, it increases magical properties by quite a bit. But that is not what is important upon the Glacial Seas. Look upon the horizon, Vals. Just above the crest of the world, you will see a large bright star. That is the sea snail. After that will come the sea horse. Once it is above us, you will have four to six hours until sunrise. Once the polar night begins, there are other ones such as the penguin that would correspond with mid-morning. This becomes more important during that time. The first time I had to deal with the unending night, I about went crazy trying to align myself."

"I understand the path of the stars and the passage of time, but what is a penguin, Edanos?"

"Dear Vals, there is much I must still teach you." 

 

Part Three: Sunrise

 

The night was well over them. The sign that Edanos had told him to watch for was now above the ship. He had seen sea horses only once, and now he could make them out in the grouping of stars floating over them.

He had gone to sleep for a while, but Edanos had begun evading more of the towering stone structures, and massive glaciers drew up on either side of them. He couldn't sleep anymore.

Valrin stood by the wheel of the ship.

"Vals, I insist," he said, offering him the wheel. "The best way to learn is sometimes by literally doing it when you have no choice."

"But you're piloting the ship."

Edanos stepped away from the wheel. "No, I'm not."

As the wheel spun and the ship began to move off course, Valrin gripped the wheel and looked forward, keeping the bow of the ship angled between the icy mountains. Though Edanos could grab the wheel at a moment's notice, Valrin wasn't sure he would. He carefully maneuvered the vessel, a harrowing feat considering this was only the second time he was at the helm.

"You’re a natural man of the sea. You will be a greater sailor than even I, in time!"

As they maneuvered through the icy chasms, he began to hear a tune. At first, he thought it just the wind, but the longer he listened, he heard more of a song.

 

Shivering souls upon our sea,

Slicing slashing cut them free

Siren’s songs so sweet so soft,

Help their souls to flee aloft.

 

Bodies aching from lack of touch

Let our hands take care of such!

Come to us and let us play

All of your troubles we shall slay!

 

"Sirens," Edanos told him nervously.

The glowing hands of the creatures grabbed the railings and smiled, looking up at them.

"The worst part of sirens is that most of your crew will be at severe risk. You are too young for them to affect you, but you are nearing the cusp of manhood. You will deal with them in time. I once fell for the seduction of these sea creatures. They may be of Meredaas, but I still do not care for their sort."

The sirens began to sink away, finding none they were capable of seducing on deck. The glacial path opened up. A great plume of fog hung before them.

"Sea of fogs. I will take the helm. Go place your crystal near the front of the ship. Put it somewhere it will stay put."

Valrin nodded and ran down to the lower deck. A few of the crew had emerged from the lower level, obviously seeking the sirens that were well behind them. He went to the pole for the foremasts and noticed a notch behind one of the ropes that was large enough for the crystal to fit. He placed it and then went back to Edanos.

"Let us see what your gift can do for us. Do you remember the words of Meredaas?"

"'Keep the path of moonrise.' So, we must turn east?"

"Yes, into the fogs we go, and my only prayer is that our path will show!"

As the fogs began to run over the deck, the crystal glowed and a bright fiery light pierced the fog in a large open swathe, clearing the sea and opening a path for the ship. Almost immediately, Edanos wheeled left to avoid a large rock jutting up from the sea. Valrin looked behind them and noticed the veil of the fogs covering their path.

"No ship in their right mind would enter this region without some form of a device such as this."

"So I assume we will have no more pursuers?"

"Never assume, especially when dealing with the one known as Rugag. Always keep the sails ready. That pirate has chased after us for some time, and I can say he is anything but dumb. Here, Vals, take the helm again. I will get us some coffee."

Valrin stood at the helm, looking through the vast bleakness before him, and was amazed at the magic of the crystal and its ability to burn away the fog.

He had gone from a boy gathering eels to sailing with one of the greatest captains he could ever imagine in the span of just a few days. He did think back to his aunt, Tua, though. He was saddened by her death, but he tried to believe as Edanos did. There were reasons for the workings, but he felt they were beyond his understanding.

Edanos brought both of them mugs. The hot coffee was a welcome drink in the frigid cold he felt to his very core.

"A bit of cinnamon in this cup. A rarer herb from the very far south. It will help stave off a sore throat, or so they say."

The taste was strange but good. As he piloted the ship through an almost constant path of fog, they began to pass through a series of large archways. The remnants of other vessels dotted the rocks. Weathered and long-rotting wood with the frayed ice-covered ropes were an ominous sign.

"This region of fog has only existed for the past forty or fifty years. I remember a time when ships just called this a cursed region. It didn't keep ships from sailing here. Treasure hunters, mainly. The fogs came upon the surface, and afterward I can say far fewer dared to come here."

"Where did the fogs come from?"

"If I knew where these fogs came from, I would tell you. It is one of many mysteries of these seas. Perhaps one day you will discover it!"

"I could never do what you do. I can barely guide the ship! I'm not even too sure I could get us back out from where we've come so far."

Edanos smiled at him. "Time is both your enemy and friend. It takes time to learn how to navigate the many oceans, but it also wears on your men. It takes time to develop cunning to deal with the many dangers of sailing, particularly where dwarves are concerned, but I'd say I have done it well. But that has taken time from what some may call a more normal life. Marriage. Children."

"Do you find yourself wanting that?"

"Sometimes." 

There was a silence between them. Valrin watched as wisps of fog rolled between them. There was a flash of lightning behind them, and Edanos looked down at him.

"I then remember that I am not of this world. I am Stormborn. I am a man of the sea. In my travels of late, I have sunk a ship of the Barb king and rescued another like me." He nodded toward him. "I am happy with the events so far. I have dreamed for many nights of going where we go. In the end, I hope it is worth it."

They had been progressing through the fogs at a rapid rate. They were to sail until dawn and then look and listen for signs of a horn sounding and whales within the waters. The dawn sun was still some time off, but there was a glow in the sky.

"I do not know what this is, but the lord of the sea did not tell us of any such sight as this," Edanos told him.

The Truest Bliss began to grind the sea bottom, and Edanos turned the wheel to the right, attempting to navigate the obstruction. The bow seemed to grind and churn, the current of the ocean pushing them back and forth and forcing the aft of the ship to slap up against a rock.

The crew rushed to the deck and grabbed large spears. They went to the side of the ship and drove the spear points into the rocky ice. The currents shifted around them, and for the moment, they could not move away from the rocks.

Valrin looked through a split in the rocks and noticed a glowing crystal.

Braei wiped the sleep from her eyes and then looked at Edanos as she pointed. "A strange path, Captain. Did you mean for us to come here?"

"No," he said, walking to where he could get a better view.

Rortho climbed up on the pathway, nervously looking down to see what he could spot from afar.

Fadis strung his bow and jumped onto the path.

"Only the captain can order crew to leave the ship when we are at sea," Braei told him.

"The captain needs eyes that can see beyond the fog, and weapons that can reach enemies that are just out of reach. I can do both for our captain."

Valrin looked down the path, and Edanos looked to Rortho.

"You have the helm. Keep the ship steady. Once the current shifts, keep yourselves against the rocks and light torches along the bow. We did not end up here by accident. I will take them and check whatever this place is."

"Aye, Captain. Just don't go joining the fish. It'd be a shame in this desolate cold place."

Fadis walked ahead of them, moving up the path until he came to a large stone. He ran up to the top of it and knelt down. As Edanos and Valrin nearly got to the spot where he was, he turned and jumped down. "It looks good; there is no one here."

Braei shook her head. "I wouldn't expect someone here. It is a bit desolate."

"I'm just trying to keep myself as a worthy member of the group. Besides, my eyes can see that no snow or ice has been disturbed along this path in some time. If you do not want further help from me—"

"We're just a few yards from the ship, so it is likely that no one would be immediately attack us until we were further in, but thank you," Edanos said.

Braei shook her head.

There were many more glowing stones the further they went along the path. The road itself had dropped in to actually run slightly below the edges of a wall that came up to Valrin's chest. The road climbed up and through several swathes of ocean, breaking stone pillars.

In the distance, there were several dark statues just visible in the moonlight. The road passed between two of them, and further on, a large domed structure was encrusted with a deep layer of ice.

A frigid wind gusted over them. Valrin brought his coat around him and kept his head down, but he tried to follow Edanos the best he could.

Fadis made a loud sound with an audible shiver. "So cold! Hey, Braei, do you think we could share some heat together? I could use some warmth."

"Bastard human," she responded. "Keep your thoughts to yourself or I will give you some heat."

"Hmm, sounds like an invite for a bit more fun."

Edanos stopped and turned. He drew his blade and pointed it at Fadis. 

"One more remark, and I will dispose of you into these waters. You test my patience beyond what any of the rest of the crew has."

Fadis had his hands up. "No worries, good sir. I'm just testing what I can do with your lady."

"She isn't mine."

Edanos began to walk again, and Braei pointed for Valrin to follow him.

"Boy," Fadis said to him.

"Yes?"

"Learn well from the captain. He has a moral resolve that is admirable. Not claiming himself a woman and all. I'm just a bastard. I struggle the line of what is right and what is. . . what is not so great. I have tried for a few years to right my wrongs but it seems I have failed in that so far. I do care though. I hope you've learned that from the recent interchanges between us all."

Valrin ignored him. He thought about responding, but that would've just opened up another avenue of conversation, and his mind wasn't on actual talking. 

He looked up at the massive statues and noticed they each wore crowns with large spikes that came off their heads. Snow drifts twisted around their bodies, and the road was covered with ice here. He could hear the pounding of the waves beneath them. The salty spray reached up to the path.

Braei used her powers to melt the ice and give them a wet but walkable path. They came to the large door. There were two torch basins, but neither of them were lit. Not surprising considering where they were. Edanos took out a torch stick, and Braei lit it for him. The bright fire felt good against Valrin's face. They were about to enter. Valrin felt a tug in his stomach, wondering what was beyond the closed doors. He questioned if it would be a treasure of some kind, but in truth, he just hoped for something of interest and not deadly. To find an abandoned structure this far out in the middle of the Glacial Seas was strange to all of them.

"It is not elven," Edanos said. "I cannot even read this text."

"It is of the sea people," Fadis said. "There is writing like this back in the floating city. Some say it is Dwemhar, but I've always known it as sea speech."

Edanos pushed open the door. It was a simple enough feat, but it was just the first of a set of doors. As they went to the second door, the first one simply flapped in the wind. The second door was a bit more difficult, but it too, was forced open by Edanos and Fadis. 

As the archer stepped into the next room, he immediately notched an arrow and snaked his way to the right of the door. Edanos pointed his sword in front of him. He scanned the surroundings, and then Braei and Valrin followed.

There were old bodies everywhere. Most of the bones were no more than dust, but a few still had shape. They did wear a silverish armor, but there were no markings on them.

"What do you think killed them, Captain?" Braei asked.

Edanos knelt at one of them, feeling along the bones. "I do not know. These skeletons are so old, I cannot even guess. 

Valrin walked away from them and thumbed through a book on the table. Enchanting, the book was titled. He glanced up at a large basin in the center of the room. He then saw a crystal underneath its edge and went to it. As he rubbed his finger on the edge of it, the crystal started glowing before a roaring fire came to life in the basin.

"Wow," Edanos said, "a strange find, indeed!"

The warmth from the fire was nice, and Valrin was so close that the last thing he wanted was to move away from it. But Fadis had noticed something, and so had Braei. A doorway, that, unlike the other wooden doors, was not very dark, had appeared surrounded by torches. As Edanos approached it, the doorway opened, resulting in a lighted hallway with large glowing stones above their heads.

"The strangest thing," Fadis said.

Several tall figures appeared before them, and at first, there was a general shuffling of weapons, but the specters did not seem to see them or care to interact with them. They began to walk down the passage.

"Should we follow?" Braei asked.

Edanos led them. It was a long passage overall, with no windows or drawings or anything to distract them from simply following their guides. There was another room here. This one had large, ice-sheeted windows on the far half edge of the room. The ocean was visible here, with a ribbon of green polar lights observable just above it.

"What is this place?" asked Braei. 

Edanos shook his head. Valrin looked to those around him, but it seemed they were as perplexed as he was.

"I will have order in this assembly!" a voice rang out.

It was sudden, and the speaker materialized before them, but he was speaking away from them. The specters they had seen before began to appear clearer than they had seen them. 

It was a large group of people. They were not elves or dwarves. They appeared as men but wore strange tall headdresses that were weird geometrical shapes. Everything about them was alien to him.

"We must flee this place. The wars have come to close! The waters will flood the cities on lower ground," one of them said.

"You think as the elves. We are above them, and we must act it," another said.

The original speaker who had called them to order stretched out his hands.

"It is written that we shall uphold ourselves with mindfulness when faced with tragedy. One cannot descend to panic, to simple pleasures of the flesh. We cannot lose faith in what energy we put toward our minds."

"But, master, the storms are getting closer. We cannot pray to the gods; they have abandoned us. We are here alone."

"We are not alone, for we will always be a part of this place. Our spirits will live on, and our presence will become as the sea. Forever. Our ancestors are within every rock of the mountains high. The world is but a step from us. The realm of the gods is within reach to us if only we claim it."

The original man who had called for them to flee now spoke again. "We are without the ability to claim such a thing. We are without connection to our brethren. We will die here and become part of the sea. With storms we shall be remembered, thunder rolling across vast oceans. I have seen it. I have seen the future. Our world will fade away, and few of any who call themselves of our blood will ever know we existed."

Lightning flashed outside the windows, and Valrin wasn't sure if it was real or if it was part of whatever vision they were witnessing.

"So be the end of this place. The sea that will be, will be home to our guidance, and we will lock away our knowledge until the time is meant for it to be restored. We will no longer ascend as have others. I say to you each, go upon the world at death and become part of it, waiting to give our knowledge to the ones marked by the storms. The gods work in ways beyond us, but we have all dreamed of storms and children. It is a sign of what is to come."

The group nodded to what their master said.

"In time we will have a purpose. When this path is walked again, it will be that time. We shall help those who cannot help themselves. We will do the will of the gods, but I fear it will be a time of great sorrow for those whose path we guide. For our path is never one of ease. May the faith of the Dwemhar always guide."

The vision ceased, and the room became dark again. 

"What in the gods was that?" Fadis asked.

"I don't know," Edanos said. He stared at Valrin. "Vals, do you feel that they spoke of the Stormborn, of you and I?"

"They spoke of children and storms."

"We are on the right path, then," he said. "Let us return to our ship. We were meant to see this, but I feel we must get moving on our quest. We are near the end to what I have sought for my entire life. Vals, let us get to where we need to go."

"Dwemhar, strange," Braei said. "Maybe they aren't the myth I thought."

They exited the room, and Valrin felt something he had never felt before. He had more purpose than even standing before the sprite of Meredaas in Merea. He did not know much of this Dwemhar term or even what he had seen. He wasn't even sure of the name itself. 

As they exited the structure, passing between the two statues, he asked Edanos of them. "Were they the sea people we hear of in rumor?"

"Vals, in all my days, I have never seen something like those. I would guess they were the sea people, and I feel we may see something like that again, in time. We must keep the path."

"Keep the path?" Fadis said. "Are you a priest?"

"No, Fadis, but you could use a path yourself. It seems you were a bit too zealous to join on a random adventure leading to death."

"Fair enough, I guess. I had myself a good time at the brothel in town. Death is okay for now. You should teach your son there about that."

Edanos grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. "You would mind your tongue. There are some in the world not tainted by your thinking. You are foul and unworthy. If we all survive this, I will be sure to give you pay and send you on your way once we make port. I do not care for you."

Edanos walked past him, beckoning Valrin to follow him.

Fadis shook his head as Braei walked past him.

"You did not tell him you're not my father?" Valrin asked.

"No, I care little to speak to him more than I need to. Let him assume."

They were nearly halfway across the walkway, and their ship was clearly ahead. Valrin was freezing. The expanse of the open ocean was frigid, and there was no warmth left in his body. 

"No," Edanos said slowly. 

Valrin looked up at him and noticed he was staring to the west. "What is it?"

Edanos didn't answer. "Let us move, quickly," he shouted.

The group made it to the ship in very quick time. Rortho bowed to Edanos.

"Captain, we have a good tide. We're ready to cast off."

Edanos was at the helm. "Then cast off now!"

"You heard the captain, raise the sails, get them up, quickly, quickly," Rortho ordered.

Fadis went to help the crew as Braei and Valrin joined Edanos at the helm.

"What is it?" Valrin asked.

"Dwarves. Behind us. Coming quickly." 

Braei and Valrin looked behind them, seeing flames just visible in the veil of the fogs.

"How could they navigate and find us? How could they know where we were?"

"I have a guess," Edanos said. "There are such things that one can place and then follow through the works of magic. Not all aboard are crew who can be trusted, but it is too late to turn back now."

Valrin could tell they were talking about Fadis. He looked at the archer as he secured the sails. He wasn't sure what to make of him.

They pulled away from the ruins and came to an open expanse of ocean. The dwarven ships were drawing closer but still far behind them for the moment. There was a flat sea here. The twilight rim of an approaching dawn lit the sky in a purple hue, and at that moment, the water around them began to undulate and break. 

Valrin went to the rail of the ship and looked over. Large creatures swam beside them.

"Whales," Braei told him. "Hundreds of them, maybe more. Edanos, look!"

But Edanos was looking behind him. The dwarven ship was not alone and the many vessels pursuing them were not slowing.

“I cannot believe they are moving at such a pace. It is unnatural.”

“It is in unnatural waters we find ourselves, Captain,” Rortho said.

The whales at either side of them were of every size and species. The water began to sparkle with a strange hue that led to a massive tower that appeared in the growing dawn sky.

"That wasn't there before," Rortho said. 

"It was not." Edanos nodded. "Tighten sails, make sure we have no more wind escaping than needed. We must get to the shoreline without fail."

Valrin went back to the helm with Edanos. He turned to see their pursuers and turned back to see Edanos looking at him. 

"Do not worry about them. If what I believe is right, you will be safe, but I must get you there."

"We will get there, and we can discover whatever it is that is so guarded by Meredaas."

"Perhaps, but I may not be able to immediately follow. Nothing is certain for us."

A horn sounded. Not a dwarven horn nor an elven horn. In fact, it was no horn that any aboard had ever heard. It started deep, rumbling the ocean surface itself, and then, like a shift in the wind, it sounded again only with a higher pitch.

A sound came from beneath the ocean, and the water bubbled around them as large crags began to emerge, piercing through the surface of the clear expanse, turning it into what looked like several mountain ranges. 

Edanos spun the wheel of the ship in an effort to move the ship from running aground.

"Hold your lines. We are in for rough sailing!" Rortho shouted out.

Edanos moved the wheel of the ship the opposite way as it seemed they now followed a strange road in the ocean made up of the stone fences of sudden obstacles.

The island drew closer, and as they snaked through the strange pathway in the ocean, a deep fog rolled over them. 

"Valrin! See to the crystal!"

Valrin ran to the front of the ship and checked the crystal. Passing his hand over it, the crystal spun to life, casting a bright flame toward the fogs. They receded, though much lower than before.

The rocky sailing passage began to recede as they came to the end of a line of jagged points.

"A bit of insurance?" asked Braei. "To assure those not worthy do not make it here?"

"I suppose," Edanos said to her. "We draw close to this place we have sought. Hopefully, the dwarves will not reach these waters."

The shoreline was ahead. A large pillar with a massive shell rose out of the water. The wind gusted, and the shell began to make a deep horn sound. They had made it.

As Valrin stood at the fore of the ship, Fadis came to his side.

"You believe in this strange journey to who knows, don't you?"

"I have no reason not to."

Fadis smirked. "I'd say that's true, but is it worth what we do? Heading to the far northern seas to nearly get killed for no reason in a rickety ship?"

"I'd say that you offered to come, and I'd argue that this was a, as you said, rickety ship."

"I was paid to come," he corrected, "but you are unlike me. You have some choice, do you not?" 

"I do not."

"You were taken against your will?"

"No, but I have no one else and nothing else to do."

"A man always has a choice. It is simply if he has the courage to make it. I think you do, Valrin."

"A profound statement," Braei said from behind them.

"It is," Fadis said. "I will get back to cleaning the deck. I assume we will have a bit more ice building up, and it isn't going to scrape itself."

"Yes, it is good you find something of use to do."

As Fadis went back to ship duties, Braei stood with Valrin. The shoreline was ahead. It was bleak, with white sand and tall cliffs that reached up into the clouds. There was only one beach and two large white pillars off to one side of the beach. 

As the ship drew close to shallows, Edanos ordered the sails lowered and passed the wheel to Rortho.

"I do not see our pursuers, but I expect them in time."

"We won't let them get close, Captain. I'll keep them from the shore."

Fadis strung his bow as the others prepared a small boat to row to shore.

"No," said Edanos.

"No?" the man asked. "Did I cause any trouble before?"

"Of course not, but I need you here. If the dwarves get close, you will be a useful asset."

Fadis was surprised and scanned the horizon. "No dwarves yet. I could just return and—"

"You will follow my orders. Rortho has command until I return."

Valrin got into the boat with Braei and several of the crew. Edanos joined them, and they were lowered into the water.

With a splash sending icy spray over Valrin's already windblown face, he looked around at the strange surroundings. Glowing plants grew up the side of the cliff face, and it seemed that though the presence of life was strangely strong here, he could see no other living animals. The whales from before had split off before the sudden eruption of rocks from the ocean floor. 

As they drew close to the shore, a rogue current pushed them further to the shoreline, and in an instant, their small boat was left on the sands of the island's beach. 

Valrin looked up the cliffs, immediately seeing what Meredaas had told him he would. A lone door marked with a star. As he and Valrin stepped out, the others of the crew drew their weapons.

"I see no reason for enemies here," Edanos cautioned, "but be mindful. This place is more unknown to my sense than the entirety of the ocean depths."

The door itself was up a small dune of sand and flatly placed into the cliffs. Valrin approached it with Braei at his side, and the door simply cracked open. He looked down at his amulet and noticed it was bright blue now.

As they entered into a dark chamber, the door shut behind them to the sudden dismay of the crew. There were only ten others, but many of them were the new crew picked up at Merea before. 

"Do not fear," Edanos told them. "If I am right and all I have studied is right, we are safe here."

The walls were splashed with torchlight that seemed to come to life with their presence in the long hall that reached out from them.

"Sea people?" asked Braei.

He nodded to her. "Perhaps, but I doubt any of them still exist. The vision at the tower before confirmed that; at least, I believe it did. We will find something else. Something we have searched for. Something I have searched for."

They progressed down the long hall. The light of the torches was nothing like the light coming from Valrin's amulet. He lifted it up, holding it as an additional light source until they came to another door. This one had the image of a large fish upon it. He pushed it open and felt a rush of warm, salty wind. They were in another chamber. A larger room of sorts, with a massive fire burning from a cylindrical pit that had no obvious fuel source. There were steps to their right, and after several paths that took them further and further down, they came to another gateway. This was bound by golden bars.

Valrin could hear the water on the other side. As he touched the bars, nothing happened.

"Your amulet, try it," Edanos said.

He took his amulet and did as Edanos said, placing it against the bars. They began to glow and then slowly receded into the gateway.

He stepped in with Edanos at his heel. They were met by something neither of them expected. Braei immediately lifted her hands to summon spells, and the crew with them cowered.

 


Part Four: Valrin of the Sea

 

Valrin gasped as Edanos fell to his knees.

Before them was that which could only be described as a massive fish. Its head sat on the surface of the water, and on his head was a large crown of gold. Appearing suddenly, as if a veil was lifted, was elaborate stonework decorating the entire cave, reaching up above them and around the entire room.

"Meredaas of the many oceans. We are not worthy!"

The god of the sea was before them. The god many had spoken of in Valrin's life. Normally in curse or prayer but never as an actual sight to actually see in breathing form just as the whales from before.

"My eternal home quakes," Meredaas said. "Come, Valrin and Edanos, Stormborn, come to my depths." 

The god-fish sank into the water as two figures emerged from the surface. They were like the sirens from before but much more beautiful. The females were nude except for long hair hanging down from their heads, just covering them.

As Valrin stepped forward, one of them handed him a large shell. 

"Keep this upon your chest," she told him. "It will allow you to enter our grace's presence."

Valrin placed the shell on his chest, and suddenly it was difficult for him to breathe. He removed the shell.

"I can't breathe."

Edanos did as Valrin had and then jumped into the water.

"Your friend does not bear the amulet, but he has the idea that you must embrace. With the shell, you are not of the land but of the sea. Join the depths. You will find the water warm within this place."

Valrin placed the shell on his chest again and jumped in. At once, he felt himself floating downward, further down than ever possible without the shell. He took a deep breath, and he was able to breathe though he felt a strange tingle as he did. The shell suctioned to his chest, and he was able to put his hands out. He flapped his arms as he went, feeling the water float through his fingertips as Edanos looked up from below him and smiled.

Schools of fish floated between them. Sharks, octopuses, and even several more mermaids swam around them.

Valrin looked down further and could see glowing shells and hundreds of merpeople. He then looked into an area of coral along the bottom of the depths and saw the massive sea god, Meredaas, floating on the sea floor.

As his feet came to rest on the soft sand, he walked with Valrin to a large platform of archways and spinning spheres of coral. A white fire shot up and around them.

"You have unlocked the way to the future, dear Valrin and Edanos of the Truest Bliss. Captain of the surface realm, you have aided the young one along this path. You have the thanks of all for your efforts. You sacrifice much to complete this task."

"For the glory of the sea and your reign, Meredaas."

"My reign means little to those upon the oceans now, but I thank you. You are both of what you saw within the old tower of the sea peoples. How foolish were they to use my graceful and terrible ocean for their own destructive needs? Much like others who seek to plunder my home for their own advantage. It is souls like them who will derail that which has been set about in the world of the gods. I have found hope in you who come for that which was promised and foretold. You will have something that none else have. A tool, a treasure to some, but of something that requires the very life of one of you."

"We must die?" Valrin asked. 

He didn't mean to sound so shocked or to speak so suddenly, but instead of some form of retribution or cruel words, the fish seemed to laugh, if it could be called laughter. 

"No, my young one, but it will require something of a promise, a binding to your life. Remove your amulet so it may serve its true purpose for your life."

Valrin removed the amulet, and it floated away from him, resting in front of Meredaas.

"Those of the sea from before were wise to work to restore my faith in their race. So close they were to me in the beginning, it is horrid that they are all gone from the world; at least, as they are now. There will come a time when others are prepared, but not yet."

The amulet floated down and into the sand. There was a shock that Valrin felt in his feet, and then the sand began to rumble. The surface of the underwater expanse began to shift, and in a large plume of bubbling sand, something emerged and rose to the surface.

Meredaas spoke. "In time there will be much need of a captain of the seas. You are young, but you have the soul that is strong enough to do what you must in the coming years. Edanos of the Truest Bliss, long have you sought my seas for the chance to do what another will do instead. But I will bless you in time. You must protect this young one and his gift. You are not done in your life's quest. All will be known in time."

Valrin felt himself rising up, coming to the surface of the water. Hands came under him and Edanos. Mermaids propelled them up and out of the water. The shells that had helped them breathe fell off, and Valrin's eyes became huge as he looked down at the glowing golden object that the mermaids dropped him toward. He was nearly to whatever it was, and the mermaids released him. He floated down gracefully, standing on the strange glowing structure. As he stood there, the glowing subsided, and he noticed he was on a ship.

Edanos looked around and dropped to the deck of it. "So long I have awaited the chance to be on the deck of such a vessel as this. This is one of the Realm Vessels of the sea peoples. I had only read about them, but they have powers beyond any simple ship."

Valrin was not sure what to think. The vessel seemed like it had not sailed at all. The deck was of the purest wood and had not a single scratch. The sails were strange and did not have all the extra pulleys and ropes as did the Truest Bliss, and did not have weapons. He walked to one of the posts and saw his amulet in the wood. He reached out to take it when Meredaas bumped the side of the ship.

"Valrin of Travaa, you have made the journey of the Stormborn. You stand now on the vessel of your ancestors, a jewel of the sea, enchanted with the powers of old to uphold the sanctity of my oceans. You are of the sea. You are the sword of the sea. Your connection is like no other for you. If you choose to become the captain of the vessel, you will be connected to the ship. You will not need sleep as you do in your human form. You will be a stalwart beacon tied to my realm in living and in death. If you accept such a task, know only that you may never recant your vow. As Stormborn, you will accept your title and your fate in that time where you must give your life for those who will go forward."

There was a sudden deep silence unlike any Valrin had ever heard. He closed his eyes. He had spent so many days simply living on the island back home. He always listened to the stories of the sea, the captains, the bards, the drunken men spouting off about what they had seen. Aunt Tua was always there, protecting him, and in her final act of protection, she had given her life.

He looked to Edanos, and he saw tears running down his face.

"Vals, do not fret over me. Just to be within the presence of our mutual god is overwhelming for me. I wished, oh, how I wished to be in your boots and to take this on, but know I will be with you on your journey. I will protect you if you take this oath. You can do it, Vals."

Valrin took hold of the amulet. He wanted to simply pull it from its resting place in the ship. His heartbeat was in sync with the amulet. He was giving a part of himself for a calling that only a few days ago he knew nothing of. He closed his eyes and could feel the water against the bow of the boat. Further out, he could feel the oceans of the Glacial Seas and the ice moving in the great depths. He heard the songs of the whales as they spoke to one another and the scratching of the large octopuses moving along the deepest ravines beyond the reach of light. 

He pushed the amulet into the wood of the ship and removed his hand.

"I, Valrin of Travaa, Stormborn, accept this ship and the charge of Meredaas to protect his seas and to command this ship of old."

There was a flash of light, and the surroundings so glorious and dazzling faded away.

"Trust in me, Valrin," Meredaas said.

The ship moved along the shoreline. It rested against the stone docks as Braei and the others ran down toward them. The splendor they had seen before had vanished to the cave and only the golden gates shown.

"The ship! Edanos, the ship you always spoke of! The one you talked of from the old stories!" 

Edanos wiped his eyes. "I have walked a righteous path in honor of the sea, and I know this path was what we should follow." 

From the opposite side of the large cave system came the sounds of scratching stone. The rocky cave wall slid down, letting in a blistering wind from the outside seas. The torches around them went dark, and they once again were exposed to the frigid cold of the Glacial Seas. 

Valrin went to the helm of the ship, and the sails seemed to react to just his touch on the wheel. 

"Come aboard," Edanos told everyone. Braei jumped on, rubbing her fingers across the railings. The ship was no longer gold but instead was a deep red oak. There were several crystals at the helm, but Valrin had no idea what they did. As the crew joined them, it was strange for them to have no immediate need to do anything to help the ship go underway. 

"Take us out, Valrin. We will meet up with the Truest Bliss and decide what we must do next. The dwarves will no doubt be close. We must hope that we do not need to fight, but if we do, I will help you."

As he gave thought to the direction of the ship, it seemed to respond slightly with drifting that way but then more so as he actually turned the wheel. He had the strangest feelings as they began to depart. 

He maneuvered the ship as it sliced through the water to the cave opening. It was agile, slender, and moved with such ease, there was no comparing it to even the Truest Bliss. As they went through the opening in the cave, they began out a long rocky crevice with only the sky above them. Valrin looked ahead at open sea and to clear waters. He would need to turn left as they exited, as best he could figure. As Edanos came to his side, he felt confident. He did not know what was to happen in the coming days, but he felt hope.

It was then several thuds struck the ship from above. Valrin looked up to see dwarves swinging down from rocks above. Braei shot several fiery spells at the intruders as the crew brandished their weapons. 

Edanos drew his blade and pointed. "Get us to the Truest Bliss!"

Valrin gripped the wheel, keeping the ship moving forward but watching as more dwarves poured from above. Their crew fell to the deck, splashing blood as more dwarves swarmed the deck. One of them spotted Valrin and ran up the stairwell to him. Edanos parried his swinging ax, deflecting it away before slashing the man in the neck.

The ship made its way from its rocky birth to the open sea. But the sea was not as open as he had thought. Eight black dwarven vessels were in a half circle, sealing the harbor. The Truest Bliss had been boarded. 

Valrin heard a click, and a crossbow bolt struck Edanos in the shoulder. The captain of the Truest Bliss fell to the deck of Valrin's ship.

A dwarf began to laugh. There was another ship approaching. It was a large ship. It was the ship that before had been in the harbor at Travaa.

"Well, well, well, it seems the ole' dwarf captain had his suspicions, and they turned out just as he suspected,” the dwarf shouted from afar.

Several clawed chains were thrown into the deck but could not grasp the wood. They simply slid and fell off the side.

"So it is nigh uncatchable!" The dwarf laughed. "But it is the ship."

"Stop the hollering, Rugag. It is me you want," Edanos shouted.

"Oh, Edanos, it was you once, but it is the wee lad now. He has my ship, the ship my king deserves. The ship that my king's desire for resulted in some of your own poor crew being left on a deserted island just to be picked up, for the righteous Edanos couldn't leave poor saps just to die."

The ship had slowly drifted toward the Truest Bliss, and the ship of Rugag had gone with it. The current was very strong, so Valrin assumed it was actually partially his thought that moved the ship.

As they drew closer, Valrin and Braei, who were being held at spear point, noticed the dwarves on the ship holding the crew hostage were the same ones that Edanos had saved.

Rortho looked out, and Fadis was at his side.

"They betrayed us, Edanos!" Rortho shouted. "The bastards gave us up. They had some type of dwarven device in their jewelry. We've been sold out by your kindness."

"You cannot take the boy," Edanos said. "He isn't yours; he isn't mine. He is his own. He is of the great god Meredaas."

The dwarf laughed again with a boisterous tone. "Meredaas, the giant fish? I no longer believe in the fallacies of the weak. If the one of the seas wants to do something about me, let the bastard squid lover!"

Edanos crawled to Valrin. "You must live, no matter what. You must escape this place with the ship. The fate of the Stormborn, the fate of our futures, rest with you, Valrin."

One of the dwarves who was nearest walked over to Edanos and kicked him.

"Shut up, you damn fool! No more rattlin'!" The dwarf then went toward Valrin.

"Take the boy, and then we will take the ship. We will kill the rest and feed them to the sharks, and then when the sharks are done, we'll take the sharks. Can't have good trading supplies go to waste!"

The dwarf stomped toward him. Valrin grimaced. Drawing his sword, he held it out toward his foe.

"Now, little boy, we don't want you to hurt yourself. Give me the blade, and it will be enough. You don't want to kill, and we do not want you to."

He held the blade up, but he was shaking. He knew very little, save a few sword fights back at home that were all for play. There was that one swordsman—it was an elf. He knew a lot and said his sons were like Valrin's age in appearance and already as proficient as any man. It was hard for Valrin to believe that. He turned his thought to his adversary. He was breathing heavily, and he made steps back as the dwarf approached. He closed his eyes.

Meredaas, help.

The ship shook and rocked beneath his feet. The dwarf lost balance and fell. The other dwarves still hanging on from above struggled to hold on as the ship began to toss in the water. There was a blast of water to their right, and several of the whales from before struck Rugag's ship. Meredaas heard him.

Braei took the moment to cast a stormy barrage of lightning into different dwarves on the ship. The dwarf who had stumbled now grabbed his foot. Valrin stabbed him with the point of his blade, severing the dwarf's fingers. He then slashed it across the back of the exposed hairy neck, sending a splatter of blood on either side of the man. 

He ran to Edanos, helping his friend up. The bolt was in his chest, and Edanos struggled to breathe. 

Rugag had been distracted by the onslaught of sea creatures attacking his boat. Several large octopuses climbed up the side, and the whales kept his ship from being steadied. 

Over on the Truest Bliss, the few remaining loyal crew fought to take back the ship. The outer line of dwarven ships began to fire their bolts, sending massive chained hooks hurling through the air.

Rortho shouted over, "Get to our ship. We are clear of breathing dwarves, 'cept myself." 

Fadis jumped to the ship with Valrin and ran toward where Edanos was. As he came up, he drew his bow, aiming toward Valrin. Valrin dropped as the bolt passed just to his side, taking down the dwarf who had tried to capture him.

"If you're going to have a sword, best actually use it to kill the dwarves," Fadis told him.

Fadis and Braei took hold of Edanos. "Get me to my ship and then stay with Valrin. He needs your help. He is your captain."

Braei shook her head. "Get Edanos to the Truest Bliss! We will need both ships to break through the dwarven fleet! You’re not dying, Edanos! We will all get out of this!" 

Valrin followed behind them as they went to the front of the vessel. Rortho was waiting, and though the ships bounced precariously close to one another, they did not strike, and they were able to move Edanos to his ship. A bolt flew into the side of the Truest Bliss, sending wood splintering into the air.

"Follow us!" Rortho shouted.

Edanos was struggling to stand aboard his ship, but was staring at Valrin. "Follow me out, Vals. I will show you the way."

"And I will show you how to send their ships to the bottom of the sea!" Rortho shouted.

The dwarf, first mate of the damaged vessel Truest Bliss, ran to man the crossbows. Most of the crew remained aboard the ship, but none had the zeal of the dwarf.

Fadis drew his bow, firing at several dwarves already aiming at them. Valrin watched as he drew arrow after arrow, releasing in quick succession. He then ran to the railings and fired a set of two arrows, striking more dwarves aboard the enemy vessel. "Come, Valrin. You must get to the helm!"

He ran to the wheel. Taking it in hand, he turned away from the Truest Bliss, running his ship against the vessel of Rugag.

"Bastard boy!" he heard the dwarf shouting.

The Truest Bliss pulled in front of them. Edanos was at the helm, and Rortho ran along the crossbows, sending bolts into the vessels that were approaching them. It took great strength for the dwarf, firing the massive bolts and then pulling back on the twined chains by himself. Many of the crew were falling to arrow fire from the dwarven vessels. There wasn’t any more of the crew on Valrin’s vessel. None except Fadis and Braei, at least.

Edanos made an obvious pointing motion that Valrin followed. His ship moved quickly, almost overtaking whom he was following, and the dwarves were closing in. 

It was a narrow passage that they were sailing toward, a spot where there was only one dwarven vessel and then open sea. It wasn't an opening before, but when the ocean creatures began attacking, the other ships had moved to help Rugag. 

"Fire!" he heard from behind him. He turned to see several streaks of fiery arrows fly over his ship and strike the Truest Bliss. It was a moment later when another wave came, this one sending a bolt over Valrin's head. Braei went to the side of the ship and cast a blast of fire into the ocean, creating a large veil of steam rising up into the air. It did a good job of shrouding their vessels. 

Edanos was moving the ship to the left again, taking a path around the towering island. If they could get distance between them and the other ships, they had a chance.

Another line of bolts came flying toward them, but due to the Rusis' distraction, their bolts missed.

Valrin felt confident. He felt relaxed to some point. They had somehow escaped the clutches of Rugag, and through no real understanding himself, Meredaas had answered his short and sudden prayer.

A horn called. This one he had heard before. Braei jerked her glance toward the Truest Bliss. Several more dwarven ships appeared in a line, running a passage to block them in. These had been hidden. Waiting. It was like it was all part of Rugag's game. 

Valrin looked behind and saw the rest of the dwarven fleet bringing in the net of ships. There was a narrow opening to open ocean, but there was a dwarven vessel running parallel to them, attempting to cut them off. 

The Truest Bliss changed course. Its sails were at full. It ran a path almost directly with Valrin, but Rortho was no longer at the crossbows. His ax was out, and he stood at the front of the ship. He was holding the ropes and bracing himself.

As Valrin kept his course, aiming for the ever-closing opening, Edanos rammed the Truest Bliss into the dwarven vessel. Edanos then drew his blade and ran with Rortho, jumping onto the dwarven vessel that they had thrown off course, leaving the way open for Valrin. He moved his ship around the floating wreckage and to open sea. As he twisted the wheel back to the left, he noticed Edanos and Rortho fighting multiple dwarves. 

Fadis fired several arrows, striking dwarves all along the opposite deck. 

Valrin had taken the wrong path. He now ran along the line of dwarven vessels instead of out and further away. A barrage of bolts came screaming over the top of the deck, just nearly missing the masts and the small crew Valrin had to start with. 

Braei was on the railing. She appeared extremely weak, but she was still casting spells. The Rusis' strength was failing her. Fadis held strong.

"We need to get out of here, Captain," Fadis said.

He was the captain. The captain of the Stormborn vessel. But he had a choice, and though he didn't know what he was doing, he had to try. He wheeled the ship into the dwarven line.

"Valrin! That is not what I had in mind!" Fadis shouted. 

He did not know what would happen, but he looked to the crystals at the helm. Twisting the first one, the masts began to shine brightly, and a blast of fire shot out of the side of the ship. A moment later, the hull of the ship struck the dwarven vessel. The ships tore at one another, leaving chunks of the dwarven vessel in the water. 

Fadis angled his bow, loosing into the dwarves one after another as they attempted to board. Braei sat on the deck, hyperventilating but trying to still look over the railings and cast whatever she could.

Valrin had his plan. He was new to sailing, but this was his ship. Ordained to him by birth in a storm upon the sea that cast him into the care of his aunt, Tua. He had taken the step forward in faith, and now he had to save the one who had done so much for him in the short time he was in his life. He had to save Edanos. 

As he ran his ship beside the dwarven vessels, he twisted the crystals, sending blasts of arcane fire toward the ships. The dwarves who had been manning the crossbows fell back to avoid the searing stream. As he went ship to ship, he noticed the blasts weakening, but he had still done catastrophic damage to the other vessels. 

The other dwarven ships, including Rugag's, were closing on them.

"Fadis, retrieve our friends. Do what you can, please."

"I will do so, Captain!"

As they came along the last ship, Valrin spotted Edanos was on the ground, but the first mate was still up, and though covered in blood, he had not stopped killing those of his kind. Fadis jumped to the enemy ship, and Valrin turned the wheel, forcing his ship into the dwarven one. The dwarves on the vessel had seen what had happened to the other ships and fled as Edanos and Rortho came aboard his ship. The mast of the Truest Bliss was still just visible, but the ship of Edanos was falling into the depths. That was not the fate of the remaining crew today. Fadis had retrieved Edanos, and Rortho followed.

"Valrin! Get us out of here! Toward OPEN sea this time!" Fadis shouted. 

Valrin turned the ship away from the dwarven one and made for the open sea. As the other vessels of Rugag came near, he twisted the same crystal again and a blast of fire shot out again, this time toward the other vessels. The dwarven vessels did not pursue them and instead went to their other crippled ships. They had escaped and Valrin guided them into the bleak expanse. Safer waters, at least for now.

 

Fadis had taken the helm as Valrin went to Edanos. 

"Vals, you should have left me. You were reckless. You could've gotten yourself and this ship destroyed."

He stared at him, seeing the anger in his eyes and the anguish of the pain he was in. He smiled. "Seems I need a captain to teach me still."

Edanos smiled back. "It does seem so."

Rortho knelt down, pushing a strange herbal mixture into the many wounds Edanos had. The bolt from the dwarven attackers was still in place. 

"He will need healing, something beyond our skill set. We had supplies on the other ship, but this ship does not quite seem seaworthy beyond having some flashy powers, if you can call 'em that."

Valrin looked around. He did not yet understand the vessel they were on, but there had to be something. It was then a blast of water sprayed the deck. He went to the edge and noticed a whale pushing a wooden box.

As he tried to reach for it, he found it just out of reach. Rortho used his ax to pull it closer and then reached down to pull it out of the water.

The chest itself had the same emblem as the door before the place where they had gotten the ship. It was the image of Meredaas. He opened the chest to find several golden items, none of which he knew what were for.

There was a single parchment within, and it was addressed to Valrin directly.

He opened the letter and began to read.

 

Valrin, Stormborn. You have escaped from near death, saved one who believed in you, and now sail upon the seas of uncertainty. You have a vessel unlike any other, and you must learn it and unlock its true powers. There is much for you to discover, but I do say for you to take these devices I have included. Set them upon the aft deck and watch as the powers of the seafarers awaken. From there, you will be led in time to where you must go. There is much more for the Stormborn to do.

 

The message said nothing else. He carried the box to the rear of the ship and took the golden items. Each were a different prism. They were made of gold but were near opaque. He set each of them on the ship's deck, and they began to spin before floating together and moving into the wood itself. On the lower deck, a stone and metallic altar of sorts formed out of the very wood of the ship. A massive image of what Valrin could only describe as a floating map made of air appeared before them.

"A map of the sea," Fadis said. "I do not recognize most of this, but to the far south is where we met up, Merea. I can tell from the outline. But whatever this is, it is moving. Like it is the actual sea itself."

Valrin stared at the map, seeing a dense cloud cover moving over the image that matched the clouds above. As he stared, he saw an island. He turned the ship, and it seemed the map he stared at changed as well. 

"We will try here," he told the others. He wasn’t sure where they were going, but considering they were so far north and none of them knew where exactly to go, it seemed like the best idea. He did not know how much time Edanos had, and as his friend seemed to be breathing faster and in more pain, he assumed not too long at all.

 

In time, they came upon the island seen on the map. Though it was abandoned itself, Rortho was able to find supplies good enough to remove the barb from Edanos.

He started a fire and got a small knife red hot. 

"This is going to hurt, but you know I must,” the dwarf warned.

Edanos fell unconscious and was struggling to breathe. At the last moment, and to their surprise, a fairy floated down and moved over Edanos' wounds. Rortho quickly removed the barb. Edanos opened his eyes for a moment, and his breathing returned to normal. The fairy crisscrossed over his body and it seemed that after being healed by the power of the fairy, Edanos fell into a deep sleep.

 They departed the island, sailing south for a time as Valrin tried to prepare for what it meant to be a Stormborn. The dwarves of Rugag were not going to simply allow him to escape, but he had beaten them once. In his young mind, for at least now, that was enough. The moon rose, and he did not feel tired as the others were. Though Fadis and Braei both questioned him, he gave them his reasoning, which they didn't believe but were too tired to argue. 

As he glanced up at the night sky and millions of stars, the polar lights shined a bright green. He closed his eyes. He was Valrin of Travaa. Stormborn. 

His true quest had just begun.

 

THE END. Please consider leaving a review! Book Two (and the introduction to an absolute fan favorite character) is here: http://mybook.to/stormborn2

If you haven’t read the short story Ranger’s Folly and want to know more about the archer Fadis, I encourage you to check it out! You can find it here! Fadis definitely becomes a more integral character in the Stormborn Sagas! 
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Part One: Shadows of Old

 

Valrin sat beside Edanos. It had been three days since his wounds were healed. The fairy magic had sealed the wound, and though at the time Rortho was confident he was improving, his sureness had begun to fade. The once captain of the Truest Bliss had not awoken, and his breathing had changed.

"Storm is coming," he heard Braei say from behind him.

The Rusis touched him on the shoulder.

"I will stay with him for now. You have spent every night at his side, and you could use the rest."

Valrin glanced at her. "I told you that I no longer need sleep."

"Perhaps not, but you are the captain of this vessel. A captain should be on deck. I will stay with him for now."

The chambers within the ship were well lit but empty. There were barren shelves and netting for supplies, but very little else. He went back up the stairwell and opened the wooden hatch at the top.

He emerged on the deck to find Fadis and Rortho both at the helm.

"Storm is coming, Captain," the dwarf said.

A long line of black thunderclouds were moving toward them, and the gusts of southern air were as salty as they were relentless.

Valrin went to the pedestal and moved his hand over the crystal. The map showed vast seas around them and no obvious places to take shelter.

"We've moved south for the last two days, but we cannot seem to get there. The current and winds are wrong. It is like the gods bid us stay in this region."

Fadis went to the edge of the ship. "The gods can bid all they want, but this storm might have other plans of its own. I haven't seen one so big in quite a few years. Besides, the swells are really picking up. Perhaps we should head back north? It might be safer."

Valrin shook his head. "Rortho, you've sailed on these waters for much longer than any of us. What do you think?"

The dwarf grunted and looked up at the clouds. "Keep us angled to the storm. We should move east and try to go around. We have few answers right now. If we can find a place to hide, it might be best."

"Are we too far from Merea?"

"Yes and we could have a fight on our hands just to get that way," he replied solemnly. "There are many islands in the far north of the glacial seas, some not so friendly, and some flat abandoned. The ethereal qualities of the far north are a mystery to many. You have places like Merea and, a bit to the southeast of that, Corson. But most places are frozen ruins and realms of beasts long forgotten. We are lucky we haven’t been swallowed up by some monster to be honest. There are a few of those in the deep depths or so the old ice dwarf stories say."

"Great. Stories," Fadis joked.

Rortho gave him a sharp glance. "A man of archery is uncommon in these waters. What is your true story . . . archer?"

"My story matters little, but I aim to make my past better. In current company, since I have little to hide, know I am from Taria and have been gone from there for six years."

"Criminal?"

"In a way, to some. I let those I love slip away."

The dwarf laughed. "Then please, good archer, do not love us."

Though it was meant in good humor, Fadis just looked down and then walked to the rear railings and stared out.

Valrin could tell he was upset, and even Rortho seemed surprised by Fadis' abrupt actions. Valrin wondered of where he came from, but did not go to him. It seemed best, at this point, to just let him be alone with his thoughts.

 

The ship was cutting through the water at a now wondrous pace, but the storm seemed to be turning. That, or its grand expanse, was too much for them to outrun, and they were simply losing any hope of having enough time to escape it.

"You thought of a name for this ship yet, Valrin?" Rortho questioned.

He hadn't, and he really hadn't thought to name it at all.

"All ships of the sea must have a name,” he continued. “This one is no different. It may have powers and be a so-called realm ship, but it is a law of the sea that all ships must have a name."

"A law?"

"Well, more of a preference really, a good luck type . . . er . . . thing."

Valrin thought a bit and then looked out across the waters. He had nothing that came to mind in the short time he had actually been thinking of a name.

"Well," Rortho said, "it is no matter. But you need to be thinking of something."

As Valrin stared out across the water, he saw a haziness appear in the distance. The winds shifted, and Fadis ran down to the lower deck.

"This storm is drawing upon us. I will tell Braei to prepare herself."

Rortho shifted the wheel in his hands. The ship seemed to jerk against him.

"The rudder is giving me a bit of a stubborn pull. Valrin, over here. Come help me."

Valrin went to the helm and tried to work with him to guide the ship. The waves were increasing in size, and the storm had turned the sky black.

"This ship can cast fire from its sails. I don't guess you have any other tricks?"

Valrin grimaced as he pulled the wheel. "I wouldn't know where to start!" 

The ship was overtaken with a showering rain. They began to lurch from side to side in the winds, and the sails began to glow before lowering completely. 

"What in the god Throka was that?" the dwarf said. "Where are our sails?"

Valrin looked down at the crystals. He hadn't touched them. In his moment of distraction, a massive wave struck the ship, throwing him away from the helm. He rolled into the railings, and a large wave of icy water shot across the deck. He sat up and looked out to a series of flashing lightning. There was suddenly an island coming into view. Rortho had seen it too. He turned the wheel hard in an attempt to guide the ship, but it was no good. The ocean tossed them further, moving the ship with haste toward massive rocky cliffs. It was then, in the shroud of the storms, a water cyclone twisted out of the clouds and moved toward them. 

"Hold on to something!" Rortho shouted.

 The blast of icy air and water moved right up to the edge of the ship and spun them in a rapid motion. The island passed around them in a blur as they were tossed into a rocky cove crowned with black cliffs and snow-covered ruins. 

The cyclone moved away from the cove, and the swell of the storms seemed to subside now that they were in the natural protection of the island.

"I have never seen any of this sort! This storm has a mind of its own!" Rortho shouted, coughing and soaking wet. Valrin got to his feet and looked around.

"Dwarven ruins?" he asked.

The towers of rock were capped with many structures with stark domes and many broken towers.

The dwarf shook his head. "No, the architecture is not dwarven. I am not sure what this is."

Braei and Fadis both emerged from below deck. 

"Is Edanos okay?" Valrin asked.

"He is, but we were tossed around really good," Braei said. "Where are we?"

Fadis glanced around and made a pointing motion. "I have seen ruins like this. But it was in the south. They are not dwarven or elven. Something else." 

He strung his bow.

"What are you doing?" Rortho asked.

"The dear sickly captain needs out of the cold and for good rest. I will scout ahead. See if I can find something or somewhere for us to take shelter."

The ship had come to rest against a large outcropping of rocks. Though Valrin thought to move the ship closer to shore and perhaps a better spot to disembark, Fadis jumped ahead.

Rortho made his way to the edge. 

"I'll go with him. Make sure he doesn't cause any trouble."

As the two of them trudged up a rocky path, Valrin looked to Braei and smiled. "I think I might survive my first few days as a captain, after all."

She laughed. "It is strange. You are young to be a captain."

"Not too much younger than you."

"Well, you don't see me as a captain, now do you?"

They both smiled again, and then Valrin looked toward where Edanos was. "I just don't understand. He won't wake up."

Braei made a motion with her eyebrows. "Well . . . I'm not sure." She sighed. "I always heard fairy magic was the most powerful of healing magics. Perhaps he needs a bit more? The only reason he was to his feet and fighting as he was, was his determination to help us escape. Which turning your ship towards the other vessels, well. . . that was really brave of you."

"I have to protect my crew. Even if it might cost me."

She went to the edge of the deck and looked down into the water. "Meredaas, I guess, has hope in you as a 'Stormborn' or whatever it is called, and this ship, I can't seem to explain it. How does it have magical powers?"

"Dwemhar or sea peoples? I am not sure the difference at this point, but I am guessing it has something to do with that."

"I don't know. Us Rusis never cared for those of other races. I talk a lot of my superiority to most, but that is exactly why my race is nearly extinct."

"You have never seen another Rusis?"

"No, not breathing anyway. I have memory of my mother and father, a mere fragment of a picture. I see her, and above her is my father. His hands are alight in fire, and my mother's body is badly burned. I don't remember too much else. Be happy, Valrin, that you do not know your parents. It is not always a memory that you will be able to remember fondly."

He was shocked at her words. His thoughts of who his parents could have been were always fond. A warm feeling, or more so a fictitious story in his mind, from many nights wondering where he had really come from. Now, he wondered if his orphaning was a blessing.

It was only a few more minutes when Rortho and Fadis returned in a confident stride.

"There is a good place for us up the hill a bit," Rortho said. "It has shelter from the wind and rain and only had a few cave spiders to deal with."

"Eight cave spiders, dwarf, eight, and three of them nearly shot wads of web on you."

"Well, he is right." The dwarf nodded. "But he is good with that bow. Got off three arrows before I removed my ax from the first carcass!"

Valrin dropped the anchors. He had forgotten about that before, and while it was strange to leave the ship where it was, it was better than the ground he thought they could get to. The tides were shifting, and the ground which was covered in water just a bit before were now sands and jagged spikes of rock.

Working together, they moved Edanos and carried him up the rocky path. It was a road of some kind, and without concentrating too much on the random cracks and broken steps, Valrin could tell it was well made. He wondered if it had been here since before the great flooding that destroyed the sea peoples. If so, the place would have been on a mountain, at least so he assumed. 

They reached the edge of a large platform, and the wind cut through them with a bitter chill. Valrin looked up to see the storm in all of its rage. More of the cyclones spun in the distance. The sea was terrifying in the magnificence of its uproar. He looked back to his ship and saw that strangely, the water remained very calm even though the water outside of the cove was still churning.

Rortho and Fadis carried Edanos. The captain's hand fell flaccid from his body, and Valrin lifted it up to put back on his stomach.

Braei ran ahead of them and to the obvious towering structure they were heading toward. It was like a temple of some kind. A large dome with arches and columns that ran down either side of it. A center double door was slightly ajar but seemed to move with the winds whistling around its edges. Valrin ran ahead and joined Braei in holding it open. They moved Edanos in and then shut the doors. The Rusis quickly created flames for light, and Valrin jumped, spotting the corpses of the massive spiders.

"I thought they were smaller!" he yelled.

"No, no, dear lad. They are quite large," Rortho teased.

The spiders’ remains were near the size of a bear. He had seen bear pelts come in his island home in the past, but seeing these monsters was something else entirely. 

Braei walked to several basins that lined the room and lit them with her magic. Though the coals were long dormant and cold, they came to life with relative ease. 

It seemed that while this place was long abandoned, that perhaps the spiders had only recently taken up residence, though he had no idea where such creatures would come from in this desolate region of the sea.

They had a few items from the ship to makes pallets, and a small fire gave off some warmth. Above them, an opening in the dome let in a gleam of moonlight wrapped in the occasional storm cloud. 

Edanos still slept, and Braei fell asleep as Valrin looked at her. Fadis leaned against the wall of the room and carved a mark in his bow as Rortho stared into the fire.

"What are you doing?" Valrin asked the archer.

He finished the straight mark and returned his knife to its sheath.

"Marks. Marks for good deeds."

"Good deeds?"

He set the bow down and leaned back, closing his eyes.

"Deeds. When your life has culminated with the product of bad choices, you start trying to do a bit better." He opened his eyes and stared at the fire before glancing toward Valrin. "To be more worthy."

Valrin wondered exactly what kind of life Fadis had come from. What bad deeds he had committed and what he was trying to be worthy of, but he didn't push it. The howling wind outside and the dank smell of the room was enough to upset anyone without further questioning.

The dwarf lay back against a rock and began to sing.

 

"Troubled waters

Beyond the coldest reach.

I dream of love

And mountains high

But ahead I have

Many ocean nights.

 

A long voyage home,

A long voyage home.

 

Ax head dulled

From many broken bones,

From fearless man

And coward elf.

I stand upon,

The rocks of Harrodarr

 

Where ancestors roam,

In the stony home.

 

I cannot weep

For those gone away,

But I will sing my song

A lonely dwarven song."

 

Valrin listened to his words. They were lonesome and sad. He seemed to sniffle and then quickly shuffled his hand away from his eyes as he noticed Valrin was watching.

"I’m not too great at songs. Its been a long time I’ve been away from the halls I have called home. Being within these stone walls reminds me of those places. Eventually, perhaps we will come across old dwarven ruins. You will see the grandeur of my people and perhaps put from memory the horror you have seen of us so far."

"I don't really see all dwarves as bad. Just some of them. I am sure there are many dwarves who are giving and open."

Rortho laughed. "Well, just because we're all not bad doesn't mean we're pushovers. Dwarves are a conceited lot. We are proud, and we keep to ourselves. That as it is, once you are our friend, that bond is stronger than hammered dragon ore."

"Better than elves," Fadis said.

Rortho coughed. "Yes, well, elves are their own sort."

"You do not like elves?" Valrin asked Fadis.

"I guess you could say that. I have my own issues with them. Where I'm from, back in Taria, I spent a good amount of years fighting elves."

"I always heard elves were the greatest with bows."

Fadis smirked. "Yes, well, they bleed all the same. Practice can take you a long way, but shadows can hide any that does not wish to be seen."

"You know," Rortho said, "I knew a Ranger once. A rough man but a good friend for our short time together. He said something like that, well, er, before he died."

"All Rangers die, my dwarf. I just hope to have some say in where my own death takes place."

"So you were this Ranger, whatever that is?" Valrin asked.

"A long time ago. When you were likely a newborn. Ranger’s protect their lands and the lands of their neighbors. They hold to a mutual respect of one another and generally take the most risks to protect what they love. Kings have been protected and slayed by Ranger’s in my lands. But yes, it was quite a few years ago, it was about that time I did away with that part of my life. I came up north. There's less to deal with up here, but there is always some kind of trouble and a bit of coin to be made…"

There was a sudden scratching outside of the door. Valrin jumped, drawing his blade nearly out. Rortho was at his feet, and Fadis moved his hand to his bow and worked to get an arrow to string.

"Braei!" Rortho shouted in a whispered tone.

She sat up and glanced around.

The scratching came again and this time was louder. 

Rortho motioned to Valrin. "Back up!"

Valrin stumbled back but held his sword out. He bit his lip and stood over Edanos. 

The scratching came again, and the door swung open with a gust of bitter sea air. The fire went out, and a spray of something flew in. 

"Spider acid!" Rortho shouted. "Braei!" 

The Rusis cast a bright flash of orange flame toward the doorway and engulfed a massive spider. It screamed and crackled as it shrunk to a broken form. Its flesh was orange with melting carapace turning it into a gelatinous mass.

Rortho stepped forward into the doorway. His glare shifted to either side, and he sniffed the air as he took slow steps. There was a loud hiss, and he jerked right before slashing his ax into the attacker. Another spider came from behind him, and Fadis released an arrow, bringing the creature down.

Valrin then looked beyond his friends and saw several red eyes in multiple spots in the distance.

"More of them!" he shouted.

Another volley of venom flew their way, striking the ground near Edanos and splashing the wall next to Fadis.

The archer fired another two arrows at the approaching beasts. Two fell, while a third hissed and jumped. Rortho blocked with his ax, but the spider knocked him down. The creature stabbed its legs in a forward motion, trying to move over the dwarf and inject its venom. Braei rushed forward and placed her hands over the creature, letting out a brilliant burst of electricity that stunned the beast. Rortho pushed it off of him and smashed his ax into it. It squealed a strange sound and then died.

"Are you okay?" Braei asked as she pulled Rortho to his feet.

The dwarf rotated his shoulder and grimaced. "Yes, I am fine. I just smell of spider now."

Valrin ran to the doorway to look at the dead creature. It was larger than the largest bear pelt he had ever seen. It had multiple eyes and hairy but frost-colored skin.

"Perhaps we disturbed their nests?" Fadis asked as he motioned to the room they were in.

"I guess," Rortho said, "but these beasts could not live in this desolate place. There is no food."

"Except us," Braei suggested.

A sudden series of flashes appeared in the distance. Valrin looked up to see several bright flames heading toward them.

"Get back!" Rortho shouted.

The flames struck around them, shattering the rocks and causing the stone to partially glow.

Fadis had his bow bent but did not release.

"I do not see anything or anyone!" he said to the others.

A few seconds passed. They all hugged the interior of their shelter. Valrin peeked around the corner, and he saw another flash, this time blue, before several blasts of ice struck at random around them. Then fire came again, this time striking near Edanos. The stones around him began to melt. 

Rortho and Valrin ran over and pulled him out of the direct fire as another blast came in.

Fadis leaned out and released an arrow. As soon as he was in cover again, another series of blasts of both ice and fire struck just near him.

"Damn these things!" Braei shouted. 

The Rusis emerged from the opening with a shimmering ward to block the incoming attacks. There were two bright flashes as the blasts struck her shield. Fadis filed out behind her and loosed an arrow around her side, striking a figure in the shadows. Valrin went to the door, but Rortho held him back.

"We have no magic shield or bow in which to fight with. This is their fight," he told him.

Another blast struck the shield, and then Braei dissolved her ward. Spinning, she sent several blasts out to multiple figures on the platform. They each summoned wards and then immediately dropped them.

A voice from their right shouted out, "You fight as a Rusis, young one. Your hands are alight with arcane power and your battle zeal is unmatched."

"We want no trouble upon this dark night!" Braei shouted out. "We have an injured man, and we just wished to wait out the storm. We will be gone by morning, we swear."

Fadis still had his bow bent. "You don't have to back down from these sprites."

Braei was shaking but not from fear. There was almost excitement in her voice. "They're not elves, and they are much more powerful than I."

The one figure who spoke before approached. Fadis immediately stepped forward, his arrow at his cheek. 

"Stay back!"

The figure stopped, and Valrin noticed he simply lifted a finger. The arrow Fadis held at draw disintegrated into embers, and his bow string twanged empty.

He went to draw another arrow, when the figure lifted his hand, summoning a large ball of flame.

Fadis lowered his bow.

"You are Rusis!" Braei exclaimed.

The figured paused, lowering his spell. He threw back his hood to reveal a gray-haired man with a scraggly beard. 

"Some of the last," he replied. "Though we do not go by that name anymore. We are the keepers of songs. Priests upon this lonely rock. While in deep meditation, we felt the stirring of the seas. A Stormborn has emerged, and the realm ship has a master."

Valrin and Rortho moved out of the shelter and crept up to where Fadis and Braei stood. The man who was speaking immediately bowed.

"They had said it would be a child. We all felt it as such. You are young, but long shall be your time upon the seas."

The man then stood back up straight.

"I am Lorlaam. My brothers, these fellow monks, have taken a vow of silence since your arrival, but know each of them meditate on your future and we have our ways of providing insight to one another."

"I am Valrin of Travaa, Stormborn."

"Ah yes, Stormborn. A child made in part from the souls of sea peoples. That cult broke away from the Dwemhar long ago. Indeed, there is much mystery to them. It is our place to help you, or so it seems the waters of the Glacial Seas have told us."

"My friend Edanos, he is back in the shelter." Valrin motioned. "He is not well."

Two of the Rusis monks went toward the shelter.

"We will see for your friend," Lorlaam said. "For now, you should all come out of this cold."

Valrin saw Fadis looking around.

"Are these spiders some magical creation of your magic, or . . . ?" he asked, waiting for an answer.

"Oh, they were our friends," Lorlaam said with a slight disgust to his tone. "You took one of the few places they seemed to enjoy sleeping. They came to us around two weeks ago, floating on a block of ice and nearly dead. We cared for them and were allowing them a place to live for the time being. It was quite a miracle to bring them back to full life from nearly dead."

Fadis shrugged, "Well, they aren't nearly dead now."

Rortho laughed and slapped Fadis on the back.

"Did you not have injured?" Valrin asked Lorlaam. "I saw an arrow strike one of you."

"A mirage, a spell on the mind. We were unharmed in our engagement."

They both walked with Braei as she followed the other Rusis. Edanos was carried in the arms of the monks, leaving Lorlaam and Valrin to walk at the very back.

"How young are you, Captain?"

"How did you know that I was the captain?"

"Well, the realm ship has a captain bound to it. Since you are the Stormborn, that would make you a captain. The ship has many powers beyond that of a simple vessel. I assume you know of some of them already?"

They followed a pathway that took them back past the realm ship and to a large arched dome that made the previous one look like a small closet. There was a massive column in its center, and as they walked around, Valrin saw large torch basins and a hallway. At the end of this hall was a large door.

"I do know of some of the ship's power. We dealt with the Barb King's dwarves and Rugag."

Lorlaam nodded. "I have heard the cries of the ocean and know of the dwarves. Is that who has cursed Edanos here?"

"He isn't cursed," Valrin corrected him. "He was hit with a poisoned barb, perhaps, but not cursed."

"I see. Well, poisons work on the body in a way that a curse does not, but there is truth in the other way of things too."

Reaching the doors, they noticed large dark circular metal handles with a slight sheen of ice on them. Rortho opened the door and they entered. There was a rush of warm air that Valrin was relieved to feel. The room they entered was a cathedral of sorts. There were candles along all the walls and a massive library of books as far as Valrin could see.

"Much of the knowledge of the old world that we could find has been gathered here. We each spent over one hundred years searching the lands for texts and manuscripts to collect and guard and study. This is the complete sowing of our works."

Rortho and Braei immediately picked up one of the books.

"It is a dwarvish metal book!" the dwarf said. "I have not seen one of these since I was a child!"

Lorlaam snickered. "Some are simple. A mere textbook for schooling as the dwarf has found, but once we see to your friend, I will show you something that you as a captain will find most useful no matter what you think you already know of the sea.”

The massive room where all the books were also had offshoots of small open-air chambers with sleeping quarters, a kitchen of sorts, and a large fire pit that billowed a faint smoke into the upper portions of the cathedral and out to the night sky. 

They proceeded to a large altar, and Valrin joined his crew to observe what the Keepers of Songs were to do next. 

Lorlaam went to Edanos' forehead as the others circled around. In total, there were eight of them. At this point Lorlaam revealed a large staff with a crystal orb that he moved over Edanos in a circular motion.

"I have never thought I would ever get to see another Rusis!" Braei said. "We were just talking of this, weren't we?"

"Yes. Now I just hope they can help him," Valrin told her. "I thought your powers were of elemental magic?"

Rortho touched him on the shoulder. "These men may have been Rusis, but I think they have moved past the simple knowledge of their race. We shall see."

The monks placed their hands on Edanos and closed their eyes. It was the most silent time Valrin had ever experienced. Somehow, though there was no actual sound or light, there was a near palpable power alive in the room that had numbed them all to any noise except a faint rushing sensation that they could fully feel throughout their bodies. It was like something filled Valrin's ears, but he didn't feel the need to remove it or try to clear his ears. They then could hear as normal again. A hum filled the air that was just audible over the crackling of the nearby fire pit. There was undulating sound and then a high-pitched ringing. Slowly, their hearing returned, and the monks remained in a bowed position. Lorlaam approached them and rested on his staff.

"There is something about what has stricken your friend that baffles even our knowledge. We must take more time than I expected. I can only bid you rest, here among the books and comforts that we have here. There are beds in the distant lofts."

He pointed behind them.

"Please know that we will work to help your friend, but we do now wonder what it is he is stricken with. We see the evidence of the spear and we can feel the presence of fairy magic, but it wasn't enough."

He then turned and returned to the others around Edanos.

"I worry of our dear captain,” Rortho said, “But these monks seem to know a bit more than us. Sleep without the threat of spiders? I will take it," 

 

As the others went to lie down, Valrin followed them but did not feel the need for sleep.

"That is so very strange," Braei told him.

"I know. I do not even feel sleepy."

She lay down and covered herself. The others were in nearby beds, and from the loud snoring coming from that direction, it seemed Rortho took no time in taking Lorlaam's offer to heart.

"There are things for me to see here, I am sure," Valrin told her. "You all need your rest. Enjoy it."

She smiled and turned over.

He left the area they were in and stood back near the entryway of the halls. The Keepers of Songs were still around Edanos and did not seem to notice him. He walked back up to the large doors at the entryway and went back outside.

The sun was on the horizon. A soft orange glow just over the edge of the sea. The ruins they were in the night before dotted the upper cliffs in a circle around them, though there were periodic breaks where he could see the expanse of the sea. He followed a stairwell up and around the side of the structure they were in. There was an overhang and a tiny crystal sitting in a notch. He climbed up to it and noticed there was a humming sound coming from the pinkish rock.

He had never seen a place like this. Following around to another platform, he could see the back of the island and a large beach here. There seemed to be glowing crystals all along the perimeter. The wind on this side of the structure was much colder. The light of the sun gave him no warmth, and he shivered. He then heard the sound of a lock sliding to his right. He turned to find an opening door. He stepped back at first, afraid of what he had disturbed in this strange place. But to his relieved surprise, it was Lorlaam.

"No sleep for the captain of the realm ship?"

"No, I am not tired."

"When you are at port and it is safe, you should at least try." The old man smiled and then shut the door behind him. "You are a curious boy, Valrin. What drew you to come outside?"

He hadn't really been drawn outside, in his opinion.

"Nothing really. I guess I just wanted to see. I had thought Rusis were much rarer, and to find so many of you in a place like this, I had to see what else was here."

"An adventurous spirit. Something needed in the Glacial Seas. This place was built by the Dwemhar, our sworn enemies, if you can call them that. Most of the intricacies of such a building have faded away. There are places beneath that still hold secrets, but having my blood prevents it. I have pierced the veil of magic and seen crystals within. No doubt something your ship uses?"

"I don't really know. It uses crystals for its powers, but I just do not know too much else."

Lorlaam smiled. "Well, first I bid you bring your ship around the edge of the island into the cove below. I believe I can help you in at least a small way. The area below has a port of the ones who built your ship. There is a place I wish to show you, but I want your ship to be in a safer place."

"Is it not already?" he asked.

"Dwarven vessels could still find it there. Although I find the chance small, I deem you bring it into the protected port. There is a veil upon it that from the outside waters makes this region invisible, save massive cliffs. Follow the cliffs around and you will see the path open to you. Do not worry, the storm from before is well gone and I may have had a hand in guiding your vessel here."

Valrin peered at the man. “You? You created the storm?”

“Not quite the storm but the forces of the water that drew you toward me. It is no matter now; just bring your ship this way.”

 

Valrin returned to his ship. It was a good but careful run to make it back to the vessel. He felt strange leaving the others, even though it was only for a moment. He had never been alone upon the sea, and pulling the plank up that led from his ship to the shore was a strange moment for him. It was hard for him to imagine ever being alone on the sea.

As he went to the helm, he thought of what Lorlaam had said. It was odd the Rusis had actually pulled them toward the island, but it did not seem he had any negative intentions by it, and thus far, he and his fellow monks were helping them beyond what just about anyone else could.

He steered the ship away from the shoreline with only a bit of sail up. The crystals below the helm glowed brightly. The water was calm outside of the cove. He turned to the right and began sailing around the edge of the island. The cliffs to his side were massive and dark. With the pale gray morning sky above him and the whistling winds cutting from behind, he felt alone but was strangely at peace. 

As the ship rocked forward and back as he steered around jagged rocks coming up from the sea, he kept along the cliffs until it seemed the rocks moved away from one another and a passage appeared. As he crossed into the path, he gasped as now he was within the port. He looked behind him to find that there were no cliffs at all, though they had been real enough just a moment ago. It was a powerful mirage created by magic.

As he guided the ship into a massive cave underneath the structure that before he and Lorlaam were standing above, he saw that Lorlaam was waiting for him. The ship began to move on its own, and Valrin tried to fight the wheel but could not. The vessel drifted against a long black stone to the right, and with a strange click, the ship was set against the wall. Glowing runes appeared on the ground by the ship.

He stepped off and noticed Lorlaam was staring up at the walls. The entire structure seemed to be glowing. 

"For so long I have awaited this day. It is a strange finding to see it all as it was foretold."

"I still question exactly what this all means. The events a few days ago happened very quickly."

"In time, you will understand it more clearly. Now, let me show you something."

He led Valrin further into the cave and to the massive doorway covered in ice. There were effigies covering it.

The Rusis placed his hands on the door and used flames to melt the ice.

"Through many translations found across the oceans, I have determined that this was at one time a shipwright's quarters. Though I dare say it, the markings of Vankou are upon the outside, etched on the floor."

Valrin noticed the runes and what appeared to be an image of a ship. Though he couldn't read it, he did see the sharp slashes, almost cruel marks, on the ground.

"Vankou?"

"Composer of the songs of eternity. A god of death. The god of death if death could be a god. He is far from here, far from you. You must not fear that which is sealed away. Your fate is beyond his reach. But this place is marked as a tomb. I deem you to be careful."

"You want me to go in there?"

He nodded. "You must know more of your ship, and I have felt the power within this place but have not been able to go there. Your friend Edanos will need more than I have here, Valrin. I have an elixir maker that can do much more than craft simple potions, but I will need something from the South. Go into here and seek out what you can find. When you are done, simply return to the halls above. I will prepare the others for your journey."

Valrin pulled open the door, and a strange smell struck his nostrils.

"This passage has not been opened since it was sealed." Lorlaam went to reach into the doorway, and the air shifted, suddenly pushing against him, "And it's one you will have to go into alone."

Valrin drew his blade and stepped in. He looked back to Lorlaam, who pulled an unlit torch from his robes. He lit the tip with his powers and handed it to him.

"Good luck, Stormborn."

Valrin stepped forward, and the doorway shut behind him. He looked ahead to see a long hall with strewn objects all over the floor and archways well above his head spaced out every few feet. There was ice along the walls and no sense of warmth to be found. He began forward. His every step echoed down the halls. He looked around to large open expanses on either side, seeing what he thought was movement only to see tattered cloth blowing from slight gusts in the bowels of the caves.

It appeared as if the mountain rock itself had grown into the structure. The rock piercing through the ornate panels of the hall was sheer and pointy. There were several broken pillars littering the path, and torn manuscript pages.

He continued on, spotting several doorways but finding them all blocked. He wasn't sure what to make of this place overall. He came to a large circular room and found the skeleton of a ship on a raised platform. There were crystals and ore lying about. A large smelter, long, cold, and barren, took up the wall to the right, and large doorways flanked one another where the completed ship could be moved out. There was a single pedestal and a metal protrusion sticking up.

Valrin sheathed his sword for the moment. There were no other rooms he could see, and so far, the sealed passage had simply been empty. He went to the switch on the pedestal and took hold of it. Looking around as if someone was actually going to see him touch it, he took a deep breath and twisted it.

There was a rumble beneath his feet. The smelter to his right roared to life, and bright crystals in the corners of the room began to spin in place giving off a radiant glow to the surroundings. A series of panels to his right opened along the wall, and he saw several manuscripts and crystals, like the ones on his ship, upon a large shelf made into the wall.

He smiled and went over to the wall. He took one of the four books and thumbed through it. The language was that of the dwarves; he could tell that but nothing else.

But Rortho said the dwarves didn't build this place.

He tucked the books away one by one. He did not know their significance, but he knew Rortho would be able to read them. He then went to the crystals. Lorlaam told him these somehow helped power his ship. He would need them at some point. But as he grabbed the crystals, he heard a lever fall behind him. He turned, spotting something glowing gold on the opposite side of the room. 

He set the crystals down and drew his sword. At this moment, he wished to have someone else with him. Rortho, Fadis, Braei, any or all of them really. There came a strange scratching sound. He noticed that several golden lights moved toward him in an erratic way. There were four in total. As they drew closer, he noticed they were like small turtles, except metallic. One by one, they came to rest in front of him. They were mechanical. They had small gears atop their backs with blue crystals atop their heads. One of them was flashing, and in a sudden flash of lightning, the turtle changed forms and became a small golden tower.

A voice then came.

"If this room has been awoken, I will know the plans set forth before have come to pass. We were deemed evil by our masters; we of the sea were the last of the sect who believed ourselves truly different. We could not escape the flooding of old. We were the dissenters. We seek redemption, and through my work here, I will have done my part. Stormborn, you have awoken. Your path will lead to our salvation, and if the gods will it, my work here will be enough.

“I was Arnea, shipwright of the once grand Dwemhar. I bestow upon you not only the texts to teach you of the old realm ships written in a language I believe will survive the true tests of time, but moon crystals to keep your ship well powered.

“With you, I bid you take my assistants. They are as sea turtles, but you will find that even on land they work quickly. They can repair your vessel and will work to assure it stays floating beyond the days of the Stormborn. But to most, they will never be seen, and that is as it should be. Only another such as yourself can truly use the powers you possess. I bid you one last request. Retrieve my body and return me to the sea. I would much rather rest outside of what has become my prison."

The golden tower became three turtles again before each of them turned into small golden balls. Valrin picked them each up, noting them to be no larger than his hand. He noticed a small brown sack near the shelves where he found the crystals, and worked to put the assistants and the crystals in the bag.

He thought of how Arnea had left him the strange message and his last request. He gave thought to ignore it but then noticed the doorway in the direction the assistants had come from. It was open now, no doubt from the assistants, but he hadn't noticed it. He guessed it must have been another veiling spell, like the one outside the island.

He proceeded forward to enter a room adorned in hasty markings and covered in red splashes. He noticed a strange smell in the air. Not of rotting corpses or a foulness of that sort, but of something else. Something like some kind of food.

He walked toward a glowing light on the wall and noticed that it was a small fire. He then looked to see a frail man lying on the ground. He jumped at first but then cautiously knelt down and found the man was still warm. Blood pooled around him. His eyes were open and his mouth was agape. The man could not have been dead for very long, yet this place was sealed. He wondered if someone was in here with him. He scanned the room but did not see anyone or anything. Valrin then noticed a dagger lying on the ground just under the man. He reached down to touch it, and in his mind's eye, there was a flash of memory. He saw the sealing of the room. The frail figure before him was a proud man but was deeply saddened as the doors to the outside were sealed and he sat alone, surrounded by his assistants.

I have eternity to wait. I will wait within this room until eternity comes to pass. Alone, I am always alone. Tormented by the songs of Vankou, the deceiver, I cannot escape. Once the time comes. When I feel the Stormborn open the way, I will have death at last. Though I will no doubt try to obtain it before then.

Valrin then saw the image of the old man aging over many, many years until at last, he sees the man smile before driving the dagger into his stomach over and over. The man collapses. 

The cold bite of the air took Valrin, and his hand seemed stuck to the dagger. He saw the image of the man again and then the dagger fell from his hand with a clang. At this point, he realized the man had been trapped in this place until his arrival a few minutes ago. There was a small window to the outside world that Valrin noticed in the corner of his eye. That was this man's only way to see out for however long he had been sealed here. He had not been as lucky as the Dwemhar in the place Edanos and the others had stumbled upon a few nights ago. This man had been cursed, and he felt a strange pulling in his mind that he wasn't the only one who was cursed to live as such.

Valrin, though small, was able to lift the man still dripping in blood and carry him back out. There was something sweet of the notion. The act of returning one of the ones he somehow could almost call family to their resting place. The feeling of death was heavy upon him, but as he reached the outside again, he went down past his ship to the edge of the docking platform and tossed the body into the seas.

"Goodbye, Arnea."

He knew from the visions he had seen before with the others that those who preceded the creation of the Stormborn were a separate cult of the Dwemhar. They regretted what they had become, and they sought redemption. At least this one had found it, in some form.

 


Part Two: Mysterious Friend

 

Valrin was covered in blood. As the body of the now-dead ancient one disappeared into the black, cold waters of the sea, he looked around for the path that Lorlaam had taken to get to this place. He found a stairwell that led back up, and began up the spiraling path to the peak where before he had stood with the Rusis.

He looked down at the blood smears on his arms. He had never had the blood of another person on him like this. As discomforting as it was to him, he saw the honor in carrying out the final act wished of him. He felt the bag containing the crystals and the assistants, along with the books written in the dwarven language. Arnea must have thought much of the dwarves to assume they would survive the unknown amount of time that would pass waiting for the Stormborn.

He went back down to the doorways to the halls where the others were. The sun was up higher in the sky now, and he wondered what Lorlaam would actually tell them of Edanos.

As he entered and began down the stairwell, Braei immediately saw him, and her eyes grew large.

"Valrin, you are hurt!" 

Rortho and Fadis quickly joined her, followed by Lorlaam.

"I am not hurt," he told them. "Bloody, but not hurt."

"What happened?" Fadis asked.

"The blood is not mine. There was a man, an ancient man. I don't really understand it, but he has been alive since well before now. The place was empty and cold, but slowly, I was able to determine some secrets."

He handed the books to Rortho. "Written in your language, and from what I can guess, they will guide us with the realm ship. I also found crystals," he said, looking at Lorlaam.

"The power I had meditated on and found beneath us was more than simply these trinkets. There was a man beneath us?"

"I don't understand it myself," Valrin said, "but he was there. A few days ago, we witnessed a vision within ruins to the west. There we saw the sea peoples and their talk of the coming floods. They spoke of going out to the world and awaiting the Stormborn. I had thought this was meant as a more spiritual sense, not literal."

"Did the man say anything else?" Braei asked.

"He spoke of Vankou and hearing his songs."

"A tormented one?" Rortho questioned.

"A what?"

"There is belief that some who owe the god of death will not be allowed death. Perhaps this ancient one was one of them."

"Or perhaps he is a key to the old prophecy of the North. Of the one who will release death, or so it was spoken." Lorlaam said

"That is an elven prophecy," Rortho stated.

"That was a prophecy of the far northern Glacial Seas, spoken by Vankou himself when he was sealed away. But we digress, this is not of the Stormborn's concern. That man is dead. But I do worry of what more will be uncovered."

He turned from them and went back toward Edanos.

There was now a single monk standing over him, and the others moved around the halls in silence.

"The Glacial Seas are a dangerous place. Though where you must go, the danger will not be magical in nature but dwarven. You must go south of here, to a city called Corson. It is there you will seek out Trilsa, a man who calls that place home. He knows of the dwarven potion trades and how to find one who makes them."

Lorlaam went to a large stone circle with several cups arranged atop a platform. 

"This is an elixir enchanter of the sea peoples. I can use this to determine what any poison is made of and, in that, determine a cure. Your friend was not simply poisoned as like one who is struck by the barb of a stingray or the slap of a jellyfish of the South. This was a poison that went deeper and was blessed with a dark magic. This is beyond my skills, and I fear if more of this exists. Your friend will remain here safe with us, but you must seek out Trilsa. He is a friend of mine; just do not use my name as you know it. He knew me as the Mage of Ice. Tell him this, and he will help you."

"Corson? I have a cousin who runs an inn there. It has been a good while since I was there, but I will be happy to see him. Be happy we are not elves. They do not like elves there at all!"

"Sounds like a fine place," said Fadis.

 

Valrin went to Edanos as the others prepared to head to the ship. He knelt at him and put his hand on his chest.

"We will return. Rest, friend."

He stepped back and into Lorlaam, who was standing behind him.

"We will watch over him. Keep faith in your crew and your ship, and may Meredaas watch over you."

They exited the halls and hurried their way up the stairwell leading back around to the ship.

"You moved the ship?" Braei asked.

"Yes, an enchanted cove of sorts."

 Fadis shook his head. "Why is everything enchanted, cursed, or somehow not just good wood and iron?"

"Coming from a man with an elvish bow?" Rortho asked.

"It is only elven wood. I made it myself. I've learned to avoid elven weapons. They're not worth the trouble."

Rortho shook his head with a grin. "One day we will sit down and you will tell me about your adventure before here. I have to assume it is quite a tale."

Valrin led them down to the ship, and Rortho stared at the docked vessel. 

"How is this ship tied to the dock? It is like it is locked in or something."

"You seem quite disturbed by this," Braei teased.

"It's just I have never seen such a thing. I have seen many dwarven mechanics, and this is beyond all of that."

"These docks were built by the same people who built the ship," Valrin told him. "The doors ahead took me down to the shipwright's room where a partially constructed ship was abandoned at some point in the past. Though I wonder if it was before the floods, how did the ship get to the water? I assume they lowered it?"

"You ask questions that make my head hurt thinking of answers," Rortho said. "I will look in these books. Perhaps we will find answers to your questions and mine. Oh, and next time you're going on an adventure, wake us all up!"

"I agree," Braei said.

“It wasn’t really an adventure, more like a small journey into a long sealed place.”

“An adventure,” Rortho stated again. “That is what you had.”

As Valrin touched the wheel of the ship, whatever hold was on the ship released and the sails came up slightly as they moved away from the docks. They made quick speed leaving the harbor, and Valrin brought up the map in the center of the ship. He looked across the vast seas and noted Travaa. "Corson would be to the west of your home island, lad," Rortho told him.

He looked over and saw an island. "There?" He pointed.

"Yes."

As he adjusted the ship, the map shifted with them, and he could tell they were moving in the right direction.

He manipulated the crystal near the map, and he was able to see a much greater expanse of the oceans, but most of it was unknown to all upon the boat.

"We have been to many of the islands of the lower Glacial Seas," Braei said, "but the far north is known to be both icier and more dangerous. Edanos always was wary of going that way. The island we were on before was still in that region, and it is my guess that is why the Keepers of Songs have been left alone."

"They also don't cause the dwarves trouble," Rortho suggested. "I could see the dwarves seeking to add that place to their kingdom at the first notice of trouble."

"Then we must protect them and assure no dwarf, save you, ever finds out about them," Valrin said.

 

The island became a mere outline behind them, and several new islands appeared in front of them. Each had its own look, character, and likely story hidden to the common passerby. There were penguins on one, and at least twice a seal emerged to watch them as they sailed by.

The sunlight was a welcome sight, but it was nearing the time of the year where it would not be out as long. 

As they traveled for a few hours, it became clear that they would make it to their destination sometime at night. Valrin had handed the wheel over to Braei, as it seemed that Rortho had learned something from his reading.

"Let me see the crystals you retrieved," he said excitedly.

Valrin pulled them from his bag and handed them to him. 

"It seems that these use moonlight to recharge the other crystals of the ship. I have told you of how the further northern regions of the sea have many secrets?"
	Valrin nodded.

"Well, these crystals have properties that allow them to pull radiant magic from the air itself, at least, when you are sailing in these waters. It takes in lunar magic in the air and somehow stores it as energy. Now, I assume if you were to go south of the waters, this effect would lessen and eventually fail. But that is what these are for."

Rortho went to the back of the ship and moved his finger along the wood. A switch flipped down, and with a flick, he opened several compartments on the back of the ship. Taking each crystal, he placed them in literal holders that then closed around the crystals, securing them.

"Now, I have found a bit about the helm crystals. The translations are rough, but I can tell that of the four main ones you have. The top one engages the weapon we saw before, the arcane flames, while the one at the bottom can raise a ward, similar to what Braei can do. There also is a lockdown for the ship. A type of security. The ship will only be accessible by you in this case, and it will be surrounded by an impregnable shield until you come near it."

"That is strange. How can this ship have this kind of power?"

"The best I can see, the sea peoples were using a mix of Dwemhar crystal magic with that of Rusis magic and a bit of dwarven mechanics. I'm just now touching the surface, but at one time, these ships could do magnificent things, even fly, if you can believe it."

"Now come, dwarf," Braei shouted, "no ship like this can fly."

Rortho thumbed through one of the books and revealed a picture of several realm ships at flight against a cloudy sky.

Braei shook her head. "Well, if that is something this ship can do, then you might as well figure it out so we can get on to Corson before dark."

"That seems the problem, though," Rortho added. "The magic that powers the ship will go dark over time. I assume small actions would use less magic, but large actions, such as flying, if the vessel can do it, would take a significant time to recharge. We should keep to the sea and to normal sailing actions as much as possible."

"We don't need a fight," Valrin said.

"But we should always expect one," Fadis said, suddenly standing and looking out. "A dwarven vessel is to our left."

Valrin and Rortho both turned to see a ship traveling west along the same path as them. 

Rortho took the wheel. "We need to keep our distance." The dwarf reached to where the crystals were and twisted a knob on the right side. "You can control the sails here," he told Valrin.

The ship slowed its pace, and the dwarven vessel drifted further away. He turned them further north.

"We will approach Corson from the north. I would rather arrive late than be captured by dwarves. A nasty lot, damn sea pirates."

"Don't we go toward a place where your own cousin is?"

"Yes, and we should be fine there. If we run into any trouble I can easily take on a few angry dwarves but I don't want to risk alerting the entire dwarven navy to our presence. They are no doubt looking for this ship, in whatever form they remember it."

"Do you think Rugag would have regrouped that quickly?" Fadis asked.

"Oh yes. He went back crying to the Barb King, and from there, they will search these seas for us. They may send Rugag and his groups, or perhaps they will have him hit up a few traveling pods of whales while another bastard comes after us."

"Where is the Barb King at?" Valrin asked.

"He has an island chain to the east. They call the place Gurundothrak. It is a long mountainous region where his floating palace is suspended above the great open ocean, and it keeps him from being attacked. It is a marvel to see, to be honest. Massive towers scale up the mountains, and chains stretch down to hold the abomination above an arcane-enhanced stirring sea that makes short work of any approaching sea vessel. It is of the same design as the magics that protect Mereaa, but his is always active and none who came against him ever made it to the palace of thorns. He is protected by countless dwarves and even more foul creatures. So if you had any thought of going after him, I say keep it from mind."

Valrin had a thought of it, but now he didn't know if he should even say it. 

Fadis chuckled. "I can tell that the boy seeks blood. A good way to deal with your problems is to head straight for it, but even better, wait until you can make your enemy hurt in the worst way possible."

Valrin stared at him. "I do not want war with them. That is not my charge as a Stormborn."

"Well, what is?"

"Stop troubling the boy or you can find yourself a new ship in Corson," Braei snapped.

"I do not mean to trouble him, but once Edanos is healed, we will need to move forward in a way that makes sense. We're not just going to float around and see what dwarf finds us and how we might escape again."

"No," Braei said, "once Edanos is better, we will seek out the ones of wisdom who hid within the world. We will trust Valrin. That will be with or without you."

Fadis walked away from them.

Valrin smirked to Braei, who did the same back. She was constantly standing up for him, but since they had first met, it seemed like she was a bit more playful toward him. He kind of liked it.

As Fadis went to the front of the ship, Valrin followed him.

"Thank you," he said.

"Thanks for what? It seems like I'm causing you more trouble than good."

"You are a faithful person. You have more than done your part protecting and helping the others. They might not like what you say, but you're trying to help. Before I was on the Truest Bliss, I only had a handful of people who actually cared about me, and only one of those I can say never took advantage of me. My Aunt Tua. She was a vampire and an elf, but she protected all of us in the end. I would hope that if I was to die, that I would do so in an action that protects others."

"So you're telling me you're already planning your death?"

"Well, no."

"Listen, Valrin, I have seen enough death for the both of us. There is no honor in death. It is bloody. Messy. It smells. My actions before heading north a few years ago resulted in many unnecessary deaths. I had thought to revoke my vows as a Ranger, but I didn't. I did as honor would have me do. It didn't get me too far.” Fadis paused for a moment. He took a deep breath as he closed his eyes, and then looked directly at Valrin. “I see a zeal in you. That king of Barbs is not liked, but the people are too scared to rise up against him. I'm not saying start a war, but if you have an arrow drawn and your enemy is in front of you, there is no harm in letting your bolt do the dirty work."

Valrin nodded. "I am happy to have you in the crew, Fadis. Just . . . well . . . watch it with the others."

"Strange coming from a child, but I will do so."

"You know I'm not that young."

"Young to me, little guy, young to me."

They shared a smile, and Valrin went back toward the helm.

 

Their journey had continued with little issue at all. The moon was high in the sky when Rortho pointed and nodded. "Land-ho," he said in a less-than-exuberant voice.

Corson was ahead. Its dark outline had a few specks of light, and fresh snowfall covered the island.

"How long has it been since you've been here?" Fadis asked.

"Ten years, four months, and fourteen days."

"Specific," Braei said.

"My kin and I had a bit of a falling out."

"Perhaps we should avoid him, then," Valrin suggested.

"No, no. He is one of the few I trust. He has a nice inn, too."

As they moved the ship around the west side of the island, they came to several wooden docks. Valrin looked up to the actual city and noticed a series of elevated wooden platforms and large houses. 

"There is another area to dock. Right by the inn. We will go there."

Rortho guided the ship around the edge of the island to a separate inlet with a few small sailing ships and mostly empty docks.

"Generally this is only for ships in repair, but my good cousin will not care."

They pulled up along the docks and threw ropes to tie off. Fadis jumped off first, followed by Braei. Once the ship was secure, Valrin and Rortho joined them. Rortho pushed himself to the front of the line. 

"Come on,” he said, making a motion with his hand.

Valrin looked around at the black sand beaches and dark rocks that were sheen in the moonlight. The ocean had washed away the snowfall, revealing the volcanic rock that made up the island.

"Be happy it isn't yet winter. During the dead winter, this place is under so much snow, you can barely walk the paths!" 

There was a large two-story house ahead. It was red in color and had a sign hanging in front of the door that was in need of some paint but could still be made out. Valrin took a moment to make out the blocky, runic letters but read it to himself: Spitting Crab Fish.

Rortho pushed open the door, and they entered. Valrin immediately smelled the aroma of an odd-smelling stew.

"RORTHO!" a man bellowed out.

Valrin pushed his way past Fadis to see another dwarf approaching Rortho.

"You stay away for many years, but yet now you come on the eve of the christening of my new bar! I just received this beautiful dwarven-made top for the bar. The same bar you helped me build for the inn you left me with to join in the misadventures of some captain."

There was no one else in the inn at this hour, and Valrin was actually happy about that. He was looking around when Rortho's cousin walked toward him and knelt down. Fadis immediately drew a dagger, and the dwarf looked up.

"Some rougher types, my lost cousin, and a child."

"He's my captain, Uris."

"Aye! Truly? Such a young captain."

"The name is Valrin," he told him. "We are looking for a man named Trilsa."

The dwarf stared at him. "He has a hovel in the far north of the island. But he also killed my most recent spice runner. Not the greatest thing to happen. I've been making a point to cook more for the locals, and well, fish becomes bland in time. I will need to find another to go south."

"We're not here to run spices for you," Rortho said. "I have to . . . I need to speak with you. We've had trouble with Rugag. Has he been here recently?" 

The dwarf looked outside and then back to an obviously stern Rortho.

"No, not in some time. Most dwarves have stayed away. Most elves too. Ever since that ordeal with the elf who killed all of those poor fishers, elves haven't dared stepped foot on this island."

"Though that was well over what, one hundred years?"

"Well, he didn't die, and those bastard sprites will outlive us all. Damn them, Rortho. Come on and sit down."

The dwarf went to the door of the inn and locked it.

"I will get you all something to eat. Just a moment."

Uris went behind the bar and retrieved bowls before serving them all a bit of stew. Valrin ate it, and the warm broth was soothing to his throat. The taste was of artic fish, but it also had the most fragrant herbs. 

"Ha," the dwarf said. "It must be good. No one is talking." 

There was a sudden knock at the door, and they each jumped, turning around.

"Calm down, calm down," the dwarf said.

He went to the door and shooed them off. "My good cousin is here. We'll be open tomorrow. Go on, go to bed, you sea cucumbers." He shut the door back. "Pesky drunks."

"You really shouldn't tell them I am here. Rugag knows of me."

He leaned onto the table. "I do not know what trouble you're in, but it doesn't need to find its way here. I may not agree with them, but they are dwarves. Our people."

Rortho finished his stew and stood.

"My cousin, you and I will have a drink and talk of our people. They will go to Trilsa. We are pressed for time, and we’ll depart tonight."

 The others stood as he did.

"Very well, take the road outside and head east. It will dead end and you will find a rocky recess high atop the hill. There you will find Trilsa. Beware, he is a testy man."

Rortho looked at them. "Find him. Get what we need and get back here. If Rugag gets any sense that we are here, he will be on top of us quicker than I like."

Braei and Valrin immediately went to the door, and Fadis sheathed his knife he had kept out since entering the inn. As the door shut behind them, Valrin shivered at the cold of the outside compared to the inn.

“That was a bit abrasive,” Braei commented.

But none of them had anything else to say of Uris.

"This way," Fadis said. 

 

The road away from the inn was desolate and dark. There were many houses, much like the fishing houses that Valrin had grown up seeing on Travaa, but no one was out at this hour. Unlike Mereaa, the land was generally flat and most all of the structures looked identical.

"A dark place," Valrin said.

"Soon it will be dark all the time in these regions. I kind of look forward to it," Braei said. "At least we will be able to hide easier."

The way out of town became less and less a path and more of just open rocky ground. The city was now behind them, and ahead there was a hilly region from where they could observe the sea clearly in all directions. For the longest while, they just walked, expecting to find something but only finding more rocks and uneven ground that made even careful walking difficult and dangerous. They continued up, avoiding drop-offs and following narrow pathways until at last, they began into a small inlet with a beach of volcanic glass. Here, just visible in a rocky house, was a man sitting outside smoking.

"Who are you to come this way?" the man asked before they had even got close enough to warrant saying hello.

They continued walking at first, but the man stood. "Who are you?" he shouted up at them.

"Friends of the Ice Mage," Valrin said.

There was silence, and the man set his pipe down before hobbling toward them. "You know the Ice Mage?" he asked them.

"Yes, and he needs your help."

The man quickly turned away and went into his house.

They paused for a moment, unsure of what they should do.

"So what now?" Braei asked.

Valrin went forward, leaving the two of them, and headed directly for the house. They ran to catch up with him, when just before the house, the sand gave way and they fell straight down, landing in a shallow cave just over their heads.

"What in the—?" Fadis began as he pushed himself up.

But the man came to the opening. "You fell for a simple trap and I'm supposed to believe you are friends with the Ice Mage?"

"We are," Valrin said. "We need help with something. Our friend was struck by a strange poison."

The ground began to move beneath their feet.

"I know some things about poison, but have you ever heard of a seaweed trap?"

The ground began to upturn. Pieces of sand and shell churned in the bubbling water around their feet.

"No, we haven't, but this is hardly something we are curious about," Braei said. 

The man above them laughed. "You will soon learn what it is."

"Trilsa, we did nothing to you. What are you doing?"

"I have seen assassins before," he said. “I have hid here for so long, the dwarves know I am here, but after I killed the first twenty they sent for me, they agreed to leave me alone. Now you seem to know more about me than I care, so I assume they sent you masquerading as my friend's friend to let me allow you close. But no, that will not happen."

Several twisting arms of seaweed came up. Braei attempted to burn it away, but her flames did nothing to the enchanted plants. 

Fadis pointed at Trilsa. "You are making a mistake. If we wanted you dead, you'd be dead."

"Charming words from someone in a trap."

Valrin drew his sword, but the seaweed grabbed hold of his arms, pulling them down. "I am Stormborn, and I demand you release me from this trap."

"Stormborn, and why would I care of that?"

"Because this poison does not just poison one, it curses them too. The Ice Mage, your friend, told me you were the only one who could help us. He said you could be trusted, and if we do not return to him, he will search us out and determine what happened!"

The seaweed suddenly stopped.

"Sharp words from a young one. Perhaps you are not assassins."

A single rope came down to them. The seaweed receded.

"Come, now."

They climbed back out to see that Trilsa was again smoking his pipe.

Fadis sneered at the man, and Braei let a spark of electricity streak off her fingertips.

"Good thing I did not kill a Rusis. The Ice Mage always had an affinity for those. We once went on a quest to retrieve his staff. He had to avoid a poisonous beast, and I needed a rare ingredient to make a salve to protect him from its venom. It was a fun adventure and one of a few we partook in."

"Why treat us like this if we know the name of your friend?" Braei asked.

He took a long draw from his pipe and exhaled. "I wasn't going to kill you, but many have died in my sandpits. The deal is that most assassins are cheap, particularly the ones the Barb King sends. Most plea with me, curse me, say the glory of the Barb King will endure. I am used to that. You three were different. Using words like 'Stormborn' and such. I am curious of that. I do not know that term."

"It doesn't matter the words," Fadis said. "The boy told you of a poison. How can you help us?"

"You were sent for Evurn, in truth, dear man."

"Evurn?" Valrin asked. 

"Yes, another poor man, err . . . elf. He is from the far south. Narisond, I believe the city is called. He lives further south than this. You will draw close to dwarven places going that way, but if you are friends of the Ice Mage, you no doubt will be fine. Evurn deals in the more odd poisons. I know a good deal and am an expert if ever there was one, but Evurn is a true master of plants, poisons, and the like.”

"How do we find this elf Evurn?" Braei asked.

"Just head south from Corson. You will see an oddity in the sea. A mushroom, green in color, dots the island, giving it a strange appearance to the stark white and black of the Glacial Seas. I do challenge you not to eat them either . . . I had a friend do that once."

"And?" Valrin asked.

"I said I had a friend do that once."

Valrin wasn't sure if this was an attempt at humor or the man was serious. "Thank you, Trilsa, for your time."

The man nodded and lifted his pipe. "Tell the Ice Mage his old friend misses him. Another adventure would be a fun excursion."

"We will," Valrin said.

As they left the man to his pipe, they made a hurried walk back to the village.

"Did Lorlaam actually say he would hunt the man down?" Braei asked.

"No, but I wouldn't want to anger the Ice Mage myself. I figured it would work."

"Lying now?" Fadis asked. "Now don't go telling Edanos I taught you that. I assure you he will assume it was me no matter what I say."

They made it back to the inn to find Rortho and Uris standing outside.

Rortho approached them. "So?"

"We must go south," Valrin said.

"South?" 

"We have to find an elf, a man named Evurn."

Rortho looked over to Uris.

"There will be dwarven vessels that way," Uris said.

"We have to do as we must," he replied.

"Good tidings to you, cousin," Uris told him. "Perhaps when you get done with what your doing we can head south for a bit. To Harrodarr or Michranok? It would be a glorious good time.” They embraced before Uris looked at the others, “Anyway, good luck to all of you. Know this is a safe place if you need to hide. I will do what I can for you."

The dwarf went back into the inn, and they headed for the ship.

"Did you have a good conversation with him?" Braei asked.

"An enlightening one. The dwarves are searching for us. They had already been here looking for a child captain. It seems our adventures to the far north have indeed spread out in rumor and talk among the dwarves."

"So they are hunting us and they know to watch for Valrin?" Fadis asked.

"Yes, I hope in going south we do not need to go to any other city."

"No," Valrin said, "only to an island and an elf."

"Some would say that is a bad idea as well," Fadis said. "You all know I'm not a fan of sprites."

As they pulled away from Corson, they sailed with haste in a southerly direction. They spotted torchlights in the far east. 

Rortho pointed. "Dwarves, likely. Those are large ships."

"Should we sail further west?" Fadis asked.

"No, in the dark they cannot see us. We would be good to continue south as is. Hopefully, our next meeting will not take us any closer to the dwarves than is needed."

The others had lain down, and Valrin guided the ship south. He had seen no other islands, and he kept a keen eye out for the strangely green-covered island he expected to see at some point. He looked up to the stars, trying to remember the passage of time and the constellations that Edanos had taught him. He was a captain, but he felt almost lost at the task. To him, it didn't help that he was looked at as special to some degree by the others, but yet also still a child. He knew he was young, but he had to set himself from the boyish image he had. Perhaps in time, that chance would come.

It was still just before dawn. The clouds had shifted away, and a purple hue struck the horizon. The water had become calmer, and for a good while, Valrin had moved the ship toward a trio of high-reaching islands. These were the first he had seen since they left Corson, and he had worked to assure he continually headed south.

The first of the two islands was obviously not green at all. There was red algae that grew around the base of the tall island. As he moved the ship around it, he noticed it was actually very small in width and seemed to have a rocky extension that connected to another island. This one was larger, but it, too, lacked the green mushrooms he was told would make a blatant finding of Evurn's home obvious. At last, he circled around the third island. It was of sheer rock and the largest of the three. He could see no plants, no animals, not even holes carved out by the sea. He made it around the edge of this one when just before he turned to move away, he saw a small beach and mushrooms with green tops growing on it.

"Yes, this is it!"

He turned the ship and twisted the knob to lower the sails. As he did this, the ship ran aground and tossed from one side to the next. Without any prompting or activation, the assistants Valrin had retrieved from the shipwright before came to life and rolled across the deck with a slight hum to their movement. They turned to the four legged form and scurried over the edge of the boat that had ran aground. He dropped the anchor as his disheveled crew stumbled atop the deck.

"Sounds like you tore the outside of the ship," Rortho said. "What happened?"

"We're here." Valrin pointed out.

Rortho turned and looked at the island. "So we are, but Throka be blessed, don't tear apart the deck of the vessel. I don't know a shipwright who could actually fix this kind of ship!"

Fadis strung his bow. "An island with green mushrooms and an elf. Those sound like the perfect ingredients for a fun time."

The front of the ship was still resting on the sands. They leaped from the ship to the sand and formed a line as they walked toward a shadowy overgrown beach. Valrin looked behind and didn’t noticed any damage or any signs of the assistants. They were quick at their work and were most definitely out of sight.

As they walked up the beach, a white snake fled from beneath the sand and disappeared into the underbrush ahead.

Fadis put an arrow to string and moved ahead of them. As he got to just about the spot the snake had disappeared he turned around to wait for the others. A moment later, a spear from the trees struck between them and Fadis. A white smoke billowed from the shaft, and Valrin felt his strength drained. He fell to the ground and looked at the others, who had been stricken the same way. He was unable to see clearly, and his arms and legs did not want to work. 

He felt himself being dragged. The ground went from sand to that of hard rock, and then he could only see darkness.

He heard ringing in his ears. He tried to talk but couldn't even hear himself. He felt sick but was too weak to even move. He was lying against something hard. He could do nothing but listen to the ringing. 


Part Three: Underrealms

 

It was a good while, but the annoying ringing eventually stopped, and then his vision cleared at nearly the same time. The others were with him, but they were all bound.

"Valrin!" Braei said.

"What happened?" he asked.

Rortho grunted. "Elven trickery. Some type of poison, short-acting, or so it seems."

"Yes," a voice hissed from the shadows. "Short-acting but with purpose." 

Valrin saw the white snake from before. It slithered between them, hissing as it did. It returned to the shadows.

"It is a strange group to have on my lonely island. I do not expect visitors. I rather like to eat them."

Valrin looked around and was shocked to see skeletal remains of either human, elf, or dwarf hanging above them.

"You have found the lair of Evurn, and I must question why?"

The snake returned, slithering over Valrin's boots before twisting quickly back to the shadows.

"We seek you for your assistance. We were sent by one known as the Ice Mage to a man named Trilsa. Trilsa told us that you were an elf who could help us with poisons," Valrin told him.

The snake emerged again, but this time on the shoulder of a strangely opaque elf. Aside from blackened curved nails, his pointed ears were so long, they twisted toward his neck. The elf wore the skin of some animal and had crab claws hanging off his shoulders.

"So you come here not as an offering or a mere shipwreck but to ask me about poison?"

"Yes, but we'd appreciate if you would let us go so we could talk as decent people," Rortho said.

"But I am not what you call 'decent people.' I am not welcome at 'decent places,' but my friend here Rasi likes me."

The snake twisted around his neck and down his body. The snake then went to Valrin's hands, and he could feel it nipping at the rope.

"Rasi likes you all, but I still think you would be better roasted. The bones of dwarves are a hardy compound for a lethal poison."

Valrin's hands were freed, and he stood. Rasi slithered over to Braei next and began to bite at the rope holding her.

"I free you," Evurn said, "but I do so out of happy hopes you will not kill me. I am no mere elf, as they call me; I am a shadow elf. We are known to be dangerous."

"I've never heard of a shadow elf," Fadis said.

"It is good, then. We were assassins once, a typical profession for the name, but most of The Shadows never live as other elves in trees of the blessed Etha or in 'decent places.”

They were all free now, and though Fadis made a motion for weapons, Rortho dissuaded him. If Evurn had wanted to kill them, he would have done it. There was no reason to provoke him.

"Come with me," Evurn beckoned. 

They followed the elf deeper into the cave system. Luminescent bugs scurried along the walls around them, and the elf lit their path with a staff that glowed an orange color. The cave opened up into a cavern with a wooden bridge that was flanked by trickling waterfalls.

Valrin looked over the edge of the bridge and saw multiple glowing plants at the bottom of the cave.

"I grow many things," Evurn told them. "Most you cannot get in any other place than here. I have traveled far and long to obtain such rare flora."

"So you are into alchemy?" Rortho questioned.

He ignored Rortho for a moment. Leading them up a narrow stairwell, they ascended to a tower of sorts where the ocean winds cut through the stones. 

"I take you to my home so we may sit and speak in more comfort than the caves."

In the darkness, it was hard to actually see the elf himself. He was simply a hooded figure leading them on. They walked across a stone walkway, and Valrin paused to look out of a hole in the passage. The sea was beneath them. 

"Are we leaving the island?" 

"Yes," Evurn replied. “That is but one of three. My home is in the one we go to; although, it is not as simple as that."

Reaching the other island, they came to a room of vines with large leaves that wrapped up into a small opening of sunlight.

"Follow me to more comfortable places, dear friends." 

The elf stepped into the vines and smiled at them as he descended into the undergrowth.

"I think I will wait here," Fadis said.

"Come now, archer. Let's not get scared!" Rortho said. 

They each stood on the vines, though Fadis was still reluctant, and slowly began to descend. 

Valrin felt his feet tugged on at first, but then a snaking trio of vines twisted over him, and he took a deep breath as his head was covered. He couldn't see anything. He felt for a few moments that he was falling. The sensation came several times, but each time, the vines grabbed hold of him again.

"This is not the most comfortable situation I have ever been in," Fadis said in a garbled speech.

It was a few more moments before Valrin felt his feet released. A second later and he found himself falling a few feet and standing in fresh sod. They were in a large cavern. Mushrooms grew in every spot they could see. 

Evurn stood above them just up a small stairwell, his staff shining orange light upon them. Valrin noticed that his staff had the carvings of flowers of differing kinds and a skull at its head. Atop it was the glowing crystal. It looked very similar to the staff Lorlaam used when attempting to heal Edanos.

"I heard your question, dwarf, and of course I am into alchemy, herbology, and every other named science of growing herbs and plants, in general, to otherwise shape the world. You were the fools to search me out about a poison, after all. This way."

They followed a large stairwell that narrowed to a circular passage. As they walked down the passage, Valrin stopped to look out of the windows. He saw a fish.

"What in the gods is this?" Fadis said.

"You're religious?" Rortho said.

"I may become it if this place begins filling with water."

Valrin touched the glass and noticed one of the fish came toward him and stared. It reminded him when he was near Meredaas with Edanos. They were actually underwater right now. He peered a bit longer and then went to join Evurn in the next cavern.

There wasn't much of the traditional sense in the elf's quiet abode. There was a shelf with several books. A simple bed and a few foods on a bare table. However, on the back wall of the cavern, there were several instruments and bubbling concoctions. There were heads of multiple animals in glass jars, along with what appeared to be at least a few human skulls.

"You admire my sciences?" Evurn asked him.

"I . . . I . . . Just have never seen something like this."

"I studied in the college in Fadabrin when I was a young boy. Earth magic. I was a most studious student, but I knew even then that I had a knack for the more unpleasant sciences. Tell me, why have you sought me?"

Valrin looked to the others and then back to the elf. "Our friend was struck by a dwarven bolt. He fell unconscious, and we used what we could to remove the barb. We were fortunate to have fairies that healed him further, and we thought he would just sleep it off, but then he hasn't awoken.”

"You were sent to me, then?"

"Yes, the Ice Mage mentioned that the poison has a curse attached to it in some form. He is poisoned, yes, but is also cursed."

The elf looked down and rubbed his head. 

"A strange poison to have these qualities, but you are in luck. I happen to know of a place. It is where the dwarves once gathered their poisons. An island to the east. There are dwarves that way, but if we are quick, we can get what you need. I take it that is what you want? A sample?"

"The Ice Mage says he can create an elixir from it."

Evurn snickered. "Your friend must have access to a great piece of magic to do that."

Valrin remained silent.

"Keep your secrets, then. It is no matter to me."

"So, are you going to tell us where to go?" Fadis asked.

"Dear man, I had said that we can get what you need. We implies I am going too. There are many poisons crafted in the dwarven isles."

"You mean to take us near the actual capital city?" Rortho asked.

"Yes, but just near it. If you want to source the poison they are using, we must go to where they obtain it. I know of this because for a time, I created their poisons. You must trust me, dwarf. I know what these bastards of the sea do to those who come against them. I had questions of your allegiances, but now I know you wish to avoid them as well."

Evurn let his snake curl up and around his staff.

"My home will be well without me. The fungus needs to grow. They need their time alone and to be without my constant tinkering."

Evurn said little else. He gathered a few trinkets into a bag and donned a robe before pushing them back through the passage toward the vines.

"Who built this place?" Rortho asked.

"Who else? Me. It is not dwarves alone who can craft. I sometimes close off my home and my mushroom cavern and take to the sea to find rare shells and maybe a fish for dinner. It is not often I get the unlucky dwarf or elf who is marooned on my island."

Evurn chuckled and stood beneath the vines. Valrin and the others joined him, and they were pulled back up. 

Valrin couldn't decide if going up or down was actually worse, but it was actually faster the second time. They made it back out through the cave and across the miniature jungle-like region of the larger island.

"You do realize it is too cold for anything you have here to make sense?" Braei asked the elf.

"Finally, the quiet one speaks. If I had known you would ask such a foolish question, I would not have desired you to open your mouth."

Evurn pointed up to the edges of the cavernous expanse that covered the actual trees.

"I have spells in place that feed the trees and provide a way to regulate the careful climate I need, along with a ward to protect it from the cruel cold winds. Have you four not noticed that it is not cold in most of my happy home?"

Valrin nodded. "I had—"

"Nope, you didn't notice. And people wonder why I disappeared. I cannot stand people." 

Evurn boarded the ship on his own with the others following.

"A nice ship you have. A strange ship too. Perhaps there is more mystery here than has been revealed. You mentioned Trilsa, a man in Corson, but you also mentioned an Ice Mage. I do think there is much more than has been spoken of."

He stared at Valrin with a questioning glare.

"Perhaps," Valrin told him.

 

Once they had boarded, Valrin pulled the anchor and allowed the ship to be pulled away from the shallow docking he had performed. Rortho was on the bow of the ship and looked over the edge. 

"No damage that I can see, and I didn't see any before, so I guess your little crash was okay for the ship."

"Little crash?" Evurn said. "Rasi was nearly crushed by your behemoth smashing into the sand!"

The snake appeared out of one of his sleeves and slid across the deck of the ship.

"Did the snake have to come?" Fadis questioned.

"The snake is more valuable to me than any of you. If you want my help, you will be blessed to have Rasi with you. She is an albino arctic water snake, but she has been with me for so long, she is beyond a simple snake. Pray you do not need to see that."

Valrin guided the ship to the east. He went to actually switch on the map, but Rortho shook his head.

"He is a stranger, and I would prefer he not know every secret."

Evurn was sitting cross-legged on the front of the ship and humming as his snake circled around him. Braei stood somewhat behind him and actually knelt down to try to pet Rasi.

"Don't encourage it," Fadis said. 

Rasi slithered toward her and brushed her hand before returning to her master.

"Captain," Evurn said, "keep your ship heading east until the evening. We will come to a large island with the ruins of a dwarven tower. It is there; I worked for many years gathering herbs and developing poisons for the Barb King."

"How close were you to the man?" Valrin asked.

"Very, so close I could have attempted to poison him and might have poisoned his wife."

"That is why you are hiding!" Rortho exclaimed. "You tried to kill him."

"I did not try, I did. Just because his body is alive does not mean his heart is. I struck him harder than the hand of death upon his own self. He never knew it was me. I set fire to my home upon the island and dragged a corpse into it to make my disappearance easier.

"Dwarves are a superstitious lot, especially these dwarves. The Barb King became obsessed with finding rare artifacts. He once poisoned an entire island of men just to convince the patriarch of the island to unlock a door."

"You mean you poisoned an entire island," Fadis stated.

"Indeed." Evurn looked at him with a discerning eye. "You make many statements, man. I sense you do not like Evurn and Rasi."

"Your snake is fine. I have issues with elves."

"As do I. It is why I eat them. Have you ever tasted the blood of those otherwise eternal?"

Fadis became silent after that.

 

They made swift time. Spotting an island ahead, Valrin pointed it out to Rortho. "It seems we have found it," he told him.

Rortho walked to the bow and seemed confused as they drew closer. "Evurn, you said it was a dwarven ruin?"

"I did," he said, still sitting on the deck.

"There is a large construct, and I do not believe it ruins any longer."

Evurn stood and looked out toward the island. "They delved into the mountain!" he said.

"Not surprising," Braei commented. "Dwarves tend to do that."

"Not that mountain. There was a darkness upon it. It kept them away. They didn't even like visiting my lab back then. Indeed, this has become more difficult. Valrin, take us south. There is another place we can hide until dark. I dare not approach that place while any light is still upon the sea."

Valrin turned the wheel hard, taking them south and toward an outcropping of rocks.

If they had been spotted, it wasn't obvious yet, but he guided the ship into the towering formations. As the ship slowed they began to be tossed by the rolling waves of the ocean.

"Cast off anchors," Evurn commanded.

The shadow elf had a much more serious demeanor now. He tapped his staff on the deck of the ship, and Rasi curled up it.

"We will wait, and then we will need to figure out our next path. I cannot stress now the importance of your work, Stormborn."

Valrin looked at Braei and Rortho. He walked toward Evurn, "How did you know?"

"Really, you question me? A realm ship with a boy captain? I may be a bit eccentric by some standards, but I know the prophecy of the Stormborn. The Barb King was obsessed with it. My concern now is that his obsession has driven him to something else. If he has delved into that place," he said, pointing toward the other island, "than he is willing to risk much. The Barb King thinks he is as you. He believes he is a Stormborn. But he believes, too, that he is meant to rule.

"Boy, I do not care for your purpose, but I know what terror was within that place. Many islands of the Glacial Seas hold secrets. That one was a coven of witches. Witches from the south, the far south. Itsu magic, or so they say."

"Itsu?" Rortho asked. "They have been gone from our world for some time."

"They can still be felt, still be learned of, and still be reached if one tries hard enough. The magic within that rock, the souls of the damned trapped beneath, that is what powered the crucible for my poisons. I had no desire to seek out that power, but if the dwarves have, we must be on guard."

Evurn went to the edge of the ship. "We must wait for darkness. Then we will determine our path."

As they waited for the sun to go down, Rortho studied the dwarven books Valrin had found while the others went down below to make a bite to eat. It was a simple enough dinner, but cold. A rolled mash of minced fish and a dash of spice. Braei had started to make some hot tea, but a passing-by fishing vessel scared them into dousing the fire and instead remaining still.

Darkness fell, and Evurn pointed to the island. "Now, Valrin, I bid us go."

They pulled up the anchors and began back toward the island. They could tell from even afar that there were many watchtowers and high walls. Though made of wood, they still would prove enough to keep them from easily scaling them. A patrolling ship made its way around the isle.

Valrin made a careful turn to avoid it.

"The old port is walled in," Evurn said, "but I have an option for us. There are caves that they do not know of. We can go that way. Though there are still risks, it will have to be enough."

"Where is this cave?" Rortho questioned. 

"Beyond the overlooking reach of the walls on the east side.”

Valrin looked toward where Evurn directed, seeing a bluff and sheer cliffs. 

He guided the ship that way.

"The caves will work," Evurn continued. "There is a passage within that leads up to my old lab and the source of the poison. It is an effigy of a demigod of the Itsu. Has anyone heard of Vearika?"

"That is a word for spider, at least in dwarven," Rortho said.

"Close enough, for her poison is of the most potent. I would dilute it with less than harmful ingredients. I dare not use the most potent and pure for a poison. It can capture your very soul. Once you drain the victim of blood, you could enchant powerful objects by bathing said objects in the blood. Or as a vampire, you could drink it and gain their knowledge. A useful skill for some."

"Where is this cave?" Fadis questioned. "I see no break in the rocks."

Valrin moved the ship along the sheer side of the bluff.

"Drop your anchor, Stormborn."

Valrin did so.

Evurn shed his robes and secured a satchel around his neck. His skinny form was pale, but though his face was rough and his hair scraggly, his elven blood kept his body as pure as a child. He took his staff and went to the edge of the ship.

"Breath of Gills, come!"

He struck the water, and several strands of a greenish plant wrapped around his staff.

"The cave is here but under the surface."

"That water is freezing!" Braei said "How will you be able to find some underwater cave and deal with the cold? How do you know the enemy is not waiting for you on the other side?"

Evurn laughed. "It is a cave and none know of it save me. I sealed it when I left. Trust this shadow elf that he knows more than you in this matter."

He went to Valrin and handed him some of the plants he retrieved from the water and then also gave him a small stone.

"Ember Rock. Place it against your body and the cold will flee from you. Once we are in the water, place the plant in your mouth and breathe."

"Where is mine?" Fadis said. "You are not going alone with the boy."

"Your bow is cheap; I will take the girl. She wields no weapons but yet is in your company. Rusis, I suspect. You did not happen to just be with the Stormborn. If you knew of the Ice Mage, then each of you have purpose. But for now your purpose is here on the ship."

He handed Braei the same things he had just handed Valrin.

"Be watchful," he told Rortho and Fadis. "I cannot promise an easy escape."

As they went to the edge of the ship, Valrin looked over to see the patrolling ship coming toward them.

"I will have to move further out and hope the moon stays hidden," Rortho said. "Braei, take care of them."

She nodded. Both of them placed the ember stones against their skin. Evurn jumped in, and they followed after him.

Valrin expected cold, but he didn't feel it. He knew he was in the water, but it didn't even seem wet. He just felt sensations around his body. 

"Now, under," Evurn commanded.

Valrin placed the strange grass in his mouth and sunk down. He suddenly felt the plant come to life. It went down his throat, and it felt like he choked, followed by a sensation of something in his nose. He was able to breathe suddenly. It was almost like back with Meredaas but much more uncomfortable. 

Evurn signaled for him and Braei to follow him toward the darkness of the rocks.

He kicked and did a wide breaststroke, moving quicker than Braei but barely able to keep up with Evurn, whose long legs seemed to propel him at a speed beyond what was capable of them. They dove deeper, pausing before they got to the actual rock and letting themselves fall downward. Darkness surrounded them.

Valrin looked up. He could see the waves striking the rocks above him and feel the power of the currents changing. At least, he thought it was a current. He jumped when something touched his back. He jerked around to see a large squid moving past. Braei's eyes became huge, and she kicked like crazy to get next to Evurn. The squid moved off, and Evurn seemed to be laughing at them. He made a motion with his staff, and they continued to follow him, though Braei was now literally right next to him.

They made it to the underwater rock, and Evurn moved his staff along the rocks until its light illuminated a large silver handle. Moss hanging and shifting from the handle nearly hid it completely. Evurn took hold of it and pulled. It didn't budge at first. He took his staff and placed it on the metal. There was a flash, and it fell open before breaking from its hinge and floating down into the depths. Evurn disappeared inside the small cave.

Braei motioned for him, and they debated who would go in first. Braei eventually won, and he pulled himself into the opening. He couldn't see anything at all, but he kicked and reached upward. His fingertips broke the surface, and as his mouth hit the air, the plant that helped him breathe fell off. He didn't see Evurn. 

Braei came up next and glanced around. "There is a way up," she said.

He followed her to a ledge and pulled himself up to another platform. It was there, now a bit higher, they saw Evurn sitting on the body of a dead dwarf.

"Um, what happened?" Braei asked.

"Well, that is an unintelligent question. I swear, do you ever say anything with thought? The dwarf died. Might as well use him as a seat.”

"Did he call for help or anything?" Valrin asked, grasping his sword. 

"Call? He can't even move. He's as stiff as a brick." Evurn tapped the dwarf's head with his staff. "This bastard probably came down here to rest and never went back up. That is why you don't go into other people’s things."

"Well, it is a passage in a place they occupy," Braei said. "You can't expect them to stay out."

"Are we done, Rusis? I have dealt with your kind before. They did not talk nearly as much." Evurn tapped his staff again and stood. "Come now, we don't want to overstay our welcome in my old home."

He gave Braei a swift shake of his head and then lifted his staff. Rasi had come with them. The snake dropped down to the ground and slithered ahead.

"Rasi will watch out for us. Dwarves can be crafty with traps. There may not be any, but Rasi will search nonetheless!"

They followed the elf through a large passage and then up a series of stairs that made an angular ascent toward another large door. The door itself was already blasted open. Evidence of fire marks and smoke surrounded it.

"This was locked and sealed," he muttered. “Dwarves delve too deep into places they shouldn’t.”

Walking in, they found a ransacked room that seemed to greatly disturb the elf. He made long strides, shifting through tattered books and kicking broken furniture out of his way. 

"This way to my old lab," he told them.

As they followed him down a narrow hallway, they came to a large room with rubble everywhere. There was an image of part of a spider in the wall, but the statue in front of it had been broken.

"Dear Vearika, they have really messed up your sacred place."

Evurn, they tempt me with a most delectable temptation.

Valrin and Braei both jumped. Valrin drew his sword and Braei had a spell of flame in hand.

"She speaks to us freely," Evurn said. The shadow elf seemed at awe of this. Clearly he did not expect it. "Dear Vearika, long have I prayed to you. Now, I hear of a poison and curse."

They have tainted me. They have fed me delights. I serve their needs in the place known as The Black.

 


Part Four: The Black

 

"What is that?" Valrin asked.

"It was the edge of the old ruins," Evurn said. "If you look at this statue as the top of a grand cathedral, my dear Vearika speaks of her altar beneath her feet."

He lifted his hands. "Dear Vearika, what do you wish from me to obtain a piece of your venom?"

Claim it from the intruders. Spill their blood within my chasms!

The room shook, and Valrin felt his heart thudding in his chest.

"Well, this seems easy enough!" Evurn said lightheartedly as he now had a quick step to his walk.

"We can't attack them," Braei said. "We do not have the power to do such a thing. There are just three of us."

"Four," he corrected.

"Um, no. Three."

He motioned for them to follow him and began to walk. "I am sorry, dear Rasi. To Braei, you are not a person. Do you see why we avoid people now, my fair snake? Do you see why we feed on them when they happen upon our happy island?"

He led them out of the room and to a large balcony that was partially broken. They moved quickly in the shadows and crossed a narrow path that was open to the outside. Valrin spotted the constructed woodworks and the dwarves patrolling them.

"There is no way we can go out that way," Braei said. “Let us hope he has a plan.”

 She pointed for him to follow after Evurn. The elf had already made it to another passage, and his staff glowed brighter as he peered into the passage before he dimmed it.

He knelt and waited for them. Rasi climbed back into his robes to hide.

"We go this way, into The Black. Watch yourself, this place is home to the pets of Vearika. I did my best to avoid this place then. Even Rasi did not care for those."

Valrin drew his blade and nodded to Evurn. The elf turned and began to feel his way down into the darkness. The stairwell twisted downward for some time, and then there was a large opening with a single torch burning on the left side.

"They have defiled this place. I dare to wonder how much they have delved into," Evurn said with annoyance.

There was a rank smell and a thick musty film in the air.

"I have come here on many, many occasions. The pets of Vearika will know my scent, but strangers may prove troubling. If they show their fangs, I say step back slowly and do not proceed."

Valrin heard Evurn whisper something after his last word, and his staff began to glow. A pale orange light revealed a horror before them.

There were massive spiders; at least, they looked like spiders at first. Much larger and more grotesque than even the ones they had dealt with a few nights ago. It looked that they were actually kin of spiders. They had fewer legs and thicker bodies, and the best part was that they weren't moving. Valrin stared at the creatures. There were no glistening fangs and no sounds of claws scraping the floor.

There were several more of the creatures a bit further down, but most of them were broken to the point their legs were cracked and riddled with marks. Evurn knelt to one of them and brought his staff close to its head.

"Dear friend of Vearika, the dwarves must've done a number on your souls." He looked up at Valrin and Braei. "They took their poison and defaced the poor creatures."

"A dead creature is better than one threatening us," Braei said.

Evurn stood up and jerked back toward their path. "There was a time, dear Rusis, that I would had turned you into a plant for such a comment, but I do fear this development.” His glare turned to a smirk, and he pointed to the beasts. “These creatures were not dead for too long before now. Something has moved the dwarves to push into The Black. I do not dare guess what horror they have teased Vearika with. She is not easily pleased."

They continued forward, passing more of the dead creatures. Valrin stepped around the massive legs of one that had died in the center of the path, and was happy that the creature was dead. He dared to wonder how they would have gotten away from such creatures had they, as Evurn mentioned, showed their fangs.

The path came to two large doors. They were very dark regardless of the staff light that Evurn moved from side to side. He pushed open the door carefully, peeking in and dimming his staff further. He pushed the door open and motioned for them to follow.

There was another stairwell and a strange blue light shining on the walls. A chant was in the air, but Valrin could not distinguish the words.

"Dwarven magic," Evurn hissed. "Mind your ears of this sea vomit!”

They made their way down the stairs and came to metal gates that were two times the height of the elf but slightly ajar.

There were large statues of the creatures from before on either side of the gates. 

"The holy entrance, defiled," Evurn stated.

He motioned for them to stay, and put his staff out in front of him, slowly creeping through the gate. Valrin went to peek around the corner, but Braei put her hand on his shoulder.

"Wait, let Evurn tell us to proceed."

He shrugged off her hand, and they both peered around. The elf was already a good few paces away and was also peering around the edge of a second threshold. He turned to see them and signaled for them to proceed but put a hushing finger to his lips.

Valrin went through with Braei just behind him and went to the other side of the threshold. Evurn pointed, and Valrin looked into the room ahead.

He spotted a massive blue fire hovering above the protracted legs of a spider on its back. The spider was actually some kind of statue, a place for vile incantations. There were bodies of bleeding elves lying all over the actual altar built into the center of the spider. They had been prisoners, or perhaps, it just seemed that due to their appearance. Their skin was sallow and tight, and their eyes moved slowly but with blank gazes. Their blood was thick and bubbled out of their bodies like it was old.

A dwarf appeared and lifted a large bony staff into the fire. He brought it down toward the bodies, and there was a screech from many of them. Their eyes widened and became a bright white, and from their mouths poured a white smoke.

"Brothers!" the dwarf said, turning toward them.

Valrin and Braei both jumped, and the dwarf continued to speak.

"Brothers, arise, stand from your silent praise!”

Valrin looked around the corner to see that the dwarf wasn’t talking to them but to many dwarves in black hoods who were now standing up. Their forms had blended into the shadows, and now he wondered how many dwarves were actually in the sanctuary of The Black.

"We feed the creature Vearika the blood of eternals. Through my powers we have kept them alive, to tease the beast, and allow it the flavors to come. We call forth the great one from the realm of gods. May she bless us with more of what the mountain had hidden from us. We serve our Barb King, for he is wise. He has foreseen the forces of the sea to play a part in a great undoing of a shrouding darkness, when beasts of old will come from the realm of that deemed evil by the world. Our king will slay them and in so creep toward the great god Throka in power! The gods of the North know not the strength of the Barb King. 

“He is great. He sends our fleets to claim the treasures of the prophesied Stormborn. He will claim what is his, and I will command legions in time. A prophecy speaks of elves from the shadows who will undo this prophecy. They will close the gates so that the world will never have the trials of the coming darkness, elves from the very seas that surround us, brothers. They will destroy us, but our king intends to poison all who live within these seas. Be it men, creatures of the sea, or anything that comes against us, but especially the elves. He will not be stopped, but he must have more of the blood of Vearika!"

Evurn crossed the threshold and touched Braei on the shoulder. "This is a mad dwarf. He speaks of that which he does not know. He speaks of the one who will awaken what has long been silent. He speaks of a prophecy of the Glacial Seas so old to even myself that I am surprised even this Barb King knows of it."

"What are we going to do?" Valrin asked.

"We must do as Vearika has told us. Prepare yourselves."

The dwarf spoke again, lifting his hands into the sky with his back to them. 

"I give you the full flavor of the eternals. Know you have this offering from Irikow, servant of the Shrouds, last church of the dead one in these icy waters! Bless us with more of your essence and know we will fill this altar with many of the eternal blood!"

The dwarf stepped back, and the legs of the statue came to life. With a red glow to the stone, it began to move inward, squeezing the bodies and taking what last bit of life they had. The blue fire below sucked into the center of the glowing red, and from the edges of the statue came a bright, glowing green substance.

Irikow reached up into the air. From his hooded form, Valrin saw only his grayish hands reaching over the pouring green fluid.

"Thank you. We embrace your darkness. Forgive us of slaying your guardians. Do forgive us dwarves for not earning our way into your sanctum before now."

A scratchy voice spoke within whispers of wind pouring in all around them. Poison is words spoken at guilt to embrace the betrayed. I give more of my essence, but it is for who claims it.

Evurn stepped into the void and sent a blast of yellow energy from his staff. The dwarves closest to him flew forward and began to shake violently. Valrin stepped out with Braei and stood behind Evurn, who sent a second bolt of yellow energy into the one called Irikow. The dwarf fell to the ground, shaking.

The dwarves spun, drawing staves of their own just to fall to a blast of the poisonous earth magic wielded by Evurn. Rasi slid forward. She jumped onto the neck of one of the dwarves before biting into his face. The dwarf screamed and fell to the ground as the spot Rasi had bitten began to rot immediately. 

Valrin stabbed one of them in the throat, but he discovered the spell of the elf had already begun to cause blood to pour from their eyes and noses. Valrin's blade was mere mercy. Braei shot a blast of electricity into a group who tried to flee to the other side of the room, dropping them to the ground. Evurn then blasted another shot of his staff toward them. All of the dwarves who had been standing were now dying on the floor.

"Praise be to Vearika. Dear Vearika, I now take some of your essence."

Evurn took out several glass bottles and sampled the glowing substance from the statue. "This is all that is needed. Enough for the need you have, Valrin Stormborn."

Valrin rubbed his blade against his boot and sheathed it. Evurn handed him one of the vials. He held it up, looking at the strange fluid. "Now, we can return," he said to Braei with a smile. "We have what we need."

"Do you have what you need?" a voice grumbled from their side.

Braei pulled Valrin back as Evurn flipped his staff toward the mound of dwarves. 

The one called Irikow stood up. His eyes glowed red. "You cannot throw down a servant of the Shrouds with mere earth magic. I am of death; I command the earth to split and pour forth those to serve me as needed! Dwarves are more than mere iron and hot metals!" Irikow lifted his staff toward Evurn. "Elven waste, you cannot kill what is dead!"

Irikow threw back his hood in an arcane wind of purple magic that enveloped him.

"It is a lich!" Evurn cried. "Stormborn, flee from this place. Flee now!"

Braei grabbed Valrin. "Now, we must go!"

A blast of green magic struck Evurn, and he cowered under a growing ward of gold he used to push back at the lich’s attack.

The lich shouted, "None will escape! None will leave this rock!" A shrill scream pierced the air as Valrin turned to run with Braei. He felt horrible leaving Evurn, but the elf was the only one who stood a chance against the power of the lich. 

As they climbed up the stairwell, they jumped the steps before pushing open the black doors. There was a loud horn call that bellowed through the ruins.

"They know we're here! We must get to the sea!"

Sprinting through the hall of the dead spider creatures, they came to the stairwell and Valrin remembered the outside path. As they reached the top of the stairwell, they took to the open air path and made their way down the side of the mountain to a platform. The water was below them, but they would have to follow the ruins to get lower.

Dwarves were behind them. They could hear their gruff voices and the shuffling of their heavy boots.

Braei hugged the wall, and Valrin hid behind crumbling ruins just a few paces from the opening that led toward the stairwell to The Black. Several dwarves stopped at the stairwell.

"The Master Irikow shouted. He must be in trouble," one said.

"I am not going into that place, no matter the pay, and you could tell the Barb King that yourself!" another said.

A larger dwarf arrived with several other dwarves behind him. "Get down there now! Or I will give you to the lich to do what he wishes!"

Without further debate, the dwarves began to move down, and the large one stopped at the opening and peered out. Valrin was well hidden. Lying on his stomach and looking through a crack in the rock, he was impossible to see. 

The other dwarves descended, but this other one stepped outside. Though Valrin was well hidden, Braei was much more visible. She clung frozen along the wall and attempted to make herself as flat as possible. The dwarf stepped toward the ruins where Valrin hid. He sniffed the air.

"Damn dark magic," he said to himself. The dwarf spat just near Valrin and then turned to walk when he paused. He was looking toward Braei.

Valrin looked up, and she stared directly at the dwarf. He wasn't sure if the old dwarf's vision was bad or if he was pausing to make his finding shudder in fear before he announced himself.

He unslung a large hammer and stepped forward. "Come, you little rat. You've been messing where you shouldn't.”

 Valrin noticed now that Braei had tried to move further away from the dwarf and now her hands were holding her on the rocks she clung to.

"No weapon, even?" the dwarf said.

Valrin had to do something. But he doubted his skill. He had fought a dwarf once, but this one was much better armored, beyond that of the mere sea pirate he had fought before. 

The dwarf smashed his ax into the side of the ruins. The rocks forced Braei to jump further up. She had no leverage to get back to the platform and possibly attack the dwarf, and there was nowhere for her to run. The dwarf was at the edge.

"Come on, little lady. I'm not much into weaker species, but you'd fetch me a bit at the gambling hall back home!"

Valrin gripped his sword. His hands were sweating, and he struggled to control his breathing. In a quick jump, he pushed up and ran for the dwarf, thrusting his blade into his back. It didn't pierce the armor, and the tip got stuck before he jerked it back. The dwarf stumbled as he turned. With a yell, he stomped forward, swinging at him. Valrin jumped back, the head of the hammer just missing him. He had to choose fast. Either run further back or attack his adversary. 

He had to do it, and as the dwarf recovered from his swing, Valrin moved quickly forward, slashing the dwarf's hand and piercing the dwarf's unguarded hand. He then pushed on again, further taking advantage of his opponent and shoving the dwarf with his shoulder. The dwarf fell backward, hobbling on the edge of the precipice for a moment. Valrin steadied his footing as he grabbed the edge of the ruins to keep himself from falling. In a moment of unexpected shock, he watched as the dwarf tumbled down the rocky ruins into the depths of the sea below. 

Braei had already begun to climb back over and now managed to climb to a better spot and jump down to Valrin.

"That was . . . that was . . . amazing! You did better than I hoped. I am sorry; I tried to get up above him, and well, I didn't do it. You saved me."

He took a moment to think about what had happened. It was the first time he had actually done it. He looked down over the edge again. He had killed that dwarf to save his friend. It felt strange to him and he still didn't believe he had actually done it.

Valrin nodded at her and twirled his sword, "Let’s go and get away from this place." 

Braei looked back toward the opening and saw no other dwarves. Further away, they could see large torches coming alight along the battlements. She went to the opposite edge where the earlier event had unfolded, and pointed.

"There is a ledge, and it looks to be another stairwell. We may have to jump, but we can get to the sea."

"Once we get there, we can’t swim to them without the stones that Evurn gave us and their magic is gone. How are we going to signal them to get us?” 

"We can do it, just watch. You know I can figure out something." 

She gave him a quick grin. They climbed down a section of rock to a barely visible ledge that ran toward the platform Braei pointed out before. Once on the platform, she looked above them and scanned the area.

"Okay, the rocks we were hiding behind are that way."

She summoned a large flame between her hands. "I just hope they are there and watching."

She sent a blast of fire at an angle across the ocean. It began to trace upward and then exploded into a bright orange flash.

"Now, we go down the stairs. The dwarves are so dense, they will take time to figure out what that was, and by then, we will be gone.”

They went down the stairwell and went to another long pathway. This one seemed to be straight and run directly out and away from the island. Hopefully it would work to get them lower to the water. There were rocky arches overhead, and at least twice Valrin thought he spotted movement above them.

As they came to an open area where the water was just below, they found themselves very close to the wooden battlements that were blocking the original entrance when they came in. Braei looked out from them and saw a shadow moving across the water.

"That is them; they are coming," she said.

It was as perfect as they could get to. The area had deep water and an open spot where the ship could come in fairly close.

"We will need to go to them. They can only come so close to the walls," Braei told him. 

Valrin scanned the battlements above him. There were a few lone dwarves on watch, but he guessed many of them had gone to the lich. He thought of Evurn. He had liked the elf. Though he was a bit strange, he had a passion for his work. Valrin reached and touched the vial of Vearika’s essence. This was the only hope they had for Edanos. They just had to get back to the island.

"Valrin, into the water. They are nearing shore.”

He slipped into the icy water. His feet slid in the gravel shore. They were in a cove, so the waves of the seas were not so much a concern, but as he slipped into neck-deep water, he felt the feeling of daggers shooting through his body. He kicked, seeing his ship drawing close.

"Hey! Alarm! Ring the bells! ALARM! ALARM!" a voice shouted behind them. Valrin turned and glanced behind him. A dwarf was on the edge of the wall, pointing. He seemed confused, as if no one had heard him. He looked back out just as an arrow caught him in the head. Fadis was on the railing of the ship and already had another arrow already to cheek.

Valrin began to swim harder. The ship turned and slid in the water. Fadis was now above him. Valrin looked up as a rope splashed near him. He gripped it as he was pulled into the boat.

"Where is the elf?" Fadis asked.

"We ran into trouble. He stayed behind so we could escape."

"Braei!" Fadis shouted.

The Rusis began into the water. 

Valrin was shivering uncontrollably. Rortho came to him and set him down before going to the edge with Fadis.

Valrin tried to control the chatter of his teeth. He checked that he still had the vial and it was unbroken. Thankfully, it was intact. 

There was a sudden shudder to the sea and a loud crashing sound.

He stood up, stumbling forward as he did, and gripped the center pillar of the ship. 

The fortress was burning with a green fire, and a large section had been destroyed. Dwarves were strewn about the wreckage, and a single figure with a glowing orange staff ran upon the battlements.

"Evurn!" Valrin said.

There were many dwarves emerging from the ruins. Fadis drew another arrow and took down the one closest to the elf.

"Rortho," Valrin said, "once we get Braei, we will move to assist the elf."

Rortho nodded and then looked down to the water. “Braei! What are you doing?”

Valrin went to the railings and looked for Braei. She had returned to shore and was making her way toward the battlements. 

"Damn Rusis!" Rortho growled.

Fadis ran along the deck of the ship. He released several arrows as Rortho moved the ship alongside the walls. 

"Valrin, I have been doing a bit of reading and have a good hand at this ship now. You will need to catch up if this works right!"

Valrin watched as the dwarf manipulated the crystals. The sails of the ship shifted in the wind, and the wooden poles of the ship began to glow red. A moment later, a blast of electrical bolts shot up and over the edge of the walls, sending dwarves flying over the side. Braei made it to the walls just after that, pulling herself up and joining Evurn.

The Rusis and the elf sent blasts of magic into the dwarves, throwing them to their deaths. Valrin watched as Braei summoned a massive ball of fire and then sent the blast in a brilliant flash toward the ruins. It split off and streaked before battering the dwarves still clamoring up through the burning wreckage.

The ship was now just next to them, and Evurn stepped onto the railings. Braei was still moving forward on the battlements casting her spells.

From the glowing arcane ruins came a scream, a ghostly shrill unlike any Valrin had ever heard before. In the flames of the broken down tower emerged the dwarven lich Irikow. He floated just above the ground, moving his staff in a circle as the many dwarves were brought back to the realm of the living.

"You will not escape, Stormborn! You were foolish not to flee while you could!"

Braei sent an arcing bolt of lightning toward him, and he met the attack with a greenish bolt of his own. The whips of electrical bolts twisted and rippled in all directions, but Braei was not backing down.

Evurn sent a blast of his own, but the magic already in the air caused his attack to dissipate. He had spent too much of his energy as it was. He was too weak.

The undead dwarves were swarming around the lich and slowly began to creep toward Braei. Fadis released several arrows, taking them down one after another.

"To the ship!" Evurn cried.

Braei tried to step back, but she couldn't. Her feet wouldn't move, and her attack was beginning to fail. In her distraction defending against the main spells from the lich, she had not noticed several miniature wisping spells, like shadowy hands, creeping toward her legs. The spells wrapped around and began pulling her toward the lich.

"He has entrapped her!" Evurn said.

Fadis fired an arrow, but it was deflected by the arcane winds now rushing over the area. "Damn magic!" he cursed.

Valrin looked behind their ship and saw the dwarven patrol vessel advancing on them around the edge of the island. Evurn stood with his staff out. "Ranger, draw an arrow!"

Fadis drew back an arrow and looked back at the elf.

Evurn's staff began to glow a bright red. Energy swarmed from his staff to Fadis's bow.

"Take down that lich!" Evurn said.

Fadis released the arrow, and this time the lightning couldn't deflect it. The lich turned toward them for a moment and sent a blast of magic into the air, but the arrow flew straight into his side.

"A dwarf can never defeat an elf, you rock-scraping fool!"

Braei pushed herself up, now free from the lich's grasp. Irikow fell backward, grasping at his wound as the arrow began to disintegrate, leaving a large festering hole near his ribs.

The Rusis ran toward the ship and leaped. As soon as Fadis grabbed hold of her, Rortho turned the ship and raised the sails. The patrol vessel moved to pursue, but Rortho made a quick adjustment to the weapons of the vessel and sent a blast of fire at the sails of the dwarven ship. They pulled away from the burning fortress and vessel of the dwarves, catching swift winds speeding them north.

 Evurn ran to the back of the ship, and Valrin joined him. In the distance, the lich was standing again, and a green and purple smoke rose from the side of his body. Fadis drew back another arrow, but Evurn tapped his bow down.

"He is powerful. Very powerful. I have killed more of him with my enchantment on your bolt, but being a lich, he is mostly dead already. I have no spell to turn him to dust, and it will take great magic to defeat him. Save your arrows. If you're a vampire, well, you could bite him, but we are fresh out of vampires among our companions, I assume."

Evurn exhaled and collapsed to the deck.

Braei, too, was lying down, and Valrin went to her.

"I had to help him. He helped us, and well, you helped me, so I did what I did,” Braei explained.

Valrin hugged her. "I know Edanos would not be too happy with a move like that."

"Ha, he'll never know, and now we have what we need."

 

They moved quickly north. Valrin brought up the star map for a moment to confirm their heading and took the wheel from Rortho. The shadow elf had proved his loyalty to them. Braei went to Evurn, who was now meditating just behind Valrin. He opened his eyes before she spoke, smiling at her. He stood up and took her hands.

"I have been harsh with my words to you, but I'd be dead if it were not for your skill and your courage. I will not think of you as lesser, but I still might find your words a bit unintelligent."

Braei gave him a peculiar look. "I guess I will take that as a friendly insult?"

Evurn chuckled. "That is fine. You go find rest in the lower quarters. I will speak with our friend here for a while."

As Braei went below deck, Evurn sat down next to Valrin. Fadis abruptly walked up at the same time.

“Evurn, how did you know?”

“How did I know what? That you wish to hide that you’re a Ranger?”

Fadis stared, dumbfounded. “Well . . . yes, I told them at one point, but not you.”

“No man can shoot a bow as you. You use elven wood and, from what I saw, release arrows with the skill of my distant kin. I care little for titles, but you are a Ranger.”

“Fair enough, elf. It seems my past is suddenly just showing up in my present.” He began to walk away. 

Evurn nodded even though Fadis didn’t see. “Yes, how many years will it take for you to return to who you left?”

Fadis stopped walking for a moment, looked back with just a glance, and kept walking away.

Valrin looked to Evurn. “Fadis hasn’t been with us for very long, but he has been a great help.”

“I am sure of that. Rangers are loyal to what they believe in. To push someone to run from what he knows to come to the Glacial Seas is significant. That man is stricken with grief. But it does not concern us now. To have peace, he will have to deal with what he pushes down deep within himself. Enough of him. So is it true that Stormborn do not sleep once upon their vessel?"

"So far," Valrin said, "but I do think I sleep sometimes. I'm not sure how it works."

"It will take time. This vessel is a marvel of the sea peoples. I knew of them back in the South, but it was more of a rumor to be true. In Fadabrin, we had many books from the North. It was a marvel to know of what was here before the ice moved in with the torrential waters. It is said the land itself sunk, creating the seas. A horrible but wondrous marvel if you think of it. The islands are the tops of massive mountains. If only we could explore them all."

Valrin nodded. "Perhaps it would be great, but at the same time, delving into that island back there had its own trouble. Can any really be trusted to not cause evil with what they find?"

"No," he replied plainly. "No man nor elf nor Rusis, not even the mermaids of the oceans, can be trusted with that. But that is not our choice. We cannot control everyone. That is where the empires of the world fail. You cannot control what you do not understand, even if you think you have any degree of actual knowledge of it. There are wondrous powers and horrid curses; we cannot restrict their use, but we can do what is right. Look at me—I eat any who come upon my island. I do it to survive. I do not leave my island except on extreme need. I left to embrace the one called 'Stormborn.' That is what I have determined is right. I know we must travel with haste to save your friend,” he paused for a moment, “and I am undecided of my path afterward."

Rasi the snake slithered away from him and went up the wheel of the ship, crossing over Valrin's hands before wrapping up on his arm.

"Oh, dear Rasi, you found yourself a friend?"

The snake's cold skin gave a further chill to Valrin's arm, and he stroked the snake before it uncurled and returned to Evurn.

"Perhaps we will stay a bit longer, then."

 

They had been traveling for a few hours. Evurn had fallen asleep just behind him. The sun crossed over the horizon, and gray clouds rolled over them. The sea was chaotic, and he felt a deeper dread than he had felt before. He kept his eyes on the horizon and held the wheel steady. He felt a haste to their actions beyond just Edanos' condition, and he did not know why.

The others awoke after some time and made quick work to prepare a meal and a bit of coffee. He gave the wheel to Rortho and ate and drank with the others.

They did not seem to sense the feeling that he felt. They were happy, joking. Even Fadis, who seemed to have a sadness upon him at most times, was more relaxed.

Valrin went to Rortho, who was holding the wheel and reading one of the dwarven books on the realm ships.

"This vessel is so complex. I seem to have found a mention of it having the ability to move into the places of the gods with ease. I do not understand this. The gods are not in the same world as us."

"So a different realm? This is a realm ship, as we call it."

"Well, yes," Rortho agreed, though he was a bit perturbed being called out on the obvious answer. "I just can't fathom such a thing. I also do not see a crystal or a way to activate it."

"You will," Valrin said. "I am in no hurry to meet more of the gods. The one was life-changing enough."

"Well, well, the Great Poet will deem your death in many, many years from now, I'm sure. You can see them then. Be happy you are not a mere man. They say they do not transcend to an afterlife when they die. Something of them being too curious of their own world to believe that another exists. Some even say this will lead to their own destruction. They were never meant to last. The dwarves have no need of them anyway."

Fadis had overheard their conversation. "Talking of men, are we? The dwarves I know of have plenty need for us. Lots of traders in the Taria regions."

"Well, there is that little trade thing. But well, fine." Rortho just shook his head. "Some men are useful. Some men, like Fadis here, a bit more than a simple man. It is those who stand out in their short lifespans that the songs are about. They are rare."

"I assure you there are no songs of me, dwarf."

"Not yet," Valrin suggested.

"Don't go getting too much faith in me. I will likely let you down."

Fadis went to the rear of the ship and peered out over the water before looking down.

Valrin shifted the wheels in his hands and again felt a deep dread. Now it seemed the others felt it too. The relaxed conversations had ceased. The air had dropped to a deeper cold, and it was not just the sun beginning to sink again below the horizon.

"Fadis," Rortho said, "due west, on the horizon. Do my dwarf eyes deceive me?"

Fadis walked over to the dwarf and squinted.

"Ships, many ships."

Braei and Evurn both looked out.

"Do they pursue us?" Braei asked.

"No, there are too many of them for that," Rortho replied. "They already were coming this way before. I'm not sure why. The island of the Keeper of Songs is hidden."

"Perhaps no more," Evurn said. "Perhaps the Barb King chases the Stormborn? He has many spies, many rocks that have eyes and birds that are loyal to who holds their feed."

Valrin spotted the island of the Keepers of Songs ahead. 

"Valrin, we may not have too long here," Rortho warned. "We must hope the favor of Meredaas is with us.”

He was even more unsettled now. He guided the ship to the east. As they crossed around the side of the island and entered the veiled harbor, Evurn jumped, thinking they were going to strike the rocks that made up the hidden way. The ship seemed to guide itself through the passage as they approached, and as they reached the dock, the ship secured itself once again.

Valrin jumped off ahead of the rest and made his way quickly to the inner hall. Their time was running out.

 

 


Part Five: Sacred Bonding

 

Valrin pushed open the door of the hall and made his way toward Edanos. He could see the captain lying where they had left him, but something was wrong. The monks surrounded him and held their hands out, summoning small flames. Lorlaam looked up as Valrin ran up to them.

"I have it! I have the poison!"

Lorlaam walked around the others and took the vial from him.

"I had worried that they had caught you. We have seen dark omens in the stars." He glanced down at the poison. "This is pure. Beyond pure. Was Trilsa doing well?"

"He was, and he mentioned that he wishes to go on an adventure with the Ice Mage."

Lorlaam turned from him. "Now that was a fun little foray."

As the others finally made it to the hall, Lorlaam went to a large white altar. His staff began to glow with a red hue and he moved it over the altar causing the runes to glow. He set the vial of poison down as he made marks with his fingertips on the stones.

"The captain looks worse," Braei said.

Lorlaam nodded. "He has fallen closer to the realm of death. We have chased away the coldness of Vankou with our powers, but his time is short."

Lorlaam took the poison and poured it over a crystal in the center of the altar. The crystal became cloudy with black smoke and then began to vibrate in place. A few moments later, a green hue poured forth, rolling off the altar.

"It will take time," he said. "If this is what has stricken Edanos, I will be able to mix a potion to heal him."

"You have little time," Rortho said. "A fleet of dwarves approach. We must hope the stormy waters from before can keep them from reaching the island and not propel them into it as what happened to us."

"We guided the waters to bring you here," Lorlaam announced to them. "It was fate for you to come here and a fate we have long awaited. Much is changing. The dwarves will come, but I have hope in this place." He turned to the other old Rusis men standing around Edanos. "Brothers, long have we hidden here. Though we have left many times to search out more knowledge and keep all that we guard secure, we must do what our ancestors did not. We must guard this island and not allow ourselves deceived."

"What can we do? Ambush?" Fadis asked.

"That may stop a few," Braei said, "but we are too few for it to matter. Valrin, we should take everyone and leave. We can sneak from this place before they get here!"

"That cannot happen," Lorlaam said. "We must remain here to heal your friend. I will try to prevent their searching of this place. Their ships will prove troublesome, but I believe you four can do something of it. There are two towers on either edge of the island. One stands on the northernmost peak; the other is on the south."

He pulled two crystals from his robes. 

"Place these in the pedestals of those towers and we will gain favor from the gods, at least for a while."

Rortho and Valrin took the crystals.

"Shadow elf," Lorlaam said, "I see you standing near the back. You come with them after so many years in hiding?"

"It isn't like I had much a choice. We didn't leave the dwarves in the best manner. Plus, there is a lich working with the dwarves. The beast holds exceptional power. But not too much for a Rusis, if I can still call you that."

"You know each other?" Braei asked.

"From long ago," Evurn said with a smile. "I had thought the old Ice Mage dead. I would have you know this young girl saved my life." He pointed to Braei. “She is a fine Rusis, and I would indeed be dead without her aid.”

"I am not yet, but even if it becomes so”—Lorlaam took a deep breath—“you know what must be guarded."

There was a moment of silence. Evurn stared in disbelief at Lorlaam.

"Truly, still within the North?"

"Yes, I could not risk it any place else."

"With the coming of the Stormborn and the Barb King's wrath, you still think it wise to—"

"Tell me what choice I had, elf. South to your kind?"

Evurn gripped his staff and then walked forward.

"Very well, Rusis. We will see what comes of such news."

Evurn walked out of the hall, and all of the Keepers of Songs followed him.

"What was that about?" Valrin asked.

"If it becomes necessary, you shall know, but for now I await the way to heal your friend. Go quickly to the towers. The shadow elf and my brothers will speak with those who approach our cove. Perhaps they will manage to deal with our incursion."

Lorlaam turned away and went to Edanos. He knelt down and then began to recite verses to a song Valrin didn't know.

"Well, I and the archer will go to the southern tower. You and Braei can go to the northern," Rortho said. "I have little faith that these dwarves mean to talk. The Barb King knows more than we do of our moves. We were betrayed by the crew last time. I do not know how the dwarves have learned of this place, but we must do all we can to survive."

They hurried out of the hall and made it to the outside world. Fadis and Rortho went south, and Braei and Valrin went toward the other tower. Though, Valrin couldn't see exactly where they were going.

They followed a path back to the structure they had stayed in the first night they arrived and moved past it along a rocky path that reached up into a higher region of the island. From this height, they could see to the cove and noted the assembly of the monks along with Evurn.

"Who do you think betrayed us? How did they know to come to this island?" Valrin asked.

Braei pulled herself up on a ledge and then helped Valrin do the same. It was a narrow path, but it was the only way to continue going up.

"I don't know. I wonder if we were betrayed to start with. This Barb King does have many spies, but it must be more than that. I will be happy when we are on the water again and far from land where dwarves can easily surround us."

As they reached an area of more ruins, Valrin could see the sea and the many ships approaching. There were at least twenty, and with their massive lanterns and boisterous crews, they were in no way trying to sneak up on the island.

They reached a tower with a large round rock at its center. The tower reached high above the island and had a large orb at its top. As Braei moved into the tower itself, Valrin looked behind them to see the other tower to the far south of them. It looked like Rortho and Fadis were moving just beside it.

Braei leaned over the large round rock and noticed there were carvings in the rock. There was a small hole that she could feel on top of the monolith.

"This must be it," she said. "I don't see any way into the tower itself, and this seems like a place for the crystal."

Valrin reached to where she pointed and placed the crystal in the hole. There was a sudden humming that filled the air, and above them, a bright flash lit the orb in a brilliant white fire. To the south, the same thing happened with the other tower.

"Good," Braei said. "Let us get back toward the main hall."

They made the careful trek back the way they had come, and Valrin noticed that several of the dwarven vessels had turned into the cove. Though Braei led him back toward the hall and the others, he wanted to go see what words the dwarves sought to have with Evurn and the Keepers of Songs.

"This isn't a good idea," Braei said.

"I want to know why they've come here. Especially if we're the reason they're here."

As they made their way back down the pathway that led to the cove, Valrin noticed that the dwarves were already disembarking and rowing toward the island itself.

The monks stood as tall statues along the edges of the cove. Evurn stood on a rock with his staff crossed in his arms and Rasi at his feet. As the dwarven vessel made landfall, Valrin noticed the dwarf who jumped onto the sand with several other dwarves with him. It was Rugag, the one from before.

"Happy island of the North. We dwarves come to claim what is ours. A ship came here, a special ship. I do not believe you could have missed it."

Rugag was shouting to all of the monks, but they did not move or show a response. Their hands were at their sides, and Rugag looked up to Evurn, who was shaking his head.

"Great," the dwarf moaned, "an elf. This place is a whole trove of lost knowledge and people. Wasted forms of life. I have you know that we have worked for a long time to give your people something very special. Perhaps I should give you some?"

Another dwarf shuffling behind him grabbed Rugag by the shoulder. "The Barb King said no. Not before it is ready. If you do not kill him with it, they will learn what the poison is and work on an antidote."

"Oh, for a poison acquired in the South from the Spider Queen?" Evurn asked.

Rugag looked at the dwarf who had spoken and then glared at Evurn.

"Your people are beaten, elf. These ruins are now the property of our king. All of you monks," he shouted, "will come with us or be burned where you stand. My king seeks your knowledge. The gods have spoken to the Barb King and bestowed upon us your location. My kin will take what is ours. Every rock and hewed stone is ordained by the highest as ours. You will surrender it to us."

The line of monks did not agree. Their hands suddenly erupted in magical light. Their elemental spells ready.

"They already know," Rugag said. "This elf said the words exactly. Use the poison, end this before it costs us too much." 

The dwarves on the beach reached at their belts, grasping tiny glass stars with a substance inside.

"Now!" Evurn shouted.

An arcane blast of lightning, fire, and ice erupted from the beach, striking the dwarves on approach to the shoreline, along with the ones already standing there.

Rugag grabbed one of his dwarves and blocked the monks’ blast before throwing several vials against the rocks nearest to him. The monk nearest to them fell to the ground, coughing, and began to shake violently.

Evurn jumped down, slamming his staff in the sand and sending up a tangling vine of seaweed that wrapped up Rugag and brought the dwarf down into the sand.

He ran forward just as the dwarf had freed himself, and smacked Rugag on the head. Other dwarves made it to the beach, and the entire shoreline was suddenly engaged in battle. 

Valrin went to stand when Braei pulled him back. "We must get to the hall and Edanos. There are too many here."

Evurn was now engaged in a duel with Rugag. The dwarf wielded a large staff with the bones of some sea creature as his weapon of choice.

"Fire upon the island! Kill all who are not dwarves!" he shouted. The dwarf then turned to the closest ships and made a motion with his hand. 

Evurn stammered back, keeping his distance as the dwarf brought forth another vial of the poison.

"It is made to kill your kind, but it will work on any. These monks are nothing. Perhaps you should just give up."

A moment later, Valrin watched as several flaming rocks came flying from the ships and struck all over the ruins of the island. A gaseous haze poured out of the stones.

Braei covered her nose and pulled Valrin up, this time not letting Valrin keep them there. They ran for the doorway to the halls. He turned to see Evurn and noticed the elf running from the dwarves and not too far behind them. Ahead they could see Rortho and Fadis at the hall. Fadis loosed several arrows over their heads.

Another volley of the burning rocks struck behind Evurn, and looking back, they could only see a hazy fog of cursed death covering the island. They made it to the hall and barreled through the door.

"Poison!" Rortho shouted, struggling to catch his breath.

"Likely the same as what was used on Edanos," Fadis said, "only a different form."

Evurn made it through the door next with Rasi squirming up and down his body.

Braei shut the door and put down a latch to lock it, at least for the time being.

"The others, the other Rusis, are dead," he said.

"How did you escape it?" Valrin asked.

"This stuff cannot hurt me. I have embraced the kiss of Vearika before, but dwarven steel is a different issue." He revealed that his hand was cut with a deep wound. "I worry little of wounds such as this. It will heal," he said. “I managed to strike the one called Rugag really well before I fled. They were dragging him back to the ship the last I saw.”

They made their way back to the actual hall to see Edanos floating above the stone altar. Lorlaam was chanting as a greenish hue floated around both of them. The others stood silently as Lorlaam continued his spell. Edanos' body floated down and then back up. The green smoke flowed into his body through his nose and mouth and then back out and dispelling into the air. This happened several more times before his body floated back down to the stone. 

Valrin noticed that many wares of herbs and bottled substances had been dumped out and scattered around Edanos. Lorlaam stopped chanting and opened his eyes.

"This poison is horrid but not impossible to heal at least some. I have stopped its process within your friend. It is weakened. The poison loses its potency with the mix of herbs from all corners of the world. But I fear more of this poison.”

"The poison covers the island," Evurn said, "and your brothers have fallen to its effects."

"So it shall be and so it is." He looked to Valrin. "I am happy to have met you, Stormborn, but it seems my fate is tied to that of the Dwemhar beneath this place. But you will leave here. You will embrace that which I have not in some time. Evurn, do not fail me, old friend."

There came loud smacking sounds from the doorway.

"They come," Lorlaam said. "You must take your friend and take a secret passage out of this place. Come, I will show you."

He began to walk away, and Rortho and Fadis went to Edanos.

"Lorlaam," Valrin said, "I do not understand. We activated the towers as you wished, but it did not stop the dwarves and Edanos is not any better."

"Your eyes deceive you. Look at your friend."

Valrin went to Edanos, and he noticed that the captain's eyes stared at him.

Rortho and Fadis lifted him up, and he seemed to reach out to Valrin.

"He heals, but I am afraid the curse will remain in part. Your friend will be troubled, but he will be alive. Now come, come quickly this way!"

Valrin could hear the pounding on the doors. Evidently, they were stronger than they looked.

Lorlaam took them down a side hallway they hadn't seen before. It was a dark path that was colder and began to wind around a center column and further into the mountain. As they came to a lower level, Evurn lit his staff with arcane fire and painted the dark corridor in orange.

Lorlaam stared at each of them, "This is where I leave you. Follow the pathway as far as it goes and the press on the stones marked in ruins. That will take you to your ship. Be from this place and go to the one other I love in this world. The one I die for now."

"What do you mean?" Valrin asked. "Come with us!"

"You cannot save everyone, Valrin, and most of me is already dead."

His face became extremely pale, and green wisps of smoke rose off his skin.

"I have long waited here, alone, and while I gave the appearance of many, my brother monks were not as you would think. They were all but pieces of my own spirit, they were parts of me. It was old magic, Valrin, something you had heard of before. My kin died below us, and I die now.” Tears fell from his eyes, “I was Rusis and I was Dwemhar, and then I failed and became as the cult you know as sea peoples. None must know the secret of the Dwemhar folly. You must never admit you know the link between the ascended and the lost. I go to finish what you began upon this holy island, and I will take as many as I can of that dwarven filth with me."

Lorlaam began to glow in a golden hue. He lifted his staff and in a flash both he and the staff disintegrated. His poisoned body became then as green mist on the floor. A moment later there was another flash and a brilliant light ascended back up the stairs.

"He learned to ascend as the old ones, though I wonder what he does. I do fear I know.” Evurn paused and looked at the others. “We must hurry!" 

The group moved with haste down the hallway, coming to the dead end and the runic stone. Valrin pushed the stone, and the passage opened up. They could see night sky ahead, and a roaring wind met them as they emerged into the cold. Valrin could see his ship ahead of them moored in the harbor. They made their way down several stairwells and around the edge of the cave near the doors to the lower levels.

Valrin got to the ship first and went to the helm. The others quickly boarded, and the lock that held the ship released.

The cave began to rumble, and it seemed the entire structure of the island was faltering. Cracks formed in the walls and the water churned as the monolithic stones in the harbor began to quake.

"What is happening?" Braei asked.

"It does not matter," Fadis cried. "Get us out of here, Valrin!"

He moved the crystals at the helm, and the sails lifted, engorged with the wind. They fled the harbor as the very mountains that made up the ring of the protected area turned to dust and fell. The winds blew over them, pushing the ship away from the island. Valrin turned to see if any dwarven ships were following, and he could not make out anything but a brilliant light shining over the island. The two towers they had activated were electrified and shooting bolts of lightning all over the ruins. He checked the heading of the ship and then looked back again. There was a flash of light, and a blast of wind and water propelled them east in a hastening pace. The outline of the island began to fade as the ship was pushed further and further away. 

Suddenly it felt as if the wind stopped and the ocean moved backward under the ship. They were jerked across the water. The ship began to spin, and the front of the ship now faced the direction they had come from. Another flash came, and a massive explosion of water and rock shot up into the sky, sending a dazzling light in all directions. The night became as day for a moment, and then all they could hear was the sounds of the ocean tossing the ship back and forth.

Valrin's eyes burned, and it seemed everyone else was having the same issue.

"What was that?" Rortho asked.

"I have never seen such a thing," Evurn said. "Not in my entire life. That was beyond what I thought he was to do but no less terrifying.”

"He was one of the awaiting souls of the sea peoples. Everything we saw was because of him. It was always just him, and he kept his secret as long as he could," Valrin said.

"What magic was that?" Fadis asked.

"No mere magic," Evurn said, "but I have to imagine our problems with the dwarves is done. At least for a while."

“Then Rugag is dead?” Valrin questioned.

"Valrin," a familiar voice said.

He looked down to see Edanos staring at him. "It really worked!" Valrin said. “You’re healed!”

Edanos began to sit up but faltered and fell backward. Rortho knelt down and lifted him up.

"It is okay, Captain. We have you."

Edanos stared at Valrin. "I dreamed I had died. I dreamed I was choked by a spider. I saw blackness and a frigid icy wasteland. I heard songs and then felt the warmth of life again. I saw myself high above the sea. I saw the Barb King. I killed him. I then saw a place, a place familiar to me, but yet a place I have never seen."

His head fell backward, and he seemed to no longer be conscious.

"Edanos!" Braei said.

He slowly opened his eyes. "I am so tired . . . I feel . . . weak."

"The poison was strong," Evurn told him. "Whatever cure you were given will take time to fully nourish your body."

Edanos nodded to Evurn, seemingly not caring that he had no clue who the shadow elf was. Edanos then turned to Valrin.

"Valrin, we must go to the place I saw. It is a place of old, a place of spirits, a place where our fates wait for us."

"Okay, does it have a name? Or do you know which way to go?"

Though he wished to answer and he opened his mouth to do so, he fell unconscious again. This time, he remained that way.

"We will take him below deck," Rortho said. "At least this time I have better faith in him getting better. He hasn't looked this good since before he was injured by the dwarven bolt."

As Fadis, Rortho, and Braei took Edanos below deck, Evurn went to Valrin.

"We must honor the one called Lorlaam and do his bidding. Until your friend knows of where he seeks us to go, it is pointless to wander. We must go to where Lorlaam spoke. He had a child with a human woman long ago."

"A child?" Valrin asked.

"Yes, the Ice Mage had his fun, but it was too risky for him to take his love and his child to where he was. It was long ago when he nearly let that regret destroy him, but I have made my trips to check on her. I must admit that I had stopped for a while. I had actually thought Lorlaam had since taken her. She is of age to leave that place.

“I can say that at least she grows strong and in a sanctuary surrounded by those loyal to the gods of the North. It is not too far away. A shrine to Dimn, the god of winds. One of many temples in the Glacial Seas. But it is not mere chance that she is there. It is time for her to be released from her sacred vows to the god and embrace the call of the Stormborn as her father did."

Valrin chuckled. "So easy a vow to break? What if she doesn't want to come?"

Evurn looked down to his staff and smiled as Rasi curled out of his robes and over his hand.

"Then I must kill her."
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Part One: Wind Temple of Swia

 

The winds of the north blew against Valrin's face. While the others slept beneath deck, he held the wheel of the ship. Evurn had told him to keep his current heading. As the moon trekked over and behind them, he expected to see the light of the sun soon. He didn't know how long this journey would take to this temple of the god Dimn, but the sea was not going to give them an easy journey.

The events from the days before were still fresh in his mind. Evurn seemed to know much of the Stormborn and even Lorlaam's past, though Valrin had thought they didn't know one another that well. Evurn had said that either Lorlaam's daughter would come with them or he would kill her. Valrin wondered what would actually transpire once they got to their destination. Wherever that was.

The morning lights of the twinkling stars nestled by the purples of the early dawn skies gave him comfort. He knew the others would awaken before too long, and he was hoping to speak to Edanos.

 

In time, the way below decks opened and Rortho emerged. He stumbled his way around and looked about, bracing his arms to the cold winds. "Edanos, do we keep the eastern trek? It feels much colder this way."

"The winds have been harsh, but I have kept our path."

A moment later, another emerged from below. Rortho took the wheel. "Go, Valrin."

It was Edanos. He looked around with a bit of confusion and then spotted Valrin running toward him. They embraced.

"It worked," Valrin said.

"It did," Edanos confirmed. "Though I spoke with Rortho before I came up. You are taking well to being a captain. Traveling to a dwarven fortress, meeting a living shadow elf? I had thought they were all dead."

Valrin laughed. "No, he is very much alive. He has a snake, too—Rasi."

"A snake?" Edanos gave him a peculiar look. "Well, ships need a crew, and I see you have managed well enough without a very large one."

"The ship helps a good deal. On the island we were at before, I found a shipwright of the ancient ships. He was a man whom the god of death had forbidden to die. He finally killed himself a few moments prior to when I discovered him in a hidden room. It seems that my mere presence was enough to free him from the bonds prohibiting his death. It was just before discovering his body that I was given these strange mechanical turtles capable of repairing the ship and. . .”

Valrin suddenly felt dizzy and stumbled backward. 

Edanos gripped him. "What is wrong?"

"I don't know. I feel—I feel like my mind is leaving me for a moment."

The ship tossed from a rogue current and then spun to the side.

"Whoa," Rortho said. "There are no currents like this in open sea."

Edanos felt his head. "You do not feel as if you are sick."

Valrin laid back and began to breathe hard. As he looked up, he saw flashes and felt as if he rode just below the waves. The ship was all around him, and he could feel his chest thumping.

"Have you had any rest?" he heard Edanos ask.

He shook his head but couldn't speak. 

"Stop the ship!" Edanos said.

"Aye, Captain!"

Rortho dropped the anchors. As the ship slowed to a stop, Valrin could feel his breathing getting easier. At this point, Braei, Evurn, and Fadis joined them on deck.

"What is wrong with him?" Braei asked.

"He is too tired," Edanos said. "The ship has given him power, but he is still new to it. You shouldn't have pushed him to do what he did. You"—he pointed to Rortho and Braei—"should have stopped him!"

Valrin shook his head, but Edanos didn't see him. Rortho pointed back at Edanos. "The boy insisted, and he was my captain. You were in no place to give any wisdom, and Valrin wouldn't have had it, anyway. I did not know what danger there was to him not sleeping. I thought it was part of this ship."

Edanos randomly let out a scream and then shook his arm and head.

"The effects of the curse," Evurn said. "You are not well."

"I am fine!" he shouted back. He then collapsed, grabbing his head. Braei went to embrace him, and his hand jerked up to stop her.

"I am fine; I am fine," he said, out of breath. "I just felt so angry and cold. Like before when I was sick."

"Your soul drew near to the eternal choirs of Vankou," Evurn said. "Lorlaam dragged you back to this life by the power of Vearika's venom. Strange happenings can be expected, however unfortunate they are."

Valrin began to feel better himself and managed to sit up. Edanos looked at him and shook his head as he uneasily stood up. 

"I may have been out of reach while I was unwell, but you must know that if your ship is at dock, you can rest. You may have to force yourself, but no magic can take away the functions of your body. You must give yourself rest in order to survive. At least for now, the binding of yourself with this ship is very new. We will continue on now that you are better, but I bid you at least sit and have some coffee."

As Braei made them a few cups of dark coffee and they went through what little supplies they had for a scrap of food, the ship began heading east again.

 The winds still blew against them, but as the sun began its lowly trek along the horizon, Evurn went to the edge of the railing and pointed outward.

"We draw near to the temple," he told them. 

Valrin looked out. He could see a strange mountainous island ahead. It had a large wisp of clouds surrounding its peak, and even from a distance, he could make out the sheen stone of a structure that stretched across the island itself. He was curious about this place they were going to and what further mysteries they would find.

"So what kind of isle is this, Evurn?" Fadis asked.

"A monastery to the wind god Dimn and a place of peace and meditation that has a ward of magic to protect its inhabitants from darker things." Evurn let the last few words trail off.

"I assume this ward was placed by her father?" Fadis asked.

Evurn stared at Fadis. "In a way, yes. He did send me to acquire what was needed, but do not trouble yourself about it, Ranger. She is mine to deal with. I am the closest she has to family, and frankly, she doesn't need any distractions. So keep your thoughts to yourself."

“Well I don’t like your assumption elf but I will be sure to mind my words,” Fadis rolled his eyes in annoyance.

The shadow elf walked toward the front of the ship, leaving the others near Valrin at the helm.

"A daughter locked away from the world. I think I have heard this story," Braei said.

"If she is anything like Lorlaam, she will be in no need of assistance," Rortho stated. "If Evurn has threatened to end her life if she does not come with us, I worry about what exactly she is."

"With the poison that the dwarves have, we have to hope she is willing to help us. From there, we need to figure out what place Edanos speaks of. He said it was an old place, with spirits," Valrin said.

“Good luck figuring out our destination from those hints,” Braei said.

As they came closer to the island, Valrin could see the temple much better now. It was a large tower with pipes near the top of it. They heard a humming sound, especially as they drew closer. There was a dock ahead and, from what they could see, nothing like guards or defenses.

"Approach the docks," Evurn said. "I depart first, alone. Otherwise, you will be picking this ship off the bottom of the ocean floor."

Fadis put an arrow to string as they approached the docks. As Valrin directed the ship into the moorings, Evurn jumped to the docks. Rortho threw him lines, but the elf ignored them.

"Do not tie off in a place you are not sure about. I thought you all were the sailors, dwarf."

He stomped away, his staff slightly glowing as Rasi jumped onto the ground before him and slithered ahead. He disappeared beyond a wall.

A gust of wind blew upon them. The massive horns of the island sounded, and several tips of the towers began to glow a bright gold.

"A temple to Dimn," Braei said. "I know little of the wind god."

"I've never understood the gods," Fadis stated. "I mean, why must everything have a god? The winds? The mountains? The sea? Can't they just be their own substance without a holy recognition?"

"Hmph," Rortho said. "You are but a man, Fadis. Your substance was made to teach those of the other races and no more. Do not question the gods or their ways, for they are beyond you. The Great Poet created us all to feel his world under the mother sun. Thoughts like yours led to great loss of life in the ages before."

"I get your words, Rortho, but there is so much loss of life just from these supposed gods. When have they ever actually helped us?"

"The ship," Valrin said. "From Meredaas."

"That was you," he pointed out, "You had the amulet, and Edanos made his way to your island with a crew on a ship that went further north than I had ever gone without any gods to help you. Not to mention this ship, something created by a lost race and again not a god."

"But it was a god that blessed us with the tools to burn away the fogs, to tell us the path to take to actually reach this ship which was underwater. Meredaas raised it from the sea floor to the surface, and then when Rugag captured us just after, Meredaas sent his creatures to assist us. How else do you explain our escape?"

"A bit of luck and a daring captain, two of them, actually. Not to mention a Rusis, a dwarf, and a man with a bow."

Valrin nodded. "I would not be a captain without the gods."

Fadis shook his head, "Perhaps, but it wasn't the gods who led me here, nor was it the source of the courage you had to turn the ship and save Edanos and Rortho here. The gods care little for us, and any holy types who say otherwise should be drowned."

About that time, Evurn returned with a man wearing a bright blue robe.

"Good people," Evurn began, "we are welcome to come inside and attend to what we need."

The man in the blue robe bowed as he reached the edge of the ship. "I am Sautoa, Priest of Dimn and Wind Culler of this temple. I welcome you to our remote sanctuary."

The winds suddenly gusted and blew through those on the ship.

"Our god welcomes you, as well."

As they tied off the ship, Edanos stood, albeit shakily, as Rortho helped him off. Fadis returned his arrow to his quiver and motioned for Valrin to go.

As Valrin exited the ship, Sautoa bowed again. "Stormborn. I had heard of you in whispers of the wind and know some of your plights. You are safe here for the time you grace our presence. You will all be as honorary guests."

Fadis nodded with an uncertain glare as Evurn shook his head.

"I doubt I will be deemed honorary by all," Evurn said.

"Take no worry," Sautoa told him, "She has grown stronger and has found peace in your utter abandonment of her.” They began to walk, and Sautoa continued. "It has been several years since you were near this place, and in that time, she has learned meditation to increase her influence, telepathy, along with spirit convergence, and of course, the elemental magics."

As they made their way around the corner, they came to a large silver door with the emblem of a cyclone on it. Sautoa motioned toward the door and winds from above twisted down and the passage opened, revealing a long marble-stone corridor with white fire glowing from torches. The walls themselves were inscribed with writings, unlike anything Valrin had ever seen.

"So from your words, she has both of her parents' powers and a bit more of the Ice Mage's blood," Evurn said.

"It would seem as such is true. Lorlaam was a powerful man, and his offspring is something else entirely."

Valrin noticed that the hallway had several wings that led off to either side. Robed monks stood in the openings, and he had a sudden feeling of slight fear but also awe.

"I sense your wonderings, Stormborn. Those who inhabit this place have only allegiance to the one called Dimn. We see not an elf or dwarf or Rusis, but only the soul, as is intended to have balance in the world."

They reached another door, and Sautoa turned to them.

"You have come at a time of meditation in our grand hall. The one you seek, Evurn, is one of our leaders in such realms, given her powers. Please do not speak until she has finished. I do believe you will be proud of Aeveam, daughter of the Ice Mage, Evurn."

As he pushed open the door, twisting winds glowing a deep pink in the center of a massive chamber met them. There were many others in robes just like Sautoa sitting cross-legged around an elevated platform. 

Valrin noticed a single figure sitting atop it. As they approached the assembly, Sautoa motioned for them to sit as he did the same. The figure sitting on the elevated platform had golden yellow hair that curled slightly in the winds. The figure then reached out with their arms and twisted their wrists. From either side of them, windows opened and a rush of spectral blue and red magics swarmed in and twisted into the cyclone at the center.

The assembly began to hum, and the figure slowly rose from the platform. At first, Valrin thought they were standing, but then, as the winds converged around them, he noticed a female now looking out at them. Her eyes glowed white, and her body floated above those who continued their long, bellowing hum. She slowly descended and stood below the platform. The winds began to recede, and she breathed fast. The glow around her faded away revealing her stark blue eyes. Her blonde hair curled around her as the cyclone that before was pink turned to a whitish hue.

She wore white linens curved around metal armor on her shoulders. She pointed toward them and then abruptly began to walk their way.

"My lady," Sautoa said. 

	But she did not look to him nor Valrin, but to Evurn. "Shadow elf!"

"Yes, Aeveam?"

"Tell me, why do I see you here now when I have not seen any of my father or you for so many years?"

Evurn stood and leaned on his staff. "I had no contact with your father until recently."

"Then you come still and not him. What more must I do to prove my worth to him? I demand him here, now."

"Mind your words, Aeveam," Sautoa said. "The winds bring much news upon your soul."

"Your father has deemed it time. I will reveal more of him to you, but he cannot."

"What trouble have you two gotten into this time? I remember your stories! Your ordeal with the dragon and the crystals! Do adventures keep him away?"

Evurn looked down for a moment. "Aeveam, your father has fallen. Dwarves with poison attacked his island."

"Poison!" She reached out and grasped his head with her hands. Her eyes flashed white for a moment, and he slapped his staff forward with a blast of magic.

"Watch yourself!" he shouted.

"I saw what was needed! Poison like you used for the Barb King, so you are the reason!"

Sautoa stepped forward. "You must find peace and seek wisdom my—"

"Now is not the moment for your teachings, Wind Culler!"

She gripped Evurn by the neck and summoned a ball of sparkling light in her hand.

"Tell me, elf. How much were you paid?"

He gasped, gripping at her hands. Rasi shot out of his robes and wrapped around her neck. She released Evurn and began pulling at the snake. Evurn brought his staff down and bathed her in an orange light. She fell to the ground and struggled but then relaxed.

"You killed her!" Rortho shouted.

"No, dear dwarf. She is asleep." He shot a glare at the Wind Culler. "Sautoa, I am not too impressed that her peace is so violent! This is exactly what Lorlaam feared. This is why her father trusted you and your kind. She is a moment away from being just as her mother!"

Several of the other monks came and picked up Aeveam, carrying her to a resting area where they laid her down and covered her. They then lit incense and began to chant over her.

"Come," Sautoa said. "We will speak further of Aeveam."

He led them down another corridor and to a large circular room. It was a tower with windows on the eastern side that looked out toward the horizon. The monks had designated this area for all of them to lay down. Valrin actually felt very tired, but he, like the others, wondered much of Aeveam. He returned to the lower level where the monks brought a small meal to them.

"Fish," Rortho said, "and berries." 

"A good meal for many days out at sea," Fadis said. "Not like our lack of supplies has been a primary concern."

Evurn was the only one not eating. He nibbled a piece of cured meat. 

"Salted pork?" Rortho asked.

"Close— dwarf. I keep a bit on my persons for when I'm in a quaint setting."

Rortho's eyes became larger than Valrin had ever seen. "You eat my kin in my presence! Within a place of the holy gods?" He began to stand, and Fadis grabbed him.

Evurn chuckled. "No, not really, dwarf. If I am to eat dwarf, I prefer it fresh. This is a crab-based food, dipped in a weaker poison to up my resistance to certain sea creatures. We all have our dietary needs."

He took another bite of his food, and Rortho sat back down.

Valrin looked over to Edanos, who stared at his empty plate. "Do you want some food?"

Edanos looked up, almost surprised that someone had spoken to him. "Do you not hear it? Do you not hear them?"

"The monks?" Braei asked.

"No, the songs."

Valrin stared at him, noticing a fear in his eyes. 

"I have tried to block them out, but I can't. The songs are so loud."

"You must meditate. I will teach you," Evurn said. "It is dangerous to drift to death and return. Very dangerous."

Edanos sat back and nodded to Evurn. Valrin noticed Evurn seemed on edge near Edanos, like he didn't trust the man before him.

About that time, Sautoa came back into the room. "I trust the food was acceptable?"

"It was," Rortho said.

"It is hard to satisfy the dwarven visitors we have, and you are not the only guests we expect. We have visitors from the South coming this way. The winds bring forth many upon the edge of darkness." He looked to Evurn. "If her father has fallen as you said, then it is a dark time, indeed."

"He ascended, as the peoples of old, and combined the magics of his blood to destroy that where he was."

"I know when he brought her here as a young child, he warned against her bloodline. Her mother was an angry woman—an evil resided within her like no other, and she was nearly unstoppable."

"My kin stopped her. You do not openly kill as many as she did within the Shadow Lands and simply continue breathing. She wasn't like that before, but of her demon, I cannot speak of. It is said it was a dark presence that took her. Before that, she was what I would call a friend, at least for a time. I do not know what happened, only that she was stopped. The greatest fear I have is that when a demon of that level of power inhabits you, it leaves a part of itself within you that will haunt your children. I fear that power will return to take Aeveam."

"Well, their daughter has many powers. She learned of her Dwemhar powers first, and though we tried to conceal them, she was able to manipulate the world around her before her first Rusis spell. She has been taught the way of peace but her parents’ abandonment has helped create a woman that resents the very world meant to protect her. Had she been a baby and never known them, it might have been different, but you do not take a child from what they know and not expect adverse effects."

"Lorlaam was not the type to raise a child."

Sautoa's demeanor changed, and winds seemed to shift around him. "Then he should have known what he could not take the risk and do. She is powerful, unlike any in these realms. She has been taught that at one time her power would be needed for the gods of the North but her mother's demon would likely return to claim her. Even now she meditates in the upper sanctum to reclaim her peace. It is likely she will struggle with the truth as long as she remains here."

"Well, it is time, Sautoa. With the Stormborn in the world and the events of the Barb King, it is time for her to go into the world. It was her father's last wish—to assure she was well. I hold no allegiance but to those I call friends, and with these new friends”—he motioned to the others—"I have discovered that a poison meant to wipe out all who challenge the Barb King is upon the Glacial Seas. It is no coincidence this boy has claimed his ship."

Sautoa suddenly glared at Valrin, "Where are you from, Stormborn?"

"I am Valrin of Travaa."

"Valrin? A good name. A strong name. You will need strength to survive these seas.”

"Vals," Edanos said.

Valrin was surprised that Edanos remembered. It was a comforting reminder that his friend was still there.

"Vals or Valrin, well, both are good. Evurn and I have much to speak of for the time, but your crew is welcome here. Night is coming, and I do bid you sleep.”

The conversation was not a mere coincidence to reach the point where he told them to get sleep. A moment later, Evurn and Sautoa stood and departed. Valrin and the others went to their room in the upper level of the tower. He lay down and felt a ripple of energy from his chest go down his back and then, in the strangest of feelings, move away from him. As he closed his eyes, he saw his ship docked outside. He then, for the first time in many, many days, fell asleep.

 

A scream pierced his ears. Valrin found himself standing on a beach. Trees burned around him. Elves grabbed at their throats. He saw his ship torn apart beneath a grand tower that reached up into the heavens. A haze, like smoke but with flashes of orange magic, surrounded him. Rortho stood next to Braei, who looked up at him, her skin bubbled from her bones and he saw death overtake her. He tried to walk but found himself struggling to free himself from the dead around him. The water behind him turned to ice. He then saw four elves appear in the distance. Three were boys who appeared not much older than him, and there was a younger girl. He watched as the haze-like magic covered them and they collapsed. Then he began to hear a tune in his mind. A song, like an organ he had heard on a grand ship that had come to Travaa once. Darkness shrouded his sight.

He felt his body shaking and then saw his ship again docked outside the Wind Temple of Swia. In the distance, with the early-morning sun behind him, a ship approached, and he saw dwarves aboard it.

 


Part Two: Songs of Harrodarr

 

He opened his eyes and realized he had been dreaming. He had been sleeping for a good amount of time, but he felt like it had only been a minute. Everyone slept around him. He sat up, feeling his heart beat in his chest at the thought of the horror he had seen. If this was what sleep would be for him, he didn't want to ever sleep again. He stood up and went to the window, noticing that the morning sky was just beginning to glow from a still-sleeping sun.

He went downstairs and to the room they were in before. He saw Evurn standing with his hands behind his back, staring out to sea.

"Valrin, you stay awake for days upon days and yet still awaken as I'm sure you did before you knew the name Stormborn."

Valrin smiled. "I used to get eels for the fishers in my town."

"Eels? Good for poisons."

"They used them for bait."

Evurn nodded. "A shame to serve such a malign purpose."

"Did you go to Lorlaam’s daughter?"

"I did, and she understands much without me speaking. I am amazed of her powers."

"Will she go with us?"

"If you mean will I have to kill her, well, that is still to be decided. But as long as she uses her powers for good, we have nothing to fear. Dwemhar blood is a strange substance. Though they did much good for the world, one who has the taste of darkness can be a force that even the gods can struggle to contend with. You must fear any merging of Dwemhar. Rusis were naturally aggressive, so you can see that the two together, as with her father, is a very careful balance.

"When Lorlaam and I spoke of our foray, it was a fun time and there was much we did afterward. He wanted his staff, and well, quite a few creatures, placed in our path by the trickster god Wura, guarded it. He showed a bit of his shadowy side then, but he could balance out his power, something she must do. If I sense anything but, I will be forced to destroy her."

"Can you do it?"

Evurn looked down at him with a smile but said nothing.

Valrin was not sure if this was overconfidence or sureness. He heard someone approaching and turned to see Aeveam.

At first, he was alarmed, but she was much calmer now and smiled gently at him.

"Valrin," she said.

"Aeveam." 

"Please excuse our first meeting and accept this second one." She bowed to him, and he did the same to her. "Evurn tells me you knew my father and that he sacrificed himself for you."

"For all of us, and you. He said so."

She looked down for a moment and then nodded. "You are like me, Valrin—without parents but with a guardian who watched over you for a time. I had Evurn, and you had your aunt, Tua."

Valrin looked to Evurn and then back to Aeveam. "How'd you know that? Who told you?"

Evurn grinned, "None, but vampires have a way of seeking out remedies for their afflictions that do not involve the natural diet they seek. I had heard about you then. I knew the prophecy and of your arrival to Travaa, but I also knew it not my place to say of your true purpose, though I know the elf vampire knew of it. Perhaps this can be one way we can all trust one another."

Aeveam went to the windows and looked out. "I look forward to our journey and wherever we plan to go. I still do not understand my purpose, but I am prepared to try."

"Then we must prepare," a voice said from out of view.

Valrin turned to see Edanos. The once captain of the Truest Bliss approached Evurn and offered to shake his hand. Evurn did so with a careful glare.

"You feel more yourself?"

"For now, sleep and silence have helped some. I will still take your offer of mediation, though I've never been a real type for that kind of practice. I know clearly where we must go and how to get there. It is North of here and not too far. A cave of crystals. A place of very old power masked by magic itself."

"Like a ward?" Evurn questioned.

"No, a place of the actual creation of magic, a place where I believe we will find something locked away for the Stormborn. I know I have struggled since my near death, but there are a few things certain. This is the next path of the Stormborn, and I must kill the one called the Barb King."

Valrin and Evurn just stared at him.

"So sure of your path?" Aeveam asked.

"I am. It is what I saw while poisoned and what I must assure is completed."

He looked to Valrin. "Do not fear—I am me. But coming so close to death, I realized my path. I am not to claim a realm ship. That was your fate. But I must go after the one who took my chance. The one who took my version of the necklace you had that your aunt, Tua, held for you."

"Do you know that that king believes himself Stormborn?" Valrin asked.

"I do, and I will not allow any chance of him harming another soul as long as I still breathe."

They were all somewhat surprised by Edanos' sureness.

"I have already woken and told the others. They will join us soon."

Soon was an understatement, as immediately, Rortho, Braei, and Fadis came downstairs.

Fadis approached them with a confused expression and a single eyebrow raised, "So you wake us up to begin this quest before the sun comes up, and we find you just now advising the captain, Evurn, and the one who tried to kill Evurn, of your plan?"

Aeveam bowed to them. "My apologies for our first meeting. I assure you that my emotions are secured away from that of my actions."

Fadis stared at her. "I'm not really sure what that means."

"It is the way she has been taught," Evurn said. "Emotion is a great motivator for many, but to let that control you . . . well . . . can be quite bad for shadow elves or anyone else you might come up against. She is our friend and ally, and we shall see what good Edanos has in store for us to the north."

They began to prepare for their journey. As Evurn, Edanos, Aeveam, and Rortho conversed with Sautoa about supplies, Fadis and Valrin exited the Temple of Swia and went toward the ship. The sun was cresting the horizon, and the ship floated against the dock with fresh snow on its railings.

"How do you like all of this?" Valrin asked Fadis.

"I'm not sure what to say about it, that I can tell you. It is a strange place, these Glacial Seas. All of my years spent here, and there is still something new to learn of it. I do think about going south again. Soon maybe, I will think it’s time. I don't know."

The Ranger became quiet, and Valrin jumped onto the deck of the ship. He pulled open the way to the inner part of the ship and then looked up. Something was approaching. He could hear the break of water getting closer. Fadis, too, heard the sound, but a deep fog rolling over the distant waters obscured their view.

A horn called.

"That is a dwarven horn!"

Fadis reached for his bow but did not have it, and Valrin's sword was back in the room he had slept in.

Valrin exited the ship and went to Fadis, who pulled him back toward the temple. 

The large ship emerged from the fogs not too far from the docks and made a hard turn left to avoid striking the dock itself. But this was no dwarven ship. Fadis had his hand on Valrin to push the boy behind him, but now he squinted.

"That vessel was made by men, the people of Srun, the great Island Nation to the south. It is what I guess you might call dwarven in build, but not a ship of Rugag or the Barb King. They had some dealings with those I fought with back in Taria."

The ship, about the same size as Valrin’s, moved up to the dock. Sautoa emerged from the temple and looked at them as he moved toward the new vessel.

"Do not fear these; they are not as the ones you call the enemy."

As they slowly followed behind the Wind Culler, Valrin saw that dwarves were indeed on the vessel. They wore heavy black armor, and massive hammers inscribed with runes hung on their backs.

"Hammersongs, I welcome you to the temple of our lord Dimn. I trust your journey was a good one."

The dwarves moved out of the way of another dwarf and a man of about the same build and stature as the staunch dwarves. 

"I am a prince of the Island Nation and have now paid my price to the dwarves of Harrodarr. I am a shameful man and attempted to steal from their home city on my visit. I confess my crimes before those who hold me accountable."

"I hear your crimes," Sautoa said, "but I cannot free you of your debt to them, for I do not see it as such."

One of the dwarves stepped forward. "That man is a foul weakling of his kind, and I do thank you for accepting our request to come here."

"Dwarves used to make many pilgrimages here. It is long since we had any come this way. I am happy to have some of your people on this island. Though know we have other guests, some who have dealt with the dwarves you come to speak with."

The dwarf walked toward Valrin, and he couldn't help but be fearful. The man was massive, larger than Rortho, and had notches and scratches in his armor.

"What is your name, boy?"

"I am Valrin." 

"Nurocas, Hammersong of Harrodarr. I see fear in your eyes. I am not the first dwarf you have seen. What have those of the Glacial Seas done to you?"

Fadis stepped between them. "Nothing to speak of as of now, Nurocas. I know of the Hammersongs. Your zeal is unmatched, or so the songs say."

Nurocas nodded. "So it is so, but I have no quarrel with those except my own kind. Is this your boy?"

"No, but crewmen of our ship will want to meet you. Know we are not friends to dwarves in this region."

The dwarf shook his head. "I fear I may not be, either. Those of my order sent to guard the one called the Barb King have failed to send word of their doings. We are here for many reasons, and we will deal with our kind. Do not get in our way."

"Well," Sautoa said, "let us go in and you can pay patronage to Dimn. He has been without the prayers of the dwarves for some time."

They entered the temple, and Valrin watched for the others. It was Braei who noticed them first and quickly approached just as Evurn, Rortho, and Edanos walked out of a storeroom.

Rortho dropped his sacks and brought his ax to hand. In a flash, the Hammersongs brandished their weapons. Valrin stood right next to Nurocas. The runes on his ax glowed, and there seemed to be a hum in the air from their weapons. Braei had summoned spells of ice, and Evurn held out his staff.

Nurocas spoke first. "Dwarf, you serve the Barb King of Gurundothrak?"

"No, I do not. Hammersongs here?" He lowered his weapon, and the others around the room did too. The monks of the temple and Sautoa seemed surprised and partially angry to the shows of the force happening within their holy halls.

"We are Hammersongs directly from Harrodarr. Something is foul within this ocean, and we come to investigate. I am Nurocas, and these Hammersongs are my brothers. If you have no issue with us, we will not resort to violence unless we are threatened."

They lowered their hammers.

Evurn clapped. "Dwarves, so many dwarves, in the icy North. If only I was back home."

"You," Nurocas said. "You are of the East, of the Shadow Lands?"

"I am of the Glacial Seas, and I and this crew you see before you make no question of your deeds as long as you do not question ours. We trade spices; that is all."

Valrin wondered of the lie Evurn had just said. It seemed a good enough excuse.

"No questions, but you are the strangest group of traders."

Sautoa coughed as to gain everyone's attention. "If you will not be killing one another this wonderful morning, can I and the Breaths of Dimn offer a small meal for you all?"

"Offer accepted," one of the Hammersongs said.

"Lorkt, go get our drinks," Nurocas said.

Their human companion immediately went back toward their ships.

"Slavery is not something we in the service of Dimn appreciate.”

"Noted as such, Sautoa," Nurocas said. “There is a place for slavery when debt is owed. But there is also a fine line there. To claim a slave just to do so, or because of their race, is dishonorable to say the least.”

 

Valrin and the others worked to finish stocking their ship with several rations of food and general supplies that they might need, as Sautoa led the dwarves to an actual dining hall. Valrin and the others went to join them before they departed North.

In the hall itself was a large table, and the dwarves sat along one whole side. As Valrin sat down near the end of the table, Nurocas noted and motioned him over. "This way, young one. I wish to speak to you."

Both Edanos and Rortho followed Valrin to sit next to him as the dwarf waved off the tea offered to him and instead sipped a large ale that their human had poured for each of the dwarves from their own personal barrel that no doubt was not the easiest container to get up the long stairwell they took from the lower halls.

Valrin sipped his coffee and noticed that the dwarves really were nothing like the ones he had met before. Their armor, for one, was not well suited for the works of sailing. It was bulky and cumbersome but did not seem to inhibit their movement at all.

"What are you looking at, girl?" one of them asked Braei.

"You armor is a bit cracked. I had always heard dwarves had the absolute best armor."

"We do!" he said back in a harsh tone. "But dragons have some of the sharpest teeth you might ever be lucky enough to be devoured by.” He paused, “Well, if you have to absolutely be devoured by such a beast that is. But that day was not my last, no, and the one that did this now has a permanent place above my family's hall in Harrodarr!"

"Good, good, Rorda. There is no need to scare the Rusis," Nurocas said. "Forgive Rorda. Sometimes I think that dragon came a bit too close to roasting him."

Rorda looked over at Nurocas. "It wasn't like you were much help!"

"There were eight dragons. I took down two, including the one headed toward you. You should show a bit of respect, brother!"

Though it was an obvious tease, Rorda grumbled to himself.

"So you head to the city?" Rortho asked.

"Yes, we need to see what the Barb King is doing. My masters do not trust him. The last time he was heard from, he claimed the sea was his to command. At the time, we thought he was telling a story of old or recounting something in a song. It seemed as such, at least. Now our brothers have ignored our messages. We will figure it out.”

"So you go to the actual city?" Edanos asked.

"Yes, in two nights there will be a grand coronation, or so we have discovered, and it is supposed to reveal the greatest discovery in our people's history, or so our spies have told us."

"Would you need another to join you on your journey?"

Edanos’ question caused every one of Valrin's crew to stare at him.

"We need none unless you have need to go to the city."

Evurn grabbed Edanos by the arm. "We do not go that way. We told you where we needed to go, and the dwarves are looking for Rortho for stealing that fish. We cannot go there!"

"Yes, I would recommend not returning there for some time until we deal with whatever it is afoot there. If a dwarf is forced to steal a fish, then there is trouble, indeed. We will seek out the truth."

Edanos looked to Evurn and then to Braei as they both rubbed him on his shoulders.

"You spy on them?" Fadis asked to try to get the attention off Edanos.

"In what few ways we can. I do not lie to you here within these holy halls. I fear my brethren have fallen from sanity. There are few of us now, but know that the dwarves of the South will do what is necessary to assure our kin stay within bounds of sanctity. Know these issues are dwarven, and you shouldn't worry of our plight. Us dwarves can handle this issue."

There was a silence at the table, and Valrin stood up. "We should go," he told the others.

"A boy captain?" Nurocas asked.

"No, he is my first mate," Rortho said. "Come on, crew, to the ship!"

The others stood up to keep the deceit legitimate. Valrin knew they could only trust these dwarves so much. Sautoa joined them. They went downstairs and found Aeveam, garbed in a dark cloak, standing before the cyclone. She was wearing leather boots and looked nothing like she did before. She turned to them as they approached her.

"I saw the arrival of the dwarves and the less-than-happy exchange. I saw it better to remain away from the main conversations."

"It is good now," Valrin said. "Are you ready?"

 "I have all I need and have done away with the robes of this temple. We do not need that kind of attention."

They exited the temple, and while the others went to the ship, Evurn, Valrin, and Aeveam stood with Sautoa.

"When you were a child, I never thought the day would come when you would leave our home. I had hope for a better departure than this, but the others are assuring the dwarves remain where they are." Sautoa looked to Valrin. "Though I do not condone dishonesty, I am a man of this world who has seen what it is capable of with or without the gods’ desires. Your secrets are safe with us. The dwarves will have no view of your departure, and Dimn will watch over your journey."

Sautoa turned back to Aeveam. "Remember what you have learned here. What has brought you pleasure and happiness and what happened when darkness attempted to snare you. The power of your ancestors must not be misused."

She gripped his hands and bowed, kissing them. "I depart as a Saint of Dimn. I will follow what has been laid before me. I will bring honor to the gods of the North, and not terror. I will protect those covered by the winds and, in time, return to my home in the clouds to be with Dimn everlasting."

"Go, my child, onto the ship."

Aeveam turned, and Valrin noticed that Evurn was smiling—something the elf rarely did except when making a joke or a strange comment, as he was known to do.

"I will watch over her," Evurn told Sautoa.

"May the winds of Dimn guide you all."

They bowed and went toward the ship as Sautoa returned into the temple.

"What happened with Edanos back there?" Valrin asked.

"We are fortunate that Fadis came up with something to detract attention from him. That is what happened."

As they boarded the ship, Edanos stood at the helm. The others moved the remaining supplies below deck while Valrin untied the ship and joined Edanos.

As Valrin steered the ship from the docks, he activated the sails and they began north. With a gust of wind to speed them forward, they were on their way.

The Wind Temple of Swia passed to their side, and a quick-forming fog veiled the island. Sautoa was true to his word, but this was more for the dwarves still likely in the dining hall so that they wouldn't catch sight of the ship, than actually hiding the temple.

Edanos looked around nervously and was not at all the confident captain Valrin remembered.

"What is on your mind?" Valrin asked.

"I can't believe I asked to go with the dwarves. I don't understand why I said that."

Valrin gripped the wheel of the ship tighter and tried to figure out the best words to say.

Edanos continued. "I feel so drawn to that place. I see myself killing the Barb King. He has caused and will cause so much suffering. I have seen it and I cannot explain it."

Aeveam came to the helm and smiled at Valrin.

Edanos continued, almost not noticing Aeveam and stuttering. "I ju—just keep seeing him. The vision doesn't leave."

"Edanos," Aeveam said, "I do not know your full story as of right now, but be careful of visions. It is difficult to discern what is a true vision of the future and what is your own imagination." 

Edanos nodded as Evurn approached them. "Come, Edanos. I will take you below deck, and we will work on meditation. You must learn to quiet your mind, friend."

As Edanos went with Evurn, Aeveam shook her head. "Evurn said he was cursed with a variation of dwarven poison."

"Yes, it is how we met your father, and I'm sorry for his death."

She looked away and went to the railings of the ship. "I am not. Evurn said he ascended and in his final moments melded his magics together to protect you and this crew, along with destroying the invaders. I take some form of solemn comfort with that. I knew I would leave Swia in time, but I wasn't sure how. Sautoa was good to me my entire life, and so was Evurn, but I always prayed that it would be my father to come for me. I felt like I was trying to be good enough for him. That it was what I was training for. Then I learned of my mother from Evurn, and I wondered if he was scared of me."

"What did she do exactly?" 

"Exactly? She slit the throats of a thousand shadow elves’ children to prove a point that her race was superior to them and would not fall to their fear. They killed her, paraded her body through their cities in the East, and then desecrated it further by cursing it to walk the realms devoid of life and in constant suffering. That is what Evurn said, at least."

"Evurn has many stories," Valrin said, almost suggesting that what she was told was false.

"Most of them are true. He has been around these lands for a very long time, and when it comes to elves, that means something a bit more profound. He is old by their standard."

Aeveam knelt down and noticed the crystals at the helm.

"This is a Dwemhar vessel, right?"

He wondered of how to answer, but the second he did, she nodded.

"You really do not need to wonder if you can tell me something. The moment it comes to your mind, I can sense it."

"So you are like a fortune teller?"

She laughed. "I have trained to accent my powers to the point that I am close to the strongest half-blooded Dwemhar in existence. There are no others like me."

Braei, who had been standing off to the side and had not gained Valrin’s attention, walked up to them. "Wouldn't you be one-fourth Dwemhar? Your father was half and your mother was of the race of men."

"Fellow Rusis, I guess you would be correct. Of course, I meant more that I'm only half of the race of men, but I guess I should be more specific. I am still learning about my powers," she told both of them. "I work to perfect my elemental magics, but I do believe Braei is ahead of me there. I'm going to do my best to do what is needed. I was always led to this path but never told what it would hold, and not all future can be foretold."

Valrin nodded and moved the switch to activate the map. It came up, and Aeveam pointed to it. "Incredible and a good example of a future that cannot be foretold! I did not know this ship could do that."

"It is a wondrous vessel," Braei said. "I want to tell you that you're new to our crew, but if I can help you with the Rusis side of your magic, let me know. I know a few tricks."

As the two of them walked off, Fadis and Rortho joined him.

"We were waiting our turn," Fadis said.

"Yes, now that we have two of those casters and both of them have tempers like no others," Rortho whispered, "I don't want to put them in a pissed mood! I did that once to a trio of women back in Taria. Not a good idea."

"I didn't take you for the promiscuous type, dwarf," Fadis teased.

"Not too promiscuous, but I know my way when it comes to delving."

Valrin didn't really get the joke, but he could imagine, based off what he had seen some nights back in Travaa.

Rortho stared at the map. "So we go north but nothing else? No landmark or real clue?"

"Edanos said before that it was an old place of spirits where our fates awaited us."

"Okay, so no," Fadis confirmed. "We will need to wait for him to finish his meditating to have some clue where we're actually going."

"The captain isn't right," Rortho said. "I wonder if it was right, well, helping him to live."

"We can't decide fate," Fadis said.

"But it's what we did. I worry. He isn't the Edanos I knew."

The dwarf's words were less than comforting to hear, but Valrin knew what he said was right. Edanos had not returned to them as his old self. There were glimpses of it from what little interaction they had, but nothing like before, nothing like before the curse.

 

 


Part Three: Ghosts

 

As was normal in the Glacial Seas, a storm was moving from the west and crossing their path. Though it was not as turbulent as the one a few days ago, there was a good amount of snow and colder winds. The other crewmembers bound themselves and stayed huddled around a torch basin they had obtained back at Shia Temple.

"Damn cold," Rortho said.

"They call it the Glacial Seas for a reason," Fadis said.

"Yes, but holy winds of Dimn, does it have to be this cold?"

"Dimn does not control the temperature," Aeveam corrected. "Just the winds."

"Well, perhaps the good god can change the direction of them, or keep them away from us, for a time."

About that time, Edanos emerged from below deck. 

"Complaints about winds on a sailing ship, Rortho?"

"Well, yes, but—are you feeling better, Captain?"

Edanos went to Rortho's side and put his hand on the dwarf's shoulder. 

