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				Chapter One
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Taza, a vampire of indeterminable age, stood in the dark room of the tower. Red tapestries and smoldering torches added to the sense of evil in his lair and he paced back and forth like a caged lion, forever trapped in the tower by Muiria’s yellow sun. It was different on the planet where he had been born. There the sun had nurtured the vampiric nature of his people.
			

			
				It was not yet time for him to tempt fate again. Doing so then had brought about his banishment to the void from his home world and he would not be so naïve this time. He would trust no one, and he would be sure of success before exposing himself to outright danger.
			

			
				He decided to strike quickly now in hope of destroying the old prophecy and preventing its fulfillment. He summoned an illanni vampire, an assassin schooled in the dark arts by the evil elves of the underworld. Despres had the platinum blond hair and black eyes of the underground race of elves as well as the bulging muscles enhanced by his vampiric power. He stood in front of Taza, waiting his orders.
			

			
				Taza motioned to a font and with a tap of his staff, the likeness of a Parthian boy appeared, standing beside a middle-aged man, a wizard by all appearances.
			

			
				“This boy is part of an age-old prophecy. He must die,” the undead warlock stated. “He is of Royal Parthian blood, and if allowed to live, he will bring peace -- curse him -- and ruin my plans to transform this planet to a world populated by vampires. He is the youngest son. I send you to Partha to destroy this dire prophecy before it can mature. After you have killed him, use this amulet to return to me.”
			

			
				Taza extended the Staff of Adois and whispered, “Transportae.”
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				Despres was teleported to a rooftop in Partha. He hunched down when he saw a boy fitting the prince’s description approach a carriage. The driver bowed and opened the door for him.
			

			
				“We’re off to retrieve my lady for tonight’s party,” the jaunty young man said.
			

			
				“Very good, my lord.”
			

			
				A moment later the coach took off. The assassin sprinted across the sloping roofs of the buildings that lined the thoroughfare and vaulted across a wide street, advancing a block ahead of the vehicle. As the carriage approached, Despres drew on his magical powers and projected an image of a crowded street ahead. The driver steered toward a side road to avoid the confusion. As the carriage veered in the direction Depres wanted, he cast a sleep spell. The driver slumped over while the horses continued to pull the vehicle down the deserted street.
			

			
				As they drew abreast of his position, Despres stepped off the building, shot through the roof of the sedan and landed gracefully on the floor in front of the startled passenger. The leather seat barely creaked as the vampire sat down across from the boy, face to face now with his quarry.
			

			
				“Tis a pleasure to meet you, your highness,” Despres said, his fangs, a gift from his master, glistening in the light of the lantern that hung inside the coach. “And a better pleasure to kill you.”
			

			
				The boy was quick and pulled out a dirk to strike at the assassin, but he was no match against vampiric strength. Despres caught his wrist and snapped the young man’s arm, catching the knife by the handle as it fell.
			

			
				“What are you?” the boy shrieked. “Why do you want to kill me?”
			

			
				“I am your death,” Despres answered and grinned at the confusion on his victim’s face. “As to why I’m going to kill you…let’s just say you’ve been destined to die since birth.”
			

			
				With a powerful thrust, the vampire jammed the dirk into the prince’s chest.
			

			
				The urge to slake his thirst was difficult to overcome, but Taza had been adamant. This had to appear as a robbery. The speed that the vampire moved was faster than the human eye could see and in seconds all the boy’s valuables were in a sack.
			

			
				Depres jumped straight up and landed behind the driver, slit his throat and removed a small leather bag of coins from the dead man’s pockets. Drawing on his power, he triggered the device that Lord Taza had given him.
			

			
				His triumphant return to Taza’s chamber, however, soon turned to fear.
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				The undead warlock stood before his font. It still displayed the young man Despres thought he had just killed.
			

			
				“Why have you returned?” Taza asked.
			

			
				“I just killed the boy, master.”
			

			
				Taza whirled to face him, his eyes blazing red with anger.
			

			
				“The boy still lives! Otherwise the font would not continue to show him with Celedant the wizard.”
			

			
				“But I stabbed him in the heart, my lord! He can’t possibly still be alive.”
			

			
				“The incompetence! You obviously murdered the wrong boy!” Taza shouted as he struck Despres a mighty blow that sent him flying across the room and into the far wall. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you where you stand.”
			

			
				Shaking with a fear, Despres staggered to his feet, crossed the room and dropped to his knees in front of his master. “Please, my lord, he looked just like the boy in the vision.”
			

			
				“Could he have a twin? No, that’s not possible.”
			

			
				“Let me return. I’ll kill the other as well,” Despres begged.
			

			
				“No. It is too late for that. They will double the guard as soon as they discover this body. We’ll have to wait for another opportunity.”
			

			
				“Then you’ll give me another chance?”
			

			
				“Yes, but if you fail me again…” Taza’s voice trailed off.
			

			
				“Yes, master, I understand. Thank you. Thank you,” Despres said as he jumped to his feet and fled the room.
			

			
				“You were lucky this time, Parthian,” Taza said as he turned to stare at the image in the font. “But rest assured. Next time, I will destroy you and the prophecy as well.
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				As Tarquin circled a padded replica of a human torso, torchlight cast distorted shadows across the stone floor. The medium-sized boy carefully planted one foot beside the other and shook the shaggy brown hair out of his eyes as he prepared to strike.
			

			
				As a small child, he had watched his father's weapons master, Sir Vargus, drill the castle guard day after day and he would mimic their movements until he had them carefully memorized. At the age of six he began his private training in earnest.
			

			
				The boy knew the folly of crossing his feet in battle. Balance was the key to victory. The royal blood of his ancestors boiled up inside him as he launched an attack. Two wild, out-of-control blows, meant to throw off an opponent's defense followed his quick double thrust. The dull point of the practice sword made solid thumps against his foe’s heart and a smile began to crease the youth’s sweat-stained brow as he repeated the maneuver.
			

			
				Tarquin liked to imagine that he was fated for great deeds in life, preparing for any adventure the world might bring. For now, however, he was destined to follow his father's wishes and apprentice as an ambassador.
			

			
				Tarquin practiced deep within his family’s castle in a long unused space he had converted to a private training room. He continued to thrust, parry and thrust again at the practice figure that took his blows in muted silence. The leather jerkin he wore grew sweat-stained, and perspiration dripped from his forehead.
			

			
				Suddenly, he threw the dull practice sword toward the wall and it clattered to the stone floor. Tarquin collapsed next to it, breathing hard from his workout, but a moment later he jumped up and grabbed his sword once more.
			

			
				“It's not fair!” he yelled in anguish.
			

			
				His voice echoed through the empty room as he punctuated his words by again stabbing the practice dummy viciously with his sword. “It’s not my fault I’m the youngest. Age shouldn't doom me to the life of an ambassador. Why can't I just be a soldier?"
			

			
				As soon as the words left his mouth, he bowed his head in shame.
			

			
				Someone had robbed and murdered his cousin Alonz and the coachman last night, and Tarquin had hoped this physical activity would ease the pain of losing Alonz. The two boys had been inseparable as children. Their uncanny twin-like appearance had gotten them into plenty of mischief over the years, especially when they traded places to fool family and friends.
			

			
				Although Tarquin’s father, the king, was looking into last night’s incident, everyone was baffled about how and why it had happened. Drying the tears that threatened to spill from his eyes, the prince tried to take his mind off his cousin by concentrating on his own problems.
			

			
				Tarquin would turn eighteen at the full moon. He had recently learned of his father's decision to apprentice him to Callum, the Parthian ambassador to the Elven Court. Any number of Parthians would have been delighted to receive the appointment, but Tarquin felt trapped by his father's decision. His oldest brother Kaleb served as a captain in the Parthian Lancers, while the middle brother, Timmons, was a master trader traveling the world, always with an exciting story on his tongue. Tarquin, however, was destined to become a tactful, diplomatic emissary…an ambassador.
			

			
				This offered him as much pleasure as mucking out his father's stables.
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				Taza had always liked the shadows.
			

			
				Within the darkness of his tower, he could put aside his constant vigilance and be at ease. The shadows there allowed his life preserving energies to ebb while he regained his strength and his life force. On his original planet, Narlos, the sun had cast a cool blue pall over the landscape.
			

			
				Here on Muiria the yellow sun threatened to kill him anytime he stepped into its light. It was his greatest fear, the one that kept him sealed up in the tower. He dreaded even traveling to the underworld passages. Any hint of the sun petrified him. Instead, he used others to do his dirty work for him. It was not yet his time to act in person.
			

			
				The safest location for him would be deep in the underworld with the Illanni, or “dark ones,” a rude name the surface dwellers called them. Only in the never-ending darkness of the underworld would the undead warlock be at full strength, but the needs of his body drove him to battle the power of the sun, so he remained at Dormin.
			

			
				He reached a smooth, hairless arm toward a gold chalice filled with a bubbling red liquid. Taza was the leader of a group of warlocks who lived in and indirectly ruled Dormin. The city and its territorial lands stretched far and wide, but were for the most part barren, home to small clans of nomadic humans and other tribal races. Dormin lay in the center of the Sargorian Mountains, a place of deep valleys, easily defendable.
			

			
				As the creature became lost in thought, another warlock -- this one distinctly human and middle aged -- pounded his wheezing stallion along the narrow dirt path of a dark forest laced with ominous shadows. Hidden behind threatening black clouds, the moon cast light as infrequent as the moving branches of the towering trees allowed, often camouflaging the leaf and pine needle covered path. It was perilous to ride so fast in the dark, but the sun would soon be rising and he was already late.
			

			
				He would be in no mood to face Taza’s ire.
			

			
				Rumors of the darkest acts against those who had angered Taza insinuated just enough fear in the mounted warlock to make him risk such reckless speed. The tired horse frothed at the mouth, its sides heaving in exhaustion as it nearly burst its heart to do its master’s bidding. The road stretched endlessly before him, and there was no turning back.
			

			
				Bck in his tower and fondling his wooden staff, Taza ruminated on the current state of affairs. The staff had been given to him by the Goddess Adois and was made of jet-black wood, carved with sigils, and topped with a matching stone mounted on the end and set between the three heads of a hydra. The stone vibrated with its own pulsing energy.
			

			
				Despite years of study, Taza had yet to identify the type of wood or even the stone, but as his fingers caressed the aged texture, he could sense the power captured and bound within it. The first time Taza had used it, the staff had nearly seized control of him. It had been the most frightening experience of his long existence.
			

			
				The Staff of Adois, a name drawn from a time when the gods had walked the worlds, was an ancient relic of power. It was the key to Taza’s future control of the continent if not the entire planet known as Muiria. With this staff, he could subjugate and rule the world.
			

			
				The possibilities would be endless, but recently rumors of a prophecy had surfaced which could hinder his plans.
			

			
				A loud rap on the door scattered his thoughts. That would be Melgor, Taza realized, one of the most gifted members of the Warlocks’ Council, but he was getting too powerful, and he now needed close watching. If Taza did not have an immediate task for him, Melgor would have to die. For now, though, Taza still needed these lackeys to do his bidding. It was not the right time to unveil the true power of the staff. Not yet.
			

			
				Taza opened the heavy wooden door and a red-robed man stood at the threshold. His robe was immaculately clean and pressed, his dark hair oiled and combed, and he wore a beard cut close to his face. After his long ride, Melgor had given his exhausted horse to the stable master to cool, feed and water, and then he had stopped by his rooms to change and refresh his appearance. He wasn’t a servant, and he would not appear like one, especially before the council leader.
			

			
				Taza waved his pale hand flippantly and motioned for the warlock to attend him. As Melgor approached, the vampire glanced about the room. It contained nothing more than Taza’s throne and the black onyx water font close by. Melgor kneeled before Taza, who glanced down at the warlock and gave him a hard glare.
			

			
				"My lord, Taza,” Melgor said, his eyes downcast, “I have no excuse for being late. I am at your mercy."
			

			
				Taza smiled, pretending benevolence, and said "I pardon you, child. Come." His voice became serious. "I want to know what you make of this."
			

			
				Pointing to the font with the Staff of Adois, he uttered a single word of incantation and the sound caused a black light, tinged with red, to swirl from the water and form the figures of two people, a brown-haired, middle-aged man and a teenage boy.
			

			
				Melgor studied the image before speaking.
			

			
				"I know the man. He is my old rival, the wizard Celedant.”
			

			
				“Of course, it’s Celedant,” Taza sighed. “But who is the boy?”
			

			
				“Surely not his,” Melgor replied as he peered closer.
			

			
				“Obviously. So who is it?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. How could I?”
			

			
				“Is your magic so feeble that his identity remains closed to you?” Taza scoffed.
			

			
				Melgor started to reply, but reconsidered as he fought to control his rising temper. He cast his eyes away from the image.
			

			
				"I fear Celedant is up to something," Taza said and snapped his fingers. The image receded into the water. "Have you heard of the prophecy of New Partha?"
			

			
				Melgor shook his head -- he had not -- and the oiled ringlets of his hair swayed in the image’s light.
			

			
				"An insane woman bemoaning the fall of Partha uttered the prophecy as she lay dying within the safety of Ravannhell, the forest of the Wood Elves,” Taza said. “The elves found her lying on the banks of the river Ammoniel. Quite melodramatic, don't you think? She told them that an evil greater than the Zeiglon Empire would arise, and to combat this evil the gods would bring forth a child of royal Parthian blood who, with the help of a powerful wizard, would bring about the downfall of this threat. In other words, Melgor, a child who would oppose the Council and the Staff of Adois. A boy who is Parthian royalty.”
			

			
				“Surely not. Their line is weak,” Melgor said.
			

			
				“Apparently, the youngest male has inherited qualities the others did not. Qualities capable of fulfilling the accursed prophecy,” Taza shot back, “especially if he has Celedant as a guardian.” To emphasize his point, he rapped the heavy staff against the floor. "The font has revealed that Celedant may have already gotten to the boy,” Taza continued, “or at least he knows who the boy is, and he will protect him from danger. The child reaches manhood in less than a fortnight. Use whatever resources you need to find Celedant and kill him. Without his guidance, the boy will pose only a minimal threat to our cause. And to me. If possible, kill them both and bring me their heads. I will not have my plan for peace destroyed."
			

			
				The red-robed warlock bowed.
			

			
				"As you desire, my Lord."
			

			
				Melgor turned and left the room in a flourish of his red robes.
			

			
				Taza smiled. He had sent his most powerful minion, and potential rival, to deal with the prophecy and the ancient wizard. If luck prevailed, he would eliminate the upstart boy before the wizard and the warlock destroyed one another as well.
			

			
				Then Taza would not have to worry about Melgor returning to vie for control of the Warlocks’ Council.
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				Melgor waited for the tower room doors to close before he allowed his emotion to show. When he did, it was utter disgust. He felt nothing but revulsion for the creature he had just left. The madman’s obsession with turning the population of the world to vampirism repulsed the warlock.
			

			
				Technically, they were supposed to be equals in the council, but Taza had treated him like a servant sent to perform the menial tasks that Taza found beneath himself. On the other hand, could it be that the vampire was afraid of Celedant? He wasn’t sure. As he stomped down the corridor, Melgor’s visage dared anyone to bar his way.
			

			
				Reaching his suite of rooms, the warlock calmed himself with a series of mental exercises to relax his body and mind. Feeling better, Melgor went to his favorite chair and collapsed into it, ringing for his servant. Within moments a scrawny but well-scrubbed boy of twelve hurried into the room.
			

			
				“Master called?” the boy asked timidly.
			

			
				“Fetch me something to eat and a bottle of wine.”
			

			
				“Yes, master,” the boy replied before hurrying from the room.
			

			
				While he waited, Melgor considered the task that had been set before him. Confronting Taza was becoming harder. In the beginning, the council had voted the undead warlock its head. The creature was one of their most powerful magic users, and it had been a sound decision at the time. Nevertheless, the leader’s ruthless grasp of power and his commanding air were causing the warlocks to question their choice.
			

			
				Taza acted as though he owned the council, and in fact, he might. Too many members had mysteriously disappeared. Was this due to the machinations of the undead warlock or were the others leaving what they believed to be a sinking ship before it was too late? One thing was certain. Melgor would have to confront the vampire, and he did not look forward to that day.
			

			
				The servant returned, carrying a tray of cold fowl, thick slices of black coarse-grained bread slathered with freshly churned butter, a small selection of pears and apples, and a crystal decanter of white wine. The boy placed the meal on a small, round table next to the warlock’s chair and poured wine into a goblet.
			

			
				“Will there be anything else, my lord?”
			

			
				Melgor waved the boy away without speaking. As he took a hearty bite of meat, it still annoyed him that Taza thought he could order him around like a simple schoolboy or an apprentice.
			

			
				Yet, the mission intrigued Melgor.
			

			
				Celedant and he had crossed paths numerous times, and Melgor had never liked his unstoppable curiosity. Always poking his nose into other people’s business, the man was a sentimental fool ready to oppose Dormin, the council, and all its members. Melgor would not rush into this assignment foolhardily. Too much was at stake. He would need someone in the East for the job. Sellis was a dark warlock, and he would do just fine.
			

			
				Melgor had much to set in motion before he would be ready to usurp Taza’s power, and he wanted nothing left to chance. Since the child truly was Parthian royalty, this prophecy was as much a threat to him as it was to the council leader. He would eliminate it, even if the boy proved to be no more than an empty hope dreamed up by the opposing side.
			

			
				Nevertheless, Melgor knew he needed to be cautious. He had progressed too far down a dark path of evil to stray now, when ultimate power lay so close within his grasp. He would deal with Celedant and his loathsome master and eventually Melgor the Red would rule Dormin. To hell with the council and its king.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A frustrated young man left the training room and made his way from the bottom of the castle to its habitable regions, emerging in a small courtyard thirty yards square. It had no purpose whatsoever except for midnight trysts for discreet lovers and as an excellent hideaway for brooding youths. Tarquin had found it a perfect spot to escape the trials of everyday life. Warmed by the afternoon sun, which quickly dried his sweat-stained clothing, he rested on a bench from his fencing exercises. Fatigue caused his eyelids to become heavy and the youth was on the verge of dozing off when he sensed the presence of someone standing nearby.
			

			
				He gently cracked his eyes open, peering through barely open lids. In front of him stood a shadowy figure, silhouetted by the sun, but before his eyes could focus, the shadow spoke.
			

			
				"Enough peeping, my boy. Open your eyes. I don't have much time."
			

			
				Tarquin's eyes popped open in surprise. Before him stood a middle-aged man, dressed in travel-stained green robes and a torn, hooded cape. He was leaning on an oaken staff and he motioned with his left hand for Tarquin to move.
			

			
				"Be so kind as to allow me a place to rest," he said as he sat down next to the surprised youth. Placing his back to the wall, the stranger let out a long breath. "So, you don't want to be an ambassador to the Elven court." It was more statement than question.
			

			
				Tarquin was speechless.
			

			
				“Well, I can't say that I would either. I never did care for all the pomp and artifice that goes with a diplomatic life,” the man continued with a raised eyebrow. “It requires a silver tongue, and I’m afraid that is one gift I was never granted. What would you say if I offered you a greater challenge?"
			

			
				"What would I have to do?" Tarquin asked cautiously, but he was barely able to hide his eagerness.
			

			
				A smile broke out on the man's face and his deep blue eyes twinkled.
			

			
				"Just like your ancestors," he chuckled. "Always ready to bolt out the door and into danger." Placing his hand on the boy's shoulder, he continued in a serious tone. "It requires that you start down a path I will set you on. Follow it, learn its twists and turns, grow strong and wise, but it will mean a lot of hard work along the way. Do you think you’re up for the challenge?"
			

			
				"Yes,” Tarquin replied eagerly. “How can you get my father to change his mind?"
			

			
				"I probably couldn’t, I’m afraid. I've never met your father, although I know him by reputation." He considered the question before continuing. "However, I believe I know someone who can help. Seek out Daegal. He's a brother in my order and a fine wizard in his own special way. Go now and see him. He will know what to do. Are you ready to take on a challenge worthy of your ancient Parthian blood?"
			

			
				Tarquin, his wits jarred, suddenly did become cautious. “Who are you, and why should I trust you?”
			

			
				“Excellent questions. I wondered if you would get around to asking. It never hurts to check things out before you go running off half-cocked. The name is Celedant. Daegal will vouch for me, and although I have never had the pleasure of meeting the king, I am quite certain he’s heard of me, too.”
			

			
				"I've a feeling you’re not telling me everything, but if Daegal says you can be trusted, I want to do it. I don’t know what you have in mind, but I don’t want to become an overdressed court representative."
			

			
				A smile spread across Celedant’s face. "Of course I'm not telling you everything. If I did, you would probably seek out the safety of the ambassadorship, but let me reassure you that fate has a very important role for you to play.”
			

			
				“Would this have anything to do with my cousin’s murder?”
			

			
				“Yes, I fear that a case of mistaken identity was what doomed your cousin.”
			

			
				Tarquin eyes widened. “Are you saying that I was the intended target?”
			

			
				“Yes, but don’t despair. You couldn’t have prevented his death. Deep challenges lie ahead, but when the time comes, you will be ready." The man stood up. "I'm off to the North. I'll check on you from time to time."
			

			
				As the words left the man's lips, he faded into thin air.
			

			
				Tarquin wouldn’t tell anyone that his cousin had died in his place. It would only cause more heartache and paranoia, but the prince promised himself that one day he would learn the why and how that surrounded his cousin’s demise, and on that day, he would extract his revenge.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Leaning back in his black onyx throne, Taza slipped into a hazy consciousness where he dreamed about what had happened to him before coming to this world.
			

			
				He was an emperor on a distant world, where he had ruled peacefully for eons. Some thought, too peacefully. His subjects were some of the most powerful vampires in the universe. Lesser beings, mostly humanoid, were servant… as well as food.
			

			
				When he came to his throne, he wanted to correct what he felt was a great wrong and during his first council meeting, he addressed the problem.
			

			
				He sat on his throne in chambers, and the royal council sat around a large oblong table. Each had a goblet of blood wine before them.
			

			
				“Up until now, any vampire could grab a servant off the street and feed upon him. However, when that happens, the servant is drained dry and dies,” Taza said.“This is not only unfair to the family that owns him, but also unfair to the servant.”
			

			
				He paused to allow the murmurs of his lords and ladies to die down.
			

			
				“Why is that unfair?” his chief advisor asked.
			

			
				“How do you feel when it happens to you?”
			

			
				His question made them think.
			

			
				“I’m angry over the loss of the servant, which means I have to purchase another or breed up a replacement,” the advisor replied.
			

			
				Everyone nodded in agreement.
			

			
				“Exactly. I propose a law by which all vampires will be restricted to feeding on their own servants and no one else’s.”
			

			
				Although everyone could see the logic of this new law, not everyone was happy about it. Some vampires actually enjoyed the hunt.
			

			
				“What about the humanoids who don’t belong to a family?” one of the ladies asked.
			

			
				“We need to keep them from harm. Otherwise, where would we cull replacements for our servants who die?” Taza asked.
			

			
				“I see the logic behind your words,” the lady replied.
			

			
				Although they had all pretended to agree, many continued to hunt. Enormous fines were then levied against those caught violating the law. Sometimes they even had to forfeit one of their own slaves. Dissention grew.
			

			
				One day a group of nobles led by Taza’s own mother approached the throne.
			

			
				“This law must be changed,” his mother said.
			

			
				Taza looked at her in surprise.
			

			
				“Why? It’s a just law.”
			

			
				“It is a heinous law!” his chief advisor bellowed.
			

			
				The others shouted their agreement with them.
			

			
				“We like the hunt. It isn’t right for you to deny us what our nature craves!”
			

			
				“Repeal the law, now,” his mother threatened, “or we will remove you from the throne.”
			

			
				Taza was astonished, and then he became angry.
			

			
				“I am the emperor! Whatever I say is etched in granite.”
			

			
				It was the wrong thing to say. The angry lords bound him up with spells just as tightly as any rope. Seizing him, they dragged him into the Circle of Power and they began to chant as if in one voice.
			

			
				Taza shouted his defiance, and tried a counter spell, but one part of their binding prevented him from working his magic. As their enchantment encompassed him, his anger turned to fear.
			

			
				“How can you do this to me?”
			

			
				He received no answer, just more words of the spell that now began transforming him completely until he vanished into the void.
			

			
				He floated in darkness for centuries, trapped by the spells that ensnarled him. During that time the only thing he missed was the blue sun that had warmed his world. He only wanted to provide his planet with stability and protect the servants as much as possible, under the circumstances. He also felt that the humanoids, not bound to any family, should be able to live with at least some peace of mind.
			

			
				The vampire floated in limbo, his overwhelming need for blood driving his hunger nearly to the point of his madness, and he feared he would never escape. After what seemed an eternity to him, a creature so large Taza was unable to see its beginning or its end joined him. In his long life, he had never seen its like, nor expected to.
			

			
				Using the little magic remaining in him, Taza propelled his body toward the hulking beast. Finally he bumped against the coarse, grey skin of the animal. His vampire vision detected a protruding vein, and, smiling, he sank his teeth into it.
			

			
				At first the sweet dark blood coursed through his body, bringing him back from his weakened state, but when the monster realized what was happening, it turned its blood to hot molten fire. Taza screamed in agony as his lips unwillingly fused with the creature’s skin.
			

			
				The agony was like nothing he had suffered before, not even the unending pangs of hunger that had plagued him since entering the void. Fiery blood shot through his nearly depleted veins and he feared he would burst into flames from within as the heat built to a crescendo that nearly rendered him unconscious.
			

			
				When he thought he could bear no more, he suddenly felt his power begin to surge, and soon the spells that bound him, and his connection to the creature, shattered. He could release his hold.
			

			
				Taza’s fire was born as the elixir he could use to create more of his kind.
			

			
				Free of his chains, the vampire began searching the void for a suitable world to convert to vampirism, a world where he could regain his status by offering his protection to it. He knew he had now learned a lesson his deceased father and interfering mother would never have dreamed possible.
			

			
				As he propelled himself through the void, Taza felt a new awareness. He was in the right place at the right time.
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				Adois had been fuming over Muiria, the world her brother and the other gods had filled with creatures of light. Although she had created dark races of beings to counter them, she still was not satisfied. After stealing and hiding the staff of her brother Adaman, a strong artifact for good on that world, she allowed an evil warlock to create another staff that rivaled it.
			

			
				However, during a massive war, both staves had been lost.
			

			
				Learning of his sister’s treachery, Adaman breathed forth a prophecy to an elderly human woman which assured that when the time was right, a wizard would find his staff. Unfortunately, his touch drove the woman insane, but not before she reached the god’s beloved elves, created in his own image.
			

			
				Incensed, Adois sought her precious staff, found it among the ruins and brought it through several tons of rock and debris, but as she did, she felt an incredible disturbance passing through the void. It was a vampire warlock as lost to evil as anyone Adois could hope to find. She smiled when she realized that this one had a conscience.
			

			
				With a flick of her wrist, Adois brought Taza speeding through the void and into the present world’s atmosphere. At first the vampire found the air wonderful, and he inhaled deeply, but as his skin heated and began to burn, he screamed and sought a place to hide from the sun’s burning rays. He could find none.
			

			
				Adois knew this would happen and was ready. The goddess wanted this being to feel in awe of her power, and she cast a spell that enclosed Taza in a dark sphere the bright sun could not penetrate.
			

			
				The vampire’s mind swirled with confusion, uncertain over what had happened. Did his enemies trap him again? He wondered if he could break open the shell that encased him, but he quickly realized that doing so would thrust him into the merciless burning of this strange, yellow sun.
			

			
				Soon a seductive female voice entered his mind.
			

			
				“Do not fight, Taza. I will help you realize your dream of a world yet undreamed of, ruled by you and you alone, and you will be responsible for its safety.”
			

			
				Surrounded by darkness, Taza responded telepathically. “Where am I, and who are you?”
			

			
				“I am the goddess Adois. I felt the power of your magic as you traversed the void,” her voice reassured him. “I believe you will find my proposition appealing.”
			

			
				The vampire quickly gathered his wits and asked, “What kind of proposition?”
			

			
				The goddess laughed.
			

			
				“I offer what you seek to regain – a world to rule and the challenges you will face to gain control of it. Does that tempt you?”
			

			
				“Indeed, that offer is hard to refuse. What do you gain from this venture?”
			

			
				“I win a victory over my adversary, who is my twin brother Adaman. He and the others have sown this place with goodness. I seek to overthrow them and turn this land over to your kind, for you are the children of my existence. We have spent an eternity making planets and planting seeds of good and evil, gaining and losing power from whichever side wins. Of course, some meddlers prefer the worlds to retain a balance. Their neutrality is insufferable.”
			

			
				“I suppose you have a plan?” the vampire asked.
			

			
				The response was a laugh, filled with pure evil.
			

			
				“Yes, dear one. I will send you to a desert camp. Kill everyone there. Their deaths will enable you to obtain my staff. Remember, entities like you and I have little concept of time as it progresses, compared to the filth that inhabits this world. Do not act in haste. My staff has a will of its own, and I am the only one who can dominate it. It will take many trials and all your strength to make it succumb to your desires.”
			

			
				Then the voice was gone and the sphere jerked forward, throwing him back as it sped across the foreign landscape. It was pitch black, without moon or stars, when it dropped Taza outside a camp filled with tents. The warm sand had offered some cushion as he landed and he surveyed his surroundings.
			

			
				Before him was a nomad camp containing twelve tents and forty camels. Taza could sense thirty-three hearts beating softly as the nomads slept.
			

			
				In the silence Taza thought about the waste of these lives. It would be so much better to take them as slaves and allow them to live. He considered it for just a moment, but he realized that doing so might anger this goddess, and that was something he dared not risk yet. Sighing, he feasted on the entire camp, but inside he hoped that one day, when he controlled the planet, he could bring peace to its inhabitants.
			

			
				It had been an eon since he had tasted such a variety of blood, and it energized him for the task ahead. After killing the last human, he felt a curious mental touch, as if something magical sought to judge him. He followed the thread of power he felt to a long, canvas bag. As he reached for it, he discovered the artifact Adois had referred to.
			

			
				As soon as Taza had touched the bag, the object’s power hit him with an electrified jolt.
			

			
				He formed a protective shield around his body, stood the bag on end and untied the golden cord at the top. The covering slid down, revealing an ebony staff that radiated power. He could feel it trying to tap into his magic, but one word of his command ceased its probing.
			

			
				Taza smiled, and lifting the staff above his head, he bellowed in a bone-chilling scream.
			

			
				“This world will belong to me and my mistress, Adois. Together we will usher in a time of peace and harmony that will never be crushed!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				As he awoke from his dream, Taza smiled and repeated the vow, surprising the guards who stood expectantly at the door of his chamber. As long as he had the staff, no one would ever best him again. His peace would rule.
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				Sellis was a vain man with straight black hair and light brown eyes. Instead of the usual robes most warlocks favored, he wore a blue brocade tailcoat over a clean linen shirt stuffed into snug black leather pants. He was Melgor’s eyes and ears in the East and well suited to the role because he owned the Ring of Nashmeol, a teleportation device with unlimited potential. He was not powerful enough to teleport on his own, so he used the ring to travel wherever he wanted. Sellis had built a network of spies throughout the region, and therefore he was not surprised when a raven brought him a dispatch from Melgor.
			

			
				The bird found him sitting in a disreputable inn call the Overflowing Barrel. He sat at a battered wooden table stained with sour ale and a slightly inebriated tart of a woman with flyaway ringlets sat on his knee, her arms thrown about his neck as she giggled and planted sloppy kisses on his cheek.
			

			
				The raven flew directly through the door of the inn, causing a commotion among the patrons before it settled on the tart’s flagon of ale. As it leaned over to quench its thirst, a scream welled up from the pit of the woman’s stomach and broke forth like a screeching cat that had just had its tail stomped.
			

			
				Sellis shoved her from his lap, tossed a few coins on the table, and grabbed the bird by its feet as he made his way to the door. The tart screamed again as she raked the coins off the table before downing the remaining ale and, without a backward glance, she headed immediately for two other patrons. The innkeeper expertly caught the gold coin thrown by the departing warlock and nodded a brief thanks.
			

			
				Outside the inn Sellis found a quiet alley and removed the small scrap of letter bound to the raven’s leg. The news was exciting. Here at last was a real mission from Melgor, not just information gathering. He was to locate and eliminate two people, including Celedant, an ancient and powerful wizard. It would be a challenge, but Sellis saw a chance to nicely increase his profits.
			

			
				The two men had crossed paths before when Sellis tried to sound him out for the Council. The puritanical wizard Celedant had refused. Now opportunity was knocking, and the ambitious warlock would make his name by killing both Celedant and the boy. Sellis was smart enough to realize that Melgor was supposed to murder them, but did not want to do the actual dirty work. Sellis was unconcerned. This was an ideal mission, and he was the perfect man for the job.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tarquin hurried from the serenity of the cool afternoon air to the bustling corridors of his father's castle. His mind, filled with the exciting possibilities the wizard had hinted at, did not have time to worry about where he was going.
			

			
				As his feet pounded a steady beat toward the abode of his father's most trusted advisor, the wizard Daegal, he passed many castle servants and workers laboring under armfuls of decorations for the mid-winter celebration. The holiday was tonight, but as with any large festival, the decorating would continue until the last minute.
			

			
				The boy made his way through the busier portions of the castle to the west tower, or as he had called it "The Wizard's Tower.” Tarquin took the stairs two at a time, hoping the wizard was there.
			

			
				Tarquin’s grandfather had given Daegal the top two rooms. There were well over one hundred steps before reaching the landing and despite his conditioning, Tarquin was breathing hard when he finally reached the top. He paused to catch his breath before a leering devil's head made of iron centered on the huge oak door. The face held a knocker between its teeth.
			

			
				Drawing courage, he drew back the knocker, but before he could drop it to its brass plate, a strange metallic voice issued through the devil's clenched teeth.
			

			
				"Death awaits all who enter."
			

			
				Tarquin felt his youthful fear as an overwhelming urge to scamper down the stairs to safety coursed through his veins, but he forced himself to be rational.
			

			
				This is silly, he told himself. Daegal is my father’s wizard. He’s a good wizard and would never harm me.
			

			
				Putting aside his childish response, he tightened his grasp on the knocker. He was about to rap it against the plate when the door silently opened on well-oiled hinges, pulling the boy inside. From the darkness he heard Daegal's gruff voice.
			

			
				"Come in, Tarquin. Don't hide in the shadow of the stairs."
			

			
				Closing his eyes for a second, Tarquin stepped into the room that had always occupied a place of fear in the imagination of a growing boy. As he crossed the threshold, a lifetime of imagined terrors slipped away, and he noticed a cheerful fire that cast a warm glow in Daegal's room. The light from a large hearth seemed almost too bright to be natural. It enhanced the colorful tapestries that adorned the walls, depicting majestic valleys and heavily wooded forests with streaming sunbeams. Numerous bookshelves, overflowing with ancient leather-bound manuscripts and scrolls, occupied the remaining wall space.
			

			
				The wizard was seated in an overstuffed chair, his feet extended toward the fire with an open book in his lap. Tarquin was astonished when he noticed a brightly shining orb floating over the wizard's right shoulder, shining down upon the pages of the open book.
			

			
				Daegal sat up, closing the book and placing it on an unsteady stack that reached up to the arm of the chair. He was hard to describe, too old to be young but too young to be old. His hair and beard were ginger and his pale blue eyes spoke of deep knowledge. When he noticed Tarquin's curiosity, Daegal snapped his fingers and the orb disappeared.
			

			
				"Don't worry, son. It's a little trick I use whenever I read." He pointed to a chair on the other side of the fireplace. “Please, be seated. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?"
			

			
				The nervous Tarquin sat down and tried to contain his excitement. "An old man spoke with me in the courtyard a little while ago. He said his name was Celedant and told me to come see you. Do you know him?"
			

			
				Daegal closed his eyes.
			

			
				"Ah, Celedant. I felt his presence earlier but did not see him.” His eyes popped open. "Do you know who that was you met?"
			

			
				Tarquin shook his head no.
			

			
				Daegal's face became almost trance-like. "Celedant is a wizard from the Dragon Isles.”
			

			
				Tarquin was amazed.
			

			
				"Yes, it’s true. He will always be a force for good in this world. I had been with your father when I felt compelled to return to my room and found proof of his visit."
			

			
				Daegal pulled an envelope from a hidden pocket in his robe and showed it to Tarquin.
			

			
				"I have corresponded with Celedant in the past, and there is no mistaking his sprawling handwriting."
			

			
				On the envelope were the letters D and T, meticulously inked with black pigment.
			

			
				"I almost opened it,” Daegal continued. “But instinct told me the time was not yet right, so I waited. It is obvious now that the ornate T stands for Tarquin. Therefore, I will open it in your presence."
			

			
				With nimble fingers, the wizard unfolded the parchment. After reading the contents, he arched an eyebrow and handed the letter to Tarquin. The boy’s hands trembled as he read the document. The flowing script reminded him of the dusty old manuscripts in his father's study, some of which recorded the fall of Partha over a thousand years before. Yet the language was that of the common tongue of the East. The note read:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Daegal,
			

			
				A great urgency has arisen in the north, and I have not the time to see you in person.
			

			
				I have spoken to young Tarquin, and he seems eager to pursue my venture. The most important task for you, old friend, is this. Whatever you do, keep him away from Ambassador Callum.
			

			
				You must get Tarquin out of the city and travel to Nars, quickly and secretly. In one sense, you will be kidnapping a royal heir and once the boy is reported missing, search parties will comb the valley. Unfortunately, the King won’t find my letter quickly enough to save an abductor from the noose. Therefore, I need not dwell on the need for haste.
			

			
				Once you reach Nars, you are to go at once to Master Sergeant Thorkral Beamcrusher. He is the training master of the Borderers. I’ve made arrangements with King Braveslayer for Tarquin to be enlisted. Once that happens, his feet will be set upon a path toward deeds of greater import than I can explain at the present.
			

			
				Daegal, my friend, get him to Nars, and all will be well.
			

			
				In trust,
			

			
				Celedant
			

			
				 
			

			
				Daegal waited patiently, studying the tapestries on the wall, as Tarquin read through the missive. When the young man looked up, the wizard questioned him.
			

			
				"What do you know about the Borderers?"
			

			
				"Very little, sir. Just that some dwarves choose to join them in order to escape prison," Tarquin answered.
			

			
				"That is partly true,” the wizard agreed. “The unit is based on a practice of the Zeiglon Empire's Penal Legion, which was made up of prisoners who were sent to war to die. You must understand. There will be no turning back in this venture. You will be signing your life away to the Borderers. Once you are safely in Nars, you will be free of the apprenticeship with Ambassador Callum.”
			

			
				Tarquin nodded.
			

			
				"Celedant must have convinced the Dwarf King to bend the rules. To my knowledge, there has never been a human in their army. They are a stubborn race and do not like change. The Borderers are renowned for their endurance and toughness and their recruits go through rigorous training. It will be a difficult undertaking. Are you still prepared to carry out Celedant's plan?"
			

			
				Daegal could see the indecision on the boy’s face and knew that Tarquin had to be utterly certain of his choice before the two of them rode off to Nars. Daegal didn’t want to lose his head, either, let alone his happy home, especially if the boy suddenly changed his mind.
			

			
				Tarquin paused for only a moment before nodding.
			

			
				"Joining the Borderers is better than becoming a diplomat’s apprentice. I will finally become a soldier. I’ll go."
			

			
				A warm smile spread across the wizard's face. He, too, knew about the prophecy.
			

			
				"So be it. I fear the dwarvan army is in for more of a change than it bargained for. Now go and pack, but only the necessities. You can’t keep much other than your favorite weapon once you sign on. Nars is usually a three day journey, but we'll be taking the back roads, and they will come after us. We must attend tonight's celebration together first. I'll escort you there, and once it is over, I'll meet you back in your room. Then we will leave."
			

			
				Daegal ushered the slightly dazed young man out of the room and shut the door. Tarquin made it down the stairs at breakneck speed. Two quick turns through the crowded hallways of the castle brought him to the final junction leading to his rooms. He jumped over a red velvet couch, moved to the center of the hallway for cleaning, and made the final turn before he saw the door just beyond the one to his bedroom open abruptly.
			

			
				His father and an immaculate but somberly dressed Ambassador Callum stepped into the corridor. Tarquin used his forward momentum to dodge to his right and into a niche that led to a small balcony. He opened the paneled doors and slid through the opening, allowing only a hint of cold air to flow past him as he slammed into the wall. His breath misted in the mid-afternoon air.
			

			
				He glanced back inside and to his horror saw his father leaning against the paneled opening of the niche in deep conversation with Callum. The boy had no desire to encounter the Ambassador. He just hoped that he and Daegal would be able leave before his father presented him to the man. That, unfortunately, would anger the king. Tarquin was an honest boy by nature, and the thought of lying to both his father and Callum did not sit well with him. Therefore, he should avoid an encounter if possible.
			

			
				Fearing the two men would see him, Tarquin slid over to the railing, a reckless plan of crossing to his own balcony forming in his head.
			

			
				Before making the jump, Tarquin looked down. The balcony overlooked the courtyard some fifty feet below and was level with a section of the castle's wall. A thick layer of ancient wisteria had claimed the wall and separated the two balconies. Tarquin reached out and with his feet scraping the railing, he thrust his arm out, taking hold of one of the runners and giving it a strong tug. Fortunately, the wrist-thick runners stayed in place and offered him plenty of handholds.
			

			
				Taking a deep breath, he launched himself toward his balcony, slowly working his way across as he tested each vine. When he neared his goal, one of the runners suddenly gave way and pulled away from the wall. Brittle flakes of brown crumbled from the stone, leaving Tarquin clinging with one hand while his right flailed in the air. As the winter-browned wisteria tumbled to the flagstone courtyard, Tarquin closed his eyes, hoping no one had seen or heard him.
			

			
				He thrust his hand across the void and found the cold stone of his balcony's railing. Panting with exertion, he grabbed with his other hand and pulled himself up and over, collapsing in a heap on the balcony ledge.
			

			
				Tarquin pulled himself to his feet, brushed the broken bits of dried wisteria from his clothing and entered his room.
			

			
				For most of his seventeen years, this suite had been his domain, a place of security where he could forget about his princely duties. It was a place of peace, a sanctuary where he could relax without putting on a stiff public face or pretending to enjoy some official’s company. A large four-poster bed, a mound of feather-stuffed pillows, and bleached linen sheets comprised his sleeping area. At the foot of the bed was a stack of quilted blankets to ease the night's chill.
			