"I told you before that I'm not the captain. Valrin is. He has done a fine job on these waters so far. I'm just a guide now."

"So where exactly are we headed?" Valrin asked.

"A place called Ara-Hik, an ancient mine for Dwemhar crystals and a place I sense will greatly help our cause."

"Now how do you know the name?" Evurn asked.

"In my dreams, I hear the voices of the sea peoples. I receive visions. It is why I know we must go to this place and why I must eventually face the Barb King."

Edanos sat down with the others, and Braei gave him a cup of fresh coffee.

No one said a word, and Valrin watched as it seemed his crew stared at Edanos but avoided eye contact.

"You all fear me," he said.

"No," Braei stated, "we don't, but—"

"You're different," Fadis said.

Rortho looked up, surprised by the bluntness of his words.

Fadis scanned the others and then leaned into Edanos, "I am not afraid to tell you that you are not the man you were before. You no doubt care for your friends, but you are not the captain I met. Everyone else is too kind to flat out say it, but I will. You nearly volunteered yourself to go with the Hammersongs to Gurundothrak."

"I see. But . . . I understand. I am loyal to all of you, but I am drawn to greater deeds."

Aeveam stood up and went to Edanos. "These deeds," she said, putting her hands on his shoulders, "and these visions you have, how do you know their source?"

"I sense them and know it is true. I had a simple dream while I was near death before. I know the path, and I will stay true to it." 

Aeveam closed her eyes, and Edanos looked up at her. Valrin watched as she seemed to grimace and her hand on his shoulder began to shake.

"What?" Edanos asked.

Aeveam released her grip on his shoulder. “Your mind is hidden. I cannot reach your thoughts. But you are not the Stormborn—you are not as Valrin. How do you resist?"

Braei cleared her throat. "He was like Valrin, but the Barb King himself stole Edanos’ amulet identical to the one Valrin used to obtain this ship. Edanos cannot claim the title without it."

"I do not desire to be Stormborn now. I will help Valrin, yes. But I came back from the beaches and icy plains of Vankou's realm for a purpose. I see my purpose in my mind, and I will complete it. No one else has need to see it."

Fadis stood up and went to the railings. "Your purpose will require this ship getting very close to the dwarven capital. We cannot risk that."

"There will be a way if the gods will it."

Fadis shook his head and leaned back against the railings. Rortho embraced Edanos. "I am happy to have you here and will do what I can to assist you."

"Aye, I'm happy to be here, Rortho. I will work on controlling my abruptness. I—" 

"Meditation is the mind’s only friend when too many voices cry out," Evurn said. "Remember this and seek peace."

Aeveam chuckled. "Your stories run contrary to that, elf."

Evurn smiled. "It was your father who taught me those words. I have only listened for a small part of my life."

Valrin switched the map crystal and noticed a strange vibration in the image. He looked ahead to see a glow in the darkening sky.

Evurn noticed it, too, and pointed. "We are far north, near the realms of uncharted seas. Few have gone this way."

"Well, we have no dwarven ships chasing us, so that is one advantage compared to the last time we went this far north," Rortho said.

As Valrin guided the ship toward the glowing lights ahead, an outline of a sheer and slightly sheen structure appeared. As night fell, the water beside them began to glow. Valrin looked over the edge and saw sharks of some kind with glowing runes along their bodies.

"Glacial Sharks," Rortho said. "Very rare in the more southern parts of the sea."

"But common here," Fadis pointed out.

Valrin noticed the sharks appeared not to trail the ship for fun or to hunt, but as a guide. Like smaller vessels assisting a larger one into the harbor. 

As he turned the ship toward the fast-approaching structure, he jumped as an eruption of sparkling red lights lifted into the skies from the pinnacle of the structure. As they drew closer, Valrin noticed land beyond the structure and monolithic stones that seemed to be sending twirling dust that glowed in the dark environment.

"Magic," said Aeveam. "I can feel its purity in the air."

"I do too," Braei said.

"This is a place of its creation. The moon gives charge to the stones, and they in turn push magic into the world."

Aeveam twisted her hand and created a small glowing orb of white. The spell spun and began to glow brightly.

Braei did the same with her powers, and Valrin witnessed the most massive fireball he had ever seen the Rusis create.

"A powerful place," said Evurn. "Now we must figure out why we are actually here."

Edanos looked around, gazing at the magic that floated freely in the air. A drift of it came his way, and he lifted his hand into it, sending a rippling wave of it out. "There is a cave here. Somewhere nearby."

Valrin steered the ship around the large sheen structure but saw no obvious doorway. "This is nothing but a rock in the sea. There is not a cave nor doorway."

"There is," Edanos said. "It is right here."

Valrin dropped anchor and walked over to where the others were standing as the ship slowed to a stop.

"I saw it in my vision," Edanos said. "There is an opening."

As Valrin walked near the front of the ship, he felt a surge in his chest. From the post where his amulet was absorbed came a radiant light that shot upon the sheen stone.

There was a ripple of blue light, and runes appeared, covering the stones.

Rortho jumped up and went to the edge. "I know these words. I have seen them in the texts.

 

“To those who come once this place is of ice, know that we remain. We are the last, and we have formed our power to be blessed unto you to use us as needed. We are yours—we embrace the old ways and the Dwemhar way of where we have fallen from. You are the captain, and you shall lead us once again.”

 

It was beginning to snow and the door cracked open as Rortho read the last bit. The entryway was dark, but Valrin had no doubt at all of what he should do. Pulling up anchors, he moved the ship into the open doorway. As they entered the passage, torches began to light along the walls, and they found themselves surrounded by both ice and large crystals jutting out from the ceiling like stalactites in a simple cave.

"This place," said Edanos. "This is the place I saw. I know where we must go. Valrin, move the ship forward and to the right. There will be a circular dock for the ship."

Fadis put an arrow to his bowstring and circled around, looking the way they had come.

Rortho lifted his ax.

"You mustn't fear this place," Edanos said. "I have been here in my mind. We are safe."

	Aeveam stood next to Valrin. "There is old magic here, and there are those who are trapped." Valrin jerked to look at her. "It is not those who live but those who have died who await us."

Evurn went to the side of the ship and lifted his staff over the water. An orange glow reflected on the crystalline ceilings and spread across the caves, bathing it in a warm light. 

As Valrin moved to the right, following the glowing crystals, he came to a circular stone dock with several torches that burst to life as they approached. Valrin moved the ship toward it, and just like before at Lorlaam's island, the ship was locked into the dock. It was here he noticed that there were other, smaller ships still at the dock. They were not realm ships, and they had not moved from this spot in some time. Each seemed to be sealed in place. Additional stone constructs seemed to come out of the stonework and secured the ships, lifting them out of the water. A type of dry dock.

"This place is of the sea peoples," Braei said.

"Perhaps another one, like the one that was beneath Lorlaam? One of the ones awaiting death?" Rortho suggested. 

"I do not know," Valrin said.

 

Edanos was one of the first off the ship. He moved so quickly that the others struggled to keep up. Braei ran to catch up with him. Valrin and the others disembarked and looked around.

"Keep mindful of your eyes and what your minds conjure," Aeveam said. "A place like this can produce what you see within your mind's eye."

"More religious nonsense," Fadis said.

"No, Dwemhar powers are strong here. I can sense it in the air. This is more than a node for the creation of magic. This place only opened because of the Stormborn. There is something here, but I sense something else beyond that."

They hurried to catch up with the others. They ascended a hill that had a domed tower with a single glowing crystal atop it.

As they reached the ledge it sat on, they looked down to see an expanse of towers and buildings that glowed a distinct bluish color.

"A city," Valrin said.

"A city long sealed," Rortho said, pointing. "There are no crystals above this place. The rock appears fused, as if it was molten at some point."

"A volcano?" Fadis asked.

"Yes."

Edanos and Braei were some distance ahead and were waiting for them as they descended.

"It is here we find what you need, Valrin. It is a parchment of sort. An agreement," Edanos said.

"An agreement?"

"I have only seen flashes, but the key to defeating what we face in these seas is here."

They walked toward what remained of a gateway. The columns of stone that once made an archway had melted into one another. The buildings were shifted to one side and fused in a jumble of rubble. They climbed over the gateway, and Valrin was amazed at the strange twists and turns of the architecture. Brilliantly carved effigies of seated figures with glowing crystals above their heads stared out at them as if they were actually living.

"The images of their gods?" Fadis asked.

"No," Aeveam said, "of them. This was one of the cities of ascension. The last places the Dwemhar were before they left our realm."

Rortho stopped and searched an area of the rubble. He moved a few of the stones and found ominous skeletal remains. "Not all were so lucky."

Edanos stopped as they passed a large area of buildings and simply stared upward. "I have read of the Dwemhar. Their cities could protect them from enemies, but this one could not sense the coming destruction thrown upon it. It must have been sudden and when they least expected it." He looked back to them and then nodded forward. "There is a passage this way. We are close."

They continued walking. Valrin looked around, wondering of that day and the surrounding eternal graves. He questioned if they had any clue of their destruction. When they woke up and went to look out at the sea, did they know they would not see another sunrise?

Aeveam touched him on the shoulder. "I feel what you feel. Release it. They no longer suffer as they did that day. This place is not as quiet to those who are sensitive to it. You must feel what I do."

Valrin became overwhelmed with sadness for a moment, and then it fled him.

Aeveam smiled at him, "Feel what you feel and then release. You should never hold on to sadness such as this. We enter their resting places and they make their presence known to you with the essences of their souls. Honor them with a clear mind as we move forward."

The company moved into the passage ahead and found another cavern. This one was open to the tides. Valrin could see the night sky through the top of the structure, though it seemed like there was a glass window of some kind preventing the torrential snowfall that blew across the ceiling.

Unlike the previous areas, this place was dark. There was a center platform that led up and away from where they stood.

"Stormborn, here," Edanos told him.

Valrin went to where he stood and saw a rolled bit of parchment a few steps up. Markings on the ground surrounded it. There was a large circle with intersecting triangular lines. There were several other markings in some type of runic script, but he didn’t recognize it.

"This?" Valrin asked.

"It is what I saw and is the key to something that I know is important . . . Just . . . pick it up."

Valrin gave a nervous look to Braei. Her hands were out, ready to cast her spells at a moment's need. Fadis watched behind them, and Evurn, Rortho, and Aeveam stared at him. Their looks of concern didn't help him feel any more confident. He looked back to Edanos and saw that he was shaking and sweating profusely.

"Go," he told Valrin.

Valrin stepped forward and grasped the parchment. The markings on the floor turned from black to a glowing red, and for a moment, he paused, not moving the parchment. He took a deep breath and pulled it to him. The floor went dark. He exhaled and looked down at the sealed parchment. He broke the seal and rolled it out. It was blank.

"I half expected a bit more," Fadis said. "Edanos, what is this?"

The scroll burst into a blue fire, and Valrin struggled to let go as it lifted him up into the air.

He could hear Braei shouting, and he looked back to see he was being pulled over the expanse of the water. From beneath him, the water churned and bubbled wildly. He was terrified of what had happened, but at the same time, he gripped the scroll in fear of plunging into the water below. A glowing tower appeared from the dark depths, and the sounds of horns echoed around him. 

The walls became alive with movement. Spectral entities floated from the ruins and nooks of the caves. A flow of magical energy came from the caves where they had docked the ship, and spun around him as the top of the tower came to just the level of his feet. The scroll released him. He stood looking out over the water now glowing with many spectral figures. The scroll moved up to the top of the cave, and its bluish fire glowed brighter for a moment. A crystal hidden near the glass ceiling turned golden, and a figure appeared where the scroll was. It spoke with a thunderous voice.

"Stormborn of Travaa. You come here on the will of all. This place was one of suffering. You were summoned by those who seek passage to ascension after ages of suffering. They are lost souls, spirits of what they were. This city was a place of knowledge and peace, but it became a place of war."

The spectral figures below turned to that of glowing ships moving in circular patterns across the water.

"The great fleet of Arik was made up of vessels of the clouds. Blessed by Dimn to take flight in the time before the floods. They were as the realm ship you wield but with the power of the wind ships of the South, those that have been long lost to the deserts of time. Though those ships needed an infusion of energy and flew with the sounds of songs, these were crewed by those faithful to Dwemhar desires and floated gently on the winds of Dimn.

“They were lost when the Rusis came upon us. They, the enemy of old, brought fire upon us and turned the city to that of what you see now. Countless souls were forced to the thralls of death in the waters below, but by magic, we have remained. We were cursed to remain by it. . . The Imprisoner. The one who comes."

Valrin looked down to the others. A bridge leading to the platform he stood on had appeared, and the others were hurrying toward him. All but Edanos.

"You are the Stormborn, the one who will protect the ways of redemption. We are not as the cult that was to be destroyed—those the waters whisper are now called sea peoples—but your fate is what we seek to assure is as all Dwemhar would desire. From the realm of death, we called out to those who could hear and found one close to our realm, one like you but who could be used. We wish to serve the Stormborn, but you must defeat it."

Aeveam was the first to him. She moved her hands in circular motions around him, causing small specs of light to form. 

Braei was there next with flames in her hands. "Edanos is shaking uncontrollably and we do not know why. Aeveam said that there is a split in the realms here. Something is coming!"

Evurn brought his staff out, casting a wedge of orange magic.

"If something comes from another realm, we must be ready with all the power we can have. If Aeveam is correct in this."

The figure still high above spoke again. It was if the figure was oblivious to Valrin’s companions. "Death is a path we must all take, but there are those who love its embrace and are empowered by it. When it came to feast on our exposed souls, our defender attempted to stop it. The defender failed."

Beneath them, the image of a massive metal statue appeared, holding its hands out at its side. From its head came a bright flash and a beam of energy. A moment later, an invisible force threw and smashed it. Valrin was seeing the past, a vision of what the figure spoke of.

"Free us, Stormborn, and forgive us for the betrayal, if you cannot."

The figure vanished. The spectral armada returned to blackness, and the tower of gold fell dark.

"By the gods," Rortho yelled, "Edanos has betrayed us."

"It wasn't him," Valrin said. "They called out to him when he was near death."

"We should have never listened to that bumbling man," Fadis said.

A blast of wind shook the tower, and Evurn turned, expanding his ward out.

Aeveam still created specks of light. She began drawing lines out of the air, connecting the hovering spells.

"I have never seen a ward spell such as that," Braei said.

"It isn't a ward," Evurn shouted. "It is something else, and you must hurry if this realm is split.” 

"I know, shadow elf!" Aeveam said.

Her eyes flashed white, and she lifted her hands upward. At that exact moment, a bolt of red lightning appeared beneath them. She brought her hands in with a single clap, and the white lights hovering in the air expanded outward with a blast of energy spiraling around them. Valrin and the others were now splashed in a white hue.

The air hummed. Valrin drew his blade as the red lightning increased. It began to dance along the outside of Aeveam's enchantment. Evurn had dropped his ward and instead kept his staff above them.

"Shroud, strike, shriek. Shroud, strike, shriek. Shroud, strike, shriek." He continued repeating the phrase, and around them came another wisp of magic.

"This saved your father and me," he told Aeveam, "long ago, long before any one of you were born."

Evurn's spell circled around them and shot out in several directions, bouncing off the walls of the cavern.

"All of this," said Fadis, "and still we do not know our foe."

Valrin wondered of Edanos and what was happening to him. Even from afar, Valrin could see that he was still shaking.

There was a growl in the air, and the red lightning converged on one spot just beneath them. Their foe emerged as if climbing through a torn parchment. It was a beast of the ocean with a massive head that looked like a man. From his mouth came flying serpents, and its arms were of a green fire.

"I . . . devour . . ." it said.

Evurn brought his staff in a downward motion, and his spell struck the creature. There was a rumbling clamor, the sound of hissing and then the creature was upon them. Its legs were not legs at all but the many tentacles of a squid. It opened its mouth, sending the flying snakes toward them in a battering blast of creatures shredding upon hitting Aeveam’s spell. 

She brought her hands in and then pushed outward. A shimmering wave of white split across the room, throwing the creature back. In doing so, their protection had failed. 

"Off the tower!" Evurn yelled. "This is a titan of the cursed realm!"

Rortho barreled forward, followed by Braei. Evurn remained atop the tower with Aeveam. Valrin ran with the others, with Fadis just behind him. The Ranger put an arrow to cheek and sent a bolt toward the beast. It struck, but the creature just seemed to grin. In a rush, throwing up a wave of water and rubble, it smashed the bridge leading down. Its legs shot up around them, and Valrin swung his sword, slicing at one of the legs. 

Fadis drew back two arrows and sent them into the creature’s face. They both struck, and it slapped with its hands to remove them. Valrin pulled Fadis back, and they ran back for the tower.

As the creature went to grab them, a blast of flames from the level below struck the titan, sending it into a frenzy. It turned and slapped at the buildings where Braei and Rortho awaited.

The dwarf jumped upon its body and hacked at its form with his ax. The creature stumbled, sliding on the rocks to move back as Braei sent another blast of fire. For a moment, it was aflame. Rortho swung repeatedly, sending chunks of shell and rock shattering off the beast. The creature fell downward toward the water, and Rortho went with it. In an explosive wave of seawater, he was thrown off the beast and found himself slapping at the surface to keep afloat. Braei ran along the far edge of the room, using her magic to create a path of ice to Rortho. 

Evurn and Aeveam stood back to back, scanning the water. Fadis pointed to an area of water that seemed to be churning more just as Evurn shouted and shot a blast of magic the opposite way.

Valrin spun and saw the creature’s legs surrounding them from all sides and consuming the tower.

Aeveam leaped into the air and lifted her hands up as if she was lifting a heavy weight. Valrin felt himself get heavier, and then a sensation rushed through him, and he and the others were propelled upward. He looked down, struggling to keep a grip on his blade as he flew high enough up that he could nearly touch the glass ceiling above them. Aeveam hovered just below all of them. Her powers centered on keeping them all above the creature. The creature spun around the room, now completely out of the water. Its tentacled form and muscular human-like body lumbered about, pulling apart the foundations of the cave.

"There is no sending this beast to the realm. We must kill it!" Evurn shouted. 

"We have not an enchanted weapon to do so," Aeveam shouted. "But I will try!"

Below them, Braei projected a wide ward, shielding her and Rortho from the titan's rampage. Valrin was amazed to be floating as he was, and he wondered how much power Aeveam had to possess to both hold them suspended above the creature and prepare whatever she was. 

"By the powers of Arik and in the spirits of my ascendants, I summon what is needed in this hour!"

A shimmering, sparkling bolt of white magic appeared in front of her. 

There was a sudden tune in the air, a growing sound that became louder as Aeveam brought the bolt above her head. The titan seemed to sense its close destruction, as it turned just after this. There was a rumbling growl, and the tentacled form propelled itself upward at a shattering speed, overwhelming Aeveam. The spell she had summoned fractured and fell apart, and so did her hold on them. They were falling.

Fadis screamed behind him as Valrin felt a grasp on his chest. He was face to face with Evurn, who held a vial of the poison from before. The same poison used to heal Edanos.

As the titan spun above them, set on crushing them with its weight as they all fell toward the water, the shadow elf shattered the vial off Valrin's sword.

They were still falling. He could see Aeveam attempting to grasp them, as she herself had managed to regain composure. Valrin held his sword out, feeling the colder air of the lower chamber rush over the back of his neck. He closed his eyes as the blackness of the beast was upon him. He thrust his sword up, and a flash of red lightning undulated away from him. He was suddenly jerked to a stop. The creature had expanded its tentacles out and was quivering as an appearance of green spiders burrowed their way into its form, and a nauseating fume erupted from the creature’s pores. Valrin held his sword with both hands, still dangling above the water, as in a series of explosive flashes, the creature turned white and disintegrated into tiny shells that sprinkled the water below. 

Valrin was falling again, but at the last second, he was caught. Not by the grasp of Evurn somehow or the powers of Aeveam, and there was no splash into the water. He looked to his left and saw the one who had been speaking before. The ghost of the fallen Dwemhar. The one who called this place their grave.

"You have defeated the Devourer of Souls."

The spectral form that caught him had materialized on the deck of a ship. He set Valrin down. Aeveam descended to them with Fadis. Thankfully, Evurn had been caught upon another ship nearby. Valrin nodded and smiled, seeing he was safe. Looking to where he stood, he could see the water beneath him. The ship had the look of fog, but those upon its decks seemed as real as anyone else. The man who before had been the voice of the parchment looked no different from any other living form. The ship went to the edge of the water, and Valrin stepped off.

"Stormborn, you hold a future for all in the worlds. A whisper of a hope to make right what he has doomed to fail. Your ship is one of the last vessels of its kind. Against odds that have grown direr than you yet know, you may have need of those of the loyal fleet of Arik. I promise, as the Speaker of the Arik, that we will be there to serve the realm ship of the Stormborn if ever he desires us. A small token of our eternal gratitude. We are free due to the actions of the few here."

The man handed a small golden sphere to Valrin. "Place this upon your ship, and you need only call out our name and we will serve you in battle no matter the odds. This, deemed by the god Wura, is our last step to true salvation within the ocean."

As Valrin looked down at the sphere, the light of the spectral fleet faded. He looked up to see they had vanished and the cave was again still.

Rortho and Braei made their way to them in a quick jog but with the dwarf limping.

"The bastard is dead," Rortho said.

"A bit of poison worked well," Evurn said. "Our captain did what was necessary."

Valrin smiled, looking to each of them, but then he thought of Edanos. He looked around. "Edanos!"

The others began to search as well, but he was nowhere to be found.

"The creature?" Braei asked. "Did it slap him into the water?"

As the others went to the edge and looked in, Aeveam closed her eyes. It was a mere second before she opened them again. "To the ship, Stormborn! He intends to flee!"

Fadis was the first to turn and run. Valrin was just behind him, but in quick fashion, Evurn, Fadis, Valrin, and Aeveam made their way toward the ship. Rortho shouted from afar, "I'll kill him myself if he tried to take our ship without us!"

Valrin was further confused why his friend would do this. Yes, he had been drawn here by the spirits of the Dwemhar, but that wasn't his fault. Valrin sheathed his sword. He had no plan to hurt Edanos. There was no way he could take the ship, anyway.

As they hurried along the path through the city ruins and began back up the hill leading to the ship, Valrin noticed that since the defeat of the titan and the release of the spirits of the city, there were many more crystals shining around them, as if the city itself, in what little power remained within it, had awakened. As they came to the docks, Fadis drew back on his bow but did not fire. Edanos was nowhere to be seen, and Valrin's ship was untouched.

Aeveam walked onto the ship and glanced around. "I saw him upon the sea."

Valrin walked over to where the smaller ships had been suspended above the water to find that they were not at all as they were before. The ships had been released and one of the ships was gone.

"He took a ship," Fadis said. "He seriously took one of these ships and sailed away?"

Evurn said nothing. As Braei and Rortho made their way to the docks, Valrin walked along the docks and rubbed his finger along a stone platform with many glowing runes.

Aeveam walked over to him and pointed. "These were not like this before. Whatever power left within the city has increased, at least enough to deem it to awaken as if the Dwemhar once again live among it."

"Then we must go!" Valrin said.

"He cannot get far without us."

They moved toward the ship, and in very quick motion, Valrin guided the ship away from the docks and began toward the opening. It was then the current changed and the ship would not move. In the water around them, the Glacial Sharks with their glowing runic bodies began to circle the ship. Something moved in the water beneath them. As the current shifted underneath them, the sharks swam to surround a blackness emerging from the depths.

 


Part Four: For a Friend

 

"Another monster? No more monsters!" Rortho shouted.

The water rolled off a massive form, and to Valrin's surprise, the god of the seas, Meredaas himself, emerged.

"Stormborn," he said.

Valrin and the others took to their knees. Even Fadis followed suit in slight shock of a massive talking fish.

"Stormborn, you have progressed from our last meeting. Stand, all of you."

They did as Meredaas said.

"Darkness gathers upon the vast oceans in a way unexpected by most. The workings of the world have led to these events, and even the flight of the one you all care about is in the order of what is to come."

"Edanos, he fled, great Meredaas. This isn't like him,” Valrin told him.

"The one called Edanos drifted too close to the realm of death. The sorcery used to save him has done little to prevent what damage the poison in his blood and the curse upon it have done to his mind. He is but a vessel for action. He will not stop until he completes his goals."

"He is going to Gurundothrak, then?" Valrin asked.

"Yes, his ship moves that way with a speed blessed by the gods. He will do what he feels is right, and the gods will watch over you as these events unfold. Edanos follows his fate, and before any type of peace can be had, the danger of the Barb King and what he plans must be washed away."

"Do it, then, god," Fadis said. "Why must we mortals do what you could do? Destroy the Barb King if he is such a danger!"

Meredaas moved closer to the ship and bumped it.

"Do you mind shutting up?" Braei shouted.

There was a bubbling sound on the side of the ship, and in a splash of ocean spray came a figure in a coat of swimming fish. In its hand was a dagger with a curved blade. A bright blue crystal sent out a radiant light that forced those on the ship to shield their eyes.

"Fadis!" the figure said. "You speak to me as if I am one who has never taken action against this world. In this form, I have fought upon the lands next to men and elves. I have existed long before this place was an ocean, back at the creation, back when the Great Poet sang the songs of creation and spawned me upon the ocean floor. Do not mock what you do not understand.”

Meredaas’ demeanor softened and he turned to Valrin. "Go and be watchful. Do what you feel is the best choice and embrace your calling as Stormborn. The Barb King is an evil force that will test you in the end. Know that those of the seas are your friends. You have called to us before, and we are with you."

The figure returned to the water, and a flash vibrated beneath the surface. The god of the seas departed, and they were left alone.

Evurn and Aeveam looked to Valrin. He stared at them and then looked to the others. "Edanos will get himself killed if we do not help him. I see no other path but one that leads us to him."

There were no immediate words from anyone in the crew. Valrin took that as no one protested his idea, but as he guided the ship away from the cave and emerged outside under a bright moon, he felt worried. He knew he wanted to save Edanos, again, and while the once captain had led them to the place before and it had worked out, going to the chief city of the dwarves—the dwarves who wanted them all dead—was not perhaps the wisest of decisions, and he knew it. But the threat to those of the Glacial Seas was a very real one. The toxin the dwarves had obtained would destroy too much to be ignored.

He brought the map up and noted his target. As he turned the ship a few degrees for the best path south, Rortho came up to him. "Captain, I do not know what you hope to do by going there. If Edanos goes there, he will have one intent. We are all brave, but I do not believe us strong enough to assail the Barb King."

Valrin said nothing. In truth, he wasn't sure what to say.

"Valrin, I want nothing more but to be able to have our happy crew as it was before, but, and I can't believe I would say this, I do not think Edanos is who he was before."

"I know."

Rortho put his hand on Valrin's shoulder. "I'm with you, lad. I'll do what we need to do."

"The dwarves plan to attack the people of the Glacial Seas, and from what Rugag said back at Lorlaam's Island, it is the elves they target. The dwarven lich said they are the key to some great undoing of what their Barb King seeks. He has been promised armies and claims that he is stronger than the gods of the North."

"His first folly and not his last, I am sure."

Valrin noticed that Braei, Evurn, Aeveam, and Fadis had been talking near the front of the ship. They approached in unison but then simply sat around the helm.

"They told me we go to Gurundothrak," Aeveam said. "I know little of that place but enough to fear it. I have heard stories of the enchantments in those waters—the reason none have assaulted that place."

Fadis exhaled. "I don't know what we can do to help Edanos at this point. Isn't this place a dwarven fortress suspended over the ocean? How can we get in? An underwater tunnel?" He looked at Evurn.

"None exist that I know of," Evurn said, "and if they did, I would not dare jump into those waters so close to the monster that lives in those depths feeding off dwarven magic."

"It is a fortress, but it is also a city," said Rortho. "There will be a way in, but it may not be so obvious. If the Hammersongs from Harrodarr are going there, I suspect the city will hide any otherwise foul practices that might not line up with the beliefs of the other dwarf kingdoms. Our first problem is this ship."

Rortho pulled out a small parchment with runic writing on it. Valrin tried to look over at it as he passed but couldn't tell anything about it.

"I wrote down a few of the crystal alignments that allow for the ship to do different things. I can say for one that I have found a type of veiling spell. Not to necessarily make the ship itself invisible, but more to make it look as every other vessel. Even the sails will change. If I understand the wording correctly," he said, turning two of the larger crystals, "it might even mean we will once again have ropes hanging above our heads as it was with the Truest Bliss. Good for us in two ways. One, we will look like other vessels, but two, even with ropes that appear to be needed, the ship will maintain the ability of its advanced construct, although activating any of the weapons will destroy the veil. Once we get closer to the city, I will activate it, but let us try it first."

He twisted one of the rear crystals, and the rails of the ship suddenly turned to a weathered age. Ropes flew down from near where the sails connected to the main masts and slapped down into hooks on the lower levels. From the deck of the ship, pulleys emerged and ropes wrapped around them and shot back up to the top of the ship. 

The ship slowed, and the sails draped down before shimmering and turning a dark blue. The ship had transformed and looked like any other ship on the seas.

"A clever disguise," Braei said.

"It is," Fadis agreed.

Rortho switched the crystal again, and the ship immediately became as it was before. The ropes, pulleys, and the colors of the sails blew off the ship as if they were only dust.

The ship increased speed.

"I will keep it disengaged for as long as I can. Our speed does suffer when it is in the other form. It seems that everything about the ship changes to be like others, even its sailing speed."

Valrin took out the orb given to him back at Arik, and set it on the deck where he originally set the golden prisms given to him when he first obtained the ship. The orb began to spin and glow gold before a wooden growth emerged from the deck. It was like a small tree that wrapped its branches around the orb. With the orb now entwined in wood, a stone case moved up and around the orb, producing a small pillar that further secured it.

Rortho snickered, "I hope I never come up to this part of the ship while a bit too sleepy. I just know I will hit my leg on that thing."

"Sleep," Braei said. "Us non-Stormborns should try to get some before we get to Gurundothrak." She winked at Valrin.

"Go on, then," Evurn told them. "Aeveam and I must meditate upon our future works. We shall keep Valrin company."

The crew didn't protest at all. They all knew that the events to come were a bigger unknown than when they had found the ship they were on. As they watched them descend, Evurn and Aeveam stood on either side of Valrin.

"We have both spoken while the others debated this path. We know it to be the right one, but Aeveam has seen more," Evurn told him.

Valrin looked at her, and she closed her eyes. She touched his head, and he didn't expect what happened.

There was a flash, and he was staring at the open ocean before him. The horizon and a setting sun were in the distance. The sky began to turn dark, and then he saw what appeared as an eye sparkling white. Another flash and he saw a shoreline and massive trees. He saw hundreds of elves and a haze over the tree lines. One by one, the elves fell to the ground, gasping. He then saw his ship speeding away, but it was not him and his crew but dwarves. Among them was a larger dwarf, but his face was black. As the ship passed away from the island, he saw blood running from the back of the ship, and the sky darkened before stars began to fall from the sky, streaking above him and smashing all over the seas. He could hear a song on the wind, a tune as if from an organ somewhere far away, and then the elven land before him vanished, leaving only the floating bodies of thousands of elves.

She removed her hand, and his hands were shaking. "Was that the future?"

"It was what may come to pass, but I fear I cannot see a clear path for us to follow to avoid it. He attacked elves, and in some way, this seems to doom the rest of the lands."

Evurn looked around them. "There is a prophecy in the North. It speaks of a half-elf and a great darkness to come. This half-elf will awaken a horrid evil, and death will fall across the lands. In turn, because of these events, a greater darkness will come. Some have wondered what it means. Some spoke of the Stormborn and how it was meant to be the half-elf. That clearly is not true. When they speak of the evil, they talk of the Itsu, but that, too, is something that I do not see a possibility. They are bound from this realm; at least, as I understand it. This dwarf we know as the Barb King uses the title of Stormborn to try to assert power. He asserts himself over other dwarves and claims that some power in the world will increase his own power if he destroys those who might be of the prophecy to prevent the coming darkness. The death that will come is what you, what we, must prevent. 

"Valrin, I tell you, I may simply eat any dwarf or elf who may find its way to my island. I may come from the elves known as the most deadly killers in the history of the realms, but seeing the poison of my beloved Vearika used in such a way, to see an entire land destroyed, an entire race, and if possible by the hand of the Barb King.” He paused. “To see a race of people destroyed by anyone is not something that this shadow elf will allow."

Valrin gripped the wheel and then looked up at the stars.

"That vision—I can't let that happen."

"We will help," Aeveam said. "My father feared me; he feared my powers."

Evurn glanced at her and then looked down.

"But," she said, "I am not my mother. I do not have a blood lust as she did. I am my father's daughter, strong in my powers and trained to serve the gods of the North, and that I will do. For now, that means serving you."

Valrin smiled. "Then, well, those elves? The ones in the vision—can we help them? Where is that place?"

"My vision is unclear," Aeveam said. "Your ship is the key, I believe, but why are there dwarves on it?"

"We can take no risks as we come near Gurundothrak. There are barrier islands, and we will hide the ship there. From there, we can get in the city," Evurn told them. He then tapped his staff on one of the crystals, and the map appeared on the deck of the ship. "The seas are vast, and elven kingdoms border the waters in many places. I know of no island of elves, but I wonder if the vision was meant to have a vague meaning, to mean, perhaps, that from the sea would come something to destroy elves."

They were all silent.

"I will curve my powers to search out the truth in my vision. I will say that if Edanos is successful, we may have some better luck and the elves will be safe without our intervention."

"He is foolish," Evurn told her. "If Edanos has the sense to not take that ship all the way into the dwarven city, we will be lucky. His newfound encouragement will either propel him to his victory or be his downfall."

That was the last they spoke of it before Evurn went into the ship to sleep. Aeveam sat on the deck, mediating as the stars crossed over the night sky and the winds shifted over Valrin. He closed his own eyes, feeling the ship glide across the water, the break of the sea on the bow, and for a moment, he felt the sails themselves as if like wings as he flew across the ocean. He smiled, feeling at one with the ocean. He opened his eyes to the words of Aeveam.

 

“Starlight high, the night breeze cold,

Upon the seas above ruins so old.

Ascended masters speak within,

The chosen Stormborn, my captain.

 

I come from man of Rusis blood,

Of Dwemhar magic 

Of once-strong love...

My mind sparks with hellish gleams,

I chant my mantras and slowly sing,

 

Oh, how bright the wakening light

Above the stars,

Above the night.

The realm so pure that I’ll call home,

 The one where my ancestors roam.”

 

Aeveam’s song continued through the night. Valrin smiled and wondered at the words. He had never heard of something called “mantra” and of light above the "stars and night." The mystery amazed him and took his mind off the tasks ahead. He could see the outline of Gurundothrak with a darkening morning sky glowing above him. As much as he wished to help Edanos, he was fearful of what was to come.

 

It was a few hours later. Aeveam had gone to sleep, and he had spent the time humming to himself as the ship rolled through the waves. He could see approaching lights in the distance. They were large braziers with trails of smoke rising up and a large lighthouse on the furthest point reaching out to the sea. Valrin moved the crystals to make the ship appear as before. The ropes shot out from the masts, and the ship changed form once again. He hoped the disguise would work.

Further behind the nearest islands, he could see the massive form of Gurundothrak. The dwarven city was wrapped in fog, and as he moved the ship to the right of the lighthouse, he could see that the waters past the islands were much more turbulent.

Fadis and Evurn emerged from below, and sleepy-eyed Fadis leaned over the railing of the ship in an over-zealous stretch. "I slept wrong. My damn back tightened up."

Evurn laughed. "You are much too young to complain about such things. Try having a dragon tooth embedded in your spine."

"I'd rather not, and how would you know how that feels?"

"I wouldn't. But I had an uncle who did. We had to carry him on the back of a unicorn everywhere we went. A most painful situation, I assure you."

Evurn pointed to the west. "The islands to the far edge. Get away from the first one with the lighthouse. There are rocky coves where we can anchor the ship."

The rocky coves were perfect. Though partially covered in fog and not the easiest to traverse, other ships were already docked here, and each arch acted as its own miniature mooring. As the ship passed under the arch, chains lifted out of the water to help secure the ship. Evurn reached up and secured the mooring to the actual deck of the ship. Off one of the rocks was another chain, which Evurn pulled, allowing a pathway to drop that would lead them across the water and to the island.

The others awoke soon afterward. 

"How long has it been since you were here?" Valrin asked.

"A while. If you are worried about them knowing me, do not. They would not expect me dressed as such, and I'm sure they think I'm dead."

"Are you sure? After your duel with the lich before?"

"If I told you how many duels I got in during the old days you would be surprised I am still alive. I even dueled our dearly departed Lorlaam, at one point. It is amazing what some creatures can do to your mind. Thankfully, we didn't kill each other."

“I think he meant they will think you’re alive considering you fought the lich,” Fadis said.

“I knew what he meant I just chose to answer as I chose.”

Valrin shook his head and smiled.

Evurn said nothing else and led them from the ship and across the wooden plank walkway that bridged the water to the island. The village ahead bustled with activity, but strangely, there were no dwarves. As they reached the other side, Rortho walked over toward one of the small rock houses, and two men sitting by a fire jumped to their feet.

"We are sorry, Master Dwarf! We will get to smashing the rocks again."

Their words caught Rortho by surprise. He looked to the others and then to the terrified men.

"Please, Master Dwarf!" the man said with his hands shaking above his head. "Please do not punish us."

The two men both stayed low to the ground and did not dare look up.

Rortho shook his head and stomped toward them. "I will tell the Barb King of your folly unless you tell me exactly what this island here is."

The men looked up, slightly confused, but then returned to staring at the ground.

"This is where we clean the ships for the slavers. We are the slaves deemed unfit for the city. We find our work honorable and would never complain. Have you come to claim your ship? We know many slavers have brought in extra help for the festivities."

"Festivities?" 

"In honor of the Stormborn, the Great King, the ruler of the oceans who will bring glory to all the Glacial Seas."

Rortho looked at them and rolled his eyes. "Get up, you bastards." He pulled them up one at a time, and they both recoiled away from him.

"Get back to work and let no one know you saw anyone else here. I will take my ship to Gurundothrak."

"Yes, Master," they both said.

Rortho motioned for them to follow.

"What is your plan, dwarf?" Fadis asked.

Several ships were moored in docks on the far side of the island. It would be an easy journey to get to the city from here.

"His plan is to make us slaves to cover our entrance into the city," Aeveam said.

Braei shook her head. "That cannot be the best idea we can come up with."

"Would you rather us sail in with fireballs flying from our fingertips? And risk a fate as Edanos? No, we need to get in quietly, and unless someone has a better idea of how to do so, our way in has been revealed."

They walked down the dock and stepped into the low-sitting dwarven ship.

Valrin noticed stockades and icy chains covered the entire deck.

"We'll make the look right," Rortho said. He unhinged several stockades and pointed. "Go there. This will have to look real or it is pointless."

Valrin stared for a moment, and Evurn pushed him. "Come, boy, time to do your part in a stockade."

He laid his neck in the cold wooden plank. His neck was small compared to the size of the opening. He put his hands in the appropriate holes, and Rortho strung a chain through the stockades. The dwarf paused and looked at Valrin's. 

"Well, I mean, at least you could escape if you really wanted to."

"Must be nice," Fadis said as he rattled his own stockade.

From where Valrin was, he couldn't see Rortho after he untied the ship from the moorings. The helm was behind them. They were moving to the city now. The waters were rough but not as bad as he had expected. As they drew close to one of the several stone pillars surrounding the city, he spotted a massive chain leading down into the fogs.

"This city is old," Evurn said. "The dwarven magic protecting it is grand in design."

"Edanos said it was like Merea. Crystal magic," Valrin told him.

"Your friend is right, but the construct of a city like this where most of it sits above the actual ocean is a rare and magnificent thing. Too bad the dwarves within are as they are. I say that, but know that the average dwarf here is a common dwarf. They live, work, and have their lives here. It would not stop me from breaking one of those chains and bringing ruin to their happy homes. I would have more dwarves to snack on than I could ever need."

Braei sighed. "You do not really eat dwarves, do you?"

"Of course. I said it before."

"But actually eating elves and dwarves—I have never met anyone like that."

"There need be only one, and just be happy I have no desire to slow roast anyone on this ship here. Well, unless this dwarf taking us in causes us too much discomfort."

"I'll keep the ruse up," Rortho said, "as long as I have to. But is there a spot you know, Evurn, a place not as guarded? I have not been to this place before."

"There is no spot that you seek. This is Gurundothrak, not Corson or some back-island wasteland. The dwarves here are proud. Foolish, but proud."

Valrin noticed the fog was clearing. He could see a red gleam above them. As he continued to stare, he could see the crystals protruding from the bottom of the city structure. It was a massive construct where winds whistling beneath it made a terrifying sound. The ship began to toss in the water just before Rortho made a rough mooring.

"Slaver!" they heard over the winds.

Rortho ran to the edge of the ship and threw the tie lines out.

Another dwarf came to the edge to help him.

"Where is your crew? That was the worst piloting I have ever seen. You missed the main drop-off point by at least one hundred paces. This way is off limits!"

"I am sorry, Harbormaster. My crew was murdered by these fools here. I only sought to bring them in. I normally run spices to the southern lands, so I am not accustomed to your rules here."

The dwarf jumped onto the ship, and Rortho's hand went to his ax.

"This is a disgusting lot. An elf, a man, and two women—well, perhaps not so disgusting. The one in the dark robes and with blonde hair will fetch you enough to afford a new crew, no doubt."

"That sounds enticing. I look forward to taking advantage of that."

Valrin noticed that Braei and Aeveam became restless, moving in their shackles.

"The rest are kind of a waste," the dwarf said.

"Oh?" Rortho asked.

"Yes, our great king has brought in many from the city to prepare for a visit from Hammersongs from the South. Our dwarven brothers do not condone our vast and profitable slave trades, and well, frankly, except for the females, he wants to assure the presence of men, or other less-desirable races, is low. Either way, head up the walkway and take them to The Pits. From there, be sure to head up the city and have a fine drink. Stick around for the festivities! There is a great announcement coming soon. The Barb King has unearthed a rare artifact, and I have reason to believe that our city will soon be the greatest in the world!"

The dwarf laughed and exited the ship.

Rortho, who had not relaxed the entire time, holding his hand on his ax, sighed. He waited a few moments for the dwarf to depart and then released them from the stockade. He bound their hands with cuffs.

"I don't see why we must be bound," Aeveam said.

"We have to keep the ruse up or we risk being seen."

"I can get us into the city with my powers."

"No," Evurn protested. "The city cannot be entered by way of magic, or the guardian stones of the dwarves will burn you as you pass them. The city must be entered through the main gates and without magic."

One by one, Rortho strung them together with a chain and led them off the ship. Evurn tugged the chain as they began up the stone steps.

"Not too rough," Fadis said. "It's not like we're actually your prisoners."

"I fear who watches," he said, without looking back. "The last thing we want is trouble when virtually none of us have weapons.”

Valrin struggled to keep pace, feeling a slight pull on his wrists as he began to jog to keep up with Rortho. They came over the top of the steps, and he saw a massive area full of ships. There were fishing vessels, slaver vessels, and elves and men in cages. Rortho stopped walking as the rest of them filed behind him.

"This many," Evurn said. "I have never seen so many slaves."

They looked to the far left of the rocky port and saw the main gates that led to a bridgeway that went up into the city.

"That is our way in," Evurn said, "but it looks as if they have changed how one may enter."

"They don't want slaves in the city, but they have all of these?" Braei asked.

About that time, several dwarves appeared at their side.

"Halt there! Why do you stand and stare? Why are you not moving?"

Rortho walked toward them. "My first time in the city," he told them. "I was taking in the sights."

"Our lord has stated that those who seem suspicious must be questioned."

One of the dwarves grabbed hold of the chain holding Valrin and the others.

"He has also stated that no one save the Barb Guardians shall make transactions with slaves. You are not one of us, so you will go to the city and speak with our consulate to determine if you can be trusted. Once you have approval, you may leave."

The dwarf holding the chain brandished a whip and slapped it at Valrin and the others. "You five don't even flinch! You will learn your place."

Rortho drew his ax, and the other dwarves did the same, except the one who spoke to him. This one had a hammer with an orange crystal in its head.

"Dwarf, I am Hammersong. Do not tempt me to smash you into the lava rock of this city."

Valrin and the others were pulled away as this Barb Guardian pushed Rortho in the chest. He worried of his friend, but as they came closer to spiked gates between walls of cages with inebriated slaves all around him, he began to worry about himself a bit more.

 


Part Five: Slavers 

 

The dwarf moved faster than Rortho. They passed through the gate, and Valrin tripped on a stone and began to be dragged.

"Get up!" Evurn shouted.

The ground was slick, and he struggled to stand, sliding and stumbling as he tried to get his feet under him. Before he could actually get up, they were pulled into a holding area with several other slaves who looked much worse than him. Dwarves on elevated platforms looked down into the cell.

"Those two!" one of them shouted. He pointed their way.

Two of the Barb Guardians entered, and one grabbed Braei.

"This one?"

"Yes! Ten thousand gold for the two of them."

The dwarf who had dragged them in immediately nodded his head, and Braei and Aeveam were struck in the back of the head. The chain holding them was loosened, and they dragged Aeveam and Braei out of The Pits.

"Damn fuckers!" Fadis yelled. 

He pulled himself forward, lunging forward and pulling Evurn and Valrin. One of the dwarves turned and punched him, dropping the Ranger into the mud.

"No more," said Evurn. "Just wait."

There were several other transactions after that, and not involving them. 

What had happened to Braei and Aeveam did not happen to anyone else but then again there were no other females. Valrin figured that must have been a special occurrence at the auction. He was very worried and he had no idea where they were being taken. 

"This was a bad idea," Evurn said. "We should have left Edanos."

Fadis was now attempting to stand back up. "We have to get out of here."

Immediately, another shout came their way.

"I want the man and the boy. Leave the elf. He can remain here."

The dwarves came at them and forced them to the ground.

"Do I need to punch you again?" he asked Fadis.

Fadis looked down. "Remain quiet," he said to Valrin under his breath.

They were moved quickly out of The Pits, and Valrin got a last look at Evurn before they were thrown atop a cart with a donkey tied to it. The dwarf who had bought them quickly approached with a paper in hand.

"A happy purchase," he said to the other dwarves.

Valrin’s and Fadis' hands were bound tighter.

The dwarf was not dressed as the others. He wore no armor and had a simple garb of a dark tunic. He climbed onto the cart and snapped a whip. They were moving.

"What do we do?" he asked Fadis.

"We stay together and figure a way out."

 

*****

 

Braei and Aeveam awoke in a cold and dark room. Braei could hear music but could only see a sliver of light ahead of her. 

"Aeveam," she said.

"I am here. I don't know where we are. My senses are still coming back."

"You are trapped," a voice said. "You will be used and then you will die."

Braei noticed her hands were not bound. She created a small ball of flame and revealed the person speaking. It was an elf, but she wasn't alone. There were several others, all females, wearing little clothing, with bruises and blood covering their bodies. Beyond them were others, but they were not alive and in several different stages of decay.

"What is this place?" Aeveam asked.

"We have no place as slaves, but we have value as entertainment," she said. 

"What is your name?" Braei asked.

"I have no name," she said plainly. "You will be the same in time." 

Braei looked at one of the others. "What is your name?"

But she didn't answer and instead looked down.

"They no longer speak. They will die soon too. They will clear out the pin, and we will be free then."

Braei stood up, as did Aeveam. They both went to the door.

Aeveam pressed her hand against the wood and closed her eyes. "There are two on the other side, and this door is just mere wood. We will get out of here and get to the others."

The no-name elf crawled over to them. "What are you doing?"

"We are leaving. You can come, too. All of you can."

"No! You cannot! Don't attempt to leave! Some did that! It was angered! Don't anger the monster!" The elf recoiled back and moved past the still-living females to the corpses. “Please don't!"

Braei and Aeveam looked at one another, confused.

"Here, I will show you there is no monster here." She made her fireball grow in size, lighting up the cave even brighter.

The prisoners pointed and began to move toward the corpses. Braei and Aeveam looked at where they were pointing and saw a crystalline figure with now glowing red eyes. They both suddenly felt weak and were unable to move. Braei's spell faded, and then the door opened.

"I knew one of them had magic!" a dwarf said. Braei could see them looking her over.

"Which one?"

They rubbed her legs and then grabbed her face. "But she isn't that good. Grab the other one."

Braei looked toward Aeveam. Aeveam appeared as if she had consumed too many ales. Braei tried to lift her hands but could not. They dragged Aeveam from the room, and the door shut.

 

*****

 

Valrin and Fadis had determined the best course of action currently was to remain silent. They weren't gagged, but when they had attempted to speak even a whisper, their dwarven master slapped his whip at them.

"You're going to the main kitchen of our king. I need some hands to work in the kitchen, and well, he killed the others I had. We are short on time with a massive feast needing to be prepared. Fish need cleaning and potatoes from the South are needed to thicken up our stews. I do hope you two can handle that."

"Yes," Fadis said.

The whip flung back and struck him across the face, leaving a red mark.

"No talking, not even when spoken to. Your place is to serve your masters. You shall work until your work is done, and do so in silence. Any word of protest or that you're sad or that you feel anything but goodness towards your happy home, especially, and you will be released from your wonderful job with the ease of an ax head."

Fadis grabbed at his face and squinted in pain. Valrin rolled over and watched as they ascended a series of roads going higher and higher into the city. He couldn't see very much, but every few moments, he could see a glimpse of the sea and thought how right now his only desire was to be upon his ship once again.

After some time, they passed through a massive gate and went off to the stone path. He sat up to see they were now away from the main city. A dark and ominous spire to his left reached high into the sky and glowed with red braziers up and down its entire structure. The ground they traveled across was now black sand, and in just a few moments, they stopped and were ordered out of the cart. The dwarf cut their bonds.

"You are servants here. You cannot escape. If you try, you will die. There is no question in this matter. You will be well fed, and in silence, you will revere your god king. He is our lord, our Stormborn king, and master of the seas. In time, you will understand his powers."

Valrin forced himself to remain silent for fear of the whip or worse. Fadis motioned for him to go ahead as the dwarf walked them toward a small wooden door. They entered a room filled with fragrant herbs and the sounds of bubbling broths. There were several other humans in the kitchen, but all kept their heads down. Massive vats of stew were in the center of the room, and even now there were stacks of bowls being prepared.

"The feast is tonight, if I do not have to remind you dogs! This will be the grandest service, and there will be a show of excellence by our grand king. Do not speak or you will be silenced, and I do not want bloodshed on this grand night. You will all soon understand. Be happy you are here and not someplace worse. There are many dark places in Gurundothrak.”

 

Time went by slowly. The entire kitchen communicated with hand signs and rhythmic pounds on the table. If someone pointed and struck the table really fast, it meant the action needed to be completed quickly. There was a lot to learn and it was only made worse by the demanded silence at all times. Valrin didn't understand everything, but when he was pushed to a table of potatoes and handed a dull knife, he understood enough.

The slaves took Fadis to a different part of the room. He had to clean fish and chickens, but it didn't take long before he began working on a plan of escape. Valrin knew little of Rangers, but when he saw Fadis slip the knife into his garments when gathering more fish, he knew something was on his mind.

Valrin worked tirelessly, cursing himself for ever coming here and hating Edanos more every second. He shouldn't have tried this. He feared for the others, but especially for Braei. She had been a slave before, and now she was one again, and it was all his fault.

The time came when the dwarf from before returned. He had several stacks of clothes on a cart. "You will clean yourselves and then dress. You will serve us in the Grand Hall. There, you will standby at all times for the moment you are needed. Do not fail me in tonight's ordeal, and I may allow you time outside tomorrow. There will be few of us dwarves here then. Oh, I know of our king's plan. I have sensed it for some time. You will all see that this is the most wonderful city of the Glacial Seas, and our god king willing, it will be the last."

The dwarf shut the doors, and Fadis stared at him. As the others droned their way to another room, Fadis and he followed.

"We will see this Barb King. If Edanos is here, perhaps we will hear of him. The Barb King sought him out in the past, or so I understand. Surely he will speak of it to show off to his Hammersong guests."

"What if Nurocas recognizes us?"

"Then we must hope he has seen enough to sour his mood toward these dwarves. Somehow I doubt he will do us any favors; we are not dwarven like him. Dwarves and elves care little of others."

 

*****

 

A few more moments and Braei could sit up again. The no-name elf stroked her hair.

"You are a young one, but you will not be safe. They will take you, too."

"What are they doing to her?"

"Whatever they wish."

Braei knew what that meant. It had been the fate of many of her kind in other parts of the world. 

"That statue," she said.

"It only awakens when one of magic uses power, and then it also will come alive to take those who have rotted too long and created sickness. Be happy in knowing that I have only been here a week and I will soon depart this life. It will be nice."

The elf lay down and did not speak again. Braei began to shake. She had never felt fear like this, and she didn't know what to expect.

 

*****

 

Evurn had been taken to a cave far from The Pits. It wasn't a place where others were. It wasn't even worthy of actual guards. They pushed him in, and he found little else other than a muddy mat that was so encrusted, he wondered how long it had actually been there. They slammed the gate and left him. He went to look out and saw that he was high above the slave area they were in before. The sun coming through the clouds was choked by smoke from the city. The sky appeared orange and even the sea in the distance didn’t look as it should have.

Rasi slithered down his arm.

"We have to get out of this rancid place," he told the snake.

The snake nodded and slithered up and out of the top.

"This is why I eat these dwarves. I never cared for the elves as much as the dwarves. These fat-blooded little armored lards."

"You eat dwarves?" a voice asked.

"I do," Evurn said, looking around, confused.

"I've done that. Back home."

"Where is home?"

From the top of the cell fell a gem on a gold necklace.

Evurn leaned forward and saw an image of a clawed head.

"From the far east! You are a shadow elf?"

"Surprised?" the voice asked as the gem disappeared.

"Yes, I had thought you all gone from these regions. I have been here for many, many years and never saw another."

"Well, I was sent to finish a contract, and it didn't work so well."

"Did you lose your assurance of never being captured alive?"

"I had not the stomach for death from poison, and I would quite like to avoid it."

Evurn smiled. "A shared sentiment. How did you keep such a gem with you?"

"Trading with the ravens that feed on the corpses of other dead here in the forgotten areas. Even from here I can talk to those I wish. I am stuck in the lost region."

"Lost region?"

"This is where the undesirables go to die."

"Seems a bit much when they could throw us in the maelstrom beneath the city."

There was a laugh from the other elf. "That is a mirage. They keep ships there now. They are building a grand fleet. They obtained something unlike other things."

"You talk in riddles."

"You should know better than anyone that this is the way of our kind. My cellmate did not, and he helped me get this nice gem. The ravens love fresh food. I, too, love foods. This gem is tasty."

Evurn began to hear the elf above chomping down on something, which he presumed was the gem, and wondered if this man was perhaps a bit more eccentric than him.

A few moments later, Rasi returned with a key in its mouth.

"Good," Evurn said, jumping to open the cell door. The key was a perfect fit. He unlocked it and signaled for Rasi to come to him.

"Where did you leave the nasty dwarf?"

The snake seemed to spin in place almost like it was confused and then shot up his leg and into his clothing.

Evurn peered around the rocky edge of his cell to see two dwarves running up the way. "Come now, Rasi, did you forget to bite them?!"

The dwarves pointed. "That damn snake took the keys! I know it went this way."

Evurn looked and noticed it was quite a way down from the level of his cell off the cliff the actual cell sat on. As the dwarves got nearly to the cell, he jumped out, startling one of them, who tripped and rolled off the cliff. The other drew an ax and lunged for him. He jumped up the edge of the cliff and then grabbed hold of the dwarf by his shoulder before drawing his adversary’s dagger kept at his back. He made a thrust into the back of his neck, and the dwarf was silent. He threw the dwarf to join the other one off the cliff.

Evurn heard clapping above him.

"Very good, near horrible form. Now be a good elf and toss me the keys so I may eat some delightful gems!"

"You, my friend, have an issue, and I do believe it would be rather unwise for me to release you." Evurn tossed the keys just out of the other elf's reach.

"From one shadow elf to another, enjoy the solitude. Perhaps your raven friends will help you."

He turned away and began down as the man repeatedly cursed him. He would go to the city and find the others. He figured the dwarf would be easiest to find and together they would figure out the next step.

 

*****

 

Braei had closed her eyes for some time. She wasn't sure for how long, but she heard footsteps and quickly sat up. Aeveam returned but this time standing. She was forced in, and the door slammed behind her.

"You are alive! What did they do to you? Are you hurt?"

"I have long studied the piggish attributes of the races," she said. "Engorged in wine, a dwarf sought me as a play thing. I played him as he wished."

"That . . . I don't know what to say."

"They will not, either, when they find him. My powers have returned. I have altered their minds’ ability to see as things really are. They see as I wish them to see but the spell is temporary. They will learn the truth soon, and when they do we will need to be ready."

Aeveam put her hands together, and a bright light formed in her fingertips. She drew a circle on the ground, reaching from one side of the cave to another, and the entire room filled with a bluish glow.

"The statue, the one in the corner. If it senses your powers, it will attack again."

Aeveam stared up at the corner. "Oh, that trinket."

She pointed and sent a blast of white magic toward it. It glowed and then shattered into several pieces. Looking back at her circle, she began to inscribe runes in a language Braei didn't recognize. 

"When we first came to this place, the strike to my head had disrupted my powers. The only potential issue now is the fact that once my spell is fully charged, it will take time to engage. While in that state, it will produce a sound that the others will be able to hear and a light that even through the rocks of this cave, they will see."

"What is this?"

"I will move us from this place back to the ship, the one we were made slaves on. I will need some time to recover, but from there, we can find the others and plan our next moves."

The no-name elf and several others slowly crawled to the glowing circle. 

"Stay back for now. We have to wait until the right moment before you enter. Otherwise, it will tear you apart."

No-name had been reaching out to touch it but quickly recoiled when Aeveam said that.

The many faces of the prisoners showed a new light. Their hope, which before had been as dark as the cave they were lying in, now gave them a renewed vigor. 

"I can go home?" one of them said.

"Yes, in time," said Braei.

The woman smiled. "I don't remember where my home is."

Braei was smiling, but the deterioration of the others weighed heavily on her.

The door of the cave suddenly swung open, and without looking up, Aeveam motioned with her hand, sending the door and the dwarf opening it flying backward. She then lifted her hands up into the air.

"By the light of time, by a splice of form, open."

She brought her hands down, and a bright white light covered the entire circle. As she held her arms together, wind circled around her.

"Come now," she said. 

The others began to cautiously crawl toward the light. A growling dwarf brandishing a large mace appeared in the void of the doorway. Braei stood up, bringing her hands together and sending a bolt of electricity directly at him. It bounced through and shot down the hall behind him. There was more shouting, and she could hear the clamor of more of them approaching.

"I will need time once they are all within the circle. It will take a few moments. Be ready to jump in!"

"Okay," Braei said.

The dwarves came into her line of sight again, and she sent a line of fire into these. But she didn't stop the flow of flame, and stepped forward, spewing the fiery spell deeper into the doorway. The way was now covered in fire and, at least for the time, impassible. 

Several women were still making their way to the circle. Braei ran over to them and began to pull them onto the enchanted ground. There was a last one at the very back of the cave, lying on several corpses. Braei wouldn't have seen her had she not been raising her hand. 

Braei crawled over to her and went to pick her up when she noticed that her legs had been taken off and her blood-soaked bandages rotted with infection. 

"Me, please—me."

Braei lifted under her arms and began to pull her back toward Aeveam. Someone shouted, and several throwing axes flew in, striking those within the circle.

They began to scream as blood poured out on the cave floor.

"Do it now," voices shouted from the other side of the flames. "The statue has failed. Switch the manual trigger. Drop them!"

"Braei, the circle, now!" Aeveam shouted.

She was a few feet away. A clank reverberated off the cave walls and it suddenly filled with cold air. A moment later, she looked up to see Aeveam and the ones within her circle floating in mid-air as she began to fall through a trap floor of their cavernous prison. She dropped the crippled woman she was holding.

Braei looked down and cried in anguish. There was a swirling mass of water beneath her. Black, with the jagged teeth of crags piercing up out of the water. As the frigid winds rushed around her, she closed her eyes.

 

*****

 

Aeveam only had a few seconds. Standing upon the glowing spell still beneath her and the others, she focused her thoughts. Seeing the form of Braei clearly in her mind, she grasped her with her powers and imagined Braei within the circle. When she opened her eyes, the circle was glowing brightly and Braei was there in shock as she looked at her.

"Bless the powers of the Dwemhar. If only our people would not have been such enemies in the ages before."

Aeveam smiled. "Hold on."

There was a flash, and then Braei opened her eyes to see them on the edge of a rocky hill away from the slavers’ area and more to the east.

"This isn't the ship," Braei said.

Aeveam slowly fell to the ground and assumed a meditative position. "I must rest and you must watch for our enemy. I have not the power to go further out at this time, but I feel events are coming full circle and this spot will work for our needs. Be prepared."

 

*****

 

It had not taken Evurn very long to figure out that something was afoot in the city. Several dwarves had been running about since he had found a rocky grotto to ponder his best plan forward. He had overheard of an issue at the brothel. He also noticed they were trying to keep the events quiet and covered up to avoid issues with their king. He wondered of the others, and from the franticness of the conversations he heard, there was a chance his friends had escaped. He didn't know for sure, but he prayed Aeveam and Valrin were well. They were his responsibility, or so he felt.

 It was now dark, and while he had wondered for a while what would be his best path, a wine carrier walked toward one of the barracks and delivered drinks to several dwarves. He saw his chance.

As the man came back outside and counted his coins, Rasi slithered out and bit the man on his foot. The man kicked Rasi away and stumbled down the path directly toward him. In a quick motion, he emerged from the shadows, grabbed the man, and broke his neck, sending a stream of drool pouring onto his hands. He hated direct-contact killing, but he would be hard-pressed to effectively use a poison without any. He undressed the man and took his garb as his own. Rasi jumped back onto him, and they began toward the city.

It was a perfect plan. The dwarves at the gate stopped him, but only to ask for miniature bottles of spirits. Evurn wondered of such small bottles. He figured if they were going to drink, they should have larger ones, but then he determined that perhaps the guardians of the city shouldn't be drinking and this was a quick way to hide it. 

As he slogged his way into the city, the cling of his bottles was rhythmic to him. He smiled and then nodded at the fact he had found his friend Rortho sitting on a bench outside a large stone building with the runic writing of “Consulate” in the dwarven language.

"Will you have a wine with the soon-to-be-dead dwarves? I tell you, I’d rather like to eat them."

"Evurn!" Rortho said. He smiled and then stood up.

"I am free, but I don't know where the others are. There are other ways into the city. A non-slaver way. I am not one for direct attack, but to get our friends—"

"Our friends are at work. The girls are doing their own rescue. I have heard much rumor of it. We must get to the ship, get our weapons, and head to get Valrin."

"They were taken to the Hall of the King. We cannot get there and are you sure of the others? What if they need us?"

"I can sense it,” Evurn said closing his eyes for a moment, “Aeveam is well. As for the Hall of the King, there is one way, now that I know that the maelstrom is not what it seems. It is a mirage. A trick of the eye. There is a way there, and we will go that way. First, we go toward our ship, and then we will find our friends.”

 

Rortho and Evurn made their way back out of the city. There were some peculiar looks at them, but nothing else was said. They proceeded past the slaver area and down to the ship. It seemed the tides were calmer now. They boarded the slaver ship and caught wind leading out. The current seemed to be working with them, at least for the moment.

"If there is no maelstrom, then these currents are artificial constructs of a dwarven machinery, at least to the degree of our rough crossing earlier. Maybe that is not true, but my disdain of the dwarves due to their manipulation of the natural world only grows. One should seek oneness with nature, not that which is artificial."

Rortho sighed. "As we go to a ship constructed from that which is artificial using mechanics above our understanding?"

"That is different," he said. "The race that built it was of the oneness of spirit, which is not entirely the same as manipulating mechanical nature. What wood do you know of that can blast fire as the masts of Valrin’s ship? None. The ship is not of this world’s understanding."

They made it back to the island to find the ship untouched. After they docked the one they were on, they sprinted to the realm ship and quickly began, not toward the area of the slavers, but around the island, moving to the east side. It was an area of much more steep cliffs and not as many dwarven eyes to spot them. The waves of fog like they had seen before began to pour out from the area beneath the city.

"How do you know this maelstrom is not real?"

"A crazy shadow elf told me." He looked to see the dwarf’s reaction, and Rortho’s glare of annoyance caused Evurn to laugh. "Trust me, my people may be a bit crazy at times, but we know much, even if we act as fools."

There was a flash above them, and a single flame flew near the ship. Evurn looked up, as did Rortho. Braei was on the cliffs high above.

In a few moments, those who had been rescued by Braei and Aeveam appeared upon the ship in a glimmer of white light and the slight sounds of melody in the air.

Aeveam collapsed as Evurn got to her. "I am . . . weak. I cannot do anything . . . else."

The others around them looked about and were afraid, especially upon seeing Rortho.

"He is our friend," Braei said.

"These were with you two?" Rortho asked.

"Yes, other women used as the bastards wanted and then tossed aside."

Evurn carried Aeveam below deck and then returned with his staff. He moved it over the entire group of once-slaves, and they fell asleep. 

"That is what can be done for them for now. I would say it is not a good thing to help so many, but good deeds help balance out the evil thoughts Aeveam can have. We will deal with these when we can, but for now, we must go into the maelstrom. I fear that all of this will soon be revealed to us. Someone led Edanos to make this move here before. It is time we follow this path to its end."

 

*****

 

Valrin had never seen such a massive hall. It had taken them quite a while to move all of the cooking vats and dinnerware from the lower kitchen to the large assembly room outside the main hall. They had large mechanical carts that made moving the vats of stew upstairs much easier, and now several of them went back and forth, carrying boxes of herbal garnishes as well as a large cake with many different types of fruit.

The dining hall itself was massive. From the side room, the doors opened up to reveal a long hall with seating that ascended along the walls as if it was a giant amphitheater, like he had read about in a book on singing a traveling man happened to have back in Travaa.

Aside from the actual seating set aside for the guests, there was an elevated platform covered with a large sheet directly in front of the king's table, as a passing dwarf called it. Many guards stood around the strangely covered platform and none were allowed to look under it.

The king’s table was a long black stone with jagged edges and sapphires atop it. Some of the best golden dishwares were already set and ready for the Barb King’s arrival.

"All servants attend to your attire. Be mindful that the time of service is soon!"

The guests began to arrive, and the dwarf from before corralled them behind closed doors to get dressed for the occasion.

Valrin and Fadis kept their normal clothes on and put the black trousers and shirts over the top of them. It wasn't anything flashy, by any means, but it was clean and proper for their roles. The dwarf over the kitchen returned to them.

"Service will begin! Ale is first, followed by bread and stew!"

He pointed to Valrin. "You, young one, will be the cupbearer for our king. He always prefers the youngest of the kitchen to have this honor. Do not spill his ale. The last person who did so did not fair too well when the king became angry. He gets angry a lot because of his power. The fact he must deal with us mortals angers him when we do not live up to his standards.”

The dwarf shoved Valrin into another room with several large barrels of ale. Fadis looked on from a distance.

"Fill the cup and keep it that way," the dwarf told him. "You will hear drums in the hall when the king arrives. Do not make him wait."

The dwarf stormed off, and the others began to file in with trays full of empty glasses.

They began to fill the glasses with ale, and Fadis quickly pushed himself to the front of the line. "What is our plan? I assume you have one."

Valrin nodded. "Edanos must be near if he is alive. Perhaps he will show up tonight at this banquet."

"That is suicide! There are more dwarves here than in the whole of the Glacial Seas!"

"Then I say our chances are good."

Drums began to roll, and there was audacious cheering in the other room.

Valrin quickly filled a large glass with ale and walked into the hall.

He saw him, the Barb King, lumbering into the room. It was obviously him, considering the man's vast size. He was three times as large as any dwarf Valrin had yet seen. He wore a crown of silver spikes, and even in a relaxed setting such as this, he was garbed in black armor decorated with the skulls of what appeared to be some type of aquatic animal with a long horn, a narwhal, perhaps. There were several of them that stuck off from his shoulders and arms. Valrin understood why he had the name he did.

As the Barb King sat upon his seat at the table, Valrin quickly brought him his ale.

"A new servant for tonight? How wonderful.” He poured the ale into his golden chalice, “Keep the ale coming, boy. My guests are thirsty."

Valrin quickly went back to the storeroom and grabbed several more glasses of ale. By the time he returned to the king's table, he actually recognized some of the king's guests. It was the Hammersongs from back at the Wind Temple of Swia. The ones from Harrodarr. 

As he served the ale, he kept his head down and moved quickly. The last thing he needed was to be revealed by Nurocas. The dwarf had been friendly to him before, but he had no guarantees of that here.

"Hear ye, hear ye!" an announcer standing near the middle of the seated guests began to shout. "Thank you for joining us in this magnificent event. We have several surprises for you in attendance. Your financial support of our king's adventures has finally paid off! I am happy to announce that in all our searching, we, at last, have found what has been sought! But first, dinner!"

There were exuberant yells as the many slave-servants came from the back room with several bowls of stew in hand. Fadis moved quicker than the rest, making a point to be among the group serving the bread to the king. They then carried a pot of stew to the table itself. Valrin went around to help them with it.

One of the slaves moved a switch, and a large fire appeared beneath the actual table of the king. There was a hook to hang the kettle.

"It must stay warm," the slave whispered to Valrin.

"You! Drink, boy!" the Barb King shouted. "You are new, so I will give you a pass, but take it as your only one. I need more ale!"

There were many shouts of agreeance from the table, but those on the king's left, the Hammersongs of Harrodarr, did not share the same sentiment as the others. They actually appeared disgruntled, but Nurocas at least continued to talk with the king. 

As Valrin brought more ale just in time for the main course, Nurocas was pointing across the king and to the Barb Guardian, the Hammersong who had originally captured Valrin and the others.

"You are not in line with our order!" Nurocas said. "These slaves have no place in a dwarven hall, nor do you have a place as any type of slave master, Nirot!"

The one Valrin now knew as Nirot looked at the king. The king smiled and nodded. "Nurocas, Nirot keeps to his charge as my protector, but in the Glacial Seas, there is much that the lessers of the world do not know. I will show you what I mean, Hammersong."

The king stood, and the slight roar of the dinner guests quieted almost immediately. He made a motion with his hand, and the dwarves standing near the covered platform turned and grasped the cloth.

"Many of you know the power I have, channeled from the gods themselves to ascend into the powers of the ancient race of the Dwemhar, but there are powers in the world within our reach that are unlike anything I have seen. I am Stormborn, destined to protect the Glacial Seas, but I cannot do this alone, and I have lost many friends in these attempts."

The king waved his hand, and the platform was unveiled.

There were gasps, shouts of horror, and a pungent smell unlike anything Valrin had smelled. On the platform were charred bodies nearly indistinguishable from one another. Blackened and crusty, the only way Valrin could tell what they were was by the bends of the arms and legs frozen in place.

Nurocas stood up. "King, this is an outrage! You bring the dead into this hall! Where are their burial sashes, their rights as dwarves!"

Valrin couldn't tell they were dwarves, but perhaps Nurocas could.

The king made another motion toward the far door, and the guards nearest to it opened it.

Something approached. It was dark with trails of purple rolling off of it. As it entered the room, there were more gasps and Valrin knew who it was.

"I would like to welcome Irikow, my master of magic and necromantic powers, to each of you this evening."

It was the lich from before, the one Evurn and Braei had dueled, the one injured by Fadis' arrow. Valrin could see no evidence that the creature was harmed in any way.

Irikow went before the king and bowed. "I am prepared."

"Then proceed."

Irikow brought forth his staff, as well as a bag of some kind. His staff began to glow a deep purple color as he sprinkled a pink glowing dust onto all the charred bodies.

"Crushed fairies," the Barb King told Nurocas. 

Irikow made several circles around the platform until all the bodies teamed with the glow of the fairy dust. He then lifted his hands with his staff still glowing.

"I chase the coldness of Vankou from these bodies, restore them with the power of fae, and bring life through the gods of the South, forgotten in time but embraced by us of the Glacial Seas. In the power of the Barb King, I trust that he will bring honor to my work."

At the exact time Irikow brought his staff down, the Barb King stood with his arms opened wide above him. "I hear my servant's prayers, and I bestow my power upon this place!"

The entire platform burst forth in a brilliant light. Valrin shielded his eyes and then tried to focus again as the light died down.

There was instant chattering among the guests. Several dwarves ran with blankets to the actual platform.

Valrin gasped. Those who were dead before now stood, nude, before the Barb King. 

Nurocas stood, as did his companions.

"You return life to the dead?"

"I did. Had the lich used his own powers, they would have been resurrected as killing machines but brainless. By the power I hold now, dear Hammersong, I can assure that none will threaten our kingdoms ever again, and I intend to use it to that end."

One of the quivering forms now garbed pointed to the king. "My king, you returned me from the plains of icy death. I had been left on the edge of screaming terror with an organ playing from the one of death's tower."

It was Rugag. Valrin glanced over to Fadis, who was actually not paying attention. He was staring up into the upper levels as if watching something.

"Rugag, you are one of my proudest captains! The evil done to you was unjust, and you deserve a long life and a death when you are old in years and warm by a fire. You will not die upon these cold seas! There is a darkness, my brothers and sisters!" He was now shouting. "A darkness approaches our seas that will be brought forth by the elves of a realm that is so protected from us that no mere man can reach it! But I have found something that I will reveal now!"

There were cranking sounds, and the floor began to vibrate. Valrin noticed the king was low in ale and quickly went to the ale storage to grab more. As he went to go back out, Fadis grabbed him.

"There is someone else here. They move in the shadows."

"What? Edanos, perhaps?"

"No, something else. Stay here with me. The king cares more of his show than his drink at the moment."

Valrin stood with Fadis as the king continued.

"From the depths of the great seas, locked in silt and rock, we dwarves worked to free this from the grips of time.” A rush of salty air flew in from the opening area of the floor. At first, all Valrin could see was a single mast. It was a ship.

"Years have I searched for this. I have had the key for so long, I had thought it impossible, but now I give you a device of old, a relic of our past, and my own ordained vessel."

Valrin could not believe what he saw. It was a realm ship, much like his but with obvious changes of dwarven design.

"What in the the cursed gods?" Fadis said angrily.

"With this ship and a new weapon of magic and poison, I will lead a crusade to decimate all who have stood against us, starting with the elves of the West. A place called Urlas! A land not on any map where, without knowing it, you will just find the sea. I have this ship, and I have this!"

The king lifted an amulet up into the air. It glowed with a brilliant blue light.

"That is Edanos' amulet! The one he had been searching for. He said it was taken from him!" Valrin said. "But how does it glow unless he truly is Stormborn, as well? But he has not been in the presence of Meredaas. This is all wrong."

"Are you sure?" asked Fadis. "We know little of the gods. How can we be sure?"

The dwarves of the hall were shouting and cheering now.

"We have built our fleet up to be the grandest in a thousand years! Rugag, my captain, you shall lead the fleet, and I will board my ship. But there is but one other thing that must be done!"

In an abrupt move, the Barb King reached under the table and dragged out a cowering figure bound in chains and bloody. He grabbed the figure by the neck and then stood up on the table, lifting the figure up like some prized game.

"The sacrifice for my ship!"

"That is Edanos!" Fadis said.

Valrin went to run forward, but Fadis grabbed him. "No! You'll be struck down before you can get to him."

The Barb King jumped aboard the vessel, and several other dwarves joined him. Valrin now understood why the amulet was glowing. Edanos was near his amulet and an unclaimed realm ship. They chained Edanos to the center masts, and then Nirot lifted a hammer into the air. They forced Edanos' hand against the wood behind him and held the amulet in place.

"My powers beckoned you here and in your weakness, you are now mine. It is time to merge you with my ship," the Barb King said. Nirot swung his hammer, crushing Edanos' hand into the wood with the amulet. The ship began to glow, and more cheering erupted.

"It is done, and we will embark immediately for our glory! Hammersongs of Harrodarr, join us!"

Nurocas and the others didn't move.

Valrin still fought to get away from Fadis. "We have to help him!" 

At this moment, figures dropped from the ceilings, trailed in red flames. There were shouts and then a cackling laugh. 

"Assassins!" a dwarf yelled. Valrin stared in confusion as four figures ran along the floor, all moving for the Barb King. His guardians were upon him in a flash, and in quick work, two of the assassins were struck down.

"Shadow elves in my holy hall? Kill them all!"

Fadis pulled Edanos into the ale room.

"We have to get out, now. This is our only chance."

Valrin shook his head as a figure rushed into the room behind Fadis.

He was tall and wore a suit of dark brown and red leather. He held a jagged blade that was glowing green.

"I was told to give you word,” the assassin said with a muffled voice, “You know of another shadow elf. He was given wisdom of the maelstrom by our captured master. You should make your way to the lower levels and escape. I will attempt to slay this beast. Stormborn, seek out the shadow elves known as the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo in your travels. Know we have been watching. As the gods would wish us to say, you are not alone."

In a flash of flame and magic, the shadow elf rushed back into the room and jumped upon the Barb King's guards. Valrin and Fadis carefully made their way out of the room and began to run along the far wall. There was a door ahead.

"We go for that!" Fadis shouted.

Valrin ran just behind the Ranger, trying to keep up as he sprinted to the door. 

"Slave!" a voice shouted.

It was the kitchen slave master, the one who had taken them before. Fadis pushed open the door, and they entered into the hallway. They looked left and then right. There seemed to be a stairwell leading down.

"This way!" Fadis said.

As they began to run, they heard the slave master again.

"Come here, now!" he shouted. They turned to see the dwarf approaching with his whip. Fadis pushed Valrin away and ran forward. The man slapped his whip along Fadis' arm, pulling him down to the ground.

"I will stomp the escape right out of you! Our king is in danger and you flee? You move against us and you will be taken down. I have been more than clear in our rules." 

Fadis pushed himself up. He gripped the whip on his arm and pulled forward, throwing the dwarf off balance. A moment later, Fadis drove his small filet knife into the dwarf's neck. The dwarf gargled on a stream of blood and then collapsed.

"My work is done,” he spat on the dwarf and grabbed Valrin, “Let's go!"

They were running again. The stairwell took them down and to another hallway. As they reached the corridor, another door opened and several armored dwarves stared at them, particularly Fadis, who was covered in blood.

"Murdering slaves! Get them!"

They were running again, but the next passage down had more dwarves ascending. Bells rang in the distance, and their escape was not getting any easier. They sprinted, moving quicker than their pursuers and reaching another door. They pushed it open and found an exposed balcony. Fadis ran to it and looked over.

"There is a way further down."

Valrin looked over the edge as the dwarves closed in. They had no time to think. They went over the side, and Fadis landed first with a roll. Valrin was not so graceful and stumbled his landing, collapsing.

Fadis pulled him up.

They could see the water below them, but they would need to keep moving down. It appeared there was a stairwell not too far away that, while open to the shifting winds of the maelstrom beneath, would work for them to keep moving down.

"Are you sure we can trust that shadow elf?" Valrin asked.

"No, but we have little choice at this point. I just hope that maelstrom is not just another trap." They ran into the corridor attached to the hallway and began to run when the doors on either side of the hall opened, revealing two large groups of at least twenty Barb Guardians in full armor.

"Caught the murderous ones at last. You two are not normal. You two are not as depressed as the others. Perhaps you were of the one's Rugag told us of. The boy captain and his ship?" Fadis put Valrin behind him, but it was no good. The door to the stairwell they needed was beyond them and behind one of the groups of dwarves. On either side, a slow-approaching capture was inevitable.

The one speaking removed his helmet. It was the one from before, Nirot.

"Know that the attackers are dead. Your assassins failed. We captured the first one, that Edanos, without so much as a struggle. Know our poison worked just as needed. He was unable to resist the powers of our god. He was drawn, pulled by what he didn't understand, leading him eventually back here. Whatever gods you think are helping you are false beliefs. Edanos was going to be drawn here the entire time, and now he will serve our king and our king's ship. But do not worry; you will not live to see those times."

They were closing in, walking slower than they were before, hoping to turn Fadis and Valrin into squeamish rabbits attempting to escape a trap.

There was an end table nearby. Fadis lifted it and threw it at the dwarves. They stumbled over it and laughed.

"You afraid of a fair fight, dwarves?" Fadis asked.

"It is never fair when a dwarf fights a mere human."

About that time, the door beyond the dwarves blocking their way opened. More dwarves approached. There were around ten of them, and they, too, were armored, except they were not dwarves of Gurundothrak.

"What goes on here?" a familiar voice asked.

"Hammersong. Go back to the hall and await our announcement that the intruders are dealt with. These two worked with the assassins. These two slaves threatened your king."

The Hammersong removed his helmet. It was Nurocas.

"That bastard is not my king, nor are any of the poor miscreant excuses of dwarven folly my brother Hammersongs."

The Hammersongs brandished their hammers. The runes upon the hammers' heads brimmed to life with a slight hum. The dwarves nearest to them fled around Fadis and Valrin, joining Nirot and the others.

"This is not fair. For you dwarves to die with such terrible odds as this is." Nirot said. "I have nearly fifty of my Hammersongs. You have only ten of your Harrodarr rabble." 

Nurocas laughed and replaced his helmet. "You make sense for once, Nirot! Rorda," he said with a summoning voice.

"Yes, Master?" Rorda said.

"Stay back. We want a fair fight with these bastards. I don't want anyone claiming that we used too many of our brothers against these fools of the sea."

"Right away, Master."

Rorda motioned for Fadis and Valrin. They ran past Nurocas and the others.

Nurocas grabbed Valrin. "Stormborn, I came to determine what my fellow dwarves were doing. Know I am ashamed. I will deal with this rabble, and if I can, I will attempt to help you with the Barb King. He has escaped and with him went a large fleet of ships. Head below and find a way to get to your ship."

Valrin nodded, and Rorda opened the door for them to descend down. Rorda handed them both small axes. "Just in case you need them. Now hurry!"

They began down the stairwell and ran with the sounds of thunderous clamor behind them. The rocks around them shook with the pounding of the Hammersongs' weapons.

They continued down and around until they were beneath the city itself and entered into a layer of fog.

"Keep your hand on the wall so you do not fall!" Fadis said.

Valrin struggled to keep up and not trip as they journeyed down. Eventually, they were well below the fog and could view the sea beneath them. The maelstrom was no mere maelstrom but a toothed beast with its mouth ajar and seemingly sleeping beneath them. A path led to the water's edge. They made their way as quickly as they could and noticed that a massive fleet was pulling out of the far side of the harbor. There were hundreds of vessels and, to Valrin's terror, one realm ship. 

"What do we do?" Valrin asked.

Fadis looked around and scanned the ocean around them. Valrin walked to the opposite edge and then looked back up the way they had come. The fight still continued. Not that he could actually hear it, but the rocks of the corridor were beginning to crack from the battle itself.

"The Hammersongs," he said to Fadis.

Fadis smiled. "I would hate to piss them off."

As the last of the ships departed the harbor, Valrin suddenly spotted glowing Glacial Sharks at the edge of the platform. Then, his realm ship, with all of the crew he had come with.

"Come! Now!" Evurn shouted.

As the ship slowed, Fadis and Valrin jumped on. 

"Follow them!" Valrin said. 

Rortho turned the wheel, and the ship lurched forward. As they passed around the edge of the sleeping beast, Valrin looked into its gaping maw just above the surface of the water.

"Be happy we did not have to deal with it," Braei said.

He embraced her. "I can't believe we escaped that."

She smiled. "I'm happy we did, all of us."

Valrin noticed the many sickly looking elves and females of his own race.

"Slaves?"

"Worse, I think."

Aeveam bowed to him. "Stormborn, our path will take us west, I have seen."

"We must go to a hidden place. Another realm, a place called Urlas."

"That is why he needed this ship," Evurn said. "He sought passage into a protected realm."

"So Edanos, is he dead?" Rortho asked.

"He is captured. His hand and his amulet were smashed into the ship. The lich and Rugag are with the Barb King."

"Rugag was dead," Rortho said. "No one could have survived that explosion!"

"He was resurrected," Fadis confirmed. "I would not believe it had I not seen it."

 

They moved away from beneath the city and came to a series of barrier islands on the west side. 

“We cannot take these ill women into battle,” Evurn said.

As they came along the shores, Evurn went to the railings as several men and women looked on from the shore.

“Your slavers have departed, we recommend you all to do the same. Come, take these we have aboard this ship, and take whatever vessels you can and head south. This may be your only time to escape this place.”

The slaves seemed reluctant at first but one by one they came aboard the ship and the sleeping slaves were removed. As the last of them were taken off the ship, they began away from the shore with haste.

Braei was staring at the island as they pulled away.

“A better fate than going with us,” Evurn told her.

The ship pulled away from horror that was Gurundothrak for good and they soon gained on the fleet itself.

"How did you escape, Valrin?" Evurn asked.

"Shadow elves attacked the king, giving us enough distraction."

"Who contacted them? I had thought the one I had met was a rogue like myself."

"I don't know," Valrin said, shaking his head, "but they said to seek out the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo at some point."

"Those bastards? Well, that is an adventure for another day, Captain." Evurn smiled. "If this Barb King goes to Urlas, I daresay he goes with good will."

There was a sudden gust of the wind in their sails. The ship lurched forward as a rolling fog overtook the dwarven fleet.

"Dimn sends his blessings," Aeveam said now standing next to them. “He veils our path and speeds our ship along.” 

"It is what we will do when we meet the other ship that worries me," said Rortho. "We are but one ship."

"Not exactly," Valrin said. He went to the standing orb on the ship. 

"The ancestors, they can help us. They must help us."

 


Part Six: Realms

 

It had been a few hours. Valrin had taken the helm for the past hour, and as they moved ahead of the dwarven fleet, safe from their view with the veil of fog around them, Rortho studied the writings of the shipwrights to determine the way for the ship to do as its name indicated, to breach the actual realms and go unto another.

"This place we go to," Fadis said, "this realm of Urlas, what is it?"

"A protected realm," Aeveam said. "In this case, by the texts back at the temple of Swia, Urlas was a realm of elves who fought in the wars long ago. Some of them were known as Blades, the most deadliest swordsmen of all the elves of old. They, in legend, were awarded a realm safe from the rest of the world. It is said the Dwemhar destroyed their homeland long ago, back before the Glacial Seas. Their land is a hint of the world before, and though they can leave their land, it is safe, ordained protected by the ascended Dwemhar.”

"Except when they created ships that could pierce such a realm," Evurn said. "Why create such a device?"

"When they could not master the science to ascend to the realms of the gods, they tried to force their way. Many attempted, but eventually, it was abandoned. Rather than scrap their technology, they repurposed the ships to guard their holy places. In time, all of that was for naught, but now there is a reason."

"All of this prophecy of the North and darkness. It is bleak," Valrin said. "I just hope I can do something."

"Stormborn, you can and you will," Aeveam said. "I will help you."

Valrin flipped the crystal to bring up the map. They were south of Corson.

The fogs were between them and the city, and the winds shifted in the sails. He turned north, allowing the wind to once again fill the sails. The fogs were vanishing, and the might of the dwarven battle fleet was laid bare to them. The massive armada was anchored, and the realm ship of the Barb King was moving further west.

"Valrin, I think I know the positioning for the crystals to enter the realm, but I don't know where it is, and I'm not sure if I did, I could actually get the ship to do it."

"If this ship has any more speed, give it," Fadis suggested. He strung his bow and went to the deck of the ship. He set an arrow to the string and released it. The arrow flew forward, propelled further by the favorable winds, but they were still out of range of the other realm ship.

Rortho stood near Valrin and closed the book. "This is it," he said. "If we can stop them now, we will have no need for moving into the realms."

"Wards! Get wards up, now!" shouted Evurn. Valrin jerked his glance right as several arching bolts fired from the dwarven fleet sped toward them. Evurn, Braei, and Aeveam were on the side of the ship, casting layers of protective magic just in time to deflect several off of them. 

"Damn, they’re firing again," Fadis said.

Another volley struck, but most fell short.

"They did not expect the need to follow their master. They pull anchor and attempt to close the distance. The same wind favoring us will favor them," Rortho said.

They were gaining on the other vessel as the dwarven fleet pursued them. 

Fadis squinted and pointed. "They have massive barrels on that ship!"

"Barrels?" Rortho asked.

"It is the poison," Evurn said. "They do not need this armada to destroy the elves. They just need the poison."

"Well, the armada is closing in on us," Braei shouted.

Another volley of bolts struck their wards, and one broke through, smashing into the side of the ship.

"We're taking on water!" Rortho shouted.

Valrin looked for the shipwright’s assistants, the turtles that had repaired the ship before. Immediately they appeared, rolling into position near the breach. They went to work with their crystals, spinning, fusing the woods, and patching the ship.

"When did we get those?" Rortho asked. "They are amazing!" 

"Back when I went adventuring alone, but they worked well to patch the ship before anyone noticed back at Evurn's island!"

"I knew the ship had to have been damaged!" Rortho said.

The assistants rolled back into balls and went back to the rear of the ship. Evurn now stood on the far back of the vessel. His ward was large, but it seemed unstable compared to Aeveam's. The night was falling quickly, and it seemed that the Barb King's vessel was beginning to circle.

"What are they doing?" Fadis asked.

"Maybe they cannot open the way. Perhaps they do not know how?" Braei asked.

"That is likely considering we barely know how," Rortho said.

The ship seemed to slow and then stop. Valrin was gaining on them rapidly now. It was then the sails of the ship he was pursuing began to glow.

"Incoming fire!" Valrin shouted.

A blast of red flames shot toward them into a spinning wall of fire, striking the ship. Braei, Aeveam, and Evurn returned fire with their own spells, and a series of purple orbs screamed over them.

"Bane shots," Evurn said. "If it strikes you, it saps your magic!"

Valrin turned the ship a hard left, angling for his own attack. He twisted the crystals and released a series of white blasts that screamed across the water, covering over the opposing ship. He could see some of the many dwarves on the ship were now convulsing. Aeveam jumped toward the left side of the ship and cast another ward up as several flaming bolts flew toward them.

"They are cornering us, Valrin!" Rortho shouted. "Now, summon the ancestors!"

Valrin gave the wheel over to Rortho and went to the orb on the deck. He placed his hands on it. "Speaker of Arik, hear my call. Come to my aid this dark night upon the Glacial Seas. Come with the fury of the fleet to support the realm ship of the sea peoples and the Dwemhar!"

A blue bolt of lightning shot out in all directions, and the winds died completely. A storm rolled in out of a clear night sky from all directions. The sea began to toss and churn wildly. A horn called out unlike any aboard the ship had ever heard. From the orb itself came several sparks that shot up like a wall over the deck of the ship in a line going north and south. There was another horn sound, this one like it was on top of them. From the wall of sparks came the ships of Arik, and the dwarven fleet fired their fiery bolts in the largest volley yet. A blast of white energy shot from the massive fleet of Arik, and while multiple ships of their own burst into flames from the dwarven attack, the dwarves suffered as well.

Rortho turned them back toward the Barb King's vessel. "He tries to flee!"

The ship was heading back west, and there was a sudden bright flash in front of the ship. A spinning vortex of white and black appeared, and the ship entered it and vanished.

"They have pierced the realms!" Evurn yelled. "Valrin, now! We must follow them immediately!"

Rortho bent down to the crystals and glanced back at his book. "Okay, it is done. Now just . . . do it."

"Do what?" Valrin said.

"Grab the wheel," Braei suggested. 

Valrin did so, but nothing happened. He gripped one of the crystals and twisted it slightly. Nothing. He could feel the power growing in the ship. His heart began to pound, and he felt like he couldn't catch his breath. Suddenly, his eye caught sight of the center masts where his amulet was placed. He could see it shining a golden hue. He ran to the mast and placed his hand on it, closing his eyes. There was a flash, and he opened his eyes as the portal just as before he had seen the other ship pass into swallowed the ship.

There was a moment of breathlessness, of absolute stillness. Valrin glanced around at blackness and starlight surrounding them. A second later, bright sunlight and the sudden splash of the ship striking the water blinded his eyes. He shook his head to clear his vision, and he saw a massive forest and a green hue in the air.

They were in a bay of some kind with a large river ahead of them. There was a massive tree in the distance, and several structures crumbled around them. The dead were everywhere. Elves crawled over each other along the shoreline, coughing and gasping as they began to seize and fall to the ground.

There was something else. A dwarf with a staff pulled the dead back to life.

"Irikow!" Evurn shouted. 

They entered the river passage, and Evurn jumped from the ship and on to the shoreline. He sprinted toward the lich, who sent a blast of necromantic magic his way. Braei disembarked to follow, seeing a large contingent of dwarves swarming the woods and coming behind Evurn. They disappeared from immediate view but Valrin spotted several blasts of magic and explosions of wood and rock.

It was then several massive trees fell, blocking the river path. Fadis looked up, his bowstring at cheek as he fired an arrow and then drew his sword. Elves boarded the ship. They were faster than any Valrin had ever seen. Three of them were upon Fadis and quickly knocked him from the ship. Rortho moved forward and engaged one of them, as Aeveam sent a blast of magic at another, sending them flying off the ship. A moment later, a blast of magic flew her way from a figure on the coast. It was a female and she was headed towards them with a glowing staff. 

Fadis was now on the ground with two elves chasing him. He parried and ducked behind trees, but the two attacking him were relentless.

Valrin knew the ship was of no use, and Rortho still engaged the elf on the ship. Valrin drew his blade and jumped onto the shore to help Fadis. One of the elves had its back turned. He spun his blade in a taunting fashion, and Valrin ran for him lifting his sword to strike.

No more than the snap of a twig caused the elf to catch wind of him, but that was all that was needed for Valrin to be knocked off his feet and flying backward. Valrin looked up to see Rortho was forced down on the ship. Fadis ran to strike the elf now coming after Valrin.

The elf turned, parrying the ranger’s sword and drawing a second blade in an arching slash, forcing Fadis back. It seemed the elf who had faced Rortho was not finishing him off but instead stood on the railings of the ship, his blade held behind him as he stared toward Valrin.

The dual-blade-wielding elf came at him again. Valrin tried to parry, but the quick slashes of his opponent knocked his sword from his hand. He fell back again and saw the elf midair above him. The blades were like the fangs of a spider coming at his head for the final strike when a staunch voice shouted out.

"NO! Stop!"

The elf drove its blades into the ground at either side of Valrin's head. Valrin stared up at what would have been his killer. The curved ears and slightly long hair. The face veiled behind a cloth meant to block out the poison. He then looked at the two swords and the slight red glow to the blades. The elf stood up, ripping his swords from the ground and sheathing them.

Fadis, too, had been spared at that moment. But he kept his sword up. That other elf they were fighting now sheathed its blade and walked over to Valrin.

The voice that had called them to stop was the elf who had faced Rortho. He jumped down to the shore and behind him came a female garbed from head to toe, but holding a staff aflame with magic. Aeveam walked with her.

"You," the obviously older elf said, pointing at him.

Valrin tried to catch his breath but could not. The poison from the area had dissipated, and the approaching elf removed his own face covering.

"I know you!" Valrin said.

"You are the boy of eels, from Travaa?" the elf said.

"Yes, yes, I am! You were the swordsman! The one with the boys my age, or so you said."

"I am. Tell me quickly, why do you attack us here? How have you come to this realm?"

"We do not attack you," Valrin said. "I follow the Barb King, a dwarf. He intends to destroy this realm with poison. He travels up the river, but to where I do not know."

"The capital city is there, and from what I've seen of the poison already, its results are absolute. I am Jalin, and this is my wife, archon of Urlas, Iluri." He helped Valrin to his feet.

About that time, Evurn and Braei returned. Aeveam approached from the ship.

"Irikow has escaped," Braei said. "They go toward a massive tree in the center of the lake. There are elven vessels slowing its approach, but they are burning as quickly as they come. We must get to that ship with our own and stop them."

"I agree," Jalin said. "My wife and I can assist you."

As they walked back toward the realm ship, Jalin stopped and embraced the other two elves.

"Go back to our home. Protect them. If we fail, you know how to get out," he said to the one.

The other elf drew his blade. "Father, we cannot just wait while you and Mother go to fight. Let us help you. We bested these people easily enough. Let us help you!"

"Master Rukes and the other Blades will help us. You protect your brother and sister! They are too young to be left alone if the dwarves come back."

"Father, they hate us. We will show the purebloods that we—"

"Kealin! You do not need to show anyone anything. Remember, if times become dark, your most important allies are those you love and your blades. Go, both you and Taslun. Watch over Calak and Alri. Your mother and I can handle this."

The elf known as Kealin did not seem too happy by his father's words, but he and the other one made the quick journey back across the river and disappeared into the forest.

As Jalin and Iluri boarded the ship with the others, Valrin went to the helm and used the ship's power to burn away the trees blocking their path. The elves were surprised by the power of the ship.

“Amazing,” Jalin said.

"This is the last bit of our toils," Rortho said. "We must pray the gods are with us. I do fear we are far from their grace here."

The ship lurched forward. Valrin guided it up the river where more elves lay dead along the shore. As they broke into open water upon the lake, they followed the trail of broken and burning vessels. The Barb King was ahead and had reached an inlet of sorts. Even from afar, they could see the flashes of elven swords as the Blades of Urlas, the swordsmen of the elves, fought the dwarves for control of the shore. It seemed Irikow floated above the water a good distance away. He held his staff below him, and as he neared the edge of the shoreline, he brought an army of undead elves to battle, striking the flank of the larger elven forces. 

Valrin could see that there were few dwarves on the actual realm ship, but that most of the poison had been rolled onto the shore. The Barb Warriors had formed a shield wall to protect the poison being left on the shore, and the undead army was meant to cover their retreat from the realm. Aeveam closed her eyes and touched Valrin.

Destroy the Barb King and do not wait for me.

There was a flash of light and then an explosion of dust amongst the undead army. 

"Where did she go?" shouted Braei.

Flashes of white and undead flew in all directions as the daughter of Lorlaam drew all those attacking the elves on herself. She was in the middle of the undead. Blasts of fire, ice, and bolts of raw energy decimated the lines of Irikow’s summonings, but there were still hundreds swarming around her.

Valrin could see Edanos on the Barb King's ship, his hand still smashed into the center mast and with no signs of life. Valrin brought his ship alongside the other realm ship as the Barb King returned to his vessel.

"Foolish boy, I am Stormborn! You will not live another day! You will all die!" 

The massive dwarf ran forward, jumping onto Valrin's ship. Jalin and Iluri engaged him, and Braei let out a burst of icy magic, attempting to slow him. 

The dwarf barreled through the spell and knocked the elven Blade Jalin away. Rortho rushed forward and locked his ax into the Barb King's ax.

"You fight on the wrong side, dwarf!"

The Barb King laughed, “I am the god of all. I am Stormborn!”

Fadis pulled back an arrow sending it into the Barb King's back. "Fuck you."

The enraged dwarf swung his ax around, striking the railings and shattering the wood. The arrow distracted him for a moment as he grabbed at it and broke off the bloody shaft. Fadis rolled backward and drew his blade. In a sprint forward, he joined the others in a combined assault, striking the dwarf.

"Irikow!" he shouted out.

The lich had been attempting to attack Aeveam to no avail. He returned to the entwined ships, but Evurn was on him. The shadow elf jumped at his foe, swinging his staff with a blast of green that entwined the lich. 

"Go, Rasi!"

The snake shot out from his robes and bit the dwarf over and over. Irikow fell and convulsed as his skin—at least, what remained in his almost already dead form—bubbled with poison. Evurn shoved his staff into the lich's mouth and, with a twist, blasted the head off Irikow, finishing the lich completely.

"You will not ever touch the holy sanctum of Vearika again, you beast!"

The Barb King let out a shrill yell and jumped to his ship. The others followed just for him to make a swiping swing, sending all of them flying backward. Evurn jumped at him and landed a smite of his staff on the dwarf's back just to be grabbed and thrown across the ships.

"The undead will continue to feed on the poison. Any still within these woods will be devoured in time. I must only finish this now!"

Valrin knew when the dwarf turned to run toward the helm what he was going to do. The controls to blast the poison were there. He was going to use the ship. Valrin drew his blade.

"Barb King," he shouted, standing on the railing. "I am the Stormborn, protector of the oceans and realm of Meredaas. I will destroy you!"

Valrin jumped to the other ship, slashing his blade at his opponent, who did not expect the sudden attack, taking the entire edge of Valrin's sword across his face. Blood poured from the slash, and he grabbed his mouth as he fumbled with the crystals, still trying to ignite the poison. Rortho jumped aboard the ship, and then the Barb King managed to pull one of the crystals, but not the correct one. A golden orb of light surrounded the ship. Those aboard Valrin's ship attempted to enter it, but they could not get into the protective shield. Rortho gripped his ax and moved along the middle deck. Valrin held out his blade as the Barb King walked down toward Rortho.

"No more games and no more help from your friends."

Valrin jumped from the helm down to the lower deck and slashed again, but this time the dwarf parried and punched him in the face, throwing him across the deck. He looked up to see the form of the dwarf nearly upon him when Rortho swung, just missing Valrin and striking the Barb King center chest. 

Blood and tissue sprayed onto Valrin's face, and the Barb King yelled and gripped the wound, falling to his knees.

"For the Hammersongs and all dwarves of honor," Rortho shouted. 

But as Rortho went for the finishing blow on the Barb King, Valrin noticed a slight smile on the old dwarf's face. The many Barbs that lined his armor suddenly grew in length, piercing Rortho in his chest and neck. Bright red blood began to seep from the wounds, and Rortho fell backward and collapsed.

Valrin pushed himself up and reached for the nearest weapon he could find—Rortho's ax. It was heavy, but he tried to lift it up.

On the outside of the ship’s shield, Braei, Evurn, and Iluri attempted to blast their way into the shield, but Valrin didn't expect them to be able to reach him. He thought of running back, dropping the ax, and making his way to the crystal to disable it. Perhaps he could do it and get their assistance.

"Come now, Stormborn. If you are truly that, you can defeat the god-king of the Glacial Seas!"

Valrin lifted the ax up. It was getting heavier at each passing moment, but he had to strike. He ran forward, lifting the ax above his head and swinging for the Barb King only to have the ax caught by his opponent midair. He let go and grabbed for his sword, rolling back against where Edanos was. He looked at Edanos, the one who had found him on the island of Travaa, the one who had taught him about sailing and the stars. Edanos was still alive, but he looked closer to death than ever before.

The Barb King laughed and grabbed hold of Valrin's head, ignoring Valrin's attempt to cut into his hands. Valrin dropped his sword and began to scream as he was lifted higher into the sky. 

"Stormborn, you have failed!" 

Valrin gripped the dwarf's hands, trying to pry them off when suddenly there was a splash of blood that shot up into his view. Valrin was falling and rolled to the ground. He looked up to see Edanos had brandished his sword and thrust it into the neck of the Barb King. 

The proud dwarf collapsed as blood bubbled out of the wound. With a few last convulsions, the Barb King was dead.

Valrin coughed, still trying to breathe, and crawled to Edanos.

"Vals, you did it. You stopped him," Edanos whispered.

"No, you did. You killed the Barb King!"

Edanos smiled. "I did. I also got my ship and experienced the feeling of being Stormborn, I guess, as much as it was ever meant for me to feel. Rortho would say my ship needs a name. Aela, for an elf I saw once. She was beautiful." He smiled. "But it is too late for that now." He gripped Valrin with his one arm. "It is time for me to die as I should have before. Goodbye, my friend."

Edanos' head fell to the side, and the golden shield protecting the ship dissipated.

"Edanos!" Valrin shouted.

Braei was the first to reach Valrin, gripping him from behind. "We have to go, now!" She paused for a moment, staring at Edanos. She realized he had died. Tears welled in her own eyes and she struggled to breathe.

"Quickly, to the vessel," Evurn said. “Now!”

Fadis was at Rortho’s side. "He's still alive. We need to get him off this ship."

Valrin looked up. The undead were swarming the shoreline, and the poison was now a massive green cloud surrounded by a shimmer of white. Aeveam was high in the sky and glowing like the sun above her.

"What is going on?" Valrin asked.

"When you were trapped on the ship, one of the dwarves managed to release the poison. Aeveam has shielded it, but we must open the path to our realm and remove it from this one. We can release it in our realm to drift off within the seas, but if it remains here, we have failed, for it will simply spread through the trees and destroy all life.”

Valrin grabbed his sword and touched Edanos' head one last time. "Be at peace," he said.

Jumping back to his ship, he looked to the two elves who had come with them. 

"Thank you, Valrin!" Jalin said to him. “Surely, the gods are with you and with all of us this day.”

The two of them then jumped to the other realm ship and joined the other elves as they killed the remaining undead. Evurn held Irikow's staff with his own and smiled at Valrin.

"A souvenir and something to remember that fool by."

Valrin turned the ship and then did his best to remember the exact positioning Rortho had used before. He closed his eyes, feeling the positioning until he could feel the ship itself around him, his heart thudding at an even pace. He opened his eyes and ran to the center mast. It was then Aeveam floated down and grasped the mast of the ship, still holding the horrid poisons of the dwarves within her protective spell.

In a flash, the portal opened and they were in the darkness.

But it was different this time. Those around Valrin had stopped moving. They were no longer flowing through the void between the realms, but instead, the others on the ship faded away.

A figure appeared in a hazy vision before him. "Dis is my lands," the figure said.

"What?" 

"Dis . . . dis . . . dis are my lands. These are my lands, the Urlas woodlands."

"Your speech," said Valrin, "it is strange."

"When I am attempting to talk without a clear focus of my powers, that can happen. I feel I am okay now. It is easier between realms than it is within my own."

"Who are you?" 

The figure smiled. "I am whatever is believed by those of Urlas to be true, many know me as a shaman but I am much more powerful than that. My name is Iouir. I guard the future as you defended it here today. The dark happenings will not be known by those who witnessed them within the realm. Those who have died cannot be brought back, for I do not have the power to defeat death. The one who does has spurred these events. The one of death, the one called Vankou, the bringer of future darkness. He wished to use this Barb King in another way, but his methods of manipulation are poor. The prophecy of the Glacial Seas and the ones who will release the darkness will come to pass in time. But of how this will come about is still unclear.

"I will heal the trees, restore the rivers, and return the broken ruins and ships to their original elements. The river will hide the bodies of the dead, and it will be believed by those who remain in Urlas that a sudden sickness came upon them. None shall know of you and none must ever know that you were here. Know that I take great risk in doing this, but such it must be for future events to come to pass."

"I do not understand," Valrin said as he walked toward the figure.

"You will await the arrival of those of Urlas. It is not yet time. The will of the Great Poet has not come to pass, but soon, very soon in their lives, they will be sent upon the oceans to Corson. You have many years before this, but once your amulet shines brightly and falls from the wood it's in at this moment, you will know it is time.

"Your crew will know of these terms, for I speak to them as I speak to you, save one who is aboard the ship, for he is too far away from the living realm. Go now, Stormborn."

There was a flash of light, and Valrin looked up to see a starry sky with the polar lights shining in a ribbon of red above them. Aeveam shouted out, and as the poison was pulled fully into the realm of the living, she released it upward. A sharp wind blew upon them, and the poison was blown away, having never killed the thousands it was meant to kill.

 

Aeveam fell to the deck, completely weak. Evurn went to her as Fadis stroked Rortho's chest.

"He isn't breathing," Fadis told them. 

Valrin went back to the helm and fought back tears as he turned the ship back east. There were no signs of the dwarven fleet, and the fleet of Arik had vanished. Valrin wasn't sure if they could be summoned again, but for the moment, he didn't care. He would sail to Corson. Rortho's cousin should know of his death, and Valrin sought to be free of the ocean for a while.

It felt like a few moments, but they sailed into the port of Corson with a dwarven vessel just behind them. 

Fadis was alarmed at first, but then he lowered his bow.

"That is the same ship the Hammersongs at Swia had,” he told them.

They pulled into the port of Corson and docked with the Hammersong vessel. Nurocas and the others with him knelt as Fadis and Evurn carried Rortho from the ship to the dock. In a procession, they went toward the Spitting Crab Fish, and an emotional Uris rushed everyone out of the inn.

There was silence as they simply stared at the body of Rortho they had laid on the actual bar of the inn.

"It is the closest to Harrodarr and our homelands that he can get,” Uris said. "He died defeating the Barb King in combat?"

"He landed one of the last strikes," Valrin said. “And he saved my life.”

Uris choked back tears and laughed. "Good. He would have wanted to die like that."

He began to cry, and Nurocas knelt before him. "Your cousin has served us all with a great sacrifice, and I would like to return him to Harrodarr to receive a proper dwarven memorial in his honor. I came to these seas to seek out the truth, and of the many dwarves I met, this was but one of the last who I could feel the vigor of our dwarf god Throka within."

Uris nodded quickly. "Yes, I am honored by this, and he would have loved to be thought of as such."

"Then we will make preparations for the journey and leave immediately."

 

In the coming night, Valrin lay down and went to sleep. When he awoke from his slumber, he ran downstairs to the inn to find only his crew awaiting him. 

"Four days, Captain!" Braei said.

"What?"

"You slept for a long time," Evurn said. "I guess it is well deserved."

"Where are the others?"

"The dwarves departed. They take Rortho for his last rites in the lands to the south."

Valrin walked up to the table the others were seated around and grabbed a piece of bread from the center.

"He told us to lock the inn when we leave," Braei said. "I figured you might want to stay a bit longer after so much time on the sea."

Valrin ate the bread and then sighed. He went to the door and opened it. The others followed him. Standing on the shoreline, looking past his ship at dock and to a rising sun, he took a deep breath.

"I think it has been far enough time we've been on this rock. Let us get back to the sea."

"We're ready, Captain," Braei said, embracing him. Fadis walked past him to follow Braei, and Aeveam went, as well. Evurn was the last to walk past him.

He turned and looked at the inn and remembered the soothsayer's words. In his heart, he felt it would be many years before he was needed again here, but there were still many upon the sea who could need him. He smiled and went to the ship.

As they began away from the city, the winds pushed them south, and as the sun rose a bit higher, he thought of Edanos.

"I think I figured out a name for the ship."

They turned to look at him. 

He smiled, "the Aela Sunrise."

"Aela Sunrise? That's a strange name," Braei said.

"Named for an elf Edanos once saw and said was beautiful. One of the last words he spoke to me was that he wished he could have named his ship after her. I'll do it for him. If it wasn’t for him, I would not be standing here with each of you. It is the least I can do in his honor."

"The Aela Sunrise?" Evurn said. "It could be worse."

As Valrin smiled again, thinking of the name of his ship, Fadis joined him at the helm. "I think it is time we go south."

"South?"

"Yes, I have a son who needs his father. I think I have long paid for my folly. If we can, I would like to try to find him."

Valrin nodded and brought up the map. The ship of the Glacial Seas was headed south. At least, for now. The Stormborn would be called upon again, and in that time, Valrin would surely answer.
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Part One: Return to Taria

 

The ocean spray blew across the deck as on the tail of a storm, a young captain took his crew south. His name was Valrin, Stormborn of the Glacial Seas. His vessel was a realm ship of the Dwemhar, a lost race of incredible power who had tasked him with guarding the oceans of the North until a foretold time. But for a time, his business was to the south. A member of his crew desperately sought to find his son. If his son was even still alive.

Fadis, Ranger of the North who had spent his child’s early years fighting in a war against the elves, had managed to secure his son a place with the elves when the truth of the land’s events became known. He was a traitor to a king, and his once-enemy became the safer place. That was ten years ago. His son was essentially grown. He promised that he would return for his son, and he was making good on it now.

“Captain,” a young woman shouted out. “I see land ahead beneath what light from the waning moon reveals.”

This younger woman was a Rusis named Braei, a being who appeared as if she were of the race of men but could wield magic with just her hands, a significant skill of her race. Rusis were rare, an ancient race like the Dwemhar but still very much in existence. She and Valrin cared much for one another, though they worked to keep that from the crew.

“We must move around the cape,” another woman corrected her. 

This part-Rusis woman was one of the few remaining people with Dwemhar blood. A power unlike any other across the oceans of continents, she had spent her entire life in a temple of the wind god, Dimn, learning to control her powers. Now, she served the Stormborn, but she was not alone.

Valrin turned the wheel over to one of the few others who ever guided the ship, a shadow elf from the East, Evurn. As the oldest of the crew and with a dark history himself, he was a powerful force to reckon with. He watched over Valrin and the others as a father, but he was also the strangest.

“Rasi didn’t like that storm,” he told Valrin.

Rasi was his albino snake, and most of the crew felt the snake had more rights than they did. 

Rasi coiled down his arm and sat on the wheel of the Aela Sunrise.

“Captain,” Evurn said quite suddenly, “do we not need to move into the Vindas Sea regions?”

“Yes, that’s where we go,” Valrin said.

“Well, as you can see, there is a great amount of fog we’re going into. I suggest we move away from the fog. Find a safe harbor for now.”

Valrin saw exactly what Evurn had mentioned. What before was just rough seas now was veiled in thick fog rolling off the bow. Evurn turned them north, taking them along the high cliffs of northern Taria.

“We shouldn’t dwell this way for long,” Fadis said.

“Come now,” Braei said, “how many years has it been since you left this place?”

“Not long enough seeing as we are back at this place. The elves are where we need to go.”

“Well, fog complicates that for now.”

Aeveam closed her eyes, but at almost the same time, they jerked back open. “Valrin, turn now. There is a cove with high grass. We need to go there.”

Valrin turned the wheel, moving quickly toward dark cliffs. He moved the levers of the ship, and the ship began to glow, casting light ahead and revealing an almost perfect moor around some high rocks.

“Good timing, Aeveam,” Braei said. “We would have missed it.”

Aeveam jumped from the ship before it was even tied off and began up into high grass. Braei followed, with Valrin jumping to follow Braei.

“What in the gods has gotten into them?” Fadis asked. 

“I do not know,” said Evurn, “but that girl is going to get us in trouble, I’m sure.”

As Fadis reached the upper part of the embankment, he saw that Aeveam had her arms out and eyes closed.

“Someone is near, someone who will be important,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Fadis asked.

“Stay here. They will come to you. There is another. Come, Braei! Now!”

Before any could ask or protest, both Aeveam and Braei disappeared into the grass, leaving the others.

“I don’t like this,” Evurn said. “There’s a foul smell in the air. I will watch this other direction. Whatever Aeveam is up to, I’m sure we’ll know soon.”

As Evurn now left too, Valrin and Fadis stayed put.

“So much for a simple journey,” Valrin said.

Fadis strung his bow. “Perhaps it will remain simple.”

Valrin and Fadis saw several sudden flashes of fire and lightning.

“No, definitely not.”

Fadis put an arrow to cheek, and Valrin drew his blade. They advanced to the edge of the tall grass and watched for more flashes. They came, but they were much further off. Fadis heard galloping horses and shouting.

“This is why we do not separate!” he said to Valrin.

Valrin ran over to where they’d last seen Evurn. “Evurn! Where are you?”

A few moments later, Fadis saw something moving to their right. He was about to release his arrow when he saw the glow of a Rusis spell and Braei moving with a large man to her side.

“Thanks for not killing me!” she said.

“Why would I kill you?”

“Rusis, in the fields. Aeveam fights them.”

Multiple large blasts of fire and lightning erupted in the near distance. The sounds of the horses drew closer.

“Who is this?” Fadis asked of the large man, now noticing he, too, had a child or something in his arms.

“I am a simple barkeep from the East. My daughter and her ill dwarven friend seek help. She needs help, though, now. They’re going to kill her!” 

The man began to cry, and Fadis pushed them away.

“Take him and hide for now near the way to the ship,” he told Braei.

He advanced through the grass with Valrin just behind him. He spotted multiple shadowy forms in the fields. He ran back up to a wooded path, quickly moving through the trees. He saw someone ahead looking back the way they had come.

He touched her shoulder. She jumped and drew a knife. He grabbed her arm, preventing her from stabbing him.

“I’m a friend unless you’re a friend of the King,” Fadis said, holding her arm as she pushed against his.

“Seriously, If I wanted you dead I would have put an arrow in you.”

Her stern push against him released and she sheathed her dagger.

“They’re everywhere. The magic casters. Rusis in cloaks. I’ve never seen so many.”

“Careful, they’re already pissed. Damn Rusis. I thought I took down one of the last in this region when I left. Damn it.” Fadis saw several figures converging on them. “Friends?”

“No,” the woman said.

He pulled an arrow to cheek before releasing the bolt and taking down one of them. Several of the figures near the one who dropped turned and sent a volley of flaming magic toward them. 

Fadis dropped to the ground with the female, and the spells landed around them but missed.

From behind them, a bolt of lightning leaped out, striking more of the attackers. The attackers fled, and Fadis could hear more of the horses nearly upon them. The early-morning sun revealed the banners of the King of Taria in the distance.

Fadis spit. “Come on,” he told the woman. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

“Not trying to kill you. How’s that for an answer?”

Valrin went to look toward the approaching horses.

“Captain, I’d suggest we get to the others. These men don’t look like they’re here to play nicely,” Fadis said.

“Move forward. We need to get to the ship.”

They began to run back toward where they had come ashore.

“Where’s Aeveam?” Valrin questioned.

“Beside you,” she said.

The woman they were helping jumped as Aeveam appear suddenly beside them.

“I think we killed enough of them. Perhaps they’ll not attack random travelers.”

“I told you this place would be nothing but a lawless land,” the Fadis said, “The king was a bastard when I fought with him, and a bastard he remains. The next time you get a feeling, perhaps we will not stop like this.”

“We are here; we will deal with this. Let us get back to the others,” Valrin said.

They came upon where Braei was.

“Braei,” Valrin asked. “Where’s our lovely shadow elf?”

“I do not keep up with him, Valrin. Making friends, Fadis?” Braei asked, staring the woman up and down.

“Something like that,” Fadis said. “Enemies of the king are likely friends of ours.”

The woman looked at the others Braei had brought. “You are both okay! I thought for sure they had killed you!”

“What is going on?” Fadis questioned.

“Rusis, enemy Rusis. I have never seen so many,” Aeveam said. “They nearly had them when I came upon them. “

“She is like what I told you. She is of the Rusis and,” the barkeep said, staring at her, “like the Dwemhar.”

The woman stared at Aeveam. Aeveam shook her head. “We will talk of this later.”

Horsemen rode nearly upon them, and Fadis drew an arrow as several of the king’s men circled him and the rest of the crew.

“Seems you boys wandered a bit far from Taria,” Fadis said. “You’re going to want to head back east. No one here has anything for you.”

“Stranger,” one of the men said, “you are new to these lands. I do not recognize you. This female is wanted by the king for crimes against the crown. I do command that you—”

“Fuck off.” Fadis took several steps forward. He loosed his arrow, sending the bolt directly past the horseman’s helmet. Before the rogue could look back to the Ranger, he had another arrow to cheek. “Tell your king he can fuck off too. We don’t have time or desire to deal with his rabble.”

The horseman laughed. “You can insult us if you wish, but the king has gathered those of particular skill.” He moved his hand to the side, and several of the Rusis from before were at his sides. “My king is stronger than he has ever been. We will not deal with elven, dwarven, or rebel intrusion into our lands anymore. You and the others are free to go. We will take that girl and that dwarf, Rilr.”

Another figure appeared from the path that led down to the sea. Valrin glanced and smiled to see Evurn and Rasi.

“I like the dwarf,” the Evurn said. “His name is Rilr, you say? Good, I like Rilr.”

The snake Rasi hissed at the horses, sending several of them scampering back. 

“Captain Valrin, the ship is ready. We will head back to sea and toward elven lands. With extra crew. Under our protection,” he said, emphasizing that the rogue, her father, and Rilr were not to be given up.

As the rogue walked with the others who assisted her father in carrying Rilr, she looked back to Fadis and Aeveam.

“This is an outrage,” the horseman said. “Rusis! Stop them!”

The casters advanced, but both Aeveam and Evurn stepped forward. A blast of red magic threw a wall of snow, dirt, and rock into the closest Rusis, toppling several horses. 

Aeveam floated just above the ground, her hands alight with white fire, lifting several of the others high into the air and throwing them into the trees beyond the horsemen. 

The man who had ordered the Rusis to move in was speechless. Those around him fled and he struggled to control his own steed.

“Yes,” said Fadis, “as I said, fuck off.”

 

They fled back toward the Aela Sunrise. 

Valrin was at the helm. Aeveam immediately went to the barkeep and used her powers to heal what she could of his blood bloody wounds. She then placed her hands on the dwarf.

“The dwarf is sickened with something else. Was he poisoned?”

“Dwemhar ruins,” the woman said. “A trap of some kind.”

Evurn boarded the ship. “Come now, we just got away from that Dwemhar and sea-people stories and sicknesses and crazy events. Let’s not start up on some quest once again.”

“Come now, Evurn," Valrin mocked, "you know you enjoy every bit of such a fun quest."

“Hmph,” he responded. "Stormborn."

Fadis went to the woman as Valrin moved away from the shore almost without any wind at all. The woman looked up at the lack of wind in the sails and then looked at the ship itself with a questioning eye.

“If the ship is your only question of us, I’d be surprised,” Fadis said. “What is your name?”

She looked around the ship, scanning each of the crew. She then looked to her father, who was leaning against the railing of the ship, exhausted. 

Fadis could tell she did not typically trust others, from the loops in her armor, which no doubt held daggers, to her general demeanor. If she wasn’t a Ranger of some kind, she was something else. He smiled at her, and she gave a half smirk.

“Kirla,” she said.

“Kirla, well, welcome aboard the Aela Sunrise. We have need to travel further south. I have some business with the elves. You can travel with us, or we will take you to a port of your choosing. I’m not here to ask what happened before, but you can decide your next path. We’ve all made our own choices aboard this vessel. What will be yours?”

She stared at him, and he smiled. Fadis noticed she seemed to stare towards her father and then back to Fadis.

“There is time. Talk with your father.”

 

Valrin made a point to guide the Aela Sunrise far away from the distant coast. The sun rose a bit higher in the sky, and the waves glistened with a golden hue. These waters were indeed much different from the Glacial Seas.

As Valrin and Fadis locked eyes, the Ranger came to his side as their two new companions, or in fact, three, if they counted the sickened dwarf, stared aimlessly, unsure what to make of their surroundings.

"She's not a Ranger," Fadis said. "She knows a lot of the Rangers of the North. I have to assume she has some affiliation with them even though she denies it."

Valrin glanced over at him and then at the seas ahead. "You talk of her like she's some type of criminal." He looked back at the Ranger. "Is she?"

Fadis shook his head. "The definition of criminal would need to be defined. And in these lands, we can't assume anything. The King of Taria wants her dead. That would be the same wish for myself by the king if he knew I were alive."

As Aeveam and Braei brewed some of their last stores of coffee, Evurn joined Fadis and Valrin at the helm. "I told you both we had no business going anywhere but the elven lands. I say that knowing that they will most likely deny us entry."

"Come now, Evurn," Fadis said.

"I have already told all of you. It does not need to be stated again, but here, I will state again. Elves and shadow elves do not mix in any form, in any sparse area of woods, or upon any battle plain. My kind hates their kind, and they hate my kind. Shadow elves prefer the shadows and darkness."

"Shadow this, shadow elf, is your land in perpetual darkness?" Fadis asked.

Evurn nodded. "The Shadowlands are dark; both its people and the creatures that dwell there have learned to be live in such a place. From the volcanic region to the Far South, smoke billows up, blocking the sun east of the mountain range that borders the entire way to the western lands. Though there are passes to the other realms, they are guarded by many eyes both friend and foe to shadow elf. 

“Falacar horsemen thunder across the open plains and along the coastlines, pyramids rise into the sky as sacrifices are made to those that shadow elves deem holy.  Though we have a night and day, magic has made it so that even our day does not see blue skies but gray. Only at night, do the stars high above shine down and our land looks as the other lands. It is a place I wish to avoid for the rest of my life. I cannot think of anything that would convince me to actually return to those shores, and I cannot explain all that is that land or of those that live there.

“Blood elves, shadow elves, and these woodland sprites are all very different. I will not waste time explaining the difference, because it does not matter. You do not find my kind here, and I will not rest without a hand on my weapon."

 

They began to move further south, rounding the cape, they took a passage sailing to the Vindas Seas, the great seas of the South that reached all the way to the Dashrin Coast.

"Eh-Rin is a grand city," Aeveam said. "Even at the Temple of Swia, the monks told me stories of the jewel of the coast. It is old and a place of mystery."

"We need no further mysteries," Evurn said. "We have enough mystery already on our deck."

About that time, Kirla and the man known as the barkeep approach the helm.

"Are you of the Dwemhar?" the barkeep asked.

"No," Valrin replied, "but this is a Dwemhar vessel. My crew and I are of many races. Our allegiance is to the greater good."

"We thank you," the barkeep said. "This is my daughter, and she is of Rusis blood, as am I. If it matters."

Both Aeveam and Braei took a sudden interest in their new companions.

"I am of the Rusis as well, more so than Aeveam here," Braei said. "It is rare to find another like myself in any form. Stranger still, the number serving the King of Taria."

"We do not know anything about that," Kirla said. "In fact, I have not been around my father in some time. We do not have the greatest family bond, I guess you would say."

"My name is Burk," the barkeep said. "I once was a practiced Rusis but no more. I fear I can offer very little, especially compared to my daughter."

"And what does she offer?" Fadis asked.

"When I was younger," she began, "I was captured by the King but I escaped through much luck. I escaped to a guild in one of the lower Taria cities. I learned to steal, I learned that throwing blades at my enemies worked well to distract them and they would drop their guard for me to rush them with a longer blade and cut open their neck. I wasn’t a Ranger, as I know you already know, but the past few months, I've been working with many of those that claim that title.

“The king is ruthless. He's moved into every small village outside the reach of his own kingdom and demanded that they pay taxes, and when they do not, he takes all their belongings. Those who resisted were swiftly killed. While there have been little fires of rebellion against the King, they are quickly doused. But the Rangers have been unifying; all of them who can still pull back a bowstring are gathering. We made contact with the Rangers of the Riverlands to the far southwest. They know our plight. Before the events of last night, I was scouting out one of the villas that the King would keep some of his ‘treats’ at, but we were discovered and I was struck. I traveled many miles, blood dripping from my wounds, with my dwarven friend here at my side, going to the only place I knew would take me in."

Kirla pulled back a gauntlet, revealing a red mark of a broken sword and an arrow on her forearm.

Fadis stood up and descended to the deck where Kirla stood. "Branding? That is the mark of pirates, not of a thief."

Kirla pushed her gauntlet back down. "I was more than a thief. I had joined the king's harem in an attempt to get closer to him. That was a mark of a mistress who was also skilled with a blade and therefore could not be left around any weapon."

Her father's mouth was open, and he shook his head. "My daughter, a mistress of the king?"

"Not a concern of your own." She nodded. "I was going to kill him, but when I determined that he had connections with those Rusis, though did not know what exactly they were, I also learned he knew the locations of several Ranger hideouts. I made a choice and fled his castle, attempting to warn all my brothers and sisters in time."

Kirla stomped across the deck and then turned, pointing at Fadis. "I know you. You are the first. You were the Ranger who stole the bow of the elves. He hates you. He talks about you all the time."

Fadis smiled smugly. "I'm glad that with all the years I've been gone, he has not forgotten about me."

"No, he hasn't. He considers you the start of the rebellion, and for that reason, I would not show your face on any of the lands of Taria."

Evurn snickered to himself. "And such is why we will avoid Taria. I do not know what you are into, girl, but this crew is not a den of thieves and assassins. We have our purpose for coming down this direction. We go to the elven lands by our own accord and by luck, it is so that we can help you and your dwarf there. Once we are there and he is healed, you can go about any rebellion or fight you choose to. The crew of the Stormborn and Valrin do not take part in such petty events."

Valrin glanced over at Evurn. "The captain of this vessel can talk."

Evurn shook his head.

"But my friend is right," Valrin said. "It just happened to be we were there to protect you, the dwarf, and your father. We do not request anything from you only that you understand it is as Evurn told you."

"Perhaps we should tend to this," Fadis suggested.

Aeveam glanced to Valrin and then back to Fadis. "I do not believe that lines up with what you seek, Fadis." 

"Perhaps not, but it is because of that, that I was taken away from my son and my dead wife. It was because of that, that my wife is dead."

Both Kirla and Burk stepped back, returning to their dwarf’s side.

"We do not wish any trouble to you or your crew, Captain Valrin. Once we reach elven lands, we will depart from your side." Kirla said.

Fadis glared at Valrin and then stormed below deck.

Evurn leaned into Valrin's ear. "Perhaps the Ranger will go his own way?"

"Perhaps, or fate leads us down a path we did not expect."

"Perhaps, Stormborn."

 

Progressing further south where the cliffs seemingly lifted out of the seas like high walls, they were getting closer. A massive forest lined the border, with silver-and-blue towers nestled into the tree line every so often.

“The edge of the elven kingdom,” Fadis said. “I never went this far west during the war, but the architecture is the same as the East.”

“So, you fought against them?” Valrin questioned.

“Yes, for a time. The king claimed many things about the elves then, but what most of the Rangers witnessed when we were told to take a sacred bow was that he was drawing them out and into the war more than the ‘elves are trying to take our land’ rhetoric he spewed most of the time. Rangers defend where they live. In some cases, we may do more, but a generalized threat to homesteads in territories will draw us out. Most of us had working relationships with the elves. We shared the woods, looked out for one another. We had no issues with elves, so when the king issued a decree that the woods had become hostile, most of my friends and I laughed. It has ALWAYS been hostile. Vampires live in the woods, and having one of them come upon you is not the best thing possible.”

“My aunt was a vampire,” Valrin reminded him.

“Yes, but she didn’t go about stealing children from villages and turning them, did she? Not all vampires are necessarily enemies, but these in their hold further south have a severe distaste for humans and elves alike. Most of the time, if you stay far from their hold, they will leave you alone, but not always. It is the vampires we Rangers always watched for. Aside from their own forms, they have many creatures that serve under them. But no, the king decided the elves were a threat, and started the stupidest war I have ever seen.”

 

Valrin guided the Aela Sunrise into what appeared as two large standing stones floating just above where the waters of the Glacial Seas and the strait that led to the Vindas Sea met. Those on the ship stood, with several mouths agape at the defiance of the natural world. The two standing stones were taller than many trees, sitting on either side of the massive riverway that led into the woods.

“The Rill Gateway,” Burk said.

“What?” Aeveam asked.

“The Rill Gateway. I have heard of it in stories but never thought I’d set my eyes upon it. It is the northern entry point into the elven kingdom. Guarded by more than elves, or so the rumors say.”

While the cliffs up to this point rose high into the air, near the actual gateway, they sunk down near level with the ocean. Atop the stretch of blue-and-white spiked towers, several green-armored figures stood with bowstrings at cheek. 

As the Aela Sunrise came before the gate, a shuddering shake took the ship.

“You’ve run aground!” Evurn shouted.

The sea bubbled around them before the ship was pushed up and out of the water. Claws reached from under the ship onto the deck.

“Valrin, get us out of here! They attack us!”

Fadis drew his bow, taking aim at a massive form rising out of the water. He released the arrow just in time for a splinter of a flash to come from the gateway. An elven arrow struck his arrow just as it left his bow.

From beyond several large rocks near the gateway, vessels nearly the size of the Aela Sunrise approached them.

“Valrin, spin these crystals up. We must defend ourselves.” Fadis shouted.

Valrin stared at the creature that held the ship. Its claws were massive and sharp, but it held the ship with care. It wasn’t attempting to drag them down or otherwise attack. The elves on the gateway could easily send arrows into those standing on the deck, but they did not.

“Wait,” Evurn told Fadis as he went for another arrow. “Let not your past issue cloud our current situation.”

As one of the elven ships drew closer, a man wearing no armor, but instead was garbed in a silver robe, raised his hand in greeting.

“Travelers from the North,” the elf shouted, “you are aboard a realm ship of the Dwemhar, a rarest sight in many thousand years. Tell me, why do you seek the kingdom of the woodland elves?”

Fadis notched an arrow but did not draw it back. The elf noticed this but looked to Valrin.

“Can a boy speak?”

“Yes, I am Captain Valrin. This is my vessel, the Aela Sunrise. We do not mean you any threat.”

The elf looked to Fadis and back to Valrin.

“Your man looks nervous. I hope he does understand that no arrow would reach this ship unchallenged. We seek no war with you, Valrin of the Aela Sunrise. But if the weaponry of your ship is engaged, we will command the guardian holding its bow to allow the sea to take your vessel. Let us not speak over shouts, and prepare yourselves to be taken to the docks beside the gateway. We will speak further there.”

Valrin did nothing as the massive creature beneath them carried the ship. He and Evurn looked over the edge and noticed that the creature itself had arms of claws and tentacles, like drawings of squid he had seen in the North, but was capable of carrying the entire ship as it were.

They were carried to a large stone harbor that blended into the rocks of the cliffs and had another large gateway and a road that led both through the gates and back into the cliffs and upward, presumably out of elven territory and to the further south.

On the shore, more elves awaited them, but these did not wield weapons in an outward fashion.

“I suggest we not make war with these elves,” Aeveam said, looking at Fadis.

The Ranger put his arrow away and assisted Burk with lifting the dwarf. Kirla followed just behind him as Valrin, Evurn, and Braei jumped from the ship to the dock. The creature holding the ship released it, and the ship rested just within the surface of the water, the standing stones sending some form of energy at the base of the ship.

Valrin turned to look at what was happening to his vessel.

“Do not worry, young captain, your ship is being purified of unclean parts. The sacred lands beyond the gates shall not be polluted with that which may be upon your vessel. Come, this way.”

The lone elf nodded to other elves around him, and they stepped aside as the elf took them through a wooden gateway and to an atrium of sorts with several large blue trees with yellow flowers. Here, there were several seats, and another elf brought them chalices of tea.

Valrin took one of the chalices and sipped it. It wasn’t actually tea but a wine of honey.

“My master will be with you shortly,” the elf said. He then departed.

“This wine feels weightless in my mouth,” Braei said.

“It is good,” Aeveam said.

Though Burk had some of the wine, neither Fadis nor Kirla drank.

“Oh, come now, if they wanted you dead, you’d be dead, and I’d be dealing with your corpse. Drink the wine,” Evurn said, though no chalice was in his own hand.

“And you?” Fadis asked.

“I would not normally drink half my weight in alcohol like you. You’re nervous. Rest yourself,” Evurn said.

It wasn’t too long before the elf from before in silver robes came through a white doorway that none of them had noticed before because it faded into the rocks around it so well.

The elf who had arrived did not seem the least bit worried about the strange companions before him. Instead of sitting down with them immediately or after some prolonged reading, he took a chalice of tea for himself and began pacing around the area.

"As I see it, an ancient vessel with the most curious assortment of individuals has arrived at my gateway, seeking passage, no doubt, into the elven realm. Immediately, I should question why, but I really do not need to. We have served alcohol, and still the dwarf is sleeping, and to me, that is a clear enough sign that you have need of elvish medicine."

"That is correct, sir," said Valrin. "We mean no harm in coming here. I know that we are an interesting combination of peoples, and I know of the wars between the elves and men in the past, and I do not mean an insult to those by our presence."

The elf stared at Valrin. “You’re young to be a captain, which means I expect you to know little of actual war."

"Age is no matter in this exchange," Evurn cut in. "War is the same regardless of the combatants. Respectfully, we seek passage to seek help for the dwarf."

"Indeed," the elf said. "It just so happened that I was at the gate this morning. I am one of the High Guard and a member of the Royal Council. I see no issue letting the vessel, the sick dwarf, the captain, and the two females here, who I know possess some form of magical power, into our realm. It becomes more complicated when I have to deal with some of you others who are here. You see, we do not let anyone just walk into our lands. Doing so opens up your entire civilization for riffraff and other undesirable conditions. I am surprised the shadow elf came so close, not to mention this Ranger."

"You assume this man's a Ranger," Kirla said. "The assumption of such a thing without knowing constitutes a lack of wisdom."

Valrin turned to see Fadis smirking. Kirla just stared at the elf.

"Young woman, you do not speak to some trash of the race of men. You speak to Lord Relia of the High Guard You no doubt may become more of a problem just like the rest of the crew. So, I implore you, control yourself and stick close to your sickened dwarven friend. Here is what I decree this day that will not be changed. The elves always wish to help those who seek our assistance if it is deemed worthy of a cause. Normally, a dwarf would not be someone we would deem worthy, but seeing as this ancient ship does not just fall into the hands of any mere mortal, I will allow its captain, the sickened dwarf, and even the angry woman here, not to mention the other two women, passage into the elven realm." Relia looked at the barkeep. "What is your purpose here?"

"I'm the father of that young woman with the dwarf, and at this time yesterday, I was nothing more than a simple barkeep, but it seems I've been pulled into this adventure. I just wish to stay with my daughter."

Relia nodded. "I see no deceit in your words. You are allowed passage." Relia looked at both Fadis and Evurn. "A shadow elf and a man of the Rangers will never be allowed passage into this realm as long as I guard these gates, but I am not particularly cruel. I will allow you to walk out the southern gates, down the mountain pass and to a village of your own kind, at least referring to the Ranger."

Valrin stood, already preparing his protest, but Evurn touched him on the shoulder.

"It is no different from what I expected, Valrin. Take the dwarf and the others. We’ll meet up with you in the future. Right now, you must travel diligently to assure the dwarf gets treatment. As much as I would hate to admit it, the elves will not harm you. Relia here seems to be a most trustworthy individual."

Relia nodded confidently even though Valrin could sense the sarcasm in Evurn's words.

Kirla and Burk lifted up the dwarf as two elves came into the atrium to assist them back toward the ship. Aeveam, the Rusis, and Valrin stared at both Fadis and Evurn. Though not, perhaps, the words that were needed at that exact moment, Relia insisted they get moving.

"These regions are safe. You need not worry of a random enemy of the realms assailing you. The town to the south is a fine place for food, drink, and if necessary, a place to sleep for the night. But I do not feel that this dwarf will take long to heal, and as soon as he is healed, you and your companions will be reunited. There is a port within a town to the south, and I'll happily send your vessel and your friends that direction when it is time.”

No matter how it sounded, Valrin did not like any of this.

"This is not good," he said to Fadis and Evurn in a quiet tone so as to not allow Relia to hear him.

"Do not worry of us," Fadis said.

"No, do not worry about us. In a vast land such as these, there's more than one gateway no matter how well they claim they guard their realm," Evurn said solemnly.

 

Part:2 Separate Paths

 

 

Fadis stared, standing with Evurn as their friends departed. The Aela Sunrise began toward the gateway. Evurn was the first to turn away before Relia could even approach them. Fadis stared at Relia, who, aside from staring at them, had a hand on the sword at his hip. Fadis tried to search his memories to figure out if this was a man he had threatened before, but he had no particular name or event tied to this man's face. Fadis smirked, touching his hand to his own hilt and turning to follow Evurn.

"Bastard high elves," Evurn growled as they followed the brick road away from the gateway. “This is why I do not care for the elves of the Western lands. Proper ‘we are of the goddess Etha” wastes of flesh.”

"You didn't expect them to actually let us in did you?" Fadis teased.

Evurn stared at Fadis. "Of course not! But if I had told the captain that bit of fact, he likely would've tried to figure out a different route. It is the simplest way to try to heal the dwarf, and while normally I would not care that much, I see it closer to the Stormborn's purpose to help that damn rogue and the dwarf than to decide who is worthy of being saved."

Fadis nodded.

The road ahead of them reached up, leading through a cut in the mountains. It was strangely adorned with flowers on the higher reaches of the cliffs. Normally, he would worry more of such mountain passes, but it seemed that this close to the elven lands, it was appropriate to construct torches up in the cliffs to chase away any hint of darkness.

 

They had reached the edge of the village the elf had told them about. Evurn looked at Fadis and shrugged. It was a small place; there were many storehouses and supply areas that were offloaded from the frequent traffic of large ships coming into the port. The road from the elven lands descended through dense trees and led right up to the gates of this small village. Outside the village they saw a man sitting with a spear. He wasn't a uniformed soldier or, even worse in their current state, a man from Taria, but he was a guard of some kind nonetheless.

As it was, the man blocked their path with keen interest in the two strangers approaching the village from the elven lands. The man stood up, and while he did not threaten them with his spear, he made it evident that he was holding it as he walked toward them, tapping the edges of the spear on the ground.

"So, expelled from the elven lands and sent to cast your troubles upon my happy village?"

"No troubles," Evurn said. "But it seems you get a lot of traffic this way. We would much like to go into said elven lands if you know another way."

The man laughed out loud. "If the elves do not wish you to pass and you return unwanted, you will be killed. I may not be the smartest person here, but at least I know you don't go missing where you're not welcome. I do get it; you have some quest or you wish for work, but do not bother in their affairs. I would suggest that you not delay in heading to the port if looking for a job. Just don't cause trouble in the happy village. We tend to manage ourselves, and we manage those who try to cause any problems. If you don't need work and instead you're looking for transportation elsewhere, I still recommend the port. There is a nice tavern in town, of course. All your needs can be met there, from fine ales, food, and lodging, to women and, of course, other lost souls like yourself drinking their sorrows away. We are a place of hard workers who do not like our home disrupted. We have good relations with the elves and seek to keep it that way.”

"We do not need your whores. But the tavern should have what we need. We’ll be walking now,” Evurn growled.

The man stepped aside, allowing passage through the gateway, and Fadis looked over to see the man shaking his head. "Don't anger the elves. I told them, you told him. They get themselves killed, it's on them."

There was clearly something wrong with that man.

They passed the western gate of the village and followed the dirt road that led between several stretches of a residential front. Most of the people they saw were not families but workers of different kinds. Sailors, miners, and other poor types. The town itself was indeed not much to speak of. While there was an old temple dedicated to the god Kel, the village was simply that, a barren village meant to be no more than a stopping ground between two places. As they came to the city center and a large statue made to be of the likeness of the god of the temple, Evurn and Fadis looked toward support in the two-story building directly by the water.

"You really think the best thing for us to do is to go to the tavern?" Fadis asked.

"People of this village are nothing but simple workers, and I doubt any of those will be of use to us."

"So, we actually haven't talked about this plan. You intend to break into the elven lands?"

Evurn glared at him. “Neither you nor Aeveam nor Valrin knows much about me beyond what you have seen upon the Glacial Seas, and I’m not the type to be told I'm not going to go to a place. There is always a way in. The purest and tightest securities always have a way to be breached."

"Yes, but when we are caught or make ourselves known, you think the elves will be very friendly to us?"

"No." Evurn smiled. "That is why we do not make ourselves evident. We will keep an eye on them from afar within the elven lands. The truth is, there's a strange presence about these lands. A darkness I have not felt since I was in my homelands. Though the war between men and elves is a stalemate, and over, by what you said, I sense something beyond that. The king is a vile man, I get that. In fact, I kind of like a vile man. But this king is foolish. I do not know when people will finally figure out that there are greater evils than each other. It doesn't matter. If we can find someone, reputable or not, going toward the elven lands, I am confident I can get us in. From there, perhaps we can even find your son. You said we were coming here to look for him, and healing the dwarf became a secondary issue. Perhaps they should just leave him to die?"

They began to walk toward the tavern. They got a few strange stares; it was not uncommon to see many travelers from the Far East and the South and the deserts walking about the streets. They reached a tavern door. Fadis looked out at the port and to the many strange ships docked there.

"If you are content waiting for Valrin to return, simply say so," Evurn said, "but I do not believe things will go so simply as even the elves assume. That dwarf was struck by some form of Dwemhar magic, or so I can sense. It is a rare magic and, unlike typical poisons and toxins of the world, not simply cured by the wonders of elvish medicine. There is a significant difference in the chemicals needed for poisons of the Dwemhar variety. I know poisons, and I know symptoms. The elves are not going to be of any help to the dwarf, but in the immaturity of our crew, they will do everything they can to try to heal him. Perhaps they will be successful in some regard, but the elves are more for killing dwarves than saving them. I cannot say for sure, but when I stood upon the northern reach of Taria, there was a vibration in the land. We do need to be here, but not to save some random dwarf. I am telling you, I sense something."

Fadis stared at him. Of all their adventures thus far, he had not seen Evurn quite so serious as he was now while at the same time so annoyed by the high elves. If he didn't know Evurn better, he would assume the shadow elf was afraid.

"Stop trying to read me. You're not Dwemhar. Now, let's get a drink.” 

They entered the tavern and were met by the smell of spiced fish and the sound of music coming from a young man with an elven pipe. This was the first person to see them, but he quickly averted his eyes and returned to playing his instrument. 

Two barkeeps were ahead, both women. One seemed to be an elf from the looks of her. But she had dark hair, while most of the elves of this region had lighter hair. The other female was not an elf but instead was of the race of men. She was the first of the two of them to scan both Evurn and Fadis.

"An elf from afar and a man of the Rangers from the look of your bow."

Evurn and Fadis took seats at the bar. The bar top itself appeared to be some form of polished stone with shells of the ocean stuck to the top of it. Ahead of them all there were many bottles of wine laying in resting racks and mounted above the bottles was the skeleton of a large sea creature that Fadis did not recognize.

"You two seem to be elven rejects from the look of you," the elven barmaid said.

"For now,” the shadow elf said. "I like a dark wine. And if you have any form of fruit, that would be nice as well."

"And you, Ranger?” the first woman asked.

"Ale. And some of that spicy fish I smell, please." As the barkeeps tended to them, Fadis scanned the room for the many other strangers there. Everyone kept to themselves, muttering at such a level that it was difficult to hear any actual words beyond the sound of the elven pipe playing in the corner.

"So, you think I'm a Ranger?"

She nodded. "Well, yes. Most men to come through here with weaponry are not anything but. For a while, we had Rangers coming by sea and moving down to the South. The Riverland regions near Vueric. But for the most part, we get the occasional travelers coming from the grasslands to the Far East beyond the elven woods, but most of them seem to be elves. It is rare to see a man such as yourself here.” 

Fadis smiled and Evurn grumbled. "We do not need any of that. Now, where might I find others like us who were denied entrance to the elven lands?"

“Why?" the elven barkeep asked.

"I have my own reasons. We have business with the elves. Now, I assume the man guarding the northern gate is the only type of security you have here, so I should be able to find what we seek in this tavern.”

"This is my place, shadow elf. I know your types and the types you're looking for. I do not ask questions, for there are many who wish to hide or stay away from the authority of law within these borders. You don't know me, but understand that these are my people. We do not take kindly to any who would threaten the sanctity of our place. I remember when the great temple outside these doors was filled with the worshipers of the great god of war. I remember in the ancient times when this place bustled with those of magic. But alas, it was destroyed. Destroyed by people asking questions and people like me giving answers. Now, if you can enjoy your food and drink and wait till the evening, as one shadow elf to another, I know someone who can help you. He is one who secures product from places not easily reached and brings it to other places. A smuggler to some, but he is late. Lately, that is not something too uncommon, though. The seas have become more violent and risky as of late. But he would like those such as yourselves as part of his group. I know he's been dealing increasingly with those of Taria, but there's not much money to be made in supporting the king. It seems a new war will begin soon, or so the seagulls have been talking. If he agrees to it, he can help you however you might be helped, but I would not sneak into those elven lands, shadow elf or not."

Evurn stared at this woman claiming to be a shadow elf as Fadis looked at him to try to gauge his feelings for this woman’s words. Evurn leaned over the bar, and a tinge of red magic leaped from his eyes and into the eyes of the woman. He quickly sat back away from her.

"I see. You and I are the same," he said.

"The same in some ways."

"You have felt the awakening, then? That is why you're helping us. I have not sensed a feeling such as this since I was in the East, but now I feel it as if it is literally upon us. Have these lands had such troubles as I sense in their times?"

"Some. Some whispers. The elves dealt with demon men pulled from the earth by blood magic, unlike necromancy, which is what I would expect. These once living men were enraged and vampire lords sent them against the elves. A treaty was made between the elves and the blood-drinkers, but I have never heard the terms. Some time ago, I heard the rumor of an awakening that was put down by, well, two Rangers such as yourself and elves. I understand that a cult tried to awaken a vampire queen, and this is one of many occasions of such, or so the rumors have been. If you feel it, then I know I am not losing what bit of sanity remains in my mind. Shadow calls, my brother. I see you do not still wield blades in plain sight, which makes me wonder how much of you remains.”

Evurn stood up from the bar and chugged his wine. "I still am of the shadows, and that is no regard of yours. There are other schools of magic that I have excelled in beyond that which we were taught."

Fadis stared at Evurn, unsure of what to think of this new demeanor the shadow elf had. There was a dark presence about the both of them. As Fadis broke his stare and glanced over at the female human, he noticed that her hand was upon a dagger.

The elven barkeep motioned for her to stop. "You may rest upstairs, elf," she said to Evurn, "or outside if you wish. There's a dock with an area you can sit. Night will be upon us soon, and I suspect he will return." She then looked past Evurn to the other patrons in the tavern. Fadis went for his sword, seeing that everyone else in the tavern had their hands on weapons of many types. 

The elven barkeep shook her head and cursed. "Dammit. Such time may come, my friends, when we must unite together with the strangers like this who are like us, whether they'd like to admit it or not. Rest and have another damn drink."

The shuffling of chairs as the patrons sat back down was drowned out by the flute playing once again. As Evurn walked toward a back door and out of the tavern, Fadis quickly followed but then noticed the person playing the flute had stopped and seemed to be gathering his belongings.

Exiting through the rear door, they came to a large harbor break wall meant to keep the storms from the sea from rocking the tavern itself. Evurn was already well ahead, moving toward a battered lighthouse at the far end. As the sun was setting in the west, casting reds and oranges across what was a light-blue sky. The shadow elf reached into his robes and pulled out a pipe, along with what appeared to be a new pack of tobacco.

"I did not see you purchase tobacco."

Evurn finished packing his pipe and used the staff with the tobacco. "That is because even know your skills the bow and sword are above that of your race, you are still blinded to some movements. 

Fadis tried to recall when Evurn had actually grabbed tobacco but literally could not remember. 

“I got it before we left Corson,” Evurn said with a slight laugh to his tone.

Evurn sighed as he stared out over the ocean.

"What is it?" Fadis asked.

"It is nothing I care to talk to you about. No offense, my friend. I will say that I am surprised to find another such as me from the East here in the Far West. It was shocking. Since she has left our lands, she is like me. If any of our kind came for me, that does not trouble me, for I can deal with them. My lands are much different from these. You find my custom of eating any race to be strange, but over there, it is not so strange. Our version of the gods are a bit different, and though I do not feel any organized version of the gods to be correct, I do not believe as my people do that the gods require sacrifices. But I am a shadow elf, Fadis. In time, perhaps all embrace that way again, but in the short term, I worry about what comes to these lands. My people learn to control it. We could control that which most know by the term vampire. If a cult experimenting with blood magic and turning those once dead into accursed creatures, creatures the elves could not destroy or, more so, bargain with, exists, these lands are at risk."

Evurn took a seat on one of the rocks. Glancing over at the ocean, he saw a dolphin of some kind breach the water and quickly dive back down, chasing fish.

"I fought the elves. There was an absolute respect between us as warriors. The elves knew we were not of the king and were more so those who defended the woods. We are friends, and many of them before and after the war left, so I cannot say how the relations were, but I know some of elven magic. They are a powerful race capable of much on their own. I truly worry about anything the elves struggled to defeat and that you, Evurn, are fearful of."

Fadis was going to say more, when he heard footfalls on the stones behind Evurn. He stood up and went for his blade. The flute player he had seen just before had snuck up on them.

"That is a good way to get yourself killed, boy," Evurn said.

"Leave us, go home, or back to the tavern,” Fadis said. "The barkeep seems to like having you in the tavern, and I suggest you stay there. Do not bother us."

"She does, but I can't do what I want to. They watched out for me for some time. Not many younger people come this way, or at least those near my age."

Fadis looked at the boy. He wasn’t that young. There was an air of maturity about him that he felt abnormal, but then the boy seemed to smile and nod. Fadis then tried to imagine what his son might look like, but it was a fleeting thought.

"There were some kids once, at least one boy. He normally came with the elves."

Fadis immediately looked at the boy before him, staring at him, trying to guess what his age was. "A boy with the elves? Who, like, who is he or where is he?"

The boy before him was likely in his teens or early twenties. The boy stared at him, running his fingers over the elven flute in his hand.

"I don't know. He came for a few years and back when the elves would come to this place and pay homage at the temple, but I always assumed he was from the East and wealthy, spending time with the elves to learn their culture. He never really told me too much about his personal life. But it was nice to know someone else. My father and mother both died in a storm out at sea, returning the supplies for the village during the winter a few years ago. Ever since, I've been thankful that the tavern elf looks after me. I play music so the patrons will have some comfort with a drink."

Evurn looked at the boy. "You play music to block out the sounds of discussion, boy. You actually expect us to believe that story?"

"Forgive my friend. Our journey has taken an unsuspecting turn. He is a bit upset at the moment."

The boy bowed. "I should not have followed you. I'm sorry. I understand that the barkeep may be arranging for you to perhaps get to the elves. She is a very nice woman, the elf and the other one. Good luck to you, both of you. I'm sorry I don't know more of the boy we talked about before."

Fadis nodded with a slight smile. "It is fine. Hopefully the elves can actually help me find him. Are they who gave you the flute?"

"They did. A gift once the horrible winter of a few years ago stopped and it was clear my parents were not to return. I enjoy the music that I can make with it. Good luck to both of you.Your friend there is keen," he said looking to Evurn.

The boy turned away quickly and went back to the tavern.

Fadis sighed, regardless of the flute player’s story, there was a chance his son was still alive. He knew he’d have to wait to be sure but a glimmer of hope grew in his mind.

 

*****

 

Valrin steered the Aela Sunrise away from the shore. He looked back, seeing both Fadis and Evurn walking away. It was a strange feeling leaving part of his crew and taking three people, who only a day ago he did not even know, to their hopeful salvation.

"I understand the elven rules, but this is frustrating," Valrin said.

Aeveam patted his back. "I understand your frustrations, but I knew for sure that Evurn would not be allowed passage. While there are some things that shadow elves and woodland elves can agree on, I assure you during times of relative peace such as this, those things do not matter. And for Fadis? We all know he had a history here. I'm not sure why he thought he could just walk in the elven lands, claiming he had a son."

Kirla approached the helm as she carefully glanced at the narrowing hills around them.

"Our dealings with the elves in the past few years have improved, but there is much old blood and feuds that have not been settled. In my time, I heard of the rumors of the Rangers who stole the elvish bow, but most of us believed him to be dead. Some would say he was a spark for the other Rangers of the North to fully rebel against the King of Taria, but I do not know. I have heard much of Rangers, of their valiant deeds and their less amicable ones.”

"Are you not a rogue, if I understand correctly?" Aeveam asked. "Does that not mean that you steal, sneak, and otherwise live by your own rules as it is?"

She nodded her reply. "That is true. I have had many friends within the Rangers, but I myself never have the silliest tendencies to stand when outnumbered. It's not how my type of companion survives."

Valrin nodded. "When I first met Fadis, I wasn't sure what to think of it, but he has proved his loyalty to the ship and myself many times. We were more than a bit surprised to find the number of Rusis now running about Taria. Those of Rusis blood are extremely rare, especially in large numbers."

"According to my father over there," Kirla said, nodding toward her father, "I have Rusis blood, but I've never sensed it. He was able to use some magic at one point, in the caves directly after Rilr was injured, but beyond that, I've never seen him use magic."

Aeveam looked at the many elven ships now guiding the Aela Sunrise in. "I suggest we just keep our powers to ourselves in these lands. But I do believe this region has a few secrets. I have seen drawings of a place in this region, an old Dwemhar city, but I do not remember the trees like these."

There was a whoosh and a popping sound behind them. "That is because in those times, there were no trees like these."

Valrin, Aeveam, and the Kirla jumped up and turned to see the elf from before, Relia, standing on the deck of the ship. 

Though all of them had the initial intention to defend themselves, the elf simply smiled and opened his arms. "I guess I should not be surprised that you were not afraid of my sudden appearance. I do thank you for not using your Rusis powers against me. These regions are guarded by more than just elven arrows. As you, Aeveam, correctly pointed out, I can confirm that while the city of the Dwemhar that was once here was destroyed, many aspects of it remain. Before the ascension of the grand race, they gifted this region to us. They decreed that we blend our technology with theirs, which meant though we are not as powerful as they were, our normal defenses and construction abilities are far beyond that of most."

The many other ships sailing alongside them slowly went off in other directions as they came to a large port with high walls and bright-blue towers with crystals like light flashing slightly as they approached. Valrin attempted to guide the ship on his own, but it seemed that the Aela Sunrise was being pulled directly against the docks. Suddenly, behind him, the many crystals that powered the ship that normally had to be recharged in the light of the moon suddenly lifted and began to spin in a slow motion. The ship drifted toward the side, and like the few regions of the Glacial Seas with the ancient ports, the ship came to rest, much to the surprise and bewilderment of the onlooking elves on the docks.

Relia laughed. "Wonderful. Truly, this is a Dwemhar vessel. One of the only remaining aspects of the Dwemhar city that stood here before is the actual port. It seems that it senses your ship, but I do bid you a fair warning before we disembark."

Those aboard the Aela Sunrise quickly gathered around.

"There are many powers here, many of higher studies of magic than myself, and though my abilities are more attuned to it in an extremely tactical sense, there are those who have seen doom upon our grand city and the woods of our people in general.

“Though, I believe these defenses will hold against any onslaught as they have for thousands of years against all manners of beasts, elves, man, and dwarves alike. We have a long-forged cease-fire with the dwarves in this region. We do not care to believe that any would come against us now, seeing as we have the mutual enemy in the vampires in this area, but even they have been slumbering. Though some would say our foresight has been lost, and the oracles of the elves are simply grasping at visions, the sight of a Dwemhar vessel or any of the Dwemhar lines would be seen as potential doom."

"That is particularly dark," Valrin said. "I'm Stormborn. So far, that of darkness has been averted by the work of myself and my crew. Yes, there were rumors of something beyond what we dealt with coming, but it is some time from now. And I know nothing of the threat to your city. My crew and I will be no threat. Even those you would not allow passage are not loyal to whatever held them before."

Relia smiled smugly. "Of course. But I do know the one who claims he has a son here. No one can claim a son who has not been a father to one. The elves took in a young orphan boy so many years ago. He is one of our proudest, and he is part of the city and my people. Though we will see to your dwarf and to any provisions you and your crew need for a time, I cannot allow one to come in who would seek to tear apart the fabric of our civilization by ripping one of our own from the trees. I do not know what you know of elves, Valrin, but like all the trees, grasses, flowers, and all living things work in harmony, so does our civilization. If one of us is plucked, the rest of the woods feels it and mourns. Take peace in knowing that you are welcome here and that your friends whom I sent away will be safe in the village along the coast. The villages are watched by those of my guild and will not be in any danger by any who would seek to do harm to your friends. Now, I will take you into our city and to our great king. You are within the grand woods of Varmark and the city of Saelmark. Our king has been advised as to your arrival and wishes to speak with you within our Grand Tower. I leave you, to attend to my own duties. Simply walk to the gates to your right," he said, gesturing with an open hand, “and follow the road to the tower at its end. Please do not wander around, for while you are a welcome guest, you have not gained the privilege to move about the city freely. Remember, we of the shadows are watching."

In a flash of green magic that left a few green leaves on the deck of the Aela Sunrise, the elf vanished.

"Strange magic," Kirla said.

Braei nodded. "Let's go. Hopefully, they can heal the dwarf and we can be on our way to pick up the rest of our crew. As welcoming as the elf is, I cannot help but see you have a very narrow view of outsiders."

"I agree on some aspects of that, especially knowing the history of this region. I do not know the intricacies of what stopped the wars against the vampires, but had they not been stopped, I cannot say for sure what would've happened to the city regardless of its technology or magic."

Valrin worked with Burk to move the dwarf on to the makeshift pallet and carry him off the ship. Aeveam and Kirla led from the front, while Braei walked beside Valrin. The city of the elves would indeed be a strange place.

 

Part Three: Night Journey

 

It had been some time since the sunset. Fadis had thought to return to the tavern itself and have another drink, but then the entire time, Evurn simply just stared out across the horizon in the darkness of the night upon them. He wasn't sure what his companion was thinking about; Evurn did not seem to be in the mood to speak any further of it. The wind shifted and began to blow from the north. With a slight howl to the wind, the cold air was about to chase Fadis back to the tavern, when Evurn stood up and pointed.

"A ship of a strange design. Sleek, low to the water. This is a ship of the south, meant to be fast. That is the smuggler the elf at the tavern mentioned. We shall return to the tavern. I am interested to see what this man says."

Fadis followed Evurn back the way they had come, and entering the rear door of the tavern, they noticed that while they expected the tavern to be filled still with patrons, everyone had cleared out. Everyone except the two barkeeps. They were busy setting a table and barely looked up at Fadis and Evurn when they entered.

As Fadis and Evurn were continuously ignored, the elven barkeep went to the rear door and opened it.

"They are here." Both Evurn and Fadis continued to stand in the same spot. They were never beckoned over to the table.

"Here. Sit," the elven woman said. “You will meet with the captain and his partner. I do bid you be respectful."

After a few moments of silence of the barkeep simply going between the bar and the table with an assortment of different foods, the door opened to the side, and in walked two figures. One was a tall and lanky man with a large beard. The second, much to the sudden distaste of both Fadis and Evurn, was a dwarf.

"The last time I came home and found two strangers in the tavern, I was taken on a crazy whale chase to the North," the dwarf said.

"Darling," the woman said. The human barkeep ran to the dwarf and embraced him. An odd couple, at least Fadis thought for the moment. He then remembered that her companionship was most likely just another service of the tavern.

As the dwarf and the tall lanky man sat at the table, Fadis and Evurn took their seats as well.

"So, two more strangers in the tavern means you most likely need something beyond what the ladies here provide. I'd have you know, there are some things not even I can provide."

The stoic dwarf stared at them and cracked a small smile before busting out laughing. "Come now, that was funny." The elven barkeep served them roasted fish along with a berry preserve and several bits of tough toast.

"So, with that little shipment complete, we now have another contact for this very gentleman at a much better price that is able to get with the traders at Cyr. Those sellouts will sell their very island if the price is good enough, but I'll take the fresher berries. I will make a fortune with that with these elves."

"You have contacts with the elves?" Evurn asked.

"Indeed I do. I'm one of the few allowed passage to the Elven lands. They have had . . . issues . . . to say the least. Demon men, creatures that those immortal types are scared of. Most of their shipping to the East was disrupted. That was when they opened trade to us in the western parts. Before, they had avoided the town for some time, which was when most of the normal types of civilization left. But this is a deep-water port. We’re able to get a lot of supplies here. Those like me in some of the ships under me then move said supplies to other places and sell them for quite a bit of profit. Our vessels were created by the Drean in the deserts to the south. They like some of the cold-water fish you can find on the northern coast of Taria. Basically, you can just call me the man who gets what you want. So, the question is now, what do you want?"

"The elves," Evurn said. "Aside from their archers in the trees, they have other defenses, correct?"

“Of course. Elven Purification Stones set up around the borders of the lands. The demon men were a thorn for them for some time, but thankfully, it seems that most of them have been purified and wander the lands to the east of the elven forest, scraping up whatever they can with other creatures like themselves." The dwarf leaned across the table, staring at Evurn. "If you think you can sneak in, you better have some magic beyond what I believe you can have. Perhaps I can open a dialog with the elves, and then, they will let you in."

"No, they won't," the elven barkeep said. "He is as me, and the high elves of the woods will not allow him passage."

"Then what do you want? If they will not let you in, they will not let you in. It’s foolish to think otherwise, and dangerous. The mountains that border the southern gates that I use are particularly notorious for other smugglers. If you were to fall into trouble with the elves, you have no friends among those within the mountains. It would simply kill you for what you have on your backs and dispose of your bodies. It is the way of the lands now.”

Evurn slurped his drink and stared over at Fadis. "Do not worry of me and Fadis here. If you can simply distract the elves for some time, I can get us within the realm. I will not need your help beyond to get us into the woods. I have spells capable of hiding us from obvious view, even from elven eyes."

"What do you charge?" Fadis asked.

"Your presence will be enough. I lost many men in my journey to the South; I was wondering if there would be any strong types willing to make the risky journey through the mountain pass toward the elven lands. For the most part, your presence will not require any fighting. Unless the other smuggling groups are feeling particularly zealous, they will simply see you and ignore us. I will finish my meal, and we can begin that direction. The elves expect a shipment within the next two days. Going early for whatever reason that you need to get there is no big deal to me. It means I do not have to worry of someone stealing my supplies off the dock."

"Quite a strange little town you have here, considering all the same sorts steal from each other. Is there no code between thieves and smugglers?"

"Keep what is yours, take what isn't, and unify when any bastard kingdom tries to eliminate you and your way of life. Us smuggler types? We can be angrier than two narwhals in a cesspool. But trying to get us into honest work in the eyes of kings is where you will have problems." The dwarf looked over to the elven woman. "Speaking of, if you know anyone needing to sail to the South, my vessel has quite a few openings. We barely got back this time. I believe most my crew will disappear after this night, considering they don't like to take risks such as I."

"I will. That is, if you can bring a few barrels of that elven mead back with you."

The dwarf laughed, slapping his tall and slender friend. "You know I can. Isn't that right, my silent companion?"

The man smiled did not speak.

"This is Sama," the dwarf said. "He made the mistake of giving out his last master, and his tongue was removed for it. He is faithful now. If he said and decided not to be, he would lose something quite a bit more viable, I think," the dwarf said, laughing even more exuberantly now. "Shipment for the elves is being loaded as we speak. Though I did not expect to leave quite so soon, we may as well go now. I expect any other smugglers who might be watching the route tonight to be well into their drinks as it is. Ideally, we will not have any issues and you both will use whatever wizard magic you have, and we’ll both get exactly what we want."

 

They stood from the table, and both Evurn and Fadis headed out of the tavern. Fadis noticed that Evurn was smoking again.

"I can't help but think you're nervous, my dear shadow elf," Fadis said.

"It is beyond you, Ranger. Do not worry about it."

That time, the dwarf and Sama came out. "I realized I forgot to even tell you my name. You can call me Markal. It's simple, two syllables, and straightforward."

Markal led them away from the tavern, past the center of the circular portion of the village. Continuing, they came to a large area with several storehouses and a horse-drawn carriage outside. 

One of the men ran up to Markal. "Your shipment is ready, sir." 

"Very good. Please have the shipwrights take a look at my ship. We took quite a bit of fire down the southern seas. Also, I'll be looking for more crew."

"Rumor says it's always risky sailing with Markal, but I will put out a few leads."

The dwarf nodded and climbed up onto the carriage. Fadis and Evurn joined him, sitting on a long seat. The dwarf motioned for Fadis to move to the back.

"Keep that bow of yours on your lap. If trouble comes, send a few arrows their way."

Fadis struggled to climb over the large box right up against the back of the bench, but then dropped down to a slightly lower level of the large cart. There were stacks upon stacks of small green fish and strange red vegetables.

"What is all this?" he asked the dwarf.

"The elves like the southern sardines quite a bit. The red vegetables you see are a type of root, also highly prized by the elves. While the woods provide much in the sense of both vegetation and animal meat, these sardines do not care for the colder waters of the North like many of their brethren, but I am told have a slightly spicy, oily flavor. The vegetables themselves serve two purposes, both as food and as a powerful ingredient in healing potions. I have been bringing them these supplies ever since they began trading with us. But, I'm one of the few they do actually trade with. It is why we clear out the tavern to keep things quiet. Aside from the elves who keep their own spies in the village, my competitors are always looking for a way to intervene in my success. I'm a popular dwarf."

The dwarf snapped the reins, and the horses began trotting. Evurn sat with his staff in his lap, looking at the dark buildings around them.

As they out the gate to east of the village, they began to ascend the mountain road, a sharp incline taking them high above the village with the woods to the left and sheer rock to the right. The road itself curved around the mountain, and though they had a small torch on the cart itself, it provided very little light.

Fadis shifted several times, keeping watch on the rocks above, knowing that such places would make a good spot for an ambush, but not seeing anything beyond the sheer rock. He had actually never been this far west, even as a Ranger. While he knew there were elven settlements all over this region, he was surprised by the wild and potentially lawless lands outside the elven lands.

They reached the point where the road turned and went through a spot flanked on either side by the high cliffs.

"My brethren were the first to come into the mountains. They cleared these roads and made it so that travelers could go to deeper mountains. I would be lying if I told you they were not upset that the elves do not allow them here any longer."

"Elves are pretentious people," Evurn said.

The dwarf stared at him. "A strange statement from an elf."

"I'm not an elf as you might think. How far are we from the elven lands?"

"Not too far, to be honest. More dangerous regions are where we are and up the road a bit. Once we're past that, whatever spell you're going to do to hide would be a good idea. The elves can see from quite far away, and anything deemed suspicious will be cut down well before. The elves do not typically negotiate with those who come with anything but pure intentions."

 

Fadis stared at the cliffs above. He spotted the remnants of fire marks and shelter on the rocky cliffs. This was an area that had seen visitors recently. He placed an arrow to his string. As the road curved, his attention went to the many high places above and the shadowy darkness that was making the journey much more frightful.

At first, the dwarf seemed to be quickening their pace. Moving to the darkness was something Fadis approved of, and he seemed to relax for a moment. The cart suddenly stopped.

Fadis turned to see Evurn disembarking, his staff alight with orange magic. Fadis pulled an arrow to cheek, making a quick scan of their surroundings and moving off the back of the cart, jumping to the ground and moving to the opposite side where Evurn was. It was then he saw the reason for the sudden pause. Bodies.

"These men have not been dead for long," Evurn said.

Fadis knelt, checking injuries along their necks. 

“I see no elven arrows. Unless the elves got close, the elves did not kill these men. Perhaps it was a raid gone wrong?"

Markal looked around. "Perhaps, but the Raiders would not leave the bodies of their fallen comrades, and I see no spilled supplies or signs that another traveler with supplies was coming through here."

"Well, we should not stay here. We need to get close to the elven lands as quickly as possible."

Evurn and Fadis worked to move the bodies out of the way of the cart and quickly got back to their seats. Markal snapped the reins, and they were moving again.

The road began to spin downward as they moved from the actual mountain pass and down to the valley below. Their pace was quick, potentially a bit too quick and unsafe, as a cart nearly veered off the side of the road itself, which would have tumbled them down the side of the mountain.

"Whatever you plan to do, wizard," Markal said to Evurn, "you should do it. The woods you see are on the edge of the elven lands."

Evurn climbed from the bench seat into the back of the cart.

"So, what is the actual plan?" Fadis asked.

"I would tell you, Ranger, but I do not think you will like it. Do you prefer vegetable or fish?"

"I'm not that hungry. But if I was, fish."

Evurn smiled. "Very good, then."

The shadow elf moved his staff against the Ranger’s head, and in a flash, the Ranger felt himself suddenly on his side, and a massive Evurn looked down at him.

Fadis could not move. It seemed that his body was paralyzed, and he wondered why Evurn was so large.

"I will set you with the fish, seeing as you look just as them now."

Fadis knew he could look around and he couldn't move his arms and legs. When Evurn released his tiny form, he was surrounded by the sardines.

Did that bastard elf turn me into a fish?

Evurn went out of sight for a moment.

"Markal, I will join my companion in the sardines. Just make sure we don't get fed to a large fish or something. By the time you reach the elven city, we will depart from your cart. Just do not stop moving."

Fadis looked up and suddenly saw the massive form of the shadow elf standing above him. Fadis could only see out of one eye, considering his other eye was against a fish brother, as it were.

A small flash of magic, and Evurn fell out of sight.

"I'm just behind you, Fadis. Do not fear; the effect is temporary but will make it to where the elves would never suspect us."

"And your staff?"

"As a simple hook in my side."

Fadis questioned what exactly that meant.

Though he was currently spending time as a sardine, he did notice that in the middle of the night, he could still see all the bright stars. But that would soon change. The leaves of the high trees hung over their path, and he noticed fairies dancing in the branches high above.

Just a few moments later, he heard the trots of approaching horses. He did not expect the elves to actually use horses within their own trees, seeing as it would probably be easier for an elf to move in the higher branches versus using an animal within the woods. At least with this disguise, the elves would not expect a thing.

"What is this about?" Markal shouted out. "I have nothing you want. Vegetables and fish. You know you are on elven lands? They will not allow this!”

Another voice spoke. "A dwarf. Perfect, that last group didn’t have a dwarf, but the King will be happened we found this one. He has been looking for a lone dwarf, away from others, away from witnesses. Quickly! With the elven arrows."

"No!" Markal shouted.

There was screaming. Markal wailed. Fadis went to move, but in his current state, he could not. He expected Evurn to do something, but the shadow elf did not.

He could hear the dwarf gasping.

"Another, at least two more of them." He heard twangs of bowstrings, and Markal’s gasping ceased.

"Quickly," the original voice said. "We can add this dwarf to our quarry. But we must hurry. The elves will be upon us quickly."

"What of the supplies?" another voice asked.

Fadis suddenly saw a face coming into view. It was a man. He was actually dressed as a Ranger, but it was no one he had known. Suddenly, Fadis saw only trees and stars as he tumbled uncontrollably. He struck the ground, wincing from pain in his—gill. Several other sardines had landed on top of him, blocking his view but for a crack. He could see the men were ransacking the supplies.

"There is nothing of value here."

Horns sounded in the woods. A second horn soon followed, and it was clear that it was much closer.

"The elves! The elves! Go! Go!" they shouted.

The men jumped on their horses and fled.

 Suddenly, Fadis felt himself growing in size, the tiny sardines dropping off his body as a blast of magic struck one of the horses. Fadis saw his bow was still in his hand, the same as it had been when he’d transformed down to a fish. Pulling an arrow to cheek, he looked down his arrow at one of the horsemen. Evurn pulled him down, and he just managed to keep from inadvertently releasing his arrow.

"Stay hidden. The elves approach." 

For now, they were veiled in thick underbrush. A few seconds passed, and several elves moved along the roadway, their bows bent. One of the elves ran atop the cart and reached down, noticing the blood. The elf drew his blade and pointed down the road. "Chase them down!"

"Halt," another voice said.

Fadis watched this new figure with several other elves run up to the cart and check the wares within it.

"It is the dwarf Markal. We were expecting shipments. He must've been attacked. More concerning, they killed the dwarf, took his body, and left the supplies. I would assume these were thieves, but what was stolen? Who actually did this?"

"Who else? Do you think it was men of Taria?"

"I do. There were two others here earlier today. They were waiting on him, and I expected them to try to sneak in. Perhaps they attacked him?"

The man walked around the cart and scanned the woods around them. Another elf approached from the roadway, brandishing a staff.

"Archon. You must set an additional watch along the road. I have reason to believe there is at least one elf and one man somewhere around here."

"Is that why you keep going down to the tavern to play your damn flute," one of the elves asked with a teasing tone.

"You know how it is. Plus, I am the only one of you who will actually scout beyond these woods."

"That is the Ranger in you. Elves stay with what they know."

The man laughed, and at this moment, Fadis caught a shot of his face. It was the boy from the tavern, the one who played the flute. The boy was no doubt an elvish spy.

"We return to the city. The Stormborn and the others will be curious about this information."

"You plan to tell them? Do you actually trust them?"

The man laughed again. "They do not mean us any harm. The fact that I know my father is the man I met back in the tavern doesn't do much to encourage me to formally meet him, but if the stories I heard about him when I was little were true, he is watching us right now."

Fadis felt a sudden stab in his chest, not literal, but emotional. This was his son, as much like him as possible having been raised by the elves, and to be a man of the woods himself, he had little respect for the race of men. Not that he blamed his son for that or that he disagreed. To his son, he seemed to be nothing but a laughing joke. As the majority of the elves quickly retreated to the city, the lone archon began to cast a spell.

"Let's go now," Evurn whispered.

Fadis felt extreme weakness across his body, his mind flowing with thoughts as he recounted the events to save his son the many years ago. The thoughts of regret, remorse, and stark sadness he had forced down gathered in his chest.

"You can be depressed later, Ranger. We need to go now."

Fadis slowly backed up, following the shadow elf as he moved to the bushes with the typical elvish haste and silent footfall. 

Whatever the archon was summoning spurred Evurn to flee. They were moving to the north. Not actually out of elven lands yet, but away from the city center. There was a small flash in the woods behind them, and Fadis turned to see multiple white orbs glowing brightly and moving through the woods.

"They will alert the elves! Run!" Evurn shouted. 

Fadis sprinted, attempting to catch up. The shadow elf jumped up within the trees and began moving on the upper branches. Fadis was not quite capable of that level of agility, but he made a point to sprint harder, keeping a close eye for any other traps or archers hiding in the trees.

They came to another road. This one was within sight of a large blue-and-white tower. There was a horn call, and Fadis knew someone had spotted them. Evurn turned at just the same time that Fadis heard a swishing sound of the wind. The shadow elf created a ward of fire to their left. Several bright sparks followed as the elven arrows gave way to the blast of magic.

"Into the caves, into the caves."

Fadis had not seen any caves, but turning to their right, he noticed there was a jutting mountain of rock in the distance. He still didn't see any caves, though. He wondered if Evurn was seeing things.

As Evurn continued to block spells with his magic while running backward, Fadis spotted the dark outline of a cave in the mountain ahead. He wasn't too keen on running into a random dark cave, but seeing as their elven pursuers were likely not going to want to speak with them at this point, he ran for the dark cave, just to fall down a hole the moment he crossed into the darkness.

He was sliding down a chute of rock and soil, safe now from elven arrows or magic. He wondered what lair or place he would end up or if they would simply now be trapped.

 His descent seemed to slow as the cave system leveled out, and he could hear the distinct sound of rushing water. A moment later, he splashed deep into a dark pool. Kicking upward and pulling to get up to the surface, he looked above him to see Evurn's glowing staff falling out with the tumbling shadow elf just behind it.

He swam to the shore and pulled himself up, with splashing just behind him. The light from Evurn's torch was their only light here. They both struggled to catch their breath, staring down at the smooth pebbles of the cave floor.

Fadis and Evurn looked around at their surroundings. Though they had escaped the elves, they potentially were in a much worse situation. Moving out of the water, crunching up the pebble shoreline, Fadis looked all around them as Evurn’s staff began to glow brighter, providing much-needed light to the dark caves.

"I have to assume this is no mere natural cave. At least at some point, someone or something must've used this cave," Evurn said.

"We can hope."

Evurn was the first to notice that there was indeed a stone staircase that led up and out of the lower portion of the cave into a system of wooden bridges. They went up, crossing a wooden bridge and walking over several broken-down wooden carts where it was now evident they were in a mine of some kind, though whether it was dwarven, elven, or used by men, they were unsure, considering how broken down the carts were.

"We found your son," Evurn stated.

Fadis said nothing as he moved ahead of the shadow elf, attempting to ignore the conversation as it was right now.

"Come now, Ranger. I need your mind sharp and your wit intact. We are alone. Speak. Before, the fact he was your son had left you in a state of shock. I know there much still upon your mind. He was raised by the elves, possibly told stories of you but nothing else. You cannot expect him to have that much respect for the race of men growing up with elves such as these especially. He can take care of himself, and in this world, that alone is an ideal factor. Yes, he is a spy for the elves, but what do you expect?"

"I don't know what I expect. I had hoped they would teach him the ways of peace or something. I didn't expect the boy to become a Ranger."

Evurn chuckled. "The boy is no Ranger. He's an elven scout. There is a bit of a difference. What, did you think leaving the boy would assure he would never have a life like yours? The way I see it, whether you would like to admit it or not, he's probably more like you than even you want to know. Though, he could probably shoot better than you with that bow."

"Is that supposed to make me feel better?"

Evurn ignored him and sighed, amused by his own stab of a joke. Taking another, larger path, they again walked upward through stone stairs into an area that actually had a small splash of torchlight.

"Indeed, we are not alone in this place. But I would be surprised to find elves here. We've been moving on an eastern trek through the cave system overall. We are probably not too far from the main roads, but this no doubt is a hideout for someone. Perhaps we can find our dear dwarf Markal?"

Fadis put his bow on his back and drew his sword. "Perhaps those are men from Taria. Why in all the gods they would be here, I cannot imagine, but attacking random dwarves and supply caravans and not taking supplies does not sound very wise."

Evurn stopped at the intersection of the caves and used his staff, shining light in each direction before finally taking the one that went further up.

"It depends on what you believe their purpose was," Evurn told him. "It would be no surprise for Taria to move again against the elves, but perhaps they’re trying to get allies. They made a point to specify to shoot the dwarf with elvish arrows. What more of a way to start a war than to take a dwarf that they tried to 'save' from the elves to the dwarves in the East and then the dwarves to deduce from everything that the race of men and dwarves should come together to deal with the greater evil of the elves? It seems that the King of Taria is not only attempting to sway favor to another war but also to gain allies."

"The king needs to catch an arrow himself," Fadis grumbled.

"Shadow elves prefer to use blades, but you can do whatever you like."

As Evurn and Fadis continued moving upward, they came to a long passage with wooden bracing holding up the cave structure. At the far end of this was a doorway, and Fadis could smell burning wood.

As they both stood on the other side of the door, they listened to men going back and forth and at least one woman speaking.

"It’d be good if they would just leave," the woman said.

A man sighed and spoke. "They’ve been haunting these hills and forests for the past two weeks. If it's not the demon men, it’s the vampires. Now them vampires are spreading out in the woods and want nothing to do with us but to try to kill us."

Another man spoke. "It's Rangers. Told you before we can't trust ’em."

"It isn't the Rangers," the woman said. "That should be obvious. The Rangers have been avoiding these areas. These are men from Taria. We've all heard about it. All we can do right now is hide."

"Well, that's fine with me," the original man speaking said, "but if this keeps up, we will not have anything. Perhaps we should go back to sailing?"

Fadis didn't expect it when Evurn suddenly pushed open the door and stepped forward. Three figures sitting next to a small fire struggled to arm themselves, but their weapons were not on them. There was a large open crack in the ceiling where the smoke was passing upward. This place was obviously these people’s home, and had been for some time.

"Do not mind us," Evurn said. "We are just passing through, good smugglers."

But passing through was not what they were doing. Their path was blocked by the three figures who, though not wearing any particular armor or wielding weapons of regard, weren’t about to just move and allow them through.

"Who are you?" one of the men asked.

"Strangers from the North. Passing through. That is all,” explained Fadis.

"You're from Taria!" the woman shouted.

"No," Evurn said. "Further, but that doesn't matter. We’ll be passing through and leaving you to your business."

"Lies!" one of the men shouted.

With little warning, the man reached for his axe nearby. Evurn and the shadow elf blocked it with his staff, sending a blast of fire that engulfed the man. The conversation was over.

The woman screamed. With a dagger in hand, she went for Evurn. The shadow elf struck her with his staff. The other man attempted to jab Fadis with a short blade, which he quickly parried and then drove the edge of his sword into his neck. 

The woman scampered back up, grabbing what weapons she could. She held a small club and one of her companions’ sword.

"We ran from the demon men, ran from those of Taria. Now you have come to kill us!"

"Woman, no one came to kill you. You attacked us," Fadis said.

"It doesn't matter," the woman said, shaking her head and grasping at her neck. "There are more horrible things out there and ways to go than this. I embrace death."

The woman tried to stab Fadis. He parried and pushed her away. She returned, faking that she was going to stab him again and guessing where the point of his blade would be, falling upon it. Blood ran down his blade as she slumped to the ground and coughed on her own gurgling fluids.

"Bitch killed herself," Fadis stated.

"Perhaps," Evurn said, reaching down and moving her hair away from her neck. There were marks on the back of her neck, old injuries, or so they seemed. The woman twitched as more of her blood poured out onto the ground as the last of her life force left her body. 

Evurn sighed. "She’d been bitten. She would've turned before too long anyway; would likely have killed both these men. She embraced death because that was her only option. I told you before, there's a darkness on these lands. Let's go. I smell fresh rare this way."

As Fadis and Evurn left the three dead smugglers and the cave, he thought of the fact that he had never dealt with what Evurn had mentioned. He had only heard stories of vampires. He knew there was rumored to be a stronghold where the bloodsuckers hid somewhere in this region, but he always understood that they were not to leave or that it was not even real and just a story so that kids would stay in bed at night.

If he could credit the elves with anything, it was their alleged actions to ensure the vampires were kept in check, or so he was always told. But from what he had seen, the elves were just protecting their own lands now.

As Evurn led them down the passage that assumed the snake upward, they emerged from the cave system onto a great green plain. In the early morning lights of the new day, they looked out upon dense woods nestled around the vast plains, and a large river that cut through them. They were still high up, and Evurn did not continue but instead sat down behind a rock and lay on his side.

“Those smugglers did not attack us. I don’t know what that was about, but it will be known to us in time,” Fadis said.

"Indeed, but for now, I say that you have first watch. Let me sleep until the sun crests the horizon. I will do the same for you for the same amount of time, and then we'll figure our next path." 

In just a few moments, the shadow elf was snoring. 

Fadis sheathed his blade and sat down on a rock, staring out across the plains. He thought of his son and of their path they were taking now, wondering of the others. If they were to go back and find them missing, they would not know where they’d gone. Perhaps, Evurn had a good idea for the next bit of their journey.

 

Part Four: Saelmark

 

As they walked through the gateway with the massive tall spires, it seemed to be sending a form of energy into the crystals of the Aela Sunrise. The sight of the blue sky above faded away to that of massive trees and fairy lights bouncing between the high branches. Before them was a large brick pathway lined on either side by buildings that rolled with the hills of the woods and seemed to be built into the trunks of the trees that made up the forest. As they went, Valrin noticed many elven buildings here. There were stone buildings sheerly polished, and high spires lifted straight through the trees, with golden tips that came to a point and smaller diamonds and jewels along the base.

"Dwemhar structures," he said to Braei. “Indeed, this is an old place.”

"I think that they once were, but no longer," Aeveam pointed out. "Frankly, I am surprised the city of the Dwemhar had any structures to remain."

"What could possibly destroy a race such as the Dwemhar?" Burk asked. "We went through the caves and came upon the ruins that I guess were Dwemhar origin. I saw a metal construct that was as if it had a life force itself. They moved as if they themselves knew they were alive, I guess."

Aeveam nodded. "The Dwemhar had many constructs. From the realm ship that we sail upon to larger flying vessels to whatever creature you came upon. Their sciences were much more advanced than even the dwarves or elves, and their understanding of mental capacity was something that we can only fathom. Of the many legends of the Dwemhar, I do know that for the most part, the Dwemhar had good relations with the elves and at least peaceful relations with the dwarves. It was only the Rusis they seemed to quell with. The city must've been one of the more southernmost cities. Likewise, the Rusis were to the west of here. The lands have changed so much since that time, but if you continue west and north of the Vindas Sea, you'll come across the Keva mountains. There were Rusis there. If the city was attacked and partially destroyed, I can only imagine that it was the Rusis." 

They came to the end of the very long pathway and to a rocky bridge that crossed the expanse, and to the other side were several different pathways wrapped up into the massive trees of the forest. 

They were nearing the actual tower with the large crystal at its peak, but there were still many walls of trees that they would have to journey through. Crossing a bridge, Valrin looked down to see a dimly lit chasm with buildings built into the rocks. Looking down deep into the chasm, he saw many more torchlights. There were many elves moving about in the lower regions. It seemed that this city of elves inhabited both the trees above ground and into the deep places below ground.

They reached the other side of the bridge and took the largest pathway that began up between the intersecting point at three massive tree trunks. Passing through this, they came across several elves in heavy armor who stared at them as they approached. At that moment, a fairy floated down beside the helm of one of the elves, and the elf clicked his massive staff on the ground. One of the heavily armored forms motioned for them to move along, and they began up to higher ground. 

From this site, they could see the grand expanse of the Greater Varmark Woods. Though the leaves high above blocked out most of the sun, many large lamps with blue fires created a strange effect on the woods themselves where a vague glowing fog seemed to flow between the trees.

"I can only imagine the glory of the old Rusis, especially being deemed a worthy adversary to the Dwemhar," Braei said.

"They were opposites in many ways," Aeveam said. “I cannot say for sure that it happened at the city, but I know in one attack on at least one of the chief cities, the Rusis cast so much elemental magic into the air above the city that even though the Dwemhar were able to keep the blast from striking the city itself and harming the occupants, the Rusis actually had no intent in landing the individual attacks within the city. They knew their enemy; they knew the Dwemhar would protect all within the city. Instead, they focused their magic, concentrating on putting as much elemental force into the air before switching to a different element. Thus, they created an explosion that was capable of disrupting that which powered the city.

 “Though it was written as if the Dwemhar lost their magic, after spending some time on this realm ship, I understand that there was some form of power that they were able to send into the city defenses. The Rusis then launched the second wave. This one was unhindered by Dwemhar defenses and burned the entire city, killing all the occupants. If only the Rusis and Dwemhar could've truly worked together, perhaps something greater would've come. Instead, the Rusis civilization is all but destroyed, and the Dwemhar have fled the living realm."

They had moved up within the city itself. Valrin looked back and was able to see the riverway with the Aela Sunrise at dock. He looked back up, seeing that they were upon the actual central tower of the city. 

The pathway they were on opened up to a large courtyard of sorts. It was open and wide, bordered by grand white trees on all sides. It was here they moved into the opened doors of the tower itself. More fairies moved up and into the entryway as they went. Further in, fairies simply stood on the railings, their wings twinkling as they watched the visitors from afar. As Valrin and the crew entered the tower, they were met by yet another staircase up to another platform and many more heavily armored elves.

Within this room, it was as if they could see to the very pinnacle of the tower itself, but in truth, they looked up through the crystal roots that ran throughout the entire structure. The crystal at the top of the tower drew in solar and lunar energies and, it seemed, dispersed it at least through the tower. This made sense, considering the blend of elven and Dwemhar structures.

Valrin looked up and saw a man sitting on a throne. His high chair was made of massive green leaves and golden arms and legs. The elf was obviously old and had ears that were curved down, similar to Evurn's. Valrin could only guess they were of similar age.

"The visitors from afar have reached the chambers of the king," a voice announced.

Valrin and the others reached the same level as the king, and the voice that spoke was that of a tall and slender elf who quickly stopped them from moving toward the king.

"I'm the overseer of the tower. You’re strangers here, so I will provide you with proper etiquette. This is the King of Saelmark, Grand Lord of the Woodland Realm, King Tursua. He is the Most High of the Woodlands, holding the crown of the High Star, and his vassals are the Lord-Kings of Fikmark and Vumark. 

“You're not to approach within thirty paces of our great king. Any further, and you will die before your foot falls again. Now, bow to the king of the High Star and approach until the king speaks."

Valrin and the others bowed and walked as instructed. The king was sitting at the center of his throne. His hands were clamped together directly in front of his mouth, and he stared at them with great intent. They were still quite a few paces from the point where they were supposed to stop when the king stood from his throne and immediately walked down toward them. Valrin and his companions paused.

"Truly dark is the day when the oracles’ words are true. Tell me, which one of you was born of the storm?" the king asked.

Valrin nodded. "King Tursua, it is I, Valrin, captain of the Aela Sunrise and Stormborn of the Glacial Seas."

There was an immediate discussion off to the side. Several white-cloaked individuals who seemed to be going over parchments were suddenly extremely interested in Valrin and his companions.

"Then it is you the oracles have seen. I cannot say I am happy by your presence, for the oracles must be telling the truth in that regard, and now we have confirmed that many other terrors are upon us."

"If you seek information in regard to that, I know nothing of approaching terrors of any kind. We averted disaster in the Far North, but that has been dealt with and is no longer a threat. I am not here to spread ill omen but seek your assistance in the healing of my companion here. This dwarf seeks treatment that is beyond our skill. Perhaps, if it is not too improper, you can help him?"

King Tursua approached Valrin and bowed slightly, and Valrin did the same. He looked over to Rilr, unconscious on the pallet.

The king muttered something in his own tongue, and several in attendance came and took the pallet. The rogue went to follow, but the king raised a hand.

"They will tend to his injuries and see what can be done. For now, I invite you to stay in my presence. There's nothing more you can do for the dwarf. I can offer rest, a place to sleep for the night, and food if needed."

"We are thankful for your compassion and offerings," Valrin said.

"Then let us not delay. Come, I was about to sit down to my own dinner, but once I received word of who and what you were, I waited for you. Come, quickly."

 

The king’s sudden desire to befriend Valrin and the crew seemed to surprise the overseer of the tower. As they followed the king down a long hallway of green wood, more of the blue-flamed torches lighted their path. The overseer followed behind them.

Valrin and the crew were taken to the dining hall where servants of many kinds awaited, and elven pipes began to play as they entered the room. The king took his seat at the head of the table, and Valrin and the others sat where directed by the servants. In quick fashion, a light-colored tea was served to each of them in clear crystal cups. Several platters of vegetables and fruits, as well as a large loaf of a red bread, were brought to the table. Valrin and the others were not allowed to actually touch the food, but instead were served.

"Never seen bread like this," Burk said, “and I try to keep a higher quality loaf at my tavern.”

"Never have I, either," Braei said.

"The bread provides a potent mix of nutritional value. Herbs from the high mountains, berries from the coastal plains, and residue from the bark of trees of the forest. Combined to create a bread like no other, with a taste that is nothing like that of the wheat variety in most of the lands.”

Valrin took some of the bread and tasted it. It was extremely sweet, sweeter than even a cake with honey.

King Tursua observed them enjoying the food and smiled.

"I am happy to show you of the hospitality of the elves, and normally I would not do this for strangers, but I’d like to imagine there's purpose to our meeting beyond the sick dwarf. I understand that one of your crew seeks a lost boy, left with the elves as I understand it.”

"Yes, Fadis, once Ranger of the North in these lands, seeks the boy he left several years ago."

“Boys of the race of men grow much under the trees of the elves.”

Valrin wasn’t sure what the response meant but the King was distracted now.

The king became entranced, staring at Aeveam, his eyes full of wonder like that of a child and deep respect at the same time. "Your voice is like the song of the stars, better than the poets singing upon the woods at night. I sense something, something distant that I did not expect to feel again. What is your name, my lady?"

Aeveam stared at the elven king. Valrin looked over, curious as to exactly what or how she would respond to the king's question. Valrin knew she was within his mind.

"Your thoughts do not deceive you, King. I am Aeveam, daughter of Lorlaam, and I do have the blood of both Rusis and Dwemhar within me."

"Then it is true," the overseer of the tower said. The man had, of course, been watching them, but off to the side. He approached the table and bowed deeply to Aeveam. "I know you know not my name or my charge, or even the truth of these ruins around you, but I was trusted by the Dwemhar themselves prior to their sentient from our lands and the flooding of the great Glacial Seas. I have kept the tower secure every day of my life as your people commanded. Please, I do seek your confirmation that indeed the tower stands as decreed.”

Aeveam looked at the overseer of the tower and nodded. "I do confirm you have watched over this place, but I cannot speak with any surety of the Dwemhar beyond saying thank you."

"And I returned to my duties in honor of the Dwemhar here and hope that they may be of assistance to us from the ascended realm to prevent what the oracles claim."

The man quickly exited the room, and the king took out a long pipe and began to smoke a sweet-smelling herb.

"That is Telur, and he is a most diligent overseer of this Grand Tower and a studier of the Dwemhar way. Much to the dislike of our High Archons, if I must say. But it was the Dwemhar that gave some within our woods the ability to move as they once did, effortlessly through the air, to bring swift death upon our enemies.”

"I saw some of that,” Valrin said. “The elf Relia, when he arrived upon my ship and disappeared, leaving only a few leaves.

"I cannot diverge all our secrets, but yes, we have a unique presence here within the woods, and we guard this place against all threats. My hand protects the woods of the North all the way down to the south of the borders of the city of men and the house of Firda that sits beside the Vindas Sea within Vueric. It is along the Riverlands that many proud Houses of Men yet remain. We watch over them as best we can.

“But alas, the threats our oracles have seen are dark. I tell you this, for I know you have thought and knowledge of places beyond here. The beings of shadows and practitioners of blood magic, the vampires, have been a threat to us for some time. Though the vampires themselves are not difficult to kill, in actuality, their use of magic, blending blood and elven magic in such a way, is a true threat to the great woods and all the life within. Unlike the King of Taria and the trouble he has caused, the vampires themselves do not burn the trees as he does. They affect the woods in such a way that our very home becomes toxic. It changes the creatures, everything from the small mice scurrying into its underground borough to larger foxes and deer. It turns them into vile creatures of malice and anger. Slowly our people are killed, if not in direct combat, then from the evils that come from our own home. Then, the demon men, the ones the vampires take who are partially turned or have just died, return to life through magic some would say is worse than necromancy." King Tursua took a long draw of his pipe and sighed. "We elves are a proud race. The oracles have seen that which we fear. They have seen the rise of a Black Moon. They have seen the fields turned to ash. The woods sickened and fading from the lands. It is because of this we have closed the city to most of the outside world.

“I am sorry that I had to turn away both the Ranger and the shadow elf. I can say that seeing the shadow elf upon a Dwemhar vessel would have normally gained him entry. No shadow elf would align himself with any of the Dwemhar. I had been most interested to speak to him, but alas, I was also looking to the rest of the city. There will be rumors about the reason for your arrival. Of why a vessel of such has come to our lands. Truly, the elves of these regions have been haunted at night. I've heard many complaints of those unable to sleep or properly rest in any form. I'm ever vigilant to protect them, but I, too, have had my own feelings of drear. Perhaps once your dwarf has been healed, we can speak further of our troubles. I cannot ask you to help us directly if you do not wish it, but at least you can speak with the oracles, the Council of High Archons. I believe I must believe that you're here for more reasons than simply a sick dwarf and an orphan boy." 

Aeveam took a sip of her tea and then looked to Valrin before speaking to the king directly. "You know the boy our friend seeks? Is he here?"

Before the king could give his answer, several elves came from where they had taken the dwarf. They bowed beside the king.

"We have news of the sickened dwarf. My King, if you will come with us, we will show you."

 

Though the barkeep was still eating, they all quickly got up to follow King Tursua as he went to check on the injured dwarf. Valrin looked over at Kirla and noticed she was stricken with fear and walked away from everyone around her, including her father. Walking from the dining hall, down several halls, and to an outside walkway open to the woods, they ascended to an area with a few other injured elves on simple beds, and ahead, they saw Rilr lying on a large stone altar.

There was a sweet scent in the air, and though there was much tension, especially from Kirla, Valrin felt suddenly more relaxed.

"He is not sickened with any poison that we know of," the healer said. “He also has no injuries that we can find.”

King Tursua moved his hands over Rilr and noticed that he suddenly was sleeping more peacefully than he was before, but he still was not awake. The king pressed his hand to the dwarf's head and closed his eyes. A few moments passed, and he looked to Valrin. “This poison is nothing of elf or dwarf concoction, but yet it struck him still, it seems. I understand much in the study of life magic and health, but if this dwarf is to be saved, it very well might be by his own people."

"By his own people!" the rogue shouted. "Go to his own people? He almost died coming here. He lived in the Far East at one time, Harrodarr. I don't think he'll make it. He can't make it all the way back there."

Her father gripped her from behind to comfort her, but she simultaneously turned and punched him in the throat. He collapsed back, coughing, and the healers backed away in fear. Several elven guards began running toward the area, when the king lifted his hand to stop them. 

"He will not make it there!” Kirla shouted. “You are an elf. How can you not help him?"

"I'm telling you the poison is not elven. I can't do or heal what I cannot understand. He was sickened by a Dwemhar poison—I sense it. Like I sensed that Aeveam was of their race, I feel it within his mind. I can only offer a way to the nearest dwarven settlements. Though the large city of Michranok is further south, there is a smaller city. You can follow the river directly out of our lands and end up there. Harkinok has dwarves of many varieties and skill sets. They are friendly with the elven kingdom and will assist one of their own, I am sure of it. You have my blessing to depart through our southern gates and have safe passage to return here and rest even further if you need it."

"His condition is stable as of right now," the healer said. “His breathing is strong, and the life force in him beats with a powerful but constant rhythm. We gave him herbs to help with any pain he may feel, and the dust from the trees and plants you see around are designed to increase his natural healing abilities." 

Valrin approached Kirla. "We will take him south. We will do what is needed to seek the cure for his condition. He is safe here, for now. We’ll work to get supplies together, and then we will leave before dawn. We intended to help him when we started this journey and agreed to bring you here. I want to see it through."

"Valrin, thank you,” she said. “I still feel I am asking too much, but for him, I will take your offer. I will wait with him until it is time to leave."

King Tursua cleared his throat. "Then we will prepare immediately." He turned to a nearby elf and pointed. "By my order, fill their ship’s stock with any and every supply they could possibly need. Also, be sure they are given Purification Stones in case of demon men. For now," he said, looking to Valrin and the others, "I want you all to get some rest. It will take some time to gather supplies, and I want to assure that you are well rested. I will personally come and wake you when it is time."

Horn calls broke the calmness of the conversation. There were several flashes out in the woods to the east. The king immediately went to one of the balconies and looked out. A few moments passed, and there were several green flashes around the king, along with multiple guards coming into the level.

"Report!" the king said. "What is upon the eastern perimeter?"

"As I understand it, one of the merchants coming into this region. Two strangers fled into the woods, and we are pursuing them."

The king glanced at Valrin and then pointed again. "Go, rest. This place is well guarded, and regardless of what was upon the perimeter, I still want you to sleep. I will tend to this, and we will speak of it once the sun is on the horizon."

As the king returned to his duties in dealing with the sudden alarm, Valrin and the others looked at one another as they were led away from the healing area to a terrace off to the side and an area where they found several areas they could lie down and a large balcony overlooking the woods. Though there was an area to actually sleep prepared for them, they agreed they wished to stay nearby, considering Kirla wished to remain with Rilr. 

But where they were provided them with a view to rival any in the lands. In the distance, they could see fairies bouncing in flight within the trees and twinkle of starlight. They were left to lay down on their own, which Burk and Aeveam did as Valrin and Braei stood on a balcony overlooking the grand woods.

"I hope that wasn't Evurn and Fadis," Braei said.

"You thought the same thing I did. They are both stubborn and probably should not have been left alone together."

Braei embraced him from behind. "Let's get some rest while we can."

As they both lay down near each other, Braei reached out and gripped his hand. Before he could say anything, she closed her eyes and simply smiled. The blue torches of the room seemed to dim, and he looked out at the night sky. They had been on land for not even half a day, and he already desired to be back out at sea. He looked back to Braei and then quickly went to sleep.

 

A screech in the air. The sight of a white moon dimming and then turning as red blood, and blackness gripping down upon the dying trees surrounding him. Valrin saw the woods themselves shifting from green to bare as if a sudden winter struck them. A rolling shadow over the lands glowed green and red as creatures erupted from the ground and devoured all forms of life within the woods. He felt cold, and then he was shaken awake.

"I see your sleep was troubled," the king said.The king was above him and seemed unsurprised of Valrin’s shocked state not to mention his violent dreams. "It is near morning, but the sun has not yet come up. I believe it is a fine time to wake you, especially considering your dream."

As the others awoke, all looking around, a bit shaken, the king glanced at each of them.

"All of you dream the sight that we have all been plagued by? The changing moon, the dying forest, and the creatures?"

All of them nodded. It was Burk himself who seemed the most disturbed. Beyond the king, Kirla stood, pointing. “They move him to the ship, and yes, for the time I slept, I dreamed the same. I wish to be out of these woods.” The rogue departed, and again, the king looked at everyone.

"I know you wish to be free of this place, and I understand it. Darkness is upon us and between you, I, and the walls of this ancient place, the elves are afraid."

As they went with King Tursua to the lower level, they were served hot tea. Then, they exited the Grand Tower and began their journey back toward the Aela Sunrise.

The journey down to the dock was a silent one. Valrin noticed that many elves were already awake right now, but most of them were sitting cross-legged outside their homes and up on elevated perches with their eyes closed. As they continued down the road that led straight to the docks, they noticed worshipers of Etha, adorned in dark-blue robes and silver crowns, chanting softly as they walked.

Aeveam seemed to take extra care to cover her head with her cloak as they went. Valrin ran to get beside her, and he motioned with his head toward the worshipers of Etha. "It is said that Etha guards the time and the transition between darkness and the light of day. I do not in particular worship any god, but I respected those within the wind temple in the Glacial Seas. I have prayed many times to the gods of the Winds."

"Is this why so many are sitting cross-legged? Are they praying?" Braei asked.

"No, these are meditating. It is not surprising that for a city so tightly centered around the blending of elven and Dwemhar knowledge, some of their customs would be blended with those of the ancients. But, no matter their practice of prayer or meditation, elves consistently seek a balance in life. For so many to be tormented by the nightmares, and for those nightmares to affect even newcomers such as us, I believe there truly is something . . . dark upon these woods."

They reached the Aela Sunrise. Valrin immediately saw that the crystals near the rear of the ship were glowing brightly, fully recharged much further than they normally would be even upon the open sea in a full moon. There, standing as if he had been waiting for them for some time, they saw the elf Lord Relia and another figure Valrin immediately thought was someone he already knew. Both of them bowed.

"Captain Valrin and crew of the Aela Sunrise, my friend here has information of a most interesting kind. I know the king wishes me to tell you of the events last night. I think this man here can tell you more. His given name is Evri, but it is not the name he had when he arrived. He was in the village to the south last night and saw both a shadow elf and the Ranger speaking with a merchant we have a history of dealings with. Evri believes they may have tried to sneak into our lands, but of slightly distressing news, the man he was speaking to was found dead along our perimeter."

Valrin, Aeveam, and Braei looked at one another.

"Did you see Fadis or—" Valrin began, but Evri raised his hand.

"I saw neither of them. Not the shadow elf Evurn or Fadis, my father."

"You are Fadis’s son?" Aeveam asked.

"Yes, that man is my father. I remember seeing him many years ago before my mother was killed. Before I was brought to the elves. Then, I wasn't too sure, but it was never hidden from me that he was my father. I just did not believe it. Much has happened since then, and alas, my allegiances are here. I'll keep watch for him, and he will not come under harm by any elf here. We are deeply concerned by the attack on our lands. Whoever killed the merchant was not after his supplies as we expect in these regions. We are investigating further, but I understand that you must travel quickly now?"

"Yes," Valrin said.

"I tend my duties."

Evri bow to Relia and quickly departed. Valrin watched him as he left. There was no doubt in Valrin's mind that there was a resemblance between Fadis and his son, and he hoped that Fadis and Evurn had not gotten themselves into more trouble than they could deal with.

"I intend to go with you," Relia said, "by the will of the king and by my own wishes. I understand that the dwarf must be taken to the dwarven city of Harkinok. I know the way, but the plains outside the boughs of our trees can be particularly dangerous, even being on a vessel in the river. I know much of Purification Stones, and I intend to assure this voyage is a safe one.”

The elf lifted a bag and shook it. "Though I hope we do not need them, I will bring them along. I hope you do not mind my company, Captain Valrin.”

"Of course not. You're welcome to go with us. We would be happy to have a guide to the region."

Valrin looked over to the rogue and noticed she was stroking the dwarf's head.

"How is Rilr?" he asked.

"He seems at peace right now. I just want to get out of here and get him to someone who can help."

Valrin noticed that the rogue had several small knives across her chest, as well as a simple gray bow. The rogue noticed Valrin staring.

"Gifts. Several elves knew I was staying with my friend, and though they could offer nothing else beyond these items, they promised me that this bow would be the lightest I'd ever held, and the daggers are made from the ore in the mountains nearby and forged beside the sea to the west. I cannot complain, seeing that I completely used everything I had before."

"Small gifts not meant to take away the pain of your friend being so ill, but I and my people are not nearly as welcoming as we could be. The nightmares are real, and for many moons, we have suffered from them. Valrin," he said, looking at him just as he got to the helm, "I know you wish to leave this place as soon as you can, especially to be once again reunited with the Ranger and the shadow elf, but the king tells me there is a chance you may speak with the oracles and the Council of High Archons. Such wisdom from you may do our city well."

Valrin pulled the levers, and the ship lurched away from the docks. He began down the river, following the coastline down the waterway heading south. The morning lights were upon them, but the starlight still greeted them in the patches of clear sky above.

"I do not have much counsel to give, but let us take care of the dwarf, and then we’ll discuss the state of things. It would go a long way with myself and my crew if our other crew members would be allowed entry."

Relia smiled. "You have found favor with the king already, and such things may be possible, but I cannot say that, for I am not him."

For the majority of the journey away from the city, the waterway was like a tunnel of tall trees with branches stretched over the river. While this region was not as densely populated as the actual city, there were many villages along the rivers, and early-morning fishers waved at them as they passed. Most appeared in a minor state of wonder and shock seeing the realm ship. This was the Videw River, a large river that went from the sea, across the lands and down towards Lake Traseen where it was named the Fik River as it ran beside the lower region.

 

After some time seeing several small villages and passing under large bridges, they came to the edge of the woods and another large gate with tall walls and towers. At this point, Relia took out a whistle and made several loud sounds before the gates opened. As their path became obvious, Valrin noticed there seemed to be small crystals on a silver arch spanning the gateway. Bolts of blue energy surged between the crystals, moving between the two gates.

"Your walls contain the powers of the Dwemhar?" Valrin asked.

Relia nodded. "Yes, after the events of last night, we are more concerned, and while these are normally simply sealed, we are taking no chances."

The Aela Sunrise passed quickly through the gateway, and the gates were shut behind them. The river was swift, and they moved away from the woods and into the open plains just as the crack of sunlight had begun to pierce across the sky. The birds chirped and several frogs croaked as the ship made a corner in the river and straightened out for a long stretch.

As they continued along this path, Valrin saw several standing stones that formed a large line. They reached what appeared to be a part of a perimeter of some sort. The wall itself had a slight white glow to it.

"This is leftover from our war with the vampires. This is a purification wall that worked well at stopping the demon men from coming this way. While this simple stone wall would not stop other enemies, demon men are barbaric, animalistic, and uncontrollable. The stones purify that which they are from, destroying the energies that twisted their mind, yet though they are created by magic, it actually does not destroy them. We do not take the time to kill the wild ones roaming the lands.”

"So, what do you do?" Valrin asked.

"We leave them to live. Groups of them live in different areas. In most cases, the vampires or other demon men will chase them down. The vampires themselves are not supposed to come within even sight of our lands, but they still do it. We of the Shadow Guard engage against them quite frequently, but they flee just as quickly as they come, and we do not pursue. Of late, we've attempted to watch their movements more. Not too long ago, there was an attack on the village. Rangers and elves worked together to support the rise of a vampire queen. As already discussed much before now, we all know something is upon these lands and we are blinded to it."

Relia lifted the bag of stones and pulled one out. He handed it to Valrin. Valrin twisted the stone in his hand. He noted that it sparkled, and holding it up to the sky to get a better look, he noticed that the top of the stone began to glow brighter than the bottom.

"The stones are made from meteorites that would strike the high mountains near Saelmark. Once they are blessed by our archons, they can be used in an emergency to trap the demon men or an accursed beast if we come upon it. The stones have to be thrown and surround the beast, but it does work. We do not normally need these because of our perimeter wall, but if we of the Shadow Guard go further than that, we make sure to have them. Upon contact with such an entity, we throw these upon the ground, and they will encircle the creature. Again, it is the middle of the day and we are upon the river, so it is unlikely we will see them. I know the dwarves do not have any patience with neither demon men nor their purified forms, so you do not need to worry."

The Aela Sunrise passed underneath a large arch reach from either side of the river. From there, the sun began to rise a bit more and glow in the mountains in the far distance.

"Strange lights," Braei said.

"The Dwarven City of Harkinok is still well ahead, but their forges are bright. We will be there well before midday. The river moves us with haste."

It was the strangest sight. It was here that the river became more heavily lined with rocks than before. Valrin noticed the plummeting black smoke of the dwarven city in the distance. As he thought back to the last dwarven city he had been to, he felt sick to his stomach, but he knew that the events played out in the Glacial Seas were a separate event. Not all dwarves were like that.

As the Aela Sunrise slid across the surface of the water, Valrin saw something along the river ahead. At first, Relia did not think too much of it as he took notice as well. Drawing closer, he motioned for Valrin to slow down. It seemed that from the shore, there were large wooden poles built up to form a dock that stretched across the river with pillars that reached down to the river floor. Beneath the dock, was a large gateway that was closed. Beyond that, Valrin noticed that there were several dwarves moving atop the wooden ramparts above the gate as the Aela Sunrise came closer. He looked further at the construct over the river, to the strange tubes he had never seen before that went to the water and seemed to run below the surface. 

The dwarves on the ramparts did not look happy.

"This way is shut! You must turn this vessel and head back from whence you came!” one of the dwarves said.

Relia stood at the front of the ship. He was not holding a weapon but instead had his arms open, and bowed.

"Master dwarves, we seek to journey to your city. We have an injured dwarf upon our vessel who needs the skill of your medicine. We only seek a passage to that place."

"Was I not clear?"

At this point, Aeveam joined Relia at the front of the ship. "I see no reason the river must be closed. Our vessel can pass whatever you have constructed here. We will even allow one of you aboard the ship if you do not trust us. I am sure you have some questions, but I—"

"The woman seems to be deaf too," the dwarf said to another dwarf next to him. They turned their attention back to the Aela Sunrise. "This way is shut. That means you cannot come this way."

"You can't close down the entire river," Relia said.

"Last warning, elf," another dwarf said.

At this point, the dwarves had brandished their axes. Valrin noticed a good distance away were several large holes that led to the mountains. Though he had seen dwarven mines before, these did look a bit different. Furthermore, looking at the strange large tubes that went into the river, he noticed bubbles around the tubes and could not figure out their purpose for creating bubbles or forcing air into the river.

"Please, Masters," the rogue begged, "my friend is ill. He cannot get home to Harrodarr. Can you not at least see what you might do to heal him?”

More dwarves gathered on the wooden construct spanning the river.

The same dwarf spoke again. “Your dwarf should embrace death now. It is no matter to us if any friend of elven blood is ill, be they dwarf or not.”

“Please! He will die without assistance,” the rogue shouted back.

Valrin was already turning the wheel, moving along the edge of whatever it was that the dwarves had constructed in the river. The bow of the ship scraped against something beneath the surface. There was a loud crack and an explosion of bubbles.

The dwarves shouted in their own tongues, many of them rushing to a large box on the edge of the river. 

“Get us out of here!” Aeveam shouted.

A moment later, several large bolts shot across the bow of the Aela Sunrise, nearly taking out the center mast of the ship. The dwarves worked to reload their massive crossbow on the shoreline, but in a flurry of exploding magic, Aeveam and Braei destroyed their weapon. The dwarves flung small axes, several of them sticking into the deck of the ship, but as Valrin switched the crystal levers of his ship, their speed increased, and they were quickly out of range.

“What was this insult?” Relia shouted. “Why would they attack us?”

“Something moves beyond sight,” said Aeveam. “Those dwarves’ minds were full of deceit.”

“I must get back to Saelmark. I must warn the king that the dwarves attacked us. It seems it is not only Taria that we must worry about but also the damn dwarves.”

“What were they doing in the river?” asked Valrin. “They seemed to be guarding whatever it was they had beneath the surface.”

“There were holes in the mountains too,” said Braei. “They did not look like mines.”

“Dwarves are cunning,” Relia said. “All I can say at this moment is we must return to Saelmark.”

Valrin kept a careful eye on their surroundings. He hated being as vulnerable as this river made him. Even worse, he wondered what was beneath the surface even now. The ship had scraped against something before, and every so often, he felt as if he struck something along the bow. They had a bit of a journey back, but he was trying to sail as quickly as the Aela Sunrise would.

 

Part Five: Purified

 

Once the sun had breached the horizon, Fadis woke up Evurn like he been asked to and then lay down himself. Though the rest was short, when he opened his eyes to a much brighter day, Evurn was now surrounded by several pale individuals. At first, Fadis went for his blade, but then saw that Evurn was perfectly content.

Fadis sat up quickly. Evurn turned to look at him, and the closest of the pale individuals recoiled.

"I am glad to have you awake again, Ranger."

Fadis rubbed his eyes and stood, looking at the several pale individuals before him.

"Do not be afraid of these creatures. They are what we call demon men, but they have been purified by elvish stone rings. As I understand it, the elves set up multiple areas to where if the demon men passed through, they would be purged of evil energies. The depressing part of this is once they are purged, they are sentient yet not accepted by anyone. It seems these were scouring the hills, looking for the scent of the blood of those we killed that was so strong on the air. 

“I have convinced them that we are not to be feared, and so please do not draw your weapon and prove me a liar at this point." Fadis’s hand was resting on his sword, and he quickly moved in from the hilt.

"Well, send them away. We need to get back to working to reach Valrin and the others."

“That is the other bit I want to tell you about. Just after you lay down, I saw a ship moving quickly up the river. It was indeed the Aela Sunrise. There was no way we could catch the vessel, as it was proceeding rather quickly. As I understand by talking to our friends here, there is a dwarven city by the river in the mountains. According to what I've been told, there was an elf aboard the ship, meaning they would return back this way in time. I was just about to wake you and tell you that we are going to move down toward the river to a crossing where other creatures such as these hide. Thankfully, the sun has been shrouded by the dark clouds above us. Due to such darkness, these purified demon men can thankfully take us to the river and wait with us."

One of the demon men stepped forward and hissed, "Plus, Master. I'm, yes, yes, we have the stuff. We must show you this stuff."

Evurn nodded and pointed to the demon men as he looked at Fadis. "They say that they found several pages of parchments dropped by strange men riding horses across the field last night lost. As I understand it, they ran right into the demon men's hideaway areas, and many of them were killed. But not all. I believe we were right to assume that the men of Taria were taking the dwarf that they killed to the dwarves themselves. There is a dwarven city not too far from here. But regardless of that, if you are ready, we can get moving toward where they wish to take us."

"Well, we might as well. It's not like we can catch the Aela Sunrise. Perhaps we'll have information or something of value to the elves."

"Indeed," Evurn said.

 

The Purified Ones, the name Evurn told Fadis that the demon men before them sought to be called, led them down from the rocky ledge and into the grand field before them. The field itself stretched far in all directions. To the west, it ran up to elven woodlands, and to the east, the Revarl Mountains. The center of the fields was cut by the strong and wide Videw River, but there were land bridges that stretched up and over the river, leaving enough room for smaller ships to pass underneath.

“Burials of dwarves,” the leader of the Purified Ones told them. “Holy places to ancient men, and the old cores of grand mining machines.”

Neither Evurn nor Fadis really understood what the Purified One was speaking of, and Fadis assumed it was made up. 

As they reached one of the land bridges, the winds shifted around them and a storm began to blow in with a wisp of rain and gusts of wind. 

As they crossed the river, Fadis looked east and could see torchlights in the mountains.

“Dwarves,” Evurn said. “They are quite active.”

They were led down the other side of the land bridge and across more of the fields. It was a good distance away still, but there were several large earthen towers ahead with harsh wooden fences stretching between the towers and thick brush that had been laid around the perimeter. It was where they were going.

As they got closer to the earthen towers, several more Purified Ones emerged, and Fadis saw several glowing stones on the ground just off the well-trodden path they followed.

“Purification Stones,” the leader told them.

“Elven magic,” Evurn confirmed. “Placed to make these demon men inert. I am surprised their bodies remain alive, considering as I understand the power of blood magic, these creatures should be dead.”

“Not all of us dead when cast. Some near dead, some vampires. We take you to our guide and leader.”

As Fadis and Evurn passed through the gateway guarded by more of the Purified Ones, they immediately saw a massive troll sitting by a fire. It stood upon seeing them and picked up a club, but then sat back down. The leader they were following directed them by the fire.

“We will get him,” the leader said.

They sat down by the fire, and the troll looked up at them as it snacked on a roasted boar, chewing on its skull as it stared at them.

“Truly brave souls,” a voice said.

They looked over beyond several large rocks and noticed a man staring at them with his hand on the head of the Purified One leader.

The man was pale. He wore a black coat that trailed behind him. On his chest was a blue medallion of some kind.

Evurn stood up, his staff alight but pointed down.

“I am no threat to you. Please, sit.”

Fadis began to stand, but then the man sat.

“You need friends, not more enemies in the coming days. I am aligned with the Purified Ones, so I am not your enemy. These creatures were abandoned by the elves, betrayed by their creators. I simply watch over them.”

“Sure. Who are you?” Evurn asked.

“I am Lord Rikt of a lost clan of vampires that lost their status in the old home west of here. I was defeated in battle, stripped of my magic by Purification Stones like these demon men. I make my home here now. We prepare for what comes.”

“And what is that?” Fadis asked.

Rikt smiled. “Many comings. Many goings. Curious, are you strange friends companions of the ship that sailed east?”

“What of it?” Fadis asked.

“Just it is a curious vessel. It looks like ships that once sailed these seas long ago.”

Fadis stared at the man. “You are not elven, are you?”

“No, I’m not a pointy-eared forest dweller, no. I have more sense to kill my enemies versus maiming them. Curious, again, do I smell herbs of poison?”

“Yes, if you can smell the vials I keep about myself. That is quite a sense of smell. I thought you lost your powers,” Evurn said.

“That is a power I have had before my turn.” Rikt grinned. “I have no shame. You two are not of these lands, and you are with the realm ship. You are from the North, then, that called the Glacial Seas now. I once lived in that region, but it was such a very long time ago.”

“You’re Dwemhar?” Fadis asked.

“So I was once. A traveler of sorts. I found myself in a precarious situation and was taken by a clan of vampires. They sought a cure, and I attempted to find it.”

“You were then attacked?”

“You could say so. I would say, do not fall in love with those of a clan. It was such a long time ago now, but she was beautiful. I destroyed the master of our clan and took his place. I took a wife, and for a time, I was happy. I embraced this path. What is a life of a poisoner?”

Evurn sighed. “I have been upon that thought myself. I once did just that.”

“You are a shadow elf, a surprise to see in this region.”

“We are part of a crew of many who do not belong, but we came here for one, to cure a poisoned dwarf.”

“What was he struck with?”

“A Dwemhar poison, or so we believe.”

The man laughed. “Then you need a Dwemhar, it would seem. Do you have one of those in your crew?”

“Fresh out, as is this world.”

“Yes, my brothers and sisters ascended, and I no longer have a connection to those powers myself. But I keep a mind for healing. Where is the sick dwarf?”

“Aboard the ship you saw, we assume,” Fadis said.

“So, you went to the elves, and they sent the dwarf to the dwarves. Well, the dwarves have fired up their grand forges. They prepare for war. My kin have begun their own preparations. These lands darken with a quickening storm that is not of the natural kind.”

“I feared that,” Evurn said. “Your kin . . . where are they?”

“They do not converse with me. I strolled upon purification and am thankful to have my life. My silent troll here is the main reason we remain safe, because the demon men would attack us at night if it were not for him.”

Fadis looked over at the large gray behemoth sleeping on his side. 

“There was a stark smell of blood with the morning lights, and my friends evidently found you. I guess you killed the three living in the caves? Good. They had killed many travelers on these lonely roads.”

Rikt stood. “I plan to move myself and my companions to the South. War comes to these lands.” He handed a parchment to Evurn. “We came upon riders from Taria. They were holding this.”

Evurn opened the parchment and noticed a map of a place he did not know. “Where is this?”

“The elven kingdom not too far from here. This is a copy.”

Evurn looked up at Rikt. “The vampires?”

“No, men of Taria, no doubt. They are a warmongering sort, and though the wars from years ago ravaged the lands once, the men of Taria will awaken to a new terror soon. You are a shadow elf; you sense it.”

“Where are they coming from, Rikt? They are not your allies.”

“Oh, I do know.” Rikt laughed sarcastically. “I know. But I cannot answer that, for I do not know. I expect the coming darkness of night to have a second darkness, and I and my companions will not be here.”

“You tell us this freely?” Fadis asked.

“You have nothing of value to us. But I have one request. The ship of yours will return with the still-sickened dwarf; at least, if it is Dwemhar poison. Transport me and my kind aboard your ship following the river to the south, and I’ll attempt to heal the dwarf.”

Evurn looked around. “There are many of your friends here. They will not all fit on the ship.”

Rikt smiled and took out a box from his robes. Opening the lid, he removed a single red crystal. He then took the crystal, inserting it into the top of his medallion before lifting it up. A flash of light blinded them for a moment, and then all the Purified Ones became a swarm of white lights, and the medallion sucked them up.

Only the troll remained.

Rikt nodded. “We travel well. Now, let us go to the river. We’ll wait for your friends if you agree.”

Evurn nodded. “We will. I will speak with the captain, and I care little for the dwarf, but we will assist you if you’ll heal him. We need to get away from this place.”

“You do.”

Fadis followed after Evurn and Rikt as they began walking toward the river.

“My son is in those elven woods,” he said. “Evurn, are you listening?”

“I am. I did not think you needed to tell me where your son is. What do you seek by telling me this again?”

“Aren’t you concerned with what is coming? The dwarves prepare for war? Taria has plans to the elven kingdom? We must warn them!”

Evurn paused and turned. “The elves want us dead. Your son is more an elf than your son. If you know anything of the stubbornness and hard-headedness of dwarves, you will know half of the trouble with dealing with sprites. Sure, we can warn them, just like we can save the dwarf, and further risk ourselves in these lands. The Stormborn is our captain. Perhaps he knows more than we do of the current situation in some regard, but we will not place ourselves in the center of a battle unless it has to do with the vampires.”

Evurn turned and began walking again. “Short-sighted feuds only result in dead things. Vampires thrive in that environment. These lands are under threat, sure. I’ll let the elves know, but they will need many more Purification Stones.”

“What are you not telling me, Evurn?”

Rikt touched Evurn on the back and spoke. “He is not telling you that there is an awakening coming. My kin will swarm this land, returning to life the fallen soldiers of the war from several years ago and renewing their ranks to launch an attack on the elves that will destroy them. The vampires are not a foe easily beaten. They will let men, dwarves, and elves tear themselves apart and then come in like carrion birds to eat those who have been maimed. Your friend has good purpose in leaving these lands, for a stain of cursed ground will take these green places. There is no stopping what comes; at least, with any ease.”

They continued walking.

“Do you feel better, Ranger? What now will you change of your path?”

Fadis said nothing.

“Exactly why I didn’t trouble you. Now, you can trust me to continue to look after you as much as I can.”

They came to the river and the land bridge. Ascending to the top, Evurn sat with his legs dangling over the river as Fadis surveyed the lands around them. The smoke from the dwarven mountains rose up in a great plume.

“Why would the dwarves help Taria?” Fadis asked.

“Dwarves are creatures that take value in what they can claim,” Rikt said. “They will take the mountains that were once theirs. But the cost of assaulting the elven kingdom will be steep. There is no way this plays out well.”

Fadis caught a glimmer of something moving down the river. The Aela Sunrise approached.

 

 

Part Six: The Dwarven Problem

 

Valrin noticed two figures on the land bridge ahead. Though both Aeveam and Braei were already up, Relia put an arrow to string and joined them.

As they sailed underneath the land bridge, Evurn, Fadis, and their strange friend jumped upon the deck.

Relia kept his bow bent upon the Purified One.

“I am not your enemy,” Rikt said. “I am of sound mind and strength. I wish to assist you with the coming darkness.”

“Speaking of it,” said Relia, “what do you know of the dwarves?”

“The dwarves?” asked Fadis. “No.” He shook his head. He pulled out the parchment, revealing the details of Saelmark.

“This is a copy,” Relia said immediately. “We caught spies on several occasions, but this means that whoever had this has gathered much information.”

“Men of Taria,” said Evurn.

“Further evils, elf,” Rikt said. “My old kin gather power to return to the world in force. I believe the demon men will act soon. I must speak with your king and the archons.” Rikt paused, seeing the dwarf. He looked to Kirla “Is this the ill one I was told of?”

Kirla nodded, “Yes.”

Relia went to stop Rikt, but Fadis grabbed his arm. At that moment, Relia stared at him. 

“Your face is the same. You are indeed the father of Evri.”

“My son?”

“Your son has been watching you since you arrived at the tavern in the village. He is a cunning warrior and as close to an elf as one can be without our blood. We shall speak of what you seek, but know he is of our race, Ranger. His family is within the trees.”

Rikt knelt at Rilr and placed his hands over him.

“At once, I could have purged this from him, but I no longer have access to my Dwemhar powers.”

“You have the powers of the ancients?” asked Aeveam.

“I am an ancient, but to say that just seems strange. I was Dwemhar before I was a vampire. But it does not matter. I know these poisons. These were within Taria. We used a variation of another poison, but I believe I can obtain what is needed within the very woods of Saelmark.” He looked to Relia. “If I am allowed.”

All aboard the Aela Sunrise stared at Relia. The elf sighed and exhaled. “Given the circumstance, we need allies more than ever. If you can help the dwarf, Purified One, and we can all agree not to kill one another, I will vouch for each of you who would not be deemed permissible in our kingdom.”

“Even shadow elves?” Evurn asked.

“Just don’t eat me. Your race still eats their own, correct?”

“We eat others, but I will resist.” Evurn smiled. “I have done well for many months as it is now. I serve the Stormborn. Unless he says to eat you, you’re safe.”

Relia looked to Valrin, who just slowly shook his head.

 

Valrin could see the woods ahead. The blue towers of the elven defenses gleamed in the sunlight. As he could see the gateway of the riverway far ahead, he sighed. They were safe.

Then came an explosion of fire and smoke. The gateway ahead was fractured, and a shockwave struck all those upon the deck of the ship.

Valrin had been knocked back, as had many on the ship. Relia pulled himself up first and saw that the entire structure of the gateway was aflame and broken. Elven horns called across the woods.

“What treachery is this?” Relia shouted. 

Fadis had been knocked out for a moment. His eyes sprung open, and he pushed himself up just as Relia jumped from the ship. Evurn pulled the Ranger up to his feet before running to Valrin, who now stood shakily at the helm. The rogue, her father, and Aeveam were okay, but as Ranger saw Braei, he noticed she was bleeding.

“I will tend to them,” Evurn said. “Go with Relia, check on those near the wall, and see if it’s better we move back down the river.”

“But if they are under attack—”

“It is not the place of the Stormborn to protect this place.”

Fadis stared at Evurn. “My son is here, Evurn. I will protect this place until my son tells me he does not wish me to remain.”

Fadis turned, jumping to shore and hurrying to the broken walls. The river was still rocking from the explosion, and moving through the debris of bodies and broken walls, Fadis took his bow to hand and moved up the wall itself.

Relia was kneeling at several elves who were injured but alive.

“There was no warning. We saw only a disturbance in the river. He felt rumbling beneath our feet. By then, it was too late,” one of the elves said.

Fadis looked over to the Aela Sunrise. Though everyone was up now, Evurn disembarked and ran along the bank of the river.

“Fadis, Relia! Something moves along the water!”

Fadis ran to the edge of the broken wall, pulling arrow to cheek as he scanned the surface.

Relia came up beside him.

“It’s the dwarves; it must be. They were messing with the river before, and they have disabled the gateway.”

About that time, several elves came upon the walls, and one knelt before Relia.

“There are engagements on the outer perimeters to the far northern and eastern woods. Men have been spotted on the edge of Taria, and even now, the great plains are filling with soldiers.”

“Taria means to attack?” Fadis asked.

Relia glared at him and then looked toward the river gate. “It is not Taria that worries me.”

There was rumbling beneath them.

“Send word to the king. Draw back all our people into the inner walls. Seal off the river and the path to the sea.”

The elf nodded. “The king summons our forces and plans to march to meet the enemy.”

Aeveam and Evurn were on to something in the river.

“There,” Evurn shouted. “There is a form in the water.”

Aeveam was at the front of the Aela Sunrise. Her eyes closed and hands aloft, her powers reached deep into the river. She could see beyond the murky depths, grasping that of subterfuge.

Fadis tapped Relia on the shoulder and pointed toward the river.

Aeveam pulled a metallic object not much larger than a man just to the surface of the water.

“What is that?” Fadis questioned.

Braei ran up near Aeveam as she focused her energies, drawing that which she grasped above the water and over the shattered walls.

Fadis pulled back on his bow, seeing it was a figure. The elves next to him did the same. 

Aeveam saw her own folly. The form she had pulled from the water smashed mechanics on its chest and released large tubes that spewed air, and gripped one of several large gold orbs on its chest.

“Aeveam! Cast that creature from the ship!” Evurn shouted.

Fadis released his arrows, and a volley of elven bolts followed his own. They struck the heavy armor of the dwarven diver as Aeveam tried to push the form away from the ship. In a flash of fire, the diver used its explosives, sending a shockwave of fire over the deck of the Aela Sunrise.

Fadis stared as those aboard the ship attempting to cast wards, but the hot fire of dwarven dust used to form bombs to bring down the elven defenses sent a swathe of destruction across the deck.

“Valrin!” Evurn shouted.

The Aela Sunrise was on fire. Fadis went to jump down from the walls, when explosions rocked the woods in the far distance, sending up plumes of smoke.

Just behind them, the trees quaked and split as a large bore of hardened steel and dwarven ingenuity ripped apart the ground and emerged. With a hiss of steam, the top of the construct opened, and several more warriors much like the diver Aeveam had pulled from the water burst forward with their axes in hand.

“The Hammersongs of the West greet those who took our lands from our forefathers. Die, elves.”

The Hammersong blew into a small horn, and in a mere instant, more of the bore machines broke through the surface of the soil. Fadis saw more explosions in the woods further off, and the trees caught fire.

Relia drew back on his bowstring. The elves near him did the same. A volley of elven arrows flew into the dwarves below them, but with a deep bellowing roar, the Hammersongs, the elite warriors well known for their battle prowess, leaped atop the walls.

The arrows did not pierce the tough armor of the dwarves, but the elven blades of the defenders would do the work needed.  Explosions shook the outer walls again further down. 

Another large tower some distance away was engulfed in flames.

Fadis gripped his sword, bringing it down on the helm of one of the dwarves, just for another to strike from below, throwing him back. Relia made a wide slash, breaking a piece of the dwarf’s armor before Fadis gripped him and threw him down to the ground. The two other Hammersongs had moved through many of the elves who had come, and it was not until Relia managed to knock the helm from the dwarf that an elven arrow from the woods struck the dwarf in the head. More elves had arrived, and one man.

“Master Relia, we’ve engaged Hammersongs within the city. The archons move forward,” the man said. It was Evri, the son of Fadis.

Relia looked at Fadis and back to the young man before him. “Evri, thank you for that report. We must clear the dwarves from within our walls and prepare for a second attack. Taria approaches. We do not know what damage has been done to our defenses.

“My friends and I will help,” said Fadis.

“Tend to your friends, Father,” Evri said. “I and the elves will defend this ground.”

Relia nodded and pointed to the gateway. He moved his hand along the wall and pressed several runes in sequential order. The gateway mechanisms opened.

“We are sealing the way to the bay. Get the Aela Sunrise into the bay and take cover in the city. We will deal with this enemy.”

The elves and Evri began down the walls, likely planning to cut off further attacks, as Fadis looked back to the riverway.

Fadis jumped from the walls to Evurn, who was casting his magic across the deck of the Aela Sunrise. The fires were out, but the wood was still smoldering and the front portion of the ship was charred. Fadis joined Evurn on deck even as his mind thought of his son going to battle behind him. He shook his thought off and focused on those before him.

Braei was up, as was Aeveam, but both had shrapnel from the bombs in their bodies. Kirla, too, was standing, but her father was not. Rikt was over Burk, but the barkeep was no longer breathing.  Kirla dropped to her knees, rubbing his chest, trying to rouse him. But it was futile.

“He cast a ward,” Aeveam said. “He shielded his girl and the dwarf.”

“And now he is dead,” she shouted. “Show me to these dwarves and I will tear them apart!”

Fadis grabbed the woman as she went to move from the ship. “In time.”

She jerked away from him and then began to cry.

“We need to move into the safety of the elven city,” Fadis said. 

Valrin was up but bleeding from the head. Evurn embraced him and set him down beside the helm.

“I am fine, Evurn,” Valrin said.

“Just rest, Captain. I will guide the ship in,” he said.

The Aela Sunrise lurched forward, moving through the gateway as arching flames rose high over the sky and exploded into the woods of the North.

“The dwarves and men of Taria move on Saelmark. There are Hammersongs within the city walls,” Fadis said.

He checked his bow and then looked to the rogue, who gathered her own belongings, checking the elven blades she had been given before.

They were now under the trees but still not to the full safety of the harbor.

“My son is out there,” Fadis said. “Evurn, watch them. I go. Braei, Aeveam, the Hammersongs may come at any point. Keep them away from the ship.

“I will not bring them up,” Aeveam said. “I will crush the lines that provide them air.”

“They bore from beneath the ground. They craft tunnels. This is a multi-blade attack that seeks to leave the elven kingdom bleeding. Let us hope these elves can defend their own woods.”

At that moment, a monstrous form within the trees moved with a crown of trees atop its head. It was a massive creature, formed of smooth white tree bark with eyes of glowing white. There were several other monstrous forms just alike to the first

“Druid Keepers, or Tree Watchers, as some know them!” Aeveam shouted. “Forest guardians of the goddess march within these woods!”

The billowing smoke was becoming darker, and the explosions of magic to the north sent bolts of lightning high into the air.

More elven horn calls sounded, and lights across the woods in the high towers began to glow brightly. Crystals rose from the ground.

“Dwemhar defenses,” Evurn said. “The outer wall is breached.”

Fadis, Rikt, and Kirla went to the side of the ship. 

“You go with us, Rikt?” Fadis asked.

“I belong in the fight. The elves think I am evil, as do the dwarves. It is time to show that I am a friend to those I wish. I am not some beast.”

“You should wait,” Evurn said. “Your loyalties are to this ship and its crew, not the elves, Fadis.”

“I don’t do this for the elves.”

Fadis jumped from the ship, followed by his two companions.

 

They darted through the woods, leaping over crystal monoliths that seemed to scan them as they went, but even Rikt and the Purified Ones, now released from his staff and running beside them, were left untouched.

“These defenses will remove the soul from one’s body, leaving it vulnerable,” Rikt said to them. “Then, a Dwemhar can rip the life force from the body and draw the soul into the crystal as energy.”

“We are fresh out of Dwemhar,” Kirla said.

“No, they are still within the living realm. Though rare. You are Rusis, that I can sense and in time, you will be called to fight for the Ascended, that I know.”

Fadis could see the lights of the battle ahead. He put an arrow to string and ran up a fallen tree trunk just as a Tree Watcher hurled a massive boulder just in front of them, striking a dwarven machine that had just come out of the ground. Elven archons floated just above the forest floor, lightning ripping across the soil and electrifying the metal machines and killing the occupants inside. But from behind the machines came dwarves, and from the trees flew arrows, striking down the dwarven warriors in great swathes. The Tree Watchers moved through the trees, bending around the volleys of arrows and hurling the heavily armored Hammersongs well away from the woods. But the woods were on fire, and more rocks fell from high above, further burning away the woods.

It was then Fadis saw him—he saw Evri. His son was beside Relia. His boy was no mere boy. Flipping over the low swing of a Hammersong, Evri thrust his knife into the neck of the warrior, rolling off just to draw back his bow, sending three arrows in succession into the Hammersong. His son had a faster draw than him, and as the Hammersong rushed him, he drew his sword as he jumped right and slashed in a passing motion. The Hammersong swung backward with his hammer, a wave of energy sending a shockwave out that splintered the nearby trees. Evri was there, and then he wasn’t, appearing in a flash of leaves high above the Hammersong. In a downward thrust, he struck the Hammersong, taking down his foe at last. 

Dwarves swarmed him, and Fadis and Kirla sent a volley of arrows into the fray. Relia ran and jumped upon more of the dwarves as Rikt ran up the broken wall, brandishing a long-spiked chain and ripping the dwarves atop the wall.

“May this shell of a Dwemhar bring honor to these woods. I am purified of the darkness, and I shall bring light upon those who work folly now!”

The elves paused, seeing the strange sight of a man. The dwarves did not halt, and several came upon him. He slung his spike into the nearest and ripped the jaw of the dwarf out, slapping two others before screaming out a battle cry. The dwarves approaching stopped and fled the other way. He lowered his weapon just as several elves ran up beside him with bows bent. Fadis was curious what the elves would do, as it seemed Rikt was too, but instead of striking down the Purified Ones, they sent volleys against the dwarves who were in retreat.

Relia spun his sword in the air. “To the edge of the burning woods! We do not let our enemy encroach upon our lands. Elves of Saelmark, forward!”

 

*****

 

Valrin stared past the blood running down from his forehead. The front of the Aela Sunrise was still smoldering, and he was amazed that somehow the sail of the ship had survived. 

Braei tended to the body of Burk, covering it with a heavy cloth and then tending to the dwarf, still unconscious but having been protected by the ward created by Aeveam.

Valrin noticed Aeveam was crying, something he had not seen the woman do before.

“We will get the ship to port and then join the others. From the explosions and quakes we can feel on the water, I suspect our friends will need us.”

Braei and Aeveam looked at him, and Evurn shifted his staff between his hands.

“Truly,” Braei said. “we must protect this realm. We must assist the elves as needed.”

“If you’re seeing opinions, my captain, I’d say we hold our place upon the waters and await Fadis, or not.”

Aeveam jerked her glance toward him. “So it is so simple for you to abandon our crew, Evurn?”

“It is not the task of the Stormborn to guard these elves. The ship has already taken damage.”

“So, you would leave Fadis here in Saelmark and flee?” Aeveam shouted toward him. “We came here to find his son and to heal this still-sickened dwarf upon our deck. We will not abandon our friend.”

“Evurn does not seek that,” Valrin said. “He seeks to protect myself and this ship, and while I can see his point of view, I am captain. I did not rise against the Barb King and sail into the protected realm of Urlas because I was seeking safety. I did it because it needed to be done. When we reach the harbor, we will do what is needed to rally those not yet fighting and join the elves and Fadis, as well as Kirla and Rikt. Evurn, if you wish, stay and guard the ship. I agree the vessel is important, but we will protect our friends, too.”

Evurn and Aeveam were now quiet. Evurn shuffled over to Valrin and bowed. “My captain, we will do as you seek. I only wish to serve the Stormborn, and when the explosion rocked across the deck, I believed I had failed you.”

“He will not die that easily.” Braei laughed. “I won’t let him!”

The Rusis smiled and then turned to look out in front of the ship.

Valrin took a deep breath. The elven harbor had been attacked as well, and at least two ships of the many still at moor had caught aflame. 

Valrin made a circle through the harbor itself. The way out to the ocean, the great gateway in the distance, was still intact, but many buildings along the coastline were burning. 

“Elves! In the water!’ shouted Braei.

Valrin brought the ship along the northern shore, seeing many bodies amongst a few treading water. 

He moved the ship near those in the water, and they worked to pull those still alive on deck.

Valrin looked up to see a flash of elven steel on the shoreline. A Saelmark warrior, bloodied and beaten, held a stance on the beach. Two dwarves heavily armored like the one before backed the elf against the water.

“Hammersong!” Valrin shouted.

Evurn glanced up just as the dwarves cleaved into the elf, and before Evurn could send his own attack, Valrin engaged the ship’s weapons, sending a blast of white energy from the deck of the ship to the shoreline, engulfing the two Hammersongs.

“You are of the Dwemhar?” one of the elves shouted. “The realm ship of old, I had thought it a joke when it was told to me that the ship was in our waters. But truly, you are here. The Dwemhar have returned just as darkness grips our lands. You are our saviors!”

“Not Dwemhar,” said Aeveam, “but this is a realm ship, and we will do what we can.”

Valrin turned the ship from the shore and headed back to the moor near the gateway to Saelmark. It was then explosions rocked the water and great fireballs erupted above the once-pristine waters of the cove.

The remaining elven ships exploded, sending chunks of wood and burning metal into the sky. The waters rolled with shockwaves. Valrin scanned his surroundings, looking for another attacker or any sight of the dwarves. He moved toward the mooring.

“Everyone will disembark,” he ordered. “I will raise the wards of the ship, and we will move into Saelmark!”

As Valrin moved the ship into moor, the locks engaged, securing the vessel, and they began to offload. Elves at the main gates noticed many of their own being assisted off the vessel and rushed to assist, carrying both the sickened dwarf and the deceased body of the rogue’s father.

Valrin checked that he had what he needed and then felt for his sword. Evurn was waiting for him.

“I do think it partly foolish to leave our ship, but I do as commanded.”

“The ship will be fine. Let’s get the others to safety and then see how we can help.”

Evurn smiled. “Far from the young boy you once were. The Dwemhar should be proud to have such a caring captain aboard their ship.”

“My ship.” Valrin laughed.

Valrin moved one of the crystals near the mast of the ship, and the ship began to hum. As they both disembarked, a golden ward surrounded the ship.

“This will remain until I return, or so I understand it.”

“Reading the books on the ship again?” Evurn asked.

“Always.”

 

As they joined the others moving through the gateway, they followed the pathway up to a large circle on white trees. It was here that other injured were gathered in one spot. The bright staves of the elven archons bathed the injured in healing lights as none other than the King of Saelmark himself arrived.

“You saved some of our city, and your friends are engaged with our perimeter guards as we speak. Valrin, your assistance, as well as that of your crew, is much appreciated in this darkening hour.”

“We seek to help,” Valrin told him.

The king looked at the still-sickened dwarf.

“I am sorry you have not found a way to heal your friend.”

“One who can is amongst us. A Purified One,” Evurn said.

The elf king’s eyes widened. “A Purified One, you say?”

“Indeed, even now he assists your warriors,” Evurn said. 

“He was a Dwemhar,” Aeveam said. “Once cursed as a vampire, he is now without powers but full of knowledge.”

“I see. Strange times. Let us survive what is upon us, and then I’d be willing to talk to this Purified Dwemhar.”

The ground quaked again. Great fires leaped up, and smoke filled the sky.

“The woodlands are on fire, and even now, the very ground quakes with the dwarven menace upon us. Archons of Saelmark, prepare to move to the front!”

Valrin noticed that many more elves were appearing around them. These elves, bearing large wooden staves and wearing flowing robes of green and gold, were wrapped in whimsical lights as fairies danced around them.

One of the archons approached the king. “War summonings have been sent south. The rune portals are open. We have word that those of Fikmark have already begun this way.”

“Suvasel will be eager for a fight. Let us end this enemy and anger the old warrior king! With hope, we will have secured the woods before he can even get here!” He laughed. “All archons, move to the outer perimeter to protect our warriors. Give signal for the archons to awaken the still-sleeping Tree Watchers and move the ancients to the edge of the woods. Taria and the dwarf wretches move against us!”

Valrin watched as the many archons transfigured to that of white wolves, howling in unison to the sudden surprise of Aeveam and Braei. The pack of archons moved with haste away from the area, and the king looked to Valrin. 

“Do all of you seek to fight?”

“Yes,” he replied.

At that moment, an explosion of earth and rock peppered the area as dwarven machines chewed up the roads and Hammersongs emerged. At the gateway, explosions turned the gate to a molten mass.

Several dwarves leaped up and over the burning gateway.

The king drew his sword and a staff, sending a blast of green fire at the nearest Hammersong.

A barrage of ice struck the other as Braei and Aeveam attacked in unison. From the gateway, another dwarf emerged. This one wielded a staff of magic. Bolts of lightning streaked upward from the dwarf, striking the many crystals high above the city streets meant to protect the realm.

“Witchcraft and cursed dwarven power,” the elf king shouted. “That is how you dwarves have succeeded against the ancient defenses. I was foolish to believe us secure.”

The dwarf-wizard cackled, “You were foolish to take a breath in my presence, elf!”

The dwarf ordered his minions forward as more dwarves emerged from the tunneling machines. Valrin drew his sword, moving with haste beside elven warriors moving in from the northern part of the city. A flurry of arrows softened the dwarven line as the Hammersong leading them fell to the sudden barrage, dropping to his knees before Braei struck him with a blast of ice.

As Valrin and Braei fought the dwarves from the tunnels, Evurn and Aeveam assisted the king. It was barely a fight with so many swarming the dwarf-wizard. A blast of green fire deflected by the dwarf was answered with a barrage of burning stones. Evurn struck the ground, sending vines in an arc, striking the dwarves around the wizard before Aeveam sent a blast of white energy with her Dwemhar powers. The dwarf dodged and laughed.

“So, the mystics are correct. The Dwemhar move to return to our realm?”

“Your mystics are foolish,” Evurn said. “You know nothing of us.”

“A shadow elf? Here? Even stranger. You may even be spared in the coming wars, shadow elf.”

The wizard lifted his staff. The air around them became hazy, and from high above the clouds, raining stones of fire that broke through the treetops struck them. 

Evurn and Aeveam crafted wards, and at that moment, the elf king threw down his staff, lunging at the wizard with his blade. In a flash of red, the King of Saelmark struck down the wizard, who was too concentrated on his spell of raining fire.

“Your dwarves should flee!” he shouted.

Aeveam floated above the ruins of the city streets, sending several shockwaves that collapsed the tunnels created from the dwarven machines. 

Valrin struck another dwarf who had turned to see what Aeveam did, and Braei focused her Rusis magics into the hole where several more dwarves had taken temporary cover; their screams were sudden and short.

Valrin looked around. The city streets were secure. There was a strange quietness and a melody in the air.

“The rune gates,” said the king.

He ran up the northern road, and the others followed him. Valrin noticed that they moved up a steep path to a ring of standing stones where a strange mist was in the air. Fogs rolled through the stones, and the king made a slight bow as he reached the circle.

A man stood in the mists with many others around him.

“I am Teusk, archon of Fikmark. We have heard your call, King, and my lord Suvasel comes with haste. We will not let the grand city of Saelmark be insulted as such. Let us proceed to the front.”

The arrival of Fikmarkian elves was enough to bring a large smile to the king’s face. “By the light of Etha, we are blessed,” he said.

 

*****

 

Fadis and Evri ran beside one another.

“Fadis, I have heard much of you. I knew you were my father back in the tavern, of course, but I never believed you to be so stupid as to try to sneak into this place.”

Fadis laughed. “Then you did not hear correctly of me. It seems trouble is upon your home.”

“Trouble is always here, but I do believe it has taken a darker path as of late. Your bow is welcome here. Just try to keep up.”

Evri sprinted ahead, and Fadis cowered for a moment as several large Tree Watchers jumped to the forefront of the elves, pushing down the burning trees ahead of the elves in an attempt to save the not-yet-burning trees still standing. As they reached the edge of the woods and could see across the wide plains to a massive army bearing the banners of the Kingdom of Taria, a volley of flaming rocks flew high into the air. The elven archons were in form just behind the Tree Watcher and archers and, in a great wave of blue magic, created wards that expanded upward and blocked the barrage. 

Fadis had never seen so many elves from this side of the battle line. He also knew that they would hold back as long as they could, using the trees for cover as their archers fired repeated volleys.

“What is the king doing?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” Relia said, looking up and down the gathering of elves in the trees.

“He may be a fool, but he is not this bad of a tactician to charge directly into the elven lines. The open field, the great expanse? He would not send his men to so needlessly die. There is something else at work here.”

Evri had gathered several others of those like himself.

“We shall move as leaves, shifting over toward the rear lines. We will kill this king and end this.”

“A bit direct.”

“Talks like a Ranger,” Kirla said with a smile.

Evri glanced at her and Fadis before looking back at Relia. Relia simply stared.

“Hold the line, here, Evri. We are not Blades of Urlas. They’ll never make it across the field, and perhaps sanity can still come from this.”

“Wards up!” shouted archons down the line. Fadis glanced across the field to see a flash of blue that shot across the field, followed by a volley of flaming rocks. Shattering ice struck the orbs of magic outstretched above the battle line, and at least two of the walking trees were struck with icy shards.

“Magic?” Relia questioned.

“Rusis,” Kirla said. “There are many Rusis somehow, working with the king. We dealt with them before,” she said, looking at Fadis.

The repeated blasts of icy magic had altered the makeup of the wards, and an explosion of fire caused multiple wards to shatter, engulfing the elven line.

“Lord Relia!” Evri said. “Our advantage is naught. We must advance.”

Several archons, now bleeding with their fellow elves in disarray, cast healing light as quickly as they could. Horns called across the plains. The banners of Taria marched forward, with Rusis casting large wards at their fore.

“We must close the distance! Saelmark must not be stained by the wretched race of men!” Evri shouted.

Fadis put an arrow to string. “Not too sure about the wretched comment my son makes, but another volley will leave the way open. We still wait on reinforcements.”

Relia looked behind him at the open woodlands with very few other elves joining them. Up and down the burning line of elves, he guessed their numbers at two hundred strong.

“Sound horns, advance. Archons, we must move with haste to avoid bombardment. Keep your attacks against the Rusis wards. Shatter the bastards! Elves! Defend our sacred woods!”

Elven horn calls came as Taria sent another arching volley of flaming stones.

Rikt shouted, “We must charge with the elves!” He unleashed his Purified Ones, and they snarled before running well ahead of the elves.

The elves charged forward, arrows released in quick unison as archons sent explosive blasts at the wards protecting the Taria line. Several wards shattered, but a volley of spears struck the elven lines even as bowstring twanged in response.

Fadis and Kirla were falling slightly behind, unable to keep the constant pace of their agile companions.

This worked out well, considering the brunt of the spears striking the front of the elven line. Fadis worked toward his son, but in a flash of green leaves rising in the sky, he only saw the power his son was able to wield. The elves flew over the battlefield like a sudden green burst, something he had never seen when fighting elves, but perhaps that was the point. He’d never fought elves in the open like this. The forces of Taria were much different from what he knew before. But it was not simply the fighting style, and it was not just Taria.

From behind the Rusis wards and behind the shields of the first line of Taria, dwarves pushed forward. Their shields stacked three high and pushing directly into the elves was the first of many prongs of engagement. But Evri and his warrior brothers were upon the Rusis, cutting a swathe in the lines of attack and causing the forces of Taria to hold their ground and lock shields. Fadis drew back on his bow, sending an arrow at one of the nearest Rusis, catching her in the head. Kirla moved just to his right. Her daggers flew with a spinning gleam, striking several dwarves in the few open spots of their armor. But the elves were small in number, and though they worked their way to dispatch the Rusis, it was the giant trees, Druid Keepers, that made the most damage, pushing through the lines, kicking and slapping at the men who stood in their way as they brought vengeance for the dying and burning woods behind them. The tree giants smacked and stomped the catapults, tossing the burning hot oils into the formed lines of men behind the siege engines.

Fadis ducked from a dwarven axe, forgoing his bow and drawing his long sword. Fadis rushed beside Lord Relia and caught a blade moving for the elf’s chest. It was a Rusis behind the hilt. The man dropped his sword and summoned flames within his hands. Fadis lunged, sending his blade through the man’s right hand and piercing his side just as Relia took off the other hand of the Rusis. 

“You will all die,” the Rusis shouted. “We of the East have seen it! May pale moon fall upon dark soul. May those of the red shadows come.”

Relia thrust his blade through the Rusis’s throat.

“Enough of that,” Relia said.

The tree giants had destroyed the catapults, but the men of Taria were now actively attempting to take down the tree beasts.

Elven horns sounded. Fadis and Relia looked back to Saelmark and saw the lines of the king’s men assembling and advancing.

“Fall back to Saelmark! Rally, rally to the king!”

“We fall back?” asked Fadis.

“We rain death upon them. Men are weak. They’ll falter and retreat.”

It was a strange timing that Lord Relia made a motion to fall back, for just as he did, more horns sounded and horsemen rode hard upon their western flank. It was an obvious move to trap them and cut them off, but now in motion, the remaining elves and Druid Keepers could not be contained.

As the elves ran for their woods, many of them drew arrows mid-run, sending volleys at the horsemen meant to run them down. Horse and rider fell into the grasslands, and while some cut through, by the time they had reached spear range on the elves, they had so many arrows in their bodies, they could barely continue.

Rikt was the first one to nearly reach the king in the woods, and had it not been for Relia rushing between him and the king, he would have been killed by the elves guarding the king.

“My king, the Purified One fights alongside, not against!”

“Truly? I had heard some of this from our guests. There is much to discuss.” The king drew his blade. “Brave elves of Saelmark, you held the line. Accolades are for the weak, though. It is time to rally all our forces. It is time to stop Taria and the insult they throw upon us this day.”

Fadis noticed Aeveam, Evurn, Braei, and Valrin, and they rushed to one another.

“You’re alive,” Evurn said. “Good. We have managed to survive as well, but this bloodshed will continue. Men and elves slaughter each other for no decent reason at all.”

“And dwarves,” said Valrin.

Fadis stared at Evurn. “You are from the East. Do you know of Rusis in your people’s order?”

“Rusis in the East were always rare, but their skills were sought after, though many were afraid due to”—he glanced at Aeveam—“the past and who wrought the Great Terror. She had many in her service, but why?”

“A Rusis warrior I fought. He said, ‘You will all die. We of the East have seen it. May pale moon fall upon darkening souls. May those of the red shadows come.’”

Evurn’s shadow elf eyes grew, and he glanced at the king. “Protect your king!” he shouted. “The enemy moves for him this day! Only shadow elves use magic such as that.”

The king looked to Evurn. “Dear elf, this day, blades move for all of us. I thank you for your concern, but of such things I have little thought. I will have no elf die for me, yet I am willing to die for any of them.”

The elves had formed into three battle lines. The tree giants stood just in front of them, hurling stones at the formations of Taria advancing across the fields. With a sudden horn call, the Druid Keepers stepped from the fore of the elven lines, and the elves fired several volleys down range. The mass amounts of arrows caused the lines of Taria to stagger, but they did not stop.

“This king seeks death, it seems. Why the blind rage against us?”

“He will not hold against both the might of Saelmark and Fikmark,” the archon Teusk said.

“Indeed,” Lord Relia stated.

Evri suddenly ran to both the king and Relia. He was bloodied, and his face blackened. Several other elves who had been with him collapsed near the back of the lines.

“Their king is not there. We searched their camp. Their armies march without their king.”

“Not likely,” Fadis said. “The king enjoyed jeering of his great actions even if he never fought from the front. He even commissioned artists to paint the battles as they happened. He is here. Somewhere.”

Without sounding horn or beating drum, the right flank of the battle line was suddenly engaged. Not men, but dwarves. Hammersongs were with them.

Lord Relia ordered the nearest men to turn in advance, breaking the solid line at the front but moving to protect their flank.

“Protect the king,” Evurn told Aeveam and Braei. “Watch for that which is not seen,” he specified to Aeveam.

“Shadow elves?” Aeveam asked. 

“Perhaps. But perhaps not. I do not know what a Rusis would be doing with my brethren, but it cannot be for good will.”

Valrin and Fadis moved with Lord Relia. Kirla followed behind, claiming a spear to add to her arsenal. Most of her knives were spent. Evurn joined them, too, running alongside Valrin.

The elves engaged the flanking dwarves. Fadis looked for his son, but Evri had remained behind. He was suddenly torn to go back to where his son was, but it wasn’t like his son needed his assistance.

 

Smoke rolled through the barren woods. In the shadows of the deep plumes, the dwarven battle line of the Harkinok dwarves moved with an organized haste. The shield wall of the dwarves was strong, the curved, hammer-tampered shields with tall points that were twice the height of the dwarfs themselves protected them from the barrage of arrows the elves sent their way. Dwarven magic sparked behind their lines, sending bolts of lightning up and through the tree, exploding into the soil and dropping several elves near the front of the line. 

Evurn responded with a trio of vines that erupted from the ground and spread out like the angry tentacles of a sea monster, slapping into the shield lines, and like the lyrics of a song, the elves loosed arrows into the gap, breaking the line just enough for the elven archon Teusch to release his magic of liquid fire, spraying into the gap.

Lord Relia ran ahead of the line, jumping into the dwarven fray and splitting their line. Kirla followed Fadis and Valrin. The Ranger parried a dwarven spear and then gripped a nearby shield, pulling the dwarf off balance for Valrin to stab it in the throat. While dwarven armor was tough, it had weak spots at the neck and under the arms, though under the arms was a difficult spot to get, especially now that the dwarves had ceased the battle line mentality and prepared for fighting dwarf versus elf.

Dwarf axes met elven swords. The song was like that of the many hammers of a forge, smashing and clinking, but it was the solo song of a Hammersong, the stout dwarf swinging in an arching circle, sending waves of melody and blood in a serenade of death, that took the attention of the elven captains who directed their arrow fire.

Arrows plinked against his hardened armor, and Valrin could hear the exhales of the angered warrior. Fadis and Kirla engaged the beast of a dwarf, moving quicker than the Hammersong and avoiding the smashing force of his hammer. Kirla’s throwing daggers did nothing but aggravate him. She thrust her spear at his chest, but the dwarven armor could not be pierced. 

Valrin ran at an angle, sliding through the ash of the elven trees and slashing at the Hammersong’s knee. He roared in anguish, spinning and just missing the captain’s head. Valrin gripped hot ash and tossed it toward the dwarf, just getting some of it in the slits of his helmet. 

Another volley of arrows pelted the dwarf, and Fadis leaped, thrusting his blade into the neck of the dwarf. The Hammersong collapsed, finally bested.

But more dwarves were coming. Another line approached. Fadis looked back to the ranks of Taria and could see the King of Saelmark engaged with the forces of men. 

Lord Relia spun his sword to rally those nearby. “Elves of Saelmark, form ranks!”

More horns called. Another line of dwarves came from the west. Fadis glanced at Kirla and Valrin before shouting to Lord Relia. “The lines converge. We must fall back and regroup with the main line.”

A few more archons emerged from the woods. The Fikmark elf Teusk lifted his staff. “My brothers arrive!”

Fadis turned to see at least twenty archons in the same red raiment as Teusk. They moved into the battle line, and while two of them formed a healing ward over the host, the others worked in unison. With them were several more archons of Saelmark. These went to the king’s line and did the same there.

While he had been healed before by Aeveam, feeling the warm invigoration of the archons’ spells was a much-needed reprieve, though it would be short-lived. Lord Relia slammed his blade into the ground. He drew back an arrow, and his bow began to glow a hue of blue. He released, and a crack split the air as the arrow flew into the line, advancing from the east, exploding in a blast of blue. He drew back another. This time, several other elves did the same. His enchanted arrow blew a hole in the dwarven line coming from the north, and the secondary volley took down more of the attackers.

The archons went to work now. The winds shifted around the host, and lines of clouds moving over the top of the woods absorbed the arcane powers of the elven wizards. Lightning struck the ground, bouncing through the dwarves and their heavy armor. Another Hammersong appeared with the new host, and with him came another Rusis.

Evurn gripped his staff with both hands, angling it toward the Rusis. The tip flashed green, and a blast struck the Rusis. The man fell to the ground as vines clinched around his throat.

Another Hammersong was moving through the smoke, and a third line of dwarves converged with the other two.

Relia sent several arrows toward this new host, but a ward expanded outward. Another dwarven magic-caster was in the attacker’s group.

Horns sounded again. This time, it was the king’s horns. The signal was loud and hard.

“The king is sounding the Song of Sirao, the lines are breaking!”

Teusk looked toward Relia. “My people will not let us down.”

Relia ripped his sword from the ground and drew his dagger.

“Perhaps they will come before Etha’s light shines on our people. Elves of Saelmark, your homes are beyond these lines. Hold! Do not let these tunnel dwellers through!”

The elves shouted in unison as the long horn calls of the elves sounded.

Archons flung more spells in rapid succession, blasting back the dwarven line. Aeveam floated up above the host, much to the surprise of Teusk.

“A Dwemhar?”

“Just a bit,” Valrin said.

Aeveam’s eyes flashed white, and in a brilliant show of arcane light, she threw a flurry of white orbs from her fingertips, striking at random upon the many attackers.

Fadis and Evurn moved in front of Valrin. The dwarven pincer movement was about to close upon them.

Flaming jars of dwarven dust landed just paces away. Explosions sent up plumes of smoke and elves. Valrin could see the faces of the dwarves. Several of them threw axes, and elves attempted to parry the projectiles.

More horn calls went across the battlefield, but these were not the horns of dwarves or men. The ground was trembling. A lone owl flew over the treetops.

“Sitra!” Lord Relia shouted out. 

The owl circled high above and then screeched.

Suddenly, the dwarves sounded their own horns. Sliding to a stop in their charge, the dwarves hesitated. More horn calls, and then it sounded as if the horn was stopped prematurely.

Relia ran to the front of the line. “Advance! Elves of Saelmark!”

The lines moved in unison, taking the dwarves by surprise as Valrin noticed several large stags charging through the dwarven line from their flank. Elves atop the mounts used massive spears, and as he ran to keep up with the others, they emerged through the smoke to see a great elven host with banners flying in the setting sun. Fikmark had arrived.

 

Several Hammersongs were cut off from retreat. There were three of them, and no elf could get close to the orb of death they had secured on the battlefield. 

Aeveam and Teusch took flanking positions, sending spells at the massive dwarves that over and over the Hammersongs were able to deflect. A stag turned away from the host it was with, and the elf atop it headed for the Hammersongs. Valrin watched as the rider stood atop the back of the beast, a curved elven blade in hand. The stag struck the rear Hammersong, and the elf leaped from the mount, driving his blade into the toppled Hammersong. The massive deer was at least four times the size of a horse, and while its rider was separated from it, it remained close and ready to fight alongside the rider.

The hammers of the two other dwarves responded with a resounding clang upon the ground, sending shockwaves of earth into the air. Relia and Fadis moved forward, engaging the distracted foes. The elf who had leaped from his mount had engaged both Hammersongs, and while Relia and Fadis distracted and pestered the Hammersongs, this elf managed to wedge his sword into one of the Hammersongs’ neck. The last one went to flee, but the stag lowered its horns and the Hammersong turned just for the stag’s rider to thrust his blade into his face.

More horns sounded, this time from Taria. The lines of men were in retreat. Valrin sheathed his sword, seeing now many elves surrounding this one elf who removed his helmet and knelt before Lord Relia.

“We of Fikmark come to the aid of our brothers,” the elf said, standing. The owl flying above came to land on his shoulder.

“Ruak of Fikmark, I see your faithful friend remains just that. When I saw Sitra flying above, I knew salvation had come.”

Valrin stared at Ruak. While the elves of Saelmark wore fine raiment and had a particular grace to their presentation, this elf and his companions still chasing the dwarves who were in retreat had a much different look. Ruak’s armor was bulkier and showed signs of wear. The weapons this elf had were much more than just a sword or spear. He had an axe, several knives, and a magic rod, something Valrin had never seen beyond a book.

“My lord Suvasel brings a great host,” Ruak said. “I am but the forward guard. We came upon a great construct upon the river, a wooden bridgeway, and a strong dwarven defense line. I do think the dwarves will no longer bother the elves of Saelmark.”

“We will speak with our king. We’ll see if these dwarves seek to parlay with us.”

“My lord would have arrived, but he took a direct path of negotiation. Fikmark elves have advanced into Harkinok. They will kill all who do not lay down their weapons. My Lord-King Suvasel will not stand for aggression against the elves.”

Fadis bowed. “Ruak of Fikmark thank you for coming this day. I am Fadis. This with me is Aeveam, Evurn, Valrin, and Rikt.”

“A Purified One,” Ruak said. He looked to Relia. “Does our king know of this?”

“Dark times, my brother. The arrival of Valrin and his crew from the North upon a realm ship of old is but another part of what comes.”

At this moment, King Tursua arrived.

“Ruak of Fikmark? Thank you for coming with haste, though I expected your lord’s son, Ivasel, to head the forward force of Fikmark.”

“I will not speak ill of the lord’s son, but his place has never been at the front of a battle line.”

“Indeed.” The king nodded. “Well, there are more questions that must be answered now, and we will see if the King of Taria seeks to speak with us. There are many injured who must be cared for and dead who must be honored.”

“The elves of Vumark will guard the fields, and no army will assail this place again without us knowing. We must see if this attack has the substance to begin again. There are many dead. It seems Saelmark made quite a stand this day, though, from the smoke rising in the woods. There were many attacks within the woodland realm.”

“Yes, dwarves managed to breach our defenses.”

“Brave dwarves,” Ruak said. “Brave, but stupid.”

The king laughed and embraced Ruak. 

Fadis and Evurn looked at one another and then to the king. Evurn bowed. “King of Saelmark, I and my companion know we were welcomed with the coming of battle. What do you say of us now?”

 

 

 

 

Part Seven: Fall of the Crown

 

Ruak glanced at the king, curious about both his answer and the strangers before him.

The king nodded. “I stated it, so I mean it. No action or inaction would have changed that, but the truth is, you and your companions assisted in the defense of Saelmark. You have my thanks and the thanks of all of Saelmark. To defend that which one holds no allegiance to takes gold or character. I did not offer you gold.”

Several other elves approached, along with Fadis’s son.

“We have pushed them back, along with the help of Fikmark,” Evri said, bowing to Ruak.

“Evri, it is good to see you. Perhaps we can go hunting once again when the winds of war have subsided.”

“Agreed,” he said. “I do hope this is it for now. The enemy is in retreat, and they dare not assail these woods again. Perhaps we can strike them where they sleep?”

“Young master,” the king said, “they are a beaten kingdom, unable to harm us, and it is the dwarves I more worry of.”

“My Lord Suvasel,” Ruak said, “has already dealt a blow to them. Upon his arrival, I’ll expect that we will have some form of a treaty with the dwarves, or perhaps there will just be no more dwarves to discuss things about. You know of the warriors of Fikmark. We do not take lightly to this attack. With our army comes masons and those to help restore your walls. It seems that even the old Dwemhar defenses failed in this attack.”

The Purified One pushed himself between the elves, glaring at each of them, much to the disgust of Ruak and Evri.

“You all gripe about the races of the living when a true darkness approaches. Do not worry yourself with those who breathe the air of life and eat from the fruits of wild game and growing things of the soil. That which craves blood shall come.” He looked to the king. “A council, words with those of Saelmark that matter. Lord Relia spoke of something as that. I believe it is time, before warmongering leads us away from the true danger.”

Fadis and Valrin both were waiting for Ruak to slash Rikt. The elf was obviously angered, and his grip on his sword was only released with the King raising his hand for him to stop.

“We return to Saelmark and tend to what is needed, and tonight, we will speak. We must make sure the city is secure and that my people can sleep well.”

 

Fadis went with Valrin and the others to journey back to Saelmark. Rikt and Kirla were with them too. Evurn and Aeveam worked with the archons to tend to the injured, and Aeveam even managed to convince the elves to tend to those of both Taria and the dwarven army who were injured. Though their rivalries were still present, it seemed mentions of the ‘Grace of Etha’  was enough for most of the elves to have a minuscule amount of compassion.

Arriving back at Saelmark, Fadis and the others proceeded to the Tower of the King. It was here many of the injured, as well as the body of Kirla’s father and the dwarf, were taken.

Rikt went to work attempting to heal him as the others sat on the terrace, looking out to the woods. The evening waned on, and darkness took the woods. 

Fadis stared into the trees, listening to the sounds of owls above them. Evurn was sitting cross-legged and scraping a pipe he was given by a random elf as a gift. 

“Something about helping,” Evurn had said.

Aeveam was pacing near Kirla and Rikt while Valrin was asleep with Braei in his arms. The two of them were lying on a bench near the railings of the terrace.

Evri appeared, slowly approaching until he caught eyes with Fadis. The Ranger stood and met his son before he reached the terrace.

“Still wearing a sword? I had thought the king said we were safe,” Fadis said.

Evri looked him up and down, noticing he, too, was wearing a sword.

“Seems you don’t believe him, either.”

“It’s kind of my way of thinking. I see you do not have complete trust in the elves as it seems.”

Evri shook his head, staring over at Rikt and trying to figure out what he was doing. “I trust them with my life. I just do not trust our enemy.” Evri pulled his tunic to the side and pulled a silver amulet off his skin. A few drops of blood ran down his chest.

“What happened?” asked Fadis.

“It is how we of the Leaves of Saelmark do as we do. These were gifts,” he said, handing the amulet to Fadis. “Gifts from the Dwemhar, of ages ago. Our armor is like that of their own but could not be used by us without this. It provides a connection to the Dwemhar magics, though artificial. It binds with our blood, allowing man or elf, obviously, to operate the armor.”

Fadis and Evri walked to a balcony some distance away from the others.

“I am sorry I waited so long to return for you,” Fadis said. “After the war, and your mother and you—” 

“I know of the story. I know she was married to another man. I remember him. I also remember the first time I saw the elves so close to our house. I was scared. The elf who took me in, the one you fought with, her name was Elian. She died only a few days ago. Killed by a vampire along our northern border.”

“Vampire? So close?”

Evri sighed. “They are moving closer, and more often, we hear their whispers. The bane of Saelmark will be these blood beasts. A special assembly has been called to speak with Rikt, and at midnight, we will hear what the Purified One says.”

Fadis stared at Evri, seeing a reflection of himself.

“This is your home, Evri. I had come to take you from this place but doing so would seem a disservice.”

“You like serving aboard the ship with this crew?”

“I do. They are like a family to me.”

“Then, it seems we both have our family. As it is, I must protect these lands. I belong under the trees of Saelmark. I am happy I do not have to explain that further. I apologize for my deceit with our first meeting. Such lies have their place, even among the elves.”

Evri bowed to Fadis and then went toward Rikt.

Fadis was not upset by his son’s words, but he felt a deep stirring in his convictions. No decisions in the coming days would be easy. 

 

Rikt had been at work for some time, mixing up many different ingredients. As Fadis joined Kirla and Evri, Evurn, too, appeared.

“You make a concoction of Yew bark with Northern Pine Oil, but I have not seen the nut you grind up,” Evurn said.

“It is Varmark Pine Nut, a native ingredient, prized for its ability to be easily carried around and eaten at a later time. More importantly, Starfire pebbles.” He revealed several small blue orbs suspended in liquid. “These grow near the rivers that run through the woods. The seeds themselves can be used to carry water a great distance. You can place one of these in a dry stone basin overnight, and by morning, you will have a basin full of water.”

“You are using oils and seeds,” said Kirla. “What magic do you impart into this? This is a Dwemhar curse!”

“I very much know what it is, my lady, and you must be patient. You could say just ‘make a cure,’ but Dwemhar magic is peculiar. You must heal the mind with the body to fully become anew.”

Rikt used a nearby candle over the concoction he had made. He then picked up several sprigs of herbs and set them in the smoldering mash. Smoke billowed, and he blew it over the dwarf. The dwarf quivered and began to sweat.

“The curse leaves him, but only partially.”

Rikt picked up a nearby bowl and ground up several different granules before adding just a bit of water. He drew a knife, and before Kirla could protest, he stabbed the knife in the dwarf’s shoulder. 

“What are you doing?” Kirla asked. “Stop!”

Evurn grabbed Kirla, who was attempting to stop Rikt. 

Rikt spread open the wound and pushed in the contents of the bowl. While holding pressure, he picked up a pouch and dusted an ethereal glowing pink powder over the wound.

“Fairy dust,” he told them. “I have delivered both antidotes. One for the aura and mind and one for the body. He shall sleep many more hours, but then, you will find the curse has vanished from his body.”

Kirla embraced him. She lay her head on his chest and then looked up to Rikt. “His heart beats slower now!”

The dwarf began to snore.

“He hasn’t snored at all since he was stricken. He truly is improving.”

Rikt bowed as several archons came into the room.

“The dwarf is healed now, yes?” they asked Rikt.

“Yes, at least by what can be done for now. What is it you need?”

At that moment, the king emerged, bowing to them slightly. They bowed in return.

“We assemble the archons at this midnight hour. I would seek Evurn and Fadis to be present on behalf of the captain who sleeps and for witness if Rikt’s words are questioned in such a way that they may provide wisdom. Rikt, my archons will take you before the council.

“As you wish, good king,” Rikt said.

They departed, and the king looked at those sleeping nearby. “I am glad they get to rest. The perimeters are well guarded here, but the darkness has crept upon the wood. The skeletons of trees left over from the battle draw shadow upon us. Taria has seemingly fallen back from their forward positions but do remain still within distance to attack. The dwarves have vanished.”

“All good,” Fadis said.

Evri came from behind Fadis. “But Taria remains?”

“For now, Evri.”

Evri tightened his fists. “We should move to strike. We have the forces to envelop them. We must not allow them to regroup.”

“Counsel first, young one,” the king said, “Taria was bold, but their strength was in their dwarven allies. Our Fikmarkian cousins have made sure the dwarves felt the price of coming against the elves. Taria is but a distraction as of now. Come, let us all go to the archon chambers. The Purified One shall perhaps tell us much.”

 

The king led them from the area where the others were sleeping, down a side stairwell and down a long hall. At the far end of the hall were two elves in full cloaks with staves burning with a white fire. As the king approached them, they bowed and opened the door. Across a covered bridge, they came to another tree and two more of the guards just like the one before. Again, the door was opened, and they passed into the inside of another great tree. Streams from high above trickled down within the trunk of the tree, which was so massive, they could not see the other side in the pale light. It was here they took a right turn and moved into another structure in entirety. Here was the entrance to what was called the Tower of the Crescent. It was here they were met by a large orb that glowed with the sparkle of the heavens above.

“This is a star mirror,” the king told them.

“I did not think such a thing existed anymore in these lands. My kin once had one, but it was shattered in war by a jealous faction. Can this one also channel the waves of arcane energy from the North?”

“For a shadow elf, he is attuned to much of the secrets of our people,” another elf said.

The elf emerging before them had a long coat of silver and wore a necklace with a sapphire jewel.

“High Archon Reviak, Chief of the Moon Cullers of Saelmark,” King Tursua explained.

Evurn did not bow as Fadis. “Shadow elves know much beyond what it is assumed.”

“Indeed, my young one.”

Evurn was taken aback by such a statement, but by the looks of this elf, he was indeed much older than Evurn. His features were longer and more pronounced than Evurn’s. But it was Fadis who made the statement.

“You are a high elf?” he asked. “You do not look as the others.”

“I remember the times before the seas came into the North. I remember the wars between Dwemhar and Rusis. I witnessed the gods fight upon our realm and pulled many from the swallowing seas of the South onto Dwemhar realm ships as cataclysm gripped the world. Yes, I am one of the oldest elves in the West and possibly the East. But this does not matter. I, too, have been plagued by nightmares as of late. Those among us who are seers say they have been blinded by a shroud of terror.”

“Is the Purified One before the council?”

“He awaits.”

The king led Evurn and Fadis down a passage and then up a stairwell to a viewing area high above a polished floor far below. On the far side of the circular room sat ascending seats that rose high into the air. Above them, a skylight gave a view of the stars high above. 

Evurn and Fadis sat with the king, well out of sight of Rikt.

 

Though allowed passage into the city, Rikt was currently bound. Two archons held their staves aimed at him, and in the darkness, more elves with their blades drawn stood ready.

“Now calling to order the Council of the Saelmark Crescent, High Archons of the Western Lands. Purified One, you have been allowed continued life for the time being, for it was revealed that you have insight as to a coming travesty. We of the Crescent wish to know why you come forward with this, being of the demon men and the vampires yourself.”

Rikt shook in the chains that held him. “I am not of them. I was taken against my will and turned to that which you claim! Upon purification, I was abandoned by them. I lost all my ties to the Dwemhar, yet I still care much of the elves.”

“You are truly Dwemhar?” another elf asked.

“I was. I was within this city before its destruction. I know I was present when it was given to those of Saelmark.”

“Then, state your name for our record so we may know whom we speak to.”

Rikt remained silent.

“You do not have a name?”

“I . . . do . . . but what I am called by now was not my given name. I . . . do not remember.”

There was muttered discussion before Reviak emerged.

“I attest what he said to be true,” the High Archon stated. “I know his face. He was of the Dwemhar Lords and went by the title Eliaso, Seer of the Ten Seals.”

There was a sudden uproar in the chamber. Even the King of Saelmark rose for a moment.

“Order!” Reviak shouted. A blast of magic erupted outward from the High Archon, and silence befell the chamber.

“Eliaso, you have no remembrance of your life as a Dwemhar?”

“Only echoes, some knowledge, as that which I used on the dwarf I healed before.”

“Then you must know that it was by your foreshadowing that the destruction of the entire southern lands was foretold. Your vision told all that the gods were to duel and that great floods would grip the lands to our south. You rallied your people and ours, and a great host went to save as many as could be from the wrath of the Itsu in what we now refer to as the Sunken Lands.”

“I do not remember such events. I wish I could so to give validity to my claims.”

“Go, then,” Reviak said. “Now that the council knows who you are, the fact you can provide any insight, though perhaps not as clear, is of use.”

Rikt shook the chains that bound him. “I am kept like a prisoner. I have no power.”

“Such is the law that keeps Saelmark safe.”

“Your city and lands are not safe. That which has transpired is like fertile ground for that which comes. I can feel the energies of my people within this chamber. What you use as a place of foresight we used as a forge. The weapons of our people, the armor of our people, and every bit of knowledge we mustered were kept within these rooms but that which rests in the ruins below our feet that has been forgotten. There is a great source of power here. That which will no doubt draw our enemy, in time. I am Purified, but even now, I feel energies creeping back into my form. Though my mind is lost, I have not been a mere prisoner to you while here. Release me, or I shall release myself. Treat me as a friend, or you carve forth an enemy.”

“Do not release him!” several archons shouted.

Reviak looked up to the king. The king did not respond immediately but then stood, moving to a balcony to their right.

“Eliaso of the Dwemhar, give us knowledge, and you shall be granted freedom.”

Rikt, or Eliaso, as was his given name, shook the chains, and they fell to the ground. Immediately, archons and elven swordsmen moved in.

“Stop!” Reviak shouted.

“That is better,” Eliaso said. “Within these chambers, I have reconnected to the energies of my kind. I can see with more foresight than even before. What I saw has faded away. What I see is what is to come. Darkness moves from the woods of the East, and the sacred keep that has been a dwelling place of the vampires and demon men has opened. The city of vampires has reemerged in the fogs to the west of the Crescent Lake. What comes is true horror, for, with the death of the lands around us, the vampires shall raise a grand army. Even now, they move toward Taria, seeking the augmentation of their numbers. Several vampire queens have awakened. Some time ago, a small group of elves and Rangers took down a would-be queen, but that time has passed. They head to an ancient place east of here. A nodule of the power of the old world. Upon activation, they seek to use their powers to turn that which is dead alive. Demon men swarm this place.” Eliaso’s eyes suddenly flashed white. “They will eat upon these halls. Elven blood runs red. A war will grip these regions like none before, and those in the North, the Urlas elves, will come to war. But all will fail, until at last, the heavens rain fire upon the lands, and few will remain who are alive as of now.”

Eliaso’s eyes became as they were before. The man collapsed.

“I am sorry. Bound me again. I do not mean to anger you.”

“You do not,” Reviak said. “You have provided insight and, in truth, much more. You are not a prisoner, Eliaso.”

“Who is that?” Rikt asked.

The chamber was silent.

“You do not remember?” Reviak asked.

“No, High Archon. I had focused on that which still ripples through this place, the echo of the Dwemhar that remains. In doing so, I gained focus, but I do not remember what transpired.”

“You spoke of vampires returning,” Reviak said, “and a place to the east. A place they will use to turn that which is dead to life. Do you know of this place?”

“I see it as a blurred image in mind. I focus and cannot see it as clear as it could be, but—” He paused, taking several deep breaths. “I can lead us to it. I know I can.”

Reviak motioned for the king to come forth.

“You have seen what has been spoken. What do you say, King of Saelmark and all elves of the West?”

“We move to find this source of power. The elves must do what is necessary to stop this travesty. I have word that before dawn, Lord Suvasel will arrive. We will speak with him and decide what our direct course will be. We will not let the sun set tomorrow without a host prepared to move forward. High Archons of Saelmark, I charge you to study what can be studied of this place in the East. Rikt, do you know or have any hint as to the timing of said events?”

“A Black Moon approaches,” Rikt said. “That, I do remember. Magic will be strong that night.”

“He speaks of that which is two days from now!” a voice in the High Archon council said.

“Then it is of importance for us to act,” Reviak said. “The arrival of the strangers from the North and the realm ship of old coincides with events we face now. See it as a sign not of destruction but of salvation. Saelmark, the crown of the Western lands, shall not fall.”

 

The assembly adjourned. Fadis stood with Evurn as the king motioned the guards down below to allow Rikt passage out of the chamber.

“This way,” the king told them, motioning for them to exit the way they had come in. 

Back in the entryway, they met back up with Rikt, who bowed before the king.

“The hour grows late, sire. I wish to assist your archons in whatever way I can.”

The king smiled. “Saelmark owes a great debt of gratitude, and I intend to look into the treatment of other Purified Ones. If some can be saved, I want them to have a home in our borders, not within the city itself, but still within arrow range if they were attacked. It seems a greater evil is at work in the lands. There is much I am unsure of. Seek out High Archon Reviak and express to him that ‘five moons converge as one.’ That will be enough for him to allow you into the sanctum.”

Rikt departed.

King Tursua turned to Fadis and Evurn. “Rest, friends. Tomorrow morning, I shall speak with Lord Suvasel. We will determine our plans. Speak with your captain,” he said to Evurn. “If the Stormborn would like to help the elves of Saelmark, as does his crew, we would gladly accept your assistance.” He then embraced Fadis. “Many years your son has been under my woods. I have watched over him and treated him no different from elf kin. He defends these woods with his life as a proud Leaf of Saelmark. Do not attempt to force him from that path.”

“I do not. But I am curious of my own path now.”

Evurn looked at Fadis, surprised. “You mean to leave the Stormborn?”

“I do not know. I seek a life with my son and to be where my bow will do the most good. I was a Ranger of the North, and while I will not return to that life, I cannot ignore what befalls this place. I will protect and fight with Evri as long as I am able.”

“Indeed,” the king said. “We can speak of it more when we are all rested. I leave you to return to your companions.”

As the king left, Fadis looked at Evurn. “You do not approve of my thoughts?”

Evurn shook his head and pointed for them to walk forward. “I believe all should take the path they felt led upon. Ranger, this is the first time your path has made sense to me.”

“Thanks.” Fadis chuckled.

“I only speak what I feel is true for this moment. Your son may not need you as he did when he was younger, but you must seek out that relationship before it is too late. Leaves turn with the seasons, and the life of the race of men is short.”

They returned to the area where the others were sleeping. While it wasn’t dawn yet, the early lights of the morning were beginning to show in the shift of colors within the night sky.

Evurn lay down not too far from Valrin, and Fadis took a spot by Kirla. He lay flat on his back, his sword within reach, but in the air of Saelmark, he heard the songs of the elves. He felt calm and at home for the first time in many years.

 

Horn calls shot out across the city. Fadis jerked awake. Kirla was to her feet, and the rest of the crew sat up.

“Another attack?” shouted Valrin.

An explosion shook the tower.

Fadis looked up to see the light of the Dwemhar crystals still alight. The defenses had not been penetrated. 

Suddenly on the balcony, there were wisps of green leaves, and Evri appeared.

“Come, Father! The Leaves of Saelmark move to protect the king. Hammersongs attack the tower, and the main doorway is blocked. Archons attempt to open the way for the rest of our forces, but a shroud is on the upper reaches of the king’s quarters. Red smoke, unlike anything I have ever seen.”

Around him, other Leaves appeared, their blades brimming with energy as the Dwemhar devices empowered their bodies.

“Kirla, Aeveam, come. Evurn, you and Valrin go down to assist the archons.”

“I’ll just sleep, that’s fine!” Braei said.

“Come on,” Valrin said to her, drawing his sword.

 

Fadis gripped his blade, running with Evri and the other Leaves.

“The king’s quarters is two towers over, and the way has been blocked. The Leaves must defend the king. He is with Suvasel, but Suvasel guards were already blown from the tower with the explosion.

“An assassination or betrayal?”

“The elves do not assume anything. We will see what we find.”

Another explosion. This one sent debris and smoke into the air just outside from where they were. Evri ran to a window looking out into a courtyard. 

“More bastard dwarves! How did we miss these? They must have already been here.”

“Go,” Aeveam said. “I will deal with the Hammersongs myself. Go!”

Aeveam went out to the balcony, her powers growing around her as she floated upward. As Fadis turned to continue with Evri and Kirla, flashes of Aeveam’s magic cast shadows ahead of them.

The pathway to the stairwell was shrouded in red smoke. It was then Evurn jumped up from a lower level onto a balcony to their side. 

“The archons have broken through the Hammersongs. The others go to assist Aeveam. Beware this smoke, for it is not dwarven but of my kin.”

Daggers flew, striking two of the Leaves. Evri and the remaining Leaves shifted forward, becoming as separate wisps that shot into the red smoke. Kirla and Fadis held back with Evurn.

“The smoke allows the shadow elves to move about unseen as phantoms.”

A scream came, and blood sprayed on one wall. One of the Saelmark Leaves flew against the wall and gasped as a man wearing red garbs gripped him. Kirla ran forward, throwing one of her knives just as another warrior struck her from above, kicking her to the ground. Before Fadis could rush him with his sword, Evurn sent a blast of red fire into the form. The smokes above shifted, and swords clanged. The elves of Saelmark fought the phantoms as their forms became obvious. Fadis recognized these men. He had seen them before attempting to assassinate the Barb King. This day, they were not the allies they had shown themselves before. 

Evurn lifted his staff, blasting wind at the smoke above, forcing it out and revealing the many dead elves littering the stairwells. Evri and another of the Leaves were on the highest level.

Fadis ran with Kirla just behind him. He climbed the stairs, pushing as fast as his legs would move as the other member of the Leaves of Saelmark fell to his death, gushing blood as he fell. Fadis made it up to the level with his son. Beyond his son, in a closed door to the right with smoke rolling out of it, he heard the shouts and clamor of another fight.

Evri ran for his opponent, jumping high as the shadow elf used a rod to cast fire directly in his path. Fadis brought his blade up, slamming down on the shadow elf, who parried low and rolled, attempting to stab Kirla. The rogue leaped out of the way and just parried his attack before Evri and Fadis came again, Fadis managing to land a strike on the warrior’s shoulder.

The warrior flipped upward, grabbing on to an awning, dodging Kirla’s throwing knives before Evri used his Dwemhar armor to get near him. He slashed as he materialized, and the warrior fell. Both Fadis and Evri went in for the kill, when vines burst from the tower itself and Evurn ran onto the landing with his staff alight.

“I hold this one. Go! Go to the king!”

Evri, Kirla, and Fadis ran into the clearing smoke to see the armor of an elf with his back to them.

A sword dropped, and even as it did, the elf’s side ran red with blood. The elf was holding his attacker. But this was not the king.

“I am Suvasel of Fikmark. Your insult has been received, you defiler of life.” 

Fadis went around the side of the elf with his sword ready to see the attacker collapse. The elf Lord Suvasel withdrew a blade that slid back into his gauntlet, leaving his adversary to choke. Suvasel ran to the King Tursua, who was lying against a far wall. 

Evri dropped to his knees. “My king!”

His throat had been slit, but not before he and Suvasel had taken several of the attackers.

Fadis turned to Suvasel. The elf wore heavy gold armor. On his shoulders were bright-red jewels, but he did not wear the polished garb of a king of men. He had markings and dents. This was a warlord of the elves, and even as a host of archons and elves of Saelmark came into the room, he did not waver in his cutting stares.

Lord Relia ran to the fallen king with several Leaves appearing around him.

“The Hammersongs!” he shouted out. “Send word! The elves of Saelmark march for Harkinok! Then on to Michranok We will bring swift retribution on the dwarves of the west!”

“Harkinok is already red with dwarven blood. But this was not the dwarves,” Suvasel said. “This was beyond Taria as well.”

“They were paid,” Evurn said, moving his bound prey before Suvasel. “These shadow elves work independent of those of the Shadowlands.”

Suvasel lifted his sword at an angle toward Evurn. “Said from a shadow elf! Bound him, now!”

Elves forced Evurn to the ground at the wish of Suvasel. 

“Wait,” Fadis said. “We are guests of the king.”

“You are a man of Taria! I have seen your face, but it has been many years! Why should I trust you more than even this shadow elf?”

“Because a greater darkness comes,” the captured elf Evurn had bound growled. “My masters have many ploys to work their magic. The King of Taria paid well for this attack, and we do not have allegiance to any crown, be it elven, dwarven, or the race of men! You are just a pawn in greater events. Soon, this land will swarm under the shadow of the bloodsuckers, and we will stand off and watch as the once-proud kingdom falls leaderless and kingless.”

Suvasel dropped to the ground and punched the assassin. His mouth ran red, and broken teeth littered the floor.

“You will beg for death before the coming of night once again. Fikmark does not allow insult such as this to befall any elven kingdom. I am Suvasel, once Lord-King of Fikmark, now King of the Varmark Woodlands by succession. I will rally our forces and march to protect whatever it is that the vampire lords seek, and then I will go to Taria and burn that king from his home!”

 

Kirla had slipped away. Running away, she met up with Aeveam, who was with Ruak and several archons, including Reviak. Valrin and Braei ran up as well.

“The king has fallen. Suvasel has taken command!” she shouted.

“The line of succession is correct, but what is the issue, my child?” Reviak said.

“He has taken Fadis and Evurn! He considers them criminals.”

“I will deal with this,” Reviak said. 

The High Archon slammed down his staff, and the host before him moved as one in a flash and appeared before King Suvasel and the others.

Ruak dropped to a knee as they appeared. “Hail King Suvasel of Fikmark.”

Reviak dipped in a bow, and the king returned it. He then looked at the body of the once-king who was already being wrapped in linings by some of the elves. Fadis and Evurn were still bound.

“You indeed do insult the guests of the king. Know these here are of the North. Aboard a vessel of the Dwemhar, they arrived and have helped our people defend this ground. Your order to bound them is unjust.”

“You are willing to allow a shadow elf, one of the race who killed the once-king, to roam freely?”

“Much has changed, sire. A Purified One who was once Dwemhar speaks of the greater evil. He is now allowed to move through our halls at will. These here found favor in the eyes of the once-king. They will assist us, but not bound as such.”

Fadis looked up, though his head was pushed back down by his captor.

“Release them,” Suvasel stated plainly. 

Fadis and Evurn pushed off those who held them, and stood.

“As I was saying,” Evurn growled, “these men were paid assassins. Whatever this one squeals through broken teeth does not matter. The money came from the King of Taria.”

Evri drew his sword. “I invoke the Falling Leaves of Saelmark.”

Lord Relia looked at him. “Evri! As head of the High Guard and of the Leaves of Saelmark, why did you make such a promise without consulting me?”

“So, it still stands,” Evri said. “The king was like a father to me. I will not let his death go unpunished.”

Lord Relia bowed before King Suvasel. “Please do not honor this, sire. He is a boy, not an elf.”

Evri slammed his blade into the ground. “I am of the Leaves of Saelmark, the High Guard of the woodlands. I may not be an elf, but I have sweated and bled beside my brothers and sisters. I would die for any of them, and you would do the same for me, correct, my lord?”

Relia nodded. “I would.”

Fadis didn’t understand what his son had done yet. But King Suvasel seemed impressed.

“You are the son of this Ranger, are you not?” he asked him.

“I am,” Evri said. 

“You come from strong blood. This man once stole a sacred bow of the elves. He also avoided my arrows the one and only time I saw him before now.”

Fadis didn’t remember avoiding this elf’s arrows, but then again, he had avoided many arrows in his time.

“So, Evri of Saelmark, you wish to go alone to Taria to kill the king?”

“What?” Fadis asked.

“Silence, man of the North.”

“Speak,” Suvasel said.

“I will. I will journey north. I will seek out the king. I cut myself from Saelmark, and if captured, I die.”

Two other Leaves of Saelmark stepped forth, followed by two others.

“We, too, invoke the Falling Leaves of Saelmark,” they all said in unison. 

There were gasps within the assembled there.

“So be it,” King Suvasel said. “Kill the King of Taria. I will lead our forces to protect what the dreaded vampires seek to befoul. The lands will remember the elves of old, and we will not fall to the swords of men!”

Those assembled shouted in unison. “Forever remain will the elves of the West!”

 

The sun was well visible by now and was the deepest red Fadis had seen in some time. The once-King of Saelmark, Tursua, was moved to an altar near the center of the town, and flowers began to be offered in remembrance of the lost king. Fadis shook his fists, slamming them on the railings he stood near as he looked off into the woods.

“Father,” Evri said from behind him.

The others, Valrin, and the crew were nearby. Fadis turned to see Evri and the other elves who had agreed to go kill the King of Taria.

“You’re not happy, I know that.”

Fadis stared at his son, seeing a flash of the young boy he had seen those many nights ago. When his once-love had told him that he was “no one,” and that tearing pain he had felt in his heart that night returned. He looked over to Valrin and the others and then back to Evri.

“My son, you commit to something beyond yourself. I will not stop you, but I will go with you.”

“The crew of the Aela Sunrise goes with you,” Valrin stated suddenly. “At least, I will go. My ship can get you to Taria unseen by their spies, and no elven vessel will be as agile as mine. I don’t expect you’ll want to attempt it by land, either.”

Evri bowed. “I am beyond gladdened by this.”

“What in the name of Throka was that?” a voice suddenly said.

Kirla glanced over to see her friend was sitting up. Those around shifted over to the dwarf Rilr.

“Oh dear, where are we? This looks elven. Are we with elves?”

“The elves of Saelmark gave us sanctuary. There is much we must discuss, but we will,” Kirla said, “Rest, for now.”

“I wish to leave tonight, if possible,” Evri said. “I and my brothers have much to prepare for.”

Evri and the other elves bowed before leaving.

“I don’t get it,” Rilr said. “I was fighting that beast of a mechanical monster, and then I was here. Who are these strangers?”

“They are the crew of the Aela Sunrise, friends,” she said with a smile.

“Whoa, thank you!”

“You’re welcome,” Valrin said.

At that moment, Lord Relia came in.

“Kirla, Fadis,” he said. “You are affiliated with the Rangers of the North?”

“At one time,” Fadis said.

“Then come. Two Rangers have just arrived with something that may help us, that may be regarding the vampires. Please, come quickly.”

Relia led them out of the main tower and to an area where many archons were gathered. In the host were two men. They appeared to have bows but were more adorned with fine armor than he would expect from Rangers.

Reviak turned to King Suvasel as he approached. “These men bring salvation. King Suvasel, these two have been journeying into a dwarven mine of old. They are the two Rangers who thwarted the vampire queen from before. They went to the elves near them, but they were told to seek the archons. They found a map of the ancient woods, when the trees stretched across the North before the fall of the Dwemhar.”

One of the Rangers stepped forward. “I am Andoc, and this is Badur. We seek your assistance. The Shadow Beings haunt all the wild lands of Taria, and something indeed is coming. We found this map in a shrine deep underground. It wasn’t anything we paid attention to until we were both awoken from nightmares and found a beast over us. We killed it, but upon its death and the drops of its blood striking the open map that we had left out, the map transformed to this.”

He pointed to the map that Reviak held. Fadis leaned in to look at the parchment with Suvasel.

“These runes, blood runes. They go to awaken the Blight Lands upon us! These woods are dead, but this place is known!”

“King Suvasel, we are a day’s hard ride from this,” Lord Relia said.

King Suvasel looked at the Rangers and then back to those of the Aela Sunrise. “Stars align in a strange way.” He looked back to Andoc and Badur. “Thank you for seeking out the elves of Saelmark, but I must ask, you have knowledge fighting these beasts, so we need your swords and any of your kin that you can summon. I will lead the armies to march toward this enemy, but I want an advance force to secure the ruins of old. Ruak will go with you two, along with select warriors, to secure this site in advance of our armies. You can travel light and fast. Valrin,” he said, turning to the captain, “your arrival is not circumstantial. Can you and your crew go with this host?”

“King Suvasel,” Valrin said, “I have volunteered to go with Evri and his elf-brothers to Taria, but of my crew . . .” He paused, looking at them.

Aeveam stepped forward. “I will go.”

Braei and Evurn just stared at Valrin, but the king did not say anything of them.

“Then that as it is, the host shall depart before midday. We will not fail, elves of the Vumark Woodlands. The Darkness of the Black Moon shall not fall upon our lives. The elves will fight through the coming flames. This I swear by my life.”

Fadis looked to Evri and then to Valrin. He exhaled, feeling a hand touch his. It was Kirla.

“It is time for us both to have our revenge,” she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is the end of Ranger’s Fury.

 

If you’re wanting to snag a free short story that lays out the very early part of Fadis’ life and the initial loss of his son (and wife), I invite you to check out Ranger’s Folly. It isn’t very long and really sets the stage for Fadis’ anger against the King of Taria.

 

Also, the Rangers Andoc and Badur have their own story regarding the vampire lords (and their queens) check out The Stranger’s Quest, and learn a bit more about the Rangers of the North, and a hint of what is to come! Thank you for reading! Keep reading to see the first bit of my author notes for this special edition of these books! 

 

Or… just continue on to Black Moon! 

 

Here’s the first addition of my author’s notes. This is where I will pose random questions, comments, and my general thoughts about the previous book. Perhaps, this will provide some level of insight or at least, be entertaining. :)

 

Saelmark

When I first decided to have an advanced elven city I wanted to really go all out versus the more reserved city of Fikmark pf Half-Elf Chronicles #3 which is much more the traditional elven city as you expect. From the outer elven walls and the dock of this city, which had a perfect place to merge with the Aela Sunrise, to the city defenses and internal tower of the city, I wanted this place to feel more alien than other cities in previous books within the world. While most of the book was set outside and around the city itself, Saelmark is a unique part of the woods and will be integral to the battles to come.

What hasn’t been explored in Saelmark is the literal vast library that exists in its inner halls. A place where any wizard would be happy to themselves in for a few years. Saelmark would be the “Lighthouse of Alexandria” of the current elven world but with the coming of a new King, it is unlikely that Suvasel will put the knowledge to good use, at least at first.

 

Leaves of Saelmark

 

When it came to the assassins and essentially royal guardians of the King, I wanted something beyond an ‘elite elven warrior’. I honestly wanted to give them the Dwemhar abilities in some respect akin to Kealin in Half-Elf Chronicles. Their armor allowing them to shift into rolling leaves I really liked because while it was still different, and not necessarily a magic spell, it had the feel of technology while still being elven. The Leaves are at command of no other elf except the King but as will be seen in the next book, King Suvasel is very free in giving power to those that already have a level of skill beyond the average elf. It is why he has such regard for the elf Ruak even over his own son, who is a rather poor warrior in comparison.

 

But enough of this… time for Black Moon!

 

 

 

Black Moon

(Ranger’s Revenge #2)

Stormborn Saga Book Five

 

J.T. Williams

Part One: Heroes of Salemark

 

Saelmark did not rest. Her armies prepared. King Suvasel of the elves of the Varmark Woodlands prepared to march, and two separate hosts made their plans. But in the darkness beneath Saelmark, beyond the sight of singing elves and where the moon was upon the trees of the woods at night and the sun shined down now, out of sight of the friendlier types, King Suvasel had brought Evurn and Fadis down to where the prisoner was kept.

Blood sprayed against the wall as the would-be assassin was thrown across a wooden table. The two Varmark elves passed the man between them, slapping and striking as his form sank further into the ground each time he fell.

“You will speak,” King Suvasel said. “I am not like most of my kin, choosing a higher road of excellence. I know what those of Taria do to their prisoners, and I feel returning the same treatment in kind to be the best response.”

The king chugged from a chalice, wine running down the bottom of his chin. Fadis was surprised to see an elf act like this, but the whispers he had heard just since this morning made sense. Suvasel was the warrior lord of the elves, deemed by the once-king to one day lead the elves if ever war came to the woods. He was not a student of great wisdom but instead had taken himself to the furthest reaches of the lands, even once to the Shadowlands, to learn of war and fighting.

The two elves held the Rusis in place. At this moment, the king revealed a small grub from the woods.

“This is a fairy, a fairy of death, I’d say,” he said, allowing the creature to walk over his gauntlet. “They are quite fickle creatures. If fed a diet of flower petals, they create a beautiful garden within a few days, weaving their magic to and from, like a spider creating webs but, in this case, creating beauty as an elf would. But”—he paused, rubbing a substance on the table—“if they consume the ground-up contents of this particular mushroom, not found near these regions, I’ll tell you, they will kill even a great oak of these woods in a matter of a few days. A Rusis? Well, I’d give you three days before death is upon you. I know that before that time, the truth shall roll off your tongue as if you had been pleasured with great wine and beautiful women to coerce you. You’ll give me what I want, and then you’ll die. So to avoid this,” he said, allowing the creature to consume the ground-up mushroom, “I give you one last chance to tell me from where you come from, where the king has summoned so many Rusis, and whom else I must destroy to secure the elves of the West from ever being attacked again!”

The man stared at the grub eating the mushroom.

Evurn tapped Fadis. “I see that this elf is well traveled. That is a Shadow Cap, a mushroom that grows in the East. He had to deal with my people to know such alchemy. This king is a strange one.”

Suvasel did not cease his staring at the Rusis. “Truly, so foolish to remain silent when before you were shouting of our fall? Fine. Have it your way.”

The two elves kicked the man behind his knees, bending his arm backward as they thrust the side of his head on the table. One of them squeezed his face, pushing his lips apart. Suvasel took the “fairy” and shoved it in the Rusis’ mouth. They forced his mouth closed.

The man tried to spit. He flailed, kicking and stomping. 

Suvasel leaned down to his level. “It is the wonder of this particular creature. You do not eat it; it eats into you. No doubt, it has traveled into the space near where the air is brought into your chest. There, it will wait, poisoning you until your body gives out and it can begin to devour you. I will be patient in my waiting.”

They pulled him from the table, dragging the Rusis along the floor.

“Please, elf, I do not know what you seek! I would tell you if I did! Please, elf! I am not what you think.”

“You are an assassin. You are a shadow elf and a Rusis, a strange combination, but it is what it is in these dark times. Tell me now. Where are you from?”

“You are a fool, elf. I have told you what you wish. You will be the doom of your kingdom; your rash actions will bring about your death.”

“As do yours. You came against the elves of the West. I would send your body to that wretched King of Taria, but by the time you’re dead, so will he be as well.”

The Rusis spat at Suvasel. One of the elves punched him in the stomach in return. The king balled his fist to follow the strike of his elf-kin, but recoiled.

“I will avenge all that has been lost, and I will be the last king of the West whoever deals with those who would come with open arms against our people, for all shall fear the name Suvasel in time.”

As the man was dragged into the darkness of the elven dungeons, Suvasel looked at Evurn and Fadis.

“Do you think your fairy will be enough?” Evurn asked.

“It matters little. The king will die,” he said, looking at Fadis,” and you depart with Ruak to secure our people from the scourge of the vampires.” He pointed to Evurn. “I have already sent envoys to all elven villages to be on guard. In time, I will lead my people as I did against the orcs of old. The elves of the Varmark Woodlands will forever stand. By my life, I swear it.”

The king departed, and Fadis and Evurn followed slowly behind him back up to the lower level of the central tower.

“Is the captain ready?” Evurn asked.

“The best I know. I meet with others to discuss our path soon.”

“As do I,” Evurn said.

As they reached the ground level, Evurn and Fadis took their leave of one another. There was much work to be done.

 

In a now smoke-filled room not too far from where they had attempted to sleep the last night, Fadis stared over diagrams and sketches that Kirla had drawn. He, Evri, and Andoc were working to solidify their approach to the king’s castle. The city was Tar Veera, a large bastion that was once a dwarven tower but was given to the race of men by dwarves in the region to help them weather the harsh winters.

“So, the ship is near invisible?” Andoc asked, sipping an elven ale.

“Near, it’s power is beyond anything of the elves, to be honest,” Fadis said.

“Our approach will not be too difficult,” Evri stated. “It will be our execution once within the structure. The rogue Kirla has a plan?”

Fadis didn’t like it, but she did. He pointed to a spot near the back of the castle. “She says there is a door used by the kitchen staff. We can get into the castle that way. The issue is that the door itself can only be opened from the inside and is only opened once a week to push out old supply from the kitchen. Otherwise, the disgusting rats only stack up their trash. She said that the old cook is a fool.”

“I worry not of cooks,” Evri said. 

“So Kirla plans to sneak in?” Andoc asked.

“Yes, as a concubine of the king. He takes new women nearly every night from a rotating group of taverns. She plans to sneak into the group, taking a woman’s place. Evidently, these women are not always so willing, so finding one who will let her assume their identity shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Risky,” Andoc said. “I might like to take the front gate with heavy arrow fire, but the bastard has been fortifying. Badur and I have been staying away from those of Taria, but we’ve crossed paths with our fellow Rangers. To be honest with you both, we’ve found significant wealth in the old dwarven mines. We’ve been working to support a resistance within Taria to overthrow the king. Kirla and her guild were part of that. But these Rusis who arrived a few weeks ago complicated everything.”

“The shadow elf Evurn seems to believe they are paid warriors from the East.”

“So, could we pay them off?”

“Perhaps.”

“We should just kill them,” Evri said.

Fadis looked up at him. “True, but all options must be examined.”

Evri sighed. “The Leaves of Saelmark have but one option.”

As Evri’s companions came into the room, he stood and went to them. “We go to prepare for our exodus and to be blessed by the High Archons. Such oaths are not taken lightly in Saelmark. I suggest you assure your captain is ready.”

As Evri left, Fadis shook his head and looked over to Andoc.

“I never thought my son would become nearly an elf himself.”

“Well, you did leave him,” the Ranger said. “We had thought you were dead. We knew you left, but Taria is small compared to these vampires. We defeated a clan of them once, but it wasn’t easy. We knew they would attempt something again, but nothing to this level.”

It was one hour from midday. Fadis pushed off from the desk. “Come, the host leaves for the Crescent Lake soon.”

 

The two Rangers met up with Badur and proceeded outside. Though the smoldering wreckage from the night before still cast a disgusting smell in the air, a northern wind swept down, bring the sweet smell of lavender upon Saelmark. Even so, as they exited the grounds of the tower and headed into the city, the constant reminders of the events from the last few days were ever evident. 

The destruction wrought by the attacks had more than left an impression. Fikmarkian elves, in their heavy battle armor and unfriendly stares, were everywhere. Archons with glowing staves patrolled the top of the buildings, and the younger elves hid behind their parents as they walked through the city streets.

The ever-increasing size of the memorial for the once-King of Saelmark had continued to grow. Several archons were at the base of the memorial, and it was here they found Evurn.

“The host is supposed to depart, yet you are here?” Fadis asked. 

Valrin was not too far from Evurn and walked over to Fadis.

“Evurn has been praying over the memorial itself. It seems ill thoughts have entered his mind of the coming days.”

Evurn seemed to mutter something to himself and then looked over to Fadis.

“When a king dies in the East, it is customary to take many days to grieve him, and even warring clans will not fight when the head of a clan is killed. It is an act of respect among shadow elves. This king will become like a tree within Saelmark, a ceremony to be enacted by King Suvasel before the turn of night. I did not know this king very well,” he said, motioning to the memorial, “but he was fairer than most of those I have known.”

Evurn bowed, turning then to Valrin.

“Keep yourself well, young one. You should not be one of the fools going into the King of Taria’s domain,” he said, glancing at Fadis.

“We took on the Barb King. This is a joke in comparison.”

“You speak some truth,” Evurn said, “but the Barb King was not of the race of men. This king seems a coward, something Fadis mentioned from the start. I do not trust him in the least, and I do not feel you will simply ‘walk right into the castle.’”

Fadis laughed. “We will run.”

“Indeed, Ranger, watch yourself. Take care of your son. We don’t need another quest to save someone else. I do think we need to get back to our Glacial Seas soon.” Evurn turned from them and quickly walked away.

Andoc and Fadis walked with Valrin.

“A strange elf,” Andoc said, “and I’ve known many elves.”

“Yes,” Fadis said, “but be happy he is on our side.”

 

They proceeded out of the city to the border of the charred woods where many stags were assembled. Ruak, the warrior from before, was addressing the king over a map with Aeveam.

“We should arrive by night tomorrow,” Ruak said, “just in time for the Black Moon. We will hold the ground for your arrival, King.”

Suvasel embraced Ruak. “I’d send my son with you, but I’d prefer to send any other warrior. I have sent him back to Fikmark. Perhaps where he lacks in blade work, he can work into improving with politics.”

“With the entire forward guard of Fikmark, archons from both our home and Saelmark, and Aeveam and the shadow elf; I have seen the strangers fight, and between all of us, I dare any bloodsucker to attempt to take those ruins.”

From Saelmark, the High Archon Reviak came with a large chest.

“Purification Stones,” he said. “Something to help you upon that first night.”

Several other archons arrived with him, these on horseback. With them was Rikt, the Purified One.

“We have blessed all who depart,” Reviak went on to say, “both with you, Ruak, and those who go elsewhere.” He glanced to Fadis. 

Fadis bowed. “Our mission will be underway by nightfall.”

“Good luck with such,” Ruak said. 

The elf-captain strapped on his helmet and took to his mount. The stag shook its horns as Ruak blew a horn. “Elves of Saelmark, prepare for exodus!”

The host assembled in a rough half-moon with Evurn now on one of the creatures with Aeveam mounting another.

Valrin stood next to Fadis. “I like the ocean more than land. I do not like seeing our crew split up again.”

“Indeed, I much think I’d prefer if we were together.”

Evurn and Aeveam looked back to Fadis and Valrin. Evurn made a slight bow, and Aeveam smiled. 

Braei happened to run up with Kirla beside her. 

“We made it just in time,” Braei said.

Ruak blew his horn again. “For the trees of Saelmark, beside Vindas the deep. May the stars and light of Etha be upon us. May the Black Moon rise and sink without fail as its form is upon us these next few nights. May elven steel stand stalwart this night and for all that come after!”

Another horn call, this one from Saelmark. The city itself gave a trumpeting send-off as the winds blew through the trees. Fadis noticed a large gathering of leaves near the host, and in a flash, around thirty additional horses appeared with Leaves of Saelmark upon their backs. Lord Relia rode up to King Suvasel.

“Good King, I and many of my guard ride with Ruak. Upon your departure, High Archon Reviak will have steward over Saelmark. The Leaves of Saelmark shall blow from the woods and unto the darkness that comes.”

Suvasel bowed. “Light of Etha upon you.”

Relia pointed to Fadis. “Keep your son alive,” he said. He then spurred his horse and rode quickly off to join the departing host.

The ground shook with the hoof falls of the many beasts carrying the elves to the East. Suvasel jerked his glance toward Fadis and the others.

“I trust you are well on your path to begin the voyage to rid the living realm of this King of Taria?”

“Indeed,” Fadis said.

“I wish to preside over the ceremony for the once-king, and then I will lead the second host to the East. The ships from Vueric carry a great elven host, a host returning from a voyage across the sea. We sought a great treasure, but it seems our journey must be cut short.”

“Treasure?” asked Valrin.

“Nothing for the mind of a boy-captain, but know we elves will defend this ground. Kill that king and rally those of Taria to fight as well, if you can. I do believe it may come time for the race of men to align with the elves.”

“Perhaps we can,” Andoc said. “And of the dwarves?”

“I’d rather their ilk remain in the bowels of the world than insult me with their presence. I’ll take allies with men before any of their wretched souls.”

The king snapped away from them, and the many attendants with him began back to Saelmark. High Archon Reviak bowed to them. “I work to reset the defenses and realign the crystals to overcharge. They will be visible to the enemy with that effect, but we must assure our home is safe. I intend to keep it so. Please, join us for the ceremony for Once-King Tursua. He would have wanted your presence.”

Valrin and Braei followed Reviak back to Saelmark, and Andoc departed to find his friend Badur. The Rangers were then going to join up with Evri, who was supposed to be meeting Valrin at the docks. Kirla needed Fadis.

“It’s Rilr. He’s doing better but not great. He’s not too happy about our plans.”

The rogues led Fadis back into the tower and up to the area where Rilr had been lying. Now, the dwarf was sitting on the balcony with a cup of tea.

“The hospitality of the elves is something,” he said, smiling as they approached. “Be this a dwarven home after an elven attack, and you’d be lucky to not be in a dungeon!”

Kirla sat down next to Rilr as Fadis stood off to the side.

“Lots of strangers,” Rilr said, looking at Fadis. “I’ve been told you’re one of the crew of the ship that helped ferry us away from the hell of Taria. Now you’re one of the fools going with this fool,” he said, motioning toward Kirla. “You don’t need to go. Let those others do it.”

“You know I know the interior of Tar Veera better than anyone.”

Rilr growled. “I know. That bastard needs to die.”

“So he will. We’ve been planning this,” Kirla said.

“He needs to die with my axe in his throat! I know what he did to you, and now you’re putting yourself back in that position!”

“I won’t be alone,” Kirla said, staring at Fadis.

“Who? Him? Now that is an ugly woman!” 

“No, Braei, the Rusis.”

“Valrin knows of this plan?” Fadis asked.

“He does. He wants extra protection for me. We’re going to have to get into one of the concubine groups for the king’s nightly soiree.”

“Nightly?” Fadis asked. “That king can barely hold up a sword for longer than twenty minutes.”

“Ha!” Rilr shouted. “Now that is funny! But, dear sir, that is not what he uses these women for.”

Kirla sighed and looked away. “He uses us for that, but he enjoys strange fetishes that are deemed uncivilized by most. He—”

“I don’t care,” Fadis said. “If you and Braei can get the secret passage in the kitchen open, we can take care of the rest. Whatever he is doing, it will end.”

Rilr stood up and nearly fell back down.

“And that is why you must remain here!” Kirla told the dwarf.

“I just hate this. First your father. Now I am stuck in this place with fine tea, mind you, but all our friends are dead, Kirla. Everyone of the guild struck down by that king! I want to be there when he breathes his last! The battle will be over, and I’ll be stuck here.”

“Be watchful,” Fadis said. “Has she told you of the recent events?”

“Yes, vampires or something.”

“Then you should know that even here, there are great risks. Nowhere is safe right now, and perhaps Kirla’s journey is the safest. You do not know us, Rilr, but we will not abandon Kirla. To me, she is a part of our crew, as are you.”

Rilr nodded, and Kirla smiled wildly at him.

“Maybe we don’t want to be,” she teased to Fadis, “Come now, Rilr, do you wish to remain here, or attend the ceremony for the once-king?”

Rilr forced himself to stand, using Kirla for assistance.

“The elf-king allowed the passage of a dwarf into his city and cared for me even after a dwarven attack; I can stand for him.”

 

Out at the village memorial, the abundance of flowers had grown into a large mass covering the body of the once-king. An uncountable assembly surrounded the altar, and off to the side stood King Suvasel. Reviak held his staff over the altar, and a great wisp of blue magic rolled into the ground, almost as if carving out the spot where the once-king lay.

 

Valrin, Braei, Evri, and the sworn Leaves who were to depart aboard the Aela Sunrise with them joined Andoc, Badur, Fadis, Kirla, and Rilr.

“What is to happen?” Valrin asked.

“High Archon Reviak will ask the gods to bless the once-king,” Evri said. “If the gods agree, he shall become of the woods.”

 

“By the light of Etha, in the heavens dark,

Starlight and moon fall were but the last peace,

 

Of his waking life.

Once-King of Saelmark, Lord of all the Woodlands of the West,

Steward of elves,

The One Thousand Splinter of the Fell Wars;

Here now, I proclaim your accolades:

Orc filth surrounded the great trees south of Vueric.

Upon mountaintop, the lone captain had lost all,

With elf blade forged in the North.

A song was sung from mountain peak,

With a choir of bloodshed.

The orcs called him Splinter, and before the gods,

One thousand heads were hewed.

 

I, Reviak, High Archon of Saelmark,

Ask Etha to bless our brother,

Forever.”

 

Reviak’s words were just complete when a great fire took the memorial. Both Valrin and Fadis looked at one another, amazed that though the fire grew high and bright, they did not feel any warmth from it. The flames lifted high into the sky, almost as if building into a great form of a single flame, and the three branches above it split off, opening up the very flames to reach through. There was a shimmer of blue within the fire and then a deep green that shifted white. Thunder rolled, and there was another flash.

When the light returned to normal, where had been towering flames was now a massive tree, reaching high above Saelmark with sparkling fruit in the boughs above. From within the tree itself flew hundreds of fairies, and wherever the tiny fairies went throughout the other trees, tiny glowing crystals spread out in the boughs above, almost as if a night sky were above them.

“Etha, patron goddess of the elves,” Reviak shouted, “thank you for your blessing upon Saelmark’s sons and daughters, may your continued blessings be upon us and our new king, Suvasel of Fikmark, lord of the woods!”

The many elves in the great assembly cheered, but Suvasel already moved away from the memorial. His generals surrounded him, and it seemed the king was already back to focusing on his greater task at hand—if he had even paused thought of it while at the memorial. 

Fadis watched him depart and then looked to Valrin. “Is the ship ready?”

“Seems to be,” Valrin said. “We have an oversupply of weapons, elvish food, and though there are still marks from the explosion, the crystals are intact. According to some I spoke to by the docks, there are tides that will make our journey along the coast much swifter, starting at near sunset. I assume we’ll leave then. I spoke with Evri of this, and he suggests we rest until then.”

“Considering we did not sleep last night,” Evri said.

“I am good with that. Rest, prepare, and know that hopefully by the end of tomorrow night, our task will be complete, and we can return here to meet up with our friends who went east.”

“Such plans,” said Kirla. “Dethrone a king, stop an invasion of vampires, and by day three, we’ll be relaxing under the trees.”

They returned to the Great Tower, making a point to rest while they could. Reviak had come to watch over them. The High Archon, though stalwart, was deeply troubled, and Fadis could not sleep as it was.

“You worry?” Fadis asked him.

The elf stirred a cup of herbal tonic and looked to the Ranger. 

“I remember when the orc came. I remember the elves who departed to attempt to quell the uprising and how their bodies were dismembered and sent along the river to us. I try not to distress. I ensure that other archons do not see my own dismay, but in truth, we are all troubled, worn down by the nightmares and ill feelings in the trees. The woods tremble with the taint of coming poison. The Blight Lands would destroy our woods and sap this region of life. For such hollow forms like vampires and such vile creatures as demon men, I almost prefer orc adversaries.”

Fadis poured himself some wine. “You hope Taria will help us fight the creatures?”

The elf slurped his tonic. “They shall want to, in my thoughts. The vampires will go after them to recruit their dead into the ranks of demon men, which will soon be filled with elven kin, if I were to guess. We call them demon men, but that is because the race of men were easier prey. Once elves begin to fall, they will augment the ranks of the demon men. We must halt their advances.”

Fadis placed his bow on the table and began inspecting his bowstrings. Several were frayed, and though the elf before him was not an archer, he raised his lip at the sight of the Ranger’s bow.

“That is elvish wood, an elven bow, yet the string you put between its arms are . . . inferior, for lack of a better word.”

Fadis snickered. “I guess. It is what I had in the North.”

“You’re not in the North anymore.” Reviak reached into his robes. “I may be a man of magic, but I do not shy away from archery. As it stands, I have a string for you, taken from the mares that graze west of Narisond, the elven kingdom of the East.”

“You come from there?” Fadis asked.

“Indeed, I do wish to return under the great lamps of our people, burning high in the mountains. Those of the West judge our kin to the East, but in truth, those of Narisond have never been at war as we have in the West. I guess that is why they are judged so harshly, especially by our new king, Suvasel. He is a proud elf, stalwart and strong. If any an elf to wish their own death, it would be Suvasel. He’d die proudly with a sword in hand as a thousand arrows fell from the sky. In truth, I should not speak of such things of our people at this late hour. The nightmares have worsened, Fadis.”

Fadis bowed as he placed his hand on the elf’s shoulder. “We of the Aela Sunrise will not let Saelmark fall. My friends who went to the East are not the types to fail. We are with you, Reviak. Do not fear.”

Fadis took the bowstring as Reviak stood.

“Rest, Ranger of the North. Fell deeds awake you upon your journey. Fell deeds awake us all.” The High Archon departed.

Fadis bounced the string in his hand. The nearly clear, translucent bowstring was weightless, and as he strung his bow, he pulled back on the string with near effortless motion. He wondered of what would happen in Taria. Fadis lay down, staring for a moment at Valrin and Braei, and to Kirla. He closed his eyes.

 

With the fall of night, the crew of the Aela Sunrise gathered near the docks. King Suvasel was present but not with the grand entourage he had been seen with before. He had a few other elves with him for protection, Fikmarkian elves. Reviak and several archons were present as well.

The Leaves of Saelmark wore no adornment but simple robes. Their elvish armor was well hidden underneath it, but Fadis noticed that Evri wore his Dwemhar device, as did the others.

“Falling Leaves of Saelmark, named for the deeds of one elf,” Suvasel said. “I was never of the Leaves, for I was not of Saelmark, but you are a proud order. I am more impressed by you, Evri. You’re not of elven blood, yet you stand as equal to your fellow elf. Truly, your father should be proud of such.”

Fadis smiled, but Evri’s expression didn’t change. He took a knee with his fellow Leaves. 

“By our honor, we will avenge the once-king and bring honor to all within the woodlands.”

As they stood, Suvasel bowed in turn.

“Go with the blessing of your people,” he said, looking at Evri and then to the other elves.

 

Valrin, Kirla, and Braei were at the helm as Fadis boarded with Andoc and Badur.

“I understand that the term “Falling Leaves” is one of drear for the elves,” Braei said. “It signifies their alignment with death and the falling leaves of fall.”

Fadis shook his head, looking back to see the elves boarding the ship. Valrin dropped the sails, and with an orange sunset before them beyond the great gate of the elves that led to the seas, they pulled away from the coast.

Fadis looked back at the king and those with him. Even now, smoke still smoldered on the edge of the woodlands, and for a moment, he saw all those standing there wiped away and only the splash of rocks on a barren shore where Saelmark once stood. He turned away and forced the thought from his mind.

The Aela Sunrise cut through the water, moving towards the great gate, which was opened as they approached. A single beacon of blue fire erupted at the gateway, and the elves aboard the ship drew back their arrows, along with Evri.

They each spoke something under their breaths, and their arrows burst into white flame. They released their arrows over the ocean, passing over the beacon of blue fire.

“Truly, brother,” one of the elves said to Evri, “we are given the honor of those who fought in the Orc Wars.”

Evri smiled and embraced the elf before him. “Vuree, we go towards fate. We must embrace it.”

Vuree nodded.

“Well, I know one of the names of the crew,” Valrin said. “Vuree, who else is with you?” 

Vuree was the tallest of the elves. He had long blond hair and, in truth, did not look much different from the other two.

“These two are brothers, Revlas and Bevlas. The other is Nekeli.”

“Vuree, Revlas, Bevlas, and Nekeli, good.” 

“I am Valrin. This is Braei, Rusis. The other is Kirla.”

“The one with the dwarf,” Revlas said.

“Yes,” she responded.

“Your dwarf, he tells us to make sure you do not die.”

“Sounds like Rilr.”

Revlas looked at Bevlas and then back to Kirla. “We told him we would not watch his love.”

Fadis looked to Kirla for some form of annoyance, but the rogue just snidely smiled. “Good thing I am not his love.”

Revlas laughed. “I like you, Kirla.”

As the Aela Sunrise passed through the gateway, Valrin spun the wheel, tossing the ship onto a northern trek. The current took the ship, and they began to make good headway. He reached behind him and twisted one of the crystals, sending a ripple of energy across the deck, and even the Leaves of Saelmark looked suddenly at him afterward.

The wood of the ship shifted to a much darker shade, and the glow of the crystals along the deck softened.

“From the shore, we are now near invisible.”

“A realm ship,” said Nekeli. “I had read of such things but only imagined them.”

“Have not any of you seen Dwemhar considering how long you have lived?” Kirla asked.

“Some elves are old,” Revlas said. “We are all under five hundred years. Very young in our people’s eyes.”

“Young?” Kirla laughed. “I guess it is a point of view.”

“All of you are but children,” Bevlas said, “except Evri.”

Evri was looking out at the ocean, not paying attention to the others. Fadis noticed this. As the winds of the Glacial Seas blew upon them but did not change their course in the slightest, he went and sat with his son. He did not speak, for nothing was needed to be said. Evri seemed to calm just with his father’s presence. 

 

 

Part Two: Night Journey

 

For most of the initial leg of their flight to the East, the host from Saelmark meant to secure the ruins at Crescent Lake had maintained a near flawless gallop at nearly full speed. The stags of the Varmark Woodlands did not tire as normal horses, and even the steeds of Saelmark had remarkable resilience. As the host traveled, archons stayed on the outer wings, with Ruak leading from the front. Evurn and Aeveam rode not too far from Lord Relia, and as a brisk night fell upon them, they came into much rockier ground, forcing them to considerably slow their pace.

Evurn noticed that the archons became much more restless with the fall of darkness. He kept watch on their surroundings, considering the large white moon above did nothing but accent how out of place their host was in otherwise wild lands.

“They are fearful,” Aeveam said to Evurn. “Their fear will attract these beasts. There once were vampires in the Shadowlands, and they can sense fear. I daresay they are attracted to it.”

“There are,” he corrected her. “We call them blood elves, but they are not simple elves who employ blood magic. Shadow elves can be vile; blood elves can be something else entirely. Vampires are part of the Shadowlands, but they do not act like these. We have no ‘demon men’ types in the East.”

Lord Relia fell back to ride beside them. “I hear your talk. You do not know of these vampires and the pact?”

“You made a pact with these creatures?” Aeveam asked.

“In a word, yes. But in truth, we removed them from our realm, gave them a place out of touch with the normal living realm, a hidden elven place re-purposed for them.”

“A hidden realm?”

“Yes, like a realm known as Urlas, a place of the Blades, hidden from all except those who know it.”

Evurn looked to Aeveam and then back to Relia.

“Yes, we understand of a place such as that.”

Relia looked up and around, watching the skies and seeing that several archons had circled back from the front as the host widened their watch on their flanks.

“This place was one they could live and be free of the confines of blood. They did not need to feed within these places. It was an alternative to death.”

“So, I will ask the obvious question—why did the elves not destroy them?”

“At the time, many elves sought ascension like the Dwemhar. Killing for no reason but fear is not along that path.”

“Good thing I’m not on such a path. I hope none of this host care for that either.”

“No, there is much I could say of our fallen king, but of this new king, Suvasel, killing has never been something he was reserved on. If any king was to lead us in these times, it should be Suvasel of Fikmark. But I digress, the vampires of our region were once much more powerful, claiming sanctity and a spot as a chief race above humans. A war existed between Rusis and vampires for a time, and in that war, Vampire Lord Elria Sona was killed. He was a powerful being, not of the race of men, but something crafted by a rogue demi-god and given life by magic. With his fall, a new vampire took the title as lord, but this vampire was a turned elf. The claim by the vampire as a chief race fell away, as most considered them just cursed beings versus a race led by a powerful leader as was Elria Sona. 

“With that fall, the war escalated, and in that time, elven magic created many shifting creatures. Those who would be as you and I then could shift into a beast form. These creatures were immune to the turning bites of a vampire, and such, the great race forged by Elria Sona was decimated. The few remaining clans studied many forms of magic, and then elf lords began dying, bitten in the middle of the night and then becoming raging nightmares, killing many high elves in the process. We and the Rusis could not stop them, and the Dwemhar had stepped away from our lands . . . Thus, we made a pact. Now it seems that pact is not enough, and they seek a path back to our world to possibly establish the domain of Elria Sona.”

“What domain did Elria have?” Aeveam asked.

“All of the West, from the desert coastline all the way to the Tiken Mountains, or so the bloodsuckers saw it.”

Screeching suddenly came from the host’s right flank. The archons crafted a hasty ward, sending it up the sky and forming a white shroud. 

Evurn looked up, lifting his staff as several creatures blew through the ward and were engulfed in white flames.

The elves repositioned their stags. Blades flashed to position in the moonlight. The archons on the left flank cast additional wards that shot up and combined with the wards on the opposite side. Several more creatures flew through the wards before trees fell into the ranks, breaking the lines and forcing the elves to rush to reform.

Shrieks tore through the night air, and from the trees clamored vile small creatures like children but with blanched skin, gray in the moonlight. The creatures hissed and went for the stags.

There were no commands, no unified shouting as would come from a line of soldiers of men. The elves on stags moved in unison, their blades swinging hard upon the creatures that assailed the host. Archons shot ice into the woods beyond, and in a flash of fire that erupted from the woods and over the host, Evurn and Aeveam spotted several tall figures on a hill high within the woods.

Ruak rode down the line, not at all unaware of the watchers in the woods. He pointed his wand, and a fireball of blue magic erupted forth, sending a blast of trees at the area near where the shadowy forms stood. Though the woods burned with arcane fire, the shadows remained. 

Evurn stared at these vampires of the West, these vile creatures who seemed nothing like the blood elves he had known. As the fiery magic began to subside, the shadowy forms high upon the hill vanished. The near endless swarms of strange creatures, though easily cut down, ceased, and as quickly as the attack had come, it was over.

“Reform, move east!” Ruak shouted.

 

Part Three: Coast of Taria

 

Fadis stared at the rocky coasts before him. He slept in a bit past dawn, but Braei and Kirla were already awake, as were Evri, Nekeli, Andoc, and Badur. Bevlas and Revlas woke up at near noon, but from what he was told, they typically were up for night watch in Saelmark. 

That first cup of coffee was solemn, but now on his third, he tried to hide the nervousness in his stomach. An assassination was something he’d never done. Sure, he had wished to kill the king, but this was a bit different. Kirla and Braei had been going over hasty drawings and matching them with what she had done before. The entire plan hinged on the way into the kitchen.

“Are you sure you can even get into the castle?” Evri asked. “I know we can move on to the walls.”

“I question if we even need the assistance of the others,” Nekeli said, having spent most of the morning sharpening his throwing knives. “These are men, not elves. We can move fast enough that it will not matter if we have to spend some amount of time orienting ourselves.”

“The king has dwarven locking systems,” Kirla said. “At one sound of alarm or any reason to believe the security has been thwarted, they can lock down the keep. This is not a plan I put into action because I just want to take part. We must do it as laid out or there is no sense in even attempting this.”

“So, both you and Braei will attempt entry?” Fadis asked.

“As it seems. Though, I think it will be easier if it is just myself. You are young, Rusis. Have you any skill in coercion and seductiveness? You do not seem the type.”

Braei laughed. “Sure, I can coerce. We’re lying our way into the keep, not actually lying down and using what you’re suggesting.”

Kirla grinned. “Fine, but we must also take the spot and play as we’ve been captured.”

“I do not need to play at that. Once in the Glacial Seas, that scenario was real for me.”

“We come around the edge of the cape. There are vessels ahead,” Valrin shouted out.

“Down below,” Fadis shouted. “Hide. If we are boarded and searched, we’ll figure that out as it happens.”

“I thought we could hide the vessel?” Evri asked.

“It uses substantial energy to do so,” Valrin said. “I’d rather us sail past those not deemed to be a sure threat. If needed, we can vanish, but as now, we look like a simple passenger vessel.”

Evri didn’t seem convinced. “I hope your story works, Father.”

As Fadis closed the hatch with the others hidden below deck, he placed his bow along the railings out of sight of those on other vessels and began cutting bait in a bucket. An innocent enough activity. Valrin kept them away from the shoreline, giving the other two vessels a wide birth.

Fadis stared up the shoreline. It was a watch camp on the edge of the woods with a port and three vessels at the dock. The other two vessels were sentry ships, essentially assuring that none came within the port.

It was not uncommon for vessels to travel this way. Most were either headed to the islands further east or to Lokam, a city of men south of Taria on the coast of the Great Bay of the North. They were not too far from the King of Taria’s domain. But that was not their direct path. The next cape was the village of Tar-Rivec, the place where his journey had begun so many years ago. They reached the other edge of the cape and made it around without the two sentry ships stopping them. He sighed in relief and went to the hatch to let the others know, when Valrin turned the wheel of the ship hard, nearly throwing Fadis. There was another vessel, hidden just on the other side of the rocks. The near-collision caused the other ship to drop its sails in response, moving behind and soon, alongside the Aela Sunrise.

Valrin slowed, and archers appeared on the deck of the opposing ship. Fadis was near his bow, but there were at least twenty arrows aimed at them.

“Halt your vessel!” a voice shouted out.

Valrin dropped anchor as the other ship did the same, moving a bit in front of his ship. 

“You fly no flag of the realms. From where do you sail?”

“Vueric,” Fadis lied. “We travel to Lokam. We seek fishing rigs and have special correspondence with a fisher who makes the best. We travel without a flag to avoid pirates and smuggler types. The Vindas Seas are infested with such types.”

“We understand your plight, but these waters are under the crown of Taria. You must have notations from the king himself to travel this way.”

“The king owns the waters?” Fadis asked.

“Of course. He owns all that his land looks upon. If it is within sight of Taria, it is the king’s. Ship without a standard, you are to proceed to Tar-Rivec with us. We must assure your vessel is properly marked from now on. You may remove the standard when you leave our waters as you wish. We will escort you.”

Valrin pulled anchor, having half a thought to open fire on the vessel and flee, but that would not help their cover, and at this point, engaging the ship’s defenses would do little beyond increase the alarm of Taria to watch the seas. 

“What now?” Valrin asked.

“We go to port. The others get off as quickly as possible. We’ll deal with paperwork and get back to sea.”

Fadis went to the hatch where the others were hiding. “The plan is the same. Braei and Kirla disembark. We will be searched, so Evri, elves, you must hide.”

“We will be as leaves within the darkness,” Evri said. “Perhaps your captain should have listened to me.”

“This does not delay or harm our plans. I’d rather have the Aela Sunrise at peak readiness if we need it during our task versus using it to avoid small unpleasantries. Just be ready.”

Coming into port, Fadis stared at the familiar buildings he’d left so long ago. He had flashbacks to the robed man he’d spotted following him, and then he saw the smile of his once-wife and then her bloodied body in the cave. A chill rolled over him, but it wasn’t from the northern winds blowing upon the deck. Valrin brought the ship along dock, and Fadis jumped to tie them off. Valrin looked out and then went to the hatch.

“Come now. They are coming.”

The ship that had stopped them was coming into the port but was still far enough back that they likely would not see Kirla and Braei running to hide in town.

Braei embraced Valrin as he passed.

“Better be there when we get that door open.” She pecked him on the cheek.

“I will. You know I’ll be waiting for you long before you’re waiting for me.”

Fadis grinned to himself, acting as if he did not see the relationship between the captain and the Rusis further developing. Kirla punched him as he finished tying off the ship.

“Young love. Don’t make fun of it!”

“I wasn’t.” 

She smiled and looked him up and down. “I don’t know your story, Ranger, but you shouldn’t hate us women. Not all of us will leave when life rips you away. Aeveam told me your story. I am sorry about your wife.”

Fadis stood up and sighed. 

“I was not her husband at that point. At least, as she saw it. I’ve moved past it. I should have never left Evri. I know that now. I knew it then.”

“Evri is well. Perhaps not what you imagined, but he seems happy.”

“Be careful, rogue.”

She smiled again. “Never.”

Her sarcasm was something else. Both Braei and Kirla vanished into the streets as several men came from the vessel that had intercepted them.

 “My name is Shir, harbormaster here,” one man said. “Come. My men will check your ship, and I’ll get some paperwork done. We’ll get you back on the seas quickly.”

Fadis and Valrin both watched as the men boarded the ship. Fadis prayed Evri and his companions could stay hidden long enough to avoid detection. 

The harbormaster took them into a small wooden building right on the water. Inside, Fadis saw the man had many maps and drawings and even a drawing of what looked like Corson, the port city they called home while in the Glacial Seas.

“You’ve been to Corson?” Fadis asked.

The burly man stroked his beard and looked at the drawing behind him. “Yes, as a young boy. Do you know it?”

“I have taken spices there,” Valrin said.

“Spices? Well, up there they need them. They need anything to keep warm!”

They each laughed, which helped take away some of the nervousness and seemed to cause the harbormaster a shift in stature.

“Okay, twenty gold coins for the processing and five for the standard.”

Valrin pulled out his coin purse and paid.

Shir looked at the coins. “Older coins. You’ve been to Cyr?”

Some of the coins were given to him at Corson but had been paid to the dwarven barkeep by traders from the Far South.

“Yes, we picked up some fruit there not too long ago.”

Fadis was surprised at the almost natural lying Valrin was doing.

“Very well. Cyr is a nice place. They used to have gladiatorial games in the arena! Quite a spectacle, I say. But no more. Perhaps one day they’ll return.”

Shir put the coins in a drawer and at that moment Fadis noticed the man had a dagger. It was a very particular dagger and one he had seen before.

“Peculiar dagger.”

Shir slowly looked at him. “What of it?” he said plainly.

“One might say in your younger years, you preferred life in the woods.” 

“Much younger and in a time when life was simpler. I wasn’t charging taxes and handing out flags. But such is life now.”

Fadis stood, and Valrin did the same. 

Shir pushed the standard to Valrin. “Captain, that red bit of cloth has been fought and earned by the king. He’ll leave you alone while you’re in his waters. Just fly it high.” Shir stared at Fadis. “You do plan to leave him alone? It isn’t safe now for those of the woods.”

Fadis nodded. “I am silent. Just a passing wind in the night.”

Shir had a bit of a smile but then looked down. “This is me now, Ranger. I am disgusted by it. Sail well, friends. Perhaps in another life, I can draw back a bow again without threats on my head. I failed those who looked up to me.”

The departure from the harbormaster’s office was a silent one. They boarded the ship, cast off, and were well into the middle of the harbor before Valrin said anything.

“Who was that?”

“By his dagger? A Ranger captain. I didn’t know him. But he got his companions killed, or worse, from his words. He has taken the life that the king would have had for me. Servitude. No one will be forced into that life if I have any say.”

Fadis made a point to check on Evri and the others. They were fine and undiscovered. They sailed out to sea, leaving the city of Tar-Rivec behind them. They would continue toward the dwelling of the king and prepare for tonight. It was up to the rogue and the Rusis now.

 

Part Four: The Sleeping City

 

Morning came upon them, and the sun rose and was beginning to set again. The elven host had traveled with haste beyond that which was possible by any other gathering of forces in all the realm. Evurn and Aeveam knew the distance they were to travel and were equally surprised as to the speed of their travel. As the host of elves and Rangers split around a massive rock in the center of a large field, Ruak ran his stag atop the rock itself.

They had reached the far northern shore of the Greater Crescent Lake. To the east, a smaller lake sat against the mountains. This was the Lesser Crescent Lake. As a dragon would see from high above, the expanse would appear almost like an eye. 

Ruak pointed his sword to the western shore. “At one time, this place was the home of the demi-god. This place was what was marked on the map of the Rangers, yet I see no returned city.”

“That between realms is not always evident,” Aeveam said.

 Ruak led his stag down the rocks to some of the Rangers from Taria. “Rangers, do you know these woods?” 

“Only passing through,” one of them said. “This place is known to be haunted, regardless of its beauty. But there is decent cover within the circle of trees, though I wouldn’t want to be caught with no egress between the lakes.”

Evurn and Aeveam noticed Rikt jerking his glance in different directions.

“This place has changed much since I was last here,” he said.

“Night will soon be upon us, and the Dark Moon will not wait for your memory,” Ruak said. “It is upon the western shore that the city was. I understand you claimed it has returned, and within it, a nodule of power. We must secure this place before nightfall.”

“I also said it is overrun with demon men, elf. Count a single blessing with the truth that if the city were here at this very moment, our host could have fallen under attack already.”

Several archons came before Ruak, Teush with them.

“There is a great gathering of energy upon the lake,” Teush said. “I suggest we scout the region. This city was sent to another realm. Its reemergence in our lands may be only upon condition.”

“Nightfall,” Aeveam said. “Perhaps they do not wish to reveal themselves yet.”

Ruak’s stag seemed to buck unsteadily. The elf upon it was equally unsettled.

“Move along the western shore. Rangers, cut down the center of the lake and then circle back north.” He turned to several other stag riders. “Riders of the High Star, scout the Lesser Crescent Lake, circle around to the north. Riders of the Burning North, go with the Rangers and then scout the far southern plain. The last thing we need is to be outflanked. I will take the primary host to the western shore of the lake. The city of vampires was once high upon the rocky hills in that region. We shall see what we find.

 

The host was on the move again. The two stag companies moved with haste as the large contingent of Rangers disappeared into the trees.

“The men,” said Evurn, “they are like Fadis. These were his kin?”

“Not so much kin,” Ruak said. “A brotherhood, fine men and women beyond that of the simple race. Their arrows are keen, and they stand beside elf-kind. Not so true in the years before, but these Rangers are of the Riverlands. They are of the city of Vueric, a fine place to visit, if you’re looking for it.”

“I prefer the seas,” Evurn said. “Places of the South have never served me well.”

“The same could be said of the North,” Aeveam said. 

“I do wonder of your adventures,” Lord Relia stated. “A realm ship, the frozen waste of the North—one of you should write a book of it sometime.”

“I’ll write it,” Evurn joked. “Once I was alone upon my island. A ship nearly killed my friend. Then, I was on a quest to save the lands, the end.”

“Don’t write a book, Evurn,” Aeveam said.

“What? Don’t like my simplicity? I think it was a rather enthralling recount.”

“Well, I do believe you missed a few key points.”

Rasi the serpent slid down Evurn’s arm and then to the end of his staff before turning around and hissing at him.

“Rasi agrees with me,” Aeveam said.

“The snake doesn’t care for the greater events. He is wondering why we’re still riding.”

 

The host began a southern trek, the Greater Crescent Lake to their side. Though the haunting premonitions upon them all were growing, the beauty of the lake country was entrancing. The night was clear, the stars were plentiful, and the archons amidst them lifted their staves, drawing in the energy of the night.

“Moon Cullers,” Aeveam said.

“Our energy grows,” Teush commented. “We will no doubt need much in the coming hours.”

The moon edged upon the horizon. The host had reached the further western shore. Ruak dismounted, as did several of the others.

“I hear no horn call from our brethren,” he said to Lord Relia. “Yet, too, I see no sight upon these shores indicative of what we seek.”

“I feel it,” Aeveam said, closing her eyes. “There is something on the verge of our lands awaiting but a time soon upon us.”

As the light of the moon began to shine greater, the stones within the lake began to shimmer and shake, a low vibration that caused the stags to further unnerve. Aeveam floated off her stag, much to the surprise of the elves around her. She rose into the sky, glowing faintly, and then pointed to the west.

“Your city, Ruak, appears.”

Fogs rolled like out of a cooking cauldron. That which was bare rock solidified in the distance, and as dark clouds circled above the lake, blotting out the starlight, the many spires of an ancient city appeared in the darkness. Green flames flickered to life up and down the walls of this massive place, and a growing host of creatures swarmed high above the city.

“There’s the city,” Evurn said. “Looks like a fine place.”

Ruak mounted his stag. He said nothing to the others, drawing his sword.

For a moment, the stalwart elf let down his guard. Evurn noticed he looked around at those around him, including Lord Relia. His breathing was heavy.

Screeches tore across the silent night sky.

“Shall we advance?” Teush asked.

Ruak circled in place, further looking at those around him. “Form a line,” he shouted. “Archons, to the flanks.”

Teush departed, taking a position on the northern wing of the great host. To the south of them, the stags that had taken the route to the Rangers were returning. Ruak rode to meet them, the others remaining behind. The arriving stags took a western path, Ruak riding hard to rejoin the host.

“They scout ahead; we advance. Keep tight formations! Brothers and sisters, some of you are too young to remember the scourge we face. Do not allow yourself to be bitten within the city. Though our magic can reverse a bite of a demon man, within the city, you’ll turn so quickly, we will be forced to strike you down before . . . Sound horns. They know we’re here. We must alert all our allies that it is time to advance.”

“Will the gates simply be open?” Evurn asked.

“No door remains closed that we wish open,” he replied.

The host began their advance. Though the city was imposing as could be imagined, Evurn worried of the creatures swarming above. The lack of certainty with the plan at hand formed a distaste in his mind.

“Calm yourself,” Aeveam said.

“Stay out of my mind. And I am well, but I do not think this plan is as well thought out as it could be.”

Rikt had been riding at different places and had settled just behind them. “Do not worry yourself, Shadow Elf. Ruak knows our task. The nodule we seek is not hidden deep within the city but at its center, a central platform. As it is in Saelmark, so it is here.”

Evurn stared at the outline of the city. It did resemble Saelmark.

“They are sister cities.”

“Long ago, this, too, was a Dwemhar settlement. Though it was never destroyed, it shifted to the desires of its occupants. This is an echo of what it was once, the power of the city jaded and changed, meaning its Dwemhar qualities have faded away, yet the power of the city has one purpose—to bridge the gaps between realms.”

“Swear these damn realms. Can’t we just deal with our problems and not send them elsewhere!”

“This was a solution of the time, not one of the current.”

“Clearly.”

The host came upon a great gateway different from Saelmark. This city had no greater perimeter wall, and Saelmark had no large gateway such as this. The host halted.

Ruak pushed his stag forward, moving into the infantry before him. He pulled out a silver horn that was different from that of his other horn he had used.

With pursed lips, he sounded a long song that started low and increased in volume.

At first, it seemed nothing was happening, but then, the gateway before them creaked and opened.

“A fail-safe,” Lord Relia said. “The vampire lords were given strict terms. If they ever returned to this land, they would not be allowed to remain in their city.”

“Why give them a path to return?” Aeveam asked.

“There are some things we cannot prevent, for regardless of their creation or the formation of what was their god, they are not an unintelligent lot. The cunning of the vampire lords should not be underestimated.”

The gates were open. Ruak circled back with his stag, switching now to his elven horn. The greater host of stags were well near the gateway now, their forms moving into the rolling fogs that poured forth.

Ruak sounded his horn, and the host moved with haste.

The archons within their own host crafted wards high above them just as in the distance, the stag riders and their accompanying archons did the same.

Rasi moved back into Evurn’s robes, and the shadow elf gripped his staff tighter.

As the host reached the gateway, there was a great shift in temperature. The air was ice cold. The sounds of the hooves of the stags became accented, and they felt extremely tired. More of the stags were suddenly in view, and flashes of light disoriented Evurn.

Screeches came, yet he could not see for a moment.

“Evurn!” Aeveam shouted.

The shadow elf was on the hard brick of a roadway. Stags ran indiscriminately around as Aeveam stood just above him, casting a ward with one hand and knocking back large bat creatures with flashes of fire.

Dead elves surrounded him.

He pushed up, brandishing his staff and finding that most of the host struggled to stand up.

“It was a defensive spell. Most of the host was affected.” 

Ruak stumbled about like a drunkard, chugging a red potion as he did.

“Bastards!” he shouted out.

From the skies above, more of the flying creatures swarmed down. They had two arms and two legs, with wings of a bat and pointed ears. Strange creatures, but entities that seemed afraid of fire and recoiled as archons and Aeveam used their spells.

Ruak ran among the nearby elves, pulling them up to their feet. Though many had been affected, most of the archons were well, having been shielded from the effects since they were the actual casters of the wards versus simply being under the ward.

“They expected this,” Teush said. “They were ready.”

“I do not see ‘they,’” Ruak said, “only these creatures. This was but a harsh reminder of the vileness of these creatures!” 

Ruak sounded his horn again, and most of the host awoke and stood, only to stumble about.

“Arise, arise, elves of Varmark! Blades at the ready!”

The elves were up, but many had already been bitten, screaming out. It was Ruak who went to them. “Advance first! Your life is forfeit, but may you strike down our enemy in battle before you turn.”

These were fellow Fikmark elves; there was no sadness or hopelessness in their eyes. They looked at their captain, smiled, and lifted their swords. Not too soon, for as more of the white moon rose over the city, the screeches of the bat creatures gave way to the sounds of footfalls.

The elves formed their lines as on either side of them, shadows moved within the city.

Behind them, more elves rode into the gateway with Rangers just behind them.

The stags took position on the right flank, and Evurn turned his eyes to the left. Demon men, those he had heard so much about, were before him. While wild and crazed creatures had attacked them before in the wilderness, and the bat-like creatures just now, these entities were different.

Their forms were blanched, white, and their eyes glowed red. They had armor and dark capes that furled in the wind. These were not reawakened dead as he had seen with necromancy; these were not beasts. These were the unquestioning servants of the vampires of old, long sleeping in the city for the time that was before them now. A single dark figure appeared on the grounds between the demon men and the elves.

“You of the western lands cannot prevent what is to come. Soon, we will take full form. I am simply a messenger of those who come. Our queens have gathered their full strength. This city is but a vessel in which to travel! You will not stand—”

“Archons, dispel this wretched being!”

The nearby archons shot white blasts in a series of eruptions, striking the shadowy figure and catching it aflame. The figure vanished.

The demon men beyond drew their weapons—large spears, swords, and most weapons they would have wielded when still alive.

Screeches returned, the bat-like creatures flying down in a swarm. Elven and Ranger arrows responded, followed by an ever-increasing blast of white light from the combined forms of the archon’s powers.

Ruak leaped ahead in front of the holding line, in front of those already bitten he had commanded forward first. The elf captain of Fikmark did as King Suvasel would wish at this moment. Ahead of the support of archons, or the protection of the shield wall, he met the enemy blade first, and Evurn witnessed the fury of the Fikmark elves. By the time the battle line had reached the demon men, Ruak was surrounded but not disadvantaged. From his wand, he sent balls of fire, and his blade gleamed in the moonlight. But there was no blood. As the lines met, it was the first time a true battle was fought between elves and demon men in hundreds of years.  Elvish blades sang a song, but the flesh of their enemy was not like that of the living. The swords broke through that which was as tough leather, their blades already slowed by the armor of their adversaries. It was this reason, the archons around concentrated on flame-based attacks, warming up and melting the flesh of their enemy, allowing elven blades an easier time at striking the foe before them.

Aeveam stayed close to Evurn, sending her own dispel-style attacks that rendered the demon men into piles of flesh. Evurn concentrated using fire, accenting the attacks of the archons. He looked behind them and noticed that the host was advancing the opposite direction, the stags supported by another line of infantry. This was not how he had seen cavalry used in his lands, but the stags’ large horns tore into the demon men, throwing them around and breaking any formation the enemy tried to maintain.

Ruak fell back into the line, slashing in unison with his men as they began to curve through the blackened buildings of the city, clearing the main street and sending the first wave of demon men into retreat.

Elves pursued them into the alleys, but then it was as if the shadows gripped them, and the warriors vanished.

“Remain on the road under the protection of the archons’ light. We must reach the central tower! Do not break from our force!”

Elven horns sounded in the distance.

Evurn looked at Ruak.

“A signal,” Ruak said. “Our other host has made it to the first gateway.”

The gateway before them was coming up. This one was already broken down, and Ruak simply ran up the ruins, pulling out his own horn.

He sounded several horn calls, and the host moved over the wreckage, descending the other side.

“Elves, you walk where your kin did upon our first attack, where your king fought beside the old elf-kings, the heroes of the Orc Wars. Be proud this moment. Do not let our ancestors see you recoil in fear, for fear is what we shall face.”

Evurn did not see what Ruak spoke of at first, but now he did. Before them, large specters of shadow rose up over the hosts of demon men, pouring forth from another large gateway up several tiers of stairs. The two elven hosts came together and turned in unison. The stags fell back, their riders dismounting and drawing back their arrows as the Rangers did the same.

Their enemy had the high ground, the ability for a swift and jumping attack to throw back the host in one swoop, but the archons were prepared. Teush lifted his staff, summoning a large orb of fire, the other archons doing the same. The elves chanted, their voices lifting praises to Etha and the moon and the stars in their own tongues. Evurn could make out some of the words but the verses themselves were convoluted by the sounds of battle. But it seemed just the mentioning of the goddess spurred a reaction.

The demon men gripped their ears, the sounds of praise deafening to them. Their forms were unable to hear the high praise to the gods of the North, the voices of the elves causing them to flail in pain. 

The large specters of shadows reached over the host of the Varmark Woodlands, but the conceived spell of the archons had reached a pinnacle.

The blast of fire was like daylight, striking upon the grand stairwells and engulfing the demon men in arcane flame. The elves advanced, scaling the stairwell through the flames and slashing back their foes. As the light of the spell gave way, Evurn saw that the gateway had been fractured by the elven spell. Still, Ruak sounded the silver horn, and the gateway opened even as its rocky form fell away, crumbling. The specters that haunted above them retreated once again, this time into the shadows of the mountains high above them.

This area was like a large courtyard. Open, with large towers some distance away. That which could be described as a large fountain with a single standing statue at its center was the only structure that was not along the wall of buildings and towers in the mountain itself. The host spread out as Ruak approached the large statue.

Evurn pointed at it. “The statue has the marks of a god, but I do not recognize its form.”

“That is Elria Sona, the first vampire of the demi-god. He once had a throne built upon this place. This is where his form was given life, but I do not worry about a dead wretch such as that. There are enough hauntings still within this place.” He turned to Rikt. “The nodule, which tower is it within? We must assure it has not been activated.”

Rikt closed his eyes. He seemed to quiver, his entire body shaking at once. 

“Focus . . . I struggle to . . . focus.”

Aeveam touched his head, and his eyes jerked open. He looked at her, and for a moment, her eyes flashed white.

“The Dwemhar powers are strong within you, child. I see clearly like it is before us even now. Such paths converge onto this one. I see death comes soon. But for the host before us or the host that swarms in from the dark places around us, I cannot say. That which we seek is before us. But that which is shrouded must be defeated.”

Rikt forced Aeveam’s hand from his head.

“Thank you, but I cannot use your power for too long. It is dangerous for both of us since I should in no way still have a connection.” Rikt paused, staring at Aeveam. “I saw a glimpse of your past, the past you do not know yet. You will soon learn more of your mother. Your eyes will be opened to a greater truth.”

Evurn looked to Aeveam, who did not respond to Rikt.

“I do not understand,” said Ruak. “That which is shrouded? What trickery is this?”

“NO TRICK,” a voice thundered down.

The black shadows from the mountains converged with shadows reaching up from the entire city, taking form upon the statue of Elria Sona itself.

The statue took form, glowing with a bright red fire. The host backed away, arrows flying but doing no damage to its form, mage fire striking the stone but not slowing the evil before them.

“Black Moon approaches,” the form shouted out. “Reckoning comes upon the land. I open the way for my servants to awaken that which has slept. These lands will become as blight. So I speak it, so it is.”

The statue did not move to strike at the host but instead went back to where it was standing, smashing the platform, the fountain-like construct, over and over. A passage with glowing torches of green fire emerged. The statue turned back, looking at the host.

“The way is open, made for my servants to bring about the end of the elves. I have made it so, and now I will remove what stands in their way!”

The statue that was aflame before now appeared as sheen stone. In its hands were floating shards of obsidian, and upon its head, it wore a silver crown.

Arrows bounced off its form. The blasts of arcane fire did nothing to it. In large swathes of its hands, it flung shards of obsidian at will, striking many of the elves and Rangers who could do nothing to stop it.

 Ruak ran forward with Teush and several other elves. Teush managed to blow off a chunk of its stony form, but it did not slow the statue. Two more elves fell to the shards of obsidian before Ruak’s blade made contact, brushing along the stone, creating sparks but nothing else. Ruak slid under the creature, attempting to strike from behind. The statue swung toward him, forcing him to flip and the statue to just barely miss.

Evurn knew fire would not work. He cast his earth magic at the ground, but nothing happened.

“Earth magic will not work upon this place of vampiric power,” Teush said.

As the statue targeted the host that fled to nearby structures and places they could hide from its attacks, the few who still tried to face down the statue struggled to land hits of any kind.

Aeveam floated high above the statue, summoning a large spear of Dwemhar energies. The statue glanced upward.

“A Dwemhar? I love Dwemhar!”

“Cover her!” Ruak shouted out. 

The statue threw its obsidian shards, but several archons sent static wards just beneath Aeveam. Evurn ran forward, knowing his earth magic would not work, but sending blasts of arcane energy at the statue’s legs, causing it to stumble and turning its attention from Aeveam, even if for a moment.

Swirls of white twirled around the enchantress as her attack grew and her Dwemhar energies surged.

The statue spun in place, sending shards in all directions and forcing back the archons protecting Aeveam as well as Ruak and Evurn.

It glared at Aeveam. “My dear Dwemhar, let me have but a taste of your blood!”

The statue leaped upward, reaching for Aeveam just as she opened her eyes and sent the blade of energy down upon its form. In a blinding flash, the statue was shattered, sending a blast of shards in all directions. 

Evurn shielded himself with a hasty ward, and when the pelting subsided, he ran quickly to the rubble before them. Ruak did the same, pulling shards from his forearm and running atop the statue’s pieces to assure no sign of magical life remained. 

Aeveam was spent, having summoned possibly more energy than was actually required to take down the enchanted stone, but successfully doing so.

An archon came to their side and tipped a blue potion into her mouth. “An elixir for both health and to restore her powers.”

She took the vial, clearly feeling a bit better than before, and chugged the remainder.

“Careful,” Evurn said. “Valrin will not like it if I do not bring you back with me!”

“Thankfully, I do not see any other statues.” She laughed.

Ruak was standing above them. “Good work, Aeveam.” 

Ruak and Rikt investigated the passageway. Rikt ran ahead, and Evurn, Aeveam, Ruak, and Teush ran to follow him.

At the end of a long hallway lit with green torches every few paces, there was a single black orb sitting on a large white pedestal.

“This is it. Once a Dwemhar device, it is now something else entirely. If the demon men or the vampires reach this, blight, a sudden sickness of the earth, will strike this land.”

“Blight will destroy our homeland,” Ruak said.

Lord Relia and several other elves entered the chasm.

“Forward watches report movement in the far woods. Wait, is that it? Is that what they seek?” he asked, looking at the orb.

“Yes,” Ruak drew his blade and pointed at the end of the passageway. “They do not cross that threshold. Purification Stones shall be laid by the pedestal, at the fore of the passage, and on the stairwells advancing upward! Rikt, I wish for you to attempt to command the demon men who are purified. If we can turn them against the enemy, that is what we shall do.”

Ruak went back up to the courtyard.

“Casualties?”

One of the Fikmark captains came to his side. “We have lost one hundred of our kin, several stags. The Rangers have lost twenty of their brothers, as best we can tell. Several Rangers moved back down to the gateways and lit torches to signal us of approach.”

Evurn noticed there were several torches now at either gate leading to the stairwell and further down at the main gates. The entire city was built on a gentle slope that although it gave a clear line of sight from the courtyard and the towers down to the fields below, the darkness of the night made seeing anything difficult. For this to be a sister city of Saelmark, it was a strange setup, yet without the trees surrounding Saelmark, perhaps it would look a bit more like this.

“Cast mage light,” Ruak said. “We must gain sight of the fields.”

Teush lifted his staff and sent a blast of white fire over the city. The orb of shimmering energy flew until over the fields and, in several sparks, grew greatly in size, appearing as a sun for a few moments.

The field looked as if it were alive itself. The vast amount of movement signified that there would be no sleep this night, not that any present expected it.

“By the grace of Etha,” Teush said, “the enemy comes upon us. Pull back the Rangers.”

“Keep them where they are,” Ruak said. “There is no safe space. We are alone.” He turned to the others in the courtyard. Several had climbed atop the buildings. Others formed up along the stairwells. All stared at the dimming mage light and the coming tides of the enemy.

Ruak lifted his blade and wand together. “We are alone! We stand against the darkness as the elves of Fikmark, the Rangers of the Riverlands, and the elves of Saelmark! We shall not give this ground. None of the alliance of the vampires shall make it within this courtyard and continue living. As long as we draw breath, we will hold! Archons of the Varmark Woodlands, may your mage light be as torches to burn away the darkness that rolls over us.”

Evurn noticed that as he said this, dark fogs billowed over the walls around them. 

“But a sample of the buffet to come.” He laughed.

The fogs were not of the kind that one would see before the dawn in the lower Riverlands or high between the mountains where clouds gathered with changes of temperature. The fog was much thicker, almost as smoke. Evurn could barely see beyond the reach of his staff. The winds, which had been still, increased, blowing west, the fogs rolling further over them.

Lights burst from the city, as not only did mage fire burn upward high into the sky, revealing how deep the fogs were, but it seemed the city itself was coming alive. Green fires erupted in braziers long dormant behind them.

“So, it begins,” Lord Relia said.

The formation guarding the way to the nodule of power that the vampires sought were made up of many hundreds of archers in formation along the stairwells. The stags were at the flanks, what little there were, their riders holding large spears like the many spikes on the back of a dragon. Beyond all of them, the archons gathered in a large orb, sending multiple large waves of brilliant fire. Even Aeveam was wide-eyed, but it was not in mere amazement that she stared or kept focus. As the spells flew high into sky, bringing enough light akin to dawn or dusk over the city, thousands of flying beasts moving from the darkness around the city dove for the formations on the Great Stairs.

“Elves of Etha, give the goddess your arrows!” Ruak shouted.

The elves elevated their bows in unison, and with a near-silent release, hundreds of bolts sang with a whistle in their feathers in an arc, striking the creatures above.

Ranger horns sounded across the city.

“They’re at the gates,” Ruak said. “Elves, our time is nigh.”

The elves shot volley after volley into the sky, knocking many of the flying beasts back. Several made it through, and the mage lights turned to spells of electricity that shot across the low clouds as if a thunderstorm were upon them. The beasts fell upon the city and the lines of defenders alike, their corpses still twitching and charred from the arcane attacks. 

The Rangers who had survived thus far moved up the stairwell. Several of them bled, and at least one had bites along his neck. Evurn stared at this man in particular. Though his fellow Rangers tended to his wounds, putting bandages on his arms, the man began to snarl and hiss.

In a sudden shift, the man reached out, grabbing hold of one of his kin. His skin was blackened where before, red blood ran free. His body was blanched. 

“Traf! Traf! Stop!” one of the Rangers shouted.

Ruak leaped from his stag and thrust his blade into the man’s throat.

The Rangers were to their feet with their blades pointed at Ruak.

“I told you that those who were bitten would turn. I put my own kin at the front of our advancing lines that went into the city. I am not what you attempt to make me in your moment of pain. There is plenty of time yet. Perhaps you can do the service yourself if I suffer a bite.”

The Rangers bowed, backing away, showing a level of respect that Evurn had not seen one of the race of men ever show an elf.

The torches within the city and the few Rangers who had stayed behind were extinguished. More braziers of green fire erupted to life, and the city itself seemed to be shifting from the shadows along the walls. Another wave of fog rolled through them, and a frigid cold came with it.

Rikt walked to the front of the line, throwing down his own device bringing forth his Purified Ones. The elves in the near vicinity recoiled and aimed their bows.

“Hold!” Ruak shouted out.

Rikt went to the Purified Ones. “You can make those who have hunted us see we are a friend. More devices like what changed us to this form exist,” Rikt said. The rather strange mental state of the Purified Ones made even simple commands a bit more difficult, seeing as even at this moment, Evurn saw one of Rikt’s minions as they were, wandering off.

“There will be others. They will come. They will be transformed into us. We must show them their enemy. We must kill all who are of the alliance to the bloodsuckers.”

Several of the Purified Ones seemed to understand.

Rikt looked to Ruak. “I normally do not keep them contained for so long. Their minds are foggy, but they clear.”

“Good,” Ruak said. “We indeed have enough fog already.”

The lower grounds of the Great Stairs, the expanse from the two gateways that was just in sight, burst into white flames. The first of the demon men flailed their way through. Several elvish arrows striking down the first of the attackers.

Spells of ice flew from the darkness, demon men priests, or so they were known at one time, extinguishing one of the few substances that all in alignment with the vampire lords feared.

The archons released their spells of light just as hundreds of the demon men swarmed the lower level. This flash seemed to stun them. The creatures recoiled, shaking. A harsh horn from beyond the gates rallied them in some form, and with a wave of fog, they pushed forward. A volley of arrow fire met them as they stepped upon the stairwell.

“Again! Release!” Ruak shouted out.

From the skies came another wave of flying creatures.

Aeveam clapped her hands together and flew just above the elven lines. She looked up at the clouds, her eyes burning white. She reached behind herself, summoning her powers, pulling loose stones and fragments of buildings into an undulating ball of energy. Then came a snap in the air, and she released her attack above her head, sending fragments in a blast that splattered into the wave of attackers. 

The demon men pushed up the Great Stairwell even as volleys of arrows slammed into them and spells tore apart their forms. But still, though their position was fully engaged, Ruak did not come down from his high place. The elf captain twirled his blade, and though as hopeless as it already seemed this far from dawn, it seemed the arrow fire increased and stags on the edges of the lines advanced and returned to their positions, having knocked back the creatures even further. 

Piles of their enemy built up on the lower levels. Demon men priests lined up, using those around them as shields as several more of their kind took positions.

Winds wrapped along the lower level, snaps of summoned ice gathering in one large volley.

The archon Teush lifted his staff toward the heavens and the starlight above drowned out by the heavy fogs. “Etha, open the way of the heavens. Bring fire upon this city through my staff. I pray to thee, now!”

Fire cracked high above in the night sky just as the icy spells from demon priests struck the upper reaches of the stairwell, bringing down both elf and man. Teush’s prayers were answered in hellfire raining from the sky. Thunder crackled and stones of fire engulfed the front ranks all the way out across the city. 

Teush fell to his knees, and Ruak dismounted, pulling up his companion.

“The goddess answers you. Take leave, friend. To the rear of the line.” Ruak pointed to another archon. “Tend to your master. Give him potion and rest.”

“Now, let your turned brothers and sisters know their enemy!” Rikt suddenly shouted out.

The demon men reached the Purification Stones, and in snaps of white, the vile forms that were there for one moment were replaced by the confused entities that were Purified Ones. The already turned ones ran past them, jumping into the demon priests and tearing them apart.

 The elven volleys, which before were concentrated on the approaching wave, were directed a bit higher, leaving still more room for demon men to be purified and Rikt’s forces to augment.

The glow of the fire from Teush’s prayer grew brighter, and the fogs were burned away. It was at this moment, Evurn saw that atop the buildings in the distance, the many shadowy figures like before in the woods when they were attacked watched over their demonic minions. Even now, several of them were breaking off, moving along the edges of the attack and out of the immediate view of now even Ruak who had seen them.

“They mean to flank us,” Evurn said.

Ruak pulled Evurn away, and Aeveam followed. The elf captain moved quickly away from the defensive line.

“I have made a tactical error this night. There is a path to the south of us. There, a beast sleeps, and it was only upon seeing those shadows move in that direction that my mind remembered such a thought.”

“A beast?” Aeveam asked.

“A Vampire Warden. Large creatures beyond the fodder we fight here.”

“To just the southern path? What of the north?”

“I do not know for sure. I shall send my own warriors that way, but I cannot spare many from the fight at hand. You two, you come from the North and no doubt have dealt with creatures of all kinds. I entrust you with the task of pacifying the warden. Get there before them, open its stony vault, and burn it from existence.”

Ruak left them.

“Damn, damn, damn, creatures of the forsaken realms,” Evurn said.

“Come now, Evurn, let us find this creature. Between the two of us, it shall be no match.”

Evurn coughed. “Your father made such a claim. That went over well.”

“But you didn’t die.” Aeveam smiled.

The two of them ran to the southern edge of the courtyard, and beyond a large brick enclosure, they found a small passage and a gateway that unless one was looking for it, it would not be present. Aeveam pressed against the gate, and with a blast of magic, it gave way. Their path was open to them, and what lay beyond the darkness, neither of them knew.

The sounds of battle did not cease, but it did become muffled. The path they followed snaked downward, only lit every few paces by smaller green torches. It was actually an alleyway with several doors that they passed through. The gnarled roots of dead trees poking their skeletal tops from the crevice nearly blocked their path on several occasions. At this point, Rasi jumped from Evurn and slithered along an overhanging eave just above them.

“Don’t try to get out of this, Rasi. We need every spell and fang we have.”

The snake moved with haste out of view and then shot itself across the chasm above, moving into the darkness.

As the path opened further, they paused, seeing a large pool of dark water and a slab of glowing stone in the mountain itself. There was cryptic writing along the center of the slab that was much brighter than the stone around it.

“Old tongue of the world, a common speech. Before the race of men was birthed upon the plains. This was written by the demi-god; it is the only way.”

“What does it say?”

“That Rasi was the smart one of the three of us. This is no vampire. This is something else.”

The winds shifted around them, and that which was shadowy around them seemed to become fluid. Evurn and Aeveam were back to back, Aeveam’s summoned white fire in her hands, and Evurn’s staff glowed orange.

“Brave strangers to these lands,” a voice spoke as if all around them. “You come here, yet I question your purpose, for you are not of the elven kin of these lands and do not seem to have stake here. What is your purpose?”

“We do not allow evils of the old world to take form in this one,” Aeveam shouted.

The shadows converged on the ground before them. “Neither do I,” the voice figure said.

Evurn pointed his staff at the person before them. It was a male figure. His hair was white and long, and his most prominent feature was the large red jewel he wore on a necklace hanging from his neck.

“I, too, do not wish the old evils to return,” the vampire said, pacing before them. “It is why we come back to this land, to purge that which disrupted our lives before. Already, one foe is vanquished. The Dwemhar are no more. They were vile, a foolish people, and no better than their elven friends. Tell me, how long do you feel this pathetic defense can keep up the barrage? We bring with us two legions, and more shall come with the activation of the portal. What then? What then will the elves do?”

Aeveam leaped toward their adversary, casting her white Dwemhar energies at the figure, engulfing it in flames.

The figure vanished and appeared again high above them, cackling.

“Dwemhar? I had believed they were all destroyed.”

“Most,” Evurn said. “Dwemhar are not all you must fear.”

The shadow elf shot fire at the vampire, who spun and deflected the spell just as several shards of ice hit him from the other side. Aeveam floated nearly to his level. The vampire lunged, landing feet first in Aeveam’s side, throwing her against the mountainside.

Evurn ran to where she was, keeping his staff up. The vampire dropped to the ground, fangs glistening.

“I much like the taste of Dwemhar blood.”

“Do not bother,” Evurn hissed. “She is but part!”

Evurn slammed his staff. A wall of fire erupted around them, shielding them from the vampire for a moment. Aeveam was bleeding but able to stand.

Ice darkened the flames, and Evurn turned to see the vampire walking through what remained of his spell.

He swung his staff, knocking the vampire back. The vampire dug into the ground, slowing his momentum, before charging again at Evurn.

Evurn spun, moving out of his way as Aeveam reached out, sending bolts of electricity into the creature.

The vampire vanished again, appearing high above them.

“Time was not wasted.”

The glowing slab split. A doorway hidden behind the magic of the runes opened.

“You but delay your failure. Why fight that which cannot be defeated? Let this duel be a premonition for you. You cannot fight that which is stronger.”

Rasi, the serpent of Evurn, emerged just behind the vampire. In an instant, its strike hit the vampire in the back of its leg. 

The attack caught him off guard. He attempted to return to the shadows to flee and instead rematerialized, having dragged Rasi off the side of the upper level. The vampire fell to the ground, and before Rasi was kicked from his leg, Evurn slapped the head of his staff into the vampire's chest, sending a wave of undulating flames over his body. Not only was the arcane attack successful, Evurn managed to smash the jewel he wore. Though Rasi’s poison had no effect on the creature as Evurn had hoped for a moment, he knew that significant power was within the necklace the vampire wore.

The vampire charred from the flames, and a great amount of energy flew from the vampire into the pool before them.

“It is as a Moon Pool of the elves,” Aeveam said. 

The vampire was dead. Its blackened form blew away from gusts of wind that blew down upon them. But the doorway to whatever was locked away, the Vampire Warden, as Ruak had called it, was before them.

Aeveam reached into the pool.

“What are you doing?” Evurn asked.

“Just a bit, just a bit,” she said.

Green fire engulfed her hand, and she withdrew, but not out of pain.

She closed her eyes, focusing her Dwemhar energies in her other hand. Evurn noticed her magic seemed to darken, and where before was white fire, it had become gray. 

“I can feel the vibrations of the magic that is different from our world, the energy these beasts use. I can make my own powers align further against them. They are still not completely within our world. My magic only has so much of an effect. For now, this will greatly increase the lethality of my spells against those of their realm.”

But what was coming was not fully of their realm or their adversaries’. Evurn peered into the great darkness before them, unsure of what clawed its way from the bowels of the mountains. 

A wretched odor came upon them, and their eyes watered. The smell burned their nostrils.

Evurn lifted his staff, summoning flames as his companion did the same. In unison, they released the attack, and the fire entered the darkness, only to vanish.

“This is supposedly a Vampire Warden.”

“Vampire?” a voice thundered. “I am no vampire!”

Multiple arms, elongated ghastly forms, reached out from the darkness. The hands had silver nails and purple markings that ran up and down the arms.

“I am not of the reawakened dead, not of blood magic. I am older than such, and not a warden, but a true master.”

The multi-armed form pushed itself out of its dark hideaway like a large spider from its nest. This was no form that either Evurn had seen or Aeveam had read about. It had at least twelve arms, but the speed in which its arms reached up and over them made it difficult to see. The arms had a mass of shadows that rode the back of the many arms like baggage upon the back of a horse. The arms themselves gripped into the rocks of the mountains and suspended the shadowy form high above them.

Evurn knew he could not use his vine magic, but there were other powers of the earth. He slammed his staff down, sending ripples of energy up and through the stones around them, creating small cracks in the stones themselves. Rocks flew up, and as he spun in place, he sent several larger stones at the creature itself. The creature fell partially down. Aeveam summoned lightning within her hands, casting it at the creature and attempting to curve her spell enough to pull it down. The creature made a sound like that of a horn call and a hiss before its arms catapulted it up, and with the many silver clawed hands, it pounded the grounds where Evurn and Aeveam stood.

The two of them cowered, beaten down by the creature and using their spells to avoid being struck directly. The many arms were attacking so quickly that neither of them had time to avoid the strikes.

They both crawled under the cover of large rock faces on either side, simply leaving the creature above them unchallenged. 

“Blight times come. I shall feed, then. I must prepare. I must devour.”

Evurn peered out, noticing that the many hands of the creature were vanishing. He stuck his head out, nearly getting slapped by one of the last hands, but the creature was well out of the ravine where they were meant to contain it and destroy it as charged by Ruak. The creature climbed toward the great towers of the city, pulling itself up to the pinnacle of the largest tower and setting its shadowy mass at the very center. The many arms reached out and gripped the mountainside. At that moment, the moon darkened. It seemed for a moment that only wisps of darkness rolled over the city, further veiling their sight, but as they pushed themselves out from hiding, the moon itself turned black.

“We are losing this fight,” Aeveam said. “No matter what we have done, it has only acted as a temporary fix.”

Volleys of flaming arrows, lit by arcane yellow fire enchanted by the elven archons, struck the many arms, but the purpose of this strange beast was not to fight. The vampire lords made a calculated move, and there was nothing Ruak and the others could do about it. 

Fogs rolled through the ravine. Evurn looked up to the top of the cliffs and saw the flying creatures landing high above them.

“We must return to Ruak,” he said, “and hope that we can hold until morning.”

 

Part Five: The Rogue and The Rusis

 

Braei and Kirla watched as the Aela Sunrise departed the port. For Braei, it was strange to watch the ship leave without her, but for Kirla, she didn’t care.

“Come, Braei. We must head to the tavern. From there, we’ll sort out who will be chosen for the nightly games.”

They began into the village. The buildings were tightly packed, and recent rains had turned the dirt roads into a muddy mess. There were many storefronts here with supplies of every kind, from metal workshops making horseshoes, nails, and hammers, to a large amount of mining and forestry supplies. The town was a growing place, with many taking jobs for the Crown of Taria to further build up the kingdom.

“Are you positive he will seek company this night?”

“I and my companions were watching this for some time. I lived it for a bit, but I can tell you, I was a favorite for my dark hair. A rare quality in this region. I will stand out to the choosers, but they themselves change quite frequently. Picking the wrong women result in beheadings if done more than twice. He will seek comfort this night as ever. They will take any women they can, but at worse, he takes only me. Then, you’ll have to find your own way.”

“You won’t be alone,” Braei said. “That’s not how the crew works.”

“I am not the crew. I am a rogue. But I thank you, I really do.”

They moved down one of the streets off the main one, taking a road leading out of the town, but a cart full of ale seemed to be going this way. They’d follow the ale.

Their guess was right. While they made a few more turns and went back to the west a good bit, they did come to a large two-story tavern. Kirla looked up at the windows.

“I had heard they had a new place here. The old tavern was by the water. This one is just right for what it really is.”

“What it really is?”

Kirla glared at Braei. “Be happy a woman of your beauty and naivete is on a ship and far from here. You’d been taken as soon as I was. There are girls braver than I who did not escape. I do this for the ones who are trapped. Come, stick close. Don’t talk too much. They like that.”

Kirla rolled her eyes, and Braei followed her into the tavern.

The place was quite slow at the moment. Entering through the large door, they spotted the barkeep and a few men sitting at a nearby table having lunch. There was a large stage and a fireplace, as well as quite a few mounted troll heads on the back wall. A stairwell led to the upstairs, but it was roped off, and a sleeping man nearly falling off a stool guarded the way up.

“Can I help you ladies with something?” the barkeep asked.

“Nothing,” said Kirla. She walked over to the bar with a sway that Braei knew was more exaggerated than normal. 

Kirla leaned over the bar, having tucked their weapons out of sight. It was weapons of a different kind she chose to use on this man.

“My sister and I have come from a farm to the far north. We seek to work for the king. Is he hiring?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is a fine business of ales and wines.”

“Then who owns this place? I was told they don’t just let weak peasants do what we wish to. Perhaps I can speak with them.”

A woman emerged from a stairwell that led to the basement, a small doorway in a recessed area that Kirla and Braei had not seen before now.

“I see you are a fiery one, but your sister must be dull. That is fine. There is work to be had. You are fortunate. I am here.”

“You?” Kirla asked.

Braei stared at the woman in front of them. She was quite tall, with long blonde hair.

“I am Asleii, mistress of this tavern. I know what you seek, and this dimwit is not worth what you flatter him with.”

She walked over to Kirla and stared at her chest before looking to Braei. “The dull one, does she speak and have such showing qualifications?”

“She is dim,” Kirla said. “She would not be useful but to watch. But she is related, and I have heard that the king likes such things.”

Asleii looked at those around before nodding for them both to follow. She led them to the stairwell guarded by the sleeping man and slapped him awake. “Why do I pay you? To sleep? Useless.”

As Braei followed Kirla and Asleii, she questioned what she was getting into. She was not used to being put in such a role as the silent-and-do-nothing type, but perhaps, in this situation, it indeed was best.

They proceeded down a dark corridor with very little light and only a few candles. There were multiple doorways and a seating area with yet another stage-like setup and a darkened fireplace.

“The others have already been inspected. They are of poor quality. I hope you can be better. Normally, a servant of the king comes to check our quality, but as it is, I have few I could find. You two are more beautiful than I could expect to find in the riff-raff of this town. I am surprised the king’s men didn’t find you sooner.”

Braei noticed that Kirla made a point to take a deep breath. Her anger was just on the tip of her tongue, and thankfully, Asleii was looking away when she spoke, rummaging through the contents of a barrel to find more candles.

“They will be here at dusk. As it stands, you will go with one other. An elf, if you can imagine one who actually came this close. She is beautiful but scarred. A warrior, or something. I do not care. I make money. That is all I care of.”

Asleii went about lighting the different candles at random. “I have work to do. If you wish to enter into this life, simply go to the room to the right. The first one you come to leaving this room. Take off your cloaks. Assure your assets are clearly and seductively presented using whatever form of dress you find in the closet within. Do not come out until I come get you.”

Kirla went toward the room, and Braei followed. She glanced at the headmistress but did not stare. The woman seemed more than busy preparing the sitting area.

As they entered the smaller room, Kirla shut the door.

“I remember her, but she does not me, obviously,” Kirla whispered. “She is nothing as she was before. She is beyond broken. Another one lost to this life.”

“She was like you?”

“No, but she fought. She refused to let this life become something she did not rise above. But she started using mushrooms and more ale than a dwarf could drink to forget as much as she could. She is too deep. She is another I do this for.”

Kirla ripped through the closet in front of them. She had no intention of removing what weapons she had, but she stripped down, putting on a long red dress that her chest more than filled out. Braei found something similar but not near as risqué.

“I see who has the experience here,” Kirla said.

Braei was uncomfortable, but she absolutely was fine with finding her own way if not “chosen,” as it were.

Kirla took her throwing knives and wrapped the belt holding them around her lower chest.

“I will not be without a weapon again.”

“But if they find those weapons?”

“They won’t check us here. They’ll check us once we’re at the castle. But by then, it’ll be too late.”

“Do you think you can get to the kitchen that quickly?”

Kirla lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. “I can do what I intend to do quickly.”

Braei wasn’t sure what Kirla meant, but now she was questioning the entire plan.

 

Evening came. It was not quite night yet, but looking out the small window in the room, Braei saw that the sun was almost down. On the other side of the door, Braei could hear footfalls, and Kirla sat up.

“It is time,” she said.

While they both stood there, Braei heard Asleii greeting them.

“Yes, I have three total that I think you’ll be interested in.”

A door opened nearby.

“Come now. If you ever wish to see trees again, you’ll mind.” The voice that spoke was harsh and gruff.

“Where are the other two?”

“Here,” Asleii said.

Braei swallowed her spit and tightened her fists. Kirla stepped between her and the door. As it opened, she smiled and dipped in a bow.

“Sir, what can I provide for you?”

The man was partially disfigured. He had one eye that looked swollen but not of any new injury. A heavy amount of scarring ran up the side of his face. He smelled of old ale, and though he wore heavy plate armor, he looked as if he had not seen a battle in twenty years.

He stared at both of them and smiled at Kirla.

“He prefers dark hair, perfect. The king shall be quite happy with this acquisition, Asleii.”

“What of the others I denied before?”

“Destroyed. As ordered.”

“Good. We’ll take the elf and the blonde.”

“That one there,” he said, pointing to Braei. “She would require more breaking than our king has time for. He is tired from his conquest and needs rest, not to teach. Get rid of her.”

Asleii bowed. “Of course. Kirla, come now.”

She pulled Kirla from the room and slammed the door in Braei’s face.

Braei could breathe, taking a moment to collect herself. She slowed her breathing long enough to hear the interchange on the outside.

“You two will go with me to our king. You will please him as he wishes. Kirla, you seem made for this. I am impressed. You are but a farm girl that we somehow missed in our raids. Interesting. And you?”

Another voice spoke, but she was very quiet. “I am an elf.”

“I know what you are, but I don’t know how your type work. Have you experience, or shall I toss you with that other woman?”

“I am married. A warrior elf of Saelmark. He will have your head!”

Braei heard a sudden slap.

“Ha, not anymore. We’ll have his head in time. Did you not hear? Saelmark took many losses recently! They came against Taria and were thrown down! Foolish elves. What is your name?”

“Selbi.”

“It would be ‘Selbi, my lord.’ If you’re not going to tempt me as Kirla, you must show more respect than you do. I know I’m not a tree or fluttering fairy, but I demand respect. You’ll learn. Be happy you’re an elf. Otherwise, I’d leave you. The king loves elves. We are done here,” he said, beginning to walk. “Make sure you acquire more like Kirla and make sure to deal with that other one.” 

As the sound of the footsteps trailed down the corridor and the stairwell, Braei heard someone at her door. She backed away, looking up at the window, but it was too small to climb out of. She backed to the far wall as the door opened. Asleii opened it. She had a dagger in her hand.

“Now,” she said, “as it works of recent, those not chosen are not sent across the lands to other lords, for the king has revoked the lordship of many who have come against us. Your sister cared little for you. She seems to be of a different caliber than you, but that is fine. It is better this way. She will not be the same as she is now in a few weeks. In a few months, you will not recognize her. But you will not know any difference, young one.”

Asleii stopped just short of her. “You are not afraid?”

“You're a broken woman with no will of your own. I pity you.”

“Pity me? I am your executioner, hardly broken.”

Braei lifted her hands, summoning ice at her fingertips, sending the serrated shards at Asleii’s neck. The woman collapsed, gasping.

“I am sorry,” Braei said. “Perhaps now you’ll have freedom. Your king will soon be dead.”

The woman seemed to smile and then stopped gasping, her chest no longer rising.

Braei took off the dress she had put on and returned to her other clothes. She ran down the corridor to the stairwell and noticed that the man guarding the way up was deep into a mug of ale. She moved with haste, slipping behind him and moving out the door as another customer came into the increasingly rowdy tavern. It was raining outside.

She ran far from the tavern, happy for one that she had escaped such a place, but was now separated from Kirla. The worst part was she didn’t think Kirla had any intent to open the kitchen door or any other door save the one that led to her target. Braei had to catch up with them yet not be discovered.

“The king needs these shipments delivered tonight!” she heard a voice shout.

There was a cart full of random vegetables and other supplies nearby.

“We are trying. It already is night. He’ll be asleep by the time I get there.”

“Oh, come now. You know he pulls those all-night parties. I have word from the king himself that they plan to cook food all night. You need to get these to the king’s kitchen staff or he’ll send his Rusis after you!”

The two men were just inside a small storehouse, and Braei was able to make it to the cart undetected. This cart was going exactly where she needed to go. She slipped over the side and pulled over a bag or two.

 The two men came to the side of the cart, and another few bags were loaded near her, but the man didn’t look in.

“I’ll hurry. The king will have his food!” 

“Good, get moving!”

He climbed onto the cart, and Braei heard the snap of a whip before they were moving.

She was where she needed to be with a hasty driver. Now, she had to continue their mission and not let down her crew and specifically, her captain.

 

The rain was coming down in droves. Braei remained as still as she could but took a moment to look up from the cart. They had been moving for some time, and beyond a small lamp near the side of the cart, it was very dark. Lightning flashed above. They went over a large bridge that seemed to span the ocean below with two rocky cliffs at either side. Coming up to the other side, she saw men standing with torches under the cover of a small shack.

The driver rode up to the shack, and Braei stayed as still as she could, praying that no one would see her.

“Heading to the castle?” a voice asked. 

“Yes, sir. The king’s kitchen.”

A torch moved over the side of the cart.

“That is fine. Move along. This rain is horrendous.”

The driver’s whip snapped again, and they were moving. Braei waited some time before looking up again. She could see the large imposing stone walls ahead. The castle was massive, and from the looks of the many scaffolds and lifts nearby, it was still under construction. 

The cart followed along a waterway running out to sea and approached the town itself from the southwest side. The rain had slowed considerably, but not many people were out in the town, and the smell of smoldering wood from the doused torch basins helped cover up the stench of manure and other foul smells of the city.

They proceeded through the city. The large gates on the outer wall closed behind them, and they approached another large gateway. This was the way to the castle. Braei kept lying back down to avoid being seen, so she did not get an overall good look at her surroundings, but it seemed this delivery was more than expected.

“Get that to the kitchen,” a guard near the next gateway said.

“I am, I am!”

They rode into the inner keep. Braei spotted a large cathedral-like tower. This was it. This was the place they had to get to. The driver went around to the right and came to a large stone building. He exited the cart, and though several guards approached, they followed him.

“You’re late. You can’t be late!”

Braei popped up, scanning the surroundings. There was a stack of crates near several cows kept in a pen. She leaped from the cart and sprinted to cover.

Now, she had to get to the kitchen. She didn’t know where Kirla was, but she couldn’t concern herself with that. Valrin and the others were waiting.

*****

The Aela Sunrise was tossed by the waves. They had reached the outskirts of the coast for some time and remained out of sight. Valrin had used the ship’s powers to vanish from sight, and now, anchored offshore, they had waited from early afternoon until night.

Both Evurn and Fadis were happy the rain had stopped. Andoc and Badur slept while they waited. Evri and the elves had been meditating. One of the elves, Nekeli, stopped meditating and stood by himself on the edge. Evri noticed the elf was tearful, but did not approach.

“What of him?” Fadis asked.

“His wife, taken. She was on a reconnaissance mission near Taria. He has not been the same since. You wouldn’t believe it now, but he was the jokester of our group at one time. It is why I think he freely gave himself to this task.”

“And you?”

Evri looked away. “The king was like my father. He watched after me. Taught me to use a bow. I mean no disrespect to you, but he was there.”

Fadis embraced his son. “There is nothing you could say to me that I do not deserve. I am happy the king of the elves watched over you when I did not.”

Evri returned the embrace.

“So, if you two are done hugging,” Revlas said, “can you tell me of about when we should expect our way to be open? I and Bevelas have well stared down this place before us and do not see any passage near the water or otherwise.”

“Braei and Kirla will not let us down,” Valrin said. “We just have to be patient.”

“I am patient. I just worry of another storm, or a ship running into us.”

Fadis looked toward the imposing fortress. It had grown considerably since he was in service to the king. But the strongest of fortresses always had a way to be brought down, and for now, they watched for their Rusis and their rogue to provide that way.

*****

 

Braei had seen the supply driver come and go with supplies, and now, he was riding away. The kitchen was a large structure with two floors. While there were guards near the front of the keep and the gateway to the outside, the only other guards she saw were atop the walls. Lightning caused her to jump at every flash. She could not go in by way of the doorway, but there were large windows that might have provided a way in. 

Braei sprinted from where she hid to the edge of the building.

Some Rusis you are. You cannot even use that power. 

While powerful elementalists, Rusis also had the ability to turn invisible, a power she had never developed, having not been in positions before the last few years where she actively would develop it. It wasn’t that she could not use it, but that she hadn’t in so long even considered it. Tonight was not the best time, but she would try. She had to try.

She closed her eyes, remembering the sensations she felt the one time she managed to do it. She hated the way it changed her vision, making it like she was looking at the world from underwater. 

Braei heard voices. She had nowhere to run. She focused her energies, releasing the tie to her aggressive powers and slipping from view as she saw herself begin to see the world as if she was looking up from beneath the surface of a clear pool. The two roving guards she had missed walked past her and stopped just nearby. One of them opened his trousers and relieved himself, sending urine rolling just near her. She remained still even as the urine ran under her boot.

“Did you see those girls?” the one urinating asked the other.

“Yeah, I did. One was an elf. He’ll have fun with that one.”

“Doesn’t he kill them now?”

“Elves? Always.”

“No, any of the girls. Isn’t that part of it?”

“Careful, you know how rumors are here. That’s a way to get your head on the chopping block. He doesn’t kill anyone. They fall from the walls. Horrible tragedies.”

The two men laughed and continued their patrol. Braei exhaled as she let down the veil hiding her from view, disgusted by both the urine she was standing in and the men around her.

She waited for them to vanish around the corner and then looked back up to the windows. One was open. She glanced around to be sure that no one was watching and then ran along the edge of the building. There was one window open. It was on the far corner. There was a low overhang and a brace where the roof met the side of the building. She jumped, grasping it. She hung for a moment, staring into the inside of the building. There was a man inside, but he was busy cleaning several ducks and had his back to her.

She began to swing her legs back and forth, working up momentum so she could swing herself for the opening. She had to hurry before the roving guards returned. She went for it, grasping the edge of the window and pulling herself up. There were multiple sacks of flour just beneath her. She jumped and moved against a large stone oven to her left. She peered around. Several more men had come into the kitchen.

“Finally,” the cook said. “These should have been here before sunset!”

“The shipment was delayed due to the storms.”

The cook shouted out something unintelligible, and Braei heard dishes strike a nearby wall.

“Get out! Get out of my kitchen. You are literally the most worthless assistants I have ever had. I must get these ducks in the oven and prepare for the festivities. The king will not be happy if his favorite ducks are not perfect.”

Braei heard chopping again, and the yelling from before stopped.

The cook threw several carcasses into a box not too far from where she was. Kirla had said that scraps from the kitchen were thrown out to sea, and that was the door that was needed. For now, all she could do was wait.

She watched as the pile of carcasses grew higher and several assistants returned to the kitchen. She peered around the oven, still out of sight but trying to gauge what was going on. The cook was busy cooking the duck, and assistants chopped and prepared a wild assortment of vegetables.

“Get wine out to the king. He and his concubines are ready. He likes them well plied even before dinner. He’d rather them pass out before eating than after,” the cook said.

“I’d want to be passed out too if I was a concubine to the king,” an assistant said.

Another assistant laughed. “That fat ole lard must kidnap the girls. Is it really a concubine if they’re kidnapped?”

The kitchen roared in laughter. Then a snap of heat surged through the kitchen. There was a loud bang.

“Are you rats done?” a voice shouted.

“Yes, sir,” the cook said.

Braei looked around the edge. A man in dark robes stood in the kitchen.

“You burned me! You burned me!” the assistant shouted.

The robed man stomped forward, kicking the assistant in the face. “That was nothing.”

The assistant reached out just as bolts of lightning flew from the robed man, surging into the assistant. Screaming ensued. The man quivered and shook as the bolts of magic surged through his body over and over. Blue and purple sparks leaped from him and against the wall. Then, the attack stopped. The corpse that remained was but a charred shell. The robed man was a Rusis, and a powerful one at that.

“Chef, your assistants’ jokes of our king are not well accepted. He has paid your price for allowing this disillusionment in the kitchen. Do I need to speak to the king himself, or can you keep your staff in line?”

“No, sir. The king does not need to know. I can assure your dinner is coming, with lots of wine, and it will be tasty. No more insults from the kitchen. He deserves what he got.”

The strange Rusis reached over and stuck his hand into a pot. “Duck sauce, quite tasty. You have a burnt mess in your kitchen. I’d get that out of here tonight. Perhaps the fish want it.”

The Rusis went to leave but then stopped. “I sense . . . something.”

He began her way. She summoned her powers but then focused. She couldn't attack him. That would ruin everything, and his level of power seemed much higher than hers anyway. She had to do it again. She closed her eyes, focusing, seeing herself fall beneath the water, and became absolutely still.

The figure crossed in front of her, staring exactly where she was for a moment before glancing to her sides.

His eyes were glowing. He had gauntlets that surged with light and seemed to feed into him with energy rolling off the edges. He was perfectly still for a moment and then jerked away.

“Rats have been eating your flour. You should throw that out, too.”

Braei looked down at one of the sacks of flour and saw that her foot had torn it as she’d jumped from the window.

“And close that window! You don’t need rain messing up the rest of the flour. We’re at war with the elves. We need to keep our supplies up.”

Braei watched the man leave this time. She was still shrouded and moved quickly across the kitchen to another dark corner. There was a door this way. A door with a lock.

“Move the body,” the cook shouted. “We must get the food and drink out. Afterward, we dispose of all the trash, especially that body.”

She just had to wait.

 

Music played for the longest time, and the roars of laughter from the king and his guests were the strangest backdrop for Braei as she sat motionless in the darkness. Given everything, she was happy she had used her powers again, and beyond just standing still. She was able to move while under the shroud. She questioned who the other Rusis was. He had a level of power she had only ever read of back on her first ship, the Truest Bliss. The gauntlets he wore—she knew of a story, of a powerful Rusis with gauntlets that embedded power within their wearer. It was said that the wielder of such devices could use their powers without tiring. But those were lost, or so the story went. As she pondered of the gauntlets, the kitchen staff returned. They had a bottle of wine, and the cook made a point to chug several swallows before passing it off.

“The king retires. And we still live.” He pointed at one of the men. “You, deal with him. Put him out at sea with the rest of the carcasses.”

“Sir?”

“What?”

“He . . . he deserves better. A grave, a proper grave.”

“His grave is the sea. The king will kill each of us if we do not abide by his or the Rusis’ word. Do you want to be thrown out next?”

The assistant was silent.

“Get on with it. Now. Or I’ll tell the Rusis myself that you cannot be trusted. He’ll make sure your daughters are well taken care of by the king.”

The assistant shook his head. “What is wrong with you?” 

“What is wrong with me!” the chef shouted. “The same as everyone, but you do not see me moping about. I do my job. I serve my king! You do yours or you’ll be sorry. That is how it is here. Do not like it? Throw yourself to sea.” 

Braei backed out of the way of the door as the assistant dragged the charred body of their coworker. He was sobbing. The chef wasn't just a fool as Kirla had said; he was ruthless, perhaps due to something the king had threatened or already did, but he was not better than the king in the treatment of his people. As the man reached the doorway, he laid the body down on the ground and went back toward the cook.

“The key,” he said.

The cook pulled a necklace off and tossed the key to him. He caught it and went to the door. Unlocking it, he dragged the body into another room that smelled of rotten animal waste. The man then went to another door, opening it up with a forced push. The sudden gusts of northern winds caused the cook to shout.

“Shut the inner door!”

Braei looked. The man dragging the body was already out the second door and sobbing. Braei slipped down and pulled the first door closed. The man did not notice, and the cook didn’t see her. She knelt in the rotting filth of what could only be described as a room of trash. The man knelt and placed his hand on the head of his obvious friend.

“I am sorry. I am sorry it came to this. We should have done what you said. We should have poisoned him. I am so sorry, my brother.”

The man suddenly looked behind him, seeing Braei, who made a motion for him to be quiet.

“You are one of the Rusis. You have been sent to kill me.” He drew a small kitchen knife. “Leave me. Let me have time with my brother. He . . . he was just married. I must tell his wife of him. Please, do not kill me yet.”

“I am not here to kill you,” Braei said.

With the northern winds gusting upon them, leaves flew down onto the small ocean pathway of a ramp leading down to the waters. 

Evri and the other elves appeared, their faces veiled, their blades glinting in the starlight.

“Elves? Here?”

Evri went to cut down the man, but Braei flashed her magic. “No, he is not our enemy. Our enemy is within. The kitchen is just behind.”

Braei now saw the outline of the Aela Sunrise stationary below. Valrin, Andoc, Badur, and Fadis ran up the pathway.

“Good work!” Valrin said.

“Where is Kirla?” Fadis asked.

“She went alone. She plans to do it herself.”

The man from the kitchen stuttered, “You . . . you . . . elves and people . . . you want to kill us all because of the war.”

“No, just one,” Fadis said, “and whoever gets in the way.”

“Spare my friend inside the kitchen but watch for the cook. He has a sword.”

“So do we,” Valrin said.

“Stay with your brother,” Braei said. “Wait until you know it is clear, then do what you wish with his body, as it will soon be no tyrannical king who rules this place. He has had his last meal."

 

Part Six: In the King’s Bedchamber

 

The elves stacked up on the outer door to the kitchen. The stench around them of rotting vegetables, cheeses, and discarded animal parts did nothing to dissuade their advance, though Fadis wished he had a mouth covering like the elves. Andoc and Badur has their bows in hand and were watching the door they had came through before.

“The actual kitchen is up a small stairwell and to the left past this door,” Braei said. “The large man is the cook. He has a weapon, but the amount of wine he’s been drinking will surely prevent him from being any threat.”

Evri pulled out two small orbs.

“These mixtures will knock out those within the kitchen. Where do we go next?”

“I came into the kitchen. I only know that on the southern end of the building is another door and a way to the king’s hall.”

“And we have no idea where Kirla is?” Fadis asked.

“Beyond with the king, or so we have to assume. There is an elf, too. A warrior or something.”

Evri placed his hand on Nekeli. “We do not know if it is her.”

“If it is, I shall kill all who stand between me and my love.”

“Our target is the king,” Bevlas stated.

“Then let us have our target.”

“Also,” Braei said, “there is a Rusis here.”

“We knew that,” Valrin said.

“No, this Rusis is powerful. Much more powerful than the others.”

Fadis put an arrow to string. “We’ll deal with it.”

Evri looked to Nekeli. “You and I go through the kitchen. Bevlas, Revlas, you two ascend the wall with the rangers. Secure the upper portion of the keep. Keep the guards silent.”

The two Leaves used their powers to ascend the wall and were out of sight. Andoc and Badur both looked at one another.

“Guess we’ll do it the old fashioned way.”

Both the rangers went back outside and tossed grappling hooks up the side of the wall.

Fadis looked at his son.

“Now,” Evri said, “as the wind.”

Evri pulled open the doorway just a bit and glanced in. Fadis leaned in and saw two kitchen assistants and the cook. Evri tossed in the orbs and shut the door. Fadis heard those inside coughing.

Evri and Nekeli drew their blades.

“For the king,” Evri said.

They pulled the door open. The way was clear. They led the way, moving with haste through the open door and scanning their surroundings as they moved across the kitchen.

Fadis and Valrin followed. 

Those who had been standing in the kitchen appeared to be sleeping. 

They stood at the far doorway. Evri pushed it open. Two guards were on the far edge of the corridor. Evri and Nekeli shifted into leaves, moving down the corridor and materializing with their blades angled into their opponent's throats. Both guards fell.

 Fadis moved in next, Valrin trailing behind. A door opened, and a guard immediately saw Evri and Nekeli. He went to draw his sword, when Fadis released his arrow. Three guards down.

They moved down the corridor and came to an overlook to the king’s hall. There were castle attendants cleaning up the mess from dinner service and a few guards, but it seemed even the guards had indulged in their share of wine, now laughing exuberantly. 

The corridor went around the king’s hall and to another passage and a stairwell. As they ascended, Evri came upon a guard descending. He thrusted his blade into his neck, and he and Nekeli jumped over his corpse. It nearly knocked Valrin down as it fell down the stairs.

“Keep up,” Fadis said. “Be careful—Evurn will eat me if you die. I still think you should have stayed on the ship.”

“Captain,” Valrin teased. 

“Quiet,” Evri whispered down. The Leaves of Saelmark looked at one another and held up six fingers. There were six guards up ahead.

A door slammed open, and a booming voice shouted outward, “Get away from me, you filth. Try to grab my sword?”

Evri nodded, and he and Evri sprinted from the stairwell. Fadis came up and saw the two of them already toppling the guards in the middle of the hallway. Three more drew their swords at the far end. 

Fadis fired in rapid succession, sending three arrows toward the guards, two finding their targets and a third missing.

The last guard lunged with a spear, attempting to stab Evri. He spun, ducking from the thrust and throwing a dagger as he dropped low. The sixth guard fell.

Around the corner from them was a large stairwell, unseen from the position they were in before, but evidently, it went down to the throne room and up to an upper level. 

Nekeli moved upward with Evri just behind him.

The same voice returned. “Do what you want with this filth. I have one with golden hair. She won’t try to stab me. She knows what to do with her hands.”

Fadis heard them laughing.

“The king is there. Kirla is with the king,” Evri said.

He peeked over the edge, but Nekeli was already nearly over the void.

There were three guards, each of them kicking at a figure on the floor. One of them lifted the figure. It was a female elf; her chest was bare, and she had blood running down her face.

“We move forward. Take down the three. Move into the king’s chamber,” Evri said. 

“Move quickly,” Fadis said. “Kirla’s fate will be the same as that other concubine if we are not careful.”

Nekeli was already in full view of the guards. He had taken off his mask, and his hands were trembling. 

“Selbi!” he shouted out.

The guards holding the elf laughed.

“Truly, she told us he would come for her! She wasn’t lying. I see why he’s here. She was beautiful. For an elf.”

“Place her on the ground,” Nekeli said.

“Sure.”

Evri was up with Nekeli now. The guards laughed.

“Elves! Sound the bells! Lock down the keep! Do as the elf says.”

The two guards holding Selbi threw her off the ledge, and Nekeli turned to leaves, jumping off the ledge and grasping her body with his own.

Evri and Fadis moved forward. Arrows flew, and Evri’s blade cut into the nearest guard. Valrin charged as well, taking down another guard as Fadis turned his attention to guards on the lower level. The bells had not sounded yet, but at least two guards had seen Nekeli and Selbi fall to the ground. Fadis took down both of them. The door exploded open, and the half-nude king ran for the doorway on the far hall, nearly knocking Evri over. Fadis released an arrow, catching the king in the back. 

Evri sprinted and jumped, driving his blade into the back of the king’s head.

Kirla emerged from the room, kicking another man who looked just like the first one who had emerged. His face was bloodied.

“He has used shifters. These are not the king. Some type of magic!” Kirla shouted. “The king was here. He took a passage that sealed as I went for it.”

Evri ran into the bedchamber of the king, and Fadis followed.

The room was massive, with a large bed with ropes and blades hanging from the top of the chamber.

“What kind of king is this?” Valrin asked.

“A bastard,” Kirla said.

Fadis saw the outline of the door, but the way was locked from the other side and was made to look like the brick of the wall.

“This is no good,” Evri said. “We cannot follow him. It’s a dwarven door.”

There was shouting in the lower levels.

“Elven assassins! Elves in the king’s chamber!” 

“Where does this lead?” Fadis asked Kirla.

“I don’t know. I never knew this passage!”

Fadis ran back to where the half-naked doppelganger was attempting to crawl away. He placed his sword at his neck. “You, where has the king gone? The real king!”

“I don’t know, I really don’t.” The man shuddered.

Evri ran up and kicked him across the face. “Tell us! Now!”

“I swear to not betray my king! No matter the threat of life or death.”

Fadis stomped him in the stomach and then put the tip of his sword at the man’s bare crotch.

“Still?”

“No-no. Don’t. Please.”

Kirla kicked him in the stomach and then put her foot on Fadis’s blade, pushing down. Blood ran over the castle floors.

“He is escaping! The lower levels! There is a place made for him. A place for him to escape from if the castle is threatened.”

A trio of guards had arrived from the lower level. Evri tossed his daggers one after another, bringing each of them down. Kirla went to one of the other guards and grabbed his sword.

“I know not where he speaks, but we must head down there. We must try to cut him off.”

Fadis looked down to Nekeli. He was up, holding his injured wife in his arms. He had his sword out at multiple foes encroaching upon them.

Fadis released multiple arrows as they ran toward the lower level and a way down to him. Evri leaped over the side of the wall, driving his blade into two more guards of the dozens swarming the area.

As Valrin and Fadis reached the lower level, a man with a golden helmet led a large contingent of guards into the king’s chamber. 

“Send for the Rusis! Get them here now! Our king is under attack!”

Evri sprinted forward, leaping sword first at this Captain of the Guard. The attack was parried, and Evri was forced off just as Fadis landed an arrow in the captain’s abdomen.

Those drunk and stumbling guards who were sobering up from the fighting and bloodshed crawled away from the tabletops as the king’s attendants hid in the corners of the room. 

Fadis looked at Nekeli and his wife. She gripped his sword arm and forced herself to stand. 

“My love, let me help. These guards, especially that one,” she said, pointing to the captain, “they hurt me. Over and over.”

Nekeli grabbed a sword from a fallen guard and handed it to her. He kissed her on the cheek as he sprinted to the side of the room, jumping onto a pillar before twisting, turning to mere leaves and flying directly into the captain. Blood squirted from the captain's neck as the elven blade passed through the many vessels, nearly severing his head. The captain fell dead.

“Fadis, guards block the way to that doorway. Perhaps he is that way,” Valrin said, pointing behind them.

“On the opposite end from where most of the guards were flowing in, six guards stood with their shields high and swords out.

“Evri! Nekeli!” He pointed.

Arrows flew from the higher places. At first, Fadis thought it was more of the king’s men, but the elven arrows of Revlas and Bevlas found their marks on the guards cutting across the throne room. Andoc and Badur were just beyond them, firing arrows down into the courtyard outside. 

“Go,” Revlas shouted. “No guard yet breathes in the courtyard, but they are coming through another way. We have a vantage point from here of both the inside of the keep and the gateway to the city. But none have come this way. Rangers in the city made contact. They will guard the lower level.”

“Rangers?” Fadis asked.

“Yes, several. Andoc said they’re Rangers of the North. Just go. We will watch this way.”

Fadis looked to the guards at the doorway. He released several arrows before one finally landed. The man collapsed, but those around him did not reach for him. They locked shields again.

Braei sent a bolt of lightning that struck the one in the center and sent the others against the wall. Evri and Fadis charged them, striking down each. Fadis was nearly out of arrows as it were, and it was good to hold his sword again.

They went to open the door but could not force it.

“Move!” Braei said. 

She focused her powers, sending a blast of fire at the door. Nothing. But she didn’t stop. Blast after blast tore at the door itself until the flaming doorway fell from its hinges without the dwarven lock that held the door shut moving. 

“Perhaps they should have gotten dwarven doors,” Evri said. 

A sudden blast of cold struck near them. The king’s Rusis had arrived.

Nekeli pulled Selbi through the charred door and vanished down the revealed stairwell as Braei created a ward around them to protect the way into the doorway.

Evri, Fadis, Kirla, and Valrin descended first, and Braei held the ward in place.

“Go on. I will follow.”

 

Leaving Braei at the doorway, they ran down several stairwells that twisted into the inner bowels of the castle. It was dark and moist in the lower catacomb they found themselves in. Nekeli had set Selbi in a corner of the passage the stairwell opened to.

“Stay here. You are too weak, my love.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Keep your sword. I took down the one for you. Let me take the rest. You have been through enough.” 

She returned the smile. “May Etha protect you.”

Evri and Kirla were already on the opposite side of the room. There was another doorway, but it was open.

“Come on, this way!”

Evri and Kirla led the way as the rest followed behind. They came to a large cavernous passage and could hear the sea. 

It was a hidden harbor with two ships beneath the castle. A cloaked man stood atop one of the smaller vessels.

“No further!” he shouted.

Evri and Kirla sprinted forward, but the man summoned fire in his hands, throwing two fireballs. They dodged, but the blasts nearly struck Fadis and Valrin.

The ship was nearly ready to sail.

“Get aboard!” Evri shouted. “The king escapes!”

Evri ran to get closer to the Rusis, when a blast of ice threw him into the water. Kirla ran toward the edge of the ship as Fadis ran and slid nearly into the water, just grabbing on to a rock before he did. He grabbed Evri’s leg and pulled him ashore.

Nekeli had made it aboard and shifted along the deck, moving away from the Rusis and vanishing into the captain's quarters of the ship.

Kirla hid behind a rock nearly at range for a throwing knife, but she only had one more. She had gotten rid of some of the others when she was changing for the king again, and now she didn’t have what she wished she did.

Fadis slapped Evri, and he came to, sitting up just for another blast of ice to barely miss him. Kirla took that moment to close the distance with the Rusis, tossing her knife, but he deflected it, responding with a blast of electricity, which missed. She jumped to the ship and drew her sword at the Rusis. 

“Metal cannot stop magic. It does not matter. You have failed.”

Nekeli emerged from the captain’s quarters. “The ship is empty. No one is here.”

Just past the ship, the other ship was already moving away. Nekeli went to jump to shift into leaves toward the other vessel, but the Rusis sent a blast of fire directly at him, which just missed him but was enough to knock him over the deck and into the water. Fadis made it on board, as did Evri, with Valrin just behind him.

“Magic cannot be defeated with swords. Do you not know who I am? I am the greatest of the lost race of Rusis. I am—”

A sudden barrage of icy spikes struck him. He turned to see Braei and the entrance to the secret harbor. Kirla and Fadis lunged, both stabbing him in his upper chest. He stumbled back before cursing something. He ran to the edge of the ship and leaped, casting waves of ice down below him and running upon a hastily constructed yet slippery path of ice magic all the way to the escaping vessel.

Braei made it to the ship and sent several blasts of fire, but the Rusis on board the king’s vessel deflected it.

“Damn the king!” Evri shouted. “This vessel! Is it seaworthy?” 

“It looks to be,” Braei said.

But before any other discussion could be had, the way the king escaped was suddenly blocked by a cascade of boulders, and in so, they could not pursue it.

“Let us get back to the castle and check on the others,” Evri said.

Nekeli spat and pointed at Valrin. 

“Your ship. You can pursue him.”

“Let’s go.”

They hurried back the way they came, grabbing Nekeli’s wife and reaching the king’s throne room to find several dead Rusis and no guards of the king remaining. Fadis looked up to see at least two dozen Rangers.

“Fadis and Kirla the rogue,” one of them said.

“Do we know you?” Fadis asked.

“He is Ridua, a half-elf of the southern Taria Rangers. A newer leader but the head of them nonetheless,” Kirla said.

The man smiled smugly. “True, but we have called all Rangers to this place. We have sent out crows to all who had been in hiding. Had we known, more of us would have been ready. The king’s guards who did not fall within the castle have fled with the many versions of the half-naked forms running away. Quite a hilarious sight, to be honest. We had thought these two caught up in the fighting to the south,” Ridua said motioning to Andoc and Badur, “Many Rangers that way have went silent. But we were surprised when word came that someone was attacking the castle here.”

“The king deserves only death,” Kirla said. “He had many dressed up as himself as part of some game. I have never seen such a thing.”

One of the king’s attendants stepped forward. “The king is gone?” the woman asked as she shook. “You are going to kill us.”

“No,” Fadis said. “Do you know where he is headed?”

The woman shook her head. “No, he didn't tell us lower types. Good riddance. We can finally say it. You Rangers are welcome here. My sons, both of them were Rangers in his cursed war. His army is far from here, so you must act while you can. We will help you secure the castle. He was afraid of this. He kept many versions of himself, but I swear it was some magic, not actual people.”

“Perhaps it was,” Kirla said. “There were only three or four of them who looked different in his bedchamber. The rest were like him.”

“The Rusis,” another man said, “he has magic like this. He is a strange man. He and his type never seemed normal, and we had seen them vanish as if not there.”

Fadis looked at Braei. “Do you know of Rusis magic like that?”

“No, not magic to create phantoms.”

“It must be something else, then,” Evri said.

“My wife needs a healer’s care,” Nekeli said. 

“I will stay with her,” Braei said. “You all, go. Pursue the ship.”

“We will take care of her,” Ridua said. “Go now. Kill the king and secure the mission of the Rangers.”

“You can trust them,” Kirla confirmed to Nekeli.

“They will not outrun the Aela Sunrise,” Valrin said. “Let’s end this.”

Leaving Braei and Selbi, the others hurried back to the kitchen and the pathway that led to the Aela Sunrise.

They jumped aboard, and Valrin ran to the helm. He disengaged that which hid the ship, and the many crystals hummed to life, appearing from the wood of the deck.

“Dwemhar devices!” Evri said. “Truly it is a realm ship like the stories.”

“You have no idea, my son.”

Evri was smiling as the ship began away from the shore with haste.

The waves were battering the shoreline now, but the rain had stopped. Fadis glanced up at the moon now visible and noticed it was blackened.

“The Black Moon,” Evri said.

“Our kin face evil times,” Nekeli said.

Kirla, Revlas, and Bevlas were eager and ready along the edges of the ship, though it was doubtful they’d actually catch the ship as simply as they all wished.

“We must kill this king and then get back to our people,” Evri said.

Fadis remained quiet. His target was the king. He should have never left to fight in his war. He should have never left his wife and son for some “duty” as a Ranger. He could not do as Nekeli had done and save the woman he loved once, but he could assure the King of Taria never hurt another. That was his mission now. He would complete it.

 

Part Seven: Holding

 

Not one warrior was still. The lines were fully engaged. Evurn and Aeveam had returned to the same gritty battle with no sign of either side backing down. The front four ranks of Varmark elves had put away their bows, and now a shield wall of moon-shaped shields interlocked with spears thrust and poked at the continuous waves of demon men. Half the Grand Stairs were lost. Archons cast spell after spell into the air just above the ranks of their fellow kin. Immolation took many of the ranks of advancing forces as the barrage of arrows to both thin the attackers from the ground and prevent those who came from the sky depleted.

Aeveam had repelled at least four waves of the flying creatures herself. Evurn had to carry her to the back of the lines to rest with archons who had used all their strength already. Rangers had made several fires as some of the archons worked to make more elixirs to restore the magical energies of the archons. Lord Relia and Rikt had moved to the far northern flank, working with the stags to keep the rampart running down to the lower gateway from falling, but the stags were beyond tired. The creatures stumbled, moving back behind the lines as the elves tried to hold.

But the elven center waned. A blast of magic from below sent a freezing barrage blasting a hole through to the courtyard. Ruak was the first in the gap, charging to the front and decapitating three demon men before using his wand to blast back three in an arching flame. Two more beasts came upon the elf-captain. He smashed the closest, shattering the orb at the tip of the wand, and drew a small axe, spinning his way down the Great Stairs and throwing back their enemy. The elven line behind him recovered, advancing in haste, clashing with shield and spear and holding the middle ground on the stairwell. 

Evurn advanced with several archons, using his staff to dispel random attacks coming from the lower levels. The hour grew late, and the moon sank away. Dawn would soon be upon them. But another icy wind blew fogs in a thicker form over the entire expanse.

Shadowy figures appeared on the walls in greater numbers. The strange tentacled creature that had taken the largest tower moved one of its many arms directly into the thralls of demon men. The creatures crawled upon the arms, moving up and over the elven battle line.

Rangers in the courtyard ran to the stairwell. They threw spears and small knives, utilizing what they could to deter or maim the attackers.

Lord Relia was back up, his arm bandaged. He gripped the horn around his neck and blew three times. Ruak looked back, but many of the demon men had dropped between his line and the courtyard. 

Evurn noticed how many charred forms they fought upon, seeing the mere mass of organic material before them. His spells had not worked before, but perhaps now they would.