			
				The walls were adorned with an assortment of swords, weaponry and armor, most of which had been taken from the castle's armory during late-night raids. The armory had plenty of extra weapons to replace broken equipment after a battle, so no one had missed the equipment Tarquin had taken. A large cedar wardrobe held trousers, tunics and boots, along with an assortment of odd vestments and bric-a-brac he had picked up or been given over the years.
			

			
				Tarquin stripped off his sweaty jerkin, leaving it in the middle of the carpeted floor, went to the wardrobe and chose clean woolen pants and a linen shirt. After dressing, he dug through a pile of camping gear that sat in the corner of the room and emerged with his backpack. Made from a mountain wolf’s hide, oiled and worked into a supple condition, Tarquin often used it on excursions with his brothers. Despite its small size, it held a large amount of supplies inside its numerous pockets and pouches.
			

			
				Inside it he placed the clothing he would need for the trip, including woolen stockings, extra shirts and pants. Strapping down the top, he rolled up his favorite camping blanket and tied it on and then he placed the stuffed pack under his bed. From behind the draperies he pulled a box with his old traveling clothes, all in deep shades of brown, a perfect blend that would allow him to fade into the surrounding landscape.
			

			
				As he pulled out the box, he disturbed a large brown spider that had built a web between the box and the corner of the windowsill. Flinging open the window shutters, the prince caught the fleeing spider and set it gently on the wall outside. He closed the shutters, removed one outfit from the box and placed it under one of the comforters at the end of his bed.
			

			
				Everything was ready for tonight's flight. Facing the prospect of a long night ahead, Tarquin lay down on the bed and fell fast asleep.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The dreams always came to Morganna during her deepest sleep. In them she relived the stark terror of the nightmare events she had experienced so long ago. When they came, she would awaken suddenly, panic-stricken and sweating.
			

			
				Morganna was an illanni, a dark elf, but her coloring was closer to her Wood Elf ancestors of long ago than to her parents’ paler skin. Most of her people were short statured with pale, platinum hair and deep black eyes. Morganna was tall and athletic with purple highlights in her ebony hair, deep olive-green eyes, and a complexion that was darker than the pasty-colored skin typical of the underground dwelling race. In her youth her looks often got her into trouble, and the other children teased and called her names, making her feel as though she did not belong, and never would.
			

			
				Even her father, a ruthless nobleman with heinous ambitions, called her a cast-off from the ‘children of light,’ a mocking phrase for their distant relatives above ground. Whenever he ridiculed her, her mother, a docile woman, would comfort her, but in an absent-minded way that offered no consolation to the girl. Her father was a strong-willed man who ruled hearth and home with an iron fist. Morganna’s older brother, Boltrein, was her staunchest supporter, and the one she turned to when distressed, but even he would not oppose their father.
			

			
				The illanni were like ignorant children to the undead ruler, and Taza saw them as a means of creating a new, peaceful Empire. Rumors were spreading, though, that the blood thirst was growing, and it had to stop before violence and crime overtook the city. The nobles in charge had grown more powerful and and had become determined to prey on the weak to ensure their own strength. It was a situation similar to one Taza had left on his home world.
			

			
				Morganna believed her people were cursed. If they were ever to return to the light, their very nature and essence would need altering, perhaps at the cost of illanni lives. Her revolutionary thinking made Morganna even more of an outsider and shunned by both her family and the clan, she often felt that a much-needed enlightenment was just beyond her grasp.
			

			
				She had met a few illanni with similar views -- mostly young outcasts like herself -- but they were unorganized and unmotivated. Morganna came from noble lineage, but her parents had disowned her when she reached maturity without repenting her revolutionary ideals. A few of her distant relatives offered her sanctuary if needed, which fortunately had not been often.
			

			
				Hers was a long-lived race, and Morganna had learned to bide her time, avoid danger and wait for the revelation that would surely come.
			

			
				A horrible legacy seemed to follow her people, turning their natures from light to dark, and cunning expressions and common thievery grew among them and was practiced between neighbors and even between family members.
			

			
				When the dreams had first begun to plague Morganna, she had hoped that her innate magical powers would help her fight the terror, but her years spent studying sorcery did not bring the results she desperately craved.
			

			
				One night, after a hard day of mastering new spells, she sank into bed exhausted. The dream began the same way it did every night with an unavoidable clench of terror that festered deep within her sleeping soul.
			

			
				Morganna followed her clan as they joined the great families that gathered in the immense amphitheater that was the center of Illan, the Illanni capital,in the vast caverns deep within the labyrinthine underworld. As one of the most important clans, Morganna’s family would sit by the stage in a place of honor.
			

			
				Morganna’s relatives moved with slow, measured steps to their seats, part of the ritual as they approached the stage and headed toward the center aisle slanting downward so that those seated in the back would be able to witness the ceremony.
			

			
				Dread filled her with each unwilling step, but Morganna dared not stop or try to leave. Her short, powerfully built brother had a firm grasp on her arm to keep her at his side. He didn’t want to be there either, but he was unwilling to defy their father’s wishes. Boltrein loved his sister dearly and did not want her to suffer the terrible punishment their father would deliver if she did not participate in this ceremony.
			

			
				As the group of four approached the stage, the sickly-sweet smell of stale blood washed over them. Morganna bit her lip to keep from gagging. This was the first time she would witness this ceremony, and Boltrein hoped she would eventually get used to it. She had no choice. She had not witnessed the change of the previous patriarch which had been initiated several years before her birth. Now at the age of 105 -- still very young in illanni years -- she would witness the ceremony of the oldest male from each family replacing their deceased fathers.
			

			
				Her dream continued and reaching the first row, her relatives located their seats and sat down, patiently waiting until everyone was settled and had become quiet in breathless anticipation. A group of priests garbed in dark plate mail entered the stage and surrounded the altar on three sides, leaving the front of the stage open. Adorned in crimson robes of fine linen and wearing a golden amulet with a large, powerful ruby, one priest approached the altar. He carried a wickedly curved dagger and began calling out an invocation. The language was an ancient one, and as he spoke, some of the illanni cast nervous glances toward each other, as though he were summoning dead spirits from long ago.
			

			
				As the final words left the priest’s mouth, he paused, and each clan leader was called forth to stand before the flame of Taza as those new to their positions were initiated into the dark powers granted by Taza. Morganna’s uncle, the eldest son and new head of their clan, stepped forward. She tried to look away, but her father grabbed her head roughly and forced her to watch as his brother Ainon walked to the stone slab in front of the flame on Taza’s altar.
			

			
				He was stripped to the waist and tied spread-eagle to the stone, his wrists almost touching the flame.
			

			
				The priests surrounding the altar and chanted terrible words of power which echoed throughout the amphitheater. Their words were evil, Morganna thought, as they bound the illanni to Taza and beseeched him to infuse their leaders with his force.
			

			
				The high priest approached the altar and with a jewel-encrusted dagger clutched firmly in his hand, he slashed her uncle's right wrist. The blood quickly flowed from Ainon's veins and ran down a narrow trench in the stone, fizzling when it reached the flame. The high priest plunged the dagger deep into Ainon’s left wrist and he died as the blood left his body.
			

			
				Morganna wrenched her head back and forth desperately, trying to break from her father’s unyielding fingers as they dug into her scalp to hold her firm. She couldn’t even bow her head to hide behind her long silken tresses.
			

			
				“If you close your eyes,” her father warned, “I will make you regret it.”
			

			
				Morganna bit back a scream of frustration. Her shoulders sagged, and she relented.
			

			
				“I’ll watch. I swear,” she whispered through lips bloodied from her biting them in anguish.
			

			
				Smiling, her father released her head and gave his full concentration to what happened next.
			

			
				The fire sparkled as her uncle’s blood boiled within the depths of the flame. Suddenly the flames swirled deep red, spreading slowly and consuming the fire as the magic took hold and defied the laws of nature. The flame of Taza shot toward the prostrate body of her uncle and entered his veins through the left wrist.
			

			
				Morganna watched in horror as his body convulsed in agony as the infusing blood-red flame brought deep color into his pale skin.
			

			
				Stained from the previous clan leaders and now transformed by its mystical essence, the new blood ran throughout her uncle’s body and sealed the slashes on his wrists without leaving the smallest scar to show any damage. Renewed with life as an inducted member of the undead, her dark-featured uncle sat up and cast a hungry look over the audience. His gaze might have frightened the crowd, but they knew his hunger would be sated in the next part of the ceremony. They cheered the newest member of Taza’s undead minions and held their breath, waiting for the conclusion of the macabre rite.
			

			
				The nightmare now took hold of Morganna’s soul, gripping it violently and without mercy.
			

			
				She held herself tightly so as not to squirm as the priests led a bound, half-dressed human slave with shoulder-length hair to stand before Ainon. Her uncle stared at him with dilated pupils. Morganna abhorred watching the sacrifice of even a lowly human in this manner and the scene turned the contents of her stomach to bile.
			

			
				Her uncle, glowing from the infusion of Taza’s flame, moved behind the slave and bared his teeth. The hunger -- now stark and vicious on his once-kindly face -- turned his features beastly and huge fangs sprouted within the nobleman's mouth. His eyes faded from dark black to a glowing feral gold that shone with an unnatural light.
			

			
				The priests bared the slave's neck, and the newly made vampire sank his fangs into the soft flesh. Ainon drank deeply. The blood flowed as he drained the sacrificial human of his life and when he was finished, the nobleman released his hold on the body. It dropped to the floor like a discarded rag doll.
			

			
				The dream ended abruptly and Morganna’s eyes flew open. She shuddered and gasped, and her body was drenched in sweat. Her stomach had filled with bile and she heaved and vomited into the basin kept near her bed for this purpose.
			

			
				She crawled out of her sweaty bedcovers and drank a soothing but potent wine from a goblet sitting on her night table. It eased the foul taste from her mouth and she collapsed once more on her feather bed. The nightmare gone, she could sleep dreamlessly for the rest of the night, knowing it would not return until the next evening.
			

			
				Each morning Morganna would awaken in her small home on the outskirts of the underground city and throw herself into her magic studies with increased vigor, hoping each day that she would find a way to dispel the nightmare. She had realized, though, that the only way to escape the dream was to release her people from the clutches of the all-powerful evil that threatened to consume them.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tarquin slept soundly until a loud tapping on his door roused him out of bed. A portly face thrust itself inside as soon as he opened the portal.
			

			
				"Just making sure you don't miss the feast, your highness," a servant said.
			

			
				"Yes, all right. I’m coming."
			

			
				The prince went directly to the bathing area and the servant filled the tub with water heated over the hearth before he left. Tarquin climbed in with a bar of soap, savoring the warmth on his flesh as he watched the steam rise. Washing off the sweat and grime, he emerged from the bathing area and padding over to the armoire and took out a tan linen shirt and dark woolen pants.
			

			
				Tarquin left his rooms and was startled to find Daegal patiently waiting beside the door, wearing dark brown dress robes, his shoulder-length hair neatly combed.
			

			
				"So, are you ready for tonight?" the wizard asked while they walked.
			

			
				"Yes," Tarquin answered. "I have everything packed."
			

			
				As they neared the great hall, they could see the room ahead congested with people. Daegal pulled Tarquin aside into a narrow passage, hidden partially behind a tapestry of red roses hung across the wall for the celebration. Used by the servants, the passage was a back route into the hall itself.
			

			
				As they emerged from their alcove, Tarquin admired the room with its splendid wall hangings and battle trophies. Candles burned everywhere, adding a mystical warm aura to the nooks and crannies, and roaring fires lit the main hall as brightly as the sun on a clear morning. High above on an interior balcony, musicians played festive tunes while clowns and jugglers moved through the crowd, drawing laughter and gasps of amazement. Several people called out to welcome Tarquin and Daegal although neither knew many of the well-wishers.
			

			
				The pair made their way to a servant carrying a tray of drinks. Daegal took a tankard of ale, and Tarquin a goblet of red wine.
			

			
				"Don’t drink too much. You will need your wits about you tonight," the wizard explained.
			

			
				As they turned back to the crowd, a murmur reached their ears from the front of the hall. Daegal stood on his tiptoes to get a better look.
			

			
				"Your parents have arrived,” he whispered from the side of his mouth. “Let's proceed to the table and the fare the cook has prepared for tonight."
			

			
				Daegal rarely took his meals with the King, so Tarquin was surprised when the wizard settled into a chair next to him.
			

			
				Placed at the head of the hall, the royal table had a plethora of arms and armor arrayed on the wall behind it. A fire pit lined the center of the room, and row after row of tables ran the length of the pit on both sides with the chairs facing the fire.
			

			
				The king and queen made their way to the royal table, smiling and greeting their subjects along the way, and seated themselves in the throne-like chairs placed at the exact center of the long head table. King Benton was dressed in somber black velvet. His wife, Queen Alicia, wore a dark purple wool gown with red piping and white lace at the bodice and at the ends of her wide-bottomed sleeves.
			

			
				At the king's right sat his two older sons, while Tarquin and Daegal sat on the Queen’s left. Kaleb wore the traditional light blue uniform of the Parthian Lancers, and Timmons, the middle son, wore a dark grey, multi-layered ensemble that was the latest fashion in the eastern city-states.
			

			
				The dinner consisted of five courses. The first was a green salad, not one of Tarquin’s favorites, and many guests wondered aloud where the chef had found fresh greens this late in the year. After refilling the wine goblets, the servants brought in a fish stew, thick with diced carrots, potatoes and huge chunks of mountain trout, in white tureens and served with fat loaves of coarse black bread perfect for dipping.
			

			
				After clearing the tables and pouring fresh wine, servants carried the main course into the room on huge platters bearing roasted venison. A delicate sauce made the meat melt in each reveler’s mouth and dishes of roasted potatoes and assorted vegetables, dripping with butter, came next. Wine continued to flow from the crystal decanters the servants used to refill everyone’s glasses. Daegal shot menacing glances at Tarquin when the Prince drained his goblet with each course.
			

			
				After the venison, two dessert courses followed, gingerbread with thick cream ladled on top, and warm fruit tarts made with apples and berries preserved during the autumn. The final desserts were a light custard served with cinnamon and nutmeg and bread pudding with raisins and spices.
			

			
				After the guests had sated themselves, they pushed back the chairs and the musicians, who had switched to sedate background music during the meal, broke into a lively melody. Clowns and jugglers tumbled and danced while servants brought out fresh ewers of wine and ale.
			

			
				The royal family watched and waited, enjoying the entertainment along with their guests. Although the king was eager to get on with presenting his son to the Ambassador, it would be unseemly to end the amusements too soon. Finally, he stood up and the guests were free to mingle. The king took a few short steps to Tarquin's chair.
			

			
				"Well, son," he began. "Come along. I want to introduce you to the Ambassador."
			

			
				“I don’t want to be an ambassador, father,” Tarquin said.
			

			
				The king looked sternly at his son. “This has been arranged for years, and I’ll not have you backing out for no reason.”
			

			
				“I do have a reason. I want to be a soldier,” Tarquin begged.
			

			
				“Don’t embarrass me in front of our subjects. The ambassador is getting on in years and its time for a replacement.”
			

			
				Panicked, Tarquin glanced around at the wizard, hoping the old man would help him, but Daegal was oblivious to the conversation while a servant refilled his tankard. Sighing, the prince followed his father to the far end of the table.
			

			
				The ambassador sat listening to the prattle of a plump noblewoman. Callum was tall and thin, dressed in a severe black suit of wool. He reminded Tarquin of an elf, which was probably why the man got along so well in the elven court, yet Tarquin could see the similarity ended as he approached. The perfect diplomat, the ambassador excused himself and stood, gliding toward them with a smile that was unreadable.
			

			
				It was the smile that bothered the prince. This man would do anything to further himself, the boy thought. Cullum's hand shot out grasping first the king's and then Tarquin's hand in succession.
			

			
				"So, your Highness, this must be your youngest son."
			

			
				"Yes," King Benton replied. He turned to his son. "Tarquin, I would like you to meet Ambassador Callum."
			

			
				"It’s a pleasure," Tarquin began, but his voice was quickly drowned out by Callum's.
			

			
				"I’m so happy to meet my new assistant," the ambassador gushed.
			

			
				Tarquin merely nodded. When Callum turned his back and continued speaking to King Benton, and the relief on Tarquin’s face was evident. The prince rejoined his mother and Daegal, who now had two tankards of ale before him.
			

			
				"Different brews," the wizard said when Tarquin looked at him with a raised eyebrow.
			

			
				Taking his seat, Tarquin watched the entertainment and listened to the conversations around the hall, mostly hunting stories or tales of war in far-off places. His brother Kaleb spoke to a group of young men about the growing orc raids into Partha and the dwarvan territories. His words grabbed Tarquin's interest.
			

			
				The orcs were ape-like in appearance and were one of the most populous enemies of the Dwarvan people. They lived in clans and mounted frequent raids into the Empire from every direction. In small numbers, they posed little threat, but in organized groups, they became a daunting menace.
			

			
				“The orcs are raiding the dwarvan roads, and their way stations are being besieged and sacked,” Kaleb told his fascinated audience. “There are reports of unease in the Eastern City States.”
			

			
				Talk of the orc incursions had put Tarquin’s nerves on edge, and he leaned toward Daegal.
			

			
				"When do we leave?"
			

			
				Daegal leaned close to the young man and kept his voice low. "Once everyone retires, I'll come for you. Be armed and ready. I don't like these stories of orcish raids."
			

			
				Reassured they would soon depart, Tarquin felt better, but his relief became short-lived when his father approached.
			

			
				“The Ambassador wants to depart at first light. You won’t be able to catch much sleep before you have to rise and prepare to leave. Your mother and I will see you off in the morning.”
			

			
				“Yes, sir. I’ll retire to my room,” Tarquin said.
			

			
				This news did not sit well with Daegal. It was well after midnight and dawn would come in less than six turns of the clock. They would only have five turns before the servants discovered his empty room.
			

			
				After the king had moved away, Tarquin asked Daegal, "What about food and horses?"
			

			
				"Arrangements have been made. You’d better hurry. We haven’t much time and we need to be well away from the castle when they wake."
			

			
				Tarquin nodded and bid his mother goodnight. Shortly after the he left the hall, Daegal disappeared. As the prince hurried to his room, he felt excitement rush through his body. He entered his room and retrieved his backpack. To combat the cold, he dressed in heavy woolen pants with flannel sewn into the interior, two warm shirts, knee length boots of tough leather, and thick woolen stockings. Over all this he pulled a woolen cloak and a traveling hat.
			

			
				Tarquin examined the weapons hanging on his walls. He took down a bow and one quiver of arrows. As he examined the swords, one called to him in a silent voice that rang inside his mind as if the weapon were urging him to choose it. Tarquin pulled down a plain black scabbard containing a sword with a hilt wrapped in leather. He wondered why he had not seen it before. Try as he might, Tarquin could not recall when or how he had gotten it. He glanced at the wall again and saw a painting of his ancestor, an ancient king who had died in the war against the Zeiglon Empire, posing with what appeared to be the sword he now held in his hands.
			

			
				Taking it to the fireplace, Tarquin drew the tarnished three-and-a-half foot long blade. He could use it with either one hand or two. He took the sword in both hands, gave a quick backhanded blow to an imagined foe, and was startled when the blade shone a deep red in the room’s light. As he waited for Daegal, he familiarized himself with the blade’s weight and balance and wondered why he hadn’t sensed the connection before.
			

			
				A soft rapping sounded at his door, which opened, and Daegal slipped into the room. He had replaced his dinner finery with brown traveling clothes similar to Tarquin’s, a cape and comfortable warm boots. The wizard quietly shut the door, and turned to the prince with an amused look.
			

			
				"Quite the warrior, I see."
			

			
				Tarquin sheathed his sword and blushed.
			

			
				"Ready?"
			

			
				Daegal winked. "Yes, but we must hurry through the rear gate without anyone seeing you." His index finger poked Tarquin’s chest. “Come, follow closely, and do exactly as I say or this night will find me without a head and you on your way to the elves."
			

			
				Tarquin shrugged on his backpack and followed the nimble-footed wizard out the door. In the corridors Daegal crept forward like a cat. Tarquin stayed close behind, trying to emulate his companion’s silent steps. They made it down three hallways and were near a side stair that led directly to the rear courtyard when they heard the telltale clank of weapons and chainmail. The castle guards marched up the corridor on patrol.
			

			
				Daegal's hand clamped down on Tarquin’s shoulder like a steel vice. He pulled the younger man along in a mad rush toward the stairs, covering the last ten feet in less than a second. The clanking was close, but the wizard didn’t dare use a spell to enchant the guards. Their discovery would raise an alarm and send other soldiers to secure the Royal Family from threat. Then they would discover Tarquin’s absence and the hunt would be on.
			

			
				Daegal and Tarquin made it to the back stairs and eased down the first few steps. From the corner of his eye, the wizard saw the reflection of the torches gleaming off the armor of the guardsmen. At the first landing, they paused, straining to catch any sounds of pursuit.
			

			
				Tarquin turned and saw Daegal disappear around the next landing. The prince plunged after him. As he reached the ground floor, he found Daegal peering through the cracked door of the courtyard and into the darkness. When the wizard had become certain there were no observers, they slipped into the shadows and quickly blended with the stacks of corded wood.
			

			
				Tarquin stumbled over a small pile, making quite a racket as the wood tumbled to the ground. The wizard’s steel grip steered him through the darkness and through the wood stores until they reached the castle wall. He shoved the prince against the wall into the deeper shadows.
			

			
				Tarquin followed the wizard's stare toward the top of the castle wall and found the ambassador peering into the courtyard toward the spot where the wood had fallen. Apparently Callum had found sleep elusive and had come out to the battlements for a breath of fresh air.
			

			
				Come on. Come on, Tarquin thought. Hurry up and go inside. We have to get going!
			

			
				Finally the ambassador pulled his cloak more tightly about him and headed back to his room. As soon as he was inside, Daegal pulled his charge toward the rear gate of the castle. There were two men stationed there and the light from the room's torches illuminated both the gate and the area in front of them.
			

			
				Daegal placed a finger to his lips to indicate that Tarquin should stay where he was and remain quiet. The wizard headed toward the guards as if he was there on official business and slipped around the front of the guardhouse. For a long moment the boy waited and was beginning to fret when Daegal’s hand appeared out of the darkness and motioned him forward.
			

			
				Moving to the gate, Daegal whispered, “Asperio.”
			

			
				Tarquin looked inside the guardroom and saw the guards snoring, their heads down on a table. Puzzled, the prince joined Daegal at a small door recessed in the gate.
			

			
				"What happened?"
			

			
				He heard a loud click as the lock opened.
			

			
				"A spell, you fool. Now, be quiet!" Daegal shot back in a rough whisper.
			

			
				The guards would feel guilty when they woke later and, not wanting to risk punishment for shirking their duty, they would tell no one.
			

			
				The small gate door opened noiselessly on greased hinges, and the escapees hurried out through it and closed it silently behind them. They rushed down a side street and into an alley, listening for sounds of pursuit, but none came. They had made it out of the castle.
			

			
				"Now, to the horses," Daegal said and gave Tarquin a light slap on the back.
			

			
				They hurried on foot through the dark streets of Partha until they came to a cluttered alley that dead-ended at a decrepit stable. The wizard stopped at the huge double doors.
			

			
				“Would you be so kind as to saddle our mounts?” he asked the sleepy stable hand.
			

			
				"Of course."
			

			
				Two horses and the gear they would need for the flight to Nars were inside. Daegal’s mount, a black stallion, stomped nervously while Tarquin's older mare stood patiently as the prince saddled her. When he was finished, he tied the extra sacks filled with supplies behind the saddles.
			

			
				The wizard’s nervous steed calmed as he settled into the saddle, but the mare hardly noticed when the boy mounted and as Daegal's stallion led the way into the night, the mare followed sedately.
			

			
				Within ten minutes the pair had ridden clear of town. The guards at the outer gates had hardly given them a glance as they rode their horses’ past. They continued their slow place until they reached the trees that bordered the city, and then they galloped up the dwarvan road toward Nars.
			

			
				The wind blew from the west and chilled Tarquin, even through his heavy clothing. Before the woods completely hid the town from view, he pulled his horse up for one last look and a silent farewell. For a moment he didn’t want to say goodbye to the city and the castle he had known all his life, and the familiar lighted windows of the castle and the houses under their snow-covered eaves brought a small ache to his heart. Nevertheless, as he weighed his decision, he knew he had made the right choice.
			

			
				Digging his heels into the old horse, he galloped after Daegal and they rode side-by-side, pushing their horses as fast as they dared.
			

			
				“Do you think we’ll get far enough away before they come looking?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				“A lot depends on how quickly they discover you’re missing and then it will take awhile longer to figure out what happened and to organize a hunt. Once they do, you and I had better be far away, because if we’re caught, neither of us is going to like the outcome.”
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				Daegal and Tarquin had more to worry about than the King’s men.
			

			
				Behind them, near the city gates, in the shadow of the battlements, a dark figure had watched as the two riders became lost from view. The man had lived a miserable existence for fifty years as an inept thief,, barely managing to steal enough to keep himself fed and clothed, until he had met a young warlock named Sellis.
			

			
				He hurried through the empty streets of Partha, his worn boots slipping in the dirty snow, and headed for a deserted building. The previous owner, an elderly bachelor with no family, had died ten years ago and when no one had claimed the broken-down property, the thief had moved in. Even with its boarded-up, broken windows and holes in the walls and ceilings, the small cottage was better than the street.
			

			
				He scooted around to the back alley behind the ramshackle dwelling and removed the boards from the rear window. Slipping inside, he hurried up the stairs to the roof where he kept a snow-covered coop of ravens that Sellis had given him.
			

			
				He scrawled a brief, but ominous note. The boy has left Partha.
			

			
				The ill-dressed man tied his missive to the leg of one of the ravens and he launched the black bird into the cold night air. He knew Sellis would come, and the greedy man’s palms itched for the gold the warlock gave away like sweets at a summer fair.
			

			
				He knew if Sellis had his way, the young prince wouldn’t live to see his next birthday.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Thousands of years before the continents broke apart, vast, lush forests had covered much of the land. Violent earthquakes, resulting from the war between the Partha and the Zeiglon Empire, had caused the sea to flood the territory where the illanni clan lived. The high waters drove them underground to caverns deep within the mountains.
			

			
				Hundreds of years earlier, the elven clans split apart. Although the illanni were almost as magically powerful as the High and Wood Elves, too many differences separated the three clans. Mutual harmony was impossible, but moving underground had brought new problems the struggling elves could not have anticipated.
			

			
				The underworld was home to other powerful races, including the orcs and the dwarves. The illanni had to fight to survive and they decimated their clans and their resources. Until Taza arrived, it had seemed a losing battle.
			

			
				The ancient vampire planned to dominate Muiria by using the inhabitants and resources for his own purposes. He instilled hope to a desperate race, giving grand speeches that dazzled the townspeople with the seemingly great wisdom he had garnered over the eons.
			

			
				Taza taught them how to adapt their magic to life underground and the dark elves drew energy from the deep roots of the mountains to develop their underground city. He could have aided in building the city, but first he needed time for the dark elves to multiply before he could convert them to vampires and move forward with his quest to pacify the world of Muiria.
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				The ages passed, and the time for which Taza had been waiting finally came, two hundred years before Morganna was born. Her grandfather was one of the first illanni converted into the undead in the ceremony and in the beginning, only the head of the household was turned. He would then receive a small cask of Taza’s fire from the head priest and he would use it to turn his spouse and his adult children. It remained that way for over two hundred years.
			

			
				As vampires, wounds healed almost instantly, and they were nearly impossible to kill except by beheading or burning. Because they understood little about this mode of life, they saw the undead state as a gift. They failed to see the horror of their plight. As a result, their desire for blood forced them to capture members of other races and turn them into household and work slaves until they drank their blood. The vampires fed on helpless captives, usually without notice, and the unturned illanni never knew when one of their slaves would become a victim.
			

			
				The horror of Morganna's dreams did not end with the blood that coalesced on the amphitheater stage. The worst of her nightmares would come much later. Following her uncle’s savage transformation, she spent the next three centuries, her adolescence, away from the perverted capital.
			

			
				One day her friend Kalsti had come to visit her and she was amazed to see Morganna turn the page of a book just by flicking a finger.
			

			
				“How can you do that?”
			

			
				“Anyone can do it,” Morganna had shrugged. Her friend’s admiration pleased her nonetheless.
			

			
				“I couldn’t,” Kalsti said, shaking her silver curls while sewing a hem in a tunic. “You have a gift, Morganna. The elven gods must have a special purpose for you.”
			

			
				Morganna could levitate herself as well as any object, she could shape-shift objects, too, as well as small animals, and she could perform other higher forms of magic than anyone else in her clan. She kept searching for clues and read every book of magic she could find. She practiced incantations and developed charms and warding bracelets, but nothing she did chased away the dreams.
			

			
				As she perfected her skills, Morganna learned more about the races who had occupied the land above when she studied their magic. Curiosity took her beyond their books of enchantments and into their histories. The illiani elders had forbidden access to such works and had labeled them lies and works of fiction. Still, her need became an insatiable hunger that drove Morganna even though, if she were caught, a death sentence would await her.
			

			
				The driven woman would sneak above ground at night and seek out the information she craved from their libraries and bookshops. Morganna used her magic to steal the books she wanted, she became more familiar with the cities and villages above. She would visit a location once and afterward she could picture the destination in her mind and teleport there. Two of her favorite places were the library located in Korvanna, the eastern woods of the High Elves, and the library in Nars.
			

			
				Morganna would teleport directly inside the woods near the elven libraries and take any book she wanted. She was careful to keep her visits infrequent to avoid attracting attention to the missing volumes. Returning home with her treasurers, she hid the books in a hollowed-out space under her bed and cast a spell on them and on the space, making both invisible. Since she was openly outspoken against the evil overwhelming her people, she never knew when a nosy relative or illanni official might pay a visit and look for the contraband.
			

			
				The training and the stories of her childhood were too deeply ingrained to erase her prejudice and distrust against the races of light, but the history on their pages of the books she took began to have a profound effect on Morganna, almost without her realizing it. She started believing that those who lived above ground, especially the elves, might not be as bad as she had thought. Their distant kinship brought a growing need in her that she didn’t fully understand.
			

			
				She began unconsciously to adopt their way of thinking as she pondered the writings and wisdom of their books. She had gleaned much useful information from the thousands of pages she devoured over decades of study. While initially searching only for a way to dispel her nightmares, Morganna instead found healing in her mind and spirit. Her distrust and dislike of her distant kin lessened as she learned that stealing from others was what she had expected of them. Instead, she was the one committing the crimes and behaving wrongly against these innocent folks. Her thoughts grew sober upon this realization.
			

			
				Due to her enlightenment and her new desire to improve, Morganna no longer stole the books she wanted, but only “borrowed” them. Once they were read, she returned the volumes to the libraries. She realized that her need to connect to her elven ancestors had begun as a youngster, when one of her cousins accused her of being a Wood Elf and as such, had called her a traitor.
			

			
				She learned one morning, along with everyone else, that her Uncle Ainon had died the week before under mysterious circumstances. The news shocked the city. Rumors flew faster than a bat could fly as family members debated the reason for his death. The most popular theory was that Ainon had drained a slave whose blood, poisoned by something toxic, had made Ainon gravely ill. Poison cannot kill a vampire, and so the rumors next proclaimed that while he was recovering, someone had set him, and the bed he was sleeping in, on fire. The final and darkest rumor was that her ruthless father, who had made no secret of the jealousy he felt toward his brother, had murdered him to claim leadership of their clan.
			

			
				Morganna was unmoved by her uncle’s death. He had become a monster the day Taza’s fire transformed him, but she was upset when she was summoned to Illan for her father's ascension to clan leader. It wasn’t that he would undergo the same ceremony. As far as she was concerned, he was already an undead monster.
			

			
				What she didn’t know was that her father had already undergone the ceremony.
			

			
				Morganna hated the thought of returning to her family home. She had left right after her uncle’s ceremony and moved to a small house outside the city in a cavern located closer to the surface. Several illanni, who wished to distance themselves from their vampire brethren, also made their homes there. Because her father had never felt any affection toward her, he did not object to her move, and she watched from afar as everything she had once loved about the city and her family became perverted as more of her people became vampires.
			

			
				Illan grew darker, both literally and spiritually.
			

			
				Her family’s home, the place where centuries ago Morganna had spent an unhappy childhood, was next to one of the main walls of the cavern. A twenty-foot-high stone wall that arched out from the cavern’s face surrounded it, and over the years slaves polished the surface until it became as smooth as glass and reflected the sparse light of the caverns. Now, the wall’s reflective powers had been subdued. Inside this fortress, several outbuildings supported the operations of the great house and were managed by the family’s slaves,.
			

			
				As Morganna entered the outer gate to attend the ceremony, soldiers loyal to her father looked at her suspiciously. Slaves hurried to their shelter as she passed, their faces etched with terror. Was it their fear of her, she wondered, or an overwhelming dread of a city filled with the undead?
			

			
				The main house was carved into the rock of the underworld and had spacious rooms with huge windows opening outward to catch the brightness from the mage lights. These lit the underground caverns better than a torch, without having to ventilate the smoke a fire would have made.
			

			
				She looked around, but it appeared that no one was at home. Morganna made her way to her old room and found it in total darkness. A fine layer of dust and cobwebs adorned the bed, chest of drawers and the other furniture. She moved through her room, her hand trailing over glass trinkets, rag dolls and other familiar objects, trifles that had once brought joy to her heart. Now only a filmy essence of evil remained.
			

			
				Disheartened, she sat on the window ledge and peered out over the dark metropolis. She needed to discover a way to reverse the darkness that held the city hostage.
			

			
				Before long she heard a door open. One or more persons was returning to the house and they must have known she would have arrived by now in response to the summons, but no one came to her door to check. She wished she could go to her mother for comfort and reassurance, but the woman had always maintained at best a polite interest in her, with little emotional attachment. There was no point in seeking her out now.
			

			
				Soon Morganna responded to a light tap on the door and opened it to find a young female slave who would not look her in the eye.
			

			
				“Your father will see you in his study now, my lady.”
			

			
				“Is my brother home?”
			

			
				The girl paused before answering, but still would not look up.
			

			
				“Yes, my lady. He has been called to the study as well.”
			

			
				“I’ll be there shortly. Thank you.”
			

			
				The girl bobbed a quick curtsy and left as Morganna glanced in the mirror to tidy her long hair by gathering it in a knot at the nape of her neck.
			

			
				As she entered her father’s study, she recalled the elegant old room where she had as a girl received more than one lecture. Filled with books, elegant old furniture and the smell of pipe tobacco, the study had been a place of wonder to her as a child, but it had transformed over the years into a dark, mysterious lair of evil.
			

			
				Her father sat behind his old desk. Broad, muscular shoulders that had once supported armor were thinner, but in spite of the centuries he had lived, he did not appear as old as he might have. This puzzled her.
			

			
				She joined her brother who stood before the desk.
			

			
				Tibersu studied an ancient scroll, written in the old tongue, a language Morganna was still learning. Since her father didn’t immediately begin threatening her like she expected, she sighed once and she and her brother exchanged hopeful looks. Perhaps time had mellowed their father’s temperament as it had his body.
			

			
				She realized the error of her thinking too late. Only in the final second did she realize her father was casting a spell over her from the scroll he was reading. Her muscles stiffened as she slumped to the carpeted floor.
			

			
				“Morganna!” he cried out, startled, and he reached for her.
			

			
				“She is fine,” their father assured him in a soothing voice.
			

			
				“But…”
			

			
				“You know how willful your sister is. It’s just a little spell to prevent her from hurting herself. I need her compliance.”
			

			
				“But, father…”
			

			
				“Enough! We have work to do, and I won’t have her interfering.”
			

			
				Morganna fought against the spell’s power, but it was useless. Although trapped physically, her mind was clear and she searched for a means to break free. Under her breath she began murmuring a counter spell, dimly remembered from one of the books she had borrowed from an elven library. Her enchantment broke like a tide against a seawall when it clashed against her father's incantation, but she felt a lessening of his effects and her muscles loosened slightly.
			

			
				After a moment she felt the presence of others quietly entering the room and surrounding her. Strong, somehow familiar hands grabbed her from behind and lifted her upright, steadying her on her feet, and Morganna strained to control her wobbly body. She managed to turn her face sideways a fraction of an inch to find her mother and a servant standing behind Boltrein.
			

			
				Tibersu advanced from behind his desk to stand before them, a self-satisfied smile on his haggard face as he stood within a foot of each of his children. His smile broadened, and Morganna knew why he didn’t appear as old as he should have. Tibersu had the fangs of a vampire. Infused with Taza’s flame, he had joined the illanni elite. He leaned toward Boltrein and gave his son a fatherly kiss on the forehead before plunging his fangs deep into his son's neck.
			

			
				Morganna felt faint from the deadly blow dealt her brother, and their lineage. Her eyes teared and she choked, but even as her strength returned, her arms twitched under the hands of her unseen captor.
			

			
				All eyes in the room turned to Boltrein. He had screamed in agony when Taza’s fire entered his veins as his father had returned the transformed blood back to his son. Shaking his head like a dog recovering from a blow, Boltrein’s eyes now glowed a feral yellow. He opened his mouth and stretched his jaws to make room for the sharp, elongated fangs that grew there and completed his transformation.
			

			
				Feeling the last of the binding spell give way, Morganna raised her foot and drew a dagger that had been hidden in the top part of her boot. The illani woman who had been holding her prisoner failed to realize what was happening until it was too late. Morganna stabbed backward and buried the dagger to the hilt in her thigh. She felt her hands loosen their grip.
			

			
				Dropping to the floor, she rolled to the right and slashed her captor's arm. She felt a transient pressure before the blade bit through muscle and bone. She recovered from her roll and crouched in the middle of the room.
			

			
				"Kill her! Now!" her father shouted to his henchmen.
			

			
				Still paralyzed, she examined the scene that would haunt her for the rest of her life. Her brother’s skin had darkened with the infusion of Taza’s flame and, horrified, she watched as he grabbed and drained the blood of a slave brought in by two of her father’s soldiers.
			

			
				Boltrein turned his monstrous smile toward his sister and lurched toward her.
			

			
				Larahi, their mother, stood wordlessly beside her son. Morganna looked to the woman who had given her life, silently pleading for help. The formerly mild-mannered woman stared at Morganna and her eyes glazed over in a bloodletting rage. She began muttering the words of a spell through fangs that were now revealed by her parted lips as she chanted.
			

			
				Morganna now realized her captor had been Malia, her old nursemaid. She stood holding her forearm where Morganna's dagger had neatly severed her hand. Malia had held Morganna as an infant in those very hands, but now she cried out in pain. Her lips pulled back to reveal her yellowed incisors, but already her stump showed signs of growing a new hand.
			

			
				Morganna had no more than a second to respond. Her family blocked the only door, leaving the bay window behind her father's desk as an exit. She intoned a quick spell and sprinted toward the window, whirling past Boltrein and her surprised father. She released a fireball of magical energy from her outstretched arm and hit her former nursemaid in the chest. Malia collapsed to the floor and screamed as her torso became engulfed in flames.
			

			
				As Morganna continued to barrel toward the window, an energy bolt crashed into the bookshelf to her right. Bindings, scrolls and parchment all flew into the air as she hurled herself through the window, her arms covering her face in protection. Glass shattered and wood splintered under the impact of her weight and the force of the energy bolt.
			

			
				Morganna tumbled through the window and into the darkness of the city.
			

			
				As she fell toward the cavern floor, Morganna calmed herself. The spell she called from her depths came naturally, and her descent began to slow until she hovered in mid-air. She planted both her feet on the solid ground and then bolted off into the darkness.
			

			
				She vowed never to return to her family home.
			

			
				She knew it was only a matter of time before hungry, furious vampires would track her and although she was tired and exhausted, Morganna didn’t dare stop to rest until she had teleported herself to her underground home.
			

			
				Hurrying into her small bedroom, she bolted the door and threw up protective wards. They wouldn’t keep a powerful sorcerer out for long, but they would delay him long enough so she could get away. She quickly retrieved the bag she had already packed with her clothes and the remaining personal things she would need.
			

			
				She wasn’t certain how many illanni could teleport. Many warlocks weren’t powerful enough to do so, but she wasn’t going to risk capture. Tossing the last few books she needed into a separate pack, she placed both satchels together by the door.
			

			
				After a final look around, she grabbed a handful of dried fruit that she quickly ate, hefted both bags and was about to open her door when she heard the distinctive pop of someone apparating in the next room. She knew the visitor had to be a family member. No one could have appeared there unless he or she had already seen the room.
			

			
				An explosion blasted her door off its hinges, but the wards she had put in place blew the wooden fragments back at the one who had used the spell. Morganna smiled only slightly as she escaped from the sound of an angry yelp of pain.
			

			
				She used the precious seconds this diversion bought to disappear through a hidden portal, slipping through the buildings crowding hers, until she reappeared in a prepared spot from which she teleported again to another location just outside illanni territory. From there she vanished six more times, using various spells to prevent detection.
			

			
				Fearing this day might come, she had secretly searched during her book hunting trips for a secluded place, and she had discovered a safe house deep within the heavily forested land of the dwarves. The area had a run-down, two-story cottage surrounded by nearly impassible woods that had been empty for two hundred years. Morganna had already taken supplies there, everything from blankets to preserved food items to seeds for planting. Over the last two years Morganna had prepared the house itself and used her magic to help restore the structure and the roof as well as transport furnishings and necessities and a few of her most treasured belongings.
			

			
				By the time she arrived at her new home, she was certain no one had followed her. That night she slept fitfully, but without incident.
			

			
				The next day she began her training as a warrior and from then on she would be on guard every minute. She hoped the rigorous discipline would not only alleviate her nightmares, but also help keep her alive from the assassins the illanni were sure to send.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The road ran north through the thick forest that blanketed the valley of Partha. Pounding out a regular beat, the horses seemed tireless as their hooves ate up mile after mile.
			

			
				Tarquin would doze in the saddle and find himself jerking awake as his body rocked in rhythmic time to the animal’s gait. After one nap he awoke to find the sun cresting the eastern rim of the mountains.
			

			
				Daegal slowed his stallion's pace to a walk and yawned as Tarquin reigned in his mare. After they had crossed a small bridge that spanned a frozen creek, Daegal broke the silence.
			