He cast his earth magic, and vines exploded upward, knocking back many of the thralls moving along the shadow arms of the tentacled creature. 

He directed his vines to grip the arms, much to the protest of the creature on the tower. The vines pulled at shadow arms, constricting and changing their form from pure blackness to that of a gray color.

A group of archons ran upon the arms, jabbing their staves in the strange substance and using life magic in an attempt to dispel the shadow. The entity ripped its arms out of the vines, recoiling them into itself and severing the route behind the elven battle line. Ruak fell back, taking position at the top of the Great Stairs, as he expected the attack to continue, but the demon men did not pursue. The shadowy figures took form directly in front of the demon men.

Aeveam was back up and, with Lord Relia, joined Rikt and Ruak near the front.

Several arrows flew in the direction of the vampire lords, but none landed.

“Defenders of the city of our god, why do you defend such a place with no chance of escape?” one of them asked. Ruak stepped forward.

“Perhaps a greeting would suit this discussion. I am Ruak, Captain of Fikmark under the King of the Woods, Suvasel. You are vampire waste, but I am sure you have a name.”

The center figure, not the one who had spoken before, stepped forward. Evurn noticed that the sun was upon the horizon and the skies had already shifted to red and orange. The great fog over the city had begun to recede, and though still plentiful behind the vampire lords, the demon men had begun to depart, or at least, vanish into the city.

The vampire lord before them knelt. “Brave Ruak, I am of Clan Silverfang, Third Line of Succession from the Queen Mothers. We have come to retake our position in the world. Our city returns to life; our followers are plentiful and strong. What right do you have to deny us this? Are not the elves lovers of life? We simply wish to exist in this place with you.”

“Exist?” Ruak asked. “And by exist, you wish to ignore the laws set down well before present times? You were banished away and given a place to exist. The living realm is not your home, nor will it be again.”

“Ruak of Fikmark, you know you will die? Our strength grows. With the coming of dawn, we rest, but our armies remain in the city and fields and woods of this region. You are trapped with nothing but death as your only path forward. I shall enjoy the taste of your blood, Ruak. I come for you next. Pray to whatever god you must, for I sense rain and dark clouds on the horizon this morning. Such dark cover will allow my minions adequate conditions to continue our attack.”

The Silverfang Clan vampire vanished, and with him, the other vampires. The courtyard was free of attackers. Finally.

None of the host spoke. Some sheathed their weapons and collapsed to the ground, while others looked at their dead king around them. Ruak turned as he drew in deep breaths. Lord Relia embraced him.

“We held the line,” Lord Relia said.

“Indeed,” Ruak responded. “Gather our dead. Do not leave them to be transformed into something of the enemy. Burn them.”

 

Over the next few hours, Evurn and Aeveam worked to move bodies into a large pile. The stench of the burning dead was beyond horrid, and the psychological effect of such was perhaps even worse. The remaining host wished for the reinforcements that were hurrying their way, but even so, any rattle of a pebble or sudden screech from the city caused them to stir. Though potentially pointless and likely so, the Rangers and elves worked to fortify their position using broken timbers to make rows of spikes on the lower level of the stairwell.

Furthermore, Rikt directed his Purified Ones into the city to see if any supplies could be found, and by chance, several potions of magic and life were acquired and deemed safe by the archons.

Though storm clouds were on the horizon, for now, the early morning winds brought a level of peace. Evurn, lying next to Aeveam in an attempt to get some rest, worried about what the night had brought for their friends and, at the same time, hoping that Suvasel would indeed arrive to reinforce them. The host, though quite proud before, had been beaten down. There were no smiles—well, except the two Rangers who had obviously had too much wine for their morning beverage. 

The fires of the city rose in a high plume, drifting over the city almost as the fogs had before. Evurn stood smoking his pipe again. He puffed, and chewed on the end, wondering of those around him. Ruak was over to his side, brushing his stag. He noticed Evurn staring at him.

“A good friend of mine. Faithful beast. Capable of more than we give them credit for, but truly a companion and not a servant or slave. If anything, I am its servant. The Lords of the Groves they were called when I was much younger. They have more of a reason to fight in this battle than even I do. It was the scourge of the demon men in the first war that took their sacred groves.”

“I have heard the story of the vampire lords, but I still wonder why the elves of the West allowed a parlay of any kind.”

Ruak finished brushing the stag. “Go get water, my friend. Rest, for battle comes again soon.”

Ruak joined Evurn with a pipe of his own. It seemed the captain had misplaced his tobacco. Evurn offered some of his own supply, which Ruak took.

“Do not worry, elf. It is not poison.”

Ruak chuckled. “I do not worry about that, Shadow Elf. If by poisoning is how I am meant to die, so be it. I’m going to smoke.”

A high elf who isn’t a prick, a strange finding.

As they both smoked watching the fire of the city grow larger, Ruak coughed and smacked his lips. “To answer your question, it is because of our treatment of the orcs in the eyes of the other races that we parlayed with the vampires. We took a higher path, allowing them to live versus killing every one of the bloodsuckers in their own streets. We did it to the orcs, or so, my people. This war, if we can prevent their rise, will go differently. My king does not parlay. That is why no dwarf still breathes in Harkinok.”

“No doubt an unpopular way to deal with those who have come against you? Your king treats our adversary in a way that shadow elves would find ideal.”

“King Suvasel spent time in the East. It is more of a reason for him not to trust your race, but some of the ideals have bloomed into his own leadership. I can tell you I’d like no one else beside me than my king in a battle. I do hope he arrives soon.”

At this point, Ruak glanced around at the many tired, bruised, and bleeding warriors around them. The archons distributed what arrows remained, the heads now glowing after the enchantments.

“Do not aim for a single target,” the archons specified. “We have infused these with chain lightning. Aim for groups of targets, and once the arrow is near the grouping, the head will split, striking several targets at once.”

Evurn looked up at the rising sun but noticed that the sky was darker than normal, too. He saw that the Black Moon was still visible. Fogs met the deep smoke in the lower parts of the city, and some time passed before both archons and Rangers returned.

Evurn noticed that Ruak seemed more uneasy than he had before. He offered him another bit of tobacco, which the elf took.

“We have arrows to last another wave. Then we shall rely on swords and magic alone. But even our supply of elixir runs low. The Rangers report that they cannot escape the valley. They lost three of their own just riding across the open fields toward the road we took.”

Aeveam joined them.

“Do you feel rested?” Evurn asked.

“As much as I can in this place. My mind was bombarded with images. I could see the old god from the stories we were told before. I saw the sacrifices of many innocent in the name of the false god. The vampires are on the verge of our realm. The shadows we see, they are projections of that which comes. I hear the infantile screams of the flying creatures, born from the queens themselves. They speak to me with hisses in the recesses of my mind. I do not know what they say, but there are many servants to the vampires, though I cannot tell who leads, be it the queens or the vampire lords that near our realm.

“The queens,” Ruak said. “The vampire lords control the territory and outward reach of the clans. They command the armies, like a necromancer and its thralls of undead, but the vampires fall under the queens. The queens themselves are like spiders. They make nests in the dark recesses of places where shadows hide all. The younger queens typically start as virgin humans and elves, killing all around them to make their own vampire lords. For this reason, new queens in the old world would face ridicule and fall under attack by other queens; one of the reasons we were able to break their lines before. Infighting was their weakness, and in that time, we had giant beasts from the deserts, scorpions that loved the taste of vampire blood. We sent hunter-elves atop these beasts and crawled the mountains and caverns of the lands, seeking out these queens. But alas, the race of scorpions is lost. The vampires have learned, or at least for now, they work together, I’m sure. If this city is taken by them, we shall have a greater trouble upon us. I worry of more than just Saelmark.”

The smoldering city beneath them was shrouded in fog once again.

“It is time,” Rikt said. “My Purified Ones have taken stones into the charred remains before us. They will turn demon men within the greater force, attacking from within. Long we have been discarded by elves and dwarves, but now, we will do all we can in service.”

Lord Relia drew his blade. “Rikt, once-Dwemhar, now commander of the Purified, you have the honor of the elves this day. Songs shall be written of those who were discarded who fought for those who were wrong.”

“Indeed,” Rikt said with a bow.

Screeching tore across the city. The flying creatures had returned.

“Hold your arrows,” Aeveam said.

Ruak signaled the archers to not fire as Aeveam floated upward. Rocks, debris, charred wood, and all substances not secure rose with the enchantress. Her eyes burned with white fire, and as the creatures flew toward the defenders, Aeveam pushed her hands forward. The debris was like volleys of arrows, striking the creatures one after another. As many of the creatures fell to their deaths, they became as projectiles themselves, flying into the others around them. Aeveam focused her energies, sending more debris and more of the fallen into the flying creatures.

Her body became as a great fire, and with a flash of light, the sky turned brighter than day, and in the rolling clouds going up and over the city, thousands of flying creatures fell to their deaths, raining down those hidden in the fogs like a barrage of stars falling from the heavens.

Aeveam dropped to the ground and then fell backward.

Evurn dropped to catch her before her head struck the stone of the stairwell.

“It is done. I can do no more, but I sense the flying creatures have been all but defeated.”

Ruak drew his blade. “We will take the rest, Aeveam.”

The rest were upon them. The lower level of the Grand Stairwell was cloaked in fog once again. Evurn carried Aeveam like a child in the crook of his arms. She quivered, her eyes struggling to stay open.

“That was quite an attack, my child,” Evurn said. 

Sweat poured from her body, and behind him, he heard the shriek of the demon men. He wished to take her to where the archons were healing the others. There, she’d be safe. But shadows fell over the courtyard. The great creature atop the towers above them seemed to grow larger in size. More tentacles of shadow dropped down in the courtyard, and now, shadowy figures stood on the walls on the rear flank of the elves.

Evurn turned, looking back toward the elven line. The enchanted arrows flew toward their targets, propelled by the keen-eyed elves sending explosions of lightning into the sky. They were running out, though. Evurn went to the cavern dug by the statues of the false god, carrying Aeveam to the far end. The nodule of power, a large crystal, seemed to be glowing with a faint light. As he laid her next to the crystal, she looked up at him.

“Do not leave me. I am weak.”

“I believe that soon, we’ll have no choice but to fall back into this place. I must help the captain.”

The lines were overwhelmed. Ruak directed the last volley of arrows into the ramps on the northern side of their defense, and almost simultaneously, the stags that had so valiantly defended that side charged horn-first into demon men. The elves on the northern side were overwhelmed.

The shadow figures were now within the lines. Archons brought down pillars to block the pathways, but the enemy climbed and jumped from the now-elevated position.

Rikt pulled many fallen archons toward the chamber where the nodule was. Evurn stood atop the broken ground. He had few vials left that were of any use to him or anyone else, but he had ceased sending spells at distance and instead sent waves of fire at the demon men closing in around the courtyard.

Ruak drew a second blade, this one much shorter than his first. 

“Elves of Varmark, Rangers of the Riverlands, Rangers of Taria, fall back! Fall back!”

But his commands were drowned by the sheer number of demon men on the upper level. 

He took his horn, blowing several times. Elves formed around him. Rangers did the same, though it was difficult for Evurn to tell who had greater fear in their eyes.

As the waves of demon men swarmed the opening, elven blades sang. Ruak took a bow from one of the defenders. They had no more arrows to speak of, but Ruak had a single arrow of white. He put the arrow to string and pulled it to cheek, aiming into the sky. As he released, it streaked with a loud screech, arching high above before exploding in a flash of white that expanded out in a great wave.

Evurn’s fiery attack had sapped him now. He began smacking the pale faces as they drew closer and closer. He could see solitary forms, shadows of near substance, approaching from all sides, wading through the seas of demon men.

Ruak’s friend, the stag from before, charged upon the area where Ruak was. The beast was bleeding profusely. Its horns were broken. It looked toward them as if wondering why they had not fled, before the demon men tore it apart and devoured the creature.

Ruak pushed his kin into the passage. Evurn joined Ruak as the last two defenders. The demon men swarmed the opening, only just pushed back by the defenders within the passage. Hundreds of elves had fallen in the past few hours. Few remained to defend. With the last bit of magic he could muster, Evurn smashed the side of the cave, bringing rocks down upon the entrance. He had blocked the way in, but the question was how long it would last.

Part Eight: Sunrise in Taria

 

 

The Aela Sunrise cut through the water with haste. Valrin was leaving the cove with the castle of the now-fleeing king and heading east. This took them deeper into what was known as the wild lands of Taria, a region to the far north of mountainous regions and very few settlements; at least, as Fadis described it.

“Tar Mena and Tar Sol are two of the northernmost villages in this region, but it is a bit of a journey to get there from the coasts.”

“So,” Evri growled, “will he just hide in a cave somewhere?”

“No, back then, there were fishers’ camps back here, unless he plans to sail in the waters north of Taria or toward the islands further east.”

“I do not believe he will flee for long,” Valrin said.

They looked up, seeing the ship they sought in their direct line of sight.

Fadis drew back on his bow and sent an arrow across the water, but it fell well short. 

“The winds are against you,” Nekeli said. “Captain, can you move closer?”

Valrin held the wheel to the right, fighting the currents pushing them out to sea and the crosswinds over the surface of the water. The vessel they were pursuing had stayed near the coastline early on and had caught a different current than they had. In the early morning hours, the tides were shifting.

The king’s vessel ran aground in the distance. Valrin wheeled as far right as he could, shifting across the surface of the water and escaping the current, now closing in on their quarry in the early light of a red sunrise.

Nekeli and Fadis drew back on their bows, keeping their sights ahead, watching for their targets. Bevlas and Revlas pulled arrows to cheek and watched the trees.

Several blasts of fire came not from the ship but from the forest itself. The spells flew into the side of the Aela Sunrise.

“Rusis!” Valrin shouted.

Fadis and Nekeli released their arrows, but in the dark, they could not tell if they found their targets. 

“There, by the crooked tree!” Revlas said.

The two brothers released simultaneously. Their arrows landed, and a figure fell.

Another wave of fireballs, and this time, another volley came from another part of the woods.

Valrin was nearly upon the other ship. He wheeled back left, bringing the side of the ship parallel with the woods. He reached below him and to his crystal switches to control the Dwemhar vessel.

Another volley. Valrin engaged the ward, and the spells exploded on the outside border of the ship. He quickly disengaged the ward and switched to the crystal weapons, sending a blast of energy into the woods.

For a moment, the attacks stopped. He had nearly run aground. 

“Go!” Fadis shouted.

Evri leaped from the deck ahead of the others, sprinting through knee-deep water and jumping upon the king’s vessel. Nekeli followed, with Kirla just behind. Bevlas and Revlas moved with their bows into the tree line. Fadis kept an eye to the woods, knowing already that their foe had escaped capture.

“He isn’t here,” Nekeli said. “That fat, poor excuse for a man has evaded us.”

Fadis looked to the woods. He couldn’t see any movement, but it didn’t mean they were watching. He had only seen the one Rusis go with the king, but considering he had an awaiting ship, it did not surprise him if there were more preparations already in place.

“Valrin, stay with the vessel. Keep watch for other ships. I believe it is time for skills I haven't used in some time, and I must be swift.”

Valrin nodded. “I’d prefer to watch your backs. We do not know what other plans the king has.”

“If we do not return by the next morning, return to the others.”

“I cannot leave you if something happens.”

“And if we get caught, they’ll kill us and anyone helping us. I know you are captain of the vessel I have happily sailed upon until now. This is my territory. I will see you by next morning.”

“Answering to that which is like a child in our eyes?” Nekeli said.

“He is a child to me, but so is Evri. Age does not determine capability. There are elves over eight hundred years old who you consider young, and I’d doubt they are all of the same capacity.”

“Your point is taken,” Nekeli said.

“I know of no villages this way. Where does he run to?” Kirla asked.

“His death,” Evri replied.

 

*****

Braei had tried to sleep some, seeing as the events last night and into the early morning had taken their toll on her and her powers. She still awoke in a half-waking state just after sunrise.

“The others?” she asked of several castle attendants who came to her.

“You mean the injured elf Selbi?” the one asked.

“Yes, where is she?”

“Under constant guard and watch,” the woman said, pointing to a room across the throne room. 

Braei saw three Rangers standing outside the door, and beyond them, she saw a bed and Selbi.

“You must try to get some sleep, dear,” the woman before her said. “My name is Edel, and this castle has been my home my entire life.”

“You are a slave, Edel?” 

The old woman smiled. “Hardly, but there have been much better rulers in this hall before now. The king’s father was a wise man and ruled with a gentle but fair hand. His son is rotten, and it feels good to say it in these halls! The castle is afraid, but the Rangers have told us we are safe.”

“My friend Fadis was a Ranger, and if you have a group of them watching the castle now, you’re more than safe, I assure you!”

“Very good, dear. I’ll see about finding you some tea. It seems our cook was arrested, but I never liked that man to start with!” The old woman chuckled as she went toward the kitchen.

“Rusis!” a voice shouted behind Braei.

She jumped, half thinking an enemy was upon her, but it was the Ranger captain. He lifted his hands in surrender. “I’ll be careful not to spook you!” He laughed.

“My apologies. I am still quite tired.”

He gripped her hands and knelt. “I and my companions guard this castle, and the town is on our side. They were as ready to get rid of their old king as we were. Even the town guard has sworn fealty to the Rangers. Go, rest, if you need it.”

“I can’t rest while so many of my friends face danger.”

“I understand,” Ridua said. “What is your name? I do not believe I caught it last night.”

“Braei.”

“A beautiful name, like an elven princess walking in the mists of Narisond on an early morning.”

“You’re half-elf, as I understand it.”

The man didn’t look elven at all. He even lacked the pointed ears and had the more rugged face of the race of men.

“My looks do not give that impression, but it comes out in my bow work, not that Rangers normally lack in that area to begin with. I love the elves we work with, and the beauty of the ancient cities encourages me daily to try to do all I can to defend all who live under the trees of Taria.”

“This place is new to me,” Braei said.

They began to walk, pausing a moment to look at Selbi, but then continuing.

“The elf has many injuries, but I feel her mind is the most damaged. She is afraid of almost every man who comes near her. I blame myself.”

“You? Why?”

“Selbi was in the elven party we were supporting during a raid against the forces of Taria. It was when we first engaged the Rusis and were forced to fall back. We thought the elves had made it out, but horsemen hit their flank. She escaped but then was captured, I guess. I blame myself, as I said. I should have never left her and the others. I make up for it now. We were watching the castle, as we always do. I received word that attackers had taken the walls of the keep and that it was possibly the elves. I sent a message to the upper walls with an elvish greeting I knew from before. Thankfully, we were able to enter the lower area of the city and took down many random guards of the king, under the watchful eye of the elves on the wall. Thus, we didn’t catch elven arrows ourselves!”

They exited the keep and began across the still-muddy ground of the inner wall, walking toward the gateway. Upon the walls, more Rangers watched over them, and strangely under-equipped people in a ragtag group of men and women, came to the gates. They knelt as Braei and Ridua approached.

“The new lord and lady?” the man asked.

Braei was shocked by the claim, and the man kneeling before them saw it, glancing over to Ridua.

“No, no, sir. I am the captain of the Rangers alone. Did you gather those willing to fight?”

“I did. We haven’t had a militia in some time. But we are here. At least fifty more willing to fight plan to come at noon.”

“Good. We need to ensure our defenses are strong and manned and that if the armies of Taria return, we are ready.”

“Where are they? The last we had heard, they were on the border of the elven lands.”

“Much has changed in the lands, and to be honest, I am not sure. A great host was rumored to have moved through the southern regions in the late evening. Many Rangers reportedly went with them, but we did not have good communication with them before that.”

“We will work on distributing weapons,” the militia leader said.

“Good. Report back to myself when you are done, and we’ll discuss supplies and plans in case of attack.”

The man nodded and departed with his group of warriors.

“You know of the host,” Ridua said as the other men left.

“Yes, they went to the shores of the Greater Crescent Lake. Vampire lords threaten the lands.”

“Their queens were already a problem. Speaking of, Andoc and Badur, the two who came with you, have already gone out to summon all their companions and even some dwarves to come back to the keep. It was those two who took down the first rising queen, but several more have since awakened. They have hidden away and built their strength. I do not tell the others, but I was aware of the Black Moon of last night. That, with the elven host, tells me what I need to know.”

“Have you had any word from the elves or Rangers who went that way?” 

“None."

 

*****

 

Fadis had stopped several times. The path they followed before was very evident before, but now there were burn marks at random through the woods, and many more footprints in the dirt.

“Do you think they have gained more allies? More Rusis?” Kirla asked. 

“I don’t know. This strange magic that allows them to create copies of themselves, or phantoms, could be to blame, but I really do not know. Come on, let’s keep moving south.”

It was nearing close to midday when they emerged from the woods to an open plain and a small lake. It was here they indeed found a village. It was very small, with no more than ten structures, and as they edged closer, following a washout that gave them some amount of cover, they didn’t see any guards at all. No watchtowers, no patrols. The place was in Taria but did not have any obvious allegiance to the king.

“We go as travelers. Use your cloaks, hide your weapons as best you can.”

They did so and arose from the washout and went to the main road.

As they approached the village, they saw many men and women coming and going. There were many animal hides stretched out to dry, and it seemed the village was blanketed with some early snow sometime in the night.

Entering the village, they walked past large torch basins where several men stood around, warming themselves.

“Elk are moving in the woods to the south. We should get a good few if we wait for them to move back across the river and—” The man stopped talking and stared at Fadis and the others. “Strangers, more. I'm used to the hunter types, but you don’t look like you’re hunting anything. Those are elven cloaks.”

Evri and the others shuffled their stances. Fadis knew they were going for their weapons, and the last thing anyone present needed was to start a scuffle in the streets.

“We are pursuing two figures. We do not want trouble with your village.”

The man scratched at his beard. “No travelers like you say. Several strangers like yourself came in and went to the inn. It’s no worry about myself.”

“We don’t worry of much here,” a voice said from behind the man they had been talking to. It was a dwarf with blond hair.

“The king bought these lands and set up this village for us hunters to have shelter in the deep winter. Most of us stay here throughout the good hunting seasons, and some of us live here. No enemies here amongst friends. We hope you do not bring trouble.”

Fadis bowed. “We do our best not to. We shall head to the inn.”

“Just keep following the road,” the hunter said. “You can’t miss it.”

As they left the hunters, Fadis noticed Evri and the elves were walking a bit further behind them than before.

“When we get to this inn,” Fadis heard Evri whisper, “watch the rear doors and the windows. If we can corner him, that is all we need.”

Fadis noticed that some of the passersby were staring back at them as they quickly moved off the street.

Evri moved back closer to Fadis.

“Son, perhaps a bit less determination in your walk. Blending in is a useful skill.”

“Elves hide when we wish. We could take every one of those hunters, Father.”

“They are no enemy of yours or mine. Let’s keep this as clean as possible.”

The inn was a two-story building, not too much unlike other inns across the lands, but instead of a rectangular design, it had a circular stone base. Windows lined both the upper and lower levels, and a large black wooden door seemed to be the only way in.

The brother elves kept walking, intending to circle around to gain better vantage points to watch for those who might escape. Kirla, Evri, and Fadis walked into the inn. 

“This place is dwarven,” Kirla said under her breath.

She was right. Fadis noticed that the bottom floor of the inn had many large pillars and dwarven runes decorating the walls. There were several open tables and a roaring furnace in the center of the inn itself. While it wasn’t necessarily cold to Fadis outside, especially when compared to the Glacial Seas, the inside of this place was quite warm.

A woman approached them. “Welcome to the homliest inn of the North. Seems I’ve been getting a bit more attention this morning than I am used to. Are you going to threaten me as well?”

“No,” Fadis said. “Should we be warned of those making threats?”

“I don’t normally talk about my guests’ business, but rudeness is something we do not like in our happy village. The hunters can get a bit touchy when they drink too much, but enough people stick up for me, and even if they didn’t,” she said, unhooking a small axe from behind her back, “I can deal with it.”

“Who has threatened you?” Kirla asked.

“A fat man and several individuals with hoods. I could not see their eyes. I was told to lock the door under the king’s command. I saw no king, and when they saw you coming up the road, they fled upstairs.”

Evri brandished his elven sword as Kirla drew her own weapons. 

Fadis pointed. “Hide behind the bar. Do not come out no matter what you hear.”

The woman sighed. “This happened once in Tar Mena. Blood got everywhere. Try to make it clean, and don’t make me call the others.”

Fadis smirked at the woman’s apparent lack of care at what was going on in her inn. She had more of an annoyance than a fear.

They snaked up the stairwell. Fadis drew his longsword, watching their flank as Evri, Nekeli, and Kirla moved up to the upper level.

There were several doorways. 

Evri motioned for them to be quiet, moving to the first door and signaling Nekeli to go to the next. Fadis and Kirla stood just beside another door. They each felt the doors and noticed that two were unlocked.

Evri entered his, moving about with his sword at an angle near his head before reemerging and shaking his head. 

Nekeli did the same and returned, finding the room empty. There were two additional doors. One was down the hall from them, while another was back the other way past the stairs. Evri and Nekeli went to the nearest door, finding it unlocked. Evri pushed the door open, and Fadis saw light coming from this room. He turned his stance, moving behind Evri as Kirla kept watch. As they pushed open the door, they saw a lone sleeping man. Not the man they were seeking. They pulled the door closed and moved to the final door past the stairwell. This one was locked.

Evri levied a kick against it, sending the door shattering inward. Multiple figures in cloaks were on the other side. From behind them, the door from the room where the man had been sleeping opened with a slam. The man was standing now. He had his arms outstretched and ice magic summoned around his palms.

“Rusis!” Kirla shouted.

The figures from the room before them did the same, their attacks almost in sync. Evri and Nekeli turned as leaves, moving toward the man they were in the most direct line of fire, slashing their blades across his neck and chest, dropping the form to the floor.

There was no blood. Several spells flew toward them from the room, and one struck Evri center chest. It knocked him back, but he quickly stood back up, moving against the wall.

“The spell was not real! I am fine!”

Fadis and Kirla moved into the room where the men in cloaks were. Several spells flew toward them, and Fadis took a blast to his arm that sent a seething cold pain to his shoulder. Another blast hit him, but it was a fake. 

Kirla struck multiple figures with her sword and dagger, taking down three of them in quick motion, leaving a final two.

“Which one?” they both said at the same time. Leaves flew into the room, and Evri and Nekeli materialized, driving their blades into both figures. One slumped down and vanished while the other poured blood from his chest. He looked up to the wielder of the blade that had struck him. Evri drove the blade further up into his chest cavity. 

“Foolish man, you come against Taria. YOU WILL—” 

Fadis thrust his blade into the man’s forehead.

To their right, hiding in a dark recess of the room, was a quivering man. Kirla lunged for him, pulling the man up.

“This is not the king,” she said. “Another decoy to throw us off.”

“Please don’t, please don’t. We did not all have a choice. I wanted to take part in the king’s party, but he transformed me to look like him! Please, don’t kill me. The others, they run to the woods. Go get them. Leave poor old me here. I only wanted to have some fun at the king’s party.”

“The king’s party? The rape of his captured females?”

The man stared at Kirla. “You! You killed my good friend! You should be dead! He was my friend since we both started riding ponies at a young age! Why would you hurt such a gentle man!”

Kirla gripped the man by his hair.

“What are you going to do?” the man asked, quivering.

She slashed his throat with one of her knives, pushing him back to quiver and shake, and he coughed on his own blood.

“The woods, we must hurry.”

Fadis said nothing to Kirla, for there was nothing to say. He had not been in her position or a position even like hers. He had no right to judge her for killing that man or any others she came across. The King of Taria was indeed vile, but there were many associates of his who were just as bad, if not worse.

They hurried down the stairs and found the woman who ran the inn between them and the door. She had her axe in hand.

“They have my daughter. They took her. You must stop. You must not follow them.”

The woman was shaking. Kirla went to advance forward, but Fadis grabbed her arm.

“Where did they go?” Fadis asked her.

“I don’t know,” she said, crying. The door of the inn opened, and Bevlas and Revlas immediately drew their bows aimed at the woman.

She looked behind her.

“You’re going to kill me now. She’ll be killed too. I can’t protect her.”

“What is this, Evri?” Bevlas asked.

Evri looked to Fadis.

“Put your weapons down,” Fadis said. 

The woman fell to her knees, dropping her axe. She began to cry, and Fadis knelt with her.

“I will not let them harm your daughter if I can prevent it.”

“I didn’t want to hide her here. I saw them coming. I knew they’d hide here, but he knew where my home was.”

“The king?” Fadis asked.

“No, the cloaked Rusis. He is the king’s main hand. He went upstairs, and then I saw him with her at the door to the inn once you went up. I thought she was safe. I thought you’d kill him. You are elves and assassins. The hunters heard word of an attack on the king’s castle from Rangers going that way. I knew his plan was in action. He built this place to hide; that's what they always said. They said this was a dwarven hideout before, and it was the king’s now.”

The woman was beginning to ramble.

“Where did they go? One of the men upstairs said the woods to the west.”

“Yes, there are caves there, but they took a quicker path than going back outside. Come, I will show you.”

She led them to the far side of the inn and to a stone wall and stairwell that led downward.

“This connects to a dwarven room of some kind. There are crystals and a way for them to move great distances at once.”

“That sounds Dwemhar, not dwarven,” Fadis said.

“This is where he went?” Kirla asked.

“Yes. He had another with him, but the person was cloaked and stayed far from me. It was a large man like the one who went upstairs.”

Fadis grasped the woman’s hands. “We will retrieve your daughter if we can. I promise. Thank you for helping us.”

She became tearful again. Fadis and the others went down the stairwell. There was a lone crystal on the floor and a switch on the wall with dwarven ruins on it.

“Who knows dwarvish?” Fadis asked.

Evri went to it. “This doorway is similar to a Dwemhar construct I’ve seen in Saelmark, but it is indeed dwarven.” He moved his hand along the wall, and then, using two hands, he felt his way down the sheer rock. “I studied dwarvish under King Tursua. He said it would help me further unite men, elves, and dwarves, something he saw as a key to coming darkness.”

“The favored pupil,” Revlas said.

“You’re just jealous you could never reach my level of archery!” Bevlas teased.

“Can you open it?” Nekeli growled. “I get tired of chasing phantoms. My blade thirsts for our prize.”

Evri stopped moving his hands and looked at them. “Just had to find the right rune.” He pushed into the rock as he pulled the switch on the wall, and the door opened to a hallway lit with glowing stones. “Our passage is open.”

They proceeded forward, following the passage as it dipped down deep into the earth and soon opened to a grand room with high ceilings.

“Dwarven halls in Taria,” Kirla said.

“There are many dwarven places in the deep part of the earth at random places that one could only imagine,” Nekeli said. “Though, this was built when the dwarves were much more expansive and were not so smart as to stay in one place for many years such as at Michranok or Harrodarr. This is no doubt a smaller place and will have many ways that our enemy could hide or escape.”

Fadis looked around. There was significant wreckage around them. Whatever path they took, he doubted it was one that took them over the mountainous amount of destruction. The path ahead was clear, with a large circular area with a statue in its center that rose high above them.

“Throka, Lord of Mountains, the patron god of the dwarves,” Evri said.

“You know a bit,” Fadis said. 

Evri winked. “Yes, I’ve done my best to learn as much of the old and new world as I could.”

They could see a clear pathway beyond the statue and what seemed to be another passage. The pale light above them shining from large hanging lamps of arcane origin did not give them much more sight beyond that of their current path, but it was from their feet they caught sense of something else.

“The smells of this place are horrid suddenly, or is that just me?” Bevlas asked.

Fadis could hear breathing. Slow breathing. Rocks fell not too far from them, and both brothers put arrows to string.

“This place is old. These lamps,” Fadis said, “how do they work? Do they remain lit?”

“No,” Evri said. “They likely came to life when those we pursue came through here. Or were lit by the Rusis who came through.”

“What destroyed this place may still be here, and these lamps have done nothing to veil our presence,” Fadis said. “Quick, let us leave these dwarven halls!”

The group ran for the passageway, leaving the statue of Throka behind them. Fadis held up his sword, expecting someone or something ahead of them. Kirla did the same. They were nearly there. Fadis could smell the change in the air as he saw the path led upward. They’d ascend out and keep chasing their prey. They were close, and the fat king could not keep running.

A shrill scream shook the entire company. Fadis turned back. Bevlas had vanished.

“Brother!” Revlas shouted.

They heard growls from the darkness beneath the pathway. Revlas ran to the edge and drew back his bow. “Bevlas! Where are you? Bevlas!”

Fadis looked over the edge, and both he and Evri noticed the creature at the same time.

“It moves to the center area, near the statue! It has him! I see him!” Evri shouted.

Nekeli and Evri ran for the statue as Revlas stood on the edge of the pathway. Fadis and Kirla kept a watch on their flanks, spreading out in case the creature suddenly changed position again. Fadis looked back to Revlas as the elf jumped off the edge, releasing arrow after arrow.

The creature wailed and slapped beneath the statue, causing large cracks to split the platform. A moment later, Revlas appeared in a wisp of leaves on the pathway.

“I landed several arrows in the beast! I could not see what it is.”

The statue of Throka fell away as the gray-and-brown form pushed itself through the shattered stone holding the flaccid form of the elf-brother.

“Cave troll!” Nekeli said. He and Evri were the closest to the beast. 

Bevlas reached out with a bloodied hand. The two elves and Evri became as leaves, swarming the creature and materializing upon its form. The troll roared, swinging its massive arms and kicking at Kirla and Fadis as they tried to approach. It spun, nearly stumbling into the hole it had ascended from.

Evri and Nekeli were knocked off. Revlas was still upon the troll. He jumped to the troll’s arm and slashed at its hand, severing many vessels and tendons. The troll released his brother, stumbling back and crying out.

Revlas grabbed his brother, pulling him down the pathway.

Fadis sheathed his sword, drawing back an arrow just as the troll went to sit back up.

His arrow flew true, striking the creature in the chest. It roared again. 

Nekeli and Evri ran to catch up with the others. Kirla led the way, once again fleeing toward the passage out of the dwarven ruins.

Fadis turned to see Kirla struck from the side, a long gray arm reaching over the edge of the passage. Another troll climbed upward. The rogue rolled against the side of the pathway, only stopping because of the raised ledge. 

Evri sprinted, running along the opposite raised surface, leaping over Fadis and driving his blade down into the outstretched arm.

This second troll roared and smashed the side of the pathway, fracturing it. Evri’s footing vanished beneath him, but Fadis gripped his son by his arm at just the last second, pulling him up and pushing him to move along what pathway remained. Fadis reached down, grabbing Kirla, who was conscious but shaken. 

“Go, into the passageway!”

Fadis turned to spot Bevlas and Revlas. Another troll had appeared between where the dying troll was and the broken pathway and the passage out. Nekeli struck the troll nearest the pathway just as it went to reach across, blocking the elf's path. It roared and fell off the causeway and struck far beneath them. Nekeli turned to Revlas.

“Hurry, the creature gains on you!”

But Revlas had collapsed under the weight of his brother, who was no longer conscious. The elf stood over his brother, drawing back his bow. His arrow burst into flames, and he released the shot, striking the troll in the face. An explosion of fire engulfed the creature. He picked up his brother and turned to run, but could not. He dropped his brother and began to drag him by his arm, but then the collapsing troll fell upon the pathway on the opposite edge. The pathway crumbled and gave way. The elven brothers fell into the darkness.

Evri ran, moving to leap for them, but Nekeli grabbed him, throwing him back.

“You cannot grab them and return. Not even with these suits is the power strong enough to grasp another. You’d only slow their fall.”

There was a thunderous shaking to the cavern, and roars filled the air. The passageway they stood in began to crumble, and Nekeli pushed Evri up as Fadis turned with Kirla to run. They saw light ahead of them. 

“Hurry!” Fadis shouted.

They emerged from the caves as the passage collapsed. They were in the middle of the woods beside two broken statues overgrown with leaves.

Evri punched Nekeli over and over. The elf held him, not releasing his grip.

“Are you done, boy? You can’t bring them back. You could not save them. They died with honor, with love for one another. Do not dishonor them by acting a fool. We are Leaves of Saelmark. We do not stop. We do not fail.”

Evri sniffled and sheathed his sword as Nekeli embraced him. 

Fadis sighed, and Kirla embraced him.

“Go to him,” she whispered. “You don't have to stand away from him.”

Fadis swallowed his spit and slowly placed a hand on Evri's shoulder. Nekeli looked up at him and nodded, pushing himself from Evri’s grasp.

Evri turned to Fadis. “They were like my brothers. We started as Leaves at the same time. I know loss—I have lost many in my task as a Leaf—but they were here because of me.”

Fadis embraced Evri. “They were here to kill a king, a king behind the blades that killed King Tursua of Saelmark. Let’s finish what we all began together.”

Evri smiled. “Okay, Father.” He looked to Nekeli and Kirla and nodded.

Fadis noticed a nearly hidden pathway leading up the hill with recently broken branches. “They get sloppy as they tire.” 

“Or it’s a trap,” Kirla pointed out.

“There is only one way we’ll know.”

They hurried up the pathway up the hill. There were ruins near the peak. If they were indeed this way, there was nowhere for them to run.

 

Part Nine: The Dwemhar Answer

 

The rocks Evurn had brought down to block the path were getting pulled out.

Ruak exhaled loudly. Other elves near him formed a line. Rangers joined them. Evurn had been sitting with Aeveam, but he knew she was unable to fight anymore. Rasi, his serpent, slithered up to his shoulder.

“My friend, I believe this fight shall be one truly of shadow elf reckoning.”

Evurn still held his staff, but his magic was beyond weak. He needed more elixirs, more vials of restoration to soothe his broken form, but there were no ingredients in this place. Fogs began to seep into the passage, and the rocks continued to tremble, pebbles rolling off the top of the larger pieces as clawed hands pulled at the stones.

Ruak lunged forward, severing one of the hands. The other elves did the same. Lord Relia thrust his blade in one of the larger openings, and something on the other side ripped the blade away from him.

Ruak let out a laugh. “That is most unfortunate.” He tossed him a blade. “When we survive this, remind me to give you some lessons in sword work!”

Ruak’s humor was not in bad taste. Evurn knew Lord Relia was much older than Ruak, and while laughing in the face of what was before them was indeed strange, the other elves laughed at it. There was little hope beyond the shared laughs. 

The rocks were sucked away in a blast of fire. Demon men swarmed, crawling the cavern above and to their sides.

The defenders slashed and stabbed, throwing back their foes in a final stand. But then the demon men sank away. The host of shadows swarmed the room, and many defenders fell to blades of blackness piercing through the rolling fogs.

The shadows took form. The blanched faces of several vampire lords stared them down. Ruak angled his blade as he crouched down. Lord Relia held up his own blade. Evurn stood just to the side of Ruak.

“The elves cursed us before,” one of the vampire lords said. “We were forced from life, our kin sealed away. We make a path for all to return. In the glory of our queens, by the grace of our god, we return to the lands to that which will be a thriving place for our kind! The elves of the West have failed!”

“I still hold my blade, filth of the banished!” Ruak shouted. “Take my blade and drive it into my heart and you may make such claims, but as long as I breathe, you will have no claim to these lands.”

Sitra, the owl of Ruak, flew into the passage behind them.

With a loud caw, Ruak then heard the thunderous approach of their kin.

The vampire lords lunged toward the defenders.

Evurn blocked one of their bites with his staff, punching the skull of the lord, as Ruak parried and slashed, turning one of the forms to shadow. The demon men near the rear of the passage were falling back. Great flashes of light lit the outside, and elven horn calls filled the air.

As Sitra flew near Ruak, gouging the eyes of a nearby vampire, several more ran past the defenders, heading for the nodule. Evurn threw his staff like a spear. The narrow end pierced the back of the skull of one of the vampires.

Lord Relia ran past Evurn, jumping with his blade well in front of him, and stabbed another vampire. There was one vampire nearly at the nodule; Relia spun, sending his blade twirling toward the vampire. It struck him in the chest, and he stumbled back. Relia drew a dagger, turning as leaves and moving at once into the fray, reclaiming his sword just as Aeveam pulled herself up. She sent a blast of energy outward, throwing back several vampires but then falling herself. 

Evurn fought hand to hand, punching and grappling with his foes. He held a vampire to the ground, punching its snarling face over and over, dark blood running down on the rocks.

Relia screamed. A vampire had bit into his neck, and though the elf thrust his blade at another attacker, he dropped his weapons, pulling at the one that was gnawing on his neck.

Evurn pointed, and Rasi slithered up, biting the vampire. It released its grip, and Ruak jumped over Evurn’s head. Two Rangers ran to aid Aeveam as another shadowy form appeared. Ruak pulled Lord Relia against a wall. The two Rangers were both suddenly pulled into the newest vampire’s grasp. It squeezed their throats, and their forms collapsed. Evurn and Ruak jumped between the vampire and the nodule.

“Back, form of shadow!” Ruak shouted.

“There is only one true shadow—that is our god. In his name, I bring about the cataclysm of your time.”

There were flashes of magic at the front of the cave. Leaves flowed inward. A moment later, Suvasel, with his high helm of gold and blade held aloft, charged into the cave. The Leaves of Saelmark took form just in front of him.

The final vampire lord lurched forward. Ruak took the brunt of the hit, driving his blade into the upper chest of the vampire. Evurn smacked the back of the vampire as Rasi and Sitra attacked his head. 

The pale clawed hand of the vampire touched the nodule of power as the blades of Suvasel and each of the Leaves of Saelmark struck. The nodule flashed to life.

“I have honored my god,” the vampire shouted as blood ran from his mouth.

King Suvasel slammed his fist into the vampire’s head, shattering his skull. 

The vampire was defeated. Suvasel pulled the form off Ruak, who kicked the corpse before him.

“Cursed beasts!”

Ruak turned to the crystal. Energy surged around it. He pulled his king’s sword to his neck.

“I have dishonored you, my king! End me. I deserve nothing but death. We defended, but I have failed you and our kind a moment before salvation.”

Suvasel pulled his sword from Ruak’s neck. “Captain, you defended valiantly. I cannot ask for anything but for you to rest. I have brought the forces of Fikmark and Saelmark at capacity. Even now, the archons work to throw down the stones of this place. If they seek to come from their realm, they will meet elven steel. We will do what should have been done the first time. I will see to the destruction of all who is here.”

Suvasel’s archons came into the cave with fresh elixirs. Evurn chugged the brew. It was missing something. Not that it wouldn't work, but he knew he could make better. Aeveam was much better than she was but felt the same failure Evurn felt. The nodule was well alive, and even as they sat in its presence. the energy seemed to flow into the structure around them.

“What will it do?” Aeveam asked Ruak.

“My king moves into the tower beneath the shadow monster. He will tell us soon. We know it opens a portal, but where or when or what can be done, we do not know.”

Evurn stared at the undulating energies from the crystal. It reminded him of the Aela Sunrise. He wondered how Valrin and the others were doing, as he knew that they were likely wondering how they were. He did not know their path from here, but as Rasi coiled back up his staff, he walked with Aeveam and Ruak back outside.

The city was much more alight in green fire than it was before. The archons were dismantling the city, but from the lake, the fogs of before had grown into a great column. For now, the darkness present before had lifted. They had a reprieve, or so it seemed.

The shadow creature atop the tower was growing larger. The many dead were laid aside one another, and when most of the courtyard had been covered, more were layered atop them. Ruak was red in the face and tears ran down his face, but he did not speak. The archons spoke in their elvish tongue, sending waves of blue magic over the many dead, turning them to that of flowers and grass—a stark contrast to the city they were within. Evurn looked out to the fields and saw the great host Suvasel had brought. The golden-and-silver lines of armored elves had not made camp or even fallen out of line. Like pristine statues, the host was assembled. From the southern side of the lake, another host came. This one had banners Evurn had not seen. Several horses were headed for the city. Elven horns sounded.

“Houses of Firda, Rivda, the men of the High Horns, the men of Seviar, and the dwarves of Michranok.”

Ruak jerked toward the announcer. “Michranok? Dwarves?”

Suvasel and several archons emerged from the tower.

“I hear the proclamations. Alas, our allies have received our messages.”

“A dwarven force approaches with them,” Ruak said. 

“Your king is aware. Michranok contacted us. It seems that while Harkinok acted with Taria, it was not with the approval of the dwarf-king. King of Jagged Peaks, King Vurdarr, has pledged to defend the outer wall of mountains. We will contain this evil. The houses of men come to assist. It seems that Taria is truly alone. When we have succeeded here, we will assure Taria is pacified. I have sent word to Narisond in the east and to the kingdoms of men in those regions. Our plight is heard, and many stand with us. The elves of the West will not stand alone.”

“And what of the city. Of the portal?” Evurn asked.

“Shadow elf, you and your friend, I need you to come with me. Ruak, greet the leaders who come. Have them stand their armies ready. We must be prepared. I take these two with me. Perhaps they can figure out that which our archons do not understand.”

Aeveam and Ruak followed Suvasel toward the large tower at the back of the courtyard. The entity atop the tower was beginning to turn white now, but it was not dying. It was transforming, becoming something else entirely.

“This form is not malicious to us,” Aeveam said. “It is something else.”

“That we did figure out,” Suvasel said. “That is the form of the creature that will curse these lands. It is of the shadow realms. It comes from the realm that has been cursed by the vampires. Also, the fogs over the lake hide but one portal; the vampire lords were only partially killed. Their physical bodies fall away, only to be restored, for they cannot die unless their skull is crushed. They prepare. The queens emerge with nightfall, but the portal to the realm they have been sealed is but one of our issues.”

As they entered the tower, the walls around them were bathed in the green torch fire present outside. It seemed as if they had entered a massive library. 

“The number of books, the sheer number of them is amazing,” Aeveam said. “Where are they from?”

“Tomes of ancient knowledge, witchcraft, that which was written by the false god. We tried to burn them already, but fire does not touch them,” Suvasel said. “If I can give credit to the bloodsuckers, it is that they have a wisdom beyond most races in their utter desire for knowledge. It is what has made them such an adversary and is another reason my kind did not destroy them as we should have. But they are not a creation of the Great Poet; thus, they shall be destroyed. This time.”

Suvasel led them down a central corridor. While Aeveam seemed utterly entranced by the place, she looked at Evurn at the same moment he felt a great coldness come over him.

“We are not alone here,” she said.

“No,” Suvasel replied, “which is why we must not delay.”

Following the corridor, they came to another room with a ceiling that they could not see the end of. Before them was a massive glowing wall. Runes of a strange design ran up and down the walls.

Aeveam stared upward. “These writings. They are something older than I know, but . . . I understand them.”

“The archons feel a growing power here, like a portal, perhaps, but they feel it could be reduced or slowed.”

Aeveam did not respond. She was deep in thought, staring with intent. “This tells of the Dwemhar who were here before. This was a city once attacked by the Rusis. They had lost the perimeter and sought a way . . . a way to death. The Dwemhar who wrote this had given up.” She paused.

“How do we keep the portal closed, Aeveam? Does it say how to close this off?” Evurn asked.

“This is not a portal,” Aeveam said. She looked at Evurn and Suvasel with widening eyes. “We must run, now!”

She did not wait for them. Evurn and Suvasel ran to keep up with her.

“They destroy the city!” she shouted, “It was a Dwemhar construct, but this was meant to decimate the city and all around it. The portal is something we cannot stop. It was activated, and in turn, the city was brought to our land. The creature above, it is what shall spread the blight you feared, Suvasel. The vampire lords have brought the city from their lands; the portal to bring the city is open. They shall bring back whatever it was they were sent away with, and that we cannot stop, but they have brought a gift to those who sealed them away. The wall had newer inscriptions. A message was written after what was to be a Dwemhar-designed trap for their Rusis attackers and it is the perfect summary: ‘Elves of the West shall suffer, stricken away as we were forced away. May the ancient powers of the West bring about the fall of the immortals of the woods.’”

As they reached the outside, Suvasel grabbed Aeveam's arm. “What is it? A curse?”

“A device meant to kill all within and around the city. Like dwarven dust, but an explosion of energy more powerful. Get the armies away. Now.”

Suvasel ran toward Ruak. “Sound retreat! Pull our forces away from the Crescent!”

The many houses of men looked at one another, confused. The elven captains present were shocked at Suvasel’s order.

Horns blared.

Suvasel, Ruak, Evurn, and Aeveam took to stags and mounted. Aeveam closed her eyes as fogs rolled around them. Night was falling. The Black Moon seemed to gain a ring of fire around its form. The green flames of the city went out.

As they began to ride out of the courtyard, Evurn tapped Aeveam with his staff. 

“What is it? What do you feel?”

“We have no time. Ride! Now!”

Their haste quickened. The winds flowed over them, and the fogs billowed in a great column. Elven horns continued to sound. They rode through the city. Reaching the gates seemed to be taking longer than it should, but they passed the gateway, and it seemed the fogs over the lake rose high above the sky. Bolts of blue lightning shot at random from the city to the lake and back. The mountaintops around them were alight in white fire.

“What is happening?” Ruak shouted.

The ground quaked. A glowing form appeared before them. Their stags stopped. They were some distance from the city but still not far enough, and the city itself now glowed as a great white light.

The form before them reached out. The body was feminine and appeared as if made of thousands of stars.

“I, Etha, goddess of the elves, command you to halt. You cannot escape. But the folly of the false god’s creation shall not be your undoing this day. Aeveam, use not the power of the Rusis but of the Dwemhar. You cannot run from this. The elves did well in not destroying that which they feared, but such malice created by the false god of the vampires acts without the blessing of the gods of the North or the Great Poet, so, our blessings are upon you. Shield yourselves.”

“Etha!” Suvasel shouted. “The goddess herself!”

Aeveam had already dismounted. She closed her eyes, crafting a ward that grew many times over them, shielding the host. Evurn stared, seeing the image of Etha behind Aeveam. He did not care for the gods, but he had no issue with this one at the time. It seemed that the creations of the false god coming against those of the living realm were enough this day for the gods to act at least in a small form. A drop in the pool of an ever-darkening path towards darkness to come across the lands.

The ward around them blocked out all except a blue glow. The wall Aeveam created was massive, something larger and only possible because of the divine intervention. 

“Praise be to Etha,” Ruak said, “Mother of elves, Protector of the Sacred.”

The ground shifted under their feet. They were suspended. Evurn floated up into the air, as did everyone else, and he felt himself floating at a rapid pace. For a moment, his eyes went black, and then all he could hear was the sound of rushing winds.

“Look!” Ruak shouted.

It had been only a few moments but Evurn could see now. The clouds above them had curved around the valley, but the valley itself was a smoldering ruin of broken stone and fire. Where the city was now was only a swirling mass of white fire, and fogs descended back down into the valley. They were atop the mountains. Suvasel was on his knees, looking now behind him. By the grace of the goddess, the elves had been spared. The many fleeing were protected but disorganized. He did not know of their allies to the south.

The goddess appeared again. “My intervention is beyond what some would allow, but Kel is prepared for your offerings and prayers. War will engulf the lands. I have but delayed a greater travesty. The demon men, the many servants of the false god, and all that comes is darkness. Elves, workings are upon the lands for greater deeds than you all know. I am with you as I am in all times. My starlight shall be upon you now. Face the darkness. Do not despair.”

Suvasel stood as Etha’s form vanished.

“Now is the time,” he said to the others, “the time for swords to be high and for us to throw down what was before allowed to live.”

Evurn looked down to the grasses atop the cliffs, seeing them wither and die.

“The blight has begun,” Ruak said.

Fogs settled into the valley, and shadows appeared out of the white fiery portal. Streaks of silver spread out along the valley like a large web. 

“This valley is lost,” Suvasel said. “Let us rally our armies. A great war has begun."

 

Part Ten: The Coward

 

The ruins they ascended were long lost to the hills themselves. This dwarven tower, once a peak in the old world, was nothing but an overgrown and lost skeleton of what once was. The pinnacle of the hill, seen from behind the bent wood of Fadis’ bow, had several columns and large fallen rocks surrounded by trees, and no way of escape. He wondered if in cornering their fleeing enemy, they had just played into the jaws of his trap.

Evri moved with Kirla to the right along the outer ring as Fadis and Nekeli moved to the left. There was no movement or sign of where they could have gone, but their enemy was not hiding.

Fadis noticed a figure standing with a fat man just next to him. The figure floated just above the ground and seemed to be holding one hand on the figure next to him.

Evri and Kirla had stopped and knelt in the bushes on the far edge of the peak still within sight of Fadis. Fadis signaled for them to wait, making a signal that he’d release his arrow first. He was the only one remaining with a true ranged weapon, and the warrior before them was no doubt the Rusis from before, even with his hood down veiling his face as it was.

He pulled the string back further, centering his shot. He released.

The arrow flew perfectly, splitting through a few leaves and striking the fat man. Not his target, not the Rusis he knew he had to surprise. The Rusis had moved the man in front of the arrow’s path. As he dropped the man next to him, he pointed his fingers at him, and a bolt of electricity struck the fat man, leaving him a quivering mass before the Rusis engulfed the man in flames.

“He has killed the king!” Nekeli said.

“No,” Fadis said, “there is no king here. We’ve been following something meant to lead us away. This was another decoy.”

Evri had his sword behind him. He signaled for him and Nekeli to move forward.

“That man will kill you two if you attack. He stands in the open waiting for you,” Fadis said.

“Agreed,” Nekeli said.

Fadis threw down his bow.

“What are you doing?” Nekeli asked.

“Be ready,” he said.

Fadis stepped out into the opening, raising his hands. “Rusis of Taria, I wish to speak to you.”

The Rusis moved his hand outward, summoning spells of fire. “You give up?” 

“It isn’t that. But I know you’ve been leading us away. Decoys, magic to hide your different ‘kings,’ as it were. Now you’ve taken a little girl. I had a Rusis threaten me like that before. I’d really like to not repeat such actions. It didn’t fare well for the last Rusis.”

“I am not like other Rusis.”

“Oh? So, you’re special. Fuck that. You’re just like the rest of the Rusis, a scattered, leaderless, broken people.”

“What would you know, Ranger? You are a wanderer of the wild, a broken man lost to life.”

“I wander upon the seas, actually. Valrin, Captain of the Aela Sunrise. You likely haven’t heard of him, but that’s fine. We tend to do things beyond the sight of any king of Taria. I’ve been broken, but I’d say I’m on top of life now, not so much lost to it. I was lost to it under your king, which makes me wonder, why would a Rusis serve the king? Especially someone of your power? What does the king do for you? Why would you, a Rusis of considerable power, not trying to draw me out, as was the purpose when my son was taken and my wife murdered, take a child? It just doesn’t make sense. Everything up until this point has been reactive, random, as if not even you have power over yourself and your decisions. Why would you take a child?”

“Fadis, you were weak then. You are weak now. I was your king then. I am your king now. There are many objects of power in this world, and I have brought you to your place of death. Your friends in Taria will relinquish control of my castle, and when my armies return, they will kill all within that place. The Rangers of the North will, at last, be defeated just when they thought they had won. Now, kill this Rusis, if you can.”

The Rusis flipped back his hood. His eyes flashed white, and in a blast of fire, Fadis was thrown back. Several bolts of nearly uncontrollable flashes of lightning struck just near him.

Kirla, Evri, and Nekeli rushed forward, each dodging as the Rusis spun in place, sending spells of ice, fire, and lightning at random. 

Fadis pushed himself up, unscathed but angry. He drew his sword, charging the flank of the Rusis, just for the man to grab hold of his blade and send currents of lightning into the hilt. He dropped the sword, but just as he did, Nekeli and Evri ran upon him, their swords nearly cutting through his back, but in a blast of ice, he blocked their sword points, jumping into the air and turning the ruins of the dwarven structure molten with streams of arcane fire beyond anything they’d seen Braei do. The Rusis landed on the edge of the molten pool, pulling out a container of a strange sand.

Fadis ran toward his bow as the Rusis attempted to send his powers into the container.

“This, I do for the king.”

“Dwarven dust!” Evri shouted out.

Fadis drew back on his bow, sending an arrow at the jar of dust and knocking it from the Rusis. The contents poured out on the ground, and the Rusis summoned his powers around him. The fires from the previous spells reached the dwarven dust, and an explosion rocketed the Rusis down the side of the mountain.

Fadis and the others were just out of range of the fire, and as the Rusis’ previous spells dissipated, leaving barren rock atop the hill, they hurried to the edge of the ruins and the pathway that led back down.

“I do not get it,” Evri said. “Even with dwarven dust, he would not have killed us all.”

“That Rusis was trying to kill me, a vendetta of the king. I don’t think that Rusis knew what he was doing. He was under control of our quarry.”

“Come,” Kirla said, “I see movement below. Our enemy yet lives.”

Fadis and the others made their way down the hill and found the Rusis with scorched robes and bloody cuts all over his face. His face was partially burned, and he looked at them with green eyes.

“Where am I? Who are you?” he shouted.

Evri and Nekeli had their blades at his neck before he could say anything else. Fadis knelt in front of him.

“Who are you? Then we’ll discuss who we are.”

The Rusis blinked several times, staring at each of them as he did. “Where am I? I don’t know where I am.”

“Do not play games!” Evri shouted he went to punch the man, when Fadis grabbed his arm.

“No, wait.”

The man was shaking. He looked about as if there were creatures he expected around him. “What is this place? Is this near old Rinagres?”

“Rin-what?” Kirla asked.

At the mention of these words, Nekeli knelt.

“Rusis, that place is beyond the Vindas Sea. No one has been there in elven reckoning since the flooding of the Glacial Seas. At least, that is as believed.”

“Rinagres has fallen, then?”

“What is Rinagres?” Fadis asked.

“A Rusis city, or it was a Rusis city. The capital of Rusis lands.”

“We hail from Saelmark,” Nekeli said. “On the eastern shores of the Vindas. To the south is Vueric, the city of House Firda.”

“I do not know these names,” the Rusis said. “My mind sleeps. I do not even know what happened to me.”

“Dwarven dust,” Fadis said. “You were trying to kill us. We’ve been on your trail, or more so, that of the King of Taria. It seems there are many doppelgangers and magic of a strange kind.”

“That is not strange. It is a common skill with my people.”

“I had thought Rusis were just elementalist casters,” Kirla said.

“What? You do not know proper Rusis! That is a chief power, yes, but I can make it appear as if I am in different places. I can even multiply myself in the presence of danger.”

“That is what we’ve been fighting,” Fadis said to the others. “No flesh and blood group of Rusis, but him and his conjurings.”

“Some of those bled,” Kirla said.

“Perhaps rogue Rusis?” 

“Why would you be fighting my people? What do the Rusis have against you?” The man suddenly stood, wobbling as he did so, but coughing and looking around. “This region is Taria?”

“Yes,” Fadis said.

“There are no dwarves here? They have mines all over the mountains.”

Fadis looked at the ruins behind him, and the Rusis turned. He then ran up the hill, much to the dismay of those around him. He stumbled, pulling at the earth to reach the upper level, and then paused. Fadis and the others had their weapons ready. Perhaps this was all a ruse, a trick by their near-defeated enemy. But the Rusis walked forward, glancing up at the sky and the sun and then down again at one of the pillars.

“Where are my people?” he asked them.

“The Rusis are a broken race,” Nekeli said.

“The Dwemhar, the Dwemhar won.” His fists tightened, and his gauntlets glowed brightly.

“Tell me, where are they? You, elf,” he said, jerking toward Nekeli, “there is a Dwemhar city on the coast that you speak of. Who leads them?”

Nekeli shook his head and made a deep sigh. He understood what the others were starting to of their adversary. “The Dwemhar ascended; at least, those who were not destroyed. The Dwemhar city that once was in no more. Saelmark, elven capital of the West, stands in its place.”

The Rusis fell to his knees.

“Where was I? Where was I when my people needed me?”

“Who are you?”

“He is Rungar,” Nekeli said. “A Rusis hero bearing the gauntlets of his kin, capable of creating power beyond any normal Rusis, capable of feeding his magic nearly unending. He was thought lost with the fall of Rinagres.”

The Rusis began to cry, his tears staining the dwarven ruins. “How long has it been that I have not been as myself?”

“That we cannot tell you,” Nekeli said, “but it has been many hundreds of years since the fall of Rinagres.”

The Rusis stood, looking at those around him. He then looked to Evri and Nekeli. “Your armor, what bastard gave you that?”

Evri was taken aback by his comment. “Gifts from the Dwemhar, a blending of their magic and elven craftsmanship.”

Rungar cracked a partial smile. “I’d given that back. Aside from the back, it is of that cursed people.”

“The Dwemhar are no longer the enemy you once fought,” Fadis said.

“You speak as their ally.”

“I am allied to one who protects the realms and prevents a coming darkness that is yet unknown.”

“Strange thing to protect.” Rungar gripped his head. “I see flashes. Why do I feel so much pain in my mind? Was I struck?”

Fadis sheathed his sword, as did the others. “You took a severe blast a bit ago.”

Rungar rubbed his injuries as his gauntlets glowed. The burns and scrapes were healed.

“If only this worked with my mind.”

“You know nothing of where you came from or your acts under the King of Taria?”

“Who is this king?”

“A vile ruler of the race of men,” Nekeli said.

“Men? Men are weak. Mere pawns for us to learn to manage and love. They have little in terms of use beyond that.”

Fadis went to speak, but Nekeli did first.

“Rusis, Dwemhar, and elves worked together at one time. A new enemy comes upon us, an enemy you may know of. Vampires.”

“I know not of such creatures.”

“Bloodsuckers, created by a summoning to the living realm that should not have ever lived. They threaten all our lands, and our allies are few. This king you have been serving brings undue suffering, starting wars between the races. We were sent to kill him. You protected him, or so we thought.”

“Tar Veera,” he suddenly said.

“Yes,” Fadis said. “That is the name of his keep!”

“I remember a place of stone. A place of safety there. I also remember a place of shadow, where the sun never fully rises. Where blood runs over tall mountains of stone and bone. I smell that of sulfur. The ocean is cruel upon the coast.”

“The Shadowlands of the East,” Nekeli said.

“Yes, I was there. I was seeking something or someone.”

“It seems you failed,” Nekeli said. “Perhaps you were captured yourself? Cursed? Who knows what the elves of that region did?”

Rungar gripped his hand and then tore off a ring. He stared at it and fearfully pushed it to Nekeli.

“Blackness,” Nekeli said. “Those rings were lost! How did you come by this?”

“What is it?” Fadis asked.

“The wearers fall to the will of whoever holds a staff that has the twin core like that which is in the ring. This is old. Very old.”

“I feel my mind clearing, yet I still do not have full thoughts, but I see now. I was captured or tricked in the East. This is how I do not know what I have been doing. I have been a pawn for as long as this ring was upon my finger. No more. I do not know what I have done, but you have shown me kindness and reserve not taking my life. Tell me, what can I do to assist you? I still work to know who or what I am doing now, and my heart weeps of my city, but I will help you destroy that whom has controlled me.”

“You mention a place at Tar Veera.”

“Yes, I do not know exactly what my words even mean, but there must be something there.”

“We have no other trails,” Nekeli said. “We should return to the ship and to Valrin.”

“The girl,” Fadis said. 

Rungar suddenly turned behind him and went to a large outcropping of rocks. Fadis followed him as someone began screaming. Rungar backed away quickly, and Fadis went in. Cowering behind a wall of large stones, the young daughter of the innkeeper stared out at Fadis with wide eyes.

“Please, no! Please!”

“No one will hurt you. Not even the one who took you. You are safe. Your mother sent me to take you.”

The child still recoiled from Fadis, but Kirla knelt, and the girl seemed both surprised and afraid.

“You are one of the ones my mom told me of. You want to sell me!”

“No. No, my dear. None of us are of that. We want to destroy those who do that.”

The girl’s gaze traced behind all three of them, and they turned to see Nekeli.

“You are an elf,” she said.

“I am. I am here with these who have already spoken to you. We do not mean you harm.”

The girl seemed to smile. “I’ll go with him. You three must stay back.”

The three of them quickly obeyed the little girl’s commands, and soon, they were walking with the little girl in Nekeli’s arms, making a point to stay well back.

“I love elves. My mom told me stories about them every night since I was three.”

“And how old are you now?” Nekeli asked.

“Eight years and several moons! And you, good elf?”

Nekeli smiled. “Much older. Much older than even your village and every village in this region.”

They began down through the woods, finding a river that snaked down the side of the mountain and had a flat stony surface that was easy for them to follow.

“This way will take you to my home, but I wasn’t born there. I was born in Lokam.”

“Lokam is a beautiful city. The waterfalls on its southern side are quite a sight,” Nekeli replied.

As the others walked well behind, Rungar leaned into Fadis. “The race of men has come far, I see. I remember when they awoke. I remember the sight of them. It was so strange for them to have no powers of great skills. They were truly children in the simplest of sense, and even when they were older, they made the poorest of decisions.”

“In some ways, we are no different,” Fadis said. “I could say the same of some of the other races.”

“Then truly it is as we feared. That wisdom would fall away in the stem of personal pride and grandeur. Perhaps I can have a hand in curving our races back toward the paths we must take.”

Upon reaching the village the companions had an interchange of thanks to the much relieved mother who offered them to stay but they refused and quickly took their leave. Those who had been present in the early morning were gone, and while the strange glances and stares still came from those few there, they worked to move toward the coastline as quickly as they could.

The night would soon be upon them. The rising Black Moon was not a sight that gave them comfort, and even Rungar took notice of the anomaly.

“These have never boded well for our lands. Are these vampires you speak of?”

“Yes, a great host of elves and men have gone to stop that which comes, but we do not know of their fates,” Nekeli told him.

As they came to the shoreline, Rungar paused and pointed. “A realm ship! You lie. This is a Dwemhar trap!” 

The Rusis summoned his spells but then stopped not out of conscience but by Nekeli’s sword at his neck.

“We did not lie; we will not lie. This is the Stormborn Valrin. His ship, the Aela Sunrise, is a vessel of the Dwemhar. They have a companion, a woman. She has the powers of the Dwemhar but also that of Rusis. Will you attack her too?”

It was a rhetorical question, and Rungar ceased his spells. As the Aela Sunrise drew closer to the shore, Fadis pointed to the other vessel. “Do you remember that?”

“No, I only remember a place of stone. Beyond that, I see flashes of the Shadowlands. I am fortunate to have my memories of before, but it seems that is ancient history to my present company.”

“The archons of Saelmark would very much like to speak with you, then,” Nekeli said. “I prefer blade work, but they prefer their minds. I’m sure you could have a good conversation with their historians.”

Valrin looked out from the helm of the ship with a reservation at the Rusis with them. As the Aela Sunrise came ashore, the others jumped onto the vessel, and the ship’s powers drew it back out to deeper water.

“Valrin, Stormborn of the North, meet Rungar, Rusis of Rinagres, one of the last true Rusis and a man who comes from the past into our present. He was under the effect of a ring of particular power, and he does not know his actions, but the king is likely in the place we were before.”

“Cowering,” Rungar said. “Not that I know that, but I feel it. The man is like a ground squirrel, hiding from everything. I’ve been assisting a coward. Perhaps by the time we return to the city, I will remember where he hid himself. Valrin,” he said, bowing, “it is good to meet you.”

Valrin looked at those aboard and glanced to the trees. “Where are the others?”

Evri looked at Valrin. “They died in our task. They are lost. Our task yet stands, and we must complete it. Please, take us with haste back to the castle.”

 

The night sky passed over them, and while the others rested, Rungar stood at the front of the ship, looking up at the stars. 

Fadis stood with Valrin. “So, who is he?”

“Nekeli seemed to know of him. I assume Aeveam will. He has gauntlets that give him more power than any normal Rusis, and evidently, he fought the Dwemhar."

Valrin stared at him in shock.

“He knows now the state of the world, but he is still troubled. I know I would be.”

The night sky suddenly flashed white, and a wave struck the ship itself from beneath.

Rungar spun around and ran to the helm.

“I know that. I know that power.”

“What?” Fadis asked.

The others were startled awake and quickly went for their weapons, but it was the brightness growing in the sky to the south that caught their eyes.

“A Dwemhar power of tremendous destruction. I do fear for any host caught in that.”

“With haste,” Fadis said to Valrin, “we must get back to the others as quickly as possible.”

 

*****

 

Braei was shaken from her bed. She rushed outside to see the bright ball of fire in the southern sky.

She shielded her eyes, and then it was gone. Whatever it was.

She slipped on her clothing and hurried outside. The Ranger captain was standing there with several others.

"Send out ravens. We must seek eyes that know what has transpired.” He turned to Braei. “I do not know what that was, but I have never seen anything like it.”

“That is to the south, where the host is.”

“I know. I don’t know what has happened, but we must prepare ourselves. If the elves and my brothers and sisters have failed, that which Andoc and Badur have told us so much about will be upon us. We must prepare the city. If you pray to the gods,” he said, “now is the time to ask for their guidance.”

The city, at least the parts of it where people were sleeping, was now awake. A strong wind blew out from the south that was the foulest they had ever smelled. Braei looked down at several plants and noticed the leaves were withering.

The gates of Tar Veera were open, and people fled inside the protection of the walls. It was as if a storm were growing to the far south. 

 

Some time passed, and Andoc and Badur rode in with several dozen Rangers riding up to the inner keep.

“There was a great light,” Andoc shouted, “like dwarven dust, but much worse. The elves, they survived. An orb shielded them, and it is said the god Etha’s light shined down upon them.”

“You saw it?” Braei asked.

“No, I received a raven from those closer.”

Several dwarves were in the company of Rangers.

“These are our friends,” Andoc said. “Bruk and the mining companions of our little guild!”

“I thought we were done with the fighting,” the dwarf said. “But I and my kin are ready to help!”

“And we need all we can gather. Shadows move in the South,” Badur said. “We need to flee the city. We must get to elven lands. Where are the armies of Taria? We shall need them.”

“They are not here. They are still between here and Saelmark,” Ridua said, “and likely friend to the king.”

“The king matters little in what comes,” Andoc said.

Horns sounded in the distance. 

Andoc, Braei, Badur, and Ridua ran up the stairwell to the walls. The host of Taria was riding in.

“Close the gates!” Ridua shouted out.

The gates at the lower city wall were shut.

“Come,” Ridua said to the others.

As they made their way to the lower walls and hurried to the gateway, several dozen horsemen rode upon the gate and began to circle.

Braei could hear them shouting but could not make it out until they were nearly to the upper area of the gatehouse.

“Who dares shut the gates of Tar Veera in front of the command of Taria’s armies?”

“Rangers of the North,” Ridua shouted. “We have taken this keep and killed the king.”

“The king has told me such,” the man shouted. “I have received word from our king, and we have come to release your occupation.”

“You fool!” Andoc shouted. “Did you not see the flash that made the ground tremble and the night sky turn white? Do you not know what comes?”

“I am a knight of Taria!” the man shouted out. “I do not fear that of elf or dwarf. I and the armies of Taria will smash this gate and take what is ours. If you do not open these gates, all which is beyond will be sacrificed for the good of the king.”

“Your king is a coward. He fled with assassins on his tail,” Braei shouted.

“Our king is safe. He has told me. I shall take back his keep, and if I do not kill you, he will. Let all present know that I rode to your gates and asked entry. You denied. You have signed your own death contracts this night.”

The knight and the other knights with him spurred their horses away. The armies of Taria formed a large line on the western line of the city. They were out of bow range.

“They have catapults,” Andoc said.

“We must send word to the elves of Saelmark. Taria will not expect an attack. They must come to our aid,” Braei said.

“We can try, but there are many enemies in the darkness now. We must hope our elven allies can not only rally but get here in time without their own troubles.”

*****

Valrin and the others did not try to get any more rest in their flight back to Tar Veera. Soon, they could see flashes of light in the heavy fogs rolling over the sea.

“What is this?” Fadis questioned.

The Aela Sunrise came around the cape, and they could see arching trails of fire.

“Who attacks the castle?” Evri asked.

“We are too far to tell,” Nekeli said, “but I would guess that Taria has come to reclaim its keep.”

“Braei,” Valrin said.

He was near the edge of the veiled passage and was heading to move back where they had boarded at the base of the keep, when Rungar stood up and ran to the front of the ship.

“I know this place!” he said with excitement, and then his demeanor shifted. “I know where he hides.” 

Though Valrin had no intention of attempting to make it through the collapsed passage, Rungar pointed.

“This way. I will open that which is closed!”

The Rusis stood with one leg on the railings of the ship and summoned a large orb of ice, channeling it into the oceans beneath the stone, sending a massive spike of ice through the crumbled stone before shifting his magic, blasting the base of the rock with fire and sending up a blast of water and rock. The passage was opened.

“Go, there. Into the docks,” Rungar said.

As the Aela Sunrise came to rest against the docks where before they had watched the king supposedly escape, Rungar jumped from the ship with Evri, Kirla, and Nekeli just behind him. Fadis and Valrin trailed behind as they went back to the stairwell.

“He is in the castle?” Kirla asked.

They were nearly halfway up the hidden stairwell that led to the king's chambers. “Not quite,” Rungar said.

He stopped, sending a blast of fire against random rock and shattering a wooden door nearly impossible to see if it weren't for the burning cinders from where it remained. The passage they took was yet another secret passage within the bowels of the castle. Rungar used his powers to light their way. Valrin grabbed Fadis. “I’m going to check on Braei. I can do nothing compared to you against the king, I have to check that she is okay.”

“Go,” Fadis said. “We will do this.”

As Valrin went on up into the castle, Fadis drew his sword. There was nowhere for the coward to hide now.

Rungar led them through a twisting path of tunnels and then caves. They had come to more dwarven ruins, but these had many comforts of that which a pompous royal king might need. There were barrels of ale, wine, and many foods stocks. There was a grand bed and empty cages around his bed, having not the time to secure his playthings. The room was empty except for a closed door that went into a brick column at the center of the room.

Rungar stopped just short of the door and looked at the others with a crooked smile.

“My king, I have returned. What do you need of me?”

“Is that you?” a voice said back. “My little pet? Safe at last? Have you killed those pigs who sought to root out your master?”

Rungar sent a blast of fire at the door, and the wood was burnt to cinders, falling away, revealing the cowering form that was the king. He held a silver staff and made motions with it toward Rungar.

The Rusis ran to the king and ripped the staff away from him. “I protected you before. I was a slave to you before! You wished for none other to know of this place and now that is your folly. Now, I speak for myself now. You are not my master.”

Evri and Nekeli rushed the king, pulling him from the closet in which he hid and throwing him out into the open room. Their blades were at his neck.

He looked up, his face red and tears falling from his eyes. He looked to Kirla. “I am a kind king. I was never rude to you or your other friends. I only hated the elves; the elves are the enemy of Taria. Look now, this one holds a blade to my neck.”

Both Evri and Nekeli pushed their blades into his skin, spilling his blood. He screamed and fell onto his hands, trembling as he grasped where their blades had been. Kirla knelt to him.

“I remember what you did to those I called friend. What you did to me. Let me remind you.”

She slashed across his chest, a swift but not very deep gash. As he looked at her, she slapped him and jabbed him with her blade in his cheek.

More blood fell upon the ground, and the king looked at Fadis. “Ranger, I remember you.”

“Do you remember my wife?”

“Your wife? No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, I didn't do this back then. I may be a bit worse than then, but I didn’t take those as I do now. I wanted you to come back.”

“You wanted me dead. You wanted my family dead. My wife died then. But do not worry, my son and I survived.”

“Your son, good. I am glad. Now, can we talk about this?” he said, raising his hands in surrender.

“You sent assassins for our king, you pig of Taria,” Nekeli shouted. “You took my love and struck her with severe suffering!”

“I have wronged you all. But I can change. I can always change… and I am King of Taria and I have a name, do you not even care to use my title, elf?”

Fadis sheathed his sword. “No, we don’t.” 

The King sighed in partial relief.

 Fadis stood gripping his bow, “A bow like this was the prize you sought before. Back then, I was a Ranger of the North. I protected these lands against evil and served the people. The moment I served a master, I was led astray. I returned to what I was before, what I am now. I am still a Ranger. I have changed, but I’ve always been quick to act on my what my heart demands of me. My choice here is simple.”

Before the king could speak again, Fadis had drawn his bow and sent an arrow into his skull. Nekeli, Evri, and Kirla thrust their blades into his body a moment later, with Kirla making several extra stabs before she fell backward, crying.

Fadis went to her, embracing her as Evri went to him. Nekeli made a single slashed and severed the king's head.

“I will take this to Suvasel. He will be pleased. We shall take our oaths as Leaves of Saelmark with pride once again.”

Rungar bowed to those around. “Fate has led me to be amongst you now. I cannot deny that I have questions.”

The ground quaked again, and then, even in the deep places beneath the castle, they made out the sounds of horn calls, but they could not determine who it was.

“Come,” Fadis said, “let us hurry to our friends."

 

Part Eleven: Shadows of the Black Moon

 

 

Valrin rushed out of the keep, heading to the walls where he saw a lone Rusis with many Rangers at her side sending volleys of arrows into the fray beneath them. He hurried to Braei as quickly as he could run. 

Smoke and fire rose up in the city, and he pushed through crowds of people fleeing from the fiery destruction in the lower level and stacking up in the king’s hall.

Another shockwave rocked the ground. Valrin stumbled up the stairwell but made it to Braei.

“Valrin, you made it back!” 

They embraced, and he glanced over her shoulder to see the armies of Taria moving into the city.

She left the wall for a moment, moving just down the stairs as more Rangers moved atop the walls.

“Where are the others?”

“Killing the king. He never left,” he told her.

“Never left? Then the knight was right,” the Ridua said, coming to Valrin. “Braei told me much of you, Stormborn, but alas, I think you’re safer on your ship. Taria approaches.” He turned to his men. “Rangers! We shall punish them for ever piece of ground they take! If they want this castle, it will cost them more than I believe they can pay!”

Several more rocks flung into the lower level of the city. Horsemen were coming up the main road now but were thrown down by the arrow fire of the Rangers.

Valrin and Braei went back up to the wall. Infantry was moving forward in the lower levels. Their shields were up, and though arrows still found marks within the line, another shield was quickly raised to block the fire.

Villagers still fled into the inner keep, escaping the flames, but as the shield wall drew closer, they let in the last few who had made it before shutting and barring the doors.

As the infantry below dropped their shields, bowmen in their ranks fired up along the wall, striking down Rangers one after another.

Those of the village, not Rangers, but normal villagers who had long been forced into slavery and poorly treated by the king, lifted rocks and dropped them on the Taria soldiers.

“Where is the oil?” the captain shouted.

Valrin looked over, seeing a large cooking pot with a fire roaring beneath it just off to the side.

“Not ready, sir. It took us forever to get it warm. It isn’t ready.”

“We must pray the elves come,” he said to Braei. 

Horns called in the distance, but it was not the elves. It was horns of men. At the doorway of the keep, the entire structure shook. Taria had brought up a battering ram.

“More of Taria?”

Andoc and Badur ran with Bruk and his dwarven friends to the gate.

“They’re breaking through,” Bruk shouted, “We must reinforce the gate!”

More arrows flew into the Rangers on the wall.

As Badur went to the gate, Andoc went to the captain. “Fogs roll across the fields. Soon, we shall have worse than angry knights to deal with.”

It was a few more moments before the host that had dealt with the king came to the courtyard.

“See!” Nekeli shouted, holding aloft the head of the king. “The king is dead!”

Ridua took a spear and placed the king’s head atop it. “If you do not mind, I’d like to borrow this.”

“I go to check on my love,” Nekeli said. “It seems our situation is most dire.”

Braei suddenly summoned her powers. Valrin looked toward the keep and saw that Rungar had just stepped out.

“No,” he told her. “He was under mind control. He is one of your ancestors. An old Rusis from the city of Rinagres.”

“Rinagres? But, he’d have to be hundreds of years old, if not older.”

Valrin smiled. “Let us survive this, and perhaps we can talk to him of it.”

“See your king, warriors of Taria!” Ridua shouted out. 

The smashing sound of the battering ram ceased even though the door itself had cracked.

The horns sounded again. This time, it was followed by several short blasts and another long blast.

The men at the gates began to fall back, some of them keeping their shields up as they did, and others fleeing.

“The king is dead,” they shouted. “The king has fallen!”

But the horn calls that those defending the keep heard were not in response to the death of the king. The deep fogs had rolled over them completely. The Black Moon above them seemed to burn brightly with a fire around its edges. Fogs rolled up to the walls of the city, but through the flames of the lower level, they could still see the outer walls. Through the veil upon their sight, the moon appeared more ominous. 

The Rangers on the walls fell back from their positions as the moon turned a hue of green and then red before shifting back to black. Screeches filled the air.

“Rangers! Bows to the sky!” Andoc shouted.

But the creatures of the night had a feast to take part in, and the screams of the armies of Taria were loud and frantic. Valrin, Fadis, and Braei stood on the walls next to the captain. They could not see the army that was attacking them only a few minutes before, but their screams were constant.

“We have little time,” Badur said.

“He is right,” Andoc confirmed.

“We must leave, get these people as far from here as we can. When they are done with those in the fields, they will come here.”

“We have too many,” the captain said. “I refuse to leave these people. We are Rangers of Taria. We will defend our land and our people. Get to these walls, Rangers. We will not leave this keep unprotected. I am, Ridua, half-elf of Taria, let them come!”

The Rangers moved back up onto the walls. Several had moved into the towers that overlooked the keep itself, and taken braziers with them.

“Anyone willing and able to fight, brandish what weapons you can,” Fadis shouted out. “Get the women and children into the hall and shut the doors.”

Rungar went to help a woman as two of her children fell, and she screamed, “Not you! How are you here! You serve the king!”

Rungar recoiled, looking around at panicked looks. Fadis went to him and motioned to the captain, who had noticed the Rusis when before, he had not paid him much attention considering everything else going on.

“I have truly wronged these people,” Rungar said. “They fear me.”

“Think nothing of it at this moment. We must hold this place.”

Evri picked up a bow and a quiver of arrows. “They have sent for the elven host,” he told Fadis, “but if these creatures attack, I cannot think any of our friends could have survived, and if they did, they went back to elven lands. We are alone.” Evri ran up to the walls.

Kirla worked to move people into the keep as several groups of villagers brandished weapons and assembled, ready to help.

“Rungar,” Fadis said. 

The Rusis was staring at the ground. “I am not what I once was. I am but a shell.”

Andoc shouted down from the walls, “Those with spears or stones, to the wall! They come up the main road! Bring oil! Bring the oil now!”

Screeching cut across the courtyard. As pairs carrying hot oil made their way to the walls and villagers followed Andoc’s commands, the door to the keep rattled. Small flying beasts shot across the walls, taking down defenders as more of their kind came from the clouds above.

“To the skies! Rangers, loose your arrows.”

The flying creatures that had descended upon the host defending Greater Crescent Lake dropped down upon those of the keep. Valrin, Kirla, and the others slashed several of the beasts as they attacked those in the courtyard. Fadis drew his blade, rushing to cut into one of the bony wings just before it grabbed Kirla from behind. The creatures retreated upward, swooping back down upon those at the gateway.

Braei lifted her hands, sending blasts of lightning into those beasts, bringing them down as several shadows dropped within the keep itself.

The dwarf Bruk with the Ranger Badur ran toward one of them as two more appeared near Valrin and Fadis.

“Defenders of men, the elves could not stop us. You have nothing that will repel us!” a vampire lord cried. His pale form was shrouded in black armor with curved spikes that deflected the man swords that came against him. He lunged for Valrin, but Fadis stepped forward, catching his teeth with his blade. The vampire slashed him, cutting his armor and slashing his stomach.

Valrin thrust his blade into the vampire’s upper chest as yet another vampire appeared and bit into a nearby villager.

Fadis attempted to thrust his own sword at his attacker, but his foe ran him against the wall of the keep, leaving the others behind. His sword fell from his hand. He went for the dagger he kept in his boot but couldn’t reach it.

Suddenly, an arrow struck the vampire from behind. He looked beyond and saw Evri on the walls, just as a strange form climbed up behind him, knocking him from the wall. 

Fadis ran, pushing past several more winged creatures as Braei sent a blast of her magic toward more creatures swarming the inside portion of the gateway. Smoke and fire rose from the keep walls as oil burned but did nothing more than slow the advance of the attackers.

He pushed past Rungar, who was still standing in the center of the courtyard, seemingly dead to all that happened around him.

Fadis found Evri on top of his broken bow.

“What is this?” Fadis heard a voice cry out. 

Nekeli and his wife held their blades at the ready at the keep as several vampire lords stood in a line, attempting to walk into the keep. 

“Fools!” Nekeli shouted. “To try to take on Nekeli and Selbi of Saelmark!”

Fadis pulled Evri to his feet. “You saved me back there, son.”

“It was a lucky shot,” Evri said, wincing in pain as he started to laugh. “Just a rib. Give me a sword. I won’t be useless.”

Fadis grabbed a sword for him and Evri, turning to look at the gateway as two dwarves worked to block it even as the frame was beginning to give way. Ridua shot an arrow of fire high into the sky and then jumped into the courtyard.

“How many still come?” Andoc shouted to him.

“All of them.”

Valrin and Kirla were now beside Nekeli and his wife. The vampires in the courtyard were growing in number, and one of them seemed to laugh as more now stood blocking the way into the keep.

But as a current of lightning struck their sides in an enveloping wave of magic, the vampires on the sides swung around to go for Braei, the lone caster who harassed them. Several of them struck her from different angles, knocking her away. She pushed herself up, sending a blast of fire at one and ice to another, throwing a bolt into the ground and knocking back two more. 

Demon men crawled over the walls, engaging the Rangers, Fadis, and his son. Braei was alone, and even Valrin could not reach her.

She sent a blast in a rapid spin around her, enveloping demon men and vampire alike, but several clawed hands slashed her. Blood splattered in the mud of the keep.

“Braei!” Valrin shouted out.

She clawed at the mud, trying to look up. She could feel their clawed hands upon her, see the glisten of their fangs nearing her body. But then a bright flash overtook them all, and another form grabbed her.

“I have you, Rusis.”

It was Rungar, his gauntlets alight. His face, splashed with the blood of his kin, had awoken him and pulled him from the darkness of the depression he had fallen into. The Rusis sent a bright flash of burning magic in a wave spinning like a cyclone in the courtyard of the castle keep. The vampires were turned to ash, and though the flames struck the entire structure around them, those he did not intend to burn were spared.

The gates gave way, and the forces of the vampire lords swarmed as the creatures from the skies descended. 

Rungar dropped Braei and ran into the fray of enemies that came his way. His magic turned from fire to ice. He sent shards of ice so quickly that small cracks split the air of the keep, the blasts tearing apart all that came to the gateway, and in an undulating flash of blue and white, he sent a stream of ice and solidified the gateway.

He was now upon the gateway itself, alone upon the walls. The Rusis of Rinagres, Rungar, the lost hero, slave of the King of Taria, released by Fadis, Ranger of the North, lifted his hands to the sky, and the fogs receded. From his form, lightning shot upward and into the clouds, and in a thundering crack that shook the ground many times stronger than the rocks striking the city before, he wrought destruction upon all that threatened those of Tar Veera. 

Valrin ran to Braei as the Rangers, as well as Fadis and Evri, fell back toward the keep. They could see nothing save the dark outline of Rungar on the walls.

“He is a hero to the Rusis,” Braei said. “His gauntlets give him power beyond any Rusis of the time. He was a true legend to my people. I cannot believe he is alive, and he is here.”

The fogs that had swarmed the castle had been pushed back. Rungar lowered his hands. All was still. He turned, looking back at those of the keep. Fadis looked and saw that many within the keep itself were slowly emerging.

“That’s the Rusis of the king,” some of them said.

“Yes, but he saved us.”

The captain of the Rangers ran to the walls, as did the others—Valrin, Fadis, and all who had worked to throw down the king and defend the keep. Their enemy had fallen back. At least, for now.

 Elven horns called in the distance. Fadis looked out to see the elven host of Saelmark approaching with haste. They had survived and answered the call for help of the men of Taria.

“I did not think they could be defeated,” Rungar said. “I could not see beyond myself, and then, I could.”

Fadis lifted Rungar’s hand to the crowd of villagers behind them. “This is Rungar, the savior of Tar Veera, and with him, the Rangers of Taria have secured a new place for all people. The elves of the West join with us against the terrors you saw this night, but now, you have seen the power that the gods of the North bestow upon us to protect us from that which we all fear. Take heart. Embrace him and all who have come together.

The villagers, though still in a state of fear and shock, clapped, and some cheered.

“Your actions before do not make you who you are this day or can be tomorrow,” Fadis told him. “Trust me on this.” He smiled, glancing toward Evri.

Though the elven host stayed on the outskirts of the city, several figures approached up the main road.

“Rungar, can we take down this wall of ice?” Fadis asked. “It worked well, but I think the elves would rather not have to climb up the walls.”

Rungar laughed, and in a few moments of spell casting, the ice melted.

Evurn was the first to enter the keep, his staff at the ready, his stance relaxed as he saw those around him. 

“Valrin!" he said, spotting the captain. “I had feared the worst upon receiving word of need.”

Aeveam and Ruak, as well as Rikt, followed by King Suvasel, entered the gateway.

Evri and Nekeli went before the king, bowing.

“We have killed the King of Taria. He no longer breathes, good king.”

Suvasel was one of the few on horses, but he dismounted and embraced both of them.

“It seems you have also played a role in taking his fortress, an asset in the coming darkness. People of Taria,” King Suvasel shouted out.

A large group of villagers had come to the courtyard with the arrival of the elves.

“I am not your enemy, nor do I hold you responsible for the actions of your king. Know that war did come upon my woods. Those of you with sons, brothers, husbands, and the like within the Taria army who were lost this night were not destroyed by elven weapons. I cannot say what drove the king to madness, or of the orders that were given to destroy this castle, but I have moved to secure all settlements of Taria. We will not let your people stand alone against this enemy. The Rangers of the North and the Riverlands are made up of your people. Once though lesser by me, their actions with that of many brave warriors have risen to meet this enemy. 

“I will further unite these lands. We will defeat these new foes, these vampires of Elria Sona. Their queens will cower within their caves, and under moonlight and starlight, we’ll face them in every wood, beside the rivers that stretch over our lands, and beside the oceans. I, King Suvasel, swear I will not put my blade down until we can all sleep without the threat of demon men or creatures of the shadowy night.”

The crowd lauded the elven king and his warriors. Though the stench of death was heavy upon the castle, archons within the elven forces made a point to extinguish the fires, and the extra hands worked to fortify the lower level and begin rebuilding. With the large host of elves camping in the fields for the moment, many of the hosts began building elven structures in the trees near the castle. Suvasel intended to create a fortress of his own in Taria, and though some of the older villagers seemed to be disturbed by the elven presence, not one of them could deny that the assistance of the elves was both overly welcomed and needed.

Inside the keep of the castle, Suvasel sat at the throne of the Taria king, but not before his archons converted the throne from the throne of Taria set with jewels and polished wood, to that of a living throne of wood, adorned with flowers that fed on the light from the skylights high above. The attendants of the castle bowed before the king, but he waved them off.

“I do not need your services. Long have you served the rat of a king, and I beg you to go to your families. Tend to what is needed of you beyond these walls.”

All seemed to listen, save the one servant. Braei noticed that she bowed to the king’s command, but instead, she simply stood at the kitchen door.

Braei and Valrin went to her as the food was prepared behind her by the kitchen staff Braei had seen before.

“Do you now want to at least rest?” Braei asked her.

She smiled and shook her head. “I am much happier to just be alive and able to continue doing what I love. At least now, I will not see the horrors I did under the old king.”

“King Suvasel has elected to put a governor over this castle, someone to guard it. He will not be staying, but I do not know who he intends to place,” Valrin said.

“Any is better,” she replied.

“Where is the head cook?” Braei asked.

The man she had spared before, whose brother had been murdered by the Rusis, was busy stirring a pot and put down the spoon. He approached her, smiling.

“I am. The lard of a bastard before jumped from the cliffs when the first attack came. After whatever had knocked out my friends here, we made sure that Nana here was safe, and prepared to defend her if needed.”

Nana nodded. “Yes, they did. A fine new head chef for the kitchen.”

The man bowed to Braei. “My family and I will bury my brother at a place in the woods. I thank you for sparing me as you did. You and your friends.”

Braei smiled and returned the bow. “I only wish your brother was alive.”

“What of that Rusis? I know he saved us from the vampires, but he was so evil before.”

“He was controlled,” Valrin said.

Fadis came up behind them, having heard the last bit of the conversation as he waited for a good point to interrupt. “Rungar had no idea what he was doing and did the will of the king without knowing. Though, he has vanished since the arrival of the elves.”

Nana nodded. “He is likely atop the castle. He would typically stand up there, especially at night. But that was his place.”

A meal was served in the castle, and more food was given out in the courtyard as the surviving villagers took a break from working to relax for a bit. The cloud cover and cold northern winds signaled the coming winter, and while most stored stock and food was lost, the elves moved to bring more food and, using their magic, grew crops to maturity.

Evening fell upon the castle again. The leaders of the elven host and that which had come to kill the king gathered together on an outside patio, overlooking the cliffs and ocean but high above the keep walls. In the room just before the doorway to the outside, they had found a library with many volumes of texts with so much dust on them. It was clear that the king, not to mention anyone else, had not opened them in some time. The only one not present was Fadis.

As Suvasel and Ruak smoked their pipes, and Rikt and several archons read through the texts in the library, Andoc and Badur joked with Bruk and Braei. Evurn and Valrin sat cross-legged before the king, and the captain of the Rangers made a point to list out the places where Rangers watched the woods on the borders.

“All the messages I have received says the vampires fell back to the region near the Crescent Lakes. I also understand that the houses of men have fortified the Riverlands.”

“Elven strong points remain as well,” Suvasel said. “Michranok and the dwarven kingdoms are working with my kin to craft mirrors of fire and light to divert the creatures that so devour darkness. I do not know the exact magic they use, but it seems it may be useful. Still, I hear of a Rusis who defended this place. Braei of the Aela Sunrise, your powers surprise me.”

Braei shook her head. “No, King, that was not me.”

Rikt and the other archons emerged from the library as a group, enough of a random occurrence that all on the patio turned to look.

Fadis approached with Rungar.

"King Suvasel," Fadis began, “let me introduce he who saved us.”

King Suvasel stood, and his hand went for his blade, but he did not draw it. Ruak was up as well, following his king.

“I need no introduction to the elven king, Fadis,” Rungar said. 

“You were believed dead,” Suvasel stated. “I knew of your fall and of your city. You still bear the gauntlets you wore then, though you will find no enemy here unless you seek it.”

Rungar bowed deep. “The Rusis regarded the dwarves over the elves for some time, but I must not seek enemies in this world. It seems I already have plenty.”

His eyes then shifted to Rikt, the Purified One, but who had been a Dwemhar. His eyes then looked toward Aeveam, seeing her hand summoning a bit of fire as he looked down at his own hands and his gauntlets glowing. Fadis shook him, and he stopped summoning his power.

“I see one I counted as enemy," he said, not breaking his stare at Rikt.

“Rusis,” Rikt said, “I was once but am no longer.”

“I know you, though. Your face is in my mind, but I cannot see who you were.”

“Then let us leave it at that,” Suvasel stated. “You are Rungar, a High Rusis, wielder of artifacts of your people, once mourned of by your kin whom I have known through the years. Embrace Aeveam, also of the crew of the Stormborn. She is both Rusis and Dwemhar.”

“The strangest combination, and I would much like to speak to her of this, but, King, I have thought much of the current state of this castle and the world. I would like to return to your place to the east, but I wish to stay here and protect the people I have wronged.”

“I hold dominion over these regions as it is now, but the ranger captain and half-elf Ridua will hold governorship here. I see no reason why you cannot remain here.”

“Neither do I,” the half-elf said. “You’re a hero to my men and women. The people still talk of you in the streets. They cannot believe your power.”

“Power comes and goes,” Evurn finally stated. The shadow elf stood up. “What of our next moves? You wanted us all present for something, yet you do not speak of it.” 

Suvasel repacked his pipe, almost as if ignoring the shadow elf, but no one else spoke.

“Rusis and shadow elves came against the once-king,” he said at last. “I know that some Rusis were but shades created by Rungar, but others were not. We found such writings from the East in the king's belongings. It was brought to me by the captain when he found it was written in a language he nor his Rangers could read.”

Suvasel reached into his pocket and rolled out a scroll. “Yes, this is it.” He tossed it at Evurn’s feet.

Evurn reached down and slowly stood, staring at the writing. Valrin leaned over to see what it was but could not make out the writing.

“This is not of the Shadowlands, but the writing is the same.”

“The writing is of the tongue of the East; the insignia is of interest to me. These are renegades, those willing to fight for whoever pays them. I do not know who the king used to get in contact with them, but a high elf of any kind going near those lands would be killed.”

“To the Shadowlands?” Valrin asked.

“No, another place. A place where of all in our company, it would be Aeveam who would have a tie to it. Her mother is known here as the Scourge Siren.”

“I know that name,” Rungar said. “She is the mother of Aeveam? Why would you seek any of that peninsula and the city there?”

“It is no longer a peninsula nor a city like you remember,” Evurn said. “It is an island, north of the Shadowlands. Valrin, those we met at the dwarven city of the Barb King, the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo, they hail from that place.” Evurn stared at Suvasel. “You seek them?”

“The vampires know of us. Soon, they’ll figure out a way to stop even our Leaves from getting close. Their magic, their queens know our blood, but the shadow elves they do not. I will not seek help from the East, but these killers may be different. I want you and your crew to go there,” he said, looking at Valrin. “Seek out their assistance and know that you go with my word that no price is too high for their services.”

“Can we not send a message?” Fadis asked.

“No,” Evurn said. “We must go there. They do not reveal themselves to just anyone, and the fact that any among the race of men could somehow acquire their services is strange to me. But it is not my decision, King.”

Valrin was suddenly the center of attention.

Evurn coughed. “Perhaps he would like to ponder this without sets of eyes upon him.”

Valrin shook his head and walked in the center of those present. “No, the only way this can happen is if we do it,” he said to his crew, looking at each of them. “I am the Stormborn of the North, but I have started upon this path and must see it through. If there is another the king trusts, they can do it.”

Valrin was intentionally silent, and of course, no one spoke.

He exhaled. “Then, it is as it is. We will seek the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo.”

“Then may the gods of the North watch over you,” Rungar stated, “for that place is not one of the elves, dwarves, Dwemhar, or Rusis. Evil sleeps upon that place.” He looked at Aeveam. “Evil without a name or one to bind to.”

“We of the Aela Sunrise do not fear any place,” Braei said, embracing Valrin.

“You will," Rungar said.

 

This is the end of Black Moon. 

 

Continue on to my author notes and then Aieclo. 

 

 

 

Black Moon was written as two parts. Part one was the battle of “vampire city” as I called it when I was doing my first draft. I actually wrote most of those scenes first and to be honest it was the most fun I have had in a while writing a series of battle scenes. In my mind, I saw it as the cowboys riding to save the villagers from the native raiding parties but I think a closer representation might be the small  group of Union forces moving into Gettysburg to hold the ground west of the city while waiting for the Northern Army to reinforce them as the Confederacy arrived…

 

The Taria “Alamo”

 

I knew I wanted to have a small force defending against a much larger force. If I had to handpick those I’d want to do a last stand style battle from this time period I cannot think of a better main cast than Ruak (the same elf from Half-Elf Chronicles which is set in the future), Evurn, and Aeveam. They, along with elven archons and Rangers of Taria, make the perfect hardy defenders ahead of a fully formed elven army. If I could pick and choose the defenders I would have picked dwarven Hammersong from the east, the entire arm of the Eastern Elven Kingdom, and perhaps even allies from the desert. (More magic users) But alas, that is not what we had.

As the battle progressed and the King of the Hill type defense became more desperate, I started seeing the city more like Stalingrad. The defenders were beaten, dying, and running out of everything, but still they stood against unfavorable odds being beaten physically and psychologically. 

In the final moments, having just a handful of defenders holding the ground, I thought of the Alamo. The last heroes of Texas holding their ground falling in their own way to ultimately stop the Army of Mexico but failing… of course, in this case, that was not the ending and instead an explosion a bit of favoritism from a goddess… by the way, if you’ve read Rogues of Magic and paid attention to the end of book two of that trilogy you see what happens to this very goddess when she continues intervening beyond what she should as a goddess…

 

 

Elria Sona and the Vampires

 

The vampires in the world of the Dwemhar did not have an origin story of any form until this book. Werewolves have appeared in other series and vampire-like characters that mention vampires existing are actually in my earliest stories (Rogues of Magic). I would not call vampires evil by default but their obviously an unnatural creation outside the original races, thus, like orcs, they naturally are something the elves fight against. Elves fought the vampires to a stalemate but didn’t want the judgment they had received in the orc wars where they annihilated the race of orcs in entirety. While this was obviously shortsighted, I don’t think anyone expected the vampire to return and then spring a trap of their own with the city being rigged as a Dwemhar bomb.

And yes, having a self-destruct is a bit odd for a Dwemhar city but at the height of the war between the Rusis and Dwemhar both sides were getting a bit outlandish with their creations. The city of Aieclo, mentioned later in the Stormborn Saga, is a good example of “outlandish”.

 

A bit about the races

 

This is a good time to actually talk about this. The original four races were the Dwemhar, the Rusis, the Dwarves, and the Elves. Dwemhar were meant to guard the purity of mind and overall oneness of the world as it related as a whole. Rusis, as a contrast to the highly psionic Dwemhar, were masters of the elemental magics and chemistry of the world. Elves, guarded the natural world of the trees, moon, and stars. Dwarves were to guard the high rocks of the lands and deep places beneath the surface including caves and places where great jewels were created as time went by over the eons.

While they all had their chief focuses, it was found they did not know of actual stewardship under strife with a creation that was intelligent but infantile as a culture. Thus, the race of men were created. This was to serve two purposes. One: Stop the growing aggressions between the Dwemhar and Rusis. Two: Give the races of the world a way to teach a younger race in preparation for their cultural shift to ascension. While the only race to come close to an actual ascension were the Dwemhar, the gods of the world didn’t help it by their own strife and the overall shift of the world from seeking a greater level of being and the descent into the world in which my books take place.

 

Why is the King of Taria such a bastard and human/elf trafficking is an odd inclusion in a fantasy book, why did you do that? 

 

Well the first one is easy. The King is a bastard. He never fought in his own wars, used his Rangers (not meant to be a fighting force on the grand scale) for years and waged a false war to land grab from the elves. He’s one of the first major iterations of what the Grand Protectorate would do with their massed killings and genocides carried out against all races of magic in the future. (Detailed in Rogues of Magic). As for trafficking, this was a bit more personal. Those that have been following me for sometime know that before I was writing full time I spent nearly ten years as a 911 Paramedic working both urbal and rural EMS. I’ve seen a lot of stuff and the honest truth is trafficing is real, the people are generally trapped, and the rule of law is not absolute nor possible in most situations. The most realistic part of this would be the contrast between Kirla and the Tavern Mistress Asleii. Kirla fell into it but was able to get out and had a zeal to fight and help those still within the secret circle while also obtaining her revenge, even at the literal risk of the entire mission. The contrast, which is closer to what I’ve seen in more cases, is Asleii. The person that has been in so long that they are seemingly numb to the actual events that are transpiring. Going deeper, I added that there was a deeper evil, a cabal, if you will, further hinting at the utter evil already permeating into the race of men. At this point, the Order of Men, the nefarious evil that comes to power in the future years, had many of its beginnings in workings just as this during this time period. 

 

Okay that was all dark. What of Rungar the Rusis of old?

 

Rungar is most easily explained a true legendary hero of the lands. One of the most powerful Rusis to ever live, he was mentioned in a previous book of mine in name only. Rungar had many titles and workings before the fall of the Rusis. He was a High Templar of his race, a Master that had many apprentices, and it truly is sad he was lost to the world of good to the power of a ring. Perhaps, this has saved him for a greater deed in the future? I think this will be an interesting next bit of his life. 

 

Though, the next book takes us away from Taria and into the Glacial Seas. If you’re a reader who has already read Stormborn Saga you kind of know what to expect in some ways but if your new to these books and the adventures of the Aela Sunrise, you’re in for a treat. Let’s get going with Aieclo!

Aielco

(Ranger’s Revenge #3)

Stormborn Saga Book Six

 

J.T. Williams

Part One: Return to Swia

 

Fadis sat with Evri on the rooftop terrace where just last night, the decision was made of their next path. With a deep-red hue to the rising sun, they looked over mugs of dark tea and small sweet cookies that Nana insisted were the best in this region of Taria.

“Do you know where we will actually be traveling to? Is it far?” Evri asked.

“Evurn did not say. In fact, when I cornered him over the subject, he just said ‘far’ and tapped my shoulder.”

“We go north,” Valrin said from behind them.

“North?” Fadis asked. “How far?”

“The Wind Temple of Swia. There is an observatory there. Evurn says we cannot find the island we seek without their assistance.”

“Damn,” Fadis replied.

“Where does he speak of?” Evri asked.

“The Glacial Seas and the Far North. It is where Aeveam grew up.”

“Speaking of Aeveam,” Valrin said, “have you seen her?”

Fadis motioned upward with his eyes. “Up there.” She had been standing on the upper tower of the keep since well before sunrise.

“Evurn was looking for her.”

“He found her,” Fadis said. “I caught him coming back down from there earlier. He went off into the woods to gather herbs that had not been destroyed by fire.”

“I wish to tend to the ship. We need to get moving before we miss the fleeing tide off the coast.

“Indeed, I’ll talk to Aeveam, let her know.”

 

Fadis left Evri, going back into the castle and to the keep. From there, he ascended an inner stairwell. He noticed that the halls did not smell as foul as they had before. It seemed the castle attendants were working hard to get the stench of death and battle from the floors and walls. Already, many houses were well on their way to being rebuilt, even in the early hours. The elves had worked tirelessly to rebuild. Not to mention, he could already see elven construction in the nearby woods.

The upper keep of the tower had an observatory that had not been used in some time. Dust on many books and parchments scattered around was to the point that Fadis was careful where he stepped as he went to the wooden ladder that led him to the outside of the tower. 

As he emerged on the next level, he noticed Aeveam meditating atop the wall. He did not want to disturb her, half because he didn’t want to mess up what she was doing, but also because he was worried he’d startle her.

“I am not so easily startled,” she said.

“Of course, but I didn’t expect to see you sitting on the edge of the walls.”

“The ocean breeze is better.”

Fadis walked up beside her and leaned over the ledge. Now, on the lower terrace, Kirla had joined Evri. She still had his bow.

“She likes you,” Aeveam said.

“Oh?” Fadis replied, trying to seem surprised.

“You can keep the memory of your once-love and love her. You must not be afraid of the future. There are enough frightening things upon the world without you creating your own. There are terrors old and new.”

Her tone seemed to change. She closed her eyes tightly but then stood up, looking at him.

“Our journey takes us far north again, but Evurn says that we only need to go north for a time.”

“Does he not know where this place is?”

“No, he does. But he is worried.”

Fadis stared at her as her eyes traced to the ground and back up at him.

“As are you?”

“This place we go to, I have seen it in my dreams. Ranger, I would not go here if it were not the will of the Stormborn. There is evil there, evil that once was of our realm and that I am tied to. The island, it is a place that was not always as it is now. It was once the stronghold of power for the Scourge Siren, a terror to Evurn’s lands, and my mother. Evurn has told me to not give my thoughts power, but my thoughts are my power. I see and feel all that is around me, and sometimes just allowing you to keep your private thoughts is difficult. I have not been meditating like I need to in order to keep my mind calm. By the way, Ranger, your thoughts of Kirla are no different from her own. Protect her as you do your son. One needs you more than the other right now. She committed her life to killing the king, and now she has. She will question her next paths. Do not let her wander now.”

“I am torn to what I should do beyond our coming path.”

“I know. Only you can make the choice to follow your son and the events that will play out in Taria, or stay committed to the Stormborn. For myself? I have but one path, and I must stay concentrated upon it, but I’m afraid, Fadis, as you were returning south. But you fell back into your old ways, recommitted. I, though I have never been to the place of my mother, feel a calling upon the air. Whatever remains of her knows my path. She was destroyed, but I feel a part of her remains there.”

Fadis embraced Aeveam. “I have not known you long, but your wisdom and power are something beyond myself. If I can fight the demons of my own mind and return, I believe you can, too. Come, let us go down to the others. We need to set out soon.”

Fadis and Aeveam returned to the lower level, running into King Suvasel and Ruak just before reaching the library.

“Ranger,” Ruak said, “you and your companions set out to seek the Verit Gamblers?”

“Indeed.”

“Here,” the elf said, pushing a large wrapped item to him.

He unwrapped it, revealing an elven longbow inlaid with silver with a string that was nearly invisible.

“From Fikmark mares, rare creatures as of late, but as a gift, for your service to our kingdom.”

Fadis bowed to Ruak and the king. “A bow? I almost feel guilty taking such an item.”

Suvasel laughed. “Coming from the Ranger who took a most precious bow, or so I understand it to be true.”

“It is.”

Suvasel smiled. “I worry little of old trinkets, even one such as that bow. I care more for the person wielding such items. This bow was one of my own, an item I used against the orcs of the southern lands. Embrace your new family. Your son is your own, but he is precious to his elven kin. We would hold you and those of this crew the same. If you go to the others, they have already returned to the underground port. We will go with you there.”

 

They proceeded together to the underground port. As they went through the king’s chamber, Fadis noticed all the king’s furniture had been removed, and now elven weapons lined the walls.

“We donated many of our weapons to the defenders of this castle,” Suvasel said. “Many of the arms and armor they had were broken or lost on the battlefield below, and while some weapons were recovered, we suspect with nightfall, more of our enemy will return. As for the furniture, it was taken to the villagers to be used to rebuild their houses, as much as could be. I wanted to toss it off the cliff, but the trees in this region are weak already from the blight of the vampires. We must conserve what wood we have.”

Walking down the stairwell, they reached the hidden port, and Fadis noticed there were elves working to clear the ruins.

“We found a path,” Evri said. “It leads into one of the side rooms of the castle but was blocked long ago by wreckage. We hope to return the ruins beneath the castle to a working form of its former glory.”

“I have sent word to Vumark and Vueric alike. They will be sending forces by the sea for this castle. We shall hold this ground and the Varmark Woodlands in its entirety. We have the hands and weapons. I hope your journey will be a swift one, Fadis.”

Fadis turned to the king and bowed. “Thank you for the gift, and you have my promise. We’ll do what we must to obtain the services of these assassins.”

The king nodded to him and then looked up to Valrin at the helm of the Aela Sunrise.

“Do you have what your ship needs for the journey?”

“Yes, we were well stocked at Saelmark.”

Suvasel looked at Evri. “You are once again a Leaf of Saelmark. With further honor, as you completed your last task, I charge you with yet another.”

“Yes, King?”

“If the Verit Gamblers refuse all offers and will not help us, kill them.”

“It will be done.” Evri bowed and departed.

Fadis looked to the king. “Kill them?”

“I will not have their services bought by any other seeking to overthrow the elves. Your son is beyond skilled. His blessings by Etha shall not be ignored. I know he is not the boy you perhaps expected, but all children grow, some grow faster than others. Elves have many hundreds of years to do what he did in a mere blink in the lifetime of an elf. I am proud he wears the armor of our people. You should be too.”

“We are about to depart,” Evurn said from behind Fadis.

Fadis bowed and went to turn to go with Evurn, when the king stopped them.

“Shadow Elf, Ruak spoke to me of your bravery.”

“What of it?”

The king’s speech was slow. “The High Elves of the West . . . we . . . we have never agreed with your kind.”

“You do not need to apologize to me. Shadow elves are asinine jerks, but most of the high elves are the same. Ruak is a proud warrior. He charged into the enemy on multiple occasions, leaving his kin several paces behind him so he could fight the enemy first. I did as I would do for any I believed in. I go so near my homeland now that I swear, I will smell the sacrificial altars burning on the shoreline, and my stomach is sick. I do it for the greater good for I have done enough for those deemed evil by both elves and shadow elves alike.”

The king bowed. “Very well, Evurn. You have the respect of the elves of the West.”

Evurn looked to Fadis and then walked toward the ship. Fadis bowed to the king once more and then joined Evurn on the ship.

“Not even any pleasantries?” Fadis asked him.

“I didn’t drive a dagger into this throat. By my standard, that’s pleasant enough. Captain, are we ready to cast off?”

“We are,” Valrin said.

The Aela Sunrise glowed a faint white. The crystals on the deck spun to life, and as Evurn went to cast off the lines, Suvasel was ready and did it for them.

“Thank you,” Evurn said.

“Safe journeys,” the king said. “We of the West bid you all go with the blessings of Etha.”

 

Valrin guided the ship out of the caves and into the ocean. He turned the bow of the ship north and breathed a sigh of relief. He was heading back to where he wished to be. Fadis joined him at the helm, he, too, breathing a sigh of relief. The others went about the deck of the ship. not saying much, and Aeveam sat meditating near the bow.

Fadis looked back to the castle on the cliffs, seeing the residual smoke rising high into the sky and then beyond it, a spire of the elves visible from the sea itself.

“That is indeed massive,” Braei said. “They built that so quickly.”

“In time, it will be thrown down,” Evurn said. “They act as if they corner rats in a basement. Their enemy is cunning and skilled. Even with the power of that Rusis, I wonder how long they can last.”

“That is why we must not fail,” Valrin said.

“Do you think these Verit Gamblers can kill the vampire lords?” Fadis asked.

“They are shadow elves. That is what they do. If they cannot do it, I fear none of us can. Not even the Leaves of Saelmark.”

The cliffs of Taria faded from view behind them, and as the sea answered their return to the North with tumultuous waves that forced the ship up and down, Valrin held the wheel steady.  Most of those on deck went below, but Fadis remained with Valrin.

The storm that rolled across the sky in front of them was just missing them, and Fadis watched as the angry storm struck the ocean with multiple lightning strikes.

“This is home,” Valrin said, smiling to Fadis.

But Fadis did not feel exactly the same. He smiled back to Valrin, but his mind went to Taria. That was his home for his entire life. He thought to all that burned the night before and the look of the trees. They were dying, and even the newly built elven structures within the woods seemed dimmed. As much as he wished to feel that he was dedicated to the crew of the Aela Sunrise, he felt truly torn. 

The waves began to calm, and he saw the others emerge from below.

“I do not feel so great,” Evri said.

“Here,” Evurn said, pushing him a small green herb. “You said you’d be better when the waves subsided, but this is about as calm as you’ll get for now. Take it. I don’t want you vomiting all over the deck.”

Evri was pale and sweating. Reluctantly, he took the herb.

“Just chew on it,” Evurn said before he passed Fadis. “Stubborn boy. Like his father.”

Valrin brought up the map, twisting a crystal at the helm. An image of the grand Glacial Seas appeared across the deck. Evri stood up, now appearing a bit dizzy, but with wide eyes in wonder of the map before him.

“This is Dwemhar?”

“Indeed,” Valrin said. “A map of the very seas we sail upon. The cloud cover above appears, and it is as if we are looking down high above the ocean.” Valrin gave the wheel to Evurn and walked down to the map. We must go northwest. Those at Swia will be surprised to see us.”

“It is an abbey of monks of Dimn. The wind temple was my home,” Aeveam told Evri.

“It will take us some time to get there,” Valrin said.

“Once we are there,” Evurn said, “ I can direct our exact path to the island.”

“Have you been there?” Evri asked.

“Once, for a time. We were looking for someone.”

Fadis looked at him. “So you know of the island?”

“I knew of it as it was before, not now. The volcano erupted while I was there.”

“In your days when you still worked with your kin?” Evri asked.

“No,” he said, looking at Aeveam. “We had a more personal mission. I have never mentioned this, Aeveam, and for that, I am sorry. When your father and I had our first meeting, he was attempting to earn a staff of potent magical power. Once we parted, I went to my island, but it was not long before he came to me again, in a panic. He said his daughter was in trouble. I went with him. I went to the island of the Scourge Siren to rescue you. The memory is foggy. I was struck while we were attempting to flee with you, but he didn’t leave me. I know the island was forever changed, but I still see parts of it, and I remember the Scourge Siren. I had never seen a fight of that magnitude.”

His eyes trailed off, and he turned from them, going to the edge of the deck. Aeveam looked to Fadis and then to Evurn.

“I have a way,” Aeveam said.

“What? How do you mean?”

“I can enter your memories, but you must allow me. I can see what you saw if it helps us to know where we go.”

“I cannot see how that would help. The place is different.”

“Please,” Aeveam said, “I feel something growing around me. I must see it. I must see her.”

Fadis knew Evurn had deep reservations, and he did not even turn to address her as she walked just behind him.

“Evurn, please.”

“It could help us,” Fadis said.

“I know what she does. Ranger, you must go with her. You can do that, right?” he said, turning to Aeveam.

“I will not fall into the darkness.”

“You are not a full-blooded Dwemhar, and you attempt to walk the path between minds, a dangerous act, particularly with the blood that runs through your veins. Fadis, your body will be as your own now, but in another form, you must pull her back if she dwells too close and you feel the world darkening.”

Kirla touched Fadis’s shoulder. “Perhaps you shouldn’t.”

“No, I need to.”

Aeveam looked at him, as did Evurn.

“See what you can, Fadis. Try to remember it as I saw it, and we may have some vision that may help us. But this is more for Aeveam. Child, please know you are not tied to that which was your mother. You worked for years to focus away from that.”

“I am ready, Evurn.”

Valrin remained silent at the helm as Evurn, Fadis, and Aeveam sat cross-legged on the deck of the ship. Braei, Kirla, and Aeveam stood around them, but as Aeveam closed her eyes with Evurn, her hair began to gently furl. Fadis looked at Evri and then Kirla and then shut his own eyes.

He felt his mind in a way he’d never had. He had never even attempted to meditate, and now, he could feel Aeveam’s presence as he had never felt anyone. She was within his mind for a moment, but a second later, he sensed Evurn. It was like standing in a library with plentiful tomes of knowledge only a hand’s reach away but unable to understand the words. He no longer felt the coldness of the Glacial Seas, but instead, he saw glowing orbs of power where his mind’s eye knew Aeveam and Evurn were. He felt feelings of elation, fear, sadness, and terror, and then, it was if he could open his eyes and he was standing on a beach.

“Evurn,” a voice said.

Fadis turned to see Evurn, much younger in appearance, and another man, this one with a staff of wood with a bright blue burning tip.

“Father,” Aeveam said.

Fadis looked to his right, and though the others appeared as ghosts of fog, as did the world around them, he saw Aeveam just as she was standing with him.

“Evurn, we must go. We must go east.” Lorlaam had tears falling down his face.

“I trust this is not another quest to obtain something from the gods.”

“My daughter, she is in danger.”

“I do not know—”

“The Scourge Siren, to the east. She attempts to decimate her island. Her enemies surround her and come near to killing her. I have been helping. I have been trying to reach Aeveam.”

“Your daughter?”

“Please, Evurn, I know you want to be left alone.”

Their vision shifted, and they were aboard a small ship. Fadis did not recognize several figures, but he did see Evurn. Ahead of them, across the ocean, was a grand mountainous island with smoke rising into the air.

“She has cracked the ground,” Lorlaam said. “She attempts to activate a crystal hidden deep beneath her tower. It will destroy this region.”

Again, their vision shifted, and before them was a lush jungle and glowing orbs atop towers in the distant mountains. There were small people who looked of the race of men yet lived within the trees and were covered with leaves. There was another there, someone Evurn seemed to stare at.

“He is half-orc,” Lorlaam said. “One of my great friends and a cunning warrior. He is not a foe.”

The next image Fadis saw was a long bridge spanning a molten field. The half-orc ran upon the edge of the bridge, jumping into several females with large staves of fire. He bit one of them, and then using a silver mace to knock the other two from the bridge, he motioned for those behind Fadis and Aeveam. Evurn followed just behind him, as agile and fierce, blocking the spells sent from atop a distant tower.

Evurn appeared beside them, not as a vision but as himself. That which played out before them stopped. Blackness surrounded them.

“Aeveam,” Evurn said. “I know what comes next. Please, you must not see what is to come. Do you not feel that which surrounds these memories? Why I have tried to forget them?”

Aeveam said nothing, returning to the memories as Evurn now stood with them.

“You tried to prevent us forward?”

“Aeveam is powerful, but some images are more profound than others. She will see what she seeks. This was nothing more than her searching, even if she does not admit it.”

Fadis now stood atop a massive tower. The clouds swirled down with blackness, and tornadoes dropped on the grounds far, far below. 

A voice thundered around them. “Come against me, love? Come against that which is the power of the North?”

There was an explosion of white, and fire blasted over the top of the tower.

Fadis saw two glimmers of blue, wards of magic, Evurn behind one and Lorlaam behind another. As the white fire subsided, Fadis looked up to see a figure with flowing blonde hair and a brilliant light around her.

“Mother,” Aeveam said.

Lorlaam sent several spells as Evurn ran and jumped for the Dwemhar high above the tower.

Mid-leap, he was grabbed with the Scourge Siren’s powers and thrown back down to the tower. Lorlaam managed to strike her with a grappling spell that pulled her down.

“Where is she?” 

The Scourge Siren appeared as a beautiful woman, but from her back, there were wings of fire. She flapped them, sprinting forward and driving her clawed hand into Lorlaam. Blood poured from the Rusis, and he grabbed her arm, driving a knife deep into her chest. Magic exploded between the two of them, and they were thrown to opposite sides of the tower. 

From high above, an orb descended, and through Evurn’s eyes. they saw a child sleeping.

The ground quaked. Towers of lava shot up around them. The skies echoed with thunder, and stones of fire rained down upon them.

“Etha strikes!” Lorlaam shouted out. “End this, please! Do not allow yourself to be destroyed.”

Aeveam’s mother stood, flapping her wings of fire, sending ash across the tower. Evurn ran forward, lashing out with his staff and sending a blast of fire streaming with shadow, his own blood magic sapping himself of life force to strike the Scourge Siren. Lorlaam sent another blast of lightning, and the Scourge Siren leaped, but Evurn followed with his attack, striking her, sending her into a spiral landing just beside the child that was Aeveam.

She stood up, shaking, her mouth bleeding, her wings crumbling off her. Burning stones struck the top of the tower. Evurn and Lorlaam shielded themselves as several shards struck the Scourge Siren.

A glowing form appeared atop the tower.

“The gods of the North come. You shall not destroy this place as you wish. I am Etha, and you know my power. We threw down those of the Dwemhar who created such weapons. We shall not let you do the same!”

Aeveam’s mother reached for her within the protective orb.

“This child is was created by love, love long lost,” she cried out angrily, pointing at Lorlaam. “She is a being of power, my heir, the one who wields my crown in time, but one who shall not allow you, Etha, goddess, to stop her mother. She gives her life for me.”

The Scourge Siren drew a dagger of white fire and raised it above her head, Aeveam, a sleeping child beneath her, powerless.

Evurn and Lorlaam converged at once, but it was the goddess Etha, drawing back a bow of starlight, sending an arrow of light for the Scourge Siren, who paused the sacrifice.

With a blast that blinded Evurn, the Scourge Siren was thrown back. Evurn could not see. He could feel waves of energy blowing over the tower, and he saw Aeveam, her eyes open and wide in terror. He grabbed the child, looking back to Lorlaam, holding a ward to shield the rage of the Scourge Siren from lashing out against Aeveam.

“Flee! Go!”

Evurn cradled Aeveam in his arms and ran down the tower.

The vision shifted again. They saw the half-orc atop the mountain, and Evurn looked back to the distant mountains and fires burning high into the sky. The next bit of the vision that Fadis saw, they were aboard the ship. 

Lorlaam held Aeveam in his arms. He was severely burned but had escaped the Scourge Siren.

“She is not safe with me,” he said to Evurn. “I must ensure she is safe. Ensure she does not become like her mother.”

With that, the vision ended, but they remained connected and surrounded by white fogs. Aeveam was crying. Evurn embraced her.

“Your father loved you. It was by the blessing of the gods he survived.”

She embraced him, tears falling from her face.

“You carried me from that place. You rescued me.”

For a moment, Fadis saw a tear in Evurn’s eye. 

“I did, but it is only one good deed in a slew of thousands of bad ones.”

“I am her heir,” Aeveam said.

Evurn took a deep breath.

“I am meant—I was created—to be her heir, to become the scourge she was.”

“But we will not allow that,” Evurn said to her.

“I am evil. I always knew.”

Evurn opened his eyes. “No, do not.”

“I must see, Evurn.”

Fadis suddenly saw fire around them and darkness closing in. He looked to Aeveam and grabbed her, pulling upward but not truly knowing what he was even doing.

 

Cold struck him, and he could see nothing.

“Fadis!” Evurn shouted.

“What?” he said, opening his eyes. 

He was back on the deck of the Aela Sunrise. His nose was bleeding. Evurn hovered above him.

“Good, she protected you. She attempted to go deeper, I knocked her back. I’ve dealt with Dwemhar before, but she was already in trouble the moment we were out of my memory.”

Fadis sat up to find Aeveam unconscious. Braei stroked her head.

“What happened?” Braei asked.

“She delved too deep. She saw that which I and those of Swia have kept from her. She is the heir to the Scourge Siren, and her mother attempted to kill her to save her own self. Now, Aeveam identifies as what she was meant to be, the heir to what her mother built. The place we go to,” he said, staring at Fadis.

“We are nearly at Swia,” Valrin said.

“What?” Evurn asked.

“Much time has passed,” Evri said. “Over half a day."

Fadis looked up to see the island looming closer. They were almost there.

“She can rest here,” Evurn said. “She needs it."

 

 

Part Two: The Observatory

 

As they came upon the docks of the small island of the Glacial Seas, they saw Sautoa, Head of the Monks of Swia, standing upon the docks, as if he were waiting for them. As they brought their vessel up to the moorings, several other monks came out to assist in securing the ship. It had been sometime since they had been here but Valrin felt a strange comfort in returning to this place. This was once Aeveam’s home and the place she was kept to be trained to use her powers effectively and push down the negative energies tied to her mother.

Evurn went to the railing. “We need your assistance.”

Fadis and Braei carried Aeveam off the ship, much to the sudden disdain of the monks.

“Has she been struck by some spell?” Sautoa asked.

“She knows more of her mother,” Evurn said. “We had other intentions of coming here, but for now, she needs rest. I must speak with you in private.”

Valrin and the others disembarked, following behind Braei and Fadis.

“Stormborn,” Sautoa said, “I have prayed for fair winds from Dimn. It seems your journey was a success. You stopped the Barb King and brought peace to these seas.”

“For a time,” Valrin said. “Much happens to the south.”

“I have heard whispers of much, but for now, rest. Rest and be calm.”

They proceeded into the temple, and Braei and Fadis took Aeveam to a place for her to rest off the main chamber. Valrin and the others proceeded to where they had rested before on their first journey to this place. As Valrin and Kirla stared out of the large windows of the circular room, Evurn paced.

“What is it?” Valrin asked.

“Nothing that can be dealt with here. Aeveam worries me.”

“You said she was sleeping,” Kirla said. 

“Indeed, she is, but her waking mind is what I fear.”

Fadis and Braei came back to the room with Sautoa.

“Sautoa, let us speak. The others, they need rest and food while we wait for nightfall.”

“Of course, we will see to that.”

“Fadis,” Evurn said, “you were part of Aeveam’s experience. Come, we must all talk.”

Fadis followed Evurn and Sautoa.

They went past all the areas where Fadis and the others had been in the earlier journey, and came to an outside terrace where a large fiery furnace warmed the walls of the balcony. The darkening sky was clear, and the deep orange of the sunset to the west beyond where the dark storm still stretched over the seas caught Fadis’s eyes for a moment. Evurn and Sautoa were sitting on a bench.

“She looked into my memories,” Evurn said.

“Why would you let her?”

“You know she would have anyway, when I was sleeping or whenever. Dwemhar of her kind cannot be controlled.”

“So, she draws upon her mother’s power more than Lorlaam’s?”

“Yes, she uses both, but in instances of great fear or need for power, she summons the Dwemhar energies. She is troubled, spurred on by our time in the South and the vampires who now threaten Saelmark and the Taria region. There were dark omens there, omens that I believe woke that which slept in her mind.”

Sautoa shook his head, staring into the fire. “She cannot remember that night upon the High Fells of the Scourge Siren’s tower.”

“She was awake as I carried her from that place. The imprint is upon her mind. Now, she has seen what her mother attempted. She has seen what her destiny was meant to be from her mother’s conception of her until she was pulled from Aieclo.”

“Evurn, she must stay here.”

“Stay here? Do you really wish to anger her?”

“She knows the path of peace,” Sautoa said. “We cannot let her wander the open seas.”

“We need to go back there, back to the place her mother was.”

“You cannot take her to that island! We do not know if she was even actually killed.”

“What?” Fadis asked. “I know the stories of the Scourge Siren, a legend to the race of men, but a nightmarish tale. She was an ancient form, a beast. I had always thought it was just a story, but at least I believed her destroyed.”

“Etha struck her—we know that. The shadow elves claim she is dead,” Sautoa said.

“Her power was deep and darker than any, but many came against her. If something of her remains, be it now or later, it will call out to Aeveam.” Evurn looked to Sautoa. “We both knew this. Lorlaam charged you with protecting her and preventing her from losing herself. Forcing her to remain here as a prisoner is not the way to deal with this.”

Sautoa began to pace, looking across the ocean. “Yes, I agree. But that island has not been traveled to in some time, a difficult place to find unless you know what to look for.”

“When I and Lorlaam came here before, it was not difficult. You know the way.”

Sautoa stared at Evurn, “Then, I wanted to help. Now, I’m not too sure. Why do you wish to go there?”

“Verit Gamblers of Aieclo.”

“I know not of these ‘Verit Gamblers.’ Aieclo is in ruins.”

“The ruins of Aieclo are on that island.”

“That island is not what it was. The Scourge Siren split that place with an eruption of lava. The great trees to the east are but skeletons. Only the southwest tip is believed to still be intact, protected by the magic of old.”

“Then that is where we will land.”

“Evurn,” Sautoa said, sitting down again, “taking her there could be a trigger that reverses everything. Is this what the Stormborn wants?”

“Valrin seeks to assist the elves of the South. A great evil, the ones of the vampire god of old have come upon the lands and summon a blight that saps the lands and brings destruction to the inhabitants of the realms.”

“My son fights in this war,” Fadis said. “I sought to help him, and in so, Valrin wishes to see my path through.”

“So, you seek this island to defeat these vampires? What could be there?”

“Assassins, shadow elves.”

“Shadow elves are to the southeast of here.”

“You know I cannot go there,” Evurn said.

Sautoa glared at Evurn. “One must face their old fears at some time. But I see, you seek these assassins?”

“Yes.”

“I will prepare the observatory. I will also tend to Aeveam. The others will be eating. Join them, rest, and then as night takes the ocean, we will meet in the observatory.

Sautoa departed, leaving Evurn and Fadis.

“I knew you had a past. I just didn’t know exactly what that was,” Fadis said.

“Do not worry of me, Ranger. I assist the Stormborn, and by my reckoning, one of these crazy fiasco quests will take my life, and I will forever not worry of what I run from.”

“Will you never return home?”

“My island? I sure as the seas hope so, but no, the Shadowlands are no home to me nor would I ever consider that place a home. My story is not simply one as yours. I run from much more than a king who wishes me dead.”

While they both joined the others to eat, it was the sudden awakening of Aeveam a bit later that stirred them from their meal.

“I am sorry,” she said to Evurn.

He embraced her. “It is what it is now. I had done my part to protect you as your father wanted.”

“I spoke with Sautoa. I am fine now. Troubled, yes, but do not fear. I have control of my own mind in this.”

“I am here to keep my oath to your father. I will always protect you, Aeveam. Even before my time under Valrin, my task has been to protect you.”

Aeveam smiled. “Sautoa awaits us. He said the observatory is ready.”

They ascended a large circular flight of stairs just behind the main entryway, climbing up several levels and to the peak of the wind temple of Swia. It was here they saw a grand statue at the top of the stairs. Emerging into a massive room, they looked through the columns to the skies that surrounded the mountain.

“The statue is Swia,” Aeveam said. “This is the place Dimn came upon the pinnacle of the mountain and told him to find this temple.”

Fadis noticed the statue had the imagery of an elf with a staff of what appeared to be a whirlwind in his right hand and a glowing orb in his left.

“This way,” Aeveam said.

She took them to the right to another large room visible through the columns, and up another large stairwell that jutted out over the island itself. Great torches lit their path forward, and through two large silver doors, they proceeded to a large open courtyard with a stone obelisk at the center of a snow-covered floor.

The air around them was frigid. Sautoa waited for them, his arms crossed.

As Fadis and the others stepped onto the snow-covered floor, the ground around them began to glow. The obelisk at the center began to glow faintly before ripples of energy shot from the tip of the obelisk to the columns around them, each glowing and vibrating with a melodic sound.

“This place was a gift from the gods. Though the place was already a holy one for viewing and tracking the stars,” Sautoa began, “it is the structures around you that make it an observatory in more ways than you yet know. I believe Captain Valrin and his crew shall recognize some of this.” The obelisk shot light through the snow on the ground as Valrin and the others stood on what was an elevated platform that overlooked the area of the obelisk. 

Fadis looked up as a green ribbon of the polar lights rippled across the sky above them.

“At one time, we of the temple only looked above. While it still is important to remember the gods of the North and their guidance in our daily lives, it is not a place in the stars that we must chronicle this night” Sautoa said, pointing at the snowy ground before them, “you wish to find a voyaging path that is not as typical ships go.”

On the ground before them, the image of a massive island appeared, just as it would have from the deck of the Aela Sunrise. The island itself had a massive volcanic crater in its center, with two lakes on either side of the crater. One lake burned with fire. The other was dark and cold. Most of what could be seen on the island was ashen and shadowy, but there was one region to the southwest where it appeared the light remained.

“The Delkians remain,” Evurn said.

“It does seem,” Sautoa said. “But nothing is sure until you get there. Others know the ways, and have since the times of the scourge. There is much treasure hidden on the island, and plenty brave enough to attempt to find it. Now, the path there.”

They now saw an image from much higher. Sautoa opened a jar he had been hiding in his hands.

“Ocean souls,

Lost to fire

and ice.

Unite with light of heaven’s tears,

show us the way

from the memories of years.”

 

Sautoa blew the dust from the jar across the floor where the obelisk’s light showed them the image they saw. He looked up to the stars, and the polar lights seemed to twist in a circle, encasing certain stars in several spots. Their light grew brightly, and upon the ground, several stars appeared along the image.

“This ash, taken from those lost at sea and in the cold of the winter, is blessed by the gods to show safe passage to a place most difficult to get to. The currents around that island shift and turn, making any set path that directly proceeds toward it difficult. This path takes you north of the island. You’ll be brought along the coast, and as we have seen, you should seek the Delkians, a peaceful bit of tiny folk, inhabitants of the island and left to their solitude until the occupation by the Scourge Siren. It is them I deem you seek out if you are to find what you seek of Aieclo.”

“Why do we not seek Aieclo?” Valrin asked.

“The shadow elves we met before stated Aieclo was where they were.”

“Aieclo is destroyed,” Evurn said. “It was a Dwemhar city once on this island but lost even before the island became the stronghold of the Scourge Queen. It was a city powered by the eternal fires beneath the island. Its towers were beacons upon the mountain ranges. Their power shielded it from all that would come against it, and while some of those beacons remain, most were destroyed by the time of the Scourge Queen. A long, forgotten time that even I do not know of. The Delkians are peaceful people, once much more plentiful, but friendly to those who are friendly to them. I knew their chief from my time when I went there before.”

“So, we sail north from here and let the currents take us along the western edge?” Valrin asked.

“You will proceed through the straits of the jagged peaks, a dueling place of ancient creatures. Their bones stick up from the ocean floor, massive towers of glacial ice encasing bone. From there, you will proceed east. A most perilous route, but your ship is beyond most.”

The obelisk darkened, and Sautoa closed his eyes, lifting his hands to the sky.

“Gods of the North, watch over this crew. May the lights of Wura give you comfort, and may Dimn fill your sails and push you toward your end goals.”

“Thank you, Sautoa,” Evurn said. “We can rest on the way, but I do deem we set sail immediately.”

Sautoa looked at Aeveam. “I do wish you’d consider not going,” he told her. “But I know you. You have your father’s will, his zeal, and in truth, your mother’s determination. As I told you when I told you of your parents for the first time, no one person determines your path. You are a guardian of the seas, sailing under the foretold Stormborn. You are not the conqueror and tormentor that was your mother. Embrace that and secure your path to your destiny, for I do not see you dying upon these seas or the islands to the north, nor do I see you taking the path that your mother did. But you will be tested.”

Evurn placed his hand on her back. “And I’ll be here to guide you as your father would have wanted.”

Fadis was surprised by the empathy he was seeing from Evurn. With all his prejudices against his own people, not to mention others, with his darker love of that which would make others squirm, he deeply cared for Aeveam.

“I am ready,” Aeveam said. “I must not allow my fear to control me. I must honor my father and Evurn’s strife to protect me,” she said, looking at Evurn. “They faced their fears, assailed the island fortress of the Scourge Siren, and pulled me from my death."

“And I’d do it again,” Evurn said. “But that place is more a crypt than anything else at this point. So it should remain. We shall seek those needed by the people to the south. We thank you, Sautoa, for what you’ve done for us.”

As the group began to depart, heading for the docks, Fadis and Kirla hung back with Aeveam.

“You have seemed more troubled even though you are better,” Kirla said. “I do not know you as the others have, but I have seen a change in you. I may not have Evurn’s powers, but anyone of the crew who needs my sword will have it.”

“Thank you, Kirla. It was fate that drew us upon the shore in Taria to come upon you, Rilr, and your father. The workings of the gods know more than we do. Perhaps this was truly fate. Fadis seems to like having you around, so that is good. He was grumpy before.”

As Aeveam walked ahead of them, exiting the temple, Fadis and Kirla awkwardly walked beside one another, not talking. Fadis glanced over to her and noticed she had a small smile, but she looked at him and closed her eyes as she then changed her expression and hit him in the shoulder.

“You just need a strong person to push you around.” 

She began to laugh, and he grabbed her arm, pulling her into him and embracing her. He held her, his heart racing, but he felt a chill roll over his entire body that was not from the cold air of outside. She was tense at first, but then, she relaxed, falling into his arms.

He felt as if all his past transgressions vanished. The sorrow he had carried with him fled, and as he looked in her eyes, her determined glance she held at most times fell away. For a moment, they both felt a peace unlike either of them had felt in some time.

“Let’s go,” he said at last, a breath of relaxation exhaled.

She smiled at him, and they continued to the ship.

“Braei, let’s assure that crystal is free of ice,” Valrin said, pointing to one of the crystals on the front of the ship.

“How did this happen?” she said, using a small blade to knock the ice from one of the deck crystals that ran along the rails.

“It is colder now,” Evurn said. “It will likely be even colder in the place we go to.”

“How can it be colder?” Evri asked. “This entire place is frozen! How can it actually get any colder?”

“It isn’t called the Glacial Seas for its warm, sunny beaches,” Fadis teased.

Sautoa and several other monks came with large coats.

“Take these,” Sautoa said as the monks handed them down to Fadis and Kirla, who were closest to the docks. “They are made of dragon hide with phoenix feathers. They shall keep you warm in cold places and be as armor when foul things come against you.”

“A phoenix?” Kirla asked. “I had heard such creatures were not real.”

“Phoenixes live in volcanoes,” Evurn said. “Quite a real creature, and an angry one if not shone proper respect. They care little for anything beyond themselves, quite an annoying bird. Some would say they’re worse than dragons.”

“That’s hard to believe,” Fadis said.

“Let’s just avoid dragons and phoenixes,” Evri said. “Such creatures do not fare well for those in a ship like this, not to mention larger ships.”

“You have a non-believer,” Sautoa said to Valrin.

“He will learn in time,” Valrin said.

“Take care during your passage north,” Sautoa said. “The seas were home to giants, and some giants may still remain, but perhaps the cold will keep them from awakening still. It is said that only great fire or magic is capable of waking the sleeping beasts, but the seers of old histories have been wrong before.”

Evri seemed shocked, but Fadis and Valrin both laughed.

Evurn bowed to Sautoa. “We thank you for all your assistance.”

“As any old friend would do, I pray again that Dimn watches over you, and may Etha protect you as she has many times when needed by the heroes of the North.”

The mooring lines were thrown off the docks, and the Aela Sunrise drifted away. Valrin raised the sails and turned the ship to the right. He would pass around the edge of the island and then turn them north.

Fadis went to Valrin, looking back to those of Swia as he handed a coat to Valrin and donned his own.

“Quite warm,” Valrin said.

“Indeed!”

“I got some coffee from the monks,” Braei said. “Dwarven traders still come this way, or so they say.”

“Rortho may still be around,” Fadis said.

“Rortho?” Evri asked. “The dwarven Hammersong? I know that one.”

“Yes, he helped us greatly against the Barb King. It was shortly after our first time here.”

“I believe the once-King of Saelmark had an audience with him. He was an ‘upstanding dwarf by dwarven standards,’ as he called him.”

“Rortho and his Hammersongs saved our lives,” Fadis said. “I had hope he’d escaped the terror that was the island of the Barb King. When did you see him?”

“Sometime before you arrived. He came by sea, as did you. Was headed to Cyr, I believe.”

“That’d be someone we’d want on our side,” Valrin said.

“Let’s pray he still is after everything that has transpired so far,” Kirla said.

They were headed north, the island of Swia falling out of view as Valrin kept a strong northern heading. He remembered the last time he left Swia, the crystal caves, and even the first good captain he met, Edanos of the Truest Bliss. He wished Edanos could see what he was doing now. The Aela Sunrise cut across the slightly choppy waters with ease, moving through several ice flows, and with the moon above them still crowned in several ribbons of the polar lights, he exhaled the cold air, warm in his coat of phoenix and dragon. He wondered why they had not given these coats the first time they came through.

Fadis had gone below deck. Everyone, for the most part, was lying down, even after drinking the coffee Braei had made. He couldn’t sleep. He looked over to Evri, happy to have his son with them, and then looked to Kirla and simply smiled.

He went to go back above deck, and Rasi coiled on top of Evurn's legs and hissed at him as he went to go up the stairs.

“What?”

The snake struck just where he was about to put his hand, and bit into a stowaway spider that made a nice nighttime snack for the snake.

“Ha, well, I hope you enjoyed it.”

As the snaked finished its tiny morsel of a midnight meal, Fadis stepped aboard the deck. He glanced over at Valrin, the stalwart captain who had barely changed his gaze off the horizon as he guided the ship. The fact he needed no sleep while at the helm was something Fadis still found strange. As Fadis glanced around their surroundings and the vastness of the northern seas, he walked up to the helm.

“Evurn says we will most likely be seeing the rising sun before we come to the place of monsters, and to that, he said not to worry.”

Fadis laughed. “Well, as much as he does not like to admit it, he has quite the experience fighting beasts. It doesn’t surprise me.”

“It feels so much better to be off the land,” Valrin said. “I had nearly forgotten the sheer thrill of being on the wide-open Glacial Seas, but this will always beat being on land.”

Fadis just saw this as a means to the end of their journey now, Kirla and his journey. He hadn’t thought about the Stormborn tasks or the Aela Sunrise, only helping Evri kill the king before, and finding his son before that. Now his mind was on finding these assassins and getting back to Saelmark.

He glanced at the young boy Valrin, seeing such a vast difference between Evri and him. Evri, under the elven trees, had grown more than he would have and looked closer to his mid-to-late twenties, Valrin remained that as he was, a child in Fadis’s eyes. A child who was the captain of perhaps the most important vessel of the age, with a task given to him by the ancient Dwemhar to protect the seas against a greater threat, and not to sail south and nearly be killed by dwarves.

He was torn thinking of his exact next path. He didn’t even know for sure of where they sailed to. All these other thoughts were worthless to him right now, so he put them far from his mind. They had to find the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo. That was all he knew for sure now.

Though Valrin, of course, stayed at the helm, Fadis went below deck. Sleep was warranted, and even though he did not do much to become more tired, his eyes were heavy.

 

*****

 

He awoke to hear Evurn’s voice above deck and the ship rolling to the right. The others had awoken too, but none had jumped up. They were now, with Fadis, emerging atop the deck first.

Massive monoliths of black and silver stone rose up like teeth from beneath the waves. Fadis glanced around them and saw hundreds of the stone pillars.

“These are the bones of long-dead titans,” Evurn said. “We should all be happy they are dead. At least, I hope they are all dead."

 

 

Part Three: Titans

 

Icy water broke across the deck, sending pieces of ice rolling from one side to the next. The Aela Sunrise jerked from one extreme to the next, just missing several jagged spikes of bone and ice. Fadis gripped the center mass as Evurn stood beside Valrin. Aeveam, Kirla, Braei, and Evri emerged on deck.

“I have never seen such strange formations,” Evri said just before Valrin wheeled left, throwing all of them to grab something to steady themselves. 

“These are bones,” Fadis said. “These creatures fought one another to the death, and this is all that remains.”

“Is that what happened, Ranger?” Evurn laughed. “No, most of these creatures were defeated in battle with the heroes of old, or perhaps it was a game of the gods, and we simply see the mess we left.”

“Gods have time to kill for fun?” Braei asked.

“The gods have time for whatever they want unless it is actually to be useful, in most cases,” Evurn said.

“Yes, I can say little of the gods, but Etha is why we are alive.”

“Etha is one of the few who does act, sometimes at seemingly random times,” Evurn said.

“Etha blesses the elves,” Evri told her. “We are taught from a young age the prayers to the goddess. She will watch over us through these straits.”

“Etha can watch over what she wishes,” Evurn said. “Aside from saving both Aeveam and me from what befell the city of the vampires, Etha had a direct hand in the island of Aieclo. One day, her interventions in the affairs of the living realm will be her downfall.”

“She is actually who caused the destruction?” Aeveam asked.

“Some, mostly in the northern part of the island. The Scourge Siren did enough on her own.”

Aeveam glanced down. “My mother, you mean.”

“Sure, she carried you, and for a time, you were in her presence. Hardly a mother. You can create a child, and your actions can mean you are no more than an animal, creating life and then abandoning it to the wolves. Hardly a mother, more of an animal.”

Aeveam fell into deep thought, staring outward. Fadis was no Dwemhar, but he could tell Aeveam felt something beyond Evurn’s words.

The ship passed through the walls of a chest cavity. The ribs of some monstrous creature passed on either side of them, and the water was mostly calm in this stretch of ocean. Fadis glanced over, seeing several of the ribs cracked in a swathe that went from one part of the creature to the end of it. Several bones, now covered in ice, were obviously broken from the rest of the creature.

As they emerged on the other side of the creature, they came to the calm waters of what appeared to be a cove. To their sides, they could see the walls of bones and ice that kept the rougher sea from this patch of water.

Evurn walked down from the helm, pushing past those on the deck and looking out from the front of the ship. “This is not a place we should be,” he said. “We must turn back. There is no path from these waters.”

Valrin turned the vessel, making for the open path once again, just for a blast of cold air to rush over them, pulling the ship away from the passage. A maelstrom began to spin beneath them. 

The Aela Sunrise lurched sideways, and the ship fought Valrin.

Braei ran up to the wheel, and the two of them forced the direction of the vessel, breaking from the maelstrom but moving more into the calm waters.

Valrin jerked his sight back and forth. “Evurn, do you see a way out?”

“No, we’ll need to make our own.”

“Just what I was thinking.” 

Valrin engaged the many crystals along the ship, and the Aela Sunrise shot across the water. He turned to the east, forcing his heading toward one of the walls of bone. Something struck beneath them, cutting their momentum and sending the back end of the ship out of the water. Valrin turned the wheel again, aiming for the eastern wall.

“We’ll get to the icy barrier and melt it. That seems the best idea at the moment.”

They struck something again. This time, the ship was not just turned from its heading but picked up from the water and moved across the surface. They were now facing the wrong way. Valrin turned the vessel. They were just across the middle of the calm waters, but bubbles rose around them.

“Braei, Aeveam, join me in discouraging any dirty tentacles from gripping our ship. I think I know what this is,” Evurn shouted.

Evurn went to the edge of the ship and angled his staff downward. He sent a blast of energy, and Fadis felt something bump on the hull beneath his feet.

“Here!” Braei shouted. She sent a bolt of lightning into the water just as Aeveam did the same from another part of the ship.

Valrin kept their heading the same but was watching around them. Kirla and Fadis drew their bows back and sent arrows into what they could see just beneath the surface of the water.

Aeveam and Braei both sent their spells into the water again. A moment later, the ship struck something again. This time, the vessel was forced out of the water. The aft of the ship was suspended upward, and Kirla, Aeveam, and Braei rolled down to the front of the ship, nearly through the railings, but then they were released. The Aela Sunrise crashed back down.

Evurn had been holding on to a center column and quickly went to the edge.

Fadis ran over to him with Kirla. Multiple tentacles moved up the side of the ship.

“Is this an actual sea monster?”

“Worse. It beat the others around us. This is no mere sea monster.”

The tentacles rose like high walls, blocking the sight of the sea on the side of the ship.

Fadis drew his sword, running toward one of the tentacles and cutting into it. Kirla sent several arrows into it, but beyond a now-bleeding tentacle, they were not able to break through.

“Into the water,” Braei said, sending her attacks from the other side. “A Kraken has a mouth beneath the surface. Let’s teach this creature why you do not mess with the Aela Sunrise!”

Aeveam and Braei began sending their chain lightning attacks into the water, and Aeveam even sent a blast of Dwemhar energy, sending a shock wave into the depths.

“This is a titan, not a Kraken. No squid becomes the champion in these waters,” Evurn said. “Valrin! Angle the weapons of the ship! Burn this beast!”

Valrin reached for the crystal levers, adjusting the one until the deck crystals began to spin. First, he sent a blast of fire from the side of the ship, cutting through the tentacles and causing the entire ship to lurch again. Then, the center mast of the ship glowed brightly. He sent another blast of energy into the water to their left, another attack into the creature where Aeveam and Braei’s attack had done little. This one shook the grip the many tentacles had on the ship. They were floating again.

Valrin engaged the ship’s energies. They moved forward. Fadis looked behind them at the mass of tentacles shaking in the water, and then, the creature vanished beneath the surface.

The Aela Sunrise made it near the barrier wall they had been headed to. Valrin engaged the ship’s weapons and sent several streams of fire into the ice, melting it with ease to the surprise of Evurn, who had kept bouncing between the sides of the ship, watching for the fiend they had somehow escaped before.

The ice gave way to bone, and they could see the sea beyond the place they were. Evurn, Aeveam, and Braei used their magic to further break a pathway through the ice and bone, and soon, they had a narrow passage.

“Go!” Braei shouted.

Valrin was already doing so, breaking through the last bit of ice on the surface of the water. They passed through the narrow path and made it to deeper waters. Fadis looked behind them. The ocean churned near the barrier where they had broken through.

“Keep heading east,” Evurn said. “We’ll catch the current that shall take us to our destination.”

Fadis looked out, seeing a large broken mountain rising out of the sea with smoke billowing from its center.

“Is that it?” Braei asked.

“Yes,” Aeveam answered before Evurn had time to even open his mouth. “That is what remains of Aieclo, home of the Scourge Siren.”

Her tone was flat and emotionless. Evurn stared at her but did not say anything.

“Keep well north of the island, but keep moving east,” Evurn said to Valrin. “The current that runs beside the island is swift, and you’ll know when we are upon it.”

The ship suddenly shifted across the water, moving south but then jerking back to the west. The stern pointed again at the waters of the titans.

“Is the current supposed to do that?” Kirla asked.

“That is not the current!” Valrin said.

The captain was right. Tentacles rose up along the rear of the ship now, reaching down toward the helm. Blasts of fire magic exploded behind Valrin, and both Kirla and Fadis charged upward, brandishing their blades. 

Magic exploded above them. Fadis hacked into one of the many tentacles as the crystals of the ship surged with energy. As more tentacles began to creep up either side of the boat, Valrin used the ship’s weapons to spew arcane fire at the beast. A large gelatinous bulb rose out of the sea to the right of the ship. At that moment, the tentacles became straight and ceased movement. Though the ones near the rear of the ship bubbled and bled from where Fadis and Kirla had cut into them, the creature was not attacking them as it was before.

The gelatinous bulb opened, and a face made of shells and several eyes looked at them.

“You are not dwarves,” it said.

“No, we seek passage to Aieclo.”

“Aieclo is nothing more than a ruin. Why go there? There are no dwarves there.”

“We do not seek dwarves,” Valrin said. “We seek others.”

“I am hungry for dwarves. I had thought only dwarves were able to mine through the wall of ice that surrounded my prison. But you are not dwarves?”

“No,” Valrin sad.

“If you’re wanting dwarves, I’m sure Rugag and his ilk are somewhere,” Fadis said.

“Head further into the Glacial Seas,” Aeveam said. “Somewhere, there are dwarves, if you actually don’t want to eat us, considering we are not dwarves.”

“Of course. It is not my place to anger the Scourge Siren. My apologies, Great One.”

The tentacles receded, the bulb where the face was hidden closed, and the titan vanished beneath the waters.

Aeveam turned away from the others. Evurn went to her, but she jerked away from him.

Fadis and Kirla both looked at Braei and then Valrin.

“Leave me!” Aeveam shouted out. 

“It senses your blood,” Evurn said. “You are not your mother!”

“Even the titan thinks I am!”

“Patience, Aeveam. Your mother was only a part of you. Your father was a good man and a powerful wizard. Do not confuse familiarity with destiny. Yes, your mother left her presence upon the hearts, minds, and memories of many. You even look as she did, if you must know, but you are not her.”

“Was she not Dwemhar?”

At this point, Valrin had already brought the vessel underway again, and the island was passing into view as the two of them went back and forth.

“Was she not a Dwemhar who ruled ruthlessly, bringing terror and bloodshed so horrible that even the shadow elves struggled to kill her? Evurn, I use both my powers, but when it is darkest, when one of us faces mortal danger and I fall into my most potent form, I am like her.”

“No!” Evurn shouted back. “You are not, for she would not have protected those around her! You do!” Evurn glanced around, looking at the cliffs. “We have time,” he said. “Come, Aeveam. Do you wish to see what she truly was? Do you wish to see the monster who betrayed her closest friends?”

Aeveam stuttered, not sure of what to say.

“Fadis, come,” Evurn said. 

“Are you not worried she will be weakened again?” Braei asked.

“She might, but I have far more worry of what could come in the state she throws herself at.”

Aeveam said nothing and sat down on the deck. Evurn and Fadis did the same, and once again, they bound their hands.

Fadis slowed his breathing, trying to do what the other two were doing. He closed his eyes and saw nothing, and then suddenly, he saw fire and ice.

 

“What are you doing? Where is she?”

Fadis only heard words at first, and then he saw both Evurn and Aeveam standing with him, looking at the doorway to a tower. To his left, there was a lake of ice, and to his right, a lake of fire.

“You have broken the land!” he heard.

Then, he saw Evurn, followed by Aeveam’s father.

Several females were before them. All wore black armor but no helmets. Their hair floated as if they were in the water, but it was the arcane winds they formed around themselves. Beyond them, another figure stood. She had blonde hair like Aeveam. He could not see her face, only glowing white eyes.

“Do you come against these new mothers? Their children sleep in safety within my tower. They have been roused from their beds because of you, Lorlaam, what suffering you cause this night.”

Lorlaam slammed his staff on the ground. Energy rippled around him and Evurn.

“I come for Aeveam! I will not let whatever you are doing here hurt her! The shadow elves have sought the high elves. They work together to bring you down! Do you not see the evil you do? What has happened to you?”

“What has happened?” she snarled. “What has happened is I have seen weaker races revolt against the powers of Aieclo. I created a utopia here, and now it is a waste of fire and ice!”

“You did that yourself,” Lorlaam said.

“No, I did not. Etha, the cursed god of the North, turned my island into a burning heap! I would face her myself if she’d show her face, but no, like all gods, she stays hidden away.”

“This is pointless,” the younger Evurn shouted. “What do you wish us to do? Just leave? Fine, we are taking the child. Then you can continue whatever madness you wish!”

“So simple?” she asked. “You’d allow me to live?”

“It is not my place to kill you. I’m here with Lorlaam to save his daughter.”

“She needs no saving. These women, my faithful servants, have found refuge here. They have no powers, yet they stand against two who do, stalwart and strong, knowing I protect them. You threaten their queen and their children! Who are the evil ones now?”

Lorlaam and Evurn’s plan was coming to fruition. Fadis noticed the half-orc emerging from the side of the bridgeway, having seemingly climbed down from some spot well before where he was now and making his way using the ledge on the side of the bridge.

The half-orc had two axes in hand. He crept carefully, moving behind Aeveam’s mother. 

One of the females struggled to stand. Her body trembled.

“You hide behind your slaves,” Lorlaam said. “You have these here to shield yourself!”

It was true. Fadis could tell that every time the younger Evurn or Lorlaam attempted to get a clear line of sight on Aeveam’s mother, the females before them blocked the way with their bodies.

“They should be resting, not called to arms at this late hour. This one has just had a child, a new sister to join our ranks. She has lost much blood. But there is no choice.”

“There is a choice!” Lorlaam said. “I will not have our daughter inducted into your cult! She is not just yours!”

The woman who was trembling, having recently given birth, fell to her knees.

“Get up!” Aeveam’s mother cursed.

The woman struggled to stand, blood running down her leg. “I . . . can’t!”

Lorlaam jumped into the gap, sending a blast of fire toward Aeveam’s mother, who shielded it in a shocking explosion.

She then reached out, drawing the sickened warrior to her feet, forcing her to stand.

“You must stand. You must give me further time! Do not make me strike down that which you hold sacred.”

Evurn and Lorlaam sent several blasts at the females, but their combined forms imbued with magic blocked the blasts.

Fadis saw the orc nearly upon Aeveam’s mother.

The female who had fallen once before trembled, collapsing completely. Evurn attacked this time, sending a blast of stone through the gap in those protecting her, though his attack was blocked and thrown back at him and Lorlaam. They brought forth wards and blocked the blast.

The woman who had collapsed was suddenly enveloped in white fire.

“Fail me and your life is forfeit!” Aeveam’s mother shouted out.

The half-orc leaped behind her, swinging his axe for her head. He landed the attack, but she had sensed him at just the last moment; his axe struck the side of her arm. She gushed blood from her wound and gripped the half-orc with her powers. Lorlaam and Evurn rushed forward. The two remaining females in black armor fell back to protect their queen, but their queen had other ideas. She reached out, sapping them of their energies and imbuing herself with power before levitating up into the air and turning as white light, moving to the pinnacle of the tower.

Evurn and Lorlaam assisted their half-orc companion and continued their pursuit.

Fadis saw blackness, and then he was on the deck of the ship again.

Aeveam was crying.

“You. Are. Not. Her,” Evurn said, emphasizing each word. “We did find children in that tower, and a newborn. They were dead. Killed by your mother to accent her own power. How are you and her alike? Do not let these thoughts plague your mind and pull you to unwise decisions. You are not her, and you never will be. Embrace the teachings of your childhood. Embrace what your father did to assist this crew! Do not fall into fear.”

The jeering and grumpy talk of the shadow elf had faded away. Like a father speaking to his daughter, Evurn then embraced Aeveam. He looked past her, to the cliffs, and then to Valrin.

 

Part Four: Forest Folk

 

The high cliffs that made up the border that surrounded the island of Aieclo were nothing for the thick plume of smoke rolling from the interior of the island over the ocean. Like a black fog, it was thick and blotted out the sun. The sky was red and smelled strongly of the most disgusting stench any of them had smelled in some time.

“I’d rather smell rotting corpses,” Braei said.

“Really, rotting?” Kirla asked.

“It’s better, and at least I know what it is.”

“It is sad that this place was fractured,” Evurn said. “At one time, it was a great island of ruins, with lush woods surrounding a massive lake. It was wild, untamed, something left by the Dwemhar even before they ascended. There were many rumors as to why they left this city, but most circled back to the fact that this place was a natural place, a home for their experiments in an open natural arena, or so the stories were.”

Valrin guided the ship through a passage where a large rock stood on the outside of what appeared to be a collapsed land bridge.

“These ruins,” Evurn said. “One of the old towers that encircled the island. We are close to the Delkian abode.”

As Evurn said this, Fadis caught sight of a large tower, slender, silver, and not like the elven towers back in Saelmark. The tower itself rose high above the peaks of the nearby mountains and had a glowing silver orb at the peak of a spike of crystal.

“These towers once encircled the island, but the eruptions, thought present even before the Scourge Siren, fractured the underground systems that helped power them.”

“I had thought my mother was who brought forth the volcano’s power?”

“She used it to destroy the southern portion of the island. Now, a great desert is there. When she used her spells and hellfire to scorch that land, my kind had a great army at camp there. They were all destroyed before they could retreat to their ships.”

Fadis was standing by Valrin, so when both of them saw the green trees in the distance, they looked at one another in surprise.

“All this barren rock and now this?” Valrin asked.

“Protected region,” Evurn said. “The Delkians were a hard-won friendship that Lorlaam obtained. It seemed that our arrival that time coincided with the mating period for reptilian creatures that inhabit the land and had taken to eating the Delkians. We defended them, chased off the beasts, and won, well . . .”

“Won what?” Valrin asked.

“Godhood.”

“Godhood? These creatures think you and your friend were gods?” Kirla asked.

“It worked for the time.”

“So, should we expect any issues from the long hiatus their deity has had from their lands?” Fadis joked.

“Perhaps, but I bring more gods this time.”

“Looks like I got a promotion from captain to god.”

The region of the Delkians was heavily wooded, and the coastline softened from the heavy and high cliffs that were present up until now to much lower rocky regions and the start of several flat beaches with blackened sand. Valrin guided the ship around several rocky outcroppings, and they came to a natural harbor with a quiet cove and a rocky dock where they would be able to tie off. There was a large grassy knoll surrounded by the expansive woods that beckoned them with shadowy trees but no signs of life.

“Evurn, is this it?” Fadis asked.

“Yes, it is. But there is no one here like before.”

Fadis noticed several small huts and fish-drying racks along the water, but they were falling apart. Even from afar, the shacks were not livable by any means. 

As the Aela Sunrise came to rest against the dock, Braei was the first to disembark and tie off the ship. She looked toward the woods as the others joined them.

“A strange place,” Evri said. “The woods look older than Varmark. The trees, I sense they have a story to tell of strange times and dark presences.”

“High elves,” Evurn growled. “Evri, I know you were raised by them, but we don’t need that kind of talk. These trees are old, but that’s it. No purpose in getting to know them as a friend. Trees like this kind hide all sorts of foul things.”

“But what are we actually looking for?” Valrin asked. “What are Delkians?”

“They’re small, like children. Watch out for their spears. They must be in the woods.” He began to walk ahead of the rest. “Come on.”

They followed Evurn up the grassy knoll and into the trees. While at first, it seemed just like a forest with nothing out of the ordinary, they did find a well-trodden path and a passage that went deeper into the trees. There were several large stones placed one on top of the other on either side of the road, and Evurn stopped as he reached it. He lifted his staff, and the others around went for their weapons, but he waved them off.

“I have returned after many years to ensure my people are safe, to ensure no ill will has befallen the good Delkians of Aieclo!” He cast a spell of light into the trees before them. 

For several moments, he just held up his staff. Fadis wasn’t sure what he expected, but then, Fadis caught sight of something, a mere glimpse of shadow from the trees in the distance. Several shadows now, in fact.

“We mean you no harm,” Evurn said. “You may come out from the dark places.”

There were several small flashes, and then spells of ice came at them from several directions. Evurn was the first to craft a ward, but Braei and Aeveam did as well, bringing shimmering shields up to block them. The blasts of magic were small, insignificant by Aeveam and Braei’s standards. Evurn slammed the end of his staff on the ground, sending out a shockwave that rattled the branches and bushes around them. Several small creatures scurried away from them.

Fadis caught a full glance at one of them. It looked like a child but with more defined features that were not soft, but angled and aged, clearly not a child but something else.

A tiny voice suddenly spoke as a Delkian dropped from the trees above them, suspended by a small rope.

“God-Evurn, you return to us,” the Delkian said.

“Ah, yes,” Evurn said. “I do. Tell me, is your master well?”

“Leb says none are permitted this way. We have already sent word to him that strangers have come, and you bring many here we do not know. Where is God-Lorlaam?”

There was a bit of silence, but then Valrin spoke. “He is away. He could not come.”

“Are you gods?”

“No,” Evurn said. “They are my humble servants.”

Fadis laughed under his breath.

The Delkian swung to a tree just near Fadis and pointed a spear at him. “You insult God-Evurn?”

“Calmness, friend,” Evurn said. “He is a new servant. He still has not held his tongue as he should.”

“Delkians will cut it out for you. Then you can hold it for him.”

“No, no. That would not be necessary,” Evurn said, waving his hand. “But tell me, will Leb see us now?”

“He will. Please, come with me.”

The Delkian stared at Fadis for a few moments and then jumped back to his rope before swinging down to the path. The Delkian who had greeted them, if one could call it a greeting, suddenly had several other Delkians emerging from the bushes along the road.

Fadis noticed that while they were no more than around two times the height of a barn cat, they were very slender and wore green tunics fastened with a belt of tree bark. Their spears were double their height with black tips, likely forged from the very stone of the mountains around them. But some of them had not spears but simple wooden staffs of about the same size.

The Delkians led them down a path that crossed over a trickling stream, and they came to an area of trees with many small huts like that which was by the beach, but these were not abandoned. Built upon a large stone that overlooked the river, the home of the Delkians rose into the trees. There were several dozen Delkians standing outside their homes. Most of them had spears, and others hid in the shadows, unsure of what to make of the arrival of so many strangers in their woods. It was not long before the “God-Evurn” was spotted.

“Hail, God-Evurn! He has returned after so long!”

Several drums in the trees began to play a melody as at least three figures dressed in full costumes of leaves began dancing in a circle before Evurn. Fadis noticed these creatures had several small snakes also dancing with them.

“Hmph,” Evurn said, scratching his chin and looking back to the others. “These here are me, or their representation of Rasi and me.”

At that moment, Rasi jumped down from Evurn’s robes, and the Delkians nearest to Evurn groveled in worship. Rasi remained still as several Delkians brought offerings of berries and maimed bugs. Rasi ignored the fruit but enjoyed the bugs.

“God-Evurn,” a Delkian suddenly shouted out.

Evurn looked up to one of the trees to find a Delkian with a full headdress of bones.

“Leb, I see you are well.”

“We are. You come at a time of reckoning. We had long feared the eruption of the island, and you come at the time after many days and nights of prayers, but I do not see the other with you.”

“Lorlaam was—” Evurn paused. “Lorlaam was unable to come.”

“Much sadness. I had indeed hoped both our gods would return to us. It will take many ships to get our people to safety, and no vessels we have created have survived leaving the island.”

“You intend to leave?”

“Aieclo quakes. The great volcano has awakened and is furious. Our shamans tell us we must be on guard of the fires that come. Many have cried out in prayer for you and your companion to return. You bring us hope.”

“Is there somewhere private we can speak, Leb?” Evurn said.

“We shall ascend to Crown Rock. There, like before, we will be before the Greater Deities, and we can speak as you wish.”

 

Crown Rock was the highest point of the stone fortress that made up the Delkians’ home. The path up was simple enough, but to the Delkians looking, it must have been like literal giants were ascending the rocks of their home.

While overall, the place they went to was not that high, they were well above the village and could see the other side of the village that went down the other side of the rock. In total, Fadis guessed there were around two hundred Delkians, from what he could see. There were several burrows into the dirt with small torches in the distance and other Delkians there.

“Your servant is curious,” Leb said to Evurn.

“He is. They all are. They have never seen those like you or your people.”

“Our village is your home for as long as you need it, Evurn. We shall make a grand place for both you and the revered Rasi. We shall make a spot in the woods near the stream for the others. But you, God-Evurn, you shall have our most comfortable burrow!”

Evurn smiled. “I am much pleased, and I do worry about your volcano. I will see more of what troubles the island, but I have come here seeking passage from this place into the north.”

“Why did you come here? Could you not simply go there? Surely you can fly over the mountains?”

“I wished to come here first. I do not care to fly. Do you remember before? When we came through, we could not fly then to our destination.”

“Yes, but that was because of the Scourge Siren. She would have killed you, be you a god or not.”

Fadis looked over to Aeveam, who was staring at the ground and closed her eyes for a moment.

“But she is no more. Do you mean she has returned? Is that why the mountains are angry with fire and smoke?” Leb asked.

“I do not know what has started the eruption. Is the eastern road the only way open? Or is the way to the north open?”

“All ways are open,” Leb said, spinning in a circle with his hands out, “but it is the Shadow Runner who guards those paths. You must not anger him. Strangers, strangers from the desert came to the eastern pass. The Shadow Runner turned them into bleeding skeletons and hung them from the trees.”

“Shadow Runner?” Evurn asked.

“A benevolent demon,” Leb said. “Not like you or Lorlaam or your companions here. It does not talk to us. Only watches from the shadows. It does not harm us. It is the master of the mountains. It rides a great lizard.”

“Like the ones from before?” Evurn asked.

“Yes and no. This one serves the Shadow Runner. They are one and the same, and where one is, the other will surely be.”

“Does it not let any through?” Fadis asked.

“God-Evurn’s servant, no. But Delkians do not need to leave our home. Only since the volcano have we sought to sail away. Now, we will be safe.”

“Your god needs time to speak with the servants. Please leave us, Leb.”

Leb bowed and backed away before quickly descending back to the village.

“I did not know we had a god among us!” Braei joked. “Oh, great Evurn, show us your powers.”

“I will eat you, Rusis.” Evurn was not in a mood to be teased. “Whatever this Shadow Runner is, we’ll deal with it. We take what is called the northern gate.” Evurn pointed over the trees. “Do you see the towers, just visible from here?”

Fadis could see several splinters of silver reaching into the sky.

“Dwemhar devices, old, still functioning, but part of the old defenses of Aieclo. They are why this place is as you see it, green and full of life. No other place on this island is as this. The eruption of the volcano is most unfortunate, but I do feel something spurs it that way.”

“Aside from the Shadow Runner,” Fadis said, “what of the people it killed? How many people are here?”

“Traders from the Shadowlands and other places likely coming here for adventure or what treasure they can find. There are old ruined cities if one knows where to look. A worse scenario is that some lunatic of an elf or dwarf has set up settlements in this place.”

“Were none left alive once my mother fell?”

“None that we knew of. But we also were not here for her fall. That was sometime after we saved you. If these Verit Gamblers are here, they must be here to hide.”

“What do you actually know of them?” Valrin asked.

“Nothing, other than there were a few calling themselves that when I was still in the Shadowlands. They tried killing the high king of the time. It worked as well as you’d suspect, and the one or two who survived escaped. Back then, they had some grand ideal. Now, it seems it is nothing but how many coins you can offer or promise.”

“I wonder who paid them to go against the Barb King?” Fadis asked.

“I do not know. Perhaps the dwarves themselves? There is a chance. Anyway, we go north. We’ll watch out for this Shadow Runner and deal with it if we must. I know the way north.”

“How do you know that is where the Verit Gamblers are?”

“I don’t, but these Delkians would not know either. There is no reason to go east. Only the desert is that way, and I know there were settlements north of here. Plus, I do not wish to go near the interior of the island.” 

Evurn had stopped looking at the others and now stared at Aeveam.

“Come,” he said, standing up. “They have the most wonderful tea here. We should have some before we leave.”

Fadis noticed Aeveam stood up but did not stop staring off. As they climbed down, Leb met them in their descent.

“We shall have some of your tea,” Evurn said. “My servants and I.”

“Most wonderful!” Leb said. “We already went about preparing you some. We have made quite a large pot, but we think it will be just enough for you and some of the others.”

The Delkians gathered around them as they walked. Rasi, now covered in multiple brightly colored leaves, sat beside a small fire with several captured mice in cages set before the serpent.

“Do not work too hard, my friend,” Evurn said.

Rasi did not even look up, and now several Delkians stroked it.

They walked to an area where a large fire, by Delkians standard, burned with a kettle of normal size suspended above it.

“My old kettle,” Evurn said.

“Yes.” Leb pointed. “We have kept it for many years, awaiting your return!”

The top of the kettle was open, and Delkians filled it with herbs of a random assortment.

“Will the ship be safe here?” Valrin asked.

“None come this way,” Evurn said.

“Some come this way,” Leb replied. “It was why we abandoned our homes there.”

“Who came?”

“Dark men, strange men. The Shadow Runner stopped them.”

“Then we should secure the ship,” Evurn said.

Valrin nodded. “I’ll go.”

Braei followed him.

“Much has changed here,” Evurn said. “Before, no strangers came this way.”

“If it were not for the benevolent demon, I’d be very worried for our people. We honor the demon as much as we can,” Leb said. “We constructed several effigies in its honor, placing them in the woods past our borders. We do not know if it likes them, but anything to make our thanks known.”

After some time, they were served the tea in wooden bowls. Valrin and Braei returned, each taking their tea.

Fadis noticed the tea was very sweet.

“Still nectar of the bats?”

“Indeed,” Leb said. “Their droppings are quite the sweetener.”

Both Fadis and Kirla began coughing and spitting.

“Your servants are unwell,” Leb said. “Shall we bleed them?”

Evurn looked to Valrin, who was not swayed in drinking the tea made with bat droppings. Evurn snickered. “No. For now, we leave them be.”

Evurn was red in the face, and Kirla rubbed her tongue with a leaf.

“They are most strange,” Leb said.

“I thank you for the honor your people have shown to me and my servants,” Evurn said. “I will look into this eruption in time and will see what can be done.”

“We of the Delkians thank you,” Leb said.

They finished their tea and prepared to leave.

“Come, Rasi, enough being pampered,” Evurn said.

Rasi was not quick to leave his spot of honor but slowly slithered to catch up with them.

“Follow this road,” Leb said. “It goes north, and you will see one of the effigies of the Shadow Runner. I do wish you luck with it. It has faithfully guarded our woods for some time, but none save us have ever lived in its presence.”

Evurn nodded. “Your god thanks you.”

As they began down the path, leaving the Delkians and their village behind, Valrin laughed.

“That is the strangest I have ever seen you act,” he said. “For someone who detests the gods, you play your part as one quite well.”

“I at least care something for those beneath me, as it were.”

“So, you mean to help them with the volcano?” Kirla asked.

“I don’t know. Their shamans get high on herbs and then see all manners of things, but I cannot ignore the eruption around us. We shall see, after we get through the mountains and find the Verit Gamblers and avoid whatever guards these lands.”

“This was not something here your first time here?” Fadis asked. 

“No, there was nothing like that here then.”

The road they took turned much rockier and began upward into the mountains before them. They ascended, leaving the lower woodlands behind them. The way was strenuous, and even though Fadis had more experience than most in the woods, they were near climbing the mountain itself as the path gave way to a slop of large rocks, and one slip would send them rolling back all the way to the forest beneath them.

“If lava breached these mountains, it would be an easy slope for it to reach the Delkians,” Braei said.

Evurn didn't respond to her. Fadis noticed that though the shadow elf kept his attention ahead of him, Aeveam had spoken very little thus far, and her quietness seemed to disturb him.

“Where is the border to their land?” Kirla asked.

They came up to a slope in which once Evurn was up it, he turned to help pull up the others. As they looked around at the edge of a tree line, Kirla had her answer. The greenness faded away, and now staring at the red-rock mountains before them, they were met by an ominous construct.

It was the effigy made by the Delkians. It was nearly twice as tall as Fadis, who was the tallest of their companions. A mixture of tree bark and limbs with many leaves to fill in the form of its body, it had smashed berries that made up its eyes and face. It seemed to be dripping with blood, though it was actually the berries, and fruit flies buzzed around its head. In its hands were the bones of woodland creatures of some kind.

“Their demon,” Valrin said.

“Quite a creature. Tall, very tall,” Kirla said.

“Perhaps it is that big, or maybe the Delkians just think it is,” Braei suggested.

“A being that rips apart other beings and has a reptilian friend,” Evurn said. 

“What?” Fadis asked, seeing Evurn looking around them as if searching.

“Nothing, not yet, at least. Come, we will begin through the pass. There is no other way through these mountains, not unless you want a steeper journey.” He then leaned into Fadis’s ear. “Watch the shadows. We are not alone.”

Fadis looked to Kirla, who made a small nod and glanced with her eyes. Though no words were spoken, both Braei and Valrin seemed to catch that something was near. Aeveam stared out at the clouds.

Fadis clicked his tongue, and she looked his way. She was distracted. Barely present at all mentally.

Braei went to their rear flank, seeing how Aeveam was. Fadis nodded and motioned for them to move. 

Evurn led them. Deep into the ravine before them, the cliffs above were dark, and no light touched this way. The ground was soft, dusty, and it was much colder here than in the woods by the ocean, although it was already chilly being as they were far north.

Evurn used his staff to light their way. Making a point to not make the tip too bright, he had just enough light as they needed. Rocks rolled from high above them, and twice, Fadis thought he saw something in the shadows above, but as clouds rolled over what light was there, it became more difficult to discern rock from shadow from whatever else moved around them.

A lizard scurried in front of them, not quite the reptilian beast Fadis imagined from Evurn's earlier story. Evurn paused and was silent, keeping his arm out behind him to signal the others to stop as well.

Fadis already had his bow out. He scanned above, to their sides for hidden caves or burrows, and then looked behind them. They had turned so many times already that everything was the same shade of darkness.

Clicking. Clicking above them. More pebbles fell from high above.

Evurn took his staff in both hands.

“Above,” he whispered. 

Fadis put an arrow to string, not drawing back, but preparing.

Fadis heard a slight buzz. He glanced behind him, seeing Braei preparing her spell. Valrin had his hand on his blade but had not drawn yet.

Evurn crept forward, his footfalls in the sand echoing off the walls around them.

More pebbles fell from above. Evurn suddenly spun, lifting his staff and sending a deafening blast of earth magic above them.

Something snarled and growled. A shadow passed over the top of them, and Evurn sent another blast of magic over his head, this one catching something in an enveloping spell of vines. Fadis pulled an arrow to cheek, advancing upon the creature Evurn had captured. Kirla and Valrin drew their blades, but Evurn blocked them, keeping his staff aimed at the creature. 

“What is it?” Valrin asked.

Evurn shushed him. He stared at the creature, seeing that it had a saddle and an axe hanging from the side.

“Ordak?” Evurn said.

Suddenly, Braei screamed. The shadows shifted, and a figure held Braei by the neck high above them.

Fadis loosed his arrow before fully thinking it through. He struck the figure, the one that hunted them, but it did not seem to faze it. It continued holding Braei by the neck. She was gasping, grabbing at the hand around her throat.

“Put her down!” Fadis shouted.

Valrin had already begun trying to find a way up, as had Kirla.

“Ordak!” Evurn shouted. “Ordak, if it is you, which I much believe it is, you will put down the girl.”

Fadis had another arrow to cheek but did not have a clear shot. Braei released her grip on her captors’ hand, summoning her magic, but her captor smashed her into the ground. It stood, not holding her. Fadis released his second arrow. This one the being dodged, and a moment later, a spinning carved rock struck just near Fadis. 

Neither Valrin nor Kirla could reach Braei. The creature shouted as a bolt of lightning struck it, and it flew down into the ravine. This time, it became as a wisp of smoke, moving on to Kirla. It gripped her from behind and held a silver axe out at them.

“Ordak! It is me. I know that axe. We need your help.”

The shadowy form shifted to that of a strange being, nearly green, in the pale light from Evurn’s staff, which was pointed not at the form he called Ordak, but at the reptilian beast.

“I will release this if you release our friend. No one needs to die today.”

Suddenly, Aeveam floated above them. Wisps of white energy surged around her, and she reached out, grasping the being holding Kirla from afar. She rushed upon the being, who released Kirla and shifted away from her. She was suddenly above them all. She sent ripples of energy out, and the being took full form beside Evurn.

“You bring the one we saved here! I did not know for sure, but I see it now! You have doomed us all!”

Aeveam dropped to the ground just beside Braei, who was looking over the ledge above them.

Fadis could tell who this figure was, this Shadow Runner, as the Delkians called him. It was the half-orc from the memories.

“Good Ordak,” Evurn said, "Why are you on this forsaken isle?” 

“To watch over your Delkian disciples. You and Lorlaam have been gone from this place, but this is not the place to speak of such things. Can you release my beast?”

Evurn tapped his staff, and the vines holding down the reptile released. The creature was the largest lizard Fadis had ever seen, at least as large as a horse and twice as long, including the tail.

“I saw you approaching the mountains and decided it best to wait until I knew for sure who you were. My eyesight in the brighter light is not so great now. I was chasing denizens who tried to catch a peek of the valley.”

“Denizens? As in people?” 

“Yes, people, Evurn. You will not believe what has happened in the deserts to the east. I guard these mountains, but I feel some days there is more of me needed!” 

“Come, we are not too far from my abode. I figured if I was going to attack you and your group, and it was you, I might need to tend to injuries.”

“On yourself?” Fadis asked.

“No, but good shot. I have not seen fine archers in some time. You nicked my shoulder,” Ordak said, rubbing a bloody mark on his arm.

Aeveam and Braei floated down to the ground. The half-orc stared and then looked to Evurn. “Much has changed for you to allow her here. I know that face. I remember that face, even though I was much younger then,” Ordak said. “I do not mean the insult of attacking all of you. I am Ordak, friend of Evurn and Lorlaam. I will take you to my abode so we may talk more in more comfortable settings."

 

Part Five: Shadow Runner

 

Ordak led them out of the ravine, and when he said they were not too far from the end of the pass, he was telling the truth. Emerging on the other side of the mountain, they come to an area of large stones with a look not only over a pathway that led to the east but also a way to the north and dark mountains that stretched over the breadth of the view. Further east, Fadis noticed the heavy smoke from what appeared the center of the island. 

“Some of this is strange to me, yet some is just as it was before,” Evurn said, looking out.

“Much has changed, old friend,” Ordak said. “Even you. You look older and like you forgot how to actually fight as you used to. Gone a bit pudgy?”

Evurn stared at him and just slowly shook his head. “Not as pudgy as your orc brain. Too bad you’re not more shadow elf. It might have saved your face a bit.”

Ordak stomped, laughing. “Now that is funny! Come now. who are the rest of your companions?"

“I am Kirla.”

“Braei,” the Rusis said.

“Fadis, Ranger of the North.”

“Evri, of the Saelmark elves.”

“Elves? You do not look elven.”

“He is my son but was raised by elves.”

“Interesting,” Ordak said, now brushing his arm with the blunt edge of a blade.

“I am Valrin, Captain of the Aela Sunrise,” Valrin told him.

“Young for a captain, but I was young when I started following Evurn and Lorlaam. Where is our old wizard?”

“Fallen,” said Evurn. “Dwarven pirates. He sacrificed himself so that the others of this crew and I could escape.”

The sudden news brought obvious sadness to the otherwise happy interchange.

“I did not know,” Ordak said. “I am sorry, old friend.”

“He had his Perfect Darkness. Hopefully we can all be so lucky.”

“Perfect Darkness?” Braei asked.

“A term of shadow elves, a death worthy of claiming a warrior of renown. A duel we cannot win but we fight nonetheless,” Ordak explained. 

“Far from now,” Evurn said. “I’ve had enough of those I care for falling.”

Aeveam still stared out, not looking at the others. Fadis looked to Evurn. Evurn leaned toward Ordak.

“How long have the mountains been quaking?”

“At least two moons. Phantoms have awoken in the lower valleys. There is an entire city, Silir, made in the old fortress that guarded the way to the Scourge Spire. Traders seeking all manners of artifacts, and other types disturbing enough without explanation. There is also the cult of the Scourge, many women claiming to be descendants of the cult of the Scourge Siren.” He glanced toward Aeveam. “She should not be here. There is evil awakening in these lands.”

“She heard the call within her mind. That, I could not prevent. Will not. Those at Swia did what they could to teach her to resist. That within her that is Rusis and Dwemhar fights for control.”

“Then mind her here. This is not a place for those conflicted. Why are you here to start with?”

“We seek the Verit Gamblers,” Evri said.

“Why them?”

“We need some creatures killed. Vampire lords, to be exact.”

“Vampires? There haven’t been vampires in any lands beyond the Shadowlands in some time.”

“They are of the false god,” Evurn said. “I saw and fought them myself.”

“I take it you do not wish to seek our actual brethren?”

“King Suvasel of Fikmark has sent us with no limit to the coin required to obtain the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo,” Evri said. “We are to acquire their services and return south.”

“So, you must go north to the Hook of Bone, a peninsula that juts out into the Glacial Seas. It is there you will find Telvias, one of their leaders.”

“I know that name,” Valrin said. “That is the one who assisted Fadis and me before.”

“You have dealt with this rabble?”

“Yes, while dealing with those responsible for Lorlaam’s death. I’ll say it wasn’t the best interchange, and I left one to die, but they did assist us, though I do not think it was their intent.”

“Who knows where their gold came from. I had a belief that dwarves had sought them out at some point. I will take you that way, but it is best not to go until later. My eyesight is better in the dark. Evening is upon us. We only need to wait for the cover of darkness. I will lead you up the northern road. There are many dangers in the shadows, both known and unknown.”

The arrival of Valrin and the others was indeed a surprise to the half-orc, but he did his best to provide for them. He lit a fire and began to roast up a large rat of some kind.

“Rat?” Braei asked.

“It’s quite good,” Kirla said. “Better with butter.”

“No butter, just pepper spices from the South.”

Ordak took a silver canister from his small stone house and sifted a layer of spices onto the crackling meat. “It’ll be good this way.”

The abode of Ordak, though simple, was one of several, or so he told them.

“I frequently see travelers attempting to come this way or through one of the other passages. Whenever I get tired, I have many places to rest in the encircling mountains.”

“And your creature?” Kirla asked.

The large lizard stuck out his tongue to them just as Rasi slithered down from Evurn and went to him.

“That bastard of a beast is a pain in my orc backside. I call him Stonehide. He’s about as stubborn as stone, so it fits him. Stonehide! Don’t hurt the little white snake!”

Rasi and Stonehide were not about to fight, and it seemed the lizard was playing with the serpent.

“So, orc?” Valrin asked.

“Yes, orc, boy. Does that surprise you?”

“I had only heard stories of orcs who fought elves.”

“There are many such stories,” Evri said, “before they were defeated.”

“Not all orcs were under the dark god as were the ones who came against the elves. Some were cast out, some were lost, some fled. My lineage fled from the East and settled near the Dragonfire Pits of the south Shadowlands. One thing led to another, and you got me, a shadow elf-orc, not seemed fit for service within the ranks of those like Evurn. But that was before he went all rogue.”

“Before I saw what had become of our order. But staying away from me, this little rock wrestler, as we shadow elves referred to these orcs, had a penchant for following when he shouldn’t have. It was his own fault he ended up going with Lorlaam and me when we came to Aieclo.”

“What can I say? I never learn. I left for a time, but then as I saw more making voyages to this place, I sought out the Delkians. You and Lorlaam had vanished. I had to do something, or I would have gone insane!”

As the rat finished cooking, each around the fire took a bit. The darkness of night fell upon them, and it was Evurn who first began looking around randomly.

“What is it?” Fadis asked.

Ordak gripped his axe and stood.

“No enemy," Evurn said, “but where is she?”

Valrin and the others were to their feet. Aeveam had vanished.

“She was just standing here,” Kirla said. “Just before we were eating.”

“Back toward the Delkians?” Braei asked.

“No,” Evurn said. 

“Come! Let us pursue her! Some of us go east, the rest go south, but do not cross the dry riverbed at the base of the mountains. Look for signs of her.”

Evurn took one group as Ordak went east with the others.

Ordak and Fadis, along with Evri, began east with haste. Fadis scanned the paths ahead, seeing no other roads away from this one, but they were dealing with Aeveam. She could float over the rocks if she wanted.

The road they were on snaked away from Ordak’s camp, and as Fadis and Evri ran at near their top speed, the half-orc ran even faster, moving ahead of them and jumping up onto high rocks above the path. In time, they came to a landing that overlooked a vast desert. In the distance, they saw a massive lake of fire and lights to the south of it.

“That is the city, the den of thieves that has popped up in the time since Evurn was here. I do not see her here, but the ground this way I know well.”

Ordak squatted and began to sniff the air.

“She came this way. She goes to that place.” He pointed. “She should have never come here.” 

Fadis looked to Evri as Ordak turned away. “We cannot pursue her there.”

As the others met with them back at Ordak’s camp, Braei and Kirla looked around each of them.

“No luck?” Kirla asked.

“No,” Fadis said.

“What got into her?” Valrin asked.

“It was a danger of bringing her here. I should have protested more,” Evurn said. “But she would not have had it. I saw no signs of her to the north.”

“Her scent is on the dirt to the east. She goes to where her mother is, but we cannot go that way. An orc is bad enough, but all the rest of us together? We'd stand out. We cannot stop her anyway. I will take you north, and Aeveam will do what she must.”

Evurn slammed the end of his staff on the dirt. “No, we do not just abandon her to the madness that is this place. We must pursue her.”

“Do we not forget what threatens my homelands?” Evri asked. “We are under strict orders to seek out the Verit Gamblers.” 

Evurn rushed Evri, pushing him against the rocks with his staff. Magic erupted from the tip in an orange hue.

“What of it, boy? I do not take orders from the elves. Cast your lot with them when in my presence, and I’ll see you to the same fate I have seen several in my time.”

Fadis’s first thought was to draw his own blade, but instead, he knelt.

“I will seek out Aeveam,” he said.

“What? A Ranger? Seek out one of her power in a place like this?” Evurn asked.

Fadis stood as Evurn released his son.

“Ordak proves one point. You stand out, as do most of the rest of you. Evri is right; we are here for the Verit Gamblers, but Aeveam is part of the crew of the Aela Sunrise, and she is unwell. I am a Ranger. I can track, hunt, and kill as needed. This place, Ordak, it is a place of mixed types?”

“Some shadow elves, dwarves, a lot of men. But they stick with their groups. It is the Scourge cult that rules that place.”

“I am fast. I can hide. I will do it. You go north, Evurn. That is why we’re here, and Valrin and the others may need you. I will seek Aeveam.”

“She is a powerful being, unchained and unchallenged,” Evurn said. “I hate to refer to her as such, but I do not know what you seek to do.”

“The spirit of her mother remains,” Ordak said. “Though I think he goes to his death, you, Evurn, are known to her as I am. If any can pull her from that which takes her, it would be someone who is a stranger to her mother, not us."

Evurn was a bit more perturbed than Valrin and Fadis expected.

“Would you prefer to go?” Fadis asked.

Evurn nodded his head in frustration. “Yes, of course. She is my responsibility. But, Ordak is correct. I could make things worse. I could anger what of her mother’s spirit remains. I might doom her before I even spoke.”

“Then I will go,” Fadis said, looking to Valrin. “You have what you need in the form of assistance.” He then turned to Evri. “Good luck to you.”

“Fadis,” he said, “Father, you do not know what you’re up against.”

“Neither do you. Keep on your path. You must do as your king commands.”

Ordak went to Fadis. “Here, take this,” he said, pushing him a parchment. “It is a basic map of these regions and some further east. Just be careful as much as you can. You seem the type who could survive out here. Just make sure you aim for their chest, not their shoulder.”

Ordak pushed him on the shoulder and laughed. “The human is stronger than you, Evurn! You’ve really let yourself go!”

Fadis looked at those around. “Keep yourselves well. I’ll go find her. Talk some sense into her. Keep a watch on the shadows of this place.”

With that, the Ranger turned and began away, taking one passing glance at Kirla before he walked away.

To say he wasn't afraid was a lie. He knew Taria quite well. He knew the Glacial Seas even, a bit better than this island. As he followed the path east, he pulled his cloak around himself and kept his pace up.

If he had any guess where she was going, it was a waste of time to look around this region for her. She was going for the place of her mother, wherever that was exactly. 

As he came to a fork in the path, one going further into the mountains and another going into the deserts beneath him, he paused, taking out the map. 

“Silir,” he said to himself, “and Scourge Spire.”

He looked down the path the best he could and could see footprints in the soft dirt ahead. He went toward the footprints and knelt. The markings were about the size of Aeveam’s feet and were not the size of Ordak’s, so that ruled out them being his.

A twig snapped behind him. He drew his sword and turned to see Kirla behind him. Her sword was out as well.

“I could have killed you,” he said.

“Not likely, aside from the twig. I was already within blade range. Had I wanted it, you'd be bleeding on the ground now.”

He sheathed his weapon and stood.

“What are you doing?”

“Following you.”

“Okay, better question. Why are you following me?”

Kirla sheathed her blade. “I’m not a Ranger, but I’m good with a blade. You need someone to go with you. I might be part of the crew of Valrin in some form, but I took no oath. He has plenty to watch after him and complete their quest to seek out those assassins. I’m going to help you. That is what needs to be done.”

“We are on this island because of my son. We are doing all this because of me. Had I never gone south—”

“I’d be dead. And Rilr. Go on, make me feel bad for the events up until now.”

Fadis was quiet.

“Listen, you can’t say ‘if I wouldn’t have done this’ and ignore that fate has made it so. I have many things I wish hadn’t been done, but I am not paralyzed by that regret, nor do I wish for a different reality. I’m not some well-kept waste of flesh living in a castle. I make a difference for those who are unable to make a difference on their own. Now I’m with a Ranger I care for attempting to chase down a witch-Rusis, or whatever she is. I make my choices as I can. I don’t let situations take over my thoughts. You shouldn’t either.”

She embraced him. “Now you’re stuck with me. Let’s find Aeveam.”

He held her for a moment, at last letting out a long sigh as she fell into his arms more. She then tensed up and pushed herself from him.

“Now, where do we go?”

Fadis took the map back out and pointed to the city between the Lake of the Moon and the Lake of the Great Fire. “Silir, here. It is the city Ordak talked about. This is likely where she is headed, or beyond here to the spire. There isn't anything on the map beyond The Black Reach Desert before us.”

“Shouldn't we be able to just catch up to her?”

Fadis tucked the map away and stood. “Likely not, but we can try.”

 

Back at Ordak's camp, Valrin stared at Evurn.

“Should we have let her go?” Valrin asked.

“Kirla?” Evurn asked.

“Of course Kirla.”

“Hmph, the girl will get herself killed.”

“Not likely,” Ordak said. “She seems formidable. She might end up doing quite well in Silir.”

Evurn sighed and stood. “Well, neither the Ranger nor the rogue are our concern at the moment. We need to work to get north, seek out these Verit Gamblers. Is it dark enough, old friend?”

“It is. I have already sent Stonehide to get his friends.”

“His friends?” Braei asked.

“His friends!” Ordak responded.

The half-orc took them down the mountain path to an area of flat ground several paces from the dried-out riverbed. At that time, several of the reptilian creatures emerged from the ground, shaking off the heavy dirt.

“They are tunnelers,” Ordak said. “Though, we can't ride them when they are tunneling. They hide from most foes like that so that they don’t actually have to fight.”

“Can they?” Evri asked.

“They can. Their bite is poisonous, and their tails have quite a bit of force. But they try to avoid confrontation. A wise decision.”

“Do they pull something?” Braei asked.

“Nope, you just climb on and hold on. It's quite easy!”

Ordak jumped on Stonehide as Evri jumped on another one.

“These have all been ridden at some time, but Stonehide is the smartest. Come now, don’t be shy,” he said, motioning to them. “It’s a hard ride north, and you do not want to walk that path!”

They each mounted, leaving Braei to be the last one. Valrin gripped the creature behind the neck, and Braei glanced at him.

“I much prefer a vessel at sea in precarious waters,” she said to him.

"Soon enough, Braei, soon enough.”

She slowly climbed onto the back of the nearest lizard, and as she was seated and settled, it turned its head and licked her with a slender forked tongue.

“Oh, gosh, Valrin!”

“Ah! He likes the way you taste!” Ordak laughed, “Come now, follow!”

Valrin didn't have to do anything but hold on. As Ordak and Stonehide took the lead, the other lizards followed behind. Braei had a death grip on her lizard, but Evri and Evurn seemed fairly calm. As they moved across the dry riverbed and began down an old stone road that led beside the mountains, he looked behind at the mountains and the home of the Delkian beyond. Little did he know that that place was the only peaceful place to be found on all the island of Aieclo. 

 

Part Six: Northern Trek

 

For the bit of the journey they had already completed, it was clear to Valrin that very little remained in a place that Evurn claimed was once teeming with life.

“It had the beauty of untouched land,” Evurn said. “A place of rare pristine fountains and structures that reached to the heavens.”

“Actual Dwemhar structures?” Braei asked.

“I don’t know, to be honest,” Evurn said. “I would say yes, but the structures had faded into nature almost like the way elves build. But it was not elven.”

“No, not elven,” Ordak confirmed. “I can’t stand high elven design.”

They were now traveling up a winding path that led into the mountains, one of many ups and downs in their journey. Ordak had said parts of the road were impassible as they were, and a few times, he claimed there were foul creatures ahead that it was better to just avoid.

“Shadow elf design,” Ordak continued, “is quite elegant.”

“Is that how you describe it?” Evurn asked. “Our temples were made for ritual sacrifice. We have many of the same gods but different interpretations. We pray to what those of the West call Kel, but he is a chief blood god, needing sacrifices to remain appeased.”

“Are you sure it is the same god? I have never heard of blood sacrifice to appease the gods of the North,” Evri said. 

“He’s the same. The gods just wear masks, as best I can describe it. For the dwarves and their mountain god, we have the dragon god. Wura, well, the trickster remains. Dimn, he is the bringer of shadows. His wind pulls the smokes from the volcanoes of the South over the entire eastern lands, blotting out the sun.”

“And Etha?” Valrin asked.

“Etha is the elegant name, the elegant appearance of the Grand Priestess. She is a fiery form for both the blood gods and the gods of the North, but I’ve always felt her true nature to be more of the East. Understand that any high elf would deny the existence of our people’s interpretation of their gods. After all, it is they who first taught men of the existence of the gods. The dwarves will deny it, but they, too, learned of the gods from the elves. Everyone just denies similarities. When Etha came upon the lands and saved us and our elven host, I saw the vigilance of the blood god, the fighting spirit of Etha, who is also known as the Grand Priestess.”

“She’ll get herself killed intervening like that.”

“You cannot kill a god,” Braei said.

“Anyone can die,” Ordak disagreed, “even the gods if the right situation presents itself. That is the one realism that those of the East will teach you. You are not special. You earn your place in life. Just because you are born to a position does not make it yours."

“Your philosophy makes some sense,” Evri said.

“Ah, the elven boy has something within him that is more of his father, I bet!” Ordak laughed.

“My father was a coward. He left me with the elves and fled Taria.”

“Fadis is no coward,” Evurn said. “I have known many cowards. I have killed many. No coward would chase after one such as Aeveam. A Ranger’s arrows will have little effect on one such as her. Do not refer to your father as a coward in my presence again.”

At that point, the ride became silent. Evurn rode up beside Ordak, and the two of them talked in hushed words that Valrin could not hear.

“Shadow elves,” Evri said under his breath.

“What of them?” Valrin asked.

“You wouldn't understand, Valrin.”

Braei was riding just on the other side of Evri now.

“Why? Because he looks younger than you? You are both nearly the same age. It is only because of elven magic you appear older.”

“How old are you?” Evri asked Braei. 

“Older than both of you, but Rusis age differs.”

“You don’t look that old,” Evri said.

“Do you say that to the elven girls you meet? The ones who are the young age of two hundred?”

“That is young for an elf. Some have only just started training at that age.”

“I served my previous captain for many years, at least as long as both of you have been alive. But by standard, I’m your age.”

“Elves do not die, right?" Valrin asked.

“Not typically, though, obviously, they can be killed. Dwarves have longer lives than the race of men. Generally, eight hundred years equals the life of a dwarf, though there are instances where they live longer. Rusis could be much older, as were Dwemhar when they still existed. At one time, no one died in the living realm, none except for the race of men. But the longer the Great Poet has slept, the more death has crept into the world. Vankou, a guardian god of the path of the dead, assures balance. Or so I was taught of the gods.”

Valrin laughed. “As you understand the gods, at least.”

“I do not believe everything these shadow types talk about the gods."

“That is fine with them,” Braei said. “They don’t believe much of anything that anyone else says. At least, I know Evurn feels that way.”

“I just hate being away from the woods. I should be there, assisting my brothers and sisters against the vampires.”

“Soon,” Evurn said, slowing his mount to fall back in line with the others. “Ordak says prepare yourselves. We will slide down into the canyon soon, a region we must pass through to reach the Hook of Bone. He said do not touch anything and do not let anything touch you.”

They were ascending a sheer cliff again. Valrin looked over as he struggled to stay atop his mount; the sea sparkled to their left. He glanced over to his right just as his lizard began running atop the peaks of the mountains, and could see nothing but the dark haze of Aieclo.

“Prepare yourselves, my friends,” Ordak shouted. “Do not let these beasts touch you. I am immune, but you non-magic types need to be on guard. Evurn will help protect you. Rusis, keep your ward strong.”

Valrin looked over to Braei, who was already summoning her magic.

“What is it we face?” Valrin asked Evurn.

“Wraiths.” 

They came to a ledge. Valrin could see down the ledge itself where the sheer stone became as gravel down a deep hill descending into the rock crevice between two mountains. There were lights in the heavy fogs, glowing embers of some kind, and the ruins of structures dotting the mountain cliffs.

“One of the places haunted by the acts of the Scourge Siren. These are restless and vengeful spirits,” Evurn went on. “Let us not let them take their vengeance out on us.”

Ordak was the first to plunge into the darkness, but they all followed at a swifter and more direct sprint than they were traveling before. Braei’s ward flashed to life, shielding their left flank, as Evurn crafted his own, shielding the right side and above them. The half-orc drew a strange hooked sword and held it above his head. The sword began to glow, sending palpable vibrations through Valrin and the others.

“Seething spirits, stay away from those who did not do evil against you!” Ordak shouted out.

They were now in the canyon itself. The road before them was broken and stretched up into the rock and then back down. At first, Valrin believed their creatures traveled over broken wood and dead trees, but then he saw that the valley was filled with the bones of the long dead. The structures were broken and showed charred stone, while other areas were not structures at all but just stacks of bones in bizarre formations. 

The lights they had seen before trailed in the fogs above them, almost as if lighting their way, or marking them. The air became much colder. Frost appeared on the backs of the lizards, and Valrin swore he saw something pass between him and Braei.

Evurn’s ward flashed, and suddenly, Ordak and Stonehide broke from the group, climbing up the slope of the nearby cliff. 

Valrin felt a searing cold and saw a massive face before them. It was pale green with white strands of long hair. The face had nobody, but instead was trailed by smaller faces, each of them with their mouths agape. The air was silent, and then a piercing scream tore through them. Evurn and Braei both turned their wards. The lizards they were riding upon bucked up like horses, hissing at their attacker, but it was then Ordak spun high above them, taking his hooked sword and thrusting it into the head of the spectral attacker. 

The spirit wailed again and then vanished into blackness, taking the many smaller spirits with it. The valley became still again. The lights returned to the fogs above them but were now much slower, almost like they were fairies.

“What was that?” Evurn asked. “That was not upon these lands when we came here before!”

“Much has changed. I call her the Lady of Aieclo’s Suffering. She can fall to a holy blade,” he said, sheathing his hooked sword, “but she will return. The other spirits here haunt the place, but she seeks constant vengeance."

“Who was she?” Braei asked.

“A woman of many children. Blessed by the gods with the mark of holy children, or so the stories were told here. Her children had gifts, something beyond that which had been seen in the world. But the broken texts in which I found their story inscribed in the caves that run these lands were not specific.

“Many had come from the settlements in the mountains to offer praise to the Scourge Siren, many females. She always attracted those to her side. Men were simple vessels for new life to the Scourge. But I need not tell you what she did to this mother, this mother who gave her life to protect her young children. I will show you.”

“What of the spirits?” Evri asked. “What of the one who attacked us?”

“She will return, in time. The blade I struck her with was once used by Dwemhar in their cleansing rituals when dread demons first came into the world.”

“Dread demons?” Valrin asked.

“Creatures of shadow summoned by necromancy. At least, some were. They would haunt the battlefields of old, summoned by the literal amount of dead and the pull toward the realm where all dead go. There are some upon this island, but I have not seen them in some time,” Ordak said, looking around. “Let us keep it that way, because my sword would not be enough.”

Stonehide returned to the group after having moved ahead a great distance. Ordak gave him a treat, much to the distaste of the other lizards the rest of them were on.

“Now, now, stop hissing,” he said. “Did any of you go with Stonehide to scout? No. So no juicy treat. Maybe you should each think about that.”

Ordak continued to lead them, the spirits above simply hovering along the path.

“They do not attack,” Valrin said.

“No,” Evurn stated, “they are restless spirits alone. Drawn to this place not because they died here, but because the presence of death is so strong. I remember this village.”

“You came here?”

“I did. Early, before the Scourge Siren became what she was to become. This place was rocky but had a wondrous stream that fell from the higher places above us. This place was green.”

“Who lived here?”

“Those of the race of men, actually. Within the bones of the old Dwemhar structures, they had made an abode, but I cannot even point out where those abodes were. It seems fire has blasted this entire valley.”

As they came around the edge of a path, they came to an area where Valrin could tell a large lake once was. Now, the dry basin, though longer than it was deep, was surrounded by many broken ruins going up around them.

Further down the path, they came to a large altar and columns covered in charred stone on one side. Here, there were many bones scattered around. It looked like what one would find when a wolf had attacked a chicken coop, leaving random bones throughout. In the center of the altar, another skeleton sat.

Ordak paused.

“I avoid this place,” he said to the others. “The lady who attacked us before is a malevolent spirit of particular power. Something I wish I could unleash upon the one responsible for her death. Maybe one day. It is why I only work to deter her. I don’t know if magic exists to move a spirit at will or to set it upon another, but if I could ever take this tormented spirit and attack what I know remains of that blood-seeking, hateful wretch of a woman, I would.”

Valrin saw that Ordak was crying. Evurn dismounted and went to Ordak. Evri and the others checked around them before doing the same, but for a moment, a glint of light seemed to shine on the open area of the valley.

“But you asked, and I want you to know. I want you to know what evil is in this world,” Ordak said, wiping his tears before turning away from them and pointing.

As Valrin and the others approached the altar, they saw the scattered bones were more concentrated beneath it. The form on the altar had their larger bones broken. The skull, however, was intact. There was still a large spear embedded in the woman’s stomach, and beneath the spear’s head, more bones.

“The bitch killed her and her unborn child. Then her hellish cult brought all of her children before the altar and killed them too. They threw their bodies upon the stone as the mother watched and screamed, not in physical pain, for I do not think she could feel the pain. She cursed this entire place. She called all darkness toward this valley, and the ground died even as the Scourge Siren stood still holding the spear pierced through her stomach. She told her she would forever haunt this place.”

Evurn turned to Ordak.

“You say you read this, but you speak it as if you were here.”

Ordak had squeezed his hands together so hard that blood ran from where his long nails had dug into own skin.

“I was here. I led the last resistance. This place was laid to waste before what horror I recall, but her children I treated like my own. When you and Lorlaam left, I could not go back to the Shadowlands. I came here, at first, to stay with the Delkians. You and the wizard thought you destroyed her, but her power was great. She retreated to the North, to a new place. She amassed her followers from those in the island and struck back, promising vengeance on all who betrayed her. This is the result.”

“But she is dead,” Braei said. “She is dead, isn't she?”

“There is evil that cannot be killed. It calls to your friend, her daughter. Evurn,” he said, looking at the shadow elf, “the one who cursed this land may be dead, but her presence remains. You and Lorlaam took Aeveam away to protect her and teach her. It doesn’t matter who goes after her. It is up to her to resist her mother. The malice of Aieclo is like the lady of this valley. Angry and seething.”

There was silence for a while. Evurn stared off into the darkness before turning to the others.

“Let us go, Ordak. We must continue our journey.”

They mounted without speaking further, and Valrin looked at the ruins and the skeletal remains one last time before his and Braei’s lizards fell in line at the rear of the group.

 

The road leading from the lake basin and the resting place of the lady narrowed the further away they got, and soon rose back up into the higher places of the mountains. This area was dustier than the region before. As they came up and over a portion of cliffs, the early dawn sky beyond the fire and smoke of the central island became evident.

“We are in the turn from night to morning,” Ordak said. "In such times, it is like the darkest point of the night, and spirits are stronger within our world.”

Valrin noticed the spirit guides who had been over them for most of their journey in the valley had faded away or, at least, stayed in the valley, falling behind them. They returned to the road now and greatly quickened their pace. The mountains were like menacing spikes to their right, rising and piercing through the fogs of early morning. It was then Valrin saw something in the fogs, something that appeared as a giant bird, its shadowy winged form pushing through the fog. Ordak looked over but didn’t seem worried. Valrin noticed that beneath the fog, there were flashes of fire and what appeared to be figures, but then, the images faded away.

Ordak now led them back toward the mountains, not following another branch of the road that went further north but slightly to the east.

They came to a small stream. It wasn’t much more than a few small branches of water from a rock, but it was enough for the lizards to lick the rocks.

“You all saw the memories of the land,” Ordak said. "The winged terrors, the fire engulfing the people, all images in the memory of the lands that bared witness to the horror.”

“How can land remember?" Evri asked.

“You have spent much time with the elves and you ask this question?” Ordak asked. “Cannot trees remember what they have witnessed?”

“Yes, but they are alive.”

“Is stone not alive, too?”

“Well, it is part of the living world, yet not alive.”

“What is life, then, Evri?” Ordak asked.

The question stumped him. Valrin noticed he looked away and tried to find some suitable answer but was not able to.

“Some try to determine ‘alive’ as some physical state, but true states of living are within the mind and spirit, not the physical body. Some would say you need a heart and blood to be alive, but a plant does not have this. Physical movement at will could be used to gauge life, but does not a reanimated corpse have this? Surely they are not alive, as one would say? The spirit within is the source of life. Spirits of light, dark, and that of a balance. The world is full of life even if you do not see it, young one.”

Evurn shook his head but did so with a slight smile. “You did not learn that from the shadow elves, nor did you learn that from me.”

“I had my dealings with the Falacar,” Ordak said.

“Those horse riders? Tribal knowledge is forbidden in the East.”

“Only forbidden by the bastard shadow elves.”