			
				“Well, my boy, the first problem is solved. We're out of Partha. By now your father has discovered that you are missing. To avoid the search parties, we'll take a short cut.” He pointed to a break in the trees ahead. "We will have to travel slower along this path because the snow is deep. Even though it will take a bit longer to traverse than if we followed the main road, this one is less traveled and safer, and it will lead to Nars."
			

			
				They dismounted at a small bend in the road. Daegal took the lead, plunging through a two-foot snowdrift and pulling his stallion by the reins down a hidden game trail. Tarquin followed with his mare. The snow lessened as they gained the trail and they were soon under the shelter of the forest's overhanging branches, laden with heavy snow.
			

			
				After they had remounted their horses, the wizard raised his right hand in a sweeping gesture toward the deep snowdrift they had just trekked through. He concentrated.
			

			
				“Terrstallandi formasae.”
			

			
				As the words left his lips, the snow flew up from the ground and resettled into its original shape, restoring the drift and the path as well as filling in their tracks. The two of them rode on down along the trail.
			

			
				Another mile passed before they dismounted to walk their tired horses. Tarquin could barely put one foot in front of the other in the drifts of snow. He knew he had to keep going despite his exhaustion and he stared at the back of Daegal's stallion, using it as a guide through the swirling flakes.
			

			
				He thought he had trained himself for a life of adventure, but riding all night at the steady, mile-consuming pace set by the unflagging wizard had just about gotten the best of the young man.
			

			
				The sun had risen for several turns of the clock when Daegal stopped in a small clearing to rest. With his head bowed and his eyes open to mere slits, Tarquin walked into the stallion's rump. The horse took offense and with a gentle knock of its hind leg sent the young man tumbling. Daegal smiled at the figure laying face down in the snowdrift.
			

			
				"Once you've finished playing, see to the horses. And get some sleep.”
			

			
				Tarquin rose out of the snow sputtering and swiping the white crystals from his hair.
			

			
				"We should be well ahead of any pursuit,” Daegal continued, “unless they discovered your absence sooner than I’d hoped. I'll wake you in a few turns of the clock to eat and we’ll continue our journey to Nars. At this pace, we should arrive early tomorrow."
			

			
				Moving in slow motion, Tarquin fed the horses from the grain stashed in their saddlebags. Without a word he brushed the snow away from a spot under a canopy of pine branches and pulled together a pile of fallen dry needles and twigs to make a nest. He wrapped himself snugly in his blanket and immediately dropped off into a deep sleep.
			

			
				Troubled dreams of their flight disturbed Tarquin’s rest. No matter where he was or how fast he ran, someone chased him. His disturbing dreams ended when he felt a hand grasp his shoulder. Daegal had bent over, shaking the youth, trying to wake him. Tarquin tossed and mumbled, then came awake.
			

			
				"Easy, son, you've been asleep for three turns of the clock. It's time to eat and get back on the trail."
			

			
				The boy climbed slowly to his feet, stiff and sore from all the strained muscles that were so saddle-weary. Daegal had retrieved some dried meat and fruit from one of the saddlebags and offered them to the prince. Tarquin wolfed them down in seconds, hardly noticing what he ate. When he went to see to the horses, he stretched and a groan slipped through clenched teeth.
			

			
				The wizard chuckled.
			

			
				"Sore? You'll get used to it sooner than you think."
			

			
				Tarquin managed a grumbled "Thanks," as he saddled the horses.
			

			
				"How much further?"
			

			
				"If we ride till midnight and have a bite to eat, and a nap, we should be near Nars by sunrise."
			

			
				The ride was uneventful that morning. At the start they had headed west, but sometime during the morning, they had turned in a northerly direction. They spoke as little as possible. It was as though they had mutually decided it would be a sacrilege to break the pristine silence of the snow-covered forest.
			

			
				The sun had almost reached its apex when Daegal suddenly brought his horse to a halt. Turning toward Tarquin, he motioned for silence. His eyes searched the area for the disturbance he had sensed. Beckoning with a finger, he led the prince off the path and behind a thick patch of trees.
			

			
				“Terrstallandi formasae,” he whispered, erasing all trace of their path. “Dolja enamae.”
			

			
				As the last two magic words left his mouth, a group of five Parthian soldiers came into view. One man dismounted and closely examined the ground for tracks. Panicked, Tarquin looked to Daegal for guidance. He knew the trees were not enough to hide them, but the old man’s voice sounded inside his head.
			

			
				“Do not speak! I have created a veil to cloak us from their sight. Nevertheless, it will not hide our voices. As long as we remain silent, they won’t know we are here.”
			

			
				“Where’d the tracks go?” one soldier asked.
			

			
				A middle-aged officer eased back in his saddle, making it creak.
			

			
				“Magic.”
			

			
				“Then whoever has him is a wizard,” another man said.
			

			
				“I fear so. They could be hiding right next to us, and we’d have no way of knowing it. I hope for the prince’s sake, he’s with Daegal and not kidnapped by an enemy,” the officer said.
			

			
				“Why would Daegal have him? Do you think he’s joined the Council and turned against Partha?” the first man asked, glancing around the area.
			

			
				“Nothing quite so dire,” the officer replied. “His Majesty said to the elves the boy was dead-set against becoming an ambassador. I can hardly blame him. The elves are an uppity lot, and even though they are allies, I don’t much like them. The prince has been training for combat since he could stand up and hold a stick. That boy would have been much happier if his father had allowed him to complete his training and had placed him in charge of one of our units.”
			

			
				“But why would Daegal help the prince run away?” another man asked, patting his horse’s neck to quiet it as it started to move forward. “I’m still not convinced the old buzzard hasn’t ensorcelled him and taken him hostage.”
			

			
				“The old man is oath-bound to every member of the royal family. I’m certain he would sacrifice his life before betraying them. I have to agree with His Majesty. If Daegal has him, he’s headed somewhere safe. I just can’t figure out what he hopes to gain by it. The boy will eventually have to return home.”
			

			
				Turning his horse around, the commander headed out.
			

			
				“We won’t find them here. May as well head back to the main road and continue our search there.”
			

			
				The others followed in single file as they headed back. They had gone a couple hundred feet and Daegal’s stallion snorted, bringing the last man in line to a halt.
			

			
				“Did you hear that?”
			

			
				Tarquin cast a frightened look toward the wizard.
			

			
				“Sounded like a horse, if you ask me,” the soldier said as the others came to a halt.
			

			
				“Quiet!” the officer ordered.
			

			
				The soldiers waited for another sound, and the fugitives held their breaths as they silently urged the horses to remain quiet. Ten tension filled minutes passed. The only sound was the song of an occasional snowbird and the startled movement of a hare, breaking from cover. Finally, the officer sighed.
			

			
				“Your Highness!” he called out. “If you’re here, please show yourself. The king has promised to reconsider your position. Please come out. Everyone is worried about you.”
			

			
				Tarquin felt a pang of guilt. Am I doing the right thing, making my family worry about my safety? Daegal had said that father might reconsider. Maybe if I return, he won’t make me apprentice to the Ambassador.
			

			
				Torn, he glanced at his companion. The look on the old man’s face warned him not to speak. It was obvious Daegal did not believe Tarquin would find himself doing anything but learning to become an ambassador should he return.
			

			
				“Must have been a rabbit,” the officer said. “Let’s head back.”
			

			
				Once the soldiers left the area, Daegal removed the enchantment that had hidden them.
			

			
				“The king may or may not have reconsidered, but in the end, you better believe you’ll be packed off to the elves under heavy guard. Don’t doubt yourself now, my boy. You have made the correct choice.”
			

			
				“I hope you’re right. I don’t like worrying my parents.”
			

			
				“Unfortunately, that is a parent’s lot in life, to constantly worry about their children’s welfare regardless of the child’s age.” The wizard reached over and grasped Tarquin’s arm. “If you aren’t sure about this, we can go back and face the consequences, which I dare say won’t be pleasant for either of us.”
			

			
				Tarquin shook his head no.
			

			
				“You must be certain, my prince. Joining the Borderers will not be an easy task. You will have to endure many hardships. Your path will be dangerous, and you’ll risk death at every turn. Do you still want to go on?”
			

			
				Tarquin did not speak, his mind going over everything Daegal had said.
			

			
				“Yes,” he said at last. “I’m certain. We’d better get moving if we’re going to make Nars by morning.”
			

			
				By midday Tarquin had worked most of the soreness out of his body. They were walking the horses to give them a break when Daegal held up his hand to halt. He motioned for the young man to be silent. The wizard moved forward slowly and kept peering at the ground. Tarquin followed until he found Daegal kneeling by a swift stream and examining the ground. As the prince looked down to see why they had stopped, he noticed several huge paw prints embedded in the snow and in the mud of the stream’s bank. He sensed his companion’s concern.
			

			
				"Wolves?"
			

			
				Daegal nodded.
			

			
				"Trouble. We'll have to report this when we reach Nars." The wizard thought for a second before he continued. "I've not seen the likes of these for many years. These wolves are large enough to carry orc raiders. Let's hope they don't. The last thing this countryside needs is to have its villages raided and its people slaughtered.” He turned back to his horse. “It's time to ride. No stopping til we reach Nars."
			

			
				Tarquin mounted his horse, the paw prints deeply entrenched in his mind, but they had difficulty urging their horses across the tracks. Even the old mare flared her nostrils and pawed the ground before leaping across the stream.
			

			
				Daegal took the lead. Half a turn of the clock later, he broke the silence again.
			

			
				"I've changed my mind,” the wizard called over his shoulder.
			

			
				“Why? Don’t we need to warn the dwarves?”
			

			
				“Yes, but we must first see to our safety. Otherwise we will never live to tell the tale. We'll stop before nightfall so I can find a defensible camp. Those wolves worry me."
			

			
				“Do you think they’re still in the area?”
			

			
				“Yes, the tracks are fresh. We should be prepared for an ambush.”
			

			
				“Then you believe the orcs may be searching for us, too?”
			

			
				“No,” Daegal said, casting his eyes up the road, “but they are waiting for us.”
			

			
				Tarquin started to reply, but the wizard shot him a worried glance. The sight of the old man’s creased brow silenced him. If the orcs worried the powerful Daegal, Tarquin decided that a defensible camp was a good idea.
			

			
				A dark cloud chain hung in the sky and threatened more snow as the daylight left the deep woods. They came across a small rise with three boulders a rough semi-circle at the top. The trees had thinned considerably and the hillock offered a good view of the immediate area.
			

			
				In the center of the rocks, a small clearing offered scant shelter as they hobbled their horses and went in search of dry wood. They would pile it in the opening of their camp, between the rocks, but only light it if attacked.
			

			
				Once they had found enough tinder, the two companions settled down to a meal of bread, salted meat and cold water. As they ate, the sun set below the western mountains, and the stars emerged between the clouds that drifted east.
			

			
				"You know, the more time I spend out at night, the better my night vision is," Tarquin said as he chewed a piece of dried beef.
			

			
				Daegal nodded.
			

			
				"The more you train your eyes to darkness, the better you will be able to function without light, especially when you are with the Borderers in the deep mines under Nars. As you know, the dwarves have adapted to a life underground and function normally in semi or complete darkness.”
			

			
				He was about to say more when a howl startled them, but their conversation ended as they stared intently into the deep night shadows. Another howl brought Daegal to his feet.
			

			
				"They are still some distance from us, but a wolf can move very quickly." He saw fear in Tarquin's eyes and added, "We must be ready. I’ll see to the horses’ safety."
			

			
				Daegal made sure the horses were secure and rejoined Tarquin by the stacked wood. Over the next turn of the clock, they finished their meal, still serenaded by the wolf pack.
			

			
				“Judging from the howls, they are closing in,” Daegal said, confirming the Prince’s guess. "Fetch my sword."
			

			
				The wizard’s weapon was stowed in the gear by the horses’ saddlebags, and Tarquin admired the sword as he drew it forth. Carved with different war-like animals wound around the hilt and the blade, it reflected the moonlight like a mirror. He examined it a moment before realizing that their horses had begun to snort and paw the ground. Looking up, he saw them staring into the darkness, eyes wide and fearful, ears laid back. The legs of his mare trembled as she crowded closer to the stallion.
			

			
				When he noticed the howling had stopped, Tarquin hurried back to the wizard in the eerie silence. Handing the sword to Daegal, he drew forth his own blade and it too gleamed brightly in the moonlight and radiated a magical glow that warned of the approaching danger.
			

			
				Amazed at the sight, the prince did not have time to wonder about his mystical sword. A howl pierced the air in front of them. Daegal and Tarquin focused on the darkness. The wizard could tell his companion was nervous, but he was, too. He patted the young man’s shoulder just as the inevitable happened. Howls answered howls until the forest surrounding them echoed with the sound of a pack closing in on its cornered prey.
			

			
				"Tarquin," Daegal called out, "keep watching the forest. Whatever you do, don't look at the fire once I light the blaze."
			

			
				The wizard chanted a simple phase, but Tarquin could not understand the words. As soon as he thought he had one picked out, it would fade from memory.
			

			
				“Antanda drivoss avfrya. Antanda drivoss avfrya. Antanda drivoss avfrya.”
			

			
				Suddenly a bright blue fire roared into life behind the prince. No sooner had Daegal finished speaking when the howls were on top of them.
			

			
				Tarquin saw the fire’s strange light reflected in the eyes of the wolves as the forest came alive. Behind him he heard Daegal rummaging through their gear.
			

			
				"I can see them, Daegal! Where are you? They're all around us!" Tarquin shouted.
			

			
				The wizard seemed to be in no hurry.
			

			
				"Yes, yes, I'm right here. It will take them awhile to get their courage up to attack.” He joined Tarquin and handed Tarquin his short bow and a quiver of arrows. "I believe you know how to use this."
			

			
				Tarquin sheathed his brightly shining sword and grabbed the bow and quiver. With danger so close Tarquin had forgotten the bow tied to his saddle.
			

			
				"Watch this," he said as he notched an arrow, aimed and let it fly.
			

			
				There was a yelp and immediately the howls died down. By the time the noise had faded into the night air, Tarquin had shot two more arrows.
			

			
				Daegal smiled triumphantly.
			

			
				"I used to watch you practice, so I’m glad you packed it."
			

			
				Tarquin notched a fourth arrow and a smile spread across his face as it flew out to snatch the life from another unseen predator. The howls were now renewed and surged upward with greater urgency until they reached the peak of fury. The rush of the wolves’ padded feet now warned of the imminent attack.
			

			
				Tarquin shot two more wolves as they charged the hillock and their bodies dropped to the ground within ten feet of the summit. He dropped the bow and drew his sword to join the wizard combatting their attackers at close range. Amazingly agile for a man his age, Daegal leapt to the top of one of the boulders and a whirling mass of gray fur and snapping yellow fangs surrounded him.
			

			
				The wolves darted in and out, trying to catch the wizard from behind. Before Tarquin could reach him to help, Daegal had driven the howling animals back with his swordplay. He neatly clove one in half and sent another limping away on three legs. Tarquin knelt near the rock the old man stood on, biding his time as he watched two more wolves come at the wizard's rear.
			

			
				As they attacked, Daegal jumped into their midst, his long sword reflecting the moonlight and he swung the blade back and forth with deadly accuracy. A quick overhand blow severed the spine of one beast and a short thrust to the neck of the other severed its artery and sprayed dark blood across the nearby snow. The beast took two steps before collapsing in a heap.
			

			
				Tarquin crept to the right of the boulder. So far the wolves had focused solely on the wizard, jumping at him and trying to pull him down, but now one broke away from the pack and came at Tarquin. A strong backhanded blow sent it yelping into the night with a bloodied muzzle. Tarquin stayed in his crouched position as two more wolves leapt over him to attack Daegal. Each time he neatly ran them through, his bloodied sword emerging straight out the other side of the animals’ bodies.
			

			
				Two of the craftier wolves stood back and waited and allowed the younger, more foolhardy of their pack to attack the man on the stone. Then they spotted Tarquin kneeling on the ground and targeted him. The wolves advanced, their hackles raised on their grey coats and they cautiously circled and then charged Tarquin.
			

			
				One beast was faster than the other, but the prince was sure he could recover from its attack and still meet the second’s advance. He thrust his sword forward and embedded the blade in the thick skull of the first beast. The second animal swerved around its fallen pack mate in order to attack. As Tarquin tried to remove his sword to strike the approaching animal, he could not withdraw the weapon. He pulled as hard as he could, but it remained lodged in the bloody skull and the second wolf closed in for the kill.
			

			
				What happened next would leave the young man wondering for some time. Tarquin’s sword suddenly blazed with red-hot intensity, searing bone and flesh from the wolf and freeing itself. He quickly withdrew the blade, now perfectly clean from the magical fire, and brought it up to fend off his attacker, but he couldn't counter the massive, snarling wolf quickly enough. The prince felt the animal’s hot breath on his cheek just before the animal’s lunging body slammed into his chest, throwing him backward against the boulder.
			

			
				Tarquin lost consciousness as he hit the large rock.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Taza sat in his tower room, brooding. Things were not moving as quickly as he wanted. Celedant was still alive, and the reports coming to him from his spies confirmed that the wizard had gotten to the boy, this Prince Tarquin. Furthermore, he had been spirited away to safety. If only he could brave the yellow sun, Taza could take care of the situation himself, but he still feared burning in its light.
			

			
				“Why!” Taza shouted suddenly, startling his vampire guards.
			

			
				“Sir?” one of the guards asked.
			

			
				“Why am I surrounded by such incompetence?” Taza growled.
			

			
				The guards wisely remained silent. They knew it was a rhetorical question and hoped their master would calm down before one of them paid the ultimate price.
			

			
				Taza allowed his anger to cool and pointed his staff at the fountain.
			

			
				“Avslorevalis.”
			

			
				The swirling light now showed Tarquin surrounded by dwarves and dressed in the military uniform of the Borderers. Taza narrowed his eyes.
			

			
				“So that’s where you are headed!” he exclaimed. “Do you think the dwarves will protect you? No. You wouldn’t wear their uniform if that were the case. Interesting, I would have thought you would hide among the dwarvan royalty, but it appears you have chosen a militaristic route instead. I’m surprised. I had not expected such bravery in one so young.”
			

			
				Taza pondered this newest turn of events. Apparently, the royal brat was determined to fulfill the role that fate had created for him, but he had no way of knowing that Celedant had not disclosed this to the boy yet. The vampire wanted to dismiss the young man out of hand. Without magic, the prince was powerless against him and he would have laughed at the idea of Tarquin becoming a threat if it weren’t for the prophecy.
			

			
				Was he missing something? Did magic exist within the boy? Impossible!
			

			
				He had checked and found no sign of it anywhere in the family. Still, caution dictated that he take every precaution. Reaching into a pocket in his robe, Taza brought forth a dark red crystal the size of a small apple. Holding it in front of him, he whispered an incantation.
			

			
				“Lokaliserae kontatum!”
			

			
				A moment later, Melgor’s ghostly image materialized before him.
			

			
				“What is your desire, my lord?”
			

			
				“The boy is headed toward the Dwarvan Empire with some old fool, who by his aura is a wizard. Send the orcs after him.”
			

			
				“It has already been done, my lord. Even as we speak the wolves have closed in on them.”
			

			
				“Excellent!” Taza replied and his mood became lighter. “Your sources are more competent than I had thought. What are your plans for Celedant?”
			

			
				“That is taking more effort, but I have a plan that should eliminate him.”
			

			
				“Make sure that it does. My patience grows thin.”
			

			
				“As you wish, sir,” Melgor said as he faded from sight.
			

			
				Taza felt slightly better, but caution warned that until both of his adversaries were truly dead, he had better be prepared. Lifting the Staff of Adois, he stared at the dark stone at its end and extended a small tendril of power toward it. Even with so light a touch, he could feel the staff starting to take control of him once more. His first battle with it had only granted him a small amount of power. The vampire knew that if he were ever to accomplish the deeds he had in mind, he would have to master the staff, and break it to his will.
			

			
				He could not afford a power struggle at this crucial moment. The prophecy was nearing fulfillment, and he no longer had the luxury of waiting. The Staff of Adois could offer him so much more than it did now, and he needed to learn about its abilities. It was time to bind it to his will in such a way that it would no longer resist him. Taza stood before his chair, grasped the dark wood of the staff firmly in his right hand, and rammed the bottom toward the floor to anchor himself. His face went tight with concentration.
			

			
				“Rorasecum digmighae foresvigtus.”
			

			
				He spoke the words forcefully, but in a whisper.
			

			
				“Rorasecum digmighae foresvigtus. Rorasecum digmighae foresvigtus!”
			

			
				Now, each time Taza chanted the words again, his voice grew louder. He kept repeating the words until they came out in a shout. The staff reached out like a living entity and seized his mind, struggling to overwhelm him. The vampire fought back, his words suddenly strained, almost a guttural growl now as he battled the essence of the object. The room began to shake.
			

			
				“Rorasecum digmighae foresvigtus!”
			

			
				The two-foot thick stones in the floor thrust upward. The walls of the tower chipped and exploded inward one section at a time.
			

			
				Alarmed, the bodyguards rushed toward their master, but as they tried to cross the treacherous floor, they tripped and fell, only to rise and try again. The shaking became so ferocious the guards could only to fall to their knees. They grasped the surrounding stable blocks with their hands and tried to push themselves forward.
			

			
				When they were within ten feet of Taza, the black stone on the staff suddenly blazed to life and blasted a wave of destructive power that disintegrated the guards and shook the very foundations of the tower.
			

			
				Taza grappled for ultimate control. Using every ounce of power he could summon, he called upon his endless lifetimes to join the battle. They appeared as wispy essences and he enveloped them into his vampire body to increase his power tenfold in the struggle for dominance.
			

			
				Suddenly a mighty tearing split the air and a fissure opened before him. From it blasted a mystical black energy that ripped his robes, destroyed the walls and ceiling of his tower and left only tattered shreds in their place as it pulled Taza into the void.
			

			
				The gap sealed and he found himself utterly devoid of his senses. It felt as though, physically, he did not exist. Instantly his brain exploded with an agony so great that he was nearly undone as the staff unleashed the last reserves of its strength. The vampire cried out, forcing words through lips that had become cracked and bloody as he fought the extremes leveled against him.
			

			
				“Rorasecum digmighae foresvigtus!” he screamed repeatedly as tears streaked down his face. His body was wracked by the force of invisible jabs, inside and out, which threatened to tear him from limb from limb.
			

			
				Suddenly everything ceased. The pain, the blows, the power raging against him.
			

			
				Taza stood in the void as exposed as a newborn babe, his mind as naked as his body. His senses returned in a rush and with them came untold energy so overwhelming that he curled into the fetal position. He began screaming like an agonized dragon in its death throes. Finally, spent, he dropped his head so that his chin rested against his chest and reeled under a new, throbbing sensation.
			

			
				He lifted his head and stared as countless worlds opened before him, across time and the universe, spanning even otherworldly dimensions. As he watched, the staff showed him all of the creatures and beings of power that were now at his command. For the first time since the battle had started, Taza smiled.
			

			
				He had won. Or so he thought.
			

			
				The staff, its immense power, and everything it controlled were now his. Taza reopened the rift and stepped back into his destroyed tower room.
			

			
				“Terrstallandi formasae,” Taza shouted, raising the staff high.
			

			
				As the words left his lips, the ruined stone flew through the air and returned around him, restoring the tower to its original construction. Taza glanced down at himself, amused. The spell had restored his robes as well. As he looked about the room, he realized that nothing remained of his guards.
			

			
				“There are limits to your power then,” he said to the staff. “But no matter. I can create more guards to replace them.”
			

			
				Taza moved his body over to his chair and sat down, deeply weary.
			

		


			
				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Morganna settled into her new home over the next several days. It took her awhile to get used to the constant sunlight, though the canopy of trees reduced the brightness. Still, she preferred the nighttime and she usually trained and handled chores then before falling into bed at midmorning.
			

			
				The sorceress combined the honing of her physical skills with weapon training and the practice of her magical abilities with her new mental powers. This required a grueling discipline and she was left physically and mentally exhausted after each session. She would drop into bed and sleep like the dead, but as her body renewed itself, the nightmares would return.
			

			
				Morganna knew that if she developed this new battle magic the way she envisioned it, she would have a powerful tool in the fight for her people. If she could enhance her weapons and physical capabilities with magic, she would make them and herself much more powerful. However, finding the weaponry she needed had not been easy. It was too dangerous to return to the illanni underground cities to purchase or steal it. The vampires and hired assassins were constantly on the alert, so she had decided to obtain dwarvan-made equipment instead.
			

			
				Morganna raided a dwarvan library for books on war craft, weapons and fighting techniques and absorbed the new information like a hungry wolf consuming a fresh kill.
			

			
				She then set out to locate the best weapon maker and found Datbi Forgesmiter. Obtaining his weapons would prove even harder than finding him, though, since the blacksmith was located underground in the heart of the dwarvan capital. Morganna made numerous trips into Nars, veiling her appearance with a spell, and at first she tried to penetrate the deep caverns to snatch a newly made sword. When that proved too difficult, she decided on another tactic.
			

			
				With the patience that comes to those who live for centuries, she waited for the right opportunity.
			

			
				One night, she came upon a group of Borderers on patrol not far from her home. The dwarves had turned in for the night, and two turns of the clock later, while most of them snored heavily, the sorceress approached their camp. Like the dwarves, she had no trouble seeing in the moonlight, and she apparated behind the guard’s position and rendered him unconscious.
			

			
				Dragging his body behind some bushes, she tiptoed through camp, checking the weapons lying next to the sleeping forms. She rejected all she found until she stumbled upon an excellent specimen that appeared to be the correct weight and length. The sword bore Datbi’s mark and belonged to Master Sergeant Tilabu. As she reached down to slip the weapon from the dwarf’s sleeping grasp, Tilabu snorted loudly and turned over, dragging his sword across his body to the other side.
			

			
				Morganna froze, grateful he had rolled away. She knew that if he had come up against her legs, his battle sense would have awakened him. Although she could incapacitate him with a spell, she might find herself with a dagger in her heart before the incantation left her lips.
			

			
				The illanni as well wanted to avoid using magic. She did not want to kill any of the Borderers because if word went out that there was a magic user in the area, not only the dwarves but the illanni assassins would be searching for her.
			

			
				Morganna waited for the dwarf to settle back into a deeper sleep. When his breathing fell into a steady rhythm, she slipped the blade from his grasp, placed a suitable amount of coins next to him, and moved away.
			

			
				Satisfied, she disappeared and returned home to examine her treasure.
			

			
				This will do just fine, she thought to herself. Now all I have to do is find appropriate armor.
			

			
				When setting up wards for her new home, Morganna had decided to make it impossible to apparate within a hundred yards of the house. It was inconvenient, but she wanted to be certain no one could enter without permission or be able to break down the wards.
			

			
				The next morning, while she ate a light meal of day-old bread and dried fruit, something triggered one of the wards, telling her mentally that intruders were approaching. The sorceress jumped up, grabbed her sword and headed out the front door. She hadn’t realized that the now incensed dwarf Tilabu would go hunting for his stolen weapon. She had, after all, paid him a fair price.
			

			
				Standing in the center of the clearing around her home, Morganna closed her eyes, raised both hands and began chanting.
			

			
				“Omformdatea transbilda skogsmaak.”
			

			
				As the words of power left her lips, her home and the clearing turned into woodland that matched the surrounding woods. Morganna cloaked herself with a spell and waited.
			

			
				“Did ye say something, Rasr?” Master Sergeant Tilabu asked one of the other dwarves who had traveled with him.
			

			
				“No, sir.”
			

			
				“Check the area closely. Mayhap our thief is nearby.”
			

			
				As they approached, Morganna released some of her wards so the dwarves would not run into the invisible wall she had created. She needed to keep away from the search party. Even though she was invisible, if someone ran into her, a cloak would not prevent a sword or dagger from killing her.
			

			
				The dwarves spread out and entered the area, searching every possible hiding place. She couldn’t teleport herself away because she had to remain right there to control the wards surrounding her home. As the sorceress kept looking about, she realized two dwarves were approaching from different directions. They moved closer, and as they came within three feet on either side of her, Morganna panicked. If she risked moving now, they would spot her tracks. There was only one thing to do.
			

			
				“Loneforsegliarsa.”
			

			
				Morganna levitated five feet above the ground and floated between the dwarves, barely clearing the two approaching soldiers.
			

			
				She had whispered the words so softly; they could have been mistaken for the wind.
			

			
				“What was that?” the first dwarf asked.
			

			
				“Just the wind,” the second dwarf responded. “Why are ye so jumpy?”
			

			
				“I’m tellin’ ye, I felt somethin’ brush against me chest,” the first one argued.
			

			
				“And I’m tellin’ ye, it was the wind.” Lowering his voice, the second dwarf continued. “There’s magic in the air. I kin smell it.”
			

			
				“The only thing yer smellin’ is that hunk of rotted cheese in yer pocket.”
			

			
				“Taint rotted. That’s the fine aroma of aged goat cheese, seasoned to bring out its finest flavors. It’s one of me favorites.”
			

			
				“I wouldna feed it to me…”
			

			
				“Find anything of interest over there?” Master Sergeant Tilabu called out.
			

			
				“No, sir. Nothing,” both dwarves answered together.
			

			
				“Then quiet down! If there is a thief in the area, ye will have warned him off with all yer chatter. What of the rest of ye?” the Master Sergeant called to the others.
			

			
				“No sign of the thief,” the others agreed.
			

			
				“Then let’s move on.”
			

			
				As the unit moved off, one dwarf whispered to his friend.
			

			
				“I wouldna want to be in his boots when we get back. He’ll never live down losin’ his sword.”
			

			
				Once the Borderers were far enough away, Morganna breathed a sigh of relief.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Twelve
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				When the cold water splashed his face, Tarquin sat up, spitting and grabbing for his sword. The gray bearded Daegal squatted just out of reach.
			

			
				"What happened?" Tarquin sputtered.
			

			
				"That wolf was dead by the time it hit you,” Daegal said, pretending to be unconcerned. “I saw what was happening and worked a little magic." He smiled, but Tarquin could see the anxiety etched on the wizard's face. "In fact, I threw my sword, hoping to scare it away. Luckily, it struck true and pierced the beast's heart. As it died, it knocked you against the rock.” He gestured at the forest. "The other wolves ran off with their tails between their legs. When you get to Nars, I would have a master smith look at that blade of yours. It reacted quite…. magically."
			

			
				The wizard pointed to a wolf lying in the snow with its head seared, blackened and nearly severed in two.
			

			
				“Do you think it’s really magic?”
			

			
				“Most assuredly. Do you mind if I take a look?”
			

			
				“Before we left, I had a hard time deciding which weapon to bring. But this one called to me.” Tarquin handed over the sword, a questioning look on his face. “Is that possible?”
			

			
				“Quite likely, my boy. Magic swords have a tendency to choose their wielders.”
			

			
				“I can’t even remember how it came into my possession!”
			

			
				Daegal lifted an eyebrow.
			

			
				“Is that so? Perhaps it was placed there by Celedant before or after he delivered his letter to me.”
			

			
				Turning the blade over in his hands, the wizard grasped the hilt, closed his eyes and concentrated. A few moments later, he opened his eyes in surprise.
			

			
				“It’s dwarvan-made!” he exclaimed. “Very unusual, though. I’ve never known them to make such a plain sword, yet I sense deep, ancient magic. They take great pleasure in adorning their work with plants, animals and runes, especially those imbued with magic. None of the current dwarvan smiths are capable of this kind of wizardry. I would be interested in hearing the legend behind it. Take good care of it, my boy.” Daegal handed the blade back to Tarquin. “I have a feeling it has an important role to play in your upcoming adventures.”
			

			
				That night Tarquin had trouble going to sleep, his restless body bothered by the aches and pains of the night's battle. Daegal sat watching him. Something about the attack had seemed planned. Wolves didn’t attack humans in this manner, especially after the large blaze he had started. The wizard became positive an orc had been behind it.
			

			
				The wolves stayed away, their distant, mournful howls indicating they had left the area. Daegal roused the young man at dawn and gave him a repeat of the previous night’s supper to break his fast. It took a great deal of stretching for him to limber up, but Tarquin tagged along with the wizard to view the grisly remains of the battle.
			

			
				The wolves’ carcasses on the other side of the boulder were stiff and coated with an icy layer of frost. As they examined them, Daegal called Tarquin over to see the two animals he had killed during the initial charge. Both wolves had green fletched arrows buried deep in their chests. One wolf was enormous, easily as large as a dwarvan horse, and it had a small leather saddle strapped to its back. Daegal pointed to the crude marking on the saddle.
			

			
				“As I suspected, they’re Orcish runes. There was at least one wolf rider last night. Let's look for the wolf’s master."
			

			
				Tarquin followed Daegal into the fringes of the forest. Several yards further, they spotted two more dead wolves among the trees.
			

			
				They were about to give up any hope of finding more clues when Tarquin spied the dark boot sticking out of a holly bush. Daegal knelt down, seizing the empty footwear. As he did, a small shape covered in scratches and wearing only one boot came hurtling out from behind a tree, screaming and brandishing a wicked scimitar.
			

			
				The prince had seen orcs before, but only as prisoners. This one was unlike any he had observed. It was small, about four feet in height, and resembled an ape with a low brow, jutting jaw and cruel fangs. It wore a half-cured skin under its armor which gave off a rank odor, and it had a short bow slung over its back.
			

			
				As it charged, Tarquin noticed one of his arrows sticking out of its upper back. He pulled his sword from its scabbard and prepared to fight. The orc may have been small, but it attacked with the viciousness of a wounded animal and steel rang out against steel as Tarquin’s blade met the orc’s scimitar blow for blow.
			

			
				“Try not to kill it,” Daegal called, hopefully. “I want to question the creature.”
			

			
				“Try not to kill it?” Tarquin yelled back. “Tell him that!”
			

			
				Although wounded, the orc did not slow in the slightest. It was amazingly strong for its small stature, and the young man had his hands full trying to keep his legs from harm. As the two combatants moved closer, Daegal reached out with his staff and clonked the orc over the head. Normally he would not have interfered, but he needed important information from the orc. As it lost consciousness, the fierce little creature hurled itself against the prince’s sword, preferring to die rather than give up his secrets.
			

			
				The old man noticed Tarquin’s questioning look as he withdrew his sword and glanced down at the body.
			

			
				"It seems your arrow knocked this wolf rider unconscious, and he lost his seat."
			

			
				He bent down, rifled the orc’s pockets, and threw Tarquin a gold piece.
			

			
				"This wasn’t a normal orc. He’s from a wilder clan that was born with natural magic they use to control wolves. I don't know much about them, but if I'm correct, when he passed out, his magical control slipped. The wolf pack lost cohesion and attacked, as any wolf pack would, but if he had remained conscious, he would have been able to coordinate their actions and we would have been in far worse trouble, with arrows flying at us as he controlled the wolves from afar. He must have only regained consciousness a short while ago or he would have called them back."
			

			
				Daegal used the toe of his boot to turn the orc over and opened the pack the creature was wearing. The flask of sour wine it contained had been crushed under the creature’s body and soaked everything inside. At the bottom of the leather pouch was a wet piece of high quality parchment with most of the writing legible. The wizard unfolded it and as he read, a worried look spread across his face. Exquisitely penned, the simple note read:
			

			
				One thousand pieces of gold for the head of the Parthian, Tarquin.
			

			
				Sellis
			

			
				Daegal stood up and wiped his hands on his robe.
			

			
				"This is much worse than I thought, but it answers the questions I would have asked, had the orc lived. Collect the salvageable arrows. We may need them. I'll saddle the horses."
			

			
				“What did the note say?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				“There is a price on your head, my boy. This is most distressing.”
			

			
				Tarquin’s eyes widened.
			

			
				“Are you saying my father put out a reward for my return?” the young man asked as he walked around retrieving arrows. “But how would an orc know, and why would it try to kill me?”
			

			
				“If that were the case, I would not be so concerned. No, I’m afraid someone else has it in for you,” Daegal said and pocketed the note to show the king when he returned home. “It’s probably the same person who killed your cousin. What puzzles me is why Sellis would want you dead. That lazy, no-account excuse for a warlock never does anything on his own. Someone else is behind it. I must warn Celedant.”
			

			
				Tarquin collected all but one arrow, which had broken during the death throes of the largest wolf. When he reached the clearing, the wizard had already broken camp.
			

			
				“Daegal, why would someone want to kill me? It’s not like I’m next in line for the throne.”
			

			
				“I wish I knew, but I have a feeling Celedant does and that’s why he has sent you on this journey. Training with the Borderers will toughen you up and give you a fair chance of survival.”
			

			
				“Does that mean that my father and brothers are also targeted? If so, we must warn them!”
			

			
				“Calm down. Somehow, I don’t believe that’s the case. The note specifically states your name,” Daegal assured him.
			

			
				“But why? I’m only the third son and not that important! Surely it wasn’t to keep me from becoming an ambassador to the elves.”
			

			
				“That’s doubtful. No, there has to be another explanation, and I’ll bet a year’s worth of the best Parthian wine that Celedant knows what it is. But for some reason, he is not willing to disclose it yet.”
			

			
				“Whatever it is, let them come. My magic sword and I will take them all on,” Tarquin exclaimed hotly.
			

			
				Daegal mounted and looked down at him.
			

			
				"Ahead of us are the Mordolwyn Mountains, boy, not your father’s halls. Don’t become overconfident."
			

			
				He spurred his horse onward, leaving Tarquin to scramble onto his and follow. They headed north toward the dwarvan stronghold of Nars and rode hard until the sun was directly above. When Daegal called for them to halt, they ate their rations by a swiftly flowing stream that bubbled and gushed as water sped over its rock-strewn bed.
			

			
				"We'll soon reach the dwarves’ north-south road, Hywel's Way, which may prove to be a problem," Daegal said after swallowing some cool water.
			

			
				"Will the dwarves be waiting for us?"
			

			
				“We can't be certain," the wizard answered. "We must be cautious. This trail crosses Hywel's Way and turns west. After that we'll take to the woods. As we get closer to the city, there are several garrisoned defense points and regular patrols. We may make it without trouble, but it’s best to be prepared.”
			

			
				“The dwarves are allies. Surely, they wouldn’t try to kill me, would they?”
			

			
				“The dwarves are an honorable race. Most of them would not. However, that doesn’t preclude the fact that they, too, have criminals among them. One may decide that the bounty on your head is worth more than serving the alliance. If we encounter a patrol, pull the hood of your cloak up and let me do the talking."
			

			
				Daegal stood up, brushed the crumbs from his robes, and mounted his horse. He motioned for the young man to do the same. Turning toward the trail, which appeared as a red-gold line in the distance, they spurred their mounts onward.
			

			
				Later that day as the sun ebbed and the gray granite of the roadway, pink veins running through it, began to sparkle in the evening dusk, they reached their destination. They wearily dismounted and allowed the horses to rest.
			

			
				Daegal knelt down beside the road.
			

			
				“Avslorevalis.”
			

			
				The road came alive as the sound of a dozen shod feet marching in step filled the air. Tarquin glanced about, but he saw no one.
			

			
				“What is it?” he asked.
			

			
				Daegal waved his hand and stood as the sound disappeared.
			

			
				“A troop passed this way not more than a turn of the clock ago.”
			

			
				Uncertain when someone might be along, Tarquin and Daegal mounted their tired horses. Just as the mare was about to step back on the granite of the road, a voice called out.
			

			
				"Halt where ye are!"
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Over the past few months Sellis had been having the time of his life as he generously distributed gold to his henchmen. He had several people of different races looking for the prince and Celedant. Sellis enjoyed this mission because he had done very little aside from spreading the word and some gold, and he continued to revel in newfound fame.
			

			
				The day before Melgor had sent a message, and Sellis had teleported back to Dormin in anticipation of another assignment that would further inflate his coffers.
			

			
				“Yes, my liege?” he asked proudly, but with a pseudo-humble air as he bowed.
			

			
				“I have another task for you, my friend.”
			

			
				This task would not sit well with the ambitious warlock.
			

			
				“Use this in your quest for Celedant,” Melgor said.
			

			
				He handed Sellis an object that looked like an ordinary copper rod, two feet long. Despite its mundane appearance, it was a powerful item, but one the warlock was loathe to use. Melgor offered specific instructions on how to invoke the item’s power and about the object it would control.
			

			
				“Very well, my lord,” Sellis replied curtly and turned to leave.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next day Sellis stood shivering on a windswept wasteland in Selacia. The wind blew in from the western ocean, howling like a crazed ghost. It had killed every living thing but a dense population of hardy moss.
			

			
				Sellis stood before an ancient mound of earth and held the icy copper rod that froze his skin and sent chilling tendrils around his very soul. It would serve him right if he froze to death for agreeing to come to this dreadful place, let alone use this terrible talisman.
			

			
				The precise mound had been difficult to locate. Sellis had to teleport back and forth within his line of sight for seven days until he finally located the giant boulders that marked the burial mound for which he searched. He stood there now, uncertain if he should use the rod. He knew that if he didn’t complete this task, his source of wealth would dry up. He would probably forfeit his life as well. No one dared to defy Melgor.
			

			
				As a rule Sellis wanted nothing to do with the undead. They tended to be unpleasantly droll and rather dirty, and Sellis despised dirt, but the future jingle of gold coins was a reason to follow Melgor’s orders. He was smart enough to realize that at some point his usefulness would end, as would the gold, and once Melgor was finished with him, he planned to move away from Taza and his evil henchmen.
			

			
				Sellis raised the rod and chanted loudly, shouting over the wind.
			

			
				“Kommet Oopatsecum.”
			

			
				Nothing happened.
			

			
				“Kommet Oopatsecum. Rise! I command you!”
			

			
				The warlock repeated the chant three more times, his voice more forceful with each recitation. Everything remained quiet but for the shrill wind. Just as he began to believe that he had wasted a week in this horrid place, and was on the verge of leaving, he felt a faint tremor. Sellis tapped one of the giant burial stones with the rod.
			

			
				“Kommet Oopatsecum. Rise!”
			

			
				He didn’t have to be a warlock to realize that whatever was occurring was unnatural. The great stones vibrated, causing the rocky ground to churn and buckle. A white skeletal hand punched through the crumbling brown earth, followed by an arm and an emaciated head, still partially covered with parchment-like skin and wisps of curly white hair that stretched tightly over its skull.
			

			
				Sellis took several steps backward as the undead creature rose to stand at the peak of the mound.
			

			
				The skeletal corpse shook itself three times to dislodge the soil that clung to its gaunt frame. It looked around with its empty eye sockets, surveying the land. Finally its hollow gaze settled on Sellis, who shuddered as he looked upon the newly risen lich that at one time had been an ancient warlock. Who it was, Sellis did not know. It had been dead for untold centuries. Standing before him, called back from whatever hell it occupied, Sellis knew, was one of the most powerful undead creatures in existence, possessing all the magical abilities that it had in life. Sellis showed the rod to the supernatural being and shouted.
			

			
				“Taza commands you to seek the wizard Celedant and destroy him.”
			

			
				The skeletal figure recoiled at the sight of the rod and a hissing wail escaped its lipless mouth, but it could not resist the power of the rod nor the one who commanded it. It took an unsteady step toward Sellis, and then another.
			

			
				The warlock instinctively stepped backward as the unseeing eyes bored hungrily into him. Steadying himself, he thrust the rod toward it again. In an authoritative tone, he repeated the command Melgor had given him.
			

			
				“Seek out Celedant! Sate your hunger on his blood.”
			

			
				The lich took two more steps and came within an arm’s length of Sellis before snarling one last time and turning east. It paused as though sniffing the air for a trail before it broke into a shambling run.
			

			
				Sellis’ breath whooshed out of him, and he almost collapsed to the ground. Sweat ran in cold rivulets down his face and neck. Had it not been for the cold and desolation that surrounded him, the warlock might have sunk to the ground, shaking and cowering like a small child who had just seen a demon.
			

			
				Instead, he thought of his favorite inn with a hidden barn where he could appear without alarming anyone. In an instant he had vanished from the cold wasteland with a sigh of relief.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Fourteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Hearing that warning to stop, both riders pulled up on their mounts and came to a standstill in the middle of the road. Daegal’s horse’s hooves made loud clip-clop noises on the stone-paved road as he maneuvered his stallion in front of Tarquin's mare.
			

			
				The wizard squared his shoulders and struck a defiant pose in front of his charge, but Daegal's shoulders sagged as a line of dwarves emerged from the woods wearing forest green cloaks over chainmail hauberks and carrying bows and axes. Tarquin noticed Daegal’s concern and then heard additional movement, and he turned to see more dwarves emerging behind them.
			

			
				Confronted by so many soldiers, Daegal waited and a dwarf with a grey-streaked beard stepped forward carrying a double-bladed battle-axe. A vivid scar ran through his beard from his lower lip down the left side of his jaw, twisting his mouth into an evil-looking half-sneer when he smiled.
			

			
				"Well, now. What brings two humans on a mad scramble through our woods?" he asked.
			

			
				Daegal waved the dwarf off. "I am heading for Nars with my companion. Now if you would be so kind, please let us pass so we can be on our way."
			

			
				The dwarf nodded, his free hand stroking his beard. "Word came from the high command just yesterday that we were to keep a lookout for two humans such as yerselves." He looked around at the other dwarves, many of whom were smiling. "Now I’m wondering if ye would be them."
			

			
				"Before I am interrogated for merely riding freely on Hywel's Way,” Daegal replied, sitting straighter in his saddle, “might I ask my questioner's name?"
			

			
				The dwarf burst out laughing, "Sure, why not? Me name’s Risak, Captain of this company of the King's Borderers. I'll be the one putting ye in the ground if ye don't tell the truth."
			

			
				"We’re the ones, Captain," Daegal said.
			

			
				With his response, the dwarves lowered their weapons and Risak stepped closer to stare up at Tarquin.
			

			
				"So," began the dwarf, "ye must be the lad Celedant has sent us." Shaking his head, he muttered, "Ye will probably die in the first month, but we're the Borderers, and we've taken in every sort of scum ye can think of. We might as well take in a human."
			

			
				Relaxing, Daegal dismounted and faced the captain. He towered over the dwarf, who stood less than five feet tall.
			

			
				“The lad did fine last night,” Daegal said, “killing a wolf rider and many of his pack during an attack on our camp."
			

			
				No expression crossed the dwarf's face as he stared into Tarquin's eyes.
			

			
				"That was a simple task…compared to what's waiting for him with our fighters."
			

			
				The captain turned and ordered his soldiers to move out. As they faded back into the wooded mountainside, he turned toward Daegal.
			

			
				"Our horses are a wee bit further. Follow along. Once we're mounted, we will escort ye to Nars."
			

			
				Risak turned and abruptly disappeared into the woods. Daegal mounted and patted his stallion’s neck.
			

			
				"Well, Tarquin, think you'll like these fellows?"
			

			
				"I suppose I could get used to them," the young man replied with a twist of his lip.
			

			
				Daegal smiled, but before he replied, a dwarf parted a tree branch before them.
			

			
				"Follow me to the horses."
			

			
				The Borderer led them at a dead run up the game trail, never slowing or looking back at the riders. When they reached a cedar grove, the rest of the company mounted their horses. The animals had been specifically bred for short stature and did not tower above their riders, yet they were heavily muscled enough to be ridden in battle.
			

			
				To Tarquin’s amazement the one that had acted as their guide was barely breathing hard, and he had wasted no time mounting a rough-coated horse and guiding it over to the humans.
			

			
				“Keep yer eyes on me back and don't stray from the column."
			

			
				Their escorts flanked Tarquin and Daegal while Captain Risak ordered several scouts to comb the area, and the column moved into the shadowy woods as the sun began to set behind the Mordolwyn Mountains.
			

			
				The clip-clop of horses’ hoofs was the only sound as they passed through the thick cover of the trees. The scouts would occasionally return with news, and their guide, who rode ahead of the humans, turned and whispered to the others.
			

			
				"Orc patrol ahead, not a sound."
			

			
				They waited for the orcs to pass before continuing their silent ride. As the unit climbed a steep gradient of moss-covered shale, the trees began to thin out and as they all reached the ridge's crest, a small ravine opened. Captain Risak ordered a halt.
			

			
				The dwarves cared for their horses, and as Tarquin tended to his and Daegal’s animals, he wondered about something that had struck him odd. It was as though the horses had understood the need for silence. They hardly made more than a hushed nicker or two the entire evening as day dimmed into night.
			

			
				After eating a cold meal, the Borderers wrapped themselves in blankets and cloaks and settled down to rest. Captain Risak materialized out of the darkness and sat beside the humans as he chewed a chunk of dried beef.
			

			
				"Nars be but a turn of the clock’s ride from here. We'll head in tomorrow with the morning travelers. When we ride into the city, keep yer hoods up and yer faces down.” He stared at Tarquin. "King Braveslayer doesn't want any trouble from yer family, especially if it looks as if we aided in yer escape." The dwarf paused. "I’m curious as to why yer doing this, boy, giving up the life of royalty to die with us."
			

			
				Tarquin surprised himself with his answer. "It beats being a bootlicker in the elven court."
			

			
				The dwarf chuckled. "I agree, but I still think yer a crazy zeffa. I didn't have a choice. It was either the Borderers or the hangman's noose for me."
			

			
				The captain stood, his bones creaking, and walked off into the darkness. Tarquin waited for Risak to disappear completely before he spoke to Daegal.
			

			
				"What was that word he called me?"
			

			
				Daegal, who had nearly fallen asleep, mumbled, "Zeffa means human spawn. More correctly he should have called you zeffan, son of a human. Either way, it isn’t a compliment."
			

			
				The long trek had caught up with the wizard. Now that Captain Risak's troops protected them, he turned over and immediately fell asleep. Tarquin lay awake in the heavy darkness, pondering the significance of the racism he had faced among a people he considered allies. He couldn’t help wondering...if the captain had escaped the hangman, was the same true of the regular soldiers?
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				The morning sun had not risen before the ancient, weather-beaten hand of a round-faced dwarf awakened Tarquin and Daegal. He knelt beside them in the false dawn and whispered to the prone figures.
			

			
				"Pardon me, sirs, but the Captain wants us in the saddle and on the road."
			

			
				For breakfast the humans each received a piece of hardtack, a rather nice description of the chewy, stale dough, but it filled their bellies and eased the gnawing pains of hunger. Soon they were mounted and the column moved out.
			

			
				Thick fog blanketed the valley of Nars as the sun climbed above the eastern mountains. They cleared the trees they’d ridden through and entered a vast plain cutting into the fog like a cavalry charge and causing the damp, wispy stuff to retreat. Tarquin was breathless at the sight before him.
			

			
				Captain Risak ordered the column to ride four abreast as they entered the plain that led to Nars with the humans riding in the center of the group. Even with the hood of his cloak up, Tarquin could make out the great city before him as he spotted the massive fortress at the head of the valley.
			

			
				A key location in the Dwarvan Empire, Nars was a city of deep walls, impressive towers and ominous guards, but even with its numerous defenses, it retained an air of grandeur and beauty. The dwarves had carved or painted murals on nearly every surface of the walls of dark grey granite, white veins running through the stone blocks that fitted together seamlessly. The battlements held protective gargoyles with fierce expressions, and pots mounted on wheeled platforms above them could be filled with hot oil and poured upon the enemy.
			

			
				Each tower was uniquely constructed. The dwarves had spent over a thousand years sculpting every detail to create the right image for their fortress. Lining the battlements were the king’s legion, elegantly attired in crafted suits of black mythril plate mail, the pride of dwarvan craftsmanship. Each had the crescent blue moon of the Braveslayer Clan on his chest. These special soldiers received their promotion only after a minimum of ten years’ service in the regular army and they exhibited an undaunted esprit de corps, even while performing such mundane tasks as standing guard.
			

			
				At first, Daegal rode in silence beside his young charge, but he wouldn’t miss the chance for a lecture. He asked Tarquin, "Have you ever been to Nars?"
			

			
				Tarquin nodded. “Once, but only as a small child, I have no memory of the city."
			

			
				"Well," a pleased Daegal continued, "the first set of walls was built eight hundred years ago by King Mord and was named after him when he accidentally died atop them. Allegedly, he had drunk half a keg of ale before the ribbon-cutting ceremony, took a wrong turn and fell down the steps, tearing the ribbon in half as he hit the ground."
			

			
				That story drew a few laughs from the riders around them. That pleased Daegal.
			

			
				"Mord's wall encloses the outer city of Nars,” he continued in a slightly louder voice, “a city comprised mostly of humans and other races. The only dwarves that call that portion home are the innkeepers and business owners."
			

			
				"Often as not," a dwarvan voice chimed in, "the innkeepers have splendid homes in the inner city."
			

			
				Daegal continued, cutting off the dwarf with an irritated glance, "The wall runs in a semicircle around the rock face of Calderan, the mountain under which the city proper begins. It extends for about two miles. Guard posts and defensive works connect to prevent an enemy from slipping behind Nars and taking the heights above. Those defensive works cover most of the mountain and they are always manned."
			

			
				"The city is enclosed by a pair of mythril gates covered with dwarvan runes. They proclaim the might of the dwarvan race and their union with the Mordolwyn Mountains. The gates mark the beginning of the old city. Only dwarves are allowed to live there."
			

			
				"Until now," Risak interrupted sourly.
			

			
				"That was King Braveslayer's decision," Daegal replied as he stretched the aching muscles in his shoulders and back.
			

			
				The dwarves were condoning a great shift in tradition by permitting Tarquin to join their ranks. In the end, Daegal felt that this was an important step, one he would gladly leave to Celedant, Braveslayer, and Tarquin himself to follow to the end. After this adventure the wizard planned to stay in his library and emerge only to eat and sleep. He relished the excitement of study from a safe, comfortable refuge.
			

			
				"What's Nars like?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				An older dwarf riding in front turned to Tarquin. He had a patch over one eye and was missing both upper and lower front teeth. He spoke with a lisp.
			

			
				"Many would have ye believe it’s all about the mountains and the ore, zeffa, but there are plenty of us who don't care a whit about the either. All we want is the gold."
			

			
				Risak quickly cut him off and nudged his horse closer to the sour-faced dwarf.
			

			
				"Enough, Owen. The lad will have plenty of time to learn about the darker side of dwarvan culture when he trains."
			

			
				"Zeffan is more correct," Tarquin said meekly, causing the captain to turn in his saddle and stare at him in disbelief. "Zeffan would be more correct,” Tarquin repeated with more conviction. "I’m not just a human. I’m the son of a human."
			

			
				Risak's mouth dropped open, and the dwarves nearest Tarquin laughed. As the story spread back along the dwarvan riders, so did the guffaws and elbow nudges.
			

			
				"Well, lads, this human appears to be learning our language rather quickly,” Risak said. “It will be a pleasure to call a human ‘zeffan’ to his face and know that he understands what it means. See ye in the barracks, zeffan."
			

			
				His horse shot forward to rejoin the head of the column. They had reached Mord's wall, and the Borderers fell quiet except for a toothless dwarf in front of Tarquin who kept shaking his head and mumbling, "Zeffan."
			

			
				Mord's wall was impressive, rising sixty feet with towers twice that height spaced regularly along it. The wall had smooth stone joints, towers and crenellations adorned with three-dimensional carvings of gargoyles and other frightening creatures. The images were so realistic, they looked as though they would leap off the wall to defend the city. The gatehouse was massive, too, and consisted of two huge towers almost two hundred feet high flanking two ironbound oak gates.
			

			
				The dwarvan banner, with its deep blue background and intertwined rings of gold and silver, flew at the top.
			

			
				The traffic below included pedestrians and dwarves pushing carts, and the mounted troops slowed to a snail’s pace. One gate remained closed as the guards inspected the visitors entering through the other. A long delay ensued while a caravan of trade goods, packed in heavy wagons from the northern kingdom of Braenaught, lumbered through, guarded by blond, fair-skinned soldiers.
			

			
				The Borderers rode through the gathering crowd toward the closed gate. Captain Risak looked as though he was going to ride straight into the barrier when it swung open on well-oiled hinges, and a dour-looking legionnaire waved them through.
			

			
				The column turned right, heading into the morning traffic as the citizens of the outer city shopped, visited and marketed their wares. Tarquin saw the buildings within were constructed of stone or heavy timber and seemed secure. Though early, the city was alive with activity. Hawkers called out prices to passersby. Shops’ doors had opened and emitted the sounds of haggling and shouted orders as well as the delicious odors of fresh bread and meat pies.
			

			
				After countless turns, the street opened up, unveiling Rhee's Wall, similar to Mord’s Wall except it was made of black granite polished to a bright sheen. The flags of each dwarvan clan waved in the breeze, and the King's Guards marched along the top, ever vigilant for invaders. At the gatehouse guardsmen motioned the column into well-tended gardens. Even though it was winter, gardeners cleared snowy paths so they could tend the hearty plants growing there.
			

			
				The morning light reflected off the polished black stone, reminding Tarquin of a starless night. They rode toward the center and the gates of Nars, made from true silver or mythril, one of the strongest metals known. Each gate was thirty feet square and shot rays of silvery light in a majestic hue as they opened outward together on thick hinges embedded within the mountainside.
			

			
				Above the gates were countless arrow slits, and just inside the Royal Guardsmen and Legionnaires stood at arms. The guards waved the group through without a glance. The column rode into a hallway inside the mountain with intricate carvings that covered the walls and the ceilings and depicted scenes from battles.
			

			
				Daegal noticed Tarquin's interest and explained.
			

			
				"This is Battle Way,” Daegal said. “Should the outer walls be breached, the dwarves would allow the enemy through and stop them here with the inner gates. They’d pour boiling oil on the enemy through arrow loops and channels. Yet it’s all theory. The outer walls have never failed to hold off attackers in all of Nar's history."
			

			
				Leaving Battle Way they passed down a short corridor that opened into a vast hall. It stretched far upward and disappeared into the darkness beyond. The castle Tarquin had grown up in would have fit within its expanse with room to spare. Huge columns stretched upward, carved in the likeness of giant trees, and crisscrossing the upper portions of the hall were walkways and broad avenues. Awed by the city built entirely inside a mountain, Tarquin was so intent on the wonders of these scenes that the dwarf riding next to him had to shake his arm to get his attention.
			

			
				"Eyes down, Zeffan."
			

			
				Resisting temptation, Tarquin lowered his head. Yet even then he saw a teeming city spread before him as they rode down the center of a hall that stretched off in every direction. Hundreds of small shops and stalls were set up as a town with streets, squares and even permanent buildings. The column reached the end of the first hall, its countless openings crowded with the comings and goings of the dwarves. The horsemen then headed down a large, smooth avenue and kept to the left-hand side of the passage to leave plenty of room for a line of merchant carts being pulled by horses toward First Hall.
			

			
				After the company had ridden half a mile, they emerged into another corridor, smaller than the first but just as crowded. Carts filled with fresh market goods were parked at every conceivable angle. Male hawkers were dressed in brown woolen tunics and leggins, while their female counterparts wore colorful woolen dresses with white aprons, their long hair braided or loose depending on their age. They shouted prices, competing against not only their neighbor but also their own echoes. The company rode for several minutes before Risak turned to the right and picked his way through the throng toward the distant wall.
			

			
				The wondrous sights awed Tarquin. As they neared the eastern wall, heading for an even smaller tunnel, the company formed into two columns and entered a passageway that slanted downward in ever-widening curves. The ceiling was lower, and as pedestrians made way for the column, Daegal spoke up.
			

			
				"The Borderers have their headquarters in First Deep, the lowest habitable area."
			

			
				Tarquin nodded.
			

			
				The curving avenue finally ended at another hall with a forty-foot ceiling. It was a place of work, not commerce. Strong-bodied males and females dressed in sturdy brown leather tunics and leggins were equipped with mining gear and had gathered to sort the raw ore for quality. Covered with a fine layer of dust and grime, the hall echoed with the sound of falling rock, and every spoken word had to be a shout.
			

			
				The miners looked like a rough crew. The ones getting off their shifts appeared exhausted, while those gathering to go into the mines possessed a wary look. Many were carrying weapons on their belts. Working this deep underground, they were never certain when orcs, illanni or other enemies might enter the mines and attack.
			

			
				The dwarves had erected gates and placed guards at the entrances to the deeper tunnels used by their enemies. With the recent increased attacks above ground, the miners wanted to be prepared in case the orcs decided also to invade the city from below.
			

			
				The column turned west toward another dark passage when Tarquin noticed something odd and turned toward the wizard.
			

			
				"Daegal, it’s light in here, yet I haven’t seen any torches."
			

			
				“As you've rightly observed, there aren’t many torches in Nars. In fact, you seldom see any in the habitable areas. If you leave the city and head into the mines or the natural caverns, a torch or lantern is commonly used. Here in the heart of the city, light comes from a singular dwarvan marvel some would call magic. If so, it is a natural-born property, inherent in the fiber of the dwarvan race. The Kel light, named after its inventor, is a mixture of minerals that produces bright luminescence. Several years after its inception, dwarvan craftsmen built a Kel lantern so that the brightness could be adjusted."
			

			
				"How long do the lights last?"
			

			
				Daegal harrumphed at the interruption.
			

			
				“They last for years," he replied, staring off in the other direction at the workers transferring the ore from mine carts to wagons for the next leg in its trip to the forges.
			

			
				The column proceeded to another passage and continued along it until it opened into a small hall with a fortified gate at the end. Above the gate was a series of dwarvan runes. Daegal called to the toothless dwarf ahead of them.
			

			
				"Can you translate the runes?"
			

			
				The dwarf turned and nodded yes, then turned back as the others chuckled.
			

			
				"It says 'Death awaits in the Borderers’ Ranks,’" one of the others answered.
			

			
				Ten heavily armed dwarves in plain gray garments and chainmail flanked the gate and threw open the large ironbound doors. The only sign of rank was a single bar stitched on the oldest dwarf's arm. A few greetings passed between some of the riders and the guards as the horses gingerly stepped into the Borderers’ compound. A final, short passage opened into a huge hall. Risak led his troops toward the west wall where they dismounted, each dwarf leading his or her horse through a wide doorway.
			

			
				Captain Risak approached and said, "We'll care for yer horses. Follow me."
			

			
				They followed the dwarf as he led them past the stable’s main entrance to a small side door set in a wide passage that bent steeply downward. The door, which was the smallest Tarquin had seen thus far, was still ten feet high and opened without a sound.
			

			
				"Do dwarves build all their doors to withstand a siege?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				"Of course," Risak responded, shocked at the question. "We have many enemies, many races jealous of our craft. We are inherently on guard against theft. It may seem paranoid, but it’s one of our better traits."
			

			
				As they entered the room, a dwarf with tufts of white hair about his ears emerged from inside. Risak snapped to attention and his balled fist struck his chest.
			

			
				"General Kokkali, may I present a new recruit to round out the training battalion."
			

			
				The old dwarf eyed the human. A clay pipe dangled from his mouth and he wore the same gray clothing as the guards. As the general reached for his pipe with his left hand, Tarquin noticed that all but his thumb and little finger were missing. With those two digits he plucked from his mouth a pipe carved in the likeness of a chimera and when he spoke, his voice seemed to come from the depths of the earth.
			

			
				"Celedant has picked a fine candidate. Come in."
			

			
				The three entered a small office that doubled as his bedroom. He sat down behind a neatly ordered desk and motioned for his guests to sit across from him on an oak bench. The opposite corner contained a cot with tightly folded sheets and a small chest that fitted snugly beneath.
			

			
				"I'm General Kokkali. Yer must be the wizard Daegal with our newest recruit, Prince Tarquin of Partha."
			

			
				The humans nodded their heads curtly in acknowledgement.
			

			
				“It is a pleasure to meet a legend,” Daegal said. “Rumor has it that the orcs still tremble at the mention of your name."
			

			
				The praise brought a brief smile to the weather-beaten face of the old dwarf.
			

			
				“I tried me best not to leave any orcs alive, but ye know how rumors will spread," he said, waving his hand in dismissal.
			

			
				The general turned his attention to Tarquin to judge the youth's strengths and weaknesses at a mere glance. Later in life Tarquin would recall that glance as one of the most terrifying of his life.
			

			
				"So, lad," he said at last. "Do ye think yer ready to be the first human in the dwarvan army?"
			

			
				Tarquin mustered all the strength and courage he could gather, but his voice came out quietly.
			

			
				"Yes, sir. I am."
			

			
				Kokkali cocked an eyebrow.
			

			
				"Celedant said ye were special. It will take a strong, lucky man to accomplish what yer about to undertake. Celedant argued long with King Braveslayer. In the end, only the Borderers would accept ye, but I’m inclined to believe the wizard, as he is wiser than most. I know ye will do well, young man, or Celedant is likely to come to me and work his magic. I may not fear anything in battle, but I do not want to be lectured by Celedant or to find meself with a pair of donkey ears."
			

			
				The general reached for a parchment and placed it in front of Tarquin.
			

			
				"This is the common enlistment form we require," he said from memory. "It is in dwarvan, of course, but I donna think that matters in this case. However, if yer friend wishes to examine it first, he may do so.”
			

			
				Daegal took the parchment, read it and passed it to Tarquin.
			

			
				“Basically, it states that ye are ours once ye sign,” the General said. “It was altered by one of our scribes who added that upon signing, ye will become a dwarvan citizen with all rights and responsibilities, thereby losing all obligations to the outside world… a Borderer unto death."
			

			
				Tarquin took a deep breath and with shaking hand signed the parchment. The general smiled, looking pleased as he folded the form and sealed it with wax before placing it in his desk drawer.
			

			
				"Yer flight was a success,” the general said. “Yer training group will be forming shortly. Wait outside.” As they rose to leave, Kokkali added, "Remember, ye are no longer a human of royal blood. Yer one of us."
			

			
				Tarquin copied Risak's salute and snapped a crisp, "Yes, sir!"
			

			
				Daegal and the two dwarves smiled.
			

			
				Outside the General's quarters, Risak walked off and left the humans to lean against the wall. The hall they were in echoed with sounds of hammers, chisels and saws and Tarquin stared off into the distance.
			

			
				Daegal realized the young man was worried. He did not blame Tarquin. The boy would have been a fool if he weren’t scared to death.
			

			
				"Well, Tarquin, you can take some solace in that Celedant has a plan in store for you,” Daegal said. “You can look forward to the fact that whatever that is, it will make this training seem like a boy’s schoolroom task."
			

			
				Tarquin gave him a look.
			

			
				"If you’re trying to ease my mind, it’s not working.”
			

			
				Daegal looked genuinely sorry.
			

			
				"Yes, son. I know the feeling. When I was ten, I stood in front of my Master with four other children on Dragon Isles, waiting to see who would be his apprentice. Not knowing what would happen that day was the most frightening ordeal of my life. Now in my old age, I would not forsake that emotion or that lesson for any reason. That experience helped prepare me for the difficult years I faced afterward."
			

			
				A gathering of dwarves at the main gate interrupted their conversation. While Daegal had been speaking, an odd assortment of locals had been gathering in increasing numbers, ranging from younger to older ones with lined faces and gray-streaked beards. Tarquin watched them assemble, dressed in an assortment of gray, brown, and green tunics and leggings, and he saw one troop of armed and armor-clad dwarves leading a line of shackled prisoners in ragged and faded prison uniforms. The guards stopped, removed the chains and waited nearby, keeping a wary eye on their charges. One darkly clad dwarf squatted in a corner away from the others.
			

			
				Daegal placed his hand on Tarquin's shoulder.
			

			
				"They'll be calling you in a few minutes, son. I think it would be best make our farewells. Remember to write to your father. I'll speak to him on your behalf."
			

			
				"I guess I'm on my own now,” Tarquin replied. “I hope to see you again. You know today is my birthday."
			

			
				Daegal nodded and shook Tarquin’s hand.
			

			
				"Happy birthday and good luck. I'm off."
			

			
				The wizard headed for the stables and left the lone, uncertain human in the shadows of the dwarvan hall.
			

			
				Doubt plagued the prince as he wondered if he had made the right choice. He hadn’t realized that joining the Borderers was for life, but he would appear cowardly if he backed out now. He only hoped that whatever Celedant had in mind, he would remain alive to accomplish it.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Fifteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Celedant's steed was no longer white.
			

			
				The weather had turned bad two days after he left Tarquin, and freezing rain and wet snow had pelted both horse and rider. Although a spell kept them warm and dry, they were mud-stained. Celedant rode through the Mordolwyn Mountains until his horse cantered through the fortified gates of the Treakis Way Station and brought him to the last official safe house.
			

			
				The Treakis family had run this once-prosperous station for over a thousand years and had helped send adventurers northwest to fame, fortune or sometimes death. Now that Brackus, the dwarves' northernmost city was under orcish occupation, Treakis' station had become an armed camp, and instead of adventurers, the station owners made the most of their profit from dwarvan soldiers headed north to stem orcish incursions.
			

			
				Treakis' had been a favorite stop for the wizard for many years because the proprietor's wife had perfected a delicious steak and kidney pie. Celedant had a piece whenever he stopped by the inn.
			

			
				Dismounting, the wizard tied his horse to an empty hitching post in the courtyard. He knew the stable boy would care for his weary steed.
			

			
				The way station looked like a fortress, with watchtowers at the corners and a ten-foot-high stone wall that ran between. Just beyond the gates and behind the inn, a large barracks for the soldiers and stables for their horses stood next to the barn . The inn was three stories tall, built from massive timbers and sat in the middle of the walled courtyard. Forged bars adorned the windows as well as iron shutters with slots for firing arrows.
			

			
				Inside was vastly different.
			

			
				The first floor contained a common room, the working portion of the inn and the owner's residence. Over the years the Treakis family had decorated with a mind toward the adventurous souls who frequently visited. Weapons and the stuffed trophies of beasts brought back from the wilds hung on the walls, and there was a small red firedrake that curled along the central beam as well as a gryphon’s head and the horns of a minotaur. The common room contained a huge fireplace built with river stones. It was large enough for Treakis' sons to stand upright inside it when they cleaned the soot from the hearth.
			

			
				As Celedant entered the room, the current head of the family stood behind the dark wooden bar, stained nearly black from years of use. Tally Treakis had run the inn for almost fifty years and was a loyal friend.
			

			
				Celedant made his way across the crowded great room and past a mixture of humans, dwarves and several off-duty soldiers. A circular table with a group of Selacians, now far from home, caught the wizard’s attention right away. A few of the patrons were adventurers looking to get rich quick, and Celedant's eye skipped over them, but these Selacians looked out of place. They appeared too wealthy to be common adventure seekers.
			

			
				Making his way to the bar, he reached across and clasped hands with Tally. The dwarf looked just like his ancestors, sporting red hair, a flowing beard and a round face. His girth seemed to have grown since the last time Celedant had been there.
			

			
				"How's the ale been flowing, old friend?" the wizard asked.
			

			
				Tally plopped a tankard down in front of Celedant before answering.
			

			
				"The brew’s the same, rich and full-bodied. How have the trails been treatin’ ye?"
			

			
				Celedant downed half the dark ale.
			

			
				"Ah, the trails are the same as always, rocky and muddy and they keep the throat dry."
			

			
				He finished the rest and wiped his beard with his sleeve. Tally leaned over the bar and cleaned the stained wood with an equally stained cloth in one motion as he swiped the empty tankard and refilled it.
			

			
				"Will ye be staying for a while?"
			

			
				"I’m just stopping for the night. A private room if you please."
			

			
				"Not to worry," Tally said, "I always save me choice rooms for me special guests."
			

			
				"Tally!" a voice called from the kitchen.
			

			
				Celedant recognized the formidable Dame Treakis' voice and he smiled as Tally took off at a trot. Dame Treakis ruled with an iron fist. Her willpower and wise decisions were the sole reason the inn had survived the decrease in patrons. It had been her idea to have soldiers posted at the station. They made it a stable base below the the northern mountains and ensured it was a strong buffer against orcish raiding parties.
			

			
				Celedant leaned against the bar and took in the familiar surroundings and the ancient oak walls. Trouble was brewing. He could sense it, but he had to put those thoughts aside to concentrate on the present.
			

			
				Tally emerged from the kitchen with a platter of steaming lamb. He was followed by two servers laden with roasted potatoes and leeks as well as dishes and utensils and they placed their fare on the northerners’ table.
			

			
				After exchanging a few comments, the owner made his way back across the room to resume his conversation with the wizard. He poured himself some ale, took a deep drink and then poured two more tankards for one of the servers.
			

			
				"So, wanderer, where are ye bound this winter?"
			

			
				"To the north,” Celedant replied.
			

			
				A worried look crossed the dwarf’s face.
			

			
				"Rumors say the northern mountains and the trails to Braenaught have erupted in violence. The Selacians have never been many. Too cold up yonder, I reckon. They can't spare the men to properly patrol the roads."
			

			
				This was news to Celedant, but that was why he was here. The mountains and roads to the northern kingdom of Braenaught were seldom safe. If Tally was worried, it was for a good reason. The wizard leaned forward and lowered his voice.
			

			
				"Which way would you recommend?"
			

			
				With a raised eyebrow, Tally said, "Yer going to Dragon Isles, I would bet."
			

			
				"How did you come up with that idea?"
			

			
				Celedant laughed, spilling his ale.
			

			
				"If ye will follow me outside." Tally turned and called to his oldest son. "Sulla, take over for awhile, will ye?"
			

			
				Celedant had watched Sulla grow from an infant. The dwarf now was close to ninety, and the wizard felt certain that one day he would take over the family business. He reached over the bar to shake Sulla’s hand before following the older dwarf out of the bar and into the courtyard. Outside they stood silently by the wizard’s horse. Tally yelled toward the barn.
			

			
				"Henlo, come on, ye slow poke."
			

			
				A stoop-shouldered human in homespun clothes lumbered out of the barn. Orphaned at the inn as a newborn, the stableman was slow-witted, but loyal to the dwarvan proprietors. He walked slowly up, touching his forehead and bowing to Tally and Celedant.
			

			
				“Long time since ye be here, master Celedant. Henlo take yer horse."
			

			
				"Yes, Henlo,” Tally said, “and be sure to tend to master Celedant’s gear as well. If ye don't do a good job, he may turn ye into a frog."
			

			
				Henlo looked hopeful. "Would ye? Promise? Henlo do good job if master Celedant make me frog."
			

			
				Celedant gave the stableman a hug.
			

			
				"It is good to see you again, Henlo, but let me assure you. You make a much better stableman then you would a frog. Flies leave a nasty aftertaste in the mouth."
			

			
				They watched as a disappointed Henlo led Celedant’s horse to the barn.
			

			
				The two friends moved across the courtyard past the gate of the compound and walked a short distance down the road to a small bridge. Tally sat himself on the railing and Celedant stepped silently off the road to rest under a snow-laden tree.
			

			
				Both men packed fresh tobacco into their pipes, and once they had their bowls lit, the dwarf continued their conversation. His face was a mask of concern.
			

			
				“Something has bothered me for quite some time. When ye appeared at me doorstep, me concern grew."
			

			
				Celedant drew deeply from his pipe.
			

			
				"Go on, Tally," he said as smoke drifted out of his mouth.
			

			
				"At the last full moon," the dwarf began, "a stranger came to the inn, dressed like ye, but his clothing was costlier. He also wore a fur coat. He looked like he had just come from a ceremony, and I would bet me life he was a warlock. There was something about him that put us all on alert."
			

			
				Celedant motioned to his friend to continue.
			

			
				"When he arrived, he had a dozen mercenaries with him. Very bad folk, those. He slapped down a good-sized purse full of gold pieces on the bar.”
			

			
				“What did he want?” Celedant asked.
			

			
				“He asked if I knew ye,” Tally replied, and he carefully watched Celedant for a reaction. He was disappointed when his friend’s face remained passive.
			

			
				“Go on.”
			

			
				“He wanted to know if ye stopped by me inn from time to time.”
			

			
				“What did you tell him?”
			

			
				“I told him that I knew of ye, and the man grew excited.”
			

			
				“I wonder what he wants,” Celedant pondered.
			

			
				“He didna say, but asked me to watch for yer arrival. Somehow he knew ye would soon be traveling north.”
			

			
				Alarm bells rang in the wizard’s head. He was uncertain who this person was, but whatever reason the man had to find him, it probably had to do with Tarquin and the prophecy.
			

			
				“I was to get as much information from ye as possible,” Tally continued. “The man said he would send a servant to the inn every so often. If I had any news of ye, I would receive another bag full of gold.”
			

			
				“How long has this been going on?”
			

			
				“The servant has been by six times in the past five weeks. He’s a small man with a strange accent I’ve never heard. It’s like the one travelers use when mocking western merchants."
			

			
				Celedant contemplated the information.
			

			
				"Did you notice anything unusual about the man you suspect is a warlock… a scar, an old injury?”
			

			
				The dwarf thought for a moment.
			

			
				“When he handled the gold, I noticed a scar across the back of his right hand."
			

			
				Celedant nodded and smiled. He knew exactly who the warlock was.
			

			
				"Things are getting interesting, my friend. The man is an old acquaintance, Sellis, banned from Dragon Isles at a young age. The last I heard, he was in the West. Apparently he has come looking for me. Why, I can only guess. We have tangled before. The last time we battled, he received that scar. He is an evil one, corrupted at an early age, so be wary of him and his messengers."
			

			
				"Don't worry about me," the proprietor said. "I'll send him on his way without telling him anything."
			

			
				"Just be careful, my friend,” Celedant said, clapping the dwarf on the back. “Let’s head back. My stomach feels shriveled to a pebble, and I could use some of your beautiful dame's tasty cooking."
			

			
				"Come along," the dwarf said. "I believe me wife has just whipped up some of her special steak and kidney pie. I swear, she seems to know exactly when to expect ye."
			

			
				Celedant chuckled as he followed Tally around the back of the inn to the crowded kitchen. Dame Treakis and her daughters-in-law fussed over two hearth pots and they all were delighted to see him. He sat down at a small side table and soon had a large slice of pie and a plate of warm bread in front of him. Dame Treakis’s non-stop narrative about her grandchildren’s latest antics entertained him.
			

			
				Celedant relaxed and allowed the worries of the journey to slide away. He would enjoy this visit. There would be time enough tomorrow for worry.
			

			
				After he finished his meal, Celedant followed Tally up the back stairs to a small, comfortably furnished room. The dwarf built a fire in the hearth as the wizard sorted through his gear.
			

			
				“The race north will be grueling." I wish I had my friend Azimuth with me. He never tires.
			

			
				"I've another option,” the dwarf said. “The group of Selacians downstairs will be heading north tomorrow. I could ask if they’d be willing to take along a fellow traveler. Let me see if they’ll meet with ye."
			

			
				Ten minutes later the dwarf returned, followed by a tall lean man. The Selacian was clad in brown leather armor, and a broad sword hung at his hip in a worn scabbard. His dark hair was short, and serious brown eyes closely examined Celedant. Tally made the introductions.
			

			
				"This is Master Jann Berenson of Trondheim.”
			

			
				The innkeeper then discreetly left the room.
			

			
				Jann bowed deeply. "I’m honored to meet such a renowned person.” He sat next to the fire. “Tally took the liberty of telling me your needs."
			

			
				"I must journey north, but it appears that I’m being followed,” Celedant said, motioning with his pipe. “This man could be a hindrance that I prefer to avoid."
			

			
				The Selacian nodded.
			

			
				"I am heading to Trondheim. My party consists of four wagons, two of which carry luggage. I believe we can accommodate you."
			

			
				"Excellent. I am willing to pay my way, of course."
			

			
				Jann would have none of Celedant's gold.
			

			
				“No, Master Celedant, I’ll not take your gold. It will be an honor to escort you.”
			

			
				“Then I guess I'll have to be satisfied that I may be of some help along the way. What are my chances of catching a ship out of Trondheim headed west? I realize the winter storms will be in full blow this time of year."
			

			
				"The weather will keep most captains plying the eastern and southern waters, but there should be one or two brave souls willing to make the trip for the right price. Who knows?" He shrugged his broad shoulders. "The gods play merry hell with the western passage this time of the year."
			

			
				The two men traded small talk of the events in Braenaught and the northern realms. Jann finally excused himself and said he would send a messenger when they were ready to leave in the morning.
			

			
				The wizard smoked his last bowl of the night before settling comfortably into bed.
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				The next morning a soft glow in the window awakened Celedant and he figured it was just a turn of the clock until dawn as he began packing his gear. As he finished, a soft knock sounded at his door and when he unlatched it, he found a young Selacian waiting.
			

			
				"Master Celedant," the young man said. "Wagon Master Jann said to tell you that we will be leaving within half a turn of the clock."
			

			
				Celedant made his way downstairs, ate breakfast, paid his bill and found Jann in the courtyard supervising the loading and hitching of the wagons. They had already tied his steed to the back of one of the coaches.
			

			
				"We depart shortly,” he said. “We had to rearrange a few things to make it more comfortable. Unfortunately, the ladies made a number of purchases in the southern cities."
			

			
				"I'm sure it will be fine,” Celedant replied.
			

			
				“You’ll want to remain out of sight. The carriage ride should be more comfortable than riding in the saddle, anyway. Ah," Jann exclaimed, "I wish I could join you, but it's horseback for me."
			

			
				When the wagons were ready, Jann led Celedant to the last coach. It had stuffed leather seats and canvas drapes to drop over the windows and the wizard settled into the narrow seat, piles of packages surrounding him. The coach jolted forward and headed for the Scalia River and onward to Trondheim.
			

			
				That night they camped in a small grove of trees by the river. Celedant sat by the fire with the others enjoying a freshly cooked fish dinner while numerous stories of sport, battle and gaming went around the circle of travelers. Celedant leaned back against the log with his pipe full of fragrant tobacco to listen, content for the evening.
			

			
				On their second day of travel, as the sun rose, the wagons left the mountains and the paved dwarvan roads for considerably rougher terrain as they headed for the small town of Braenaught. Once there they would board the ferry to Trondheim.
			

			
				As they moved further north, the mountains retreated to the northwest. To the north, at Dragon Isles, Celedant hoped to find the knowledge he needed to stop the rising evil that threatened to overwhelm Muiria. As a youth, Dragon Isles had been his home. Now it was the one place he might find the key to unravel a mad woman's prophetic words. If those words were true, he knew, evil would triumph unless he quickly found a way to counter it.
			

			
				The sound of running water interrupted his musings and the wizard twitched the canvas drape aside to see the headwaters of the Scalia River.
			

			
				Here the river was no more than a fast flowing, ankle-deep stream that formed from the surrounding mountain freshets. The wagon's path lay alongside the water and stretched for miles ahead and the traveling group continued to parallel the river until sunset. Jann pushed them on farther, though, for two more turns of the clock. It was not until they came to a ford and crossed the river that Jann finally called for a halt.
			

			
				Celedant joined the others at the campfire and stretched his travel-weary muscles. While he waited for a meal to be cooked, he saw how alert the guards appeared, but he also noticed that two of their escorts had disappeared.
			

			
				He went in search of Jann, hoping his troubles were not about to take their toll on Jann's charges. The wagon master stood by the river in animated discussion with one of his guards. The man saluted Jann and stepped into the river. As he waded across to the other side, Celedant came up behind Jann and coughed discreetly. The tall Northerner turned to him and gave a knowing smile.
			

			
				"You've sensed something wrong, I would wager."
			

			
				"I only hope you sent the other two guards ahead for help."
			

			
				"You don't miss a thing,” Jann laughed. “This afternoon we spotted riders following at a distance. They kept up with us all day. I sent two of my men on to Braenaught for help and one across the river to watch for the riders. There won't be much sleep tonight, I fear. Fortunately, the ladies haven’t realized that anything is amiss."
			

			
				"Good," Celedant agreed. "I will be at your service should you need me."
			

			
				"I thank you for that offer," Jann replied as they returned to camp where the wagons had formed into a rough circle.
			

			
				The women sat around the fire while one of the drivers cooked the evening meal. The guards lounged around camp, many of them seemingly on the verge of sleep, but closer observation showed their eyes open and alert. As the two men neared the fire, a tall raven-haired woman stood and angrily addressed the wagon master.
			

			
				"What do you think you’re doing, Jann Berenson?"
			

			
				Jann looked dumbfounded and humbly asked, "What do you mean, my lady?"
			

			
				“Do you think we are blind or simply ignorant? We saw the horsemen and watched as you dispatched two guards. These others pretend to sleep, yet continue peering into the night, watchful as hawks."
			

			
				Celedant chuckled as the Northerner recoiled from the young lady’s tongue-lashing. As she continued her tirade, the wizard strolled quietly over to one of the guards, a heavy-set, hazel-eyed Northerner in his thirties, who laughed heartily at the scene. Celedant took a place next to him by the fire.
			

			
				"Who is that woman?" Celedant asked.
			

			
				The guard flashed gleaming white teeth as he answered. "Ah. That would be Lady Hilda Van Stocks."
			