Evurn shrugged. “Their teaching makes sense to me, at least.”

“Much of the world could be healed by the sides against one another simply talking at peace. If only the world just had to worry about the fights between the races and governments. There is always an undercurrent, something beyond what we can see.”

Ordak glanced around. “Come, we still have a journey before us, and with the coming sun, the last stretch shall be a bit more precarious. At night, the spirits leave and roam the open lands, but with light upon the world, that which is dark hides away and makes our passage more dangerous. The time before deep night and just after early morning are when they move from light to dark. Perhaps they will be less awake when we pass by them moving into the mountains on the last of our journey. We shall see.”

For a final time, they mounted their beasts and rode hard for the mountains before them. Valrin thought of how the world must have looked before the fire and ash of the Scourge Siren. The wonder of the Dwemhar before the land replaced that which was their city. 

As they moved into the mountains, they did not ascend again but instead followed a path that went straight into the mountains and, in fact, dipped down further, into a darker foggy region.

 This way was narrow, with a stench upon the rocks like they came upon the lair of a beast. But the sheer cliffs showed no dark places or caves. In fact, the way was strangely bare, a strange fact considering the valley before had had so much. This way became so narrow that Valrin worried the lizards would not fit, but somehow, they just squeezed through the narrowest way, even though it was now so dark before them that if they suddenly ran into sheer stone, it would not have surprised him.

But Ordak knew this way, and as the road opened slightly, they began to ascend.

“We are almost there,” Ordak said.

Coldness struck them. Evurn immediately turned on his beast. Valrin turned to see what he was doing as an explosion of magic struck a shroud nearly upon them.

“Quickly!” Ordak shouted from the front of the group. 

They broke out of a chasm between the mountains and found themselves between two large towers of rock built into the mountains.

Ordak drew his holy blade as Evurn’s lizard ran up to the other lizards. Evurn had dismounted and held his staff out in front of him as several black shrouds moved before them.

"Wraiths!” Ordak shouted.

Evri and Valrin drew their blades, and Braei summoned her ice magic.

“Use fire,” Ordak commanded. “Cold will not work with these.”

The wraiths moved into one another, growing into a great beast that Evurn sent a blast of fire at. A few moments passed, and Ordak appeared just before Evurn, leaping up the creature before them and slashing his blade at its head. 

The form it was turning into shattered, falling as if the pieces sticking together had come undone. The wraiths split off and jumped along the cliffs, screeching as they flew over the chasm and swiped down on those beneath them.

Valrin and Evri swung their blades at the passing forms, but nothing seemed to stop them, nothing except fire or Ordak’s blade.

Two more came directly down on Evurn, but in a blast of earth magic, he funneled one against the rock of the mountains. He then cast his spells into the rocks above the wraith, the falling stone acting as a furnace, and a blast of fire centered on the wraith, pressed it into the stone, turning it into a molten form that dissipated and fell away. The other wraith engaged Ordak, but his holy blade cut into the wraith, turning it into ripples of blackness that fell as feathers struck from a bird.

Braei, Valrin, and Evri had continued backing up the rocks behind them, considering most of the wraiths were in the lower region and Braei’s magic did little more than dissuade attack. Evurn and Ordak retreated up with them, but from the towers on either side of the canyon, more of the wraiths emerged.

“You have come far,” Valrin heard a voice say. “I did not think to see you again, but you have angered these wraiths. Let us teach them their place once again.”

Valrin looked around, first thinking he had heard voices that were not there, but Evri was looking around too.

“Valrin,” he said, “did you hear that voice? Faint, like as if the wind, but there?” 

Valrin had, and at least now he knew he wasn’t going insane. “Yes, but I do not know where it came from.”

As the large number of wraiths seemed to be swarming Evurn and Ordak, suddenly, several red figures appeared atop the cliffs around them and near Valrin and the others. They heard shouting words as if one voice as one of the figures held up a glowing blade.

“We are the Verit of Aieclo. You trespass upon our lands, wraiths-undying. Back into your catacombs in the mountains, the deep places, the darkness! Go, now!”

The wraiths swarmed the central figure with the glowing blade, but the form dissipated, appearing above all the wraiths, sending a crackling blast of white down upon their forms. The wraiths wailed and screamed, falling back to their towers and fleeing the valley. 

Ordak and Evurn hurried to the others, glancing around.

“The Verit Gamblers, they are here,” Evurn said.

A sudden flash of red in the wisp of smoke, a figure familiar to Valrin appeared.

“I am Telvias,” the man said. His garments were red, just like the assassins who killed the Once-King Tursua of Saelmark. Evri drew his blade, but as quickly as Telvias saw that, he was behind Evri, but his own blade was returned to his sheath.

“Strange to help one I do not know and then be threatened.”

Evri jerked around, but Ordak put his own blade at Evri’s neck.

“My traveling companion knows little of proper manners on Aieclo. He must learn that one living and breathing like you in the faraway reaches of the land is not one to fight.”

“Your kind killed my king.”

Telvias smiled with an overbearing grin. “So they were successful. I recognize your armor to be of elven design. You should know that my kin are not what you think. In truth, we have not been the same since our attack when we helped Valrin and the other.”

“I saw your other companion when I was imprisoned,” Evurn said.

“Oh yes, him. He was doing well, one of the last to be doing well of our group.”

“I believed he died.”

“Perhaps now, the Verit Gamblers are no more. Or so it is.”

“What?” Evri asked.

“My brothers and sisters have been stolen away. I am all that remains of our clan. Come, the spirits of the mountains only rest for a time. They will return, and I will not be able to use illusions to scare them away again so soon. I will take you to the citadel where we can discuss all of these things further."

 

Part Seven: The Black Reach

 

The desert known as The Black Reach was open, barren, and cold. The coastal breezes unhindered by the open expanse of the southeast of the island tore across the open sand with whistling gusts every so often. The moon above shadowed still by the effects of the Black Moon were like an even worse omen to the beckoning of the fire and smoke from the center of the island.

As they began across the dunes to the spectral of light in the distance, they could not help but to notice that while fire and smoke rose up ahead, so did rolling white and blue from the Lake of the Moon, the two magics mixing and binding in an electrifying storm above where the Scourge Spire would have been, according to the map.

 

They had very little water, a mishap made worse as their journey became longer, and the first light of dawn began to cast its light on the clouds to the east.

“Reminds me of the wilds of Taria, going south, far south, near the borders of Fadabrin.”

“Fadabrin? Isn’t that where wizards learn their magic?” Kirla asked.

“That’s what I understand. I actually never went there beyond once when I was delivering a message to our contacts within the royal family there.”

“You know, they are saying some Kings of Taria are giving up their crowns. Several men have come together to form a protectorate, an agreement to protect one another and the race of men.”

“Isn’t that what an alliance is?”

“They form something else. A body, something that votes, versus one king.”

“Sounds like a threat to kings everywhere. I’m surprised Taria didn’t lash out toward those places.”

“Well, some say they have pledged themselves to evil. Some Itsu god or something. I think that’s just an excuse, but think of it . . . Everyone agreeing, the common person having a vote in something greater for the greater good?”

“Were you a rogue or . . .” 

“I have my dreams beyond this life, yes, but the tyranny of kings must end at some point. If you could live where someone looking out for your best interest had say in the way of the world, would you not like that?”

“I’d prefer to just make my own world, seems simpler. All men and women are evil in some form. It’s more of if they can hide it long enough to where they take such evils to their grave.”

“You can’t believe that, right? That people are inherently evil.”

“I think it is easy to go either way, and some people have more of a reason to bounce between the two than others. No, no one is inherently evil, but if you ignore someone, push someone long enough, who knows.”

Kirla was silent.

“I’m not perfect,” Fadis said. “I went to war for the king. I fought his war under the guise of being a Ranger, and in the end, I lost myself to too much alcohol, blood sport, and by the time I went home, my wife was remarried and my son, well, my son didn’t know me. My wife, Lesa, she was killed by one of those Rusis, and by some luck, an elf and I killed the Rusis. I fled my old life, leaving Evri with them. Heck, she called him something else then, but I never remembered that name. In truth, I kept drinking in the North. Then, while waking up from a night’s drinking, I saw a ship on the horizon. I stumbled up, and well, I ended up with the crew we left behind.”

“Do you feel you’ve paid for your sins?”

The direct question was shocking to Fadis, but he looked at Kirla. “I think. I also think there comes a time when you just have to jump, see if you can pay the debt on the way down and get swooped into safety.”

“You may have been as you call ‘evil,’” Kirla said, “but you aren’t that anymore. If you still feel you are, I’m here, if you’ll let me be.”

Fadis did not know what to say at this moment or why he tried to hide the slight smile he suddenly had. Kirla seemed to care for him, more than he understood, more than he could expect. He looked back at her. “Thank you.”

As the sun began to come up over the dunes, they saw several large beasts approaching from behind them. These were not aggressive or swift creatures, but their massive strides meant they were catching up with them quickly. 

Fadis and Kirla moved off the road as the creatures came closer, and it was at this moment, Fadis could see that there were towers on the tops of these massive creatures. The creatures, like large cows with long hair on their heads and along their backs, were six times as tall as Fadis and at least half that distance wide. The gargantuan mouths of these creatures dripped with drool, and as the creatures went to go around them, they suddenly stopped and began munching on the sand. As Kirla and Fadis stared at these strange creatures, an opening in one of the towers emerged.

“Travelers of The Black Reach, you are indeed lucky.”

The voice came from a small plump man who quickly shuffled down a small ladder dropped along the side of the beasts.

“We are headed to Silir. We have much to trade there. Would you be interested in sharing a ride with us?”

Fadis looked up, seeing several smaller men in the interior of the tower.

“Perhaps, but we do not wish to bother you and your family. We’d be better off walking.”

“Better off? Better off eaten by Ash Snakes! These things are huge. They let the Sandcows pass through. If you’re headed to the city, you need a ride like this. They didn’t tell you that in the port town? Why are you so far west?”

“Lots of questions,” Kirla said. “Why are you and your . . . Sandcow . . . so far west?”

“Heaven Stones! Gifts from Etha! They fetch quite a price in Silir. Several landed across this region nights ago, or so it seemed. This entire island has been much more active as of late.”

Kirla turned away from them and looked to Fadis, talking with a hushed voice. “Sand snakes? No one mentioned sand snakes!”

“Do you know what he is talking about?”

“No, but it doesn’t sound good. Sand and snakes . . .”

“Fine,” Fadis said to the stranger, “we will join you.”

“Very good, then!”

The way into the Sandcow was narrow by its own right, and Fadis wondered if it could hold his weight, much less his and Kirla’s. As they climbed up the side of the beast and squirmed into the tower atop it, he saw several other men just like the first. In fact, from their black garbs with silver hats, they all looked the exact same. The interior of the Sandcow tower was adorned with red drapes of differing hues. Aside from the drapes, there were many windows looking out toward the dunes around them, and at least three smoking stacks of what might have been tobacco of some kind but was making Fadis feel a bit dizzy. 

“Welcome to our happy home upon the sands.”

“What exactly are you all?”

“You all?” the man asked. “We are but I, as you see, but as we.”

The Sandcow began to walk, and the way out of the tower was sealed.

Fadis went and looked out the window. They were indeed moving again.

“Your words make no sense," Kirla said.

Fadis turned back to see all the men staring at him.

“What?”

They were all staring at him in the exact same way, except for the one that had greeted them. His face changed from that of an old man with a raised eyebrow to that of a small child swinging a small sword.

“Oh, mister! Don’t hurt me, mister!”

Fadis went to draw his blade, but where his sword was appeared a snake. He gripped it and went to grab its head, when he saw the face of the man before them.

Kirla grabbed his arm, and he glanced up, seeing all the men shifting around them.

“What is this?” Kirla asked.

Fadis struggled to see clearly, but he could hear the ring of Kirla’s sword.

“Interesting," the man said. “This magic does not work on you, but yet you are not of the Scourge?”

“I am a rogue of Taria. That is all.”

"I see.”

Kirla gripped Fadis as he nearly toppled over. Fadis could see clearer now, and as Kirla went to lay him down, one of the men placed a pillow behind his back.

Fadis could see clearly now, but Kirla kept her knee on his legs and her sword drawn.

“Tell me,” she said, “who are you people?”

The man laughed. “I told you before! ‘We are as I, as you see, but as we.’”

“He’s a genie,” Fadis said.

“A what?”

“A genie, a more playful version of a jinn.”

“Oh! Very good, kind sir!”

“He uses magic and hallucinogens,” Fadis said. “It is why I am so dizzy.”

“So far so true,” the genie said. “The question is of you, dear girl. Why, do I wonder, why did you not have any issue with my magic? You say you’re a rogue, but I sense more.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She approached him with her sword.

“I am no threat to you, dear girl. I care little for your type. The Scourge has tried to kill me before, but I simply bring them deliveries of Heaven’s Tears, and they are fine with my existence. I go to Silir for just that reason, but you never know with those types. You never know what can cause them to shift. What do you mean to do with that blade? Do you want to leave? I will not stop you, but they may.”

Kirla looked out the window to see massive serpents jumping out of the sand beside them.

“It is not real.”

“Perhaps not, or perhaps it is. Sand snakes exist, but how real do they need to be to eat you? I wouldn't risk it.”

Fadis was not sitting up, able to see clearly, and Kirla approaching the man made it so he could stand.

“You captured us?”

“Yes and no. I captured you because I believed you seeking to harm me. I split myself among all these others in case you were assassins. But that you are not, and I know that now. I keep the others here to keep company. Otherwise, this is an even more lonely Sandcow.”

“What do you seek with us?” Fadis asked.

“Company.”

“Company?” Kirla asked.

“Yes. Is companionship strange in Taria? Do you not talk with others there?”

“No, but we generally don’t put them in Sandcows on false pretenses.”

“So, on true pretenses? You have Sandcows there?”

“You cannot be serious,” Fadis said. “How long will you keep playing these games? You’re not that daft.”

“No, but you will not tell me of your true nature or purpose. You were with the one who passed this way earlier? The one with the mark of the Scourge Siren on her life force?”

“You saw her?” Fadis asked.

"I did, and that means so did they. I see very little strangers this way. There is the half-orc who guards the ways to the Delkians, and the folks who become lost wandering this way that I eat in a purely spiritual sense, meaning completely, their soul and all, but I wonder of any who would call the child of the Scourge Siren friend. What do you seek in Aieclo?”

“We seek to get our friend back, no matter the costs,” Fadis said. “Can you take us to her?”

“She goes to Silir. We go to Silir. No more helping is needed. Now, Kirla,” he said, looking at the rogue, “you are Rusis, are you not?”

“I . . . I mean, my father said I was, but I never have used magic like other Rusis.”

“Hmm, perhaps you just need a reason to do so!”

Fadis was suddenly grasped by the hanging drapes and dragged to the back of the Sandcow tower. Several more drapes went around his throat. Kirla went to help him, when suddenly, her sword felt so heavy, she could not hold it any longer.

“What are you doing?” she shouted.

Fadis was gasping, gripping at the drape choking him.

“Motivating you.”

Kirla rushed up to pull the constricting drapes from Fadis’s throat but could not get her fingers in the folds of cloth.

“Rusis, use your power. Nothing else will work.”

“I don’t know how! My father didn't even know how!”

“Focus and keep your thoughts on what you wish to create from the air around us. You are not a pure Rusis, but you can grasp those powers if you wish to hard enough.”

Fadis was turning red and sweating profusely. He tried to speak but could not.

"His time runs short, Kirla.”

She focused on him, closing her eyes. She tried to focus her mind, but she could hear Fadis gasping. She tried to reach out, tried to focus. She saw the way other Rusis fought. She saw Aeveam and Braei in her memory, even the Rusis who had tried to kill her, but no. She couldn’t focus to do it herself.

“Kirla! Do you wish him dead?”

She opened her eyes, seeing him beginning to turn blue. She focused again, feeling something this time. It tinged of a spark, a flash of something, but then it was gone. She opened her eyes to see Fadis collapse, the drapes released.

She spun, gripping for a dagger and throwing it toward the genie. He did not flinch. He simply blinked, and the blade stopped nearly at his forehead.

“An excellent throw and excellent work.”

“What are you talking about? I didn't do anything.”

“You released the bonds that held him. You fear too much the Rusis powers, but something else, yes, something else indeed is within.”

Fadis coughed and struggled to stand, but Kirla ran to him.

“Are you okay?” 

He looked at her with puffy eyes filled with sweat and tears. “Between the smoke and being choked, I am still here.”

Kirla turned to see the genie no longer taking multiple forms but standing before them as one form.

“You are both,” the genie said. “Both of Rusis and the lost race, the Dwemhar, much like the one who went before you. It is not that you have much power of either, but you have something, something within. You may not always have your blades, but you will have that. Perhaps my lesson in our little journey will serve you. Serve you before the end.”

There was a snap of light and darkness, and both Kirla and Fadis were standing in the desert outside the city of Silir. Fadis jerked around, looking for the Sandcow, but it was only an image in the distance, the slow wobbling form was already far away.

“We are here in such a short time?” Kirla asked.

It was just now midday.

“I don’t know who or what or why that happened, but I’d be okay with it not happening again. Are you okay?” Fadis asked.

“I am. Not too sure of any of that either, but I am okay.”

They stood in silence, standing at the gateway to the dark city in the shadow of the hills around them. Silir was not a place that gave a welcoming feeling, and the lightning storm flashing above did not give any form of comfort whatsoever.

 

Part Eight: All the Lost Shadows

 

 

Telvias led them out of the canyon and to a high road that overlooked the sea. The valleys beneath them were dark, and some seemed to even have water.

“Cursed depths,” Telvias said. “The water has risen higher with every rain, and it seems that within such water, a festering darkness gives life to more wraiths. I am happy our citadel is as of yet out of reach of its grasp.”

Telvias led them down a narrow pathway that eventually led to a bridge of stone spanning two mountaintops. It was then, Valrin saw where they were going. A mountainous tower built beside the structure of a ruined Dwemhar tower. The stone fortress was made to look like the top of the mountains, but within the stones were effigies of beasts and gargoyles. The tower itself had a large black door and a high wall surrounding its base, but even that was difficult to see until they were nearly upon it.

“Those of the Verit Gamblers knew you’d seek us in time, Valrin. I only wish it had been sooner.”

“How did you know I would come?” Valrin asked.

“Because, when the dwarves came to us and paid us to assassinate the Barb King, one among that company told me of his people and the belief that there would arise a great person upon the seas of the North. I questioned if that was who I was killing, and he said that Throka had spoken to him in a dream, saying that a dwarf would seek to harm the one who would guard the seas. He then heard horrible claims of his own people in the North, and he and a small group of his companions sought to thwart the potential evil to come.”

“So, he opted for assassination?” Braei asked.

“Yes, it is a warranted option. But I do not think he knew of us or sought us directly. I ran into him by chance south of here. He knew I was a shadow elf, and I told him I was a loner who stayed away from trouble. He paid quite well and asked for me to investigate a dwarven city, and well, to be an option for his plan in case he needed assistance. The rest became as you saw it. After one of our own was captured, I called the other Verit Gamblers, and well, we found this strange boy here,” he said, motioning to Valrin. “I did not know your importance then, but I see you are alive and the Barb King is dead."

Telvias led them into the tower, and Valrin immediately saw a grand balcony across an otherwise barren room. But it was the massive statue of a figure only Evurn knew of that caught his attention of everyone else.

The statue was three times taller than them. It was a male figure holding a human spine in hand and a curved blade high above his head.

“This is a representation of the gods of my lands,” Evurn said. "One of them, at least. Still just as the others, in my opinion.”

“Were you not saved by Etha?” Evri asked.

“Well, there is that one.”

“Etha has scarred these lands,” Telvias said. “I have heard stories of the war that raged between Etha and the Scourge Siren.”

Telvias had a kettle he was tending to by a fireplace. While he already had one cup out, he found several others and set them out on a long stone table that was one of the few pieces of furniture in the room. The tower itself had many other rooms that went up the large spiraling ceiling above them, as well as wings on the level they were currently in. There were many mounted blades of varying sizes, spears, and more daggers than Valrin had ever seen in one place, on display in cases around the room.

Telvias joyously jumped around, gathering up the mugs he’d found and motioning for them to follow.

“The sight of the sea is quite a relaxing view. I was about to have some tea when I was alerted to your approach.”

“Alerted?” Evri asked.

“I’ll show you what I speak of.”

As they went to the balcony on the side of the tower, Valrin noticed that they were suspended off the side of the cliff itself. He and Braei went to the edge and looked down, realizing how high they were in comparison to the Castle of Tar Veera.

“This is an old place,” Telvias announced. “As I am sure the shadow elf among you has told you, as good Ordak, too, also knows.”

“You know more of me already than I know of you,” Ordak said.

“We of the Verit Gamblers know much of this place, beyond what most do.”

Telvias seemed to look at the ground, but then his somber expression shifted. He jerked to a smile. “It is good you have come, Valrin.” 

“Why do you say that?” Valrin asked.

“Because, since our first and last meeting, I have wondered much of your purpose. Then, learning the Barb King was lost, I wondered what had happened.”

“He was struck down,” Evurn said plainly. “Taking the lives of a captain and another of our crew. It seems you and your kin were not efficient enough.”

Telvias bowed to Evurn. “Most of us had never reached the level of your own.”

“You do not know me or my powers,” Evurn said. “I know you betrayed those you swore to.”

“No different from you, or so we understood it.”

“My reasons for abandoning the cult of the East were my own. The establishment of the shadow elves as a ruling body meant I had many responsibilities beyond that of a mere assassin. Why are you the only one here? There is no use of veiling magic, or I would have sensed it. Do you not know that one of your kind was captured in their attack on Saelmark?”

“I knew nothing of Saelmark until I sensed another of my brothers falling.”

“How did you know nothing?" Evri questioned. “Do you not know what targets and places your own kind go to? How much were you paid to kill the king?”

“We were not paid, not the Verit Gamblers. I believe you misunderstand the state of Aieclo. My kin were taken, most over the past two months, but there were some before. There is slavery in the Shadowlands, but nothing like this. A man—at least, I think he is a man—came to the lower coastlines from a place I do not know. His armor, strange. Black, but he had no visible face. I cannot tell you if he was an elf, dwarf, or something else. He went to the city of Silir and was turned away, but then the leader of the city was found dead a day later. We were blamed, but I spoke with the Rusis who commanded that place. They had thought that the Verit Gamblers sought to take their claim to Aieclo, but I made it clear that we did not.”

“You have dealings with them?” Evurn asked.

“Yes, we have in the past. It is how I know that the stranger who came has not left. He dealt in bodies, as the dwarves did in Gurundothrak, taking random people as slaves, but also, higher profile types. He uses a power I have not seen before. Rings.”

“More rings? We dealt with this in Taria just before coming here.”

“Then you know there is nothing you can do to stop them once the ring has grasped their mind. You must kill those under its power.”

“You can just remove the ring,” Valrin said. 

“Some, yes. But this stranger has altered the rings in such a way that they cannot be removed.”

“You have dealt with this personally.”

“I went to save my kin, yes. Before they were taken further north. Rera and I set out from here three weeks ago. We found the brothers Ura and Dilue. We broke into the cell holding Ura, but could not get Dilue. The rings were still binding to their wielders. We removed Ura’s ring but had to hide. We returned for Dilue, and he was not himself. He fought us, calling for the guards. I attempted to pull his ring from him, and he screamed in agony, like the ring had become a part of him.”

“That sounds like the power my people use to bind with the Dwemhar,” Evri said.

“What?”

Evri pulled down his tunic to show the place where the device allowing him to bind with Dwemhar armor entered his body.

“You scar yourself to wear armor?” Telvias asked.

“It gives those without Dwemhar magic the ability to use their armor and be almost as Dwemhar in a way,” Evurn explained. “But the rings are not Dwemhar.”

“They are not,” Telvias said. “We did pursue Dilue and the host of strangers with him. Ura was captured. I killed Dilue. There was nothing that could be done beyond what we tried. Rera then left a week ago, angry that I would not go further north.”

“You abandoned your kin?” Evri asked.

“My kin and even I are loyal to our creed, but I will not allow myself to be captured and used. I was considering leaving, seeking out assistance to then go north. There is a place, a great mine, used by the Scourge Siren. Rera and I learned that it was inhabited again, shortly after our kin were taken. I searched for what knowledge I could find of it in this tower and learned there was once a great forge of the Dwemhar within it. I believe the stranger from before is there. I believe the brothers and sisters of the Verit Gamblers are there. I will go there, and I will save them now that you all are here. That is why you have come, to help me.”

“We came to seek your services,” Evri stated. “We have the will of the King of Vumark behind us, and you are to state your price. Terror strikes the southern lands. We need you to kill—”

Evurn stopped him. “What’s your price? I smell the incense and the stench of blood in this place. You prayed to the gods, and we arrived. You believe we were sent by them to assist you. You’re all that’s left of your order.”

“I am. I did.”

“He’s lying! He’s like his kin who struck down my king!” Evri shouted.

“We did not kill your king, not the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo. We are not so simply bought, as you say. My kin were taken against their will! You knew of the rings, so what can you say of it? Who of yours was taken by the rings?”

“Not ours,” Evurn said, “but a Rusis of old. Rungar.”

“Now you tease me!” Telvias said. “You mention shadows and dead men.”

“No, he was under the King of Taria, well, the now-dead king. He works with us to the south against the vampires of Elria Sona. The elves sought your blades to kill the vampire lords.”

“Quite a test of skill. I cannot help you. I must free my kin. If you will go north with me and we can solve the riddle of what has taken them and how, if we can free them, the Verit Gamblers will repay you by working directly to kill these vampire lords.”

“You do not seek payment?”

Telvias stood and finished his tea. “My payment is your skill. The Northern lands are haunted by wraiths. We go into the desolation of Etha, the lands burned from existence by the goddess. My kin are like pawns against us now.”

“There is a staff,” Evurn said. “A staff wielded by those who control the ones with rings. Removing the rings removes the control the wielders have, but since you say the rings cannot be removed, we will sort out something else. Perhaps cutting the rings from them?”

“It may work," Telvias said. “I would rather have my friends back with fewer fingers than lose them forever.”

“Who is this stranger? Have you determined anything to get some clue to his identity?” Braei asked.

Telvias looked at the others. “Done with your tea? Then I’ll answer her question in a different way than you’d expect!” He smiled a bit more grandiose than normal for the typical tone of the conversation and went back into the tower.

“We did not build this place,” he went on as the others followed him back into the main room and down a side corridor. “From what we can tell, a wizard of some kind, perhaps of the race of men, built this place during the reign of the Scourge Siren. We don’t actually think she knew about it.”

“Lorlaam, a friend of mine and Ordak, mentioned wizards coming to the island at one time seeking knowledge,” Evurn said.

“Well, this wizard, whoever it was, found it.”

Telvias led them down a corridor that twisted into the mountains and then went back up, taking a small stairwell into a narrow opening.

“Must have been a small wizard,” Evri commented.

The entrance was quite small, and even Braei, the shortest of the group, had to duck. On the other side of the rocky entrance was a dark room. Telvias had a single candle to the side to which he used to light several other small torches before feeling his way to a rope that went up into the darkness. As he pulled the rope, several shutters opened in the high places, and the light that came through the top was mirrored down to the lower level, lighting the entire room. Before them were stacks upon stacks of manuscripts. There was a ladder that went to a second level where a table and a few chairs lay scattered about.

“A repository of knowledge. Some written by the wizard who lived here. Others were here before or were brought here.” Telvias sighed. “I have searched for some sign of what has taken my kin, as we all once searched for clues as to who the stranger was.”

“How long has this stranger been here?” Evurn asked.

“Some would say months, others among my kin debated and said no, they believed him or her to be someone of old. Some said the Scourge Siren, but it isn't her.”

“How do you know?” Evri asked.

"For one, her physical form was destroyed. As we understood it, talking with those in Silir, she was nearly beaten in her own tower and then fled north. Etha herself dueled the Scourge Siren and brought fire from the heavens down upon her. But she still haunts this place; she is still within Aieclo. But this stranger, be it man or woman, beast or spirit, is a new enemy.”

Evurn coughed. “This place is foul, smells of burned herbs. Telvias, I care little of your kin; I care little of you personally. I see you and your kind to be weak and foolhardy, for you were young and naive to leave before your training was complete.”

“The old do not know the ways of the young,” Telvias said.

“And the young do not know the paths of the old.”

There was silence between the two of them.

“But,” Evurn said, “there is a great darkness in the South, and upon Aieclo, and a new player who seems to wish to collect his or her own powerful pieces to put into the game to which the rules are not yet set or known. We seek your hand in the South, so, if the captain wishes it, we will go with you to seek out your kin.”

Evurn looked at Valrin. “This is beyond the Stormborn,” he said, “but you wish to help the elves and Taria. Do we journey north?”

“Yes,” Valrin said without delay. “We already came here and lost Aeveam. We must complete what we came here for.”

“Aeveam?” Telvias asked.

“Do not worry about her,” Ordak said. “You are still a stranger to us, a weak stranger at that. We will help you and measure your resolve and spirit. You are not a friend.”

“Very well,” Telvias said. “I need some time, and then we can depart. Feel free to browse this place and return to the central room when you are ready. I leave you for now.”

Telvias departed, and the companions looked at one another.

“So, our enemy collects those they wish with jewelry?” Ordak asked.

“It would seem,” Evurn said.

Evri sighed. “We waste time. We should hurry this along. We must get back south.”

“For someone raised by the elves, you’re a bit hasty,” Braei said.

“What would you know of it? I have trained to defend my homeland and I am not there. I could return, and they could all be dead!”

“Then your problems are less," Ordak said.

“Insult my people, orc?”

Evurn and Ordak looked at one another. “Boy, what exactly would you do if I said yes, and would that be insulting men? We do that anyway. You’re not an elf.”

Evri shrugged and turned away. “I go to wait on Telvias.” 

As Evri left now, the others began to go through the texts and scrolls.

“He hasn't learned any patience,” Evurn said, rolling out a scroll as Valrin and Braei made their way to the upper level of the room.

“Perhaps you should talk to his father,” Ordak said.

Evurn grumbled something to himself as he rolled the scroll he was holding back up. 

Valrin noticed a map rolled out on the table.

“Come look at this,” he shouted to Evurn.

Valrin noticed that the map itself had recent etchings and wording added. From simple wording such as Horn One, Horn Three, and the Tail, to other notations of entrance and tower a, b, and c.

“What is it?” Evurn asked.

Valrin pointed at the spots on the map.

“This is Aieclo,” Ordak said.

“These markings were made by the Verit Gamblers,” Evurn noted. “They’ve been looking for something and exploring this place beyond what I think we’ve been told.”

“Do you think he deceives us?” Valrin asked.

“I think we haven’t asked enough questions.” Evurn grabbed the map and rolled it up. “Come, let us ask the questions we have not.”

As they made their way back to the center room, they found Telvias in much different adornment than before. He was wearing the red clothing Valrin had seen him in before. He had two short blades he wore at his hips and multiple daggers along his chest. He also had a hooked blade in a similar design to Ordak’s and a long black whip hanging over his shoulder. Smoke rose from an incense plate before the statue of the gods, and Telvias poured blood, or so it looked to be, over his hand while grasping the statue.

“May the gods of the shadows watch over me and my new friends,” he said. “Honor to the old, honor to the young, honor to all of those who dwell beneath the darkened sun. May shadows veil our paths.”

“What aren't you telling us?” Evurn said plainly.

Telvias stared at Evurn holding the map. “It is disrespectful to disturb a man in prayer.”

“You’ll need more than prayer to protect you if you do not speak plainly of you and your brethrens’ dealings,” Ordak said, grasping his sword with one hand.

“My brethren and I have nothing to hide. But there are those on Aieclo who do.” Telvias smiled at them and licked the blood from his hand. “Harvested today,” he said, looking out toward the balcony. There were several dead bird-like creatures there. “They watch the way toward the Delkians. They alert me to wraiths, but in doing so, upon their eyes seeing such creatures so plainly, they soon die. I helped them along with it and give praise to the gods. Care for a drink of their blood?”

“Not I nor any one of our friends here give any faith to your gods," Evurn said. “What have you been searching for on this island?”

“The resting place of the Scourge Siren.”

“You seek to resurrect her?”

“No, we were sent to ensure she is destroyed, eternally.”

“Sent?”

“Not all is as you believe it in the Shadowlands. Yes, the others of Aieclo and I are young, but you do not know what has taken the Conclave of the Blood. The Shadowlands have been ruled faithfully for thousands of years but there is disdain in the high places. You left, but so did others. The Verit Gamblers are us who believed something was truly at odds to the will of the Conclave. I will not reveal the names of those who support us, but we came here to seek the blade of the goddess and to destroy the body of the Scourge Siren.”

“The blade of the goddess?” Ordak asked.

“The blade given by Etha to the old Dwemhar, the ones who inhabited this island. Meant to protect them from overzealous demon gods when the world was still young.”

“You speak of times before the Shadowlands were of shadow," Evurn said.

“I know.”

“There were many blades back then. There were even blades capable of striking the gods with the death of mortals. Forged by the Dwemhar and the elves.”

“The blade of the goddess was a blessed sword, much like that of Ordak and my own. It can seal away that which is cursed. I believe the Scourge Siren sought it, which is why she went north even though a great temple of Etha stood there in watch over the lands. The Scourge Siren murdered those within the temple, seeking the blade, and spurred Etha to rain fire from above, destroying all of that region and breaking this land further.”

“So, you seek this blade and the body of the Scourge Siren by the will of the Conclave of the Shadowlands?”

“No, I seek to stop those within Silir from resurrecting their supposed queen. We of Aieclo know that our support in the South has been so well hidden that we can never return. We seek to protect that which was, that which will be. But now, I am all that presently remains. That is why we must save the others and then move to complete our task. As it is now, we have time. Your vampire lords are but one problem in this world, Evri. Be happy. Those of the Scourge Siren’s followers are impure and broken. Those closest to her are dead.”

Valrin looked over to Evurn, who quickly subverted his eyes.

“You deceive me,” Telvias said. He snapped his whip down to the ground. “I have spoken. Now you speak. These lands have become much more active over the past two days. I saw you approach aboard a ship of the Dwemhar. I saw that there were others.”

Ordak growled but said nothing.

“It is true,” Valrin said. “We have others. One of our crew vanished, and two others went to search for her.”

“Her?” Telvias asked.

“The daughter of the Scourge Siren,” Evurn said.

"What? Daughter? She has an heir?”

“It was I,” Evurn said, “along with her father and this half-orc, who fought the Scourge Siren.”

“You drove her from her tower?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you bring their daughter here?”

“She is a member of my crew,” Valrin said.

Telvias began to pace. “She went missing?”

“She left. She has been unwell since our arrival.”

“Then we must free the others. With all of us, we can claim the blade. I dare not go alone to the High Fells of the North without many of power, but we free the others of the Verit Gamblers, we can get to the blade.”

“We must go back to the South. We must help the elves,” Evri said.

“First, we must protect these lands. If you want my assistance, you know the price. My kin and I are not simply hired assassins as believed by the few who know of us. That should be one thing that is as clear as the Glacial Seas to all of you now."

 

 

Part Nine: Silir

 

Beyond the gates of Silir, Fadis and Kirla were greeted by a dusty and dark city. While Aieclo itself was already a shadowy island, this city, nestled underneath the mountain cliffs of the center of the island, seemed to have a layer of ash atop everything in sight. There were no flowers or green plants, no clean water flowing from a mountain stream here. This was Silir, a town made up of shacks and multi-tiered buildings where all manners of people were skulking about. The gates themselves were not guarded, at least openly, but it would be ill-advised to cause trouble in a place where troublemakers would be dealt with regardless of their crimes.

“If she is here, how do we find her?” Kirla asked.

Fadis looked at the different buildings and then back to Kirla. “Ordak said this place was ruled by Rusis women, yet I do not see any.”

Kirla looked past the closest buildings and to a tower in the distance with torches atop it. It was just visible in the hazy sky. “Perhaps there. The Rusis, if they’re even real Rusis, will have a central building in which to rule from.”

“I’ve never known Rusis to be so overt. In fact, I knew little of Rusis before a few years ago.”

“Lost your way?” a random voice said.

Fadis turned to see a woman pushing a small cart full of all sorts of oddities and trinkets. She was a frail woman with leathery worn skin and curly gray hair. On her cart were small skulls and beaded necklaces.

“We are new to Silir,” Kirla said, “but we know our business.”

The old woman stopped pushing her cart and reached for a cane kept within the cart itself. She turned and slapped the ground near Kirla’s feet.

“All are new to Silir when you are as old as me. New doesn’t last; old is faithful. Perhaps, you can let me reveal what you seek?”

“You do not know us,” Fadis said. “Our business is private.”

The old woman’s gaze shifted behind them and then back to Fadis. He took a quick glance and noticed several hooded women a good distance away.

“There was another who came through here. Killed a few of the Sisters of Aieclo with their own magic. Used magic is not common. A fiery woman. Strangers are under a certain scrutiny as of now. Help an old woman push a cart, guardian of the woods. I will take you to my home and tell you more than you know. It isn’t every day the cards reveal ones taken by the desert genies.”

Kirla began to walk beside the woman as Fadis was left to push the cart. He had to reach down quite far to reach the cart, and with the weight of the cart, he was surprised the woman could even push it. 

The women from before stared at them as they departed, but did not approach. Fadis at least knew Aeveam had been through here, and he hoped this woman could help them further.

The old woman led them to a narrow alley on the far side of a dark stone building. While the structure appeared to have at one time been a place of industry, it didn’t appear so anymore. For what Fadis knew, Silir was old, but with the old cities of Aieclo and the long history of the island, perhaps there was something else here long ago.

They passed several beggars sitting in the street. All of them looked up, but none of them reached out or otherwise begged as Fadis expected. The old woman dropped each of them a few berries from a pouch, but they did not move to grab them.

Where in Taria did she get berries from?

They came at last to a lone wooden door in the side of the mountain. The door was so well hidden that if they had not known where the old woman was standing, they would have missed it.

The woman went to the cart and pushed a stone on its side. The entire cart collapsed into itself, and she picked it up with a single hand.

“What?”

“What? Your eyes deceive you.”

“You just made that cart that weighed more than a grown man shrink to the size of a small basket!”

“No, I just revealed what it really was you were pushing. You assumed there was much more to all of this, but there really wasn’t. Just as what happened with the genie. Just as there is with this island. The life of Aieclo is spent. The powers that keep this island from turning on itself are darker and more mechanical, I guess would be the easiest way to explain it. Now, come into my house and away from those who would seek to know more than they should.”

As they entered the old woman’s house, they saw a simple enough interior with several curtains that opened as the woman walked through them. Though she had used some strange magic to collapse her cart, she did still need her cane and used it to push levers and switches as she went to a large purple chair that had a single lamp hanging above it. 

Around the room were more trinkets. Besides skulls and several unlit lamps were metal machines, very small, but with gears and crystals.

As the woman beckoned them to sit, with open hands motioning to chairs near her table, Kirla and Fadis sat down, both enthralled by their surroundings.

The woman began to lay out cards on the table with different illustrations.

“You are a gypsy,” Kirla said.

“From the Shadowlands, indeed. A place still kind to my beliefs, but I have been on Aieclo for a long time. I remember when the lands were green, before the dark times. But now a new time is upon us. The descendant of the Scourge Siren returns. The Sisters of Aieclo did not expect her, though. I remember those times. I remember the killing and the massacres.”

“Our companions, on another part of Aieclo, were here during those times. We seek the Verit Gamblers. That is all.”

“Ranger.”

“What?”

“No,” the old woman said. “The card, it tells me one of you is a Ranger.”

Fadis looked at a card with a wolf within the center of the image.

“You guard the woods of the South. Your accent tells me it is true. You speak not like one of the Glacial Seas or the Eastern lands. The woman beside you is a faithful woman. She seeks you as you seek her, but you journey into places beyond yourself. It is indeed time for you to focus your work on what you know.”

“I am searching for a friend,” Fadis said. “Kirla assists me.”

“Kirla watches out for you. You are confident, skilled, both of you can kill and will kill many, but seeking the Scourge Siren and the one she has called is treacherous. You travel with one of the seas, a token of a future fortune.”

The woman had many cards on the table now. Some showed the ocean and the green polar lights of the North. Several showed different crystal formations, and one had a ship.

“Kirla, you are a mix of the old. A future time will have many such as yourself, but the gods and the Dwemhar both have a hand in such things. A time will come when this will be common.”

Kirla shook her head. “I have no true powers.”

“Is that what you believe or what you’ve been told? You were kept as a man’s plaything, yet you knew yourself above that? You did not let that destroy you? Why then is creating magic so out of the question? But there is death upon this island. There is a place beyond this place. The crafters of old made many items and trinkets, but, too, there was another. A man who loved the Scourge Siren. He created a way for her to survive beyond her body, beyond her physical form. He has helped make it so that Aieclo would remain, the city beneath the stones and ash.”

“Why do you tell us this?”

“So that you do not die.”

There was silence between all of them for a few moments.

“I only seek my friend, not to stop some old evil.”

“Your friend is beyond you, Ranger. It is time for you to return to what you know and the evil there. You have much in your future, but to remain as one of the crew, I see your downfall.”

“You know much,” Fadis said, “but little of those I care about and those I must help. You said you’d help us, and I thank you for providing us refuge, but we must continue on.”

The woman slid her cards back into one stack. She reached under her seat and pulled out a box.

“I have given warning. Tragedy comes for those you care about. The Black Moon that rose several nights ago brought with it a future that will change the cards for many.”

The box before them was silver with many gears and tiny crystals. The woman pressed several of the crystals, and the entire box began to articulate and spin before them. In a few moments, a single round metal device lay on a metal platform that the box had transformed to.

“Your purpose on Aieclo is complete once the Stormborn has this. Your task, Ranger, is complete. Look to the one beside you and trust her if you hope to survive what comes next in your path. The cards I see for Aieclo and your friend you seek are too dark for a Ranger of the North.”

Fadis stood, taking the circular metal device. It was silver with black etchings, but it had no writing that he could decipher.

“I’ll get this to the Stormborn. But we still seek our friend.”

“Seek the one captured, Ranger. Beyond that, you’ll see the way.”

Kirla stood, seeing that Fadis was not planning on staying any longer. “Thank you,” Kirla said to the woman.

She nodded and smiled. Fadis went to the door, and they both exited the house.

As she shut the door behind him, Fadis looked to her.

“What?” she asked.

“I figured you’d say something.”

She smirked. “A strange woman, but perhaps she just wanted some coins.” Kirla set down several small coins on the doorstep. “A small token that she’ll find.”

One of the beggars stood up and bowed to them. 

“Your gift to her is accepted. She hides here in the shadows. She awaits her time. Your offering is much to one such as her. Her berries are wonderful. It is why the elves revere her.”

Fadis looked back to the doorway and did not see it. Then, the beggars stood in unison before solidifying as stone.

“What was that?” Kirla asked.

“I don’t know, but I’d rather be back in the desert. Come, we need to find some clue to what all of this,” he said, looking around and then down to the metal object he was given, “is about. We need to find Aeveam and get out of here.”

They followed the alley, which led them back to another larger road that was congested with foot traffic and had many stalls of different sorts. They pushed their way through, working to get through the swathes of people. For such a desolate island, Silir had a pronounced effect on them and was no doubt a place that many traveled to, though, in all fairness, these people did not seem like people from Taria or the lands to the west. Most of the figures were hooded, and the ones who were garbed differently were not of the kind of folk one would expect. There were many people with growths on their faces. A few seemed to be of other races completely, and in such, neither Fadis nor Kirla knew what to think of the ones with mostly scales across their visible skin or the one they swore had feathers. Being of the race of men meant they were minorities in this city.

Fadis came to a point where there were two roads, and both seemed to lead toward the central tower, where he hoped to possibly see a clue of where Aeveam had gone. But the other way, Kirla suddenly walked toward.

“This way,” he said.

There were too many people this way, and the sounds of some strange creature shouting. It looked to be an auction or something of that nature, but in Fadis’s mind, they should go somewhere where literally everyone was pushing and slapping at one another. Plus, the other way seemed simpler. 

“No,” she told him. “We need to go this way.”

“Need? Why?”

She headed into the crowd, and Fadis didn’t know if she just didn’t hear him or didn’t care. Likely both.

He hurried to get beside her as she pushed her way into the people and up a road that went up to the tower at least. They had already been distracted enough, but at least it kept the eyes of the Sisters of Aieclo off them. Going this way almost guaranteed they’d run into those again, and from the fighting and pushing around them, it wouldn’t be in a good way.

They came to a long line of cages, and here, they saw wolves, large cats, and several creatures with four legs that they didn’t recognize to start with.

The gathering of people seemed to be trying to force their way into a large stone structure ahead. There were several mangled bodies heaved over the crowd, and another one was being strung up as they continued.

“He lasted a mere three beasts before he was killed! Wagers are in favor of the beasts!”

The fighting before them was in response to some type of fighting that none of them could see. 

Fadis and Kirla went toward the entrance, or more so, Kirla moved through the crowd, and Fadis worked to keep up while keeping watch for those around them. He saw more of the cloaked women, but they did not seem to be paying attention to them or any one person in particular. They entered a passageway where a large stone gateway prevented the masses from entering the arena. There seemed to be strange crystal stones that those who had them were able to use to gain entry into the gateway.

“That’ll be three for you and your friend,” the bird-like man squawked at them.

Fadis looked up past the beak of the strange cross between man and beast.

“Three. Do you not hear me?”

“Three gold coins?”

The guard looked down at him with his beak to the side. “Strange thing for one upon Silir to have. Of course, I cannot allow you in without proper payment.”

The guard seemed to speak louder than he had before.

“Go on to the room to your left so we can get this sorted out.”

Fadis attempted to back up and pull Kirla with him, but two other guards like the first now blocked their path, as if trying to obscure their view by others.

“Come,” the guard said.

Shuffled to a side room away from the gateway, the guards talked among themselves as Kirla and Fadis both drew their weapons, much to the surprise of the guards.

The one guard made a caw to the others, and they bowed.

“We have not seen gold within these borders in so long, we did not want the others to go insane by its sight.”

“You mean to protect us?”

“Yes,” the one said. Our race is already within the watch of the Clock Master and those of Silir. The Rusis here will want to know more of you if they spot you. You two do not belong here, and that is clear to us.”

“Clock Master? Who?” Fadis began.

“He is who orchestrates that beyond the island. He is who has maintained this place since the Great Ones fell.”

“The Dwemhar?” 

“Indeed.”

“We care little of Aieclo or the Clock Master. We seek our friend.”

“The one who killed the others? The woman of power moving with haste through the city? She is already gone.”

“Gone?” Fadis questioned.

“The Rusis here seek her to the north, between the great lakes of ice and fire. She is who you seek, correct? If so, move through the arena and through the northern gate, but know it is watched more fiercely. Many leave for the mines that way, but many of our kind make roosts there by order of the Rusis. But if the Rusis see you, they will not hesitate to take you themselves.”

“Why are you offering this advice?”

“We wish for your coins! We can buy ourselves freedom!” one of the other guards said.

“You are slaves?” Kirla asked.

“None upon Aieclo except for the ones who own others by life debt or otherwise stay in Aieclo. This place is evil, this city dark. Now we can leave and work to free our kin. We will deal with the Clock Master then.”

“Many rebellions spark across the lands, along with fights for survival. We go for our friend, and we will leave this place. We deal with our own evils.”

“Too many evils now. But go,” the first guard said. “Proceed through the passageway and into the arena. Do not delay. The arena has many more eyes than most places.”

Fadis and Kirla sheathed their weapons, and Fadis handed over the gold coins. The guard left the room as if nothing had happened, and Fadis and Kirla began down the passage.

It was a simple hall with no windows and only faint light from the occasional torch, but being under the darkness of Aieclo, this was more light than usual. 

“It is good we came here,” Fadis said. “We at least know she is no longer here.”

“There is more to this place,” Kirla said. “I still feel something else.”

“Feel all you want, but we must get north. Aeveam is going toward that tower, and I’d rather not be forced to deal with whatever it is that is there, dead or otherwise. I can’t believe that any place that was inhabited by the Scourge Siren, as dark as Evurn and the others claim, would be a happy place.”

As they exited the passageway, Fadis noticed they were in an arena. He had seen smaller ones before, but nothing of this scale. The tower itself went up so high that he could not see all those in attendance, and on the fighting grounds below, there were many blood-covered corpses. Even now, several beasts ran about like bulls, attempting to skewer a lone combatant with a large sword.

“Arena fighting,” Fadis said to Kirla. “That is what the bets are for. Let us move quickly and get away from this place.”

The arena rotunda that circled the arena itself had vendors and other caged animals almost at every corner. Grotesque displays of previous victims dotted the walls, and skulls hung along the openings to towers where drinks flowed in abundance. Fadis noticed there was an elevated platform high above the games below where several women stood high above the rest, their hair flowing in the cold winds, whipping massive torches high above the arena itself. But closer to them, along the walkway, there were more of the bird people and cloaked Rusis every so often.

None of them seemed to care for Fadis or Kirla, but still, Fadis kept his cloak bound and his hand on his blade, as did Kirla. They were much more at risk than they had been in the city. There was no fast and obvious escape if someone sought them, and essentially, they were in a prison of sorts, at least for now.

Horns called, and drums thundered. The roar of the crowd echoed across the arena. As they exited another tower and continued around, nearly reaching what would be the northernmost tower and the way out of the city, they heard an announcer begin.

“Igora of Aieclo’s eastern region has faced many beasts of burden, and he is given the ultimate honor of increased power by the blood of the phoenix!” 

The crowd roared in applause, and the center of the arena became bright with light as the floor shifted beneath them with a rumbling so strong that Fadis felt it in the ground beneath him. Flames shot out of a dark hole where clanking gears pushed up a platform with a massive black cage that shook and rattled.

“Aieclo, the island of the Rusis, gives us many riches and pleasures, but it is the blood of the phoenix that is worth it for many of the greatest warriors. In endowing the warrior with the blood of a phoenix, they are granted second life, a chance to die and return in similar form, like the mighty bird before you!”

Kirla had become dead focused on the arena grounds and pushed Fadis’s hand off her as he attempted to get her to continue to walk.

In the arena pits, fire shot up again, and several Rusis appeared on the arena grounds. The warrior, Igora, stood smashing his sword on the ground as the cage walls collapsed. A flash later, and the Rusis shot ice at the phoenix. The animal was magnificent, with plumes of red flames rippling off a crest on its head, and red jewel-like wings shimmering in the darkness of the island, but the Rusis spells struck the creature, causing it to frenzy and flap its wings, embers flying into the sky around it. Several arena slaves worked to restrain the creature, binding its wings in stone and forcing its mighty head down to the ground. Igora was presented with a necklace of blue and silver, magic flowing off the device.

“That which is of fire shall give all of its life for the blessing of yet another warrior, another warrior for service to Aieclo. One that will be honored in time beyond honors, another warrior to join under the watch of the Sisters of Aieclo in servitude.

“Kirla,” Fadis said, pulling her shoulder. “Let us move to the northern gate. Who knows what those bird guards are going to do or say considering they have their way to freedom! They could give us up just as well as if we were seen.”

Kirla outstretched her hand, her eyes turning white for a moment. There was a cracking sound beneath them, and the chain holding the phoenix exploded in a blast of arcane light.

Kirla stumbled backward and collapsed into Fadis’s arms.

“How in all of the lands?” Fadis shouted.

He caught her but stumbled backward. The phoenix below screeched, and the announcer was drowned out by the sheer screams of terror within the arena. Fadis shielded his eyes as a bright flash overtook the tower. Rusis spells flew into the creature, but it flapped upward, now much smaller than it appeared beneath them but where before it had the appearance of an actual bird, it was nearly all fire now.

It hovered, flapping its wings over Kirla.

Kirla suddenly opened her eyes, and there was a flash between the bird and the rogue. Rusis spells slammed into the ground around them, and the phoenix turned and took to the sky as Rusis swarmed them. Fadis pulled Kirla forward as blasts of ice and fire shattered and exploded around them.

The next tower was not the northernmost, but it would do. The people within the arena were in a panicked flight from the stands, and this stairwell was one of many in the area that led back down. In so, there were so many people attempting to flee at once that they managed to lose the Rusis. They descended to a lower level and then another. Fadis then saw that three levels down, there was a much less populated walkway leading out of the tower. They forced themselves from the tide of people and sprinted from the tower. Fadis knew the tower they were going to was the correct one they originally wanted because of the crenelation of this one being very different from the others, likely meaning that this tower was the first tower built, or something else entirely.

As they made it to the tower and found it abandoned, they headed down the stairwell. Doors slammed behind them, but they kept running, twisting down a stairwell that led into a dark hall of cells with bleeding and deprived bodies kept out of view of the crowds.

A spear flew over them, striking the wall just beside them. Fadis turned. It was the warrior Igora.

“You took my life from me! You took my blessing! You will not escape the sisters, for you will not escape me!”

They came to a locked doorway, and Igora stopped sprinting after them. The warrior had a large silver sword and armor that seemed to be made entirely from bone.

“You took my life from me!” Igora shouted again.

Kirla dropped down to the doorway and began picking at the lock.

“No one escapes this hall!” Igora said, lifting his sword. “This is the hall of my victims! I shall happily add you!”

Fadis drew his blade, holding it at an angle as the warrior slowly approached them.

“Kirla! A way out would be good!”

“A few moments!”

Fadis lunged forward and was quickly parried up. Igora reversed his grip and flipped upward in a strange acrobatic leap, bringing the blade nearly upon Fadis but just grazing his arm. The Ranger spun to the side, drawing his dagger and jabbing for the exposed back of his attacker. There was a flash, and the warrior was behind him. His blade was instantly at the Ranger’s back, and Fadis fell to the ground away from the blade, making two uncoordinated slashes with his blades to try to deter Igora. But the warrior pummeled into him, throwing him against the wall. 

Fadis crossed his blades in front of him, just keeping Igora from literally biting him. Igora had the mouth of a beast. Perhaps this man was no man but part ogre like Ordak. The winds changed. A cold gust blew into the room. As he glanced over to Kirla, he saw her wide blade coming down upon the bone gauntlet, shattering it. He was free from the grip of Igora. He dropped and rolled from the grip of the warrior. Igora charged the rogue, but in a flip, she hurled several daggers his way, deterring him just enough for her to land a strong kick into his back. 

The door out was open. They both fled to the dismayed shouts of Igora beneath them. They struggled up the stairwell. Fadis felt a pain in his side and realized he might have broken a rib, but he wasn't sure. They kept running, getting up to an outer ledge that ran along the northern side of the arena tower. As they just passed the void where they went from the stairwell to the ledge, a blade came tumbling out, just missing them.

In the distance, Fadis could see the fires of Aieclo, the great lake north of the city. They weren’t on the outer keep of the city, but they were close. Igora pursued them still, and now several Rusis appeared on the walls. Fadis looked down into the darkness of the stacked buildings beneath the wall. 

“Jump! We have to get off the wall!”

They both ran for the edge, leaping and rolling onto the top of a house. Fadis rolled one way, and Kirla rolled another. He fell into the top of an overhanging porch, much to the dismay of two dwarves who stood and grabbed their hammers.

“A man, here?” one of them said.

“My apologies. I’ll be leaving.”

Flashes of magic struck around him, and he scurried to cover, finding a ruined house and looking for Kirla.

Igora had followed them, skulking about nearby. He was now holding a random piece of wood.

Kirla darted across his view, and Igora instantly engaged her, attempting to strike. She parried one hit and then leaped up just as the warrior’s gauntlet smacked her.

Fadis rushed to join her in the fight, when a blast of fire consumed Igora.

Several Rusis appeared.

“She is not to be harmed!”

Fadis had sheathed his sword and was stringing his bow in haste. As the Rusis hovered over Kirla, he pulled string to cheek. He released, sending an arrow into the face of the woman.

Kirla jumped up, spinning a quick strike and cutting down the Rusis. Blasts of fire struck near Fadis, and a bolt of lightning struck just near him, throwing him back. He couldn't see for several moments, and he lay back, unable to move. 

“Bind her and find the other one,” a voice said.

He suddenly felt himself getting dragged, and a door shut.

“If you know what is good for you, you’ll stay quiet,” a voice said.

 

*****

A few moments passed, and the sounds of shuffling feet and commotion subsided. He could see now, but he had been put in a closet of some kind. The door opened quite unimpeded, and he saw the two dwarves from before. He was inside their house, if one could call it that. He still had his swords, and as he locked eyes with one of the dwarves, a second one closed the door to their house, holding his bow.

“You and your friend test the sisters. But they didn't kill her,” the dwarf said.

“Yes, well, they might,” Fadis said. “I am Fadis, and you two are?”

“Just two brothers, dwarves, but our names are unimportant.”

“What, are you wanted?”

“No, our memories are a bit smoky. Two much time breathing the ash of Aieclo. We see someone who took down a sister, and as favor would have it, we do not care for them.”

The room they were all sharing was no larger than a few paces and had even less within it. There were two beds on the far wall and a table where the one dwarf was sitting. The second dwarf gave Fadis his bow but did not look at him. It was then, Fadis noticed that he didn’t look at all. Unlike the one dwarf, this one was blind.

“The sisters?” Fadis asked, motioning to the blind dwarf.

“Lava monsters, as a simple person would call them! The sisters have their issues, but they are not evil by right. They rule with a hard hand, and if they want you dead, you are killed.”

“Then why not let them take us? Why help me? Surely there is no point.”

“We are followers of Etha. She resides in the city. It is her hand that still guides us. She is setting up something. You should go find your friend. They take her to the tower. They believe she is like the one who came before. The one you call Aeveam.”

“I do not understand,” Fadis said. “Etha? The goddess? Why does she care of us?”

“She has unfinished work. She has sought the resting place of the Scourge Siren as the Clock Master has.”

Fadis shook his head.

“You do not believe us?” the blind brother asked.

“No, I do. It’s just why does this need to be so complicated? I came to find Aeveam.”

“You will. But there you will find death, as things go now. Proceed north, avoid the dangers there, and see that all that happens does so for a purpose beyond yourself.”

The blind brother opened the door for Fadis. There were several beggars outside the door.

“The way is open for you to the gate. Beyond the gate, you shall find trials. The way of Aieclo is not a simple path. You blamed the gods for your fall. Embrace them for your future. Your redemption is ahead if you choose to take it. The gods of the North are with you, but this path you must embark on alone."

 

Part Ten: Rings

 

Outside the tower, the lizards, including Stonehide, were sleeping in a group against several rocks just in the shade of the mountains. Evurn and Ordak walked with Valrin and Braei as Evri still kept to himself, seemingly annoyed with everything.

“So, now that we’ve all been honest, we can hopefully get done with what we need to get done with?” Ordak asked.

“I do not think he was lying for the sake of lying, but just omitting what the full truth was,” Evurn said. “He has as much reason to trust us as we do to trust him.”

“He did not care for the issue with Aeveam.”

“Neither do I, but we cannot do anything about that as of now. We must trust that Kirla and Fadis are having some luck. I do not intend to leave this island without her, and Scourge Siren or not, if I have to risk myself, I will happily do so once we’ve secured the other Verit Gamblers and the Stormborn’s task is complete.”

“I do not wish to leave her either,” Valrin said. “At worst, Evri and the others can return. If Aeveam is in trouble, I will not leave her here.”

“If the one who is the daughter of the Scourge Siren is in trouble, all of us may be,” Telvias said. “But there are many steps to our journey of securing Aieclo. Once we have saved the others, we can make a decision on moving forward.”

“I understand there are issues here,” Evri said randomly, “but my people are at war. I have told my king I will find you assassins. You must assist us.”

"I must do nothing,” Telvias replied. “I agreed to help you once my kin are safe. You are a child among us. Learn your place.”

Evri again was silent.

“We have not forgotten about the others,” Valrin told Evri.

“It would seem some have. Even my own father left.”

“He left to find a member of the crew who may be in trouble.”

“I know why, Valrin. I just can’t help but feel the issue at hand is more important to others than the greater issue at home.”

“The stakes of the world typically call those to act who would rather deal with what is otherwise important to them,” Ordak said, motioning for Stonehide. “We will save both worlds. Just give us time, sharp blades, and strong ale.”

Evri was unamused by Ordak’s response, and Evurn didn't care to say anything.

“What do you ride?” Braei asked.

“I ride the same as you, but mine knows some tricks. Rel, my darling! Show yourself!”

On the rocks above them, Telvias’s lizard materialized from the stone. Her camouflage was something, unlike simple hide color. She also didn’t climb down but became as smoke, just as a typical shadow elf, and appeared before the others. Stonehide hissed, obviously not caring for the tricks of the other lizard.

Evurn laughed. “You have taught the beast your own powers. That takes some skill.”

“Skill? No, these lizards are smart. Rel is smarter than most!”

Stonehide hissed again and snapped at Rel, who did little more than glance at him. As they each mounted their lizards, Stonehide stood up on his hind legs, much to the surprise of Ordak.

“Whoa! Now, now!”

Stonehide was drooling.

“It seems he wishes to mate!” Braei laughed.

Rel snapped again and hissed loudly.

“The sentiment is now shared, Stonehide!”

Ordak smacked the beast several times, and Telvias just laughed. “Well, at least our mounts get right to the point!”

Telvias led them away from the tower as they began further into the mountains and up a wooden platform. The platform itself ran along the mountains yet was hidden from the casual viewer by several branches made to veil the construction.

“Was this built by you?” Valrin asked.

“It was. It’s just to get us down to the lower valley and the road north. Don’t worry, it does not lead all the way to the ground. What fun would that be?”

Telvias smiled with an exuberant laugh that carried in the wind as they began to run faster. Valrin held on to the lizard, his hands quite tired from the constant grasping he had to do to stay mounted. He noticed that Telvias had an actual saddle, and was quite jealous of the fact.

The fires at the center of Aieclo were growing brighter, and the storm above the volcano was more violent. He thought of Fadis and Aeveam, not to mention Kirla. He hoped those of his crew were okay.

Coming to the end of the wooden paths, Rel jumped up to a tall dome of rock and then turned to her side, sliding down to a ledge before then perching like a bird on a large pillar of rock.

“It is time for the fun part!”

“No, no, no. Stonehide and I do not care for this kind of fiasco!” Ordak said.

Telvias laughed again. “Now, now. Time to go!”

As Valrin and his lizard nearly met up with the others, Telvias and Rel shot off the side of the cliffs, and for the first time, Valrin learned that these lizards were capable of flight, or more so, gliding. As Rel launched herself from the rocks, she spread small webbed wings hidden in the folds of hide between her front and back legs. The other lizards did the same, quite suddenly, and to the horror of Braei, who screamed as her lizard jumped from the cliffs.

Valrin took a deep breath as they reached the edge, seeing the others below him already but much further away considering they were flying.

The lizard reached the ledge and then launched them from the rocks.

The ground faded away as the lizard, which Valrin thought was set to only scurry along the rocks, glided like a bird, making for the stony lands beneath them but with a grace he did not expect from a creature like this. It felt like sailing, yet in a storm, and his stomach felt as he did when he crossed over the edge of a large rolling wave with the Aela Sunrise. He smiled. With the horror around him with the fire and smoke, the tales of evil and such, there was a strange peace to this moment. A peace that was quickly lost.

Valrin saw the others ahead, and his lizard landed with more grace than he’d expected from a reptile of this size. They were running again, now down a dusty road with large blocks of stone on either side of them as if they were not on a road at all but a canal.

There was a screech that tore through them, but Valrin did not see anything. Ordak and Telvias had their blades at the ready, and Evurn’s staff crackled to life.

More screeches, and then stark frigid air blew over them. Ordak fell back to the back of the line as Telvias brought them out of the canal. As soon as they were on the straight road again, horrid screams came from all directions. Magic flashed around him. He drew his blade, blocking a wraith from grabbing him, but only deflecting his spectral attacker. The wraiths themselves were gray in color, with long bony hands and red eyes. Though their presence was icy and left frost on his skin, smoke and the smell of brimstone was left in their wake. 

Telvias took down two of them, one passing over the host and the other coming up at their side. The wraiths convulsed around his holy blade.

Both Evurn and Braei deflected the creatures away, and for the first time, Valrin saw Evri’s sword glowing with a blue hue. Though it did little actual damage, unlike the holy blades, the elven weapon did more than a simple sword in slashing the creatures away.

There were a few more attacks, and they finally were left alone. The lizards gasped for air, frightened and winded from sprinting for so long as the wraiths buzzed around them. The road went through a large village, only a skeleton of what it once was. They stopped to rest their beasts and to take a breath.

Wails echoed across the hills, and on a high hill in the distance, a glowing stone snapped with an electrical burst as the ground trembled.

“The great volcano is angry,” Telvias said.

“The land is angry,” Ordak corrected, “as are those who rest beneath its surface.”

Telvias looked out toward the mountains to the north. “Beneath its surface is where we must go.” 

Valrin sheathed his sword and looked around the village. Bones lay in the waste of the dust rolling across broken boulders. But though some skeletons were torn apart, most lay undisturbed since their deaths. Large and small, none escaped the cataclysm of Aieclo.

“Let us continue,” Telvias said.

They were underway again, continuing down the journey with haste. More than once, Ordak suggested they wait until nightfall to sneak past more wraiths moving along the hills, but the half-orc and the Verit Gambler had differing opinions.

They were attacked again, this time from smaller wraiths, but nonetheless fierce. This time, the lizards themselves were assailed. The wraiths bit and slashed, tearing at their hide, and Evurn was thrown off. His lizard then pounced like a rodent at the mercy of many cats.

Ordak dismounted as well, slashing down two of the creatures before Braei sent a blast of lightning into their spectral forms, stunning them.

Telvias rode into the group, turning into smoke as was typical of a shadow elf such as him, and slashing into each of the stunned wraiths before re-materializing and noticing the lizard was struck many times.

He went back to his own mount, as did Ordak. Both had healing herbs of a kind Valrin had never seen.

“You can still find such herbs on Aieclo?” Evurn asked.

“In the high places in the mountains,” Ordak said, “on the sides that face the sea where fresh air and untainted water still nourish some places of the lands. There is yet hope for Aieclo. One day, perhaps, it will return to its former glory.”

The mountains rumbled, and an explosion of fire leapt into the sky from the center of the island.

“The past will fade for the new to come. Unless the island fractures and the seas wash away all,” Telvias said.

The many injuries the lizard had sustained were bandaged as best as could be, and at a minimum, the herbs had numbed the pain it felt before.

“We will reach our destination before nightfall,” Telvias said. “Then comes the most difficult part, for it will not be wraiths we deal with.”

As a dusky sky turned black, they came to the edge of the mountains. The jagged peaks reached high into the clouds, and darkened ruins ran along the edge of the high cliffs.

“These mountains were once the walls to a dark abode. It was meant to be a great throne for the Scourge Siren, but it was never completed. The fortifications in the mountains were left unused until near the end, but by then, it was too late. Only where we go, the Dwemhar forges beneath the ground ever saw real use in those days.” 

Telvias led them to a large statue that was broken at its torso. A small cave was here that while it didn’t go anywhere itself, it was a good place for their lizards to rest.

“We’ll go the rest on foot. Riding our friends into the place we go to will offer little advantage to us.”

They crept around the side of the statue and to a path that went up the mountain. Like the rest of the lands, it had no signs of life but their recent prints in the dirt. The path snaked up the side of the rock, leading them further up and nearly into the slight fog that hung in the upper reaches of the cliffs. At least they didn’t have to actually climb.

Coming to an actual wall, Valrin was surprised to not see sentries.

“Do they guard the outside or just assume no one would come here?” Evurn asked.

“I have only viewed the place from afar,” Telvias said, “but I have not seen guards as you mention. Most would not survive the journey here. Besides, the riches most seek are near the lakes of fire and ice in the island’s center. They do not know much of these lands, and there are no stories of these places to the north except what monsters supposedly haunt them. That deters those not crazy.”

“And you consider us?” Braei asked.

“I have never claimed to be sane,” Telvias said, cracking a wide smile.

He drew his blade and vanished in a puff of smoke, appearing above them on a distant rock.

“It is clear.”

Valrin and the rest of them moved up the road and past the wall. There was a massive dark opening in the mountainside. On either side of the gaping maw of a cavern, there were glowing stones with inlaid marks forming stars inside them.

Telvias did not run with the rest of them but took a wide path along the rocks, moving perpendicular to them. Ordak did the same but on the opposite side, making a point to stop on an eave and then run back to Evurn.

“While there are signs of camps and abodes here once, I see no evidence any others have stayed here in any large number.”

“The place is active,” Evurn said, motioning to the glowing stones. “I am surprised more are not here like they say there are in the lower regions of the lands. I would not expect the threat of monsters to keep everyone away.”

“Perhaps there are greater stories of what haunts these places,” Evri suggested. 

They drew blades. Coming to the opening of the cave itself, Evurn cast a spell of mage light, and the way became evident to them. There was one path that led up through a broken section of walls that once would have been part of a greater gateway. They passed through, spotting a lone torch in the distant darkness of the cave. As they progressed, spreading out within the large room, they saw both a way to move further down into the caves and a way that did not go down but went straight to where the torch was.

“We do not split up," Ordak said.

“We should avoid the lighted path, stick to the shadows,” Evri said.

“I like his tactic. A strange man with strange armor, but perhaps he hides skill.”

Evri shook his head. “Do not underestimate someone just because you do not know them.”

“I would never,” Telvias said. "I underestimate everyone because I know I am better.”

“Quiet. It’s hard to believe either of you has skills of subterfuge or stealth,” Ordak said in a hushed shout.

Evurn stomped forward, running down the pathway that led further down. Valrin worked to keep up with him as the others did the same, descending into the darkness that was only pushed away by Evurn's magic.

“This way,” Evurn said.

“How do you know?” Braei asked.

“I read the runes while the others were too busy comparing themselves.”

Valrin smiled and looked back at Evri and Telvias, who were trying to avoid being near one another.

They came to another chamber. This one had a large doorway that was partially open with a single chair and table, clearly not of these ruins, sitting nearby. Evurn paused, scanning the room. There were three pallets in a corner near a small lamp. Two were occupied with sleeping figures, but the third figure was missing.

Evri and Telvias moved forward on Evurn’s pointing, taking different paths within the shadows. Ordak looked behind them as Evurn extinguished his light.

Valrin noticed there was a faint glow to their left around the corner and looked around the edge, seeing a figure with a torch in the far distance down another hallway. He or she was returning.

Evri had spotted this person as well. He tucked away in the darkness by the doorway and looked to Evurn.

As the figure passed through the door, Evri came from behind him, but not with his sword. He grabbed the figure’s mouth and pulled them down to the ground in a struggle. In the distance, Ordak and Telvias thrust their blades into the sleeping figures, never allowing them to rouse. Evurn saw what had transpired so far and rushed to Evri.

“Bind him,” Evurn said.

The person was a male of the race of men from the looks of him. He was wearing a dark tunic and had a small sword but nothing else.

“Help me—” he managed to shout. 

Evri slammed his head into the ground and quickly drew his blade, running down the corridor in which the man had been patrolling.

The rest of the companions were still. Ordak and Telvias vanished into the shadows, and Braei, Valrin, and Evurn sank against the wall. There was little light in this passage and no signs of anyone else at this point, but they could not be sure.

Evurn whistled, to which Ordak responded with three short whistles. He then suddenly whistled again, a longer tone.

“More come,” Evurn said. 

Evurn pulled the bound companion into the shadows and then ran across the opening in the room to another bit of shadow.

Valrin and Braei stayed where they were. He gripped his sword, squeezing the hilt in an ounce of nervousness. He was surrounded by what he considered to be much greater warriors than himself, but the mystery of this place had him more comfortable than he would normally be in a situation like this.

Several figures came in from the door that they had first seen. They went to the pallets. Valrin hadn't seen it, but Ordak and Telvias must have moved the bodies.

One of the figures knelt, and then his staff ignited in red flame. Several small creatures ran through the room. Each of them was no larger than a cat, approximately the same size as a Delkian, but with much larger ears.

“Imps,” Braei whispered.

“Find our guests,” the figure said. “I will tell our master of this occurrence. Do not fail in bringing the bodies of those responsible. We will need the blood.”

There were several other figures; each of them had torches. They all wore the same black tunics as the one they had captured.

The figures began searching the room. Valrin and Braei waited for a moment, but Evurn was the first to engage the strangers. Imps were upon him, and in flashes of magic, he threw several of them back, turning them to cinders. There were other casters in the group with magic. Bolts of ice and lightning shot around the room, and Valrin heard Ordak roar before swords clashed. Evri moved out of the shadows, his sword up, but imps fell from the ceiling, grabbing him. Valrin and Braei were on their feet. Braei brought her spells to hand as multiple figures and imps moved toward them. The figures had swords and wands of some kind. They cast wards of shimmering red and attempted to block their escape, forming a wall as one attempted to move quickly to their flank. 

Braei cast her spells, sending a bouncing bolt of electricity along the walls, striking the one trying to get behind them.

Valrin pulled Braei, and they fled down the hall. They had no choice but to split up from the others.

 

****

Evurn had seen that Valrin and Braei had fled, but he was not sure of the others. What he did know was in the confusion, he had been struck and pacified. Something a bit embarrassing, but he had deflected many spells meant for both killing him and even striking Valrin.

Evri was also down and not moving. He did not know if he had been killed or was merely knocked out.

Telvias was still up, but his shadow magic was no use to him. He had attempted to shift out of the room, or at least, away from his attackers, but a binding spell of electrical currents had captured the agile assassin.

These were not amateur warriors, not by any standard.

“Bind them, take them to the inner thrones,” a gruff voice said. This figure was the largest of the figures. Very tall, and more muscular than even the stoutest of dwarves. He wore a many-horned helmet, one that made him look like some kind of strange beast.

Evurn was bound. His staff was taken by another figure, and he was forced to his feet.

Evri was now on his feet but was struggling to get free.

“Stop,” Evurn said.

A swift strike came to Evurn's shoulder. The man with the many horned helmet struck him with a mace. He felt his bone crack, and a crippling pain overtook him.

“Telvias, you’ve been wanted.”

Evurn heard the same gruff voice from before.

“My master will be pleased. Many of your kin have been useful in our goals. Their blood has been well used too.”

Evurn watched ahead as they descended a series of long stairwells that took them deeper into the mountains. This structure was larger than any dwarven place Evurn had been to, not that it was saying too much considering most of the larger dwarven cities were in the South. He was amazed at the overall structure of what he knew was Dwemhar. More so, he knew they were going into the actual old city, that which was a city before Aieclo was a landmass. The floating Dwemhar city must have been something grand in its day, possibly even able to take flight itself, but that was something Evurn was not sure of.

He began to spot breaks in the structure above him, not like broken stone, but constructed eaves that revealed the place they were being taken to, or so it seemed. While the mountain they had entered was massive, this sheer wall before them with carvings of multi-armed statues and elaborate inscriptions rose into what would make a massive tower on the outside world. In the center of this gargantuan wall was a large furnace, or so it seemed at first. What he stared at was a molten river, a source of eternal fire once used by the Dwemhar themselves.

They were forced down into what appeared to be a massive theater of sort with elevated seating. There were many stone thrones along a wall of stone where beyond the wall, there was a dark expanse with no bottom that any of them could see, at least yet.

Each of them was forced to the stone thrones, and chains bound them by their wrist and ankles. At this point, Evurn could tell that Ordak had not been captured. Perhaps the half-orc could help Valrin and Braei. Though, he worried about what was to come. He prayed Valrin would just leave. This was no longer his purpose. It never was Valrin’s purpose to come to Aieclo, but now they were under a greater threat from an unknown enemy. He wanted Valrin to flee. To save himself. Something told him his hope was pointless. He glanced up to the high place above them and could see dark ruins surrounding them.

The many dark tunics around them formed a long line, and now he could clearly see the large man with the horned helmet, though, it was not a horned helmet but a mask. The mask itself had many long tentacles that grasped his arms and legs. On his hand was a glowing silver ring. Evurn quickly glanced at the others in the line of dark tunics, seeing at least one other silver ring. Again, this person had another distinguishing factor in that he or she was wielding a silver staff versus a sword like the others. Clearly, the ones with rings were different.

“We await our lord and god to determine who shall be blessed among you,” the man with the mask shouted out.

Evurn looked at Evri. The boy was bleeding from the face. Telvias was alert and looking around, seemingly having taken no injuries whatsoever. Evurn’s shoulder ached. He didn’t know how bad he had been maimed, but it throbbed, and his arm was feeling numb. He noticed that his staff, along with the two holy blades and other weapons they had, were on a table not too far away. Not that it made much difference. They were bound in such a way that they could not escape, and though Telvias had shadow magic, the place was no doubt blocking his ability to use magic, much less anything else. There was a spell on the place, and it was not Dwemhar magic but something else.

“Valrin,” Evurn said to himself, “get out.”

 

****

 

Valrin and Braei had finally stopped running, but while they had escaped, neither one of them knew where they were or what they were going to do.

“The others, they’re captured or dead already,” Braei said. “We must help them.” She was out of breath and surprisingly panicked.

“Breathe, Braei, please,” Valrin said. “They were trying to capture us. So, there is hope.”

"They overpowered Evurn!” Braei said. “How can we beat that?”

“By figuring out what we need to do right now,” Valrin said.

“Okay—just, okay.”

Valrin embraced her. “Are you okay physically?”

“I-I am. Just—this never happened at sea, you know? We saw what we sought to fight, or we expected it. I did not expect this place, not a place like this.”

“I expected something. We were not going to get into this place as easy as we did and not have something happen. They have captured shadow elves. I suspect they are at least somewhat powerful.”

“More rings?”

“Possibly. The one had Rungar for many hundreds of years, if not thousands.”

"Who are these people?”

“Let’s figure out where we are first and then try to find the others. Maybe someone escaped?”

Braei pushed herself from Valrin and quickly looked around. There were small glowing blue orbs above them in the rock, but nothing else.

“This place is massive. We were running for so long, I think we should just go back the way we came.”

Valrin glanced around. This place was reminiscent of something else to him. The ruins, the crystal caves they had gone to before with the Dwemhar city. There, he had learned many secrets, but this place seemed older. Evurn had said that Aieclo itself was a much more ancient city, but looking around, he noticed that he didn't see any of the crystals that were so indicative of other Dwemhar places. Aieclo was more like an empty shell, or just so long abandoned that nothing remained beyond a few glowing lights.

He could feel thunder beneath his feet and could hear the sounds of expelled air somewhere in the distance. He went to the edge of the room and noticed another passageway.

Braei summoned a small fire in her hand and lit their way, moving out of the room and to a long hallway that while very dark to their left, was open to their right. Valrin walked onto a balcony and looked down into dark chasms that went on as far as he could see in either direction.

He heard the rushing air again and saw a flash of fire in the distance across the chasm. He looked up to their left and saw a bridge.

“We should go to that bridge and then cross. If the others were captured, I believe it is best we seek out places where others already are. We will not find our friends in these dark places.”

The truth was that Valrin didn’t have any clue where they should go. Going back the direction they had come seemed about as smart as going a new way, but at least they might surprise any enemies going this other way. 

While he was technically leading her, he stayed almost directly beside her, considering she had their only source of light. The lamps above them were so dim, it was essentially like they were not there at all.

The air was cold but not musty like they were underground. It didn’t change the wet cold in the air, the contrast and composition of the air changing as they moved from open hallway to closed corridor and single rooms with bare stone tables and not even a book or trinket to be found.

The bridge he had seen was not too far from them, but finding a way to it, not to mention ascending a bit to get on the same level as the bridge, was proving difficult. Most of the pathways went nowhere, and it took some time for them to find a stairwell, which while taking them to the approximate level of the bridge, required them to move along the outside edge of several other balconies to get to the bridge.

Valrin noticed that the level they were on was completely cut off from the other levels, and the bridge they had been trying to get to was accessed from even higher above them. By chance, they did see a way up even though it meant climbing. They had invested so much time now, there was no sense in turning back, or perhaps there was. Their entire plan was as spontaneous as it could be.

Hand over hand, they moved up the blunt rock face of the structure before them, grasping the overhands of bricks and stone used to support the upper level. Braei managed to pull herself up from the ledge before Valrin and moved to pull him up. They had made it to the narrow bridge, and running across it, they watched in the shadows above, expecting something or someone, but they were still alone.

The room ahead seemed to have some form of light within it.

Braei put her finger to her lips and crept to the entrance of the room, peering in before looking back at Valrin.

“It’s empty, but I don't think it will remain that way.”

Valrin gripped the hilt of his sword and moved up next to her, peering around the corner. There were glowing swords laid out on a rock. In the distance, he could make out the sound of hammering.

“This is part of a forge,” he whispered.

“Well, that is what this entire place is, according to Evurn,” Braei said.

There was another door within sight of the spot they stood.

Valrin began to creep, moving across the open area of the room with the swords to another door and an open passage. The hammering continued, and it seemed to be in another room entirely.

“Come on," he said to her.

They made their way down an open passage that though dark, had a glowing white light high above, making Braei’s source of light suddenly unnecessary.

But there were more reasons for this than they’d expected.

Valrin nearly stepped out into a room with several figures standing in a circle. He fell back against the wall and pushed Braei to the rock. They were directly by another doorway. The door sprung open, and Valrin and Braei attempted to fade into the shadows, pressing themselves against the wall.

“You will each be responsible for our master’s cargo. Move this to the eastern caves. From there, take it to the northern coast. There, it will be distributed.”

“Did the master reveal more of their intent?”

The man speaking stopped walking. Valrin leaned out just to see the man slapped the other man.

“You are a mere thrall, nothing more. The one who we call master is but one of many, but they do not share such words with the lowers, much less you.”

“I am eager to serve the masks,” the man who had been slapped said.

“I am charmed, but you are but carrion to the master. The power of this world has shifted. The island awakens. The time for action comes.”

“Will the Scourge Siren awaken again?” another figure asked. This one was female.

“I do not know, but if that time comes, we will act. The full plan will be enacted.”

“Yet you cannot tell us the plan?”

This was another man. The one who seemed to be their leader charged toward this one, gripping him by the throat.

“So, what? You can offer your wise counsel? I follow the rule of our master without question. You should as well.”

“You are no man of power. You haven't been the same since that ring! We should go back to the others! What of Telvias?”

At this point, Valrin knew who two of these figures were. They knew Telvias, which meant they were shadow elves.

“Telvias will soon join our ranks.”

“I wonder if they’ll need to ensnare him with a ring too?”

“This is not ensnarement, you fool, this is freedom. We must embrace the new way of life. Telvias will see the truth or be destroyed. The rings,” the figure said, lifting up his hand, “the key to our salvation, a greater plan, forged by the ones who gave the sea peoples of old their power, the ones who were betrayed. All will come to fruition soon.”

The talking ceased, and Valrin leaned around the corner. The others had vanished. He looked further down the hallway. They were standing in the back of the open room. Suddenly, he saw several torch-lit shadows approaching. He didn't want to take the large pathway and open ground of the room where the figures had been. He didn't even know if some were still in there. But he grabbed Braei’s hand and pulled her forward. They began into the next room, noticing that the large cavernous expanse before them seemed to have movement in the upper portions of the halls and ceilings.

Valrin scanned the room around him, lifting his sword as he did. There was a strange clicking sound, repetitious, constant. He saw that there were many rooms that intersected into this one, and though one was blocked by collapsed debris, the other ones were very much open and seemed to have new construction of some kind.

“This place is new,” Braei whispered. “At least, it has new stuff. These moving parts, these machines, like the cogs of a mill that grinds flour. It is strange.”

The entire ceiling seemed to shift and move as part of a giant machine, but it was not independent of the room itself but tied into the glowing stones of the Dwemhar ruins.

“It’s like it is of similar design. The figures before spoke of rings and of those that ‘gave the sea peoples’ their power. I have never heard of such things.”

“And you won’t,” a voice said.

Valrin and Braei turned around to find Ordak.

“You escaped?” Braei asked.

“I was never caught. But that doesn't matter. We need to get away from this main area. Come, these mechanical constructs are everywhere, but at least these don't attack you. Come quickly.”

Ordak led them down a stairwell that they had not even seen before. 

“Watch out for the bodies,” he warned them.

Valrin noticed that his blade was red with blood, and as they descended the stairwell, there were several bodies of the robed figures.

“Too many of these bastards to count, but they’re not all smart. There seems to be many of a lower-level caste who are just slaves. I’ve never seen some of these, though.”

They came to a small room with only one way out that appeared to have a guard sitting in a chair.

Braei went to deal with it, and Ordak put her hand on her arm. “He is but a distraction, but he lacks the ability to still circulate blood. He is good.”

The orc face before them seemed to laugh. “It is good to deal with these creatures. It’s almost a fair fight. Much better than the idiots who try to get to the Delkians.”

“What is this place, Ordak, and do you know where the others are?” Valrin asked.

“I will tell you what I know.”

Part Eleven: Between Ice and Fire

 

 

Fadis was alone in the northern part of Silir. The beggars around him departed. The stillness of the city was not something that gave him any comfort. He drew an arrow and began running toward the northern part of the city and the gateway. He saw no one aside from beggars along this way, and though he reached the gate and saw where there was the bird-like men, there were no Rusis. The gateway wasn’t open literally, but the way was not watched. He noticed a small doorway in the gate and slipped through, closing it behind him. On the other side, he saw a stone stairwell that went between two splits in the mountain. 

“You!” a voice said.

Fadis glanced, drawing his arrow, but he saw one of the bird men from before, the one who was the guard who had taken their coins. He was bleeding from his chest.

“What happened?” Fadis asked.

“With our freedom, we then tried to free the others. But the Sisters of Aieclo, they are strong. They ready themselves for something greater. They have left the city, at least most of them. Their leader, she is powerful.”

“Why would you attack her?”

“Etha! Have you not felt the goddess’ growing power in the city?”

“I don’t feel much of the gods.”

“They are here. The Clock Master, he watches as well, even from his place far away. He is who you must seek if you stay the path of the seas.”

“I must return to Taria.”

“I do not know that name, stranger, but I only tell you what the goddess tells me. Go, hurry. We all make our decisions, and some pay with our lives. That is the path I took. I tried to kill my masters, but it failed. Sometimes, there is no good choice, just a hard one.”

The man became silent, and Fadis sighed.

Silir was a place of contrasts, heathens and holy. Beggars and those in power. Nothing made sense upon this island known as Aieclo, but for a Ranger, Fadis knew what he had to do, and now both of his friends were on his path ahead. He looked at Silir, the dark city at the foot of the mountains, and then turned to take his path ahead.

Fadis sprinted up the stairwell, pain still surging in his chest. He reached the halfway point and noticed the ruins around him. At one time, this place was a gateway, evident from the large columns that still formed a doorway, though the walls that ran along the base of the mountains had been destroyed by a volcanic eruption in the distant past. The way up the road had been chiseled away, and though the path was narrow, he fit through with ease and continued making his way upward.

The stench of the region and the gases expelled by the nearby lava fields were putrid, but coming up to the high point of the stairwell, he was able to see an even greater contrast than Aieclo. To his left, he could see an open expanse of tundra, snow-covered rocks wrapped around a great icy lake that glistened under the moonlight above. But to his right were fields of red-hot lava and smoke billowing into the sky. The lakes of fire stretched out beyond sight, and though these two lakes were close to one another, they did not react. They did not mix with smoke above snow or melting ice near the lava. Down the center of both of them was a long road of rock and boulders. Ruins dotted the way on the high places, spires of the once-mistress of this region. The road beneath his feet was only barely visible after the eruption that had run down the side of the mountain behind him, but he could still make out some of the stone. There were flashes in the distance. The Rusis were not too far away. He hurried down the path. It did not take a Ranger’s skill to figure out where his quarry was now. He began to sprint, jumping over fallen bricks and towers, up to boulders, and sliding back down into the sand on the other side. He was coming up on another large section of ruins.

The gateway to this place was intact but thrown open. He slowed at the opening, noticing that this gateway had been bent in, and from the decay on the metal, it was sometime long before this, perhaps even by Evurn and Ordak. But he had no way to know for sure. 

Slipping through the gateway, he peered around the edge of the column and saw an empty room with a break in the wall to the far right. Lava seeped in through a recent crack in the stone and cooled in a large pool in the center of the room. The lower part of the room had once had a bath fed from a spring that over time had run over its boundaries but still flowed from deep underground, keeping the lava at bay for now.

The ground quaked under his feet. He had thought he had felt it before in Silir, but it was when he was chasing Kirla, and he’d ignored it. No wonder the building was cracking and allowing lava in. Even now, bricks fell from above, nearly striking him. A few more quakes, and this building would likely collapse. He passed through to the other side, when a blast of ice struck near him. He sank against the rock and drew back an arrow. He leaned out, peering over a fallen column and behind every spot of cover, when a bolt of lightning struck to his side from within the room. This one he saw, standing in the darkness in ambush. He released his arrow, but it missed. He spun around to the outside and sprinted to the cover of a large rock on the far-left side. He crouched down, drawing back an arrow as the Rusis within the structure sprinted out. He released. The arrow struck her form, but he did not know where.

He drew again, popping up and scanning the rocks around him.

“Fadis!” He could hear a voice, but it was not Kirla. “Fadis of Taria!”

“I prefer Ranger of the North,” he shouted back.

“Taria is to the south. This is the North. We have no Rangers here.”

He watched for movement. He could tell the voice was coming from beyond the large rocks and outside of his view. He released the tension on his arrow.

“You are the Sisters of Aieclo?”

“I am the mistress, no mere sister. I am Isliha. You are surrounded, Ranger.”

“That isn’t how I see it. I think you’re scared to catch another arrow.”

“That was one of my sisters, and she is with child.”

“Then perhaps she shouldn’t be attempting to do whatever it is you crazed people are doing. Too dark in Silir to remain there.”

“She is a Sister of Aieclo, Ranger. I do not expect you to understand loyalty.”

“Now you’re just annoying me,” Fadis shouted. “Where is Kirla?”

“Oh, the one who freed the phoenix, the one who gave gold coins of Taria to our slaves, and the one who is more powerful than she knows? She is with us. We all hunt the same person. Perhaps we can work together and you will not die.”

“Yeah, and?”

Fadis was stalling. Looking down below him, he saw another path, though narrow, that would take him around the flank of those he was talking to; at least, he hoped.

“Tell me, what do the Sisters of Aieclo want with this place? What of the Clock Master? That’s about the stupidest name I’ve ever heard.”

Fadis dropped down to the lower level and sprinted along the rocks. Isliha was talking, but he wasn’t listening.

The path was narrow. The ground far beneath him was the icy waters of the lake, and from the rocks he saw below, he would not survive such a fall. He reached a flat wall ahead but jumped nonetheless, gripping what few overhanging stones he could. He saw the ledge above him. He pulled himself up and gripped the top of the cliff. Sliding off with one of his hands, he had grip with only one hand now.

A hand gripped his and pulled him up.

It was Aeveam.

“Aeveam! Where were you?”

She smiled at him, but her eyes were black. “You are done, Fadis. Tell Evurn thank you. He tried.”

Aeveam floated up, and Fadis heard the Sisters of Aieclo begin to shout in reverence.

“She has come to us!” Isliha shouted out. “Praise to the most high. We, the Sisters of Aieclo, know we frightened you before, but we are yours to command. We have faithfully waited for your return, child of the Scourge Siren.”

Fadis ran up to a higher vantage point, pulling himself up to a broken tower. There was a stairwell, and he ran for it. Climbing up higher, he began to hear the snaps and blasts of magic. He fumbled the last few steps, reaching the top of the tower and drawing back his bow to assist Aeveam. But Aeveam was not as he had ever seen her. She floated high above the others who were now wailing. Multiple Sisters of Aieclo were dead, and Kirla ran for Fadis within the tower. Her hands were still bound, but she made it to him. He ran down to her and cut her bindings.

“Aeveam killed them all. At least, something that looked like Aeveam. She lifted her hands, and a blackness enveloped them, taking their powers and drawing them in.”

“Aeveam is not what she was, but enough of her is still there. She saved me, and she helped us.”

“What did she say?”

“She said I am done. She said to tell Evurn thank you for trying.”

Fadis watched as Aeveam floated back down to the ground and turned from the others, sprinting out of sight.

“The one called Isliha said the Clock Master is who formed the city of Silir. He is an ancient, as she called him.”

“Like a Dwemhar?” 

“I thought that, but I do not know.”

“I still say that is the stupidest name for anyone, and it doesn't matter. I don’t know what has happened to Aeveam, but she still chose to save me and you. We need to follow her.”

“The Sister of Aieclo assumed Aeveam would embrace them.”

“She did, with her magic, burning their faces.”

Kirla exhaled. “Time to go?”

Fadis smiled. “It’s been time. You’re the one trying to make friends in Silir.”

As they exited the tower and headed up to the main road, Fadis looked at the dead Rusis littering the rocks. It was then he saw one of them standing.

“Fadis,” she said.

He drew back an arrow but did not release.

“That one is Isliha,” Kirla pointed.

“She protected you?” the Rusis asked.

“She did. Aeveam is our friend.”

“Aeveam, that is the name of the child of the Scourge Siren.”

The woman fell to her knees, pulling off her cloak, her bloodied arms showing as tears fell to the ground as she looked around her.

“The stars had said the coming was soon. Every one of these women carried life within them. It was said that would bring honor to them. I could not conceive a child, so I had a special honor, made as the Mistress of Aieclo, taking no man, but embracing that which is the Holy Rites of the Scourge Siren.”

“I don’t really care about that,” Fadis said. “Our friend needs help. You have no friends still alive, but if this isn’t what you expected of this Scourge Siren, perhaps you can help us.”

Isliha stood, her arms glowing with her magic.

“This was not the sacrifice my sisters were promised. We were to stand beside the Scourge Siren. I will assist you, but I will not allow your friend to darken this place.”

“Then come on. I don’t think our friend is doing the darkening. There is something else. I also don’t think you understand the purpose of you and your sisters. I have seen it before. I have seen a vision of the old times. The Scourge Siren fed off the deaths of her servants.”

“I do not believe you, but that matters little. I know where the one called Aeveam goes. The tower still stands at the center between the two lakes.”

Now with Isliha, the Mistress of Aieclo, Fadis and Kirla hurried in pursuit of Aeveam. The road this way was open, and though the ground quaked again and lava danced to their right, snow drifted over the path, turning to water before them in a great mist. They came to a massive bridge, and Fadis stopped. He had seen this place before in the vision with Evurn and Aeveam.

“What is it?” Kirla asked.

“You were not lying,” Isliha said. “How did a Ranger of the race of men see the past?”

“Because Aeveam is part Dwemhar, and I saw the memory of a friend who travels with us. The ones who assaulted this place to save her.”

“Evurn of the Shadowlands?”

Fadis stared at her.

“Now I am intrigued. You tell me that Evurn lives? Plus, you bring this one here?” she said, motioning to Kirla. “One who can speak to the fire birds of Aieclo?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Fadis said. “This land is angry, and our friend is in danger. I care little of who has what powers or any foretold shit. We need to get to Aeveam and figure this out.”

Fadis began across the bridge, sprinting ahead of the others. He had no idea what Isliha was getting at, and frankly, he didn’t care. The dwarves before said he’d walk the path alone, but he noticed that his friends had joined him rather quickly. It wasn’t about the gods to Fadis; it was about those around him and his loyalty to them. As he neared the center portion of the bridge, a great shadow rose along either side of the bridgeway. It appeared as a large black fire, with arms of shadow that reached up high on either side of the chasm. On its head was a gem of a burning green color.

“None except who the Scourge Siren allows can come this way.”

“It is a wraith guardian!” Isliha shouted. “We do not have the magic to get past this.”

Fadis already had an arrow in the air and the second one to cheek. Both flew toward the monster, and the second one struck the gem, enveloping it in green flames.

“Let’s go! Screw magic!”

Fadis had no idea that was going to work, but he kept his focus forward. He had not felt this strong of a desire since he went into the caves to save his son so many years ago. Before he knew of the Stormborn or the Glacial Seas or the coming of the Black Moon, Fadis, Ranger of the North, defended his home. He defended his wife, Lesa, and the son he had not met. He lost his way for a time, but he knew his path once again. He would protect those he loved, and no amount of curse, magic, or enemy would slow him down.

He was well ahead of the others. He had made it to the broken-down doorway of the Scourge Siren’s ruined tower. This skeleton was nothing like the massive structure he had seen before. He looked up, spotting movement in the upper portion of the tower. It was Aeveam, but she was not walking or running up the tower interior. She floated, wisps of white and black surrounding her as she ascended to a twirling of black clouds that was growing over the top of the tower. Lightning stuck both the frozen lake to the west and the lava fields to the east. He looked back, spotting both Isliha and Kirla nearly to him. He set his arrow to string and went through the doorway ahead. 

He was met by a dark and cold interior. The center floor of the tower was gone, and looking up, he could see a glowing jewel at the top of the tower itself. Skeletons lay about the room. For a moment, he paused and struggled to catch his breath. As Kirla and Isliha both entered the room, they, too, paused, seeing the bodies. Isliha was the first to kneel.

“I understand now,” she said, feeling the bones nearest to her. Beyond the bones of the Rusis woman whom this had once been, she saw the skeleton of an unborn child.

“It is why they deemed the ones who could bear children to be holy to the Scourge Siren. She did not do this. This would mean that everything we had understood was wrong.”

“I saw in the vision,” Fadis began, “she used those who were pregnant to protect her. She sacrificed them for power. Just as whatever controls our friend does.”

“You're just a Ranger,” Isliha said. “Evurn and the wizard Lorlaam could not fully defeat her before. It took a god.”

“Well, you have me and a rogue. No gods. Looks like you better start praying.”

Fadis turned from them with Kirla just behind him as he began to run up the nearly dilapidated stairwell circling around the tower, leaving the Rusis beneath them. Though, she soon followed, attempting to catch up.

 

 

 

 

 

Part Twelve: Phantoms of the Mines

 

 

Evurn had fallen asleep. He did not know how long he’d been out, but his arm felt like a useless appendage now, and his shoulder was swollen.

“Evurn!” Telvias shouted. 

“What?”

“Just making sure you’re not dead!”

“Young one, it would take more than a scuffle to kill me.”

Evurn looked over to see Evri was desperately trying to squeeze out of his bounds, though this had not gone unnoticed by their watcher, a man also in a horned mask but not like the one who had been there before. The masked man went to Evri.

“Oh, good,” Evri said, “You can get me out of this.” 

The masked man punched him. 

Evri spit blood. “I think you meant to let me out, not punch me.”

Evri had the sarcasm of his father, but it was not received by the masked man in any playful way. The man reared back with his fist clenched, when a door opened on the far edge of the massive room. Evurn rolled his shoulder, feeling that it was likely dislocated. He looked ahead, still seeing his staff and their other weapons nearby, but knowing they were impossible to reach.

The masked man recoiled as several figures approached from the far end of the room. There was a central figure. Like so many others, this man wore a mask, but it was considerably larger. He also wielded a rod of sorts, and with him, the other cloaked individuals were wearing glowing silver rings.

The masked man went to each of them, leaning over them and sniffing. The mask itself had large protrusions that curled out and seemed to shake as the figure looked at each of them. The figures wearing rings filed into a line, staring at the prisoners, but no one spoke.

The masked man looked at the men with the horned helms. “Chalice. Blood. Fire.”

These words were seemingly commands, for as he finished saying them, the horned-helmeted figures departed from the room on some errand for the masked man.

“I am Urughui. You are mine.”

“Sorry,” Evri said, “we didn’t agree with that.”

Urughui was suddenly directly in front of Evri. Evurn noticed the man didn’t shift through the air like the Leaves of Saelmark, nor did he turn to smoke as a shadow elf. This was something else.

“You are not an elf, yet I sense the smell of them upon you.”

“Urughui!” Telvias said. “My friends, my kin, you took them. I’ll have them back.”

“Oh, Telvias, surely they would go with you if they felt the same,” he said, motioning to the figures with the rings. “But they have a new master as many strings of knowledge come together.”

“Do you know what is upon this island that you take residence upon?” Evurn asked. “What business do you have taking us as you do?”

“To know my enemy as I wish to confer knowledge to Marog. Marog is here. Marog sees what I see beyond this mask. For many ages, the crafters of the masks hid, giving our knowledge and our assistance as was needed. Marog moves beyond that, taking advantage of a void and abandonment of the lands by the old races. Marog seeks those of power to join his alliance. By choice or by force.”

“You’re a liar,” Telvias said. “This is an illusion. You claim one truth while you hide others.”

Urughui was instantly before Telvias and pointing at him with a large black claw. “I do not have that power, but another does. My power is simpler, I am but a warden of the mines, harvesting what is needed for rings of power and to control those like yourself. The Verit Gamblers of Aieclo were quite a catch, but the world moves toward the apocalypse, as some understand it. Marog and I and all who work toward the new world see that it has come time for the old ways to return. This is a place of the Dwemhar, and they were bastards, using some for their own game but abandoning them in time. There is but one my master calls friend in these darkening hours. 

“But all will be revealed to those who pledge allegiance, so I ask, who will serve Marog willingly?”

The three of them, bound to the stone chairs, were silent. Evurn looked over to Telvias and Evri as Urughui appeared before each of them, the mask’s tendrils curling around their faces for a moment before recoiling. He then came to Evurn.

Evurn took a deep breath, closing his eyes and then opening them to see the many tendrils of the mask vibrating in front of him.

“YOU.”

“I am Evurn.”

“You, you have been missing from the lands of the East.”

“I’ve been in a state of relaxation.”

“Marog will be most pleased. You are the one mentioned in the curses of the shadow elves. You fought the creatures of the god Wura.”

“Is Wura a friend of yours? Tell him his playthings still annoy me.”

Urughui laughed. “You know little of his playthings or the creatures that once fought just off the coasts of Aieclo.”

“I know enough, and it does not matter.”

“Yes, and do you not see we have made upgrades to Aieclo here?”

Evurn looked up, seeing the growing light in the edges of the room. Urughui made a motion with his hand, and from the shadows, figures went to work pulling levers in the dark places of the room. The entire blackness above them faded away, and the entire ceiling of the room seemed to be moving with cogs and gears and clicking noises.

“I’ve always found crystals to be more effective than constructs like this,” Evurn said.

“The island awakens. That which was known as the Scourge Siren returns.”

“Aieclo is a wasteland. The old island is lost. The Scourge Siren is dead!” Evurn shouted back.

“You only wish what you said was true. In time, Marog will take all. I once thought as you did. I was once a slave to this mask upon my face. I begged for it to be removed. Now I embrace my master and have been blessed with gifts,” he said, motioning to the ones with rings. “Now I have mined this place to create many rings, just as the Dwemhar before me. Rings of power, rings to control, even some rings to return life to the dead. You do not need to know my master's plan, for soon, you’ll understand.” Urughui lifted his staff.

“Retrieve the other prisoner. Summon the others for the rituals. We shall see the nerve of our new guests, for I would much prefer to use the rings, but that is not what Marog wishes. I must give to the will of Marog.”

A horn sounded within the mine.

“All shall be decided soon.”

******

“Here is what I do know,” Ordak said. “We are in a Dwemhar ruin, and from what I can tell, this ruin stretches underneath Aieclo. The island itself is connected to the Dwemhar constructs. Evurn said back when we came here before that Aieclo was once a city itself, and I think we are within the old city. These machines, these gears and such, the ones with rings, and the ones of significantly more power, the ones with the masks, they serve another. 

“I believe this one they serve is who is responsible for these machines and gears. They seem to have built these all over the caves. While I was searching for you, I saw several areas with scaffolding and newer machines being placed into the ruins. At least two I saw activated.”

“So, they’re activating the ruins?” Braei asked.

“And without crystals?” Valrin asked.

“It seems so. But why, I do not know.”

Horns blared, vibrating down the halls.

“I do not know what that is, but I suggest we move toward it.”

Ordak looked around and then pointed for the doorway where the corpse of the man was sitting.

Valrin and Braei followed him, and they moved past the door to a long hallway.

“These halls circle around the upper portion of these mines, and I noticed that there are torches in the darker caves that lead to areas where these figures seem to gather.”

“How’d you know where to find us?”

“I could smell you.”

“Smell?” Valrin asked.

“Yes, you both smell so starkly of the sea, you were easy to smell over the musty dirt smell the others have. That’s the other thing, I can smell Evurn anywhere, or more so, the herbs he plays with. At least he doesn’t space out smoking his pipe as much as he did when I was younger.”

They moved with haste behind Ordak, who was considerably faster than them. His half-orc blood seemed to give him a slight advantage in overall agility and strength as he made massive strides ahead of them, and much to their sudden surprise, he drew a blade and cut down two figures who just walked into the passageway. He paused for a moment as Valrin and Braei caught up. Valrin could hear a slowing rhythmic squirt of blood from the neck of one of Ordak’s victims.

Ordak sniffed the air. “Many of those here are converging in one area. I suspect that is where we should go. Braei, you are Rusis, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then, you can shift into the shadows? You can turn invisible?”

“I mean, I can. I’ve done it a few times.”

“I hate Rusis who do that. Makes them hard to kill, and the smart ones years ago knew to hide their scent, but it makes me happy to know I’m not trying to put my blade in your neck.”

“The feelings are the same, Ordak. But I’m not that good at it.”

“Most Rusis aren’t. They seem to prefer using their spells for attacking and overpowering, but I don’t expect that, and I doubt you are of skill to kill enough of them to matter. No, you will be the distraction. Now, come.”

Ordak was moving again, and they rushed to follow him as he sprinted ahead of them, coming to a door and drawing another blade. He put a finger up to his lips, telling them to be quiet, and then spun, opening the door and rushing inside. Valrin and Braei hurried in to follow him, but three more figures were dead, and a fourth had just caught a blade into the back of his neck. Ordak growled, jumping upon the man as he fell and grasping the hilt of his thrown dagger before thrusting it several more times into the man’s back.

There was a window on the far edge of this room. Ordak pointed and motioned for them to come to look over the ledge. They could see a large room and thrones of stone with figures bound to them. Valrin stared at the figures and noticed that they indeed had found their friends.

“I do not know the one with the mask,” Ordak said. “That is a strange figure.”

“Not someone of Aieclo?” Braei asked.

“Aieclo is a place of many, so yes and no. I do not know. It is a bit beyond me to say for sure, but something works against us yet for us to give us grace to this point.” Ordak looked around the area beneath them, careful to not let his face be seen beyond the darkness of the room for too long. Valrin noticed that the man he killed last must have been running to shout out this very window. They were indeed close to the ones beneath them, relatively speaking.

“I can’t take them alone,” Ordak said.

“You have us,” Valrin pointed out.

“I like you, kid. But saying I have you is like saying I have a broken finger, not completely a bad thing, but I’d much better not have a broken finger, and I’d prefer another set of hands. I need to free Evurn. Evurn can take many of these figures on at once. Braei, you will stand here. Draw them to you and then vanish from sight when they come looking for you. Valrin, you will stay in the shadows. You are a captain, not a warrior. I will make my way to Evurn and free him and the others. Understand?”

The half-orc was set in his plan as it seemed right now.

“Why don't I climb out the window and move up the cavern wall?” Braei suggested, looking out the window and up the rocks. “The climb is simple enough, and I’d be out of immediate range and more likely to be able to defend myself.”

“Fine, just know I will not be here to stop them. As I said, you are but children to me, but I never wanted children. Plus, this face is ugly to orcs and elves alike.” Ordak smiled. 

Fires suddenly erupted beneath them, and they heard screaming. A man was getting dragged from a doorway on the edge of the room.

 

*****

 

Evurn had wondered what the horns from before were for, and though the other ringbearers had returned with a stone altar and several knives, it was the sudden heat from the forge fires released behind them that made him more uncomfortable. He sensed the presence of an old friend nearby but did not see Ordak or Valrin or Braei. He still prayed Valrin had left, not knowing for any certainty that he had a way out of his current predicament. He thought to what herbs he had on himself, what herb he might consume if given a chance, to assure he did not become a slave to this masked man or the one he spoke of.

Screaming filled the air, and Evurn noticed a man dragged in chains being brought before them.

Urughui laughed. “Yet another who refused servitude!”

Telvias began shaking and shouting, “Wretched bastard! That is my brother!”

“Telvias, get out of here! Why did you come here?” the man shouted. “There is no escape. You cannot escape their grasp!”

“Redis! I thought they killed you!”

“Not yet. He is a shadow elf. His skill is needed to form the new world,” the masked man shouted. “I shall show you the way the rings are made so you may know how you are contained and what awaits those who do not take the oath of blood and servitude to the cult of masks and the glory of Marog.”

They took Redis, throwing him atop the stone altar and securing him in chains, stretching out his arms. Urughui went to the table, hovering over it with his mask. The mask seemed to grow, the tendrils stretching out and grasping the man by his extremities before turning to blades, slicing open his arms and legs.

The man screamed, and the ringbearers present did nothing.

“You are Verit Gamblers of Aieclo!” Telvias shouted out. “We took oaths to one another. Have you forgotten all of that!”

The ringbearers, though not all Verit Gamblers, all remained silent and still.

Blood ran off the altar and was collected by those in horned helmets as still, other thralls gathered around, humming.

Horns sounded again, and a shimmering purple smoke descended upon the room.

“Marog is with us upon this incantation!” Urughui shouted, the mask upon his face now with eyes of bright yellow color glowing in the cave.

Evurn turned to see a flash in the darkness. The others present did not see a thing.

“Release my brother!” Telvias screamed.

But his commands were unheeded, and soon, his brother’s screams drowned out any other sound. The blood rolling off his arms and legs continued to be collected in numerous vessels. Several figures brought a large container that they held with metal rods. Urughui commanded the blood poured into the container. He then opened a box just out of Evurn’s sight and dusted the blood in the container with a silver dust.

“Combine that of mortal fluid with the powers that be within the mountains.”

The ringbearers were staggered around the altar, but Evurn noticed that one of them was suddenly gripped from behind and pulled away. He stared into the darkness.

Ordak, you fool. Why didn’t you run? Damn half-orc. 

Redis screamed again as a molten mixture was combined with his blood, and Urughui dusted it with silver dust again. A blast of purple fire rose up from the vessel, and Redis’s eyes surged with the same flame. 

“Rings are bound to the level of whom they are cast for. No more or no less power is placed in these rings and its strength is tied to the original casting. But if one of power is killed and the ring is place on another that is of simpler mind, Marog will have control of this lesser being, too. 

They poured the molten mixture into a cast directly beside the altar.

“Another servant to the mask. Another disciple of the truth. All praise to Marog.”

A blast of ice struck near the altar, hitting several ringbearers. Urughui spun atop the altar, and the eyes of the mask glowed. Evurn, Evri, and Telvias looked around. Another blast struck the ringbearers. This time, Evurn saw from where the spell came from, but so did the others. The shadow elves moved with haste toward the caves as Evurn heard a clanking sound behind him. His left arm was free. A moment later, his right arm was free. Ordak pulled him from the chair, though he pulled on the arm where his shoulder still surged with pain. Ordak was already freeing the others, but Urughui had noticed the treachery behind him.

The masked man was upon Ordak, gripping him from behind just as Evri’s bounds were broken. The Leaf of Saelmark shifted from the chair to where his blade was. The figures with the horned masks engaged him with their own weapons, but it was Evurn reaching his staff, though struggling to wield it, who was able to take the attention off Ordak. Urughui floated just above Evurn, but the shadow elf held firm, Rasi, appearing from the shadows, snapping at the leg of the figure as Evurn sent a blast of stone at the mask atop the figure’s head. The glowing eyes shattered, and the mask seemed to shake wildly, the tentacles off the side grasping Evurn and his staff.

Telvias was free. His blade in hand, he slashed upward, cutting the tentacles off Evurn and kicking the masked man.

Urughui lifted his rod, summoning the ringbearers to him. 

The many servants bound by the rings returned in haste.

“Braei, Valrin?” Evurn asked Ordak.

“They were the distraction.”

Evurn gulped, looking around at the vast number of servants who had been sent upon the captain and the Rusis. But now, they were all before Urughui. Telvias had broken Redis from the altar, but his brother had lost much of his blood and was too weak to stand. 

Evri shouted, cutting down not one but both figures with the horned helmets. Several of the ringbearers engaged him, and he shifted out of view with them in pursuit. 

“You make this difficult, Evurn of the Shadowlands,” Urughui said. “Rings make the process of breaking a person not necessary. I would prefer not to kill all of you.”

“I prefer ‘of the Glacial Seas,’” Evurn responded.

“What?”

“You said ‘Shadowlands,’ but I am not of there any longer. I am of the Glacial Seas. So, please address me as such.”

These words seemed to confuse Urughui, but that was the point. Valrin needed time. Just a bit longer. The captain and the Rusis were hard at work and had not been caught by ringbearers, but instead, worked their own plan, though it was a bit strange. There were several chains high above the chamber, above the area where the altar was. Braei’s magic was bright in the corner of the room as she melted the chains holding several pieces of the added machines in place. It seemed that this room was not complete just yet, and it was about to be complicated much further.

“Evurn, you know of the monsters of the gods, you know of what is hidden beneath the stones and rocks of Aieclo, the old city that was and will be again. Marog is wise. Marog brings something upon the oceans once again, both terrors of the deep and terrors of the seas, not seen in some time.

“You are beaten, Evurn, broken. Your body is frail.”

“My body is fine. Your minion broke my shoulder. You try having a bone broken and remain fine. I am not beaten, though you should take care of snake bites.”

Urughui's leg was burning with purple fire. Rasi’s poison was potent and debilitating.

“This is but a form,” Urughui said. “I am but a servant just as the Verit Gamblers of Aieclo and all who come upon you now are to me. Kill them!”

He lifted his rod, and his command was followed. Ordak parried the many blades that came in the darkness as Evurn slammed his staff into the rock with a blast of energy, shooting out and shattering the closest ringbearers. 

Blood flung into the air as Ordak moved through the attackers. Evri returned, just catching a blade coming for Telvias. 

Urughui began to laugh, cackling wildly, but in so, he did not see the chains above him give way until he glanced up to have a pillar of rock glowing stone strike him from above.

He was crushed, but his command remained strong in the minds of his followers. While the many thralls and servants not under the influence of a ring fled, the others did not.

The fight continued. Evurn cast a ward and ran for the rod Urughui had wielded. He could stop the ringbearers, for they were not tied to the voice of their master but to who held the rod. He was nearly there when the mask floated off the corpse of the one who it had been worn by. Evurn paused, lifting his staff. But the mask did not do anything. It floated lifeless, lost. It seemed that though powerful, it was blinded by the spell Evurn had cast before.

A blast of fire enveloped it, but it was not from within the mask itself or some show of power, but by Braei’s attack, burning the mask, leaving only ribbons of ash that floated away.  He reached the rod and grasped it.

“Halt!” He turned, shouting loud. Those wearing rings stopped what they were doing. 

Valrin, Braei, and the other companions stopped fighting for a moment, staring at the sudden cessation of their aggressors’ attacks.

“Master of the Shadows, what is your command?” one of the ringbearers asked Evurn.

“Don’t ever call me that again, and be free of your binds.”

Evurn tossed the rod into the molten fires nearby, and in an instant, the glowing rings shattered like glass and fell from the fingers of those who bore them.

The shadowy presence fled the room. The purple fires, supposedly the presence of Marog, was gone.

“Brothers, sisters!” Telvias shouted out.

Those present dropped their blades, letting down their hoods.

“Telvias!” one of them said. “You came back for us?”

“I did. Now you’re free.”

“Who are these strangers?” another asked. This one was female.

“Ela, these are of the same as back at Gurundothrak, when we attempted to kill the Barb King.”

“Except, we did it,” Valrin said confidently, standing next to Evurn. “We come from the South, seeking blades willing to serve the needs of the elven king Suvasel to kill vampires.”

“Vampires? In high elf lands?” another one said.

“Different from the Shadowlands,” Evurn said.

Upon seeing Evurn, several of the Verit Gamblers knelt.

“Stand up,” Evurn said. "I am not your master, nor shall I be.”

“But you were the first,” one of them said. “You stepped away from the Shadowlands.”

“I had my reasons. You abandoned reason.”

“Still,” Telvias said, “we are alive thanks to the actions and assistance of you and your captain. The Verit Gamblers are truly in your debt. But I do need to tend to my brother.”

“There are many potions and such within this place,” Ela said, “but we should leave. The thralls of Marog can be inspired to swarm in stupidity. I’d rather us not have to deal with that.”

Ela left with several other Verit Gamblers, leaving other figures standing, not sure of what to do.

“Who are you?” Telvias asked.

“Servants from the far lands, though we do not know who we are.”

“An effect of the rings,” Evurn said. “Come with us. We will work to figure it out in time.”

 

It took some time, but Valrin and his companions, along with their new comrades, ascended from the Dwemhar mines to the outside world. The ground quaked beneath their feet, and dark clouds swarmed around the center of Aieclo.

“This place is angry,” Telvias said to Evurn.

“What now?” Ordak asked.

“I do not know what stirs above Aieclo but we should not go to the High Fells of Etha as I believed before. We need to regroup and plan out our next plan. We have enough beasts to get back to Horn,” Telvias said, “but my brother is ill. The others have found a cart and several other lizards. We’ll be slower, but we can get back there.”

Valrin nodded. “Then we need to try to find Fadis, Aeveam, and Kirla.”

Lightning struck repeatedly near the center of the island.

“Perhaps they have already returned to the mountains near my home,” Ordak suggested.

Evurn glanced over at Ordak. The shadow elf reached out the best he could. “Pull on my arm and put pressure on the bulge near my shoulder.”

“Okay, why?”

As the half-orc did as Evurn asked, Evurn jerked his body against Ordak’s grip. There was a loud pop, and Evurn was sweating.

“Which one of you has the potions?”

Telvias grabbed one of the small red vials that one of his guild had gathered and already given his brother. Evurn chugged it.

“Valrin, proceed back to the Horn. There, I will meet you. If I do not, proceed on as the sea calls.”

Evurn was able to move much better now, and the storms were growing in intensity. Many of the Verit Gamblers were staring at Evurn, almost as if in awe.

“You have a look,” Telvias said. “You prepare for battle.”

“I prepare for something beyond any of you. I fear what draws upon the center of the island. I sense something I haven't in some time.”

Those present watched as Evurn went to one of the lizards. Ordak went to do the same.

“Ordak, you stay here. Escort the Stormborn. Protect him in my stead.”

Ordak shook his head. “I know where you go. You didn't go alone last time.”

“I have to try to save her. For her father. He saved us. I must try to protect her.”

Without further discussion or conversation, Evurn was upon his mount with his staff alight. 

“Good travels to you all.”

Evurn took off across the dusty lands atop the lizard of Aieclo. Valrin watched, seeing the light of his staff quickly vanishing from sight into the rocks and shadows of the land.

“He cares much for this person?” Telvias asked.

“He protected her as an infant,” Ordak said. 

Valrin looked to the others. “We need to go. There’s nothing else we can do here.”

“We should pray to the gods that they are protected,” Telvias said.

“All of them,” Braei added. “We have many friends at risk both here and in the South.”

The companions began away from the mines as gusting winds blew from the High Fells of Etha and a growing storm surged over Aieclo. 

 

Part Thirteen: Scourge

 

 

They had been climbing for some time, slowing their pace as the entire structure shook from the quakes underneath the island of Aieclo. Lightning struck the top of the tower, and the winds gusted, blowing ash and snowfall around the tower itself.

They came to a more complete portion of the tower, a chamber still sealed and beneath the final level of the tower itself. It was here the massive crystal they had seen from below spun in place as if controlling the winds around the tower.

As Fadis began across this room to another stairwell within sight, statues standing in the edges of the room came to life. Their eyes glowed blue as they lifted blade and shield, stomping forward.

No arrow would stop these. He drew his sword, moving around the lumbering giants and striking them in the back. Kirla did the same to another, but their blades did nothing. The statues formed a line, seemingly blocking the way to the upper tower. 

Fadis and Kirla stood side by side as Isliha joined them, her magic flowing off her hands and sending bursts of fire at the stone creatures. They rushed her, ignoring Fadis and Kirla.

“Go. These are meant to stop those of magic, not ones such as you. If Evurn and Lorlaam could make it past, I will too. Just go, save your friend. If you can.”

Fadis and Kirla did not delay. They began out of the tower, and following the large stairwell that snaked around the outer portion of the pinnacle of the tower, they came to a large open place just as Fadis had seen in the memory. He and Kirla now stood exactly where Evurn and Lorlaam had stood. Aeveam was in the center of the tower. Her hands were high above her and wrapped in white smoke as darkness from the clouds above wrapped itself around her.

“Aeveam! Time to go. Enough of this!” Fadis shouted.

Aeveam did not respond. 

“We can’t face her magic or the magic of whatever controls her,” Fadis whispered. “I have no idea if this will work, but I tried this once with an elven archon. It worked on him.”

“What should I do?”

“Keep her attention.”

Kirla ran to where she could see Aeveam’s face but noticed her eyes were closed. 

The blackness above the tower seemed to sense Kirla’s movements, but though it reached toward her for a moment, it quickly retreated around Aeveam. 

Fadis sidestepped quickly, sheathing his blade. He didn’t need it for this. He nodded to Kirla, hoping she’d do something to assure Aeveam’s attention was kept that way. 

Kirla drew her blade and smacked it on the ground.

“Aeveam! What are you doing? Valrin and the others need you!”

Fadis would deal with Aeveam like a drunk singing at a tavern that he just needed to knock out. If only he could get close enough. He was within lunging distance and could feel the wind coming off Aeveam’s body, the white magic flowing around her and blending with the shadows. He then could not feel the ground.

Aeveam turned around, her eyes blacker than any moonless light. She growled, pointing at him.

“I told you to go,” she said in her own voice.

The clouds rumbled as lightning stuck near them. 

Aeveam reached out, grasping Fadis by the throat and lifting him up.

“Now you must die. You’ve stepped from your realm, Ranger.”

A moment later, Kirla was upon Aeveam. Aeveam dropped Fadis and turned, brandishing a blade of silver from her magic. She parried Kirla and then shot a blast of Dwemhar magic, throwing Kirla across the top of the tower. Fadis drew his own sword, and Aeveam turned to him again.

“I am of my mother, the one called the Scourge Siren, and my father, the wizard who faced the monsters of the gods. What chance do you have?”

“Well, if I had Evurn, maybe a bit better.” He spun his sword. “Guess I’ll see how it goes.”

He charged her, knowing she would blast him before he was in range. Her hand came up, and he dove to the right, spinning and bringing his blade across hers just as she slashed toward him. She slashed his back, and he rolled, seeing her floating above him.

He parried her thrust and rolled, now seeing Kirla was up, too. The rogue tossed several daggers, none striking as Aeveam parried each with magic. Then came another blast of magic, this time from Isliha. The Rusis was bloodied even more than before. Aeveam laughed, and then a darker and deeper laugh bellowed forth. From the clouds, a voice spoke.

Weak order so foolish to follow. Do you not know you are worthless to the eyes of the Scourge?

“I’m not here to find worth,” Isliha shouted. “You betrayed all of us! I am here for vengeance!” 

The Rusis knelt, summoning bolts of lightning in both hands before leaping up and sending a storm of attacks toward Aeveam. 

Aeveam responded in kind, casting ice that absorbed the attacks. Isliha landed just near Aeveam and sent a blast of fire that Aeveam met with the same. Their magics struck and blended, the one locking with the other, and a searing scream of energy filled the air of the tower.

Fadis was bleeding from the nose. While he wondered if he had broken a rib before, now he knew he had. As Aeveam kept her attack centered on the Rusis, he ran for her again. She sensed him, he knew it, but the Rusis she fought was powerful. He reached her, striking her across the back of the head, which to his surprise, managed to knock her out.

The clouds above the tower stilled. The winds died down. The Rusis ran up, her magic still summoned within her hands. 

“We must kill her!”

“This is my friend,” Fadis said. “We will do no such thing.”

“She is evil, Ranger! She is what the people of Aieclo have always said. We were wrong! She is not to be revered but destroyed.”

Faithless wretches.

The clouds churned above them, and a black form appeared on the top of the tower. The form did not stand as Fadis or the others did. Its lower portion rippled like rolling smoke, and its eyes were red. As it opened its mouth, golden light poured forth and a melody filled the air. The clouds surged above them. Fire shot up into the sky, and ice did the same, spinning around the tower itself.

Fadis felt his body become hot and then cold. He stood over Aeveam with Kirla to his side.

“Whatever is happening, we don't have a way to shield ourselves! We need to go!” Kirla said.

Fadis lifted Aeveam onto his shoulder, attempting to carry her away, when he suddenly felt her entire body fly upward and out of his grasp. The black form merged with Aeveam, and Aeveam’s eyes opened with an explosion of white and red pouring forth like blood. Then, smoke ran out of her eyes and ice shot out of her fingertips. Aeveam’s hair shifted from blonde to silver, and she spun in place, drawing up pieces of the tower around her, sending out a blast of energy in all directions. Fadis and Kirla tumbled to the side of the tower, and neither of them could see Isliha any longer.

The winds coming from Aeveam combined with the storm above them made it almost impossible to stand. 

Then, silence. Aeveam floated down to the ground. Her eyes returned to their normal color. She looked around and then to Fadis.

“I have returned,” she said.

Fadis swallowed the nervous spit in his mouth.

“Serve me,” she said.

“Aeveam?” Kirla questioned.

Aeveam smiled but shook her head.

“She is part of me now. Serve me. I will forgive you for your transgressions.”

Aeveam suddenly burst into white flames and fell to the ground, screaming.

Fadis went to rush forward, but Kirla grabbed him. Aeveam was on her knees.

“Fadis, kill me. Kill me before she takes control! Kill me.”

Fadis suddenly shook, pulling an arrow back to cheek.

Aeveam was crying, pain surging through her body as she attempted to contain or inhibit that which was the Scourge Siren from consuming her.

“Do it!” Kirla shouted.

“Tell them I am sorry, please, tell the Stormborn.”

Fadis released the arrow, but before it could leave his grasp, the arrow shattered. Aeveam shot up high into the sky, leaving a wake of shadows. A scream shot out across the clouds before a blast of darkness struck the tower. Kirla grasped Fadis and shouted out, “Help us, Etha!”

But the shadows enveloped them. Fadis felt pain all over his body, and then he saw the dark form he had seen before. They were still on the tower, but he could not see the lands around them, only blackness and the red eyes and white hands of the form Aeveam had taken now.

She reached out to him and Kirla, her magic appearing like a vortex of silver blades spinning toward them, when suddenly, an explosion of fire shot back the shadows. His first thought was Etha, or maybe somehow, Evurn.

But then he saw the wings of the phoenix and heard the sounds of its shriek. Flames shot back the shadows forming around Kirla. The rogue reached out, creating a wall of fire. Without hesitation, Kirla pulled Fadis onto the back of the phoenix, and though Fadis looked between his legs at the bird’s fiery feathers, it did not burn him. The phoenix screeched again, and they flew from the tower. A moment later, a blast of white struck the tower, and both shadow and light went back and forth as the tower shook and shattered, exploding in a blast of energy that shot up into the sky.

Fadis looked ahead, seeing over the head of the phoenix as Kirla’s eyes flashed red, the same as the phoenix’s.

“I see Evurn,” she said.

They landed some distance away, the ripples of magic pushing the clouds away from Aieclo and the world becoming suddenly still.

Fadis locked eyes with Evurn, who looked past him for Aeveam.

Evurn stood beside his reptilian beast with his staff above his his head shining brightly.

“I saw the signs in the skies. I came as fast as I could. Where—where is Aeveam?”

They trembled, and a blast of fire erupted from the center of the island. Clouds swarmed back toward the center of the island, and a voice cried out.

“Etha will not assail me as before. All will tremble before my wrath.”

The storms above them surged with energy, and Evurn bowed his head.

“Lorlaam, I tried," Evurn said as tears welled up in his eyes. “Darkness has returned.”

“Come, we must get away from this place,” Fadis said.

Though Fadis and Kirla were quick to return to the phoenix, Evurn went to go to his mount. Plus, he did not wish to leave his friend, but it seemed the friendship was very much a one-way thing at this point; his lizard had fled at the occurrence of the events before. Evurn joined the other two as they took to the sky.

“You have quelled a fire bird?” he shouted out.

“Indeed, shadow elf!” Kirla responded.

They soared high above the frozen lake with the glistening water beneath them. It was then a whirring sound came across the air. The strangest of sounds, and not at all like the eruptions from before. Fadis looked back to the center portion of the island and saw that the molten lake and frozen one were mixing and casting fire and ice high into the clouds. The mountains beneath them trembled to the point it was visible beneath them.

“Fly north. We must meet up with the others,” Evurn said.

As they flew above the shadowy lands beneath them, they could see wraiths moving about in the dusty lands beneath. The clouds before them were dipping down in dark funnels, reaching down to the tops of the mountains, breaking away the rocks.

“Aieclo awakens,” Evurn said. “I do not know how, but something is truly at work beyond us.”

The mountains where the tornadoes tore apart the rock became as polished stone, and across the tops of the mountains, light shot from peaks in the west to peaks in the east.

A sudden black shade shot up before them.

The phoenix screeched, and Evurn used his staff to cast a blast of energy toward the shade, sending it away from them.

“Fly quickly, fly to the north. These wraiths are the strong variety, and our companions may need us.”

Kirla was already guiding them that way as fast as they could go. More wraiths began to fly into the sky, barely missing them, but as the phoenix dove as a streak of fire toward the dark valleys ahead, she saw light flashing in the valleys.

 

Valrin and the others had come under attack not too far from their destination, but they were surrounded by blackness.

As the phoenix floated low to the rocks, its wings beat a wave of flames toward the sides of the mountains and the dark places where wraiths still hid, awaiting their chance to dive down on the Verit Gamblers and the other companions.

Evurn dismounted, casting his magic and drawing several wraiths upon himself. The companions continued, pushing through the wraiths as several Verit Gamblers pushed through, and at least one of the random ringbearers from before was able to cast white light of some kind.

“A priest of Etha? Rare,” Ordak shouted out. “Rare, but I have no complaints of divination right now!”

The fires from the phoenix had lit most of the mountain valley and cliffs in bright fire, further pushing back the wraiths and allowing the host to push toward the Horn. Upon reaching the tower of the Verit Gamblers, several of them activated defenses built into the tower, and wards came up to shield them from further attack.

The wraiths were swarming. Ordak looked out as many of the Verit Gamblers worked to secure weapons of use against the wraiths. The entire visible surface of Aieclo had massive streaks of energy surging over the surface.

“What is going on?” Valrin asked.

“Aeveam,” Fadis said. “Her mother, whatever she was or is, has consumed her, but the island is doing something.” He noticed the healing vials being passed out by the Verit Gamblers and took one for himself. He wasn’t sure how it worked but it was getting difficult to take a deep breath and the elixir worked to either heal him or at least push away the pain.

 

As the phoenix lay near the base of the tower, much to the amazement of those present, Evurn spat and sat on a large rock.

“I don’t know about Aeveam, but something is happening beyond us. We need to get back south.” He looked to Valrin. “We need to get to your ship.”

“We have four vessels,” Telvias said. “They are beneath the tower.”

“The land is tearing itself apart. I worry of the Delkians,” Ordak said.

“The Delkians, I know of them, and we can get them out with our ships.”

“Do the Verit Gamblers agree to help us?” Evri questioned. “To go south and kill the vampires?”

Telvias sarcastically laughed. “We can’t stay here. This place is literally tearing itself apart. We are taking what belongings we can and what sacred items we have acquired already.”

Several Verit Gamblers were carrying objects around the side of the tower.

"We will go with you. It is not even a discussion right now. First, let us get you to your ship and see if we can assist the Delkians. The Verit Gamblers of Aieclo are in your debt.”

The others who had been ringbearers seemed lost.

“You cannot be forced to come with us, but given everything,” Telvias said, “I’d suggest you help us rather than stay here.”

No one argued with his point, and though Valrin wondered of these many strangers, there was truly no time for discussion. The wards around the tower were shattering. The lizards were burrowing into the rock around them, and Kirla went to her phoenix. Valrin and Fadis waited for her to say something. She seemed to be staring in its eyes but not moving.

“I go with her. I will cover our escape. She says she can hear the cries of the wraiths. We go to protect the Delkians until you can get there.”

As Kirla mounted her new companion, Fadis bowed to her.

“Take care of yourself.”

“Of course.” The Ranger smiled and stared as Kirla and her mount took to the skies.

Valrin nudged Fadis in the ribs, and he winced in pain. “Yes, they’re there, and they’re broken!”

“Just making sure you don’t get too into that dozy-eyes look when you might need that bow of yours.”

Fadis laughed, “My ‘dozy eyes’ aside, that would be great if I had arrows.”

“We have them on our ships,” Telvias said. “And your pain will subside once the potion has ran its course. Now, come on!”

 

The others had already descended, and as Valrin and Fadis watched Kirla take off and soar down off the cliffside, Evurn was the final person in the line to reach the stairs.

If they weren't looking for these stairs, they would have never seen them. They were hidden behind a stone that while the stairwell itself was hewed from the stone, the step down from the level of the tower to the first step was a near drop off, and if not careful, one that would not stop until one hit the rocks and ocean below. As they made their way down the precarious stairwell, the shimmering ward around the tower shattered as the earth quaked even more. Several of the ringbearers fell through. At least two of the ones who were not Verit Gamblers were able to use their magic to pull themselves back up to the rocks, though several did not.

The Verit Gambler ships were sleek, with two sails and of similar profile to the Aela Sunrise. They piled onto the ships in quick haste, wasting no time.

In a matter of moments, they cast off and pushed off from the island. 

“We sail south!” Telvias shouted.

Wraiths swarmed the top of the island but did not dive for those below them. Something held them back, or so it seemed, and to Valrin and Evurn, who had expected to see more fighting, they were quite relieved.

In the far distance, they spotted Kirla and her phoenix, but she was well ahead of them. 

“It is not far by sea to travel to the tip where the Delkians are. The currents going that way are swift," Telvias said.

“Good,” Valrin told him. “I’ll be happy to get to my ship."

 

Part Fourteen: The Ranger and the Captain

 

 

While the excitement, or more so, fear, of their hasty escape had subsided, Fadis and Valrin shared their individual stories and got the crew of the Aela Sunrise apprised of everything that had transpired. Braei seemed distant, upset over Aeveam’s condition.

“She saved my life at Gurundothrak. She literally grasped me before I fell to my death.”

“She saved us all at one point or another,” Fadis said. He looked over to Evurn, who was sitting by himself with his hood over his head and leaning against his staff. Rasi was coiled on his shoulder.

“He has taken this harder than he should,” Fadis said. “He could not have stopped her. I know I’m no wizard or Rusis or whatever you want to throw at who took Aeveam, but I saw quite a strong Rusis who was not even close to a challenge to her. Something else controlled her. Something beyond what my arrows could do.”

His words trailed off, and he looked at Evri and then to Valrin.

“She asked me to kill her.”

Fadis noticed Evurn glanced up.

“She told me to ask for forgiveness for her and said for me to kill her. She knew what she was becoming. The Rusis of Silir truly thought she was something great, something to offer praise to. They were betrayed as quickly as Aeveam took power. She saved me once more when Kirla was captured and I was pursuing her as well. They thought there was something more to Kirla, too.”

“Well, she is the one riding a phoenix,” Evri said with a slight laugh.

“Yes, Suvasel will really be amazed by that.”

“And Aeveam?” Braei asked.

Evri looked down. “I don’t think she is someone we can help.”

“So, we just leave her to be whatever she has become?” Braei snapped. “You’re a coward!”

She stood up, and Valrin grabbed her hand. She ripped her hand from his.

“No! He’s a coward, Valrin! Why would we ever have him on our ship?”

“He isn’t part of our crew,” Valrin said. “No one is under contract anyway. My crew will always be my crew, but I will not force anyone who does not wish to go aboard the ship.  We will return to Taria with those here, and then we will pursue Aeveam. There is no question to this.”

The conversation went silent after this. Evri walked to railings some distance away. Fadis stared into the deck before him. Those around them who had witnessed the interchange remained quiet or were unphased by any of it anyway, which was the case of many of the Verit Gamblers polishing their blades.

Of the three vessels and all who had boarded them, there would be plenty of room for the Delkians.

“What is your plan?” Valrin asked Fadis. “I know you sought your son. I do not expect him to go north to find Aeveam, but I do not expect you to abandon him or Kirla.” He paused. “And I wouldn't expect you to.”

Fadis smiled. “I came to your crew, or really, Edanos’s crew, still broken. I was lost. I found myself somewhere between Gurundothrak and Urlas. I then sought my son, and you have risked your life, your vessel, the lives of your crew, and now I’ve cost you Aeveam, and it’s possible her life is forfeit.

“I went after her, tried to help her, but she is beyond me. My arrows can kill vampires, though. Oh.” He paused, nearly forgetting what he was given in Silir. He pulled out the small box and set it in front of Valrin.

“An old woman, or maybe Etha.”

“Maybe Etha?” Valrin asked.

“She was in Silir. Kirla and I talked with her.”

Fadis pushed the button, and the gears spun, revealing the circular object. Evurn looked over in curiosity but did not approach. “This box, I was told to give it to you and . . .” He paused.

“What?”

“I was told that my time with you would be done.”

 Valrin stared at him and sighed. “We’ll talk more of it once we’re in Taria,” he said. “But know regardless of your choice, you always have a place within my crew.” 

Valrin tucked the box away.

Fadis stood up as Valrin did the same, and they embraced. At that moment, Evurn stood as well. He put down his hood and embraced Fadis.

“You did more than I expected of any Ranger. Do not blame yourself for Aeveam. Her mother is an evil wretch, and no matter our path from or within these seas, eventually, her mother was going to call out to our friend. It is an evil that was put to sleep, not destroyed. I will destroy it and save Aeveam.”

 

A blast of rock suddenly shot over the water, nearly striking one of the Verit Gambler vessels. They were near the cove of the Delkians, and fire erupted in the trees near the cliffsides. The high Dwemhar towers were fracturing, and the water churned as if it were alive. 

“We near the Delkians! Get as many to the ships as possible! Aieclo is doing—something.”

As they came around the edge of the cove, they saw the Aela Sunrise just as they had left it, but the woods of the Delkians were aflame, and blackness grew upon the borders of the encircling mountains.

A loud screech split the air, and Kirla atop her mount shot across the mountain ranges, sending embers in a line to deter the shadowy forms.

They came along the coastline, and the warriors aboard the ships dismounted. Verit Gamblers, ringbearers willing to fight, and the crew of the Aela Sunrise met the fleeing Delkians on the beach. Fadis drew back his bow, spotting two shadows nearly upon them. He released his arrow, striking one as Evurn unleashed a blast of earth magic, sending pillars up in a wall, shielding the Delkians as they poured toward the vessels. Few of them had weapons that could actually harm their foes but deterrence was better than nothing.

Braei and Valrin were in the center of the battleline as it advanced into the woods, growing shadows knocking down the trees and any warmth from the forest, and flames in the mountains was sucked away as the wraiths took over the once-protected realm.

Several ringbearers fell, and a wraith grasped at Evri, but Fadis’s arrow distracted it for Braei to send a blast of magic into it.

“Fall back! Fall back!” Telvias shouted.

Leb was one of the last Delkians to emerge from the woods as the last of their kind made for the ship. Most of the Delkians who were not killed well before they had arrived managed to survive. 

Valrin went to the Aela Sunrise just as several skeletal forms charged from the woods. Fadis and Telvias were forced to fall to the far side of the cover.

Evurn lifted his staff, igniting several balls of flame and then sending them into the forms. Braei sent her own spells, but then the Stormborn activated the crystal weapons of the Aela Sunrise, sending blue bolts of energy streaking across the engulfed lands of the Delkians. Fadis and Evri were cut off from the Aela Sunrise but were aboard a Verit Gambler vessel. 

The Aela Sunrise took a covering position, firing repeated blasts both from its main weapons and Evurn and Braei. As the Verit Gamblers pulled out of the cove, Valrin followed behind. The waters had become increasingly choppy, and as they exited the cover, the winds were torrential ripping the sails of the ships with howling force.

 They headed south, leaving Aieclo behind, but there was sudden rumbling much louder than before. The mountains of the island seemed to be falling apart, and the oceans around Aieclo churned.

Valrin could feel the rudder of the ship shaking, and the ship itself began to pull to the left. The water was beginning to swirl, and rocks rose out of the ocean around them. The cove they had just left was now higher than the rest of the ocean, and massive glowing rocks were visible just beneath the surface of the water.

Flashes from beneath Aieclo sent blasts of fire across the water, and suddenly, the entire deck of the Aela Sunrise rocked as if they had run aground. Evurn and Braei ran to the sides of the ship. 

“Something is under the ship!” Braei shouted.

“Damn you Wura!” Evurn shouted.

“Wura?” Valrin asked.

One of the Verit Gambler ships exploded in a blast of water and wood, and the current pulled them quickly past the side of the Aela Sunrise. 

“Titans, Valrin!” Evurn shouted, his staff glowing.

“Be it of Wura or something else, the legends of Aieclo are true. Valrin, Aieclo had monsters. They used them in games in a time well before now, but it seems these monsters have been released and set upon us.

Valrin wheeled to get out of the current, but he was barely able to keep the wheel to one side. “Evurn, switch the crystal configuration. We need speed.”

Evurn went to the aft of the ship just as the vessel slid backward off whatever it had run aground on, and the ship lurched to one side, heading back into the swirling water. He wheeled the opposite direction just as the two Verit Gambler vessels were pulled past them.

Fadis and Evri clung to the lines as the ships helplessly circled a slowly opening void in the ocean.

“Evurn, you said this was a titan?” Valrin shouted.

“This, likely. Maelstroms don’t typically just appear like this. It is likely something just beneath the surface.”

Valrin adjusted his heading, the ship crashing into the current as he pushed around the Verit Gambler vessels, using his ship’s energy to head directly into the opening.

“Braei, Ordak, Evurn—hold on!”

Valrin could see the void ahead, the opening in the ocean, and as the water slapped the front of the ship, coming over in waves, he forced the Aela Sunrise forward.

He had to time it perfectly. He needed just enough time to emerge in the void with the side of the ship at an angle but not too deep in the water that the ship could not pull back out. There wasn’t time for anything else. He glanced behind him, seeing the Verit Gamblers only not going into the void because of his own ship.

His other companions crowded around him as the lower deck was submerged.

“Valrin!” Braei shouted.

He saw it. A few more seconds. The ship shifted to the right, and Braei grabbed hold of him as Ordak and Evurn held on to the railings. He looked to his right, the ocean vanishing to their side and rows of teeth gnashing upward to him.

He activated the crystals on the railings, and several volleys of blue energy struck into the creature’s mouth. The void closed, and massive tentacles shot up around them, just missing the other ships. The other two vessels bumped up against the Aela Sunrise as the waters collapsed back together and rolled away from the center.

“Make for the South!” Valrin shouted to Telvias. The shadow elf nodded, shouting orders to his crew. The other vessel did the same.

Kirla and her phoenix soared above them, circling the ships. She then hovered in place, looking to the north, her bird’s seething heat casting fogs off the frigid ocean.

“We’re lucky the creature must have just awoken,” Evurn said. “Likely stirred by Aieclo. I can only imagine the monsters now in the depths of the oceans.”

The landmass rose higher in the water, and a great darkness beneath the glowing stones that were just visible before revealed that there was indeed much more to Aieclo. Valrin could see several beams of energy keeping Aieclo up. He was waiting only for the Verit Gamblers to move forward. One of the ships had sustained some damage before, and they were making hasty repairs.

“This Marog and this Clock Master character are both mysterious, and I fear what all this coming together means,” Evurn said. “Urughui mentioned them releasing the titans, but I did not think it possible. Whatever they have been doing, it must be tied to Aieclo.”

The clouds rippled above them with energy, a wailing scream pierced the air, and in the clouds higher than Aieclo, a winged form of dark shadow appeared with a glowing form in its center.

“Aeveam,” Evurn said.

Kirla landed with her phoenix on the back of the Aela Sunrise.

“Ships!” she shouted. “Ships to the north!”

Valrin looked that way and saw three vessels approaching of a design that none of them had seen on any of the oceans they had journeyed upon so far. Two were smaller, but one was much larger, with bronze fixtures and a large glowing center mast.

Several flaming bolts shot up into the air from the largest ship, landing just near them in an explosion of blue fire.

“Arcane weapons?” Evurn asked.

“I will distract them,” Kirla said. “Get going south.”

Before Valrin could say anything, Kirla was in the air again and making for the swiftly approaching ships.

Another shriek came from above Aieclo, and the form of Aeveam with the massive wings of shadow around her body slammed down into the island of Aieclo, sending a shockwave of black smoke that dropped the island back into the ocean. A wave of water erupted outward. The two Verit Gambler vessels turned their bows to take the hit head-on. Valrin did the same. The Aela Sunrise shot upward and crashed back down, and already the Verit Gambler vessels had corrected their heading and were making for the South.

Fadis was shouting at Telvias and pointing toward Kirla, but Valrin could not make out what he was saying.

He looked to the north and saw that the smaller ships had been thrown out of line with the larger one, but all three still approached. Several more blasts of blue fire struck the water around them.

The phoenix swooped low, catching the sails of one of the smaller vessels aflame.

“Those ships are closing in, Captain,” Evurn said. “Forget everything else for just a moment, but the Verit Gamblers will not be able to outrun them.”

Fadis and Valrin’s eyes crossed for a moment across their vessels. Valrin nodded and smiled. Fadis had been an original member of his crew, but it was time for them to split from one another, and perhaps it was fate.

Valrin wheeled left. He didn't need the pushing of his crew to know what he needed to do.

The second ship bearing down on them was aflame now, and a volley of blue bolts shot up toward Kirla. A blast of energy enveloped her, and her creature and her flight path abruptly changed. The phoenix seemed to be struggling to fly, and it looked as if the bird’s flames were not as bright as before. 

Valrin had a northern heading. Kirla was flying toward them.

The large ship fired another volley of bolts, and this time, Valrin did the same, the center of the mast of his own ship sending a bolt of blue that met the arching bolts of his adversary. They exploded together in a blast of icy snow. The phoenix was quickly dropping in elevation and looked to be falling now.

Valrin kept his heading, and he heard the lonesome screech of the phoenix as it struggled to stay aloft. Several beams of white energy from the deck of the Verit Gambler vessels struck the bird, and it seemed to get just enough energy to float into the water just beside those vessels.

As the winds blew upon the deck of the Aela Sunrise, Valrin looked at his crew. Braei was near the front of the ship, in slight cover behind the railing, and Ordak was holding a spear they had used for fishing. Evurn was to his side.

Fire erupted into the skies near Aieclo, and the winds blew ash across the deck of the ship.

“What's your plan?” Evurn asked.

“We’ll see,” the captain responded.

 

*****

 

The phoenix struck the ocean just off the bow of the ship. Fadis jumped into the water. Kirla was unconscious, and he was sure her mount was dead. The water was like a thousand blades striking his entire body at once, but he grasped her and reached out as Evri threw him a rope.

“Get them up!” Telvias shouted. 

Fadis and Kirla were pulled onto the deck, and several Delkians began jumping up and down and pointing.

“Get that! Get it! Get it now!”

One of the priestesses of Etha reached down and put her hand on Kirla’s forehead. “She is cold, but she will live. We need to get her out of these clothes and warmed.”

Several other Delkians were now hanging off the side of the ship.

“She was chosen by the phoenix,” Leb said. “You must save that!”

Fadis turned around and saw a glowing ember of fire just at the center of the phoenix’s extinguished form.

He was looking for something to grab the ember, when a Delkian jumped from the ship and swam to it. Fadis figured it might be hot, but the Delkian picked it up with no issue. They tossed the rope that way again, and the Delkian tied it around himself.

Telvias motioned for the sails to be pulled up, and they were moving. The Delkian was hoisted to the deck, clutching the strange ember.

“What is that?” Evri asked.

“The heart of the phoenix will burn out of its chest and become like an egg. We got it just in time,” Leb said.

Fadis looked to the north, seeing the masts of the Aela Sunrise shrouded in a sudden growing storm reaching out from Aieclo. There were blasts of blue fire that lit up the clouds, and then came the sounds of shrieks, and lightning shot up from the storm, striking Aieclo and the ocean around them.

The currents returned in ferocity, and the ships of the Verit Gamblers took that moment to head south.

Fadis could not direct them to go north even if they wanted to, and he worried for his companions. Evri embraced him. “Is this the kind of life you've been living?”

“Something like this.”

“Vampires should be easy, then.”

Fadis’s thoughts had remained on Valrin and the others. Kirla was still unconscious, but he understood she was sleeping now, according to the priestess of Etha.

 

Several hours passed. They had kept a purely southern route, and eventually Fadis could see a faint outline of an island in the far distance.

“Lunis, the northernmost island of a chain of islands just outside the Great Bay of the North, and the islands are just north of the dwarven kingdom of Harrodarr,” Telvias said.

“That is where Kirla’s dwarven friend is from,” Evri said.

“That is where he is from,” Fadis heard from behind him.

It was Kirla, now wrapped in warm robes and looking much more alive than the cold form he had pulled from the ocean. In the crux of her arms was an egg.

“She saved us," Kirla said. “I’ll protect her until she returns again. I have never felt so alive as the moment I was upon her.” She stared at Fadis. “I understand you jumped into the water to save me? A lot for a Ranger to do for a rogue.”

He embraced her, and for a moment went to kiss her, but hesitated. She pushed herself against his lips, and at that moment, Fadis finally felt peace.

“Hopefully I don't have to push you into everything,” she said with a smile.

In time, the Verit Gamblers came in range of the castle of Taria and the elven banners still flying above the castle. Several elven ships met them to escort them in. 

A new war had begun, but Fadis, Kirla, and Evri had brought one of the best chances they had to hunt down the vampire lords and perhaps even their queens. Fadis’s time aboard the Aela Sunrise had come to an end, for now. But his time with the Stormborn had taught him one thing beyond everything else. He can never predict the path he’ll end up on, but he can make the choice to push on no matter what and see it until its end.

The Ranger and the rogue's story would not end here. The Ranger of the North had returned home, and now he had to fight for it.
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Part One: Visions

 

Valrin shivered in the icy crosswinds. Fog rolled over the deck of the Aela Sunrise, veiling his vision as Braei and Evurn cast their wards in an overlapping shield. The captain would not back down from this fight.

Spells burst atop them. Their enemy was as determined as they were. The massive bronze-and-wood vessel was within only a ship’s breadth from the front of the Aela Sunrise.

Valrin kept his heading, turning slightly and sending a wall of water pushing up against the opposing ship. The Aela Sunrise was powerful, but this ship’s deck towered over them.

“You’re too close! You’re going to strike!” Ordak shouted.

He held fast, adjusting the levers at the helm and sending the crystals spinning along the deck. Energy was building. It had been some time since he’d faced off another vessel, but the dwarven pirates were nothing like this.

The fogs around them split, and a winged form struck them. The entire front of the Aela Sunrise was pushed under the ocean.

He shifted his track, spinning the wheel to the right to disengage. The winged form shot upward, and blasts of magic tracked after it. 

Fogs rolled over them from a different way; the fogs did not look the same. Valrin switched weapons, sending energy into the mast to blast fire at the other vessel. He hoped the Verit Gamblers had gotten far out of range of it by now and the fogs had blinded the vessel enough to where it kept its attention on them. He just needed to disable the other ship. That was it.

Suddenly, he saw the image of a masked form, blackness, and then nothing.

The deck of the Aela Sunrise was still. Valrin could see nothing save a white fog surrounding his vessel and his companions, frozen in time. They did not even seem alive. Somehow, though, he was able to walk around.

He looked over the edge of the railings and saw that the water was still.

You are the Stormborn of the North. You have a path. You now take another one, one you must see to completion. Perhaps it is a terrible fate to meddle in the affairs beyond your calling. Only time will show you the truth.

The voice was sudden, and in a burst of white, everything returned to as it was. But it wasn’t the same. Nothing was the same. Valrin looked up at orange skies and a large island covered in green.

Ordak jumped around in place. “What happened? What happened! Valrin, why are you not at the helm?”

Braei looked around. “Where are we? The ship, it was just there. The fogs.”

Evurn lowered his staff and stared at Valrin. “Did you activate something on the ship? I know you have been studying the texts of the shipbuilders for some time now.”

“No, nothing. I saw fog and then all was still. A voice spoke. The voice called me Stormborn. It said I was taking another path, one I must see to completion. Time will show me the truth.”

“The Clockmaster?” Ordak questioned. “Clock and time, makes sense to me.”

“The question I have is where are we now?” Evurn asked. “This place does not look like any place I have seen, especially in the North.”

The island before them was dark but green. The orange sky came from a low-hanging sun just above the horizon, but the waters itself looked red in the hue of light. A single blue glow was on the island ahead. 

Valrin flipped up the map they had used for navigation, but nothing showed up.

“Are we in a different realm?” Braei asked. “Like when we went to Urlas?”

“Perhaps, but that took deliberate action on our end. Something, or perhaps someone, has directed us here. Well, Captain?”

“We’ll go ashore,” Valrin said. “The place where the light is coming from is a good enough beacon as any.”

“Or like a lighthouse, telling us that rocks are ahead,” Ordak said.

 

Valrin directed the Aela Sunrise toward the beach and found an actual dock of stone, not too dissimilar to other Dwemhar docks, but the ship did not get taken into the grasp of the structure. Braei and Ordak jumped off to secure the vessel to the docks.

“What do you think?” Valrin asked Evurn.

Evurn looked around, and they both looked at the dense jungle before them.

“It looks quiet, no monsters, especially. No damn monsters. The jungle reminds me of the South, but the sun has not moved position at all and does not seem to be doing so.” He looked up. “No stars, nothing but darker orange. I think we’re in a different realm.”

Valrin ensured his sword was at his hip.

“Hopefully, we won’t need that,” Evurn said.

“Well, I’ve had it nice for the past few days. I’d say it’s about time I get my hands dirty in the fight again.”

“The vessel seemed to be unable to damage that other one,” Ordak said. “Surprising.”

“It always is with us,” Braei said.

They disembarked. Evurn’s staff was their only real light as they began into the jungle and followed a break in the trees to an actual stone road, where they were surprised to see torches that seemed to lead them along a long and barren pathway.

“Are we expected?” Ordak asked.

“I swear this better not be one of those gods,” Evurn said.

“Oh?” Braei asked.

“You can never trust gods, even though Etha has helped us out a lot of late.”

“She’ll want payment or sacrifice,” Ordak said.

“She doesn’t take sacrifices,” Braei said.

“Studying religion, Rusis?” Evurn asked.

“A bit. I had nothing better to do back in Taria.”

“So, scholar, what do you suggest we do now? Keep down the path?”

Braei laughed. “I was studying religion, not geography. I have no idea where this leads us!”

Valrin noticed that the road was climbing upward, and it was here they came to a large bridge made of wood and stone. He looked over the edge of the bridge and saw nothing but blackness on either side of the bridge, which reached far across the chasm to an elevated land mass seemingly floating in the middle of the air.

Valrin led them across the chasm. The bridge swayed ever so slightly as they began the climb up the precarious passageway. He kept his hands on the rope railings, but with each step, he could feel the movement of the rest of the crew in the palms of his hands, the ropes moving with each step. He looked out, seeing the sea to his left and the dark jungles to his right. The air wasn’t cold, yet wasn’t warm. It was like there was no temperature at all. He looked back behind them. The Aela Sunrise was visible, sitting at dock far below them, and Braei made a movement with her eyes.

“Get going. I don’t like being up here!”

He turned around and quickly made his way to the upper portion of the bridge, coming to the last bit that took a sharp incline to a stone platform where a torch basin glowed brightly. 

He noticed that here, the jungle spread out around a large, open grassy plain that surrounded a stone wall that seemed to be more aesthetic than anything, as it was not high enough to prevent one from climbing it. 

As the rest of the crew made it up, Ordak sniffed the air. “Smells like nothing. Like, I suspect it should smell of something—but nothing. It really smells like nothing.”

“I swear this is a different realm,” Evurn said.

“Or time?” Braei asked.

“Time?” Valrin questioned. “The Aela Sunrise has no such power.”

“It wasn’t the Aela Sunrise that did this. You said that yourself.”

Evurn pointed forward with his staff. “There is a gateway in the wall. We should proceed.”

Valrin kept his hand on his blade as he guided the rest of them to the wall and the gateway flanked by large figures holding orbs above their heads. Intricate patterns in the rock were reminiscent of Dwemhar structures, but dissimilarly, they had no light to them.

The gates were open and, though ornate, did not reveal any further information to their origin. As they followed a dark tunnel, they came to a courtyard overgrown with grass but with many large pools that mirrored the orange sky above them. To their right were several trees that were flowering white petals that, though there was no wind, lifted into the sky and followed a line of torches back up to the left. To their left, they saw a massive stairwell that led up to a doorway that was open but dark beyond the void of the entryway.

They proceeded, ascending the stairs and noticing that from there, they could see much more of the jungle around them. Evurn pushed ahead of Valrin and looked within the temple.

“I have never seen a structure such as this, though it reminds me slightly of temples we have in the Shadowlands.”

“Minus the floating flowers without wind,” Ordak said.

Evurn nodded.

Valrin and Evurn walked in together as everyone else followed slowly behind. The interior of the temple structure was dark and surprisingly quite humid. They could hear water falling almost as if a waterfall were nearby, but in the darkness, they could not see. Evurn used his staff to create life, and as he did, the entire temple seemed to produce a whistling sound and then began to glow blue. In front of them, a glowing orb of dazzling white appeared floating on an elevated platform.

“Stormborn of the Glacial Seas,” a voice said, “and crew of the realm ship Aela Sunrise, welcome. Welcome to what is, what isn’t, and what still remains.”

Valrin paused. “Where are we?”

“A few more moments, and you’d have been dead. I called out, used what ability I had, and pulled you to this place.”

“Not quite the answer to his question,” Ordak said.

The orb shifted to that of a glowing old man. “No, it isn’t. But it is still true. You are Ordak, the half-orc. Evurn, Shadow Elf, and Braei, Rusis. I knew the gods spoke your names. Etha worked to guide the Ranger and the rogue, as all seek redemption.”

“Then you know Fadis and Kirla are not with us. Do you know if they are safe?” Valrin asked.

“I am no god, Captain. No, far from it. But I have my workings in the world. I have been many things and have hid in many places. Even now, this form before you is but one form.”

“A half-god,” Ordak said. “Or, demi-god?”

“No, I am just a man of science and mechanics. Some would say a master of time.”

“The Clockmaster,” Evurn said. “The one Marog is working with?”

Evurn’s staff rippled with energy, but the man just stared.

“I do not work with that entity, but I will not explain such things as of yet. Urughui has fallen—that is good.  He and his rings trapped many for Marog, and in such, they moved into hidden places and captured that which was lost to the world. Aieclo, the ancient city, has been awakened. The Scourge Siren yet exists in spirit alone. Aieclo has spoken after her long sleep; once again, another is formed into the evil that is the Scourge Siren.”

“That is Aeveam,” Valrin said, stepping forward. “A member of my crew and a friend.”

The figure landed before Valrin, and Evurn, as well as Braei, quickly moved forward to stand beside him.

“I mean none of you harm,” the man said. “I am he who you claim, the Clockmaster. I have made many demons and friends alike. I was once quite well regarded within the world, but my name became a cursed one. Marog is but a fiend I have not defeated. But I offer hope. The new Scourge, this one you call Aeveam, she is yet not fully formed. Think of Aieclo as a giver of life. While for many eras, it created massive creatures to soar the skies and swim the oceans, and was a place for creating life within the world, all creatures within it have been released. The rudimentary calculations used to ensure its life-sustaining force is enough have focused into one form—your friend. Like a mother chicken sitting upon eggs, your friend grows into the power bestowed upon her. Aieclo is like an incubator. The key will be stopping the process upon her, silencing the gears that turn within the ancient city.”

“How do we turn it off? How do we take its magic?” Ordak asked.

“A direct way is not available, though I do think there is a way. I did not call you to this place to converse this way for no reason. I have already placed an enchantment upon the deck of your ship. In the simplest of words, it is a device. You must sail east, away from this island. Activate the device, and you’ll be upon your world again, and then continue heading east. There, you’ll find a tower. When you are before that tower, activate the device again. Proceed, as you will see your path. Look for a blue structure. I assure you, you cannot miss it if coming from the sea."

“How can we trust what you’re saying?” Braei asked.

“I have been asked that before. Know me as the Clockmaster and know that not all know that others have worked in my image for nefarious purposes. I attempt to right what I allowed to be led astray. You are the Guardian of the Seas, Valrin,” he said, now staring at Valrin alone. “The gods of the North know my purpose and trust this task to you and your crew.”

The man shifted back to that of an orb, and in a flash, the temple was dark. Valrin turned to the others, and suddenly, they were back aboard the Aela Sunrise and adrift.

“What?” Ordak asked.

Valrin went to the helm, shifting the vessel to the right.

“East?” Braei asked.

“Well, before we ended up here, we were headed north. I can’t tell which way we’re oriented right now, and the maps do not function. We’ll head this way and see what happens.” Evurn went to the rear of the ship where the many crystals that powered it seemed to all elevate for a moment. There was a silver device with gears and cogs. A center portion of it was made of pure crystal.

“Captain, it seems he did put . . . something . . . on the ship.”

Ordak snorted. “Did anyone else see what happened? Did you not see that we were in a temple and now we’re here?”

“It happens,” Braei said. “Lots of strange things happen to us.”

Evurn laughed. “It is okay, my friend. In time, you’ll get used to such happenings.”

Ordak shook his head and looked up at the sky. “What about that?”

They looked up to see the sky was becoming dark. 

“Activate the device,” Valrin ordered. 

Evurn did so, and they were upon the Glacial Seas once again. The sudden frigid cold was stark but not too unexpected. They were no longer near Aieclo, and wherever they were, it did not look familiar considering there was nothing around them.

Valrin attempted to bring up the map once again. This time, the image of the Glacial Seas appeared.

“Where are we?” Evurn asked.

“East, far east. There is ocean around us, but it seems that there is nothing showing up. I do not even see that we are upon ocean, yet we are. Are those mountains on the map?”

While normally the map of the Aela Sunrise would show the actual ocean and clouds as one would expect as if flying high above them, this time, they looked as what a bird would see upon land.

“We are most definitely upon the ocean,” Ordak said.

“Then where do we go?” Braei asked.

“East, until a tower. Perhaps this will all make sense in time.”

 

Their journey continued without any trouble. Braei showed Ordak where their stores were and made some tea for each of them. Evurn poured over the guides to the Aela Sunrise but could not find anything referencing the Clockmaster. At this moment, Valrin realized he had not slept in some time.

“You’re just now realizing that? I expected you to sleep in Saelmark. You were lying down,” Braei said. 

“Yes, but I could not rest. I closed my eyes, thought of the ocean, but no real sleep.”

“No sleep?” Ordak asked.

“He only sleeps when the ship is at dock and I guess,” Evurn said, closing the book he was reading, “when he feels safe. I can only imagine that it was because the ship’s energy was restored at Saelmark that you were restored as well.”

“The power of the Stormborn,” Braei said.

Ordak laughed, chugging the hot tea. “Weird friends, Evurn.”

Valrin laughed. “We are a bit strange.”

 

The sun had fallen from the point it was when they’d first emerged upon the Glacial Seas again, and now a near-dark sky was before them. The stars were shining already, and in the distance, they could see a lonely mountain, a lone peak, surrounded by water. Valrin looked at the map, and it seemed they were upon a lake with a circle of mountains around it, the largest of the mountains directly in front of them, but he saw no other mountains.

“This is odd,” Braei said.

“Well, the old world was flooded,” Valrin said, “but the maps of the ship do not seem to know this region, or perhaps, they were older? I really do not know.”

They came to the shadow of the mountain as the moon rose in the far east.

In the darkness of the mountain, they could see a skeleton of a structure.

“The tower,” Valrin said. “The Clockmaster was correct.”

“Then I’ll activate the device,” Evurn said. “He knew much of us. Let us hope we truly are on the path we are to take.”

Valrin nodded.

Evurn exhaled and pushed the crystal. The world around them fell away, and this time, they saw the image of the sun and the moon, but for a much longer period. After several cycles, the Aela Sunrise tossed in the water before them, and Valrin was forced against the helm of the ship. The others were thrown about, but as the ship steadied in the waters, Valrin looked to the waters beside them and could see pristine clear waters and white stones in the depths below. 

He looked around them, seeing a crown of green mountains, and unlike the place before, he could smell sweet herbs in the air. The mountain before them seemed to have grown substantially in size. The tower, only a fragment before, was now a white-and-silver helm that rose high upon the mountain. Beneath it, wrapping up the mountain itself, were silver walls and glowing crystals that glimmered in the sunlight.

“Where are we?” Braei asked.

Evurn stood with mouth agape. “Surely not?”

“What?”

“This place, this is—the past.”

“What?” Ordak questioned.

“This is . . . this is exactly as writings I have come across. This is a true Dwemhar city. We have gone into the past."

 

Part Two: Clocks

 

Valrin did not know what to think of what was before him. There were other ships, almost like his own, but without the crystals his had.

“Shift the ship to mimic the others,” Evurn said. “Do as you do to make it like a simple vessel. Perhaps, that power will mimic these. We do not need to stand out.”

“Stand out?” Ordak said. “I’m a half-orc!”

Braei tossed Ordak a cloak. “Hide yourself, then.”

“If these are Dwemhar, we cannot hide,” Valrin said. “Aeveam could see into our minds, and she is only half.”

“The Clockmaster must have known this,” Braei said. “He would not have sent us somewhere we could not be successful. He has told the truth so far.”

“It’s been less than a day,” Evurn said. “But we must be mindful of our thoughts. There are many strange vessels here. The map shows this is a lake, but perhaps there are peoples of other races to whom we will not seem so odd.”

They came to the dock, and while there was a figure noting the ship’s arrival, he did not speak to them.

Valrin noticed the Aela Sunrise locked into place just as before at the other Dwemhar docks, but nothing else happened.

Valrin and the others disembarked, but as they looked back to the Aela Sunrise, they noticed that aside from it looking like the other vessels, it seemed to have its own crew. In fact, no one noticed them at all. Though they walked around them as if there were someone there, they did not seem to actually see them.

“Come,” Evurn said.

They proceeded in a single-file line, walking past several figures busy loading boxes onto another ship, and at least two fishers sitting on rocks beside the docks.

Valrin noticed that these people all seemed to be wearing white robes with gold sashes. Several also had head garments with jewels across their foreheads. They came up to the gateway and to two figures who seemed to be guards of some kind. They each had swords with jeweled hilts at their hips, but their eyes were covered. Instead, they had an emblem of an eye on their chests.

Valrin could feel them looking at him, though he did not look at them. They passed unhindered through the gates. 

The city was vibrant with life and many herbs and flowers growing everywhere. Beside the nearest road ran a canal with the purest of streams and no sign of algae or grime along the water’s edge. Center posts ran on either side of the roads, with small crystals suspended above the posts, but other than that, there were no other crystals. Looking far ahead, they saw that the road reached upward above the city and into the high mountains. It was here the road connected to the tower that rose off the mountains.

“A blue structure,” Braei said, pointing.

The Clockmaster had told them to look for a blue structure, and indeed, they found one, but it was small and just out of sight. In fact, he was surprised Braei had seen it tucked beside a larger building that seemed to be some type of workshop. 

“Let’s go,” Valrin said.

He led them further in, noticing that there were several of the guards like the ones from the gate staring at them from afar.

Evurn tapped his staff, and Rasi emerged from his robes.

“Go see what you can find,” he told the snake. Rasi slithered off and vanished.

Valrin led them to the blue house, and they knocked and then waited. Nothing.

They knocked again, and then Ordak slammed his fist in a rather boisterous knock.

“Ordak! That’s a bit much!” Braei said.

“Maybe they’re sleeping.” He smiled.

They could hear someone on the other side, and then the sounds of several latches and locks. The door opened, and a man stared at them, but the man had a strange device on his head and many lenses that stacked in a long cone in front of one of his eyes.

He flipped the lenses up. “Oh, dear. No, no, no.”

He slammed the door closed.

Valrin was about to knock again, when it opened back up.

The man looked as if he had seen a ghost, his eyes wide and his face white. “Oh, get in, get in,” he commanded.

“We come from far—” Ordak began.

“Shut up, you oaf. Get in. I know what this is.”

Valrin and the others entered the residence and immediately were forced up a flight of stairs, pushed away from the room on the lower level. The man followed them after locking back the front door, closing another door on the second level.

Valrin looked around the room they had been forced into and saw a plethora of drawings and broken metal objects. A floating crystal that was split apart hovered in the room. A massive window on one side of the room gave sight of the lake where they had arrived, but this, too, was covered, as the man hit a switch and a covering dropped over the window. 

The man sat down in a chair and began to rock back and forth. “Great, just great. I knew this would happen.”

“You knew what?” Valrin asked.

“You, you’re not from here. You look like you’re from here, but I can see more. I can see the dust on your shoulders. You’ve come through time. I’ve done it once or ten times, but you’ve done it and you’re here. Why would I do this?”

“Do what?” Evurn asked.

“Oh, I always messed this stuff up in the future.”

“Always? How many times have you done this?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know, but if you’re here, I messed something up. I did, I did, I didn’t, I didn’t.” 

The man began screaming, and Evurn smacked him with his staff.

“We followed the Clockmaster’s wishes. We went east, found a tower, and activated the device placed on our ship, and we’re here.”

“Ship? The flying ones or the sailing ones?”

“The sailing,” Valrin said.

“So, the realm ships work? And the flying vessels with crystals in their center?”

“I have seen drawings from a long time ago,” Evurn said, “but there are no more in our time.”

“Where are we? Where are the Dwemhar?”

“They ascended from the living realm,” Valrin said.

“Ascended? Truly! We were successful! So why? Why are you here?”

“We don’t know,” Valrin said. “Our friend is trapped upon Aieclo. She is being turned into something beyond herself.”

“A great evil,” Evurn said.

“Aieclo? What is this Aieclo?”

“An ancient Dwemhar city,” Evurn said. “You do not know of it? It floats above the ocean, or so the stories said.”

“Levitation! It works? How?”

“We don’t know!” Ordak shouted.

“What kind of monstrosity are you? Not of the pure races.”

Ordak drew his blade, and Braei put her hand up, sparking fire.

“RUSIS!” the man shouted.

He ran for the door, pulling open the latches, when Evurn and Ordak both grabbed him.

“She’s going to kill me! She’s going to kill me.”

“No, she isn’t!” Valrin said firmly. “You need to help us. We were told to come here. Go to a blue house. Where we come from, Aieclo has awakened. We came to you for help, and now you must help us.”

The man was breathing fast but worked to slow his own breathing. “Okay, okay, it’s just, you’re from the future! You got sent to the past, which means I was successful! The Dwemhar ascended, but I did not, which is confusing, but anyway. I don’t know, I don’t know,” he repeated. “What can I do to help you?”

“We need to put out the city of Aieclo. We need to shut it down.”

“You need a dispel of some kind!” The man stood up, jumping for a small pearl on a nearby desk. He picked up a magnifying glass and opened the covering on the window, allowing a small bit of light into the room. He then focused the light through the magnifying glass into a beam that he placed on the pearl. From the pearl, the light bent around the substance and hit the crystal hovering in the room.

“I use this to deactivate the crystal . . . and”—he held it steady for a few moments, and the crystal slowly fell to the ground and rested on its side—“it works just fine.”

“That is a small crystal and a small pearl,” Ordak said.

“Is this truly why you were sent here? I do hope this knowledge helps, for I am Eliue, scientist of the Dwemhar. My work is but small to them. They concentrate on their mind powers, but to truly grow great, we will need the power of crystals, and you all,” he said with a smile, “confirm I was finally successful!"

“That’s great,” Evurn said. “Now, simply provide us where we can obtain the device as you have here, and we’ll be on our way.”

Eliue stared at Evurn. “So simply you jump between time? Perhaps I was able to develop part of my machine? Does it open realms?”

“No,” Valrin said, “but the magic exists.”

“Not magic,” Eliue said, “just science. But, Evurn, you asked a question, and I have an answer. I can get you what you need, but we’ll need to go on a bit of a journey away from the city. Aboard your ship.” He pointed to Valrin. “I have a way to the port, for I’m a very popular man here, and I do not wish to be seen. Yes, there is a place, a holy place, but a place I can get us to. It is where I found this pearl. It is where we go now.”

This strange man did not inquire of their names, but they each took time to tell him as he buzzed around the room, grabbing random gadgets and packing a small bag.

“Yes, yes, that is all good. We need to know each other, but be mindful, we cannot kill anyone or it would throw the world asunder, or just might mean very horrible actions in your own world. So, no magic, no stabbing people. Just run, quickly.”

The man opened a doorway that led to nothing but a stone wall.

“Um,” Braei said, “that’s a wall.”

“Oh, come on!”

Eliue was the first to run headfirst into it and vanished.

“A portal,” Evurn said. “Fine, let’s go. Ordak?”

“Why am I always first when you don’t know what’s on the other side?” Ordak ran ahead and vanished.

“Because, dear orc,” Evurn said to Valrin and Braei. “And he’s covered in tougher skin than me.” Evurn pulled Valrin and Braei in with him at the same time.

Valrin felt himself get squeezed, and then the air become thick. They were in a cave looking out to the lake. 

“Valrin.” Ordak motioned. “Look.”

Several of the Dwemhar guards were standing near his ship.

“Wonderful,” Evurn said. “They’ve noticed what should be.”

“We can fight them,” Ordak said.

“No, no, no! You cannot! We must be good little time guests! You and you,” Eliue said, pointing to Valrin and Braei. “You two go. You can blend in, unlike the shadow elf and the orc. Get the ship and come pick us up.”

Valrin and Braei looked at one another.

“Our garb is not exactly the same as everyone else’s,” Braei said.

“But your faces are fine, and you do not have the memories the other two here have,” he said, motioning to the others, “I can sense the dark things you have both seen . . . and done. The guards will pick up on that. The other two are much younger, and, well, it seems their memories are not so horrible.”

“I thought we blended in?” Ordak asked.

“Well, well, maybe. But we can’t take chances.”

“Come on,” Valrin said.

“Valrin, be careful,” Evurn said.

“Never,” he said with a chuckle.

	As he and Braei emerged from the cave, they noticed they were some distance around the shore of the lake and had to walk around to the actual docks. While there were several guards, they did not pay attention to them.

“The sirens advanced into the city twice,” one of them said.

“We must speak with the elders,” another said. “It was the Rusis who went to the shrine of Meredaas first. They likely convinced them of something we do not have.”

“But the crash—the vessel killed one of their princes who was swimming just beneath the surface.”

“Eliue is missing, and without him, we cannot perfect this science. He has cut himself off from the Conclave. He has betrayed us.”

Valrin and Braei moved quickly past the guards and to the deck of the Aela Sunrise.

“Sir,” one of the guards said.

“Yes?” Valrin responded.

“Your ship is not one that has been here before.”

“Just stopping in for some spices, some deliveries.”

The Dwemhar stood tall. He closed his eyes, and the center of his forehead began to glow.

A blast of magic exploded over the top of the docks, and Valrin looked over to the cave. Evurn’s staff was alight. Immediately, several Dwemhar swarmed the area.

Valrin took that moment to shift the switches of the Aela Sunrise, moving away from the dock with haste.

A blast of white struck the ship, but the Aela Sunrise kept moving away.

Evurn was out of the cave. He sent a blast of earth magic into the ground, sending several pillars up around them to cover them as more blasts struck near the cave.

Valrin brought the vessel up toward the cave and let down the walkway for them to board. They quickly did so even as several vessels pushed forward in pursuit.

Valrin increased their speed, raising the sails and making a circle in the lake.

“Where do we go?” he shouted to Eliue. 

“Head for the towers!” He pointed.

Valrin noticed two glowing towers at the edge of the lake.

“Those will not attack us?” Ordak said.

“Attack? Whatever do you mean? Those are only portals to the lower lakes! We need to get through before they sound the warning.”

“Warning?” Braei asked.

A large shrieking horn call went out, and the winds shifted around them. A moment later, several Dwemhar vessels sent volleys into the air. Valrin shifted his own weapons, sending bolts of blue streaking across the lake, striking the incoming bolts of glowing magic.

“Magnificent!” Eliue said. “So, the crystals can be used as weapons!”

Another ship was approaching their side, attempting to get in front of them. The Dwemhar aboard it had staves and sent blasts of magic screaming across the deck in dazzling sparks of white.

Evurn cast his own ward and deflected several more blasts.

Valrin activated the center masts, sending a blast of fire, striking the other ship’s sails and disabling it.

Eliue was in awe.

The shrieking horn call went out again, and the space between the two hours began to close, but not soon enough. The Aela Sunrise passed through the void, and it seemed they were going off a cliff, but instead, they struck the ocean far below.

“An ocean? here? I thought this was all land in this region?” Evurn asked.

“An inner land ocean, the most magnificent of places and connected to the great oceans around the vast lands by a silver passageway, the most beautiful of canals where I have only been once but can tell you that there you behold the true beauties of the oceans and seas! But we go somewhere else!”

Valrin looked behind him. “They are not pursuing.”

“They do not know where we go!” Eliue said, his hand holding a silver object with a crystal in its center.

“And that is?” Evurn asked.

“My key to hide my tracks.”

“Speaking of hiding, the guards spoke of you,” Valrin said.

Eliue sighed. “And they said?”

“That you betrayed the Dwemhar. That a vessel of your people crashed and killed a prince related to Meredaas or sirens or something.”

“They test the flying vessels,” Eliue said. He sighed again and shook his head. “The war with the Rusis will be horrible.”

“So, the war has begun?” Evurn asked.

“Not yet. I have danced around time a bit and know it comes. They wish to take what I created and, for the greater good of the Conclave, to use these ships as needed.”

“Like my ship?” Valrin asked.

“No, not this. This was by the split off, the sea peoples, no doubt something I will have dealings with, but I do not know for sure. Ask me in a few thousand years.” He laughed, but no one else did. “No, these vessels are the ones that have a crystal within them and fly with the sound of melody. As Evurn said, they exist, but I do not see how. I have blocked my mind from the others. They’ll have to capture me, and I have no intent of that! I will help you. I must have my reasons for sending you here to find me. Well, that is a confusing sentence, but indeed, now, I must direct you to my island."

Eliue took out a strange device and held it at an angle that caught the sunlight above them. The top of it began to glow, and as he moved to place it on the railings before Valrin, it dimmed and then grew brighter. “Now, keep this lit, and—” he said, rushing to the front of the ship. It was here he pulled out another small device. He pressed it into the wood and clamped it to the railings. “All right, Captain, bring us to the left!”

Valrin shifted the wheel, and the device in front of him began to glow brighter. There was a flash on the front of the vessel, and the second device lit up. 

“There you have it! Keep this heading!”

As Eliue returned, Braei looked at his devices and shrugged. “Could you not just adjust the maps on the Aela Sunrise?”

“Maps?”

Valrin twisted the crystal and brought up the imagery of the map. For a few moments, they could see the Glacial Seas and many islands, but then, nothing. The map went blank.

"Well, that’s a wonderful example,” Evurn said. 

“This is why parchment works better for a map.” Ordak laughed.

“The water, all the water,” Eliue said. “That is why you were surprised by this water. That is the future?”

“Don't you know of the future? You sent us back here,” Braei said.

“The future, the past, the careful balance of going where you do not exist yet. No, of the future, I know little. Though, by default, I learn some things much easier because of my future self. I believe that is only because I went further back in time, before now, in the future. But my older self likely prevents me from gaining certain knowledge. Perhaps, during this time, I shall do or change something in his time. Therefore, we must be careful.”

“How far in the past are we?” Evurn asked.

“I know no measurement that will make sense for you. I can say that we are well yet before the time of the Dwemhar and Rusis wars. I can say that the Dwemhar do not have the technology you would expect. They still hold true to their meditative powers and the use of flowing energy. The gods still walk among us at times, but it is rare. Etha, however, comes often. Something, perhaps, forgotten of in your time.”

Evurn laughed. “No, Etha still comes upon the land. Quite often.”

“That will likely be her downfall. I know some of the gods die in the future. But for now, this world holds in a balance. These lands are yet a utopia of life. The inner sea we travel upon has many villages, and there is no war here, not yet.”

Valrin noticed that the device on the front of the ship was beginning to dim, so he adjusted his heading to where it was alight again.

“So, you wish to prevent your research from being used by the Conclave?” Evurn asked.

“Nothing good will come of it. I wished to create vessels that float through the skies, to be closer to the gods, to work to watch over the race of men, as we were charged with, as were the elves, dwarves, and Rusis, but it is like our world can do nothing but bicker at one another. The influence of the Itsu is strong. The Rusis seek our knowledge, and though there have been alliances before, they have only lasted a time.”

“Alliances? As in war?”

“We have worked with the Rusis to thwart threats to our lands from the shadow realm, a place that blends with our world at times, especially when many have created meditative energy. This energy is created in the mind,” he said, pointing at his forehead. “Those of the shadows feed on such energy. But I am protected from such things.”

“A device?” Valrin asked.

“Ha! No, I use my powers to invent new things, thus using my mental energy to manipulate the physical world. It tires me substantially, and though I use meditation to calm my mind, I cannot access the higher-level powers of my people. Some of the Conclave meditate for many cycles of the sun. Their powers are beyond most of this world.”

“Yet, they need you to make their flying machines work?” Ordak teased.

“Yes, but then they can do more than I will ever be able to do without machines and constructs. I know evil comes to this world. I only hope that I can have a hand in protecting our people and our realm.”

Valrin had noticed a speck of land in the far distance some time ago. Now coming closer to a very small island, Eliue went to the railings on the right side of the ship. He pulled out a small silver staff from his robes and lifted his other hand.

“Slow, Captain. We only need to get close enough . . .”

His staff began to shimmer white, and he lifted it higher. Valrin looked over to their left and could spot the thin outline of a massive tower rising out of the ocean. The winds shifted around them, and it was then he felt the warmness of the air, a strange feeling considering he knew how far north they were.

Braei gripped his hand, and he looked down to her.

“I never thought I’d ever be in a place like this, in a different time.” She smiled.

He did not have words to respond, but he was happy that for a moment, they had a sense of peace. The world around them, compared to that of Taria and Aieclo, was completely different, a world without the pain to come, when the great races were still in power, before the flooding of the North and the South.

The ship suddenly shook.

“Ah, yes, yes, yes! It will work with this ship.”

Two silver rods emerged on either side of the Aela Sunrise.

“What is this?” Evurn asked.

“Well,” Eliue responded, skipping up to the helm, “first, good Captain, proceed to that tower you see in the distance, and I’ll explain on the way.”

Valrin proceeded in the way Eliue directed, and as the ship began to move, the two rods started to hum.

“That’s an ominous sound,” Braei said.

“They are charging. We use wind in most applications of energy use as of right now. But I do believe that even though your ship uses crystal systems, it should work well. They integrated with the inner portion of the ship.”

“So that means?" Valrin questioned.

“It means that they could become part of your vessel, but I will no doubt need them again, so I will remove them once we are done.”

Evurn sighed. “Going back to what I asked before, what are they?”

“Oh, yes.” The man laughed. “They are our key into the underwater city, a place of the mer and the great god Meredaas! It is here we will proceed to the temple and retrieve what we need.”

“Steal, he means steal,” Ordak stated.

“Yes, we all know what he means,” Evurn said. “Underwater? I see the tower ahead.”

Eliue nodded. “Yes, but we cannot pass over their sacred waters in any vessel. Such a happening would be a great insult. We must pass through the lower portion of the city.”

“You are aware, Dwemhar, that we cannot breathe water?” Braei asked.

“Yes, I am aware you cannot pull that substance from the water that contains what you need to breathe.”

“There isn't air in water,” Ordak said.

“No, your bodies just do not have what they need to pull the ‘air’ from the water. You would need gills.”

Valrin noticed that though Eliue was a particular type of character who seemed insane and crazed, the man had a deeper knowledge. It was also evident that this younger version of the Clockmaster had much hidden from him by his older self.

Though the temple they were approaching was of a magnificent and grand design, Valrin looked off in the distance and spotted floating land masses above the water and clouds that looked as mountains high above them. Circling around the inner ocean of the lands were larger mountains, the peaks of which would one day be the islands of the Glacial Seas. He paused, thinking of the horror of the walls of water coming through this place during the floods. It was difficult to think of such things, to think of what would come of these lands.

They were in the far past, and he understood why they had to be careful. Too much of a change to the balance of the world, and they would change the future. Wherever they went next, they had to be careful to not end up in a fight like they did in the Dwemhar city.

“Okay, we’re nearly there. We are nearly to the holy oceans of Meredaas,” Eliue said.

Valrin thought they were still far away, but along the water, he noticed there were flat rocks and golden fences with statues of different sea creatures with humanoid characteristics of arms and legs.

“What are these strange animals?” Ordak asked.

“Those who revere Meredaas believe that water is the hand of the Great Poet, that he created all of the world, and thus, even those who cannot breathe in the depths are still creations of the god. Though we know this to not be true, sirens and mermaids still claim this. I'd rather not argue with them, especially the sirens. Causing division in a culture just because we know a supposed truth does not make much sense. They can believe as they wish. They are not harming those of the Dwemhar.”

Eliue went to the device he had added to the ship and moved his fingers along several runic keys. Suddenly, the two metal objects grew in length and met at the top of the mast of the ship. The vessel was forced downward, water spilling over the front of the ship. The Aela Sunrise was suddenly sinking, with the water nearly over half the vessel and the ship angling toward the depths.

“What are you doing?” Evurn shouted.

But Eliue did not respond.

Part Three: Under

 

Evurn rushed over to where Eliue was, but just before he struck him with his staff, the joined metal arms began to hum louder, and a shimmering veil enveloped the Aela Sunrise. The water at the front of the ship was pushed beyond the veil, and the entire Aela Sunrise dove into the depths.

“We will go a constant speed,” Eliue said. “When I do this with one of my own vessels, I simply adjust the sails as I would as if on top of the ocean to ascend and descend. We must go to the gateway of the city.”

Eliue smiled and waved his hands around as Evurn slowly recoiled.

The ocean was all around them. Valrin kept the heading as directed, slowing the ship to descend further but also looking around at the massive fish swimming overtop the ship itself. A monstrous form passed beneath them and then over them. Valrin noticed there were several of these creatures. Each of the massive fish had large jewels atop their heads.

“Whales,” Eliue said.

Silence. Absolute silence. There was no sound around them except for that of them breathing. As the Aela Sunrise dropped further into the depths of the ocean, more creatures swam past them. There were colorful fish the size of horses, with glowing fins; smaller octopuses; and a massive eel much larger than any Valrin had ever seen back on his home island of Travaa.

Ahead of them, he could see glowing orbs in the darkness far beneath them. Beyond that were shells formed into structures of some kind with much activity buzzing around them.

“We must place the ship on the floor of the ocean beside the two large torches. It is there we will enter the water.”

“Can we not proceed to the tower?” Ordak questioned. “We are not on the surface.”

“No, but do not fear. I have a plan.” Eliue took out several leaves and pieces of coral. He laid them on the deck and began crushing them with a small blade he kept in his boot. “These are leaves from the elven nurseries, used to protect new elves as they receive their first blessings from Etha. Within them is a life-preserving balm that when mixed with crushed coral from the water you wish to enter, it will allow your body to live by simply breathing that which surrounds you.”

“Water?” Braei asked. “How can an herb allow that?”

“How can it not?” Eliue laughed. “Too often we give energy to negative questions instead of the ones that will solve such problems. Just as I have studied the very crystals that I am sure have saved your life that are upon this ship, it is not without risk and a chance of result that those such as myself sail forward in life. Trust this Dwemhar, Rusis. If only we worked as one, we could do so much more in life.”

Evurn knelt and rubbed the mixture with the end of his staff. The compound sparkled for a moment, but nothing else.

“Do you eat it?” he asked.

Eliue laughed again. “No. In fact, you start by putting a bit on your finger, like this.” He rubbed the substance and then waited for Evurn to do the same.

The shadow elf looked back at Valrin and then to Ordak. “If this kills me, kill him.”

Ordak laughed and put his hand on one of his blades.

Eliue gulped. “Just do it, just do it. I assure you it is fine.”

“Fine is a word of opinion.” Evurn reached down and rubbed the substance. “Now what?”

“That's it!”

“Nothing is happening.”

The Dwemhar closed his eyes. Evurn lifted into the air and was thrown off the deck of the ship into the water beyond the veil. Rasi, his serpent, quickly swam back through the veil and jumped onto the deck, hissing. Ordak had his blade out, but Evurn’s staff was alight. Bubbles rolled out of his mouth, and he began to swim around, smiling.

“It worked,” Ordak said, sheathing his blade.

“Well, of course it did.”

Rasi went to the helm and curled up beside Valrin.

As the Aela Sunrise floated near the gateway to the city, Valrin placed the ship on the bottom of the ocean floor. All the others had already touched the substance, and now he did the same. He didn't feel strange, but as each of his crew jumped through the veil around the ship and began swimming around, he felt a tingling in his chest. He then felt a sensation of pressure on either side of his chest wall. He felt a pinch, and though he could still breathe, he didn’t feel as comfortable.

He looked to Rasi. “No herbs for you? You do not wish to join your master?”

Rasi hissed.

“Touchy,” Valrin said, laughing.

He stood on the deck of the ship and looked to the others waiting for him. He leaped from the deck and into the water.

He instantly was weightless. He could feel nothing but the warm water around his body. As he breathed, the water was cool within his chest, but it was nothing that he could describe in a simple way but to say that it was like a very foggy morning upon the ocean. He could feel and taste the salt, and while his breath felt heavy, he did not choke. He began to swim with the others, Eliue well ahead of them, but moving through the water with ease. They passed through the torches and were able to step down onto the ground.

Once we are within the city, we’ll be able to communicate as normal.

Eliue spoke to each of them using his Dwemhar powers. As they walked in this underwater world, sharks swam just above them, barely noticing them. Several crabs recoiled to hide in lines of colorful reef. On either side of the roadway were white crescent shells with glimmers of jewels upon them. The actual gateway made up of two sections of a massive reef were ahead of them.

The gateway was a giant structure made of two spiraling blue shells with large purple crabs at either side of the gateway, and just beyond the crabs, two mer stood watching their approach.

Eliue moved ahead of the others and bowed before the gateway, having some form of conversation with those at the gate. He made several motions to those behind him, and the two mer nodded, motioning with their fins to move forward.

I told them that we wish to honor Meredaas with offering and prayer. We have been granted passage to the temple. Step one.

As they proceeded through the gateway, Valrin felt it become much easier to breathe. Beyond the gateway, they were standing not in water anymore, but another substance. It was like water but thinner, it seemed.

“Now, we can speak as normal,” Eliue told them.

“I am amazed by all of this,” Braei exclaimed. 

Their surroundings had veiled the true beauty of this place. From above, while descending above the Aela Sunrise, Valrin had seen nothing but the ocean floor and buildings, but this place was truly a sight beyond sights.

“Come,” Eliue said, motioning for them to follow him.

Looking around, Valrin noticed there were no others like them at all. Those who looked on the visitors to their city took a moment to pause but didn’t seem too surprised. The people here were mostly mermaids, with a few other figures walking around with more fish-like characteristics. The mermaids were completely nude, and while they had faces like those of the crew, they still seemed a bit different, like their faces were an attempt to be similar to the races of men and elf but that they retained their own characteristics and were still uniquely their own. There were no streets like in a typical city, but passageways of sand through coral walls. Beyond the coral were structures of shell that one could enter from the top, but Valrin didn’t see any doors of the traditional sense.

They were headed to a large tower that could be seen from any part of the city. From within the walls of the city, the tower appeared as a curved shell, with schools of fish swimming around it in groups so large that they appeared as one solid force darting back and forth, even as whales passed through the veil of the city and continued their journey unhindered by the differing atmosphere.

Eliue led them toward the city center where a spinning whirlpool became visible by the fish swimming in and out of the current. The whirlpool ascended high above the city, and passing it, Valrin did not see a bottom to this object.

“I guess it is like where we’d expect a fountain,” Braei suggested.

Valrin nodded, and it was then that one of the mermaids stopped him.

“You are the Stormborn, a servant of Meredaas.”

This mermaid seemed much older. Her skin was rough, and she had scars from some kind of fighting along her face. Valrin noticed she was blind.

“Stormborn,” she said again. “Your path is perilous. Do not continue. Do not continue.”

At this point, Evurn had stopped and was watching the interchange. Eliue moved back toward Valrin and pulled him forward. Braei followed. The woman just stared at them.

“There are some that old age has indeed ruined their minds. It is better we do not mess with the older of the mermaids, and especially the sirens like her.”

“Siren?”

“Yes, though when they are younger, they’re much fiercer, the older ones tend to lose toughness with the reality of life.”

“She knew I was the Stormborn.”

Eliue paused, looking back at the woman. He closed his eyes for a moment and pushed Valrin on. Valrin glanced back, curious of the siren. The elder siren grabbed her head and slowly fell to the ground.

“What did you do?” Valrin asked.

“What is necessary. We cannot risk you being known here.”

Valrin felt sick in his stomach to what had just happened. Surely a single person knowing him, especially one already deemed to have an ill mind, was not such a travesty, or so he wondered.

But Eliue was unamused and uncaring of Valrin’s concern.

“We need to first make offering on the temple grounds. From there, we will proceed into the temple.”

The temple grounds were the first of many elevated platforms that rose from the ocean floor with a series of steps that ascended higher and higher after each landing. The first of the landings had a silver gate; the second, gold; the third, pink coral; and the final was made of pearls. Small whirlpools were at the base of each gateway. As they approached the first one, Eliue stayed back.

“You must be purified,” he told them.

“Just step into it?” Evurn asked.

“Yes, it is meant to cleanse you.”

Evurn and Valrin both looked at one another.

“Go on,” Ordak said. “Be cleansed.”

Valrin could tell the half-orc wanted to laugh. Evurn and Valrin stepped into the whirlpools. The water twisted around him, moving up and down his body. The force of the water lessened, and he stepped out.

“See, not too bad,” Eliue said. “Go on, Braei and Ordak.”

As the other two stepped into the whirlpools, Eliue quickly stepped through the whirlpools and stood beside Valrin.

“Do you not need to be cleansed?” Evurn asked.

“Yes, but I shall not be. I have nefarious thoughts; such thoughts would alert the temple guards, and we can’t have that.”

“So, the cleanse does do more than you claimed?” Valrin asked. 

“Much is more than I claim. But we are trying to save your friend, and to do that, we need the pearl within the temple. Do not question my actions, please, and keep moving. We cannot mess with the balance of time. The occurrence of you being here in the first place is such a risk, I cannot believe I would take it unless there was truly a desperate reason on my end. The fact that I know my flying machines exist scares me in a way you will not understand. It means at some point, I either decide to allow them to do what I do not want them to, or am forced. I desired peace, and if we’re not careful here, we could have war upon us quite quickly. Now, let us proceed.”

They continued up each set of stairs and across the landings to the gates. As they made it to the gate of pearls, it was here that two mermaids in flowing pearls floated above them and bowed.

“What blessings do you seek of Meredaas within his abode?”

“Reverence,” Valrin said. “My crew and I have come to pay homage to the one who protects us.”

All of them bowed to the mermaids.

“Then proceed. Please keep your heads bowed as you approach the base of the temple. Bow twice at the door and proceed to the altar.”

Valrin nodded, and they continued. 

Beyond the gateway of the temple, there was open ground of white sand between the walls of the temple and the actual base of spiraled shell. The sand, of a finer powder than the rest of the ocean floor, sparkled as they walked through it. Several seahorses floated past them, and Braei laughed as one hung out on her shoulder.

“They’re almost like fairies!” she said.

“Except they don’t have the healing properties when ground up,” Evurn said. “Eliue, we have come to pay homage, and I truly question how you intend to take the pearl we need. Where is it? Should we not have formed a plan well before this moment?”

“There is strife within this place. We must ascend upward. That is what I can tell you. From there, we’ll see what transpires.”

As they came to the doorway of the temple, they bowed twice as they were told. It was here that more of the whirlpools spun atop platforms of shell on either side of the opening. Much like torches, these whirlpools glowed with an arcane light along the temple and within it.

As they entered the temple, there were several others before an effigy of Meredaas, but it was the break in the crowd as another group walked through the base of the temple that caused Valrin and the others to pause.

It was three figures, each of them wearing brown cloaks with silver gauntlets on their arms.

“You are correct,” one of them said, speaking to a rather tall siren who had a toothed sword at her hip. “The Rusis do not deal with tragedies with such disregard as the Dwemhar. We will proceed to Elieaca and speak with the counsel there. They cannot ignore the murder of your prince, and we will not stand for such disdain toward our underwater friends.”

“Thank you, kind Rusis. We had thought that we had no other to trust in this moment of tragedy.”

“The Dwemhar toy with mechanical machines of disaster, and we will not allow them to pollute our oceans. It is the will of the Rusis to protect all life. Their actions have caused many to suffer within the seas, and they will pay homage.”

The siren bowed. “Thank you. The Dwemhar have not even come to apologize. They say they had nothing to do with such actions.”

At this point, Eliue was hiding under his own cloak as Valrin slowly proceeded forward to the altar.

He knelt, as did Braei, Evurn, and Ordak. Eliue was the last to bow, but Valrin turned as he heard Eliue get pulled back up.

“Dwemhar!” one of the Rusis said. “You come to this holy place and do not even apologize to the sirens of this city?"

“I do not know what you speak of, Rusis. I am a simple pilgrim,” Eliue said, opening his arms. “I had nothing to do with what you spoke of moments before. My people, they do not even care for me.”

“That is correct,” the siren said. “He is an outsider. He remains to himself and to the reverence of the old ways.”

The Rusis seemed to trust the words of the siren and released him. “Continue with your prayers, Dwemhar,” the Rusis said.

“Rungar,” the siren said, “Please, do not fight with the Dwemhar. I am sure we can come to an agreement of some form.”

At the mention of Rungar, Valrin and the others took a quick glance at the Rusis.

It was him. It was Rungar, but well in the past. Truly, the legendary Rusis was much older than they all imagined.

“I will not fight them,” Rungar said, “not unless provoked. A war with the Dwemhar would throw this world asunder, and none within my people wish for that. I will proceed to Elieaca after I have made my offering to Meredaas. Is he within his sanctum?”

Though Valrin could not hear the siren’s answer, as they had begun to walk away from the altar, he began to hear Eliue whispering.

“We must ascend. It is there we will find what you seek. Come, follow and do as I do. I have spent much time here, and I have access to what others do not. I see what I must do, though. I fear what will come of it.”

Eliue stood, moving with his head bowed. He motioned for the others to follow, and they went the opposite way of Rungar, taking a passage that led around the back of the effigy of Meredaas and down a shallow passage that became colder the further they went down. It was here they found an area with a glowing gold disc spinning at the center of a large room. Here, sirens wearing elaborate headdresses of shells bowed before the spinning gold orb.

“This is the room of the high priests of the sea. This is the source for life within the waters, a treasure of Meredaas himself. We near the point of ascension.”

Eliue went through a side room, obviously not a common place for the common worshiper by the ornate narrow rooms and many strangely written runes on the walls.

“This is an ancient cave system. I have been told this is where the first of the mer began to learn the knowledge of the seas. Here we move into the final chain of passages.”

As they snaked through several caves, it became clear there was something Eliue had not said.

“I am sorry, friends, but I forsake much in helping you. I did not wish to say it, but now we are at a truly holy place.”

“What is it you do?” Ordak asked. “Besides stealing?”

“I am a trusted individual here, known from my time in an awakening between the Dwemhar and the mer, but cast out because I sought to continue to protect the oceans while the Dwemhar sought to delve deep into the coral, seeking more precious metals.”

“Sound almost like dwarves,” Braei said.

“No!” Eliue said. "Dwarves are filthy creatures, but I get what you are saying of it. I studied much here, though many do not remember me now. The life of a siren is substantially shorter.”

“Well, we met your older form in the future. You’re still not dead.”

“The bending of time is the only known way to prolong your life beyond that which is natural.”

Valrin noticed that the cave came up to a central point where two large blue shells formed a doorway where what sounded like whooshing water filled the air. Proceeding through the doorway, he saw a waterfall, but the water flowed upward and did not fall at all.

“There is a split in my people,” Eliue said. “Where once concentration was on improving the inner spirit and the powers of the mind, there are some who have focused on the path of war meant for the protection of our people. Truly, we can build wondrous objects, but I fear what will come of all of this. One path of ascension is the oldest of our beliefs, that of transcendence from this living realm to another, but another, one of machinery and flight, seems to be what my people tumble toward. All around you, this wondrous place is at threat, and my people do not even care to apologize for what has happened. What kind of ascension and growth of spirit can one have when evil still dwells within them? Shall they preach to the masses of how they should live while darkness clenches their own hearts?”

Eliue stood before the strange reverse waterfall. “Or why do I speak of goodness when I am about to create my own darkness?” He paused. “But I sent you here. I knew this was the purpose of why you were here. This must be the path I am to take. I must trust these actions to the intended purpose.”

He looked at them. “We ascend to the upper tower. There, we will have what we seek. Valrin,” he said, looking at just the captain, “once we reach the upper level, do not worry of your crew or my actions. Simply place all your thought on your vessel underneath the weight of the ocean. Focus, see the ship before you. Do only that, and perhaps, we can escape without harm.” He looked to the others. “Pacify, do not kill. When we pass through the portal, Rusis, freeze the passage behind us.”

“I will,” Braei said.

Eliue sighed. “May this path remain true.”

Eliue stepped into the water and shot upward. The others did the same. Valrin gasped as he entered the stream and, in an instant, felt himself rushing up the length of the massive tower. He looked out, seeing the expanse of the underwater world and spotting his ship on the outskirts of the city. A few more moments, and they had risen above the surface and all before him he saw the expanse of the sea and the encircling mountains. He was amazed at this sight, this imagery of the Glacial Seas before the flooding. He wondered of the rest of the lands, the elves who dwelled in the southern lands, the dwarves, and even the Rusis cities that he knew existed. His own race, the race of men, were infantile right now as a culture, if they even fully existed. It was difficult to know what time period it was, but for this sliver of time, the horror of the events under the Blackmoon, the darkness of Aieclo, all of it faded away to a feeling of oneness with the lands and all that existed within it.

 He emerged from the water with Braei to his side. Flashes and blasts cut by him, and in an icy blast, Braei immediately began sealing the passage. Ordak had his blades out and was guarding her as mer came into the reemergence chamber. Evurn cast a weakened blast from his staff, knocking back the mermaids, or whatever these were. They did not have tails as fish, and they were no longer underwater.

“Sirens!” Eliue shouted. “Back in the name of the Dwemhar of the Living Realm! You are subservient to the will of the Conclave. Bow before me.”

Eliue lifted his hand, and a metal attachment now on his wrist burst to life, sending a blinding flash toward the sirens. The creatures themselves had legs like Valrin and wore simple garbs across their chests that hung down to their knees. In their hands were staves with bright pearl tips that, as more of them poured in from the edges of the room, fell unconscious to the power of Eliue’s device.

“Valrin,” he said as he pointed to one of the doorways, “outside! We must ascend to the top, but begin your mediation. Call out to your ship! The Rusis ice wall will not hold.”

Braei jeered, “My wall is quite strong. I think you’ll be surprised.”

Suddenly, a blast of energy surged through the icy wall.

“Rungar is one of the most powerful of the Rusis race. Trust me that your powers are indeed less than his.”

They ascended from the room, and the warmth of the outside and the rushing winds over the towers was a much-needed breath of air from the underwater world. It was here, spinning at a slow pace at the pinnacle of the tower, they found a large pearl. It sat in a pool of silver water that had small bolts of lightning that charged tiny poles that came out of the center. Valrin glanced at it a second time, seeing now that there were several of these portals.

“Stormborn!” Evurn shouted. “Focus!”

Valrin nodded. Turning away from the others, he closed his eyes and began to take deep breaths. He could feel his pulse in his throat, a nervous pounding as he felt the energies in the chamber below them growing. He saw his ship in his eye. He could feel a strong pulling upon the center of his forehead, and he kept his focus on his ship, almost as if visualizing it directly before him, though he knew such a thought was impossible, but strangely, as he focused on this one thought, he felt a slight ringing in his ears and a tinge of sensation running to his forehead.

“Look at him!” he heard Braei say. But he could not open his eyes. He only saw the Aela Sunrise floating through the water. He saw a flash of white and then opened his eyes.

The Aela Sunrise floated before him at the top of the tower. Braei was beside him.

“Valrin, your forehead, it was glowing!”

“He tapped into what has long been dormant and will likely be inaccessible to him once he leaves this time, but now you see the potential of even those who are not of pure Dwemhar blood.”

“You’re saying he is part Dwemhar?” Evurn asked.

“He is tied to our race. I have felt it since he arrived.”

Eliue had grabbed several of the pearls with the same metallic device on his wrist and was levitating them. The shimmering silver pool before them was now spinning violently, sending bolts of lightning at random into the top of the tower.

A blast rocked the tower.

“We must flee! They are coming!”

Valrin and the others ran for the Aela Sunrise still floating just next to the tower. As Valrin leaped to the deck, he noticed the metal device at the rear of the ship was glowing. He went to the helm just as many red orbs shot upon the deck. Sirens were pointing their staves at them. Evurn crafted a ward, but then Eliue reached out, the pearls spinning before him. As he pointed to the top of the tower, a blast of silver overtook the sirens, shooting them out the sides of the tower and blasting apart the tower itself.

“Go! Now!” 

Valrin spun the wheel, and the ship turned from the tower, quickly descending to the ocean but as if floating like a bird. As they struck the ocean, Eliue ran along the edges of the deck. He was watching the water. 

“So far we have escaped, but indeed I have sinned greatly. Keep this heading. We return to Elieaca, and with any hope, I have killed those who saw this ship.”

“You said not to harm anyone,” Ordak said.

“Certain events are unavoidable. The war between the great races happens regardless. I just had hoped I did not have such a hand in this. Rungar goes to Elieaca.”

“Will not the Dwemhar have an answer to whatever the Rusis attempts?” Braei asked.

“I do not expect the Rusis to outright attack the Conclave, but I wonder of my own people. They are erratic, ever since the wars against the demons where Rusis and Dwemhar warriors fought one another. Have you heard of the Dwemhar Riakar?”

“I know this name,” Evurn said.

“Riakar is a hero of our race, a skilled warrior who wields two blades that never leave his side, even in times of peace. I worry of Rungar, for he and Riakar are friends, but both are fiercely loyal to their own races.”

“Where is Riakar?” Evurn asked.

“He is at Elieaca in a state of meditation, as are most of the grandmasters. Such events are trivial to your cause, but now I see how war may come. Once we get back to the city, I will need but one object, and I can direct you back to your own time. As for the weapon to deactivate Aieclo, I will begin immediately.”

 

Part Four: Embers Catching

 

They had not been sailing long, and Eliue was already revealing he seemed to have a second nature to the workings of the ship. He had opened the device his much-older self had installed and was using the bracelet he wore on his wrist to construct a device out of seemingly nothing. In a few moments, he had a large metal frame that was pointed like some type of ballistae.

“Is this a weapon?” Ordak asked.

“Not in a sense that you may expect,” the Dwemhar responded. “This device deactivates the energy between metallic components. Aieclo is like a machine, not too much unlike this vessel. At one time, Aieclo would have floated in the sky much like the work I do on our Valakana.”

“Your flying vessels?” Valrin asked.

“Yes, and it is this knowledge I fear my people obtaining, because I know what will happen, and I do not have to hold knowledge of the future to assume this.” 

“But it seems war comes regardless of that,” Evurn said. “The crash in the ocean, the Rusis agents?”

“You are right. So, we will see what good I can do in the future by my actions now.” He looked back to Ordak. “As it is, this device could be used as a traditional weapon. It would not cause outward harm, but beneath the skin, it would disrupt vessels within living and breathing life.”

Valrin had kept a watch on the seas around them. Though he wished to return directly to Elieaca, Eliue had said to stay at sea for now, so he did that. Now, however, there was another vessel, and this vessel was closing in on them.

“Evurn,” Valrin said, “do you see our guest?”

“Yes.”

The ship was a dark black in color, with red sails. Though, at first, it did not seem to be heading their way at all, Valrin could tell it was gaining on them.

“Eliue, it is time to go. I’m increasing the power.”

“No, I must finish my work.” The Dwemhar glanced up at the ship gaining on them. “Never mind! That is a Rusis vessel!”

He made several adjustments to the device and then slid a lever into place, securing the attachment with the pearls with a blast of fire.

“Go, we need to get away from them!”

Valrin turned off his current course, cutting across the water and heading further away from the towering mountain where the Dwemhar city was. A bolt of lightning shot into the water near them from the Rusis vessel. 

“Do not engage!” Eliue said. “We must not reveal this ship’s technology. Does this ship run off crystal energy, or is it liquid metals?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Valrin said, “but crystals power the ship as best I understand. I have never seen liquid metals capable of powering anything.”

Valrin motioned for the rear of the ship, and Eliue ran for the crystal components.

“Curse this. If it were metal, I could increase the output.”

“The flying ships run on such material?” Evurn asked.

“Yes. It is a toxic substance, but if electrified, it is capable of massive power output. I have intentionally kept this power subdued in the eyes of the Conclave. Crystals are a longer-term solution, but without a more powerful crystal, I cannot increase the output to what we need.”

The Rusis vessel was nearly upon them, but it wasn’t attempting to board them as another vessel might. In a flash of flame, a figure appeared before them.

Evurn and Ordak jumped to action. The half-orc drew his blades, and Evurn cast a ward.

The figure was Rungar, and he lifted his hands. “Strangers,” he said. “I do not know your faces save the Dwemhar with you. By order of the Rusis Templars, you will cease your flight.”

Valrin kept his hands firmly on the wheel of the ship. 

“Rungar,” Eliue said, “you must return to your vessel. This does not concern you.”

Rungar was scanning the ship, noticing the crystals behind Valrin and the device on the lower deck.

“This is no Dwemhar vessel that I know. You, you people, you’re not of the Dwemhar at all.”

“Rungar, I implore you to return to your vessel. Take your concerns to the Conclave in Elieaca. The Conclave works without my hand, for I refuse to help them further.”