			
				Celedant's face registered surprise. "The Braenaught King’s niece? It appears we are in the company of nobility," the wizard replied.
			

			
				He turned his attention back to the conversation at the other side of the fire.
			

			
				"Women of northern stock don't sit like cattle waiting for slaughter,” Hilda said after taking a deep breath. “We fight alongside our men. That is how it has been for generations. Just because I’m the king’s niece doesn’t mean I’m about to allow us to be overwhelmed and defeated."
			

			
				The other women nodded in agreement as Hilda continued.
			

			
				"Give us the bows you purchased for my uncle. Brae women are expert archers.”
			

			
				When Jann continued to hesitate, she added. “If we were men, you’d be more than willing to use us in a fight."
			

			
				Celedant knew a defeated man when he saw one, and Jann gave in. Battling unknown riders might be exciting to the Brae, but arguing with a riled woman was nothing short of suicide.
			

			
				Jann held up his hands to forestall further dialogue.
			

			
				"All right, my lady, you win, though heaven help me if the king finds out. Larson, unpack the bows and allow the women to arm themselves." He laughed aloud. "May the gods have mercy on whoever dares to attack our merry band this night."
			

			
				A turn of the clock later, after they had finished their supper, Celedant sat with his back to a wagon wheel enjoying a pipe of tobacco. Across from him Hilda had organized her archers into a squad, walked around each of the maidens and inspected the tautness of the bowstrings.
			

			
				Celedant refilled his pipe and called to Jann. "She does her uncle credit, doesn't she?"
			

			
				“I didn’t want to involve her,” the stoic Selacian replied. “It may be the biggest mistake of my life. The king wanted me to keep her out of trouble, yet here she is about to jump into a pitched battle. I may end up losing my head over this, but I’m glad for their help. I know from personal experience they are excellent archers."
			

			
				"I'll speak with the king and try to curb his temper," Celedant reassured the concerned man.
			

			
				"Thank you. Hopefully, he'll go easy on me."
			

			
				He walked away with a roguish smile as he checked the perimeter of the camp. Celedant returned to his bedroll and fell into a light sleep after watching the flames flickering in the campfire. He had been sleeping barely a turn of the clock when approaching footsteps brought him awake. Celedant was fully alert by the time Jann reached him.
			

			
				"My scout has returned,” he said softly. “He reports there are a score of men headed this way."
			

			
				"What are your plans, and how can I help?"
			

			
				"I'm placing archers on the far side of the camp along with my guards. The brigands will approach from the river and attack what appear to be people sleeping in their bedrolls. If they do, we'll have them. As far as your special abilities are concerned, could you supply a bit of light?"
			

			
				"Most certainly,” Celedant replied. “It’ll be there when the attack commences."
			

			
				Jann left to position his men and Celedant sought a good vantage point for the coming attack. The wizard settled behind a large chest and watched the far end of the camp, nearest the river. In the fire’s dying embers, he could detect only shadows.
			

			
				The horses began to shift and whinny and he noticed a darker shadow moving deliberately as it crept toward a wagon and paused. Seeing nothing stirring in the camp, the dark invader waved toward the darkness. More shadows approached the wagons, their swords reflecting dully in the fire's dying light.
			

			
				Celedant waited as the attackers moved closer to the bedrolls in the center of camp. He allowed them to reach the first blanket before raising his arm and pointing his staff at a carriage directly behind the attackers. He muttered a single word that was lost in the night air.
			

			
				“Exponeras.”
			

			
				To retain his strength for the battle, Celedant drew a surge of power from the earth and the air around him and then added more from the river as warm, magical energy coalesced within his being. The warmth spread from his chest and up his arm, finally transferring into the staff.
			

			
				He released it all with a thunderous crack, startling those nearby as a greenish arc leapt across the camp to strike the carriage. The spell was simple, one of the first that novices were taught, but in the hands of a powerful wizard, its effect was amazing to behold. The carriage was embroiled in bright light that caught the startled intruders by surprise.
			

			
				Ten heavily armed men were suddenly revealed, dressed in rough-spun clothing with leather reinforcements and mismatched pieces of armor. Despite their appearance, the weapons they carried were well serviced and gleamed brightly in the magical glow. Exposed, they saw the bedrolls at their feet were empty and they scattered toward the safety of the shadows, chased by a volley of arrows that brought down four of the fleeing brigands.
			

			
				Jann’s men now attacked the other six with their swords and filled the air with the sharp clang of steel against steel. Celedant turned toward the fight and heard a loud cry of pain. One of Jann’s men clutched his belly after an enemy sword had run him through.
			

			
				The fight went on for several minutes as, one-by-one, the attackers fell.
			

			
				One assailant made it to safety without feeling the sharp sting of an arrowhead, and one had crawled to the safety of the wagons. Celedant watched four other wounded invaders head back toward the river.
			

			
				The first attack repulsed, ten more assailants waited in the darkness. They wouldn’t be fooled like that again.
			

			
				"Beware the darkness,” Jann yelled. “They'll try to flank us now."
			

			
				The wizard heard the sound of running feet along the perimeter and headed toward the attackers. In the shadows he saw two Selacians spring up from their hidden positions to attack five brigands.
			

			
				Celedant ran after the charging men as the uneven battle began. He came to a stop behind the two guards as one attacker limped away with an injury to his thigh. Another assailant struck a defender a great blow to the neck with his sword and the guard’s bearded head remained balanced on his shoulders briefly before rolling off and landing at Celedant's feet.
			

			
				The other Selacian, a quick, wiry man, avenged his friend with a quick thrust to the assassin’s crotch. The wounded man fell backward, a shrill scream escaping his lips. The remaining three invaders pressed their attack against the smaller Selacian, who finally gave way, overwhelmed by their superior number.
			

			
				Celedant stepped into the fray. One attacker smiled wickedly at him before Celedant's staff lashed out and connected with horrible force to the man's head. The fellow collapsed in a heap. The wiry Selacian broke through another attacker's defense and thrust his sword, hilt deep, into his opponent’s belly. As the dying man fell, the sword became wedged in the body.
			

			
				His comrades dead or dying and his opponent weaponless, the remaining bandit took a last parting shot before running off for the safety of the woods, but Celedant intervened. As the attacker raised his sword to strike, the wizard slammed his staff into the man’s sternum. The attacker doubled over. Celedant raised his staff and finished off his opponent with a sharp rap to the head.
			

			
				Celedant and the Selacian stopped to catch their breath. It took a moment before the wizard recognized him as the young man at the inn.
			

			
				"Thank you for the help, master,” the youth replied.
			

			
				"What's your name, son?" Celedant replied as he checked to make sure there was no other imminent danger.
			

			
				"Larson," the boy answered, almost bashfully.
			

			
				Before Celedant could say anything further, he shuddered as the essence of something foul filled him with dread. It was as if time had come screeching to a halt. Everything became deadly quiet, and the wizard grabbed Larson by the shoulders and propelled the boy toward the wagons. He tried to speak of the danger, but no sound escaped his lips.
			

			
				Celedant felt the surging of energies ebbing and flowing in the darkness, the sure sign of an emerging spell. He quickly threw himself and Larson to the side. As he fell, a streak of pure energy lanced out from the shadows to erupt in the space of bare earth they had just left. The energy of the intense blast electrified his hair.
			

			
				As clods of smoking earth fell around them, Celedant spotted his adversary. It was a lich. The skeletal form was unmistakable. No undead one, other than a vampire, could cast such a spell.
			

			
				The wizard quickly shoved the boy behind the trunk of a large tree and prepared to battle this new enemy. He knew he was in for the fight of his life.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Sixteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				As Daegal walked away, Tarquin slumped to the floor, his back resting against the cold wall of his new home, and the crowd continued to grow and fill the hall.
			

			
				Tarquin remained lost in thought and didn’t notice the dark-clad dwarf he had spotted earlier appear at his side and sit down next to him. Tarquin jumped, bringing a toothy smile to the dwarf’s face. Smaller than most of his kind, the middle-aged dwarf stood just four feet tall and was slim with black, close-cropped hair and a short beard. His eyes had a wary look as he scanned the crowd.
			

			
				"Nervous, eh?" the dwarf asked. "Me, too."
			

			
				The young man studied him a moment before speaking. "You don't look it."
			

			
				"Aye, that's training ye see. Me name’s Botreg. What's yers?" the dwarf asked.
			

			
				"Tarquin" was barely out of the youth’s mouth before Botreg continued.
			

			
				"We heard rumors that a human was to be allowed into the ranks.”
			

			
				The two of them were silent as they rested their heads against the wall, but as the noise of milling recruits continued to increase, Tarquin spoke.
			

			
				"When will it start?"
			

			
				The dwarf remained silent.
			

			
				Tarquin wrestled with even asking his next question, but since everyone else was there to avoid prosecution for some crime, his curiosity got the better of him. He didn’t know that not all of the dwarves were former criminals.
			

			
				"Do you mind if I ask you a question, Botreg?"
			

			
				“Go ahead. I kin see it’s burning to get out,” the dwarf replied.
			

			
				“What did you do before you signed on?"
			

			
				Botreg stretched his arms and yawned.
			

			
				"Since I already know a little about ye, I suppose it’s only fair that I tell ye somethin’ about meself. It’s a long story, but in short, I was an assassin, a talmil in dwarvan." He watched Tarquin tense. "Don’t worry; I've retired. Still, I can’t help wonderin’ why that bothers ye. The last time I saw that kind of reaction was from someone with a price on his head.”
			

			
				Not wanting to admit that was indeed the case, the prince searched his mind for another answer. He didn’t know this dwarf, and since gold often was a good excuse for people to change their minds, he decided not to give him a reason to return to his former profession.
			

			
				“I’ve never met an assassin before, so I guess it startled me.”
			

			
				The dwarf wasn’t sure he believed the lad’s explanation, but since he truly had switched occupations, he decided to let it slide.
			

			
				“Ye see, I was rather good at it and made quite a few enemies. I decided the Borderers would be a good second start. Believe me, I have no wish to return to me former profession. Besides, who knows what adventure lies ahead?"
			

			
				He let that sink in and whispered, "Listen, Tarquin, yer a zeffa, and they’re going to treat ye rough, just like me,” he confided and pointed to the milling crowd. “The dwarvan race doesna like assassins, especially a dwarf that kills another dwarf. We might make it alone here. We might not. The trainin’ can kill a new recruit. The weak die or are discharged to the fate that awaits them. For some, that's the hangman. If we stick together and watch each other's back, we may survive." Botreg held his hand out. "Besides, I can teach ye the dwarvan language."
			

			
				Tarquin took Botreg’s hand, surprised at the strength in the grip, and shook it.
			

			
				While they were speaking, a dwarf dressed in mottled gray had entered the area and now stood in front of the gathered recruits. He spoke in a voice perfected on the drilling ground, a pitch that would ring out over the clash and clang of weapons.
			

			
				“Quiet, lads. Form lines of twenty each. Get a move on. Now!"
			

			
				Botreg jumped to his feet, grabbed Tarquin’s arm and pulled him up and out into the confusion.
			

			
				Ten dwarves dressed in gray joined the dwarf who had just given the orders and they used small pliable sticks to motivate the newcomers into lines. The two companions jumped to the front without encouragement.
			

			
				Tarquin found himself the object of scrutiny as fellow trainees gave him curious looks, and he realized they believed having the zeffa in their midst would make the sergeants even tougher on their training.
			

			
				One particularly intimidating sergeant, with an overbite and an eye that wandered to the left, walked down the front line. She eyed Botreg and Tarquin, and with a lightning-fast flick of her wrist struck both on the side of the head.
			

			
				"Zeffa, talmil," she muttered as she moved on.
			

			
				It took the dwarves a few minutes to form their lines to the satisfaction of the stick yielding sergeants, but soon all two hundred were silently standing in line. Four brawny dwarves carried a small platform out of the shadows and placed it in front of the gathered recruits. The gravelly-voiced dwarf who had first called them to form up now marched to the platform and, using one hand, vaulted up to stand staring down at those assembled before him.
			

			
				He was squat and heavy muscled with a short, blond beard and hair pulled into a ponytail that fell just below his shoulders,. Cold blue eyes stared at them, hiding his emotions. His hands locked behind his back, the sergeant rocked back and then leaned forward, spitting at Botreg’s feet before he began speaking.
			

			
				"I am Master Sergeant Tilabu of the training battalion. It seems that ye have decided to become one of the King's Borderers. Nars is the training battalion's headquarters, and this will be yer home for the next six months. There aren’t many rules. Obey me, and we'll get along fine. If not, I'll break ye in two. Now, on to business. I see some of ye have yer own armament. In the Borderers we like ye to be familiar with a variety of weapons, especially the ones our enemies favor. Ye may keep yers if ye have them, or ye may draw from our armory. Ye will draw yer uniforms and equipment shortly. Then head to the barracks to store yer gear and change out of yer civilian clothes. Training begins this afternoon." Tilabu turned to a group of dwarves standing nearby. "Sergeants, break them into squads and move out."
			

			
				The sergeants wove their way through the new recruits, shouting orders and organizing them into groups of ten. A slightly built dwarf with a medium brown beard tucked neatly under his belt cut out the first ten recruits, including Tarquin and Botreg.
			

			
				"All right," he said in a lazy voice as he pointed to a spot behind him. "Form one line here with a foot between each of ye."
			

			
				When he finished speaking, they hurried to follow his orders. The sergeant nodded approval as he walked up and down the line. On his second pass, he asked each of them their names.
			

			
				When he reached Tarquin's new friend, he stared at the dwarf a few seconds before asking, "What's yer name?"
			

			
				"Botreg Deepslayer."
			

			
				"Just me luck," the Sergeant replied. "I ended up not only getting the human, but the assassin as well."
			

			
				He moved to Tarquin next, shaking his head in disgust as he jabbed an index finger hard into the prince’s chest.
			

			
				“Me name's Donli. If any of ye screw up – especially either of these last two -- ye will answer to me.”He received ten nods and continued. “All right, let's move to the armory." The sergeant paced over to stand next to Tarquin. "On my command, turn right!"
			

			
				The new troops executed a less-than-stellar turn, and Donli led them in a quick march through the rough-hewn passage. After a few hundred yards, they joined the line that had already formed at the armory’s entrance and half a turn of the clock passed before their squad entered an unimpressive armory.
			

			
				Tarquin had imagined row upon row of shiny, sharp weapons, but the only section he saw was a small room with a scarred wooden counter at the rear. As the squad approached, he saw two dwarves manning it and wearing grey, the preferred uniform color when underground. When Tarquin stepped up to the counter, a bald, one-eyed dwarf looked him over with a contemptuous air.
			

			
				"What ye want, zeffa?"
			

			
				"Proper dwarvan would be ‘zeffan,’ friend, and I’ll take a dagger," he said, smiling pleasantly.
			

			
				The old dwarf was so surprised with the young man’s answer that he slid a nondescript dagger across the counter in silence.
			

			
				As Tarquin picked it up, Donli's fist struck the counter with amazing force.
			

			
				"Jolie," Donli barked the armorer's name. "No one but me can insult me squad, got it?"
			

			
				He grabbed Tarquin's arm and led him out of the unimposing room.
			

			
				Tarquin waited outside with the brooding sergeant as the rest of the troop acquired their weapons. Moments later Botreg joined them carrying a sword and with several daggers stuffed into his belt. The dwarf gave Tarquin a smile and a wink. Re-assembling the squad, Donli led them further down the passage to another line that was considerably longer.
			

			
				When it was their turn, the squad entered a large room where ten dwarves waited to measure them. After Tarquin and Botreg had stepped up to one of the tailors, he shouted their measurements and his order for them to younger apprentices who ran from the room and returned shortly laden with two uniforms, one gray and one forest green, woolen leggins, undergarments and heavy boots.
			

			
				Expecting derogatory comments from the tailors, Tarquin approached a one-legged dwarf who sat on a high stool with a measuring tape looped around his shoulders. The dwarf was gray-haired and had as many scars on his face and his arms as any soldier Tarquin had ever seen. An intricately carved wooden peg, dragons intertwined around its diameter, replaced his missing leg. He grinned at Tarquin.
			

			
				"Ah, a challenge," he said and measured the human and shouted the numbers over his shoulder. "How old are ye?"
			

			
				“Eighteen today, sir.”
			

			
				The dwarf nodded. "Ye will be doin’ a bit of growin’ yet, so if ye need alterations, stop by. Me name’s Sirro, and with me leg gone, I'm a permanent fixture here. When we learned ye were coming, I took the liberty of havin’ some human-sized uniforms made up."
			

			
				An assistant returned with the grey uniform and handed it to the young man.
			

			
				“This should fit ye for now, though it might be a wee bit large. I’ll alter the others according to yer measurements and have them sent to ye later. Ye can give that one back to me assistant then, and I’ll keep it on hand for when ye grow a bit more.”
			

			
				"Thanks, Sirro,” Tarquin replied and he relaxed for the first time.
			

			
				After all the men had received their uniforms, Donli led them down a winding path, taking several side passages along the way until Tarquin was completely lost.
			

			
				The last passage widened to ten feet across and a door appeared ahead of them with dwarvan runes carved across it. Donli ordered the recruits to halt and face the door before he spoke to them in the harsh, guttural dwarvan language. When he saw Tarquin's confusion, he switched to the common language used throughout the east.
			

			
				"Sorry. Someone will need to tutor ye in dwarvan."
			

			
				"I'll handle it, Sergeant," Botreg said.
			

			
				Donli cast a glance at the assassin and repeated in the common tongue what he had previously said.
			

			
				"This is yer squad's barracks. From this point on, ye will be known as the first squad training battalion.” He pointed to the runes. "For those who can't read dwarvan or can’t read at all, that's what it says above yer door. I'll give ye a turn of the clock to get situated and put away yer belongings. If ye have brought any food, share it around. We've work to do."
			

			
				Donli opened the door to the room where the recruits would spend the next months. It was small and crowded and had five bunk beds jammed along one wall with two footlockers stored under each of the bottom bunks. Two tables with bench seats and a door that led to a washroom and latrine took up most of the opposite wall. The water was hand-pumped out of spigots from a natural cistern that had been hollowed out of the rock above and was fed by a mountain stream. The only problem that Tarquin saw with the new room was that it had icy cold water. It was great for drinking, but washing up would be uncomfortable at best.
			

			
				Botreg pulled Tarquin ahead of the others and the two of them threw their things down on the farthest beds before pulling out the lockers and sorting through their belongings. When they had finished stowing everything, they changed into their gray uniforms. Tarquin had to cinch his belt tightly and stuff the excess pant legs into his boots. He would be glad when his tailored uniforms were ready.
			

			
				"I always like the wall to guard me back,” Botreg said slyly. “It was a practice that kept me alive as an assassin." The dwarf was lacing up his boots when he asked, "Mind if I take the bottom bunk? There's a bit more head room for ye up top."
			

			
				Tarquin shrugged. "That's fine. The beds are a little over five feet long, and I'm almost six. I guess I'll be sleeping curled in a ball for now on."
			

			
				The other squad members had finished clearing away their things and had gathered at the tables when an ancient dwarf approached. He stuck out his hand and shook first Tarquin's and then Botreg's hands.
			

			
				"Me name's Ralav. I'm old and set in me ways. Don't rightly know if I like a human in me squad. In fact, by the seven hells, don't know if I even like ye being in Nars. The important thing is to keep the Empire safe and strong. To do that, we have to work together, so welcome." He then turned to Botreg and added, "Yer past sins are forgotten here."
			

			
				They met the others of their unit, an ex-cleric named Aegir, Ralav’s niece, Ronli the tracker, Sigfob, Nolgin, Nugi, Firo and Bragi. With introductions complete, they began speculating on what they could expect until the door flew open and their sergeant strolled to the middle of the room.
			

			
				"Alright, line up in front of the tables."
			

			
				They did and he walked up and down the line.
			

			
				"The heart of the Borderers is the individual that forms their ranks. We emphasize the squad. The Imperials and the regular army center their training on companies and battalions. We train in teams of ten and sometimes even smaller groups. That doesn't mean we don't operate in larger ones. We do. When ye rely on smaller squads, it means that each individual is vitally important.”
			

			
				He stopped and gazed into each dwarf’s eyes, stopping at Tarquin’s before continuing.
			

			
				“We canna afford to have a single weak member make a stupid mistake, or everyone could end up dead. That means that individuals must work together, protect and trust each other. Only in that way can ye survive. This is the most important thing to learn.”
			

			
				Everyone understood and nodded.
			

			
				“Today, we'll introduce ye to a little physical training. We'll start slowly, and tomorrow we’ll begin weapons training. Now, follow me on the double."
			

			
				The sergeant bolted out the door at a full run with everyone scrambling to follow. They ran two abreast through a maze of tunnels that twisted and turned in the bowels of earth.
			

			
				After twenty minutes, Tarquin shouted to Botreg over the pounding of boots.
			

			
				"How does he know where he's going? I'm lost."
			

			
				The dwarf running beside him was breathing easily. "Once we have walked a path, dwarves never lose their way. This is one of the passages we followed this morning. Three more turns and we'll be in the main hall."
			

			
				Tarquin counted the next three turns and was astonished when they emerged into the main hall where the other squads were already assembling. The whole battalion formed into ranks, and the Master Sergeant began leading them through a series of exercises.
			

			
				At first, the stretching was painful, but as they continued the workout, their muscles began to loosen. During their exercises Tarquin became aware of how light his boots actually were. They looked chunky, made of heavy leather that stopped below the calf, with thick lacings, metal catches and reinforced soles. but amazingly, the boots were light and conformed perfectly to the individual's foot. Although the uniforms seemed bulky, they offered the wearer a full range of movement without hindrance.
			

			
				They continued stretching and working out for a turn of the clock, and the trainees were soon drenched in sweat. A few were breathing heavily when the Master Sergeant called a halt, and the sergeants gathered at the front of the battalion. Pleased with the short break, Tarquin had just closed his eyes for a moment when Tilabu's voice rang out.
			

			
				"Rest period is over. We’ll have just enough time for a short run before lunch, so follow yer sergeants."
			

			
				First squad followed Donli as he led them out of the compound and back into the corridors of Nars. Following directly behind the sergeant, Tarquin became disgusted when he noticed that Donli had hardly broken a sweat.
			

			
				Botreg nudged him. "This passage leads up. We're heading outside."
			

			
				“Enough chatter,” Donli ordered, shooting a glance over his shoulder. "Feel the gradient of the passage with yer feet, legs, body and mind, Tarquin. With practice ye should be able to detect the slope. Now, no more talking."
			

			
				The squad ran in silence and stared at the back of Donli’s head, wondering where they would end up.
			

			
				After a turn of the clock’s trek through winding passages, the squad came to a spiral staircase that wound upward through the mountain. It ended abruptly at a heavy, ironbound wooden door. Before opening it, Donli turned and addressed his charges.
			

			
				"Right, lads. One problem that presents itself will be the abrupt change from artificial light to sunlight. Ye must learn to adapt as quickly as possible. Being blinded by the light can get ye killed. Now close yer eyes and turn around."
			

			
				Once they had complied, sunlight flooded the area and the sergeant's voice ordered them to open their eyes. Even with his back turned, Tarquin teared up.
			

			
				"Blink them away. It will get better as ye adapt,” Botreg whispered.
			

			
				"All right then," Donli ordered. "Turn around."
			

			
				With eyes still burning, Tarquin could only discern a blur that slowly materialized into Sergeant Donli. Within moments the squad members found themselves following their leader into the bright sunshine and as the cold mountain air washed over them, they felt refreshed and their eyes cleared.
			

			
				They had exited Nars high in the mountains at one of the many forts that guarded the trails to the cliffs above the city. As they marched onto the fort's ramparts, the barren mountainside stretched beyond the wall, dotted here and there with earthworks. The fort was made of finely hewn granite and consisted of four walls, a central tower, where the passage exited, and a tiny barracks. It wasn’t much, but attacking armies would pay dearly to take the heights above Nars. Regular soldiers, wearing chainmail and equipped with spears, swords and crossbows, guarded the fort. The yellow piping on their shirts and helmets indicated their unit.
			

			
				Donli saluted an attractive dwarf with long golden hair who wore a horsehair plume in her helmet.
			

			
				“Borderers’ First Squad training battalion, Sergeant Donli reporting,” the squad’s leader said. “I'll be takin’ the lads on a short run."
			

			
				"Be careful with yer babies, sergeant," the dwarf teased.
			

			
				She ordered two guards to fetch ropes, and they tied them to the crenellations before dropping the ends over the side.
			

			
				Donli grabbed one of the ropes and before he disappeared, he called back, "Right, lads. Down ye go."
			

			
				The others followed and when they reached the bottom, they gathered around him on the incline that sloped steeply to the north. A thin layer of frost covered the rocky soil in the shadows along the base of the walls.
			

			
				"Tarquin, what do ye see out there?" Sergeant Donli asked from his position in front of the squad.
			

			
				Tarquin looked up the slope, trying to pick out what Donli meant by the question.
			

			
				"All I see are rocks, sergeant," he answered.
			

			
				"Good," exclaimed Donli. "The zeffan sees through to the problem. Havin’ a human in this squad might not be as bad as I thought.” The dwarf laughed and turned, the wind whipping his beard. "Ye must realize that this ground is not the best to run on, but our patrols frequently operate in this type of terrain under even worse conditions.” He pointed north. "See that fort up yonder? It’s a mile up and another mile down. Remember lads, runnin’ will be impossible, but ye can still move fast. Watch and follow."
			

			
				Sergeant Donli started up the mountainside. Instead of running, his steps were closer to hopping and climbing from rock to rock. On small stretches of firm ground, he built up enough speed to scamper, but he never achieved much more than a fast walk.
			

			
				After watching a moment, the others followed. Not many made the first ten yards without falling. Tarquin slipped, fell and slipped again three times within ten paces. He felt miserable and embarrassed, but although his shins and knees suffered from bruising and scraping, the stout boots saved him from spraining his ankles.
			

			
				The run was a nightmare. The trail included endless rocks, huge boulders to climb over or around, and small rocks waiting to turn ankles. Spots swam before Tarquin’s eyes, and any sound of the others disappeared as he concentrated on the distant goal ahead. As he tried to right himself on one smooth stretch of soil with numbed, but shaky legs, his foot caught on a small stone. He collapsed and lay face down and panting as he tried to regain his senses.
			

			
				Strong hands reached under his arms and lifted him upward, balancing him on his still shaky legs.
			

			
				"Good run, lad."
			

			
				It was the sergeant's voice, but Tarquin saw only bright spots swimming before his eyes. Donli's firm grasp pushed him toward the wall of the fort.
			

			
				"Walk it off. That's a good lad."
			

			
				Catching his breath, the prince looked around. Only three others had made it to the wall, Botreg, Ronli, and the sergeant. Further down the slope, the other squad members were a hundred yards away and barely moving. Nolgin was slightly ahead of the others and breathing easily, but the others were gasping for breath.
			

			
				The sergeant called down to the resting Borderers. "We're a team, lads. Everybody gets to the wall."
			

			
				The sergeant then headed back down the slope to help the ones who could go no farther. Tarquin, Botreg and Ronli followed and also went to their comrades’ aid. Tarquin made for Ralav, who was on his knees gasping for breath, and helped him rise. He guided the exhausted dwarf up the slope. Nearing the top, both of them were so worn out they could barely speak.
			

			
				"Come, Ralav, only a little way left to go."
			

			
				Ralav managed a bloody smile through lips that had split when he had hit a boulder during a fall, and he tried to pick up his pace.
			

			
				Before long all the squad had assembled and waited for further orders. Aegir tried to staunch the flow of blood from Ralav's mouth as Donli allowed the tired group to rest.
			

			
				"Well, lads,” Donli said, smiling, “ye have made me proud. That was a good show, and what makes it better is that ye did it in front of these soft, regular soldiers."
			

			
				His praise made the squad members feel better, and those who were not still gasping for air actually smiled at the compliment as they watched two ropes tumble down from over the top of the wall.
			

			
				"We're only doing one way today. We'll head back now. Up the rope, lads. Time for lunch."
			

			
				Some of them still needed help climbing, including Tarquin, but no one joked about it. Something on the slope had taught them about working together. From now on they would look out for each other with no more prejudices.
			

			
				Donli marched the limping soldiers into the depths of the mountain through the Borderers' main gate and down a hall and through a set of double doors. Beyond them lay the mess hall. The cooks had prepared a rich stew with chunks of tender beef, diced potatoes, carrots and peas. Each solider received a large steaming bowl with hunks of warm, fresh bread.
			

			
				The squad sat together at a long table, while Sergeant Donli joined his fellow sergeants at another table. The hall was only half-filled since most of the recruits had not yet arrived.
			

			
				The hot meal revived them, and the diners immersed themselves in lively conversation, sharing stories about their former lives. Aegir claimed to be a priest of Dolgar, and said he had joined the Borderers to rid the world of evil and carry the true faith to unbelievers. Tarquin had heard the rumors about Aegir from Botreg, who told him that the monk had unorthodox ideas and that his superiors had defrocked him. The cleric ran away to escape a heresy trial and had then run short of gold.
			

			
				Ralav rambled on for most of the meal, telling tales of hidden fortunes and monsters that slept on piles of gold in their lairs. Botreg called him a senile oldster, but Tarquin genuinely liked the old dwarf. There was no harm in his tales.
			

			
				After their meal Donli led them back to their barracks and allowed them time to settle down before he began his lecture. Tarquin’s found his altered uniforms on his bunk, and he changed into one.
			

			
				When they were all gathered together again, Donli explained the procedures and the punishments for the Borderers.
			

			
				“For committing a serious offense,” he began, “the wrongdoer’s contract is torn up and turned over to the authorities. Exile from the dwarvan kingdom awaits those not wanted for any other crimes.”
			

			
				Donli continued his talk through the rest of the afternoon and everyone was hungry again when he finished.
			

			
				"Ye can have yer dinner now, lads. Rest tonight. Tomorrow we begin trainin’ in earnest."
			

			
				After they had eaten, several dwarves immediately went to sleep, but Botreg and a few others sat up late to begin Tarquin’s lessons in the dwarvan language.
			

			
				By the time the prince crawled into his bunk, his mind was as exhausted as his body.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Seventeen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Celedant needed to escape the lich.
			

			
				It had cast a spell of silence and had surrounded him in a world so shockingly quiet that it even suppressed a cricket’s soft song. The wizard could fight magic with magic, but to do that he needed to get away from the affected area.
			

			
				Unable to speak or to cast a counter spell, he called upon the power of his staff by mentally invoking it.
			

			
				He got a running start and pointed the staff at the lich before he released its fury. The powerful staff quivered in the wizard’s hand and sent three bright green spheres speeding toward the skeletal figure. The lich threw up both its arms as the spheres smashed into it, releasing their energy on impact, and the creature was bombarded with a succession of blasts. It staggered under the first two and then the third sphere blew the creature backward twenty yards and smashed it to the ground.
			

			
				Celedant ran fast until he emerged from the total silence. It felt like a giant bubble had burst around him, unplugging his ears as the nighttime noises assaulted his senses with a cacophony of sound.
			

			
				Moments later the fiend staggered to its feet. Its right collarbone was broken and stuck straight up, poking into the monster’s chin, and its right arm hung loosely at its side.
			

			
				Celedant skidded to a halt as each of the adversaries rushed to cast the next spell.
			

			
				“Electriskt Kastasig!”
			

			
				The lich’s’ incantation barely left its skull when a wall of earth boiled up from the ground and rushed toward the wizard like a giant tidal wave.
			

			
				Celedant’s spell sent a sequence of lightning bolts lancing toward his enemy. Two bolts struck the undead mage and surrounded its body in a sizzling glow. Electrical energy shot through its bones and made them almost luminescent. The last three bolts slammed harmlessly into the earth and Celedant took a running leap and planted one end of his staff in the ground and he vaulted over the oncoming wall of earth.
			

			
				The wizard was half way over the huge wall when the earth supporting the staff gave way as a new spell turned it to mud and formed a sinkhole, dropping Celedant several feet down. As he plunged down into the deepening hole, his left foot caught on a tree root and he lost his grip on the staff. He slammed into the backside of the sinking earthen mass that had suddenly ground to a halt.
			

			
				The root had saved his life and had kept the mud from sucking Celedant to his death. He was stunned, but a throbbing pain in his left ankle and leg quickly brought him around. He realized the lich was casting another spell.
			

			
				Celedant needed time, but without his staff nothing in his repertoire was powerful enough to do more than delay the creature. As he rolled to his right, he grabbed a slender tree, pulled himself to his feet and sent a series of pebble-sized beads of energy at his foe.
			

			
				The undead sorcerer cast a complicated spell as the beads plowed through its chest and disrupted his concentration as they blasted through its bones, sending chips and dust spiraling outward from the impact.
			

			
				Celedant called his staff back to his hand.
			

			
				The lich had staggered momentarily from the attack, but now it kept moving relentlessly forward, one long rib swinging from its torso by one leathery strip of dried skin which still clung to its body.
			

			
				Celedant tried to stop its advance with a basic, but powerful spell. If it worked, it would buy valuable time to focus his power. The wizard turned to face the creature head on.
			

			
				“Frees forlaga!”
			

			
				The lich had been in mid-stride and as it stepped, a great force seized it and halted its movement. Straining mightily against the spell, the lich’s dry bones could only rattle uselessly while a frustrated wail issued from its dark maw. Stopping its forward motion had not cut off its use of words, and before Celedant could summon another spell, it had struck back at him.
			

			
				An invisible vise clamped Celedant’s chest and forced his breath from his lungs. His body was lifted into the night air and then he was slammed down onto his side. The pain was tremendous and he felt his rib bones snap from the impact.
			

			
				As he was lifted a second time, he uttered a quick counter-spell that disrupted the lich’s, and the wizard jerked free. He rolled to his right as the dastardly creature shot him with more jets of energy that blasted holes in the ground.
			

			
				Blood flowed into one of Celedant’s eyes from a gash in his forehead, blinding him, and the gravel that shot skyward from the explosions pelted his body. He ran and when he had reached the protection of a boulder, he risked sending back another spell that send fire raining down on his enemy.
			

			
				The flames engulfed and consumed the mummified skin the lich still possessed. The undead thing danced this way and that to escape the blazing inferno, but a moment later, its own counter-spell had faded, and the its charred bones disintegrated. It wobbled back and forth before its right leg crumbled and its remaining bones collapsed.
			

			
				The creature dissolved into a pile of ash.
			

			
				Celedant lowered himself gingerly down onto the ground to rest and gasped for breath. He felt his broken ribs rubbing together and he fought against the waves of pain overwhelming him.
			

			
				A hand reached down and touched his shoulder and he looked up. Larson was kneeling over him.
			

			
				"Let's get back to camp," Celedant gasped.
			

			
				Larson eased him to a standing position and placed the wizard’s arm over his shoulder. The pair limped back to camp and found Jann placing more guards around the perimeter.
			

			
				Jann rushed to them, looking both pleased and relieved.
			

			
				"Ah, there you are. I was beginning to think you were dead! We saw bright flashes and heard rumblings. I thought it wise not to rush out into the darkness looking for you."
			

			
				"We were nearly killed,” the wizard replied, still breathing shallowly.
			

			
				Eyes wide with the excitement, Larson interrupted Celedant to tell Jann the tale.
			

			
				“He battled a mighty creature that possessed magic as strong as his.” He gave the wizard an apologetic look. “For awhile, I wasn’t certain who would win.”
			

			
				Celedant smiled weakly. “The undead warlock was under a spell-binder’s influence.”
			

			
				“That creature would have killed us all if not for you,” Larson said.
			

			
				“I don’t think the lich was meant for you,” Celedant said as he drank the potion Jann gave him to help heal his ribs. “Had it destroyed me, it would have returned to its master. Have the other attackers fled?"
			

			
				"Six tried to make it past us, but were brought down by the ladies,” Jann said.
			

			
				“Where is Beau?” Jann asked.
			

			
				“I’m sorry, sir. He died in the fighting,” Larson said, lowering his head.
			

			
				Jann placed a fatherly hand on the youth's shoulder. "I'm sorry about Beau. I know he was your friend. We're keeping watch in case the brigands return."
			

			
				Her red hair flowing wildly in the night breeze, Hilda spoke up.
			

			
				"I doubt any of us will sleep tonight."
			

			
				"That's true enough,” Celedant agreed. “Did we take any prisoners?”
			

			
				“A few, including this surly fellow,” Jann said, pointing to a grizzled figure tied to a nearby tree.
			

			
				The wizard approached the wounded assassin and grabbed his hair. "Who sent you?”
			

			
				"It was Sellis, you fool,” he snarled. “And there’s plenty more where I came from."
			

			
				Before Celedant could question him further, the brigand convulsed, his body jerked and he was still. The wizard turned to Jann.
			

			
				"He's dead. The questioning process triggered a spell that killed him. Most complex and cruel, to put it mildly,” he said, shaking his head.
			

			
				His old enemy had grown powerful, and the need to reach Dragon Isles was more urgent. The excitement of the battle had stirred old feelings that Celedant had thought long dead. Living such a long life he had learned to look at things from a different viewpoint than normal men, but the battle had brought a flood of emotion to him that had lain dormant for years. He pushed aside all thoughts of sleep.
			

			
				Lady Hilda and the other women tended the wounded. Celedant found a comfortable position and fell into a light slumber near dawn, only to be awakened shortly by the sounds of hooves. The wizard lay under the wagon on his bedroll and he looked up to watch several horsemen approaching.
			

			
				Crawling out from under the wagon, he got to his feet and observed the long line of Brae riding two abreast. They halted beside the camp and their leader spoke with Jann. He pointed to them across the river and the riders soon left, splashing into the cold water to search for the remaining brigands.
			

			
				Jann ordered his men to break camp and he approached Celedant.
			

			
				"That patrol will make sure our attackers are gone. We should have a safe passage from here on in."
			

			
				"Let's hope so," Celedant said. "It’s been rather exhilarating, but the outriders should still keep a lookout."
			

			
				On the northwest side of the river, the landscape flattened and changed into a thick forest. The carriages followed the twisting path along the edge of the river through an area called ‘the backwater’ that was scarcely populated with a few miners and foresters.
			

			
				The Brae were a hearty race of seaman devoted to the ocean. Most of their settlements clustered along the coast with only a few inland cities situated along major rivers. The travelers now headed for Braenaught, one of these cities.
			

			
				Celedant had drifted off to sleep in the carriage, but he was suddenly jolted awake by a deep rut in the road. Glancing out the window, he saw an endless field of wheat that stretched for miles. They must be drawing near to Braenaught.
			

			
				The sun had nearly set when Jann drew alongside Celedant and shouted, "We're almost there."
			

			
				Before long the wagons slowed and Celedant leaned out of the carriage window to see the tall wooden walls of Braenaught . Lined with sturdy homes, the town’s broad streets were rutted and muddy from the rains. The hardy townsfolk didn’t seem bothered by the deep mud and they went about their daily chores despite the slimy mire under their feet.
			

			
				Even now at dusk, the town was active. Traders boarded the barges moored along the waterfront. The streets were crowded with Brae men and women, hustling back and forth or congregating in conversation off to the sides of the muddy streets.
			

			
				Jann maneuvered the carriages as if he had done it a thousand times, and within thirty minutes they drew up next to an empty barge. Jann began haggling with an experienced river man, a barge master dressed in tar-stained woolens, his long hair hanging to his shoulders. After a heated discussion, Jann threw up his hands in disgust and counted out several pieces of gold into the barge master’s callused hands.
			

			
				The river men positioned the horses and carriages neatly onto two flat-bottom boats. When they had finished, the boats eased out into mid-stream and barrel-chested men used long poles to keep their cargo in the middle of the swiftly flowing river. The trip to Trondheim would last two or three days, depending on the swiftness of the current, and Celedant found a comfortable spot in a corner and rested while preparing himself mentally for the next phase of his journey home.
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				Two and a half days later they tied their boats to the dock in Trondheim at midday.
			

			
				Celedant scanned the city before him with its climbing spires and arches. From there the peaceful Skalia River flowed down to the sea and emptied into a delta. Trondheim occupied both sides of the narrow waterway and was built up on both sides with terraces. Atop the surrounding hills, the town’s battlements protected the city from wandering tribes of orcs and other stray bands of troublemakers.
			

			
				Great sea raiders themselves, the Brae were particularly cautious of attacks by water and they guarded their ships jealously. Tall watchtowers and stone revetments held huge catapults and ballista. Any force attempting to sail into their private waters would face a fierce battle.
			

			
				While the bargemen unloaded the carriages, Celedant sought out Jann. The tall northerner was leaning against a post and looking well pleased at having returned the king's niece home in one piece and in relatively good spirits.
			

			
				"Well, Jann," Celedant began, "this has been a pleasant journey."
			

			
				The Selacian grinned.
			

			
				"I'm grateful to have been of service, Celedant."
			

			
				The wizard shoved a pouch toward Jann. "This should be more than enough to cover the price of my transport."
			

			
				Jann shook his head.
			

			
				"Nay, I'll not take your gold. Having you along to help with that packet of brigands was payment enough."
			

			
				Celedant had expected this, but insisted. "Nevertheless, it would upset me greatly if I did not pay for my passage. You would not want to upset a wizard, would you?"
			

			
				"I guess if you put it that way, you leave me no choice,” Jann said and reluctantly accepted the payment. “Farewell and safe journey to you, wise one. I hope the rest of your travel goes more smoothly.”
			

			
				Celedant bid farewell to his fellow passengers, wishing them luck as he passed, and then headed toward the town’s business district and his favorite inn. His destination was the Broken Peg, near the seaport. Its owner, Sorenson, had a hand in most of Trondheim’s goings-on, both legal and illegal, and Celedant hoped the tavern owner would be able to find him a suitable ship for the trip westward. A few quick turns found Celedant strolling with his horse along the quays of the city among its three and four story buildings made of wood or stone.
			

			
				The inn was a favorite stopping place for Selacian ships’ captains and foreign traders. Celedant pushed through the swinging doors and entered. He paused to scan the patrons in the common room and saw a few sailors, nose-down in their drinks, even though it was only midday.
			

			
				The owner had beady eyes, a prominent nose and an over-long mustache that extended down both sides of his mouth to his chin. It gave him a rat-like appearance. He was sitting at a large table deep in conversation with some of his patrons and Celedant quietly crossed the room to stand behind his chair and bend down to whisper in Sorenson’s ear.
			

			
				"So what are you smuggling into Trondheim this time?"
			

			
				The innkeeper whipped around with a look of pure rage on his face which vanished when he saw Celedant’s grinning visage.
			

			
				"Good to see you again, Taybar. Have a seat," Sorenson said and motioned to a chair.
			

			
				Celedant obliged the now smiling man. Every time the wizard came through town, the innkeeper called him by a different name. When asked why, he had confided to Celedant, “It’s not a good idea to bandy about your name. You should put some thought into a few good aliases."
			

			
				Sorenson made introductions around the table, but Celedant paid scant attention. After a turn of a clock, the men excused themselves and Sorenson turned his attention to his friend.
			

			
				"So, Taybar, how about dinner?"
			

			
				Celedant accepted the offer, and a few minutes later they were tucked away in a private room, their table ladened with lobster, crab legs and shrimp along with an excellent bottle of white wine. They ate, exchanging small talk, until they had cleaned their plates. Afterward they drank brandy while they began to talk business.
			

			
				"What brings the great Celedant to Trondheim and my humble establishment?"
			

			
				Celedant was in fine spirits by then and he stretched and leaned back in his chair.
			

			
				"I was headed north when I discovered enemies on my tail."
			

			
				"That's not uncommon for you," Sorenson laughed.
			

			
				"Yes, trouble does seem to follow me around like a disgruntled dog, doesn't it,” Celedant agreed. “This time, however, I have acquired a formidable enemy, and my time is pressed."
			

			
				Sorenson held up a hand.
			

			
				"Say no more. The less I know of your affairs, the better my chances of staying alive. What do you need?"
			

			
				"I need a ship to take me northwest to Dragon's Isles."
			

			
				Sorenson whistled through the gap in his front teeth.
			

			
				"The northern currents are near impassable this time of the year. Most sane captains would laugh you off their boat if you suggested that course." He steepled his fingers and pondered a moment. "There is one captain hiring a crew as we speak. It seems that he plans a trip all the way to the western ocean. Why he wants to go now is beyond me, but he’s an adventuresome young man who might be capable of meeting the challenge."
			

			
				"What’s his name?" Celedant asked, eagerly.
			

			
				"I'm glad you’re sitting down,” the bar owner said with a grin. “He's Vannor Stokheim, King Trebau’s youngest son. The king is tired of the boy’s wild ways. He is giving him a ship and the money to equip it. According to rumors, the prince has fathered a litter of bastards that overrun the castle. His father hopes the boy can make his own way in the world, raiding the West, I suppose. The ship is a fast one, called the Zephyr. I'll see if I can arrange a private meeting."
			

			
				Celedant stood and shook hands with Sorenson.
			

			
				"Excellent."
			

			
				The wizard then found a seat in the common room away from the crowd. Two turns of the clock passed before Sorenson reappeared.
			

			
				"Good news, Taybar," he began. "Vannor is coming to listen to your proposal. You may use one of the private rooms for your meeting."
			

			
				Pleased, Celedant stood. "That’s very kind of you."
			

			
				He followed the little man back to where they had enjoyed dinner earlier and sat down, facing the door with a glass of wine. His glass was half-empty when Sorenson rapped on the door and stuck his head inside.
			

			
				"Vannor is here."
			

			
				A tall, muscular young Brae with braided blond hair entered the room. Well liked by all who met him, he wore a good-natured expression. Vannor exuded self-confidence, which boded well for a ship’s captain, and he wore sealskin pants and a heavy coat, natural clothing for a sailor facing the vicious and often freezing northern waters.
			

			
				Celedant rose.
			

			
				"Captain Vannor, allow me to introduce myself."
			

			
				The young man held out his hand and smiled.
			

			
				"We've met before, master Celedant, when I was a small child."
			

			
				"Excellent memory, I feared you might not remember and I would have a hard time gaining your trust."
			

			
				As they sat at the table, a soft knock sounded and a serving girl hurried into the room. She brought a bottle of wine and a glass for Vannor. When she had gone, Celedant spoke again.
			

			
				"I am looking to book a passage north."
			

			
				"I might be able to accommodate you. I just finished hiring my crew, and the Zephyr is nearly ready to sail." He leaned across the table and continued in a hushed tone. "My father always said that when a wizard comes knocking, trouble isn’t far behind. Where do you seek passage to?"
			

			
				Celedant gave him a rueful smile. "That's the tricky part, Vannor; I'm heading for Dragon's Isles."
			

			
				The captain whistled, and his face became grave.
			

			
				Having expected this reaction, Celedant continued evenly, "I only need to travel as far as the southernmost island, where you can let me off in a small boat, which I will gladly pay you for. From there, the voyage is my own."
			

			
				Vannor nodded. "Floating about in a row boat is suicide. The currents are dangerous this time off the year.”
			

			
				“I can manage it.”
			

			
				“Well, if you are willing to pay, I will take you."
			

			
				"Are you so addicted to gold, Vannor?" Celedant asked cautiously.
			

			
				"Not at all," the captain hurried to reassure him. "This trip is under-financed. My father advanced only so much toward expenses. The ship, crew and supplies have eaten up most of that. I'll need your gold to pay off my final bills. If not, we may be slipping out of the harbor at night with my creditors on our tail. My father may be king, but he has practically disowned me. I’ve no desire to spend the rest of my life rotting away in debtor’s prison."
			

			
				“Surely he wouldn’t allow that to happen?” Celedant remarked, amused.
			

			
				“He would for awhile…just to teach me a lesson.”
			

			
				"Well," a smiling Celedant said, "let me contribute to your expedition." Reaching inside his robe, he slid a small bag of gold across the table to Vannor.
			

			
				"I'll send a man to retrieve you a turn of the clock after sunrise. We can sail with the morning tide," the captain said as he pocketed the coins.
			

			
				Vannor headed for his ship while Celedant went to find Sorenson, busy behind the bar. Several moments passed before Sorenson could get away from his duties.
			

			
				"All set?"
			

			
				"Yes," Celedant answered. "The captain and I reached a profitable agreement. Now I would like to retire if you could point me to my room."
			

			
				"Most certainly," the innkeeper answered.
			

			
				Sorenson went to a board behind the bar, selected the key for room 201 and handed it to Celedant.
			

			
				"This should do nicely,” he said lowering his voice. “It’s located upstairs at the back of the inn and hard to get to without making a lot of noise. Although it’s easy for a discreet man to leave without being seen, if you take my meaning."
			

			
				"I appreciate your thoughtfulness,” Celedant said, handing him a gold coin.
			

			
				His room was small and cozy with a single bed, a writing desk and a wardrobe. The door had a lock and one window with bolted shutters that opened from the inside in seconds to offer a quick escape route. Sorensen had chosen the room earlier, and the wizard’s few belongings were waiting on the bed. Even though the innkeeper was a friend, he was still a smuggler. Celedant carefully went through his things before retiring.
			

			
				When he continued his journey tomorrow, he knew, it would be a treacherous one, filled with winter storms, choppy water, fickle waves and rough currents. There were murderers on his trail, too. Celedant didn’t know what evil he would face, and although he didn’t fear ordinary men and their weapons, whoever wanted him dead was willing to invoke the most dangerous kind of black magic. That worried him.
			

			
				Sellis would not have instigated the hunt on his own. That lich had been conjured with dark magic far beyond most warlocks’ capabilities, but Celedant was sure his old rival was nothing more than a puppet. Until he found out who was pulling the strings, he would have to be careful until he reached the safety of Dragon Isles.
			

			
				His mission was too critical to allow himself to die now.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Eighteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next three months became a rigorous routine of physical activity for Tarquin and the dwarves of the training battalion as the sergeants pushed their squad members to the limits of their physical and mental capacities.
			

			
				Every day had activities meant to build endurance. Rising early each morning, they would eat a cold breakfast of bread and fruit preserves. For the next two turns of the clock their sergeants would lead the warriors in training and muscle toning and after that they would run, a mile one day, three the next, up and down the mountainside around Nars. Finally they would run through the corridors of the dwarvan city which wound interchangeably from the light to the dark sections.
			

			
				During one run up and down the mountain, Nugi slipped on a loose stone and tumbled down the rocky slopes and when his fellow trainees reached him, they found the dwarf’s leg twisted at an odd angle with a jagged white bone sticking through a tear in his woolen pants. Sergeant Donli ordered two dwarves to help carry Nugi away.
			

			
				Once the break was set and the leg splinted, a cleric cast a healing spell to aid its repair, but the break was so severe, it would take weeks before strength returned to it. Donli released Nugi from the squad. His fellow troopers learned that he had resigned and would serve a five-year sentence in the coal mines for a past indiscretion rather than return. Later a dwarf named Fingel joined First Squad to replace Nugi.
			

			
				The First Squad had been trimmed to nine, but that was better than most of the groups, and several of the teams had to merge after a number of injuries reduced their ranks. Some of the combined units still contained only eight members. In all, forty dwarves had dropped out or been injured, and one unfortunate fellow had died in a freak fall down the mountainside.
			

			
				Once the troopers were capable of running across nearly any type of terrain for long periods, they began their weapons training.
			

			
				“I’ll not have ye dying if yer weapon suddenly breaks, and yer forced to use one of the enemies’ weapons,” Donli told them that morning.
			

			
				After the weapons training, their days didn’t end until Sergeant Donli gave them lessons in map reading, charting unknown areas, surviving in both the underground and the surface world, and wound care. His instruction usually lasted until dinner and each member had to be proficient in every aspect of a soldier’s trade.
			

			
				After they ate, Tarquin’s reading and writing lessons also continued. Donli took special interest in the young man's progress and as the months passed, he began to speak to him only in dwarvan.
			

			
				Tarquin’s training was so hectic that he collapsed into his bunk each night and fell right asleep. He hadn’t had much time to reflect on the magical nature of his sword, but after the first few months of training had passed, the young man felt comfortable enough to approach Sergeant Donli.
			

			
				The prince had just finished one of his language classes and he went and found the dwarf in the company office, seated at a small desk, scratching madly on a piece of parchment. Tarquin stood at attention near the desk until Donli paused to dip the point of his quill into the inkpot.
			

			
				“What do ye want?”
			

			
				Tarquin cleared his throat.
			

			
				“I have a question about my sword, sergeant.”
			

			
				Donli put down his quill, careful not to smudge what he had already written, and he sprinkled sand across the parchment to soak up the excess ink.
			

			
				“What about it? Spit it out, lad.”
			

			
				“When Daegal and I were attacked by wolves, my sword acted strangely. Daegal believes it’s dwarvan-made and told me to have someone look at it, but we’ve been so busy, I haven’t had time.”
			

			
				“Dwarvan, eh? Did it speak to ye?”
			

			
				“No, it glowed before the wolves attacked, and when it became lodged in an animal’s skull, it flared bright and burned through the bone.”
			

			
				Donli looked at Tarquin oddly, but he wasn’t ready to venture any guesses yet.
			

			
				“I’m no weapons smith, but that isna normal. Let’s go see old Datbi. He’s our best armorer. He should be able to tell us a thing or two.”
			

			
				Tarquin followed Donli down a deep staircase that ended at an opening into a tiny hallway. As they descended, a cacophony of hammering, hissing steam and roaring of fires assaulted their ears, . As they entered the first room on their right, the intense heat made them feel as though a hundred forges were burning within the chamber.
			

			
				The sergeant led Tarquin across the vast chamber. A ceiling peaked in its center around a hole that served as a chimney and smoke moved rapidly across the sooty surface of the rock ceiling until it disappeared up into its shadowy depths.
			

			
				Donli ignored the tumultuous activity and headed for a doorway with a sword hanging above the lintel. The shop had row upon row of shiny new weapons displayed on racks that lined three of the walls. A blazing forge and black iron anvil stood in the center of the room along with a large table completely covered with lengths of metal. The door of a small private room stood open, and they saw a dwarf sitting at a scarred wooden table, eating.
			

			
				The sergeant rapped loudly on the frame and the figure inside looked up from his plate. The dwarf himself presented a complete contrast to his orderly workroom. A jeweled patch with a huge ruby in its center covered his left eye, his gray-streaked beard ended at mid-chest, and the dwarvan blacksmith wore a dirty rag tied around his bald head to keep the sweat out of his eyes.
			

			
				He gave the intruders an irritated look as the remains of a meat pie dripped into his beard and slid down onto a shirt that, at some point, had been white.
			

			
				“Sorry to disturb ye, Datbi, but I’ve a sword for ye to look at. I believe ye will find it interestin’.”
			

			
				The blacksmith snorted and blew out a fetid breath through a gap in his teeth along with several morsels of his dinner.
			

			
				“A dwarf can’t get a decent meal without being disturbed,” he complained. “Might as well come in. If I didna ask, ye would bother me anyway.”
			

			
				Tarquin hesitated, but the sergeant reassured him. “Don’t be afraid of old Datbi. He may not be pretty, and his habits more befittin’ an orc’s, but he knows swords.”
			

			
				They sat down on a rough-hewn bench next to a table stained with countless spills and with one leg that had brown fungus growing on it.
			

			
				“I suppose ye want a drink,” the one-eyed dwarf grumbled.
			

			
				“No, Datbi. Just business this time,” Donli replied.
			

			
				Tarquin breathed a sigh of relief. A fuzzy head was not what he needed at the moment.
			

			
				Datbi took a dirty mug from a shelf and filled it from a keg in the corner of the room. He took a deep pull and belched and as the foam dripped from his scraggly beard to the floor, he held out a greasy hand.
			

			
				“Well, show it to me.”
			

			
				Tarquin stood and withdrew his sword from its scabbard and handed him the blade. Datbi tested the balance and gave it a cursory examination before clearing his throat and spitting in a nearby spittoon.
			

			
				“Too big for the likes of me, yet it balances nicely. What’s so special about it?”
			

			
				Tarquin quickly related his tale as Datbi continued his examination, murmuring “Ah” or “Hum” at the appropriate parts of the story. When the human finished speaking, the old dwarf took another drink and slammed the now-empty mug against the table. He gave both the sergeant and the human a calculated look.
			

			
				“Let’s see what we’ve got.”
			

			
				He extended the sword an arm’s length with his left hand while his right reached up and touched the ruby patch. As he did, the flames of the candles grew dim, and the ruby glowed, bathing the sword in red light.
			

			
				“This is odd. The sword is shielded. I’ve never had this happen before.”
			

			
				Suddenly the light went out and the candle’s flames returned to their normal brilliance. He looked at Tarquin.
			

			
				“Yer right. It’s magical and very old. By the workmanship, it’s also dwarvan, although I can’t say as I’ve ever seen one without runes etched in the blade. Unfortunately, that’s about all I can tell ye. Other than that, ye will have to learn as ye go.”
			

			
				Donli, however, caught the gleam in the old dwarf’s good eye, and knew Datbi wasn’t telling them everything.
			

			
				“Tell the lad the rest of it.”
			

			
				Datbi grunted and snorted and then gave the human a thoughtful look.
			

			
				“Please, sir, I must know.”
			

			
				Tarquin’s use of the word ‘sir’ was the decisive factor.
			

			
				“Ain’t anyone called me, ‘sir’ in ten years,” the grizzled dwarf said at last. “There are stories of an ancient sword crafted over a thousand years ago by a dwarvan sorcerer named Triffenger Warbolt. He was one of the greatest dwarvan wizards. Unfortunately, he was also one of the last, exceptin’ for old Gryndos Magicweaver, the wizard who lives on Dragon Isles with the rest of his ilk.”
			

			
				“Why aren’t there more dwarvan sorcerers?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				“No one knows. Mind ye, many dwarves have some degree of magic. Ye know, that revolves around their profession, but few are powerful enough to become a wizard.”
			

			
				“Did he make only the one magic sword?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				“Actually, he made two, which is amazin’ because makin’ a sword magical requires more than simple runes. The wizard must instill it with some of his own magic.”
			

			
				“Why would that matter?” Donli interrupted. “Sorcerers instill magic in rings, charms, pendants and what have ye all the time.”
			

			
				“Aye, but not in the same way. Rings, pendants and such usually hold stored-up power that can be taken from things without tapping into one’s own source of magic. The wizard can then use it as a special protective shield or a ward to tap into durin’ a battle when his own store of magic is dwindlin’. To make an enchanted sword, the magic comes from the very essence of its creator, forever reducin’ his power by the amount of potency placed within the blade. The magic becomes a livin’ thing of sorts. It binds the sword to its creator until he or she passes from existence. When that happens, it chooses a new master. Ye don’t have any magic in ye, do ye lad?”
			

			
				“Not that I know of,” Tarquin replied.
			

			
				“Strange.”
			

			
				“So, you think this sword may be one of the two Triffenger Warbolt created? Why? Aren’t there other magic swords in existence?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				“Not many, but if it were one of the others, I’d know, because those swords have runes etched in the metal. Warbolt’s swords did not, leastwise not that yer could see. No, he was a crafty one. Didna want others to know the weapons were magical unless the sword chose them. After etching the runes in their blades, he cast a powerful spell that would render them invisible for all eternity. Then he gave each sword a separate power that turned the metal of one to a black luster, and the other to red. Just like this,” the smithy said, pointing to Tarquin’s sword.
			

			
				He handed the blade back to Tarquin before continuing.
			

			
				“The black one is said to have the power of lightnin’, the red, the power of fire. He named the black one Storm Chaser and the red one Dragon Bolt.”
			

			
				“And ye believe that the lad’s sword may be Dragon Bolt?”
			

			
				“Aye. And if it is, the last person known to have it was yer ancestor, King Haruldi, who was killed durin’ the Zeiglon war with Partha.”
			

			
				“Then it had to be in the castle all along, but why hasn’t it chosen a master before now?”
			

			
				“If I remember me history correctly, yer great, great, great whatever grandda entrusted the sword to a life-long friend on his death bed. This friend was an Elven Prince named Alyanion. He swore to keep the sword safe until it chose its next master. That would be yerself.”
			

			
				“But Alyanion is…”
			

			
				“Yes, the second son of the current king who is a good friend of the wizard Celedant.”
			

			
				“That explains how it ended up on the wall of my bedroom,” Tarquin said with excitement. “Celedant must have placed it there at the same time he left the note for Daegal.”
			

			
				“Makes sense to me. Ye wouldna be interested in sellin’ it, would ye?”
			

			
				“If it really chooses its master,” Donli said, “it wouldna do yer any good. It would just find a way to return to its rightful owner. Leave the lad alone.”
			

			
				Tarquin was speechless and his mind raced with questions.
			

			
				“But why would it choose me?” he asked at last.
			

			
				“I’m afraid I canna tell ye that. No one knows the mind of such things except the one who created it in the first place.”
			

			
				“But…”
			

			
				“Nay, I’ve told ye all I know.” Datbi growled, unhappy that he couldn’t keep the sword. “Now get out of me shop. I’ve work to do.”
			

			
				The ill-mannered dwarf slammed the door behind them.
			

			
				As they walked away, Donli patted the young man’s shoulder, but when Tarquin settled into his bunk that night, his mind still whirled with questions. Why had the weapon chosen him? There was no doubt for him that his sword was Dragon Bolt, but Tarquin didn’t believe he had any magic. There had never been any outward sign, and no one in his family had exhibited a drop of magical blood. Those with magic usually discovered it at a very young age.
			

			
				Another thought occurred to him.
			

			
				Was this the reason someone wanted him dead? Did they want Dragon Bolt? If so, that meant he would have to die before that person could ever hope to gain control of the sword.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Nineteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A cock’s crow awakened Celedant. He rolled onto his stomach and placed a pillow over his head. He needed more sleep. The next time he woke, it was to the sound of rapping on his door.
			

			
				“One moment please,” he called as he quickly pulled on his traveling robe and opened the door.
			

			
				Sorenson stood there, patiently waiting.
			

			
				"Sorry to wake you so early,” the innkeeper apologized. “But Vannor's first mate is here to fetch you to the ship."
			

			
				Cheered by that news, Celedant playfully clapped Sorenson on the back.
			

			
				"I had best be off then."
			

			
				In the common room a sour-faced Brae stirred the cold ashes of the inn's fire with the toe of his boot as Sorenson and Celedant approached.
			

			
				"This is your passenger. Haruld is the first mate. He’s not much of a talker though."
			

			
				Turning to Celedant, Sorenson handed him a cloth-wrapped bundle containing warm bread and a few slices of cheese and meat from the evening meal.
			

			
				The Brae grunted as he pushed passed them and plucked Celedant's bags from the wizard's hands.
			

			
				"I guess he would like me to follow,” Celedant said.
			

			
				He shook the innkeeper’s hand, saying, “Thanks for the food. It’s been a pleasure, Sorenson. I'll see you the next time I pass through these parts."
			

			
				Celedant hurried after Haruld, who had already turned a corner and was heading toward the docks. He caught up to the sailor as they approached a long sleek ship.
			

			
				Ideally fitted for fast raids, it was a hundred feet long with twenty oars along each side manned by Brae seated on sturdy oak benches. Two small cabins occupied the stern, and the bridge was five steps up toward the front of the boat. There was ample cargo space in the hold. It was three-masted, a sure sign to sailors that it was a Braenaughtan Raiding Vessel.
			

			
				Celedant's guide stopped at the bottom of the gangplank.
			

			
				"The Zephyr, I presume."
			

			
				Haruld grunted like a proud father. They proceeded up the gangplank to the deck where Vannor stood with his hand outthrust.
			

			
				"Welcome to the Zephyr. I see you’ve met my first mate. Haruld is the best sailor in the northlands."
			

			
				Celedant took a moment to scan the ship before replying.
			

			
				"It has the look of a fine vessel, captain."
			

			
				"Thank you, Celedant," Vannor replied. "Father may have sent me to sea to make my own way, but he gave me enough money to purchase a sound boat. Come. I'll show you to your quarters."
			

			
				Vannor escorted him to the stern of the ship and down a narrow stairway that led to two small cabins and the crew quarters. The cramped spaces were little more than nooks, but Celedant was satisfied with the narrow bunk and a chest to store his gear. When he had put away his things, he joined the others on deck.
			

			
				As the tide turned, the men rowed the vessel out into the icy waters of the northern ocean. The wind blew steadily from the northeast. Vannor set course, keeping the shore in sight as they tacked along the coast while Haruld manned the helm. Noisy seagulls flew overhead and landing occasionally on the rigging to rest, hoping the sailors would throw them scraps at mealtime.
			

			
				Celedant had never sailed out of Trondheim to Dragon's Isles. If he had continued on land, the journey would have taken a month even to reach a place where he could arrange transport for the remainder of the journey.
			

			
				"How long to the Isles?" Celedant asked Haruld.
			

			
				"Ten days,” the first mate replied.
			

			
				Celedant decided he would use this route from now on. Dragon's Isles were a chain of islands off the northern tip of the continent, arcing around the land from west to northeast. Until the great quake they had originally been part of the Calderon Mountains, but now the spires of what once had been a mountain range were nothing more than a few windswept islands. In their midst was Edain Tor Crain, a city dedicated to magic and a citadel of wizards. Most people simply called it Edain.
			

			
				The weather held as they sailed, but fast-moving clouds were building slowly on the horizon. The northern storms often brought snow and ice and Vannor decided to lay into a safe harbor to ride out the weather. They found a suitable spur of land to anchor behind as the fringes of the storm front caught up to them, and small pellets of ice began to hit the deck of the Zephyr as they dropped anchor. The sailors hurried to secure the vessel as the fierce winds buffeted them.
			

			
				Vannor spotted a group of riders along the crest of a hill. Neither he nor Celedant could determine if they were friend or foe, so the captain ordered the guard doubled in case they turned out to be brigands or rival pirates looking for treasure or a ship to capture. Once the vessel was secure, the sailors retired below deck to the comfort of portable braziers and a warm meal, but the men left on guard duty shivered and grew cold as the snow and ice fell.
			

			
				The storm blew for three days and was worse than any Brae could remember. The sailors worked in shifts to keep the boat from overturning as they battled the raging waves and whistling wind. No one got much sleep or even felt like eating as the giant walls of freezing water crashed against the decks and threatened to wash everything not tied down overboard, including the men.
			

			
				Celedant found himself soaked to the skin and on the second day of the squall, he lashed himself to the mast and used a magical incantation to slow the fierce winds and to keep them afloat. As he fought to encase the ship within a bubble of calm, the wizard discovered that this was no ordinary storm. He had raised his staff high and holding it in both hands, he had spoken the words of his spell when a red and black vortex opened in the sea and expelled a huge, winged demon in front of the boat.
			

			
				Celedant had closed his eyes to concentrate on the spell and didn’t see it until the sailors on deck began screaming and shouting.
			

			
				As he opened his eyes to see what new catastrophe awaited them, he understood their terror. The demon’s face was monstrous and filled with a mouthful of wickedly sharp teeth. A pair of red eyes stared hungrily at him. It had a tangled mass of hair that looked like snakes, but which proved to be lightning bolts that crashed and sizzled above him like living tentacles of power.
			

			
				Celedant stopped his first spell and switched to another.
			

			
				“Uplossa Forsackae Transtedgetar,” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “You cannot have this ship. Be gone, foul spirit! You have no hold here!”
			

			
				Nothing happened.
			

			
				Whoever had sent this raging beast had packed it with so much power that it nearly drained Celedant of his magic. He battled against it for what seemed an eternity while the deadly monstrosity continued to gnash its teeth and shoot lightning bolts at the crew and the ship.
			

			
				The wizard was kept busy deflecting as many bolts as he could back toward the demon, hoping to injure it with its own attacks. The creature screamed with each jolt, but mindlessly continued to blast the ship, increasing the speed and frequency of its assaults. One bolt hit just above the waterline and the boat took on water as impossibly high waves crashed against it.
			

			
				As the rate of attacks grew more intense, three bolts shot past Celedant before he could deflect them. One struck the port side of the ship and blasted part of the railing to bits. Two others hit sailors who scrambled to get out of the way, but they were killed before they could save themselves.
			

			
				Having drained the power from the ring he wore, and near the point of exhaustion, the wizard spotted Vannor as the Captain grabbed one of his men by the ankle just in time to keep him from washing overboard.
			

			
				“Vannor!”
			

			
				It took the Captain several minutes to reach Celedant.
			

			
				“What can I do to help?” Vannor shouted back.
			

			
				“In my cabin, in the trunk, there’s a pouch with jewelry inside.”
			

			
				“Jewelry?” the captain asked puzzled.
			

			
				“I need the sapphire ring with a morning star at its center,” he shouted. “Hurry! I can’t last much longer!”
			

			
				New fear rushed through Vannor as he fought his way to Celedant’s cabin. If the wizard gave out, they would be lost. He reached the small cabin below deck and threw open the lid of the trunk. He tossed its contents out haphazardly until he came across six drawstring bags. He could not find the one the wizard had indicated.
			

			
				“Gold, gold. They’re all gold! Which one, Celedant? Which one has the jewelry?” he yelled aloud in the empty room as the ship suddenly plunged and dipped on its side.
			

			
				He went to dump the contents of the bags on the bed when his index finger pushed through the side of one bag and into a ring. Shoving the other pouches aside, Vannor fumbled with the string, but it was tangled into a hard knot.
			

			
				“Open up!” he shouted in frustration.
			

			
				Finally he pulled out his knife, cut the string and dumped the contents on Celedant’s bed. He saw there were several rings, a couple of pendants and two bracelets – all-powerful amulets used in supernatural spellbinding. Vannor started checking each ring before he found the blue sapphire. He slipped it on his finger so he wouldn’t drop it on his way back to Celedant and he fought his way back up to the front mast.
			

			
				He found the wizard sagging against it and only the ropes were keeping Celedant upright. His limp legs had completely given out.
			

			
				“I have it!” Vannor shouted. “Now what?”
			

			
				Celedant raised his right hand with his index finger extended.
			

			
				“Put it on. Quick!”
			

			
				As Vannor stretched to slip it on Celedant’s finger, the wizard feebly shoved him aside and he fell and landed on his rear. Gripping the staff tightly, Celedant spoke aloud the words of his original spell, but this time he channeled it through the ring to add its power to that of the staff.
			

			
				“Uplossa Forsackae Transtedgetar!”
			

			
				Each time he repeated the words, his voice grew louder until he was shouting at the top of his lungs. Thankfully, he needed only a spark of his own power to activate the ring. He felt the stone’s energy rush through him, bringing his sagging body upright and firm and regenerating his depleted resources before surging into the staff.
			

			
				A mighty blast of green energy shot out at the demon and tore it to shreds. As its dying screams echoed through the howling wind, the intensity of the storm dropped to a typical winter squall.
			

			
				Celedant collapsed and hung unconscious from the ropes around the mast. He awoke a day-and-a-half later, dry and rested in his cabin.
			

			
				“Ah, you’re finally awake,” Vannor said from a chair beside his bed. “I just popped in to see how you were doing. I’ll have the cook send up a bowl of stew and some mead.”
			

			
				“How long have I been unconscious?” Celedant asked, tiredly rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
			

			
				“Nearly two days. The storm blew out this morning,” Vannor replied, eying Celedant with concern. “You had us worried, my friend.”
			

			
				Celedant smiled faintly. “The fight with that demon took everything I had. If it hadn’t been for the power I had stored up for the past several months in that ring, we would have been lost.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, but I had to cut the string on the bag. It was in a knot and…”
			

			
				“Bags come easily. People do not. I’ll replace it on Dragon Isles. Now, where’s that food? I’m starving.”
			

			
				As his friend got up to leave, Celedant gingerly pushed himself up into a sitting position. It was true. He hadn’t felt this hungry in ages.
			

			
				Though Celedant had seen worse storms in his many travels, that demon boded ill for the coming journey. After wolfing down a second helping of nourishing stew and another ale to restore his energy, the wizard went topside to inspect the damage. Beached, the ship had a layer of ice over it an inch thick.
			

			
				It took the crew a full day to chip the ice from the Zephyr and repair the damaged railing. After that,they had to deal with the hole in the side of the boat.
			

			
				Vannor approached Celedant. "Did someone conjure that storm? I know the demon was sent against us, but the storm, was that part of its doing, too?"
			

			
				Celedant stared at the now calm sea before he answered.
			

			
				“The demon is one that is often responsible for ships lost at sea, but I believe it was specifically sent against us. It is possible to have a storm like that this early, but that wasn’t the case this time.”
			

			
				“Do you think it had anything to do with those men who are following you?”
			

			
				“Quite possibly,” Celedant said with a shrug. “Considering how much snow has already fallen on the mainland, the storm could have been natural…although the demon obviously enhanced it. It all reeks of foul magic."
			

			
				Silence ensued until the Captain finally blurted out, "Celedant, why do you seek to return to the land of your youth?"
			

			
				The question had been plaguing Vannor since he’d first spoken with the wizard back at the inn. When Celedant did not answer, the Brae feared he had overstepped his bounds, but then a smile spread across the wizard's face.
			

			
				"What impertinence from one so young. Yet, I’ve decided to answer your question. I go to Dragon's Isles for many reasons. To visit my home and old friends, to seek council, and to unravel a mystery."
			

			
				Vannor grinned. "I did not expect a straight answer from you, Celedant, though I don't envy you. Going to the Isles is counted as suicide by the sanest men."
			

			
				Haruld interrupted them. "We’re ready to begin work on the side of the ship."
			

			
				“Very good.”
			

			
				Haruld nodded and left.
			

			
				“Since we’re so close, I believe I’ll take the dinghy and head for Dragon Isles.”
			

			
				“You’re going to row from here?”
			

			
				Celedant smiled. “Who said anything about rowing?”
			

			
				"I’m afraid your departure will cheer the crew,” Vannor said, relieved. “With everything they’ve been through this trip, they were wary of inviting more danger by landing on one of the islands." Vannor turned to go and then added, "You should be able to leave at your will."
			

			
				He returned to the upper deck and left the wizard to pack. His things had been tossed haphazardly back into the trunk once the storm was over, and Celedant could not abide the disorder.
			

			
				Now ready for his trip, Celedant stepped on deck and inhaled deeply. Four brawny sailors lowered a small rowboat into the choppy sea where the rough water threatened to capsize it. Celedant tossed his bag into the boat.
			

			
				"We can get you closer to the island if you like," Vannor said.
			

			
				"No, thank you," Celedant answered. “You’re safer without me attracting any more ‘magical’ attention."
			

			
				The captain shook the wizard's hand and wished him a good voyage.
			

			
				Celedant nimbly clambered over the railing and down a short rope ladder into the boat below. The salt spray soaked him in a matter of seconds as he settled into the pitching boat and Haruld threw him the bowline. Celedant caught it, muttered a few words, and the boat started toward the isles.
			

			
				The dinghy continued moving forward until the ship was out of sight, lost in the rising and falling waves. In the midst of the pitching sea, Celedant released the spell powering the boat, reached under his shirt and fished out a charm that hung on a silver chain about his neck. Shaped like a golden talon, it grasped an amber crystal. He held it tightly in his right hand, closed his eyes and concentrated.
			

			
				As the sea raged around him, he whispered three words:
			

			
				"I have returned."
			

			
				After he finished the summoning spell, he waited. A turn of the clock passed as Celedant sat calmly in the heaving boat, white caps forming along the crests of the rolling sea around it, before he felt the approach of something imbued with tremendous inhuman power. In the gray morning mist, a being that rivaled Celedant's level of magic approached, using a cloaking spell to travel unseen.
			

			
				A voice called out in the wizard's mind. "It is good to see you again, old friend."
			

			
				Celedant recognized the warm, reptilian voice and responded telepathically for the first time in many years.
			

			
				"Azimuth, stop using that spell! I would like to see you again before I drown."
			

			
				The voice was again in his head.
			

			
				"I'm so close to you now, I could barbeque you. But if you can't see me, then your magic has grown weak."
			

			
				"I'm as strong as ever, you old dog," Celedant replied. "Show yourself.”
			

			
				The air crackled with blue energy. A hundred yards away a huge golden dragon appeared, hovering in mid-air, lazily flapping his gigantic wings. The beast was of the old race, one seldom seen in the present age by anyone but wizards and elves. They stayed out of reach from other, ever-grasping humanoid creatures.
			

			
				Azimuth was a true dragon, from a secretive race that lived in the isolated north and called Dragon Isles their home. Their smaller cousins, the firedrakes, still lived in the southern portions of the world and most humans thought these rather stupid, non-magical beasts were dragons, but they weren’t.
			

			
				Azimuth was a true dragon and was a hundred feet long from nose to spiked tail. He had attained leadership of dragon kind when his father died during the Zeiglon War and he and Celedant had bonded and become friends and allies at a young age. Together they had raided the kitchens of Edain and had taken their plunder to the battlements to have mock feasts.
			

			
				"If the unpleasantries are over, prepare yourself for the flight to come," Azimuth said.
			

			
				The wizard quickly gathered his pack and stood up in the pitching boat. After a matter of seconds a great force, like a giant invisible hand, reached out and grasped Celedant and plucked him from the boat to hover mid-air above the rolling sea. The huge dragon surged forward and in a heartbeat Celedant was seated on a special saddle that was strapped just forward of the dragon's wings. As the wizard used the sturdy leather bands to strap himself into the saddle, Azimuth's giant reptilian head swiveled around on its long neck and regarded the wizard with huge lavender eyes.
			

			
				"It is good to travel with you again, wizard."
			

			
				Celedant reached down and roughly scratched the dragon's scales. They felt like steel plates and were nearly two feet in length, and Celedant heard the dragon’s deep, rumbling sound of contentment.
			

			
				The dragon circled the small rowboat once and with a swipe of his tail smashed the boat beyond identity. No one would ever know that Celedant had been present. As the water plume settled, Azimuth soared upward through the lowering clouds and into the sunlit skies.
			

			
				The air felt ice cold as it rushed past the wizard, but as they built up speed, warmth spread from dragon to rider. Celedant uttered a spell, trapping the warmth around him, and they rode the winds comfortably, passing flocks of curious snowbirds and patchy wisps of fog. The ride reminded Celedant of his childhood and the wild rides that he and a then much smaller dragon had taken. In all his life nothing stood out more in his mind than the carefree days of growing up on Dragon Isles with his special friend, Azimuth.
			

			
				Suddenly the dragon changed altitude. Celedant broke from his revelry and watched as they circled a mountain peak that thrust through the clouds like a giant raised fist. They had reached the heart of Dragon Isles and Celedant hoped again that his former teachers could help him learn and understand more of the present dangers the world was facing.
			

			
				The dragon spiraled downward through the cloud cover, and the wizard saw his home for the first time in over a hundred years.
			

			
				Nothing had changed. Edain was the main training grounds for the most powerful wizards of the world. The fortress to which they now flew looked small compared to the spire of rock that was the island's backbone. It was a square compound with thick stone walls and stout towers at the corners. At the center a complex of buildings looked ridiculously inadequate, with only a single tower that rose high above the walls of the settlement. Celedant knew that the community of magic users had delved beneath the surface of the island to make their home larger.
			

			
				Azimuth banked as he and his bonded mate approached Dragon Isles. Celedant saw no visible signs of guards, but he knew they were there, both human and magical. Edain relied mostly on the magical powers of its inhabitants for protection, and wards and spells protected the approaches to the settlement by land, sea and air. The walls and gates were protected by incantations to keep the unwanted out, too, and it would take a determined enemy to breach the defensives of Edain.
			

			
				The golden dragon, whose scales reflected the sunlight like a mirror, hovered over the brick courtyard before landing amid flying dust and debris. Once Celedant unbuckled his straps, Azimuth safely levitated him from his saddle to the ground.
			

			
				"As soon as I take care of pressing matters, I will summon you. I thought we’d spend the day by the sea, talking of things past and present,” Celedant said as he brushed dirt and dried leaves from his robe. He was thankful for the protective spell that kept snow and ice away from the courtyards and walkways during the winter.
			

			
				Azimuth's head bobbed, imitating a human nod. "That would please me, wizard. Until then, I hope you find that for which you search."
			

			
				The dragon's great wings beat once and then twice, and he vaulted into the air, heading to the dragon caves where he ruled as chief elder on the northernmost part of the island chain.
			

			
				Celedant turned from his disappearing friend and surveyed the interior of Edain. The doors of the entrance hall silently invited him in as he proceeded up the timeworn flagstone steps. As he neared the top, he felt a wave of nostalgia swell within his heart and he nearly stumbled as he headed toward the unadorned doors. Except for the spells placed upon them, they were deceivingly plain in every aspect, but once accepted into the mysteries beyond, a new apprentice would exit through them forever changed, both mentally and physically.
			

			
				When Celedant stopped in front of them, he took a deep breath. The doors magically opened and he stepped across the portal into a white marble-columned hall, over a hundred feet long with a double row of polished columns stretching from floor to ceiling. Along the walls gold sconces held mage-light torches that had been placed not only to brighten the room, but also to enhance the beautiful tapestries lining the walls which depicted the leaders of Edain and their crowning achievements as wizards. They were the guiding force behind this city of wizardry.
			

			
				Celedant reached the midpoint of the hall before the outer doors swung shut with a hollow bang. As the echoes died away, a figure stepped from the shadows of a distant column and approached. Celedant recognized one of his oldest friends, the island's librarian, Brill, a clean-shaven southerner with short brown hair, a plain, honest face and ridiculously thick eyeglasses. The two men embraced and slapped each other on the back.
			

			
				"It’s been a long time."
			

			
				"Indeed," Brill agreed. "It’s good to see you. Come. The Council awaits your presence.”
			

			
				The two wizards fell into step. They had been inseparable as young apprentices, but Brill had chosen a life of study and he became Master of Edain's considerable library while Celedant had chosen the path of a traveler. The next chamber was the greeting hall, and as they entered, Celedant saw that the Master’s Council was indeed waiting.
			

			
				A large stone table occupied the far end of the smaller hall with seven hooded figures seated around it. While Celedant and Brill appeared to be in their middle years, the others looked ancient, but their wrinkled faces and the skin like parchment were deceiving. The power that emanated around that table was enough to make even Celedant hesitate.
			

			
				"Come forward," a hollow voice ordered.
			

			
				The two men advanced to stand before the seven Masters, four male and three female. Capres, Celedant's old teacher, sat on the left side of the table. The white-haired wizard looked as though he were wearing the same moth-eaten, green robe he had worn centuries ago. The wizard arched an eyebrow and nodded a greeting, and Capres grinned at his former pupil, easing Celedant’s tension.
			

			
				Then Maliki, Head of the Wizard’s Enclave, spoke.
			

			
				"Celedant, you are well-known to this council and your return is cause for celebration. Yet we sense an urgency surrounding you. Why have you chosen this moment to return?"
			

			
				"I recently stumbled across a prophecy that is unfolding, as we speak,” Celedant said without hesitation. “I seek to use the library with Brill's help, to increase my knowledge of what is occurring, so that I might…"
			

			
				Orrin, who sat next to Maliki, interrupted him.
			

			
				"We know the prophecy of which you speak. I, too, have seen the signs. Our library documents many things and will be of invaluable help, but if you choose to intervene, the road you must follow will be difficult. Dangers undreamed of and only hinted at await you. You have been traveling long, dear friend. Do you think yourself prepared to take on such an ordeal?"
			

			
				Celedant waited until he was sure Orrin was finished before speaking.
			

			
				"I am ready for whatever is placed before me."
			

			
				Maliki stood, as did the other council members.
			

			
				"As a pupil, you showed great promise and did well in every examination you had to undergo. I trust that same intelligence and determination will guide you through these difficult times.”
			

			
				His words left Celedant thoughtful, and the elders slowly filed away, leaving the two younger wizards and Capres, who had left his chair and come around the table to greet his former pupil. The teacher had aged little. What remained of his thick white hair hung to his shoulders, and although his wrinkled face spoke of the untold centuries he had lived, his sharp blue eyes were full of intelligence and vigor. The teacher embraced his former student in a bear hug with surprising strength and then held him at arm’s length.
			

			
				“I think the rest are rather jealous that my pupil has done so well," Capres said with a strong voice that seemed odd coming from one so ancient. "Come." He clapped Celedant on the back. "I've kept your room just the way you left it. We now have deeper, darker cells for our newest apprentices. I'd wager they’re not quite as comfortable as you were in the old days."
			

			
				Capres led him to a small door that opened onto a spiral staircase with stone steps leading up and down. Brill stepped aside.
			

			
				"I must leave you, Celedant. My library calls. I look forward to helping you. Dine with me this evening, and we’ll talk of old times.”
			

			
				"Maybe tomorrow, I promised Azimuth we would spend the day together. I will see you soon, though," Celedant replied as he and Capres took the stairs up to the living quarters.
			