“Your people have always been about peace and mindfulness, but these constructs must stop. Even now, I wonder of this vessel, and in such, I will ask one more time for you to lower the sails. I do not wish strife between us, but there are too many questions right now.”

Braei ignited her spells in her hands, and Rungar was upon her almost instantaneously. 

The Rusis held her against the railing of the ship, and Evurn contracted his ward as Ordak lunged for Rungar. Another flash of magic streaked across the ship, and another Rusis blocked Rungar, throwing him down to the ground and drawing a staff that undulated with lightning.

“Back, in the name of the Rusis Templars!”

Valrin had left the wheel, his own sword drawn and now pointed at Rungar.

The Rusis gripped Braei by the throat. “You are a traitor to your people to be with these Dwemhar. Tell me, what Templar order do you belong to? What city?”

Braei pushed back. “No order, Rungar, stop.”

“Do not speak to me as if you know me!”

“Don’t!” Evurn shouted. “Do not tell him.”

The Rusis with the staff sent sparks toward Evurn. “Do not interfere with the business of Templars!”

Evurn held his own staff out, summoning magic to use at a moment’s need.

“All of you, you must stop!” Eliue begged.

“Speak!” Rungar shouted at Braei. “Speak or I shall immolate you here.”

Braei pushed against Rungar again. “I am of the Glacial Seas, crew under Valrin, the captain of this vessel!”

“I know no Glacial Seas!”

“That is because from where we come from,” Valrin said, “this is all underwater, these mountains, these lands, everything.”

Rungar kept his grip on Braei, staring into her eyes. “That is impossible.”

“It isn’t, but they have worse news,” Eliue said. “A war is coming, Rusis, a war between our people that will destroy all of us. This crew has a hand in preventing further harm in the future.”

“There are no Dwemhar cities in the future,” Evurn said, “nor are there Rusis.”

Both Rungar and the other Rusis looked to the shadow elf.

“The details do not matter,” Eliue said, “but these people are not from our time. I must keep that a secret. If we are to help the future, I need to get to Elieaca, and I need to ensure they can leave this realm.”

Rungar released Braei. He signaled for his ship that was following along to cease pursuit, and Valrin lowered the sails. Both vessels slowed to a stop, and Rungar said nothing for a while, looking at all of them.

At last, he looked to Braei. “My apologies, Rusis, but you must understand this is difficult for me. But you are Rusis. Tell me of the cities in your time. What have the Rusis become?”

“No,” Eliue cut in. “The state of the Rusis and the Dwemhar in their time is not relevant to now. I know you go to the Conclave, and I can tell you they will deny any wrongdoing.”

Another Rusis appeared on deck. Rungar looked at the newest who had arrived.

“We go to Elieaca,” he said. “I seek peace. We, Templars of the Rusis, seek peace. This here, with the staff of lightning, is Varas. The other, her sister, Narae. Both have vows of silence as my apprentices. They are but students to a future world. I do not know what to say of your others, but surely the Dwemhar will understand that the future should not be touched.”

“No,” Eliue said, “the Conclave must not know of them or this vessel’s origin. I do not even know why a seafaring vessel would be like this, but it is not my place to know. I already know enough in that our world is flooded, and that war decimates our people. Will you please just allow us to leave? Perhaps you can distract the Conclave?”

Rungar stroked his chin. Valrin noticed that unlike the Rungar of their time, this man had a well-groomed beard that was as dark as the Rusis ship.

“It doesn't take a Dwemhar to know my thoughts are broken on this. I know the worries you have of me knowing the future, Eliue, but my only hope is for peace. Your Conclave has become consumed with power, not too much like my own masters. I miss the time of the wars against the demons, when I and Riakar fought together. Perhaps my brother in arms can be of use to us?”

“Riakar serves the Conclave. Though he may not agree with every action, he is of them. I am a wanted man within my people.”

Rungar sighed. “Okay, I do not know you, Valrin, but I have to hope you would wish for peace as I do.”

“I do. Always. But I am prepared to do what is necessary to protect my crew.”

Rungar bowed to Braei. “My apologies, Rusis. Know that you see your race at a time of great strife. I must hope that in another life, I would protect you as you deserve.”

Valrin noticed it seemed Braei wanted to speak but instead smiled alone. Rungar had protected her and all of them in Taria, but they could not speak of such things.

“I trust you here. In my own city of Rinagrres, many have seen the future and claim it is dark. Yet, I still see that Rusis live. I will fight to protect that which has become,” he said, looking to his apprentices. “But I will do my best to keep the path of peace as long as I can. As Riakar said to me once, ‘To keep a path of peace is but a path to true life,’ and I do hope I can remind him of that if the Conclave will speak to us. The realm of Meredaas has been harmed, and it is our place in the world to not allow the lesser races to fight. It is why the Great Poet has charged elves, dwarves, Rusis, and Dwemhar with guarding the living realm, and I will hold to that law.”

In flashes of flame, the Rusis returned to their vessel and said nothing else to Valrin or the others.

“We must hurry. I do not feel the Conclave will take the words of the Rusis well. Though there have been many events leading to this, I do not want you and the crew drawn into a fight,” Eliue said to Valrin. “Take us to Elieaca. I will work hastily to complete what is needed and get the device to the level you need.”

The Dwemhar was back at work immediately. As Valrin raised the sails again, the Rusis vessel had already vanished from sight.

“They take a different path from us,” Eliue said, looking up from his work. “Vessels that are not of Dwemhar origin normally take a lower harbor and then ascend.” He pointed in a general direction just off from where Valrin was headed. “This way just a bit. Aim for the glowing rock, and we’ll enter the portal to return from where we left.”

“Do you not worry that our enemy will wait for us?”

“The arrival of the Rusis will work to our advantage. As such, our path has become clear.”

Valrin kept the Aela Sunrise angled as directed. The massive mountain before them, with many waterfalls falling off the higher levels of the rocky face, was a surreal sight, especially in a region that in his own time was a frigid dark sea.

A few moments passed, and Valrin felt the ship begin to increase in speed, and in a few moments, they passed up into the clouds and emerged in the lake beside the city.

Evurn, Ordak, and Braei were on edge, their weapons and spells ready to act, but Eliue was now the most erratic.

“I sense them. They’re close,” he said.  “Go to the cove and then to the dock. I will have to work quickly.”

Valrin went toward the cove, and Eliue disembarked.

“The device is almost complete. I will only need a few more modifications. I need to look up one small thing within my home. Please, stay aboard your vessel no matter what.”

“Dwemhar,” Evurn said, “will they not be looking for you? One of us should assist you.”

“If such a need happens, it will be too late. You’re on the eve of a war, shadow elf, perhaps the day of. Your ship is yet incomplete, but I have a failsafe. I pray I do not need to use it, for it will require even more work on your part, but if I tell you to flee . . . just go. Do not fight.”

Eliue stared at each of them and then focused on Valrin. “Protect your crew, Captain. You already know the fate of my people.” With that, the Dwemhar vanished into the cave.

Evurn went to the helm with Valrin as Braei and Ordak stood below them.

“We wait for him,” Valrin said. “And clearly, we flee if he so tells us to.”

The captain directed the ship to the docks, but unlike last time, there were quite a few onlookers who seemed to take interest in them. 

“We should not have come here,” Ordak said, “not after our exit.”

“We did not have a choice,” Braei said. “He must hurry. I do not trust any of these Dwemhar.”

Evurn moved from the helm down to where the others were talking.

“Silence yourselves. Keep your minds as solid as you can. Do not let your thoughts wander. These on the docks are sentries, and while I agree that he must hurry, we do not have many options beyond remaining calm.”

Though, remaining calm was soon to become much more difficult. One of the Dwemhar walked to the rail of the ship. Valrin swallowed a nervous bit of saliva and sighed.

“Who is captain?’

Valrin bowed. “I, Master Dwemhar.”

Evurn had his staff in hand but made a motion for Ordak to calm himself as the half-orc went for his weapons.

“Then please know that the Dwemhar do not seek further fighting with you. Your ship does not hide, and we can tell it is not of our fleet or of any fleet we know.

“Now, Valrin! We must go!” Ordak shouted.

The half-orc drew his axe and went to fling it at the Dwemhar, when suddenly, he began to float just above the deck. 

Evurn swung his staff out, halting Braei from revealing her powers. Several Dwemhar now floated just above the surface of the water with the golden crowns atop their heads glowing brightly.

“We do not seek altercation,” Evurn shouted out.

“Then come,” the Dwemhar said. “I am to take you to the Conclave.”

Valrin looked to Evurn and released his grip on the wheel of the ship.

“Your ship, the Aela Sunrise, is safe, Valrin of Travaa,” the Dwemhar said. “I am Ehvar, an Arbiter of the Conclave, second rank to Riakar. He, among others, await you.”

As they slowly exited the ship, Ordak was the last to exit and was not allowed his weapons.

“Leave them aboard your ship and you will be allowed passage,” one of the guards said.

Ordak grumbled and did as asked, stomping onto the dock.

“Follow,” Ehvar said.

As they exited the docks, Valrin caught sight of Eliue in the distance in the cave. He sunk away into the shadows, and Valrin looked ahead. They passed through the gate and went a completely different path from what Valrin and the others took when they’d first arrived. They did not pass by Eliue’s house but instead went to the far left and to a road that ascended through massively tall spires higher into the pointed mountains on the edge of the world, or so it seemed. As the road went upward, they came to a white bridge that scaled between two mountains, and beneath them, far below them, blue water met the massive sea they had been upon and beneath before. Clouds rolled off the mountaintops and under the bridges. This mountain was not as the place before, having many spired buildings as well but with golden domes and crystals that sat at the top of the buildings. Here, Valrin heard chanting, melodic and strong. A single bell tolled as they proceeded around the mountainous region to yet another series of stairs that went further up into the sky. 

“Where do you take us, Ehvar?” Evurn asked.

“To the lower temple grounds, a gathering place. Already, representatives of the Rusis Templar have arrived in the lower regions of the city, and no, they did not tell us of you. We cannot see their minds, as it is.”

Valrin noticed at the Dwemhar’s mention of this, he seemed strangely perturbed. He looked down at Valrin, his raiment flowing off his shoulders as if there were wind moving it, yet Valrin felt no breeze. Ehvar’s eyes glowed slightly, and he smiled.

“Do not worry, young one. We mean you no harm here at Elieaca.”

The number of stairs they were traversing was more than Valrin had ever seen in one place. The air here smelled sweet, like fruit, but he did not see any fruit yet, only white flowers growing beyond a golden silver fence and a garden beneath a tower in the mountains.

“That place is an honorary home to the elves when they visit us here in Elieaca. Beneath the mountains, we have a place for the dwarves.”

“And the Rusis?” Braei asked.

“They have a place too, but that is not of concern at the moment to you and your companions.”

As they reached another line of structures with domed cathedrals that climbed up the mountains, they passed through a gateway and came to a courtyard with several glowing obelisks that rose high into the sky. Valrin looked up as several Dwemhar dressed in white with gold tassels flowing in the wind descended to their level.

“Your people can fly?” Braei asked.

“Some,” Ehvar said, “but it is not flight as would a bird or dragon fly. There are many powers of the mind both benevolent and malevolent. We Dwemhar do our best to focus on the good, lest the void will open once more, and we will be forced to fight the Evil Ones.”

Valrin didn’t know what “Evil Ones” he spoke of, and he did not have time to question. They had come to a building that was at the focal point of several half-moon rocks that floated over pools of water that glimmered in the daylight.

“You will proceed here,” Ehvar said. “The Conclave will speak to you as they wish, and we will determine your next path.”

As the Dwemhar around them dispersed, they were corralled into a single structure lit with glowing torches that appeared like fire yet were not fire at all.

“Some kind of spell,” Evurn said. “Not Dwemhar as I know it. This isn’t good.” He spat, looking back toward the entrance fading behind them. “We need to get back to the ship.”

“And how do we do that?” Braei asked. “These are Dwemhar, not foolish dwarves or elves."

“For now, we must follow the Stormborn,” Evurn said.

Valrin glanced at him and then back forward. They were coming to another doorway, and even before they reached it, the doors parted before them. They passed onto a balcony, and before them was a massive room with many figures seated on chairs within alcoves covering an entire wall.

Two Dwemhar were on either side of them. These four guards formed a line behind them, blocking their exit.

“Travelers from afar,” a voice spoke, “I speak as this so it will be familiar. You share the space with other guests.” 

A shimmering veil faded to their right, and he saw Rungar, Narae, and Varas, the Rusis from before.

"Their minds are hidden from us. A device of their people.” 

The figure speaking floated down atop a single slab of stone as if it were a ship upon the sea, yet it was not on water. The figure did not have weapons. He was small and very old. He had a long silver beard twisted in braids, and white hair. His eyes glimmered like sparkling water.

“You are Valrin of Travaa, yet I do not see your mind as I should. You are upon a vessel, one which my people are most interested in. I am Terik-So, elder member of the Conclave. I wish none of you harm, but you must understand my confusion to your arrival here and your dealings with the one named Eliue.”

“I do not know,” Valrin said.

“Do not know, or do not wish to speak of it? These are different feelings and thoughts.”

“We were brought here, I mean. I do not know how, and I speak as you wish.”

Terik-So nodded. “You do, child. Do you believe Eliue to have brought you here? Did he wish something from, I guess, the future?”

“No, I do not know what he wishes of us at this time, but from our time, much has gone astray.”

“Valrin,” Evurn mumbled.

Terik-So floated near the shadow elf. “You, young one, have a dark mind. Do your friends know what you left behind? I see much, much that frightens me, much that makes me sad, and it is not simply what your eyes have seen that make me fear.”

“Then you must understand that we should be allowed to leave. Our presence here is a disruption of time itself.”

“Wisdom does not flee from your mind, Evurn of the East. But within the confines of this room, you are upon grounds of ascension. For a moment, what is spoken here is shielded from the influence of time.”

“Then you must know that we must go!” Ordak shouted. “We are not supposed to be here.”

“Quiet!” Evurn said.

“I am confused as to who is captain of this crew,” Terik-So said, looking between Valrin and Evurn. “Shadow elf, you have fled from your duties of such, so why do you try to rule now?”

There was silence. Evurn looked down to the ground like a child who had been corrected suddenly. Valrin scanned the many faces staring at them from the high places above.

“This place,” Terik-So said to him, “does it frighten you?”

“No, but I am at awe that such a place is no more. I just know we must depart.”

“They cannot leave!" a voice from the assembly behind Terik-So shouted. 

“No, we need such devices in our own machines! If Eliue continues to hide, we will have no understanding of that which he has begun.”

Still another seemed to protest. “Developing machines for what some here seek will not lead to ascension but to ruin. These of the future come in a ship for sailing, not a flying vessel as we have. We must be wary of our path."   

A debate broke out, yet Valrin could no longer hear the words spoken. He felt the energies in the air leaping across the chasms above them. The room seemed to become warm, and the mountain itself quaked beneath them.

Terik-So floated up high above them. “Our warriors rest as they should, yet you would have me forbid these visitors from the future from leaving. Yet, on our very doorstep, those of Meredaas’s realm beneath the waters have suffered by our own hands. How closer to ascension can we be when I understand that our lower castes did not even offer apologies? The Conclave has been in deep meditation, moving ourselves closer to the ascended realm for all our kind in order to better protect that which we have been charged to protect, and those beneath us fall to darkness and shame? We are but one mind moving across the planes of serenity to enlightenment, and yet, we lose brothers.”

“It is the Rusis!” someone shouted above.

“The Rusis disrupt our path.”

Valrin looked over to Rungar. He and his apprentices had their heads bowed as if in prayer.

I have already spoken to Rungar.

Valrin heard the voice in his head as clear as if it were spoken. He looked around. He knew the voice. It was Eliue, but the man wasn’t next to him.

Rungar will protect you. The Rusis have powers to block the energies of my people. When he makes his move, turn and flee. The guards will fall, and you will have a path. Run, Valrin. Do not allow yourself to be captured!  Terik-So is wise and powerful, but even his mind has been corrupted, and the Conclave is not what it was at one time. Please, do as I say, Valrin.

Valrin looked to Evurn, but the shadow elf’s gaze was to Terik-So above.     

“It is not the Rusis,” Terik-So said. “We come to a split in our path, and I already feel our said path is folly.”

Valrin felt the air around him turn icy cold, and he looked to Braei. Rungar was upon their landing with his apprentices. A shimmering ward of magic shot outward, enveloping the guards around them.

“Go!” he shouted.

Valrin grabbed Braei's hand as Ordak and Evurn followed behind. 

“Stop them! In the name of the Conclave!” a voice thundered behind them.

Rungar ran amidst them, his hands held above his head and the ward he casted holding strong. As they reached the outside world, repeated blasts struck the ward, but it did not falter.

“Apprentices, keep channeling your powers to our sides. We must get them to the harbor and to their ship. We cannot allow the Dwemhar to gain that of the future!”

They came to the gateway, which slammed shut in front of them. Several Dwemhar floated into the sky above them. Rungar leaped into the air, summoning swords of flame, cutting into their forms but sparing their lives.

“He tries to respect that which is the path of time in our world, but every move he makes risks our future,” Evurn said.

They came to the locked gate, and in an explosion of fire, the Rusis melted the gateway. One by one, they jumped past the molten gateway and continued on. They were now on the bridge, and from the high places of the mountains, horns sounded across the peaks. Dwemhar floated alongside them, and several more trumpets blared.

A flash erupted from the high pinnacle of Elieaca and streaked down, landing in the lower city. Valrin noticed a line of Dwemhar were assembled in front of them. Rungar fell back within the group of them. 

“Keep your minds focused on me,” he said. “Do not let yourself wander, or you will be snatched by our enemy.”

“My head!” Ordak said. “I can feel them. They are attempting to stop us.”

“They are attempting to kill you. They would sever the vessels in your brain if it were not for our protection. The Rusis Templar protect you, half-orc.”

They were nearly to the line of Dwemhar warriors. While they had glowing eyes, as did the others of their race, their weapons were of typical material of the time, though of an unknown substance to Valrin.

“Evurn, Braei, cast your wards when I say!”

They were still running at full speed when Rungar shouted, “NOW!”

Evurn and Braei summoned their wards as the Rusis Templars lunged forward, sending shards of ice in an explosion of white and blue, throwing back the entire line of Dwemhar in a line of ice.

Valrin and the others kept running. The Rusis broke off from them, taking down individual sentries dotting the rooftops as those within the city fled from the explosions and spell casting. 

Valrin could see his ship ahead.

Rungar brought his two apprentices back to Valrin and the others.

“They have summoned the others. Their warriors descend upon this place.”

“Were these not their warriors?” Braei asked.

“You have no idea, young one,” he said. “You are under my protection. I will not let harm befall you.” 

They had reached the outer gateway. The way was open. Valrin began to sprint ahead of the rest as he then saw a lone figure standing on the docks.

Rungar shot ahead of Valrin and stopped him. Evurn lifted his staff, as an entire host of Dwemhar had followed them and floated like a great host in the skies above as more and more who were not using their powers to hover above the ground formed ranks in a half-moon around the harbor.

“Rungar, you cause trouble in my home,” the lone figure said.

“My brother, please, you cannot be of the mind of the Conclave. You and I fought the demons of our world together. You are above these foolish short-sighted miscreants of your race.”

“It has been a long time since those days, and I have been aboard this ship. I also captured the one we sought.”

At this point, the figure pointed, and Valrin saw that Eliue was in custody of several Dwemhar guards.

All is set for now, Valrin. Flee this place; activate the device. You will be taken to where you need to be next.

No one will flee, a voice cut in.

“Crew from time ahead,” the figure said, “I am Riakar, and by order of the Dwemhar Conclave, you are to halt your flight. These Rusis have assaulted those within our holy—”

Rungar and the Rusis apprentices summoned their spells, forming a circle of energy around the crew.

“By order of the Rusis Templar of Rinagres, this crew is under the eternal protection of the Rusis Templar caste. Any Dwemhar who attempts to stop them will be answered with the powers of our people.”

Riakar smirked. “Old friend, such folly.”

Rungar smashed the ground, sending a blast of earth magic into Riakar and throwing the Dwemhar up and over the crew. 

Valrin spotted their path.

“Go!” he shouted.

As they ran for the Aela Sunrise, the Rusis formed a wall of magic, layering their spells in such a way that a great ward shot high into the sky that rippled with gold bolts of energy. The three Rusis formed a triangle with a white orb at their center. The sunlight was darkened upon the waters. The ships that had surrounded the Aela Sunrise were engulfed with the Rusis flames.

“Cast off!” Valrin shouted, hurrying to the helm.

Ordak cut the lines holding the ship, and Valrin wheeled left to move away from the shore.

A thundering sound cut through the air, and suddenly, Riakar was aboard the Aela Sunrise. He drew two blades and pointed them at Valrin.

“I have spoken, and what I have stated is law within Elieaca!”

Evurn put himself between the swordsman and Valrin. Braei’s spells were ready, and Ordak drew his axe.

“Really? Has it come to this that the lesser races believe they can come against the Dwemhar?”

A blast of fire struck across the deck, and Riakar was blown back to the front of the ship. Rungar appeared with smoke and blue fire around his body. He channeled a blast of electrified energy sizzling with the sounds of lightning toward the Dwemhar. Riakar cut through the spell with his blades, spinning high above Rungar and diving down upon him. In a shearing crossed explosion of magic, Rungar summoned blades of white fire, blocking the attack. 

“Flee!” Rungar shouted. He gripped Riakar, and in an eruption of spells, they took to the skies above the ship, dueling back and forth.

Several other Dwemhar followed just behind them. One of the apprentices landed on the ship as three Dwemhar gripped the ship with their powers. Braei and the apprentice cast their spells at the Dwemhar before them, and in a sudden shriek, the apprentice was cut, slashed into by Riakar, now back upon the deck. The Rusis had been nearly severed in half. The bleeding corpse fell off the edge of the ship, and it was Ordak who charged Riakar, seeing as the Dwemhar was nearly upon Braei.

Riakar parried the half-orc with ease and laughed, but it was Evurn’s staff that ceased his laughing, striking the warrior in the face. Rungar was aboard the ship again, and as flames rippled from his body, he threw the Dwemhar across the ship.

Valrin had been attempting to activate the device Eliue had placed on the ship. It seemed to be charging and had been the entire time they were sailing. 

Many Dwemhar vessels were converging, and now the other apprentice joined Rungar on the ship. Evurn kept his staff up to shield Valrin, and Braei did the same to Ordak.

Riakar’s blades rolled with white fire, and Rungar and his apprentice circled around the Dwemhar.

“This is folly. You cannot believe that this ship is worth the bloodshed you enact here!”

“And of your own people? The Rusis? Why did they attack our city in the southern mountains?”

Rungar looked at Riakar, confused. “I know nothing of that.”

“Our city was engulfed in ice by a trio of Rusis just like you three.”

Rungar shook his head. “I know nothing of this. I must speak to the High Council immediately and see to it that—”

Riakar lunged backward, taking the other apprentice by surprise and sending a spray of red blood across the deck of the ship. Rungar lunged forward with his spells, engulfing the Dwemhar who then repelled the attack with his own spell of Dwemhar fire. 

The device on the deck of the ship began to hum.

“Rungar! Off!” Evurn shouted.

Rungar grabbed hold of Riakar and pulled the Dwemhar off the vessel as the ship began to move from the past into the void of time.

Good fortune, stranger of the future. Forgive those who do not know the world as you do. You will not see me again.

It was the voice of Terik-So.

Valrin held tight to the wheel as they saw blackness around them, and the air shifted between cold and hot. He then felt the ship descending, not at all like what they had felt going into the past. The device constructed by Eliue seemed to flash and spark, and suddenly, Valrin saw red skies around them.  

 

Part Five: City of Fire

 

Valrin jerked around, looking for some sign of where or when they were. He saw only clouds. Ordak backed away from the side of the ship.

“Where’s the ocean?”

The Stormborn realized the red skies surrounding them were more than a sunset or sunrise. The smoke in the air gave out a putrid odor, and the crystals surged behind him. 

“We are flying,” Braei pointed out.

The Rusis was correct, and as Valrin worked to keep the ship flying in a relatively straight direction, Ordak gripped the center mass. 

The ship itself was humming, and as they cut through the thick clouds ahead, Valrin could feel the mist rolling over his body. He did not how the ship was flying or even how to fly the ship, but he felt himself tied within the ship itself. He focused and felt the ship moving downward. At least going down they’d reach water, or so was his thinking. Lightning struck through the clouds, and Evurn began to cast a ward.

“Must be a storm,” he said.

But then Valrin heard a strange song on the air, a melody of chimes. A sound as if bells were humming. As they pushed through the cloud cover, he saw a massive city beneath them with plumes of smoke coming up from multiple fires. The Aela Sunrise was descending quickly, but that was not the only worry they had. Valrin caught sight of two large objects above them, and in a flash, they were directly next to them. 

They were flying machines. Large metallic devices that looked nothing like his own vessel. As they flew beside the Aela Sunrise, there was a melody in the wind. Unlike Valrin’s ship, these did not look like sailing vessels at all. They were golden orbs with large crystals on their undersides.

A blast of energy shot down from one of the crystals as they began to descend further into the burning city.

Valrin could no longer control the ship. They were going to crash. The two flying vessels stayed with them, sending energy into the buildings beneath them. As strange as it was, these vessels were not targeting them. If they had, they would have already been struck.

The crystals at the aft of the ship had darkened. The device installed by Eliue was no longer glowing.

“Brace yourselves!” Valrin shouted.

The ship cut through the top of a building and struck a massive tower, tearing apart the front of the vessel. Braei and Evurn were thrown from the ship as it toppled to one side. Valrin held on to the wheel but was thrown onto the deck, and by some feat of strength, Ordak had remained holding the same mast he had started holding upon finding out they were flying. 

The two golden vessels floated above them, when suddenly, one was struck by a spell of ice. 

Valrin pushed himself up and went to Ordak, who was just now standing. The golden ship struck the ground in the distance, sending up an electrifying blast of blue lightning as the other ship that had been flying with it quickly ascended as more bolts of energy arched upward.

“Braei!” Valrin shouted, running to her body lying on the edge of a broken structure. She opened her eyes as he approached. She grabbed her head and coughed. She was covered in ash that was thick on the ground. Evurn was up, and he went for his staff that was a few pXWA from him.

“Defend yourselves!” Evurn yelled.

Valrin looked to where Evurn was and saw several robed figures approaching with spells in their hands.

“Rusis!” Ordak shouted.

“We mean no harm—” Evurn began, but he was cut short by several blasts of energy that came at them in volleys. The shadow elf blocked many of the attacks as Valrin pulled Braei behind wreckage and Ordak fell behind Evurn’s ward.

Another volley of spells struck around them. Braei forced herself up, still not steady but working to craft a ward with Evurn as they were forced into a small alcove of wreckage. Valrin looked up at the burning city around them. The structures were taller than any he had seen. Broken crystals sat atop spires that on a different day, would have been quite beautiful.

A Rusis ran around the edge of the wreckage with spells summoning, but Ordak leaped for him, striking his skull with an axe. Blood sprayed with the sound of cracking bone. A fireball just missed the half-orc, and Evurn stepped out, sending a blast of orange earth magic, striking one of the Rusis, evident from the sudden scream.

Several Rusis sprinted in a half-moon pattern, taking up positions to flank them. It was then a blast of energy struck the center ground between the crew and the Rusis. In the explosion of white arcane dust spraying into the air, they saw two silver blades glowing. Volleys of spells converged on this one figure, who in an instant, was high above them and then within them within a flash. The Rusis screamed as the blades sung through their flesh, sending a symphony of sanguine notes as the wielder almost danced through his foes, the sonnet continuing until none remained standing, and the figure alone approached. Evurn kept his sword out, as none knew who to expect.

It was Riakar. Evurn summoned his powers, when the Dwemhar bowed and slammed his sword into the ground before them, kneeling.

“Wait, crew of the ship commanded by Valrin. Much has happened. Much has changed. Allow me to introduce myself again.”

While it was clear he had been the enemy before, he had just saved them. Instead of a long discussion, he motioned for them to follow him.

“We need to get back to Dwemhar-controlled regions. We attempted to guide you in. Eliue said your ship would lose power.”

“He is alive?” Valrin asked.

“Oh yes, one of the chief architects. A friend of mine has worked closely with him, but everything has been thrown asunder as of late.”

Riakar sprinted ahead of them, leaping up into the sky. Volleys of spells screamed toward his body, and he landed amidst his enemies, once again striking down several of them before Valrin and the others even saw what was going on. Another volley of spells struck near him, and the Dwemhar slammed his blades into the balls of fire, splitting the spells apart and redirecting the energy toward his attackers.

“Come on! Come now!”

Riakar reached out, his own gauntlets glowing white and sending a seismic blast that shattered several of the buildings. They had come to a bridge way that spanned an open section of the city. Valrin and Braei ran across as Riakar floated along the railings, shielding them from several blasts that streaked through the sky. Fogs rolled over the edge of the bridge. Looking back the way they had come, Valrin saw several Rusis summoning magic around their robed forms. These Rusis looked slightly different and seemed to be wearing black armor.

They came to a gateway. Riakar blew a small hand whistle and dropped into a protective stance between them and the volleys of spells that the Rusis were drawing around them. This was the longest summoning that Valrin had ever seen Rusis perform, though admittedly, these were more studied Rusis than both Braei or Aeveam.

A strange melody filled the air, and from the causeway came one of the golden ships. The Rusis released their spell, but the ships used its own energies, deflecting the magic and then engaging the Rusis. The gateway opened behind them, and Valrin hurried inside with the others. Riakar signaled to several figures in white robes and then reached out to a lever atop a stone pedestal. The lever was a crystal lever much like his own ship.

The figures in white approached. “Riakar, did they all survive?”

Riakar looked them over. “Yes, for now. Heal them of any injuries and send all Akann to protect the Aela Sunrise. We need to get their ship to Eliue.”

“I do not understand,” Valrin said. “We should have been taken to our own time, not here.”

“Eliue never finished what he needed to. He has set forth a plan to assist you. Once we determined he was right, he told us that what mattered was being ready; at least, from his point of view.”

“You tried to kill us,” Ordak said.

“I know.” Riakar nodded. “Much has changed. All that was of Elieaca was destroyed.”

“Destroyed?” 

“The Conclave tried to force Eliue’s machinery with their own powers, and there was an explosion. Terik-So survived, but only so long. Because they were attempting to mess with what they did not understand, they had poisoned so many of our kin within the city. Some see the explosion as a blessing. It seems it worked out in a sad way. I am one of the few who know of you and where you are from. Our Akann will work to get your ship to the city center. Too bad you could not have come within the last moon. Aieclo was a different place then.”

“What are these Akann you speak of?” Ordak asked.

“Flying vessels. Most are automated. They patrol above the city, watching for our enemy. Others, like the ones that flew beside you as you came into the realm, are piloted by some of the few remaining Dwemhar within the city.”

“And your enemy is the Rusis?”

“They are of the Golden Templar, purists Rusis. They came into the city after the destruction of one of their temples.”

Valrin glanced around as Braei was tended to by the healers. “So, this is Aieclo?”

“As it is for us but not as it is for you, I understand.”

“Aieclo is a land of its own, an island.”

“Mysterious,” Riakar said. “We are not an island. More like a cloud that passes over the mountains.”

“We are flying?” Ordak asked.

“Why, yes. Why do you think you see so many clouds around you?”

Ordak snapped to look behind him and then ran around in a circle. “We are in the sky!” The half-orc ran atop one of the buildings. 

“Evurn, I can’t see anything except clouds! Tell me this is not where we are.”

“Oh, come down, Ordak.” He shook his head and looked to Valrin. “A most stalwart warrior, but he doesn't take to flying. We rode dragons once.” Evurn laughed. “Back then, I had an herb to quiet the oaf of an orc.”

“Valrin! We are flying!”

“Yes, I know,” he told him. 

As the orc continued his anxious dance between edges in the protective walls, several Akann floated overtop the fortress of rock and continued across the bridge.

There were blasts of fire and rubble shattering beneath the strange melody-like sound of the machines.

“Does it really sound like music?” Braei asked.

“A strange question, but the vibrations of the crystals within the vessels give out a melodic ringing. Most of our other defenses are constructs. Thankfully, the city was abandoned for our tasks. There are many ancient Dwemhar within the confines of the city itself, some that had even been entombed to be reborn in a time after our war.”

“Tasks?” Valrin asked.

Riakar stood staring at them but then looked to one of the healers.

“I go to the inner city with the crew. The Akann will deliver the ship to Eliue and then come back to support the bridge defense. Stay down, but in the event the fortress is broken, fall back into the inner sanctum fortifications. They’re moving toward the primary crystals in the interior. We have to hold them until we are to our destination.” 

He turned to the Valrin. “Come, the journey to the city center is not the quaint walk it was once.”

Valrin and the others followed the Dwemhar as he descended a stairwell to their left and took them through a passageway that looked out over the lower city and fires beneath them. Valrin himself was staring at Riakar with a focused gaze.

“He can say as much we can say of the future,” Braei told him.

“What?”

“You look like you’re trying to cast a spell into the back of his head. He is a warrior of old, a hero of the Dwemhar, as I understand it. He knows of us, and Eliue has no doubt taken precautions regarding the bending of time that we’ve already done. It isn't our place to know what they are doing.”

Evurn sighed. “Our Rusis is correct.”

At that moment, Riakar looked back as they continued down the passage. 

“Aside from the confines of this passage and the echoes of your voices, I can literally read your minds, and I assure you that the need of Aieclo and our purpose just happens to coincide with these events and the need to repair your ship and make necessary adjustments. You were called to this time by Eliue himself. Though, that was not the intention of our task, we have used this to our advantage, for even though our people as a whole would be accepting of you, it is easier in the grand scheme of time and the flow of such things that we not have to answer the questions that would inherently arise from your discovery by our people.”

His answer was annoying to Valrin as before Riakar had spoken, but he assumed he just had to deal with the mystery surrounding their current state and the state of a place he knew as an island in his time.

They had reached the outside again. This time, they were on a much lower level and a series of stone walkways that seemed to follow the outer edge of several tall crystalline buildings. The buildings shimmered in the sunlight to their left, and with each moment of progress up and down several steps and through passageways, where hanging vines and red flowers recently singed by fires in one of the many districts of Aieclo, the sun itself was disappearing from view.

Large glowing stones dotted the now much-larger passageway. They were heading into the city now. The dark windows and sealed passageway showed signs of battle in the days, weeks, and months before now. They came to a shattered fountain and a lone figure standing with a long spear at his side.

“Riakar, I received word.”

Riakar embraced this man. “Your Akann is safe?”

“Took some hits on the road up ahead, but I nearly took out the causeway. I've sent it to protect the lower city.”

This man looked behind Riakar. “These are the ones?”

“Yes,” Riakar said.

“Indeed.” The man bowed. “I am friend to Riakar.” He paused. “Can I tell them my name?”

“Let us not. We’ll let Eliue do what is needed.” 

The man bowed. “Time travel is an oddity to be sure. Just know I am on your side, as it is.”

This other Dwemhar stood silently behind them.

“Okay,” Riakar said, “now that I know our enemy is this way, we will make certain to be on guard. My friend will watch our flanks. Evurn, Braei, keep wards up in the event of an attack. Valrin and Ordak, guard yourselves, but do not go out of the way to fight. Eliue said you killing some of these Rusis could have weird effects in your time, allegedly. I do not know. My studies are of the blade and the mind. I know little of clocks, as it is.”

Riakar said nothing else. Proceeding ahead, Valrin and the others rushed to follow the Dwemhar warrior as they passed between two towering spires with floating crystals above their pinnacles. The crystals were blue in color, with occasional bolts of red lightning dancing between them. The road they were on spanned a great opening between two sections of the city where the darkening sky was red beneath them and stars shown in the open expanse above.

Riakar drew his blades. They were entering a broken-down gateway in the middle of the walkway, and though Valrin and the others were staying on the road, Riakar leaped from where they were to the edge of the upper tower. Immediately, blasts of fire engulfed where he stood, but he was high in the air above them. He spun in place, bringing his blades in a fanning motion beneath him, sending slivers of white fire all over the top of the tower itself. 

Valrin drew his blade as he and Ordak pushed through the opening. Bolts of ice struck around them, and they fell against a broken column. Evurn and Braei cast their wards, and the other Dwemhar ran alongside them.

Do not pause. We must go.

He spoke to them in their minds. The warrior used his weapon to swipe rocks ahead of them to either side and made the opening that was big enough before for them to squeeze through much larger.

Evurn went first, keeping his ward up as several blasts of fire struck one side of them. Valrin and Ordak ran ahead, with Braei sprinting to get ahead of them. Three more blasts came their way, and Braei’s ward shattered. She sent a bouncing bolt of lightning toward where the other spells were coming from.

“Rusis! Come to us! They use mind control!” one of the enemy Rusis shouted.

A horn call went out but was cut short as Riakar landed amidst the Rusis. His blades slashed across their chests over and over, sending chunks of bloody tissue and bone in great swathes. 

“Move!” he shouted. 

Valrin and the others obeyed, running past the still-dying forms collapsed and bleeding all over the stone works.

From the edges of the bridges, more of the Gold Templar emerged.

“They are like demons climbing from the depths!” the unnamed Dwemhar shouted.

The man used his weapon point first onto the ground, thrusting it into the brick and flying high above them before slamming down again and throwing back those just coming over the void of the walkway.

In Valrin's opinion, the two warriors made their journey seem easy. The Golden Templar, these warriors within the burning ruins of Aieclo, were no match for these two, but then, he questioned why Aieclo was in the state it was. 

Have Riakar and his companion held out by themselves on Aieclo? Were there more like them or have they all fallen?

It didn’t matter, and as they came to the end of the bridge, they passed through several opening gateways that quickly shut behind them automatically. They had come to another district of Aieclo, and Valrin’s questions were partially answered. There were many Dwemhar here. They were lying in the narrow-packed streets around the gateway. These were not as those they had seen in Elieaca. These Dwemhar had adornments on their heads, but their clothing was tattered. There were many small children, and though they did not seem injured, there was a stark fear in their eyes as Riakar walked beside them.

A young girl ran up to him. “Are they coming in, Master Riakar?” Valrin could not believe what he saw. At first, he didn’t recognize the pointed ears or the fact that this clearly wasn’t a Dwemhar.

Riakar knelt. “Not as long as I hold my blades. You are safe, child.”

Another child took that moment to run up and punch him in the arm. This one, a young boy, was also an elf.

“I am writing a book of you! You’ll be known forever to the elves! I will be sure of it!”

Riakar laughed. “Thank you, young one. I would like to read it when you are done. But for now, I have important business. I must continue on.”

He set the child down and then walked quickly ahead of them.

“Elves in Aieclo?” Valrin asked.

“Survivors, dear Stormborn. Mostly orphans. Even the Dwemhar make mistakes.”

Valrin wondered what he meant by this, but he knew better than to ask. They were going deep into the city again, but at this point, Valrin noticed what appeared to be mountains. He even spotted a glowing cave in the far distance.

“Our forge! A place of wonderous machinery,” the unnamed Dwemhar said.

"Oh, that place.” Ordak laughed.

It was far from them, but the fact they were now seeing the mine and the forge they had been to on Aieclo in their time was wondrous but caused a sickening feeling of dread.

They were approaching a tower with many floating crystals moving around it. Though most of this region of the city was not smoking or showed much damage at all, the air itself was strange here.

As they approached the tower itself, several large constructs moved before them, emerging from the stone itself and taking the form of large spiders with red eyes. Valrin had never seen such things, their metallic clinking as they repositioned themselves revealing a doorway just beyond them.

“The secrets within the central control tower are not beyond risk of discovery, but we have taken many precautions.”

As they passed the spiders and entered the structure, Valrin looked up at spinning crystals and a large silver disc high above them. Lightning rolled off the disk and onto pools that went down through the center of the structure. Two stairwells went up from the doorway to a central platform and a figure in gold armor. As Valrin reached the top of the stairwell, the figure turned and bowed. It was Eliue.

Behind him were many different stones and even imagery akin to his own map aboard the Aela Sunrise.

“Welcome, Valrin, to Aieclo, the pinnacle of my knowledge and the meaning to all of what I have done and not done in this life.”

As the rest of the crew, as well as the unnamed Dwemhar and Riakar, gathered around, Eliue looked up at the Dwemhar. “Riakar, Nidrah, you’ve done well to get them here.”

“Now I wasn't sure I could reveal my name," Nidrah said. “You told us we could not tell them anything beyond what they know.”

“Such things are not important. I have seen much of our future. Trust that I know of what is fine and what is not.”

"Of course,” Nidrah said.

“You built Aieclo, and it was a flying vessel.”

“Is, at least for me. For now. We've taken considerable damage. Our pests have damaged many of my crystals, and the city falters, but now,” he said, putting his arm around Valrin, “I continue along my path to attempt to help my people. Though I am not as I was before, my brushing with you in my younger life was but a hint of what was to come, not a clear picture. I have worked to secure Aieclo as a place for my people. We Dwemhar have many forms in this new world already, and our war continues.”

“Your city burns,” Ordak said. “There is not much for its people now.”

“The business of Aieclo is not of concern to you of the Aela Sunrise. Our actions are our own. Your ship has been brought to my workshop, and many within it already work to restore it. I have found the automated turtles within the ship and reinvigorated their life sources. You had used a power source that was not familiar to them, though it was of Dwemhar origin. I have restored them. I’ve also given them the knowledge of basic defense and the ability to engage your ship’s ward if needed. I believe you may find use of that in the future.”

Valrin had wondered why his small constructs had not emerged since well before now when they were facing the Barb King. This explained it.

“So,” he continued, "even without the blueprints, we have restored most of your ship, and I work to finalize the weapon system to disable this city in your time. Now I am working to calibrate it—well, I have it set up to calibrate. It will be ready in time.”

“In time?” Valrin asked.

“In time for you to leave,” Riakar said. “We are on our own important mission. The city is mostly emptied. Just a few Rusis remain, and they will be dealt with.”

A rumbling shook the structure. Eliue looked to Riakar.

Nothing was said between them, but that wasn’t necessary for Dwemhar. Riakar bowed and began to run away.

Eliue went to a large table with many crystals floating above the stone. He moved them about, bringing up a projection of what appeared to be the city. He then shook his head as several parts went dark.

“I will finish my work on the ship,” he said.

He flipped a stone beneath the table and brought up a map just as the Aela Sunrise had. The city was floating toward a single large mountain. Valrin noticed they were somewhere over what looked like the mountains of Taria.

“Where do you go?” Evurn asked.

“To end our war.”

A sudden blast of fire tore through the center of the room. Evurn and Braei both cast their wards as Ordak drew his blades.

Eliue lifted a small golden staff and motioned toward several figures holding flames. Several balls of fire flew toward them, and the Rusis vanished.

“They are using invisibility," Braei shouted.

From the other direction came more Rusis, this time, through an opening in the upper ceiling. The air sizzled and cracked with bolts of lightning dancing around the room. Braei and Valrin tucked away, moving toward a lower level as several blasts of fire struck near them. There came another shuddering thunder, and part of the structure collapsed on the path they could take back up. There was still another way to the room they were in, but it was engulfed in flames. Valrin noticed a door. He reached out to it, and it opened.

“This way!” 

*****

He didn’t know where he was taking them, but he did so anyway. They were headed lower into the city and the fighting taking place where they were before was still going on. He hoped they could find a way back to the upper region, but if this place was anything like the area he had dealt with in the Aieclo of their time, he expected that it would take some time to get back where they were.

“Rusis are attacking this city all over. It was quite risky for them to do something like this.”

“The Rusis and Dwemhar did nothing but kill each other, it seems,” Valrin said. “Though I wonder what Eliue plans to do to end the war.”

“I guess the Rusis don't know at all themselves,” Braei said, now looking around at the many large crystals adorning the walls. “If the Dwemhar seek to end the war, then the Rusis should stop fighting.”

“We would like to,” a voice said. In a sudden flash of light appeared Rungar. He had several other Rusis trailing behind him.

“Master! You reveal us!” one of them said.

“I do not. This man is not Dwemhar, and this woman is of our race.” He motioned them forward. “Go, secure our path.”

“There is nothing that way,” Valrin said. “The way is blocked.”

“Not blocked for those who have been here before. If the lower stairwell is blocked, that is ideal. We have made a passage in the walls once here . . . several moons ago. Before this place began its work.”

“Aieclo?”

“So, that is its name?”

“Yes, a city of the Dwemhar.”

“City." He laughed with a harsh tone. “They call this a city? Perhaps in one time it was to be a refuge, a place of ascension even as they claimed to us. But it is not a city like I have seen. We did all we could to disable this place before it launched. The High Dwemhar protected every mountain pass. If you could have seen it from the ground, you would have understood our terror. The entire length of the city stretched over mountains. On the outer edges of the city were massive thunderstorms, so from the ground beneath, all you saw were the clicking gears underneath it. We had taken Elieaca, but most of the Dwemhar were destroyed.”

“Riakar told us of an accident,” Valrin said.

“Indeed, he was not even there when it happened. The void was opened, demons took one of their places of powers in the Far East, and he had been sent to intervene. Therefore, you do not meddle in things you should not meddle in, no matter what source of power you believe you are able to obtain. When at last he had fixed what his people had started, the explosion shook the world. It was we Rusis who found that Elieaca was abandoned. Furthermore, this Aieclo, as you call it, was hidden well. I was in another city when the battle that failed to stop the city from leaving the ground was enacted. Over ten thousand Rusis died in a single day.”

The Rusis stopped, rubbing his head, and then looked at them both, placing his hands on their shoulders.

“They had told me to rest, to recover. But I left my city to get to those who had been left on the desolate fields beneath Aieclo. It was then I saw the flash from the high clouds and watched as my city was engulfed in flame. Aieclo destroyed it. My people have not stopped yet. We found a place where our kin were being held, being placed into these flying machines as a source of power. Most were near death, but in a sacrifice, we attempted our first attack. I and over a hundred of my brothers and sisters dropped into this place and attempted to wrestle this place from their control. We made it to the control room once. That is where we go again. We have little time. From the ground, you cannot even see this place, but we have been fighting since it was still east of the Tiken Range.”

“The Tiken Range? Then it is above Taria,” Valrin said. “But the Dwemhar seek to end the war. Eliue and Riakar say they wish for peace.”

“Riakar might. But he does not know what this place can do. Or maybe he does. We must stop them, Valrin.”

One of the Rusis came back to where the rest of them were.

“Master, the way forward is blocked. We will need to go back, take the center stairwell up into the tower, and ascend there.”

Rungar shook his head. “Damn, that takes us past the machine they have there. It watches that way. We've lost too many attempting to best it. It can sense us.”

“If I can get to it, is there a way I can disable it? If you will not actually try to kill the Dwemhar, that is. You said you wanted peace.”

“We have few left,” one of the Rusis said. "Master, if this boy leads us to capture or worse, delays us getting to them and stopping this, Rinagres will fall.”

“They move toward Rinagres?” Braei asked. 

“A sister city, a place across a wide lake from our holy city. But if any more cities fall to this cursed weapon, then our fate shall be the same as our people. We will not give up while yet a Rusis still lives!”

“We desire peace beyond everything, but we will protect our people,” Rungar said with a bow. He looked to the other Rusis and then back to Valrin. “If you can get to the machine and remove the crystal in its back, it will lose power, but you'll have to overpower the magic protecting its back. We defeated one several days ago, but once they sense your life force, the entire system knows you.”

“The system doesn't know me," Braei said. “I can help him.”

“Rusis of the future,” Rungar said, “you bring honor to your race. Tell me, is Rinagres well in your world?”

Braei looked to Valrin but did not immediately respond. 

“I see," he said.

Braei bowed to Rungar. "It isn't that. I am not to speak of the future to those of the past. But I will do what I can to bring peace.” She smiled, which he did in return.

"Come, this way,” he said. “I will show you the way I speak of."

Though the hallway they were presently standing in was large and dark, Rungar led them back out of a large door to an even larger corridor with high ceilings and massive crystal domes that had been shattered. The passage went up into the city but was covered in wreckage and the bodies of Dwemhar scattered and broken around. 

“Forward!” Rungar shouted in a hushed voice.

The group of Rusis spread out in the wreckage and began moving through the shadows as if preparing the way they were going and assuring that Rungar, Valrin, and Braei were kept safe.

"This way is barely watched. The ill energies from the many dead keep even the Dwemhar who remain from coming this way."

“There are not many remaining," Valrin said. “Riakar and one other warrior. There are many civilians and those who work on my ship, but it seems both of you are losing numbers you cannot afford to lose.”

They came to an area where the wind whistled through an open doorway to the right and out one to their left. The red sky was visible to their left side.

The Rusis stacked up against the door, and Rungar did the same. He leaned out and pointed, motioning for Valrin to look.

Valrin saw a large golden metal object in the center of many wrecked buildings.

“Do you see the golden construct?”

“Yes.”

“Braei,” Rungar said, “can you blend with the shadows?”

“I can," she said, “but only for a short time.”

“What kind of Rusis—?” another of Rungar's followers spoke.

“Silence!” he snapped to his follower. “You have trained under the masters, but she has had no one. Do not speak ill of one who may save all you love!” Rungar turned to Braei. “Go on. Move toward the rear of the construct once Valrin has its attention. But assure you have focus on your spell now.”

Braei closed her eyes and felt herself falling away from the sight of the world. Valrin watched as she faded into a shimmering veil and then vanished completely.

“Quite a Rusis you have with you,” Rungar said. "Her ability is strong, and I have seen many students with more training than I know she has fail at that. Consider yourself fortunate to have such a companion.” He laughed. "Now for you, you must keep this construct’s attention. It will not attack one of your blood, no matter how small your Dwemhar bloodline is. You are of the race of men, and as such, it should not attack you.”

“Should not?” Valrin asked, emphasizing the “should.” 

Rungar winked. “It is time.”

Rungar pushed him out, and as he looked back, he felt Braei's hand on his back.

“Let's go,” she said.

Valrin looked around at the open ground around him. There were many blackened and broken buildings and shattered crystal all over the ground. What remained of a fountain and broken pieces of roads were upturned and in disarray. The golden construct seemed to notice him, flashing gold before standing up on three legs. Valrin drew his sword. The center of the construct spun many times on circular tracks, growing in height before a large white crystal emerged from the top of it.

“Creature,” it said in a voice like ringing metal, “you are not of the ones who bring destruction.”

Valrin did not know if he should speak to the construct. He noticed the machine was whirring as it seemingly stared at him. He went to walk to the right, and it stood higher, one of its legs moving in the same direction.

“Speak, answer. That is what is expected. I will say again. You are not of the ones who bring destruction?”

“No,” Valrin said, looking back to the door where the Rusis were.

"Then you are not to be harmed, by Dwemhar Law, Holy of the Holies, White Scroll of Acts, as deemed appropriate by automaton spells. I can assist you, child of Dwemhar. What do you seek? Most of the city is broken, failed, my directorate. I wish to preserve.”

“Who started the war between Rusis and Dwemhar?”

“War, a miscreation of civilization. War between Rusis and Dwemhar began due to failure to see as both saw. How do I explain? Strife, jealousy, power. All war is of power. Yes, preservation is the reason given for war. Preservations to be made by preserver.”

“Are you a preserver?”

“I am under order by master of time; I operate as deemed acceptable. I 'preserve,' as you say.”

“The master of time? The Clockmaster?”

“I am a construct of gears and energy, directed by time. Master of time created. Master of time, the original source of what you call war.”

Light flashed behind the construct, and a shattering sound came before shards of metal and stone shot up around them. The creature stood up. Two large horns of gold came to life with whirring spells of fire before it spun in place.

“Child of Dwemhar, hide. I will protect you.”

The construct spun about, spraying fire, but only until its back was visible to the doorway. Rungar and the others sprinted out, sending a furious flurry of their own spells. Valrin went to run, moving for where he saw Braei, when the construct moved over him again.

“I will protect you.”

Another round of blasts struck the construct, and it exploded in white flames, crumpling into itself.

Valrin was thrown from the blast, landing just a few paces from where Braei was.

As Rungar and the others joined Braei near Valrin, Braei pulled him up.

“Our way is clear now," Rungar said.

It was then the ground rumbled behind them as dust flew in a plume around two figures. The Rusis summoned their spells, but Rungar lifted his hand. "Hold!”

In the dust appeared Riakar with his brother.

The two Dwemhar warriors had weapons ready but did not attack.

"Valrin," Riakar said, blinking in surprise. “These Rusis treat you well?” 

“Yes,” he told him.

“You are not a prisoner? You are not bound as such.”

“No, they helped us. They seek peace.”

Riakar looked at Rungar. “Peace?”

Rungar stepped forward, bowing deeply to the Dwemhar.

“Brother, once I called you that. Once we stood together against the void demons. Now a new evil, one of division, threatens us all. We are two races of the original four, yet we destroy one another. May we be the ones who stop this bloodshed. The Dwemhar do what is against their own code. Where before your path was one to ascension, now we have fallen beneath that of, it would seem, the race of men. We fight for power yet leave destruction in our wake. Tell me you have not fallen so much to see this as the path forward for our races?”

Riakar stared at his blades for a moment and then looked back to Rungar.

“You have stood beside me many times, my once-brother. These blades forged in my home were secured to defend all races against the power of the void. In that time, my fight was simple, yet I have been torn as a preserver of life in my actions. We do not seek to destroy you, Rungar. We go toward Rinagres to offer peace. To give this city to you.”

“What lies does he spew?” a Rusis behind them shouted.

Rungar raised his hand in silence. “This city we are within does not bring peace but destruction. Surely you are not blind to what it has already done?”

Riakar stared at Rungar, focusing, his hands trembling. He slowly sheathed both of his blades and rubbed his right hand. Valrin noticed a gold ring that he twisted with his finger.

“I . . . I cannot remember. My mind has been so weary. I . . . I truly do not know.”

“Aieclo is a weapon of destruction, created with the guise of a supposed salvation,” Rungar said. "Do you think the Rusis would try so hard to destroy a simple vessel of safety? What bewitches you? You are not the Dwemhar I know!”

“It is the ring," Valrin said, much to the surprise of both. “The ring, it controls you. Not so much the ring but the one who placed it on you. In my time, there was a forge within Aieclo, and their rings were crafted that could control anyone. It is mixed with your blood in order to match the power of the one meant to contain. Even you, Rungar, fell to this magic.”

Riakar immediately pulled at the gold ban on his hand but was unable to remove it.

“There is a rod, a staff, something that—" He paused. Valrin thought back to the Clockmaster. “Eliue," he said, “Eliue's staff. He is using it to control you. To protect him.”

Riakar's face became cross, and he pulled again at the ring. “I served the Dwemhar freely. I have given much for our people. Why would anyone feel I had to be forced to act?"

“To assure your allegiance,” Rungar said. The Rusis embraced the Dwemhar. "Let us free you of this. Take us to Eliue. We will confront him with all present to bear witness. Let us stop this bloodshed before it continues.”

“He will not like this," his brother said.

“He will answer for this, be it by force or by free admission. I will not be a puppet to anyone, and he will free me from this bond.”

At this point, Valrin and Braei walked with the others as Riakar led them into the central tower and through a shimmer veil that he lowered to allow all of them into the inner tower.

They ascended several steps and then came to a passage that led into a much larger area. There were several dead Rusis lying on the ground on the other side of the door. Valrin could see the glowing core of the city rising through this section.

Riakar turned to them. "I take Valrin and Braei in first. The rest of you wait. Valrin, tell your crew not to attack the Rusis. I will confront Eliue, and we will see what happens. My mind is not what it was, but I believe I remember something that may force him to speak of the truth of this city. High elves and fire. A dream I have had. I . . . see them all dying in a sudden fireball from the sky, but I could not understand it. I saw that it was the Rusis who did it, but now I feel I may be remembering something my mind has been forced to forget." He paused. "This path is so far from that of the Dwemhar, I do not know the way back.”

"We await your signal, brother,” the master Rusis said.

As Riakar emerged with Valrin and Braei, he looked up the stairwell. Valrin noticed Ordak first and then Evurn.

"Captain!" Ordak shouted. 

Evurn emerged on the stairs and nodded in approval. "I was worried of your fate, young one, but it seems you have taken care of one another yet again. Come, he has completed the ship. We can depart soon.”

Riakar pushed past Evurn as Valrin began to explain the events that had taken place. They went up to the level where Eliue was to find Riakar standing with his hands together in front of his chest.

“Is there something you wish to say, Riakar? Have you hunted down the intruders? Is the city safe?”

“What is this?” Riakar asked, holding up his hand with the ring on it.

Eliue paused for a moment, focusing now on Valrin. "Captain, your ship is ready. I deem you go to it at once. You will find you have what is needed. I work to assure all is as it should be.”

“Do not speak to them if you cannot even address one of your own kin!” Riakar shouted.

“You shout? That is not the path of a Dwemhar. You need rest.”

Riakar drew one of his blades and angled it at Eliue.

“Threaten me? Why? I have not wronged you.”

Riakar pushed his hand up toward Eliue. “What is this magic?”

“Assurance of loyalty. No matter what transpired.”

“I serve all by my honor. I need not be coerced or bewitched! We protect our people, yet even with that knowledge, I feel doubt in my own mind of the events.”

Nidrah approached now, lifting his own hand.

“I, too, have this ring.”

Riakar drew his second blade. "Answer for this! What is the purpose of such devices! We cannot take them off! I have spoken to Rungar, and he tells me this is a vessel of death. You do not wish peace!”

Eliue’s hand went for the staff lying on a nearby altar, but Nidrah lunged, grasping it first.

Eliue’s face shifted from confidence to annoyance. He sighed.

“I know much of the future and the past. Seeing the vessel of the sea people, the Aela Sunrise, tells me our people split down two paths. A world where Rusis survive in any form when the Dwemhar fall was not one I would allow." He turned to Valrin and then looked to Riakar. “I will admit that the city of the elves was destroyed by Aieclo. I have a weapon of similar device to the Akann vessels that is powered by the same crystals that keep us aloft. I knew from talking to the Stormborn that I could undo my past transgressions if I just had time. Aieclo, at one time, was not as it is now, but the fact was that it had failed even in our own history.

“Riakar, Nidrah—the Rusis would do the same to us. Our path to ascension was lost, and our people face destruction.”

“The Rusis wish peace! A path as that is surely worth meditation on at least,” Riakar stated. “Do we not feel a darker evil growing in the shadows of the world? I have felt it, Nidrah has. Do we not work toward a second ascension? How does purity of soul tie into the destruction of a race?"

Suddenly, appearing beside Riakar, the master Rusis Rungar appeared.

“Peace be with you, Dwemhar,” he said, bowing to Eliue. My once-brother speaks the truth. I only wish to secure peace and end the threat to my people.”

Valrin looked down the stairwell, seeing many more Rusis preparing themselves on the lower level. He nudged Evurn.

“The ship, we need to get to it.”

Evurn nodded slowly. He whistled to Ordak and motioned for him to move to the other side of the room. Here, there was a long hallway, and as the crew reached this side, Valrin saw his ship awaiting them.

“So, it has come to this. I create a way to ensure our safety and my own kin come against me. Ironic—the Dwemhar begged for my assistance, and I was captured, forced to complete what I did not want, and in some point in this, I am suddenly the aggressor?”

“Tell me of the High Elves, the destruction of their city. You said it was a Rusis blast that decimated their woods, and their army was led into a storm of mage fire while Aieclo absorbed magic from beneath the elven woods.”

“We saved many that day. The elves would not attack the Rusis otherwise,” Eliue said. “In time, they will be given a realm of their own.”

“The Rusis have not been at war with the elves," Rungar said. "The destruction of the woods of the North was one even the Rusis did not understand.”

Eliue was silent.

“This machine you have created is nothing but a weapon of terror a—”

Eliue cut off Riakar. “This is our only hope, but as I try to right the future and assist the Stormborn, I have continued to serve our people. The elves were but pawns who would not play the game. You do not know of those who will come from these elves! One day, these elves will be given a place called Urlas, and from the ashes of the old will come those who unite our race. Why do you question when you know I am a master of time and realms?”

“Because you force all around you against their will! You have destroyed an entire culture of elves! That is not our purpose as decreed by the Great Poet! The Dwemhar, the elves, the dwarves, and the Rusis were to guard these lands and seas in the name of the gods. I did not fight and bleed protecting our eastern temples from the monsters that emerged from the void for you to sacrifice all that our people stand for!”

Riakar's power began to ripple his hair, and Nidrah drew his own weapon, still holding Eliue's staff.

“Nidrah, you think that is my only way?”

Eliue closed his eyes and then opened them again with a flash of white. Riakar and Nidrah immediately shifted, angling their weapons toward Rungar.

“Rusis, you will not stop me. I have taken all precautions to ensure my end for your people," Eliue shouted.

“Templar!” Rungar shouted.

Valrin turned away, running with his crew toward the Aela Sunrise as blasts of fire and lightning and clanging blades filled the air behind them. There were many white-robed attendants who fell away from the ship even as the entire structure began to shake around them. The Aela Sunrise was docked on a platform that was open to a cloudy expanse. Beneath them, Valrin could see little, but as he went to the helm of his ship, he noticed that a massive device almost like a crossbow without a string lay on the deck.

Return to your time and do not hate me for what I do. Know that destruction befell these cities regardless of Aieclo, but I work toward a greater purpose. All will make sense in time, for time is all I can ensure.

Valrin was in a slight daze as Eliue spoke to him.

"Go!" Ordak shouted. “We need to go!”

Valrin shifted the levers at the helm, and the sails of the Aela Sunrise were engorged in white flames before the ship lunged forward. He kept his focus, descending as he felt himself even more attuned with his ship. Explosions rocked the city above him, and what sounded like thunder sent shockwaves across the deck.

"I wonder what happens above us?" Braei asked.

“I do not know, but it is nothing we can have a hand in," Evurn said.

As they descended into the clouds, Valrin noticed the device that was first affixed to their deck by the Clockmaster seemed to be building up energy.

“I pray we return to our time this time,” Braei said.

As they broke through the clouds, they saw a wide ocean beneath them and mountains ahead. It was then Valrin noticed a glowing orb on the ground far beneath them.

The device to take them from this time seemed to be ready and was glowing brightly.

"What do you wait for, Stormborn?" Evurn asked.

Valrin wheeled right and focused. The ship descended further, and as he came closer to the orb, he noticed it was no mere magic protecting a single person but an entire city. There was another city across the water. It, too, was glowing with a bright orb around it.

"That is Rinagres,” Braei said, "the city of my people.”

“And this is the city that is its sister," Ordak said.

Evurn went to Valrin. “Stormborn, we must go.”

Valrin steadied the ship, floating high above the ocean and looking out at the Rusis city. It was dark, and the glow of the massive orb protecting the city undulated with blue flames, shimmering on the ocean beneath them.

Valrin looked up, and it was like there were stars glowing brighter in the sky above, but it was not stars but the city Aieclo and the terrible weapon created by Eliue.

The Rusis had failed to stop Eliue. 

A crystal suddenly appeared above the Rusis city. At first, it was stationary, and then it began to move in a pattern over the high points of the ward breaking off small shards at different points until the one crystal was like many uncountable pieces floating together with ripples of energy linking each of them and flowing up toward Aieclo.

“It is time for us to flee," Evurn said. “You cannot stop this, and you should not.”

“Aielco was not a weapon before this. Eliue did this because he knew the future."

“He manipulates time,” Braei said. “No matter our acts, he can change or adjust as he wishes."

“No,” Valrin said. “He may manipulate time, but we are not here by accident. He said it was because of us that he created such a weapon. Perhaps the events that have transpired are similar to what already came to pass in our world. Urlas is a realm, so the destruction of the elves did happen at some point. I do not know much, but I will not stand by and watch an entire city be destroyed when I have possibly encouraged such an act. I am Stormborn, and it is my task—"

“To protect the sea and the path of ascension, not to intervene like this,” Evurn said.

The darkness turned to day, and from beneath Aieclo, a blast of energy tore through the clouds and engulfed the Rusis city in a deafening explosion that shot up, shifting the stability of the Aela Sunrise. Valrin guided the ship away from the growing fireball beneath them even as a wave of heat struck them. The Aela Sunrise ascended, and the burning sensation ceased. 

Valrin heard the clicking of the gears beneath Aieclo as it shifted across the skies. In the wake of the blast was nothing but broken crystals and fire on the ground beneath them. The ocean rolled into the crater that remained of the city that just before had hundreds if not thousands of Rusis.

Evurn, Ordak, and Braei looked over the edge of the deck as they ascended higher.

"Prayers to the gods," Ordak said, “and I don't even like ’em.”

Braei turned and sat with her back against the railings. Tears rolled down her face.

Valrin looked up at Aieclo, unsure of the fates of Riakar or Rungar. He did not know how much their actions so far had affected the world. Now looking at Braei, he suddenly felt himself again on Travaa, alone, not knowing his origins or who he was. He thought of how the Rusis he had come to maybe even love was broken seeing the destruction of so many of her people at once.

“No,” he whispered.

He reached down, adjusting the levers at the helm and sending energies to his weapons.

What are you doing, Stormborn?

Eliue's voice was in his head, but he did not care. He angled the ship.

“Brace yourselves!" he yelled to the crew. As he watched each of them grab the railings, he shifted the angle further and felt himself flying upward as the right side of the ship was parallel with the underside of Aieclo.

He sent volleys of white orbs spiraling toward the crystals beneath the city of Aieclo, shattering the exposed underside of the city in a dazzling blast of energy.

Aieclo began to waver in its flight, drifting away from Rinagres and floating toward the North.

Valrin reached down and engaged the time-traveling device, and they left the past. In a sudden explosion of water, they emerged again with the shores of Aieclo before them and the massive ship they had faced before they had met the Clockmaster in the distance.

 

Part Six: Twilight Time

 

Valrin jerked to look around them. Evurn stared at the sky and the stars.

"We are back in our own time, Stormborn! But why did you do that to Aieclo!”

“It matters not,” Ordak said. “The city is still as it was when we were here before, yet we are not where we were.”

The ship of Marog was in the distance, but its sails were down. They were looking at a portion of the island they had not seen before. In the moonlight, it appeared that there were tall and massive trees, but like most things on Aieclo, they were dead.

In the distance beyond the skeletal trees, Valrin could see Aeveam, or where he assumed Aeveam was in the form of a glowing area of magic, held high above the actual island itself.

Aieclo was still hovering just above the surface of the ocean, and for now, the swirling darkness of the Scourge Siren focused itself around Aeveam. Valrin and the crew had not been noticed yet by either of their foes.

“We have the weapon,” Ordak said. “Now we need to disable Aieclo and get to shore.”

“That ship will not simply ignore us,” Evurn said.

Valrin nodded and stepped down from the helm, looking at the strange weapon Eliue had added to the ship. There was a seat of sorts and two crystals on either side of handles affixed to the body of the weapon.

Valrin looked at the others. “The first step is to bring down Aieclo, and then we’ll see what we must do. Perhaps this weapon will work against the other vessel?”

“What do you think, Stormborn?” Evurn asked with an obvious annoyance to his tone. “Messing with time has already been an act that I do not feel was best.”

“I don't ask for permission, Evurn. You are a faithful friend, but I acted as I saw correct. I will continue to do so though I know we disagreed. I do still respect your opinion, of course, but I must act as I feel as needed, and sometimes it will not align with everyone’s thoughts.”

Evurn bowed. “Indeed, Valrin. But we must all admit that we toy with careful circumstances. I am here to guide and protect you as much as possible.”

“And I thank you,” Valrin said.

Though the conversation was awkward, Valrin now looked to the other two members of his crew.

“We move toward Aieclo. Ordak, you take position on the weapon. Braei,” he said with a smile, “protect our right side. Evurn, our left side.”

“We strike Aieclo and then move to catch the other vessel as it prepares to respond. If the weapon allows, we will focus it on Aieclo and, if successful, move it toward the vessel of Marog.”

The crew moved into position, but in truth, Valrin did not have any idea if his plan would even work. He hoped it would, but he could not be sure of any of it.

The enemy ship was still dark with its sails down. As he raised his own sails, the Aela Sunrise lurched forward with a quickening pace. Ordak sat down at the weapon, and the entire piece began to glow with several crystals emerging along the main body. As he pointed the weapon off the bow of the ship, Valrin turned their course to the left to keep the island on their right.

“Try it,” Valrin said.

“Trying? No!” Ordak said with glee. “Doing!”

The half-orc pressed the crystals, and the weapon surged to life with an electrifying blast, cutting across the water in a beam that rattled the entire ship. Aieclo was unfazed, but the beam struck the rock of the island nonetheless, throwing pieces of rocks into the sky in a fiery explosion.

Valrin noticed that all the crystals of his ship were engaged, sending energy into the main weapon on the deck.

“Should I stop?” Ordak asked. “Aieclo does not change!”

The island was being torn apart, but nothing else had happened.

“Keep focus,” Valrin said. “The actual city is beneath the years of rock. I assume it must reach the structure itself.”

The vessel of Marog began to come to life. Torches lit up across its deck, and the sails raised.

“Keep targeting Aieclo!” he shouted, angling the ship to prepare to use his own weapons.

Valrin moved the levers at the helm, setting it up to send a volley of energy, but the crystals along the ship would not engage while focused into the weapon.

The sky suddenly flashed blue as the enemy vessel released its own weapons.

Evurn and Braei cast their spells, attempting to deflect the blasts, but they were ineffective. Valrin turned the ship hard right, shifting their course and throwing off Ordak’s targeting. The spells struck the water near where the ship had been. Ordak focused the Dwemhar weapon toward the Marog vessel. At that moment, the shadows and fires of Aieclo took form above the area where he was previously firing the device, and the Scourge Siren screeched. In a sudden gust of winds, both the vessels in the seas were pulled toward Aieclo as the spirit drew up the ocean water to douse the fires that had been started to break through the island’s rocky exterior.

The weapon was breaking through the enemy vessel, but as the two ships were drawn together, Valrin shouted his orders. “Aim for Aieclo! Focus the weapon there!” 

Blasts of fire struck the deck of the Aela Sunrise, and Valrin took cover behind the wheel as Braei and Evurn sent their own spells at the deck of the vessel. 

Dark forms moved about the ship, and though they appeared as flesh-and-blood figures of some type, they moved about the ship like phantoms, shifting from one spot to the next.

Ordak struck Aieclo again, and the Scourge Siren wailed. As the energy from the weapon broke through more of the rock, the area where Aeveam was suspended began to flicker as lightning stuck the island itself and energies high above Aieclo began to be disrupted.

The Scourge Siren fled the spot where the Aela Sunrise targeted and began spinning around Aeveam, summoning up fogs of bolts of black lightning that engorged the sky in smoke. There was an explosion on the side of Aieclo, and lava poured into the ocean. Both the Aela Sunrise and the other vessel were released into the ocean. Ordak kept up the assault, and another explosion overtook Aieclo, dropping the entire island into the ocean with a massive and thunderous crash.

Ordak ceased firing as Valrin turned the vessel, attempting to prepare to flee, but a massive wave of water was coming their way.

He and the enemy vessel ploughed forward, both ascending to the top of the wave and back down the other side. Valrin took that moment of disarray to focus the ship’s weapons, releasing a volley of white orbs at the enemy vessel.

"Ordak, now!” the captain shouted.

But before he could engage, the entire black shroud above Aieclo exploded outward, and Valrin saw the fiery face of a woman in a massive form attempting to grasp them. Suddenly, a blast of white erupted from the deck of the Aela Sunrise, and when Valrin could see again, he felt weightless before the entire ship was suddenly submerged. There was a moment when he saw all his crew floating above the deck, but then the Aela Sunrise was brought up to the surface, and ominous orange skies loomed above them.

“What in the ice of the Glacial Seas was that now?” Evurn shouted. “Damn Eliue!”

Valrin glanced around. He did not see a jungle island like before, but he did see a lone tower in the distance.

“I don’t understand,” Braei said. “Why would the Clockmaster intervene again?”

Ordak rubbed his chin. “Could it be the Scourge Siren? It was almost upon us again when this happened.”

Valrin exhaled, directing the ship toward the island. Though he had no idea what was to come; debating why they had been taken from their time again would not answer any of their questions.

“I’m getting some wine,” Braei said, going below deck.

Evurn let Rasi jump onto the deck, and Ordak laughed.

“Your serpent is lazy. I barely see it half the time.”

Evurn laughed. “It cares little of most events as of late. Rasi has been hibernating, basically. Shedding time.”

“Do normal snakes hibernate when they shed?”

“No.” Evurn smiled. “But Rasi is above other serpents.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Ordak shook his head. “I know.”

Braei returned, shaking the bottle of wine.

“I hear it is better to not shake wine,” Ordak said.

“The liquid is solid but not ice. It is like it is frozen but in time, not because it is cold.”

Evurn shrugged. “This place may not be of time itself. We do not know what this realm of orange skies and calm waters even is. Leave the wine for when we have saved Aeveam.”

As they approached the lone tower, Valrin noticed there was a small dock that while made of stone and appearing stable at the base of the rocky tower, was still very small. The tower itself was covered in vines, and while it was not adorned, it was massive—at least two times higher than the castle in Taria. There were no windows or alcoves. The very top of the tower had a half-moon-shaped pinnacle with a slowing blue fire suspended in the center of the black spires that rose high into the sky.

As Valrin reached the stone dock, the ship locked in, as typical of a Dwemhar dock.

“I’m getting quite tired of this,” Braei said.

“Oh,” Valrin said, “I as well, but if I’ve learned anything of this Clockmaster, it is that he had some form of plan.”

The door of the tower opened, and a man with a long gray beard wearing gold robes appeared.

“As I do, though I cannot say that it has been simple.”

Ordak drew his blade. “Eliue, you continue to push us from one place to another. We must save our friend.”

Rasi slithered up onto the tip of Evurn’s staff and hissed.

"A white serpent. Such a creature has a future of great works. I have seen a darkness defeated in part by such a serpent. Perhaps it will be you,” Eliue said.

Rasi hissed again and vanished into Evurn’s robes.

“Clockmaster, we have played your game, yet you fool us again.”

"Fool or be the fool? That is to be decided,” Eliue said.

A storm was blowing in from the north. Dark clouds billowed up in the distance, and the air shifted around them, yet the temperature was impossible to gauge, because for a strange reason, there was no feeling to the air.

“Come into the tower. I have prepared a meal for your arrival.”

Ascending several rocky steps, they entered the wooden doors of the tower ahead of Eliue, who promptly closed the doors behind them. Their eyes took a moment to adjust, and they stared upon a single room with a long table. Upon the table were all manners of meats and fruits, and seating for just the crew of the Aela Sunrise.

Eliue beckoned them forward. "Eat, eat. I know you have not. Your time has not been as free as my own. Unlike most things, this food is real. Your next steps shall be treacherous.”

As they took their seats around the table, Evurn noticed a small elevated tray near his seat with several dead mice.

“What is this?” he asked.

“For Rasi, of course,” the Clockmaster said.

“What kind of host has food they do not eat?” Ordak asked.

Eliue laughed softly. “If I wished to poison you, I would not have brought you here. The ability to manipulate time comes with advantages. I could kill you while you were still in your mother's womb.”

Ordak slammed his hand on the table, but Evurn grabbed him.

“Don’t,” the shadow elf said. “Let us not provoke anything here.”

Valrin and Braei both filled their plates. Valrin half expected for the food to have no taste but was surprised when it did.

He took a sip of the drink in front of him and noticed it was a type of mine tea. Rasi jumped onto the table and began eating the mice on the platform. Slowly, each of the crew ate some food.

Eliue simply stood and watched.

“What is going on?" Valrin asked finally. “We used the weapon the younger you made on Aieclo. It worked, but the Scourge Siren would not let us get close.”

Eliue nodded. “Steps toward a greater good. The one you call the Scourge Siren is not so simple a foe, but no matter, we must all deal with the decisions of the past.”

“Your decisions to weaponize Aieclo?” Braei asked with a menacing stare. "Did you kill Rungar?”

Eliue began to walk around them. “I did not, nor did I kill Riakar. When you fled Aieclo before I destroyed the Rusis city, I used my powers to halt time and move them all into a protected realm, and in time, moved them back to their current time but just different locations. Aieclo fell shortly after that. The elves were still given their protected realms and were considered heroes by the gods for their actions in the face of pure evil, as I was deemed. I admit I have tested them, the gods, and their patience. Etha still sides with me and knows I work to help you.”

“Help me?” Valrin asked. “I feel you have done more to mislead me than help.”

Eliue paused. “I have mastered time further than you understand. I age backward, as it is now. I suspect none understand time save those who have sailed its river back and forth. In doing so, there are versions of myself and even you, Valrin, that exist outside our own realm, the decisions we make or don’t make are made in other versions of ourselves, and I have viewed such things. Had I not brought you here this time, you’d all be dead. The same as the first time. My actions through the many millennia lead all to destruction, but such is as it is. I say what is needed and nothing more. Your desire to save Aeveam is what drives you. My desire to destroy the evil in the world I have created is mine. There is evil in Aieclo and around it. There is evil that has formed by my very actions alone. I secure my place as Clockmaster to right the wrongs I have introduced. 

“The Dwemhar cut me off long before now. The sea peoples made their stand for their own beliefs in higher ascension, and the world was flooded. Nothing has changed yet everything is different.”

“Riddles!” Ordak shouted. “Give us something besides slivers of meat to whet our appetite!”

“The darkness of Aieclo was present in its creation. The Dwemhar who took control of it became the Scourge Siren. Aieclo fed the original form and sustained the broken form. Your friend is set to be the new being of power in that place. Beyond that, nothing is important. I was cut off from the city of my own design, but I need something. This place is nothing but a point in time. I have provided you what you need in every way.

“When your meal is complete, you will find a box. Open the box and place the crystal on your vessel. With what you find in that place, you will then progress to Aieclo again. Do not engage what you see. Seek out old Aieclo hidden in the skeletons of old.”

“A box? A crystal?” Valrin asked.

Eliue vanished without saying anything else.

“Where did he go?” Braei asked.

Valrin stood up, shaking his fist and forcing himself to exhale. “This game. This game is getting old.”

Evurn stood and took Rasi back into his robes.

“I am done. I care little for more drama here.”

The others stood as well, and suddenly, the tower and all around them vanished, leaving only the rocky island, the open sea, and the Aela Sunrise.

A single golden box appeared.

Valrin knelt and flipped the latch on the box, revealing a small black crystal.

As he picked it up, he felt nauseous and quickly set it back down.

“What is it?" Evurn asked.

“Just touching it made me sick.”

Evurn hovered his staff over it and stared closely at the movement of smoke within it.

“It contains a memory. A place of old, I feel it. It is a place of the void.”

“The void?” Valrin asked.

"A place inhabited by Itsu. Why he would send us here, I do not understand, but seeing as this place around us is purely of his creation, we have no choice but to follow this path.”

"Void?” Ordak asked.

“The void that Riakar spoke of? The demons?”

Valrin closed the box and picked it up. “He wouldn’t send us there unless it was needed. I do not trust him, but at the same time, I do not feel he wishes us harm.”

Evurn laughed nervously. “He may not, but sending us to such a place is not exactly the same as serving us an uncomfortable dinner.”

As they boarded the Aela Sunrise again, Valrin opened the box and set the crystal on the Clockmaster’s time device.

“Have you ever just wanted to sail the open seas, Valrin?” Ordak asked. “Or do you always have strange, time-bending adventures?”

Evurn cackled. “He just ‘sails’ about as much as I get left alone in the Glacial Seas and not taken on strange quests!”

As Valrin went to the helm, Braei stood with him.

“Do you think you’ll need protection from demons, Captain?”

“Seems likely,” Valrin said.

Valrin shifted the wheel to the right and took them away from the island. The crystal merged into the device, and soon, they were pulled upward and away from the Clockmaster’s realm. There was a flash of white, and they found themselves in a dense swamp on the edge of a dark jungle.

“Evurn, the Shadowlands has swamps. Do you think we are there?” Ordak asked.

Evurn shook his head. “No, this isn’t the marshes. These ruins are Dwemhar.”

Valrin looked through the thick jungle cover and could barely see the dark ruins beneath the green vines.

The place smelled foul, and not just from the gases of the swamp. Valrin felt sick just as before, and as he looked at Braei, he noticed she was sick as well.

"This place is evil,” Evurn said. “The void was open here but sealed. I cannot imagine why the Clockmaster would send us here.”

“Perhaps he cannot come here?” Braei asked.

“An all-knowing master of time cannot go somewhere?” Ordak teased.

“Just because he is a master of time does not make him a master of anything else," Evurn stated. “I have yet to see him do much beyond manipulating others. His wisdom is limited.”

"That’s where we come into it,” Valrin said, drawing his sword. 

While the ship was sitting in water, there was nowhere for them to navigate to or from. A large tree trunk was directly up against the side of the ship, and the Stormborn was the first to disembark.

"Come on, we’ll figure this out.”

From the trunk, the path continued over several fallen stones and through slick moss up to a large door with circular markings going around the entire rectangular opening. 

Valrin paused at the entrance, rubbing his fingers over the marks. Evurn tapped his staff against the markings and then pointed up.

“The writing is ancient. Something not at all of our world.”

“But it appears Dwemhar,” Braei said.

“The Dwemhar were inspired in their writings by divine beings. This place is what is left of an older race. This is a place Riakar came to at one time in the past. A holy place. But I feel no holiness here,” Evurn said as he stepped into the darkness of the doorway. 

Using his staff, he lit their path with a pale orange glow. “There is a gateway up ahead in the darkness."

As they followed just behind Evurn, Braei summoned her powers to shine further light on the small passage before them. Along the walls, she illuminated markings and drawings of floating mountains and a single circular object with many smaller markings around it.

Ordak pointed over her shoulder. “The mark for the god Kel and Barua, the Itsu god.”

Braei moved her finger on the markings. “They appear as equal here, not at contest. Why?”

Evurn looked back at them with the glow of his staff behind his face, illuminating his outline.

“At one time, the gods did not fight. They ruled as one. Ironic you see the one for war next to the one who was slain. It was Throka and Kel who defeated Barua, as I understand it.”

“Is not Barua a god of the Shadowlands, Evurn?”

Evurn turned away. “The gods of the Shadowlands are any they choose for the time that they need them.”

They came to a large door with more writing and effigies of figures and stars. Runic writing stood out on a large flat stone in the center of the door.

“It reads,” Evurn began, ‘To the common god, pathway to the old one. To the common fool, desolation. To the warrior who binds the void and guards the temple, reckoning. If these doors are sealed, it is for one to know that all who pass this way should be of stalwart heart.’” 

A gust of wind came from the doorway, and the door swung open just a bit before closing again.

“It isn’t sealed at all,” Valrin said.

“No, and so nothing of the old temple must remain.” 

Evurn pushed open the door with his staff and increased the illumination. Valrin looked up to see a canopy of trees and a dark sky. In front of them were several statues with broken faces surrounding a large pillar.

As the crew made their way through, Valrin noticed another wall and a larger doorway. This one was broken down. There were statues at either side of this door that had been broken apart, and a large crack ran down the wall.

Braei and Evurn walked opposite of one another, both using their magic to shine light on where they were. Ordak walked behind Evurn, and Valrin behind Braei. They approached the broken door and passed into yet another courtyard where there was a broken section of towers and a massive white bone. As they scanned up from the bone, they realized there were several others of varied length that led to another larger bone that was horribly severed.

“A hand,” Ordak said. “I am happy such a creature is destroyed.”

Evurn did not seem convinced, looking around them into the darkness of the jungle canopy.

"I don’t think anyone is here,” Braei said.

“Something is here,” Valrin said. “We were sent here for a reason.”

Evurn went up a stairwell to their side, ascending onto the walls. Valrin followed him and looked out over a short expanse to where the tree line was. There was a river on the outer portion of the temple that was red as a rising sun.

“Strange water,” Valrin said.

“I don't think it is water,” Evurn told him. He looked down to Ordak. “Set up a series of stones in a circular pattern. Two small circles and one larger one. Then, pray that Etha can hear us.”

“Right,” Ordak said.

The half-orc began gathering broken stones from the wall and doing just as Evurn said. Braei helped him.

“What is it?” Valrin asked.

“The spirit of this temple. It is something I have only read of, but the water turned to blood tells me of its origin.”

“Itsu?”

“No, something else. A lone soul, an impressionable spirit.”

As Evurn went down to the lower area to assist Ordak, the wind blew the leaves of the trees erratically.

“These temples are protected by a benevolent spirit. The statues at the gateways channel that energy from the inner sanctum out to the first walls. From there, a gateway on the outer lines of the river opens to the realm of entry that one uses to come to such a place. This is not a plane of the living but of the astral. In meditation, one could come to a place but not see it as what it is but as a place of peace based on the definition of their own mind.

“If one would see their peace as the ocean, it would be an ocean or a garden, or time with loved ones. They would come to this place but only within the first walls. The sanctum was the resting place of the benevolent spirit.”

“Then the bones are of the spirit?” Ordak asked.

“No, the bones are from whatever Riakar faced while protecting this place. While he may have defeated the void, there was more to what happened. Perhaps without the protection of the statues and the energy running out to protect this sanctum, the spirit was changed."

The winds were growing more turbulent.

Evurn began using his staff to cast a spell of earth magic onto the stones. “Our presence alone is enough to call the spirit back. This has become a focal point of blood magic, a place of worship within the meditative realm of those who use such powers.”

“Blood magic?” Ordak asked. “I know of this. You have spoken of it.”

“How do you know of this temple if it is more a place of another plane?" Valrin asked.

“I have studied magic for many years since I left the Shadowlands. I have picked up on many stories and pieces of lore, but how do I know this and of this place? The voice of the spirit. It tells me even now. It is coming.”

 

Part Seven: The Benevolent One

 

The grounds of the temple rumbled, and then nothing. 

“Get into the inner circle!” Evurn shouted.

As they piled into the small spot, Evurn sent more of his magic into the outer wall, and the stones floated upward.

“I built a ward. It works for vampires, so it should work for those who serve this temple’s master considering the alignment of magic in the moat of this place.”

 The winds that were tossing the upper boughs of the jungle canopy paused without warning. The air was still. The only sound that any of them heard was the trickling of an unseen spring in the distance. Unless, of course, one counted Ordak’s heavy breathing.

“You oaf, quiet,” Evurn said.

“I can't breathe!” 

“You can breathe,” Evurn told him. "You’re nervous. Stop!”

But Ordak began to gasp more, grabbing at his throat. Valrin noticed something gripping him with smoke. He gasped, reaching for Evurn as he was dragged from the circle.

Evurn spun around, slamming the ground and sending a blast of orange fire out from around them. What gripped Ordak released, and the orc crawled back to the circle.

“Come out,” Evurn said. “We seek not to harm you if you do not harm us!”

A small cat leaped onto a pillar not too far from them. Its eyes were glowing white.

“I do not harm,” the cat said. “I devour.”

The words were shocking, but from such a small animal, it was almost laughable.

“It’s a cat, like from the ports in the Glacial Seas," Braei said.

“It appears as a cat,” Evurn warned. “There is more to this.”

“More to this, shadow elf?” the cat asked. “I feed on the blood of sacrifices. Have you come with one of those? I’ve never had orc blood before. Looks tasty!” 

The cat began to grow in size, though did not change its positioning. Its face became grotesque, and its mouth gaped open, revealing fangs that dripped with green saliva.

“Close your mouth. You are not of this place. You are ill, sickened by what this place has become.”

“This place was left undefended,” the cat said. “Do not blame me for its fall. I can only channel what is here, what is left. I was of goodness before. I gave strength to the hero who once fought here. We did well, but the doors were not sealed forever. Much evil has been channeled into the plane of meditation, much malevolence in your world. I had no hero to protect me as an exposed realm.”

“I am a servant of you, temple guardian,” Evurn said. “What has fouled your sacred spring? What has made you as this?”

The cat shrunk back to its normal size before floating off the pillar and hovering before Evurn.

“One who came when the way was open. Not of Itsu, not of gods. Something was hidden within the sanctum. But I cannot control what is channeled into me. I simply devour.”

The cat yawned. “But I am tired of speaking. It takes much energy in this smaller form. It takes much time. I do not wish to waste more time. Time is all you have in your world. Time is the key.”

“Where is the entrance to the sanctum?” Valrin asked.

“It is forbidden for any to go there without the blessing of the gods, unless one has been allowed already, and none have been allowed, so I cannot open the way.”

“But you said something was hidden in the sanctum,” Braei said. “Do you not wish us to remove what was hidden? Why would anyone seek to hide something in a place such as this?”

The cat seemed to be stumped by such a question. It turned its head and then licked its paw.

“You are Rusis,” it said with a meow. It turned its head the other way and began to clean itself.

“And?” Braei asked.

“The one who defended me once was not Rusis. He was a Dwemhar. Allowed passage to all places. Dwemhar are allowed in.”

“I am Stormborn,” Valrin said, “of the blood of Dwemhar.”

“Then you are allowed in.”

The realization that he was the only one allowed in struck him, and he looked to the others.

“We seemed to have figured out this riddle,” Ordak said.

Valrin sighed.

“I believe our master of time came here,” Evurn said. “He left something.”

“Do you think he came to defend this place with Riakar?” Braei asked.

“No, I think he took advantage of when Riakar was allowed in and brought something of his own. It must be what we need.”

“Then why send us?” Braei asked.

“Because he is a coward,” Valrin said. “He didn't want to come back here and sent us instead. He uses everyone. That is what he is a master of, truly. 

“Guardian," he said to the cat, “I will go into the sanctum.”

The cat leaped back to its platform as several beasts appeared at its side. The beasts were of the jungle, covered in moss and vines, with glowing yellow wisps of magic hovering around their heads.

"That which guarded this place has taken a new form. The sanctum is a place of utmost power. You will see much, young Stormborn. Are you prepared?”

Valrin stepped out of the circle of protection Evurn had created.

“Yes.”

The creatures immediately leaped upon him, grabbing and pulling him to the ground. 

Braei shouted, moving to step out of the circle, when Ordak grabbed her and Evurn outstretched his staff.

“What is this betrayal?” he shouted to the cat. 

The cat hissed. “No betrayal! See!”

Valrin vanished beneath the stone in a wrapping of vines, and the beasts that had held him released their grip, falling back beside the cat. All was silent as the cat began to purr, rolling around atop the pillar.

“Now?” Ordak asked, still holding Braei from jumping from the circle.

“We have to save him!” she shouted.

“No,” Evurn said. “This is a path the Stormborn must take on his own.”

 

Valrin felt strange, the sudden grasp of the creatures felt like nothing but cushions of air, not vines or jagged points as he’d expected when he was first jumped upon.

As he felt himself released onto a cold stone floor, he opened his eyes to a brightly lit chamber. He stood up, reaching for his sword, which had been left near where he was dropped, and looked around. The room was bare except a single corridor that led toward another brightly lit room.

He crept forward, scanning the walls, the ceilings, and his footing. He did not expect this place to be so empty, but also, this was not just a dungeon or a cave of bandits. Though, as he emerged on the other side of the corridor, he noticed an area with two mats, several pedestals, and bladed weapons. He walked over to the pedestals. Several of the weapons were much too large for him, having hilts as long as his arm. He noticed one was like the weapon the Dwemhar Nidrah used, so that was an absolute not something he'd like. But then, he saw a saber much like his own but of the same forge design of the others.

He withdrew the blade with a clean ring, and he felt his own sword rattling in his opposite hand. The two blades pulled themselves forward and out of his grasp, flying into the center of a large circular room and spinning at a constant but slow pace.

“I am Valrin!” he shouted out. "Stormborn and captain of the Aela Sunrise, realm ship of the Dwemhar.”

“I know,” a voice said. 

He jerked around, looking for the source of the voice, but did not see anyone. 

“I am a voice of an old one, a worshiper here. Meant to guide those who find their way here.”

“You are not the guardian?”

“Do I look as a four-legged cat?”

Valrin snickered and then quickly hid the fact with his hand.

“I do not need eyes to see you, for I see beyond that of flesh, tissue, and bone. You are the last chance of one of the original races.”

“I am Stormborn.”

“You are Valrin of Travaa, a lone island, where a lonely boy was left to search for purpose. You were of the Dwemhar who broke away before the flood, the product of a war between a race. Your hand will come to purpose many times, but you have horror before you.”

Valrin noticed that a white ball of energy was floating high above him. As he stared at it, the ball floated down to near arm’s reach.

“You see me but only in one form, a form I choose to take.”

The voice of this entity was soft but had no tone to determine a gender or anything else. He realized it was like he was being spoken to as Aeveam could speak to him, yet he was hearing the words versus just a voice in his head. He could feel the vibrations of the voice.

“Once I watched two warriors defending this place, and as time would have it, succeed, but time does not pass in this place. Time has no control, for there is no measurement of time here. Another came, one not welcome, who placed an object here many years ago in your understanding of time. You have come to retrieve it?”

Valrin shook his head. “I do not know. In my world, a friend is captured, and we have been following the will of a Dwemhar who can move through time. We are to retrieve something, but I'm not sure of much other than that.”

Suddenly, a circular black stone with gold metal surrounding it and weaving through the material appeared floating between himself and the entity.

“A bloodstone, a source of magic, entwined with something that is of the Dwemhar. It has absorbed power not of your world for a purpose beyond the science and laws of time as they exist outside of this place.”

Valrin stared at the strange object. “You give this to me without question?”

“I need not question you, for I have read all of your mind. You waver between following and leading, yet you have had many instances of leadership. Embrace your title, Stormborn. Do not fear. Trials are before you, but I can give you a gift of your people.”

At this moment, his sword floated down to levitate next to the bloodstone.

“The weapons that remained here were used by the warriors who protected this place, Dwemhar objects, imbued with further power from their time here. If you wish, you must only imagine it as the blade you had before, and it will appear to others as that, but it is not the blade you wielded before.”

Valrin reached out, taking hold of this new weapon, feeling chills overwhelm him as he gripped the hilt. The silver guard going over his hand was now embedded with tiny crystals that were blue in color. The blade was silver, reminiscent of the metals used on Aieclo by the Verit Gamblers.

“Is this a holy blade?”

“It is beyond holy or unholy. It has been blessed by an old one, blessed by the powers of this place. No creature it strikes can resist its power, for its magic is drawn from beyond that of normal magic, but, Valrin, such fate is not your own to face the great monsters of the world. Know it is but a tool to protect yourself and your crew, for the one who placed this stone manipulates your world, and not even I can tell for sure of his intent, save if he was here before me.”

Valrin reached out and took the bloodstone, bowing to the entity. “Thank you.”

“Such words are not needed, but with the removal of that object, this place will restore what you saw above. The guardian shall return to its purer form. It is it that should be thanking you.”

Valrin felt himself floating upward and feeling tired. He yawned, closing his eyes, and when he opened them, he stared upon his crew and the guardian cat. The monsters that were standing there before shook their limbs and became as robed cats no larger than the guardian.

The cat jumped down to Valrin. “I feel a change within. My servants have taken my form again.”

The temple began to rumble again, but this time, blue water began to flow into pools in and around the sanctum. The dark moss covering the stones dried and became as bright flowers.

Valrin held out the bloodstone, to which Evurn closed his eyes.

“That is something I do not wish to see.”

“You can leave,” the guardian said.

Valrin blinked, and they were outside the temple. The overgrown jungle had become a simple green wood with a clear stream flowing around the Aela Sunrise, which now had a beautiful white stone bridge leading to the deck.

As they boarded the ship, Evurn looked at Valrin. “That was within the temple?”

“Yes, placed by Eliue, or so I understand it.”

Evurn nodded. “Those stones have a nefarious purpose beyond most magic. They hold the souls of sacrificed in order to draw their power.”

“I believe there is more to it,” Valrin said. “I understand the powers of this plane are focused into it to make it something . . . different.”

Evurn hovered his hand over the rock and then pointed to the Dwemhar metals. “This is indeed something beyond a bloodstone. I dare not touch it, and I suggest that you not focus any thought on such a thing.”

Valrin put the stone in his pocket, and as he went to the helm, the ship began to move away from the bridge. He no more than touched the wheel, and they were back upon the ocean outside of Aieclo. It was like they had never left, except that now, Aieclo was sitting in the water, damaged from their first attack. The ship near the edge of the island was darkened, and they were so far undetected by it or the Scourge Siren.

“What now?” Braei asked.

“We go ashore, look for ‘old Aieclo,’ and proceed to figure out our next step. We have been pawns thus far. We have to trust what we do not know.”

“Nice sword!” Ordak said. “Find yourself a new blade?”

Valrin had almost forgotten he had gotten it.

“Something like that.” He focused, and the blade became as his old blade.

“Like the ship,” Evurn said. 

“A gift I am fortunate to have.”

There was a shudder at their feet, and Braei noticed she was now wearing gauntlets. Evurn’s staff glowed brightly and then dimmed, and Ordak jumped.

“My blades are cleaner than they’ve been in some time!” he said in excitement. 

Evurn examined his staff.

“What?” Valrin asked.

“It seems the weaknesses of the wood from casting have been restored. It is as a new staff.”

Braei rubbed her gauntlets and smiled.

"Those remind me of the ones Rungar has!” Ordak exclaimed.

Evurn took a closer look. “Rusis enchantments, not as Rungar, but of some level of power beyond your old.” He looked to Valrin. “Perhaps the guardian and temple put faith in us. A benevolent gesture?”

Valrin remembered the words of hardship he was warned of and sighed, looking to Aieclo.

“Perhaps,” he told them. "Perhaps."

 

Part Eight: The Darkening

 

 

Aieclo loomed ahead of the Aela Sunrise. Valrin kept their speed lower, the sails barely flapping in the wind, as those aboard the ship kept quiet and still. He went to the far edge of an inlet that was shared with the other massive enemy vessel. A beach extended between two large jagged pillars of stone forming a harbor.

In the distance, smoke rose from Aieclo in random spots. The internal eruptions of the island were strange to him considering he knew that beyond the rock of Aieclo was an old city, but as the ancient technology crumbled into itself and what magics kept the city aloft merged with natural energies and crystals, no one could really know what Aieclo would do.

But for now, it was like a festering beast, angry, unruly, with horrid tides and waves as they drew closer to the shore.

“Watch the waters. Beach the ship if you have to. It appears that water is reaching places in the rock it never did before.”

Aieclo looked to be sinking, or at least, sitting much lower than it was.

Valrin kept the shadow elf's words in mind as he rounded the edge of the beach and angled them to catch one of the swells.

“Brace yourselves!” he shouted.

The waves knocked the Aela Sunrise up into already collapsed vegetation, planting them in the darkness and rolling the ship to the side. As strange as it seemed, they had done well even though the ship broke through several limbs and tree trunks. It wasn’t like it was the first time they had done something like this.

“Better than crashing into a city!” Ordak said, brushing himself off.

Evurn and Braei looked around them as Valrin stepped off the ship and looked out across the bay.

They had reached Aieclo undetected.

“Now?” Braei asked.

Valrin looked around, noticing the massive skeletal trees looming high above them, higher than the other trees of the island.

“These woods are new, but those trees are old, maybe a part of the old city. We go there. Perhaps we'll find what we seek. We were told to go to old Aieclo, and this seems like the best way.”

There was little debate considering none of them knew for sure where to go. Valrin's idea seemed the best.

The woods they were in were not vast at all, and soon, they looked at a barren rocky and upturned region. Likely broken by the fall of Aieclo back to the sea and the already harsh environment of most of the island. Vents in the ground shot up hot gases, and at least twice, Valrin or one of the others were nearly scorched by exploding gases.

“For a culture at one with nature and spirit,” Ordak complained, “this is not what I had in mind."

“I believe those are elves who are ‘one with nature,’” Braei said. “Dwemhar were one with spirit.”

“Yes, this Clockmaster seems ‘one of spirit,’” Evurn jeered. “I’d like to cast a blast of magic at his spirit . . . or perhaps roast him? I wonder how the Clockmaster would taste?”

Valrin pushed up a slight hill and looked back to Evurn. “You haven’t mentioned eating someone in some time. I was thinking you might not be into that anymore.”

“No good sources,” he said plainly. “Could have snatched an elf back when we were dealing with the Ranger and such, but I’d rather not. They were all depressed, and that doesn’t make for good eating.”

Ordak sneered. “You sure as I am an orc ate elves before. You and Lorlaam!”

Evurn chuckled. “Don’t tell Aeveam of that, but he did taste it. I didn’t tell him ahead of his snack what his snack was, but he figured it out. I should have led him with something other than it was fish.”

The jokes did much to take away from the bleakness of where they were. A few times, ascending higher before dropping lower, they gained sight of Aeveam surrounded by a haze of red-and-black smoke above Aieclo, but none spoke of it. There was no need to focus on what they did not have direct control of. Plus, Valrin could feel the stone in his pocket, and with every thought of it bumping up against him as he hurried deeper into the shadow of the massive dead trees, he could not help but feel a terror growing in his mind.

“That stone is not something we need with us," Evurn suddenly said.

“I know,” Braei said. “I can feel it. It is evil. We must rid ourselves of it.”

He wondered if this stone was truly evil or if it was something else. In his own thoughts, he wondered if this was like the crystals that powered his ship, just a different source of power. It made sense to him considering he did not know of a need the Clockmaster would have for it. They were on Aieclo, but somehow, their only thought was to rid themselves of this stone. They would do that and then head to Aeveam. 

As they passed through several more of the massive trees, they came to an area that was higher than the rest of the land. There was a large fire and movement in the center of this lower area, but they were too far away to see who or what was down there. Beyond this place were a shelf of cliffs and statues built out of the stone.

“Old or new?” Ordak said, pointing toward the statues and places beyond the fire.

“Impossible to know,” Evurn said, “but it doesn’t look Dwemhar. I can imagine that if there was any inkling of the old Aieclo, it might be beyond what we see on the surface.”

“Then who built the statues, and why?” Braei asked.

“Delkians?” Valrin asked.

“No,” Ordak said, “I don’t believe they came this far. They also prefer the ritualistic view of erecting statues and then redoing them. They did it for their protector, you know.”

The half-orc motioned to himself and laughed. “Ha! Try it, Evurn. Have you ever had a statue of yourself!”

“Yes,” he replied, to the annoying surprise of Ordak. “We move closer, avoid these things in the woods, and move to the statues and the cliffs beyond. It makes sense that we may find something of use in a cave considering the whole of the old city is underneath our feet.”

Evurn led them, moving down into what appeared to be a newer stretch of woods that had been undisturbed by the shifting rock and fire of Aieclo . . . so far.

As they drew closer to the woods, they heard chanting, but it was not like the voices of elves or the slightly drunken songs of dwarves. It was something else entirely, something not at all peaceful.

Evurn was crouched and running now along a line of thick bushes, with Valrin and the others just behind him. Valrin looked at the figures and realized that all of them were wearing masks like the ones in the Dwemhar forge. Drums thundered over and over; the same beat continued. Smoke rose from some of the masked figures, and then he heard a scream.

He paused, Ordak running into his back and Braei igniting her spells. Evurn had been unphased by the happening but turned back and hurried to them.

"What are you doing? Come on!” he demanded.

The scream came again, and Valrin spotted a lone female being held against a stone by one of the masked figures.

A moment later, one of them ran a silver blade through her neck, silencing her completely. As her body slumped down to the ground, they grabbed her by the hair, tilting her head back and allowing the blood to flow freely from the slash into several shallow bowls.

Small dogs ran up, licking at the corpse and what blood had not been collected as those with the masks went to others in attendance without masks. These figures were in dark robes and varied in size. While most were tall, at least two were shorter. As the bowl passed before them, they took sips of the fresh sanguine drink before bowing and reaching for masks that were lying before them.

“Have you seen enough, Captain?” Evurn asked.

Valrin had, and soon, they were moving back through the woods, still out of sight of those who likely were not too attentive to what moved in the shadows, as it was.

As they went deeper into the dark areas of the woods, Evurn looked back to Valrin several times.

“The Clockmaster said ignore whatever we saw, and that's what I was doing. We should not be toying watching that form of exhibition.”

They ascended another hill after just passing a fast-moving river that thankfully was not too deep. They took a moment to rest.

“That was—” Ordak began.

“Stop!” Evurn said to him. 

“But you know—”

“I will cut your tongue out if you speak of it further.” Evurn sighed and then looked to Valrin.

"What is it?” Valrin asked.

Evurn shook his head. “They perform something I had never thought to see this far north. Ordak is right. It is what he believes, but I do not understand it, nor do I wish us to deal with it.”

“We move toward Aeveam,” Braei said. “Who cares what some tribal masks are doing in the woods?”

“It is not who they are but what they are doing. The act of sacrifice and drinking blood permeates beyond my old realm, but they perform a ritual of power meant to be performed only by those soon to die in honor of shadow magic.”

“Is that not what the Verit Gamblers used?” she asked.

“It is, but there is more to shadow magic than moving quickly or forming blades from seemingly nothing. These masked types are something I am not familiar with, and frankly, I'd rather see them throwing fireballs than commencing in acts such as that.” Evurn paused. “Captain," he said, looking at Valrin with the deepest of stares, “it is of utmost importance we complete our tasks here and avoid any further run-ins with these masked individuals. I dare not face these without many more blades and casters.”

Ordak laughed. “Well, old buddy, I can hold another axe, but it might not do too much.”

The wind blew over them, and Valrin looked to the caves they were nearly at. He could see that while there were no large torches or fires like in the woods, candles did line one way into the mountain in an area between two of the larger statues.

“Let’s finish this," he said.

Valrin led them now, moving with haste directly into the open ground between the woods and the caves. The others were directly behind him, and as he reached the opening of the cave, he went to the left side and flattened himself against the stone. There were flowers leading into the entrance, and the wind whipped the flames of the candles.

Evurn and Braei went in first, moving into the darkness, making a point to not use too much of their spell to create light that could have possibly been seen by those on the outside.

“Come on,” Braei shouted out.

As Valrin moved in, he noticed that there wasn’t much to the interior of the cave except for a large statue that was a few paces further in. It was here he found Evurn staring up at the stone of a figure and using his staff to knock off a cruel mask of wood and leaves that had been erected over its face.

“A representation of the Scourge Siren,” he said to them, “masked by our friends in the woods, if I had to guess.”

“Do you think that is what they want?” Braei asked. “To put a mask on the Scourge Siren?”

“You mean Aeveam,” Valrin stated. “They want to use Aeveam.” 

He drew his blade, jumping up onto the legs of the statue and slashing the stone with his sword. A blast of magic shattered the face, and it fell onto the ground of the cave.

He stared down at those of his crew. “Her mother will not take her, and neither will these masked types. We must find a way to old Aieclo and be done with this task.”

The crew went to searching, going through the random alcoves, feeling about for any clue that this cave was something more. Valrin stared at the statue. The stone atop the statue was different, like another layer had been placed. He forced his blade in between the layers and pried off a chunk, revealing an entirely different-colored stone.

“Ordak,” he said, motioning for the half-orc. “We must remove this outer stone. I believe our path has been clear from the start.”

As Valrin and Ordak worked to smash off the thin layer of what made the Scourge Siren’s image, a sheen stone began to emanate as Braei and Evurn watched.

What they revealed was none other than a representation of Etha herself.

“That is Dwemhar,” Evurn said. He moved his hand over a plaque still covered in chunks of stone. “There is writing, unknown to most, but it is simple enough.”

“And it says?” Valrin asked.

“Passage two three one. An outer door to our Clockmaster’s city of destruction. It seems our path is rather clear, Captain.”

“But how do we open it?” Ordak asked.

There did not appear to be any lever or switch, no crystal they had missed before. Valrin pushed and prodded on the statue, but there was not a switch hidden in the stone.

Braei stood before the statue, placing her hands together in front of her forehead before bowing slightly. “Etha, may you grant us of the Aela Sunrise, crew under Valrin, the Stormborn, a way into the old city?”

The statue began to glow bright and then cracked down the middle. A flash of white, and the two pieces moved apart, revealing a narrow passage.

“What? We just had to ask?” Ordak laughed. "This was too simple.”

The passage ahead flashed white and then turned red in color. Valrin suddenly was dragged forward, sliding down the hallway almost uncontrollably. The others followed, but they could not hope to keep up. 

He was pulled from the hallway into a grand open expanse of sheer floors and high ceilings. A large column was in the center of the room up at least two levels of stairs, and by the time Valrin figured out it was the bloodstone that was moving him toward the column, the stone had pulled itself through his clothing and flew into the column. The column flashed white and then red, sinking into the floor with a rumbling clamor, as in the far distance, he saw his crew emerge in the chamber.

Valrin pushed himself up, glancing around. This chamber was massive, larger than any of the caves or places he had been with the only exception possible being the crystal caves from which he had gained control of the ancient fleet before their victory over the Barb King.

The center of this room was a pyramid of sorts. Its massive square base had two levels with stairs that ran down to the floor. Valrin was on the second level, and the others sprinting to him had just begun up the first when the pillar that was sinking into the ground with the bloodstone on it stopped moving, and all became silent.

“The stone," Valrin shouted to them as he went to join them. “The stone, it pulled me here.”

Evurn moved past Valrin and ran up the stairs, taking a closer look at the stone that was glowing like a burning star on the column.

“Void energy,” he said, looking down to the others with a confused stare. “He is using energy here. The Clockmaster is using energy, but he had us destroy Aieclo.”

“So, he does not wish to use Aieclo,” Valrin said.

“Then we have done it,” Ordak said. “We have done what he asked.”

“But what have we done?” Braei questioned.

They stood together staring at one another when a blast of red lightning struck the floor between them and the door.

“Submit to the reckoning as is decreed,” a voice thundered through the chambers of Aieclo. The entire column erupted in a show of sparkling fire, sending Valrin and his crew running from the pyramid and around the electrified portion of the floor. The stones vanished in the portion of the floor covered in the mysterious energy, and a red smoke whished up and, in a tornadic fury, spread around the room. A single dark form emerged from the smoke, crowned in a circlet of black stone. As the form before them solidified, the entire room began to shake as if the entire island of Aieclo was about to collapse upon them.

The creature stepped forward, sending a ripple of blood out from its massive clawed feet. The beast had the skin of a black dragon, but its face was made of bone. As it lumbered from the portal it had emerged from, it pointed out to the crew of the Aela Sunrise.

“Blood of the old, blood of the new, from the void I have come. Struck once and destroyed, I have been given second life! I shall take what was mine!”

It began up the stairwell, moving toward the bloodstone. Valrin noticed that the creature was missing its arm.

“Riakar,” he said aloud. “This was the beast he had fought, the bony hand we saw before.”

“He wants the stone!” Ordak shouted. “We must not let him have it!”

The creature had ignored them other than its initial words.

Ordak charged forward, but a bolt of energy came from the column, striking him and tossing him back.

Evurn and Braei summoned wards, but the column did not lash out again. As the creature drew near the bloodstone, the column moved into the pyramid further, and the creature began to smash the stone over and over, attempting to dig downward.

The creature smashed the pyramid in frustration, shouting as several obelisks burst forward, striking it with blue energy. The creature wailed in pain, swinging its one arm at one obelisk and then jumping upon the others. 

In a furious assault, it tore into the column itself, throwing stones asunder. The wards that Evurn and Braei created shielded them as stone flew in all directions. The beast reached toward the portal behind it, calling forth energy from the portal itself, creating a massive spinning ball of energy that shrank the portal significantly. Blood dripped from this spell the creature had gathered, but in a leaping toss, it smashed the remaining bit of the pyramid. The bloodstone flew into the air high above the creature before streaking straight down, creating a rumbling like no other. Aieclo quaked.

A beam of light shot up through the wrecked pyramid, striking the beast and throwing it back. Its entire form became limp, its magic destroyed, or so it seemed. As the remaining energy from the portal collapsed, giving just a bit more energy to the creature, several golden orbs rolled up and out of the cervices that had been created. A moment later, these same orbs formed into small metallic spiders with spinning crystals on their backs. Blasts of blue fire struck the monstrosity, and a melody began to sound, rumbling beneath them. 

Valrin recognized this. It was familiar; he had heard it at Aieclo before.

In a few moments, a gold-domed metal object emerged from beneath the ground, pushing out the stones that sealed it in a supposed resting place. The blood stone was bound to the crystal at its top, and as it spun around, it sapped the remaining energies from the room that had come with the beast. As waves of energy slammed the wards of Evurn and Braei, both casters braced themselves, shielding them from the blast that came next. The gold-domed object was an Akann, a Dwemhar flying machine, and a moment after it emerged floating above the ruins of the pyramid, the smaller mechanical spiders jumped onto the Akann. The creature, beaten and bruised by the way it had been essentially cast aside and its power sapped away, reached upward at the Akann and growled. A few seconds passed, and the Akann shot up through the rock of the chamber ceiling and vanished from sight. 

“I do not understand any of this," Braei shouted, still holding the ward as more rocks fell around them.

Light appeared above, but it was not the moon or stars or a spell. Lava poured in from the crack in the top of the ceiling. 

Valrin pointed his sword back to the door they had come through.

“This way, quickly,” he shouted.

He and the crew sprinted, running past the still-confused creature as it finally took notice of them and began their way.

“Miscreants, you all brought me here! I was carried by you to my own defeat, again!”

The creature, though having no void magic anymore, stampeded across the room, throwing chunks of rock in every direction. Evurn turned, raising his staff with energy swarming around him before slamming his staff in the ground. Earth magic shot into the broken stones and surrounded the creature. It wailed, and Valrin turned to look at Evurn.

"Captain, go! We must go!”

Valrin sprinted, much different from being pulled by way of a bloodstone against his will. They fled to the outside world, emerging from the cave as more lava poured into the top and over the edges of the mountains as the ground rumbled.

Valrin sheathed his sword, looking back as Evurn slowly backed out of the cave, his staff still alight. As he emerged, the way was sealed once again.

"Now what?” Braei asked.

High above them, the clouds swirled above Aieclo, and violet magic floated into the air from the woods. As Ordak and Braei turned to look behind them, they saw a great host heading up into the mountains even as fire leaped from places beyond sight, striking the stone. Valrin looked out, and many more ships had arrived on the coast than were there before.

“We must go to Aeveam!” Braei said, pointing.

Valrin saw his crewmember. She was still floating in the twisting clouds above the island, and around her, the mother, the Scourge Siren, lashed out like the protective spirit it was, striking the host that went up the mountain. But there was one, a figure that stood out to him. This one floated just above the woods, and all that Valrin could see of this figure was a mask, a silver mask many times larger than the figure itself, but the more he stared, the more he saw that many bodies made up what he believed to be a single figure.

Then, the sound of a scream, too familiar to Valrin and all the crew of the Aela Sunrise, tore across Aieclo.

Somehow, the masked figures had reached up to the place where Aeveam was. Aeveam was enveloped in the magic that flowed from the woods seemingly coming from where the masked creatures in the forest had been.

Valrin drew his sword with a clear ring. 

“That mask uses power to strike her!” Ordak shouted.

“Its source is ahead, but I do not know if we have the numbers, my captain,” Evurn said. “I do not know if it’s better for us to attempt to reach her now ourselves or to go where you already plan to take us.”

Braei smiled. “Let's try out these gauntlets doing something other than a ward!”

Valrin nodded. “Follow me, crew of the Aela Sunrise.”

 

Part Nine: Escape

 

Valrin was well ahead of his crew. He saw that the silver mask was made up of multiple bodies, slowly losing more of its mass but continually channeling energy from the trees beneath it into Aeveam’s form.

He had toiled to bring down Aieclo, traversed time itself, and somehow played the part of a puppet of the Clockmaster, but none of that mattered now.

Sword first, he pushed into the clearing where the large bonfire was to the horror of multiple masked figures lying one on top of another on the felled timbers that had made up the fuel of the fire itself. The fire that burned now was shifting to a purple hue, and the smoke funneled around the mask above. The rest of the crew arrived in the clearing, and from the shadowy woods around them, figures emerged, holding spears spinning before them.

Evurn and Braei sent spells of their own. Evurn released orbs of green, striking the ground before sending up entangling vines that bound many of the figures, as Braei cast a stream of ice much larger than any spell she had done before. Her gauntlets shined a bright blue as her hair furled from the sheer power flowing from her body.

Ordak and Valrin took up defense positions. More of the figures emerged, and now lizards the size of wolves jumped into the clearing. 

Valrin slashed at the reptiles, taking two of them before Braei turned her casting to assist him. Ordak jumped onto one of the figures, slamming his axe into its head just as Evurn slammed his staff into the ground, forming a wall of vines that shot out in all directions.

The silver mask floated above them and lowered itself down into the fires, pulling more corpses into itself. It turned and looked at them as if sentient, and then floated away from the fire.

Evurn was the first to cast a spell at the mask, knocking off several of the bodies at once. The mask dropped nearly to the ground, and tentacles shot out from the mask itself, gripping more of the corpses. Valrin ran for it. Jumping with his saber, he slashed the tentacles, sending pieces flying that burned with a silver fire.

The mask fell to the ground, vibrating wildly. Valrin ran to where it was and thrust his blade into the mask, shattering it. There was an explosion of white, and a sheer smoke rose out of the mask.

“Stormborn, you are known to me, Marog. I shall have you, and I shall have what I seek. You should not have come to this place so ill prepared!”

The mask pieces flew up into the sky as energy blasted Valrin back. Drums sounded, though neither Valrin nor his crew could see any such instruments. Valrin looked up to Aeveam, and the Scourge Siren had completely wrapped itself around her form. The woods were blasted with winds from above, scattering the crew. Valrin flew into Braei, and the fire beneath the mask was extinguished. The mask fell from the sky as the hills shook, and the host that had gone into the mountains moved in a mass of erratic fury.

Valrin grabbed Braei's arm and pulled her forward. He saw the flashes of Evurn's staff in the distance, but he saw masked forms moving in between them. He had no idea where Ordak was, but he had to trust that the orc could take care of himself for now.

He had to get to his ship with Braei. One way or the other, he would get to the rest of his crew, but with just a sword, he felt naked. His ship had the power to take out all these forms masked or unmasked.

He could see it ahead. He sheathed his sword, and Braei and him made it onto the deck. The Rusis went to the rails and summoned lightning around her, chasing away the darkness as he switched the levers at the helm. The crystals spun to life, and the ship floated above the ground slightly. He focused his thoughts and moved the ship out of the trees even as Braei’s blasts tore up the earth and masked forms boarded the ship on all sides.

She focused her energies, her eyes flashing white and gold as she forced the many figures back off the ship and shattered their masks.

The Aela Sunrise floated over the cove as the waters beneath them were alight with an uncountable number of vessels. Braei was weakened, falling backward and collapsing.

Valrin could see Evurn and Ordak in the darkness below. They had made it to the shoreline but were surrounded. The Aela Sunrise crashed into the water, sending up an arc of water that bent around the white ward Evurn shielded him and Ordak with.

Valrin engaged the Aela Sunrise’s weapons, sending a blast of fire from the ship’s mass into the area around the ward. The masked forms fell back, and Evurn and Ordak moved toward the ship. Valrin ran to the side, throwing a rope to them. Several figures came aboard the bow of his ship as other vessels closed in around him.

He drew his sword, lunging for his foes, and was parried away by one of them. Ordak was there, having leaped to the upper deck. Both foes fell with streaking gashes across their necks.

Valrin pushed himself up and to the helm as Evurn dropped down to Braei, forcing a potion into her mouth.

The Rusis sat up as Valrin raised the sails. Ordak sat in the Dwemhar weapon, engaging the nearest vessels, sending them into the sky with balls of flaming wood, carving a path of escape. The massive vessel they had faced before was on the outer ring of ships, and its massive metal pieces were like bright beacons ahead.

Valrin engaged every weapon at his disposal, looking behind him as multiple crystals darkened along the lower bow, meaning they would not have enough energy to keep up this type of barrage.

Water flew up around them as black bolts, invisible in the darkness, struck the ship from all sides. Valrin glanced back to Aeveam. Whatever Marog and his ilk were planning, he had stopped. The Scourge Siren, as ironic as it was, had protected her, and now he had managed to thwart what they planned. But they had to get away, regroup, and return. As it was now, getting away was the only problem.

Ships moved in the darkness to intercept, and the bolt struck the center mass, sending wood flying across the deck.

The engineers, the tiny orbs Eliue had reenergized, went to work repairing the damage. Valrin broke right, running now parallel to the massive ship. There was an opening ahead, made wider by a blast from the Dwemhar weapon. 

"How’d you like a bit more!” Ordak shouted.

Valrin looked back. They had three crystals remaining, and all the rest had darkened.

“No more," Valrin said. “Tend to Braei!”

He noticed the Rusis was sitting up but seemed disoriented now. Evurn was deflecting orbs flying from casters of some kind on the enemy ships, and all the while, Valrin wondered where such a fleet had come from so quickly. The gap ahead was wide. Burning ships sank into the depths of the Glacial Seas.

Valrin felt a sudden pain in his right arm. He nearly fell to one side but managed to keep one hand on the wheel. He looked down to the lower deck and noticed Ordak was struck in the arm and Braei was holding a weak ward over him. Evurn grabbed him by the other arm as they passed the blockade of ships, and the shadow elf turned them for open ocean around the side of Aieclo.

Valrin felt himself getting sick. His vision was off. He saw only blackness in the corners of his sight.

Evurn forced a potion into his mouth. “This will inhibit the effects.”

Valrin could suddenly see much better, but Evurn collapsed with a small arrow in his own arm.

He looked back. The large ship had moved into the mass of broken ships and the burning path that Valrin and the crew had made, but now, several smaller ships were closing in.

The enemy arrows had some type of poison, and though Braei was still conscious, she was still not standing. Valrin ensured he captured the best winds and attempted to outrun his pursuers. 

He looked back at the single crystal remaining. He would not be able to fight the enemy ships off if they got closer. He looked up. He needed starlight to restore the crystals, but the sky was darkened with smoke. There was a clang to his right. A grappling hook. He ran to the hook, looking down at the vessel that was now nearly level with his own. He slashed the line and went back to the wheel, spinning it to the right and sending his ship into a collision with the other one. 

Timbers split, and the other ship was enveloped in water. He wheeled the other way just to be rammed himself by two more vessels. More grappling hooks struck on the lower deck. He braced the wheel with Evurn’s staff, holding it in a direction toward the way he was being rammed. Rasi slithered out from Evurn and hissed, following Valrin to the lower levels. Valrin cut the lines, crossing swords with two figures with masks. He parried one as Rasi shot up and over his shoulder, biting the other in the face through the mask.

Valrin cut the remaining lines and pulled Braei toward the opposite side of the deck. Something struck his back, and he turned to see a hook latching on now to this side as another vessel came. The Aela Sunrise was stopped.

Valrin and Rasi were surrounded. He staggered as he fought the pain in his back, when he felt a prick in his neck. It wasn’t an arrow, but as he removed the jagged dart, he realized that no one was going to be able to give him a potion, and it didn’t matter. Many masked foes surrounded them. He fell unconscious aboard the deck of his ship.

 

 

Part Ten: Asunder

 

“You! Wake up!”

Valrin heard a voice he had never heard before. His entire body ached. He could smell flowers, and it was very warm. He opened his eyes and could only see a single light ahead, but then a silhouette appeared.

“Braei?” he said. His eyes focused on a bright moon, about the only light he could see, as this figure hovered over him.

“No, don’t know them. Maybe it is one of the others? You came from the sea? The one with the ship? They have it. You’re not getting to it. But it is just your luck because I am here.”

Valrin sat up. His neck was still sore from the dart, but he was doing well considering. He looked around. There were bars on a wooden door ahead of him. He felt a tap on his hand and looked down to see Rasi.

“If you're here, where are the others?” 

Rasi slithered over to the corner of the small chamber they were in. It was some type of a cave but with bars over every opening.

“Prison?” he asked the figure. It was a female, and from the looks of her stance, she was waiting on him.

“Yes, so it seems, I guess. The thing is, it’s been three days since you and the other three with you got here. They are being kept away from here, but lucky for you, this snake has been most helpful.”

Valrin stood up, a bit wobbly, but his cellmate steadied him.

“So, what is your name?”

“Valrin,” he said, going to the door and looking out. 

He could see dark mountains beneath the bright moon. There was a cove and many ships beneath them. Looking for his own ship, he did not see it but instead saw many other vessels like the ones he had fought near Aieclo.

“Valrin, I know you may not believe this, but you are most fortunate.”

“I am?” he asked. “My ship is missing, and I am captured in a place separated from my crew. Unless you have a key and a way for me to help my friends and reclaim my ship, I’m not sure I would agree.”

“Well, as I said, the snake, Rasi, you said its name was, has been most helpful.” She held up a key. “My name is Elear. I hail from the far south of the Shadowlands. I have a way out and a way to save your friends, but I’m going to need your help.”

Valrin didn’t have any idea who this Elear was, but he didn’t have much of a choice now.

“Fine, if you'll help me, I guess it is fair. You have a key to get out of here it seems, so what do you need help with?”

“They took my dragon, and you’re going to help me get her back and we’re going to burn this entire island. No matter if that bastard Marog is the ruler here or not.”

 

This is the end of Epochs.

 

Shards of Etha is the next explosive title in this series. How do you like dragons? :) As the inner workings of the Clockmaster become painfully evident, Valrin and the crew of the Aela Sunrise face more difficult challenges, meet new friends, and prepare for the final climactic showdown on Aieclo to save their lost friend. Pre-order this title here: 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07P5CXDM2/

 

If the link above does not work simply search “Shards of Etha JTWilliams” on Amazon and it should show up! 

I was wary of introducing time travel in any form. There are always issues, chances for inconsistencies, killing the wrong person… but within Epochs we have essentially a steward of time itself, the “Clockmaster”. While this is only the end of the first book, you’ll see as you progress that while Valrin and the crew have tried to be careful not everything remains exactly as it was. Now, with them captured on the mysterious island you’ll begin to see some of that.

 

If you’re a fan of The Legend of Zelda Ocarina of Time, you may remember the back and forth time travel between young Link and adult Link… okay, of course you remember that. :) For me, that served as inspiration for this first book. But considering we’re not jumping ahead in time, I was actually able to do something that many readers have asked for. Finally, we see the Dwemhar in their pure form and the start to the war mentioned in so many other books. I’m not sure if you caught it but while in the “past” Aieclo the Dwemhar Riakar mentioned both the “shipwright” (that appears in Stormborn Saga and whom Valrin finds just after death) and the warrior Nidrah who appeared beside Riakar, is the “specter” that Kealin fights in The Last Dwemhar, the sixth book of the Half-Elf Chronicles. 

 

Enjoy the next story. This one has many inspirations from Zelda. Essentially, it serves as almost a love song to one of my favorite games in the franchise but you won’t expect the way this ends. :) 

Shards of Etha

(Clockmaster’s Shroud #2)

Stormborn Saga Book Eight

 

J.T. Williams

Part One: Dragon Master

 

Valrin and Elera had been watching the guard who roved down the halls of dungeon cells around them. It took him twenty seconds to make the pass on their side, and then they had fifty seconds to open the door, get out, and flee down the corridor to the right.

"Then what?” Valrin asked her.

They had already decided that waiting until night was the best bet, because according to her, the guards were much less frequent in their patrols, and she said they were not considered the high-priority figures who needed more guards.

“I’ve already told you that your friends are likely unreachable. We might can get to the half-orc you told me about, but any Rusis or wizard will be kept somewhere else.”

“He’s not really a wizard,” Valrin said. “He’s a shadow elf.”

“A shadow elf without a blade is no shadow elf. I know shadow elves, and I know wizards. He has a staff and uses magic. He’s a wizard.”

"So sure of yourself?” 

“I’m always sure. Except flying over this island. I wasn’t sure about that. Shouldn't have done that. As for what we’ll do? We’ll get to Rikernala; it is the central town here. The city surrounds a large port. This prison is like the wing of a castle that was already here—at least, from the type of stone they used. It has three entrances but only one on this side of the castle. It just lucks out that this was the side entrance and not the one that most worshipers follow into the shrine.”

The guard was coming back around and sipping something from a bottle with a grunt.

Elera waited until the guard passed again, and then looked out the small window at the top of their cell at the darkening skies. “Marog is worshiped here.”

“And you got this all from simply flying over?” Valrin asked.

“No, not at all. I was flying over when my majestic Rornuk became inconsolable, unruly, like he had become mad. We crashed outside the town, and she was instantly bound with vines and dragged into the jungle. I escaped, for a time. Got to the city, figured out a lot of what was going on, and then tried to get into the jungle. That’s where I messed up.”

“Oh?” 

She smiled. “You have to have permission. Take my word for it, killing three of the masked people by causing one of their dogs to go insane and go on a killing spree is not the way to do it.”

Valrin noticed the guard was coming back around. The guards here did not wear masks, and it seemed like even before the guard had started drinking whatever brew he had, they weren’t exactly in the best of health. Their faces were puffy, and they were sweating profusely though it wasn’t that warm within the cells. Not to mention the man had a putrid odor.

Valrin covered his nose and sat away from the cell.

“You smell that?” she asked as he passed.

“How could I not?”

She giggled. “They didn't find everything when they searched me. I kept a bit of ash weed, something from my home. Blew the particles at his fat face before you woke up. He’ll be feeling great soon, and by great, I mean that his friends will just think he drank too much and vomited, choking on his vomit. Well, ash weed has a reputation for causing one’s lungs to fill with fluid.” She winked. “Told you I knew shadow elves.”

Valrin looked at this dragon rider with a hand for ingenious acts and imagined if Evurn was to have a daughter, she might be it.

The night sky was much darker than before, and the guard seemed to be wobbling in his walk. He stopped abruptly in the hallway, and both Valrin and Elera acted as if they were sleeping sitting up against the wall. He dropped the bottle he was holding and wandered back the way he had come.

Elera sat up and slipped her hand through the railings, inserting a small key into the lock. The gate swung in, and she stopped it from creaking.

“Now we get out of here.”

Valrin slowly sat up and looked out the empty hallway. He noticed that there didn’t seem to be any other prisoners in the hall with them, or if there were prisoners, they were keeping to themselves and not alert at all to what was going on.

Elera motioned for him to follow, and she locked the gate back, tucking the key into her shirt.

They both were wearing similar garbs: a tan shirt and a simple pair of pants with nothing for shoes.

As they hurried down the hall the opposite way from where the guard had been, Valrin wondered how his new friend had any idea where to go. It was then he saw a glowing orb high above them, moving along slatted ceiling openings. Elera was watching this orb, making a point to stay just under it.

“My friend helps us,” Elera said, glancing up.

“Well, that is definitely not a dragon.”

“It’s a fairy, dear man. A fairy who doesn’t have time for me to be stuck here and has done quite a bit to help me out so far.”

They had reached an area with a small raised drawbridge only accessible from the other side by way of a lever. This wouldn’t stop Elera. The industrious woman not only had a fairy friend, a dragon, and the ability to use herbs, but seemed to have quite an accurate throw as she hurled a broken brick she found on the ground at the lever, dropping the bridge. The fairy drifted down to her and then went across the bridge, zooming under and over and then along the walls on either side. At last, the fairy floated on the platform where the bridge ended, and Elera signaled for them to move.

“Checking for traps. The dear fairy wants me to get out safely, too.”

“Any more friends I should know about? You seem to have this entire plan in motion regardless of my presence. Any other surprises? Any clue how to get to my friends? I must get to Braei and-”

She interrupted him, “My dragon, that is how. Other than that, no. We have work to do as soon as we get to Rikernala, and that we’ll get to immediately. Fairies like this would not be in this place unless there was a reason. This place is rank with shadow magic, and no fairy of decent quality would find themselves here, and I assure you, dear Valrin, that this fairy is of the highest quality.”

At this point, Valrin had no opinion of Elera other than she was being most helpful for now. He wished he had his sword; he had just gotten it.

As they reached the far end of the corridor, they came to a doorway and both knelt. Elera pushed open the wooden door and peered out. They could see the night sky and a dark-green grassy knoll in the moonlight.

“You said this place was like a castle, so I assume this isn’t opening up to the outside world but yet actually a courtyard?”

She glanced back at him with a slow but mocking nod. “Very good, Sea Captain! You know of something aside from sailing and water. Nice. This is going to go well. Are you sure you have no friends or powers you haven’t talked about? I kind of like surprises.” Valrin stared at her. “The silent type? Very good, I’ll take it. Now, follow me!”

Though Valrin didn’t see the fairy anymore, that didn't stop Elera from darting into the night air with full expectations that Valrin would follow just behind her. He did his best to keep up, sprinting from one dark area to the next—from the base of a tower to a large boulder in the center of the courtyard. There were guards on the high walls, but they did not seem to be paying attention, and it wasn’t like this courtyard was one with much expected traffic, anyway.

They came to a gateway with several torches on the upper levels and near the gate itself. There were two guards here.

Valrin and Elera hugged the wall down the way from the guards.

“Will the fairy help us here, too?”

Elera looked at him and shook her head. “The fairy has done much for you already. No expecting it to do more. No, it is my turn.”

She whistled like a strange bird. Valrin assumed it was a bird because it didn’t sound like a normal whistle and he couldn’t imagine any other creature doing it.

She then squealed loudly. It was like a pig’s squeal.

“What are you doing?”

She motioned for him to be quiet and then squealed again.

The two guards looked around the gate their way and slowly approached.

Valrin really wished he had his sword now. The two guards were massive, much larger than normal men with large spears. These were not the same race as the guard in the inner part of the prison. As they were nearly upon them, Elera leaped from the ground, grabbing one by the head and spinning into the other with a swift kick, sending a spray of blood. As she twisted around the first one, Valrin heard a crack and the man collapsed. 

Elera punched the other in a series of jabs before kneeing him in the face and jumping atop his shoulders. She gripped him from behind and he collapsed, flailing as she choked him.

In a few seconds, it was done. She sat up and brushed herself off before pulling two daggers off the guards, which in their hands were like swords.

“They are some form of pigmen. Ironic—they like to eat hog as much as they look like them. Noticed there were hogs on the island, and after seeing them chow down on them in Rikernala before I was captured, I figured these two guards might react to a similar squeal.”

Valrin scanned their surroundings. “Or perhaps they were investigating the sounds and you got lucky.”

She winked. “Either way, it worked out! Now come on!”

They went into the guardhouse, and after twisting the gear to raise the gate just enough for them to slip out, Elera and Valrin had escaped the prison.

Though they were outside the walls, they made quick pace, moving into the jungles around a wooden wall that Elera pointed to as they passed.

“Northwest part of Rikernala. The city is right up against the fortress. There is a gateway somewhere down this way, but we need to get into the market.”

Valrin looked up a road intersecting the one they were on. “Should we not be worried about what we're wearing?”

Elera shook her head. “No, they don’t like to give the people any clue that there is any type of ‘prison,’ so we shouldn’t actually stand out in any way. If we see guards, meh. It could be an issue, but at this hour, we should be okay. There is an inn not too far into the town. I’ve stayed there before without an issue. From there, we can go upstairs, get changed, and then get going on the next bit of our journey.”

They came to a large open gateway, but there was only a single guard, and this guard was not of the same kind as the others at the castle. He wore a red tunic with wooden armor and held a small axe.

Elera nodded to him as they passed, and he nodded back.

Valrin looked back as they began through a small dark passage that led into the town ahead.

“He didn’t even really notice us.”

“Town guard, they’re volunteers. They don't ask many questions. Most of the town is worried about the end of the world now, or so I understand it.”

They came into a quaint town with two-story buildings built along a hill that descended into a large harbor. On the outer ring of the harbor were large ships just like the one he had fought before, and he immediately saw his ship within the harbor. 

He stopped and Elera noticed, tracing his gaze.

“Your ship, I am guessing? It doesn’t look like the other ones.”

“Yes, it is my ship. The Aela Sunrise.”

“Strange name. Why would you name it something so strange?”

“After a friend. A friend who died.”

Elera sighed. “Well, quite strange but okay.”

Valrin could see his assistants, the turtles that worked on his ship. They were rolling about the top of the vessel and it looked like there were many guards around the Aela Sunrise but none of them on the ship. Perhaps, they were waiting or they had already tried and failed to board or defeat the turtles. Either way, the ship was not being dismantled, as was part of his worry before.

The fairy from before floated down just in front of Elera.

“I know, I know. Let us get something else on and we’ll get to you. I know you’re still waiting. I didn’t forget.”

“Forget?”

“I have a bit of a task I’m in the middle of, or was in the middle of. Kind of a trade of services that I guess I owe a bit more on now considering the fairy got the key and brought it to me.”

The fairy bounced on her head.

“Ow!” She swatted the fairy away. “I will meet you at the fountain. Just go. We will hurry! Come on, Valrin.”

She pulled him by the hand, much to his uncomfortable surprise. He felt odd not being with his crew and essentially having a stranger pulling him along. But it wasn't like he was being taken somewhere he didn’t expect, and in fact, he soon was staring at a simple enough three-story building with black shutters and a most solemn melody playing on the other side of a green door.

Elera pushed open the door, and they entered a tavern that smelled of salt and old stew. Not the greatest of smells, in Valrin's opinion. Several tables were empty, and even the bar looked shut down. A fire was still burning brightly in a nearby fireplace and mounted above it was the head of one of the bore that Elera had most likely been imitating.

A woman with black hair emerged from a lower level with a lamp and hung it on the post just next to the bar.

“Elera, you have returned? You look mishandled a bit,” she said with a curious stare. “And you brought a friend?”

Elera blew the hair out of her face, and in the better light, Valrin saw that she had a bruise on her cheek.

“I have, and we need a change of clothes and we’ll be on our way again.”

“Seems like most,” the woman said. “The tavern was empty tonight. Many of the men were making stakes to put in the harbor.”

“Still worried?”

“It was decreed by the priests, yet they will not let us leave. Three more of my friends have gone missing. I had thought the same of you when you did not return. I suspect you’ll leave soon if you can?”

Elera nodded. “I will, but not because I believe something is coming. Do you really think your entire island will be destroyed? These priests are at just as much risk as you!”

“We must serve. We will be cursed if we leave. Go on,” she said. “Will you be needing food, or are you okay?”

“We are good. Thank you.”

Though Valrin was hungry, seeing as he did not know when he had last eaten, he was more focused on getting to his crew at the moment. For now, though, he did not know what that would entail, considering his current companion and her lack of details even with what seemed a certain plan.

She led him upstairs, and it was here they went to a communal-type dresser with changes of clothes.

“They get many who are lost at sea and end up here. Most of those talk of sea monsters, or so she said. It is what they believe is coming.”

“Sea monsters?”

“They have been told by the priest of Marog that they must prepare for the arrival of a terrible beast and either prepare the harbor itself or pray at the altars, channeling their thoughts into Marog so that he will save them.”

As they changed into much less suspicious clothing, Valrin wondered of their next step. “After we meet this fairy, what then? How do we get your dragon?”

“We get into the jungle, but we have to have permission by one of the masked priests, or so I understand it. I ran into the fairies just before my attempt into the jungle, and well, I should have listened. The fairies have been here longer than any. They claim they knew of a wizard from before, the one who settled into this place. They knew I was not from here, but claimed I had a particular part to play. I just wanted my dragon. Now, I meet you, another stranger to this place, and it just so happens we are both needing something. I guess we’ll see where this goes.”

She smiled at him, and at that moment, he sensed she had a plan, but she looked at him almost as lost as he was. It seemed, for now, they would have to work together.

As they headed back out, the woman from before was just staring out and didn’t even recognize them. She seemed like she had been crying.

“Is everyone like this?” Valrin asked.

“Mostly, some claim it is nothing. Others are ardently preparing to fight the creature. That’s what a lot of people are doing, it seems.”

“Any time frame?”

“Soon,” she stated. “That’s all I’ve heard. Apparently, it coincides with the eruption of the volcano that forms this island. I flew over it initially, but I haven't once heard the earth quake. I know volcanoes—we have several in the south—but nothing has given me a hint that there is an eminent eruption. I was actually searching out volcanic crystals that form near the inner portion of volcanoes when I ended up stranded here.”

They headed south within Rikernala, moving toward the harbor, but as quickly as he saw a glimpse of it again, they were back in a narrow alley, headed to another small square.

“We need to get to my ship. Is the path guarded?”

“The harbor is watched. Stepping on that ship would likely mean everyone would attack you, considering the level of servitude here. Not that the people of the city have an issue with you, but if one of the masked types sees you and wants you stopped, you won’t have much of a chance. Everything is in a weird state here. They are waiting—not the people, I mean, but the masked ones. Partially, it is why I believe there is something to their claim of their ‘end of everything,’ but I don't know. If I can get my dragon, we can get your friends, and then we can get your ship.”

“But if your dragon is stuck like before?” Valrin questioned.

“I’m planning on burning most of these jungles and this island if I have to, but I’m making this up as I go. If you have a better plan, feel free to tell it to those who will listen, but my first focus is getting my dragon, Captain.”

He didn't have a better plan at the moment, but he wished he did.

There was a fountain up ahead with several of the fairies floating up and down at the surface of the water.

As Elera approached, they gathered together in the air before her, and she bowed. “Okay, what is it?”

The fairies moved over to where Valrin was, and after moving up and down his arms and legs, all but one fairy fled up into the air.

“Time,” the fairy said in the faintest of voices.

The fairy bounced into Elera several times and then fluttered down an alley. 

“Okay! I know, follow you! You don't have to hit me!”

As they followed the fairy into the darkness of the city, they then went down a passage that twisted beside a small tree and several croaking frogs that hopped across their path. They came to a stairwell that went up and over the waterway into a small thatched-roof hut that was at the corner of several buildings and hidden away. Several fairies floated just out of sight, and two fairies sat on the edge of the roof.

The fairy leading them went up to a small bell, ringing it twice. A torch flickered to life on the small porch of sorts, and the door opened for them.

“This is also strange,” Elera said.

“You’re the one doing what the fairies want. I’m just following,” Valrin said.

As he did just that again, following his companion into the small hut, they were greeted by the smell of incense.

“Lovely, isn't it?” a voice said.

The door shut behind them.

 

Part Two: Lone Rusis

 

She opened her eyes to darkness around a single window of light.

“Valrin!” she said, rolling to her side. But she was not on the deck of the Aela Sunrise, and she wasn’t back in the elven lands as she had been dreaming. She felt very weak, but she was sorer from the hard stone she had been lying on.

She looked around. Seeing the bars on the door, she knew she was in a cell of some kind. She was alone and had no idea if anyone else was even alive.

She forced herself to her feet and went to the door. Looking out, she spotted two figures standing beside her door.

“You've got special treatment,” a voice said.

She knew this voice. “Ordak!” she shouted.

“Yes, I'm here.” His voice was weak as if he were sleeping.

“What happened?”

“The best I figured, we were captured,” he moaned. 

She could hear his struggle to stand from the shuffling across from her. The two figures did not move as the half-orc’s face appeared in the grates of the cell door.

“I’m glad you’re well, Braei. We were hit from some type of poison. I haven’t seen the others. The best I heard was that our ‘shadow wizard’ was taken far away from here."

“And Valrin?”

“Oh, I'm sure he is somewhere. But not on this wing, or perhaps he is asleep, too. There were several others in the cells around us, but they were taken away. No one else has come back in.”

“How many days has it been?”

“I think just one. I really don’t know. The poison wore off quickly due to my orc blood, or maybe the intent was to capture us and not kill us. All I know is if these people are anything like the ones on Aieclo, they’ll be trying to put rings or masks on us, I’m sure. I suspect that’s what the others were taken to do.”

One of the figures suddenly lunged out, smashing the cell door, and Ordak staggered back, coughing.

“Touched a nerve with these here,” he said, annoyed.

Braei noticed that both figures guarding her had masks.

“I’ll figure something out, Ordak,” she said.

“Good,” he said, vanishing from sight. "I will lay back down for now. Seems the best idea. I don’t feel too well.”

Braei was alone. She hoped the others were okay, but right now, her concern was to get free of this cell. She was able to summon her powers, but her gauntlets were gone.

Ha, she thought to herself.

If she had her powers, it wouldn’t be that difficult to escape. But even as she had these thoughts, both figures looked in to where she was, their eyes glowing.

Can they read my thoughts?

Both figures lifted their staves and smacked the door. She took several steps back, and they turned back around.

“Hey, Rusis,” Ordak shouted out, “do not answer me or say anything, but yes, they can read your thoughts and plans. The worse thing that could happen for them would be an empty cell. You're a Rusis; I’m sure you can figure this out. When you do, go. You know who you need to find, and it isn’t the captain.”

Braei thought to herself, but then instead of thinking of a plan, she thought of memories. Before, in the castle in Taria. She could feel the guards as if they were in her memories too. She focused, changing her thoughts from shifting invisible to vivid explosions as she fought the undead. She imagined doing it to the guards outside her cell, and once again, they tapped her cell. She closed her eyes. She had her plan. She only needed a moment to focus. She would do what she did before, the same way she had fooled the ensnared Rungar by shifting from plain sight to invisible.

She felt herself falling into a pool of shadows, veiling herself against the stone. She kept focus, looking directly at the masked foes who were now gazing into the room but could not see her. At least, that was what she hoped. 

The cell door opened, and the masked foes rushed in, both splitting off to look at the sides of the room, but Braei rushed out of the open door and clung to the wall near Ordak's cell.

Both masked guards grunted, and one of them ran out and down the hall.

"Good, you got out. Now figure out a way to the next step. I believe this place is like most shadow temples of the Eastern lands of our friend,” Ordak said. “Be careful of everything and everyone.”

The masked guard smacked the area near Ordak’s cell, but Braei had already begun down the hall. She hurried, reaching another corridor and then finding several stairs palely lit by torchlight. She fell into the shadows and ceased her spell.

She exhaled. She had escaped, but they’d no doubt be looking for her. She took a moment to catch her breath and then looked up and down the stairwells that snaked both above and below her. She would go up, and hopefully, she would not regret it.

Leaping up the stairs in several bounds, she ascended with haste, coming to an open passageway and crenelated walls. She hurried to one of the openings, carefully peeking over to her right and left. She spotted the ocean and a town around a harbor, but that was far away from where she was now. Though there were many lower buildings with curved roofs that came to upturned points on their end, she was next to a massive circular tower. Looking to her left, she saw the edge of the walls and a massive forest that led on to the sea. To the right were spires of varying size and shape, but all had curved tops that formed upside-down moons. She sighed, looking again to the harbor, wondering of Valrin and Evurn both.

It was then she heard someone coming up the steps, and she jumped to hurry back into the tower but then spotted the shadow of the approaching person. She turned to sprint down the passageway that led to another large tower. Making it to the opposite door, she jumped into the darkness where another stairwell twisted down, and she quickly descended.

I have no way to know where this is going, but it is better than alerting the entire place to my escape. 

She followed the stairwell until it came to the oddest of red carpets and a long hallway with sheer walls. Here, the torchlight was softer and the air was not as stale as the prison tower. She looked back up to where she had come from and then peered down the hall.

There were many pieces of furniture here—cabinets, benches, and small tables with flowers. But this wasn’t a storage area. This was a well-decorated portion of this castle or temple she found herself in. 

She began down the hallway, hearing a shuffle and falling against the wall again before turning herself back invisible.

As she looked out of her shimmering magic from her point of view, a woman with dark-black hair emerged carrying a tray with a single cup.

The woman ignored her, moving to a small table where she gathered other mugs before continuing into another room.

Braei began to walk, and to her surprise, she heard birds tweeting somewhere in the ceiling or walls. She looked back to see if the woman had returned to the hall, and then hurried her own pace, moving down the hall to a central room where the floors made a circular path of red around a large black stone. Here, a stone stairwell led up to somewhere else and the red carpet went in different directions by way of many different halls. As she continued forward exploring, she could not help but hear more of the birds, their bizarre tweeting, no matter where she was within this strange place.

“You are lucky,” a voice said behind her.

Braei glanced behind from within her veil, knowing that her magic was still working. But still, the woman with black hair from before was staring in her general direction.

“They are all gone for now, but they will return. I know you are there. This place is old, a place for a grand wizard, built in the design of the eastern lands of the main continent. I do not know if you are the one who escaped many hours ago, but if you are, I bid you leave. This place changes you; it changes me. I go to attend my duties, but I’m a friend, for now. If I can help, please, join me in the kitchen.”

The woman then bowed, glancing around and obviously knowing Braei was there but not exactly where. The woman continued forward into a small wooden door off the main carpet. Braei glanced in by the slowly closing door and noticed the woman was attending a kettle on a small stove.

As she looked around, curious as to what she should do, she noticed two unsettling statues with rubies for eyes down one of the halls. She felt her stomach tighten and began to sweat as a sour taste filled her mouth. She slipped into the kitchen, closing the door behind her.

The woman looked up, but Braei was still within her veil.

“You are a Rusis, then? Not like the one who escaped, neither of them. Show yourself, please. I do hope this is not all just a hallucination. They would have one, then. They will have been right.”

Braei had no other friends or sources of information, no way to get assistance beyond this person who could have alerted the guards to her presence but didn’t. Though she still had reservations to revealing herself, her body was fatiguing from her spell-casting.

Braei appeared as normal before the woman, who smiled and then sighed in relief.

“You are not an islander, not of Rikernala?”

Braei shook her head.

“I am not. I am of the North,” she said plainly.

“There are truly people still outside this place?” she asked, returning to scrubbing a dish in a bucket of water.

“Of course, many. There are many people beyond this place.”

The woman looked down and swallowed, a tear rolling down her face. “I was not insane. I am not insane. It is what I thought.”

Braei noticed the woman had a small bed in this cooking chamber. 

"Are you a servant?”

The woman smiled. “I once was more, I suppose, before my time here. I was one who did not believe we needed to pray to the Dark One, but now nothing moves within this place or anywhere else without the will of the Watching Shadows. The occurrence of you moving through this place means that my time is coming.”

She put down the dish and took a kettle full of water that was sitting on a stone slab, placing it over the fire.

She sprinkled several leaves into the fire.

“You’ll understand if I do not offer you any of my tea? I do dislike being rude, but I cannot speak more of it.”

Braei walked near the woman, looking back at the door before sitting against the stone slab.

"Not at all. Can you tell me of this place and perhaps of my friends?”

The woman turned and moved her head at a strange angle, coughing. “I think. You are of the ones they brought from the ocean? I heard them talking of it. I tend to all the warriors, the high warriors. The ones who are most precious to Marog.”

“Did they talk of any dying?”

“No, not of those they did speak of. They placed the one they deemed a normal human far from here. They put another, a half-breed, in the primary tower. There was another, one they were most interested in, within the silver tower. Odd choice for that prisoner to be placed there.”

The woman’s tea was steaming, and the air was incredibly sweet.

“Why?” Braei asked her.

The woman took down a wooden cup. "Because, that was once the place of magic used by the old wizard of this island. I know much of this place before. I was who discovered that our prayers are empty. That the one who claims they are a god is nothing but a shell of what once had power in this place. But they force devotion; they force honorary prayer. We are told our end is coming and we must be prepared to be saved by the one true Marog. I once fought that. I killed, I killed so many of the types I now serve. I was told it was my punishment and I’d go mad, as all who serve Marog do. I do think I am near that. I see so many shadows moving in the corners of my sight within this place. I am always watched. Even now, I feel their presence.”

The woman let out a sudden scream. Braei ignited her spells and spun around, but there was nothing. The woman staggered back, nearly falling into her bed, and then shook her head wildly. She was silent now. Braei put down her hands, and the woman was quivering. 

She put a finger to her mouth, telling Braei to be silent, and then went for her kettle with a small towel, taking it off the fire. She poured it into her mug.

“I have always had a plan. I knew the true gods would answer it. I served the Grand Priestess for a time.”

Braei knew that name. Evurn had used it before. It was the shadow-elf version of Etha, a blood god of the Shadowlands.

“You are from the Shadowlands?” Braei asked.

"I do not know of that place—at least, not anymore. Maybe. I remember back in Rikernala, I had a small statue and a scroll that my father kept for me. He told me that was the true goddess I should pray to.” The woman's gaze went to the floor. “Then they killed him for the glory of Marog.”

Braei didn't know what to think of this woman, but it seemed at every moment, her conversation was turning darker.

“But you want to know of the silver tower? The one where your friend is?”

“Yes,” Braei said. 

“The way is direct. The statues outside my little room, they guard the way. The tower is the silver one. Perhaps that is all you need. I must have my tea. I must have my tea before they come. Go. Go, one from the North.”

The woman pointed, and Braei bowed. "Thank you, thank you so much.”

She hurried, stepping backward and peeking out the door. There was no one there. She slipped out and shut the door behind her. 

 

Part Three: Swamp

 

Valrin was disturbed of the situation he found himself. Elera backed up, bumping into him, and again, the voice from before spoke.

“Now, now, we mustn’t be shy. Come forward. You will find the accommodations fine here.”

As they passed through a veiled cloth, they saw a man sitting with his legs crossed. His skin was dark, his hands long and gray. But it wasn’t these qualities that disturbed Valrin. This man wore a mask just like the others, and his eyes were glowing.

“Now, now, Captain and Dragon Rider, we are gathered here for certain needs. Now, I am to tell you to go to the jungle as you seek, Dragon Rider, but I tried to stop you before you went further, and you did not listen to my fairy friends.”

Valrin stepped in front of Elera. “I am Valrin, and you know I am a captain. What of you? You are of the cult like the others? Where is my crew?”

“Stout captain, do have a seat, you and the dragon rider.”

The candles in the room increased in number, and though they could see more in general, it was stranger that the seats moved without obvious force, sliding out before the masked man. Valrin looked around at the several hanging skeletons of lizards and fish. Incense rose from a table behind the man, and though he was masked like the others, his presence was . . . different, to say the least.

As they both took seats, Elera partially disturbed, the masked man spoke again. “This island is old, a place once haunted. I am older than most who still breathe as the old tribes did. I saw the masked ones come. I am one in form only. I do not swear fealty to the mask of Marog, but I have my issues and tasks as do you. I know of your crew, Captain, and I know of your dragon. All has come together. I have but a simple task. The way to the monsters of Marog and to where your dragon resides is but a simple place to enter. You only need the permission of a masked form. I can give that. In releasing your dragon, you gain the way to rescue your friends. No short amount of work will be required, but all is necessary for necessary ends.”

“So, we will have to fight to break out my crew? Why not just say it?” Valrin asked.

“I did, young captain, but you have come upon a place in a time or change. Workings within workings. Masks upon masks upon plots. I cannot help you more than this.”

“I can burn that entire prison with my dragon, Valrin. We can get your friends out. But I couldn't fly over this island before. How will getting her free help if that happens again?”

“Time,” the masked figured said. “You have true time as your ally; that is all you need. Patience and time. That which controls the island will be destroyed as a purer form emerges. It has all been engineered as such. Events are as they need to be, but you must journey into the jungle together.” The masked form looked at Elera. “Take the captain and this.” The gray arms handed her a torch with a darkened crystal on the tip.

“This allows you entry as a patron of Marog. You will not be stopped by other masked forms, but this cannot protect you beyond that. The jungles are not the place they were before. You are to proceed into the jungle. There you will meet another follower of Marog, and they will take you to where you can retrieve three silver mushrooms. That is the task I am to give you. Complete this, return to me, and I shall give you the blessing of passage, and by then, the workings will be complete. Your dragon, young one, is kept in a place you cannot hope to reach without my blessing in your path. Just as the jungle requires the blessing of one with a mask, so, too, the place where your dragon is kept.”

Elera took the torch. Valrin noticed that it was not at all like a normal torch, and the crystal seemed to have some type of fog that circled the tip.

“We just need to go into the jungle? We will not be stopped?” Elera asked. 

“Do you have any weapons?” Valrin asked.

The masked form bowed. Tendrils of the mask flowing off the outer edges snapped as it did so.

"You have all you need,” the man said. 

Valrin and Elera looked at one another, and when they looked back, the fairy from before hovered in front of them with a pinkish glow around its body. It began to slam itself into Elera, pushing them back to the doorway and to the outside air, which was a salty contrast to the incense of the masked man. The moment they were outside, the door shut, and the fairy landed on Valrin’s shoulder.

"What? Are you going with us?”

The fairy jumped off and zoomed around them before hovering just to their side.

“It seems so,” Elera said. “Here you go.”

She handed him the torch with the darkened crystal. As they began back toward the town, back around the small stream where the croaking frogs jumped into the water as they passed, he was surprised that the fairy was following them.

“Don’t fairies normally just heal you and be done?”

Elera smirked. “Well, that’s kind of rude. Do you normally just think of yourself when it comes to things, or is that just a ‘captain’ trait?”

The sun was beginning to come up over the jungle, and a red glow surrounded the peak of the volcano in the distance. Several townspeople were coming and going now, and at least two stalls were open where men were cutting fish and a woman was preparing to cut vegetables. As they passed them, Elera went to both stalls, taking their knives and sliding them into her boots.

“You just stole those,” Valrin told her, his disapproving tone obvious to the dragon rider. 

She formed her face into a fake sad expression. “Oh, I am sorry, Daddy. Want me to go ask them nicely? No, because they took my dragon. They owe me.”

As they began up the road back north, they took another path that cut off the main road and took them back down an alleyway.

“They, as in the people of Rikernala, did not take your dragon.”

“Marog is their master; his ilk took my dragon. His ilk hides my dragon. We are going into a dark place, and based on what I’ve seen so far, I’d reckon that you're not going to be using any of your own skill to get us out of trouble. I’ve heard of the Glacial Seas, and I know of what kind of people are there. Sea monsters, dwarven pirates—no, you must have powerful friends for you to have survived this long.”

“Friends, indeed. My crew means much to me.”

“Then don’t worry,” she said as they came to a hill within the city where the buildings followed the growth of the terrain. “I’ll get you to them safely, and when it is all said and done, I’ll be there to help you to your ship. I expect our mutual enemy will no doubt come against us both.”

They had come to another door, this one different from the one they had come through when they escaped before. In fact, Valrin could see the open sea if he looked to their left. A wide jungle was before them, but here, too, were many of the masked forms holding staves. 

Two of them approached Valrin and Elera. While the other figures were dark and veiled in the shadows, this one had a staff with a glowing light that glowed brighter as they approached. 

Valrin held up the staff, and the one approaching simply stopped, motioning with their staff for them to follow a path in the darkness. As Valrin and Elera silently continued, their torch began to glow white, and the dark path was revealed to be a white stone road that led into the otherwise bleak darkness.

As they began down this path, they looked back to see the way they had come was once again closed.

“We take a path of their worshipers, or so I think. It is why we must have permission to go this way. They act on almost a hive mind of sorts, or that is how I have understood it.”

Though Valrin could see that outside the jungle, the sky was becoming increasingly brighter, it seemed like that light was forbidden from reaching the jungle. The path was just as dark, and the only true source of light was their torch.

 “Let me see the torch,” Elera said, reaching for it and kneeling at a pile of rocks off the road.

There were pictographs in the flat stone that the pile of rocks surrounded.

“A runestone,” she said.

“And?” Valrin asked.

“It is just strange. I have not seen these in some time. They act as beacons, or nodes, to magic. As magic moves through the stones, they typically have a convergent point, a central location where these energies gather.”

Valrin noticed that these markings did not look like Dwemhar markings, but their use reminded him of the crystal energy systems his own ship used.

“As you mentioned, there was a powerful wizard here,” he told her.

They continued down the path, finding a large stone bridge that reached over a bubbling black river that had a haze of steam over it.

“Maybe an eruption is not too far off,” Elera said. “This happens when the fire of the mountain is rising up in the ground. I’ve seen it before. Strange there is no quaking of the mountain, though. It is like birth pains.”

“And do you have any children?”

“How old do you think I am?”

Valrin hadn't really thought of that. “Well, you said birth pains. I assumed you had children.”

“No, no children for me. I’ve seen that. Not any time soon, either. Haven’t found a man who can keep with me, either. Many offers, but if you can’t beat me in a duel from a dragon, I don’t even want to entertain dragonlings with a weaker mix.” She winked at him. “What about you?”

“No, my crew is enough for me."

She laughed, moving the torch across the darkness before them. Their path had begun to ascend further into the jungle, and the trees here were much older. Ruins ran along the road, and the air was much cooler here.

“So, no wife for the captain?”

“Not yet.”

“So, there are interests?”

“One. I don’t know if I’d say she’d marry me, as the word goes, but I do care about her.”

“Hmm, I have to imagine it hard for a woman on the seas with few choices. You are cute, I’ll give you that, but I prefer a bit more aggressive male. If you were a dragon, you’d be tossed into the fires by another dragon. I can tell these things. Might want to work on that. Is she a weak woman, too?”

Valrin wasn't sure how this conversation had gotten to this point, but he was quite annoyed now.

“Hmm, I did it again," she said. “Must have made you angry. You’re not talking.”

“Haven’t really had a chance,” he said. “But no, she isn't weak. She’s a Rusis.”

“Fire or ice?”

“Neither, really. She uses all elements.”

Elera nodded in approval. “Well, that is different. I’ve heard of Rusis, but most I’ve met have only had control over one element with any luck. She must be powerful. Now tell me, you have a Rusis and . . .?”

“A shadow elf wizard and a half-orc.”

“Hmph, small crew. Good thing you haven’t fought a dragon. You’d not be the captain for much longer with such a small crew, magic or not.”

Elera was an obviously opinionated person, but for now, she was the best bet of an ally Valrin had, and while some of her questions were annoying, he could not help but notice that she had a level of confidence he did admire. 

The ruins were closing in around them, and they came to a gateway with tall spires but a miniature door. The door itself was locked. Valrin noticed two small crystals on either side of the door. He moved his hand along the darkness on either side of them, brushing moss and mud with his fingers. 

Elera used the torch to see where he had moved his hands, and neither of them saw a switch or lever. As she moved the light over the crystals, both began to glow and then dimmed.

“Put it against the crystal, the actual torch,” Valrin suggested.

She did it, and the crystal lit up. She moved it to the other as if she were lighting the two crystals with the light of her torch, and both crystals began to glow.

Valrin pushed open the gate, and they walked into a courtyard beneath a large glowing red tree. As Valrin and Elera approached the tree, Valrin noticed that the dark-black bark was segmented with bright-red lines that seemed to pulsate as they drew closer.

Valrin reached out to touch it, when a branch snapped down, grabbing hold of his arm. A horrid pain overtook his arm from his fingertips up to his shoulder. He pulled against it to no avail until Elera slashed the branch with one of her two blades. Valrin fell backward as the grip lessened on his arm, and his fingertips tingled. 

Elera pulled him back up. “Blood Trees. They feed on humans or elves or whatever they can. We have them near the Shadowlands. You should be more careful.”

Valrin rubbed the spot where the tree had grabbed him and noticed an indent in his skin with raised red bumps.

Elera put her knife back in her boot. “Like I said, if you were a male dragon, you’d be dead.”

Valrin shook off the returning judgment of his companion and looked up at two statues on opposite sides of this courtyard. He noticed that both had red eyes that seemed to give off the impression that they were staring at them, seemingly moving to keep a focus on them.

Elera went up a small stairwell that led to another larger gateway that sat above the Blood Tree.

“Here, another gate,” she said. 

As Valrin joined her at the gateway, he noticed there was a small flat altar on the edge of the doorway with a still-quivering near-corpse of a rat-like animal.

The animal, whatever it was, squeaked loudly as they moved the torch over its body.

"This was done recently,” Valrin said.

“Very,” Elera agreed. 

In a sudden merciful act, she smashed the skull of the animal with a rock.

The air was silent as the supposed sacrifice to Marog, as it seemed, ceased movement.

“Let’s keep moving,” she said.

As they approached the actual gateway, Valrin took the torch from Elera and motioned it over the crystals on either side of the doorway. Both came alight, but the door would not budge. A small flash behind them caught both their attention, and from the altar where the creature was killed, blood followed a narrow canal of glowing stone that traced a path all the way to the gate. At that point, the gate opened on its own.

“That’s different," Valrin said. 

“Not within the Shadowlands. I had a thought that it might be a blood door considering the tree. Both of these are not at all uncommon in my lands.” 

As the gateway opened, they both proceeded to what Valrin could only describe as a river of green moss that glowed an eerie yellow hue in the shadows of the jungle darkness.

Here, they found a lone figure standing beside a boat. As he stepped forward, Elera drew both her knives and Valrin stood firm. The figure was wearing a mask and had a staff like the one that had allowed them entry.

“You come by the will of Marog,” the entity said as if whispering, but its voice was loud. “Doing the work of the god are those who pass this way. Honor, that is what I bid thee. There are few who take this path but the most devout. You go the way of the priests, but you have not the armaments?”

“We have what we need," Valrin said. “You will take us forward? We seek silver mushrooms to prove our faith to Marog.”

The figure lunged over to them. It was massively taller than them, with strange skinny legs that were green in the torchlight. It bent down over Valrin. Its breath was sour.

“Your faith to Marog is not of question. If you are here, you do Marog’s work. That is why you were given the ancient staff, the torch of the gods. We of the island guard what is sacred, and we must bow to that device. It is not our place to question but to serve, and that is what we do.”

The figure stood back up and made a single bounding step toward the glowing river.

It reached out with its staff and pulled a boat from the opposite side of the river.

“I will take you to the tribe, they will give you what you need. Then we will take you to the place you seek. By the will of Marog.”

Elera looked to Valrin. He could tell the dragon rider was frightened.

“Come on,” he said, walking up a small wooden dock and stepping into the masked form’s boat. “Don’t want a dragon to throw my dragon self into a volcano,” he teased back to her.

She smirked. “Yes, would hate for that to happen. Just something about getting in a boat with no rider or guide.”

As she stepped in, the masked form stepped onto the boat and sat on a tiny platform affixed above the small boat. It was almost as if the form was weightless since though it was quite tall, the seat it sat on was smaller than Valrin’s hand. 

Without delay, the masked form pushed them along the river with a large stick that it thrust into the mud of the water, if it was actually water, beneath them. They proceeded forward in quick haste, leaving the ruins behind them and passing through overhanging vines and flowering plants, though Valrin wondered how any flower grew in this darkness. The air was putrid, like it was sickened, but that made little sense to him. He didn't know how a land could be sickened, but he thought of the elven lands he had visited before and how the blight had affected both the woods themselves and the occupants of the land.

Elera leaned over the side, and their guide hit the boat with its stick.

“This is not a place for sightseeing, young one.”

Elera sat back up straight, raising her eyebrows to Valrin. He was in front, and as they passed through a large cave with glowing red stones, he noticed that the air was much fresher than that of the mugginess before. They had emerged from the cave into a pool of blue water that was not the murky mess of the waters before, but it was still glowing with a yellow hue. He could see short figures running up and down the banks on either side of them, and it was here he noticed a strange creature he had never seen.

“Monkeys,” Elera said. “Common to the south, but these seem oddly organized.”

She was right. The monkeys, as she called them, were not at all just wild animals of the swamp but had purpose, moving to and from and pointing out to the water and the boat with the two strange occupants coming near their territory. Several of them had long spears, and though they did not wear clothes by the meaning of the word, they were wearing armor.

The boat lurched away from the main open water and went for a wooden dock where several other monkeys gathered around.

“You will go here to retrieve what they keep safe. You are Marog’s chosen. They will not question you.”

This strange detour did nothing to build confidence in their journey in Valrin’s eyes, but they proceeded, exiting the boat as several of the monkeys bowed.

“Oh, great ones,” one of them said. This monkey was older, only just arriving to the bank. It was a male monkey, and his armor had metal, unlike those around him. He bowed before them before smiling and pointing with his spear.

"The ones with the fairy, on route to praise Marog. Truly, my life is a grand one to see the prophecy of our people realized here! Perhaps you have time for an offering! We wish to give offering to Marog.”

"That isn't necessary,” Valrin told them. “We only seek what you have kept safe for us. An object, as we understand it.”

“Yes, it was foreseen,” the monkey said, pulling out a long reed and stuffing it with a dried weed of sort. 

The monkey then lit the weed with one of two torches on either side of a fallen log. It was here that a dark entrance led away from the river.

“Follow me. I will show you what you seek. We have not gone to this place for some time, but I will take you to where it rests.”

As the monkey began to smoke the dried weed, he led them away from the river. Valrin looked back to see the masked form seemed to be planning to wait for them. He turned back forward, passing through the fallen tree trunk and emerging out of a grass-covered side to a massive expanse of open blue water and towering green trees. The sky was visible here and was as blue as ever, with many large pink, orange, and blue flowers spread out over the water. In the center of the great expanse of water was a stone tower with a crystal at its top. From the edge of the water to the opposite edge of the tower, reaching out in the grand expanse, were wooden platforms and small rafts going back and forth, with many more of the monkeys spread out all over the area.

“This is our place, kept safe and well by order of Marog. We keep this place and what hides here in the name of Marog. We do not allow any not of the swamps beyond the water’s edge. We do not even allow the masked ones here, for they are not who the wizard of old told us to allow.”

“So other followers of Marog cannot come here?” Elera asked.

As he led them forward, off the muddy bank and on to the wooden platforms to cross the actual lake, he continued. “No, the masked ones are not true followers of the wizard, so they are not allowed. They know our land is ours and do not question. The prophecy that has been passed down from our elders for many generations tell of a man and a woman with a fairy. They are the ones meant to take what was hidden away, something to thwart the shadows and what has empowered us and our kin for many lifetimes to both be and protect as we have. These objects we have kept as decreed by the great wizard before shadow came upon the island, and that is what we have done."

As they walked through the lake-top village the monkeys had created, they came to a gathering of several buildings where they found a statue made of mud that resembled a figure holding a staff.

"The great one, the wizard Marog!” 

This figure was not wearing a mask or had any sign of such an object near him or her. There was an altar in front of the statue with many cut fruits, and mother monkeys were bringing their infant babies wrapped in the petals of flowers and offering them up.

Valrin could hear them speaking, but he did not understand their language.

“Marog the Wizard blesses our young ones as he blessed our lake and turned us from the animals we were before the dignified people. We are but an empty vessel without his power—animalistic, horrible types with no inkling of societal fortune. Now, we further pray to this statue in honor of all that is to come!”

“And what is to come for you?” Valrin asked.

“We are to be as we are to be!” the monkey said with an ecstatic laugh as he jumped up and down, smacking the ground with his large hands. “At last, with your coming, we have finally served our purpose, and the celebration of life shall begin as it was foreseen and prophesied by our great god!”

Valrin noticed several large boats that the monkeys were working tirelessly to fill with freshly picked flowers and several fish.

"Once you have taken what is yours, we shall begin our celebration!”

Several smaller monkeys now walked beside them. These children were in absolute amazement of the strangers who had come to their lake home. The monkeys jumped up and down in utter happiness as more and more of the villagers came out of the many twists and turns of the lake-top village. As they ascended several platforms that took them higher and higher over the lake, they noticed that the tower was not of the same design of the ruins in the jungle before. In fact, from this place in the lake, the volcano seemed much less menacing than it had in the darkness of the early morning. It was almost as if they were in another place entirely, a place hidden from the rest in more ways than just a grotesque and shadowy swamp.

Reaching the tower, they came to a large door with crystals flanking either side of the dark wood. As they looked up at the tower, which came to a jagged point in the sky above, Elera pointed. “Like the other passageways.”

Valrin lifted the torch and placed the strange crystal tip near each of the two crystals. They came to light, and a rumble shook from the tower, spreading out in a ripple across the lake's surface.

Valrin paused, looking at Elera and the monkey king.

The door opened to the ecstatic applause of those nearest. 

“Now, you enter into the sacred space set before you, for it is as the great wizard set forth!”

Valrin stared into the darkness, looking past the moss that was hanging over the entrance itself, and slowly stepped forward. Elera was just behind him, and as she passed the void and the only light was the fairy who was now hovering above their heads, the doorway sealed, and the same quake happened again, but this time, it seemed to echo through the tower around and above them.

“Okay, so a monkey kingdom that doesn't worship as the masked ones worship but who hold Marog in high regard, and the works and words of a wizard are a prophecy for good things for them?” Elera asked.

“It seems like it,” Valrin said before he turned to the fairy. “Where do we go?” There were two different stairwells, and as the fairy floated up the one to their left, Valrin quickly followed.

The passage forward was narrow and small. The stairwell twisted up in an almost unnatural fashion that was not the least bit comfortable, as it seemed to lean to one side more than it should.

"Who built this place?” Elera asked. “It doesn't seem right."

The dragon rider was correct. The more Valrin noticed, the more he saw that the windows were cut uneven, the steps were slanted, and even the bricks were different sizes.

They emerged from the stairwell and found themselves looking at a center room that had a ceiling that reached much higher than they’d expected.

“The tower isn't that large at all," Elera said.

Valrin looked out one of the many windows and down to the monkey village itself. They were above the lake but much higher than they’d expected, much higher than they should have been. At first, he didn't notice it, but then he saw it. The tower they’d entered was actually below them. They were above the tower in a room veiled from sight. A place that set above the tower yet still appeared as if it was the tower.

“Look out there," he told her.

She did and then stepped back slowly from the window. “Valrin, do you see this? Do . . . do . . . you see this?” she stuttered. 

Valrin had become accustom to the strangeness of his most recent journey. "Yes, I see it."

"It doesn't make any sense. We'd have had to go through a . . . a portal.”

Valrin noticed there was a single chest made from white wood on a platform that was only a bit higher than the floor around him. “And that isn't weird to you, I guess?”

"Well, no. Portals exist in volcanoes if your dragon is capable of sensing them. They are born on the edges of such places, and my own brought us here through a portal. It's how us dragon riders are capable of moving so quickly, though this was not a known volcano to us.”

Valrin noticed the chest had no lock, and as he and Elera both knelt at it, he looked to her.

"So, wouldn't someone be missing you by now? Would they not send help?”

"No, I'm in my last stage of training. Retrieving a crystal like I mentioned and returning back home is part of the final test.”

As Valrin lifted the chest open, a black smoke rolled out around them and down out of the tower. As it cleared their immediate area, he noticed two curved blades that were black in color with white edges, glowing in the darkening room.

The sky outside, which before was bright and blue, shifted to an overcast color.

The fairy who had been with them the entire time began flying erratically, shooting from one side of the room to the other. Valrin reached in and gripped one of the swords by the hilt.

“So, this is what we needed?"

Elera took the remaining sword, and as they both stood up, the sky outside went black.

The winds began to gust around the tower, whistling through the windows.

“So, is this typically part of a dragon rider's test?"

Elera shook her head. “Getting trapped on an island and having the sky go black as I find a shadow blade? No. Do you know much about shadow magic, Valrin?”

“No.”

“We just released a contained curse, something set up to destroy. I think we will need these blades much sooner than you think.”

Valrin said nothing. He moved for the doorway and began the journey back down, taking notice that the stairwell was even more distressed now, the rocks chipping beneath every step and the walls fracturing around them. They pushed through to the outside as the entire tower trembled and shook. As they made it back to the village of the monkeys, he noticed there were no sentient beings here as before. The monkeys were jumping around the houses, swinging sticks at one another. There were smaller monkeys, several of the children, already lying dead on the steps of the tower.

"What is this?" Valrin asked.

“A shadow curse. It destroys everything. This was all set up.”

The tower shook and fell away from them into the water, sending a wave up and into the monkey village. Several monkeys looked at them. They howled loudly, slamming their sticks on the wooden platforms and jumping up to higher ground around Valrin and Elera. One slowly approached. This one did not seem so aggressive. It seemed curious, making a careful approach, turning its head as if trying to figure out what Valrin was. It then began to smile, and Elera shifted her own stance, slashing at two monkeys approaching behind them.

The one in front of Valrin parried his first thrust but not his second, and the Stormborn spilled the blood of the once-revelry-holding monkey.

"Follow me," he shouted to Elera.

They began their flight as the water began to boil around them, sending up water spouts and tearing through the village on the lake. The water that before was clear and full of life now was filled with the corpses of monkeys and fish. The beautiful flowers were blood soaked, as not only did the monkeys attack them, attempting to block their path, but each other. But no monkey was cowering; even the children were biting the older monkeys. Chaos had fallen upon them. Valrin led with his sword, parrying his way through most attacks and only striking when it was clear his adversary would not just retreat. They had made it back to the tree trunk, and two guards waited for them. 

Valrin and Elera both took one of them. The monkey thrust its spear high, and Valrin’s edge found the bottom of the spear. He lurched forward, sending the blade into his opponent’s upper chest, spilling its blood. The monkey recoiled and attacked more aggressively but sloppily. Valrin parried this attack to the right and quickly shifted the edge into his opponent with a deep slash.

Elera fell her opponent in much the same way before kicking it into the lake, sending it into a screaming frenzy, as it was clear the water was very hot.

Valrin left his opponent bleeding, pointing for them to continue through the passage and back out to the boat and the guide he prayed was waiting for them.

They emerged on the other side, pushing through the draping vines and leaves to see their guide ahead.

But it was here the monkey king waited for them.

This one was different. He did not act like the others. In fact, two other monkeys were dead near him, and he himself had a bloody spear. He turned and looked at Elera and Valrin.

“So, the time of our apocalypse. That is what this was. Truly, we guarded this place for you. Now, as all do in their time, we fade away."

“I don't understand,” said Valrin. “I don't see why this happened."

“Workings in the shadows, boy. Marog will have what he seeks; it is the will of the god. Oh, how I wish the wizard of old remained and not the shell. I held it off.” The monkey coughed. “I made sure they did not harm your way from this place.” He motioned to the two guards. They wanted to destroy your boat, though they were the last to fall to the curse."

He coughed again, and a black sludge shot all over the ground.

“My time now. Glory to the wizard who once was, but curse his horrid shell!"

The monkey's eyes turned black, and he reared back his head in a horrid cry.

Elera was fast, sending her blade through his neck and dropping the monkey king before them.

Valrin stared at the one before him, meditating on his words of the wizard and Marog. The wizard who once inhabited this place was somehow tied to Marog, but he did not know how. Did he create the mask? Valrin wondered.

"Come, you have what was kept safe," the guide said to them. As they both boarded the boat once again, the large tree stump passage caught fire, and the guide pushed them away from the shore.

They passed through a narrow way, moving fast through the river and back into the stench of the outer swamp. Looking back, whatever magic had protected the place before had faded, and even the water from where the monkeys had been was not tainted.

“I think I should pass my dragon rider test by default at this point," Elera said.

“And if you don't pass?”

“They separate me from my dragon.”

Valrin sighed. "That seems a bit harsh."

"I have trained for years for my quest, and if I do not pass it at this point, I do not deserve to be a rider.”

"So, ending up captured in a place like this and helping some random captain from the North doesn't count as some kind of special circumstance?"

Elera stared at him without expression. "This is the test set before me, and I shall not fear or fail. I do not know where you come from, but no matter the test, I will pass. I must. That is the way of our people. Did you not have some similar test to become a captain?"

"Not exactly, but it was more of a survive-or-die-type situation. I haven't had much preparation for anything that has happened so far.”

"And is that not the best way to test what you are truly made of?" She smiled. "Being told exactly what you will be tested over gives even an idiot time to prepare, but the bond I will have with my dragon when this is all said and done will be one that no other can compare to. Much like the one you love, I assume."

"I care much for all of my crew—”

She cut him off. “You can love someone beyond them being your crew. The first thing you mentioned when getting out was finding Braei, I assume she is the one you care about.”

“Listen…” he was a bit thrown off focus by what she said, “You may not be my type, but I don't need anyone. It is as it is.”

The guide lifted his stick out of the water and pointed it forward.

"We draw near the place in which you are to go.”

“As long as they have mushrooms," Valrin said. "That is all we need.” 

Valrin was kind of happy their conversation had been interrupted by the guide. Elera just smirked, saying nothing else.

As the boat drifted toward what looked like a flat wall of green, the guide pressed his stick into the underbrush, and a rock passage opened as if a gate that slid unseen, suddenly sucking them forward through a narrow passage where the boat struck the edges of sharp rock. Valrin saw light ahead, but nothing else. For a moment, he felt himself go airborne, and then they crashed into a large dark lake where purple flowers grew along the banks of black sand beaches. Here was a lone structure surrounded by undergrowth and bushes. A lone island within the swamp. As the guide directed their boat against a flat stone dock, he could not help but see the similarity to the first temple from when they had met the Clockmaster. It was then he felt the boat shake, and the ship locked into the dock just like the Aela Sunrise into a Dwemhar dock.

Valrin stood and looked at the guide. "This place is Dwemhar?”

The guide made no motion and spoke no word.

"Dwemhar? Doubtful,” Elera said. “I thought you were a captain, not a psychic. We don't need any mind readers here.”

He went to speak but instead felt it would be easier to just play dumb with Elera. She didn't need to know anything else, and looking at the structure before them sent a chill through Valrin's entire body. He stepped off the boat ahead of Elera and felt a rumble beneath his feet as torches high above them burst to life. The path before them went directly up to a gateway with markings that he could not decipher from here. As he and Elera walked toward the door, he saw silver mushrooms. Not growing as in real mushrooms that would sprout up on the dark side of a log. No, silver mushrooms on a doorway.

"We're to go in?" Elera asked.

"I guess," Valrin said.

"No, I figured. I'm just surprised. I thought we just had to take some kind of physical mushroom."

Valrin pushed open the thin wood covering the passage before them, and they entered a chasm that went downward in the darkness.

Elera lifted her blade. “I wish I had my dragon.”

"Like a dragon would help us in a small place like this?" Valrin pointed out.

“No, we'd tear it up from above."

They both made small and careful steps. They could see light ahead.

 

Part Four: Transformation

 

Braei had taken some comfort in the woman from before. It meant, at least for a time, she wasn’t alone. But even that soul was tormented. Braei did not hear any approaching footsteps, so she hoped that it meant that perhaps the woman from before was just a bit mad and had imagined the approaching enemy. Braei peeked around the corner from where the doorway was and looked at the two statues guarding the way to the silver tower. 

“If I can get Evurn, then we can at least have a chance here," she said in a whisper to herself.

She noticed that the two statues were staring in her direction now.

She fell back out of sight and exhaled.

Braei focused, vanishing from sight, and looked back out through the shimmers of her magic. The statues were still staring her way. She stepped away from the door and cut across the room, moving to the complete opposite side and behind another column on the opposite edge. Peering back out, she noticed that the statues were still staring where she had been and not where she was now.

She crept forward, careful of her footfalls, moving directly in front of the statues. One of them seemed to now be looking her way. She paused, not because of the statue but she saw several forms moving down the hallway she was looking down. She fell back all the way to the doorway of the woman, and before she could think of what her next move would be, several forms bearing silver masks swarmed into the doorway and the woman screamed.

Braei could not hear her words, but she was screaming something. A few moments passed, and her screams became louder. They dragged her out by her feet. Her face was now sallow, and she was drooling. Her body was pale.

“No, no!” she shouted, rolling in the long hands of the masked forms. “No one was here. No one! I saw no man! I know nothing!”

“Why do you write on parchment in the house of Marog?”

“I only wrote because it helped clear my mind.”

“Your words made no sense to us; what language was that?”

“Nothing. I know I am only to use the script of Marog, but sometimes I—”

“It is time,” one of the masked forms shouted over her.

"No, please!” The woman’s speech was slurred, and she was coughing over and over as she was pulled down the hallway. Braei ran to see where they were taking her, but they vanished down the passageway beyond the statues.

She went to run forward, when she thought of the woman’s writing. She went back into the room.

The entire place had been torn apart, even in that short amount of time, but after a quick survey, she saw a parchment and could read the language. It was the common tongue.

If you return here for me, I am dead. If my body is not here, then they took me. Kill me if you come upon me again. The tower may prove difficult to enter, but I could not speak of it, for they were coming and I did not want them to know. I write this to you to help you beyond what I did before. In my room, a single scroll. You are of a race who can use magic at will. Use this. It shall aid you. That is what I leave as my last good deed. My tea needs only a few more moments and . . .

The writing ended most likely when the masked forms had arrived in the room. Braei glanced around. With everything in such disarray, she didn't see any obvious spot for a scroll. But surely something of this nature would have to be hidden out of plain sight, yet there was nowhere they could hide something. She knelt, looking at the rocks along the floor, kicking several spots but not finding any of them loose.

She then looked up along the upper portions of the ceiling. Here, there were wooden rafters, but the space in between the rafters and the stone of the ceiling did not leave any room and seemed to be a tight space beyond even where a scroll could maybe be slid.

“Where could you hide something?”

Staring at the fire, she then focused on the banister where several cooking utensils were hanging. She noticed the banister itself was loose and took hold of one side, pulling it and noticing the wood shifted off the stone with ease.

She looked on the back of the wood, much thinner than she’d expected, but saw no hidden space here, yet looking behind it, she saw where the flames from the stove came up through the opening. She took what water was left over from the tea and tossed it on the fire beneath, dousing the flames.

As the white smoke rose up and out of the chimney, she looked behind her, as if suddenly noticing someone there was going to make a difference, but then noticed that there was indeed something that the fire had veiled. She reached in, touching a hot stone and jerking her hand back. She used her magic, cooling the stone, and then pulled out a blackened box. Setting it on the table, she opened the box and found a single small statue, an effigy reminiscent of the god Etha, and underneath it, a single scroll.

As she unrolled the scroll, she moved her hand over the parchment.

Scrolls were an interesting form of magic that she had little experience in, but she knew enough to know that if she was told it was important and would help her, that activating it here would not be any good. She tucked it away and then moved back to the door. She needed to get to the entrance of the tower, and then maybe she could figure out how the scroll would help her.

Not that she even knew what the scroll was. Scroll magic was something not at all easily commanded by a Rusis, though she knew she only needed heat to activate it. She had heard stories of those called warlocks, studiers of magic who could learn basic spells. They’d keep scrolls for more complex spells, but upon using the spell, that was it.

“Not sure how a warlock's spell will help, but we’ll see.”

She shifted from sight to invisibility and exhaled. She remembered back in Taria struggling to do such a feat, but now she had developed the power much more. With a smile, she moved from the hidden doorway and passed the two statues. She exhaled as she passed, hurrying down the hall, but glanced back to the statues just in case.

They were staring down the hall. They could see her but let her pass. Dread filled her chest, but looking back down the hall, she saw no other approaching masked forms, but she suddenly felt nauseous. She swallowed her saliva and pushed forward. She was already this far; no point in turning back now, and it wasn't like she had much of a choice anyway.

 

Part Five: Shadow Play

 

The light ahead of Valrin and Elera was oddly soft for such an otherwise dark place. Though the rocks above their heads were just as jagged as any cave in the mountains, the sides of the passage were carved rectangular stones. The floor, too, were cut stones that had been laid at some time well before now. They drew closer to the light they had been seeing and walked into not another larger cavern as one might expect seeing that they had been going down but a grand library with a spiraling staircase that went upward into the darkness.

Valrin noticed torches throughout this place but seemingly no keeper to have lit them—at least, that they had seen at this point.

He could hear a distant clicking.

Elera picked up one of the books but quickly tossed it down.

“This place is cursed,” she said.

“Aside from essentially this entire island being cursed and us being taken to a dark ruin, what else convinces you of that?”

“Scrolls. The one who came to this island was a warlock, not a wizard.”

“I’m not sure I understand," Valrin said.

Around them were shelves upon shelves of old and tattered books and an innumerable amount of capped round cylinders. Valrin took one of them out and pulled a roll of parchment. He figured it was a map considering the way it was put away.

"What are you doing?" she asked, slapping the scroll from his hand.

“Looking at the map,” he said.

“Are you not listening? These are cursed objects. Scrolls cannot be controlled and have a habit of doing their own thing. Many dragons have been killed by scroll traps in the Shadowlands. They can be ignited by dragon fire.”

"Well, we have no dragon fire or other fire presently on hand. What is so bad about a warlock?”

Elera looked around him and then up the spiral staircase. “Warlocks are those who do not know magic yet study it to learn more. They are normally limited to a few spells but typically have many spells they can recite if given time. I don’t think this person was a wizard, whoever inhabited this island. Wizards normally have some form of innate magic. Shadow elves, elves, dwarves, they all can use innate magic. Rusis can use elemental magic. But those who wish to go deeper, to use spells beyond themselves, normally must learn them. Those of the race of men who wish to learn magic must recite spells . . . This was not a wizard. A wizard would not keep spells like this.”

“So, a warlock is who constructed this island.”

“And the masks? He or she might have created Marog.”

At the mentioning of the name of Marog, the entire structure seemed to rumble and the distant clicking Valrin had heard before became much louder. Water began to rush into the level they were standing.

“What?”

“The mention of Marog," Elera said. “Go, up!”

Valrin didn't need the dragon rider to tell him to flee away from the steady tide of water coming in from all edges of the room and swirling the dust and old parchments into a thick slurry around his boots. They began up the stairwell, climbing higher just as the torches of the lower level were extinguished.

As they came up to another level, Valrin noticed several fallen timbers and altars. He looked below them and saw that the water was still rising but not as fast as before. The stairwell just above them was blocked, forcing them to exit the stairwell on this second level. 

Wood shavings were all over the ground, as well as the skeletons of many animals, from birds to lizards to fish to monkeys. Many vials lined one side of this workshop, and at least three white stones floated above one of the altars on the far edge of this nook of sorts on this level.

“It’s strange," Valrin said. "This place is reminiscent of a place my crew and I came upon in our journey, yet the interior is nothing like that place. But then again, we were in that tower before, and it was nothing as we expected on the inside.”

“This place is disturbing. If I had my dragon, I’d burn the entire structure.”

She said that as Valrin noticed several small skeletons laid out.

"Are these of the race of men? They have broken bones along their chests.”

The skeletons were laid out on one of the black altars.

“The warlock removed the hearts,” Elera said. “That is the work of shadow elf magic, or perhaps blood magic.”

Valrin scanned the room for an exit or a sign of where they should go next. He noticed a passageway in the far corner and motioned for Elera to follow him.

They came to another stairwell and began the climb upward, noticing that this passage had a window to the side of them. He looked out, seeing the massive volcano was now smoking.

"There's your sign of an eruption," he told her.

“And the ground has been quaking,” she pointed out. “I want to get to my dragon. Let’s find these mushrooms and get out. I've had enough of this place.”

They came up to a third or perhaps fourth level. It was hard to see how far they had ascended. It was here they came to a grand open room with a center stone altar surrounded by many columns of wood in a circular pattern. The ceiling came to a large dome, which was broken near the top. There was a balcony on this level that looked toward the volcano, and a massive cylindrical construct on the opposite side aimed to the sky. Valrin further noticed gears and cogs along one side of the room that seemed to be rhythmically ticking.

“Surely this place is not of him,” Valrin said.

"Who?”

“A person of the past. This wouldn't make any sense. He had no need for magic.”

Suddenly, the entire room darkened, and something began to flop wildly on the center altar. Shimmering crystals spun up from the floor in a triangular pattern. Elera and Valrin lifted their swords as the ground rumbled beneath them.

A steady stream of smoke poured out of the massive volcano in the distance.

A mask arose from the center altar, and Valrin stepped forward. “Marog!”

But the mask did not lash out toward him. It hovered harmlessly, not summoning forms to fight for it. Its eyes glowed blue. It was of simple design, a dark wood, it seemed.

“I am not Marog," the mask said to them.

“No? Then what are you, warlock?” Elera said.

“Warlock? I am not the one you claim. I am the mistake, the one not powerful enough. The one who created me needed more, more power. I have become just another part of this island. That which was created for another purpose. The realms of power converge here in a way that only makes sense to one.”

The mask floated away from them, going to the balcony and staring out before turning and looking at them again.

“I see your blades. Those were his. They, like me, were placeholders in time, meant to be removed or destroyed, to then lead to the next steps. Curious, you do not know why you are here?”

“Silver mushrooms,” Valrin said. “We care little more of anything beyond that.”

“But you should,” the mask said, moving toward Valrin, who lifted his sword higher, putting it between him and the mask. “I care not of that which you wield, but you should care of all that transpires both here and back near Rikernala, and of all on the island, for all shall come to pass. But I am not what you claim. Marog was once a being of true power, but no more. It wishes to take form again, and with the great sacrifice to come, it will take a new form independent of its old form. Marog is but a brooding evil that now is set to unleash its own terror. But all works for the warlock. I work for the warlock. I prepare you for further revelations. My spell is soon up, and I shall complete that which I am good for. My own destruction. I could not contain the power as I should. I could not hold in the evil as needed. But still, I have my turn in things. Do you understand?”

Valrin stared at this mask, this being, or more so, object, that was not powerful enough. That which had been discarded by its creator. That which would serve another purpose now.

“I don't know. Tell me, the mushrooms, where are they? That is what we were told to find.”

“There is nothing to find. You found the mushrooms, but had you been told to find a door with mushrooms, you would have not come, would you? No, you have acquired what you need, for even the one who charges you with such a task is but another part of the greater plan. Just as I am to be now. You have the blades, you have the knowledge, but I guess I am to give you this anyway.”

The mask floated up high above them, grasping something with its strange tendrils that flowed from the mask before lowering down to their level. At that moment, the fairy that had vanished from them returned, floating through the opening in the dome high above them.

The fairy floated into the mask, and a bright light formed behind the mask. 

The mask now had a small body of a form made of sparkling light but no larger than a child. Valrin opened the box set before them and discovered three silver mushrooms.

"So, there were mushrooms?” Elera said.

“I tell the truth and lie, yet I do not know which. I was discarded. I was faulty. I complete my creator’s plan.”

The strange masked creature went to teach of the spinning crystals, pulling them from their resting places and floating toward the balcony. 

Valrin grabbed the mushrooms and put them in the small brown bag that was in the same container. He tied the bag to his belt. “Let's get out of here.”

At that moment, the guide appeared with his boat at the same level of the balcony. Water began to flow into the upper level of the temple. They looked out the balcony and noticed the jungle was visible.

“This place is sinking!” Elera shouted.

They rushed for the boat and jumped aboard, and the guide moved them away from the ruins. Valrin noticed the mask was moving toward the volcano with the crystals.

“I don’t think we have much time before the eruption," he told Elera. “Guide, return us to where we can return to Rikernala.”

“I will return you,” it hissed, “but our path will not be so simple."

The water level was higher, or so it seemed at first glance. What in fact was happening was the land had sunken considerably. Where before they were in thick jungle, now the watery path was much more pronounced and the trees from before now brushed against the bottom of the boat. They were surrounded by high and muddy cliffs. The sky, where it had been blue before by enchantment or by some personification of pureness, was all gray. The ground shook, the water had random areas where steam vented up from deep underneath the island, and their guide was most alert to the hazards.

Though a masked form itself, it had a decreed duty to protect the worshipers of Marog, and it was ardent of its task.

With its long body reaching high above them with its guide stick, it’d then slam it back into whatever it could stick it into, pushing them along even as currents increased around them and the boat passed through a small cave with narrowing rocks on either side.

The guide hissed, “Swords!”

Valrin and Elera drew their weapons, though they did not see their foe. They would soon enough.

Their guide’s robes furled, and the guide became as a dazzling light, chasing away the darkness of the cave as from all sides, they were attacked by black forms with orange eyes.

Valrin stood with one foot on the edge of the boat and his other on his seat. His blade up, he parried back the entities as they came at him with their hands and jagged, pointed faces. It was here he realized these were not full forms, but they were masks, cursed objects that formed ethereal hands and feet. 

Elera and Valrin worked to keep the beings back, their shadow blades burning with a cold silver fire and knocking back their foes. The guide continued pushing them through with an ever-increasing pace, and as they emerged into the daylight again, monkeys jumped upon them in a frenzied panic.

Their home had been destroyed, and what drove them mad before had been angered further as they used the boat as a launching platform to try to get to the high rocks on the left side. 

The boat was taking in water. The guide brought up his stick, spinning it about and knocking back the monkeys before making a series of quick jabs into the water, pushing them with increasing speed down the now-narrowing canal.

More monkeys jumped for them, but Elera caught each of them with the edge of her blade, spraying their blood across the wood.

Valrin pitied them on one hand. They were fearful, just as any would be, but as he conceived that very thought, one landed on the boat and attempted to bite him. Elera stabbed it.

“Wake up!” she shouted.

Valrin turned to the other side, lifting his sword but seeing no enemies. He glanced behind them and saw that above the volcano was a glimmering white light. He did not know what the masked form was up to, but it was clearly doing something.

As the narrow canal became much narrower, the boat bounced through muddy rocks and came at last to rest in a rocky outcropping. Muddy water rushed underneath them, but they could go no further. The jungle rose up around them.

“This is the end of my time with you,” the guide said.

Valrin looked back, and the guide had collapsed. Its stick still in its hand, it slumped over and fell to the side of the boat.

The ground rumbled again.

“Let’s go,” Valrin said.

They both carefully got out of the boat, moving along the shifting rocks and climbing up to the left side of the muddy gorge. Valrin noticed he could see Rikernala, though from a slightly different point of view than before. It had to be late evening now, or it was just hazy from the darkening plumes of smoke rising above them. They hurried to find a way from the jungle, while on another part of the island, a lone Rusis faced off against something slightly above her in power.

 

Part Six: Shroud of Marog

 

Braei found herself in a twisting series of passages but seemed to be getting closer to the silver tower. She could see it from the windows, and emerging on an open-air pathway, she quickened her pace, reaching a flat area open to ground below. She knelt.

As the ground rumbled beneath her, she glanced up to the billowing smoke of the volcano.

They needed to get off this island by one way or another.

A passage went to the silver tower further up but one level down. From where she was, this section of wall turned away from there. She couldn’t drop all the way down because the wall and the silver tower were actually on opposing rocky slopes, an air moat, as it were. Suddenly she heard footsteps somewhere behind her. She noticed vines that might hold her weight, but in a moment of forced subterfuge, she reached out, grasping them and hanging off the wall.

The steps stopped, and she held herself as still as she could.

Another set of steps approached from the opposite way now.

“The time has come,” a voice hissed. “Take all to be prepared for the great awakening of our god. The mountain is alive, and the time long prophesied has come to pass.”

"What of the wizard?” the second voice growled.

“He is of use to our god. He will no longer be himself soon enough. None can resist the influence of the tower.”

Nothing more was said. Each speaker seemed to go their own way, their steps drifting off. Braei had to get to Evurn. She looked up from where she was and then down. A more stable ledge was just beneath her.

Good thing she liked climbing.

She released her grip and fell to the lower level. This ledge was much stronger, but at least here she had a solid grip she could take advantage of. She worked her way down the underside of the wall and looked to her left. She spotted another ledge that she expected to be able to get to in just a few more paces. Here, she could walk along the edge of the wall and then jump onto the passage leading to a balcony on the lower level.

She wondered of what they spoke of in regard to the tower. For some reason, she figured Evurn would just be sitting in a cell, but it seemed that due to his power, those of Marog had some other nefarious plan.

She had made it. She dropped down to the ledge and was able to give her hands some much needed rest. She didn't slow, though. Moving to where she was parallel to the balcony, Braei took a moment before leaping to the roof of the balcony. She stumbled, falling backward but managing to just catch the edge of the roof.

She heard voices beneath her.

Okay, you better be okay, Evurn. We must get to everyone else.

Braei took a deep breath and then swung herself onto the balcony. Two masked forms spotted her and drew their weapons.

Braei focused her hands at either side. The air snapped with her spells, and as lightning surged from her fingertips, she flung her spells at both adversaries, dropping them onto the stone floor.

She looked right and saw an open passage with torches leading back under the wall she had been climbing before. To her left was a grand doorway made of black stone.

One of the masked forms stood up, still quivering as the bolts of Braei's spell still jolted from his body.

“Foolish Rusis, you shall fall to the influence of our god. You shall be made into Marog, and it shall all be done as decreed no matter what you do—”

She sent another burst of chain lightning. This one dropped him for good.

Turning back to the door, she grasped the large metal handles and pulled open the passage, slipping in and sliding along the wall. She exhaled, looking either way around the center portion of the tower. She had no idea where Evurn was. The air here was still and lacked the musty smell of the rest of the fortress. Green fire in hanging braziers above her was the only source of light. Following a feeling in her stomach, she began to her left, seeing as it went upward.

As she ascended a flight of stairs, she came to a long hallway that led to the right and curved into the tower itself. She sprinted, moving up to the next void and scanning for more of the guards. She was clear for now. She went right, moving toward the direction of vibrations against her skin. The green light from the torches above her cast a silhouette of her body as she moved with haste, but she was unsure of where she was going. She passed into a room where two large statues looked down on a center circle, and it was here she paused.

There was something in the middle of the room. She scanned the walls around her, seeing nothing but the same ornate pattern that ran the entire length of the room. The statues were massive birds with their wings outstretched and looming over the center area.

As she crept closer, she saw a body, and staring longer, she noticed the blackened outlines of several other bodies all in the center of the room.

Go.

The voice was sudden. Hurried, even. She looked around for who had spoken, and she saw no one.

Go.

The voice was the same again.

There was a single door ahead of her, or she could turn back. As she began to move forward, the voice came again.

No.

She backed up, staring up at the ceiling at this point. It was then she saw many figures floating above her in a pool of slowly shifting red energy waves all floating toward a great black form suspended in the tower itself. 

Go now. You are not one to be assimilated.

This voice was different. Braei backed out of the room and went back the way she had come. She kept moving up. Her skin was covered in goosebumps, and a distinct chill ran across her body. This area of the tower was made of a darker stone that was sheen in appearance. There were torch basins of normal fire here, not green like before. A clear path continued upward and around, but once again, she felt a drawing to her right. Another passage to the center of the tower was here.

She crept this way, feeling torn between the two directions. There was a sorrow to the air, a sadness as if someone had been abandoned and needed help.

As she moved down the corridor, wind shifted through the hall from an open breezeway high above, and a wisp of energy like she had seen before dropped into view. She tried to turn back now, feeling an ominous presence in front of her, but she felt her body wanting to walk forward, drawn by something else. Suddenly, darkness was behind her. Her skin felt icy, and pain tore through her back. She stumbled a few steps and emerged just beneath the black form she had seen from below.

Here she could see it better, the malice within the tower. A dark form wrapped in layers upon layers of charred forms. Though red bolts of energy spun around this central form, it appeared it was in a sort of cocoon.

“You made it here,” a voice said.

Braei jerked to look behind her.

It was the woman from before. She wore a white dress, and her head was covered with a hood.

“You. You’re . . . okay?”

“I am in service of my god. How would I not be? The Shadow knows all and directs all. You are not to be here. You have seen death here. You shall die.”

Braei stared at the woman before her. The fear and panic of the woman before had fallen away. She stared, not blinking, almost as if not breathing. Her stance was strong, yet she held no weapon.

“You cannot believe that you could do a single act with the Shadow not knowing. Do you not see the mountain? Do you not know the great cataclysm to come? You have seen the form of our god, the energies of prayer and fellowship flowing through the forms of sacrifices to enrich a physical form. A form that my god so wishes to return to.

Braei no longer felt any drawing to this room. She exhaled as sweat poured off her face. She forced herself past this woman, who suddenly appeared ahead of her again.

“Your friend has no need of you, Rusis. He has been within the silver tower. He no longer knows friend from foe. His power will be blended with my god’s. You should not intervene.”

Braei pushed past the figure again, entering the hallway, but with each step, she felt caught in a spider's web. Strands of energy flowing over her, she pushed forward and attempted to break from its grasp.

“The dead have warned you. I, Purity of Life, have warned you. You have seen Marog without the blessings of the god. Such an act deserves death.”

As Braei reached the stairwell she was on before, she at last felt herself again. Free from the pull that had her before, she collapsed against the rock.

Her fingers were bleeding. She felt her nose and eyes, finding more blood.

She pushed herself up, startled by the sight, and looked back down. She wanted to run, to flee this place, whatever in the gods it was, but she thought of Valrin, Evurn, Ordak. She had to push forward. She looked up the stairs with an earnest vigor and charged upward.

The path turned and the air became cleaner than before. The stairwell ended, and the stone at her feet turned white. Though she went back toward the center of the tower, she felt nothing like she’d felt before. There was no presence here. The place she had been before was somehow sealed within the tower itself. She had come to an area with several doors encircling the center of the tower. She looked up and could see the sky and heavy smoke rolling over the top of the tower through a massive glass ceiling.

“Braei,” a voice said.

It was Evurn. She knew that voice.

“Where are you?”

“Behind you, Braei. Come to the door.”

The Rusis hurried to the door just behind her. She pulled it open. Strangely, it wasn't locked.

There was a single candle in the center of the room. Evurn was against the wall.

“I thought it'd be you. None other make so much noise. Ordak is too dimwitted to make it this far, and we know Valrin could never get this far.”

“Come on,” Braei said, reaching out with her hand.

Evurn stared at her.

“We do not have long! The volcano is erupting! We need to get you out of here and get to the others. The path is open, and I know where Ordak is.”

Evurn stood up. “Did you realize the door was not locked?” he asked her, walking past her and shoving her with his shoulder.

“I did, but that doesn't—”

“What does a fish that you’ve just caught do if you give it sight of water?” he asked.

“It swims away.”

“And a grasshopper if given an open hand?"

"The same, but Evurn we need—”

He lunged toward her but did not strike her. “We? We need what, you fool of a Rusis? You should have left. You should not have come here. Do you know what I need? I need a Dwemhar like Aeveam. Do you think you can get her?”

His voice was much more somber now, and tears ran down his eyes.

"Evurn, come on. Let me get you out of here.”

“You truly are a dumb thing. If I wanted to leave, I would. Marog gives me the power, yet have you ever felt the intoxicating pull of love?”

She thought of Valrin. “Yes.”

“Magic is different. Not at the level you use, but at the higher levels, that like Aeveam, like me. I haven't always had such control over my powers, but a life of darkness will do that to a shadow elf! Have you ever tasted the roasted flesh of your own family?”

"Evurn, I don't want to—”

“You don't what? Don't want to hear my story? I was truly one of the most powerful of my race! But no one asks Evurn why he leaves the Shadowlands. No one asks Evurn what he wants.”

“It isn’t important to me where or why you are here.”

Evurn smiled and then laughed. “I know! Is that not what I claimed?”

Braei shook her head. “That isn't what I meant!”

Evurn began to hop in a small circle. “Then tell me what you meant, you dumb Rusis. You don't have Riakar. Now that is a Rusis, not a love-sick wretch of fakeness like you. Do you think the crew would save you if you were trapped on Aieclo?”

“Yes! That is what we do!”

Evurn laughed. “You are not what Valrin needs. He needs those of power, not hot-headed Rusis wretches!”

Suddenly, Rasi slithered between Braei and Evurn. The snake slithered in a path toward Evurn, hissing.

“Dumb snake!” Evurn shouted.

Braei summoned her spells even as the words Evurn had spoken sunk into her mind.

“What do you mean to do, Rusis? You cannot contend with the power of Marog.”

Sparks bounced from her hands to the ground, and the tingling sensation in her fingertips surged up her wrists.

“I seek not a path from this place, Rusis. I shall engorge the form of Marog with my powers, and through me, the resurrected form, the physical form torn from the Awakened Mask, shall have form once again. Things so evil are not cast aside as mere trinkets no matter if the creator is elf, dwarf, Rusis, or Dwemhar! I am Marog. I am the Cursed.”

A sullen shadow was upon Evurn, and Braei sent a blasting shock of energy toward the shadow elf. He raised his hand. Energy pouring from the ceiling caught her spell and sent it back to her. She summoned a ward, layers of magic forming away from her hands in a flash of a moment, absorbing the attack.

She darted right, and yet Evurn stayed stationary.

“You are a Rusis, a rat of the seas. You've never had a place to call your own. You've just clung to whatever ship would take you!”

“I have only ever served Edanos and Valrin!”

She shifted her spells. Lightning receded as ice formed before her in a cold blast that Evurn deflected again. He was now staring at her, following her every move.

“Why don't you run, Rusis?”

“I need my friend.”

“You have no friends here!”

Braei ran forward, casting ice but then leaping, sending another bolt of lightning at Evurn.

“He is, but you're not him!”

The spells landed, both of them. She ceased her attack. She just wanted to jolt him, literally.

As her feet touched the ground again, she saw Evurn on his knees.

“Braei . . .” he said solemnly, “go from here."

Braei ignited her spells, her hands rolling with the fire.

“It is me.” He put his hand up in the air. "But stay back. I feel his presence. I feel Marog. It is why I was brought here. I have many . . . many . . . powers suppressed.”

“Come on, we need to get you away from the tower!”

“I've said things, horrible things, I know.”

“Don't—” She paused. “Don't think of it.”

Evurn looked up to Rasi, who was just a few paces away. “My friend, go. Do not stay here. You should have stayed with Braei.”

"Rasi was not with me,” Braei said. “The tower must not affect the serpent."

“The venom, it must be beyond the tower's knowledge. The tower learns, the tower thinks. It is the essence of the Mask of Marog. It seeks physical form. I shall be a part of that, I think.” Evurn began to stand. “Go, Braei, free yourself. You cannot hope to defeat the power of Marog!”

Evurn's form was covered in shadows once again, and he cracked a smile.

"Testy Rusis, I like Rusis. My thoughts before still stand, for that is the truth of all matters. Ignore what you think you can do. I cannot be harmed again like that! Evurn is mine!”

Rasi struck, wrapping around Evurn’s neck, fangs glistening and digging into a pinch of skin near his neck.

Evurn dropped, but Rasi did not move. 

“Rasi!”

The snake held fast, its eyes looking to Braei.

The shadow fled from Evurn.

Braei looked around, grasping the old shadow elf by his torn clothing and dragging him from the center of the tower and into the stairwell.

The ground quaked again, and the entire tower shook, pieces of rock falling down around them. Braei stumbled with Evurn, falling down several steps and rolling to the next few steps down. Rasi was still latched to his neck.

Braei crawled back up the steps, lifting Evurn onto her shoulders and struggling down the stairs. Her body ached from her fingertips to her chest. She was already much weaker from her magic usage. She could use a stout cup of coffee. The thought of that actually seemed to encourage her more. As she made it past the next landing and got to the level she had entered the tower, Rasi’s tail coiled around her arm.

“I carry you and your master out of here and now you're my friend?”

As she trudged down the corridor, going for the door out, she glanced at the snake's fangs. They were barely in Evurn's skin. He hadn't even fully bitten him.

As she made her way toward the doorway, she stopped at the sight of the woman from before, the one who had helped her, the one now dressed in white.

“You've been given every chance. My god seeks your friend. I am a faithful servant and shall deliver what my god requires.”

Braei knelt, dropping Evurn, and then sprinted, summoning a blast of fire and immolating the entire area around the woman. Whatever care and help she had offered before was long from her mind. Braei had no choice but to destroy her.

The woman deflected the fire, grasping Braei by the arm and throwing the Rusis against the opposite wall.

She brandished a dagger now, walking toward Braei.

“My master chose me to be his hand in these final hours. I shall be as the final birthing of our god into this world. I shall be his mother.”