			
				When they reached the third floor, Celedant restrained himself from rushing ahead to inspect his old haunts. Capres stood near the doorway as his former student entered. He could see that nothing had been disturbed during his absence. Fresh linens and blankets were on the bed, and his bookcase still overflowed with books and scrolls. His desk was in the same state he had left it in so many years ago, cluttered and piled high with research documents.
			

			
				Fortunately, the non-magical folk, hired to handle mundane chores like cooking, cleaning and the like, had kept the unoccupied rooms from being overwhelmed with years of dust and cobwebs. They still cleaned them twice a month.
			

			
				Celedant crossed to the single window and opened it. He looked across the windblown land toward the sea and a gust of frigid air blew into the small room. In the early years, he had spent many turns of the clock staring at this view, wondering if he would ever meet the rigid standards of Edain’s Masters to become a wizard. He knew every inch of these surroundings by memory, but he wondered what changes now lay in store for him.
			

			
				He was deep in thought when Capres broke the silence.
			

			
				"Rest here tonight, and come to my study in the morning.”
			

			
				Celedant fell back into old habits by answering, "Yes, master."
			

			
				Once Capres had gone, Celedant tossed his gear on the bed and sat down at his desk. He had spent many long days and nights there poring over the manuals handed to him by Capres. At first, he would copy them by hand into his own bound volumes, and then he would memorize each book. Even though their content had been firmly etched in his mind, he still kept his personal library here in his old room. His mind, though, remained what he relied on most. Those first years had been extremely difficult, yet carefree. Now responsibility lay heavily on his shoulders, and he looked back on those days with fondness.
			

			
				Will I be able to overcome the danger that lies ahead?
			

			
				There was nothing in his old papers to help Celedant with his present quest. The documents were mostly personal notes and journals. A few books were histories of ancient kingdoms long since fallen and he had enjoyed studying them. In fact, he had once considered becoming a librarian, but his spirit had been restless, and the outside world of adventure had called.
			

			
				Lost in thought, he looked up at the window and was surprised to see that the sun had nearly set.
			

			
				As darkness moved in, the wizard unconsciously waved his hand and spoke a word that lit the candles set about the room. Celedant stood and stretched. His growling stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since morning. Heading for the common area, he raided the kitchen for some leftover fowl, a small loaf of bread and pot of tea. When he had finished eating, he retired to his comfortable bed to rest before the next day's meeting with Capres.
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				The morning sun woke Celedant as it streamed between the parted draperies hanging at the window. As he dressed, a silent apprentice brought bread, cheese and milk to break his fast. When he finished his meal, the wizard dressed in fresh dark green robes and made his way to Capres' old study. He had spent many anxious times waiting outside that battered old door, but this morning it stood open, inviting him to enter. He did, and it closed behind him.
			

			
				Capres sat at his desk, reading, amid a clutter of tomes and scrolls. His old teacher looked up from his book when Celedant came in.
			

			
				"Strange to be back after so long, isn't it?"
			

			
				Celedant sat on the plain bench he had occupied many times as a youth to listen to his teacher's lectures. He patted the well-worn wood and said with a smile, "Pleasantly strange."
			

			
				"Maliki realized you were returning months ago. It was discussed at length at the high council, and we agreed that this prophecy can and most assuredly will have a major impact on the balance of good and evil."
			

			
				“Then, as I suspected, the prophecy cannot be ignored." Celedant looked worried.
			

			
				“Unfortunately, no," his old teacher answered. "I fear you'll discover the truth to that later.”
			

			
				"What should I expect?"
			

			
				"The Dragon’s Tear," Capres calmly answered.
			

			
				Celedant felt the breath expel from his chest. The Dragon’s Tear was the source of Edain's power, housed in the central tower and jealously protected.
			

			
				“As you know, the Dragon’s Tear judges and accepts or rejects young pupils as novice wizards. It also offers powerful information to the wizards who seek its wisdom.” The older man shifted his weight before asking, "Are you ready? How do you feel?"
			

			
				"Wonder, fear, excitement, honor at being offered a chance to obtain guidance, yet great apprehension at facing the one thing that has been the focal point of the lives of so many great men and women throughout the centuries.”
			

			
				"That’s exactly how I felt as a youth,” Capres said, smiling like a proud father. “Nevertheless, the Dragon Tear calls, and you must heed its wisdom or you will surely fail in the upcoming battles. Only with the knowledge gained through the tower’s examination will you succeed in your quest." He let that sink in before continuing. "Sometimes the things you seek are not contained in books. Only with the Crystal’s aid will you come to a full understanding.”
			

			
				He waved his hand absently in the air and then jabbed a finger at Celedant.
			

			
				“The answers I needed before I confronted the Crystal, during the war with Zeiglon, are now obsolete. Nevertheless, without the Crystal's aid, I would not have succeeded, nor survived my small part in the war. The answers you seek will affect the lives of thousands. That sort of information cannot be leaked to just anyone or the world would erupt in turmoil. The Dragon’s Tear will weed out the weak and choose only those capable of holding such power without being tempted to use it for evil. Many potential candidates seek that power in the chamber of the Crystal.”
			

			
				“I am ready, Capres. When do I go before the Dragon’s Tear?"
			

			
				"Six months from now. You must be fully rested, whole and fit, and free from injury before attempting your journey into the Crystal. Your powers will be useless during the quest for answers, but your physical and mental capacities must be at their peak.
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				Celedant was able to set aside his worries about the quest for the Staff of Adaman.
			

			
				The days passed quickly as he enjoyed the comforts of his old room, re-reading his old favorites, spending time with Azimuth, and leisurely researching the answers to his questions as he poured through ancient texts and scrolls in the library.
			

			
				He spent some of his most enjoyable days with Azimuth on the island's beach, while the dragon warmed his scales and soaked up the increasingly warm rays of the spring sun. Celedant enjoyed listening to Azimuth talk about his elusive kin.
			

			
				“The dragons traveled through the void long ago and chose to settle on many worlds,” Azimuth said. “I would like to visit them some day to learn about their lives on these other planets.”
			

			
				“When that day comes, I would like to go with you,” Celedant said. “I find that after all these years apart, I treasure our time together above all else. Once this threat has been eliminated, I hope that we will be together till the end of our time here.”
			

			
				“As do I,” Azimuth agreed. “Tell me about your research.”
			

			
				“This research makes me believe that the staff will be crucial. I’ve spent a long time with Capres, discussing the sudden appearance of new menaces that are attacking the elven nations of light and the dwarf lands, as well as several human outposts.”
			

			
				“One can only wonder when Dragon Isles will come under similar attacks,” Azimuth said thoughtfully.
			

			
				“That thought has crossed my mind, too. I believe it will only be a matter of time,” Celedant agreed.
			

			
				The relaxing days restored the wizard in more ways than he could have imagined. At the end of the six months, Celedant was refreshed mentally, physically and magically. When the morning of his quest for more information had arrived, Celedant dressed in simple green robes without adornment. While inside the tower, he needed nothing else.
			

			
				At a turn of the clock before dawn, as he waited for the council to arrive, his dragon spoke with him telepathically.
			

			
				“Do you think you’ll find the answers you seek?’ Azimuth asked him.
			

			
				“I hope so with all my heart. Learning the information I need to attempt my quest weighs heavily upon me. One thing that bothers me is that I can’t remember what happened when I took this journey as an apprentice. I know this time will be different, as I’m seeking knowledge instead of acceptance. Still, it would be nice if I could remember that other time.”
			

			
				“That is done on purpose. Once you finish a journey, the Crystal erases all knowledge of what happened, except for the knowledge you need to take away with you. After your first journey as an apprentice, the only thing you remember is being accepted or rejected. This is done so that you can’t pass your knowledge of the Crystal on to another.”
			

			
				“Then why, as wizards, do we remember how to tell an apprentice or knowledge seeker how to begin the quest?”
			

			
				“That knowledge is only briefly given to the guiding masters of a particular quest. As soon as the seeker enters the tower, the masters forget even that.”
			

			
				“My psyche, though, must still remember. Otherwise I wouldn’t feel so uneasy about it. What happens if the Dragon’s Tear refuses to grant me the knowledge I seek?”
			

			
				“Not you, dear friend. I have seen into your heart, mind and soul. As long as you remain true to yourself, you will return with the knowledge you need.
			

			
				Azimuth’s words surprised Celedant.
			

			
				“What do you know about the Crystal?”
			

			
				“Everything and nothing,” the dragon replied nonchalantly.
			

			
				“Don’t be cryptic. Are you saying you know more than the masters?”
			

			
				“Who do you think brought the Crystal into existence? It is one of the reasons why an apprentice is not bonded to a dragon before his trial in the Dragon’s Tear which determines his or her purity of soul. As you know, if a wizard or sorceress turns to dark magic, his or her dragon will break the bond and seek another. No dragon has ever participated in dark magic.”
			

			
				This revelation shocked Celedant.
			

			
				“I thought the Dragon’s Tear was simply its name.”
			

			
				“The Crystal was created with draconic magic, millennia ago, to help weed out the good candidates wanting to become wizards or sorceresses from the bad and to help the masters attain crucial information they needed to handle a crisis,” Azimuth continued.
			

			
				“So, the dragons decide who is worthy and who isn’t?”
			

			
				“No. The Dragon’s Tear makes that determination.”
			

			
				“Is the Crystal a living entity then?”
			

			
				“It is the essence of old as well as new magic and has as much life as magic itself.”
			

			
				“Magic comes from living things and exists within the substance of everything,” Celedant said.
			

			
				“So you learned the first day you entered into your apprenticeship. Magic is neither good nor evil. The magic user makes it seem so. Dark magic is born of dark warlocks. It defiles the very essence of life. When a new apprentice enters the Crystal, it can see their true nature, but because everyone is capable of both good and evil, it takes the candidate on a journey to determine which will become his or her guiding force. Unfortunately, after an apprentice is accepted, he could still be swayed toward the dark side, but this doesn’t happen very often.”
			

			
				As the dragon finished speaking, Capres tapped on Celedant’s door.
			

			
				“Good luck, Celedant. I look forward to seeing you afterward and learning what you have discovered about defeating this new enemy.”
			

			
				Celedant broke his telepathic connection to Azimuth and opened his door and moved into position between the two silent rows of Master Wizards. They quietly led him through the deepest corridors of Edain, six levels below the surface of the island,,where the foundation of the Crystal's tower had been set.
			

			
				The procession halted in front of an ancient oaken door that weighed at least a ton. Massive iron bands added to its support, but there was no visible handle or lock. Magic sealed the portal. The council members formed a circle around Celedant, linked hands and whispered the ancient words that opened the door.
			

			
				Once the portal was fully open, Maliki turned to Celedant.
			

			
				"The path to your knowledge lies before you. This experience will be unlike the one you had as an apprentice. Follow the steps to the chamber above, where you will find a cot. Lie down and concentrate on the Crystal. As you know from your previous experience, you will not see the Dragon’s Tear. Call its name, and it will come for you. I hope you find the information you need, Celedant. Otherwise, I fear for the fate of our world."
			

			
				Maliki embraced the wizard and whispered, "Best of luck, my son."
			

			
				"Thank you," Celedant replied, softly.
			

			
				He stepped into the tower to face the challenge of his life. With Maliki’s final words ringing in his ears, he turned for one last look at Capres, but the door already had closed, locking him in the tower. His path was set, and there was no turning back. He had to succeed or darkness would spread across the world.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Now that they knew the maze of passages beneath Nars as well as the citizens did, the squads could find any spot in the city without help. It had been three months since the new recruits had gathered in the first hall and this day marked a turning point in their military careers.
			

			
				Sergeant Donli entered the First Squad's barracks and slammed the door behind him. Most were asleep, except Botreg, who had awakened as the door opened, his dagger drawn. When he saw it was Donli, he punched upward with his fist and roused Tarquin in the bunk above from a deep sleep.
			

			
				"Up and at ‘em, lads," Donli said in the deepest voice he could muster. When a few continued snoring, he shouted again, startling the sleepers so much this time that many grabbed their weapons. "We'll be moving to new billets. Ye have one turn of the clock to pack yer things."
			

			
				The sergeant turned on his heel and left, shutting the door on their confusion. Later the squad piled their gear along the side of the corridor and waited for Donli to return for a final inspection. After making certain the room was as barren as it had been when the unit first took over, he turned to them.
			

			
				"Well, lads," he began. "What are ye waiting for? Grab yer gear."
			

			
				They followed him a short distance to a hall where the rest of the battalion was already assembled and waited for their orders from Master Sergeant Tilabu.
			

			
				There was a long delay and by the time he showed up, most of the men were dozing. The battle-scarred dwarf paced to the center of the hall and his eyes twinkled merrily as he waited for the dwarves roused themselves.
			

			
				"Sorry about the change in billets, lads. The new training battalion is forming up, and they will be given the luxurious accommodations ye’ve just vacated."
			

			
				He paused while they chuckled, before adding, "Unfortunately, the Lieutenants that were supposed to take over yer section have not yet arrived. So ye will have to use this hall as a temporary camp."
			

			
				There were a few scattered groans, but the Master Sergeant took it in stride.
			

			
				“The good news is, ye are on leave until tomorrow,” Tilabu continued. “That's when we'll be hittin’ the road."
			

			
				The Borderers cheered as he left the hall.
			

			
				Nolgin, the youngest dwarf in their squad and still considered a child at a mere forty years of age, anxiously asked, "Where are we going, Master Sergeant?"
			

			
				"Tomorrow, ye will be starting the second part of yer training, which will take place at Southgard," Donli replied.
			

			
				That cheered them immensely. Some had never traveled outside of their families’ holdings, and the opportunity to see the second largest city in the southern Mordolwyn Mountains was a momentous occasion.
			

			
				Ralav was beside himself and began describing the city in detail to the others.
			

			
				“I used the fortress city of Southgard as me supply base during frequent trips to the western mountains.”
			

			
				They sat listening to Ralav's stories until Donli interrupted them.
			

			
				"What are ye sitting around waiting for? Ye are free for the rest of the day."
			

			
				Ralav and Ronli stood.
			

			
				“We know of a place that serves excellent food and drink,” Ronli said, smoothing her hair back into a ponytail and fastening it with a silver clasp. “What do ye say?"
			

			
				Everyone but Aegir -- who wished them well, but went to find a temple to Dolgar -- followed her and Ralav. As the First Squad left their new billet, Donli joined them.
			

			
				“So where have ye decided to go?"
			

			
				"We're going to the Dancing Lamb and after that, wherever our thirst leads us."
			

			
				"Mind if I join ye?” Donli laughed. “Me uncle owns the Lamb, and I think I can finagle us a free tankard of ale or two."
			

			
				Free ale put everyone in even better spirits and they followed the Sergeant out.
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				The roast venison with seasoned vegetables and the hearty brew was the best the troopers had enjoyed since joining the Borderers. Instead of visiting another tavern as they had planned, the squad decided to stay at the Lamb until their money ran out. They paid their bill, tipping generously, and made it out the door with little more than spare change.
			

			
				Staggering down the corridors, they headed back to their bedrolls.
			

			
				Sergeant Donli was in high spirits and led them in a rousing, off-tune chorus of “The Blushing Beardless Bride” as they made their way back to the barracks along Serpent’s Way, a twisting passage that connected every level of Nars. In their condition, it was easier to bypass any stairs that might trip up the more drunken soldiers.
			

			
				As the company passed through areas of darkness between the kel lights, Tarquin, who had been careful not to drink much, decided to question Botreg.
			

			
				“I didn’t know they reduced the lights on the main passages at night.”
			

			
				Botreg was about to tell Tarquin that with the orcs constantly raiding the outlying dwarvan lands, precautions are necessary, but instead he suddenly gave Tarquin an odd look and shoved him so hard, the human slammed into the wall a few feet away.
			

			
				“To arms!” Botreg shouted.
			

			
				Tarquin drew his glowing sword when he noticed several darkened forms separate from the shadows in the unlit passages and advance toward Botreg. Even in the dim light, he could tell the intruders were armed. The dwarf held his ground, sword in his right hand and a long dagger in his left, as he met the first shadowy figure.
			

			
				Botreg neatly sidestepped a thrust from the attacker, and as the former assassin stepped past the assailant, he used his dagger to slice open his opponent’s throat. More attackers rushed past him and assailed Tarquin and the other dwarves.
			

			
				Tarquin soon realized he was facing two humans, which seemed odd to him since they were in the depths of the dwarvan capital. He parried several vicious blows, his sword shining so brightly that he could clearly see his adversaries. One man was dressed entirely in dark clothing, with the upper half of his face covered with a mask that revealed through its two slits his brown eyes, filled with determination. Shrouded in darkness, the other man’s sword looked like it had small streaks of lighting flicking out at Tarquin as it reflected the meager light.
			

			
				Botreg finished off his adversary and turned to aid Tarquin. He watched as the young man defended himself desperately against the two swordsmen, his sword ablaze as it parried the repetitive strokes of what the dwarf realized were assassins. Having been one himself, he knew he was not mistaken. However, they weren’t after him, but the boy.
			

			
				Botreg paused while the man on Tarquin’s right thrust forward and struck. The prince knocked the man’s scimitar aside as Botreg attacked from behind, severing the man’s hamstring. As the leg folded, the dwarf used the pommel of his sword to rap him sharply on the side of the head and the would-be assassin sagged to the floor, unconscious.
			

			
				Now that he only had one enemy to focus on, Tarquin went on the offensive, driving his assailant back with a series of thrusts. With his comrades dead or incapacitated, the remaining assassin fought desperately and slipped past his opponent’s guard and slashed him across his ribs. The young man barely felt the blow as his sword, blazing red with fire, wove an intricate pattern before his eyes, causing the attacker to retreat in earnest. Botreg, however, blocked his path.
			

			
				Desperate, and realizing there was no retreat, the assassin swung his sword in a wide arc, clearing the area around him. Then he tossed his weapon into the air, reversing it, with the tip held against his chest and fell forward, impaling himself. Botreg rushed to the dying man’s side, as the others made certain there were no more attackers.
			

			
				“Who were ye after?”
			

			
				“It was not for you, dwarf,” he wheezed defiantly as blood trickled over his lips. He refused to say anything more.
			

			
				As he died, Botreg turned toward the attacker he had knocked unconscious, several feet away, and noticed a dark figure kneeling over the body. In the flickering of the kel lights, he watched as the cloaked person vanished before his eyes.
			

			
				When Botreg reached the prone figure, he found the man’s throat cut.
			

			
				Suddenly the air filled with the sharp sound of whistles blown by the guards who patrolled the city, and Donli ordered the Borderers to stand aside as the passage filled with dwarves.
			

			
				In all, ten armed humans had penetrated the dwarvan defenses and staged the attack. Botreg was the only one to hear the assassin’s dying words, and the others in the first squad assumed that Botreg himself had been the target.
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				It did not dawn on Tarquin until the next day that no one had questioned his being human, even after the attack. When he asked Botreg about it, the dwarf pointed to the gray service uniform.
			

			
				"It’s partly due to that," he said evenly. "But word has spread that yer doing well. Yer no freak of nature any longer, and it’s rumored that the higher ups have their eye on ye for bigger and better things."
			

			
				Botreg would say no more.
			

			
				The previous night’s attack had weighed heavily on Tarquin. The others believed that the assassins had been after Botreg, but Tarquin knew that wasn’t true. The assassins had appeared too intent to reach him alone. He couldn’t stop thinking about the earlier attack he and Daegal had fought off or about the note about the price on his head.
			

			
				Master Sergeant Tilabu entered the hall and interrupted his thought.
			

			
				"Up, lads,” he shouted in a thunderous voice. “It’s time to leave."
			

			
				The sergeants roughly kicked awake the few that had slept through the Master Sergeant’s call. Tilabu stalked through the cluttered hall, shaking his head.
			

			
				"So, ye can't take a few drinks, can ye? Well the march will clear yer heads soon enough. Get yer forest uniforms on and gear up. Ye have half a turn of the clock."
			

			
				The dwarves quickly dressed and repacked their gear. In no time at all, the battalion was ready to leave.
			

			
				The only person smiling was Aegir, who chided the rest for their night's revels until Tilabu returned to the hall trailed by a group of dwarves in Borderer green. Under the watchful eye of the captain, the lieutenants made their way to the various units. First and Second Squads would have one lieutenant, a lean, dark-bearded dwarf with a scar that ran from the left ear lobe to the curve of his jaw.
			

			
				The scarred dwarf paced up and down the line, judging their temperament with a quick glance. When he stopped, he addressed them in a clipped voice.
			

			
				"My name is Tarkas Pickender, and ye will address me as ‘Sir’ or ‘Lieutenant Tarkas.’ Sergeant Donli, since ye are the senior sergeant, please brief the troops."
			

			
				Donli stepped forward.
			

			
				"We're headin’ for the next phase of yer trainin’ at Southgard. We'll be marching double-time in two columns. It shouldn’t take more than a week. Anyone who drops out will not be given a second chance."
			

			
				Master Sergeant Tilabu called out, "Battalion, left face." The battalion turned as one to face the exit and Tilabu shouted, "Head out."
			

			
				Tarkas and Donli took the lead as First and Second Squads marched out. Their pace through the tunnels and halls of Nars was slow until they emerged from the inner city. Jogging then, they passed through first Rhee's gate, and then Mord's, and then onto the dwarvan road.
			

			
				As the end of the column cleared the city, Tilabu called from the rear, "Borderers' gait."
			

			
				The column erupted with a guttural “Hump.”
			

			
				Borderers’ gait was something the squads were famous for throughout the dwarvan army. They alternated between jogging and marching and could cover great distances in a short period, yet they were still able to fight when necessary.
			

			
				The column continued the gait for what seemed like an eternity until Tilabu finally called a halt for a quick meal of hard tack and water. Before their tired muscles could stiffen, Tilabu ordered them back on the road.
			

			
				Tarquin and the other members had heard about the Borderers' gait, better known to the recruited battalions as the death march. Three months of hard training hadn’t prepared them for the reality. On the road again, the numbing pain, protesting joints and dead weight of their bouncing packs had them groaning inwardly.
			

			
				As snow clouds blew in from the west, fat flakes filled the air with the promise of a heavy snowfall. Sensing their discomfort, the sergeants patrolled up and down the lines, offering encouragement or provoking the soldiers into taking another step. The stronger dwarves helped their lagging teammates and gave them a shoulder or arm to hang onto.
			

			
				Ronli lost her footing and slid down the middle of the road. As she hit the ground, Tarquin and Botreg were beside her, dragging her up and giving her a hand until she could run by herself again.
			

			
				Later, as the snow fell harder, the battalion stopped along the side of the road for a hot meal and a warm fire. Tarquin’s squad drew first watch, and he spent four miserable turns of the clock looking for anything that might endanger the camp. His only sighting was an owl snatching an unsuspecting hare for its dinner.
			

			
				Once he was relieved, Tarquin stumbled to the tent he shared with Botreg and tunneled into his bedroll, asleep before his head touched his pack.
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				Tilabu roused them from their exhausted slumber before the sun came up. The snow had stopped sometime during the night, but there was a foot of the powdery stuff on the ground. It covered everything else, too, including the heavily-ladened branches of the spruce and pine trees the battalion had camped under.
			

			
				Their dwarvan boots trampled through the snow, making it hard-packed and slick as they continued the march toward Southgard.
			

			
				Most of the teams stayed together, and the sergeants were pleased that only eight troopers had dropped out during the march. They stayed behind at way stations and later would be escorted to prison or taken back to Nars and released.
			

			
				Southgard was one of the oldest dwarvan cities in existence and was vastly different from Nars, the jewel of the Dwarvan Empire, a place for commerce and for ambassadors to meet. On the other hand, Southgard was the safeguard to the Empire and kept the multitude of enemies that inhabited the west from invading the east.
			

			
				The city was a thousand years old, built before the great earthquakes that had submerged half the continent. Treaties between the dwarves and most of the eastern countries had protected against invasion from the west, but that had been so long ago that only the Parthians, displaced by the earthquakes and accepted into the Dwarvan Empire, the Wood Elves, and the northern kingdom of Braenaught still honored the pacts.
			

			
				Southgard supported the forts along the border that cut the mountains in half as they turned west toward the untamed regions. Cleared to withstand sieges, wide fields surrounded the fortress and offered dwarvan bowmen a clear field of vision. Other soldiers guarded and patrolled the tunnels below, many of which led to the natural caverns of the underworld, filled with mysterious and dangerous cultures and with monsters that made them their home.
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				As the battalion crested a hill, Southgard greeted them from a single mountain that jutted out of a plateau where other mountains split into three sections, one running north, one south, and one west. Walls and towers dotted the plateau as far as their eyes could see. Small farming homesteads were located within a safe distance of the city and the battalion marched past flagstone houses and hedgerow fields where the dwarvan farmers now waited for spring to plow their fields.
			

			
				Southgard's walls stood forty yards high with towers spaced regularly along the top. The gates were three feet thick with a one foot thick layer of mythril sandwiched between two layers of wood. The battalion marched through them and down a covered, winding road for a hundred feet. Tarquin noted the vents hidden in the ceiling, placed so that the defenders could pour burning pitch on attackers while arrows harassed them from the sides. The city’s inner gates opened onto a field that led to the true gates, made of pure mythril, which led into the mountain itself. From there the troops passed into halls crowded with dwarves of all types.
			

			
				Their new quarters were located two levels down. The First and Second Squads would share a single barracks and, similar to their billets at Nars, their room was slightly larger than the other squads’ and their beds contained better quality mattresses filled with new, fresh-smelling straw.
			

			
				Donli stood at the door while the troopers settled into their quarters.
			

			
				"Rest well tonight,” he said. “Tomorrow starts the real training."
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				That night, Tarquin tossed and turned before falling into a fretful sleep interrupted by dreams that revolved around an unknown future and the mysterious Celedant. Questions and doubt still echoed in his mind the next morning when Sergeant Donli awakened the sleeping troopers.
			

			
				"Up, ye lazy dogs! It’s time for some serious training."
			

			
				They had only enough time to dress and splash cold water on their faces before Donli was at them again. Donning armor and weapons, the sleepy but moving soldiers filed into the corridor and entered a maze of tunnels. They marched through tunnels and halls a long time without seeing a soul before they entered a huge amphitheater filled with dwarves from the other training battalions.
			

			
				Ronli seemed at ease throughout the march although she responded mechanically to the orders called out to her unit. She didn’t care a whit about anything other than being home after so many years.
			

			
				In the amphitheater Lieutenant Tarkas made his way through his troops, nodding to individual squad members. Once the entire battalion was present and accounted for, Master Sergeant Tilabu walked onto the stage and frowned at the troops until they quieted down.
			

			
				"Welcome to Southgard," he began as he paced back and forth. "I hope ye all enjoyed the march. Ye are about to begin the second phase of yer combat trainin’. For the next nine months, we’ll be addin’ strategy lessons to yer physical trainin’ and we will place you in situations requirin’ immediate responses. Southgard has the largest concentration of Borderers in the Empire. When yer finished, ye might end up stationed here."
			

			
				He concluded his speech and left the stage, but stopped at the top of the stairs.
			

			
				"One more thing. I want to commend yer efforts. Keep up the good work."
			

			
				Donli directed his troops to an exercise hall for the morning and followed up that regimen with a quick run through the lower passages. Then they broke for lunch. The food at Southgard was much improved over their old fare, offering more variety, including desserts, and better seasoning.
			

			
				Donli allowed Tarquin to leave the mess hall early to meet with the tailor. During the march south, the sergeant had noticed that the recruit's clothes were getting tighter and that his leggings had inched upward.
			

			
				After lunch, their new training began.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-One
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Vannor sat in his cabin recording the passage of his ship. He hoped to make the elven port of Menelwyn to re-provision within a week’s time.
			

			
				Finished, he closed the logbook with a sigh and left his cabin to make his way up on deck. He saw the weather had grown worse as the latest squall was moving toward them. Vannor spoke quietly to Haruld and then noticed Leif, the oldest sailor onboard, leaning against the railing. He seemed to be keeping an eye on the approaching storm. The captain called him over.
			

			
				"What do you think, Leif?"
			

			
				The leathery-skinned Brae turned and spat.
			

			
				"That be a bad one, Cap’n.”
			

			
				"That’s pretty much what I thought. Thanks, Leif," Vannor replied, slapping him on the back. Turning to Haruld, he said, "Check the mooring lines, and make sure we’re secured.”
			

			
				The first mate was urging the crew to place a temporary patch over the hole in the side of the ship. They would need to remove it after the storm to finish baling out the water, but at least the ship wouldn’t take on any more.
			

			
				As the men hurried to complete the patch, they heard an ominous crack, and the mizzenmast tilted forward, exposing a crack halfway down the wooden shaft, before it snapped like a twig. They watched in disbelief as another loud crack ripped through the air and the mast broke in two, shattering when it hit the Zephyr's deck.
			

			
				Whipping across the swift ocean currents, the wind snapped the mooring lines and slammed into the ship broadside, lifting the Zephyr onto the crest of a mighty wave and then heaving it onto the closest rocks with a thunderous crash. The wooden hull buckled and cracked under the impact as panic spread throughout the crew. The ship hung there, suspended for several moments, until another wave caught the vessel as it teetered, lifted it up and flipped the ship over and slammed it against the base of the rocky cliffs.
			

			
				Vannor shouted angrily as the rocks devoured the left side of the Zephyr. Thrown across the deck, he slammed against the base of the broken mast. Temporarily blinded, he fought against losing consciousness as the cold seawater washed over him.
			

			
				He heard the cries of his men, but there was nothing he could do.
			

			
				Suddenly another demon appeared. Believing that Celedant was still onboard, it fired as many lightning bolts as it could, setting the vessel on fire and trapping most of the sailors. Vannor thought he was going to drown just as he felt a pair of strong arms grab him under the shoulder and drag him off the deck and onto shore.
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				The first sensation he was aware of was his burning thirst. Vannor gained control of his senses and realized he was lying on a rocky embankment. He opened his eyes. Wherever he was, it was night.
			

			
				His mouth felt swollen from the saltwater he’d swallowed, and he tried to sit up to ease his discomfort. As he did, his head throbbed with pain. The captain gently explored his forehead with his fingers and found a deep cut that ran from his left eyebrow to his hairline. It started bleeding again when he touched it.
			

			
				Getting to his feet, Vannor fought a wave of dizziness and began coughing, but further inspection found no broken bones. He had survived the shipwreck.
			

			
				The captain could see little of his surroundings until the moon broke through the cloud cover. He realized that he was on a beach behind the rocks that had sunk the Zephyr. What had happened to the First Mate and the rest of the crew? He didn’t know.
			

			
				“Haruld!”
			

			
				Panic threatened to overwhelm him as he scanned the shore, looking for bodies and calling the names of his crew. He was alone. As far as he could tell, the only way to head farther inland was by climbing the cliff behind him, but he was too exhausted to attempt it. He made his way to a small boulder, sat down and passed out.
			

			
				Before dawn the next morning Vannor began desperately scanning the shore for other survivors until he spotted a black form. The captain hurried toward it, wiping at the blood running into his left eye as he passed the shattered pieces of wood from his doomed vessel. As he neared the dark object, Vannor realized it was a body.
			

			
				The fear of being shipwrecked and all alone on the northern coast had been racing through his mind, but the thought of another survivor now spurred him into a loping run. His head spun as he tripped over rocks and fell twice, gasping for breath. He reached the prone figure and squatted, grabbed him by the shoulders and heaved the man onto his back.
			

			
				Hands suddenly shot up and wrapped around his throat. Vannor tried to fend them off, but he was too weak. Just as they closed on his neck, the hands let go.
			

			
				Vannor looked down and saw the grinning face of Haruld.
			

			
				“You son of a sea dog!”
			

			
				They embraced before helping each other to their feet and heading back toward the cliffs on shaky legs.
			

			
				“I don’t remember much after I was knocked to the deck. You saved my life, friend. I am forever grateful.”
			

			
				“I put you in a safe place and went back to try and save the others, but it was no use,” Haruld said. “There was nothing to do but watch the ship burn. Afterward, I collapsed from exhaustion.”
			

			
				The cliffs stretched upward over a hundred feet. Over time the wind and rain had pockmarked their surfaces, creating handholds. After the sun had fully risen, Haruld looked up and grunted as he and the captain stared at the long climb ahead of them.
			

			
				“I guess it won’t get any easier if we wait,” Vannor said. “After you.”
			

			
				The handholds made the climb manageable for the battered sailors. Within half a turn of the clock, they had reached the top and looked around, trying to decide which way to go. The northern rim of the Calderon Mountains loomed closer, but appeared rocky, with only a few hearty shrubs growing here and there. The southern route consisted of miles of rolling hills. It seemed longer, but easier,.
			

			
				"Do we head north or south?” the captain asked.
			

			
				Haruld pointed north to the mountains where a large population of orcs lived. He made a slashing sign across his throat. Vannor nodded. To the south lay a few human settlements and the mysterious elven forest. That had to be their direction.
			

			
				"South, it is,” Vannor said. “I’m not anxious to meet up with any orcs, especially since we’re weaponless.”
			

			
				Anxious to put distance between themselves and orc territory, the two men climbed down the back side of the cliff to the first hill. The storm that had sent the Zephyr to its watery grave had passed, but the clouds remained and a steady, bone-chilling rain kept their clothing soaked. Fortunately, the hills blocked most of the cold wind, allowing the Brae to set a good pace as they looked for a stream or river to quench their thirst. It was close to noon when they crested another hill and spotted a swift flowing stream at the bottom. Overjoyed, the captain and his first mate ran to the shallow river and drank their fill, and they found several crawfish under the stream's rocks to take the pang out of their hunger.
			

			
				That night, as the sun set behind the retreating clouds, the pair decided to stay where they were and rested their bruised bodies under a towering pine tree. The wind died down, giving them a brief respite from the chilly air, and they made beds of pine needles under the towering tree.
			

			
				The next morning the men awoke stiff and hungry. It had rained again during the night, stirring up the silt at the bottom of the stream and making the water muddy. Vannor laughed as he took a deep drink.
			

			
				"It’s still the sweetest water I’ve ever tasted."
			

			
				Haruld agreed as he dunked his head beneath the surface. They found a few more crawfish delicacies to ease the sting of their hunger and then crossed the stream and headed up the next hill.
			

			
				The men were just cresting the hill when a dozen cloaked figures sprang from their hiding places on the rocky slope and surrounded them with their steel-tipped arrows trained at their hearts.
			

			
				Vannor sighed as he and Haruld raised their hands and surrendered to the dark figures.
			

			
				They never had a chance to get a good look at their captors. Vannor heard footsteps behind him just as a club slammed into the base of his skull, and the ground rushed up to meet him as he fell forward. While he lay barely conscious on the ground, the attackers bound the captain’s hands so tightly that he grimaced in pain, and his moan brought a cruel chuckle from his tormentor.
			

			
				A blindfold was thrown over his eyes and he was jerked to a standing position. He felt himself bump against a similarly bound Haruld, and they leaned against each other for support.
			

			
				The captors remained silent, and Vannor felt a sword tip jabbed into his back, prodding him forward. A great despair rose like bile in his throat as he realized he and Haruld were prioners, their fate now at the whim of their captors, who were probably slave traders.
			

			
				He had led his crew to their deaths on the rocks of the northern coast and now, as far as he knew, he and Haruld were the only survivors of the shipwreck, and they were captives.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Taza was not pleased. His endeavor to save the world of Muiria through vampirism was not going according to plan.
			

			
				A message had arrived that Melgor was returning to Dormin. Being undead had its advantages, and although most long-lived or immortal beings generally learned a deep abiding patience over the years, vampires were the exception to the rule. It was too bad he still needed the erstwhile warlock to keep watch on events in the northeast. If not, the vampire could have ended his life in an entertaining manner for this latest disturbance from him.
			

			
				Melgor had been kept waiting in an outer chamber for two turns of the clock until the ageless warlock motioned to one of his subordinates to admit his visitor. As Taza watched the silent figure enter from across the room, he mused on the latest changes.
			

			
				Over the past two centuries, he had brought under his command numerous undead. His personal guard consisted of twenty vampires. A steady flow of victims assured their loyalty to Taza and had the added bonus of increasing his undead army as more and more illanni were changed.
			

			
				Melgor had not been able to suppress a shiver as the undead guard had opened the door and ushered him into Taza’s presence. His master's choice of attendants made him uneasy and cautious. He had no plans of joining the ranks of the dead, or the undead, in this horrific place. The kingdom of Dormin was turning into a city of the undead, and Melgor hoped to put a stop to it before it was too late.
			

			
				Flanked by two sharp-fanged guards, Melgor knelt before Taza.
			

			
				"My Lord, I am sorry to disturb your rest, but I have urgent news."
			

			
				Taza waved his hand, signifying the warlock should continue.
			

			
				"My associate, the warlock Sellis, has dogged the footsteps of Celedant this past month. He recently sent word that our enemy is secure on Dragon Isles at the Wizard's Enclave of Edain."
			

			
				Melgor waited for a reaction, but Taza picked absentmindedly at a crooked fingernail.
			

			
				He continued, " Sellis is forbidden to be on the Isles and cannot remain there much longer without being discovered. I need watchers in the north to alert us when Celedant is on the move again. Once he leaves their protective barriers, we can intercept him."
			

			
				Taza shifted his weight in the chair and in his raspy voice asked, "What do you purpose to do with Sellis in the meantime?"
			

			
				The red-robed warlock stood for the first time.
			

			
				"After a thorough investigation, I believe that Celedant is searching for the staff of Adaman. Fortunately, I know where part of it rests."
			

			
				He had expected a reaction of wonder or praise from his Master, but instead Taza’s features twisted into a mask of rage.
			

			
				"You fool! I control the Staff of Adois. I already know where the two pieces of the other staff are hidden.” Taza reined in his temper and, sighing, continued. “Stop trying to impress me and tell me where you plan to send Sellis."
			

			
				Melgor knew he was treading a thin line.
			

			
				"I'll send him to find the orb. I know the vicinity where it is hidden, but not its exact location."
			

			
				"You are wise to admit that you know only the area,” the ageless warlock laughed. “As you say the orb is shielded by magic even from the Staff of Adois. I too only know the vicinity of the orb. Now what plans have you made for yourself, my trusted aide?"
			

			
				Melgor heard the sarcasm in Taza’s words but swallowed his pride.
			

			
				"I will wait until Celedant leaves Dragon Isles and try to stop him.”
			

			
				Taza nodded. “Wait in the northern lands above the elvan forest for my messenger. In the meantime, I will see what I can do to end Celedant's life and damage the wizards of Dragon Isles."
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				After dismissing Melgor, the guards disappeared to the edges of the room and remained invisible in the darkness. Taza sat for a long time, pondering the method he would choose to deal with Celedant. In the darkest reaches of his mind, a plan took shape.
			

			
				Gripping the Staff of Adois firmly in his right hand, he left his chair and moved to the center of the circular room. Calling forth his considerable power, the undead warlock allowed it to coalesce within himself before unleashing the staff's magic. Then, in a flash of magical energy, he winked out of sight.
			

			
				The staff’s most devastating strength was its ability to open rifts into the void. To utilize this power, the user had to propel his presence onto a plane of existence outside the known planes of time and space. It was into this unending abyss that Taza projected his body. The void was just that, a place of nothingness, but within its emptiness, the Staff of Adois had its greatest potential. Here the user could manipulate the staff and travel through a myriad of dimensions.
			

			
				In this cold dark void, Taza could gather the most powerful of denizens and unleash them anywhere he wanted.
			

			
				Taza floated back and forth, clearly visualizing the many dimensions of time and space that flowed around him. Finally he found a thread that contained what he wanted. Focusing the power of the staff, he grabbed the end of it and projected the staff’s potency onto a newly forming planet and one of its elemental creatures. Then he refocused on a second world and brought forth several large flying monstrosities. These he collected and brought them from their world into the void where he could hold the airborne beasts until he needed them.
			

			
				Once he had control, he bound them to the power of the staff and they were now his to command, and his will was theirs.
			

			
				Taza navigated through the void and found his own dimensional thread. The mission of killing Celedant embedded in his captive’s psyche, he then willed himself to his tower and materialized again in the center of the tower room.
			

			
				Exhausted by the expulsion of such a significant amount of energy, he managed to walk back to his chair. He motioned for his guards to exit the room before he collapsed, pleased with his accomplishments.
			

			
				The vampire wasn’t certain if the creatures he had summoned would be capable of destroying Celedant, but he believed they could cause enough havoc and destruction to keep him from interfering in his plans until it was too late. If Celedant didn’t die during the attacks, Taza believed that with the growing power of the staff, he himself could destroy the wizard at a later time.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Fort Ruger had been home to Tarquin and the dwarves of the First Squad for nearly a year, and the orcs had been a constant threat. The invaders had increased the frequency of their raids into dwarvan territory during that time, but something was holding them back. This puzzled the dwarvan leaders, but they were grateful for the added time as they increased their defenses and prepared for what they believed would eventually become all-out war.
			

			
				The young man that had fled Partha for a life of adventure had matured into a man. During the fifteen months he had been with the Borderers, he had celebrated two birthdays. He regularly received letters from his mother, Queen Alicia, his brothers, and Daegal, but the only letter from his father was one of grudging congratulation when he had finished his training.
			

			
				The patrols were both serious and dangerous, but he loved this life with its experiences and its hardships. Tarquin had discovered that danger brought out the best in him, and his mates had begun to think of him as a natural leader.
			

			
				Every member of his squad bore scars from quick hit-and-run clashes with the orcs, but so far only one fatality had affected First Squad. A northern dwarf straight out of training named Dorav had recently replaced the unfortunate Firo, who had lost his footing the previous winter on an icy shelf and fallen to his death.
			

			
				The regiment of Borderers stationed at Fort Ruger was part of the second Borderer Division that operated out of Southgard and patrolled the western border. The regiment’s commander, Captain Thormon Bravehunter, was a stout dwarf, barely over four feet tall, and he had a distinctive waddle as he marched.
			

			
				Late one afternoon he called the first and third squads to a meeting to discuss the patrol they would jointly begin in the morning.
			

			
				"Tomorrow, we'll be takin’ a short jaunt into the west country."
			

			
				He spoke of the patrol as if he were talking about a lighthearted stroll through a cultivated countryside, not the heavily contested western foothills of the Mordolwyn Mountains. With his hands grasped firmly behind his back Thormon added, "We'll be heading to Mount Zigar-shan."
			

			
				This aroused the curiosity of the squad, especially Tarquin, who knew that this particular mountain lay some two hundred miles to the west. It would be a long patrol, even for the most experienced and hardened Borderer.
			