Braei pushed herself up, summoning her magic but suddenly feeling multiple tendrils grasping her. She looked behind her to see many masked forms had come to the room. She could not fight; her powers were not enough. She felt for the scroll, whatever it was it did. Perhaps if she could reach it, it would work. But the scroll had fallen to the floor when she was tossed. 

There were so many of the masked forms. Above her, the shadowy form of what was to be Marog began to glow. 

The woman lifted the dagger above Braei's chest.

“For my god,” she said with force.

Rasi snapped into view, biting the hand holding the dagger with full force. The woman dropped the dagger, staggering back. The masked forms released their grip on Braei and attempted to grab Rasi, who quickly slithered away.

Braei collapsed, struggling to catch her breath. The masked forms cornered Rasi.

"Kill the serpent!” the woman shouted.

“I wouldn't like that," a voice said. 

Braei looked up to see Evurn standing, holding the scroll open, venom dripping from his neck.

“You see, Rasi and I have been friends for some time. I made a point to make myself immune to my friend's venom, and it seems that immunity turned out to be helpful, as your lovely tower here is unable to penetrate my form any longer.”

The masked forms and the woman surrounded Evurn.

“What could you possibly do without a staff, shadow elf?"

“Your father loved you," Evurn said to the woman. “You tended to me many times, and I can say that reading this scroll, I understand your solemnness. You sought death by another way upon helping my friend here, and for that, I thank you, but now," he said, squatting near a random bit of fire left over from Braei's spell, “you better pray to your god to save you.”

The fire caught the scroll, and the parchment flew high above them. Evurn rushed for Braei, grasping the Rusis and then sprinting across the floor, sliding just as a blast of fire tore through the entire lower area of the tower. 

Rasi slithered out as the fire ball reached the edge of the door, blowing up the stone near the base of the entryway. Braei summoned what ward she could, and the fire quickly fell away.

Evurn shook her. "Braei! Braei!”

“I am tired.”

"I know, I know. We need to get to the others and get off this island now.”

"The scroll, it did that?” she whimpered.

“It was a sacrificial spell meant to kill only those in a small area. A way for a family to die together in this case. There are many dark times that have happened in the Shadowlands. This spell was something of that time.”

"Evurn, do you feel the presence?”

“I am free of it, my dear. I do not need to tell you that nothing I said while under that presence would be considered true."

Evurn was holding her, ignoring the rumbling around them. Rasi was sitting on his shoulder.

"I know. I just had to save you. I have to save everyone."

"You've done well, Rusis.” He kissed her on the forehead. “I know you need rest, but we need to get moving. While none are expected to leave that tower, I have seen into the grander plan. As fate would have it, I now know the inner twists of this entire place. Our stuff was taken to a holding room to be burned. All that is this island is meant to empower Marog, and even objects of trivial power are considered something to feed its form."

Evurn helped Braei stand.

“Its form is in that tower."

“Yes, an incubator not too different from what holds Aeveam. But it is different. Marog is the embodiment of dark energies left over by someone greater than both of us. A shell of what was, where all the malice of a person was encased into a single object. The many masks of the followers and the mask of specifically Marog were meant to give many powers to the otherwise powerless, but I know there is more to this. Marog now seeks its own form, and such, all prayers and thoughts have gone to this one purpose, and with blood magic and a twist on necromancy of all things, Marog takes the form of a lich made of many bodies, empowered by a darker evil than I have felt in some time. This is a purity of hatred. How such hatred could be focused to one point like this, I do not know, but that is not for us to determine.”

Evurn led her down the hall, past the two masked forms she had killed before, and into the main structure again. “I see you had a bit of fun before getting to me. Do you know where Valrin and Ordak are?”

“No,” Braei told him. “Ordak was next to me but told me to leave him. I understand that Valrin might have escaped."

"That’d be a first, for him to actually get his ship and do what I'd want him to do. Likely not, but we can get our weapons and then get to the actual prison. It isn't far from here.”

Braei noticed that the hallways were empty. No one, not even after an explosion of magic like before, was here.

“Where are the masked forms?”

“We are trivial now, or maybe that scroll paralyzed the essence of Marog. I do not know where the mask itself is. I don't mind such luck at this point.”

Evurn pushed through several doorways, moving through room after room and finally reaching another stairwell leading up.

“So, you have some map of this place you've seen?" Braei asked.

"No. While I was in that tower, I was enlightened, I guess you can say. I was given much knowledge, as my mind was melded with that of the greater malice. The first bit I saw was of his ‘grandness,’ which gave me visions of this place. If I am right, we'll find all we need.”

Evurn led them down a long hallway where now several figures appeared. They were not masked but had white paint on their faces and wore long robes.

The shadow elf shot ahead of Braei, Rasi slithering fast by his side. Evurn struck one of the closest with his fist as Rasi struck, taking down another. Evurn grabbed forward, pulling another one of the figures toward him before kicking a third. Rasi shot up and over Evurn, biting the fourth one, and all the figures were brought down.

"Ha! I still remember a bit from my younger days."

“Younger days?” said Braei.

“Before magic, I learned to fight with nothing at all, then blades, but I will not touch those again. Dark times, Rusis. I do not know all I said to you before, but know, I can never return to the Shadowlands.”

Evurn came to a door and then looked ahead of them down another corridor. “This is it," he said with a wink.

As the shadow elf opened the door, Braei noticed a plethora of artifacts and objects of many sizes and sorts. There were orbs of crystal, swords, shields, helmets, and many staves.

Also, against the far wall was a massive furnace. The fire was out.

“It seems that their god did not need more powers, or something. I'm guessing if we'd been a few days earlier, our stuff would have been tossed in as well."

Braei noticed a box of their items, indeed. Evurn claimed his staff and then moved on to Ordak's daggers. Braei slipped on her gauntlets and took Valrin's sword. She held it for a moment and sighed. She looked up as Evurn handed her a bottle of red elixir.

"Drink it. Your body is tired. Your magic is spent. We’ll need it to get to the prison."

He paused for a moment and embraced her. "You are most important to me and as a member of this crew, Braei."

Evurn's words did little to heal the self-doubt that had stricken Braei earlier. While she knew she had done much to help, she didn't feel like it was enough. She drank the elixir and felt a surge of vigor in her entire body. Evurn had gone into another room, gathering many vials.

“Something about shadow elf temples, or at least, bastard versions of one."

"Bastard versions?" 

"Yes, true shadow elf temples have a ton more wood. Floors are made to merge with the earth and what not.”

Braei had never seen Evurn so enthusiastic. It was different, strange, especially how she was used to him being.

“Are you ready?”

She was gathering their clothes.

“Leave those. They will not help us save the others, and we can always find more. Plus, I think we look good in these rags!" 

Sarcasm, another strange thing as far as Evurn was concerned. Braei wasn't sure what to say, but she nodded and joined Evurn at the door. It had been a long time since she’d worn a sword now, but her powers had become much more useful to her over everything else in the past few days and weeks. 

Evurn was about to exit the room, when he looked at her.

"I want to tell you . . . I, I saw much while I was in that tower. I only speak what I feel is true now. We must get off this island, or we risk losing all that Valrin and his quest as Stormborn stands for. This Marog, it is something beyond what even I can fathom. We get out, we find Valrin, and we hope"—he stopped as the ground rumbled—"we can get off this island and far from here. Then, we will talk of what we need to do to get to Aeveam.”

Braei nodded quickly, feeling the earth tremble again beneath them. It was becoming more frequent. Evurn leaned out the door, and Rasi quickly climbed on top of his staff.

“You're more useful on the ground. Thanks for that venom earlier; it worked well, my friend!”

Evurn led them back to the stairwell, and they cut back around to near where the silver tower was. The path before what Braei had taken was above them as Evurn ran through the corridor with his staff outstretched. They came around a corner that bent to the left, and the shadow elf released a volley of green earth magic that bounced off the halls, striking several masked forms and dragging them down to the ground one after another. He kept running, and Braei followed just behind him. They turned a corner again and came to a large open room with many tables and large fireplaces. Here, more of the white-faced figures held up weapons of many kinds all in reverence of a masked form, an assembly in fact, standing high above them.

"The other way!" Evurn shouted.

Braei staggered to a stop and turned to follow Evurn as now more of their enemy swarmed in pursuit.

From the opposite end of the passage, more figures appeared. Evurn grabbed Braei by the arm and pulled her close. He put both hands on his staff, lifting it above them.

“Hold on!”

Evurn slammed his staff, and they fell into a lower level. Braei pulled him up, and he pointed behind them, “Back up, it takes us to the other side and should be right near where the holding cells are that you came from! I assume if you came to get me, you passed into the level with the statues that watch the corridor, correct?"

"Yes!"

"Then this way!"

As they fled down the passage, Evurn sent a volley of spells that collapsed the passage they had fallen through. They saw several masked forms in the rubble.

Evurn and Braei had made it to another set of twisted stairwells.

"You saw a map of this place in your mind? How do they not know of it too, being actual servants?"

Because they know it as it was placed in their minds alone. This place . . ." He paused, checking an edge of the hallway and then back down another side. "This place is more than what I thought. It is reminiscent of a place in the Shadowlands. A place I called home. How? I do not know, but I do not care. Such is as it is.”

They came at last to another stairwell, and Braei could see the cells where she had escaped from. They hurried to Ordak's cell.

“Friend? Sleeping well?" Evurn teased.

“Screw the half-orc, that's what I imagined you'd say when she got to you. Good work there, Braei.”

Braei focused her powers, heating up and breaking the lock, breaking him free.

Evurn gave Ordak his weapons.

“You look like you've been sleeping."

"Felt horrible before. The poison must’ve taken a while to wear off fully.”

“Now where?” Braei asked.

“We need to get to the lower prisons. The corridor will take us that way, but I have to imagine we will not find Valrin there."

"Yes," Braei said. “I think he might have escaped." 

"Well, the lower prison is near the outer lower courtyard, so if he took that way, then so can we.”

Evurn began to lead them forward and through a snaking passage that Braei would never have been able to navigate. They reached a long corridor with high ceilings and pillars. Looking ahead, Braei could see daylight, though the skies were a soupy black. Another rumbling shook the entire structure, and this one was so forceful that Evurn and Ordak knelt with Braei against the walls.

In the light ahead, they saw many masked forms holding glowing staves.

Evurn rushed forward, jabbing his staff into the round, sending a blast of vines forward as a volley of spells came their way. He shifted spells, bringing up a ward as Braei did the same. They were battered with an explosion of magic that shook the entire structure more. They lowered their wards and cast their own volleys of fire, and in the shadows of the corridor came many white-faced servants of Marog with spears and staves of their own. 

Ordak drew his weapons. “Dozens versus three.”

“Stand firm,” Evurn shouted. “And perhaps say a prayer if you're into that kind of talk."  

Another rumbling shook them from beneath, and they heard the deafening sound of an explosion. Cracks shot through the temple walls, and crevices split the hall down the middle. Evurn and Braei were on one side, and Ordak was on the other. Their enemy converged upon them. Spells flew, and Ordak shouted, charging forward. Getting out would not be easy.

 

Part Seven: Eruption

 

They had come to the edge of Rikernala. Their fairy companion hovered just above them as they entered the town to a hurried and panicked crowd.

“The mountain quakes and the end has come upon us!” one woman shouted.

“To the harbor!” another said.

As the fairy flew ahead, twisting around and into the corridors, Valrin and Elera pushed through the panicked crowds. While it seemed many acted erratic, Valrin noticed others huddled together in their homes, and still others seemed to be carrying large spears in the direction of the harbor.

“They think they can fight what comes," Elera shouted. 

The ground quaked beneath them again, and Valrin turned to see the crystal descending from above the volcano into the open cone.

“I believe the eruption is coming at any moment,” Valrin said.

“I’m sure it is. I can smell it.”

Though the atmosphere was smoky and Valrin was not too sure what returning to the masked man was to do at this point, they had the mushrooms, but they could not figure out what purpose these could possibly have. They would have held up their end of the deal. They’d be able to get to her dragon, but he wondered if they’d have time to get to his crew. He’d make time. He had to believe they were okay.

Back past the area with the croaking frogs that had since hopped away to hide from the destruction on the brink of arrival, they ascended to the oddly placed hut, and the fairy floated up and over the top of the door, joining several other fairies.

The door opened, and they entered to find the masked figure just as before, but this time, he appeared to be meditating, hovering just over the ground. The smell of incense was stronger than it was last time.

“Time is fading from grasp. You have returned.”

Valrin took the bag of silver mushrooms and set them before the figure. 

“Let us see,” the figure said.

It reached out, grasping the bag and looking in. He set it back to the side.

“So, it is done, but truly I knew you had taken the correct path before now. Marog shall soon be released, and cataclysm comes from Aieclo.”

“My dragon? We need passage, now!” Elera demanded.

“You are one he did not expect, but yes.” He reached into his robe and pulled out a silver key. “You have done well to play your part, but will your part continue? That is the question that is wondered. Surely you made this task easier on the one beside you?”

“She was most helpful,” Valrin said. “I’m not sure I’d have been able to do this without her.”

The masked form nodded. “Yes, perhaps not. But in all things, eventually you’ll be without your crew, Stormborn. Not all can weather the storms of time. But for now, all has gone according to the design of the one who orchestrates all. My own time comes to an end. Dragon rider, your dragon is northeast of town. You must hurry there before that which rises from the seas comes.”

“You and your ilk cannot allow this entire town to be destroyed!” Elera said.

The figure’s arm fell off, and where the stub should have been bleeding, several crystals were melting in a blue fire. 

“All goes as my master plans. Truly, you’ve figured out the origin of all by now?”

“A warlock came to this island,” Valrin said, “and created dark masks that now threaten everyone here. Your cult plans to kill the innocent here for your god, Marog.”

“Marog takes physical form, but what you do not understand is that the dark god has never had its own form. The warlock, as you call him, was cast aside by the Dwemhar. Though many agreed with him, they did not break away and allowed him to be left to fight the evils of the world on his own. The warlock was no man but a Dwemhar, Eliue of Elieaca, and he has made all that you see here.”

The masked form’s other arm began to burn. It reached into the bag of silver mushrooms and held them in its open hand. 

The mask it wore fell off, revealing a silver face with many glowing crystals. The silver mushrooms burst into flame, and in the crucible of the figure’s hand, the mushrooms became as a multi-colored crystal.

It handed the crystal to Valrin.

“You know what this is. You are to go to my master.”

“The Clockmaster is Marog!”

“Yes and no. At one time, perhaps? But Marog has become from what he discarded. Know that while I am but a creation placed here to guide you, my master has orchestrated much more in your time with him. He has seen error; he seeks to correct it. But the Cults of Masks and Marog are no mere creations like me. Valrin, my master and the gods have decreed you to have a direct hand in this. Peace be with you, Stormborn of the Glacial Seas.”

The figure fell apart, burning crystals and metal pieces falling upon itself as in a heap of burning green, the masked figure, who was no more than a creation of Eliue, became as ash. The ground suddenly quaked again.

Valrin and Elera stood speechless for a moment. Elera reached for the key the figure had, and Valrin looked at the crystal.

“Who is Eliue?” Elera asked.

“A Dwemhar I have been dealing with.”

“The Dwemhar are extinct!”

“Yeah, I've heard,” he said with a sigh.

“We get my dragon,” Elera said, “and then we return to the prison. I told you I would help you.”

They left the shack, both descending in the direction of the town. Valrin looked up at the volcano. Suddenly, fire shot up into the sky with a deafening explosion that shook the island like it had not been shaken before. He watched as buildings within the town shifted and then fell. The ground moved beneath them, and in the darkness of the sky streaked down flaming rocks.

The people of Rikernala shouted and screamed. “To the harbor! The great fleet of our god flee! We must hope they’ll take us with them!”

“No!” another shouted. "We must stay true to our gods! They will save us if only we believe in them.”

“My dragon,” Elera said. “Northeast of town. I know where he speaks. There is a cave there.”

They hurried north as most of the town was moving toward the ocean. Buildings were on fire, but thankfully, it seemed that the flaming rocks that had come with the eruption were not nearly as plentiful at this time.

As they ascended into the town, Valrin looked over to the prison to see flashes of light. He paused.

"My crew,” he said.

“You don't know that! We need to get to my dragon!”

“You have passage!” Valrin pointed to her key. “Get to your dragon. You said you know where it is.”

“It’s another prison. It’s in the mountain that leads to an inlet and the ocean.”

“Then go,” Valrin said. He drew his sword. “I go to my crew and then to the harbor.”

Valrin knew Elera did not care for this idea, but he wasn’t giving her a choice. He knew those sparks of color. That was Evurn. He sprinted to get to the prison.

*****

Evurn held his ward as several volleys of spears flew into the rocks around them. They had reached the halfway point but were still separated from Ordak.

The half-orc was moving between columns, emerging from one and then vanishing, just to pop out around another and cut down one of the white-faced men attempting to advance on him.

But the masked forms were floating above them now. Braei focused her spells, sending bolts of lightning through columns as Evurn used more of his vines to bind their foes. 

Suddenly, the side of the structure gave way, and they were exposed to more masked forms swarming their flank.

Several spears flew nearly into Evurn and Braei. Evurn slammed his staff on the ground, releasing it as a static ward formed over them.

He fumbled through his potions before settling on two that he quickly uncorked. A group of the masked forms had come in a mass, one of them holding a ward that deflected every spell Braei cast their way.

“In the ward!" Evurn said. He stepped out for a moment, tossing the one vial in his left hand before throwing the right. He quickly retreated into the ward as an explosion of fire engulfed the masked forms. He claimed his staff back and pointed to a pillar on the edge of the gaping crack in the temple.

“What was that?” Braei shouted.

“Potions. I love potions!” The shadow elf laughed and shoved his staff into the base of the column.

Another blast of magic ruptured the lower portion of the column, and it fell to their side and nearly struck Ordak.

The half-orc needed no prompting. He quickly jumped up, dodging spears and white-faced warriors as he sprinted across the expanse, falling quickly back down beside Braei.

“Keep moving!” Evurn shouted.

They were pushing for the open path on the far end of the chamber. Evurn thought to try to fight through the new opening, but they'd end up in the courtyard. This other way would lead them out. As they jumped through the columns, meeting new foes and engaging them as such, Ordak jumped for a masked form and attempted to slash its body. His weapons did not have any effect.

“Magic or shadow blades, that is what you must use!” Evurn shouted.

“You’re telling me my blade can defeat wraiths but not these?”

Evurn parried a spear-wielding white-faced man, and Ordak cut him down. “Yes, I am,” Evurn shouted.

A blast of magic struck high above them, bringing down several of the pillars as more of their enemy swarmed the long room. They took cover in a circle of broken rocks, and it was here their enemy moved in.

Evurn took another one of his potions, chugging this one. He took position at the center of the ruins, lifting his staff up in a brilliant light.

“Under my ward! I shall knock back our foe and blind the rest. We are close enough; we should be able to get to the edge of the structure before they can see again.”

Evurn focused his spell, glancing around as many forms swarmed them. It was then he saw him. 

Valrin had made it to the prison and engaged the masked forms on the far end.

“Valrin!" Evurn shouted.

Braei looked up, spotting their captain quickly becoming surrounded but slashing through his foes with his blade.

Valrin had taken much of the attention off them, and they took advantage of it.

Braei sprinted ahead, running through the many fallen pillars and leaping to a high point. She summoned her spells around her, casting fire at those who surrounded Valrin.

Valrin slashed through two more masked men and looked up at her. “Braei!”

Evurn and Ordak made it to him, and the crew was reunited. They stood back to back, Braei joining them as more of the masked men and white-faced men pushed in around them.

“Kill these interlopers. They are not welcome in the plans of I, Marog.”

Shadows shot through the top of the decimated ruins. Fire rained down from the volcano, and the ground quaked.

"All serve Marog!” the forms before them said in unison.

Valrin and the others moved toward the outside, but even here, the ground had shifted again, leaving rubble, and now fiery rocks fell all over the area.

“Valrin, you escaped! Good work!” Ordak said. 

“We’re not truly free yet,” Evurn said. “And I wonder how you came across a blade such as that.”

Their enemy moved in a grand circle around them.

They were not advancing. Evurn and Braei summoned their wards, intertwining them. From several of the masked forms came straight beams of energy, shattering parts of the ward.

“Hold!” Evurn shouted.

Another blast.

The wards shattered again. Evurn slammed his staff in the ground, sending up rocks to reinforce their position. 

The masked forms attacked again.

Braei's gauntlets were alight with white fire, her ward shimmering brightly, but the Rusis was sweating profusely.

“Just a bit longer,” Valrin said. “She has to be nearly here."

“She who?” Ordak asked. “We lost momentum. We must figure something out. We should shift the ward downward, maybe try to break through their perimeter.”

Valrin looked to their side and then shook his head. “For once, we just need to wait. I trust her. We had a deal.”

A roar split the air, and a blast of ice struck the ground around them.

Evurn and Braei’s ward shattered, but in the place of their enemies were frozen shards of ice.

A great dark-blue dragon soared high above them with Elera atop it.

But the dragon was not blue now at all. It shifted in color, turning now a silver color before landing just beside them.

“Come to me!” Elera shouted.

The dragon turned its head, sending a blast of white fire in the opposite direction. The entire wall of the courtyard was engulfed in flames, sending up white smoke.

“A dragon!” Ordak shouted. “Where’d you get a dragon?”

“I am Elera of the Far South. Do not worry of my dragon, just climb upon it!”

Valrin noticed that the dragon had an elaborate saddle that while it had a spot for Elera to sit, it also had an area made of a dark-black substance for cargo on its back.

As the crew of the Aela Sunrise joined Elera on top of her dragon, she shifted the dragon to many more of the masked forms. White fire split through the ruins, bringing more of the structure down upon them and further breaking the temple and prison just as she said she would.

They took to the air with a great force. Valrin felt himself sucked down against the hard substance on the dragon's back as the two scaly wings pounded the air and they moved up and over the city of Rikernala.

Elera pulled the reins of her dragon, glancing behind her as flaming rocks streaked behind. 

“Hold on!” she shouted.

The dragon dropped to the right, and they turned nearly inverted as it shot over the top of the buildings and over the harbor.

Valrin could see his ship against a far dock, and to his surprise, the entire fleet of Marog had left. The harbor had two massive towers on the far edge, and the gate to the harbor was open. 

As Elera flew down to the waterside, multiple large bolts shot up around them, narrowly missing them. They landed, and several men ran up with spears. The dragon sent a stream of white fire, engulfing them in a fiery blast.

Valrin and the others disembarked. The captain quickly ran out in front of Elera, drawing his sword as many of the townspeople approached. 

Valrin could feel the heat of the dragon's fire against the back of his neck.

“People of Rikernala, you believe your apocalypse is here, but this is a mere dragon! Do not attack us!”

“It is a beast of destruction! Our god has not come for us. Our city burns! The masked ones have left us! Many of them have even turned on us! We barricaded the western entrance to the harbor! Our end has come!”

“The masked forms care nothing for you, but you are still people of your own regard. Do not falter!" Valrin shouted out. “Do you not have ships in which to flee?”

There were so many people of varying age and dress. Old women, young boys. Most had makeshift weapons. The people of Rikernala had two great crossbows set up, the weapons that had nearly struck the dragon when they were descending. While there was one large man who had been speaking before, there came a man in a silver robe.

“I am a speaker of our people. I was chief among the priests. Our prayers, stranger, have went unanswered. But we cannot flee to the sea, for it is written in the Book of Marog that “from the seas of the North comes a monster, and those of the island shall die for the great one, Marog, divine darkness.”

“You're going to believe that?" Ordak asked. “Even better, you are okay with this?”

"It is all we have known. It is our life,” the man said.

“There is not a monster except that which has forced you to serve such as this!” Elera shouted.

“That dragon looks like a monster!” one of them shouted.

Elera stood on the head of her dragon. "This is Rornuk, born out of the fires of my homeland. He has been with me since birth, and he is mate to Shrade, a fire drake. This is no beast but one of my dearest friends. We bring no apocalypse!”

“Seriously," Valrin said, “if you have ships to sail away, the time is now."

Flames rolled through the outer parts of Rikernala, and the volcano was covered in flows of lava.

“Okay, those of us who can flee, we will try. We have but small boats, no great ships. Our god has taken his ships.”

“Gods do not need ships,” Evurn said. “This was no god but an evil entity of shadow magic. Flee while you still have time.”

As Valrin and the crew went to the Aela Sunrise, he noticed the two turtle assistants that repaired the ship had been guarding the ship, as he thought before. There were two more masked forms dead laying on the dock.

“The masked ones,” a fisher who was getting his own ship ready said to their right. "They tried to get on, but it was said they were not to touch it. These two tried first and were killed. I've never seen magic like this.”

“Well, good.” Valrin said.

Valrin noticed that there were many different buildings along the water's edge, and most of the ships the people had were kept in these structures. 

He went to the rear of the Aela Sunrise and noticed that the ship’s crystals were still mostly out of energy.

As they checked over the ship, Elera approached. “Valrin,” she said. “This is your ship and your crew?”

“Yes,” he said. “Evurn, shadow elf. Ordak, half-orc from the South. And this is Braei.” He paused. “The one I told you about.”

“Your captain cares much for you all,” she said. “You are lucky to have such a man. Not my type, but that’s fine.” Braei gave her an odd look, and she bowed. “I will watch from above upon Rornuk as you escape this place.”

“Thank you, Elera,” Valrin said.

As Elera departed, Valrin directed them to cut the lines holding the ship, and they drifted out into the center of the harbor. The volcano still rolled with fire. There were at least twenty boats and a handful of smaller ships.

“So, what of this place?” Evurn asked.

“From what I've seen, this is all the work of Eliue, somehow."

“What crazed test is this?” Ordak asked.

“I don't think that is what it is.” Valrin said.

“It is shadow magic. Putting dark energies into an object is something of my people. This island somehow channeled the prayers and energies of the people into a physical body, an embodiment of Marog,” Evurn told them.

“I am sorry,” Valrin said. “I was able to escape with Elera, but she said we'd likely not be able to get into the rest of the prison. She had been here a while."

"I got out,” Braei said, "but I think you got out a bit ahead of me.”

He embraced her. “I came as fast as I could.” 

“Almost not fast enough,” she teased. "We were almost out."

“The shadow blades,” Evurn said. “I saw both you and the dragon rider had them.”

Valrin shrugged. “As I understand it, the dragon rider was not one they planned to have here, but all of this was set up to stop something greater. Eliue is tied to this, but it is like he is entwining his own plan, not that he directs it himself.”

The surface of the water seemed to shift, and Valrin looked out over the harbor. 

“What is it?" Braei asked.

Valrin went to the helm. He raised the sails, and the ship moved forward. Suddenly, both towers at the entrance to the harbor were struck with waves from the sea, exploding into crumbling debris.

A roar came from the ocean. Valrin looked up at Elera and her dragon. She flew down in a dive.

“Do you think she sees something?” Ordak asked.

The silver-colored drake turned to dark blue, and in a blast of energy, the dragon spewed ice over the front of the harbor, blocking the way. Elera flew back around to the deck of the Aela Sunrise, the massive wings of her dragon pounding the air around them.

“Something is making its way into the harbor, and I . . . I see the fleet of Marog. They are on the outer edge of the waters. They are waiting.”

“For what?” Evurn said with dread.

“Likely for us to die. And the rest of Rikernala to perish and further empower their god,” Valrin said.

The ice wall Elera had constructed was struck from the other side, and a shock wave went through the harbor.

Horns sounded in the city as tentacles came over the top of the wall.

“It is a leviathan!” Ordak shouted.

“Damn, damn, damn, damn us,” Evurn shouted. “Curse you, Wura, and your play toys!”

Elera floated upward. “I will see what I can do. But there is no escape from the fleet. I will try, Valrin.”

The dragon flapped furiously, pushing up into the sky.

Ordak took a seat in the weapon Eliue had created.

"That takes too much energy," Valrin said. “We haven't been able to restore the crystals. For now, we'll have to use normal spells.”

Darkness was falling, but the volcano still lit up the skies around them. Valrin could see the moon over the ocean, but without direct light, he would not be able to restore the crystal that powered his Dwemhar weapons. He tore through the ocean, though, with the amount of wind coming in. He looked up, watching Elera dive down. This time, the dragon took its normal silver color, sending a stream of fire into the creature coming into the harbor. Tentacles shot up the water and struck the dragon and threw her to one side. She recovered but then floated up slowly. It looked as if she was going to attack again, but then she took off across the harbor, flying high above the island before diving toward the volcano. A shimmering white light overtook the dragon, and they vanished in the smoke.

“She fled! She left us!"

"Where did she go?” Braei asked.

“Home. This isn't her fight," Valrin said, “but these waters are part of the world and the Glacial Seas. We of the Aela Sunrise will fight."

 

Part Eight: Storms

 

 

The monster that appeared only as a mass of tentacles pulled itself through the gateway of the harbor, sliding over the shattered ruins of the broken walls and into the harbor itself. As it landed in the water, a rolling wave of water and sand shot up.

A roar bounced off the natural harbor of the island, and Valrin navigated the massive wave as the creature submerged again. Valrin sailed parallel with its path. It was heading to Rikernala.

Evurn and Braei stood on the side of the ship, making ready their spells. 

“You sure you want to poke this beast? I see a clear path, and we could cut back around the island to avoid the fleet,” Ordak said.

“Not liking the sea monster?” Valrin teased.

“Oh, I love them. We should invite it over for a drink and fine ale.”

“Wouldn’t that be the same thing?” Braei asked.

“I need a drink,” Ordak said. “I'm just wanting to assure our captain he has another option.”

Valrin adjusted his heading, catching the wind a bit better in the sails. The creature would reach the harbor before him, but he figured they’d get its attention rather quickly.

“No option for us beyond helping Rikernala. They trusted us to help them, and that's what we'll do.”

Valrin wheeled hard to the right. The Aela Sunrise drifted to the side, lining up their side with the creature emerging from the depths.

Braei’s spells were the first. The Rusis cast a large blast of electricity across the water as one undulating ball of energy. The blast hit the back of the creature still emerging from the depths just as many tentacles shot up and into the many boats where the people of Rikernala were loading up.

The creature roared again as several of its tentacles shot up into the air, quivering.

Valrin could smell the burning of the creature’s flesh. Braei had landed a good hit.

The entire mass of the creature began to spin around, and Evurn cast his own spells in several volleys, explosions of green magic striking at different areas of its tentacles in a dazzling bright flash. Vines grew rapidly around several of its tentacles.

The creature slapped the water around it, knocking the vines free. Suddenly, the night sky streaked with two bright bolts of fire flying over the harbor. These two bolts came from the land. The people of Rikernala. 

While many of the town had thought simply the end was coming, that there was nothing they could do, and were reserved to die, there were the others. Those who sought to fight whatever came to destroy them. While nothing could stop a volcano, against a sea monster, they had a chance.

Valrin was circling back around as the creature slid back into the harbor. It was headed right for them. 

“Get your weapons ready, my orc friend!” Valrin said.

The creature cast a large fan of water as it moved through the harbor. Beyond it, the ships of Rikernala were making for the opening to the sea.

Tentacles shot across the deck, gripping the Aela Sunrise.

Valrin looked at the crystals on the aft and noticed that while there was not much in the way of moonlight, the second crystal had begun to glow.

“Hold the creature!” Valrin ordered.

Evurn sent several entangling vines off the side of the deck, and Braei cast ice. The entire ship vibrated as the creature discovered it could not pull its tentacles off.

Ordak was jumping around the deck, hacking at its trapped form, but this did little.

Valrin shifted the levers at the helm, sending energy into the center mass. The wood began to glow bright before he sent a focused blast of white fire into the creature’s center mass.

It pulled away, shattering Braei’s ice and tearing through the vines as it fell back into the depths.

“Ha! I did it!" Ordak shouted. He ran to the edge of the ship and shouted out, “Come back and make me cut off your other tentacles, you ball of salt water!”

Valrin knew it wasn't dead. That was too easy, by his reckoning. He headed to intercept the fleeing fleet. He didn’t know where the creature was, but he knew it’d be back.

The smaller ships were making their way out.

Valrin went to one of the two larger ships.

“Break around the side of the island. The fleet of Marog waits for us.”

The men at the helm nodded. One of them went to the edge of their ship. “One more ship comes from the harbor. The defenders of Rikernala.”

“We will wait for them.”

Valrin broke away from the fleet, moving back into the harbor.

“That creature will be back,” Evurn said. “I’m not even sure why it left.”

“It decided it didn't want any more of my blades!”

“Doubtful,” Braei said.

Ordak crossed his arms, the lumbering orc acting as if he were upset. “You know, I am still new to this crew. I am okay with a bit of encouragement.”

“You were the 'Shadow Demon’ protector of Aieclo for the Delkians. That’s all the accolades you're getting.” Braei laughed.

Valrin kept out of the inner harbor but noticed the ship was now moving away from shore.

“Good,” he said, moving them into deeper water.

As the other ship began to make way, moving with increasing speed, Valrin noticed this ship had many who were holding weapons.

He took up a position just behind them, following them out of the harbor with haste as the waters began to shift around them.

“Valrin,” Braei said nervously.

The other Rikernala vessel was just out of the boundaries of the harbor, passing into the open ocean. But now, a strong current was pushing into the harbor.

Valrin engaged the ship's energies, pushing forward but still only moving so fast.

Evurn went to the back of the ship, looking over the edge.

“The water is much shallower. We just need to get to the ocean.”

The wheel was spun out of Valrin’s hands. He caught it but found the ship was being forced to the side and directly into the crushed rocks of the harbor wall.

Evurn gripped the wheel with him, both forcing the ship straight as suddenly the entire harbor was engorged with more water.

“I have never seen the ocean act like this,” Evurn said.

The ship was suddenly free, and Valrin pushed them forward, angling for the opening and the ocean. In a few moments, they passed it, but even now, the water was much shallower than before. The island became bright with fire as the volcano exploded, sending more flaming rocks high into the sky.

Tentacles shot up onto the rocks of the harbor, and the creature emerged again, but this time, it climbed high above them, and there was much more to this creature than had taken form before. As the dark clouds of the volcano spread out over the ocean, a massive form emerged from the waters. What they had fought before was only the head of the creature. Its full body was larger than any creature Evurn and Valrin had ever seen, and it lumbered out of the ocean, standing on the edge of the harbor.

It roared, and this time, spikes along its back rippled with blue energy before a volley of large spikes struck Rikernala, turning the entire town into nothing but splinters even as the lava flows engulfed the rest of the island they could see from the ocean.

The people of Rikernala’s fleet turned away from the island, and the safety of avoiding Marog’s fleet, now heading away from the creature that had destroyed their town.

As the creature roared, a bright flash overtook the blackness of the sky, and a shimmering form emerged in the smoke. Suddenly, great pinnacles of light shot up from the rocks across the island, and this form was engorged with energy. But then there was a loud pop, and the shimmering form became still. The sea monster standing almost as a witness seemed to move its head, looking around. The many tentacles coming off the upper portion of its body felt around as if searching, and then the entire lumbering mass turned and looked down at the fleet of Rikernala. They were what was missing—their life forces, their sacrifice.

The creature began back into the water, and at the same time, the fleet of Marog moved to ensure none of them escaped, spreading out like a great band, a great fence to block their path and that of the Aela Sunrise.

The moon pierced through the clouds, and Valrin chased for the open spot of ocean where he could see the light shining down as if a beacon of hope in this ever-darkening hour.

They were in the moonlight, and the crystals of his ship were engorged with light.

Valrin looked up, seeing what appeared as an orb of light high above them. It was only a spec and only there for a moment. He thought to point it out, but as soon as he did, the orb was gone, and with it, the shine from the moon.

His crystals were restored.

“A blessing from the gods?” Braei asked.

“I don't think so," he said. “Ordak! Take position!”

The half-orc sheathed his blades and looked behind Valrin.

“Yes! I love this part! I love this ship!"

He took his position on the weapon of Eliue.

Valrin engaged the ship's crystals, energy spinning through the ship. They moved with haste across the water. Ordak angled the weapon at the sea monster just as it reached the ships of Rikernala.

Energy exploded across the deck, and the Dwemhar weapon’s discharge struck the creature, knocking it under the surface of the water.

Valrin kept at a distance. He wasn't sure of where the creature would emerge again, and as such, he didn’t want to be too close to the other vessels.

One of the Rikernala ships exploded as not the creature's tentacles but the attack it had used on the actual city immediately killed those on board. A visible flow of energy came from the dead and flowed into the figure above the island.

The creature emerged from the depths again, and once again, Ordak gave the creature a taste of the Dwemhar vessel's energy. Water exploded around them as spells landed on their flank, shifting the Aela Sunrise in the water, and Valrin kept a fast hold on the wheel, looking out across the water at the two large vessels of Marog moving to intercept him. Behind them came the fleet and forces of Marog. 

“The death of those of Rikernala feed Marog,” Evurn shouted. “It is blood magic. As those people die, their energy feeds his physical form. We must stop the monster and then somehow protect the fleet of escaping ships.”

“How are we going to stop both?” Braei asked.

"Like this!” Ordak shouted. The half-orc shifted his aim, focusing on the figure above the island.

“Hold,” Valrin shouted. “Engorging him with power from this vessel may not be the best idea.”

The sky became lit with blue orbs of fire from the Marog vessels. 

“Wards!”

Evurn and Braei cast their wards, shielding the ship from the impact.

The sea monster lunged forward, striking more of the Rikernala vessels. Now, the two large vessels engaged the creature directly as several smaller ships broke off and scattered.

Valrin engaged the deck crystals, sending a volley of white orbs streaking toward the monster. It was a good strike, sending up chunks of flesh and water and angering the creature. But it did not break off its attack. As Marog's vessels drew closer, Valrin turned to angle the ship directly at the monster.

"Evurn! Take the wheel. We’ll ram the bastard. Ordak, Braei, hit it with everything you can.”

He had an idea.

“Captain, what is the plan?” Evurn asked.

Valrin drew the shadow blade. “We were given this for a reason. Sure, it’s good against the masked forms, but perhaps . . ."

He ran to the front of the ship, holding the rail.

“This is insane! We’re going to ram the sea monster and our captain is going to stab it! Evurn, you have the best friends!” The orc began to laugh almost uncontrollably as both he and Braei sent blasts of energy at the creature. The Dwemhar energies wrapped with the volleys of lightning striking from Braei’s attack. The creature roared, splashing the water and toppling more of the vessels.

One of the two large vessels was capsized, and the other vessel was reloading their crossbow. The massive form of the creature emerged from the depths, and Valrin was able to hear the snap of the crossbow's string and the bolt plunge into the creature's tough skin.

It wasn't enough, though.

Valrin tightened his grip on his sword as the sea monster turned, gripping the Aela Sunrise. Its many tentacles rose around him, and he slashed deep, sending blood and viscous fluid spraying across the deck of the ship. 

The creature recoiled. Another bolt struck its underside, and the Aela Sunrise emerged out of the water, caught up on the skin of the creature.

Evurn sent a volley of white orbs into its side, setting off an explosion that knocked them back into the water. The creature attempted to surround them, and Valrin drove his shadow blade into its form. 

The sea monster fell back, using its tentacles to push the Aela Sunrise away. Ordak used the Dwemhar weapon, striking the creature again just as it put all its focus into smashing the vessels of Rikernala. Most of the smaller ships were destroyed, and the cries of the peoples filled the air as many struggled to swim in the now-swirling water around the sea monster.

"We can't get close again or it will smash us into all the ones we’re trying to save," Evurn said.

Valrin returned to the helm. The two vessels of Marog were very close to them now. With the cries of the people of Rikernala filling his ears, he pulled away from the sea monster and went for the vessels of Marog.

"Captain, we struggled against one,” Evurn said.

A blast of energy came from atop one of the copper spires of one of the vessels, and suddenly, the entire Aela Sunrise rippled with energy.

Valrin looked back and saw that the crystal energy reserves were out.

"How did they do that?” Valrin shouted.

Ordak jumped up from his position, drawing his blades again. 

“Get to the helm," Valrin said. "Wards!"

Just as he said that, volleys of poisonous arrows struck all around them.

“There is not a way out of this again,” Valrin said. “I don’t have enough energy to even summon the lock to block out their advance.”

The two vessels threw chains onto the deck, the black iron scraping across the deck and catching on the rails. More lines came down, and masked forms in armor ran down the chains landing on the deck.

“By the glory of our master, we take your ship and command you cease your heathen acts in the seas of our master’s holiness.”

Valrin drew his sword, walking out from the ward’s protection. "I am Valrin, captain of the Aela Sunrise. Stormborn of the Dwemhar and sea peoples of the Glacial Seas. Tell me, where is Wura? Kel? Etha?”

The masked form who had been talking looked slowly at the others and then stepped forward. “You asked for those who have been in power and who shall fall. Marog is none of these."

“Well, that clears it up for me. Not a god. Just a mask."

The cultists lunged forward, smashing the deck with a whip that sent Valrin rolling back up against his crew.

“Blasphemy at the birth of our lord is not what we allow. Do you not see the grand vessels he has given us? Those who are sacrificed in the name of our god still cry out as his creature devours them. Soon, he shall be reborn, and the skies will burn!”

There were several large explosions from atop the island.

“Do you not feel the presence of his power?"

Valrin looked out over the island and saw that the volcano was erupting more, and multiple large stones flew out of it.

The stones streaked up but then did not tumble as did the other stones from before.

"Throw down your weapons. All shall submit! The glory of Marog is soon to be showered upon us!”

A shrill call went out across the skies, and then came horn calls high above the ocean.

Valrin turned back to see multiple winged forms descending upon them.

The masked forms did not expect this either. Their own ships rumbled and churned with energy as blasts of fire descended from the sky, engulfing the tops of their vessels. Suddenly, multiple figures dropped on the deck of the Aela Sunrise, flinging knives and bladed disks, cutting into the masked forms. Dragons pounded the air above them, blasting the tops of the vessels of Marog.

The masked forms fell back, and one of the armored figures removed their helmet. It was Elera.

“Had to get help. Took a while.”

The dragon rider was in full dark-blue armor. The others with her wore black. While her dragon was blue, these other dragons were all dark black and breathed a dark-red fire. The other figures who had come with Elera blew whistles, and their dragons came to retrieve them. 

The sea monster wailed as another black dragon sent several blasts of fire across its form. 

“Rornuk!” Elera shouted.

Her dragon came to her, and she boarded it, pushing up off the side of one of the Marog vessels and grappling the line free from the enemy vessel. She pulled the Aela Sunrise at a rapid pace away from the two vessels. Though they moved to try to pursue, an explosion of dragon fire struck the top of one of them as four more dragons strafed the ship.

Several blasts of magic leaped off the deck and struck near the dragons, sending one of them into a frenzy for a moment.

Elera directed her own dragon near the one, and she tossed something into the air that exploded with an orange dust.

"Healing magic,” Evurn said, "from a bottle. I knew the Dragonfire Pits were using our herbs back in my day, but I did not know they had figured out a way to turn it into a powder.”

Valrin was checking the ship. Everything was in working order, and he still had some energy. Whatever the ships of Marog had deployed to halt them before had worn off. Valrin set their course to break off from the main fight as the vessels of Marog also fell back, considering the constant hampering by the dragons. 

As Valrin returned to where the Rikernala vessels had been, the dragon that had been harassing the sea monster had managed to chase it off. It floated above the surface of the water, the rider standing on the head of the dragon.

“Valrin, I see none alive,” the figure shouted.

With the wind blowing over the ocean and the night sky still lit by the erupting volcano, the blood magic from the final sacrifices floated toward the figure of Marog.

Suddenly, the shimmering became bright and then faded.

A shock wave shook the water, and the entire island crumbled as the oceans shot over the interior of the island. The volcano exploded, sending lava and chunks of the island itself in all directions.

Elera and the other dragon riders flew to where the Aela Sunrise was.

“We go south,” Elera said. “The fleet will descend again on you, I’m sure. There is a place we can go. We checked this before we came. It is an old place of our people and will at least offer us shelter.”

Valrin looked at the crew. “I don't have another plan at the moment, and we need to break away from this fleet."

The sudden remembrance of the failure at Aieclo or doing anything of real substance to save Aeveam filled their mind, and Valrin turned them south, with the escort of the dragons to keep them safe and deter any attack by the rest of Marog's fleet.

He thought of what had happened at Aieclo . . . the Akann that flew away. He then thought of what he saw in the skies above him and how he didn't think it was moonlight that had given the Aela Sunrise energy before, not at least to the level the energy stores had reached.

Perhaps they could sort it out or something would be revealed to them soon.

They traveled south well into the morning, leaving behind the Glacial Seas. Valrin engaged the map and noticed they were east, much further than where Aieclo was and in fact directly northeast of the Shadowlands. 

On the horizon was a large rocky crag, barren and desolate. As the dragons flying above split off with several of them flying south, Elera and the one black dragon kept flying east.

“A violent eruption,” Valrin overheard Evurn say to Ordak.

“What?” he asked.

“The mountain.” Evurn pointed to the island ahead. “When they explode like that, it normally destroys the volcano and everything around it. I know this island," he said with a sigh. “At least we're not going west."

Valrin wondered of Evurn's true past. The shadow elf constantly referenced that none of them understood where he came from. The Verit Gamblers of Aieclo revered him. As Rasi sat atop his shoulder, Evurn looked out across the water. It wasn't Valrin's place to ask Evurn. If Evurn wanted to speak of it, he would. Valrin was just thankful to have a him as a member of his crew. 

As they came up to the island, the dragons flew into a large crack into the stone that went up the side of sheer rock. Valrin navigated through the lower portion, floating up and down as they rode a rough current that made moving into such a place difficult. 

He would not have normally taken his ship into such a narrow place, but with some fortune, they came up and over a shallow area and descended into a much calmer pool of water. Here they found flat rocks that surrounded them in a half moon and rocky ruins of structures rising into the upper portion of the mountain. Large stone towers with wooden logs stuck out over the water, and both Elera and the other dragon rider landed their creatures high above them. Valrin brought the Aela Sunrise against what remained of a stone dock, and Ordak jumped off with the lines, tying them off.

"We'll be safe here," Evurn said, looking around. 

Valrin looked up. The light of the sun was only a sliver above them, and only a bit of light shined down into the cove. The rest of the area was dark, save now for two torches coming down from a small stairwell where the dragons had landed.

He looked up at both beasts. They licked one another's snouts, soft growls between them.

Elera and the other rider came dockside.

"You'll be safe here," the figure said with a bow.

“Thank you,” Valrin said. "Thank you for your assistance. I don't think we had a way out."

“The Riders of Starry Ash could not let one of our newest initiates not repay a life debt. Though, we have angered the king. I’m hoping we can smooth that out. Can't have my love riding with another clan.” The man bowed again. “I am Ninkas, captain of the Riders of Starry Ash. Elera is my wife, and now I owe you my own life, as it were, Valrin.”

“How?”

He embraced Elera. "For you helped my love retrieve her dragon and escape that place. In saving her, you saved me. So, as I see it, I owe you as well. Perhaps we can determine how I can repay such a debt. But first, a bit of tea."

 

Part Nine: Rocknests

 

A hearty strong and spicy tea was just what all of them needed.

“You put rum in this?” Ordak asked.

Ninkas laughed. “Indeed, quite the drink after a battle. We haven’t been in a good fight in some time.”

Elera embraced him as they sat beside one another.

“My love’s dragons are some of the fastest of our kind.”

“Yes, but the title of brute power still goes to the Gravelers of Rirora, but the beasts are too heavy to fly for too long. In caves, we have a disadvantage, but over the open ocean or mountains, we can generally win. The issue is if they burrow down. Gravelers are useful against shadow elves.”

“Yes, I know the beasts,” Ordak said.

“Orc? Right? Part orc, at least. You’re quite tall,” Ninkas said.

“Orc and shadow elf. The pure one is over there.”

He pointed at Evurn, who had just finished his tea.

“Are you from the northern reach or closer to the swamps of the south?”

Evurn grabbed the kettle and poured himself more tea. Ninkas handed him the bottle of clear rum. Evurn took it and tipped it into his tea.

“I’m from the Shadowlands, Dragon Rider. That should tell you enough about me. I do thank you for assisting us, though. I’ve not known many dragon riders who went out of their way to help another. Your beasts are fast but not much else.”

One of the dragons on the perch above them growled and spit a small bit of fire into the ocean.

“Quiet!” Ninkas shouted at the dragon. He looked back to Evurn. “I am aware of the Dragonpits and their dealings with the shadow elves. Know that I and the current king do not see eye to eye. His son was only just born, and it seems though his angry side has been stayed, he keeps our people’s dealings moving forward in the world. It has been over one hundred years since our last war with your kind. I for one hope we do not fight again.”

“I much enjoy going to the Shadowlands,” Elera said. “I have many shadow elves I consider friends in the swamp regions. Though, the wolf-beasts have been appearing again.”

"I care little of the Shadowlands,” Evurn said. “This here is my concern.” He motioned to Valrin and Braei.

Ninkas stood up and finished off his tea. 

He held the cup in a salute to Valrin. “Good captain, you have a ship of utmost quality. What brings you to these seas? This is far even by our standard. We’re going to have to fly back considering there are no good portals this way. The whole fact that Elera found the passage was a weird working of chance.”

“We were captured after attempting to save our friend from Aieclo.”

“I had heard the island had been destroyed.”

“It wasn't,” Braei said, “though an old evil has returned.”

“The Scourge Siren?” Ninkas asked.

Valrin lifted a brow to the question. “You’ve heard of such so far in the South?”

“Only legend, but yes. We know of Aieclo. You say this is a real place and a real event?”

“Oh, very,” Ordak said, reaching for the bottle of rum to refill his tea.

“Do you know any of these masked forms?” Valrin asked him.

“No, they are not any people I know of.”

“Then our mystery continues,” Evurn said. “Our path is not one of sureness.”

“Well, the tides will not be in your favor. I suggest you rest in the Rocknests,” Ninkas said. “We can sort out your next path soon. We for one must return to our home.”

Ninkas and Elera left the others and went into the ruins, lighting several torches in the dark void of the recessed structures. Valrin assisted in getting blankets from the others, but he himself, like normal, couldn’t sleep even though it was quite dark where they were hiding. He headed into the ruins.

It took him quite a while to find the other two in the place, but the journey was not without its own awe.

He looked around him, seeing a sprawling structure that looked much larger from the inside. There were carved dragons three times the size of the two dragons perched outside. As he went deeper into the structure, following the small torches on the wall, he came to a well-lit room that smelled strongly of incense. As he entered, he saw the two dragon riders sitting cross-legged before a great dragon statue holding a staff. The floor was glowing with runic lights. Elera and Ninkas were facing one another with their eyes closed. Their hands were interlocked. Smoke floated from the dragon’s mouth, swirling around them as more lights shot across the floor, lighting additional runes.

Valrin was silent, standing off to the side. He bowed his head in respect to them, but it was Elera who noticed him and stood up.

“Valrin, this place is quite safe,” she assured him. “Why do you stir?”

“I don’t sleep well in most situations. Regardless of how safe.”

Ninkas joined his wife. “All is well, friend. We were just speaking earlier of your endeavors, your crew, and everything else. We were having a merging ceremony. It is a way to pray to our gods together. Joining our minds in such a way deepens our tie and that to our dragons. This is a place our dragons shall come in time to produce offspring. These hallowed grounds were once the birthplace of dragons, but the fires here have long gone out. Now, it is but a place of remembrance of tradition. That is why it is a place the dragons shall return before they create new life.”

“Amazing,” Valrin said. “We’ve had little dealings with dragons. It seems part of my crew aren't too crazy about them.”

Ninkas nodded. "The shadow elves were our enemies for many years. Though, I do hope that is changing for the better. Our ranks are growing once again. The king of the dragons, a massive creature of wonder, has awakened beneath the rocky home of our people. We pray a new Golden Age is upon our kind, but our seers foresee doom.”

“Doom?”

“A dark scar is on the Dragon King; you should see him, though. A massive creature! In olden times, the king would ride such a creature into battle. But alas, the scar upon him has been taken as a sign that he is cursed, a belief he will lead our people to ruin.

“As it is, the king is much stricter with us dragon riders. Though she has failed to return,” he said, motioning to Elera, “there is still hope.”

“Did you not return home? Surely they consider what happened?” Valrin asked.

“I flew in”—she laughed—“and grabbed him,” she said, pointing to him.

Ninkas smiled. “Nothing we did was sanctioned. I shall hear of it when we return.”

“I told you,” Elera said.

“But we both agreed it was for the better. Your dragon still has its bindings on. The king controls it until you have been blessed.”

“I would have never gotten back if it weren't for them,” she said.

“I know,” Ninkas said with a sigh. 

“Besides, the king only needs good reason. You could tell him; the Dragon Priests can bless from afar. He is a strong dragon; he is coming into full form.”

“You intend to stay with them?”

“She doesn’t have to,” Valrin said. “We worked to help each other. I feel there is no debt.”

“But I say there is,” Ninkas said. “Not with her and you but I and you, as I said before. But she is stubborn.”

Elera winked. “I am. You should see the way he acts when he talks about his love,” she said to Ninkas.

“Oh? Got yourself a good girl?”

Valrin shook his head. “I do but I don’t.”

“That sounds like you don’t.” Ninkas laughed. He then looked behind Valrin. “Good orc! You cannot sleep either?”

“Half!” Ordak shouted, a bit disheveled by the name-calling. He lumbered over and sat down next to Valrin. “I could not, and Evurn told me to keep an eye on Valrin. I heard a bit of what was said. Does your king need something to free up this here dragon rider? Is that what I heard?”

"The king ordains what can be done by our dragons. There is a unity to our king, and while our warriors are fiercely independent, the hierarchy does not allow us to go off on our own unless under the wishes of the king. Furthermore, the king does not allow new riders or young dragons to do this at all. Elera is at a cusp, but she must return to the Dragonpits to receive prayers and blessings.”

"Sounds like nonsense,” Ordak said.

Valrin was taken aback by Ordak’s statement, partially unsure of how the dragon riders would take it.

“It is the most holy decree of our people,” Ninkas said.

“Yes, so is roasting villages of shadow elves, as I remember it. Do you not still partake in Bloodrite?”

“Bloodrite? That is outlawed in our lands.”

“I challenge you to Bloodrite.”

“What?” Elera said.

Ninkas stared at Ordak. “But you do not wish to take my dragon, so why would you?”

“I do not understand,” Valrin said.

“Bloodrite is a shadow elf act, a claim one makes when attempting to take what another owns, be it a glass of rum or a kingdom. It depends on what is of value and what is desired. Many Bloodrites have been had over a woman, that I can say, but no,” he said, staring at Ninkas. “I claim Bloodrite against you and any others who would state Elera cannot do as she wishes. It is you who does not want her to go, yes?”

“No, I only want her to complete her blessings and join the fellow riders you saw earlier. It is my king who has decreed such a thing.”

Ordak bowed to Valrin. “Captain, I am new to the crew, but I wish to go to this king, plead our need for the dragons, and secure allies to help rescue Aeveam. We’re outnumbered against the masked ones, and I trust not what the Clockmaster does. I want to do this. Evurn told me years ago I needed to embrace whatever path I was on. Before, I guarded the Delkians; now, as a member of the crew, I must embrace a new path to safeguard our future.”

“You do not see this as rash, half-orc?” Ninkas asked. “I understand what you do now, but surely you must stay with your crew?”

“Will the dragon riders help us?” Valrin asked. “We are outnumbered. We must return to Aieclo to help my friend.”

“I could, perhaps Elera, but we are only two. You wish for the dragon riders as a whole to support you? That would take an act of the king.”

“Then I will go to the king,” Ordak said, smacking his chest. “He will see reason.”

Ninkas and Elera looked at one another. “This is not how I saw our time within the ruins going." He smiled. “But you have already told me your feelings on this matter. I could take Ordak and make our case for your blessing.”

“I would like that. Then, regardless of the king’s decision, return to me.”

“The king could tell me no and for you, I'd return.”

They embraced one another. Ordak spat on the ground.

“Captain,” he said to Valrin, “I do hope this is well with you. We need more bodies, more blades on our side. It has troubled me. After we were captured, I brooded on it. It seems that this happening is all a chance blessing. That makes me happy. Having invoked Bloodrite, I will secure this for our crew, or I will duel the king.”

“I’m sure that this will go over well,” Ninkas said, “but I do hope he will be willing to help without bloodshed.”

"Valrin!” Braei shouted from a distance away.

They stood up to see the Rusis running toward them.

“Outside, something has come. It seeks to deliver a message!”

They immediately stood up and rushed to see whatever Braei was speaking of. Immediately, Valrin saw a glowing owl sitting atop the rocks above their makeshift camp.

As Valrin and the others came into view, it changed from the form of an owl to a hooded old man.

“There, and I had thought the evil workings of the land had lost you to the greater plan," the old man said.

“No, not yet. Who are you?”

“But a memory, but a chance. At the fall of night shall come a great tide that takes you to me. It is time for us to talk further of what is to come.”

“Eliue?” Valrin asked.

“Once, that was my name. Now, so much time has passed, but all workings have gone as planned.”

“Aieclo was brought down, but aside from taking a Bloodstone and releasing something of the Dwemhar,” Evurn said, “our friend is still trapped. What do you say of this?”

“I say you should trust that I have not been resting on my aging form. I have many motions set to come to an eventual end. I am but on the edge of the world. The goddess speaks with me, and we seek the Stormborn and his crew on the verge of a new Scourge. Etha, the goddess of the world, seeks your hand personally. It is why she came to protect the Ranger back on Aieclo, why she has guarded you many times before. But she cannot obtain what is needed to bring down the Scourge Siren, and even that might not be enough as it is now, for the merging of the old evil with the powers of your friend throw off the plans of greater works to restore the world. Aeveam is a key to the future of all. Wait for night, when the moon shines on this hidden cove. Depart upon your vessel and let the waters bring you to the edge of the realm."

The image of the Clockmaster faded. Valrin looked at the others.

“I for one am tired of the Clockmaster,” Ordak said. The half-orc looked to Evurn and Braei before bowing slightly to Valrin.

“Captain, I am new to your little crew, but I've already made my desire known, and you confirmed that you are good with it. I am going with the dragon riders to their home to acquire allies for us against the masked ones and their fleet.”

Evurn was already shaking his head as Ordak spoke, but he stood up and grabbed the half-orc. “These two helped us, but the others will kill you for just being shadow elf, no matter how much you aren’t.”

“No,” Ninkas protested, “they will not. We have come a long way, and we must come further, but no, they will not kill him, especially since he will be with me.”

“Must he go?” Braei asked. “We must get back to Aieclo, and no offense to anyone—Ordak is another blade on our side.”

“I am staying,” Elera said. “My husband supports me, and I will assist. My dragon should not make that journey as it is right now. He is showing signs of transformation. I sense he will become an ice drake, but that's not why I wish to stay. Valrin saved my life as much as I saved him. I have started down this path and will see it through. Plus, it sounds like an adventure worth having.”

“This is no merry quest for some trivial object, Dragon Rider. You could die; we all could. If you're not dedicated to the Stormborn, then you should not come with us. We've managed without a flock of dragons,” Evurn growled.

“We need any allies we can get,” Valrin said to him. “Ordak, please, go see if these dragon riders will aid us. I imagine you have to smooth out any issues from you leaving before, Ninkas.”

“A bit." He nodded. “We are not to do that which is not the will of the king, but I believe this is something we must assist. My king wishes to be greater upon the rest of the world. He has spoken with elves to the west and the race of men in the North. We believe the race of men to be elevating itself beyond mere factions and turning to a true fifth race. Most of us are a great mix of races and cultures unified by our dragons many hundred years ago, but I cannot deny that many of us are of the fifth race, and as such, it is exciting to see men becoming more than mere pawns needing care. I believe men will be grand.”

Evurn shook his head. “Men desire power and lust for gold, not much different from dragons of old. I see little point, and little of the race of men have ever meant much to me, but as it is, the world is changing.”

Evurn walked away from the others and went toward the ship.

“That basically means he is okay with this," Ordak told Ninkas.

Ninkas laughed.

As the time for departure came upon them and the moon high above began to shine into the cove, Valrin and the others boarded the ship. Ordak stood near the dragon riders as they embraced and kissed, but quickly ran over to the dock.

“Take care of yourselves,” he told them. “I will secure this ally for us, Captain.”

"Thank you, Ordak. Good luck.”

Ordak and Evurn looked at one another and said nothing, but Evurn quickly climbed off the ship and embraced his friend.

“Watch yourself there," he said, pointing in his face. “I trust dragon riders about as much as other shadow elves.”

Ordak laughed. "Indeed, friend.”

One of the two dragons suddenly growled and then leaped to the ground. Its entire body began to glow blue before a flash of energy covered it completely. The winds around the dragon began to spin with a white glow before the dragon itself became as a small orb of ice.

“What in the gods?” Braei asked.

Elera ran to the orb, ecstatic. "Finally, he has come of full age and has chosen ice! I knew it!”

"Chosen?” Valrin asked.

Elera picked up the orb, and Ninkas embraced her again.

“When I see you again, your dragon might be larger than even mine!”

His dragon roared and shot a blast of flame from its mouth.

“I don't think she liked that very much," Elera joked. 

"Ah, well, she will be fine.”

Ordak began into the tower with Ninkas, and Elera walked aboard the ship.

“It is in an egg again?" Braei asked.

“In a form,” Elera said. "When a juvenile dragon is still learning its own powers is when we as dragon riders start training. It just so works that normally a dragon rider’s final test and the dragon itself matures at the same time. Up until now, he was using mostly fire or ice with his breath. I was thinking he would have ice.”

“And the orb?” 

“The dragon enters its own realm, much like the passages between volcanoes, a place where it can grow and evolve. Once it is ready, he will emerge from the orb back into our realm. Then, everyone should watch out. I think he will be bigger than my love’s!"

About that time, Ordak and Ninkas took off from the high roosting place above and took to the sky, passing across the bright moon now shining into the cove.

“You ever feel like that'll be the last time you see someone?” Braei asked.

“I’m sure he'll be fine," Valrin assured her. “I do believe we might need their help. It is fate that brought us all together, and I'd rather not need to break out of another prison!"

She laughed. “Me neither!”

“So, we wait for a tide?” Elera asked.

“That's how this Clockmaster works," Evurn said. "Random events, random words, random everything.”

 

As Valrin guided the ship back toward the way they had come in, the tides did shift, pulling them back out quicker than they had come in. The water was much higher than it had been, and though the wind would have moved them one way, the current took them east, and with indeed great haste. 

Evurn joined Valrin at the helm of the vessel. He looked behind them and then to Braei and Elera sitting on the deck below, talking with one another.

"Captain,” he said. But his voice wasn't in questioning or concern, just plain. He sighed and then seemed to stare at him from his side.

“Apparently,” Valrin said. 

"I know, I just still see you as I did when I first met you. So eager, so immature. When we went back to the island where your captain at the time was, I saw you as a bit annoying.”

Valrin laughed. “I understand, and technically I was captain already. You know, Stormborn and all.”

“I know," Evurn said softly. “But you are a captain now. You make decisions, direct your crew, and I think of myself. I'm not what I was in this capacity, Valrin. Back when we met and I then found that my old friend was alive, I never thought we'd have to deal with Aieclo ever again. That is why I said I’d kill Aeveam before I'd allow her to become as her mother. But I could not do that. I will not do as my people would.”

Valrin thought about how often Evurn put down the shadow elves. He knew Evurn had much more of a history than he would admit.

"You don't trust the dragon riders?"

Evurn half-smirked. "I didn't, back when it was my business to worry or not worry about their intrusions into our southern lands. But we all change through the years, and that is the most constant force in the years, be it one year or ten or one hundred. Nothing ever remains the same. Ordak is a good example of that. He was always headstrong, foolhardy, but he would have never gone on his own to a place he once feared, no matter what he might say now." Evurn laughed.

“I never figured I'd be doing any of this when I was gathering eels back on my home island. Life can change without any warning for the good or the bad."

"Indeed," Evurn said.

Fogs were rolling over the deck of the ship now, and ahead, they could see nothing but a tall cloud bank reaching over the seas in all directions, but even that became veiled in the thick mists surrounding them. 

The wind turned icy cold and then warm and then cold again.

“Well, that is strange,” Braei said.

Valrin could hear the roar of water, but he no longer felt the strain of the wheel against the ocean's grasp. The cold and the warm air undulating returned. Suddenly, they could see stars above them and the sun in the far distance surrounded by orange sky. Opposite of that, looking behind them, he could see the moon and dark skies. 

He saw nothing but blackness beneath them, save a ledge of rock that the back end of the ship was sitting on. He looked over the edge and saw great waterfalls where it was almost as if the ocean was flowing off the side of a great cliff.

“The edge of the world!” Braei said. "I have heard of this."

“The world doesn't have edges," Elera said. “I have flown many times and have never seen an edge such as this. This is some enchantment."

"Or a realm?” Evurn suggested.

Valrin nodded. “Likely a realm.”

“So, what is next?" Elera asked.

“That looks like a path,” Valrin said, motioning to their left.

There was a flat rock pathway that ran away from the ship and into the sheer rock. It was difficult to see where it went because of the mist from the waterfalls. Elera was the first to disembark, much to the surprise of the others.

“What? Let's go. I'm curious what it is you all actually do."

As Braei followed Elera, Valrin whispered to Evurn, “Do you think we should tell her that we don't even know what we were actually doing over the last few weeks?"

Evurn chuckled. "She'll figure it out soon enough.”

 

Part Ten: A Failed Path

 

Though Elera had been the first one off the Aela Sunrise, she didn’t go too far. Valrin looked back at his ship hanging in such a precarious way that if it weren't a force of magical will that brought them here, his ship would have fallen off the cliff into whatever nothingness was beneath.

“Come on,” he told the others. Leading them down the damp path where to their right side they saw nothing but falling water, he descended several steps and came to a cave with two golden torches. Moving forward through the torches, he felt the winds change, and suddenly he looked out upon the very sea with the dense fog they had left, just as before. But they were above it, much higher than the ocean, and the sky was alive with the brilliance of many thousand stars.

“How did we—?” Elera began.

“You wondered about us,” Braei said, “and just imagine, this would have been strange to me only a few months ago!”

Elera stood with her mouth open, trying to fathom what she had walked through before and how they were where they were. She looked back into the cave and could see the golden torches, which she attempted to point out to Valrin as he and the others continued down the path.

“If that is such a distracting feature of the journey so far, perhaps she should wait on the ship,” Braei said to Valrin.

“Did you notice she brought the egg-orb?” 

Braei looked back, seeing her clutch the orb in her right hand. “I mean, it is her dragon, but still.”

Valrin laughed. “Good thing she’s just visiting our little crew. She seems fairly surprised for someone who rides a dragon through portals in volcanoes.”

From the high point, they descended a long and dark stairwell that went into the cloud layer and eventually through clearing fog, down to a long stone bridge. Evurn rubbed his hand down the railings of the bridge and looked at his fingertips.

“This is within our realm,” he said.

“How can you tell?” Valrin asked.

“Moisture, manipulation of it. I noticed in other places the water was wet, and we could feel heat and cold. There wasn’t dew on structures. It was like in every other occasion—something wasn’t quite right. It was always small. Like each realm other than our own were canvases and a painter simply moved on to the next.”

“Now you’re talking about art,” Braei said. “And when we were escaping, you seemed to be at home in the place, knowing more than even myself, who had spent time running around the place.”

Evurn brushed his hand on his robe. “Well, I make mention of such things because I do believe wherever we are going, we are at last going to get a true answer. We are not time traveling, and I feel somehow this is exactly where we should have gone in the first place. I suspect this will all make sense soon.”

But as the bridge dropped them further into the clouds and fog, the path ahead cleared, and it was not a temple or village they saw but quite the opposite.

“You said it would make sense," Braei said. “I think I blame you for this.”

Before them was a large golden metal object with glass atop the center of it. There were large blue crystals spinning on either end of it, and a silver metallic fluid rotating underneath the structure, if it even was a structure. While it was sitting on top of two smooth rock towers, there was a gate to a lower portion of stone. The bridge led there.

Valrin put his hand to his sword as several small golden orbs rolled out onto the bridge.

They were like his turtles on the Aela Sunrise, the machines that repaired his ship and defended it, that is, after the work of the Clockmaster.

They crawled like spiders until they were just a few more paces from Valrin and then recoiled back, vanishing into the rock. Several runic inscriptions lit up on the rocks, and he could hear clanking stones within the structure.

“Follow me,” he said to the others.

Elera drew her sword.

“You won’t need that, Dragon Rider,” Evurn said.

But she kept it out anyway.

As Valrin passed into the gateway before them, he walked into a bright cave with many more crystals providing light to plants of all kinds, both some he had seen before and some he had never seen. A large library was on one side of the massive room, and a constant humming sounded in the air. As they walked in and spread out in a foyer, as it were, Valrin was surprised how large the place was.

He noticed an old man tending to the rather expansive garden, who looked up at them and then just simply leaned on his staff and stared. He had a long beard and even longer hair.

“You, tell us, where are we?” Elera shouted.

Evurn smacked the ground with his staff near her feet.

“Dragon Rider, quiet.”

“You realize I do have a name, don’t you?”

“I try not to realize you’re here, but you must understand my opinion of your people is a bit skewed. I have had many reminders of what I once was.”

“We all have a past, old man.”

“You speak of age and call the shadow elf old?” the gardening man said aloud to them.

The man shuffled out of the garden and laid his staff against a rock. A stream came down from a high point in the cave, running down to a spot near the garden. He cleaned his hands and wiped them on his simple tan robe.

“I know more of age than any of you, but I am glad you have come. Much has happened in the world since I intervened to protect you at Aieclo.”

“Eliue?” Valrin asked.

He smiled. “That was my name as a younger man when through many weaves of time, a crew came upon Elieaca and led me down a different path, as it were.”

“But if you have all of this, how did you even exist here before? You have a massive golden house! You must not have been doing that bad,” Braei pointed out to him.

The man smiled. “You are correct, Braei, but come. I have prepared a meal for us.”

As he led them up and to a central room that looked out over the ocean, Elera nudged Valrin.

“Where is Elieaca?”

“The past.”

She went to speak, but he put up his hand and shook his head. “A long story, a very long story.”

Eliue led them to a great table prepared with all manners of vegetables. As they took seats around the table, Eliue went around, pouring them a green-hued tea.

“You have grown all of this here?” Evurn asked.

“I have. My crystals capture the sun and focus it into my garden at a near constant rate. Not quite what I had constructed in Aieclo, but this beats the fish I was eating before.”

“So, you’ve gotten more than you had before?” Valrin asked. 

“I did not manipulate time and not give myself some forms of comfort.” He smiled. “But what you see around you, in the simplest way, is what I have had since the ascension of the others.”

“Wait, you’re a Dwemhar? They ascended!” Elera said.

Eliue looked over to the dragon rider. “I am. The last. There was but one other that I felt upon the world for a time, but even that has passed. I am the last of my people unless others have hidden. So much has happened that I don’t know how to express it fully here. My people tried to use our technology to ascend and failed. In time, they returned to the original focus of the conclave and ascended as one into the ascended realms, but it was not without trouble. You, Stormborn,” he said, pointing at Valrin. “You are part of what was prophesied by those who followed my own beliefs. Or, more my beliefs as they became. You, Valrin, you are a key to a much greater task that I am not privy to, as it is. I was cut off from the greater Dwemhar for some time. But while I sit in my cave, I have but a view of the world, and with the awakening of Aieclo, my old remnants of trinkets of Aieclo came alive. I saw your ship upon the looking glass atop this tower. I began to manipulate all in order not to change history, for that would be disastrous, but to fix what I wronged in this world.”

“Have you not already changed history?” Braei asked. “Aieclo, you turned it into a weapon.”

“Aieclo was always a weapon. I simply modified it. Yes, the Eliue you met there was angry, vile, and in part, that is what I purged from myself in later times.  But nothing beyond that has truly changed. The elves of the old lands were still given a sacred place, Urlas. They had to be protected, for they hold the key to the blending of our cultures, something that I still detest but I am told by higher powers is the future of our race. But I am getting off what I must speak about, of why I have done all this.”

He pointed up. “That is my greatest achievement.”

“The golden object?” Valrin asked.

“All I have done is to prepare for something else. You see, I knew a darkness was within me. I was a splinter into my own race. I had a great knowledge that I explored and, in turn, darkened my own path. Aieclo was a weapon, a horrible weapon, but too, it was meant to purify me. My father was born on a dark moon, as it were, a time when the gods warred upon one another and the southern lands of our world were still above the seas. When the gods split and the Itsu demons from the void took hold in more of the gods meant to rule our world in the absence of the sleeping Great Poet, the creator of all things, other evils were bred. The Dwemhar, the Rusis, the elves, and the dwarves were never meant to war with one another, but between orcs, vampires, and foolish prideful intent, evil crept into our world. I sought to purify myself of this evil, to force ascension with my own intelligence to where I could remain in this world and still have the powers of the internal cosmos of the soul. I failed.”

His voice trailed off. Though the others had slowly been eating, Valrin looked down and stirred a carrot on his plate.

“I split the darkness from myself in Aieclo. That darkness called out and ensnared another. The Scourge Siren. I created that from my own evil. But not all of what was placed in my bloodline was separated at Aieclo. I went mad. I fled east from the ruins of my great creation and came upon an island in the ocean of tribal peoples. I attempted to learn magic, as rough as I understood it. Cut off from my great knowledge and the powers of my people, I crafted masks after the tradition of the people who inhabited the island. It was a form of witchcraft, akin to the shadow elves’ magic of possessing others. These were a wild variation of the shadow elves, and in ritual sacrifices, I murdered hundreds as I formed my masks, all with the intent of doing away with the evil still clinging to my form within my soul. I diluted from their knowledge that they were channeling dark forms into the masks and channeled what evil remained of me into many said masks. Then I lost control, again. I cut that part from myself once again, and at last, when I had cast that darkness into the fiery places of the island, I sealed it with a crystal that I hid.”

“You were the warlock,” Valrin said. “Then why would you direct us to the crystal to release that thing?”

“To destroy it. You see, the evil of the Scourge Siren and Marog are but the same, my own demon. They will seek one another like no other. Both seeking to destroy the other to absorb the energies and reach completeness. Each had their own cults of followers. The masked ones served Marog. The Rusis served the Scourge Siren. The Scourge Siren could never locate the place where I sealed the mask, but intrinsic evil of the mask enslaved others upon the island, and I had not the power to stop any of this, but I had hoped I could sort out a path to destroy one or the other in time, but I had lost my powers. I sought Etha, the one goddess who could intervene. I had a place for all the gods on Aieclo, but for Etha, I created a place where she could come upon our holy city in person no matter where we were. A holy realm. But that place was lost when I lost myself within Aieclo.” His voice trailed off.

“I do not understand where we play into this,” Valrin said. “You created two great evils by your own selfishness.”

Eliue looked up and nodded.

“What can we do to free Aeveam? That is what you said the weapon on my ship would do in one form or another, yet this Marog is upon us at every turn. We have traversed time for you to prepare something. Surely you have done that.”

“The rings, the sword, all of that could be useful, but I must finish this.”

“Rings? Swords?” Braei asked.

“I used a soul machine to guide you on the jungle island to claim two shadow blades, one of the few weapons that can harm the actual masked forms. That is to protect you. I have outfitted the Aela Sunrise with a tool to help me in time, but in all my workings and manipulations of time, I have angered the goddess. I am not to manipulate time any longer, but that is all well. I have created what is needed to purge both evils from this land, and in it, undo what evils I created. Killing the Scourge Siren is but one step. You must retrieve a blade from Aieclo. Hidden in the vault of the goddess is a blade. That blade was placed there by the goddess to be used by a failed hero who could not destroy the Scourge Siren on her first rise to power. She tells me it is still there. I am the only soul who knows how to get there, but just like how I could not go to the island of Marog, I cannot go to Aieclo. You and your crew must obtain this.”

“The island is fractured. It is on the brink of complete destruction from within,” Evurn said.

“What old energies powered the old city ruptured as we crashed into the ocean. In the first occurrence, it was a powerful Rusis attack that destroyed the city's energy source, but in the current time line, it was the Aela Sunrise.” He paused. “It doesn’t matter. I can take steps as the time comes closer to reveal myself.”

“Aeveam,” Valrin said plainly, “how do I save her?”

“In truth, my friend, she may already be consumed.”

Valrin stood and slammed his hands on the table. “I did not take my crew through all of your trials to not be able to save her!"

Evurn exhaled, watching Valrin’s hands tremble.

“That is why I have done all of this.”

Braei touched his hand, and he relaxed. Elera pushed her plate away from her.

“There is a way. I think," Eliue said.

“Then speak of it or I take my crew and leave. I will not risk any of them for any more of your machinations. Speak now.” Valrin’s voice was firm and not at all how any of them had seen him before.

“In order to save her, you must replace her,” Eliue said. “You would have to have someone of considerable power that either can ascend above your friend or outright attack the Scourge Siren. In the Siren's form, none can harm her directly. Not unless you have a spirit on your side who would wish to harm her. I tell you this, by claiming the sword of Etha, you will have a way to destroy the Scourge Siren, but only if she is sealed to a form of our realm can you destroy the evil within her, too.”

“You mean Aeveam,” Valrin said.

“Your friend would no longer be who you knew if she takes this form and becomes the Scourge Siren, but at least we could destroy the evil."

Valrin collapsed back down into his chair, a single tear coming down his face. He gripped Braei’s hand and then had a sudden thought.

"You created rings that could take those of power in Aieclo, did you not?”

“I did.”

“I know of a spirit, a force to fight the Scourge Siren.”

“Who or what?” Evurn asked.

“The Vengeful Mother, the one the Scourge Siren killed. We came upon her form. She exists. If she was to do our will, we would be able to use her to fight the Scourge Siren.”

“How would we convince her to help us?" Braei asked.

"Not give her a choice,” Evurn said. “You wish to use a ring on a spirit?”

“Her bones. If they are not destroyed in the fires of Aieclo, we could use her. We just need a ring and a staff. You must have one here!” Valrin said. He stood up. “Where? Where do you keep such objects of control? You would not come here without it.”

Eliue stood and bowed. “I am not the evil man I once was, only a man seeking to right what I wronged. Your plan would work, for the ring can control even the soul if kept on the body after death, but . . ." He paused. “The place is deep. There is a ring and a power strong enough to enslave the one you seek to enslave, but it is ironic."

“What?” Braei asked.

“The one you seek to enslave was a powerful user of shadow magic, and she had come to Aieclo seeking to destroy the one who had enslaved her husband. But that was me, in a time well before now. Her husband was a user of death magic, a Dwemhar, a necromancer. She was but half-blood Dwemhar but a very potent caster. That is why the Scourge Siren killed all her children and then destroyed her. It is said that the return of the Dwemhar would be hearkened by half-bloods, and she, having been made of my own evil spirit, knew this.”

“You enslaved her husband?” Valrin asked.

“I did. The ring is upon his corpse within the inner recess and what I can only call a crypt of Aieclo. The place is bound by magic, and the staff to control him was sealed within that place as well."

"Why would you seal both of them in there?”

“I originally kept him there to use at another time, to resurrect dead Rusis and use them against their brothers. But upon purging myself of evil, I sealed the place. Only the gods can open that vault.”

“Or their weapon?” Elera asked.

Eliue looked at her. “Perhaps a sword?” He then looked at Valrin.

Valrin shook his head. “I will not use that to kill my friend, but if you think it can break the seal you put on the place where the ring and staff  we can use to save Aeveam rest, I will claim your blade. Where is the place the necromancer is kept?”

“Your ship was once docked within Aieclo. It was within Aieclo, and the magics that moved between it and the city mean that the location can be found within the map system you have aboard the ship. Finding it by any other way would only be possible if you had an Akann and flew to it. But that is the best chance you have. And once you save your friend, if you can, the sword must strike the Scourge Siren in whatever form it claims. If it is your friend, know that it is what must be done. Otherwise, it will be a fight between Marog and the Scourge Siren for domination, and the purer form of their combined energies will be birthed upon the world. But I will act in my own way, a path I have prepared to break both at once.”

“And that is?” Braei asked.

“It matters not to you,” Eliue said.

Outside, the green undulating waves of the polar lights were rippling across the skies.

“The god Wura watches over us. He has been with her quite often as of late.”

At that moment, stars seemed to encircle the night sky in a pattern. A light emerged, and white fire danced upon the floor beside the table. A woman in flowing raiment appeared.

Eliue bowed. “Goddess Etha.”

Valrin and the others made a point to bow slightly as the goddess ceased her glowing and took physical form before them.

“You embrace us with your presence," the Clockmaster continued. "Welcome to my humble abode, Goddess of Light. I have called forth the Stormborn as you wished."

The goddess, though tall and beautiful, seemed remarkably like them, not at all as Valrin expected a goddess to appear.

He bowed to her as she centered her focus on him.

“Stormborn of the North, far you are from your place in the Glacial Seas. Meredaas has spoken with us that the dwarven pirates have returned under a new leader, and in the many workings of the seas, he wonders what could be so important as to pull you so far from the Glacial Seas.”

"A member of my crew is trapped on Aieclo.”

Etha nodded solemnly. “The daughter of Lorlaam, the great caster of both Rusis and Dwemhar blood. Such loss is great to the alliance of the Northern gods. She is one of the few who will have a grand hand in the world we work toward. Much as you, Valrin, have a place in securing the future for all, so does she.”

“You're a goddess,” Braei said. "Can you not do something to help us?”

“I have watched you, Rusis. You're brave, strong, and not without a mind to do just that. I will forgive your blasphemy because like you, I do more than I should. I step in when the other gods claim I should not. It is what I do, and in such, I admire your courage.

“The truth is that I have already acted upon Aieclo in multiple swathes, attempting to quell the dark demon that was Eliue's essence, crafted in a time well before now. I razed the northern portion of Aieclo, attempting to seal the one entrance to the realm where the weapon meant to strike down the evil was kept. I furthermore sealed the way with three shards. One you already have, my own game in this play on time Eliue has constructed. The other two can be found in the High Fells of Etha's Rage, as it is so lovingly called. One is a rocky outcropping where a lone spirit resides beneath a spring. This place will be a test of words and ingenuity, for she is more powerful than all of you. The one to the east is within the bones of an ancient beast.”

She looked at Eliue. “Even he did not know their location, but he knows that the place is a place within, yet not under.” She looked back at them. “Combined, the shards will form the entrance to my home, and the way to my blade will be opened to you, Stormborn. In a way, this place is its own realm within a realm, indeed, a place protected. I decree you take my blade." She then looked at Evurn. "And as a slayer of beasts for the god Wura, you are to finish what he cannot if the occurrence comes to pass.”

“Aeveam will be saved,” Valrin said. “Then, I will destroy whatever form the Scourge Siren has taken. As my duty to my crew, the gods and goddesses of the North, and as Stormborn. I swear it.”

Etha smiled. “You were rightfully chosen for your task, Stormborn. Though after so much time, we gods had lost our love of the Dwemhar children of the Great Poet, in time, I feel the world will recover what was lost after the selfish wars of the past. When I sealed the way to my holy place upon Aieclo, I never thought any would still be of the power to reach it or wield my blade, but if you can obtain the sword, we may all have a chance. I, like Eliue, cannot go there. The Scourge Siren draws great power that is channeled toward me in every way. I spoke with Kel about dealing with her, but it seems that the war to the south has drawn his attention."

"The vampires?” Valrin asked.

"Yes, a great war begins. A Ranger and a woman upon a phoenix fight that evil."

Valrin laughed. "They survived and are well, then!"

“Indeed, they are," Etha said. “I knew such news would bring you and your crew joy. With that, I leave you as the workings of the Clockmaster come to fruition in a reclamation of all that was done.”

With that, Etha became as many stars and moved back out into the night sky, yet the polar lights of Wura remained.

“Haven't heard of a slayer of monsters named Evurn,” Elera said.

“One of many titles I have had, Dragon Rider.”

Braei smiled and sighed. “I'm happy that Fadis and Kirla are well, but that doesn't change the uncertainty of what we need to do now.”

“It does not," Eliue said, “but know that many work for a positive outcome out of the swarming darkness. But I cannot help beyond what I have done. You still hold the shard you received from the masked machine?”

“We do,” Valrin said.

"Then return to your ship. See that which we have planned to motion. To the north of Aieclo, you will come upon a large bay that leads into the High Fells of Etha’s Rage. To think, that was all once a great lake upon Aieclo.”

Evurn stood up and tapped his staff. "Then we will depart. We must not delay.”

As the others went to join him, Eliue looked out to the starry sky, and Valrin went to him.

“I don't blame you for this though you blame yourself."

Eliue nodded. “I am the reason so many have suffered. I tried to become purer, and because of my mind, many have suffered through the ages, well before the time of the Scourge Siren and my machines."

"But many have and will be saved. My ship has saved many, even those of Urlas."

"You have been to their realm?"

"Once."

“And the elves are well?”

“They are, and one day, I, as Stormborn, will assist them in what is to come, as is my task. But not all evil has come from your workings. The world does not curse the Dwemhar, but many, including those of my crew, see the Dwemhar as a true path to enlightenment in this world, not a bane.”

Eliue embraced Valrin. "You are kind. I cannot give you what any of you deserve, but I wish to show you something before you depart. I have been watching this."

Eliue beckoned them to follow him, and they ascended to an upper level that was just beneath the golden parts of whatever it was floating above them. Here, they found a silver pool upon a pedestal with a clear liquid within it.

“What is the strange ceiling here?” Ordak asked.

“It is a-” Eliue paused, “It is my greatest work and I do wonder if I will work. A culmination of many thousands of years of thoughts and skill.”

“And it does what?” Ordak further questioned.

“Nothing, right now.”

As Valrin laughed at Eliue’s answer, the Clockmaster handed him a folded parchment. “This is a very basic map. It will show you the areas where the shards should be. Nothing too fancy, just a token that might help.”

Eliue then motioned to the pedestal and the silver pool. "This is my window to the world beyond. I can see any of what I wish, but I think for you," he said as the crew of the Aela Sunrise gathered around, "perhaps this is the best I can show you. Though, I do not know if they can hold out. I want to show you what happens upon Aieclo.”

As they looked into the pool, they saw the water shift and move, and almost as if looking upon the map that would appear on the Aela Sunrise, they saw a dark wisp of spoke whirling above a fiery island, Aieclo, as it was.

Moving closer to the center pinnacle of stone, they saw a mass of swirling white magics and a form within the mass. White light shot out and struck the shadows as in a flash, they saw Aeveam. Her hair was furling with white just as when she cast her magic. The darkness would recoil and then swarm back down upon her. Then, the clear image of Aeveam faded. They saw Aeveam within a prism swirling with blackness. A winged black form floated above her and cackled. The image faded, and the water stilled.

“Your friend remains inside the dark prism. She fights the blackness gripping her soul. She resists, for now. There is a chance you can save her, but the Scourge Siren will be aware of your workings within time. I will do all I can to support you, but ultimately, it is up to each of you to do all in your power to resist the evils converging on Aieclo. Even Marog will seek the spirit of your friend and her mother. I cannot foresee what all will transpire. Just know I have not been relying just on you or the gods. I will act when it is time in the only way I have ever known how.”

Suddenly, Valrin and the others felt themselves begin to float. Valrin closed his eyes, and they were back outside Eliue's home. Valrin looked at his garb. He was wearing dark robes. The others were wearing similar clothing. 

“A parting gift?” Elera asked.

“It appears so. We have only one path now.” He sighed, “Then that is what it is,” Valrin said, looking at the others. “Aeveam is fighting to survive. We mustn't let her down. Let us return to the ship.”

They turned and began into the cave, only to then be upon the shift, feeling the vessel move forward, rotate, and begin back into the clouds. All the crystals spun across the deck as the rear crystals surged to life. The entire ship had been engorged with energy.

Keep well your ship, for it will have a greater purpose in the coming days. Eliue’s voice was sudden but clear. 

As they moved back upon the water of their own realm, Valrin brought up the map of the region. Aieclo had been marked, and with haste, they sailed north.

 

Part Eleven: Upon a Goddess Darkly

 

It had been over half a day now. The sun was up and burning brightly above them, and the skies and ocean were clear. Elera slept below deck, as did Braei. Evurn had gone to lie down but instead returned with an odd-looking staff. A staff Valrin had almost completely forgotten about.

“Irikow’s staff? The necromancer of the Barb King?”

Evurn smiled. “Did you really think I had forgotten about it?”

“Well, I had forgotten about it, to be honest!”

Evurn had set his own staff against the railing as he examined this white staff of twisted bone. “Surprisingly, it is well made. The bones are a mix of animal and elf, from what I can tell. There might even be a few embedded shark teeth, or perhaps that is a baby sea monster of some kind. It is difficult to be sure.”

The longer Evurn held the staff, the more a strange aura began to surround the staff itself.

“The necromantic energy is dormant but still quite potent.”

Valrin glanced to Evurn and back to the seas ahead. “Are you sure you should have such a device at all? Could it not be bad luck?"

“Now I know you’re a sea captain, but you don’t have to start talking about bad luck aboard the ship. No, the staff may have been used for evil dealings, but that does not make the staff inherently evil. It only knows the magic it was blessed with.” He paused for a moment, running his fingers over the runes. “Or cursed.”

He took his own staff back in hand and set both down beside him. The aura upon the necromancer’s staff darkened.

“Do you plan to use both staves in our challenges ahead?”

“I do. I never studied death magic to any degree beyond basic familiarity. This staff may be of use to us.”

“Because it is a necromancer’s staff?”

Evurn nodded. “Staves that are carved and then made to focus certain types of magic will allow those not familiar with advanced spells to cast some basic necromantic spells. Dispel is a common one. Many magics will just annoy spirits, but necromantic dispel spells will turn them away. This staff in particular should be of use for that.”

“What of your staff? You cast many spells, earth magic but also the other ones.”

“Blood magic?”

“Well, I guess that is what you call it. I was more referencing the elemental spells.”

“Any staff can do basic elemental spells, but if you’re asking if I have focused my own staff, yes. Blood magic is an inherent shadow elf magic. Though I never used it for offense before I put my blades down, it is a fail-safe. Considering it weakens me to such a degree, I only use it when I have no other choice and the situation is dire. But I didn’t realize I had used it before you, Stormborn.”

“I don’t think you have, but I have never heard of that as you describe it, so if I did, I didn’t know.”

The Aela Sunrise began to rise higher in the water as a storm blew in behind them. The winds shifted, and to keep up their pace, Valrin used the ship’s energies.

Evurn stood silent next to Valrin for some time. He was solemn, staring out across the vast sea. Valrin looked down at the shadow elf’s long fingers tapping the wood of the ship, and while he was silent, his face spoke much. His eyes were sunken in, and there was little color in his face.

“You’re tired,” Valrin said. “Go get some rest.”

Evurn sighed. “I will rest when I have reached Aeveam. In my homeland, we have words for certain acts of extreme sacrifice. My entire culture holds individual actions regard over any acts as a group. Further truth that one’s own actions have the greatest effect on the turning of the pages of life; I must not rest while one of my own is in such dire circumstance. I have not slept save when I was captured, and sleeping then was not for rest but because of poison. Do not worry of me, Captain,” he said with a grin. “It will take much more than sleepless nights to truly weaken me.”

It was clear to Valrin that Evurn had made up his mind on the matter, and it wasn’t long before the ship began to shift across increasingly larger waves. 

Soon, Braei and Elera emerged. Elera’s orb was glowing.

“Is it hatching?” Valrin asked.

“No, still growing,” the dragon rider said. “It will still be some time. But when it is time for my dragon to emerge, we will all know! The sound the orb will make is truly unnerving if you do not expect it!"

“No chance of your little friend emerging in time to help us get these shards?” Braei asked.

“No, unless it will be a day or two longer to get there. Though, her emergence time is not set. In some situations, she could come sooner, but I’d prefer her to come as she wishes.”

“We will be at Aieclo by nightfall,” Valrin said. “Though, the area we go is not one we have been to before, and we must hope the Scourge Siren does not sense us.”

“We have Aeveam on our side,” Evurn said. “If she is continuously fighting off what is consuming her, we can likely move unseen upon Aieclo for a time. The deeper concern is the remaining two shards. Considering your tasks in getting just the one, I suspect this will be no easy feat.”

“Ready for another monster, Evurn?”

“Child, I wasn’t ready for any monster I’ve ever faced, but I’ll deal with it. Why don’t I go get the one from the spring and you three can go deal with the one in the bones of the creature?”

“Do you really think it is still a spring?” Valrin teased.

“Well, no. Considering that entire ruin of a city err . . . island, is a smoldering pot of fire and ash, I do not. Still seems less likely to have a monster than the shard in the bone.”

“Could the goddess not just tell us what to expect? Prepare us?” Elera asked.

“You don’t know the gods of the North, do you?” Evurn laughed. “They entertain themselves with our misery.”

While Valrin wasn’t completely in agreeance with the shadow elf, he didn’t mind that Braei had been busy preparing a bit of tea. He handed the wheel over to Evurn and joined her near the device Eliue had placed on the ship.

“Sleep well?” he asked her.

“Yes, I did, and then the rolling of the ship in this growing storm woke me, but the seas have calmed since I woke up."

Valrin sipped the tea and looked up at the sky. “I think Aieclo is influencing the weather somehow. The dark clouds we’re coming into are not of the same that were above us from the storm. I was hoping to convince Evurn to sleep. He needs it.”

Braei put her arm around him. “You know, you need to rest, too. Evurn will do what he does, but you haven't slept since . . .”

“A long time.” He smiled. “Perhaps when we have Aeveam back, I wouldn’t mind heading back north for a time, back to Corson. We can spend a few nights resting at the old harbor. We didn’t stay very long after I woke up initially, but I wouldn’t mind just resting for a bit there. Just spending time to enjoy one another versus our constant toils back and forth across the ocean.”

Braei embraced him. "That would be nice. Then we can go hunt down some Dwarven pirates! You know we can’t just kick back for too long!” she teased him, and he laughed.

“Once the crew is back together, I think we deserve a small break.” He touched the Dwemhar device before them. “I wonder how Ordak is.”

"Considering he was afraid of flight, perhaps unconscious?” 

They both laughed.

A streak of red lightning shot out across the black clouds above them.

“Getting close to Aieclo,” Evurn shouted.

The wind had kicked up, and the waters were starting to crest in rolling waves.

Valrin handed his cup to Braei. “I’ll take over the wheel.”

Aieclo loomed before them. While the island had been foreboding on their original approach when they were first searching out the Verit Gamblers, this time, the sick turning in their stomachs was nothing but an unnerving, near-terrifying reaction. The island had many bright stacks of lava flowing out in the mountains. Ash was thick, rolling across the ocean, and still, high above the island, there was the bright glowing light where Aeveam was suspended in a crooked towering crag of stone. 

Drawing around the eastern edge of the island, Valrin checked the map, ensuring they did not go too far around the northern cusp of the island. He could see towering dead trees still sticking up like skeletal towers, a reminder of the life that was once there. He imagined that they must have been grand back when Aieclo was a city, a garden of life, in its time.

The contrasts between the terror of the weapon Aieclo hid within its core and the bastion of hope it must have represented for the Dwemhar race was stark. Now, it was a hellish reminder of the dark evil of the world. The entire crew shuddered as a screech shot across the bow. Explosions of white popped in the sky above Aieclo, and the dark winged spirit of the Scourge Siren struck the area where Aeveam was.

"Our wayward friend still resists,” Evurn said.

“Aeveam,” Elera said. "She is quite a powerful member of the crew?”

“Very,” Braei said.

“She is still within the prism, as we saw,” Evurn said. “Her energies resist the darkness. The teachings of her home at the Temple of Swia have come to purpose. Perhaps this will give us enough time.”

Valrin noticed that the pointed crags that made up most of the island were beginning to soften, and as they came around the edge of the island and neared the region of the High Fells of Etha’s Rage on the map, the coastline was that of dark sand and the waters were not nearly as rough.

He turned them south, moving into a bleak coastline and smoothed rock that went as far as he could see across the island.

“I see no shallow port here or place to dock the ship. We’ll put anchor here."

Braei looked over the edge and focused her magic, sending a stream of ice spells across the ocean, creating a large pathway of ice. Evurn joined her, building up a causeway of ice wrapped with vines that led to the shoreline.

“You’ve done this before?” Elera asked.

Valrin secured his sword at his waist and handed Elera hers. He also had his Dwemhar saber he had gotten before.

“Assault an island of dread searching for two shards of a goddess to free a sword capable of killing a dark siren’s soul? Or do you mean making a bridge? We’ve done one of these before. I’ll let you take a guess.”

Elera laughed. “Fair answer.”

The causeway to the cursed slice of paradise was complete.

Rasi jumped from Evurn. The serpent slithered to the helm of the ship.

“Not going?” Valrin asked.

“I figured Rasi could stay here,” Evurn said. “I’d rather we have someone of regard keep the ship well for us. Rasi can keep the turtles company.”

 

Valrin led the way, navigating over the ice and vines that was surprisingly well made. As he reached the sand of the beach, he turned back, watching the others make their way to the shore.

“You know, Evurn and Braei, if it doesn't work out on the Aela Sunrise, I think you two might could find work making arcane bridges. I mean, it works out that you're so good at this.”

“You’re not getting rid of me that easy,” Braei teased, punching his arm. “You're stuck with me.”

As Evurn slammed his staff on the bridge, being the last person across, the bridge shattered. “I might be interested. At least there would be no monsters.”

Valrin trudged through the sand, smiling at Evurn's comment and knowing that like Braei, he would rather die than leave the crew. He was okay with keeping his companions close. He hated that they were back on this island, but glancing to the tower of rock in the distance and seeing Aeveam, in whatever form she was in, still fighting everything coming against her, he knew they could save her. They just had to be quick.

The soft sand of the beach was so fine that with each step, it went up nearly to his ankle. More like ash than sand, especially the closer they got up to the sheer rock that made up most of the land away from the coast. When at last they ascended from the shore and he looked back at his ship sitting offshore, he felt a strange urge to return to it, to not move forward. He looked back at the others forming out in a line, looking over the barren terrain ahead of them. The land was desolated. The surface was rock but was so sheen that it was almost slick. But it wasn't like the hardened black lava stone of the island where they were captured. It was like glass, black glass.

"They call this the High Fells of Etha's Rage. The power of the goddess has many forms, but in this case, she brought stars down upon the land. I can only imagine the sounds and sight of the horror. Perhaps she destroyed the last outward signs that Aieclo was ever a city in the clouds.”

Valrin glanced at the map. He knew about where they were, and they could either go west or east. "So, the spring or the bone?”

“I'd say the spring, but you three will likely want to get the one in the bones of the beast. Let's do that. I'll end up dealing with something regardless," the shadow elf said with a chuckle.

“The bone shard sounds easy enough," Braei said.

"Elera?” Valrin asked.

“Well, unless you're going to say spring and we have to break a tie, I'll just go with bone."

It was decided. Valrin pointed them east, and they began the journey across the barren rocks. The wind cut across the open area, bringing a chill that was only thwarted by the heat rising from Aieclo itself. They came to an area of bones within a deep crater, not unlike a valley between mountains, but the bones were from creatures they could not identify aside from they were massive. Night had fallen. Evurn used his staff to light their way as a smoky haze floated high above them. Even so, they could still make out the stars. Red lightning flashed in the distance, and Aieclo trembled.

"These are not dragon bones," Elera said. “Not even our Dragon King is shaped liked this."

“The palette of which the gods have created beasts is so full of color, you'd be amazed at what exists to simply kill you,” Evurn told them. 

"What do you think the change is that we'll just find it lying on the ground?" Braei asked. “I mean, it is in the bone creature. I doubt that means it must be in a living entity."

"Nothing of bone is living, but anything of bone can be enchanted,” Evurn said.

They were descending into the crater, walking through ground-up bone that stuck out of the sand like jagged spikes. The ground itself shifted under their feet as Valrin held his stance, floating down a small avalanche of bone into the bottom of the crater and spotting a glimmer of crystal ahead.

“Well, would you look at that!” Braei said.

She ran ahead of Valrin, stopping just short of the shard.

Evurn had hung back, his staff in hand. Valrin noticed he had both his normal staff and the staff of the necromancer.

Elera drew her sword.

Braei looked back at Valrin. "I know this will not be so simple. Are you ready?"

“Might as well waken whatever it is. Evurn is getting restless.”

“Rusis,” Evurn said, “restless is not in my actions, but annoyed that I'm fighting any monster or spirit is absolutely present in my mind.”

Valrin reached down, grasping the crystal. He went to pull it up and—nothing.

“Is it stuck?" Braei asked.

He tried to grasp it deeper into the ground, but nothing. The thin layer of crushed bone atop it went to hard rock just beneath the surface. He used his sword to attempt to break it off, tapping several times. It was then the ground rumbled, the sands and bone shards around them shifted, and the sky itself seemed to get smaller around them.

“We're in its mouth! Go!" Evurn yelled.

He was right. Too right.

Valrin and the others clawed their way up the side of the crater just as the sharp bones of an open mouth clenched behind them. Braei was nearly caught in the jaws, but between Valrin pulling her up and a blast of fire into a piece of a tooth, they both emerged on the other side and rolled down the hard surface of whatever creature they had been baited to.

Evurn and Elera were far enough away that the creature shifting out of the stone and emerging was not a threat to them as much as Valrin and Braei, who were directly under it. 

The bone creature, whatever it was, was many times larger than any dragon. Its entire head was made of white bone, with over-sized incisors that were filled with the skeletal remains of other creatures. Its body was long and slender, rooted into the rock, and sending bits of lava wherever it reached out. It was a slow creature but so massive that it was difficult to flank in any form. Valrin and Braei rushed to get close to Evurn and Elera. 

The creature screamed a shrill, high-pitched sound.

Elera's sword was shaking. "What in the creation of all creatures is that?" she asked.

Evurn rushed forward, slamming his staff into the rock and sending several dark shards of stone into the creature.

The spells struck the bone, sending off plumes of white smoke before the creature grew upward in incredible height before angling its head downward and smashing into the sand, nearly striking Evurn.

Several tendrils shot out with sharp bones on their ends, swiping at the others. Elera parried as best she could and then rolled away. Valrin managed to deflect one of them away from Braei, who drew up a fireball, sending it streaking toward the bone of the creature. It struck but had no effect.

“Braei! Use ice and I'll use fire!" Evurn shouted. "Valrin, you and Elera stay back!"

Valrin ran out of range of the creature, noticing that its tendrils with the shards of bone were slowly pulled back to the creature’s center as it turned its focus back to Evurn. Braei sent a blast of icy wind toward the massive skull, encasing what appeared to be one of its many eyes in an orb of ice before focusing her ice into one spot. The creature's tendrils were fully retracted.

“It is about to use its other attack!" Valrin shouted.

At that moment, Evurn sent a blast of fire into the spot Braei had focused. A chunk of skull flew off, much larger than they had managed to destroy before. The creature screeched, snapping its bladed tendrils out again. Braei was struck and thrown across the sand. 

Valrin ran for her, the creature reaching high into the sky to smash the area where Braei was with its massive skull. Just as Valrin reached Braei, the shadow of the creature hovered above them, ready to smash the ground. Evurn channeled a spell of earth magic, building up a large earthen mound around them piece by piece. The creature smashed into the spell, and darkness covered Valrin and Braei. 

He couldn't move. He could feel Braei’s hand and could hear Evurn shouting. Another explosion and the air turned hot.

“Get them out!" he heard Evurn shout.

Elera was above them. "Hold on!" she shouted.

“Braei!" Valrin said.

She didn't answer.

“Braei!”

"I'm okay,” she said. “Something is on us.”

“Evurn's spell. He kept the creature from smashing us.”

Valrin could see the night sky. Elera had removed most of the rocks and worked to pull them out. Braei was a bit deeper down. Though Valrin was able to get out, he kept her hand in his.

"Don't worry, I'll get you!”

Elera and him worked with haste, freeing Braei, who smiled in relief seeing Valrin.

“I don't think it likes you," Valrin said to her.

"No, not at all."

Valrin looked to Evurn and saw that the wizard held a series of vines with his one staff while using his other staff to channel purple magic into the bones around them. He was resurrecting creatures, drawing upon necromantic energies and summoning all forms of beasts to claw their way upon the ground and attack the bone monster.

The creature was growing. The massive skull made up of so many creatures was truly a spell of its own strange design, but as it reached high into the sky, surely to strike at Evurn, Valrin saw a long tendril rooted into the ground. Perhaps that was its weakness. But there was a significant amount of lava. He looked to Braei, seeing the blood running from her nose.

"Elera! Stay with her!"

The creature smashed the area where Evurn was and then recoiled back.

"Evurn!” Valrin shouted. “Get it to rise again and send those summonings into its center. There is a spot I can strike.”

Evurn nodded, sweat pouring from his body as he channeled both staves with magic. The creature turned to strike Valrin, when several blasts of fire and earth shards struck the broken part of its skull. It reared up, and beside Valrin, the purple necromantic energies surged around him, the creatures Evurn had called forth running beside him, diving into the lava, providing just the footing for Valrin to move forward. He drew his Dwemhar blade, now wielding two swords. The saber flashed with white magic as the contrasted shadow blade burned with blackness. The tendrils with the small blades struck out, attempting to slash him, but either missed or struck the summonings. The creature had risen high into the sky, seeking to strike Evurn, when Valrin lunged, slashing with his Dwemhar blade—that was all he needed. The searing white flames cut through the strange tendril, and lava burst forth. Valrin recoiled, tripping over the bone creatures as he scampered away. The towering skull fell like a collapsing tower, striking the hard ground of Aieclo in an explosion of dust. He couldn’t see anymore, but he kept running, more pieces of bone falling to the ground. He suddenly could see a glowing flame and pushed forward, spotting Braei holding her spell outward, with Elera not sure if Valrin or something else was coming.

Valrin noticed Evurn shielding himself with a ward still as the remains of the creature fell around the wizard. He hurried over to them as he noticed Valrin.

"Don't do that again," Braei said, out of breath.

Evurn dropped to his knees beside Braei, tipping a potion into her mouth before chugging one himself.

"Damn monsters. One day I'll deal with Wura again personally. He is the bastard god who created this thing, I'm sure.”

Valrin looked at his blades. The Dwemhar blade was as normal steel again. The creature was dead.

"Good work, Captain,” Evurn said.

"Thanks. I had no idea it would work, but I didn't see any other option."

Evurn smiled. “Well, I can't say I had to do all of that. I might have competition with my monster slayer title soon.”

“Don't mention it." Braei laughed, now taking the vial of elixir from Evurn and finishing it off herself. 

Valrin went to where the skull of the creature was lifeless and broken upon the hard, rocky surface of Aieclo.

Though Evurn stayed with Braei, helping her to stand, Elera hurried next to Valrin. As they entered the bony form of the creature, Valrin noticed the shard had moved up into its skull, glowing faintly as they approached.

"Like a life source, it seems,” he told her. He reached for the crystal. This time, it came to him without even putting much force on it.

"Two of three," he told her.

“Just one more. To the east, in a spring,” she said.

Evurn and Braei slowly joined them, and Braei nodded. "Good, next?”

“We cross back across. I see mountains with what looks like woods of some kind. Considering nothing else grows here, I must assume that is it. We must walk for some time, though. That is no simple trek if it is anything like this first part.”

"At least this wasn't too far from where we left the ship,” Braei said.

Valrin sighed. "Well, there is only one way to get there. Let us begin.”

 

Part Twelve: Unto the Depths

 

If the challenge of the first shard on Aieclo was about a horrid, cursed creature, part of the challenge of the second shard was purely the distance it was from the ocean. The Aela Sunrise was well behind them again. They had traveled at least four times as far this way as they had traveled to the bone monster, and still it seemed that the mountains were as far away as ever.

Though, to Elera's mind, the occurrence of a single shrub acted as a source of encouragement. 

“There’s another one!” she said with a tone of glee.

“I mean, she is right,” Braei said.

“A shrub is hardly a source of encouragement in such a dismal place,” Evurn said.

“I feel like one of them will say something to that. A quote of making good out of bad or something,” Valrin said.

“We are not poets,” Braei said, “but this place needs a bit of light.”

“The light is fine,” Evurn said. “You should see my home.”

Elera laughed. “I know you keep talking of the Shadowlands, but it is not quite the dark and dreary place you try to make it.”

“It is dark enough, Dragon Rider. Perhaps you do not get good sense of it atop your beasts."

The road, if one could call it a road, turned sharply south, heading into a series of hills where aside from a few shrubs, there were large trees growing out of the rocks. The ground shifted from hardened stone to dark dirt, and the air was not as foul as across the rest of the region.

“Etha’s Rage is not quite so horrid here,” Valrin said.

“We just walked far enough we're not in that region anymore.” Braei laughed.

The wind cut through the trees, and though there were actual leaves on these trees, they were dry and thin. The tree trunks had yellow lines growing from their roots up into the upper branches. The lines, like veins of a body, pulsated and glowed as if they were creatures of their own regard. Evurn stopped for a moment, staring at the trees.

“They remind you of the leech trees,” Elera said.

“They do. Strange to see them here,” Evurn told her.

“Glowing trees?" Valrin asked.

“Yes, but that is not quite the danger. Leech trees are predatory trees that extract your spirit, for lack of another description,” Evurn said. “They are native to my home. Just stay away from them, just in case."

Braei flashed up a spell of fire. “I’ll burn every tree here. I am no elf.”

As they made their way into the sparse woods that climbed up into the hills, they passed through stone ruins. Though not much more than an archway and a broken gateway, they noticed three defaced statues and a fountain that had long dried up. Hidden in the trees was a tower that had mostly crumbled apart, and upon the ground were runes that began to glow as they approached.

“A shrine," Evurn said. “A channeling node for energies. Quite an interesting find after so much destruction. This must be quite a place of power. Strange it has been left alone and not even the wraiths of Aieclo are here."

"They can stay away," Braei whispered. “They are not welcome here. Don't give them reason to show up!”

Moving past the ruins, they began to descend, and Valrin could see water beneath them. He stared at what appeared like a clear blue stream running beside them. He looked back at the ruins and then back forward. Suddenly, he saw the leaves on the trees shift to green, the path turned to polished white stone, and he could hear birds.

The others didn’t say anything, and they didn't seem to notice any change at all. He went to ask Braei, when she turned and frowned.

“I can only imagine how beautiful this place once was," she said. “Now, everything is just dark.”

But it didn't appear that way to him, and he did not know why. He nodded to her but said nothing. Her voice sounded strange, too. Like she was some distance away and down a deep hole.

With every footstep you are closer to your fate, Stormborn, creator of this reality. So much you have done to save one, and how epic it is that you've simultaneously brought about a greater destruction to bear.

He paused. The voice was sudden, and the words . . . they seemed familiar.

Evurn turned, noticing Valrin had stopped. “Captain?”

Valrin didn't speak. He saw the world moving around him, the trees shifting colors, and he saw blood. Fire overtook the trees, and water rolled over everything. It wasn't Aieclo. It was something else. 

He stood alone in a green valley. Great towers of silver and gold were in the distance. The ground trembled beneath him. He could hear a roar in the wind. Lightning flashed above. The sky was now dark, and he stood upon a lone mountain as the oceans swarmed over the land.

One such as you knows the terror that befell the world. You did not cause such evil, yet are one who came out of the depths to protect the coming world. But now, now you tried to change what is by going to what was. So, in your own form of courage, you gave another courage, but I was already there.

“Vals!” he heard. It was Evurn's voice. But he couldn't respond.

Footsteps into time converge with rhyme. Oh, how poetic, but while history repeats, it is never as it was to those who experience it. How short-sighted are we to say another, older one does not understand? For time is but a binding agreement with death. From the time you are birthed screaming into the world, you are dying. Tell me, Stormborn, do you not know that you will die?

Valrin felt himself struck by something; his entire body felt aflame. He opened his eyes to see Evurn with his staff pointed at him. Waves of white light swirled around him, and Braei was in the distance, her spells crackling to life, sending bolts of lightning into swarming darkness.

"Valrin! Come back to us!" Evurn shouted.

The light faded, and he felt himself falling for just a minute. He could not see, but he could feel the pressure of a hand on his chest. 

“Elera, to your right!” Evurn shouted in the blackness. “Braei, take my staff. I must act quickly.”

Valrin could feel something within himself. It was brooding, cold within his chest. He then felt his mouth propped open, and he tasted a sour tinge.

His vision began to clear. Elera was to his left, and there was a large shimmering ward over them. It was Braei, holding Evurn's staff. Her magic flowed outward, sending winds from within her form and outward. Evurn grabbed his face. “Valrin!” 

He blinked. He tried to speak, but he couldn't.

Suddenly, Evurn was carrying him. They were moving further down the road.

“It will only be a moment. The spirit has been extracted. We must move toward the mire!” 

Valrin noticed that the vision he had before was completely gone. He saw the skeletal trees and the dark ground. There was no blue water but instead a thick mire.

He was laid down against a rock, and Evurn grasped his other staff, bringing the necromancer's weapon to bear.

“Braei, we attack as one when it comes.”

Valrin noticed Elera knelt not too far away from him. There was something on the ground, but he could not discern it.

“It was a trap," she said, bringing her sword back up. “The siren is dead!”

“Etha has led us astray,” Braei said.

Valrin felt his energy renewed. His body suddenly was his own again. He stumbled to stand. 

“Valrin!” Evurn shouted.

“What?”

“You were taken by a spirit of our enemy, a shade, by the result of its possession.”

Valrin noticed that Evurn had another crystal in his hand.

“You found it?” 

“I did. But this shade did not kill the siren. There is something else that works against us.”

The winds shifted, and the putrid odor of the mire kicked up around them. From up the road, a shadow moved over the road itself. It bounced from the ground level up above the trees and circled high above them.

“Braei, focus your energies into deflecting it if it swoops down. I’ll bind this beast.”

Valrin raised his sword. He felt awkward, having been the prey to the trap set for him and the crew. He followed the shade as it circled high above them. Though he had been possessed, the presence that spoke to him was familiar, not some shadow of Aieclo like this.

Evurn pointed his staff to the trees around them. He cast a spell that looked like purple smoke, sending a fog into the barren branches. They began to grow, though the new growth of the trees were black. They twisted above them, forming up into a point with jagged points and a single circular opening.

The shade floated above them.

“If these are anything like the trees of my home," Evurn said, “we can capture this spirit. Though, normally you only need earth magic to grow these trees, not death magic."

The shade screamed and wailed, the sounds reverberating off the ground and water. It flew over again. This time the scream was so loud, the water vibrated.

“Come! Take me, shade of Aieclo!" Valrin shouted, dropping his sword.

The shade wailed and then dove into the center opening in the twisted trees.

Evurn swirled his staff, and the trees with their spiked limbs grasped the shade.

"Ice!” Evurn shouted.

Braei cast a blast of cold wind, and the shade was frozen. Evurn moved his staff down, and the shade was drawn down to the ground, wrapped in the roots of the trees, and its form was shattered.

Evurn ran to the spot on the ground the shade had been, kicking several black shards, and then turned to the others.

"It is gone."

Valrin looked at the dead siren. “So, someone else knows of the vault?"

“But it seems that either they could not claim the shard of the goddess, or they left it,” Evurn told them.

“We have all three now. Where must we go?”

Valrin took out the two shards he had and noticed that the two fit together. Evurn handed him the other one.

“You know that this could be a trap, Stormborn.”

Valrin looked at each of them. “We’ve come this far, and all is already at risk. Let us spring this trap if it is one and face our enemy directly.”

He pushed the crystals together, and they glowed before snapping as one. The crystal flew out of his hand, bursting through the remains of Evurn's spell that had twisted the many dead trees above them, and flying high into the sky. The stars shined brighter through the thick smoke of Aieclo, and for a moment, the clouds cleared directly above them.

In the stone beneath their feet, the ground broke apart and a pathway of light led into a shimmering veil of blue as if they were staring into a lake.

"The way forward," Valrin said.

He gripped Braei's hand, and they walked in together. He closed his eyes as he entered the water and felt himself emerge into a chilled passage. As the others went through, there were several snaps behind them. The way they had entered darkened, and suddenly, Valrin could see that the center of Aieclo was in the distance behind them. 

He led the others down the passage and out to an outer atrium of sorts. They were in the mountains, and though he saw no way down and away from the mountains, he did see a single gold orb machine, much like the ones they had seen flying over Aieclo before. It was an Akann. Wherever they were, there was no way down, or so it seemed. A shimmering veil extended away from the place they were.

“A ward, perhaps invisibility?” Braei asked. "Or are we looking from one realm to another?"

"Maybe?” Valrin said. “I thought Eliue said that there were no more Akann.”

As he turned to look back down the passageway, he saw darkness where they had emerged, and on forward, he saw white light in a chamber in the distance.

"Etha," Evurn said, pointing at two statues that flanked the passage.

"This is her place, then," Braei said.

“I believe the blade is down this way,” Valrin told them, beginning back down the passage.

“Stormborn," Evurn said, grabbing his shoulder. “Only one who knew how to find this place could get here, and only with an Akann. The way to the sword, it was closed until we came. The passage opened to the outside once we arrived.”

Valrin looked out to the Akann and thought of what had happened near the dead siren.

“Etha and Eliue both said that Eliue knew of this place," Valrin said. “But what if . . . what if his other form knew of it?”

Valrin drew his blade. Elera did the same as Evurn and Braei summoned their spells. They sprinted down the passage to the room where the light was.

How great of you to allow me passage into this sacred place, Stormborn.

As they reached the room, they saw but a lone form, tall and slender with gray skin. It was staring at them, and upon its face was a dark mask of undulating energies. Beneath its looming figure was a sword lying upon the altar.

Before any command was given, Evurn cast a blast of white energy at the form, who simply waved his hand, bringing up several stones from the floor. The spell did nothing. Braei cast her own magic, which upon doing so, a crystal at the center of this entity’s head burst to life, halting the magic.

"Rusis scum, you are a weak one. How much it is of folly that you still draw breath as a race?" The figure drew the sword from the altar. 

“In the name of Etha, Meredaas, and all the gods of the North, I am the Stormborn of the Glacial Seas, captain of the Aela Sunrise, and I command you to drop that blade! I call upon the powers of the gods to halt your advance, Marog!”

Marog began to laugh slowly. "I knew I was going to have to deal with you again. My fleet is grand, but you and your friends escaped. I came here seeking the shards, and yes, shadow elf, it was a trap. One that you walked into even now. You see, I needed you to open this way, for it would not open to me unless the shards were combined, and me . . .” he said, looking at his own gray hand. “Well, I am not the Dwemhar I was before that cursed form of light pulled me from his body. But you said to drop this beautiful blade.” He turned the blade so he could look at it. "I will do as you say, and once the convergence is complete, I will strike the Scourge Siren and her power will be mine. But you will not live to see this transpire, for I am a good god, and I shall drop my blade upon this stone, and from deep within Aieclo, your doom shall flood the entire island, and you have no escape!”

Marog slammed the blade into the ground, and fire leaped up, spraying across the room as lava poured in. 

Evurn and Braei fell backward, drawing up their wards and shielding them as they fell back into the passage.

"Where do we go?" Elera shouted.

“We have to get back to the ship!” Valrin attempted to focus, to guide the ship to where they were, but he could not see the ship being inside what was in some form, a hidden realm within Aieclo. Fire surrounded the outer skies around where they were. They were now before the two statues and the Akann.

"That!” Valrin said.

"The golden metal orb?” Elera asked.

“Stormborn, your doom is at hand!" Marog shouted.

Down the passageway, the form of Marog walked through the fires with shimmering blackness rolling over him and the sword of Etha glowing white in his hand.

Evurn stepped in front of the others. Marog emerged with a river of lava rolling from his feet, pointing at Evurn as his purple eyes began to glow within an ornate mask of silver and black.

"You shall all die.”

At this moment, the statues on either side of the door came to life.

"I have heard your prayer, Stormborn, and for once, you are in a place where my actions can be without evoking the anger of the others.”

The two statues of Etha came to life, both swinging down their own stone swords upon Marog.

Valrin went to the side of the Akann. He had only seen them operated once, but as he moved his hand along the sheer surface, it opened.

“Here!”

As the others hurried into the Akann, Valrin walked along a golden walkway with walls of silver. He passed an opening to the center of the Akann and saw a large spinning silver substance.

“Can you operate this?” Elera asked.

"We're about to see.”

They had come to an area with a large glass that looked out over the nothingness of the expanse below them. There was no wheel like his ship, but there was a single staff sticking up from the ground. He placed his hands on it. 

Suddenly, he could feel the entire ship around him. It felt like the Aela Sunrise, in a way. There was a blast upon the ship from the outside.

Lava flowed down in front of them. The crystals flickered. He imagined them moving forward, and the Akann began to hum. They moved down and away from the Shrine of Etha, pushing through the veil between the hidden place and moving across the High Fells of Etha.

“We’re flying!” Elera said. “And not on a dragon!”

The Akann was beginning to shake more, and from the flashes of the crystal, it was not something the Akann was supposed to do.

“There has to be a map!” Valrin said. "Eliue said the Aela Sunrise could find this ‘deep crypt,’ so I assume this Akann can as well.”

Evurn was the second most experienced with the Aela Sunrise, and though it was not at all the same design, Evurn remembered the set-up that the central tower of Aieclo had. There was a similar pillar just behind Valrin. He moved his fingers down the pillar and found a small crystal. He rubbed the crystal, and a map appeared, but it did not provide much information.

“So?” Valrin asked.

“Hold on!” Evurn said. “I am looking."

Evurn moved his finger around the map, looking for some sign of something in the lower parts of the city.

The Akann shook again. Smoke was flowing into the area they were in.

“The Akann is starting to not respond. I need something or I will just try to get to the sea and the Aela Sunrise.”

Evurn looked up. “By your rate of descent, you will not make it. Just hold—” He paused. "I think this is it. It has a rune of similar design as the shadow elf symbol of death. Our language is a derivative of Dwemhar and Elvish, and I don’t have any other ideas.”

There was an outline of the Akann moving across the map.

“To the east, Valrin.”

Valrin guided the Akann to the east. If the Scourge Siren had not sensed them before, their presence was known now. He could see the spot where Aeveam was, and they were far away, but something about a golden orb, likely now on fire, was not the most covert way to traverse the skies. There was a spot between the mountains, two peaks larger than the rest. Valrin looked back at the map, and Evurn pointed out to the mountains.

"I think, get as close as you can. And oh, how I am starting to hate flying, Stormborn.”

Elera and Evurn both gripped the walls around them, attempting to brace. Braei held on to Valrin. 

He exhaled, focusing on slowing them. The ship would not make it to the spot between the peaks, but there was a rear of flat land just beneath it. Here, too, were more ruins, but they were still very high above the rest of the lands.

He began to lower the Akann, when another explosion ripped through the Akann, and they dropped. Valrin embraced Braei as the glass shattered around them.

Valrin came to in a dark smoke-filled wreck. He felt for Braei just as a blast ripped open the side of the Akann. He could see the moon above and Evurn moving through the opening. He was carrying Elera.

A few moments later, he gripped Valrin in the clearing smoke, and Braei coughed.

"Get out of this death trap!” Evurn shouted.

As they made their way out of the wreck, Evurn immediately noticed there was a large blue fire growing around the ship. By some other measure of luck, Braei managed not to lose his staff. He took back his normal staff and cast a spell at the ship, knocking it from the cliff. A few moments later, a massive explosion rocked the mountain, bringing many large stones rolling down.

Valrin looked up, seeing the opening in the ruins.

"Go!"

They jumped for the opening, making it just in time as the way out was sealed.

For a few moments, it was dark, until like a candle in a vastly growing darkness that was their life, Braei and Evurn both lit up the darkness with their spells.

They were somewhere else completely different from the Shrine of Etha. Valrin looked over to the caved-in entrance and then motioned for them to move away from it.

"I hope we’re where we needed to be, or we have really messed up."

The passage was clear, likely untouched by any living soul for many hundreds of years. They could hear a waterfall, but it was some distance away.

“I do not understand what has happened,” Braei said.

“I think I do,” Valrin said.

The others stopped and listened as he spoke. “Eliue and Marog are but the same soul split apart. The evil form he tried to remove from himself knew as he did, including places that only Eliue knew. He knew of the place where the blade was but also that it could not be accessed. He knew, too, of us, or more so, me. Nothing Eliue knew before he split the evil from himself is a secret, but it seems even our acquaintance the Clockmaster has either forgotten memories or had them removed. Either way, he now has the sword, so even if we wanted to destroy Aeveam as Eliue wished, we cannot do it, and another, who wishes to take the power of the Scourge Siren and complete his capture of all that once was, was the greater darkness that Eliue tried to destroy.”

As they came into a larger room, they noticed a large growing green flame atop a massive altar. Beneath the flame was a platform with several crystals along its circular edge. On either side of the platform were separate waterfalls that fell into the darkness beneath.

There was a plague before a set of stairs leading down. Evurn went to it. At first, he seemed confused, and then he found one line of text.

"There are many languages written here, but I can read this one. It is Elvish, an early form.

"Here lies the path to death and those who are never meant to leave. Such of the living should heed warning. I have prepared a place for my enemies, and I wish to keep them here, even in death.”

Evurn looked at Valrin. "We're here.”

“But Eliue said this place was sealed. We needed the sword," Braei said.

Evurn stared at the stairs below them leading down to the circular platform. There was a broken pillar. He looked up, pointing. “The many eruptions have weakened this place. I wonder.”

He cast a bright light into the sky, and they saw a massive crystal that had been broken. “Valrin, I believe this was constructed afterward, a seal of machinery made by our dear Clockmaster. But like any machine and structure, capable of being broken. By some stroke of luck, the eruptions of Aieclo have broken his impregnable shield that ‘only the gods could break,’” he mocked. “Come, let us see if our passage is open to us."

Evurn led them to the circular platform, and as Valrin stepped upon it, the crystal on the outside began to spin. In a few moments, they were moving downward into the darkness.

“It worked,” Evurn said.

They were moving down into the depths of Aieclo, the crypt of the Clockmaster. As they went down, small crystals began to glow along the walls, lighting their way, and Elera took out her dragon orb. It was glowing brighter.

"Soon?" Braei asked.

"I think so, but not quite the place I wanted him to reemerge in,” Elera said, tucking the orb back away.

They had reached another chamber far beneath the way they had come in. The waterfalls both fell into deep pools here, and rivers ran along a black stone path to a massive white door. There were two large statues on either side of the doors. The figures were skeletal, with long fingers and what appeared to be flowing raiment but in stone form.

“None of life would ever want to be in this place,” Evurn said. “These are made in the image of Vankou, the god of death.”

Valrin drew his sword and went to one of the statues. “We're here to save Aeveam. Then we're leaving Aieclo forever. We will not be threatened by any effigy of death or threat of empty words. We will get what we came for, face down the Scourge Siren, and together, we will all emerge from this.”

He swung his sword, striking the face of one of the statues. There was a snap in the air, and Braei sent a spell of sparks into the other one, shattering it.

She smiled at him. “We're with you, Valrin."

 

 

 

 

Did you catch those Zelda references?

 

If you played Majora’s Mask, you should have caught them… there were a few. 

 

	The city’s imminent destruction with some of the population believing the doom to come and others not.

	The swamp “ride”

	The monkeys

	The fairy floating above the fountain (From nighttime in Clocktown)

	The sea monster… oh what, that wasn’t part of Zelda nor were there dragons.


 

Dragonriders?

 

Indeed, though not new to the Dwemhar world, this is the first time they were NOT the bad guys. The Grey Scourge of Half-Elf Chronicles hail from the same regions as these new allies in the Stormborn Saga but remember that those events take place over thirty-five years after this… much is different right now.

 

The new enemy

 

Marog has risen. The darkness of Eliue is a foe unlike previous villains in the series. Embodied in a mask this is a foe that seeks to complete its own form by any means possible. If you can’t tell… we’re barreling for a massive fight… nothing will be the same after this.

 

Shadow Cry

(Clockmaster’s Shroud #3)

Stormborn Saga Book Nine

 

J.T. Williams

Part One: Requiem’s Awakening

 

It was not the cold stench of the crypts of Aieclo. It was not the gloomy statues of Vankou that guarded the doorway they passed through. It was a coldness within him, a distinct dread Valrin felt as he looked at Elera, Evurn, and Braei. 

The doorway into the Dwemhar crypts of Aieclo was as easy to open as a cloth over a void in a hallway. It was like this place, built by the Clockmaster as a prison for those he wished to keep in isolation forever, wished for them to be here. Desired for the company of the living.

They looked ahead down the wide halls with purple fire glowing in several torch basins at random along their path. It was like this place was not within an island that was erupting above them. 

Valrin shivered at the cold, and cold air normally did not bother him. 

Why is there wind here?

He looked to the others, not sure if they noticed it. Braei was passively watching the ceiling above them, and Evurn scanned either sides of the hallway. Elera caught him looking back and smirked before something caused her to jump and look behind them.

He kept his hand on the hilt of his Dwemhar blade. There was a harmonious ring to this place. A feeling on the edge of his skin, like they had entered another realm, and at this point in their journey, nothing of that nature would surprise him.

Coming to the end of the path and a single gateway of twisted black metal, Valrin placed his hand on one of the two handles before them. As he did, the entire door glowed with white light, runes appeared above the doorway, and he swore he heard a laugh, distant and deep.

“Am I the only one who heard that?” Valrin asked them.

Evurn stared at him. “Places of death can drive one mad if one is sensitive to the energies of departed souls.”

“Are we sure they are all departed?” Braei asked. “Eliue mentioned sealing those within here; he never claimed them dead. He simply said they were in a crypt.”

Valrin’s grip tightened on his sword, and he pulled open the door.

As they stepped through and into a chamber with a narrow walkway, they emerged into a new area. This chamber was expansive, reaching many times taller than the hallway before, with massive columns that extended high above them and low, down into the depths of darkness where it looked like one could drop a torch and never see it go out. A series of ramps twisted around hanging torch basins with the same purple fire as was in the room before. Beneath them, palely lit in the twisting fogs rushing from somewhere else in the caverns in which they found themselves, there were more structures and a central circular temple with white stone that came to a point and a large crystal spinning slowly at its top.

As they began downward, Valrin swore he spotted something moving, but after blinking a few times, he saw nothing.

Evurn ignited his staff, moving beside Valrin. “You did not imagine that. I saw your delay. Something is within the fog.”

There was a cackle, several of them. Then came a squeal and the sound of rapid tapping on the stone.

They were nearly down to the area with the temple. 

Valrin drew his sword, and he heard Elera do the same.

Suddenly, several darts flew into them. One hit Valrin in the hand. Evurn cast a ward, bringing up a shield of shimmering blue as several arrows struck, bouncing off the elf’s magic.

Braei and Elera dropped to the ground. They, too, had been struck with the darts. As Valrin pulled it from his skin, Elera took it and smelled it.

“Good,” she said, “just like my own.” She had already pulled several out. “They’re not poisonous.”

Evurn brought down his ward, casting fire into the fog. Braei moved to their left, advancing to a large flat stone and sending several bolts of lightning at random into the fog. Elera and Valrin followed her.

Valrin suddenly saw several small creatures moving to their left. They were ugly, imp-like. They had crooked noses and long ears, ears not too unlike Evurn’s, but with gray hair that twirled down and had golden adornments.

The creatures did not notice they were against the rock, seemingly moving to flank Evurn.

Valrin lurched, stabbing into the creature’s head, spilling green blood upon the ground. Three others were with this one, and instead of immediately attacking, they screamed, throwing up their hands and scurrying away. Easily spooked away.

“Imps!” Evurn shouted. "More annoying than anything.”

Evurn pushed into the fogs, moving out of Valrin's sight.

Valrin noticed several more imps now moving through the same path the others had taken. They had small jagged spears, and he saw that this group had two with blowpipes. These imps wore necklaces with their darts on them and had headdresses of bone.

Valrin directed them around the other side to follow Evurn, when in the fogs, they saw a spell of fire. A few moments later, the area around the temple was clear and a large red fire glowed in a previously unlit torch basin.

There was more of the cackling, but the only imp Valrin saw scurried into the darkness around them.

“I do not know when such a vile creature infested this place, but they are not a threat in smaller numbers,” Evurn told them. “If only we could be so lucky to only face imps from now on.”

Braei had found a small altar off to the side just under the circular columned structure they had seen from above.

“One does not come the way of death without cost. As Vankou has prescribed, this place remains a place of contradiction, for to have life, others have died. To have love, others have fallen to hate. For any to exist and still breathe here, they are kept alive only, with their hope and love, to one age leave, but those who were sealed are never to escape.”

Evurn walked up behind her. “It’s written in almost every language in the living realm.”

“Aieclo was meant to be a place of refuge,” Valrin said. “Refuge for those Eliue chose.”

“Stormborn, looking at all we have been given, I do think that the good Eliue intended for just that, but like a sickness within him, the evil parts of his soul worked almost as hard as he did to create something of its own design. While I do not believe Eliue started out to create a weapon, I believe his logical side was convinced that the Dwemhar needed something. Taking, for example, what powered this Dwemhar structure and funneling it into a weapon worthy of bringing the greatest ally to his people’s war."

“Much like the Akann were meant to be weapons of war, the realm ships of the sea peoples are something much different.”

“I’d still say it’s a weapon," Elera said. “And the sea peoples of legend were real?”

“They were Dwemhar who resisted ascension. I wonder if Eliue had more of an effect on them than we know. He hasn't explicitly said it.”

“He has not, and still, what he said would not detract from the chance he worked in the shadows, inferring information to them. That, Stormborn, is not an origin I feel we may truly learn. Though, some form of him assisted them in installing the crystal magic into the normal ships, seeing that a flood was to come and inundate the lands. Yet, at Rikernala, it was not until we had arrived that we fully grasped what he needed to finish his work.”

“Then how did he ever finish it?” Braei asked.

“Knowledge is revealed as it is needed to a civilization. An awakening, as some would call it. Though, if it is true that there was something implanted in Eliue's bloodline, a darkness meant to convert his actions of good to evil, it could have been divine inspiration that propelled the Dwemhar forward, a raw push to increase their power in the living realm, but divine not of the gods of the North, but of the Itsu, perhaps, well before the Itsu fully broke from the other gods.”

Evurn used his staff to shine light in a focused beam toward the upper parts of the cave.

There were dark structures and facades of stone that they couldn’t see before. Imps scurried into more of the dark places, hiding from his magic.

“We are standing within the workings that were meant to plunge our world into a greater darkness, an original working of evil. Though all races and peoples have a chance to be great, to be good beyond what the gentlest of souls gives on a daily basis, evil is intrinsic. Selfishness, greed, lust—such things are present at the primal level of the mind. Malice, on the other hand, is a construct beyond that. We shadow elves are brutal by the standards of the world, but none of us rule with malice. I do believe the Scourge Siren and Marog are a creation of great malice. Perhaps even the creator of all things, the Great Poet, has a darkness that has not been revealed.” He paused. “We waste time.”

Evurn motioned for them to continue, heading into the structure where the imps had tried to flank them. Here, there was a passage that went into the rock. As they proceeded into the darkness, the path ahead began to glow before more purple torches burst to life. 

Here, they passed statues of many grotesque creatures, like the imps, but taller. They had long tongues and fat bodies.

“Demon guardians,” Evurn said, “meant to seal this place, but such a working seems strange in a Dwemhar construct.”

They came to the end of a hall, and a single turn to their left brought them into a grand gallery of tall silver doors. Above them, glowing in a dazzling brilliance, was a massive crystal. Like a chandelier in a king’s hall.

“A cave before this, and now we stand in a place that makes the halls of my home look like a mud structure.”

“Your home is a mud structure,” Evurn said, "built into the rocks above the seas.”

“It is not that bad, shadow elf. I do hope Ordak minds himself.”

"I can agree with that,” Evurn said.

As they proceeded into the chamber, Valrin noticed that two of the doors were cracked open. While the floors were sheer and bare, there was an area that had strange dust spread out in a random pile.

Evurn pointed over to it, and Braei and Valrin investigated as he and Elera continued through the center of the chamber.

“There is armor. A symbol of a sun,” Valrin said, "and a lake.”

“Rusis armor,” Evurn said.

Braei reached down, picking it up. The dust fell from the nearly perfect conditioned armor.

“That Rusis met an untimely fate. Perhaps a leftover from before the way was sealed?” Evurn stated. “May as well take it, Braei.”

She already had enchanted gauntlets. This was chest armor. As she held it with both her hands, the gauntlets she wore began to glow slightly, as did the ancient armor. She put it over her head, and she felt much lighter.

“If only I’d had this before now,” she exclaimed. She then knelt, grasping some of the dust. “Brother or sister Rusis, I take this in your honor. May my fate be different from yours, and may the glory of our people channel through me in the darkness to come.”

Valrin placed his hand on her back, and she stood.

“I could have never guessed,” she said, “back when I was a crew with Captain Edanos, that I would drift so close to my own people, visit these places, and even meet other Rusis. I believed I was one of the last and we were but a broken people never to unite again in a meaningful way. But now, thanks to you, I have seen so much beyond my own understanding.”

She embraced him with a kiss. “Now I truly wonder what our future holds.” She gripped his hand, as he was still in a bit of a slightly dizzy daze.

Elera looked on from afar and smiled before catching up with Evurn, who was nearly through to the other side of the room.

“Are you three coming?” he shouted back.

They each jogged to join him, and he shook his head. “You’d think you younger ones would be running circles around me, but you’re truly slower than an elder elf with a limp. I figured out that this room is one of the holding places of Eliue. Perhaps when the Rusis came through, it was some point before he sealed this place and they went meddling. Clearly it didn’t work out for one of them.”

“Do you think they killed whatever was here? Whatever they released?” Valrin asked.

“Well, if they killed it, it only matters if we come upon it. Let us hope that either they did or we never find out otherwise.”

They had come to the other side. Moving now into a narrower passage, they came to a large stairwell that led down into a deeper portion where the torches were no longer purple. Here, the halls and chambers they passed through were a much more cruelly lit place. The passages were red, and though Valrin could see some glowing stones, the ambience did not make sense.

Evurn attempted to shine his own light on the passageway, but his magic seemed to be reduced. He stopped and began sniffing the air.

“This place is cursed in a way I have not seen in some time.”

“Cursed? I expect that considering where we are,” Valrin said.

“It is more than that, Valrin. I have only seen this in another place, and that was when I was much younger. The Shadowlands once had a lake. It was an abysmal void, in a time in my people's history when we did not rule ourselves. There was a deity there, or so it was believed. The deity is with whom our sacrificial ways began. In some ways, we pay homage to that time with our own practices now, but it was no god.”

“You think this place has one of those voids?” Braei asked.

“I would wonder how, considering Aieclo is old but not as old as the land itself. The Void is an actual realm, a place set apart from other realms beyond simply being a realm. It is a place where everything and nothing exists in harmony."

“That makes little sense,” Elera said.

“It doesn't have to in order to be true. If the Void were opened within this place, we’d have more than a necromancer to worry about. It makes me wonder if the Rusis who came this way ever reached their destination.”

Evurn began to walk again. “Stay close to me. Do not allow your mind to wander. If you see something, speak up but do not attack unless we are attacked.”

Valrin motioned for Braei to follow Elera and Evurn, and he took the spot in the back. As they passed into the redness in the air, he could feel an increased warmth upon his skin. His mind began to formulate that it was but the lava flows of Aieclo and that he shouldn't worry of where they were. He pushed the thought away, trying to follow Evurn's advice, but even so, it felt like there was a constant ringing in his ear now.

They came to a black door, and Valrin's foot kicked something. He jumped, drawing his blade. They were standing in dust of some kind. Valrin glanced around and noticed more pieces of Rusis armor. They had happened upon more of the dead.

“Grace to the departed,” Braei said.

“Save some for us,” Elera said, "or we're likely to join them.”

Proceeding forward, they came to an open-air walkway where looking up, they noticed glowing pink crystals high above them. The air above had a deeper hue of red, like a smoke flowing overtop them.

Evurn hastened his pace, leading them into another passageway. Here, they came to a stone door that had been broken open.

“Our Rusis continued through here,” Evurn said.

He pushed through a narrow opening, and they came upon an ascending stairwell.

There were more dead Rusis here.

Valrin pushed Braei along, as she had begun to slow in following Elera. They came to another hall. This one was much longer. The walls were bare. The glowing stone from before was now replaced with streaks of red lightning crawling around random stones as if they were insects.

They continued down the hallway, moving with haste, as Valrin picked up on a breeze in the air coming from behind them and seemingly drawing them forward. Evurn sensed this, halting them all as he stared at the passageway ahead.

“We must keep our own pace. The energies of the void are strong within this place. They seek to draw us into the sands of that realm like quicksand. That which you feel upon your backs is not wind, but like an enslaving curse, it draws upon us. Luckily, I grabbed what will give us an advantage. Marog may have created a cursed place in the model of a shadow elf temple upon that island before, but Eliue, in his time there, copied every type of potion that one would find in my homeland. It is almost as if he knew a shadow elf would be within that place,” he said with a wink to Valrin. 

Evurn took out a small vial and pulled the cork from it. “Eliue truly works to prepare our path even if he himself does not know the workings of his own actions.” Evurn poured a gray substance into his hand. He dabbed his fingers in it and moved it over his eyes, creating a thick covering. Valrin cringed at the sight. It looked like he had rubbed mud onto his eyes.

“Here, do this. You must. It is not just wind we must fear within this place, and this will help.”

Elera and Braei each took some, and Valrin, reluctantly, did the same.

“Does it burn?" Braei asked.

“Not to me,” Evurn said. “Quickly, you must not wait. But remember, whatever you see is already here. There is no need to panic.”

Valrin stared at the gray substance and looked at Braei.

He rubbed it into his right eye. It was cold, burned for a moment, and then felt warm. He did his other eye and then blinked several times.

The corridor was no longer red like he had seen before. He looked behind them and saw white eyes and a red beast that took up the entire hall. It looked like some form of hog but then shifted and appeared as an even larger beast with multiple horns. From its nostrils poured smoke that flowed over them.

Braei screamed, and Valrin turned to comfort her. The beast was not approaching them, but it was not this beast she saw.

He looked above them, and several dark beings shifted forms, appearing as spiders and fanged creatures with multiple arms.

There were snaps of blackness and swirling portals of smoke as more of them appeared.

“They will attack us if we do not move. Come,” he said to them.

Elera shook her arms and looked down. Valrin could tell from her head movement as she refused to look up that this place was as unsettling to her as it was to Braei. Valrin was disturbed but did not fear them. If Evurn was not afraid, he did not see need to be.

While before they had been moving quickly, now they were nearly running down the corridor. They came to a series of stairwells and eventually to a large chamber with a triangular brick floating in the center of the room. As they emerged, spreading out in the room, a massive silver construct dropped from the ceiling. 

The construct had the face of a man but then shifted to a beast like the one back down the corridor. It then looked at each of them, clinking across the floor with massive spider-like legs. Its face turned to that of a man, again. This was like the thing he and Braei had faced at Aieclo before with Rungar and the other Rusis.

“I am servant of Master. You come here not as the dead but as those alive. You are like the others. They perished. I sense Dwemhar. You are not Master. Who are you?”

"I am Valrin, servant of your master. What is your purpose?”

“I guard what binds. I channel energy into anchor. It is precious to me. It is my purpose.”

“That's it," Evurn said. “That is what draws in the Void energies to this realm.”

“What is the purpose of the anchor?”

“The dead must be kept. The living must be kept. None shall enter the crypts. These are the paths of dead. I ensure they remain as such. I offer you a path to the outside.”

The construct motioned its legs across the floor, and a glowing orb appeared on the far-right side of the room. “This passage takes you to a place above, a place decreed safe by the laws of Aieclo, the great city of Dwemhar.”

Valrin shook his head as Evurn looked at him. “Obviously, this was meant for a Dwemhar who somehow got this far, but as a pleasant way of turning us from this path. If we were anything else, or if it were just you three, I think there would be an issue.”

The construct retracted its legs and sat down before the anchor to the Void energies.

“Eliue truly used the Void to seal this place further. We must shut this portal down.”

"Would that not release what it holds?” Braei asked.

“An anchor point like this would remain beyond the destruction of the island. This is how they likely summoned every foul creature released into the seas and may have been why the malevolent energies that Eliue separated from himself became so erratic.”

“You speak Master's name. None know that name. Master ensured. Crystals aligning. New placement.”

The construct turned, gripping the anchor and then flipping onto its own back, moving each of its legs into the anchor.

The construct began to glow, energy building off the crystal on its back.

“Dwemhar casting shield."

A ball of energy engulfed Valrin and his companions. It solidified like a prism around them as the entire room began to glow bright white and then red. There was a flash, and the entire room shattered around them. A moment later, the prism shattered as well, falling apart like broken ice.

Evurn stepped out, moving his staff around with his spells ready.

The red hue had fled. Where the construct had been with the anchor was gone, and in its place was a black presence in the air.

“It destroyed it,” Evurn said.

“Well, that was easier than I expected,” Elera said.

The black presence spun around each of them and then shot up through the top of the chamber itself.

“And that was?”

“Perhaps what summoned the Void, a presence of some kind. Eliue and his manipulation of time is likely why such a construct existed and manipulated with just the mention of Eliue's name.” 

"Would not have other Dwemhar know his name?”

“The construct is silver; perhaps it is newer? We fought one in the past," Valrin told Evurn and Elera, “but it was gold."

“Then one part of him opened the Void to seal the ones he wished sealed beyond simply the seal we broke to come into this place,” Evurn said. “Okay, well, none of this matters. We move forward. Aieclo is a trap of darkness beyond mere evil. We tarry again, and I feel the enemy uses are seeking of logic to understand this place against us. Come.”

Evurn led them around the space where the anchor had been. Valrin noticed that the passage of glowing light that the construct had made still existed. Perhaps it would be their way out of this place.

They came to a gateway with two more statues of Vankou. This one had stone effigies of bones running across the door. There was a pedestal and a crystal switch not too unlike those aboard the Aela Sunrise.

Valrin went to the switch. As he twisted the crystal, the bones sealing the door retracted and the door opened.

“We've reached the actual crypts,” Evurn said.

Valrin sighed as he looked into a dark passage with literally no light ahead of them. “And to think I thought where we were was the crypts."

Evurn lit their way, and they noticed the ground was not made of stone but of black dirt.

"I sense the dead, necromancy,” he said. “This will not be so simple."

 

Part Two: Citadel of Fire and Ash

 

They had been flying for over a full day. Ordak was sitting directly behind Ninkas, and while normally he did not give much mind to embracing another man, as it were, he was frankly ready to be off the dragon. 

With each flap, he could feel the muscles of the beast tense and relax. They had flown much higher than he’d expected a dragon to fly, and glided for much of the journey, but now, coming lower to the ocean, the dragon beat its wings much more readily.

“We draw near the outer perimeter of our lands. The Dragonpits are what most strangers know this place for."

He pointed ahead of them to four peaks that came together. “That is one of the birth places of Shrade and his kin. But there are others. There, too, is the king of all dragons and the personal mount of our king. He sleeps beneath the ocean, resting.”

“How big is the king’s dragon?”

“Massive!" Ninkas said with a laugh. “Such a creature will make you truly question how it takes to the sky when there is no sense in the matter. But the king’s dragon does not fly except in extreme circumstance. It has its own flight of dragons that serve just it. A personal guard made up of our Trennk breed of fire-breathers. They have poisonous spines on their tails, and typically, the king’s sons and daughters ride within that guard. But we will take you before the king, you will make your case, and I’m sure we'll have no issue with getting assistance to Valrin and the others.”

“Hmm.” Ordak sighed. “And the fact that I’m a half-orc?”

“Just ignore it. Maybe they will too. We are changed people. We are not the barbaric type we used to be.”

They were flying near the actual Dragonpits. Ordak looked out but was unable to see into the opening of the Pits. Three dragons sat atop a closed gateway, staring out as they flew past.

They came to several rocky islands that jutted up from the sea. Each of them had clouds circling around their upper regions. Here, there were many more dragons atop the rocks, absorbing the sun of the southern seas.

Ordak noticed that the water was the brightest of blues beneath them. The lands of the southern shadowlands were ironically quite bright. Dense jungles ran from the edge of dark mountains along the edge of the coast meeting up with the white sands which undulated with light blue waves. Poking up from the trees of the jungles, there were many strange spires and statues. From what he could tell from high above, it almost appeared that there were shadow elf settlements.

As they flew through several of the islands, they passed under many wooden towers, moving to a larger island covered in stacked stone and had high walls around many portions of the land.

This island, the largest of the group, had a structure that rose into the clouds, and as Ninkas pushed them that direction, many other dragons followed them in.

Horns called as Ninkas flew over a large city, moving directly to a tower of red stone.

“That is Spire Stone, tower of the king.”

But as they flew for this place, several more dragons came along their wings. Their riders wielded spears and held them at the ready.

From the edge of Spire Stone, there were people with torches in hand, flashing them with some kind of stone.

“We are to land immediately,” Ninkas said. As he brought his dragon upon a large platform, several people approached. “I expected some form of kickback after our sudden flight away. I will handle this.”

They came to land upon a large flat area of stone with tall walls of stone that formed a halfmoon in a column. There were multiple torch basins around them and even more guards moving in on the area. Ninkas dismounted as his dragon roared.

Ordak remained seated as the dragon growled more, moving just behind Ninkas.

“By order of the king of Spire Stone, you are to surrender your dragon and submit to his rule. Once your allegiance is complete, you will be reunited.”

“Tefal, are you feeling well? You do not look well.”

The man’s skin was blanched, and he looked to be trembling. But there was no fear in his eyes or actions. He, along with many others, held spears in their hands. From behind them came many smaller dragons with flat faces covered in horns.

“Whoa,” Ninkas said. “We cannot have those up here! They're a risk to the entire spire if they explode!”

His dragon backed away, and Ordak kept his grip, watching the many around him. They were closing in.

“I am fine, Ninkas, and the king has decreed new laws. A new king means new laws. You must submit.”

“New king? Where is the old one? We have not been gone that long!”

“Much has changed, Dragon Rider. Surrender your catch to the Pits, and the king will see you.”

Ninkas looked back to Ordak and then to the others surrounding them, advancing ever so slowly.

“While I know I went against the king’s orders, I do not think being met by force in this way is reasonable. I have not been aggressive or shown any aggression since I dismounted.”

“The king cares nothing of your past, only your current allegiance.”

“I want to see my fellow dragon riders. Tefal, you and the others,” he said, shifting his gaze to the many other spear-wielding men and women. “You do not seem yourselves.”

Tefal said nothing. Ordak was waiting. He didn’t know if he should dismount or remain where he was. A figure emerged from the darkness of the passage away from the landing area.

It was a shadow elf with white paint in slashes across his face. He held a large bouquet of incense.

“Dragon Rider, why do you delay? The king wishes an audience to hear of escalations and battle in the North. We question why you have attacked a sovereign nation that we are at peace with. Do not fear; we do not seek retribution, and the king only wishes to ensure your allegiance.”

Ordak jumped down, joining Ninkas.

“He is like the ones in Rikernala. He isn’t of the Shadowlands," Ordak whispered.

“Oh, a half-breed for the Pits!” the figure stated, “Very good. We will get him situated, but the king may wish to speak to him too. There are many questions that remain as of now. Do not worry, quarry, you will be cared for.” 

Several of the guards approached, and Ordak drew both his axe and knife.

Ninkas drew his sword. “He is my guest, not a quarry for the Pits. We seek an audience with the king.”

The dragon behind them roared as several other dragons landed atop the spire.

“Fine, Dragon Rider,” the figure said. “Bring you and your orc forward, and the king will speak to both of you and decide what is to be done."

Ordak stared at Ninkas as he sheathed his sword.

“Not friends of yours, I assume?” he growled.

“No, I do not know this man,” Ninkas whispered as they walked behind the figure. “We have not been gone that long. I will need to speak to my riders immediately.”

They went into the structure through a tall entryway that had large iron doors with singular spikes set at their center. The hallway itself was long and wide, the halls made of a mix of white ivory and jagged black stone. There were torch basins ever so many paces, and the smell of the ocean coming through large windows above them stirred with the smell of spices in food being cooked somewhere else.

“We deal in spices,” Ninkas said. “One of the chief exports, actually. At least it smells right here.”

The hallway continued past many alcoves and libraries to a stairwell, ascending into a grand cathedral of a room. This place did not look quite as big from the outside, and as they reached the top of the stairwell, Ordak looked up into grand glass ceilings with paintings of dragons upon the glass.

This room, with a large black carpet stretching all the way to the foot of a white stone throne, was flanked on either side by several men and women wearing all black armor with spikes upon their helms.

“The King’s Guard is the same,” Ninkas said. “There was no uprising, then. That'd be the first to go.”

“Was there chance of uprising? I thought this place was all happy and such,” Ordak said.

“It is. It was.”

Sitting high atop the throne was a man who looked nothing like Ninkas or any of the ones around them. While most of Spire Stone were tall with wide eyes, this figure was short and pudgy, and he annoyed Ordak just by the way he looked down upon them. He held a mace in his left hand that he tapped on the arm of the throne.

“An orc? Aren't those all dead?" he said abruptly. “Oh, where are my manners? Ninkas? The one who flew to the North? Do you have any explanation for your actions?”

Ninkas stepped forward. “I don't believe I know you."

“I am king,” the figure said plainly.

“Yes, I have heard. But who are you?”

“I am king.”

There was silence in the halls. Ordak tried to hide his quickening pulse. He slowed his breathing, working to calm himself as Evurn had taught him when he was younger. He really was bad at this.

Many of the King’s Guard watched him through the slits in their helmets. At least he still had his weapons.

“Now,” the unnamed king shouted, "tell me, Ninkas, why did you attack the sovereign kingdom of Misla?”

“I know no kingdom or king by that name.”

The king stood and slammed his mace into the stone before the throne.

“Did you not attack the fleet of Misla? A grand fleet, a most important ally under my rule.”

“That was the fleet of Marog,” Ordak said, “no kingdom of Misla.”

The king stood up as tall as his stumpy self could. “I do not believe we were speaking, orc.” His eyes cut back to Ninkas. “Your wife and her dragon are out of reach of me. I would like to know why.”

“She is dead,” Ninkas said.

“Struck by the fleet you speak of. A fleet attacking a town that was already suffering from a volcanic eruption.”

Ordak was curious of this lie and where Ninkas was going with it.

“Dead? So, your wife is dead? And her young dragon?”

“Yes,” he said, lowering his head. “It pains me greatly, and furthermore, I am confused as to what has happened here.”

The king paced, shouldering his mace, “Did you not take all of your dragon rider companions? They did not speak of her death.”

“She died after they departed. We were attacked while heading home.”

The king nodded. "I see. For one of the grand flights of dragon riders, you could not even protect your love? Poor, poor work. Well, as you can see, I am now ruler of Spire Stone and the Dragonpits. Your fealty is required, and your attack on the kingdom of Misla will be forgiven.”

Ninkas knelt. “I swear to protect the oceans and mountains of our lands, King, to serve you as decree.”

The king approached Ninkas, motioning for him to rise. “Good. I am King of the Moon, decreed by Misla to be ruler of this place under the new empire. Those under me will be blessed. Come against me and you will be destroyed. It is simple.”

Ninkas stood up, and the King of the Moon stared at Ordak. “Why have you brought this man-thing?"

“He wishes to learn of our culture,” Ninkas said. “He is a traveler from afar."

“A traveler with shadow blades? Is he under the influence of the Shadowlands?”

“I am not,” Ordak said.

“I was not speaking to you, beast.”

“He is not,” Ninkas said.

The King of the Moon rolled his grip on his mace and lifted his finger. “Seize him.”

The King's Guard immediately surrounded Ordak. He was bound, and for a flash of a moment, he thought to begin throwing his captors, but Ninkas stared at him.

"Throw him in the Pits. He will await trial to determine his allegiance. We do not trust any we do not know of already."

“King of the Moon, I challenge you to the Rite of Rukrunro!” Ordak noticed at the mention of this, the grip on his arms lessened.

“Rukrunro? An orc versus a king?”

“Do you fear me?" Ordak growled.

“No.” The King of the Moon laughed. “No, not at all. For I am not of the ‘Rite’ of these people. I am but a declared king in the name of the kingdom of Misla. You shall have your Rukrunro, though, orc.”

Ordak was bound with chains and forced out of the hall of the king, pushed through a side passage. He tried to look back to Ninkas, but he was forced away so quickly and with such a large escort, it made no sense for him to fight. His weapons were pulled from him and vanished before he could protest. He was pushed into a narrow hall, and for a moment, their bind on him lessened. He acted, bursting forward and shoving one of the guards. He spun, kicking two of the others and pulling at the chains on his wrists. They were so well made that as a spear went for his head, he parried it and twisted the spear head, forcing the spear away from its wielder. The King's Guard kept their distance as he angled the spear in his hands. Thankfully, the chains on his arms were lose enough that this was possible in the first place.

"Friend of Ninkas," one of the King's Guard said.

"Speak. Give me reason not to thrust this spear into each of you."

"First, you cannot escape. Unseen watchers watch all exits. Second, you may be the only one who can help us."

"Help you?" Ordak hissed. “You serve this king now, clearly."

"Most of us do not. Some do, and they will die for him, but many of us, particularly in the King's Guard, do not. Now, put down the spear and work with us. We take you to one who can tell you more. You evoking the Rite of Rukrunro, though a bit rash, has prolonged your life. The decrees set by the new king are harsh, and he serves another."

“Marog?"

The King's Guardsman shook his head. "I do not know that name. But we have seen him speaking to another through some form of meditation. There is no kingdom of Misla. That is something else. Just know that we are allied with you and Ninkas. Ninkas is a liar, and we all know that his wife is alive, but it does not matter. Only the true king can help us now."

"So, I put down my spear, go quietly, and this will all make sense?"

"Or you run past us and are killed by those who do serve this new king."

Ordak was unsure of who these people were or if they could really be trusted, but he knew he didn't stand a chance getting off the Spire Stone without a dragon. He dropped the spear.

The King's Guard bound him again, and the one who had been speaking to him picked up the spear, giving it back to one of the several Ordak had knocked down.

“You are a friend of Ninkas and Elera. I am Uruat, Captain of the Trennk Riders.”

“Ordak,” he told them. "The prisoner of the Moon King.”

Uruat reached into a pouch and motioned for Ordak to open his mouth. 

"You give me Radie weed?"

“Yes," Uruat said.

“I do not need protection from poison."

"You do,” Uruat said. “It is why so many serve the Moon King willingly—a spell, a curse placed upon our home. This will prevent your mind's capture. All of us have used it, but know that the guards in the Pits have not. They serve this new king. Now come, let us go. And theatrics might help to ensure the guards believe us. Act like you are angry at us when we get before the Pits.”

“I don't need to act.”

Uruat and the others pushed him along, down the narrow hall and to a stairwell that twisted downward. The air was not as fresh down this way, and they came to a long hall that went out of the Spire. Ordak saw the sea far below. They were walking across an ocean bridge that led to another large spire. Dragons growled in the distance, and several of them flew off and over the water in a large flock. The dragons were green and very small.

"Not even the younger dragons like the unseen watchers," Uruat said.

“How long has this occupation lasted?”

“Just after Ninkas and the others fled. They appeared upon the Red Spire and were welcomed forward. I still do not know how they were able to control so many so quickly, only that I am happy we were able to resist.”

As they came to the end of the bridge, they paused for a moment. Uruat pulled out a horn from beneath his armor and made several loud horn calls. Ordak looked out to the ocean, seeing storms in the distance.

Suddenly, the doorway opened before them. 

"A delivery for the Pits?” a large man shouted.

“For the prized capture," Uruat said. “He seeks Rukrunro!”

The man laughed. “Glorious it will be! I shall escort him."

"Escort me where?" Ordak shouted, attempting to push into Uruat.

“He is violent,” Uruat told the man. “Watch him.”

“Watch we will. It will be glorious. Glory to the King of the Moon!"

"Glory to the king!” Uruat said.

Ordak was pulled in by not one but two men. He hadn't seen the others in the darkness. While he himself was large, these two were both his size, if not larger. Compared to the bright light outside, this place was dark, much darker than he’d expected. This was where his orc blood was of use to him—he could see. It just took a few moments moving from the light to dark and his vision was actually better in the dark than a shadow elf’s. Or, as Evurn would say, it was just a good blending of the two, because they always compared their eyesight when they were back in the Shadowlands.

“Move, slave!” one of the two men shouted.

He was forced down a long and narrow hall. This one had many men only wearing rags, if they could even be called that. They were scrubbing down pieces of leather armor and carrying rocks through the halls to other dark passages with very little light.

Ordak began to slow his pace, when a stinging snap struck his back.

“Not here. You are a warrior, not a work slave.”

Ordak saw the man had a whip. He picked up his pace, moving through yet another door and down another stairwell, moving into the depths of this tower.

The next area had many more cells, but these were much larger. He looked into each of the cells, seeing many prisoners. But it was a final cell on the far left they were headed to. This cell had a view of the outside world, a large open window with great bars over the opening itself, but with a place to sat and strangely accommodating effects for a prison. Here, they pushed him, opening the gate and snapping the whip. He walked in, and they sealed it behind him. 

"Don't kill him yet, beast." the one with the whip said.

Ordak then noticed there was another in the cage with him. As the guards left them, Ordak paced to the far edge of the room. "Who are you?” he asked.

The man was a man of dark color, darker than most he had seen.

"I am who you are to face, then,” the man said.

“I invoked Rukrunro. I face the King of the Moon, not you."

"The King of the Moon is but a fallacy of name. He is a fake. A man who betrayed my people, betrayed my hospitality."

There were two beds in the room, and this man, though a bit shorter than him, was sitting with his back against the wall and his feet hanging off the bed.

Ordak sat on the other bed, staring at him. "You are the king?"

"As it is now, I am a prisoner condemned to the Pits. In the eyes of my people, I was defeated in Rukrunro."

"But it was a curse, a poison," Ordak said.

The king stood up. He was stout for one of the race of men, but as his arms crossed in front of his chest, Ordak saw this man was no mere king of men. He was a warrior, something Ordak could respect—at least, much more than that King of the Moon.

"How do you know that, prisoner?"

"I have spoken with Uruat; he told me. He also gave me the protective herb."

“You are a stranger, half-orc. Why do you face me? Why is it not Ninkas? I suspected Ninkas to end up here, him or Elera. They are the only ones who would have the mind to do this. Even his dragon riders would not have faced me."

"I had already invoked Rukrunro. I sought your assistance in the North."

"What empire do you come from? You are not of the Shadowlands; at least, you do not dress as such."

"I serve another, a crew upon a ship of the ancient Dwemhar. We seek your help with one called Marog."

The king rubbed his chin. "Tell me of this Marog. That is a name I do not know."

"A being of evil who rose upon a volcanic island. It is how we ran into Elera. She was captured, as were we. Through a turn of events, we escaped and fought the great fleet of Marog. They have vessels of tremendous power, and Elera brought Ninkas and his dragon riders to aid us.”

"That is why they fled so quickly. Now I understand. Elera is not of maturity to ride solo yet. She was in her final stages."

"Well, I do not know what standard you seek, but she saved us. My entire fellow crewmembers and our captain. I had come seeking your official assistance, challenging you if needed.”

The king laughed. “You challenge me? Oh, you must have smoked too much herb before you made that bargain or promise, but I like you, orc. It is most unfortunate that we both find ourselves here. I will tell you a few things. I am king here, not this 'King of the Moon' fool. There is a place where our seer resides, atop the Spire Tower. It is there that the poison poured forth, but neither of us can get there as it is. You would have been thrown from the Spire, but because I am still alive, you were kept that way. This 'king' weaves his lies into the minds of my people, and most all have been affected but my High Guard.”

Ordak noticed a slave had come to the cell door. He pushed a tray of food into the room.

“We will have wine, prisoner! Get us a bottle!"

As Ordak picked up the tray, the king looked over the selections. "Bastard leaves us with the rotted food. That is not a custom of those facing Rukrunro. You are to be given the best of foods. At least we still can have wine."

Ordak set the tray on a small table between the beds. The food consisted of some kind of fish and cut citrus fruits, with several pieces of moldy bread. 

"This ‘king’ just pisses me off. He tells my people he defeated me, and then plans to exhibit me off in the arena. Well, as it is, I am King Nevron, Second Descendant of the Graons People, a once prosperous race in the southern lands, now a fracture of a people. We are but the few who remain after the great flooding who were kissed by the dragons of old. Our skin is black. Our power is beyond imaginable, for we are the original dragon riders before any others yet faced the beasts of the volcanic lands."

"I am Ordak, orc and shadow elf, crew of the Aela Sunrise, under the Stormborn captain Valrin."

As the prisoner returned with the wine, King Nevron went to the door and took the bottle from him. “I still don't like you," the king said. “Tell your king he is a piss poor holder of a Rite of Rukrunro. Make sure you told him I said so."

"Oh . . . Okay, I will. I will, Master.”

King Nevron laughed as the man slowly squirmed away. "Fish in a trap don't even know their ruler or master."

As King Nevron popped open the bottle of wine, he laughed. "I tell you, that one stole from my treasury. He said I could feed him to the dragons. That is what I plan for him and still plan for him. But now his insanity has taken hold, as do most who reside down here for nearly a year, scraping the darkness." The king offered Ordak a glass of wine. He himself then took a few swigs from the bottle. “Considering the food, I doubt we will get the women I so often offer those within Rukrunro."

"Does this happen a lot?" Ordak asked.

"It does. I always win. But I still give the last rites plenty of food, drink, women or men, and then I slay them within the arena. I am an old and angry king, Ordak of the North.  I command the greatest of dragons, and I have ruled for many years. When I took power, I was but a boy of twenty years old, and for fifty years, I have ruled. I have forged a new path with our allies by defeating three shadow elf shroud masters at the same time.”

“You are quite the warrior, then," Ordak said. "shroud masters are the guardians of the sacred places of the Shadowlands.

"No place is as sacred as the holy realms of our dragons. That is but the most sacred places of the lands. As long as I rule, my people will rise."

The king took another swig from the bottle as Ordak drank some of the wine.

"So now what?" Ordak asked. "You plan to kill me or what?"

"We will escape this rotten cell, dear Ordak. Upon the arena, I have already hatched a plan, but the key will be convincing my people, for they and the dragons they ride have all been betrayed. I hope you are ready for a fight, for we must wait for the opportune moment in Rukrunro. At that moment, when it seems you have won and I am near death, we will strike. All must be ready."

 

Night fell, and with it came more rats than Ordak had expected. As he and King Nevron spoke of much in regard to where Ordak came from, the king had an interest in Valrin.

"I tell you, invoking Rukrunro under normal circumstances would have meant your death, but you tell me much of this Dwemhar boy. It is interesting to me. I had heard of Aieclo and felt the world tremble, but you tell me it was a city? Most interesting.”

“Yes," Ordak said, now on his fifth rather large glass of wine. "But most of my time was spent guarding a race called the Delkians. I became like their god."

"I would not wish the job of the gods," the king said. "A god must always act one way or the other, but as a king—” He smiled. “As king, you do what you want, go where you want, as long as you keep the basic well-being of your people at heart. What kind of king would have the coward’s heart? Why would you make war by day yet get to make your bed at night? No, as king, I am first into battle, with the mighty dragons of the Trennk breed at my wings; that is what I found most interesting of you. Why aren’t you the captain? You came here to challenge me so that I would help your crewmembers, while your captain did not.”

“There is a bit more to that, to be fair," Ordak said. “Valrin is not exactly making his own bed at night while I am here.”

The king sat back against the wall and took a long and slow sip of his wine. “Ordak, you shall be a great leader in time. Something beyond a mere orc-man. I do see it.”

The king suddenly passed out, dropping his bottle. The remaining red wind poured out on the floor.

Ordak was feeling the wine, but not that much. It was a good thing, too. There came a sudden tapping from the window just a few breaths later.

Ordak stood up, looking out toward the cell door and then hurrying over to the window.

He peered out, first just catching the sight of the moon in the distance and seeing the shadows of dragons flying against the moonbeams, but then he saw a face. It was Ninkas hanging upside down.

“Damn, he can talk when he is drinking! I've been here for at least an hour!” Ninkas said. “How are you holding up?”

Ordak gripped the bars. “I’ve been plied with wine and fed moldy bread, but I am well. How goes the new king?”

“Damn bastard.” Ninkas sighed. “Everyone is under the effect of this poison. I attempted to make it to the seer’s tower, but I could not. There is a strange man up there, someone like this new king but wearing a mask.”

“Marog's ilk! I knew he was behind this.”

“Listen, you must convince the king not to act tomorrow. Not in the way he plans. The King’s Guard failed to obtain enough allies for the plan to work, and I’m still trying to find some of my dragon riders.”

"Trying?”

“Yes, no one has seen several of them. They are not in the roosts, and they never reported back to the Spire. Furthermore, I have found proof of this kingdom of Misla. It is a place, an island of the Glacial Seas. But that is all I know. It is only mentioned once in the annuals as a birthplace of our sun.”

“Birthplace of the burning sun? How much wine have you had?”

“No, that is what the books say of it. It was a seat of power in the old world, before the floods. It is where the sun rises from in the far northern seas. But it could be fallacy, just as this king's rule. You will have to fight him tomorrow. He will kill you.”

Ordak laughed. “It is part of his plan. When it looks that I am to take my final blow, we are to act.”

Ninkas nodded. “Warriors of the High Guard are preparing a resistance. Tonight, they fed some of the herbs to others of their own order and managed to convert a few, but the end result was horrid nightmares. Not the best for fighting men and women. But I digress. I will delay the fight as long as I can tomorrow. Once you're in the Pits, you will have several fights before the king. Survive. That is all I can tell you. For every delay, we can rally more to fight.”

“Will I be given weapons?” Ordak asked.

“You’ll be given your own weapons. That is how it works.”

Ordak growled, gripping the bars. “This delay is costly. We must get to Aieclo as soon as we have thwarted this threat to your people. If we cannot get back there in time, this has all been for naught.”

“I know,” Ninkas said. “Okay, I must return to my patrol. They’re already worried of allowing me to fly out considering those still under the effect of the poison doubt my allegiance by default.”

Ordak tried to look down but could not. “You’re on your dragon?” he asked.

“Her head. She is clinging to the rock. She's not too happy.”

Ordak felt a rumble in the stone. “Indeed not,” he said.

“Survive, Ordak, we’ll get through this. If the king has killed you yet, he must have some respect for you. You have that going for you.”

Ninkas vanished from view, his dragon, Shrade, flapping her wings and taking them back over the water with haste.

Ordak returned to his bed, the effect of the wind a bit more pronounced as he closed his eyes.

“Damn dragon riders,” he said.

 

Part Three: Crypt

 

 

It was cold here. Colder than the passages before. Colder than even the Glacial Seas, or so it felt to Valrin. The air was thick with a rolling fog that only parted because of Evurn’s staff and its arcane light. Elera and Valrin had both huddled closer to Braei at the moment she began to cast a small spell of flames around her.

“Are you two seriously keeping warm around my magic?”

“It works,” Valrin said. 

“If I had my dragon—”

Valrin looked at Elera. “But isn’t your dragon an ice dragon now?”

“Well, yes, but I could at least lay on its back. They radiate significant heat no matter if they are ice drakes or fire drakes.”

“No dragon would fit in this place. I’ve even seen your juveniles,” Evurn said, coming upon a door with a series of slide locks. “They wouldn’t fit in here. And they definitely wouldn’t get into this doorway.”

The shadow elf pushed several of the locks open and then shoved his way through the stuck door. 

“And I’d very much like to have a dragon now,” he said.

Valrin looked past Evurn, who had paused in his movement forward. The door swung open but was immediately stuck on thick webs of woven white. Their path was obscured.

“Web,” Elera said.

“Which means spiders?” Valrin asked.

Evurn turned and raised his brow at the captain. “It does, but it could be just residue, something left over.”

“I don’t like spiders.”

“Really?” Braei said.

Valrin backed away from the doorway. His body felt stiff. He was feeling hot.

“Well, now I know what the stalwart captain of the Aela Sunrise fears. It is not sea monsters, dwarven pirates, or rogue Dwemhar, not even masked entities.”

Valrin was sweaty, and it was difficult to stand.

Evurn grabbed him by the shoulder and tipped a potion into his mouth. “Can’t have you falling out, boy,” he said.

Valrin tasted the potion as it rolled over his tongue in a thick oil. It was sweet. He swallowed it and felt the warmness on his skin fade away. He could breathe better, and his vision returned to normal.

“Spiders, simple spiders,” Evurn said. He began to cast fire into the path ahead, burning away the thick webs with a sizzling sound, liquid web dropping onto the passage floor.

Valrin looked at Braei, who was red in the face and attempting to hold back laughter.

“What?”

“Oh, just that you’re deathly afraid of a spider yet not a day ago, you were charging underneath a massive bone monster.”

Evurn began to walk forward. “Come on,” he told them.

Valrin followed just behind Evurn even though Braei and now Elera were laughing at him.

“Maybe we should start assigned cleaning duties on the Aela Sunrise. I think Braei should scrub the deck.”

“Ha! You’d like that, wouldn't you? I think the last person to actually scrub anything was back on Edanos’s ship when we all first met!”

Evurn turned to them, casting his fire above his head. “Why am I doing this, Rusis?”

“Move, shadow elf,” Braei said.

“Just make sure you melt it in layers.”

Braei stepped past him and sent an arching bolt of lightning shredding through the webs and deep down the passage. The webs fell apart, revealing their path.

“Well, that worked out,” Valrin said.

But the sudden shock along the web and caused something in the distance to begin making a scratching sound.

Valrin and Elera both drew their swords.

“I bet it’s a spider,” Elera said. “I’ll bet gold. Anyone in?”

Valrin laughed. “Yes, we already know that.”

A strange whistling shout with a hiss came next.

Evurn lowered his staff, summoning an encompassing aura of gold light around their immediate area. “Forward,” he told them.

Braei kept her hands up, sparks leaping from her fingertips. They followed just behind Evurn.

The strange whistling shout came again.

“This isn’t a spider,” Evurn said.

They began running over the broken webs, portions of the substance gripping the bottom of Valrin’s boots as his shadow blade cut through some of the strands that Braei’s spell had not broken.

The corridor ahead had dirt built up around the door to the point they couldn’t actually open the doorway. At the end of the corridor, Evurn tried the door but kept a watch to their right. The path was open this way and led to a break in the side of the structure itself. Valrin noticed a waterfall and a cave that way. Not to mention, more web.

Suddenly from behind them dropped spiders. The creatures were brown with green eyes. Their jaws snapped, but they didn’t advance. Elera kept her sword up as Evurn pulled them down the path to the right.

“Spiders! I knew it,” Elera said.

“No, they are but occupiers of something else's home.”

The strange scream came again, and this time, it was much closer. 

Evurn cast his golden light again. It was a spell Valrin had not seen before.

As they exited the structure of Aieclo itself and walked into the cave, they found a path leading downward that seemed to twist back around to the left. To their right was dark nothingness.

Valrin hugged the wall, watching his footing as he then heard something flutter, almost like a large fly, to their right.

He didn't jump, but he wanted to. Whatever potion Evurn had given him to calm down was still affecting him, but instead of reacting, he just felt sluggish. Not the best type of feeling for when he figured they’d be fighting something soon.

Evurn motioned for them to stop and get down.

The path had curved around and then over the expanse to a large flat area with broken-down walls that led back into the structure of Aieclo itself.

There was a weird clicking sound, and Valrin noticed movement in the rocks above them.

“Skeletons, cursed bones,” Evurn whispered. “But they are not the main foe I fear as of right now.”

“What is?” Valrin asked.

“Something kept here, not something that weaves web of natural sort or has been cursed to walk the caverns. Something else entirely.”

The clicking sound continued, and Evurn jumped from the side of the wall to the edge of the path, holding up his staff. He sent a blast of earth magic forward, striking the skeleton high above them.

Pieces of bones rained down.

“The clicking, damn the clicking.”

Evurn turned his attention back forward. It wasn’t like any of them should try to be quiet. Between the burning of the web and the bolt of Rusis magic, whatever was here knew of them and was watching. Valrin looked above them to the high cave ceiling that was beyond their sight.

“We keep moving forward. Stay away from the edge,” Evurn told them.

They moved with haste, hurrying across the expanse and into the broken-down walls ahead. Turning to their right again, they ascended a set of stairs past two glowing crystals that were blue in the darkness.

They came to more webs in this next chamber.

Valrin was back to back with Braei. Elera stood and traced her gaze into the corners behind them. 

Evurn pointed to the left. “A doorway. This one is not blocked. But we are watched.”

The golden aura expanded out from them. The floor sizzled beneath them as the golden aura began to concentrate in a circle around them. Suddenly, a form jumped upon them, but was caught in the border Evurn had cast.

The creature looked as a man but had a disfigured face. From its back were long black legs that curled down like spider, if the spider could stand on two appendages, that while were set up as one would expect for legs, did not have feet but clawed appendages. It continued trying to grab at them, even as the magic seared against its flesh. Evurn placed his staff on the creature’s head and ignited a flash of fire. It screamed, burning up with a horrid stench that curled Valrin’s nose almost to the point of nausea. The creature fell to the ground quivering, and the fire engulfed its body.

“Cursed creature, one of the prisoners of Eliue. We have freed its soul without becoming its next meal. I do not know what kind of crossed magic and alchemical-type experiments our dear Clockmaster was doing, but it will be a blessing for this island to be engulfed by fire and the sea.”

The creature was dead, and the feeling of relief from Evurn’s eyes relieved them all.

“Now, through the door. Let us push forward,” he said.

The next doorway was heavier. Made of two large stones, it took all of their force to push their way through into an open hall that was much cleaner than the webbed halls and room they had just passed through. Here, though, they could hear more of the clicking they had heard from the skeletons before.

“The worrisome part is we cannot see them,” Braei said.

There were openings in the upper levels of the hall where it looked like there might be other walkways or hiding places in the shadows. Down the hall were statues bearing swords and spears alike. Upon the heads of these statues were crowns of stars, yet their faces were skulls. As they reached the approximate halfway place of the hall, Valrin spotted a spark between two stones to their right. The stones moved on top of one another in a repeated pattern, and as they did, a distant hum echoed through the hall. Soon, the stones above them began to glow. There were several snaps, and Valrin looked behind them. Their path was now blocked. 

“Evurn,” he said, pointing.

Evurn turned and then looked back forward.

Valrin noticed that several stones shifted to their sides, revealing a way up into the darkness.

“Of course there wouldn’t be a straight path forward,” Evurn growled.

He began up the stairs, using his staff to light his way forward.

“Are you sure we should not move forward?” Elera asked.

“This is forward. These tunnels are nothing but a maze within itself. This place is meant to keep drawing you deeper in. The fact we had a new path revealed to us tells me this. Eliue didn’t make this place for any but himself alone. It was his grand gallery of art, if you will. Whatever sick, twisted part of him that he once contained within that shell of a body had but one purpose—to enjoy the peasantries of madness.”

They followed Evurn, knowing that he was likely right on matters of this nature. As they reached the upper level and the darkness within, the path behind them vanished, and they could no longer reach the halls they were in before.

“I do hope you’re right,” Valrin said.

They had come to a narrow and dark room. Even Evurn and Braei’s spells didn’t seem to do much for the darkness around them.

At the far edges of the room were floating blue crystals, sparkling as they spun at a constant pace.

As they walked across the room, a place at the center of the floor glowed bright white in a circular pattern.

“Halt,” Evurn said.

Valrin already had one foot off the strange markings on the floor.

“Valrin, step back into the circle.”

Blackness swirled around them.

“He has activated the room, but this room had a failsafe, a sensor for such that was not Dwemhar in origin entering with Eliue. Stand in the circle, Valrin. Concentrate your mind. Try to tell that which is here that we mean no harm.”

Valrin immediately stepped back, closing his eyes.

It was like he was standing in a thick fog with his eyes closed. In his mind was such a stark image of the room around them, like what little Dwemhar power he had was suddenly amplified. He could feel a presence swirling around them, and he could see something, but not as clear as the image of the room itself.

We mean no harm, spirits.

He wasn’t sure if that was enough, but it was better than just staring.

A form appeared in his mind.

Long waiting. Long tired. Long sleep. Long desired.

He saw the image of a woman, and at first, he thought it was the Scourge Siren, but the thought faded from his mind as quickly as it came. There was a deep sadness here.

Long waiting. Long lost. Heart failing. Heart stopped.

Valrin suddenly saw the room with light pouring in from a crystal above and not at all a dark cavern as he currently found the room, but with a great open view of the ocean. There was a young woman here.

He then saw Eliue emerging through a distant door.

The woman turned, running to him. She jumped into his arms, and as he held her, his eyes turned cross and tears fell down his face.

He then saw fog roll into the room, and he felt the place forced beneath the surface of rock and fire. Many forms pushed into the room toward Eliue in the center. The floor became alight with white life, and those who had been forced in screamed in agony.

He saw their faces in the walls of the place. Dark spirits above them tormented them with spikes of energy, shoving it into their knees, arms, and wrists.

There was a figure doing this who was not Eliue but was being watched by the Dwemhar.

“Rusis wretches, you tormented us. We torment you. Long lost is my love, and so shall you rest here forever as a figure of my vengeance. I shall keep you in this place to revel in your torment.”

Suddenly, Valrin saw the spirit from before still circling around them as a source of protection. She was weeping, and her tears formed the circle they stood in.

But it was in the shadows that still something loomed. He focused, not able to see but then suddenly finding himself looking at Evurn.

“Eliue had one he loved. She died. He tied those within who I guess were responsible. He tortured them, leaving them here to never die.”

Evurn looked into the darkness around them. Using his staff, he focused his spell forward to force light into one place. It was here they saw the still-living Rusis prisoners. They were nothing but forms of bone and decayed flesh. Their extremities were broken and full of holes.  As Evurn’s spell floated light over them, they shivered, clicking their bones and tossing even in the near-death state they were in.

“Horrid,” Elera said. “How could he do this?”

“Madness,” Evurn said plainly. “Though I would never condone such options, despair is quickly pushed off to be evil or cursed by those who have never felt such emotion. It takes strength to resist the temptation to enact true vengeance. Though, none can truly understand the mind of one who has descended a path of solitude and darkness. How lost is the mind that fathoms such actions as acceptable?”

"It isn't for us to figure out," Valrin said.

"What of the prisoners?" Elera said. "Should we kill them?"

Braei ignited her spells. "I think so. It is the right thing for us to do, if we can."

"No," Evurn shouted in a hushed voice. "No. If anything, that would serve to only anger what energies are still here."

But even as Braei stood there with her spells receding into her hands, a presence came upon them, and from the door on the far end of the room came a sudden gust of wind.

"Long has it been since one came upon here needing my assistance. I had come to think Eliue had forgotten me. Shrouds of time, twists of life, healing is needed here."

From the doorway ahead emerged a small creature. It was furry, or at least its head was. It appeared almost like it was a bear, but from its neck down was without fur. In the pale light, they could see this creature made no sense in its appearance at all. It was actually wearing a dark robe, but its right arm looked like the claw of some crab or lobster. It left arm looked more like an insect. Its feet were hooved, but the legs looked human.

"Search me, study me," it said, walking with a slight limp. "Do you judge what you see, those who are not Eliue?"

Evurn had his staff out, but the man or creature was keeping its distance.

"We pass beyond this place. We seek not to study or stare."

"Do not understand. Those who come this way who are not Eliue are to be worked on. To be sustained. That is my purpose. That is what I do. That is my meaning in life. I sensed one of the enemy. I sensed one who should be sustained."

"Creature of Eliue, back into the abyss from where you came. There is not any who need your sustaining here. Aieclo is but ruin of fire and shadow. Go back."

The creature stepped forward, clicking its hooves.

Evurn summoned his magic in a swirling of earth magic, drawing up stones and broken pieces of the room around them.

The creature leaped to the ceiling and vanished. Evurn did not cease his spell.

He moved forward. "Stay with me, all of you. Protect Braei. She is the one it seeks."

Valrin grabbed Braei by the hand and kept his sword above them as he saw that shadows shifted above their heads.

Elera watched behind them as they moved across the room. The moans of the undead Rusis became louder. The door ahead was open to them, and as Evurn sprinted ahead, he turned. "The floor beneath us shows our enemy. Stay within my light!"

He switched spells, drawing forth a bright white light, much to the disdain of the prisoners on the wall. They moaned and bellowed.

"I purify this room and all energies within it. You may not approach us!"

But at Braei's feet, the shadows gathered. Valrin stabbed the ground as the shadow grew, but his sword struck stone. Braei summoned her magic, sending fire in a circle around her, pushing back Valrin and Elera.

Evurn cast his light at the floor. But it was not from the floor their enemy came. This was not a portal opening beneath her.

Braei had stopped moving, stopped trying to flee. Her enemy closed in, not from below as it seemed, but above.

Suddenly, she was gripped from above and lifted into the shadows. She vanished.

"Braei!" Valrin shouted.

Evurn cast his spells into the ceiling, and in a flash of white, the shadows of the room vanished but for a moment. In the center of the room, having been veiled in shadows before, was a crystal on a lone pillar. Valrin ran to it and placed his hand on it to see what it would do. 

"Are you sure you should do that?" Elera shouted.

He touched the crystal, and the room quaked. Dormant energies long broken off from Aieclo and isolated to the crypts seemed to shimmer and flash to life, but not as glowing stones or spinning crystals as he'd suspected. No, Eliue had wished for this place to not look at all like a Dwemhar structure.

Green torches flickered to life along the walls, and those Rusis still chained here moaned.

From the ceiling above them descended a platform. The shadows had returned, hovering in the air.

This platform was simple stone with glowing blue writings.

There was no question of their next path or debate of what to do. Valrin jumped to the platform, and the other two followed him.

"We're getting her back. We're not losing more to this island."

They ascended, pushing through the shadows and appearing in a great expanse of columns that went on in every direction around them.

"This looks nothing like the crypts. Where are we?" Elera asked.

"We are still there. This is something else, though."

The ceiling above them shifted with fire, and around them moved glaciers between the columns.

The floor looked like the deck of a ship. There was only a single path and a door some distance away.

He could sense Braei. He could almost smell her embrace around him. He pushed forward, moving for the door.

He could see the waters were tossing up around them, and the glaciers bled red.

"Whoa!" Elera said. "The lava here almost has no heat."

"What lava?" Valrin asked.

"There is no lava," Evurn said.

"I see only the tops of mountains. The clamor of battle below us. I think we see some view of the past."

But that wasn't what Valrin saw at all.

"I see glaciers. I see the deck of a ship."

Evurn quickened his pace, moving his staff between his hands as he pointed forward, "There, to the door. This is but a place of tricks! We must move with haste now more than ever."

It hadn't taken that long, but they had pushed through the strange hall and reached a white stone door. There was but another crystal here, and Valrin touched it, opening the way forward. They went into the next room. It was a library of some kind. At least, that was what it looked like at first. There were many vats of liquid that rose to the ceiling, and bones were literally strewn about across the floor.

"Followed us through the Hallowed Halls?" a voice said. It was the creature. The entity was high above them, floating in a sea of darkness, the same darkness in the other room.

"Only Eliue was to come here. Strange you follow yet are not of the Dwemhar. You." It pointed at Valrin. "Must examine. Must remove parts."

Evurn sent a blast of magic at the creature, and it vanished into the shadows, receding upward. A lone staircase led up to where the creature was.

Valrin charged forward, keeping his sword above his head in case the creature did indeed come to "remove parts." As he went up the steps, he looked closer at the vats that rose from the floor to the upper level and saw bodies floating in the chemicals. He paused for a moment, noticing the blank expressions on these forms. But then, their eyes moved. They were still alive.

"Curse the gods," Elera said, struggling to control her breathing. 

"Calm yourself, Dragon Rider," Evurn said.

Elera hurried up the stairs, nearly running over Valrin as they both got to the top and came to but another room. This one was circular. There were many doors that came to this place, but on the far edge of the room on the left side, the rocks of Aieclo had broken through what was once a sealed room.

Suddenly, the shadows shifted down to the center of the room, and the creature appeared.

"You come through the Hallowed Halls? I ask you each, what did you see? Some hint of your own paths unto Vankou? Some hint of your own deaths?"

"We saw nothing of importance to you, abomination!" Valrin shouted. 

"And we did not see anything involving you, if that is what you're asking and claiming of these 'Hallowed Halls.'"

"I am but a tool of the master. I work on what needs to be worked on. You have seen that which is a piece of a death you may one day have. You are strong to not fall into madness. I did not suspect you'd make it here. But I am happy you have. Easier to collect and to take parts from. My work continues, though I have not sensed my old master in some time. He no longer visits as he once did. Many of the prisoners he had escaped and were killed or became something else. Many of the great creatures we had in the lower city have been released. I can no longer breathe as I once did, but I found parts for that, too. But without master, I still work, still collect, still torture Rusis. That was my original creation and purpose. I will torture this one. Yes, you may watch. Eliue watched.”

Valrin sprinted forward, raising his sword above his head and hacking into the creature's arm. It was the arm that looked like a lobster claw.

His sword pierced through the thick shell and struck bone that threw his blade back and nearly out of his hand.

He recoiled just as Evurn cast a spell of his own, striking the creature's leg, tearing the flesh from it. The creature stood still, not moving from either of the strikes.

Elera thrust her sword into the creature. There was a crack from her strike. Her sword stuck, vibrating out of her hand before throwing her back and across the room. The creature looked at its body, the torn leg, the slashed arm, and the pierced chest. It seemed suddenly saddened and began to shake slowly at first and then faster, moving its arms and legs in such a way as if trying to throw off an attacker, but instead the many parts and pieces that made up its form were thrown off like one would shake mud off a boot. What remained was a silver figure with glowing yellow eyes.

"I had worked to be like the others. I had tried to be acceptable. To seek the approval of Eliue. I was created to be like his love, but I could not be used as he wished. I could not absorb her soul."

"Where is Braei?" Valrin shouted.

"Braei? This is the one you care for, the one you passed through the Hallowed Halls for? The Rusis, yes? She did not kill your love, too? See, that is why my form was created. I was to absorb the soul of his love. I could not, for in my studies, I saw there is but two forms that make a living being. The physical form meant to break and the spiritual form meant to live on and ascend. The trouble is that the two bind to one another perfectly. What is good in spirit is good for the physical form, and what is bad is negative to the physical form. This truth flows both ways, and in time, I was able to separate the two for my master. I was able to go further, though, pulling evil from good. Though, that balance should never be separated. I tried to be acceptable to my master, pulling on the forms of those I was to sustain. Those creatures. But I was not to be loved."

Evurn slammed his staff into the ground, creating multiple wards above and around the creature. "We care nothing for your purpose. If you have any form of sentience or love, you will know she means much to us. Return her."

"I cannot. She has been through the Hallowed Halls. She saw me. She saw fire and water. She has accepted this, and I have begun my work."

Valrin sprinted forward again, this time swinging for the creature's head, striking its neck just as its arms formed into spikes, striking him in the arm.

Elera was upon him nearly a second later, striking at his leg and shattering it.

Valrin sidestepped, trying to free himself from the creature's grasp, but it continued to drive its spikes into his arm. His blood ran red on the floor.

"Ocean, ice, Stormborn! I sense your blood! You are the one spoken of by the evil. You are the one prophesized by the ones who honored Eliue. I have sensed much; I have seen much. Ocean, ice! The darkness will take you! You will never be free of your purpose, and all shall end for you when at such time has been seen to certain purpose. Ocean, ice!"

Evurn shoved his staff in between the creature and Valrin, sending a blast of energy into the creature. Evurn threw it against the far wall.

Valrin grabbed his arm, but the spots where the creature had stabbed had already healed.

Elera was already moving toward the crumbled form of the creature, and Evurn and Valrin closed in as well.

The creature went to stand, when Evurn cast several blasts of earth magic, drawing in the stone of the room and surrounding it.

"Shadow elf! You did not care for what the Hallowed Halls revealed?"

Evurn shoved his staff into the creature's form as Elera buried her sword into its chest. "No!" he shouted.

He sent a blast of magic into its head, piercing it with many stones. At last, the creature ceased moving. The shadows of the room receded slowly around them, and Braei, kept high above them and out of sight, was lowered to the floor.

Valrin ran to her. He took her into his arms.

"Braei!" he shouted.

She didn't open her eyes at first, but then, slowly, she blinked and stared at him.

Tears fell from her eyes.

"I thought that was it," she said. "I saw death. I saw death."

"We all did, or some version of it," Evurn said.

"I saw death, Valrin. It was . . . peaceful."

Valrin pulled her close to him, even as she wept, and he felt a stabbing pain in his chest.

"It wasn't real. It wasn't real at all."

"I don't think I will leave this island," she whispered to him. 

Her eyes were wide, wider than he had ever seen them. He sat there, cross-legged on the floor, holding her. 

"It was all in our minds. The creature was trying to infect us somehow, trying to destroy what sense of hope we had. Especially you, as a Rusis."

Braei's breathing was slowing from what it was before. As Evurn knelt and put his hand on her head, Elera pulled a crystal from the body of the creature.

"A creation of Eliue, like the masked man back at Rikernala," she said.

"A cursed creation," Evurn said. "Madness had truly taken Eliue for him to try to create something to absorb a soul."

"Or remorse, sadness," Elera said. "I cannot imagine the pain of losing my husband. I will not imagine it." She looked away from them.

Evurn stood up, circling around and looking at all their paths. He pointed to one of the doorways. "This is a central room. I remember seeing this design in the central tower of Aieclo when we were here in the past. Going up would take us to the grand tower, if it still existed. We must take this door to descend back to where I hope we find what we seek. With all the cursed and broken souls of this place that we've came upon so far, I imagine this necromancer will not be such a simple foe."

"Hopefully, it is dead," Elera said.

"So, you wish for a lich? Foolish dragon rider." 

"Well, no," she said, "but do you not have to cast your own magic on yourself to become a lich?"

Valrin was still embracing Braei. Her hand stroked his chin, and she stared into his eyes. "I thought I had failed us," she said.

"You knew we would come for you," Valrin said, smiling.

"No, us. I had failed us. I heard the voice again. I heard what I did when I was trying to rescue Evurn. If I were Aeveam, that creature would not have taken me. I am slowing you and the others. I am not like you. I am not part Dwemhar. I am but a Rusis. I have little power to truly help you."

"Stop," Valrin said. "Please, these words are not your own. I am yours and you are mine, and I don't care if you are elf, dwarf, Rusis, or Dwemhar. You could be of the race of men and it wouldn't change what I feel."

She pushed herself to stand, struggling to do so but using Valrin to steady herself.

She hugged him, and he pulled her close.

"This place will be a bad memory. We will save our crewmember and get back on the Glacial Seas where we belong."

"I know," she whispered. "It was just . . . too real. The ocean, the fire . . . I felt it all around me."

He wrapped his arms around her, and he felt her pressed against his stomach with her hand.

"Let's move forward. We need to."

 

 

 

Part Four: Rite of Rukrunro

 

Morning came, and Ordak’s eyes sprung open. The king was already awake and drinking a cup of some form of hot beverage as he stared at him.

“You are not used to wine?” the king asked.

Ordak sat up, rubbing his head as he swung his feet off the bed. “Not in a while. Plus, with Ninkas, we had some rum, quite a bit of rum, before our flight here. I don’t think I’ve fully recovered from that, to be completely honest.”

“Indeed,” the king said. Taking a spare cup from the table, he poured Ordak a mug of the hot beverage.

“Coffee with cinnamon,” he said, handing the cup to him.

“I don’t much care for coffee,” Ordak said, taking a sip, “but this is good.”

“Cinnamon. From a small island to the south of here. A warm place, white beaches and the bluest water you have ever seen. Also, large reptilian fish beasts that will leap onto an unsuspecting man and devour him from the head down. Also, quite a fun place to drop prisoners.”

Both the king and Ordak laughed almost at the same time.

“I do like you, Ordak. You are a good cell-guest. I have had many—many—who just cried. Somehow, they think invoking the Rite of Rukrunro means that they just get to threaten me and not pay the price. They have a change of heart, or worse, they begin to fear what is coming. But in truth, what has happened here over the last day or so is worse than that.” King Nevron looked around them, rubbing his hands on his shirt.

“They will come for me soon. I will be prepared for our challenge. They plan to exhibit me and reveal that I have been ‘revived’ by the great power of the new king to die again for the service of the king. I will kill that king soon. Mark what I say to you.”

“Ninkas says he needs time. They are trying to convert more from the poison, but says they have had issues.”

“Ninkas can take the time he needs to suck whatever teat he thinks needs suckling. I am no soldier under the general. I am king. I will act. You better be ready.”

Ordak could tell he wasn’t going to convince the king of anything, and it didn’t matter if he said anything else or not.

 

It was time. Several men, along with Tefal, the man who had greeted Ninkas and him when they’d first arrived, had come for the king.

"Well, how wonderful for you to come see me. You didn’t bring any more wine did you?" King Nevron said.

"I have come to take you to the preparation room. You will not fight us here or you will be devoured in the Pits. We will tie your feet to your hands and let the prisoners do what they wish to you."

"That's not quite fair," he jeered, "They might get bitten." He laughed exuberantly. "I know the rules of Rukrunro. Do you forget I am king of this place? Oh, that's the problem, though, isn't it? Your mind's a little twisted."

"Prisoner orc!" one of the guards shouted at Ordak. "Stand at the back wall near the window!"

Ordak backed up, placing his hands across his chest as they opened the cell.

Nevron looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Tefal," he said to the man as they bound his hands behind his back. "Quite rude of you to address him as such. He is half-orc. His name is Ordak. He'd eat you if you were prepared the right way. The Shadowlands cook people like you all the time. But you're kind of bony. I'd eat you, but you’re infected. I don't want to get sick myself. I might bite you now, take a chunk out of that face of yours. What do you think?"

"You are dead to me, slave. I serve the King of the Moon under the kingdom of Misla."

Nevron nodded. "Oh, I forgot. 'We serve the King of the Moon,'" he mocked, "under Misla, the made-up kingdom that does not exist."

"Misla comes, slave, but you will not live to see it!"

This was from another man Ordak couldn't see. Nevron looked in the direction the voice had come.

"Peon of the bastard, welcome to the Pits of prisoners. I wouldn't get used to them," Nevron said. "I'll kill you before I put you here."

"Your rule has faltered. My master is supreme. Take him from here."

Nevron was escorted out, and the cell door was shut. A few moments later, a figure appeared, staring in at Ordak.

"Hail the kingdom of Misla and the Moon King," the figure said. "I am Vizier Radiq-Ha."

"Hail to the king, indeed. Your name is stupid."

The vizier smiled. "Either the poison does not work on wretched orcs, or you are among the many who have found a way to resist its effects. You are not from here, orc."

"Well, I don't care for heights, so being a dragon rider isn't exactly something good for one like myself."

"You are a crewmember of a ship of the Glacial Seas. Your captain is a younger man, and you have been to Aieclo."

"I consider Aieclo my home, in some ways. I lived there for many, many years. Yes, that is true."

The vizier took out a long pipe and lit it on a nearby torch.

"I have viewed into the mind of the Great Seer here. I have seen much. But nothing I did not already know. You and I can have an understanding. You will die today as it has been decided already. But you seem to feel this is all unrelated to your own actions within Aieclo. We lost good men and women when you and your friends destroyed the forge. Rings are but one way the great Marog controls his servants. You cannot possibly believe that is the only way he will control the masses. Look at this place," Radiq-Ha said, motioning his hands around himself. "He took this place in less than a moon cycle. It will be the same across the lands, for my master is great and strong and brings about a new rule."

"Sounds like a ploy," Ordak said.

"A ploy?"

"A ploy. Your master is but a mask. Nothing more. A dark mask."

The vizier laughed. "You think this is about the Dwemhar Eliue? I am from the West, not the North. I have studied under the Drean blood magic sorcerers. I did not so simply come as a servant of the mask. I was not a prisoner under Aieclo, released by Marog. I have sought out my position after much thought and wondering. I was but a merchant once, orc. I sent out many searching for artifacts of the old world. I have used many, killed many, and set more upon paths to life beyond their mere standing as they were. That which is coming is greater than any here can fathom. You seek allies in this place? That is why you left your captain?"

"My captain is dead."

The vizier paused. Ordak knew his words were a shock to him.

"You lie, orc."

"Do I? You seem to know everything. What are you wanting, me to tell you something great? To beg for mercy?"

"I want you to die," Radiq-Ha said.

The vizier walked away abruptly. Ordak gripped the bars of the cell and watched him leave. Rubbing his head, he went to sit down as now others came to the cell. He did not know any of these strangers, either.

"We take you to the Pits," one of them said. "It is time."

As Ordak was bound and marched out of the cell, he thought of the vizier. This was all something of Marog, but never had he heard of Misla. It hadn't come up. The only place he knew that really had knowledge of Marog was the island they were all on before and those on Aieclo. It was beyond masks, or so it seemed now. The vizier was from the deserts of the West. The Drean Lands, supposedly. Blood magic was used in the Shadowlands, but he knew little of it beyond what Evurn had told him. Generally, one needed the sacrifice of others to draw energy, and even among shadow elves, it wasn't expressly allowed.

They pushed him through a narrow opening that he had not been through yet. It was a side door and a passage that led downward. The air was warmer here. As he emerged in a faint light, he could see the ocean on either side of him. He was in a cavern-like room. There were others here, too.  

"You will wait here," he was told. Those who had brought him went back the way they had come and shut the door.

In this place, no one spoke to one another. Ordak could hear the sound of cheering, but if it was above him or below, he couldn't tell. The salty air of the ocean was refreshing, and he was reminded of standing on the border of the Delkian lands back on Aieclo.

He considered all of this to be quite the development in his life thus far. Protecting Delkians was easy in comparison, but he wondered of Evurn, Valrin, and the others. He wondered what they were going through even now, but reaffirmed that he had made the correct decision.

"Slaves, into the forward rooms. Descend into the Pits, claim your weapons, and move into the holding cells to secure your positioning."

The voice was sudden, and much like the crowd he heard cheering, it was difficult to tell where it was coming from.

Those in the area made their way into the central hole, leaping down into the passage below.

Ordak looked down the hole, seeing it was just a short hop.

He jumped in. Those who had already gone down scampered for weapons sitting on long tables on the far edge of the room. He saw his own clothing and weapons. He also saw five doors up five tiny stairwells on the far side of the room. Along the walls were black marks and the distinct smell of burnt meat.

He ran for his own stuff, claiming his axe and dagger before hearing a cry behind him. Two men went at one another. One man cleaved a large sword into the skull of another before lunging toward one of the doors and switching a mechanism, sealing himself in.

On the far end of the room, a dark-skinned woman smashed the back of a man attempting to put on his helm, but was struck with an arrow as she ran for one of the doors. There were at least twenty people, or there had been. Multiple people were bleeding on the ground. Considering there were only five doors, this room was meant to knock out the weaker or less fortunate. Ordak noticed there were three doors remaining. An arrow bounded near him. He glanced to his left as he moved along the wall. The archer was in the corner of the room, releasing arrows indiscriminately, hitting everyone he could. 

A man ran into one of the rooms right in front of Ordak. This man didn't even have a weapon but was able to seal himself in without any issue.

Two more doors. Ordak jumped for one just as a beast of a man with pale-white skin went for the same door. Ordak grabbed the man from behind, thrusting his dagger into his ribcage.

There was the twang of bowstring, and Ordak pulled the man back to use as a shield just as an arrow struck the man in the side.

The archer rushed forward, striking down two more before sprinting for the other door.

Ordak threw the man he had used as a shield away from him and went into his own cell.

Several men and women were still fighting one another. He had secured a spot for himself and shut the door. He stepped forward, looking out a small window at a rocky floor and a grand amphitheater where men, women, and dragons alike sat upon elevated seats. The dragons sat on roosts high above the arena floor.

"No! No!" he heard a man shout in the weapon room. Several others screamed before Ordak was forced away from the door by blasts of flame. The weapon room was cleansed. That explained the black marks across the walls and the smell of burnt meat.

He tightened his gauntlets and peered out to the arena floor.

"Welcome, good people of the Dragonpits under the new King of the Moon. These games will be frequent, but you have a special treat today! The King of the Moon has used his unlimited power to bring back one who was dead, a special exhibit to be shown later."

There was cheering before a horn call.

"First, we have picked one of our five at random to face down a dragon. Release the gate! Show us our first combatant!"

A dragon. Damn.

He could hear the clicking sound of chains and gears, but much to his relief, his gate did not open. Ordak looked through the bars. He saw the archer walking out from the cell. 

"It looks like we have a member of the fallen King's High Guard. He won’t be much of a fight with that flimsy bow, and at this stage, we're not allowing dragons. Such a sad soul."

Ordak noticed the man had pointed ears, a quality he did not quite spot before. It was an elf.

"My brethren, do you not see the folly here?" he shouted out. "This man deposed our king. He has ensnared you all! Wake, people of the Dragonpits! Our king fell for us in combat. Do you not care?"

The crowd cheered, a senseless mob, cursed by the effects of the poison in their minds.

Perhaps the elf has resistance to the poison's effect?

The announcer shouted again, "Sad, it is quite sad. You do not see the truth, and it does bring pain to the King of the Moon's heart. I do pray that you—"

His words were cut short as in a flash of movement, the elf drew an arrow and released it.

The crowd booed as Ordak spotted a man fall dead onto the arena floor.

"Bring this dragon!" the elf shouted. "I avenge our king, for truly you have even jaded our holy beasts!" He drew back his arrow. "I release them from their cursed minds."

The dragon wasted no time. Fire engulfed the arena floor in a red explosion, and the archer sprinted out of sight.

Growls, explosions of fire, and the sound of an unseen beast smashing the ground and wall was all Ordak could actually tell was going on. The crowd suddenly cheered, and then the cheering stopped.

"An unexpected ending!" a new announcer shouted. "The dragon has fallen, but so has our archer fiend. Let us have a moment of silence for the loss of our grand beast as the arena is cleared! We have our next event coming up, and this one will truly be a sight to see!"

Ordak sat down on the ground. He looked at his axe head. He had forged this in the Shadowlands. The head was forged in the Old Forge on the eastern coast. The wood, taken from a Grand Ash Tree, was etched by the priests of the town with a basic protection charm. He'd need that today. He took a deep breath, focusing his mental energy directly on himself and future events to play out soon.

This was a far reach from how he once was. He was more orc than shadow elf. Evurn had taken him under his teachings. He learned to mediate, to focus, and to keep his more primal side—his orc side—subdued. But that was the part of his mind he was trying to access now. He took a deeper breath, holding in the air before exhaling it. He visualized the breath coming into his chest and then out. He could feel his pulse slowing and his blood flow pounding toward his fingertips. Like fire igniting upon a fresh torch, he envisioned his muscles twitching and his orc side coming to play this day.

"You have seen many upon this field after the first day of games," the announcer said, "but it has come time for a disgusting crossbreed and one of the cursed, a duel that our good king desired himself, and it just so worked out that both made it to the arena holding room before the execution of the others by dragon fire. I say to you, prepare for something wondrous! Slaves, emerge and take your spots on the arena floor!"

The clanking above him startled him to stand. It was time.

He held his weapons in either hand, and as the gate rose, he charged out, moving across the arena with haste. He didn't even look at his opponent. He moved to the center of the arena and looked at the circular stands around him. There were hundreds of people and nearly as many dragons flying in the air above. In the center of the arena itself was a high tower, and there, upon a throne of bone and gold, sat the King of the Moon. The announcer was just in front of him on an elevated perch.

Easy to see how the archer killed the other one.

There was dark-red blood all over the sand behind him. Presumably, this had been where the dragon was killed, at least in his mind. He looked at his opponent. They were bound in a cloak and hood. This was the one with no weapons.

Oh, for the love of the gods, I bet I know what this is.

"Good arena! We have for you a special face-off. A half-orc wretch and a Rusis! The King of the Moon says that of the two, he hopes the orc wins! That should tell you much of his disdain for the wretched Rusis! Begin, slaves!"

Ordak held up his blades, knowing good and well he didn't have a ward to block the effect of the spells. The Rusis wasn't moving.

Ordak paced back and forth, not wanting to attempt to close the distance, knowing the Rusis could hit him before he could make it to striking range.

"BEGIN!" the announcer shouted.

The Rusis put their hands together, summoning a ball of undulating energies, lightning dancing around them.

Of course, lightning. While I'm holding two metal objects.

But the Rusis wasn't casting yet. The air shot up around the Rusis, and their gaze looked up to the central tower.

"BEGIN OR SUFFER THE WRATH OF THE KING!"

The Rusis threw down their hood, turning toward the central tower. It was a man with red hair.

"The king is a farce. You never killed the true king. I have come across oceans to see the king, to seek a path forward in the world, and I am treated like a dog in the streets because I see through this evil."

The Rusis released his spells, striking the central tower in a blast of lightning. A ward shimmered around the King of the Moon, and Ordak saw a flash of silver. A spear struck the Rusis center chest. The end of the spear had a blue prism that glowed as the Rusis fell to his knees, quivering. In an explosion of white light, the Rusis shriveled, falling to the ground as a shrunken form. The spear returned to the King of the Moon. It had pulled his blood from his body and left only the shell of the man.

"Lucky orc, you move on by default. Return to your cell."

Ordak sheathed his weapons as the crowd cheered. He glanced to the body of the Rusis and then up to the King of the Moon. He had a ward protecting him and would not be easily assailed.

As he jogged the rest of the distance and entered his cell, he felt some relief that he did not have to fight the Rusis, but he now saw the weapon the King of the Moon wielded.

Must be blood magic. That is why it takes the blood of its victims. The King of the Moon practices blood magic.

The next fight was off to an explosive start. No announcer speaking, just sudden clanging and the crowd going insane cheering.

"Quite a duel between the swordsman and the brute! Quite a fight!"

Ordak returned to meditating. His blood still surged, and he worked to contain his inner beast. It was then he heard tapping on the other door.

"Ordak, it is Ninkas. Come to the door."

Ordak stood up and looked out to the arena before putting his ear against the door. "What? Do you come to break me out?"

"No, I wish I could," Ninkas said. "I have found my fellow dragon riders. They are kept in another prison. They were taken before our arrival. The king knows of Valrin and the others. There were hoping for more information. They are working to contact Misla, but I have disabled their weapons in the spire. It is . . . strange magic. I shattered several crystals set underneath the spire. I think we can get to the Great Seer, but we will need to do it as one force."

"And the king? He knows of this plan?"

"The king's plan is of great risk, but I understand that he wishes you to nearly beat him?"

"Yes."

"Then he summons his beast. It normally takes an incantation. He seeks to summon the great dragon from the depths. He will cry out near death, and that will summon his dragon. Fight well, for it cannot be a fake exchange of blows. He must be truly beaten, and the spirits know if he is merely acting. You will have to do everything you can to kill him."

"And if I kill him?"

"Was that a joke? You're bad at jokes. No one can defeat our king! I go. I prepare. When it comes time to act, those I have gathered will be ready. We have one shot at this. Don't die."

Ninkas left.

Ordak returned to his spot near the gate to see the man with the large sword decapitate the other man. That'd be who he would fight next, and unlike the Rusis, this one was not resisting the effect of the poison, and there'd be no easy way out.

His gate opened.

"The orc shall fight the barbarian from the North. An escaped prisoner, as I understand it. Deemed to die already, but he is quite the warrior. We shall see how long it takes him to slay this beast of an orc!"

The crowd cheered.

Ordak drew both his weapons. The barbarian wielded a two-handed sword and was not wearing any armor beyond a simple tunic bottom.

Ordak circled to his left, and the barbarian did the opposite, moving to intercept him.

Ordak exhaled, charging forward and jumping to the side to miss the first slash directed at him. He passed the barbarian to the right, slid to a stop, and leaped for his back. The barbarian turned, grabbing him by the arm and spinning. Ordak twisted against the barbarian and bit into his flesh.

Ordak's vision turned cloudy, the taste of flesh engaging his orc side. The barbarian tore him off, kicking him across the arena floor.

As Ordak pushed himself up and charged, the barbarian slammed his blade into the ground, charging him. They met in an explosion of dirt as they tore at one another, falling to the ground. Ordak attempted to bite him again, and the man drew a knife, nearly driving it into Ordak's back. They rolled, and the barbarian was on top of him, working to force the knife into his throat. Ordak gripped the man's wrists, squeezing them. He might not have had the upper hand at the moment, but he had one thing beyond even this brute of a character. Stamina and strength. He squeezed, feeling his fingers pressed into the man's bones. The solid hard bone underneath the man's skin began to bend inward. The man was sweating profusely, his neck pulsating as he worked to force the dagger down.

Ordak squeezed continually, feeling a sudden split in the bone.

Ordak growled as the man dropped the dagger. Ordak forced the man off him, shattering the bones in his arms and causing the man to panic, unable to even use his hands. He fled to his weapon. The brute who had been so confident before struggled to do anything with his sword he had shoved into the dirt.

Ordak took hold of his blades, sprinting at his foe, who shouted and covered his face.

He buried the axe into the man's skull. As the man fell backward, he thrust the dagger into his ribs and threw him down onto the sands of the arena.

The crowd cheered, though before, they had clearly been on the side of the barbarian.

Ordak withdrew his blades and stood up, staring at the announcer.

"A most unfortunate turn of events! But it seems the orc has made it to the time of our special event. Isn't he so fortunate?”

The last few words of the announcer were slow and menacing, almost as if he knew more about Ordak and the king.

"By the power of the King of the Moon, the once-king has been resurrected! But, due to the king's evil, precautions were taken so that he did not curse us."

Attendants ran out onto the arena with large torches, forming a massive circle around Ordak. Then, more attendants came with a large platform they placed piece by piece in a hasty construction.

"By the order of the King of the Moon, we have instilled a new religion to be followed by those under his rule. Though it does not come without sacrifice, know that all who come will be offered to the blood god. We need but one to begin the process.”

On the far end of the arena came a figure completely covered with a black cloth. With this figure came another figure wearing a mask. This one was no doubt of Marog. The masked form had a large axe nearly double in size to a normal axe.

From another door to their right came a long line of slaves bound together. Masked forms came with these, as well. Attendants whipped these slaves with long silver whips, forcing them forward. The slaves, cowering, did not even raise their heads to look around. Ordak saw that several masked forms placed a cauldron underneath the stage, just beneath a stone altar of sorts on the stage itself.. As those who had approached from the far side of the arena came to the opposite side of the stage, Ordak assumed King Nevron was the one with his head covered.

The masked form with the axe ascended the stage, and attendants pushed the first slave forward and into place. They slammed the head of this slave on to the stone. The neck of the slave was bare and open to the masked form’s weapon.

"What has begun must be brutal; the rest shall be done cleanly.” 

Ordak bowed his head, seeing who it was now. Uruat, of the King's Guard. Captain of the Trennk breed dragonriders. 

"This man conspired against the king."

Ordak noticed Uruat's mouth was sealed, not gagged, sealed. There were stitches keeping his mouth closed.

The announcer continued. "He sought to use the dragons and their power to go against the rightful king. Furthermore, his dragon has been slain. Soon will all the beasts of those who shall give their blood to the glory of the king who have found to be in alignment with the wrong master. He sought to call his dragon, and such, all against the king have been silenced. Now, the silencing will be complete."

Ordak noticed Uruat shaking, his eyes swelling with tears. His face was red as he attempted to break his sown lips as he tried to cry out. He then noticed some of the others in the line. These were Ninkas’s fellow riders. He did not see Ninkas. This must had been those Ninkas had been trying to find.

The executioner brought down the head of his axe sideways, smashing his skull.

The crowd cheered.

"Such action must be taken," the announcer said.

Blood and pieces of Uruat's skull fell into the cauldron below the stage.

"All shall be collected for the glory of Marog, the god of all. Hail Marog!"

The crowd cheered again, and Ordak noticed that upon the distant spire, the one from where the poison flowed, a crystal was flickering.

He then saw many dragons shooting up from below, vanishing in the clouds high above them.

"We cannot delay," the announcer said. "See the glory of the King of the Moon who has resurrected your once-king!"

They removed the covering, and King Nevron stared at Ordak. His mouth, too, had been sown shut.

"By the power of Marog, Nevron has been brought back to take part in the last Rite of Rukrunro. The King of the Moon's champion, the orc, shall face the once-king. But, not before the once-king has been blessed."

Several men went to the cauldron that had collected the blood and parts of Uruat.

"A blessing from Marog, good Nevron."

They took the cauldron and poured it over Nevron. The blood, bones, and other fluids flowed over the king, and he shook, tearing out of his bindings and reaching for a single long sword held by one of the attendants near him.

"Nevron has been enraged by his own death. Now bathed in the blood of those who still claimed him rightful king, he shall face down our orc!"

Nevron charged Ordak, who barely had time to lift his blades before Nevron pummeled him, throwing him across the sands and nearly into one of the many torches surrounding them. Night was falling. Ordak stood, covered in the still-warm blood of Uruat as Nevron went into a rage, spinning his massive sword in a large swathe, nearly slashing across Ordak's stomach.

Ordak sprinted forward, catching Nevron's sword with his own blade and attempting to strike his chest with his axe.

Nevron pushed against him, headbutting him before smacking his face with the pommel of his sword.

Ordak fell, tears filling his eyes as through cloudy vision, he saw the king coming at him again. He dropped both of his blades and grabbed the king's own sword.

They pushed and pulled back and forth. Ordak couldn't believe how strong the king was, and he began to tremble, trying to pull the sword away from him. Nevron released his grip on his blade, but tackled Ordak. He dropped the sword as the king pushed him into the sand.

The crowd roared.

Nevron repeatedly punched Ordak in the face, and what reserve Ordak had before began to fall. His orc side was coming out much like the king needed to be truly near death to call his dragon as per Ninkas. Ordak's primal side had been pushed down by the empathy Ordak felt seeing the brutality of Uruat’s murder.

He growled, biting the king's face. He then smashed either side of Nevron's head, pushing upward against him and knocking him back.

He reclaimed his weapons, slashing the king's forearms and shattering the chainmail bracers.

The king wore little armor save that on his forearms and chest. He brought his axe up from below, striking the inside of the king's thigh, but not so high as to sever the artery. But as the king recoiled, Ordak growled again, lunging at the king, who had reclaimed his sword, swinging a wide swathe to his right. Ordak parried and slid his blade up the blade of his opponent, forcing the sword up. He was going for the killing blow, when he stopped. He had to remove the bound mouth. That was what was missing. That delay in action gave Nevron just enough time to take action. The king could not simply let himself be attacked further, or he risked not being able to use his plan. Nevron smashed him again with the pommel, knocking him back. Ordak turned and slashed across his face, cutting the stiches on his mouth and eye.

Nevron fell back, grabbing his face and screaming out of the partially free mouth.

"The once-king has been struck."

The king screamed loud, forcing the remaining stiches open.

"I am king of this rock! AH!"

The mighty king lifted his blade and charged Ordak, who dropped to his knees, slashing the king's side. He spun as the king turned, barely fazed by Ordak's attack, and moved to bring his sword down upon Ordak.

Ordak rushed forward, driving his axe head into Nevron's armor, sliding up to his neck and piercing his throat. Blood sprayed out and all over Ordak.

"The king has been struck!" the announcer shouted.

But the King of the Moon was on his feet and moving downward from his high throne. Many of his attendants did the same.

Even as blood poured down the king’s chest, he shouted out, "Come, come to me, your king. May the oceans and the sky feel the fury of the Blessed Ones of Old!"

Ordak turned, hearing a crack in the sky. Under the light of the moon, an explosion of water shot up in the distance.

The king fell to the ground, grabbing his throat. Ordak went to him and pulled him up.

"A good hit." Nevron coughed, blood pouring from his throat. Ordak has missed the vital vessels, but the blood flow was still considerable.

"Do not worry, my plan has accounted for this."

But even as a great form ascended into the sky, the King of the Moon was upon the sands and the Masked One with the axe began killing the many slaves set to be sacrificed. The blood poured into the cauldron as like a butcher, the masked man struck them over and over. The King of the Moon lifted his mace, moving to strike Nevron. Ordak charged, jumping at the King of the Moon, who lifted his mace not to strike but to cast. A blast of red rippled down his arm and into the mace, sending Ordak sliding across the sand.

The King of the Moon reached out toward the cauldron, drawing up blood from the sacrifices, growing in a shroud of red and black to nearly double his size.

As a dark form flew over the arena, the clouds above the arena erupted in fire as multiple dragons descended, making passes to seal the arena from any others coming upon the sands.

Ninkas flew down with Shrade, his black dragon engulfing the King of the Moon and slamming into the stage, knocking down the masked man.

Ninkas dismounted, running to the slaves and cutting them free. He quickly returned to his mount as Nevron was pulled upward to the massive beast hovering above them and pounding its wings with such force, the entire arena shook.

The revelry of the crowds had changed to screaming. Ordak was suddenly floating up as he saw a strange magic wrapping around him, drawing him upward with King Nevron. In a few moments, he was atop the dragon of the king.

 

Part Five: Lonesome Death

 

As they turned to the others, Evurn nodded. "Are you well, Braei?"

"I am. I wasn't, but I am now."

Elera smiled and shook her head. "Good. Let's not let anyone get abducted anymore. You people are a bit crazy, but I'm starting to like you."

 They began on their way again, following Evurn out the door that he believed led them back into the deeper crypts. It was true that this place was a more direct path to different parts of the crypt. Though still a sealed place from other openings above, even in the time of Aieclo's actual existence as a city, this passage had a grand stairwell that led directly down into a great expanse of sharp rock and glowing crystals. The path was barren. There were no bones or animals to be seen, no rubble, and no sounds beyond a slight whistling wind.

"This place is a labyrinth of nonsense," Evurn said. “It is like part of it was constructed with purpose and then the rest was made while Eliue was half-drunk on wine or something. I've been in dwarven halls. They are dark, musty, but at least there is some sense to it. This place—" He paused. "I'll be happy to be done with it."

It was a sentiment shared by all of them that had no need to be stated. 

While their descent went on for some time, they had reached a lower walkway that went down into the stone cavern of a stone that was a completely different color.

Valrin paused, looking back up the way they had come. He could see nothing but steps, and not where they had entered.

"You'd think he'd put in a platform," Braei said. "I wonder why he chose to make this many steps?"

"Perhaps it was ceremonial?" Elera suggested.

"For what?" Valrin asked.

"To show off his capture." Evurn pointed to several chains sitting near the stone of the area they had reached now. "Perhaps he held others along the stairs, showing off his power to them as he had caught this necromancer. Just a guess."

As they made their way forward, the polished stone of the stairwell behind them faded away. The stone here was black and had no sheen or decoration to it. Ahead, a single silver door, and upon it, a skull with stars upon the white bone of the skull.

As they approached, several spinning crystals dropped before them, suspended in midair.

"You're up, Valrin," Elera said, crossing her arms.

Something about being Stormborn and having Dwemhar blood was just a source of oddness in Aieclo. Valrin stood before the others, and the crystals moved up and down his body as if searching him before moving opposite of one another and locking into the walls. The skull before them spun in a slowly moving circle, revealing the back of itself to them. Valrin approached the door and noticed that in the back of the skull was a pool of clear liquid.

"The writings." Evurn pointed. "Some of the words mention ‘clean’ or ‘cleanse.’ I assume we must anoint ourselves here."

"Anoint?" Elera asked. "Why? This is not some religious act."

"If in madness Eliue still had taken a precaution involving the gods, I suggest we do the same. The worst that could happen is we would appease the gods a bit more today."

"I doubt that's the worst," she said to him.

Valrin dipped his fingertips into the liquid and noticed the liquid itself was colder than he’d expected. It wasn't water, either. It was oily.

Evurn was first, bowing slightly to him. "Place a mark on my forehead and the others and yourself," he said.

Valrin did just that, anointing them each and feeling quite strange as he did it. Once each of them was anointed, he did the same. At the moment he marked himself, the crystals floated back off the wall and each of them glowed red. The skull shifted again, and its eyes opened, pouring forth white light. Then, the door opened.

 The path before them was alight with glowing crystals. Ahead, there was a large room. Valrin was the first one forward, moving with purpose and drawing his second blade.

Braei was just behind him.

The hallway was short and opened up to a grand room with columns that circled high above them. The room was a massive oval. In the center was a large black box. Etchings of glowing blue stone made a circle around the box. Unlike the other places of the crypt, there were not dark shadows here. Above them was glass, yet they could not see anything but glowing red.

"Magma," Elera said. "We are standing beneath magma."

"Perhaps it was not always so? I assume it wasn't, at least," Evurn suggested.

Valrin noticed that though there was no darkness, there were several statues in recessed alcoves around the room.

"The gods." Evurn pointed. "Etha is there. Kel, Throka."

Valrin noticed that Kel held a massive sword, and Throka looked a bit dwarvish and held a hammer.

"Still others," Valrin said. “Wura? That is one you mentioned."

"And the others," Evurn said slowly. "Not gods of the North but those called Itsu. I see Barua, among others."

"Why did he create so many gods?" Braei asked.

"Judgement," Elera said. "Maybe he wished all the gods to watch the necromancer for all eternity, even the cursed ones. I cannot believe you spoke the name of the evil one," Elera said to Evurn.

"Names are but titles. We offer no praise. We bring but our single purpose today, and with it, we seek peace in the end."

They proceeded forward. Valrin stared at the black box, knowing full well that within was a being of power, a being of death magic. 

"So, do we plan to just pop it open and claim the ring?" Elera asked.

"Opening a grave is not such a simple thing, is it?" Braei asked.

Evurn nodded slowly. "We must hope it is but a grave and not a prison."

As they approached the center of the room, Valrin looked up at the liquid fire above them. He noticed there were writings in the glass that began to glow as they stepped near the circular glowing stone of the floor.

"Stop," he told the others. He pointed up.

From the glass fell glowing parchment. Though many of the pages flowed around them and out of immediate reach, hitting the ground and turning to dust before vanishing, one of them floated nearly right to Evurn.

He looked at it and then to Valrin.

"This is indeed more than a mere crypt. This room is a channeling point, a place I have only read of. We see not lava but a mere shimmer of our creator, Stormborn. We see the light of the realm of the Great Poet, the sleeping creator and that of all which is what you see and feel and are."

"That still looks like magma to me," Elera said.

As Evurn looked over the parchment, he dropped it and began rubbing his head.

"What is it?" Valrin said.

"More vile madness. I wish this was what I said it was," Evurn said. "This is something else, a true torture. It also confirms yet something else. The necromancer was not put in this box dead."

Braei grabbed one of the parchments and held it away from herself. "I can read this. How can I actually read this?"

"They are prayers to the gods that have been drawn here by some form of magic that I do not know. But as desperate as the prayers are, they are amplified for the one within this box."

"But the necromancer cannot even see them," Valrin said.

"He feels them, the emotion, the sadness. These are prayers from his wife, the Vengeful Mother. Outcry, terror, sadness, they focus into this room, and all goodness and mercy flow away from here. If the rest of this place is any hint as to what has happened to this master of death magic, we must be careful."

Evurn tapped his staff on the box before them.

The wind gusted through the hall from some invisible source. Several crystals hanging from the ceiling suddenly burst to life, spinning and casting a blue wave of energy down to the sarcophagus. Runes along the top of the sarcophagus began to glow.

Valrin drew his sword, as did Elera. As the box was opened, Valrin peered in.

Nothing.

At least, at first glance. But there was something. A stairwell.

"This place is not what it appears," Braei said.

"No," Evurn stated, "not at all." He looked at the others before climbing into the sarcophagus. "Down is our only choice." 

Valrin gulped and tightened his grip on his sword. As Evurn descended, he jumped up next, looking down the narrow passage and steep stairs. The light of Evurn's staff at the very least gave off a constant and steady glow. As Valrin stepped further down, descending into the narrow passage, he wondered how they had taken the necromancer to such a place, but then again, he knew that for Eliue, this could have all been built after they’d placed him within it. 

Braei was just behind him, and Elera was the final one in.

The stairwell was inconveniently long, reaching deep into a great blackness, and though they were in narrow confines, it was much better than this stairwell simply being a lone structure in a pit of darkness with no walls or other reference points. Valrin had assumed that would have been the kind of place they were going to find themselves, but the truth became a bit more unsettling.

They reached a dirty cavern, not at all unlike a typical cave. The walls were somewhat round around them, and the air was beyond musty.

"A strange place in the depths of Aieclo," Evurn said. "You would think we were no longer on the volcanic island but yet somewhere else. Valrin heard water running in the passage forward, and as they came to an open room, they stepped through a shroud of thick fog beside a pool fed by a waterfall high above them.

Here, Evurn turned several times, checking for what was around them.

Valrin pointed down a green passage overgrown with vines.

"That is what I was thinking, but I do not understand the sense of this place. It feels off. It feels different.”

"We just climbed down into a burial crypt. It doesn't get too much stranger."

"Oh, it could," Evurn said. "I believe it will. I do not believe we are within Aieclo as we believe. I think this was yet another trick, though in the strangeness of it all, this is not too surprising."

They began forward, moving with haste down this passage that was increasingly warm. A lizard scurried away, causing Braei to jump and send a spark of magic its way. The bolt jumped over the lizard as it fled into thick bushes. They emerged from the cave into thick jungle with an orange sky above them.

"Valrin," Braei began.

"I know."

Evurn looked up at the sky and stepped several paces forward, looking above the cave from where they had emerged.

"The temple," he said.

Valrin looked and saw the temple from before, back when they had first met Eliue, when they had first begun this strange quest of the Clockmaster.

"What is this place?" Elera said.

"It is not a place of our realm. It is . . . something else."

"Why would we be back here? Was this not a different time?"

Evurn shook his head and laughed in a tired way. "At this point, I'm not certain what time we should even be in. This is where the path has led, so I can only think to return to the temple. There was no easy path forward. They were approaching opposite the way they had come before, and as they cut their way through the underbrush of the jungle, they came to a road that seemed to lead directly to the temple—at least, in the way it appeared to twist forward from where they were standing. 

As Valrin stepped onto the road, there was a whoosh of wind, and the entire jungle became as an expanse of barren and black trees. The brown dirt became black. The sky turned from orange to rednow  and where before the air was humid and smelled of flowers, there was now an indescribable stench.

"Still the place you came before?" Elera asked.

Valrin and Evurn had stopped, staring around them and looking upon the barren nothingness before them. The temple was still there but was ruined.

Evurn looked up. "There are no stars here. I think . . ." He looked behind them.

There was no horizon.

"I think we are not where we came before, but that this is somehow something that plays on our memory. A similar design to where we were before. Perhaps even a variation on our own realm, but I have no memory of such a place."

"Could it not be his memory?" Valrin suggested. "Something of the necromancer?"

"Or a manifestation of his own thoughts," Braei said. "Somehow, the prayers from before had channeled into him, and his mind created this . . . place.

Valrin noticed that there was a tiny bit of movement along the edges of the road. He knelt and stared at what he thought was some kind of snakes. They were fingers.

"The dead are here," Valrin said. 

He stared at the road and noticed that it was not stone or brick but the distinct form of bones upon bones.

The others looked at what he pointed out, but no one spoke.

"Let's not join them," he said. "We've come this far; there is no reason for us to slow now."

He walked ahead of the others, keeping his sword angled to his side. Walking forward upon likely human bone as the sides of the road reached up toward him was perhaps one of the most bizarre situations he had ever found himself in, and to say he wasn't nearly consumed by pure terror would have been false. But he pushed forward, taking comfort in that Evurn was just behind him and both Braei and Elera were following just after.

The few remaining trees on either side of the road did not look like trees he had seen everywhere else. 

These trees had black bark, but not blackened by fire. It was sheen. The limbs hung downward and nearly touched the ground. Several of them had the skeletons wrapped in their lower limbs.

The road itself was long and twisting, and never did they cross a part of road that did not have at least one hand reaching up from beneath the road. Though the dead were more active as they passed, at no point did they feel like they were in any danger. The dead here were in a sort of purgatory. Unable to rest, unable to die; here, they were in an endless cycle of simply reaching onto the road. 

Valrin wondered what they believed they were reaching for. If it was just a spell of sorts or if these were literal tortured souls, forever bound to this realm of madness. He wondered of that too. He questioned if this was another realm or just a place somewhere within Aieclo, an enchanted room, or crypt, as it were.

He saw buildings ahead. A strange finding, and furthermore, it was nothing like what they had seen before meeting the Clockmaster.

The village was not abandoned as he’d immediately expected. There were figures, shapes in the shadows and corners of the structures. The buildings were dilapidated and broken. Their roofs had sunken in, and the same twisted black trees had overgrown many of the areas. The figures had sallow skin, leathery and cracking. Their faces were stitched to look as if they were smiling, yet they were nothing but dead forms wandering aimlessly. 

They came to a town square. There was a fountain with three roses made of stone at its center. A green substance bubbled where water should have been. Moving around the fountain were more of the wandering dead, and yet further, they saw the road turned up, following a hill toward a temple of similar design as the one the Clockmaster was in.

Valrin walked quickly, moving to push out of the village, but as they crossed the void, leaving the derelict town behind them, he felt a whoosh of wind and looked behind them.

The village had faded and there was but a field of floating crystals.

"This man was Dwemhar once," Evurn said. "We have stumbled into a creation of his mind. This is all but memory to him along a road paved with his ill history using death magic. Yet, hope remains even in this darkened state. Perhaps, we do not deal with the monster I suspect, but one that can be reasoned with.”

"Even in the Shadowlands there are not roads paved with the dead!" Elera said.

She was a bit more disturbed by this than at least the others were outwardly showing.

"Quite the adventure?" Valrin asked.

"Yes, something of an adventure, Captain." 

Elera forced herself in between Evurn and Valrin. "This place is fortunate I do not have my dragon. I'd burn this entire area."

Evurn laughed as he pulled Valrin back and took the lead.

"As it is, nothing is real. This place is but a contrived image haunted by the nightmares of a single man. Still, we approach a nexus of energy. Do you not feel it?" he asked.

They were approaching the hill that led up to two statues and a stone bridge.

"I feel a twinge in the air," Valrin said, "but nothing else."

"There is magic here, blended with psychic energies. Normally, this would be a focus point for spells or something of a recharge location. A nexus generally has two functions. One, to create magic. There are many in the Glacial Seas. They are like trees in the springtime, like cherry blossoms in the mountains of the Shadowlands. Magic blooms and floats away to join the energies of the living realm. Here, though, I believe it is different. Here, the creation that mimics the Great Poet was designed to channel the cries of our necromancer's beloved, a torment like none other driving him to the edge of insanity. Though a necromancer," he said, reaching now the bridge and turning to them, "he was still a Dwemhar and had control over his mind in such a way that none other could understand. Though we passed through a village of the dead and walked upon a road of bones, his mind still seeks to purify the unclean thoughts, actions, and deeds. The mind cannot differentiate between that which is imagined and that which is. If you imagine something, especially in a state of duress, it becomes quite real for you. This has been amplified here, twisted, focused."

Valrin glanced down the long bridge that led over the walls of the temple. Atop the temples was not a crystal as they saw in the temple where the Clockmaster resided but a construction of twisted wood and rock. It was made in the image of a figure holding but a small crystal in its hand.

"This place was meant to be a prison of the mind and body, a true place of eternal damnation. But even in this darkness, the necromancer has sought light."

Evurn pointed at the edges of the temple and the barely visible crystals floating above the wall. They were dark and covered in dirt and mulch, yet they still glowed.

Evurn lifted his staff over the bridge and focused, casting a weak spell across the bridge. The magic was strange to Valrin and the others. It was yellow in color, twisting like leaves on the wind and snapping toward the center of the bridge before expanding outward in a large ward. Evurn turned his staff slightly in hand as if he were pulling open a doorway, and the entire wall of magic he was focusing on fell down upon the bridge. Across the expanse between them and the temple, a shimmering blast shot up and around the temple, crackling as it did.

"I have brought down the nexus funneling into this place," Evurn said.

"Where did you learn to do that?" Braei asked.

"I have done much in my time after my departure from the Shadowlands. One will go to many lengths to avoid what they wish to forget. But this? This I learned from Lorlaam. Ironic to be using it to save his daughter."

They began across the bridge.

"This Lorlaam," Elera said, "was he like you?"

"No." Evurn laughed. "He was quite the opposite in many ways. He had a penchant for needing assistance in the most unlikely of ways imaginable."

"Don't get him started on monsters again," Valrin said.

"Now, now, Valrin," Evurn stated, "there was actually more we did than fight monsters. This particular skill we learned well before we reached Aieclo. Priors of Kel. There was once a Priory of the war-god in the lands of Taria of all places. It took us three days of searching one particular area of the mountains all so Lorlaam could learn a spell. They taught us many, yet in the end, it wasn't enough."

"Enough for?" Elera asked,

"To kill the Scourge Siren."

Evurn growled something to himself and then pushed forward faster across the bridge.

Valrin turned and looked over the side of the bridge, seeing dark-black water that licked the lower portions of the stone foundation of the temple. He looked out through an opening in the thick fog that hung around the outer portion of the temple, and he swore he could see an ocean.

But soon, that, too, was out of view, and only the high walls and towering structure of the temple were before them. They had come to a gate of gold with silver bars. There were runic inscriptions running up a center stone seal that glowed brightly as they approached.

"He really did not want this necromancer to be free," Braei said, pointing at the runes.

Evurn stroked his chin. "No, I don't think that is what this is. It is a seal placed with the intent to keep others out, not to hold one within.

A sudden apparition appeared behind the gate. It was a gangly and tall creature with a gaping face and glowing orange eyes.

Braei instinctively ignited her spells, much to the surprise and admiration of the creature.

"Good graces," it hissed. "Good and wonderful it is when a Rusis has reached Master."

"Creature, what are you?" Valrin asked.

"Servant, servant of Master."

"Eliue, the Dwemhar?" 

"I do not know this name," the creature said, moving its finger along the locked gate. "I am but a phantom, a shell. I do not know beyond this place. But you come with a Rusis, and so, Master allows you forward."

Valrin looked at Braei and then backed up from the gate as their way was laid open.

The creature motioned them to enter. "I am the Gatekeeper. I keep the gates and doors."

"An easy task?" Elera asked, backing away from the creature as it leaned over each of them with its elongated neck.

"A task I am honored to hold," it responded.

Before them was a stairwell, and though they waited for the creature, it simply walked away as the gates closed again without any influence from the Gatekeeper.

Evurn and Valrin began up the stairwell at the same time, coming to a courtyard with a large black tree in its center. Broken statues led up to the tree itself, and here, unlike the road and lands before, warm wind blew over the courtyard, howling in the empty expanse as fogs circled the lands around them and the sky of orange darkened. A red moon rose in the fogs, and for the first time, they saw an animal. A cat, of all creatures to find.

"Perhaps it is like the Dwemhar temple we went to before?" Valrin asked. "A spirit guardian?"

But the cat did not greet them or even approach. It flicked its tail and dashed away, moving up another small stairwell that went to another level.

Valrin and the others hurried up this one and came to the opening of the temple itself. There were no doors here. The temple was open. From where they stood, they could see a large glowing circle on the distant temple grounds in the distance.

There was a shift in the light as they crossed into the temple itself, and looking back outside, Valrin could see a dark sky and stars. The orange sky was gone. The glowing circle ahead of them was now a dark red, and as they walked down a black carpet that ran down the length of the interior of the temple, Valrin saw large glass windows that flanked either side of them, spread out several paces between one another. 

This was not a temple at all like they had seen before with Eliue when this journey involving the Clockmaster began. This was closer to the halls of the elves or men in design. Missing, too, were the typical spinning crystals or sheen design of a Dwemhar structure. This, this was different.

I hear your thoughts, and I understand. This is what I have formed in my design to rid myself of darkness. I have focused on all that is not what I was.

The voice was sudden, and as normal, no one else heard it, but Evurn noticed that Valrin's pace had slowed.

"Stormborn?" he asked.

The others halted. They were just before the boundary of the glowing circle of light.

 

"I hear him. He speaks to me using his Dwemhar powers."

 

You have come here to destroy me. I am gladdened by such news in the darkness of my soul. Did you see that clear starlight is above the temple now? That the sky is no longer the evil that it was? That I have tried to purify my spirit?

 

Valrin thought within his own mind.

 

You have. Good. I only sought to destroy him. Necromancy is a forbidden magic for those of Dwemhar blood. It goes against all that is pure and that leads to ascension. I thought I could use it against him. I know the evil that he had within his mind. I have since been cut off from all.

 

“Eliue has splintered the darkness from his soul. Eliue is not within Aieclo. Aieclo is but a ruined island and fractures around us.”

 

Then death comes. But why are you here?

 

"If you can speak to me, why do you not speak to us all?" Valrin questioned. "These are my companions, and they deserve to hear what you say."

 

Silence. There was not a single sound now. Even the whistling wind outside the temple had become quiet.

 

Please, be still, one of Dwemhar blood. I speak to not wake that which resides here. I speak to all of you.

 

Valrin looked at Evurn and the others. "Can you hear him?" he whispered.

 

They nodded.

 

“You were married to a woman of Aieclo, a woman who desired the same as you?”

 

I was. We had many children.

 

Valrin swallowed his spit, nervous at what words were coming to mind.

 

She is dead as all of our children?

 

“Yes, killed by the darkness Eliue formed into a Dwemhar woman known as the Scourge Siren. You were enslaved. There was a ring placed on you by Eliue. We seek it and the staff.”

 

That staff was allegedly a tool of my freedom!

 

The voice within their heads was like a sudden shrill and they felt a coldness snap through the air. The room around them shook. The red moon shined through skylights above them, painting the floor.

 

He lied! He placed it outside my reach, giving a clause that my own death was the only way I could obtain it and free myself. I have not died, though I have tried. I have remained as a withering corpse, just as my mind remains like a stagnant sea full of death, holding corpses in limbo like the village at the start of my own madness you might call a realm. My mind has expanded beyond the internal form of my body and has expanded outward to fill the void within Aieclo! The ring still upon my finger—you seek to place it upon the corpse of my wife? You seek to use her to strike down this 'Scourge Siren'? I would like nothing more. But, in my desire of goodness, I have suppressed that which is evil, that which is dark, that which is of shadow and will destroy you all. I am not the monster that I reveal. Strike down this form. Take the ring, claim the staff, and perhaps in time, my love and I will be reunited with our children in the realms of death.

 

Suddenly, Valrin felt an emptiness in his mind. Wind shot through the interior of the temple, and Evurn snapped his staff out, summoning a ward around them. Braei ignited her spells. The floor cracked before them, and the stones shot up in a column kept together only by the magical glowing seal that was there before. A shadowy form floated up from the crack in the floor with sparks of lightning coming off it.

 

"You cannot destroy that which I am," the figure shouted.

 

The magic around the figure faded, and with a blast of purple fire, stones flew in all directions, cutting up and off Evurn's ward.

 

Elera fell behind Evurn, and Braei stepped in front of Valrin. The figure laughed, pushing past all of them.

 

"I am free of this place at last! The spells holding me are done! I shall evoke my own wrath!" 

 

Though ethereal at first, the form wore black flowing robes that rippled like smoke as it marched through them.

 

Braei sent a bolt of lightning at him. He turned, catching the spell in his hand and curving it back around, nearly striking her and Valrin. In that moment of distraction, Evurn cast his own spells, wrapping stone up from the floor, binding his leg. 

 

Elera lunged forward, stabbing the bound leg but recoiling as the necromancer twisted atop his own bound leg, snapping his own body and slashing at them with his claws that were like razors coming off his fingertips.

 

Braei sent an icy blast over his other legs, and the necromancer jumped, shattering Evurn's spell and floating nearly to the door of the palace.

 

They pursued the fleeing necromancer. 

 

"He's trying to get free. If he gets outside the temple, he'll be able to get away!" Elera shouted.

 

Braei sent fireball after fireball, some hitting him and others flying into the temple opening itself. Elera and Valrin lifted their shadow blades, attempting to close the distance as Evurn summoned his energies around him in an enveloping cloud of earth magic.

 

"Stop, foul beast of necromancy!" he shouted. He released his spell, striking the stone of the temple entryway, bringing down several large chunks of stones.

 

The necromancer turned, reaching out to Evurn and sending a strange shade of himself that struck Evurn, knocking him down.

 

Valrin was upon him. He swung his blade, striking the necromancer’s bony arm.

 

The necromancer wailed, striking Valrin in the face just as Elera lunged, driving her shadow blade into his left shoulder.

Valrin grabbed his sword and scurried back as a series of blasts struck just where he was lying a moment before. 

Fire leaped from the necromancer's eyes, and he summoned violet energies into both of his hands.

Elera had made it behind him. Braei sent another volley of fire, and the necromancer rolled across the ground before sending a wave of energy across the floor, bringing up several dead plants in his path. The plants grew quickly, entrapping Elera as the dragon rider was running to strike him again. She fell to the ground, and the necromancer smiled, laughing. From his dark form, he drew a large chained spike. In a wide, spinning swathe, he sent the others into cover as his massive blade struck the stone of the temple, breaking off multiple large chunks. 

 

Valrin and Braei took cover, Braei summoning a ward as several stones nearly struck them.

 

The necromancer lumbered toward Elera, when suddenly, all the broken stones became one large boulder.

 

Evurn was up, channeling his earth magic into this new attack.

 

The necromancer swung his chain upward, shattering the boulder, and then lunged for the doorway. He leaped over Elera and stepped out of the temple just for a cat to run into his path.

 

The necromancer fell backward, screaming. He summoned his energies around himself, sending out his magic instead. 

 

The necromancer fell backward as the small cat slowly walked into the temple, hissing.

 

The spell holding Elera vanished, but she did not run to get back to Valrin and the others. She ran outside, pausing for a moment and then turning back to them.

 

"Several somethings are coming!"

 

The cat seemed to hear what she said and meowed, turning to the entryway, much to the surprise of the necromancer.

 

Elera ran into the temple, hiding beside where Valrin and Braei were.

 

The dead from the village they had seen before were pouring into the entryway, but this was not something the cat, whomever or whatever it was, was okay with.

 

In a frenzied sprint, the small cat leaped into the gap, scratching, biting, and flailing to protect the temple.

 

Evurn shouted behind them. He had charged the necromancer, wielding both of his staves and deflecting the death magic with one while sending a blast of fire with another. The necromancer grew in height, shadows rolling off him. He lifted Evurn into the air with his powers.

 

Valrin and Braei sprinted forward. Bolts of lightning slammed into the necromancer's back as Valrin's sword found its mark, cutting into the cloth of the necromancer's robes.

 

A massive chunk of the robes came off, and the necromancer fell to his knees, dropping Evurn.

 

Elera had gone to help the cat, slashing and spinning as the necromancer's summonings fought to reach their master. Valrin had figured it out. He had determined where the necromancer was drawing its power.

 

"Take out its robe! Remove its robe, Braei!"

 

The Rusis switched from blue lightning to red fire, channeling the flames around the necromancer, who spun in place, swinging its chain once again and jumping back toward the entrance of the temple.

 

His robes were on fire. He jumped to the ceiling, striking the stone of the roof and bringing down several chunks of rock, nearly striking Elera and the cat. The light of the blood moon poured in. His robe was gone, and where before he had a blanched face and white skin, he was now covered in blood and had yellow eyes.

 

"I will not be defeated after so many epochs!" He swung his chain again, catching the cat underneath its legs, drawing it at once to his mouth, where he bit into its flesh.

 

The summonings poured in. Elera ran to the others. Valrin spun his sword in hand, exhaling. Braei sent arching bolts into the ground, electrocuting the summonings in several repeated blasts, but they were still pouring in. Her gauntlets were glowing bright, shifting between blue and white as her eyes now glowed.

 

"I can't keep this up," she shouted.

 

Evurn was chugging a potion. Blood ran from his forehead. He took his own staff, angling it against Irikow's staff. He began to burn away the bones at the base, sending shards of bone all over the floor.

 

The cat was still alive, scratching and leaping all over the necromancer's head even as its fur was burned from its bones. The undead were nearly upon them, and Braei was down to one knee, her hair furling about as she continued to try to cast.

 

"Evurn! A potion for Braei!" Valrin shouted.

 

"I am out," Evurn said, still working on the necromancer's staff. "Just a few more moments."

 

Valrin drew his second blade. For a moment, he thought back to Urlas, to the elf who had nearly killed him when they were trying to protect the elven realm. But this was his own story, not that elf's.

 

He and Elera looked at one another as Braei's spell gave out and she lowered her hand. The summonings of the necromancer paused for a moment, noticing that the spells had stopped. They began to growl wildly, and Valrin angled his blades. But then, in a flash to his right, Evurn tossed the staff of the necromancer. He had taken the staff, carved the tip into a razor-sharp spear of bone, and as necromantic energies flowed through the bone and along the walls of the temple in an explosion of magic from the staff's core, Evurn sent another volley of earth magic on the heel of the spear.

 

The stones and the staff pummeled the necromancer, throwing him against the wall of the temple.

 

At once, the summonings faded away. Valrin checked on Braei, but she pointed to the necromancer.

 

"Go, I am fine. Finish it!"

 

Elera and Evurn were almost nearly to it when Valrin came upon the cat that had been fighting the necromancer. 

 

A spirit, he heard.

 

It was the necromancer.

 

The fire of its body was darkened. Its form was bleeding black. The stones had crushed most of its body. His skull was cracked. 

 

Good, the necromancer said. I had hoped it would work. Old temples, they were guarded by cats. I tried to form one. I guess it worked. It helped. Good.

 

Evurn had his staff pointed at the necromancer’s head. Valrin realized how big the necromancer actually was. His head was two times the size of any of theirs.

 

Now, you will go. Seek out my love in her own eternal torment, use her to strike down the evil that put me here.

 

Valrin knelt. "We will."

 

The necromancer lifted his hand as a single silver staff floated down. With my death, it is released. As it enters this world, I leave it. May the ring of Eliue bring unity where before it brought pain. I. Am. Finished.

 

The necromancer turned to ash, flowing out of the temple as the staff materialized above Valrin and the others. He reached up, taking it in hand as he heard a clang on the floor of the temple. A single silver ring lay on the ground.

 

He picked it up and looked to the others. "I thought this was impossible."

 

"We still have plenty of time for impossibility, but I think we have a good chance," Evurn said. "We need to be free of this place, return to the surface, and figure out our path from there. We keep pushing forward, taking chances."

 

"Either we free her or we fail completely. We've gotten this far. There is no other path."

 

They made their way back the way they’d come. As they walked from the temple, the area around them faded and the sky vanished, revealing more stone and glowing crystals. They were indeed still within Aieclo, be it an elaborate prison cell. Compared to their arrival, the darkness they felt before was gone. They entered the tunnel that led back up through the stairwell to the sarcophagus, but the way was more open now on their return journey. As they emerged into the room where the sarcophagus was, the magma above the chamber had begun to leak into the chamber itself. 

 

They hurried back to what Evurn had called the central room. The place where they had saved Braei before. It was here Valrin assumed Evurn hoped to find a way back out that was faster.

	 

"The Vengeful Mother is far from this place," Evurn said, "if she has not been consumed by fire."

"We must go west,” Valrin shouted.

Gases exploded around them, sending shards of flaming rock onto the ground they were standing on. Valrin pulled Braei to her feet. She seemed a bit more alert, and though she didn't speak, she was able to follow

Evurn took the narrow, rocky path to the west. They were being careful but hurrying. Valrin felt like the lava flows were growing in size and fury.

Evurn had found yet another path now, this one leading back away from the lava. It was then there was a shriek in the air, followed by an explosion of rock.

Valrin was thrown down, rolling across the ground. He thought at first there was another eruption of some kind.

There was dazzling light, and he could feel hot winds surging around them.

He pushed himself up, looking for Braei and the others. There was another flash, but this one was not a second flash of the same kind, but Evurn's staff.

Valrin gasped. A winged form of fire and ash hovered just above them, flapping its massive wings.

It was Aeveam, in some form unlike any Valrin had ever seen.

She reached out, curving Evurn’s ward onto himself and forcing him down. Braei ignited her spells, but it was Elera who jumped forward, drawing out her blade, only for Aeveam to spin in place, her wings slashing across Elera's chest, sending blood up into the air. 

Valrin held out his Dwemhar blade as Braei held up an unsteady ward.

Aeveam laughed.

Elera whimpered on the ground, her blood covering and saturating her armor.

"Aeveam! Fight this darkness!" Valrin shouted. "We have not toiled to save you for you to take this form!"

Aeveam began to laugh, and then her form shifted to that of pure darkness, a vile form of green flesh with scraggily gray hair.

"My daughter will be the greatest of both the old races. Folly finds you upon the rocks of Aieclo! This place will burn, for I and Aeveam need not this rocky reminder of failure to ascend in the powers of old! You but fail in time. That is the only way. For there is no escape from the destruction of Aieclo. I have taken action. My monsters guard the oceans around the island. I have laid waste to the cities that dared build upon my rock. All goes as I have foreseen it!"

There was another scream and a blinding cloud of blue fog that covered the surrounding area. Valrin tried to see what it was, but then had to grab his ears as a deafening high-pitched noise filled the air. The ground turned icy cold, and in the blue fog, white wings shot up just over Valrin and Braei. A flash came again, and a white fire shot into the winged form of the Scourge Siren. It was Rornuk, Elera's dragon. Still covered in egg shell and the blood of his rider, the dragon grew quickly in size, having evolved to its matured form. The Scourge Siren struggled to fly, moving away from them now with haste before spinning into the sky, drawing lightning around herself and ascending much faster now. She was gone in a few moments. Valrin went to Elera as Rornuk growled at him.

The dragon was a mix of blue and white with a long neck, and it had ice crystals like a protective helm around its skull.

"I am a friend," Valrin said, reaching out his hand.

Elera pushed herself up, holding her chest.

"Rornuk," she said.

The dragon immediately turned to her, lowering itself down.

"We need to get away from here."

Elera fell to her knees, and Evurn rushed over to her.

He exposed her upper chest and revealed the wound was just along her shoulders, and had it been just a bit higher, her throat would have been slashed. The wound was green, already infected.

He used his staff to dig away at the wound.

"This is poison. You have consumed many mushrooms, being from the Far South, correct?"

Elera nodded, wincing from the pain of both the wound and Evurn's treatment. He pointed the end of his staff at her, attempting to seal the wound.

"Mushrooms?" Valrin asked.

"It helps with resistance to most poisons. We must hope it is enough, that and my magic, of course."

Valrin noticed the clouds in the distance shifting around the central part of Aieclo. Lightning leaped down, repeatedly striking the island at different points.

The ground quaked again. There was another explosion. Valrin turned to look behind them, seeing the mountain they had been in before completely shatter and fall into the fields of lava. There were great storms swarming across the island, and now whirlwinds of fire descended.

Suddenly, lava shot up to their right. But like a shooting star, there was a flash over Aieclo, piercing through the clouds as a dagger through flesh. It was a golden light hovering high in the dark clouds. Valrin tried to see what it was, but he could not. But the lava flow had ceased. The clouds were still. Lightning was caught mid-strike and was as if it were a constant bolt.

I take action as only I can. I am the Clockmaster.

The voice was sudden, and all present heard his words.

"Eliue has stopped time," Valrin said.

"How do you stop time?" Braei asked.

I have placed Aieclo in suspension. Only that upon the island has ceased. Work quickly. Marog grows his power. We have little time.

 

Part Six: The Dragon King

 

Whatever power had pulled Ordak from the arena floor, he could still feel under his feet as he now stood on what could only be described as a small temple floating on the back of a massive creature. The king was lying on his side on an ornate floor that ran around the temple. The dragon, a massive form in its own regard, floated upward with such a surprising grace, Ordak could barely tell they were moving upward.

Ninkas flew in with his own dragon, landing atop the back of this dragon. He and multiple other riders wearing different-color tunics flew around the skies above them.

Ninkas took off his helm, dropping onto the knees of his king. "Ordak! Go to the back of the throne and grab bandages and three potions."

Ordak looked at what he thought was a temple and noticed that it was actually the base of a massive throne with reins that went up to the throne itself.

He ran to the back of the throne, finding several small stone cabinets. Just as Ninkas had said, there were both potions of varying colors and bandages. 

He gathered up different potions, not sure of which ones would be needed, and a stack of bandages.

"Hurry, hurry," Ninkas shouted.

They were floating upward still. The clouds passed around them, and the air was significantly colder.

The wound on the king's neck was the first that Ninkas went for, slowing the bleeding.

"I am sorry," Ordak said. "I should not have hit him that hard and across the neck."

"Don't be," Ninkas said. "It had to be this way. Normally, it takes many days to summon the king’s dragon. Just hold this."

Ordak put pressure on the neck wound. King Nevron was unconscious.

Several other dragons landed nearby. These riders had staves.

"Healers," Ninkas said. "I have started, but he has lost much blood. I cannot even give him a potion now."

One of the riders pulled out a jar. "I have a fairy. It will do much to heal the torn tissue, but he will still need time."

The fairy shot up and over the wound. The three healers used their staves at the same time, bathing him in white magic.

"We don't have long," Ninkas said. "I knew this was too risky."

"We should fly from this place for now, return when he has healed."

The king coughed and reached out, gripping Ninkas by his armor. "We're not going anywhere," he growled. He opened his eyes and looked at Ordak, smacking him on the arm.

"Good, I see blue skies above us and feel the breath of my dragon. You did well, half-orc. Now, we take back my city."

"My king, it would be best—" the healer began.

Nevron sat up and raised his hand. "If you prepare for the injured, that will be unfortunate in our push to take back the city.”

The king's wound across his throat had been healed by the fairy, but the blood loss made him unsteady as he stood. "Give me a potion," he said, snatching one from Ninkas. "Numbers, Captain."

"Twenty-five. More riders are in position within the city. We must free the Great Seer, but there is a masked figure. I believe this is what Ordak has faced."

"It is. You can kill them, though."

"Of course we can," the king said. "Ordak, you will help me to my throne and take position as a spear-thrower at my side. Ninkas, rally your wings. We will come like a star falling upon the ocean."

Ninkas bowed, as did the healer, both returning to their dragons.

Ordak walked with Nevron, who stubbornly did not take any assistance at all, though upon reaching the steps, he nearly collapsed. Ordak gripped him under his arms.

"Not good to let your men and women see you bleed, but my old friend here," he said, looking around with a smile, "he is a Great One, of the race, they say, in similarity to Meredaas, the god of the ocean." The king pushed up to the throne with Ordak just behind him. "It is a holy beast of immeasurable power, and there is little that can truly threaten my friend. This 'King of the Moon' is about to face sunlight and fire."

As King Nevron took his place on the throne, Ordak looked from the king's line of sight at the head of the massive dragon. Its horns atop its head glistened with spinning yellow energy, surging to a point like a grand crown. They were high above the clouds, and what little bit of light from the sun that still remained faded away.

The light of the moon was well over the horizon.

"This shall be the last rise of the moon that wretched usurper shall have on my throne."

Nevron held his reins, motioning behind him. "There is a spot there. Strap yourself in. Press the switch, and you will have access to the spears of our people and one of the few objects capable of taking down a dragon with a mere strike. It pains me greatly. I have not had a war against fellow dragons in my rule, yet I will not allow our kingdom to fall as long as I have breath within my chest and my heart still beats."

Ordak climbed behind the king, sitting in a rather crammed seat for his large form. He pressed the only switch he saw, and on the side of the seat rose a brown box. The box slid into itself as several jagged points rose. The spears were ornate, with large heads made of metal so sharp that Ordak's shoulder bled just from bumping up against it.

He forgot to secure himself in the seat, and King Nevron had already begun his descent.

Ordak tied himself in, feeling the winds rushing over the front of the dragon, moving through multiple spikes along the dragon’s back. The sounds of the wings in the air as the other dragons took position alongside the dragon was like gusts of wind from a coastal storm. The dragon brought its wings in to dive. Ordak felt himself rising in the seat, and he prayed that the belts holding him in held.

They broke through the clouds and were met by multiple blasts of fire and ice.

King Nevron pulled back on the reins and pulled to the right, moving to the right of the city far below. 

Ninkas and the others broke at random, meeting in battle with the dragons under the control of the King of the Moon. 

Red dragons shot up over the head of the king's dragon. They were headed for the king himself. Ordak took hold of a spear, but before he could toss it, electricity shot between two of the back horns of the dragon and slapped both riders from their dragons. The dragons flew over them without attacking as the riders fell to their deaths.

"Try to dismount the dragons. They do not seem to be under the same effect, at least to the same level, as the riders," King Nevron said.

They were descending in a spiral, slowly making their way to the level of the Grand Spire and where the Great Seer was held.

Dragons began cutting across them from their sides. They were coming at such a speed, Ordak had no time to throw one of the spears. Ninkas and the other riders had engulfed much of the towers in flame, but now they were in the range of spears from below.

Ordak saw dragon riders coming from far beneath them. They were holding something in their claws, but he couldn't see what it was yet. He angled his spear, but just as he did, King Nevron turned again to descend nearly to the tower that was their target.

"King Nevron, there are dragons coming with something in their claws. Something—"

"They are coming with little angry dragons. Don't let them get close."

"Little angry dragons?" Ordak asked.

He could see them now, just from the opposite side. Indeed, there were small dragons in the claws of the larger ones. 

He threw his spear, making contact and dropping one of the several on approach.

He reared back again, tossing another whistling through the wind and striking another dragon in an explosion of fire. Three dragons made it, though, dropping the tiny dragons on the back of the larger one.

Nevron secured the reins, revealing a long bow from his throne. He took aim, drawing back several arrows at once and killing two of the three smaller dragons. The third one ran for the throne and exploded in a blast of fire that shot flames nearly up to the king.

"Angry dragons, more like bugs. You pull them from their eggs prematurely in the nearby volcanoes. Sacrilege under my rule, but in the wars of the past, baby dragons of the Riora breed were used for their explosive abilities. Mind yourself, it comes time to finish this."

They were nearing the tower, and the lumbering form of the dragon began to hover in place. Along the lower portions of the tower, many small crystal statues were beginning to glow. There were two levels within their sight. An upper level covered in a strange haze of magic and a lower roof that gave access to the hall beneath it—at least, that was what Ordak hoped.

"What are they doing?" Nevron shouted. "Come, Ordak, let us complete this!"

The king pulled a large curved blade from the side of his throne, along with a round golden shield that shimmered with a sheen so pure Ordak swore it was more a mirror than a shield.

Ordak joined the king as he tossed ropes off the side of the dragon, sliding down to the roof of the great spire.

Ninkas and the others began dismounting beside them, their dragons taking off to cover their descent into the tower and to keep their enemy away.

"Sire!" several of the riders said in a bow. These warriors were the High Guard of the King, Uruat's men. 

The king held aloft his blade. "We destroy this masked man, free our seer, and then . . . when we get to the King of the Moon, he is mine." Those present bowed.

"Ordak," he said, looking directly at him, "stay with me."

The king placed his shield atop the roof of the spire. Energy surged around the shield, and their feet shook as he blasted a hole in the roof.

Dragons swooped down, spraying ice and fire atop the roof as other dragons loyal to the king blocked the blast, shredding flesh from their own bones as those entering the tower just barely made it in.

Ordak drew his blades, falling just behind the king into a long hall. Small axes flew past his head, striking the wall behind him. Nevron was already charging forward. It was a large open pathway, and a line of guards wearing the armor of the High Guard of the king met them in battle.

Ordak crossed blades with his foe, moving into the battle as the king cleaved into his enemy, dropping their entrails upon the floor.

Ordak met one of the guards, slashing upward and knocking their helmet off their head. It was a man with white paint on his face.

"Imposters! What evil is this?" Nevron shouted.

"These are the men of Marog!" Ordak shouted.

"Kill them! Destroy them all! I command you, riders!"

There were twenty riders plus the king and Ordak. They pushed through the guards, now in greater fury, smashing and cracking blade and skull. There were reservations before, something about killing their own kin, but now they knew the truth. These were just stand-ins. But in all this bloodshed and focus, they thought of their kin and the fate enacted upon them. Ordak nearly did not have to fight, for those around him rushed from guard to guard, striking each of them down with a fury he had only imagined the dragon riders to have.

Ninkas was the first to a massive door. He went to pull it open, and it was stuck.

King Nevron lifted his shield, placing it against the door and blasting their path open.

"I am the king of this land, and no door shall remain locked in my presence. Come, let us save our seer!"

The rocks around the foundation of the door were blown apart. The walls of the stairwell ahead were covered in undulating bolts of red energy that crawled like bugs.

"This place is cursed," one of the dragon riders said.

The healer, the woman from before, lifted her staff and cast waves of magic at it. "My king, we cannot go this way. I sense . . ." She paused, holding out her hand. "The energy is building."

"What is the worst that can happen?" King Nevron asked.

"I do not know."

The king laughed. "I respect you for your art, but I will not slow."

He went to the wall where there was a window that allowed him to just see the edge of the tower. "The spell is not so strong on the outside."

He placed his shield against the wall and sent a blast of energy against it, shattering the brick.

"You others, go this way. Climb the tower. There is no safe path forward, but if you do not want to risk the path with me, go this way. I assume it is a bit safer. I have been through this type of magic before," he said. "It hurts. Terribly."

Ninkas looked out the opening the king had created. "I see a path up. It will be difficult, but we can do it. There, we can use the wooden portions that jut off the stone and make our way into the second level. From there, there is but one door to the seer.”

"I will clear the way. Ordak?" the king said. 

"I am with you."

Those of the King's Guard joined them, preparing to head into the stairwell as the other dragon riders made their way to the outside, leaping onto the tower. Their dragons flew close, shielding them further, as accursed dragon riders attempted to break through with their attacks.

From the opposite side of the hall came many more guards, along with a host of white-faced men.

"They reveal themselves. They will burn in dragon fire soon enough," the king said.

"Sire, go, secure the seer. We will guard this path!" The two members of the High Guard, a woman and a man, bowed.

"So be it," King Nevron said.

The king ran into the passage, moving up the stairwell with Ordak following.

Pain ripped within his arms and legs as the energies of the wall gripped his body, making it difficult to walk straight. The energies surged over him, but he kept running, falling into the wall as the king screamed, pushing up the stairwell. Ordak heard snaps and pops in his ear and felt the skin on his fingertips burning off. But he could see an opening ahead, and Nevron reached for him, gripping him by the hand as the king made it through the passage. Ordak felt a release as he was pulled from the stairwell.

The king was covered in marks where the energy burned him.

"If I look as bad as you, I might have a problem with my normal good luck and charming demeanor with the women." The king laughed, but Ordak felt like he was on fire. Not that he had ever been on fire, of course, but this had to be similar.

There was no one in this room.

"Strange," Ordak said. "But they must not guess any will make it this far through this path.”

The king rubbed his nose, spinning his sword in hand and gripping his shield tighter. "This way," he said.

They moved forward, moving through the room to an opposite door and then to an outside terrace.

Ordak could not help but see the lack of guards here. "This way is the opposite twin of the path the others take. This is mirrored on the other side.” 

Dragons flew one after another above them. Fire, ice, and the occasional bursts of lightning from the king’s dragon. "We take the next step toward death. Join me, Ordak. We shall have our wine once again but from my grand palace room. By morning, this will be finished.”

They went through the next passage, cutting through a terrace that led to a silver door with an effigy of stars and a dragon skull. The door opened for them.

As King Nevron passed the opening, they immediately began up another stairwell.

A blast of energy overtook them both, throwing them against the wall.

A man in a red furling cloak held them against the wall. He wore a mask, as did another in the room holding a curved dagger.

"Sacrifice is necessary," a voice said.

The King of the Moon emerged, holding both his mace and a staff with an orb that glowed white. "Release them," he commanded.

Ordak fell onto his knees. Both he and Nevron reclaimed their weapons.

The man in red turned away.

"Seer! What has become of you?" Nevron shouted.

"The seer was the first to truly fall. Seeing into the future, he saw the coming of Misla. He opened the path that led to your downfall, King. His grip on the minds of your people is strong. I lead with reverence in their eyes. Soon, the dragons will falter in their allegiance, as many already have. I wish not to harm anymore, but so many have already died needlessly. Do you know how much blood magic can be drawn from dragon blood?" The King of the Moon laughed. "I tell you, King, you do not know the workings of all. I am but a servant, a priest of the highest gods. I prepare a path."

"A path to what, this Marog? This one who commands by enslaving those with masks?"

"All of us are but bricks along a path," the King of the Moon said. "I serve greater, but I serve the one called Marog, as he is the strongest and may burn the path of what the gods of the North have laid open, what the Dwemhar seek to bring about. I am but a brick that shall smash the cracks in the plans, and by my sacrifices in power as it is now, I shall ensure future works. I will move into the Shadowlands, in time. Destroy the cohesion there, secure more to the greater cause . . ." He paused. "But none of this matters."

The King of the Moon rushed both of them, gripping their necks before he had even reached them and pushing both Ordak and Nevron against the wall. "You think your dragon is important to me, Nevron? That those loyal to you can stop what I bring about? Too late, all of it! I only needed to derail your people's loyalty until I secured my own nexus of power within this region. I need none save myself, and your people are as good as lost to you, once-king of the dragons. Your Great Seer is mine. All is mine!"

The seer held his staff aloft, red energies surging around him and outward, flowing out of the tower.

"Now, that which was only of the kingdom of Misla shall work here. Empowered by blood magic, as decreed by Marog, and the next scream you shall hear will be all those who resist my rule."

"You should have killed me, fool," Nevron said. "You talk too much."

Ordak saw energy building around the gems of the king's shield. Then, a blast of magic struck the seer, throwing him against the far edge of the tower and sending a wave of energy through the room.

The King of the Moon lost his grip, and Ordak charged forward, driving his shadow blade into the masked form, who was stunned for that moment. The mask released its grip on the man, tendrils flowing in the air as it attempted to grab Ordak.

The other door to the room opened, and the dragon riders charged in, Ninkas in the lead. He struck the mask with his blade, shattering it from behind. Ordak then tore the mask off the Great Seer, stabbing the mask with his blade before it could attempt to grab the others.

The seer was bleeding from the nose and was unconscious.

They surrounded the King of the Moon. The man smiled at them. "I may speak too much, but you do not listen, King." 

Nevron tackled the man, smashing him over and over in the face.

The King of the Moon laughed exuberantly, lifting his hand and throwing Nevron back. "Bow to me," he said plainly.

One of the other dragon riders thrust their spear at their foe, only to have the spear bend back and drive itself into his eye.

"I cannot be defeated."

Nevron swung his blade at their enemy, but the blade shattered as it passed through the king.

"A phantom!" Ordak said.

"Not a phantom, one who serves the soon-to-be-dead Stormborn. Not a phantom at all."

The King of the Moon turned white, a spell building around him.

The Great Seer now stood amongst them. "Go to the roof! Destroy the crystal! My powers no longer protect it!"

King Nevron and the others fled the room, heading outside through a small door and to where the tower was now clear of the magics that had veiled a massive crystal. The crystal rippled with bolts of magic, sparking at random. 

"We could not see this before from the spell upon it by the seer," Ordak said.

"Dragons! Call the dragons!" King Nevron shouted.

Ninkas and the others whistled, and the dragons who had been keeping close to the tower came to the pinnacle. The king's dragon floated off to the side.

"Dragonfire! Now! Burn this crystal!"

Shrade, Ninkas’ black dragon, made the first pass. Fire melted the top of the crystal, but in response, it began to spin. A strange portal opened just above the tower, revealing another crystal.

"He is but a phantom. He is not present in this world," the Great Seer said.

"He attempts to enter a realm darker than any. I . . . I opened this way with my mind, King."

"Close it!" Nevron said. "Close it!"

The dragons focused their breath, hovering now and sending blasts of fire over the crystal as the air around them began to turn white like a fog.

"What is this?" Ordak said.

"A way opened that was never truly shut. I came to serve the king in order to access old energies, old powers of gods not deemed holy. I have seen the ruin I caused, and now, I close the way."

The Great Seer drew a long dagger. "I am sorry, my king. Great darkness rises in the Far North. Flee this place. That is my last vision for you, my king. Marog must be destroyed, and so must I, for I am but a pawn."

The Great Seer thrust the blade into his own throat, falling to the ground. Instantly, energy surged around him and flowed around the crystal and into the second crystal just barely visible. There was an explosion, and they were thrown from the tower.

 Ordak gripped his blades but saw nothing but ocean all around him as fire and fog rolled around him. 

A moment before striking the water, he was gripped by Shrade's claws. He looked up, seeing the face of not only the dragon but that, too, of Ninkas.

They headed for the king's dragon as several other dragons holding the survivors of the explosion made their way, with the king being one of them.

Ninkas landed them atop the dragon.

The king was bleeding from his nose and pushed up to his throne. "We destroy the spire! Focus everything, Dragon Riders!"

Ordak didn't have time to get to the spot he was before, and instead grabbed one of the spikes as Ninkas and the other dragon riders began blasting the Spire Tower.

The fogs that were present before were gone, but the King of the Moon was still there, drawing in energy around himself. Dragon fire, bolts of lightning, and now even spines of poison from the Trennk breed dragons of the High Guard of the king attempted to harm the King of the Moon, to no avail. The region of the Dragonpits was clamoring with the men with white faces. Furthermore, bolts of fire flung from the other portions of the tower attempted to strike them. This was the people of King Nevron's, their minds poisoned to the purpose of the King of the Moon.

A blast of energy rippled from the crystals affixed around the spire, striking the king’s dragon. Suddenly, they were falling. Ordak could see blood flying up around him. Whatever the King of the Moon had done to the dragon had caused traumatic injuries to even his grand form.

The dragon riders dove for them both, securing the king and Ordak just before they struck the ocean. Ninkas flew down, and the dragon holding Ordak released him to fall onto the back of Shrade. King Nevron was released onto the back of the healer’s white dragon.

Ninkas flew near the king, and they hovered, looking at the energies surging between all the spires.

"We have failed. I have failed," Nevron said.

"We fly for Treka Peaks. We have to get away from here," Ninkas suggested.

"So be it. Our home is no longer our home."

Ordak looked back at the king's dragon. It was moving, slowly seemingly swimming into the depths.

"He isn't dead," Ninkas said, following the flight of dragons as they moved low to the ocean, speeding away from the spires. "But like us, he must retreat to fight once again when the time is right. Nothing has gone as we planned."

The dragons they had been fighting before were not pursuing them, but instead, were joined by thousands of other winged creatures swarming around the spire. Something had indeed taken power in the lands of the dragons, and as they flew with haste northwest, Ordak wasn't sure of their next path at all or if the king would even be willing to go to Aieclo.

 

Part Seven: A Mother’s Love

 

Elera pushed off Evurn's staff. "I am as good as I can be." Her wound still bled, but she turned and embraced her dragon. "Your birth comes upon the fields of death. Please, forgive me for putting you in such danger, but know we owe you our lives.”

Rornuk bowed to them slightly and then lay down.

"Come," Elera said. "If the gods are not with us now, I don't know what further sign you need. We shall ride Rornuk to the place where this 'Vengeful Mother' is."

Though normally, a dragon rider would have an actual saddle of some kind, that was not the case with this dragon. But there was plenty of space for them to mount the creature. Though it didn't feel particularly stable, especially considering they were each holding on to large spines that came off the back of the beast, they soon were flying above Aieclo, once again heading west.

Most of the island was red with molten rock. Above them, high in the clouds, the golden orb that had come faded away, yet time remained stopped. 

"You said west, but what else? Where are we flying?" Elera asked.

"It is a narrow valley," Valrin told her. “But I have to imagine that it is filled with lava now. We must hope her body has survived."

"Not likely. Everything is molten."

“There is some chance," Evurn said. "I do not know how the ground has broken up and the fires of Aieclo spread, but where the Vengeful Mother was there was a spring. Perhaps it has not been set aflame as so much else has."

Valrin hoped he was right.

Soaring high over Aieclo, Valrin could see that in the breaks of the rocky crust of the island, the old city was visible. The years upon years of stone and eruptions had hidden the grand city of Eliue but like all things in time, the truth was being revealed even through the fire and destruction.

They came over a narrow gorge; indeed, the very gorge they were looking for. Valrin looked off the side and saw lava filling the gorge.

Rornuk glided low, and they came to a spot surrounded by water.

"Yet another act of fate!" Braei said. "This is going to work."

They landed on solid ground, but the nearby spring was bubbling from the thermal activity under the rock. Much of the ruins had collapsed, but the altar where the mother was bound was still intact.

Immediately, wraiths leaped from the high places like silver-and-black dogs attacking their prey.

Valrin and Elera drew their shadow blades, and immediately the wraiths stopped, falling back.

"Why are they backing up?" Elera asked.

"They have been taught to fear these blades," Evurn said. 

"Eliue?" Valrin asked.

"Perhaps, but let's not question it too much." 

As Valrin and Elera walked on the right side of the path leading to the Vengeful Mother, the wraiths followed but did not attack. There was a small bridge of stone leading over a small canal that cut into the path, a recent addition likely attributed to the constant quaking of the island. 

As they approached the Vengeful Mother, the bones near the base of the altar rose and began to move.

"In the name of Etha," Braei said.

The bones were that of children. Several of them sat up and looked at Valrin and the others. Still, others, were too small to sit up and rolled around on the ground.

The Vengeful Mother tossed upon her altar, rising with an ethereal scream. 

"Who did this?" Elera asked. "Was it truly the Scourge Siren?"

"As I understand it now," Valrin said, "her husband was enslaved. She must have come to save him. Ordak said he was here. Said he fought with a resistance. During that time, the Scourge Siren killed her, seeing her shadow magic as some form of threat to her rule. She watched as her children were killed, and then she herself was destroyed."

The spear that had slowly ended her life still pinned her bony form to the altar. Within her stomach were still more bones, where the one she was pregnant with when killed remained.

"She was pregnant?" Elera asked.

"You know that shadow magic can be accented by life. While blood magic can be increased with sacrifice, shadow magic can be channeled through new life. Ordak and I were present when the Scourge Siren killed her own pregnant followers to draw in their power to increase her own. Perhaps the Vengeful Mother sought to do the opposite to combat her. The truest revenge this mother could have would be what we give her the chance to do. But she is not as the necromancer. She is a pure form of maternal rage."

The bones of the Vengeful Mother rattled and shook, and the ethereal scream came again.

"We must put on the ring and then release her," Evurn said plainly. 

Valrin and the others slowly approached the altar. The skeletal children rose, the ones who were old enough, at least, and climbed up to their mother.

Valrin held the ring in hand, carefully approaching and climbing up the steps to the top of the altar. He looked at the bones shaking upon the altar. The small children climbed up and over their mother, and as he saw the bones within her move, he was nauseated.

Her head looked at him, her eyes blackened with red fire. She wailed.

He fell back away, clenching his ears.

Evurn held the staff, ready to control her. Valrin had half a thought that maybe she might act on her own. That if released, she would take action on her own accord. But that wouldn't work for them. They had to do this. They had to use what had enslaved her husband in order to use her to destroy her own bane and, in turn, that which had trapped her husband. Furthermore, that was their only chance to stop Marog.

He climbed back up to the mother. He'd have to be quick. 

He counted to himself. He'd do it. He took a deep breath and grabbed the lower portion of her arm, forcing the ring onto her finger. Suddenly, there was a flash, and he was within a green valley with a waterfall flowing into a crystal-clear lake.

He was still upon the altar, but incense burned and sweet smoke flowed into the air. There was a statue of a goddess behind him, but he wasn't sure it was Etha. Children jumped and played in the green grass while a young girl chased a butterfly near the water's edge.

Valrin could feel his hand was stuck to the Scourge Siren, but at least in his mind, he could stand up.

He felt happiness welling in his chest. He felt so happy that tears built up in the corners of his eyes. The children were singing, jumping merrily in a circle around a single figure. This figure stared at him with a bright face and a smile. It was a woman, and from the large bulge in her stomach, he knew exactly who she was. Behind her in the rocks, he could see old Aieclo and a tiny crystal shining brightly. He then saw the image of the necromancer they had defeated cowering in the temple from before. The joyous sounds of the children turned to screaming in his own ears. He saw the necromancer, looking much different from before, grabbing his face and screaming. He then looked at the woman. She had to have been thousands of years old to have been married to a Dwemhar man who was alive during Eliue's rule of Aieclo.

She had pointed ears. She was an elf.

Much was to come from the children of Dwemhar and elven blood. Much was to be. Before the decree of those who would become Stormborn. Before the Dwemhar fell. You are to guard the new path, the new way to ascension that was lost. My children were meant to lead us. She motioned to the playing children. There were six of them, older children standing in the distance.

They were the first pure forms meant to blot out the darkness. They were lost. Killed by Eliue, the dark one. My love went to fight him. I did not follow. When he did not come back, I came here, but Aieclo was no longer what it once was. I worked to discover the truth, and it was that which was the Scourge Siren that I found. My husband was lost. I took another, and with him, I was building something from the heart of mother alone, a force to go against the darkness. I failed.

Valrin looked around to see the dead children around the altar and the woman he was speaking to pinned to the altar, her blood running off the stone and the spear thrust through her stomach. She wept and wailed, and he saw the light of thousands of suns fly over until at last, he saw again Evurn and the others.

The Vengeful Mother was calm. The bones of her children had moved within her own form, and she had grown greatly in size, pulling herself from the altar as Evurn moved the staff upward.

She ripped the spear free from the stone, the same spear that had ended her life, and around her body was a flowing raiment of yellow flowers.

"Valrin," Braei said, "you weren't speaking before. Just staring. Come down here, quick."

Valrin did so, partially disturbed by all he had seen but understanding the story now much better than before.

"She will help us," Valrin said. "She wants her revenge for thousands of years of pain."

"Well, we have the ring on her, so even if she didn't . . ." Elera pointed out.

Evurn nodded. "But a willing spirit will always be more powerful than once forced to do something without any choice or desire themselves."

The Vengeful Mother floated in front of them. Rornuk was unsteady, moving quickly to Elera's side and growling at the bony form floating nearby.

"It is okay, boy," Elera said, stroking the dragon's neck.

"We need to fly back to the Aela Sunrise. We can use the ship's power to get to the central tower."

"We could just ride Rornuk," Elera said.

"Yes, but I'd like to grab a few more potions," Evurn said. "I have some basic supplies. We just need to add water. We're ill prepared for another fight."

"It is on the way to the tower," Braei said. "Mostly."

"We can use the ship, too," Valrin said. "Better for us to have two ways to the tower and back than just the dragon."

They climbed onto Rornuk, the Vengeful Mother floating behind them as Evurn kept watch, holding the staff. The dragon ran, flapping its wings with thunderous force, pushing them up and out of the canyon, back over the fiery fields of Aieclo. Valrin gripped Braei from behind, seeing her smile as she looked back at him. Her eyes then traced to the Vengeful Mother. Valrin did the same.

She was just behind them, her raiment of yellow flowers floating behind her, and as they flew higher, the flowers grew in size until she had a long cloak trailing behind her.

"Yellow flowers are a sign of new children in old shadow elf culture," Evurn said. "She carries the spirit of her fallen children with her even now."

They were flying north, moving through the smoke of Aieclo and around several whirlwinds of fire, still stuck as they were when Eliue somehow halted time. As they passed through several areas where lightning was striking the ground, Valrin heard the sizzle of the bolts and could feel the hair on his arms stand up straight. They were over the High Fells of Etha's Rage now. The flat ground of the area that the goddess had flattened with her astral power was like a barren black sea of stone beneath them. In the distance, they could see the sea. 

At first, Valrin just thought a fog had rolled over the coast, veiling the coast itself. But as they flew closer, he noticed the shoreline was empty. The Aela Sunrise was gone.

"Valrin?" Evurn said.

"I see it. I don't know."

They flew over the coast, moving out over the water before Elera curved them back and Rornuk flapped hard to move them back over the High Fells.

"Where is the ship? Who took it? Marog?" Elera asked.

"No," Valrin said. "The turtles would have protected it, and I doubt he cares for it at the moment. He likely would work to just kill us versus worrying about the ship. In his mind, his forces have defeated it before. It isn't a threat to him."

The winds suddenly kicked up around them. Lightning flashed, and Rornuk struggled to fly straight.

"Whatever the Clockmaster did is done," Evurn said.

From the center of Aieclo, a winged form of shadows shot up into the air out of sight. There was a whistle around them. Evurn moved the staff bound to the Vengeful Mother in an arc over them, and the bony entity moved over top of them.

A moment later, the clouds split above them and the winged shadow of the Scourge Siren descended.

The Vengeful Mother moved to strike before Evurn even gave a command.

Like two birds fighting in the sky, the two clashed, with the Vengeful Mother using the great spear that had ended her life and countless others against the Scourge Siren, who drew in dark energies in explosions of black lightning.

"Fly! Fly to Aeveam!" Valrin shouted.

Elera pushed Rornuk forward. They sped for the tower, seeing the energies swirling around the very top of the structure. There were many broken roads of stone that led to the center tower. Pools of lava and rivers of magma floated around the tower itself. It was then Valrin spotted the fleet of Marog in the oceans to the east of Aieclo. A moment later, there was a flash from beneath them, and Rornuk was struck from underneath. They were falling. Rornuk struggled to stay aloft. Evurn flew off the back first. Braei second. Valrin reached for Braei and lost his own grip. He struck the side of a rocky mountain and rolled to stop in time to see Elera get control of Rornuk. The dragon flapping to stay aloft. This was the final challenge.

 

 

Part Eight: Of Spears and Coffee

 

They had been flying for some time. The moon was still up, but the long periods of gliding and flapping as the many dragons made their way north along the coast had become repetitive. Ordak felt sad for the horror that had befallen these people’s home, but it was nothing like the gloom that was over all of them. None of them smiled. None of them even looked up. King Nevron kept his hand on his forehead and his eyes closed, leaning on the rider he shared a mount with.

Considering Ordak has his arm wrapped around Ninkas, he had heard his change in breathing patterns. The abrupt coughing. The sprinkled of tears on his face as the winds blew over them.

The dragon riders who had saved them outside Rikernala had been so confident. Ninkas was beaming as they approached the Dragonpits. He was proud of his people, proud of his status with them, but now—all of that was gone.

 

There was a mountain range in the distance. Ordak knew that as the western border of the Shadowlands. They were nearing the Gulf of Alrina, and north of that land was considered the North, or the Old North, as it was called by those who remembered when the Gulf of Alrina was still land. There was a dark-black island far beneath them, and the flight of dragons descended rapidly upon it. To their right, the sun was coming up.

As they flew into a narrow opening, bringing up the rear of all the dragons, several dragons blew fire upon great torch basins, bringing much-needed light to this sanctum. 

Much like the Rocknests, this was another hidden place. A refuge. But here was not for breeding or a reminder of what once was. It was an armory.

"Mount up the dragons. Make sure you reinstall neck armor," King Nevron said.

"I have heard no plans, but you prepare for battle?"

"Yes, it should be clear. I must kill Marog." The king was carrying several large spears and divvying them out to the riders. "Use the resistant armor. There will be magic. I'd rather have defense against spells versus blades."

The resistant armor was not as pronounced as the metal armor many of the dragons wore. This secondary armor was closer to leather. There was metal, but only along the dragon's most vital organs.

Nevron strapped two swords onto the white dragon of the healer and motioned for Ordak to follow him.

"You need proper armor yourself, no?" the king asked.

"Of course," Ordak said.

The king led him into a rather long room. By torchlight, Ordak could see many rows of helmets and armor. The king lit several torches.

"Take what you need. Most of this was crafted by dwarves living in the islands just north of here. This armor is made from the scales of fallen dragons. Quite a strong substance and much lighter than any armor made of metal." The king laughed. "The dwarves even paid to purchase some for themselves. They could not believe we'd let them just have it. But I try to honor all deals and surprise those who assist me."

As Ordak pulled the armor over his head and found a helmet with a single spike of metal, Nevron assisted him in securing it to his chest.

"I am sorry for your loss," Ordak told him.

Nevron finished with a strap and walked away. "You speak as if you assisted the bastards in taking my home. You have nothing to be sorry for. You challenged me to Rukrunro. You also beat me, as far as any are concerned, though it was not a proper rite. But then, against odds, you were my brother-in-arms, challenging the King of the Moon and exhibiting bravery I cannot directly match to another, especially for one not of our island."

The king had vanished into a smaller room and returned to Ordak with his own armor. "I'll be dueling this Marog, as it seems. Can you tell me much of his fighting style?"

Ordak shook his head. "I cannot. I have not seen him fight. Marog was a cursed mask that took the form of a physical being. He has a great fleet of ships of considerable power, though Ninkas and his dragons forced them to retreat."

"As we will again. I have not had single combat against a worthy opponent of a foreign nation in some time. This 'Misla' is not a place I know of, but it is a key to all of this. I hope Misla does not admire this Marog, or they will soon be singing their sonnets to a sad tone."

The king touched Ordak's shoulder. "You will be there for my fight, just as before. Just as all dragon riders will work to defeat this evil. Truly, I admired you when I shared my wine and we spoke of all such things before our fight. If you'd had come to me while I was still on my throne, I believe I would have supported Valrin and the others. You have not been with them for long, though?"

"No," Ordak said, shaking his head. "A good friend of mine has. Evurn, a shadow elf."

"Evurn? Interesting." King Nevron stroked his chin. "A name I haven't heard in some time."

"You knew him?" 

Nevron chuckled. "Something like that, I guess. Many years have passed since that time, but we all change. Come, the others will prepare a small meal and coffee. I'll take care of the cinnamon so it's tolerable for you," he teased.

They went back out to the assembly area. Here, the dragons were eating from a trough with many nets nearby from where the dragon riders had pulled fish from the nearby waters.

Some were still working to harvest a bit more. Most of the dragons were sleeping. Others, like Shrade, were simply watching the other riders. Ninkas served the king, handing him a cup of coffee. Nevron passed it to Ordak and served his own from the clay pot sitting nearby.

"Cinnamon?" he asked.

Ninkas looked surprised but went to search in a nearby storeroom. "No, it doesn't look like we have any."

Nevron stared at Ordak. "Quite an uncomfortable situation, I'd say. My apologies. I owe you cinnamon."

Ordak laughed. "It isn't so bad. I guess in previous company, I had just had bad coffee."

"Bad coffee is sourced wrong. Likely left on the ground too long and not properly dried," a rider said.

"Yes," Nevron said. "I have had coffee that was not dried on the ground, too. Idiot growers on a tiny island, tiny, I tell you! Had the worst bite to it. The proper way to go about turning a coffee cherry to something you can brew is you first dry the coffee on the ground and then roast it over an open fire."

The king motioned over the small fire with his hands. "You see, Ordak, you have to make sure to roast it evenly and grind it well. Then, your water has to be the best. Springs on our islands are the best. This place is not too bad, but in time, I will show you what I mean of proper coffee production."

"I did not know dragon riders were so versed in coffee production," Ordak said.

As they were talking, one of the other riders had been preparing fish on a skewer. The man set several skewers over the fire, and the crackle and sizzle of the flesh was made even better by the addition of spices from a small jar.

There were only fifteen of them and even fewer dragons.

"So, do we all go?"

"No," the king said. “Three dragons will remain. Our good healer will come with us. But five riders will remain here in hiding. Though our people know of this place, I doubt it will be a focus of the King of the Moon. Even if he comes here, they plan to descend into the old dwarven mines for now. It is a deep area, but there is fresh water and a good place to rest. This island was actually crawling with dragons when the dwarves asked us to rid their home. In the end, it was simpler for us to keep the island, and it seemed the dwarves only cared for the treasure they had stashed away here and nothing to do with taking back the island. It is how we came to have a place so far from our home."

The fish was done and they ate. The sun was up now, and the riders were making final preparations. The dragons were all wearing armor. They each had several spears, at least one long blade on their mount, and still other riders had more weapons. Some carried bows and a quiver of arrows. The king himself chose a double-headed battle axe and his shield, of course.

"A blessed gift to the king of old," Nevron told Ordak. "Apparently, it is of the Dwemhar, ironically enough. It blocks spells. One of many items sealed in the royal vault back home." The king paused, staring at the ground as his mind wandered. He exhaled.

"I have never been in such a situation," he whispered to Ordak. "It is strange to me, strange that I must be saddened in such a way, to be forced to seek out an enemy who is not even my primary target. But the Great Seer said I must destroy Marog. He is the true master of my enemy. This captain of yours, Valrin, do you think he will care to come south? To assist me once I have assisted him?"

"I cannot say of Valrin beyond that he has a charge to protect the Glacial Seas. Perhaps he will?"

Nevron nodded. "Right, then. It is time," he shouted out.

The dragon riders embraced the few who were to remain and took to their dragons. Ninkas beckoned Ordak to come over to him.

"You shall ride with me. I do not know what we fly into, but I assume you'll want to get on the ground as soon as we can."

"I do, but like you, I do not know what we face. Perhaps there will be no battle? I cannot say for sure. I do not even know where they are."

"We go to Aieclo. If there is a battle, we'll find it. If this is all for naught and the battle is over, we will seek out Marog . . . and if they are dead, we will avenge them."

Ordak didn't care for that last outcome.

King Nevron was the first one in the air, guiding his white dragon in a circle just above the water as he directed the dragon upward and away from the island. In total, the twelve dragons were a sight to see, moving like bats emerging from an island cave and taking to the bright sky above.

They would pass over the mountains of the western Shadowlands, and it would take some time to reach the sea. But Ordak had completed his desired task. He had secured the dragon riders’ assistance, though it was not in the way he had been hoping at all. At least he had done it.

As they flew over land now, he looked out to the east and to the dark Shadowlands. He could see an eruption from one of the southern volcanoes. Fire shot up into the sky.

"The eruptions have been worsening for the last few weeks," Ninkas shouted to him.

Aieclo had messed with much in the natural world. Ordak could smell the putrid odor of swamps below them, or perhaps it was actually just the volcanic smoke, or even both. Evidently, the king didn't care for the smell, either, and took them higher into the sky, through the cloud cover and, soon, above the clouds. But it was from here, even far away from Aieclo, they saw plumes of black smoke rising high into the sky. Lightning shot across this black plume.

"Aieclo," Ordak said.

"I pray they are okay. I pray Elera is okay." Ninkas took a deep breath, and it seemed all the dragons were flying a bit faster.

"You can pray to the gods, but I feel we shall be their answer to our friend's prayers."

 

 

Part Nine: Nexus

 

Valrin pushed himself up. He drew his Dwemhar blade and surveyed where everyone was. 

The Scourge Siren and the Vengeful Mother fought in the clouds above. Elera was on the opposite side of the tower and making her way back around. Braei was far beneath him, near a pool of lava, but she was standing up. Evurn had landed near a high pathway, the remains of a bridge that led directly to the tower. All around the tower were high cliffs. The only entrance was a small path that was the center point between the bridge reaching south and another, smaller bridge that went directly to the tower.

He heard a hiss and a growl. Braei was now running toward him. He met her halfway, and she rubbed his cheek. Her fingers stung.

"Just a scratch, good."

They both looked up to the remains of the tower that stood high above them. He heard the growl again, and something moved within the pool of lava.

Valrin looked at Braei. "I don't know, but let's get up to Evurn."

Evurn was nearly down to them, and with haste, they hurried up to the elevated position.

"There is a spell upon the tower; it protects entry from the lower region. But that isn't our largest problem," the shadow elf said. 

At that moment, Elera flew a good distance from them with Rornuk breathing ice upon the road.

"Something comes, many somethings. They are beasts of flame. I could see them from afar. Elera is doing her part to cover us. We must try to figure out a way into that tower."

"There is something in the lava. It was growling," Valrin said.

Evurn looked over his shoulder. "In the lava is where it can stay."

He began casting his earth magic, building a mound to reach upward to the tower. "I think I can build it up high enough to make a path to that upper area. The Scourge Siren is busy. If we move quickly, we can get to Aeveam."

"And to free her from the crystal?" Braei asked.

"Spells, something. I'm improvising. Just keep watch. I suspect that us flying over this area triggered a spell of some kind that struck the dragon. Just watch for anything strange."

“Growling lava? Flame beasts? Sure, I’ll watch for anything strange,” Valrin said.

“A joke? Was that a joke? Ha.” Evurn laughed. 

Elera had built a wall of ice with her dragon and was now flying back toward them.

Evurn layered his spells, crafting a walkway several men high and was now curving vines with his staff that reached to the tower and up it. The moment the vine touched the tower, they all three heard another hiss.

"That hiss, it is familiar," Braei said. "It is like what we heard before when we came to Aieclo before we were captured."

"Rusis, quiet—unless you want to curse Wura, then curse away. I have almost woven the vines strong enough."

Fire leaped from the lava pool, and Valrin saw blackness emerging from the ground beneath them. The ice wall in the distance was under barrage of some type of spell from the other side.

"Now, let's go!" Evurn shouted.

They began across the constructed bridge, making it to the vines. 

"I'll go first!" Braei shouted.

Suddenly, a burst of lava struck the side of the tower. The vines shriveled. Elera flew over at the moment, Rornuk roaring as from somewhere beneath them, several shards of rock shot up, nearly striking the dragon again. Then, covered in lava, the strange creature from before, the one that had been in the Dwemhar temple, revealed itself.

"Damn you, Wura!" the shadow elf screamed.

Evurn jumped down to the ground, slamming a blast of earth magic at the creature. The creature took the blast and continued up to the vines, burning what remained. Evurn attempted to distract the creature as Braei summoned her own spells, casting electricity into it. They drew it away from the tower, but the high cliffs and deep gorges around them meant their only path backward was down the bridge and to the ice wall.

Rornuk struck from behind, sending blasts of ice onto the back of the creature. It was stunned. 

Valrin looked back to the ice wall. It was nearly broken down. He could see the fiery creatures nearly at the top.

"Elera! Hold the wall!" he shouted.

Rornuk growled as she sped him that way again.

Evurn sent a continuous stream of earth magic at the ground. The creature was unable to move, though it had almost melted all the ice on its back.

"Braei, focus on its head. Freeze this bastard!"

The air snapped cold, and ice crystals for Braei's spell blew on Valrin. Her gauntlets were alight. Her hair furled in the wind. For a moment, in the horror of Aieclo, he saw beauty. 

Evurn twisted his staff, focusing the energies forward. The magic turned red, and Valrin saw blood running down Evurn's arms. The creature broke free, charging them. Evurn slammed his staff in front of them, sending a shockwave that stunned the creature.

Valrin lunged, thrusting his blade into it as both Braei and Evurn sent their own separate blasts that knocked it to one side.

Valrin aimed for its leg, and they toppled it from the cliff.

Behind them, the wall exploded, and there was a horn call from the east. Elera landed her dragon, who was breathing a continuous blast of ice down the bridge, before looking to the east.

"Marog's forces approach from the east! They are upon the mountains!"

"Try ice!" Evurn shouted. "We must get to the top of the tower! We must get to Aeveam."

The Vengeful Mother wailed. The wings of the Scourge Siren pounded the air with a furious flapping, shooting embers like stars into the air above them. Evurn knelt, blood dripping off his arms.

“I am fine, Stormborn, but I’d much like a break when we are done here,” he said. Evurn looked at him. “We must get to Aeveam.”

Elera made a bridge of ice, casting layers of ice from the spot of earth Evurn had created up to the middle of the tower. But it was then, as Elera attempted to guide Rornuk up and around the tower, the Scourge Siren flew straight into Rornuk's side, throwing Elera and her dragon against a distant cliff. Neither of them were moving. The Scourge Siren descended upon them. 

Evurn leaped to his feet, coughing but using the staff to draw the Vengeful Mother forward. The skeletal monster grasped the Scourge Siren from behind, drawing it into the pool of lava. 

"Destroy her!" Valrin shouted.

The Scourge Siren screamed, pulled into the lava. Whatever form the evil entity had beyond the dark energies swarming around her the Vengeful Mother sought to destroy one way or another.

But then, in a flash of silver, came another, striking the Vengeful Mother from behind. Marog had come. With the Blade of Etha in hand, he would turn this battle to whatever end he sought.

Valrin glanced behind them, having been distracted. The beasts had broken down the ice wall.

Evurn shouted in frustration, slamming his own staff into the ground just as several beasts of fire and shadow the size of massive wolves were nearly upon them. He blasted them back, and Braei went to assist him.

"No, get to Aeveam. I will fight this battle. Go, now, before anything else happens. Stormborn, I will protect this path!”

The Scourge Siren and Marog were now locked in a furious battle just above the pool of lava. Valrin noticed the Vengeful Mother was now a melted form, her bones aflame. There was a shout from atop the tower, and the crystal holding Aeveam began to spin. 

"No," Valrin said. "Come on," he said to Braei.

They hurried up the ice bridge, careful to not slip, as careful as they could be, and made it a mere few paces, when the Scourge Siren struck the bridge in her flight from Marog. She began to spin up the tower, leading Marog as she moved toward the top.

"She moves to merge her form with Aeveam!"

As the Scourge Siren reached the top of the tower, there was a flash of red lightning, striking Marog, and the dark form was knocked back. 

A golden light appeared in the clouds above. Lightning struck the mountaintops around them. A sheen silver metal descended from the clouds. Valrin heard the sounds of music, much like an Akann, but this was no Akann. 

I make my final offering to right that which was wrong. I have seen many versions of this play out, and I choose this to be my final stand.

It was Eliue. 

The massive ship above them was not just an Akann. It was longer, larger, and at the front of the vessel, he saw none other than the Aela Sunrise affixed as part of the ship. 

There came the light of stars upon the lower portion of Eliue's creation, and a blast of white struck the tower. Darkness fled and was thrown back. The shadow of the Scourge Siren was enveloped in rolling light and white energies.

I have seen much in my time, and now I have but the key to deny her the form she protected. This was the only way. But I have seen this future. Be strong, Stormborn. Do not give into the shadow.

There came a deafening explosion, and Marog leaped forward, striking Eliue's vessel from beneath. There was an explosion of fire and blue lightning, and pieces of metal struck all around them. In the sudden destruction of Eliue’s vessel, the Aela Sunrise was thrown nearly into the lake of fire across from them.

The tower was still bathed in white light and glowing brightly. The Scourge Siren tried to descend upon it and could not. Marog now engaged the Scourge Siren once again. Balls of shadowy lightning flew at random between the two evil forms of Eliue's spirit. Eliue had given his life for this chance to save Aeveam, and Braei and Valrin ran for the tower. Now, because the magic the Scourge Siren was using had been destroyed, there was a broken but walkable path to the lower entrance of the tower itself.

Valrin spotted the Aela Sunrise just on the edge of the fiery lake. His turtles were working to make repairs, but now, upon the cliffs just above the ship, Valrin saw the warriors of Marog converging.

Braei grabbed him. "Go, get our ship."

"What?"

"I will go for Aeveam! Get the ship! I can tell from here that it’s damaged but the crystals are fully charged. Get the ship; pick us up from the top! I can do this. We can't lose the ship to Marog or all of this is pointless. You're the Stormborn and that's our ship. Go on, Captain!"

"But—"

"There is no but to this!” She reached for his face, kissing him. "Hurry up, I can't do everything by myself."

He smiled and she returned it. He looked to the Aela Sunrise as now Evurn had taken to falling back as he fought those coming down the bridge.

Valrin leaped down from the bridge to a rocky slope that led around to where his ship had landed. It was partially hanging over the lava, but one of the turtles was actively repairing where the ship was burning. 

Braei was nearly to the bottom of the tower when Valrin saw her begin casting balls of fire at flying beasts swooping down upon her. From his vantage point, he could see that Evurn, too, was under attack by the beasts. The shadow elf had gone from fighting to holding a large ward, forcing the creatures to push against him from the direction of the bridge and from above now.

Several of the creatures jumped down toward Valrin. He ran for the ship, jumping over several large rocks and getting to within leaping distance for the back of the vessel. He jumped, grabbing hold of the railings and pulling himself over. One of the turtles charged, igniting its weapon.

Valrin rolled to the side. "It's me!" he shouted.

But electricity rolled from the front of the turtle's shell, striking a beast that was nearly upon the back of the ship.

"Oh," Valrin said. "Well, good work, then.”

Valrin gripped the wheel, attempting to engage the ship's energies. There was significant damage still being repaired. Two of the three turtles were working on the outer hull on the right side. The one on the very front was preventing the ship from burning from beneath. Valrin turned the wheel and engaged the ship again. It moved further into the rock and gave enough coverage from beneath that the third turtle could now make repairs and not worry about the ship burning.

Elera was up above them. He heard her shout something, and then Rornuk roared. A second later, several icy white-faced warriors flew down the side of the cliffs.

I have to get up. I have to get to my crew, Valrin told himself.

The turtles were working tirelessly. Evurn was still holding his ward. Braei was somewhere within the tower. They needed a prayer.

 

Ordak looked over the barren ash plains now riddled with cracks of magma and rivers of lava. To the far west, he saw what was once his home, the home of the Delkians. There was nothing there now but shadow and fire. 

The dragons formed into one single wing, spread out across the sky. King Nevron fell back alongside Ninkas and Ordak.

"I see flashes and lightning in the distance, but I do not know what that bright explosion was before."

"I do not either," Ordak said. His words were solemn.

"Don't you worry. No matter the foe, they've never seen the fury of the dragon riders. Ordak, once we are on approach, we do not communicate. Through our helms, we have a sort of second vision. We see paths to follow with our dragons, an intrinsic ability to know where the others are."

"There is a large gathering of ships to the east," Ninkas shouted. "That is likely Marog's fleet."

"Then we burn it," Nevron shouted. "Trennk breed dragon riders, follow me into the center. Fire drakes, light up that fleet. All others, cover those discussed before. There will be a shadow elf wizard, a Rusis, Elera, and a boy-captain. If any are injured, evacuate them. Concentrate all attacks on Marog and any who are not our friends."

Four of the dragons split off, banking to the east and towards the Eastern coast. Th others flew over Silar now. The city was all but broken and on fire. They were now following the central path directly to the tower of the Scourge Siren.

There were hundreds of shadow beasts running beneath them. 

The dragons spewed a mix of ice and electricity, cutting into the forms beneath them and clearing a large section of the bridge. It was then Ordak saw the form of the Scourge Siren ahead, her wings flapping wildly above the remains of the tower. The tower was glowing gold. 

"Elera!" Ninkas shouted. They dropped from formation, making for the eastern cliffs.

 

Valrin engaged the ship once more, energy surging around him, and the crystals along the deck spinning. He lifted off the surface of Aieclo as Elera cut just over him with Rornuk, shredding into several of the winged beasts.

Behind him, roars filled the air and blasts of fire shot down from the skies.

The dragon riders descended upon the area. He worked to gain altitude, avoiding explosions of lava shooting into the air. Elera cut back across the top of his ship, working to cover him until he could actually angle his own weapons. It was then Marog shouted out in a deafening scream that Valrin cringed to, feeling his head pounding.

The dragons all flapped wildly, stunned by this attack, whatever it was. Though the Scourge Siren attempted to still break through the barrier Eliue had placed, Marog had turned his attention. With his long arms, he swiped at the dragons, attempting to grab Elera. Rornuk blasted him with ice, which he slapped through, knocking her and her dragon across the sky.

Shrade and Ninkas descended, making a glancing pass to Marog. He threw two spears at the masked figure, but neither found their marks. Valrin flew around and over the area where Evurn's ward reflected repeated attacks. The shadow elf was alone, pushed to the edge of the broken bridge and the lower tower. Creatures had descended, blocking the way into the tower. Valrin engaged the weapons on the right side, sending volleys of orbs into the shadow beasts. Shrade followed, blasting a hole down their center. Valrin saw Ordak jump to the ground, driving his blades into the creatures and reuniting with Evurn.

Valrin would need at least two more circles to get up to the same level as Braei. Dragons shot across the sky, blasting apart the forces of Marog, now in mass around the tower. Ninkas had gone to Elera, and it seemed she was on her back but alive. He saw Ninkas point up.

 It was then, descending like a white comet, Valrin saw a grand white dragon and a rider with a massive battle axe. Marog was taken by surprise, knocked nearly into the tower as the rider pulled his beast back up, circling back around. Marog flew back into the air as dragons struck him from either side with electricity. Marog spun, his blade of Etha cutting into the spells and knocking them back into the dragons. Both of the riders and dragons were blasted into the fires beneath them. The white dragon came again, the rider atop it with their axe aloft, screaming a battle cry. Marog shot up, slashing across the neck of the dragon and hewing its head. The rider struck the rocks near the bridgeway where Ordak and Evurn fought. A blast of energy came upon the tower, and shadows descended once again atop the upper levels. The Scourge Siren had pierced the ward.

 

Braei could feel the shift in energies. The warmness she’d felt as she entered the tower faded away. She had reached the top and saw a strange metallic structure surrounding a central crystal. She saw Aeveam lying on the side of the crystal itself. She was not the evil form they’d seen, but she was bleeding from her back and nose. There were charred wings upon her back. Her transformation had been halted. Whatever Eliue had done had worked.

Braei looked up. She could not see the sky. She saw blackness and could feel a coldness that made no sense when they were surrounded by fires.

Dragons shot up and over the tower. She saw the mast of the Aela Sunrise nearly breaching the level she was.

She grabbed Aeveam's arm, dragging her to the edge of the tower. A dark form reached out, grabbing at Braei. Snapping her magics around her, she summoned up a spell of ice and lightning. She focused, casting the spell at the dark form before her. The golden energies still around the tower focused around her spell and wove in a pattern, shielding her and Aeveam.

“Foolish mortal, who are you to challenge the power of a Dwemhar, you wretched bitch?” the Scourge Siren screamed.

"I am Braei, Rusis of the Aela Sunrise, under Captain Valrin, Stormborn of the Glacial Seas!"

She blasted the Scourge Siren, augmented by Eliue's spells.

“You are nothing, a Rusis assisted by a Dwemhar. You are alone. You will be destroyed. I will have my daughter.”

"Aeveam is a part of our crew, and you will not touch her again!"

The Scourge Siren surrounded Braei's powers, curving them back and around her. She cast a ward to protect them, absorbing the energies and then pushing them back. The runes on her gauntlets burned her arms from the level of energy flowing through them. The Aela Sunrise passed on the other side of them, and volleys of white energy struck the back of the Scourge Siren.

 

Valrin spotted Braei beneath him. He engaged every weapon aboard the ship. Volleys of white orbs struck the back the Scourge Siren, burning through the enveloping shadows of her back. The center mast of the ship glowed red; a blast of fire engulfed his fiend. The Dwemhar energies of the ship were burning her back, ripping apart the shadows, protecting the frail form underneath.

Ninkas and several other dragons flew up, casting ice where Valrin was striking. Then Marog came, slashing apart two more dragons as if they weren't even a foe worth facing. Marog went to strike the Aela Sunrise, but though he sent a blast of energy from his own hand, it had no effect. The energy dissipated, unable to harm the Aela Sunrise.

Is this something Eliue did? Valrin didn't know.

 The remaining dragons fell away, except for Ninkas. Him and Shrade pounded the ash and smoke, ascending high before diving again. Marog rose to attack them, and it was then Ninkas dismounted, running up his dragon's neck and meeting Marog head-on with his sword. There were three parries between their blades, and Marog grabbed him, his masked form reaching out and covering Ninkas in tendrils. Then, as one, they turned for Valrin.

The dragon struck the side of the Aela Sunrise, and one of the turtles went to strike the dragon, only to be bitten and broken apart. Marog had possessed Ninkas and, using his dragon, blasted the deck of the Aela Sunrise.

Marog and Ninkas were as one, a combined form. 

Valrin drew his Dwemhar saber. "Release him!"

Marog said nothing through his Ninkas host. The dragon turned its head, blasting the helm of the ship in flames. The crystals along the deck arched together, forming a partial ward before the Stormborn and shielding him.

The fire stopped. Valrin charged. He slashed the dragon's face and spun, drawing his shadow blade. He pulled himself onto the dragon, driving his blade into Marog's mask. He withdrew the blade, spilling blood all over the deck of the ship. Ninkas reached up and attempted to pull Marog from him. The dragon roared, shooting fire toward Valrin again. One of the two turtles cast a small ward, and again he was shielded. 

"Push close!" Valrin shouted.

The turtle was his shield, and Valrin wanted to get as close as possible to strike as fast as he could.

Ninkas still was trying to pull the blade from him as now, covered in blood, he drew a knife, stabbing at the mask upon him. The dragon fire ceased. Valrin went to strike, but as he did, Ninkas thrust his blade into the back of Shrade's skull before turning the same blade on himself. Valrin leaped up the side of the deck as Marog attempted to swing the Sword of Etha. He nicked his sword hand, and the blade fell upon the deck of the ship. Marog then fell away, bound to Ninkas and Shrade. The dragon and his rider were dead. Valrin claimed the Sword of Etha. Now, he had to get to Braei and end this.

 

Evurn and Ordak had run for where King Nevron had crashed. Their enemies were still around them, but the half-orc and the shadow elf did not cease their fighting, though Evurn was past the point of fatigue. The white dragon was dead, but the rider was not. Ordak dragged Nevron from where he had landed, and Evurn went to healing him immediately. He coughed blood but became conscious. His helmet lay broken beside him.

"Damn Marog!" He then saw who it was who healed him. "Evurn of the Shadowlands, what a sight to see."

"No times for sweet nothings, Dragon Rider. Can you fight?"

"Always."

The fire beasts had fallen back, but now another, larger form emerged from the lava. It was the beast from before, and it stood upon the bridge leading to the tower.

Its entire form was enraged with flames, and with each step, lava flowed forward across the stone bridge.

Ordak rubbed his nose. "It goes to the tower. What's the plan to take it down?"

Evurn looked at Ordak and then the king.

"Go for the tower. This foe is beyond blades and arrows. Beyond either of you."

The white-faced men had made it to the base of the tower.

“Keep the path between us and the tower clear. I will deal with this.”

 Ordak and Nevron looked at one another and backed away from the shadow elf.

 

Evurn stood alone, pointing his staff at the enemy before him.

He said nothing, and the creature hissed and growled, each step coming closer.

"I look upon an enemy I have not seen in some time, and yet here you approach, a foul beast of the abyss of Aieclo. I know not what you are. Return to the pits that spawned you!"

Evurn slammed his staff into the ground, sending ripples of rock into the creature’s leg. It moved through them with ease.

Evurn cast a ball of flame, and it had the same effect, as he expected.

He looked back, seeing the Aela Sunrise now at the top of the tower. Ordak and Nevron were still locked in battle as more forces swarmed.

"I did not toil through my life to deal with another wretched beast of Wura. Back into the pits that spawned you!"

The creature jumped, moving much closer now.

"I . . . consume . . . I serve Marog."

Evurn cast his magic, sending a stream of red and black into the creature. His body felt weak as blood flowed down his arms, striking the creature beyond that of elemental magics. The creature pushed forward, and Evurn lunged, striking the creature with his staff. The creature was consumed with his spell, the very bone of its head split down the middle, but Evurn's staff cracked with a resounding pop. The shadow elf recoiled, falling back as the creature stumbled upon the bridgeway. The magics had devoured its head.

Evurn looked at his staff and then to the creature falling for the final time, its corpse falling from the bridge. Now the way was open to more of the creatures from before. Evurn slammed his staff into the bridge, and the staff shattered in his hands, sending a blast of energy into the bridge and collapsing it from where Evurn stood as far as he could see. He fell to his knees, having nothing left to give. He reached for a potion but did not have one of use for the fatigue he felt. Fire leaped up around them, and the tower was isolated from even Ordak and Nevron as the rock was worn away from the growing lava flows. They fell back beside him.

"What do we do?"

There were few dragons remaining. Marog had fallen before, but they saw his form slowly floating up to the east of the tower.

Nevron whistled for the remaining few dragonriders high above them. The flying beasts were pushing them up and out of range though the riders still fought on.

“They cannot hear me,” Nevron said. “What options do we have?”

Evurn looked between the Dragon King and Ordak. He looked back up to the tower.

"We must rely on the Stormborn but come on, we may still find purpose. We must be ready to assist if we can."

 

Braei stood alone. The Scourge Siren had been weakened when Valrin had attacked before, but now she returned, attempting to grab Aeveam. Valrin was just out of reach. Braei could see the Aela Sunrise on the side of the tower. Valrin held the Sword of Etha but could not get through the waves of energy coming off the Scourge Siren. Braei stepped forward, attempting to cast her spells into the left side, trying to open the path for Valrin, but as she did, it left Aeveam unguarded. Valrin struck the energy with the Sword of Etha, but it did nothing.

“None can stand against me. Give up, Rusis. You are of a wretched race, a weakness in the firmament of all that was made. It is why the Dwemhar sought to destroy you. Give yourself now. Bow down, and I may consider you a servant of mine. You are of tremendous power, but you cannot seek to hold against me.”

Braei did not know where Marog had gone, but she knew he'd be back. All of her mind and body was in shielding Aeveam. The Aela Sunrise was pulling away.

“Not even your love can reach you. I loved once, and he came to kill me. Never trust those who say such trivial words. Words are nothing. You are alone just as I was. You are alone to darkness and death. You will die, Braei!”

"Then I will die protecting her!"

Braei reengaged her energies, feeling the gauntlets upon her wrists shattering as she did. She focused her energies above her head, curving the fingers of her bolts into the Scourge Siren's face. The face of her enemy was like a skull, and from its eye sockets poured blood.

“You are alone, Rusis! Give me my daughter.”

It was then the bow of the Aela Sunrise smashed into the Scourge Siren, striking shadows with the ship’s power and throwing his enemy back. Valrin leaped forward, wielding the Sword of Etha, holding the blade above his head as he went for the Scourge Siren.

"You will die for this!" the Scourge Siren shouted loud and long.

Then, in a splinter of light to his right, Marog slammed into him, suddenly lunging from the side and throwing him back onto the Aela Sunrise, the Sword of Etha clanging on the ground of the tower. Marog turned, reaching for it, and the Scourge Siren blasted him with her powers as in an explosion of energy, she knocked the Aela Sunrise from the tower.

Braei took the chance, grasping the Sword of Etha. The Scourge Siren turned, lunging for her as she thrusted, stabbing the Scourge Siren. The energies of her foe rolled over and around her, attempting to grasp her. She felt what was like needles upon her back.

“I will not be defeated like this. I need no one to reach my ascension.”

"No one is that powerful," Braei said, gripping the hilt of her blade and making a second strike, a wide slash. 

The Scourge Siren fell back, a clawed and blackened form now crawling across the tower. She went to reach for Aeveam, and Braei charged forward.

"And you will not ever threaten my love again!"

Braei drove the blade into her shoulder, twisted it, and then ripped the Sword of Etha from the Scourge Siren, tearing her form apart in a rippling blast of energy. The blackness and shadows of darkness rolled out of her dying skeletal form. The shadows took form, a shade of what remained.

 They reached for Braei, when a white light came from behind her. Aeveam was standing, and as she summoned her Dwemhar energies, she shielded them from the last influences of her mother's power. Braei fell back as Aeveam wrapped her arm around her. Braei noticed that the black wings she’d had on her back had faded away, joining the darkness of her mother's dying spirit. But Marog was there, high above the tower. He reached out, pulling what remained of the darkness of Eliue.

"I am present. I devour. You have not stopped me," he roared.

 

 

Part Ten: The Last Song of Aieclo

 

Valrin opened his eyes. He saw the tower and Marog high above it. He could see the blackness rising to meet the dark supposed god. He had been thrown against the lower helm of his ship. He had landed in a boiling hot spring. It could have been much worse.

He climbed up to the helm, reaching the wheel and noticing that several of the crystals had been broken along the back of the ship. But the ship still worked. He looked up and saw Aeveam. He saw Braei holding the Sword of Etha. The Scourge Siren had been defeated, and Braei had done it. Marog, though, Marog was still taking the power of the Scourge Siren somehow. They had to stop him. He had to get to Braei and Aeveam.

Suddenly, Marog pointed to the west, and the winds kicked up, blowing across Aieclo.

"I speak as Marog, lord of all. Aieclo shall be sunk into the depths of the sea as the kingdom of Misla rises in the east. It is as I speak.” 

The smokes that were filling the air were now blowing to the west, and steam rose in the east. Then, Valrin heard a roar on the wind. He stood up, climbing up to the railings of the ship. In the east, the horizon was now a wall of water. A tidal wave was approaching Aieclo.

He engaged the ship, pushing for the central tower, but the winds blew him downward. Even now, Elera and her dragon were crawling toward Evurn, Ordak, and Nevron, who were attempting to climb to the highest rocks near the tower. Elera did not seem able to fly, and even if she could, the winds were too turbulent. Marog grew in size, energies flowing around him. From the center of the tower, white light rose to meet the darkness as water surged around the base of the tower. Marog outstretched his hands, and the water converged, rising all across Aieclo.

"In strength, Aieclo was built. In weakness, it was destroyed. Another sought to claim that which I made, and it will not be as such. I am Marog. I am the ruler of all the seas of the North, for these were Dwemhar lands and were destroyed by those of weak mind."

The waters were rising, but this was good. Valrin was able to guide the ship now within the seas.

"Meredaas, Meredaas, be with me now. Evil rises. I invoke all powers as Stormborn of the Glacial Seas. Protect your servant, protect my crew."

As Valrin shot across the waters of the flooded Aieclo, part of his crew on a lone crag of rock, and the other two atop a tower surrounded by growing waters, Marog looked down upon him.

"Stormborn! These are my seas!"

Valrin held the wheel of the Aela Sunrise, though a maelstrom was forming and he was swept to one side. Thunder and lightning filled the air around him, and a torrential downpour began. From the edge of Aieclo, the last lights of the towers darkened and then exploded with energy, sending a ripple across the oceans that snapped in the air. 

The fleet of Marog approached, a shield of energy cast forward. 

"You will be devoured by a Great One of Old. I cannot fathom the pain you will feel," Marog shouted.

Tentacles shot up around the Aela Sunrise, and then came massive arms grasping the ship from underneath.

"Now, I undo what was placed before. I roll back the workings of all." Marog beamed and laughed.

Tentacles grabbed the center mast and the wheel. Valrin drew his blade, striking at the tentacles around him. But then, the waters were filled with creatures, but these were not of Marog. Narwhals, hundreds of them driving their sharpened tusks deep into the creature. Then,  jumping over the bow, glacial sharks biting the tentacles and freeing the ship. Marog floated over, blasting the ocean, killing the beasts of Meredaas that had come to assist the Stormborn. Valrin engaged the ship, pushing against the waves, launching a volley of silver orbs at Marog. 

Dwemhar magic and bolts of lightning struck Marog as Aeveam and Braei joined in the attack. Valrin circled beneath them as the waters rose even higher.

The lightning clawed up Marog. He screamed. He seemed to have some form of weakness to this energy from the Rusis.

Marog ceased his screaming. He roared, and the mask grew in size on his face. He slammed the tower, and the entire structure was consumed in an explosion of rock and ocean water. Braei and Aeveam vanished.

"No!"

Valrin spun the wheel, making for the tower. A great light shot out of the darkness, and the Sword of Etha glowed. Braei held the blade and Aeveam held her hand. The blade was angled at Marog. But they were suspended in midair. The tower crumbled into the ocean beneath them. 

To the right side, Evurn was attempting to cast vines and rocks, layering his spells to make a path to them. But the winds tore apart his spells. Elera and Rornuk were still down, though the one rider who had ridden the white dragon before was trying to get the dragon up. It was too much. His entire crew had been beaten down, and so had their allies. As a few remaining dragons fought high above them, Valrin knew they were of no use to him. 

The waters were rising, but he just needed to get under Aeveam and Braei.

 

Braei gripped Aeveam in her right hand and held the sword in her left. Marog was like billowing smoke. The mask at the center of his physical form rippled with the tendrils surrounding his face. She could feel nothing beneath her feet but the sucking sensation of the mouth of the maelstrom opening up. She glanced down, seeing Valrin aboard the Aela Sunrise.

"I am death. I am darkness. That sword will not save you. You use its power from within yourself, holding what you hold dear. I will destroy him because none of what you fight for will matter once he has died. All paths determined by Eliue and the sacrifices of all will be undone."

Marog descended for Valrin, and Braei spun the blade of the sword, throwing it with all the force she could muster. The Sword of Etha streaked like a comet, striking Marog with a glancing blow, sending the dark god flailing and undulating in form, rolling down into the ocean.

Braei fell, and Aeveam caught them both using her power to hold them. She faltered, and beneath them, the sea stirred violently. Valrin engaged Marog upon the ocean, sending blasts of energy into the beast as it tried to move against him.

Aeveam trembled, struggling to keep them aloft.

"I need . . . to get us . . . to land or to the ship," Aeveam said. "I—" They dropped for a moment, and Braei struggled to hold Aeveam's hand.

Marog now consumed the Aela Sunrise.

Braei gasped, looking up to Aeveam with tears streaming from her eyes. "Aeveam, you saved me before back when we first met. That should have been my end. The gods protected me. This moment is it. He is weak to my power somehow. I will not let this day be Valrin’s end. I will focus all that is left to pulling him from my love.”

Aeveam grabbed her with both hands, pulling her upward, but again, they fell quickly. Her Dwemhar powers were giving out.

Braei smiled, “Let go. These seas will forever be my home. Serve the Stormborn, protect him. Protect my love."

“I will not let you go!”

Braei electrocuted Aeveam's hand, forcing her hand to open.

Braei closed her eyes, falling through the air and pushing herself toward Marog. I must save him.

"I love you, Valrin."

She summoned what energy remained with her and struck Marog from behind, her last spells surrounding him in lightning and the ancient evil back.

 

Valrin held both blades crossed as Marog's face was just above him. Narwhals and glacial sharks were with him, striking the rolling darkness of the evil form but dying nearly immediately. Then, bolts of lightning struck Marog, rolling off him, and in a great flash, Marog was ripped off the Aela Sunrise. Valrin jumped to the wheel, wheeling right, releasing a volley of orbs from his ship's weapons. As he moved from the center of the maelstrom, he looked up. 

Where are they?

"Braei?" he shouted.

Aeveam floated downward, almost making it to the ship but splashing into the water. Several narwhals went to her as Marog rolled within the maelstrom, nearly being devoured until he smashed the center, stunning the creature within it and freeing himself, moving toward his fleet. Valrin guided the ship near Aeveam and pulled her aboard.

She was coughing and out of breath as the ocean churned around them.

"Where is Braei? Where is she? She was just there!" Valrin ran to the helm, turning the ship again and searching the oceans. "Braei! BRAEI!"

"She fell, Valrin."

He felt a surge of pain in his chest. The coldness of the ocean was burned off his skin as he looked toward the floundering form of Marog. He looked over each side of the ship. "Narwhals, glacial sharks, find her! Find Braei! Meredaas!" he shouted out to the god in anquish.

The waters were coming up along the last peaks of Aieclo. Evurn and the others were literally standing atop a last bit of the rock they were before.

Evurn can help. 

The seas were calming slowly. Though Aieclo was submerged, there were a few small islands that now remained. This, with what was left of his crew, was all that remained. He brought the ship alongside the others. Elera was crying off to the side, her dragon consoling her as best as he could. She too, had lost her love today.

"Braei fell! Evurn, help me!"

Evurn's face was red, and he just shook his head.

"We all saw her sacrifice. The darkness consumed her as she freed the ship from Marog's grasp. There is nothing else we could do my staff is broken and — "

“I don’t care for your excuses!”

"Valrin, this is King Nevron, dragon rider and friend," Ordak said. "He knows much of these regions or can help us in some way. There is much to discuss."

"Braei is dead!" Valrin shouted. He looked out to the fleet of Marog.

Aeveam tried to stand but collapsed.

Evurn rushed to her. "Get her on the rocks. It is still warm from Aieclo's fires. The ship is too cold."

Ordak lifted her off and onto the small island. Evurn began to tip what residue was in the bottle of a healing potion.

Valrin went to the helm of the Aela Sunrise.

"Valrin!" Evurn shouted.

"I go to Marog."

"Stormborn, no. You cannot face this fleet."

"Did you forget that I am captain," Valrin asked.

Evurn shook his head. "No, Captain, but I implore you, we must not do this."

"We won't."

"Aeveam is too weak to even fight. We're all beat. I don't even have a staff."

Valrin drew his blade. "Do any have desire beyond waiting on this island? Do any wish to serve the Stormborn?"

"Valrin," Evurn said, "this isn't the path."

Ordak jumped aboard. "Captain, I am with you."

Valrin flipped the crystal switch, raising the sails, leaving the island behind in haste.

"Valrin!" Evurn shouted.

But Valrin cared little for Evurn’s counsel right now. As he heard Elera’s dragon roar, he looked to the seas before him and his tears joined the salty ocean around him.

 

 

Part Eleven: Upon a Goddess Darkly

 

Though right or wrong, he had good winds. Ordak stared at him but said nothing. Valrin turned and looked at the crystals. Though some were damaged and others were depleted, they could still do some damage. He could see the shadowy form of Marog had gotten to one of the two larger ships. The shadows were contracting and forming into the physical entity that was Marog.

In his mind, he knew this was not what he should do, but he wasn't following his mind at this moment.

He didn't feel anything. The pain he had felt in his chest had passed. He was numb.  The water shooting up as the Aela Sunrise cut through the water gave him comfort. The smell of the salt, a fresh smell to the odor of Aieclo, energized him. But he felt as if he could barely lift his feet from the deck. 

"Captain, two large ships are breaking from the line." Ordak pointed.

"Seat yourself in the Dwemhar weapon," Valrin commanded. "Turtles, come to me."

The two remaining assistants rolled up to his feet.

"Energize the crystals on the back of the ship. We need every bit of power that can be drawn from them."

The turtles went to the aft of the Aela Sunrise and began working, casting beams of energy to the crystals.

At least that worked.

 

Elera glided down beside him. "Marog is on the right ship. I'll take down its sails. I will avenge my husband!"

Rornuk shot upward as bolts of energy followed as the vessels of Marog attempted to strike her.

A thick fog enveloped most of the fleet except the two larger ships. The smaller vessels were fleeing.

"Captain, they flee at our fury!" Ordak shouted.

"They don't think they need the other ones," Valrin said plainly. "We strike the left ship first. Prepare yourself."

Valrin wheeled right, engaging the powers of his vessel, sending volleys of orbs as his target engaged its own weapons. They met midflight, exploding in a combination of smoke and electrical blasts. But these attacks were not meant to land. Ordak engaged the Dwemhar weapon, and in a blast that thundered across the ocean, the weapons landed. The ship burst into flames, and Ordak kept the weapon steady, burning up through the center masts and melting the bronze portions of the vessel. Valrin kept them on their same course, balancing the weight of the energy of the weapon pushing against his present direction.

The ship, as massive and as powerful as it was, melted under the direct attack of the Dwemhar weapon. The ship on the right was shattered as Elera shot streams of ice from above. The sails were covered in ice as its sister ship exploded in a rippling blast of blue-and-red fire. Fireballs streaked through the sky as pieces landed around them.

I see you. I see you, Marog. You will not escape. These are my seas.

The dark form of Marog stood upon the vessel to the right. Shadows rolled off the railings of the ship as many other masked forms danced around him. His physical form, the body he’d created on the island of Rikernala, was lying on the deck.

Valrin wheeled left, and the ship lurched the opposite direction. Ordak engaged the weapon again, destroying a portion of the front hull of the target vessel before the weapon disengaged.

Valrin looked at the crystals. One remained, and it was nearly dark.

"Ordak, we board. Prepare yourself."

Ordak stood up from the weapon as Elera circled above them.

"Captain, we are only two."

"Three," Valrin told him, "and a dragon. Good odds."

Elera and Rornuk landed on the front of the vessel. The entire front part of the vessel was covered in ice.

Valrin struck the side of their ship, and Ordak threw up a simple lasso, catching it on a stub of the railing.

Valrin hurried to Ordak, pulling himself up the rope and drawing his blades as he stepped on the deck of the enemy vessel. Elera held her shadow blade and a spear from Rornuk. The dragon engaged the masked forms, filling the right side of the ship with more ice. Ordak joined them, and they moved forward to the left.

Poetic, your attempt here. Like all steps in life, yours is but a strike that will have a resounding tune in your own future. Three will assail for two. Two will fall in time. One will be you. Blood upon ice. But you come against me, Marog, by choice. Perhaps a different end for you, then? Folly, Stormborn.

The ice upon the ship was melted in a flash of energy, and the masked forms assailed them. They fought their enemy. Elera tossed her spear, immediately wielding her shadow blade as masked forms surrounded them. One large one, at least two times the height of the rest, went for Valrin, but Ordak intercepted him, parrying this one's large sword and further clearing the path for Valrin. Marog was lying on the deck. A black fire burned around him, and as fogs rolled over them, the shadowy form of his presence descended upon them.

Valrin felt he was alone. The seas around him burned, and blackness shrouded where Elera and Ordak were. He saw only Marog. 

The workings of the Clockmaster were grand and constant. When one has sailed up and down the flow of time, one makes adjustments to the course. That was his folly; he could not decide and embrace. He did not submit to that which he should have. Eliue purified Aeveam, burning away the evil of the Scourge Siren from her body. He disrupted everything I had planned and paid with his life.

Valrin saw Braei upon the tower, striking the Scourge Siren. He then saw Braei falling, striking Marog from behind and pulling him from the Aela Sunrise. Valrin saw the turbulent ocean.

What do you seek here? I am not your purpose, Stormborn. 

Valrin struggled to step forward. It was like he was in a dream. He saw flashes of Ordak and Elera to his sides, but his focus was on the darkness before him, and in fact, he could not look away.

You wish to strike me to end your pain, do it. But understand it changes nothing, for just as I locked away one who had hurt me, I determined it was better to leave them forever than destroy their body. There are but many ways in which to kill a man or beast, and the truest forms of destruction are not the easy ones.

Valrin was above the body of Marog.

He thrust his Dwemhar blade into Marog. The sword became stuck.

"You should have used the shadow blade," Marog said.

Valrin felt a strike to his stomach and fell to the deck of the ship. The shadows lifted off the deck. Ordak and Elera fell down beside him.

Eliue's failure was that he never destroyed me himself, and I devoured him when he was weak. I am the true master of time, the Clockmaster who lives. I will unlock the secrets he hid from me, and I will work to bring what I see to the world. I now have what I was missing, what no matter of wood or metal or magic could provide me. I thank you, Valrin. Understand, I know your loss. I have the marks of energy upon my form. I could feel her love for you in her attack upon me. Time will not heal that loss as in all my power, I cannot heal her last marks upon myself. 

The darkness fled the ship. The fogs dissipated.

Valrin rolled over onto this back. He felt his stomach and looked at his hand. Blood.

Elera was bleeding from her skull. Ordak wasn't moving, and even Rornuk struggled to keep his head up.

The vessel was burning around them. 

He pushed himself to stand, feeling as if his entire stomach was being pulled to the deck as blood dripped from his body. He collapsed again, clawing his way to the railing. He had to get to the ship.

He looked over the railing. The Aela Sunrise was gone.

He fell back onto the deck as water rolled over the railings. Rornuk cried out, long and loud. The dragon tried to make it to Elera but could not. 

"Meredaas, I have failed."

He looked back to Ordak and Elera. His blade remained stuck in the wood of the ship, but Marog was completely gone. It was a trap. How much of it Marog planned beforehand, he did not know, but none of that mattered.

The ocean consumed the vessel.  He looked to the water as it rolled over him and saw narwhals and glacial sharks around them.

"Good friends, it is good for you to be here in the end."

He looked up and spotted dragons gliding down over the deck of the ship. His eyes closed.

 

 

Part Twelve: Sea-Captain

 

The ocean was cold. He saw Braei. He felt her hand in his, their last embrace, and her lips pressed against his just before she went to the tower on Aieclo and he went to the Aela Sunrise. He saw the events in Taria and then all the way back to Urlas and defeating the Barb King. Then, he saw himself on the island of Travaa, catching eels and looking out to the sunrise. Then, to his aunt making breakfast.

He smelled coffee.

Valrin opened his eyes, feeling the shift of water beneath him. He smelled coffee, and it was quite strong. He was alive. 

Perhaps Evurn has made coffee. I wonder where we are. 

He sat up, nearly striking his head on a broken and charred board.

Why is there a broken board in the ship? We need to fix that.

But then he thought and remembered the Aela Sunrise had vanished. He stood, feeling quite dizzy at first but then steadying himself.

He smiled. "It was a dream. All of it. It was a dream."

He looked around, seeing the inner deck of the Aela Sunrise. He was sure of it.

He went for the door. It was a heavy wooden door with a gold handle. This, too, was charred.

As he opened the door, he saw a fire and many other wooden structures. Beyond them, the sea and the moon full and bright above them.

He wasn't on a ship. It wasn't a dream. They were upon the sea, but it was not a ship but a town. Many different vessels, buildings, and wreckage. He looked to the fire at the many faces looking toward him.

Evurn was the first to stand up from around the fire. He said nothing and embraced him. "You have awoken," he said.

"How long?"

"Six weeks," Evurn said. "We were fortunate that those here had a capable healer. There are quite a few capable people within the survivors."

"Braei, Elera, Ordak?" Valrin said.

He looked past Evurn to the fire and saw Ordak, Elera, and Nevron. 

Evurn embraced him again. "I am not sure what you saw in your long sleep, but we are who remain. The narwhals and sharks brought you to our lone island after you left us."

"I . . ." Valrin said.

"Come sit down," Evurn said.

They made a spot for him by the fire, and Elera and Ordak both went to him in turn. Nevron bowed.

"I had heard stories, Stormborn. Taking on a fleet by yourself? That is something."

"I have failed," he said.

"So did I," Nevron said. "Ordak can tell you. I then failed to defeat my enemy and in turn watched another try. I cannot offer much, Valrin of the Glacial Seas, but I will work with you. We will have our vengeance."

Elera passed him a cup of coffee.

"It has cinnamon," Ordak said. "It is quite good!"

As Valrin sipped the hot coffee, he stared at the fire. Another figure who had been standing in the darkness with their back to him and the others approached.

"Aeveam," Valrin said.

She knelt before him and solemnly looked in his eyes. "I tried, Valrin. Please know, I tried to save her."

A tear ran down his face, and he nodded quickly, struggling to hold back the tears welling in his eyes.

Aeveam departed the group once again, going to a dark place on the outskirts of the sitting area. He saw her sit down and begin meditating, or so it seemed.

Valrin went to stand, but Evurn lifted his hand. “Leave her, for now.”

"Where are we?" Valrin asked.

There were several others around them, but no one was speaking.

"After you were brought to us by the narwhals and such, the remaining dragon riders went out searching for help," Evurn told him. "We found this place. It is made up of the few survivors who escaped Aieclo. A mix of people, that is sure. We are all survivors. But there is one who may be able to help us. That is, assuming you are up for it."

"I lost the ship to Marog."

"That we know. Nevron and Ordak have told us of Misla, a land to the east. I knew nothing of it. But there is one here who does."

A man sitting by the fire stood. "I am one who knows some of your story, Valrin."

The man was short and plump. He danced around the fire a bit before floating before Valrin.

"What are you?"

"Strange."

"I see that," Valrin said.

"No, it is strange. The Ranger and the rogue asked that too. At least the shadow elf knew what I truly was with a bit of a hint."

"I'm not much for games right now," Valrin said. "You knew Fadis and Kirla? How?"

The man summoned a stool that appeared beneath him in a flash.

"I wandered the deserts of southern Aieclo. Tended to Sandcows, great and wonderful creatures. Many of them died recently. We have an understanding, myself and the Sandcows.” His voice trailed off, and then he giggled. “But I knew Fadis and Kirla. Taught them a small lesson while they were with me, but I hear they are well. Which is quite wonderful!"

Valrin looked over to Evurn, who smirked at him.

Valrin stared back at the man, who was now touching the side of his head.

"Still, be still. The deal is, there are those who have called me a genie, not wrong but not right. What I am does not matter as much as that I can tell you I have been longer than any here. I am who summoned the wreckage of the city to make a place for the many who were going to die. I enjoy my games. My beasts. I am something none care to be anymore. I serve the one the shadow elf doesn't care for."

"Wura?" Valrin asked.

"Ha! Yes, I am but a priest of the wondrous and joyful god, Wura! You have it! Yes!"

"What is a priest of Wura doing here? I have not even seen a temple for your god!" Valrin asked.

"Our temples are hidden and rare, but our wondrous open skies hide but many paths!"

He opened his arms, and the brilliance of the polar lights lit the skies above them. "Wura has seen the actions of your crew. He is not like Etha, but I will guide you forward. Marog seeks to disrupt all, and so far, he is doing that. Wura wishes us to seek something in Misla. A book. A book that shall assist us."

"A book? I need my ship, and no one seems to know of this Misla." 

"This book is of such that it can find what we seek, and that is my charge. YES! I am going with you. I even know of a way for us to make it across the vast oceans. It will work. I have a wondrous plan.”

Valrin sipped his coffee, looking away from this strange priest of Wura. "I do not know how serving Wura serves Meredaas or my path as Stormborn."

"That path is broken," Evurn said. "But you are still alive. Perhaps in doing this, we will figure out a way to defeat Marog before whatever he plans to do is upon us . . . and we need to get your ship back."

Valrin closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. He opened his eyes again and stared at the priest.

“I find myself once again on an island, much like I did as a child. But yet, a voyage is before me and I cannot see the end journey." He paused. "But I trust in my path. Braei sacrificed herself for me. Marog is an evil beyond the Barb King, beyond the vampires of Taria. I am a descendant of the Dwemhar, of the same blood as Eliue. I will destroy this shadow, and I will guard the seas of the North. That is what was charged to me. If your path, Priest, will lead to his end and my crew is with me, we will go with you. But know, beyond everything else, I am still the Stormborn, Sea-Captain of the Glacial Seas, and I will have my vengeance."
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Part One: Black Scales

 

Valrin sipped a cup of tea as he tried to forget his nightmares that woke him from an already rough slumber. Many aspects of this floating shamble of a city reminded him of being on his ship. The creaks of wood beneath his feet, the smells of salt, and the splash of the occasional fish, but there was no breeze. Since the destruction of Aieclo, the seas had been remarkably calm, and not even the strong winds from the North were present. The ocean was changing.

He took a seat on the edge of a pier. In about an hour, several of those living here would begin to fish. It was a simple enough life for the survivors. They’d fish in the morning, work to make more small boats midday, and then they’d eat around late afternoon.

At night, they seemed to drift into their own groups. Several dwarves were actually wanted to the far south. Those three, especially the one called “War pig,” were very secretive in all ways, except for the game of dice Ordak had played with them. Then, there were the “healers,” as Evurn called them. Apparently, the Rusis overlords who had run Silir limited the types of magic than could be used openly. These healers were more that proficient at their art and apparently were students of a druid who lived in the elven lands of Narisond.

Aeveam had become more of a recluse, spending her time meditating. Evurn, well, he had stayed with Valrin at most times. Valrin didn’t mind this. Elera and the king had made a point to keep watch, flying every morning to scan the surrounding seas. They wanted to make sure those here remained safe.

But those nightmares. 

Valrin shook, forcing the images from his mind. He could still hear her voice. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. It had only been a few weeks, but as he rubbed the stubble of hair on his face, he coughed, wiping away a few more tears.

He felt something creep over his hand and noticed Rasi, Evurn’s albino snake. He looked further up to see the shadow elf.

“Did the herbs not help your sleep?” he asked.

Valrin shook his head. Evurn took a seat next to him.

“I had a dream,” Evurn said. “Quite an interesting one.”

Valrin didn’t say anything. He sipped his drink and continued to look out across the water.

“I was dealing with the god Wura again. There was a giant chicken with swords. It actually breathed fire.”

Evurn took out a pipe, a new habit he had developed being stuck on the free-floating city deemed Raftwreck by those upon it.

“Is this going to be a new thing?” Valrin asked him.

Evurn packed smoking weed into the bowl and used a lighting stone to create a few embers.

“I need a staff again. This method of creating flame is quite barbaric. But, Elera said there is a deep fog approaching. It’s getting more difficult to see.”

“How does that affect anything? We’ve been here for what, a moon cycle and a half? The priest departed, looking for his method of transportation, yet hasn’t returned. We couldn’t leave if we wanted, and there is only enough wood here to build a small fishing boat. Nothing good for sailing great distances.”

Evurn nodded. “And they do not want the dragons to be spotted for fear of drawing out more of their kin. Elera is a smart one,” he said. “That King Nevron, he’s not quite what he was once, but he’s honorable it seems.”

“In the short term, could they take you to get a new staff?”

Evurn coughed on his smoke. “It isn’t such a simple act, but they could. I have spoken with them about it. We are planning to leave at dawn, but I hadn’t gotten to that part in the conversation yet with you.”

Valrin smiled, finishing off his tea. Beneath him, several glacier sharks swam in a slow circle, the glowing runes on their bodies like lights beneath the surface. He was drawn to it. Drawn to the depths.

“Then good. You lost something dear, and it should be something you’re able to replace.”

Evurn leaned over the edge, seeing the sharks.

“Meredaas sends his sign,” Evurn said.

“Glacier sharks?”

“I told you that if the gods wanted you dead for losing the Aela Sunrise, then you’d be dead. Sharks like this do not circle just anywhere. Have you prayed to him? Sought clarity like I told you to?”

“It wasn’t the gods who built that ship, it was the sea peoples, the Dwemhar. The gods care little for us and our fates.”

Another approached. Valrin turned to see Elera.

“Are we not waiting till dawn?” Evurn asked.

“We can’t go,” Elera said. “Nevron flew high above us, and these mists and fogs are much greater than any natural formation. He believes they are something else.”

The sun was coming up in the distance, but with a bit more light, Valrin looked up to see a great cloud rising above Raftwreck like the tall front of a great storm but not at all a storm. It was silent and brought with it a warm breeze.

“These Glacial Seas do not feel so cold with that wind,” Elera said.

“I think I agree with your king. These are not natural, and I have not seen something like this before.”

“Either way, we can’t go. You said it was an island not too far from here?” Elera asked. “Perhaps a fishing boat could reach it?”

“It isn’t so pertinent to reach a place where I can take a staff, and I assume we still have not heard from Fadis or any of Taria?”

“Nothing. If our messages are even getting that far. We’ve been seeing more dead birds and fish across the ocean. It doesn’t make sense. Do you think it is this warmer water and air?”

Evurn nodded slowly but with an unsure glare. “I have never seen anything like this, so maybe. I forgot to ask you last night—did we get that coffee in?”

“If by in you mean did it happen to float by, yes. You have a bit of luck when it comes to coffee but don’t tell Ordak or he’ll start going on about cinnamon. Ever since my king made him coffee, apparently it’s the only thing he talks about. Got him going for a good three hours the other night.”

Evurn laughed, walking to Elera. “Come on, Valrin. Some coffee is in order.”

Valrin motioned for them to go on. “I’ll come in a bit. I would like to pay my respects to Meredaas and his sharks before I go back in.”

Evurn nodded and began speaking with Elera as they went back in.

Valrin had no desire to speak to Meredaas in any form, but he could not help but think that everyone in his crew had gotten over Braei’s death without so much as an extra tear. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. His dreams were filled with storm clouds and lightning, her Rusis energies exploding behind a shroud of darkness. He still felt the surge in the air as he had spun the wheel of the Aela Sunrise, breaking from the grasp of Marog. He felt the stab into his inner chest reminiscing of the moment he knew she had died, that she had been lost to the sea.

It haunted him.

Of the brightest stars,

’Neath the moon so high,

Standing in its gleam.

I rub my eyes,

Hoping for once,

I do not see you just in dream.

 

Over ocean waves

And icy breezes,

Across waters shimmering,

My heart is lost

Unto the depths,

My soul no longer glimmering.

 

Clouds of shadow,

Lightning streaks,

 thunder strikes my mind.

My heart is split,

My love is lost,

No hope I have in the divine.

 

From Travaa lone isle in the North,

to Swia where the winds do sing,

To Gurundothrak the vile and black,

To Saelmark and the elven king.

 

We defeated dwarves of wretched heart

And stood against the vampiric foes,

Descended down into the depths,

Facing the darkness that was Aieclo.

 

Through time we flew and shifting tides,

Weaving a fate to be,

Until we fought to save our friend

And for you to in the end

Save me.

 

Valrin had never been one for song. He closed his eyes tightly, forcing the memories of Braei from his mind. Chasing away what once was.

He didn’t want to feel her memory. 

He heard something, though, that caused him to open his eyes, and he saw an outline of a figure on the waters ahead.

Then, he heard a voice behind him.

“Valrin, it seems it is time to move forward.”

He turned to see the genie floating just above the ground.

“Where have you been?” He paused. “And how long have you been standing there?”

The genie laughed. “Good Radahala has been here for some time. Quite the words you speak this early morn’. I am impressed. But it is time for us to prepare. Our boat comes.”

The outline turned to a dark shadow, and Valrin could see a small boat with a single person upon it. His eyes traced over to Radahala the genie, and the small man now sat cross-legged on the dock. As the boat came closer to the shoreline, the fogs rolled over the ocean behind them. The boat itself was small and narrow, with a single lamp hanging off the front of the vessel.

He had actually seen this boat before but only in glances. He had never seen the pilot. He had heard of a figure pulling some of the survivors from the water; they mentioned their rescuer had a “soft voice,” but most believed it was just a dream. As the boat came alongside the dock, the figure paused, a bit surprised, before Radahala floated it over to them.

“It is time you be known to the one I told you of.” As the figure climbed onto the deck, it let down its cloak. It was a woman about Valrin’s age, or so he assumed.

“Valrin of Travaa, Stormborn of the Glacial Seas, this is Millia of Silir. She is my servant for a time and has saved many from the waters here. She will assist us, you will assist her, and she will assist you in the small trial ahead. Now, onto the boat!”

It was then that Evurn and Ordak both came walking with mugs of coffee. As Valrin stepped on to the boat, Evurn protested, quickening his pace.

“What is going on?”

“I have need of him and her. We shall be going,” Radahala said.

“Going where?” Ordak questioned.

Evurn scanned the boat. “This is a small vessel. I have seen one like it before when I and Aeveam’s father went to the realm of Wura.”

“Holy Wura, blessed is the master,” Radahala said. “But alas, that is now where we go. Many treasures are needed, but first, a tool, an object. Yes. I need the Stormborn and I need Millia. Both will be useful. Both pay for their services.”

“Pay? You have denied wanting anything!” Ordak said.

“Valrin goes because the gods demand it, Wura demands it,” the genie went on. “Do you agree, Valrin?”

Valrin looked between Millia and Radahala. “What is it you are seeking, and can we not obtain a bigger boat? I would much prefer my crew with us.”

A ribbon of green lights shot over Raftwreck. Radahala began jumping from his right foot to his left, clapping his hands. “Oh, very good! Wura blesses us! What more do you need? You need nothing! Good, good!” 

“My sword,” Valrin said.

“A sword? A sword!” Radahala said as he snapped his fingers.

Valrin’s sword appeared in his hands. He affixed the blade to his waist and shook his head to Evurn. “I will see what it is this Radahala wants with us. Keep watch for word from Fadis or the others.”

“Aye, Captain,” Ordak said.

“Are you sure of this?” Evurn asked.

“What else are we to do? These fogs are making everything impossible. This is the first time this genie has seemed eager to do something.”

“The fogs? The fogs! Misla’s presence! Misla breaches the world. We must prepare. We need tools. We need such items to save the ship. Your ship. The Aela Sunrise!”

“How long will we be?” Valrin asked.

“Not long, but long enough. We need this to move forward with your crew. Millia needs this to be well again but it will be seen if all can be well in the end.”

Valrin noticed the stranger Millia had black scales across her arms. As Valrin looked at her arms she hid them in her robes.

“Okay, let’s go,” Valrin said.

As he stepped onto the tiny boat, Radahala floated over and stood on the tip front of the boat. Millia pushed them off the dock, and they began a slow paddling away from Raftwreck. For a few moments, he watched Evurn and Ordak on the docks before mists veiled them.

 

Part Two: The Lone Isle

 

He turned back, seeing now that Millia stared at him.

“You are the one called ‘Stormborn’?” she asked.

“I am. And you are?”

“I was a leader of a thieves’ guild in Silir before the destruction.”

Radahala laughed. “Yes, many decisions made had ill fortunes for all. Valrin has lost his ship, has created an enemy unlike others, and has lost his love. You, too, Millia, have lost all you built, lost your love, and now you owe a debt to me. It is funny that it has all come together like this.”

“I do not find it funny, genie,” Millia said.

“He hasn’t been the best for humor in the time I’ve seen him,” Valrin said, looking at the genie, “but where have you been? You’ve been gone for some time.”

“Sandcows. Looking for my Sandcows. I have to retrieve something, but it is a small token. You, Valrin, shall learn a new bit of lore that you have not heard. Wura has provided a way, and we shall take it. Holy Wura, wise Wura!”

“How does a genie become a follower of Wura?” Valrin asked.

“How now? Is not Wura the god of tricksters? Does he not create the polar lights that ribbon above the far northern reaches? Whimsical and playful, just like a genie. I am but a priest of Wura, faithful, to ensure paths go as they should as best as they can.”

“My companion Evurn does not care for Wura, he had some dealings with the god and his pets… something about monsters and titans. He says Wura has a cruel way of playing games.”

Radahala laughed. “He does, but that is not what we do here. We go to a place, a resting place, an old place. We need Stormborn fluids.”

“Fluids?” Millia asked.

“Blood, old blood! A place that needs the O-L-D BLOOD!”

The genie’s random scream made Valrin jump and exhale sharply.

“Dwemhar blood, you mean?”

“Yes, them.”

Valrin leaned forward and buried his head in his hands. “So, we go to a Dwemhar ruin? Isn’t that just a standard adventure, then?” He motioned to Millia. “I have not seen something such as what is on your arms before.”

“Black Scale. Apparently it is a side effect of being saved from drowning by this one here,” she said, pointing to Radahala, “and is a sign that means I have a debt to the gods.”

“A debt that will be paid, is being paid, might be paid.” Radahala giggled.

“It is going to remain that I don’t have control anymore?” Millia asked, confused at her inability to direct the boat.

“Oh yes, it will remain as such. I guide us through the fogs. The hands of Wura take us to a place. I found this place once before, but I didn’t know what it was. Now I do. I am excited!”

He began to bounce around the edge of the ship again. 

The fog around them was thick and warm. It was difficult to breathe, and in a way, Valrin didn’t even feel like he was on the Glacial Seas. 

“Have you heard from Meredaas, or does Wura not care for the one of the ocean?” Valrin asked.

“Meredaas has been watching, waiting. You have favor with that one. He will help if he can, but the oceans are not well. Too warm, I’m afraid. When something is cold and made warm, sickness can follow if it is not made cold again soon. Yes, this is very important to all the gods. Though, they are troubled with events to the south. It seems my old friends are in trouble.”

“You have friends?” Millia asked.

“He means my friends,” Valrin said. “What do you know of Fadis and Kirla?”

“I know they are there, to the south. What do you think I know?”

Valrin wished he could smack the genie off the edge he danced around, but that likely wouldn’t be a good idea. The small boat was beginning to weave through large stone columns.The fogs they passed through seemed to be thinning and for the first time in a while, they could see the clear water beneath their boat. He had no idea how long they had been at sea, but it was several hours at the very least. Valrin noticed that even though they were not in the shallows, there were buildings visible just under the surface but still deep enough there was no chance they could get to them without a spell of some kind.

Valrin stared at Millia. She didn’t seem to be one of magic and though they had a genie that was likely more than capable of helping them, he had a strange suspicion that their “guide” would not be guiding them for long.

They passed through a narrow channel that had rocks that sheltered yet another passage into a large central pillar of stone that rose into the sky. Plants grew out, reaching into the sky where they twisted up, blocking the sun. The genie snapped his fingers, and two torches appeared floating before Millia and Valrin.

“This is a place of the gods. Keep your fornication from your minds.”

Valrin found the genie’s humor, as he assumed it was, distasteful. But Millia pointed her torch at him. “I may be bound to your service, but speak again of such things and I will be marked for striking a priest of the gods.”

She glared at him and shook her head. “He doesn’t read minds, if that was on your thoughts, but he thinks he is amusing.”

Radahala laughed again, floating in front of their boat as they moved through the passage, the current increasing and pulling them faster.

“Radahala is amusing. It is you who is too slow to understand!” He laughed, tearing up as he bounced up the rocks and then back down. They came to a turn in the passage, and the boat ran aground suddenly, throwing Valrin and Millia up on one another. 

Valrin had landed on top of her, and just as he pushed himself up, she shoved him off.

“You knew that was coming!” Millia shouted at Radahala.

“I did! I did! And it was glorious.”

Valrin glanced around. There was a sheer wall and a stairwell leading up and around a pillar of stone. The flow of water was passing into a grated tunnel, and their boat’s hull was broken.

He kicked at the edge of the boat and then shook his head at Millia. They both glared at Radahala.

“And I assume you have another boat?” Valrin asked.

“Hmm, no boat here. Perhaps, something? Something else? Yes! Maybe. But do I need a boat? I can float. If you can float, then you don’t need a boat.”

“So, you brought us here to die?” Millia asked.

“Someone will,” Radahala said, his tone suddenly becoming sharp and deep. “Before you is a place of old, a place of the Dwemhar. Locked within is something we need. A horn, a horn to call them. Find it, find the treasure within. The Lost Captain’s treasure, yes. That is your purpose. Oh, and try not to be distracted by the screams. Wura is always one of tricks.”

“I always heard he had a penchant for monsters,” Valrin said.

Radahala stared, not smiling. “The only monsters are the ones we feed inside ourselves, feed with thoughts, actions, words, pain. You two know pain; you bring your own monsters. We will need them in the coming days. That is all. That is what is needed. That and the treasure.”

He continued staring at them both, floating with a slight bounce just out of sword strike. Valrin had judged that already, and the thought had crossed his mind. The winds whistled around them, and thunder cracked above.

Radahala cracked a small smile and then giggled. “You two are too serious. Lighten up. I shall provide; Wura provides. Dear Millia of Silir, you will find some gear just outside the door. Valrin, you already have what you need. You’re the captain, and she’s the guild leader.”

“My guild is dead!”

“Are theeeeyyyy?” Radahala burst out laughing again and then vanished in a snap of smoke.

“Have you known him long?” Valrin asked, pointing at the wisp of smoke floating away.

“Too long,” Millia said, “but no longer than just before the destruction of Aieclo.”

Valrin shook off the thought of the genie and began toward the stairs. Millia followed.

“So, you’re of these Dwemhar. I thought you were all dead.”

“I’m only part,” he told her. “The term Stormborn, or the more sea-centric part of the Dwemhar, is really what I am.”

“You’re the one who made the decision that put me upon this path?”

“What?” he asked, confused.

“Well, just before Aieclo tore itself apart, I met that trickster of a genie. Me and my love—" She choked up for a bit and then sighed. “We had just escaped Silir, hiding. He sought a scroll we had. It was sometime after that he mentioned you and your path going awry, the gods being angry or something. Anyway, I was saved because he needed to correct your path or help you or something. I don’t really care.”

“Neither do I. There isn’t much I can say of it. There’s an enemy out there. You’re from Aieclo. Did you hear of what was happening on the east coast of the island? Strange ships?”

They came to a footbridge that crossed over the ocean far below them. Ahead was a large stone statue of two great eagles. They began across the bridge.

“I had heard of ships that were not like what we were used to seeing, but never got any more information. The strangest of happenings was when the Rusis priestess fled to the center of the island. The phoenix that was supposed to be killed in the arena had just escaped, too. Quite a few strange things to happen in a short time. I never thought the island would tear itself apart.”

“Well, it was a city,” Valrin told her.

“Silir?”

“No, Aieclo, the entire island. It was a Dwemhar city. It flew across the skies, burned other cities. Then it had a bit of an issue in the past and crashed.”

“You’re the one who was unconscious. You hit your head, right?”

Valrin stopped, reaching the end of the bridge. “I might have. Is that to imply that you don’t believe me?”

Millia shook her head with both her eyebrows raised. “No, not at all. That story seems very likely.”

“Well, I once had a ship that could fly, move without the need of wind, and cast magic. Is that more believable?”

“No, I find proof more believable. I thieved. I was not a follower of the gods, as one might say. Which is why it is even stranger that this genie, priest, thing picked me. I didn’t even have the damn scroll at that point.”

Valrin looked at the two eagle statues, thinking of how it was strange for there to be eagles here. “I’ve been to many places, but I’ve never seen eagles like this.” 

Proceeding further, they came to a solid stone door.

“Eagles, snakes, statues are statues.” Millia crossed her arms, “This path seems to end.” She glanced up. “And I don’t even see a window or opening. Perhaps this genie has truly tricked us.”

Valrin walked up to a pedestal. He noticed Dwemhar runes on the surface and a small orb. He placed his hand on it, and the entire pedestal glowed white. A single spark of energy shot down from the pedestal and followed a line that led to the stone in front of them. The line then traced up the center of the stone, breaking off into two separate trails before crossing back and locking into one another in a central circle. A few moments passed, and the light faded away. The stone became as a door and opened, revealing a pathway and glowing stones ahead of them to light their way.

Valrin looked at Millia, who had uncrossed her arms, looking forward in amazement.

“You did that just by touching the stone?”

“It wasn’t just stone; it was a switch. The light was not magic but Dwemhar technology. It’s old, of a different time. Still think a flying city is crazy?”

“You opened a door with your hand. That is like magic. A flying city is still crazy, Valrin, Stormborn, or whatever.”

Millia notice a strange chest just off to their side. “What is this?”

Valrin used his torch to search the area around the chest as Millia knelt and opened it.

“This is from my guild hall,” she said.

As she flipped it open, she found simple garb, rope, several knives, a dagger, and a short sword. 

“How?” She paused, lifting a wand. “How did this get here?”

“The gods?” Valrin said, halfheartedly saying it because it made sense in his mind.

“But Silir was destroyed. This is from my actual guild hall.”

She pointed at a red raven imprint on the inside of the chest. “This was my symbol. I just, I . . . This is strange.”

Valrin turned away while she changed. It wasn’t like she asked, but he had no interest in anyone, and the words of Radahala had angered him. 

“I didn’t care if you watched. You seafaring types don’t get much in the form of entertainment, and I don’t give a flying raven what you think. You’re not my type.”

“We both lost someone dear to us recently. And . . . well, I have more respect than likely most others upon the seas. Are you good?”

Millia nodded. “Yes. Still find this a bit too convenient.”

Valrin turned to the doorway, shining the torch at the effigies and writings he had not noticed before.

“You’d think I’d be able to read this.”

“You can’t?” Millia asked. “But you’re Dwemhar or sea peoples.”

“I have only their blood, and I was chosen to captain a ship to, well, do things. But I’ve never been good with reading this stuff.”

“And I’ve never been in a place like this. How in these seas were we the best choice for this?”

As they both approached the door, there was a scream ahead. Valrin drew his blade.

“How does a sealed place have anyone within it?”

“It doesn’t sound like a creature,” Valrin said.

There was another scream.

“Help!” a voice shouted.

“Come on!” Valrin said.

They moved forward with haste. Millia drew her sword as well. They passed down a long hall with many offshoots of different rooms. The screaming suddenly got louder, and then there was a snap ahead.

A blade passed down the hall, nearly striking both Valrin and Millia. They dove in different directions. Valrin noticed the blade was slowing to a stop. It was gargantuan. The lever holding it was high in the darkness of the ruin, but the blade itself was covered with blood.

Millia pushed herself up, hurrying forward. Valrin followed. They came to a large circular room with glowing stones and three other large passageways.

A stairwell went up to a platform splattered with blood in the center. Millia screamed, jumping to look around them.

Here, Valrin saw ten bodies laid out in a circle with their heads all placed one beside the rest, or more so, what remained of their heads. The blade had passed directly through the top of their skulls, crushing the bone and leaving a trail of brain matter like broken vegetable pieces all over their bodies.

“What kind of nightmare is this?” Valrin asked.

Millia knelt down, touching one of the bodies. “Mine,” she said. “These were my guild members. I’d thought they were dead well before now. They had gone missing.”

“Missing?”

“The wraiths, I’d thought the wraiths of Aieclo had taken them. These markings on their arms, the burning raven. They are mine.”

Valrin heard crying echoing through the halls. There were voices.

“Tell me you hear that.”

Millia stood. “There are others. They are alive.”

“For now,” Valrin said. “But we need to find what we came here for.”

“But these are my guild!”

“We don’t know that the rest are. We can’t become distracted by this. That was the one thing the genie said.” He lifted his sword. “But if we can save them, we will. There has been enough death in my life as of late.”

Several more screams sounded in the distance. Winds shifted through the otherwise still sanctum within the mountain. 

“Come on,” Valrin said.

 

 




They moved down a path to the right leading under several low-hanging archways of rock where vines hung down nearly to the path they walked upon. Valrin noticed that they were beginning into a passage that led away from the main room.

“We need to find a horn,” Valrin said. “Keep an eye out for it.”

“Wouldn’t this not be hidden away or in a chest or something?”

“With Wura, who really knows. It could be in the belly of a monster for all I am sure of. Wura has pets, as he calls them, monsters and titans, but that was a different realm. Perhaps we’ll get lucky.”

As they made it to the next room, the air snapped cold. As if almost triggered by their presence, the path before them turned icy, and snow blanketed the area around them. Ahead was a tiny shack built into the rock. Outside of the shack stood an old man with a staff, poking a small stick into the fire. Oddly, there were several large trees just to the side of the man’s abode.

Valrin and Millia approached, and the man glanced up.

“Travelers, travelers I have not seen in some time. The icy oceans turn warm, the island of old vanishes beneath the waters, and two lost ones come to me. You, with the hair and Dwemhar sword, you’re like one who came here before to rest. Do you seek rest?”

“I seek a horn of Wura,” Valrin told him.

The old man laughed, tossing his stick into the fire and picking up a mug to his right. He slurped a bit and grinned. “You two seek the horn? Now that is something to drink to! You, girl, what’s your story?”

“I am a servant of Wura,” she replied.

“Servant? Aye, servants are good. Wura needs servants. I like to be left alone, but as it were, I’ve been trusted to take care of some servants, others, saved by Wura. But it is up to you if they live.”

One of the trees suddenly shifted between an icy gray to a bright red. The bark burst apart, and within the inside of the trunk were two humans squirming. They were bound by their hands and gagged with silver orbs.

“Avla! Rober!” Millia shouted.

“You know them?” Valrin asked.

“Yes!” She pointed her sword at the old man. “Release them! Do it now!”

The man shook his head. “I do not control their fate, only you. I am but a caretaker of the Great One.”

“Wura?” Millia asked. “I am a servant of the god. He should release those I care about or I shall denounce him!”

“Do you think it wise, girl? Threatening a god?” The old man’s voice became much lower in tone. “You are in a once-holy place. Mind your tongue or it shall be removed.”

The two figures in the trees trembled. The silver orbs in their mouths began to glow.

“How do we control their fate? What can we do?”

The old man smiled, his demeanor changing. “Walk away from what you seek to save. Leave them to fate and understand that all who are within this place have denied the god’s mark. They are already dead, but they may yet serve a purpose in the teaching of others.”

“I won’t leave them! They are alive! Avla has a son who lives in the South. She was just trying to make a bit of gold to afford for them to move somewhere else! She is innocent!” 

The orbs began to glow brighter. A sizzling sound came from the two captured people. Avla and Rober began to scream, muffled by the orbs in their mouths.

“Walk away,” the old man said.

Millia stepped forward, and the orbs glowed brighter. Avla began shaking and attempting to pull apart the binds on her hands. Valrin grabbed Millia’s arm, and she punched him, leaping up toward the trees.

The orbs suddenly made an audible squeal, and the two prisoners’ face blackened and fire engulfed their heads. The orbs both fell out, rolling to Millia’s feet before darkening.

She turned, lifting her sword to strike the old man, but just as the orbs had dimmed, he had vanished. The room darkened.

Millia wept and walked past Valrin, who sheathed his sword. This place was a cathedral of madness. A home of torture. There was nothing of the gods on this island.

He followed behind her, returning to the central room. Millia was squatting nearby, holding her head.

“What kind of game is this? Is this meant to drive me mad? What treasure is worth this?”

Valrin noticed that the entire hall from where they had gone before had darkened. There now remained the original way they had gone and two others. One to the north of the chamber they currently stood in, and another to the west. There was another scream. It was to the west. Millia jumped up, but Valrin ran over to her.

“Wait,” he said. “I don’t think we’re going about this the right way.”

“What do you mean? Did you not see what happened before? Did you not see what I saw? They are torturing my companions!”

“I know, I do. But the old man was clear. We must not act but continue forward on what we need. I heard the scream, but this place is nothing but a test.”

She pointed her blade at him. “Then I will fail the test! I will do what is necessary!”

“Then you are damned to die,” Valrin said back.

“What did you say, Captain?” she said mockingly, pointing the blade at him again.

He parried the blade, taking a few steps back. “I’m not your enemy, but fate has put us within the same place. I acted as you, rushing off to do what I felt was right, and it lost me more than I can say. I get taking action to save those you care about, but these people, they are already dead. You heard it and I heard it. They refused the god’s mark, which I assume is the scales you have on your arms. They are here as a test to tempt us, to tempt you.”

“Then why are you here? What risk do you have?”

“I have lost as you have. I must complete the tasks here to undo what I have done. Your people are as good as dead if you rush off to try to save them!”

Millia sheathed her blade and lifted her wand.

There was another scream.

“Suit yourself to make whatever decision you feel you must. I will do what I must.”

Millia began down the western corridor, leaving Valrin behind. 

Damn.

He followed after her.

She looked back, seeing that he was just behind her, and she shook her head. “You change your mind fast.”

“I’m trying to convince you to do the same,” he said. “This place is not meant to make any sense. You’re trying to be a heroine of some kind, saving these souls. I need to make sure you don’t get killed.”

“And why is that? I am not one of your crew.”

“Because it’s what I do, and we shouldn’t separate.”

As they passed through the passage, the light ahead got brighter, and a warm wind blew over them. The stark shift in temperature made Valrin feel a bit woozy, but he lifted his blade as they stepped from the cold stone of the temple up onto brown sand and a room that almost looked as if it were rocky mountain near a desert. There was another hut, made of turtle shells of all materials, and another old man.

Millia wasted no time approaching the figure, pointing her wand at his head. 

The old man looked up, and where there should have been eyes, there were only sockets. He was blind.

“I hear you; I smell you. You have come to help this old man with his bread?”

“Where are they?” she asked.

“What?”

“You know what I’m asking about!”

The old man reached up to his face, rubbing the empty sockets where his eyes should have been. “I have not had eyes for some time, dear one. I am but an old man, sad and lonely. Please speak clearer, too. It is difficult to hear as well.”

Millia grabbed the old man, throwing him down and stomping him. “I have no time for your games!”

The man began to cry, wailing. She stomped him over and over, spitting on him.

“Do you think I care?”

Valrin stood back, looking at the high rocky ceilings of the room and seeing that there were figures watching above them.

The old man ceased crying, and his feeble form floated up above them, reaching out to Millia.

“You care so little of me, yet you supposedly care for the others?” he said plainly. “I am a blind beggar, and yet I am guilty for what the other person did to you? What crime have I committed against you? Why hold those responsible who angered the one who destroyed Aieclo? Why come against me?”

“You threaten my friends! I know you have more of them!”

“Do I?” The man motioned the area around them. “Do you see them here? Do you hear their cries? I can tell you, I do not see them.” The man smiled, rubbing his eye sockets again. “I see nothing, but I feel much. You have anger, as did the one behind you. The one who doomed Aieclo, but is that even true? Will you strike him?”

Millia stood up tall and then looked behind her at Valrin, “He’s right. It was you. You were who set me on this path!”

“There was much that put you on this path. We have made our own decisions. We have each taken a path of our own, but I did not plunge Aieclo beneath the oceans. That was the work of another.”

Millia turned back to the old man, and behind him appeared several large stone pillars with multiple figures standing atop them.

“Millia!” one of them cried.

The others moaned.

“I do not know you, but you know me,” Millia said.

“Millia! Help us! They have silenced the others.”

The figure looked down at a necklace around her neck. It was a black horse-hair necklace with many tongues strewn upon it.

“They have silenced us; we are the damned. They come—they come to devour us.”

The figures high up in the room swooped down, grabbing one after another of the other figures.

“Will you pass the test before you?” the old man asked. He offered out a small wand with a crystal tip. “You must only take this and swing it at the flying beasts. They will retreat, and your friends will be safe.”

Millia went to grab it. Valrin went to stop her, and she paused before he reached her.

“Wait, you don’t want to stop me?”

“We cannot blame others for the actions we take. We cannot force others into what they do not wish. I offer what help I can give freely. If you seek to stop the killing, you must only swing this wand.”

He tossed the wand to her.

“Millia.”

“No,” she said to Valrin. “This isn’t the man from before; the game is different. I will take action.”

“We are in the same cursed place. That is the point. We cannot take action. Let us leave and go down the other corridor. Then, we will be done. There is no reason to do anything else.”

“I did not rise to what I was in Silir by backing down. I will not do so now.”

She went to swing the wand, and Valrin grabbed her arm.

“Stop,” he said, staring into her eyes. “This is a test for both of us. Yours is to not take action. Mine is to ensure you do not take said action.”

Another voice cried out. The woman from before was gone, and now stood a small child. “Please, Millia, please!”

“She is a child!” Millia shouted.

One of the creatures grabbed the child, and Millia tore herself from Valrin’s grip. She swung the wand, and as she did, it shattered in her hands. A blast of magic went out like a spray of water, striking each of the black beasts with a glimmering white magic, but at the same time, shredding the pillars. The ones who remained, including the small girl wearing the necklace of tongues, fell into the rubble that then burst into a black fire.

“Fickle sand mixed with the blood of the black beasts. It became as fire and consumed them,” the old man said. “Valrin, you miss the point of the path you take. You have your chance to do as the thief is to do. You have started upon a different path. To get to what you want, you must become that which you are not. Darkness devours darkness when all the lights have already faded. Darkness is upon you, Valrin, Stormborn of Travaa. Darkness has consumed me, for all I have seen with eyes or without is darkness.”

The room went dark and crumbled, sending Valrin and Millia running back down the hall. But it did not stop. The floor quaked, crashing beneath them, and they sprinted, hurrying back into the central chamber as even this chamber quaked and moaned, stones falling in the distance. Valrin could hear the sea. They stood upon the platform where the first few people had been killed, but looking around them, they saw only ocean, waves shooting up beneath them. The lone path remained.

“This place is a trap of death. That is all it is! We are meant to die!” Millia shouted.

“No,” Valrin said.

“I have been making the wrong choice.”

“You? It is that man who drives us both crazy. He taunts me. Even when I want to resist it, he gives me the tools to save them. I’m not a vile person; I must help them if I can.”

“And I must stop it. As a captain, it is my duty to lead. But I have always acted as was considered wise by those around me. Until I didn’t. Until I lost my ship and nearly the lives of all of those with me. But I have started on a new path. I know what I must do, and like you, it is against what I would do normally. Do not worry. No matter what we come upon next, I will act. That is our purpose here. When this is complete, I think . . . I think that is how we get what the priest desires. This is a test, but one more for me than you. I can do this, Millia.”

They proceeded toward the northern passage, moving across a bridge that led to a large opening and a tall chamber. But the chamber was empty, and instead of another old man or strange setting, there were two more doors.

Valrin hurried forward, checking the ceiling before he put a hand on the doorway. It was stuck. He shoved himself against it, and it budged a bit but did not open. Millia joined him.

“On two,” he said.

He counted, and on two, they both pushed open the door, but as they did so, he found himself somewhere strange, indeed. He knew this place. He wasn’t alone, though. Millia was still with him. The door they had pushed upon was no longer there. They were standing in a dark room. He could smell something in another room—someone was cooking. He walked into the next room, nearly stumbling over a chair that had been left pushed out from a small and very familiar table. He was back home. Back in Travaa. 

“Dearest Valrin, blessing to see you,” a voice said.

He looked up and he saw his aunt, Tua.

 

Part Three: Wura’s Game

 

 “I had thought you had gone out to gather eels. You left the chair out just as normal. We were going to have a bit of a talk about that.”

“You’re dead,” Valrin said.

Aunt Tua shuffled eggs in her hands before cracking them into a warm iron pan.

“Now come now, Valrin, I know I’m not that old. I’m old, yes, but not dead!”

Millia tapped him on the shoulder. He looked back to her and followed her gaze toward one of the windows. 

He saw a strange sight. It was like the night sky but brighter. He went over to the window and peered out, seeing the polar lights.

He went to the door, pulling it open to see the bay and the village of Travaa, but the sea was not there. He saw stars encircling them, and it was as if they were moving through a great starry sky at high speed. The polar lights of Wura wrapped around them, and he shut the door.

“This is all a trick,” he said.

Aunt Tua had prepared the eggs, flipping them in the pan before setting down a plate. “Eat, good Valrin, eat. Take no care of what came before or what’s to come. Just eat. There’s no truth that can replace what we all feel from time to time. Homesick? Yes, you are. No need to be sad. Eat! Eat!”

Aunt Tua grabbed Millia’s arm. “A lovely lady welcome at our table. Sit.”

Millia did as directed. Aunt Tua returned to the kitchen. “I’ve got a bit of jam for the eggs. You always liked that, didn’t you, Valrin?”

Valrin went into the kitchen, his sword in his right hand.

“Now that’s a dangerous thing to be holding in the kitchen. If you need a knife, you can just ask! Besides, I—” 

He swung his blade across her neck, spraying blood across the kitchen floor.

“What have you done?” a voice asked. He turned, seeing Edanos. “You killed your own aunt!”

“She was already dead, like you!” Valrin shouted.

He lunged forward, aiming for Edanos’ head. As horrid as it was, he knew it was not true. His eyes deceived him. Edanos parried him.

“You haven’t taken care of my crew,” Edanos said. “You let my good Rortho get killed, and now Braei. You killed her.”

Valrin slashed Edanos, attempting a straight attack again. Edanos parried a second time, and Valrin returned the parry, spinning the blade around his own and lunging, plunging the tip of his Dwemhar sword directly into Edanos’ heart.

He looked up to see the face of Rugag. “How’s it to see your own death ahead of time? To see who will kill you in time? Do you not know that your fate is here, in these waters? You will die, Valrin of Travaa!”

Valrin ripped his blade out of the dwarf, stumbling backward as he then saw Marog forming in the shadows.

“You will lose everything. There is no light in the darkness. You cannot find honor!”

Evurn suddenly appeared. “Valrin!”

Valrin jumped, seeing the shadow elf. He looked back, and Marog was there.

“Valrin, you mustn’t take action. You mustn’t do what you think. I have been brought here by the god Wura. You must stop!”

Valrin grabbed Millia, running outside the house and onto the shoreline of Travaa. The house fell away, and Evurn and Marog approached.

“What is going on?” Millia asked.

“I don’t know.”

“How many will you save? How many will have to die? What is the way to see the truth without a hope under the sky? Trickster, trickster, so am I!”

“I care little of any of you. You’re not real.”

Evurn slammed his staff, striking Millia with a blast of earth magic.

She stumbled, casting back her own spell that Marog blocked with his hand.

“Stormborn, you must listen to wise council,” Evurn said. 

“Let’s go, trust me. I see the path!”

Valrin turned. Millia grabbed a rope tied to a nearby dock and pulled a boat from the nothingness of the beyond.

He ran to join her. The boat was white and glowing brightly. As he stepped upon the dock, he felt a shock strike the ground beside him.

“You leave me for her?” a voice questioned.

He turned to see Braei. Evurn was gone. 

“She replaces me.”

“What? No, you . . . you . . .” He turned, angling his sword at Millia.

“Valrin, you must come now. These are Wura’s tricks!”

He looked back to Braei and then looked for Marog. Marog had vanished as well.

Braei pointed. “She deceives you. She is not what she claims.”

“Do not worry of me. Just come on. We must escape this place!” Millia shouted.

Valrin pointed his sword at Braei. “I know you’re not you, but that’s the trick.”

He slashed, bringing his blade across Millia and striking her down in a fountain of blood as he severed the arteries in her neck.

The vision faded away, and he found himself standing in a cold room. He looked to his right where Braei had been and saw Millia.

She was hyperventilating.

“What . . . was . . . that . . .? I saw myself as someone else. I saw a darkness in myself behind you. I couldn't say what I wanted.”

“It was all a trick. I expected the old man; I was going to kill him. Instead, Wura changed the game, or whatever controls this place did. It tempted me, tried to change form, and then in the end, I saw through the game.”

“How did you know that the one who spoke to you at the end was me?”

“Because,” he told her, sheathing his blade, “everyone had spoken to me saying that which was true or was true of them to say in some form. Until you, you as . . . Braei, someone from my crew who recently died . . . you said, ‘She replaces me.’ Braei knew none came before her and none ever would.”

“I was trying to say that the evil had taken over my image.”

“And you did. At least, it made sense to me that way.”

Valrin sighed, looking down. “I am starting to understand why Evurn so frequently curses Wura.”

He had a desire to return to where he had just been. Even knowing that every feeling he felt during that time in whatever it was he was in was fake, he had been forcing his thoughts away from Braei. He felt the coldness in the air in a way he hadn’t before. He felt nothing in his fingertips, and even the sounds of water rushing underneath them that he was able to hear before was blotted out.

Do you really think the gods do not feel your pain?

Valrin looked at Millia, but it seemed she didn’t hear what he heard.

I don’t know what the gods feel. It doesn’t matter.

This place is twisted, but it is no longer under my control. Purge this place, Valrin. Your path demands it. My servant does not mislead you, but the one here does.

And how do I know you are not who misleads me?

You are cunning, Stormborn, but it will take more than that for you to reach your goals. Like a shark upon a hunting trail of blood strewn in the water, so shall you be until a time that the maelstrom devours, and in that time, you will see what it is you work toward. Forward, unto the next passage. This place is cursed; it was made for those the sea has thrown asunder. They are not what they appear. Keep yourselves in the Light of the North. When you see my work, press forward. Do not wait.

 

 




“Valrin!” Millia said. 

“What?” he asked, startled by her stark works.

“You were just staring. It was weird. I couldn’t get your attention.”

“It’s okay. I heard something. This place is not . . .” He paused. He wondered if he should say it out loud. Wura was not in control of this temple, and he did not appear to them in any form but instead spoke to him within his wind. Perhaps he did not need to say exactly what he knew. 

“It is nothing,” Valrin said, a slight wink that Millia caught. “I know the path. We must move forward if we are to continue in the god’s game.”

Millia took a deep breath. “If you say so. I saw someone take a bit too much Crak Root once. They looked just like you. They called it a religious adventure and claimed they were some demigod sent to fight demons in the streets of Silir. We only convinced them to seek healers by telling them the demons were overrunning the healers. He ran the entire way and was subdued shortly after he got there.”

Valrin chuckled. “Subduing is not needed, I assure you.”

Across the room, Valrin noticed another door, but unlike the ones from before that had transported them to some weird vision, this one was more like the gateway of a fortified wall. As they passed underneath it, the entire structure shifted beneath their feet, moving downward with the cranking of unseen gears and chains. He could see the sea again. They were underneath a monolithic black stone structure and crossing over a short bridgeway. They came to a platform and a stairwell. There were two large torch basins with green fires ahead beside a massive silver door.

“This looks promising. Perhaps they hide the horn we seek here?”

“It is a bit more like that of a place they’d hide something.” 

Valrin looked over the edge of the railing at the shifting ocean beneath them. The stones jutted up like massive fences, jagged and sharpened by the undulating waters around them. There was a mountainous mound of rock that looked as if it had been perhaps a volcano and a place of a massive eruption at one time. But it was clear to Valrin that no one could have reached this place by the ocean. Even with the Aela Sunrise and flight, the sudden gusts of wind and pointed rocks made this an impassible pathway for any except who Wura, or whoever now controlled this place, allowed.

Following the stairwell, they came before the door. In the silver was an image of the moon, or so it appeared. High above them, the moon shined down, yet it did not seem to have any effect on the door.

Valrin went to the door, attempting to open it, but it didn’t work. He took a few steps back and then looked for a switch or lever as he’d expect to find considering his history with Dwemhar structures. But this wasn’t Dwemhar.

Valrin noticed Millia moving to one side of the door and then watched as she began to climb up using the ornate rock around the door itself.

What is she doing?

“Millia?”

“I see it; you don’t. It’s fine. I’ve got it.”

He walked over to where she had been standing and saw something on top of the door. As Millia pulled herself onto the alcove, Valrin still didn’t understand what she was actually doing.

“You know, these places are not designed to be broken into by a thief.”

She began twisting a nob on the black device. “And tell me, Valrin, Captain and Stormborn, what place is designed to be broken into? I haven’t found one.”

“My point is more so there has to be an easier way than what you’re doing.”

“Yes, and it is easier to walk into the door of the tavern and punch the barkeep, but a thief would come in the night and take the entire chest. Doors are just barriers to make people feel safe, be they a lonely barkeep or a prideful god.” She twisted the black object, and suddenly, the light from the moon reflected down onto an area of crumbled rock. Valrin went over to the spot where the rock was and found not only a broken circlet of iron but also a small golden bar.

“That sword of yours,” Millia said.

“Yes?”

“Put it in that spot. You need to focus the light into that.”

He stared at her.

“Do you want into this door or not?”

He sighed, drawing his sword and placing it where she said. A moment later, the light from the moon rippled down onto the gold bar. The door began to glow and opened slightly, revealing a sliver of blackness beyond. 

“Turn the blade,” she shouted.

He did so, and the door opened further.

She leaped down, catching herself on one knee. “There,” she said.

“And how did you know this would work?” he asked.

“I’ve broken into more than a few temples in my time. While you were being barbaric trying to force your way in, I noticed the crumbled pillar and mechanism and I already figured the moon had something to do with it. I once had to use a shield that mirrored light to get into a temple in the desert lands. You wouldn’t believe some of the places I’ve been.” She winked. “But I’m the crazy one, I assure you. Good thing I’m here.”

Valrin laughed. “Good thing, indeed.”

As they began ahead, they could see nothing of any sort of light. He kept his sword out; the white Dwemhar energy burning on the blade gave them a little bit of light. As they came to the door itself, Millia used her wand to cast fire ahead of them, but the fire simply went out after just flying a short distance.

“That is strange,” she said.

“It is. But it isn’t like this hasn’t been strange already.”

Valrin’s point offered little in the form of comfort to their situation.

They proceeded, moving through the doorway. Valrin heard a distinct humming sound very unlike the sounds outside the door. Millia either didn’t hear it or was ignoring it. She stepped ahead of him and vanished.

“Damn this place,” Valrin said. “Millia!”

There was no answer.

He pushed into the void, feeling the sensation of cold over his entire body. He then emerged somewhere else entirely.

They were in a tiny room surrounded by rock. Millia was already trying to go back the way they had come before, but it was no good.

“What was that?” she asked.

“I don’t think we’re in the same realm anymore,” Valrin said. 

“Not the same realm? What do you mean?”

“Many realms exist. The living realm is where we exist in our normal state, but there are realms of the gods. Evurn, a member of my crew, once went to a realm of Wura.”

“Well, this is a place of Wura. What was there?”

“Monsters, many monsters. He even described a room like this.” Valrin noticed a door on the opposite side. “Exactly like this.” He went to it and began to pull it open.

Millia pushed the door shut.

“Listen, I’m a thief, not a monster killer. I’m not for fighting any monsters.”

Valrin chuckled. “Neither am I, but we’re here together and there’s no going back the way we came.”

He pulled the door open, expecting the same as Evurn had told him. In Evurn’s story, there was a strangely colored sky and massive mushrooms. But upon looking out, he saw nothing of similarity. He saw a hard white surface that went out like a road before them. The sky was black and speckled with stars, and the polar lights were above them but were a strange silver color, almost as if slivers of moving jewelry more than the polar lights.

Valrin went forward with Millia following behind. They both used their respective weapons to light their way, and as they proceeded over the white bridge, the room they had emerged from vanished.

As they reached the top of an incline, the bridge rising high above nothingness below them, they looked down to see a wooded dale of sorts. A single river ran across land suspended in the blackness of the realm, and a fire burned brightly between the trees.

“These monsters have fire? Is this a dragon?”

Valrin shook his head. “I can see the fire. It’s more like a campfire.”

They stepped off the white bridge and onto the surface of the floating land.

Suddenly, their vision shifted, and the blackness faded away. The sky became like that of an early dawn, and they were in a land with encircling mountains.

But the fire ahead remained like a beacon to their path. He could even smell the wood burning and, even stranger, cooking meat.

Carefully, they proceeded, moving toward the fire, and it was here Valrin saw many figures.

“We must wait,” he said. “I wish to watch these people before we make ourselves known.”

Millia pushed past him. “Trit-Nu!”

A figure ahead jumped up, holding a spear and angling it toward them.

“Trit-Nu, it’s me!”

The figure ran toward Millia but lowered his spear. Valrin followed, as it seemed Millia knew this person, too.

“Millia of Silir,” the man said. It was a shadow elf. His pale skin was almost a bluish color, and he didn’t look like Evurn at all. His spear was unlike any Valrin had seen before. The others with him were not shadow elves but seemed to be random people.

“What happened? How are you here?” 

Trit-Nu looked back at the others. “I’m not sure. I never made it off Aieclo, though Tizar and a few other of my companions did. I thought you dead.”

“Not quite,” Millia said. She lifted her arm.

“You were saved by Meredaas? I have seen Black Scale before but never on someone alive. You have a pact with the god? Not Meredaas, but Wura. I have never known the trickster to have an affinity for saving lives, if I must speak my mind on the matter.”

Millia motioned to Valrin. “Apparently he is important to the gods. I am helping him, and well, I have found many of my guild within this . . . place. But I did not expect you or these others.”

“These others, that’s exactly what I call them.”

“You do not know them?” Valrin asked.

“I have not a single idea who any of them are. They do not speak; they did not come with me. Though, they wear the clothing of some from Silir. What happened to Resa?”

“She died.”

Trit-Nu nodded. “I am sad to hear that, even sadder for my part in what transpired. But fate has spoken, and here we are together again.”

“So, you are both from Aieclo?”

“In a way,” Trit-Nu said. “I was under a guise, posing as a guild leader to serve the god Wura. I am a priest of Wura, a holy order of warriors. I still have that which set me apart.”

He took his spear from his back, revealing a golden shaft with a large white blade that was curved on one end.

“It is said in the ancient times that the gods took physical form as massive giants. They warred with the Southern gods, the Itsu, and this weapon was forged from the shard of one of Wura’s bladed gauntlets. The god himself blessed these weapons, forged by the dwarven god Throka, and tossed them upon the world to be found by those willing. I am honored to hold this blade, but I dare ask, where have I been left? I do not remember anything of Aieclo beyond seeing the ocean and then fire and rock. I do not know how I came to be here.”

“You are in a temple. This is another realm outside the living realm,” Valrin said.

“So, a realm of Wura. I have heard of such places but have never seen the realms of the gods. I have heard stories of a playground of the gods, where sense can’t be made and monsters are abound. A place where lesser gods were hidden away or kept chained up as playthings.”

“We know as much as you about this realm. That is one thing we can be sure of,” Millia said. 

“So, I know Millia,” Trit-Nu said, returning to the fire. “Who are you?”

Valrin sheathed his sword. “Valrin, Captain of the Aela Sunrise.”

“A captain? Interesting. I have not heard of you by name, but if you’re the one I think you are, you were the one involved with the Taria events and the vampires?”

“Yes, I was. Do you know much of that?”

“Only that the vampires returned, their queens are angry, and if I know the high elves, they’ve went to war again.” He tossed a few more pieces of wood on the fire. “Not that the shadow elves are much different, but we at least have a working treaty with the vampires. They keep to themselves, and we do not bother them. But those vampires in the western lands have always been a bit different. But the bigger questions are why have you come here and what part do I play in this?”

“Well, you’ve been here. What’s the deal? What is beyond the trees?”

“More trees. Every time I’ve tried to figure out a way to get to the mountains, I end up back here. Which way did you come from? Is there a mountain pass that way?”

“We took a bridgeway to a floating island surrounded by blackness and stars,” Valrin said. “No pass and no way to go back. This place reminds me of a companion of mine, Evurn. He once went to a realm of Wura.”

“Evurn?” Trit-Nu questioned. “Evurn is alive?”

“Yes,” Valrin said slowly. Trit-Nu was suddenly deeply engaged with Valrin, leaning closer to him.

“He did not fall in battle? That is what I heard. Evurn is alive, truly?”

“Yes, very much so. He is an accomplished wizard and has an albino snake companion. Very much not dead.”

Trit-Nu sat back, pulling a pipe from his robes and filling it with tobacco. He lit the pipe weed with the fire and puffed it several times, puffing his smoke over the fire.

“A wizard?” He shook his head. “Playing with magic. Why does he not return home? There is much . . . there is so much going on within the lands. As a priest of Wura, I must focus on the works of the gods, but the Shadowlands deal with many changing . . . events. Can you take me to him? We can work out what we must do, but Evurn is a friend of mine. We need him back. I just can’t believe he is alive.”

“We’re here to find a horn, something involving the Lost Captain, or so Radahala said.”

“Now that you speak another name, Radahala, I do not have an amicable friendship with that one,” he said, pointing at the fire.

“Oh?” Millia said.

“No, he has tricked us on several occasions. Tizar hates him, but the druid is about the most sensible person I know, and well, Radahala is a bit strange to be sure. Faithful to Wura but not to the common elf.”

“So, he is not of Wura. He is not a priest.” 

Trit-Nu laughed. “That’s just it—he’s one of the highest of the priests. He is absolutely faithful as I said before, but he has no worries of sacrificing others to serve the gods. I imagine you’re safe, Valrin. You’re something a bit beyond me and Millia here, but if he’s involved, you must be wary. He rarely fails in his work, and if he does, he corrects it quickly.

“This place is a prison. I know that. I was kept alive for a reason. I’m a wielder of a sacred weapon of the gods. I served as weapon master in the Shadowlands before through great suffering, I decided to move toward the priesthood. Now, I use my spear, Akhala-Wura, and serve the gods with every breath they bless me with. I had the ability as a master of weapons to train unlike any other master before me, my gift, as it were. As such, I was a great loss to the clans of shadow elves I served.”

“I have no doubt of your skill, but we must escape this place,” Valrin said. “We can talk of other events at another time, but we need to sort out the point of these woods. When Evurn was in the realm of Wura, he had to defeat monsters of varying origins, and upon doing so, he’d be returned to the place he was before he’d entered. If you say the woods return you here, then the answer must be here. What of the others?”

“They have no tongues in which to speak,” Trit-Nu said in an uncomfortable tone. “They just stare. They don’t sleep. They don’t eat.”

“Then perhaps they’re not real,” Millia said. “Maybe they are just visions?”

Trit-Nu stood up, holding his pipe in the corner of his mouth as he grabbed one of the figures.

“Nope, looks real to me.”

As he grabbed the figure, though, Valrin noticed the others turned to look at him but did not do anything. It was as if they were watching and waiting for something.

Valrin jogged over to one of the figures. They stared at him with a blank expression. It was a male elf, but his eyes were different. They were black and lifeless. He began to walk away from the fire and into the darkness of the woods.

Millia stood up, and Trit-Nu puffed on his pipe.

“Where are you going?” she shouted.

He didn’t answer. He drew his sword, the Dwemhar blade burning with a bright white light. He walked through the trees and came to a cliffside. He could see through the vision, seeing the edge of the woods. He went to the edge and looked over. 

Nothing. He continued as Millia and Trit-Nu followed behind him. He waited for them to catch up, and Millia stopped short of the cliffside, but Trit-Nu did not. He walked over the edge and vanished. Valrin looked back to the campfire and saw Trit-Nu lying there.

“He isn’t alive,” Valrin said to Millia. 

“What? It is a spell; I can tell that. He is alive. He is as alive as us.”

Valrin shook his head. “We see the edge. Though from the center we cannot, we can see the edge of this place. He does not. He is a part of the vision.”

“That’s insane. He’d know if he was—” 

“Dead? Would he? You were saved directly by Radahala. You remember that, right?”

“Of course.”

“He doesn’t and he doesn’t know how he ended up here. I don’t think he knows he is dead.”

They went back to the glade, and immediately, the other figures and random mute strangers stared at Valrin.

Trit-Nu sat up and looked around.

“You see,” he said, laughing, “the woods are endless. I told you.”

Valrin and Millia stared at him without speaking, and he nervously brushed off his robes as he stood.

“You found a way out?”

“I don’t know,” Valrin said. “But I do not think everything is as we believe.”

“Well, we’re all here for a reason,” Trit-Nu said. “You do not see the woods as I?”

“No, you walked off a cliff,” Millia said. “You said the last thing you remember was in Aieclo.”

Trit-Nu sat down, nervously pulling out his pipe. He was out of pipe weed. “Then this is what I thought at first. I am between realms, just not like you two. I am in a state before my merging with the gods, or so it seems.”

“I’m sorry,” Millia said.

“No need for such words, but why?”

Suddenly, one of the mute figures hissed, running at Valrin. He drew his sword but was only able to get it halfway from his sheath when the person was on top of him. A moment later, two more appeared above him, and he was forced to the ground. Valrin pushed up against the foes, trying to keep their snapping jaws from his face. There was a thud and then a ripping sound. The figures fell dead, and Trit-Nu stood above him with his spear.

“I think I see my purpose,” he said, offering a hand to Valrin.

He grabbed it, and Trit-Nu pulled him up.

“Before I was a priest, I was a teacher of many skilled warriors. I had the gift of transference, an ability to increase your ability to train faster and more efficiently. You may be a captain, but your fighting skills are lacking by my standard.”

“He surprised me,” Valrin said.

“You were toppled and thrown down with ease,” Trit-Nu pointed out. “These unarmed forms should have easily been bested by you. As it is now, you have come here to learn. But if we are within the realm of Wura, then perhaps . . .” He lifted his spear. “Hold this.”

Valrin went to do so but could not grasp the weapon. It was as if his hands passed through a veil of fogs.

“Then even my most prized spear is not my own anymore. I am but a spirit of what I was.”

A small jar appeared in the center of the dale. It was black with a silver top. Valrin went to it, kneeling. He picked up the jar and unscrewed the silver top. Inside were ashes.

“So, this is my fate?” Trit-Nu said.

“What?” Millia asked.

“I am to teach the Stormborn.”

“Teach me?”

Trit-Nu went to the jar and hovered his hand overtop it. 

“Those are my own ashes, collected by the god and brought here to this resting place. Radahala knew of this, I guess. You came for a horn, though, right?”

Valrin nodded.

“Then I am but an extra trinket by the god’s design. But if I am to be preserved as such, then your enemy must be great, Valrin.”

“Marog,” Valrin told him, “a spirit of a Dwemhar named Eliue made into his own dark form.”

“You seek this ‘Lost Captain’s’ belongings, or so it seems. I do know of this story, but I’m unsure if I knew it before death. You have been brought here by the god Wura, but I do not know . . .” He looked up at the sky. Valrin noticed that the stars were shining now, and the polar lights were still their unnatural color. “I do not know if this place is under my dear god Wura as we expect. None of this is right.

“But I give you your first lesson. I must prepare others. But this one, this one I give you. These mutes must be turned to dust.”

Trit-Nu stuck his hand directly upon Valrin’s forehead. Suddenly, Valrin was no longer in the wooded clearing from before.

He was upon a dark rock near a roaring sea. He saw Trit-Nu hovering above him. There were multiple tentacles rising from the ocean.

“Valrin! Stormborn! Embrace your name.”

The tentacles swept down, and Valrin instinctively reached for his sword, drawing his saber with a ring as it burned with Dwemhar energies. 

The tentacles snapped, striking him on his right side, but he parried, slashing and stabbing. He felt Trit-Nu upon his mind and pulling his arm up toward the sky. He could feel the surge of lightning growing above him. As he slammed his sword down, bolts struck repeatedly upon the unseen monster beneath the ocean.

Trit-Nu laughed. “This is Haken Rak! You shall know this in your tongue as Fury Rising, a spell of the Dimn and Wura, a holy spell beyond that of my teaching. You are given this as but a taste of your training! The words you speak will be as the language of the gods, but know you alone are blessed with this holy power.”

From the ocean beneath him came multiple spires like a pathway before him just as the one he was on crumbled. He leaped, jumping to the next one and the next one, moving with haste as more of the tentacles appeared. He lifted his sword, feeling the swirling energies around him in the air as lightning formed around his blade. He spun, slashing at the tentacles as they encroached and raining a hail of lightning bolts down upon the creature submerging within the depths again.

Multiple pillars erupted ahead of him, forming together with twisting coral and rock into a massive creature of shell and bone. Valrin ran forward, but he felt himself shift to the side, his vision went blurry, and he stumbled forward into a dark room.

Enough, a voice said. 

He looked down, and in his hands was the jar of dust and the silver lid. 

In time, I will call to you. Open and we shall train. For now, escape. You are near your goal.

Valrin stared at the jar and heard footfalls behind him. He pointed his sword into the darkness, and Millia appeared.

“What was that? You vanished.” She told him.

“Trit-Nu taught me a spell, something I’ve never known, but he said we’re near what we search for. I don’t get it.” 

Polar lights appeared high above them, and torches began to glow, leading up a spiraling staircase that was otherwise impossible to see in the dark. The polar lights were green, just as he would expect from Wura.

But also, there was a door leading back out of the tower, or so it appeared.

“Come on,” Millia said. “That door leads us out.”

“It is not out we must go, but up. Wura leads us.”

Valrin suddenly heard whimpering again, just like before. It was coming from the direction of the door.

“I hear them again,” Millia said. “I hear them.” 

Valrin shook his head. “There is something else at work here. We must be wary of this place. Wura leads us, and trickster or not, I do not wish to deal with another who would play that he is the god. The silver polar lights in the place we were before, they were meant for something else, but of what, I do not yet know.”

“Follow me,” he said.

They began toward the stairwell, and Millia kept her wand to her left, following the wall and the many runic inspirations running up and down it. 

Valrin could see the sky above them. The view of the polar lights of Wura were not simply a vision or creation of magic. They were going the right way.

“The test in the room before with Trit-Nu was meant to have something to do with the mute ones, but you did your own thing, leaving us all. In doing so, you somehow broke out of the room,” Millia said. 

“Do you think there was something else I was supposed to do?”

“I don’t know, but this place has made little sense. The screams, the visions, the ocean destroying the temple. There is something more.”

They came to a walkway high above where they had begun. It cut across the tower. Lightning flashed outside, as it seemed a storm had moved over the island. It was then Valrin caught a glint of something in the shadows. “Can you cast light with that wand, or just fire?”

“I can do a bit more light, but I cannot cast it.”

He pointed toward their left where he had seen something odd.

As she pointed her wand toward the darkness, lightning flashed over and over. Valrin saw a sheen of armor, massive armor, sized for something beyond that of any man or beast he had ever seen.

“It is like the stories,” Millia said.

“Stories?”

“Of the gods. Perhaps this is a god’s armor? Kept safe in a temple of his own. Perhaps this is Wura’s armor from when he would take the form Trit-Nu mentioned.”

There was a door across the tower, this one leading to a walkway that led further upward. Valrin jogged the short distance to the outside and looked out. He did not see the sea from here, only fogs swarming like a massive animal around the tower.

But above, he could still see starlight and the polar lights of Wura. He pushed forward as wisps of fogs rolled up the tower.

They had come at last to the peak of the tower. A massive crystal sat in the center of a circular platform. There were many more of the strange mutes from before. 

Suddenly, the silver polar lights rushed over the top of the tower, fogs shot up around them, and a dark form appeared in the clouds.

“Wura has abandoned you here, Stormborn. You have been brought to your death!”

Millia held out her wand but then pointed. “Valrin, look!” 

Beyond the mass of mutes, on the far edge of the circle, there was a silver horn upon a pedestal. 

“That is it! That is what we came for!” 

But as Millia said that, the entire top of the tower shifted, spinning, moving in such an unsettling way that both of them felt sick to their stomachs. Millia fell to her knees, and Valrin struggled to remain standing, drawing his blade with a clear ring as the fogs descended upon the tower. Forms in the fogs held blades. The mute figures ran at Valrin, but with his sword already out, he moved through them, cutting them one after another.

As the bodies fell down, Millia saw her symbol, the raven.

“My guild, my guild!” 

Valrin pushed forward, slashing down the forms and coming across others. Seeing that these figures were gagged, he stopped, just for one of the ones of fog to run toward him. A black blade swung, nearly slashing his head, and he parried them off, spinning into one of the others who were gagged.

“Valrin, these are my guild members!”

Through the gagged mouths and with wide eyes, the prisoners cried out, seeking help from Valrin and Millia.

All are doomed upon this isle. Stormborn, you are a shark upon a path of blood. You cannot slow.

More fog dropped figures upon the pinnacle of the tower.

Purge these vile minions of Misla. The gods have acted upon the temple to give you time. You must purge this place.

Thunder rumbled across the sky above as the polar lights merged with the silver, the bastardized version of themselves. 

Valrin ran at three of the foggy forms, slashing and parrying upward before kicking and stabbing his way through to the horn. 

When at last he had reached the horn, he turned. The tower shifted again, and a crashing sound came from beneath them. Winds tore across the top of the tower, and the wails of Misla guild members filled the air. Fogs rolled over the top of the tower.

He lifted his sword into the air, remembering as Trit-Nu had taught him.

“Haken Rak!” Valrin shouted.

 Summoning the powers of Dimn and Wura, he drew lightning around the sky above and, in a single motion, slashed his sword downward, blasting the top of the tower with the energy of the sky. Those gagged were electrocuted, and those of the fogs fell away, jumping from the tower.

He took the horn to lip, blowing loud and hard. The fogs rolled from the top of the tower, and as those who had been alive shook their last, the crystal at the top of the tower came to life, and in a blast of green energy, the tower was purged of the fogs.

The lights of Wura shined above, and Valrin stared out of breath at Millia.

“We did it,” he said, still trying to catch his breath.

“You killed them,” she said.

“They were already lost,” Valrin said. “It was a test.”

“But . . . you killed them. Like that. You didn’t even try.”

Valrin looked at the horn in his hand, and it vanished into nothing.

He spun around, looking at the pedestal, seeing it was gone.

“It was fake.”

Millia kept shaking her head. “How could you?”

“It was what was needed to—” 

“To get nothing! Just like you—you’ve already lost everything. You cost me my life!”

She stared at him, her wand at her side.

“You killed all that was left. You murdered them. You were so focused on your enemy”—fogs shifted around Millia—“you left me to die.”

Suddenly, where Millia had been stood Braei, her hands engulfed in electrified spells.

“This isn’t real. I already know you’re not her.”

Her voice shifted to a deeper octave. “You know nothing, Stormborn.”

Fogs shifted around Braei’s form, and a blast of energy surrounded Valrin. He held his blade out, the Dwemhar energies cutting through the spell as he pushed forward. His skin began to burn from the arcane energies flowing over him. Each step became more and more difficult as he felt himself beginning to slide across the tower. He stared up, seeing Braei’s face but seeing beyond to a form with three glowing white eyes. 

He reached a point where he could only plant his right foot in front of him but could not step further forward.

 His blade was still cutting through the energies as fogs split around him. Tentacles came from behind Braei. He could see the form beyond, that which he had not defeated.

Valrin lowered his blade, tucking and rolling to the side. The figure turned, preparing to cast again as Valrin lifted his blade above him.

“Haken Rak!” Lightning dipped down around him, gathering around his blade before shredding the form before him. At last, the fogs fell away again.

He fell to one knee. The powers passing from the energy of gods through his body to strike his foe had drained him. 

“Valrin,” he heard a voice say.

He looked up to see Millia sitting up.

“It’s hurts so much.” 

She was alive. Stricken by his spell, but alive.

He pushed himself up, running over to her.

“You attacked me. I had to.”

“I know.”

She was covered in what appeared to be whip marks. Her skin was missing in some places, and red tissue made it look as if she had been dragged across stone.

She looked at the black scales on her arm and gasped as they fell off her skin.

“You service to Wura is complete, I guess,” Valrin said.

A figure seemingly glowing blue suddenly appeared in front of Valrin. He wore a black coat and a pointed hat, much like Edanos did when he first met him upon the island of Travaa. But this was not Edanos. The man looked like Valrin himself, but it wasn’t him. He wore a saber like Valrin, yet in his hand was a map and a black box. Around his neck, he wore a horn and a strange circular glass.

“Who are you?”

The figure did not speak. He pointed.

Valrin turned to see a black box appear atop the tower.

He turned back, and the figure was gone. Valrin could smell the sea. The air was much colder, like he expected in the Glacial Seas. As the moon shined down upon them with clearing skies as the winds picked up, he looked down to Millia. 

Her wounds were healed, but the scars remained.

“I no longer feel the pain,” she exclaimed.

She was able to stand without Valrin’s help.

They both turned to the massive box that had appeared. The image of a saber and a moon was on the top of the long and slender box.

Valrin noticed that the top of the box was like a covering of some kind. Both of them placed their hands on the slab and pushed, opening the box and realizing it was no mere box.

“Bones,” Valrin said.

There was a skeleton sitting in the garb as the same man they had just seen. Upon his corpse were two items—the black box and the horn.

“This is it,” Valrin said.

He went to grab it and then paused. He felt something. A presence.

He looked back behind him but saw nothing but the sky. 

“Well?” Millia said.

He looked back down. “I feel something. Something . . . strange. But I must continue down the path I started.”

Valrin grabbed the black box first and then the horn, sliding the strap of dark bone and coarse leather around the corpse’s head.

He felt a strange presence, and as he took a deep breath, it was like a burning sensation in his chest. He threw the horn and strap over his shoulder and then looked at the black box. On the box itself were silver gears that looked like tiny birds.

Using his thumb, he pressed the gears, and the box opened. It was a compass.

“He mentioned a horn but not a compass,” Millia said.

“I have never needed to use one with my ship, but I know the basics. This one does not have any directional information. It is simply two spinning white pearls in a sea of black.”

“One does not need to have directions if it is a place you seek beyond a simple journey.”

It was Radahala, and floating behind him was a Sandcow.

“You found what was needed. I found what I needed. A few seeds,” he said, showing several glowing red nuts. “The Sandcows love them, and now I was able to call one to us.”

“You . . . you didn’t say anything about red nuts,” Millia said. “You mentioned a horn!”

“And you assumed that was what I needed. No, that was not for me. That was Valrin. That and the compass, the Dark Compass. Yes, that is needed.”

Valrin looked up at the massive floating gelatinous thing called a Sandcow. It didn’t look like anything he had seen before.

“It is a good ride. We ride inside, a simple ride, back to Raftwreck, and from there, yes, from there we go!”

Valrin went to cover the corpse bag, but as he did, Radahala snapped his fingers, and the box closed. 

“Come now, must not wait!”

He led them to a ladder leading up into the Sandcow. He wasn’t too sure about this. There was a tiny structure on the back of the Sandcow, not much bigger than the helm of the Aela Sunrise. They climbed up to the structure and took seats on two cushions. 

As the genie moved to a position above them with reins of some kind, he laughed. “We will improve this for the greater journey, but for now, rest. We return to our happy home. Rest.”

 

They floated down from the tower and moved over the surface of the ocean for a bit before rising to clear through the fog cover that still existed outside the greater waters around the tower.

As Millia and Valrin lay down, exhausted, she looked over at him.

“What was that . . . that form, Marog?”

“An evil entity. He destroyed Aieclo. He killed the one I loved. He is my enemy.”

Millia began to cry and then wiped her face. “Then he killed the one I loved too.”

There was silence for a while, and in the silence, Valrin thought of the events of the lone isle. He thought about the voice of Wura and what was said to him. He closed his eyes to sleep, when suddenly, Millia spoke.

“I have nothing anymore. Nothing to call my own. I don’t know what you and your crew are up to in fullness, but I want to be a part of it. If you’ll have me.”

 

Part Four: Legend of The Lost Captain

 




Valrin could see the outline of Raftwreck ahead. It had been an entire day since they had left the lone isle. Night was falling again. In that time, he had slept some, and when he wasn’t sleeping, it seemed Millia was asleep. As she awoke, he looked to her. He had given Millia’s request much thought, and as they came near and floated down, he decided. 

“I don’t know where my path will lead in the end, but if you desire to help us, I want you to.”

Millia smiled. “Captain, I want to.”

It was decided then.

 

They came to rest just above the shamble of structures, and Radahala let down the small rope ladder. As Evurn, Ordak, and Aeveam immediately came to them, so did many others. Nevron and Elera soon flew over upon their dragons, landing in the makeshift roost that was a recent addition to the small village.

Valrin went with Evurn, explaining what had transpired, and in time, the rest of the survivors of Aieclo had a meal of fish and a small ration of a bread-like substance. Night came, and many went their own way, but Valrin and his crew remained with Radahala.

“It is time, yes, time. We must explain the greater story!”

The genie threw dust into the air over the fire they were gathered around. Valrin looked on as he began to speak.

“There was once a captain, strong yet vile. He moved across the ocean with a crew not too unlike this one here,” he said, motioning to Valrin and the others. “He was a skilled sailor, an adventurer, and one who could have had his way with the women of every port he docked at, but he never touched them. They were all useless to him. He was faithful to his one love, but he had been betrayed by the one he loved, though he did not yet know it. There came a night when a storm blew him off course as he attempted to reach his home port in a village north of the dwarven city of Harrodarr. 

“Blown to a region of the sea that was unfamiliar to him, he faced all manners of monsters and vile men. It is written he had been taken to a realm known as Misla, a place heard of in obscure legends. Through the power of a compass, a horn, a map written by the sages of the world, and a looking glass that could pierce the darkness of storms to show a true path, he was able to lead his crew and his ship back from the mists and return to the seas he knew.

“After passing so close to death, most of his crew sought revelry at a random port town, but the captain, he sought his love. They returned to their home port, and upon reaching there, he learned his love had left upon a boat many weeks ago. Using the map, he was able to discern where she had gone, and though against the will of the crew, he sailed them to the dark recesses on the edge of the world. There was a place here, a place of magic, sought after by wizards and warlocks alike, and for some reason, his love had gone here.

“In his mind, he believed that perhaps she had sought to find him, to help him when they were lost. He would do whatever was necessary to save her if she was trapped. But it was not so.”

The genie closed his eyes and then looked at Valrin.

“The captain lost his entire crew seeking to save his love, and in the end, his love had tried to have him killed. He loved the sea and he loved her, but her love had turned to jealousy, and then evil crept into her heart. She had prayed to Meredaas to drown him in the very sea he loved, and when she had seen him upon the oceans nearly home, she took the wisdom of a traveling wizard who had come to the village. For the price of her own blood, he created the storm that blew them away from her forever. 

“When at last he found her, she was nothing but a bleeding and fragile form. A dark wizard had used her life force to create something truly vile yet. We of the priests of Wura never learned what. The captain fought the wizard, and his entire crew was lost, but in the end, he killed his enemy and yet took a mortal injury himself. Though it was odd, some said he could heal those he cared about but could not heal himself. When he fell within the seas, Meredaas sent sirens to carry him to the resting place within the lone island, and that is where he remained, undisturbed.

“I have not ever heard this story,” Evurn said.

“It is not one commonly known outside the holy orders of the North. But do you see the importance of it?”

“To reach Misla, we must have these other items,” Valrin said. “The vision I saw upon the isle, the reason Millia was healed, was him.”

The genie nodded slowly but kept a gaze on Valrin, “That is one of the messages of this tale, yes, and now we can travel across the oceans above the mists. We must go to the place the Lost Captain’s ship was last. There, we must see if the treasures all remain, and go from there.” He kept staring at Valrin. “I will await in the Sandcow.”

Their path ahead was clear. Valrin’s crew immediately began packing up the rest of the supplies and loading them onto the floating beast. As he helped, his mind continued to focus on the story of the Lost Captain and the obvious similarities to his own life. Watching Nevron and Ordak joke back and forth with one another, Elera and Millia helping Evurn, and the entire camaraderie of those upon the floating isle, he couldn’t help but fear what was to come. He had acted abnormally within the lone isle, taking a path of violence, of direct action. It had always been others who acted around him, especially when he was still that feeble boy of Travaa. Now, so much had happened. Morag was his true enemy, Misla was coming upon the realm, and his duty as Stormborn was to balance not putting his entire crew into more danger than he had to. Now, too, he had a new power, and Trit-Nu was to teach him more.

“Valrin,” Evurn said, embracing him.

“Yes?”

The shadow elf rubbed his head. “I can feel the trouble upon your mind. I see your lost gaze. You have done well, and better than most given the circumstances. Come.”

The others were already in the Sandcow, and those of Raftwreck looked on. 

As Valrin climbed up into the bottom of the large floating creature that he still saw as the oddest of creatures he had ever seen, he looked out at the people below before the genie closed the doorway. The inside of the Sandcow had changed from before. Now, there was a quaint sitting area, beds, cloths of fine colors, and even a small arcane fire within a stove. There was a small balcony off the side now, and Valrin joined the others as they went to it.

They were floating high above the ocean now, rising above the warm mists where a cold wind blew upon them. This was the rush of wind he was used to.

The moon was coming up, and the stars were shining. He had not seen the stars in such a long time, at least, like this, ever since the mists had begun. 

The others lay down, taking the opportunity to rest as they floated through the air. The genie had not appeared again, but they could hear him humming above them where presumably, he controlled the beast.

Evurn sat on the balcony, smoking. Rasi was curled up at his feet.

“Rasi doesn’t care for this form of travel,” Evurn said. 

The snake hissed at Valrin and then curled up on the other side of Evurn.

“I know of this place now,” Evurn told him. “Quite an interesting book that just so happened to be one of two on the shelf in there.”

“One of two?”

“Yes, the other one is about gardening and is completely wrong in all of its advice. But, this other one tells me of the old warlocks and their school on the edge of the world, as it was called. Warlocks are a unique kind of magic-user; they do not have the skills of a normal person with magic but have to study to learn all forms of magic. This place, and the place from the story of the Lost Captain, was a hidden school for their kind. I know not who it was the captain fought and killed or what he created, but the place we go to, it is lost for a reason.”

Valrin nodded. “I’ve been wondering if I’ve messed all of this up. If my actions have truly caused more harm than good.”

Evurn sighed. “One must look past the actions of their past if they are to grow into the self of their future. No one is innocent as they move through life, but not everyone can see that or will understand it. Souls will destroy other souls in an attempt to save them, yet fail to realize the part they played in turning them. Others will flee what they know in order to protect those they care about, leaving the damage to come from their passing at random chance to not cause further harm.”

Evurn puffed his pipe.

“Is that you? Did you leave to protect someone?”

Evurn’s eyes crossed over to Valrin’s, and he looked back out.

“Yes,” he said solemnly. “It is a choice I have felt I will one day face in one form, or pay for it upon my own passing. In my old life, honor went hand and hand with my magic. I have done things most vile, but also good, though I feel that the one will never outweigh the other. That’s the secret, if there is to be a secret to discover. The past never dies; it is always there. But your relationship to that past, how you view it through the looking glass of life, changes. In time, Valrin, this will all make sense. Your mind will forge the story around how you went from Travaa, to gaining the Aela Sunrise, to every act that has transpired since and will transpire until you are just a very old man looking back at a life of good and bad. Then, you will not forget the past, but you will see the full song.”

“And this is what you see for yourself, too?”

“I don’t know. But I intend to ensure you see it. That is my focus as of now.”

Valrin took out the jar containing the ashes of Trit-Nu.

“Trit-Nu, do you know that name?”

Evurn did not immediately respond but instead took a large puff from his pipe. After exhaling it, he nodded. “It is a name I knew. But why?”

“Within the lone isle, I came upon his spirit. He was a priest of the god Wura and did not know he was dead. He teaches me. He taught me a power of the gods.”

“Nothing of me, then?”

“No, but he mentioned the Shadowlands. He was surprised you were alive.”

“Many would be,” Evurn said. “But that doesn’t matter. I have my reasons, and those reasons remain. He was a wise teacher, and in whatever charge he has now, he will no doubt do well.”

Rasi slithered across both Evurn’s and Valrin’s laps, grabbing a random bug that had somehow landed on the balcony. The polar lights began to shine above them, a green undulating ribbon.

“Wura’s presence,” Valrin said.

Evurn nodded, standing up and looking over the railings at the clouds beneath them before putting a hand on Valrin’s shoulder.

“You are growing into a fine captain, Valrin.”

He departed, saying nothing else and lying down near the others. As Valrin leaned over the railings, he heard a melody in the air. A familiar voice. For a moment, he swore he could feel Braei next to him, and the lights in the sky glowed brighter for a moment. He shivered and felt a stirring in his heart, a strong desire. He then saw Marog, and he focused, attempting to keep away the vile thoughts that thrust themselves into his mind.

Valrin was on a path forward, a path to reclaim what was taken from him, and he could only guess at what was ahead of him for himself and his crew.
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