			
				"Our mission will be to confirm a prisoner's tale about a clan of giants that have taken over and re-fortified some of our ruins,” the captain continued. “We'll move in slowly, but if the giants are out in strength, it will be difficult to remain unnoticed for long. Once we have the information we need, it’ll be a quick scamper back to the border."
			

			
				The assembled troopers cheered, and the captain left to make the final preparations for the mission.
			

			
				As they headed for the barracks, Tarquin sought out Donli.
			

			
				"Why two squads? One should be enough, especially if he's worried about being spotted."
			

			
				Donli stopped fingering a new scar on his left cheek and let the others pass before he answered.
			

			
				"Thormon wants to take a giant prisoner for questionin’ and things may get a bit touchy."
			

			
				"You can't be serious,” Tarquin said, shocked. “Take a giant prisoner? How can a bunch of dwarves and a lone human possibly capture a giant?"
			

			
				“Is it because of our short stature that ye think it canna be done?” Donli asked, bristling.
			

			
				“No. Well, yes. I mean a squad of humans would have a hard time doing it. So…”
			

			
				“Height has nothin’ to do with it, lad. And if ye be smart, ye will keep yer thoughts and what we’ll be doing a secret,” Donli said with a touch of irritation. “If we do capture a giant, we won’t have to keep him alive for long. We'll hold him long enough to ask a few questions, that's all. Not a word of this to the lads. Or else. Now I’ve something to tell everyone."
			

			
				As soon as they had reached the barracks, the sergeant cleared his throat, ready to read from the official looking piece of paper he had pulled from his pocket.
			

			
				"Congratulations on completing yer training. Ye once were raw recruits, but now yer fully trained Borderers!" Donli waited for the cheers to subside before continuing. "Right lads and lass, now here's yer orders. First Squad will remain here at Fort Ruger where ye will join the newly formed Fourth Regiment."
			

			
				This time he had to wait five minutes before they quieted. Donli brought out a small keg of beer he had hidden in the hallway and started passing out mugs of ale.
			

			
				He proudly added, “Welcome to the Borderers, lads. Yer the best I've trained. Matter of fact, yer the only ones I've trained, so thanks for gettin’ me off to a great start."
			

			
				The company cheered their sergeant, appreciation clearly showing on their faces. He waved at them to be quiet again.
			

			
				“I’d also like to pass along that I’ve been promoted to lieutenant and will be overseein’ four squads from now on. Nevertheless, don’t worry. I’ll be stayin’ with ye at Fort Ruger. Ye canna be rid of me that easily. However, that means ye will be breakin’ in a new sergeant.”
			

			
				There were loud moans from the company. They genuinely liked Donli. A new leader would bring a different approach to the squad, and they dreaded the changes that this might herald.
			

			
				Donli smiled as he watched their concerned faces.
			

			
				“Ye do not have long to wait to meet yer new sergeant.”
			

			
				They looked at him expectantly and he drew the moment out as long as he could.
			

			
				“I’m happy to announce that Tarquin Delgasian has been promoted to the rank of sergeant and he will be this squad’s new leader, effective immediately.”
			

			
				The roars were loud enough that the guards on duty thought for a moment that orcs might have tunneled under the wall and were running amok in the fort. The First Squad hoisted the young man to their shoulders and carried him around the room, drinking mugs of ale until the keg ran dry.
			

			
				At that point Tarquin left his comrades and found a quiet corner in a storage area of the fort to reflect upon the changes to come.
			

			
				They would be seeing a lot more battles now, and the prince wondered how many of his new friends would end up dead or badly wounded. The responsibility of leading them into these skirmishes fell heavily upon his shoulders. He knew that their lives would depend on his decisions as he led them on patrol. It was a duty the young man did not take lightly.
			

			
				As he sat on a pile of grain sacks, thinking about these things, Botreg joined him.
			

			
				“Congratulations, Tarquin. I’m not surprised ye have made rank already.”
			

			
				“I only hope I can live up to everyone’s expectations,” Tarquin replied solemnly.
			

			
				“The only expectations ye have to live up to are yer own. Remember that. Nevertheless, I must warn ye. Often the ones ye have for yerself are worse than those of everyone else. I'll tell ye one thing, Tarquin. Ye have something that few men or dwarves ever develop.”
			

			
				“What’s that?”
			

			
				“The ability to make good decisions under stress, and the squad knows that. That is why they look to ye and trust that ye will make the correct choices. Who knows, maybe it’s something to do with yer destiny, or maybe it’s yer royal blood. For all we know, it’s an ability that was given to ye at birth to enable ye to fulfill yer role in the prophecy."
			

			
				They sat in companionable silence a few moments before Tarquin asked the question that had been plaguing him for months.
			

			
				“Do you think we’re heading into war with the orcs?”
			

			
				“Aye, lad, I do, but it puzzles me greatly.”
			

			
				“Why is that?”
			

			
				“I’ve heard our superiors talkin’, and they don’t believe the orcs just decided to attack all on their own. They fear somethin’ worse is behind it.”
			

			
				Tarquin wrinkled his brow. “What could be worse? Or should I say who?”
			

			
				“They’ve been tossin’ about several suggestions. Some say it’s the illanni. Others think it could be a group of evil warlocks. Ye know what I think?”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“I think it has somethin’ to do with the evil mentioned in yer prophecy.”
			

			
				“You could be right,” Tarquin agreed. “In fact, that makes sense.”
			

			
				“Have ye heard anythin’ from Daegal about Celedant yet?”
			

			
				“Not a word and it worries me. Where did he go? Does he have to face some danger to get his answers? It’s been a long while since he went on his quest for answers. What if he didn’t make it?”
			

			
				“There’s no point in worryin’ about it, lad. The prophecy didna mention anythin’ about a wizard.”
			

			
				“If he’s dead, how will I ever find out what I’m supposed to do? Daegal doesn’t even know for certain.”
			

			
				“Ye will discover what ye need to know in due time, lad. Rest assured. I’m sure the wizards on Dragon Isles will see that ye do, one way or the other. However, don’t be givin’ up on Celedant just yet.”
			

			
				“Daegal said these quests can take a long time. If Celedant doesn’t return soon, I’m afraid he may be too late. And without his help, I may never be able accomplish whatever it is I’m supposed to do.”
			

			
				Botreg patted him on the shoulder sympathetically.
			

			
				“And if that happens,” Tarquin said, “we’re all doomed.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				By sunrise the patrol was deep within the western hills. Thormon had marched the squads double-time, but once they were beyond the valley, the captain slowed their advance. The journey would take some time. Rushing the patrol could lead to mistakes that might result in death, a failed mission, or both.
			

			
				Threading their way through orcish tribal territories to snatch prisoners had become routine for the Borderers. The only difference was that this time, they were after a giant and they would be moving deep into hostile territory. A month ago the First Squad learned that orcs had wiped out Lieutenant Tarkas and two squads when they pursued a raiding party across the sun-baked sands of the desert.
			

			
				Nothing was a certainty in the south.
			

			
				The first part of their journey was through the less populated portions of the foothills. Most were contested regions that saw numerous skirmishes with outlaws, fortune hunters and outcasts as well as orcish raiding parties intent on taking advantage of the chaos caused by the others. Dense pine forests blanketed the land. Farther south, toward the desert, the hills became rock-encrusted and reached as high as a thousand feet. A few stunted trees and several meandering streams and hills laid the groundwork for a system of caves that led to the underworld in this region. This made an ideal place for small tribes of ogres and other creatures to use as bases for their raiding parties.
			

			
				The patrol traveled in close formation, trusting their scouts to give fair warning of any approaching danger. Secrecy was paramount for this mission. The squads had to detour around any ogres or orcs they stumbled across, taking little-used paths, and snaking up and down the steep hills. So far, they had encountered two parties of orcs. The patrol took cover beside the trail and allowed the orcs to pass without incident.
			

			
				By the end of the second week, the hills were taller and through the breaks in the trees, they were able to catch their first glimpses of the western mountains looming in the distance. Their goal was nestled in one of the valleys that lay before them.
			

			
				The squads pushed further west, living off the land to avoid using the last of their rations. As they traveled, the number of orcs, ogres and other monsters they viewed from a distance increased. Captain Thormon kept a record of the size and type of each party. They also spotted a group of hobgoblins and a family of half-orcs.
			

			
				As they made their way along one trail, Ralav and Ronli, who had been scouting ahead of the patrol, came running back and skidded to a halt in front of the captain.
			

			
				"Sir, there are forty orcs bearing the red arrow insignia of the Muskings Clan on their shields,” Ronli said, panting as she pointed to the trail ahead. “Their camp is located next to the road. They seem to have been there for some time. I believe it’s a guard post."
			

			
				"We’ll need to head up the valley,” Thormon replied after a moment’s thought. “We're so close to our goal, I can feel it in me bones. Let's use the shortest route possible to avoid them."
			

			
				“The valley is littered with orcish scouts,” Ralav said to the Captain. “Getting around them isn’t going to be easy.”
			

			
				“We will have to be on high alert. Pass the word to the lads to proceed cautiously until we pass these orcs. If we’re not careful, we could end up like Lieutenant Tarkas and his squads…dead.”
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				The slavers pushed and prodded Vannor and Haruld for several miles until the cruel captors roughly shoved the men’s heads down to duck under a low doorway. As they tried to straighten up, their heads thumped hard against an unyielding surface and bright stars danced in Vannor’s vision. The ground beneath them was treacherous and uneven, and one of Vannor’s guards kept a firm grip on his arm to help him, none too gently, over the rough terrain.
			

			
				Vannor walked for a long time bent almost double until he was able to stand upright. The next moment, the guards shoved the prisoners into a sitting position against a wall and shackled their legs together, Vannor’s left leg to Haruld’s right. The captors removed the prisoner’s blindfolds and untied their hands, but then retied them together the way they had done with their legs. Wherever they were, it was pitch black.
			

			
				The prisoner’s shoulders touched, and the insignificant contact felt reassuring. They heard the sound of flint striking steel and a spark sprang forth and became a bright flame as wood and kindling caught fire in a stone-rimmed pit, temporarily blinding the two Brae. As their eyes became accustomed to the light, they saw their captors for the first time.
			

			
				Two figures knelt in deep shadow, slightly highlighted by the campfire. At first their skin appeared transparent, but then Vannor realized it was only very pale. When he caught a glimpse of one of his captor’s faces, he realized they had elven features.
			

			
				His first, dreaded thought was that they were Dark Ones.
			

			
				To the Brae, Dark Ones, or illanni, were folklore beings that lived in the frigid regions of the North. Parents would tell children that if they misbehaved, the illanni would come in the night and snatch them away.
			

			
				One of their captors must have felt the human’s stare because he glanced up at Vannor, but he gazed at the prisoners no differently than a herder might glance at a curious sheep. Then, quick as a snake, the illanni stood and walked toward them. He squatted before the prisoners, almost out of arms’ reach, and held out a flask in one hand and two pieces of dried meat in the other.
			

			
				Hesitant but feeling both hungry and thirsty after their long trek, Haruld and Vannor accepted the proffered sustenance. They figured that if their captors had wanted to kill them, they would have done so long ago. The meat was tough and stringy and the water stale.
			

			
				After they had eaten, the illanni extinguished the fire and lay down to sleep. Once more, the Brae were in complete darkness, listening to the footsteps of at least one guard as he paced back and forth across the campsite. The prisoners began shivering and rolled together to keep warm by using each other’s body heat.
			

			
				As Vannor lay in the darkness, a deep sense of hopelessness washed over him. He and Haruld were trapped deep underground, and if by some chance of luck or fate they managed to escape their captors, neither had any idea which direction they needed to go to reach the surface. As a child Vannor had heeded the tales of the illanni and of their caverns that ran like wormholes through the deep places of the earth. If by the gods’ graces the prisoners did break free, they could wander aimlessly in the darkness for days or fall into a deep crevasse before finding a way out of the Illanni’s endless caverns.
			

			
				These were the last thoughts that flowed through his mind as exhaustion overtook him and sent the despairing captain into a fitful sleep.
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Celedant stood on the rough bedrock of the island. Before him a narrow staircase spiraled upward into the darkness.
			

			
				Mage light torch in hand, he began the ascent. The stairs were steep, damp and barely two feet wide. Now, as a full-grown man, he was much bigger than he was when he first made this trip as a lad. The wizard placed one shoulder solidly against the wall as he made his way upward. It would be horribly ironic if he died in a fall.
			

			
				His journey seemed to last forever. The stairs were like the rooms in Edain. From the outside they looked small, but inside, their dimensions stretched far beyond the realm of the physical universe. He counted the steps, but stopped after two hundred. A yawning void suddenly stretched below, just behind him, where the last steps should have been. Turning around was out of the question, so he tightened his grip on the torch and continued upward.
			

			
				After more turns of the clock than Celedant could count, the stairs made a final turn and ended under a trap door in the ceiling above his head. A quick shove opened the door, and it crashed over onto the floor of the room above in a cloud of dust. The echo still rang through the darkness as Celedant heaved himself up through the trap door and closed it behind him to leave behind him the nagging fear of falling.
			

			
				Surveying the chamber, he saw the conical roof above his head and he knew he was at the top of the tower. The room appeared deserted, except for a dust-covered cot.
			

			
				Moving to the center of the room, the wizard cleared his mind. He remembered that it was impossible to find the Crystal and he gave the chamber one last look and shrugged.
			

			
				"If that's the way it’s going to be, then so be it," he said aloud.
			

			
				The cot was old and looked ready to fall apart. Whispering a word of magic, he removed the dust and watched it disappear into the air. Gingerly, he sat on the sagging stuffed mattress and hoped his weight wouldn’t bring the frame crashing to the floor. To his surprise, he found it sufficiently stable. It only squeaked a little when he put his full weight on it. Once Celedant was certain it was solid, he stretched out on top of the mattress and stared at the ceiling.
			

			
				He willed his body and soul to relax. As he did, a sense of peace flowed from the very stones of the tower to envelop him in a protective blanket. The air above him shimmered, changing to the colors of a rainbow that spun faster and faster, quicker than Celedant's eyes could follow. The vibrant hues melted together, forming a patchwork of color, and when the swirling stopped, he saw the fist-sized, midnight blue Crystal floating where the bright disturbance had just been.
			

			
				The Dragon’s Tear pulsed with a power that engulfed the room. Celedant felt unprotected, almost child-like, as the power washed over him.
			

			
				Once its presence had completely filled the room, the crystal stopped and waited. As Celedant lay staring up at the powerful artifact, his body felt drawn toward the magical object, and he was helpless to stop it. His body rigid, he lifted off the bed to hover in mid-air.
			

			
				The wizard felt like he was floating in a vacuum with the Dragon’s Tear mere feet away. He stayed like that for a full minute while the Crystal once more pulsed with power, and an odd sensation began in his hands. Bending his head, he saw that his skin was turning blue and freezing under the icy glare of the powerful stone.
			

			
				He came seeking the Dragon’s Tear, and it had appeared before him, trapping him within the Crystal's home. His skin throbbed so badly, it took all his strength not to scream. He blocked the pain from his mind and concentrated, instinctively knowing that he must be in another plane of existence.
			

			
				Using the power of his psyche, he mentally pictured his body moving through the timeless, icy cold of the Crystal, and his body floated closer to the source.
			

			
				Ice clung to his clothing, making his robe so brittle it crackled, snapped and fell away, leaving him naked. The pain became so unbearable that Celedant screamed in agony as his flesh froze and turned to ice. He had forgotten that this had happened before, and he fought to keep his mind locked on his goal.
			

			
				Unable to resist the urge, the wizard looked down at his hand and watched in horror as his fingers turned black and snapped, turning to Crystal before disappearing into the darkness beneath him. The sight might have caused a less disciplined man to go insane, but he realized that as his body crumbled, the purifying fire of the ice had shattered his past and left nothing but his mind and psyche to surge forward toward the Dragon’s Tear.
			

			
				Unencumbered, his spirit flew faster, growing and stretching into the distance above and below until he found himself hovering only a few inches from the gem, now monstrous in size. His spirit projected a wispy form, and Celedant once more became whole in mind and body.
			

			
				Hesitantly, he reached toward the surface of the Crystal, and as his fascination grew, his trembling fingers touched one of the many facets. His mind sought back to the first time, and he remembered that touching it was unlike anything he had ever encountered. The surface was pliable, bending at the slightest pressure. Ever so slowly his hand penetrated the faceted surface, first the finger tips, next the hand, and then his wrist. Celedant could see nothing through the midnight blue color of the gem, but he was compelled to push on until his body was inside.
			

			
				His physical senses reeled, and Celedant closed his eyes and concentrated on regaining control, using every ounce of mental acuity he possessed. As soon as his senses were back under his own power, the wizard opened his eyes and viewed the interior of the structure. Like the exterior, everything was blue, including the air and his skin.
			

			
				Celedant was truly one with the facets, and for all he knew, he had become part of it. His wispy, ethereal form floated in the center of the stone, surrounded by five facets he could see through.
			

			
				As he studied his surroundings, a body emerged from one surface and formed directly in front of him. At first it appeared human, but as it materialized from the Crystal's substance, Celedant realized that although it was shaped like a man, it was not human.
			

			
				The newcomer was clothed in a blue satin robe with a hood that hid the being’s face. It clasped its hands at the waist, and its skin was multifaceted like the Crystal. As he watched the creature approach, the wizard did not move until it held out its empty hand in a gesture of welcome and motioned for him to come forward.
			

			
				Celedant hesitated.
			

			
				"Welcome, Celedant. Do not be afraid,” the creature said. “As I did when you become an apprentice, I will be your guide while you traverse the Crystal."
			

			
				Celedant advanced and accepted the proffered hand. The power of the Dragon’s Tear radiated through this one being as an outlet of incalculable force. Its grip contained the strength to crush mountains.
			

			
				"In a sense, I am a projection of the Crystal and given a form that you might acknowledge more readily,” his guide said, releasing Celedant’s hand. “However, I was once a wizard like you. I will aid your journey and offer explanations.”
			

			
				Celedant was stunned as more memories of an earlier time flooded his mind. He looked deep within those blue-faceted eyes and remembered that the Crystal possessed a universal wisdom far beyond the ages. Gazing deeper into the bottomless recesses of the creature before him, he saw dark, formless emblems of pure good and darkest evil.
			

			
				He focused on the being’s face, but concern filled his mind. Although he had faced this as a child, he still needed reassurance.
			

			
				“With knowledge comes good and evil,” the guardian acknowledged, “forever vying for power that must be mastered and held in check. Otherwise, the balance would be upset, resulting in havoc.”
			

			
				Celedant’s curiosity got the better of him.
			

			
				“Why would a shift toward good be bad?”
			

			
				“Neither good nor evil can be allowed to rule, at least on this plane of existence. Mankind -- nay, not even those of the other races -- could handle the complete totality of one over the other. The gods have created it thus for countless millennia. As long as the Dragon’s Tear has existed, the balance has been maintained.”
			

			
				“I thought the dragons created the Crystal.”
			

			
				“Dragons have existed since long before the age of man and other sentient creatures. The deities created them shortly after the formation of the worlds and many came to this planet through the void. As the new races evolved, their intelligence and supernatural capabilities grew, and the balance began to swing back and forth like a pendulum, threatening chaos at every turn. Therefore, the dragons -- far more numerous at the time -- came together and created the Dragon’s Tear to restore the balance. They also created a guardian. He had never met a living being other than the dragons until I became one of the first wizards to take up residence on Dragon Isles and find this tower with the Crystal. I underwent a trial and only gained power and understanding upon completion. After a number of years had passed, I decided to return and became one with the guardian, testing novices deemed worthy and judging their capacity for good and evil.”
			

			
				“I always knew the dragons were wise beyond any of us,” Celedant said.
			

			
				“They are. Nevertheless, even as we speak, the balance sways. Above all else, the Dragon’s Tear desires stability and feels the ever-shifting waves of good and evil. This world’s stability teeters on the edge of an abyss, and the Crystal perceives that you may be able to restore it. Should you fail, the power would undeniably shift to evil. I must warn you, Celedant, the Dragon’s Tear is neutral to the effects it creates and what happens to this world as a result. It simply craves order, which is impossible to achieve through the extremes offered by good or evil. This world benefits most when both reign equally, each offsetting the other. This is where the power of the Crystal lies. It is a conduit of good and evil, a valve if you will, and it is through this conduit that the world thrives or suffers.”
			

			
				"What must I do to combat this growing evil?"
			

			
				The faceted man waved to the different surfaces before them.
			

			
				"You must follow your instincts to the heart of knowledge. If judged fit, you will receive the answers you desire. Now tell me. Why do you seek the Dragon’s Tear?"
			

			
				Celedant thought a moment before answering.
			

			
				"I was sent by the Council, and come seeking the wisdom of the Dragon’s Tear on a subject that may lead to dire consequences."
			

			
				The creature nodded. "Good. We will see what there is to be found." The Guardian pointed to the facet from which he had emerged. "We will enter here together, but afterward you must choose your own course."
			

			
				They pushed through the pliable material and entered the next chamber, which seemed more substantial than the first. Three walls of the room, if it were a room, swirled with a mixture of blue and darkness. The creature moved to Celedant's left and motioned toward the wall.
			

			
				"Before you are three choices. You will learn different things from each, but you must make wise decisions to move on to your goal."
			

			
				The wizard arched an eyebrow and stepped forward. At first, he saw only his and the guide’s reflections. Then the swirling mists changed and their images faded from view and were replaced by a small golden scepter with a diamond on one end. Celedant recognized it as the Scepter of Beginning, an artifact of the ancients, which legend stated had been used to create the universe."
			

			
				"Before you is power undreamed of,” the creature whispered in Celedant’s ear. “With it, your quest would be simple. Think of the thousands that would avoid unnecessary suffering and death if you controlled that power."
			

			
				The sweet tone of the guide drove waves of desire through the wizard. It whispered of unrivaled power, undreamed knowledge, all his for the asking. Celedant silently agreed that with the scepter he could accomplish his quest, lessening the suffering that would otherwise occur.
			

			
				The creature then motioned to the next facet.
			

			
				"Let us see what else the Crystal offers."
			

			
				The next side unveiled a room filled with gold spread across the floor and overflowing from numerous open chests. The room also contained thousands of bound volumes of books arrayed in numerous bookcases. As Celedant peered closer, he read the names of both the present Masters of Edain and the ones who had preceded them. To hold another Master's spell book would be to hold power over them. Anything would be possible. Surely, the knowledge he was seeking would be there.
			

			
				"With the contents before you," his guide gestured into the facet, "the world would be yours. If you held this power, the quest would become insignificant."
			

			
				Desire swelled once more as the guide’s voice tempted him. The power of the Crystal would be Celedant’s, and through him, he could restore the balance. Although the gold did not tempt him, the ancient spell books did. To hold the power of the Masters and their predecessors was power undreamed of, even by the ancients.
			

			
				He remembered why he was here. Once he had overthrown this evil now threatening his world, he would write his own spell books, and they would rival those of the Masters. That was enough for Celedant. He was content to wait. The wizard turned away from the gold and the ancient books and advanced to the remaining side.
			

			
				This facet was clear and showed his old room at Edain. Nothing had changed except for the addition of a large silver mirror. Celedant surveyed the room, but found no clue as to its meaning, only the mirror that reflected the image of the two viewers. He turned to his guide.
			

			
				"What does this signify?”
			

			
				His guide pointed to the mirror and asked, "What do you see?"
			

			
				Celedant studied the mirror, deep in thought, until he finally stumbled on its meaning.
			

			
				"I see myself as I am. Nothing has changed. The other facets offered objects that would ease my quest, but here I see only me. It is as Capres told me. I am ready for this venture, and I don't need anything external to accomplish it, other than the Staff of Adaman, and the knowledge I seek. The things I’ve been offered would greatly aid me, but they would also offer a dangerous enticement. With that kind of power, the temptation to become the sole ruler of the planet would be too great."
			

			
				Not waiting for his guide, Celedant walked through the wall facing him and entered the next room. As he passed through the facet, his guide followed and the two of them found themselves in an empty room. The previous image had disappeared.
			

			
				"More choices await you,” the creature explained. “You chose wisely, but the ordeal is not yet over."
			

			
				Celedant went to the left-hand facet first. When the blue and black swirl cleared, he saw an unknown number of bodies covering the floor as far as the eye could see. He recognized none of them. The bodies represented the faceless innocents of different races of the world, and each bore vicious, mortal wounds. They were all dead because of an action or decision he would make in the coming war.
			

			
				"That is the result of your quest – blood on your hands and conscience,” the guide said as he looked over Celedant’s shoulder. “The Crystal can change the road so that an easy victory is open to you. All you need to do is grasp it."
			

			
				The wizard gave the faceted man a cold look.
			

			
				"I already have blood on my hands. As long as the cause is just and the end result is achieved, the blood cannot be avoided."
			

			
				The creature then steered Celedant to the next facet and he saw himself walking along a peaceful beach with Azimuth. They were deep in conversation, but try as he might, the wizard could not hear their words over the crashing of the waves.
			

			
				"Here is a place worthy of a man of your power,” the guide said, seemingly tempting the wizard. “It is a relaxing place to spend the remainder of your life and offers an existence without problems or worries, with nothing heroic or life-changing to concern you.”
			

			
				Celedant had often dreamed of such a place, usually when trapped by a sudden snowstorm or while camping in the rain or in the midst of an ice storm. Taking a deep breath, he sighed.
			

			
				"No, I rather enjoy worrying about life and trying to solve the world's problems. Show me the next one."
			

			
				The faceted man looked at Celedant strangely and then led him to the next wall. It again showed him his old room at Edain. This time he saw himself seated in his comfortable, padded chair, lecturing a young man from a huge tome that rested in his lap.
			

			
				Celedant looked longingly at the scene before him. He could retire from the active life of a traveler to spend his days teaching. However, that dream was secondary to what really mattered, which was the quest. Even in this idyllic setting, the problems he faced would continue. He could not hide behind the walls of Edain while evil gained control of the world. In the end Edain, too, would fall. It was an option he could not tolerate.
			

			
				He turned and looked into the guardian’s faceted eyes. "I choose the first fate. My quest will be stained with blood no matter what I do, but by taking an active part, I may be able to save untold numbers who would fall if I did nothing."
			

			
				His guide smiled.
			

			
				"Then there is only one more choice left to be made. Follow me."
			

			
				The faceted man grabbed Celedant's upper arm in a vice-like grip and propelled him through the first facet. As they walked silently over the mutilated bodies, the dead revealed their identities. The wizard recognized the faces of many friends, young and old, lying at his feet. Still, he knew deep within his soul that this was the true course and he remained confidant of that as they crossed the field filled with death.
			

			
				When they finally reached the room beyond, it was the same as the others except for a single, high-backed throne placed against the far wall. The guide released Celedant, sat down and leaned back.
			

			
				“At this time, you may ask questions about your quest, and I will tell you whether the Crystal might be of assistance."
			

			
				Celedant sat down cross-legged on the floor and folded his arms across his chest.
			

			
				"Do you know of the prophecy that has sent me to seek your knowledge?"
			

			
				His guide nodded. "It is an ancient one, written after Partha fell to the Zeiglon Empire."
			

			
				Celedant pondered a moment before asking his next question.
			

			
				"What evil does it speak of?"
			

			
				"An evil that did not originate in this world,” his guide replied, smoothing the satin material of his robe. “When this planet was born, a rift in space was discovered on a distant world. Evil beings of terrible power used it to escape the ancient, desolate place of their existence and found their way to this and other newly formed worlds. Their emergence here caused great concern among the gods who had toiled so hard to create a perfect new land. They warred with these evil beings for a thousand years until Adaman, the god of light, used his staff to seal the rift and end the hostilities. The gods were overjoyed. The war ended, trapping the evil beings inside their own worlds. Then disaster struck. After the war, Adaman returned home. Unhappy about the way things had ended, his twin sister, Adois, stole the staff and hid it in a place so secret, her brother was never able to find it."
			

			
				The wizard had heard these tales before. Still, it unsettled him knowing that evil stemmed back to the beginning of the world.
			

			
				The faceted man continued.
			

			
				"Now I will reveal what you do not know. A warlock, whose name is unimportant, found the staff, but he dared not use it. Only the pure of heart can use Adaman’s staff. Should evil seize it, the staff will destroy the user and everything around him. Unfortunately, this warlock was not only evil, but extremely intelligent. He found a man pure of heart who he could control and had him disassemble the staff into two parts, a five-foot length of mythril and a fist-size golden amber Crystal encased in the mouth of a golden dragon. After studying the pieces for years, he was finally able to make an evil copy of the staff and he named it after the one who had stolen the original. Adois.”
			

			
				“A definitive defeat for Adaman,” Celedant added.
			

			
				“Yes. The warlock forced the man to hide the pieces of the Staff of Adaman. To my knowledge, the Staff of Adois disappeared over the eons. Some believe that the warlock who created it had tried to tap into its power and was lost in the void. No one really knows. Eons passed and it was gifted to someone powerful enough to control it. He is using the staff to bring lesser beings from other worlds through the rift that Adaman had closed. The problem is that this creature actually believes that if he makes this world more like his own, it will be better than it is now. In his mind, he is not evil, and the things that he wants to achieve would be for the good of everyone.”
			

			
				The creature shifted forward, closer to Celedant, and continued.
			

			
				"No one knows how or why prophecies are born, but if this prophecy is true -- and they always are -- it points to the youngest prince of Partha. He will be vital in the destruction of this evil. You seem to have stepped to the forefront of this situation and are destined to aid the boy. The only thing capable of destroying the abomination that is the Staff of Adois is Adaman's staff. You must find the missing pieces, reassemble it and permanently close the rift by destroying the Staff of Adois. The rift is newly-opened, yes, but each year it brings more of Adois’ power to the being controlling the staff. It is a power so great, it will soon be difficult to overcome.”
			

			
				“What role is the boy destined to play?”
			

			
				“I have said all that I am permitted to reveal at the present. You must learn the rest on your own.” He thought a moment before continuing. “I’m curious. Why have you have chosen to follow this prophecy? Speak the truth, wizard."
			

			
				The question caught Celedant off guard, but he quickly recovered and answered the truth of his heart.
			

			
				"Long have I traveled the world, and I know without question that it is not a perfect place. Here at Edain peace and harmony rule, and if I could, I would stay here forever, but the troubles of life call to me. I have grown to love and value its haphazard order. A great evil has slipped in and is threatening what remains of goodness and all that I hold dear. Many would leap at the chance to gain the fame and honor that stopping this evil would bring, but my reasons are simple. The world must be protected, the wrongs righted."
			

			
				The faceted man laughed deeply. “The races of this planet are indeed strange and unique. Your words ring true with your earlier choices. However, I must be certain that your commitment is unselfish and complete."
			

			
				Celedant's guide began to glow with a bright blue light from the many facets of his body shining through the figure’s satin robes. The wizard felt its power wash over him, bearing his soul to the power of the Dragon’s Tear and ripping out every secret and intent within him.
			

			
				Before he knew it, the glowing dissipated, and the guide was once again at his side.
			

			
				The faceted man gently took the stunned wizard’s elbow.
			

			
				"Come, Celedant. I have looked upon your innermost thoughts and I will allow you to pass through the last facet of the Crystal. Knowing what you now know, are you still willing to see the prophecy through to its inevitable conclusion, regardless of the outcome?"
			

			
				Celedant squared his shoulders.
			

			
				"Yes, I won't fail in this quest."
			

			
				“I must caution you about one last thing. If the Staff of Adois should come into your possession, destroy it along with the Staff of Adaman. Above all, do not attempt to use the Staff of Adois. Its evil will overwhelm you, but should you survive, the force will turn you into the very thing you abhor most. You will become an abomination that will not rest until it destroys everything that is good.”
			

			
				“I understand,” Celedant assured him.
			

			
				The guide pushed Celedant toward the facet directly across from him. As the wizard approached, scenes of peace reflected in the other facets, tempting him one last time, but he continued toward the one filled with death. Torn and shredded bodies swirled within the mist, and it seemed to take an eternity to pass through them. Finally his own body met the resistance of the wall. He passed through to the other side and found himself floating in the void.
			

			
				He mentally turned his body away from the pulsing Crystal, even though its attraction was as strong as a siren’s call, tempting him to return.
			

			
				Celedant saw the tiny opening through which he had entered the void, and he mentally propelled himself toward it. He looked back at the pulsing blue Crystal that was the power of Edain and gripping the edges of the opening, he pulled himself into the interior of the tower.
			

			
				Below him he saw the cot and willed himself there.
			

			
				As he floated toward it, he felt a great weariness overcome him, and when he arrived at it, he discovered that his physical body had never left the cot, only his psyche. The exhaustion of his ordeal drained him of his remaining energy. He floated to the cot and re-entered his body. The wizard was asleep before he even realized he was lying on the mattress.
			

			
				There in the tower of the Crystal, Celedant slept the sleep of the dead while time passed unendingly in the outside world.
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				After her narrow escape from the dwarves, Morganna wisely decided not to carry out any more expeditions near her home. She had no desire to find another home unless it was absolutely necessary.
			

			
				Although she had lived most of her life in the dark caverns of the underworld, she was beginning to enjoy life above ground and had adjusted her sleeping schedule accordingly. She had found a fascinating new world, filled with colorful and fragrant flowers, towering trees, unusual animals and soaring birds. The unique sounds of the birds’songs and the wind rustling through the trees became a natural, pleasing part of her new life. Now, whenever she had to go below ground, she discovered she missed them and she was eager to return above ground.
			

			
				The last major task Morganna had to accomplish was finding suitable armor. Her options were limited. She needed either human or elven sizing since anything that would fit a dwarf would be too short for her stature. Chainmail would be too heavy, and while humans made excellent leather armor, she decided she wanted elven-made leathers instead. The elves had the same slender build as she and they made varied styles for female archers and warriors. More importantly, magic permeated the elven armor and that meant she could more easily add her own enchantments.
			

			
				The downside was that penetrating the High Elves forest would be even harder than entering the dwarvan underground city. Since her coloring and features duplicated the elves more than the illanni, she felt it might be possible to pass for one, especially under the cover of darkness.
			

			
				She needed a week to prepare.
			

			
				She spent her time making elven-style clothing and reading a recently acquired book, Dissention among Us, about the cause and separation of the elven nations. The clothing would complete her disguise, and Morganna soon discovered that as long as she was dressed like an elf, humans and other races tended to pay little attention to her.
			

			
				Late one night Morganna transported to the edge of the forest surrounding the ancient city Korvanna where she materialized three feet behind an extremely young male elf. Sensing her presence, he spun around and was startled to find her there.
			

			
				“I’m sorry. I did not mean to startle you,” she said, adapting her speech to the accent common to a High Elf.
			

			
				“How did you do that?” He cleared his throat and started over. “Actually, I’m the one who should be sorry. I did not hear your approach. Father has told me repeatedly that I need to learn to listen and move quieter. He said I am so noisy the sentries can hear me move even from the furthest reaches of our forest. My name is Aradan.”
			

			
				“I am called Vaneya,” Morganna said, using an elven name she had chosen and smiling sweetly at him. “It is very late.”
			

			
				“I couldn’t sleep,” Aradan replied, blushing. “Tomorrow I will turn twenty years and will enter the academy.”
			

			
				“Ah,” Morganna said, nodding. “An important step for one so young. You must be very excited.”
			

			
				“I am,” the boy admitted, grinning. “Hopefully, once I enter the academy, my parents will stop thinking of me as a child. Humans are considered full-grown when they reach eighteen years.”
			

			
				“Humans are mortal,” she laughed. “Their entire lifetime doesn’t even cover the childhood of an elf.”
			

			
				“Is that why there are so few of us born, compared to humans?”
			

			
				“Yes, although we do not die from illness or disease as humans do and we heal more quickly when injured. We can be killed, but that usually only happens in battle or by accident. At those times, more children are born to maintain the population.”
			

			
				“You sound like one of my teachers.”
			

			
				As the boy finished speaking, another elf joined them. Morganna stepped back into a deeper shadow. While a child as young as Aradan might not question her presence, an adult would.
			

			
				“There you are, Aradan. Who are you speaking to?”
			

			
				“This is Vaneya. Vaneya, this is my father, Ishtuion.”
			

			
				“I don’t recall seeing you before,” Ishtuion said as he peered into the darkness, trying to get a better look at her.
			

			
				“I travel a lot. It’s been a long time since I returned to Korvanna,” Morganna said. “I’ve been living and studying on Dragon Isles.”
			

			
				Ishtuion frowned. Although all elves were born with magic, only a few were powerful enough to reach the level of a wizard or sorceress. Those who did were looked upon with jealousy.
			

			
				“Come, Aradan, you have a big day tomorrow and you need your rest,” Ishtuion said. He placed his arm around his son’s shoulders and steered him away from Morganna.
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				Melting into the trees, the illanni girl skirted the city in the opposite direction. She had no desire to run into anyone else, especially the boy’s father again. He was already suspicious. She wanted to come back another night to conduct her search, but she was afraid the pair might speak to others about her. Once they realized that no High Elf existed named Vaneya, who claimed to be a sorceress, the city would be alerted to her presence and her mission would become much more complicated.
			

			
				Although their homes were located high up in the trees, with hundreds of walkways connecting them, their businesses sat at ground level to provide easy access for trading with the other races. This, and the fact that elves seldom locked their doors, made her task easier. Elves did not prey upon each other. Things like murder, theft, rape and other nefarious crimes did not exist among them. The doors all had locks, but the only time the elves used them was when visitors of other races stayed in the city or when Korvanna came under attack. Had this been an isolated elven community, the locks would not have been present.
			

			
				She could have gone under a veil to prevent anyone from seeing her as she searched for the armory, but she wanted to keep her magic use to a minimum so as not to alert any elves powerful enough to sense it. The walkways, which stretched from house to house in the upper regions of the city, were lighted by magic globes to keep anyone from accidentally falling to their death in the dark. The globes on the streets below were more widely spaced and provided just enough light to see where one was going.
			

			
				Morganna kept to the shadows and used her excellent night vision to read the signs over the doors and on the shop windows to help her locate her destination. Nearly a turn of the clock passed before she located the right place in the center of the city. Unfortunately, it was all the way across the street from where she stood, and the illanni would have to risk exposure unless she used a veil.
			

			
				She decided to take the risk. She could disappear if someone spotted her. Morganna cautiously peered in every direction, checking not only the streets and sidewalks, but also the doors and windows of the buildings around her. Everything seemed deserted, but she had no way of knowing if someone might be watching her from her side of the road. The sorceress hoped that everyone was in bed and had no reason to be in his or her business at this late time.
			

			
				Taking one last glance, she darted across the street and slipped into the shadows on the other side. The shop she wanted was two doors down. Morganna glanced at the windows and doors across the street to see if anyone had noticed. Everything seemed quiet and empty.
			

			
				So far, so good, she thought.
			

			
				Within moments she stood in front of the shop and listened for any sound that might come from inside. When everything remained quiet, the illanni gently turned the knob and slipped indoors. It was much darker inside without even the feeble illumination of the globes, but her night vision came to her rescue.
			

			
				Several sets of leather armor were on display. Morganna carefully examined each one by illuminating a crystal the size of a plum so she could discern the details of each. Finally, she chose a full body top, strap skirt and overskirt along with a set of cuffs decorated with spikes made from mythril and coated brown so they wouldn’t reflect the light. These became weapons in close combat. She added a pair of spiked polyens, a protective covering for her knees, and knee-high boots.
			

			
				The armor was made of supple leather, butter soft and the exact shade of brown that would allow her to blend seamlessly with any woodland environment. Its strength came from layer after layer of enchantment derived from runes and skillfully woven into the outer layer of the leather. To the untrained eye the runes looked only like decorative ornamentation. Tiny pieces of enchanted, honey-brown calcite crystals woven into the design contained even more spells and made the leather far superior to human armor, which was rarely ever enchanted. Its opaque color would not reflect the light and give the wearer’s position away.
			

			
				Morganna quickly dressed in the armor and stuffed the green elven dress she had worn into a drawstring bag she had folded and tied to her waist for that purpose. She removed a small bag of gold and laid it on the counter. It went against her nature to steal from her own people, and since elves were closely related cousins, she decided to leave enough to pay for the armor.
			

			
				Morganna was turning to leave when she heard the sound of footsteps outside the shop. She quickly raised a veil and moved to a corner near the front door. Moments later the portal opened and two elves, a male and a female holding a basket with a magical globe inside, entered the building.
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				“I’m certain she came in here,” Ishtuion said to his companion.
			

			
				The female elf glanced around the shop. Seeing no one there and nothing apparently out of place, she shook her head.
			

			
				“Really, Ishtuion. I think you’re seeing things. There is no one here. See?”
			

			
				“I tell you, I saw that sorceress cross the street and slip into one of these shops. I’m certain it was yours.”
			

			
				“Why would she come in here during the middle of the night? Did you check the other shops?”
			

			
				“I would not presume to enter another’s property without permission. Besides, one is a bakery and the other a candle maker’s establishment. What business would she have there? The bakery is empty of goods until the morrow, and I doubt she wanted candles. Please make sure nothing is missing.”
			

			
				“An elf stealing? Are you serious?”
			

			
				“She’s a sorceress. I’m certain of it. Her kind cannot be trusted. Why else would she be wandering around at this time of night?”
			

			
				“Why indeed? And what brings you from your bed?”
			

			
				“I was out searching for Aradan,” Ishtuion huffed. “He had trouble sleeping and took a walk to tire himself.”
			

			
				Nathroniel shook her head and patted his arm.
			

			
				“I never knew you were so prejudiced toward superior magic. My great-grandfather was a wizard, you know. He was killed during the battle between Partha and the Zeiglon Empire.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry. I did not know,” Ishtuion replied. “Why did he get involved in that war?”
			

			
				“They were our allies. My great-grandfather was a close friend to the Parthian Royal Family. I suppose you would have mistrusted him as well?”
			

			
				“I…that’s different. I’m sure he was a well-known and valuable member of the city. This Vaneya, if that is her name, claimed she has been living on Dragon Isles. For all we know, she isn’t even from our city, a fact I plan to confirm in the morning.”
			

			
				“A sorceress from Dragon Isles would have no reason to sneak around our city at night. We have traded with them for centuries. However, if it will make you feel better, I’ll look around.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Nathroniel. I just feel that something isn’t right.”
			

			
				The shopkeeper noticed the bag on gold on the counter.
			

			
				“That’s odd. I’m sure this wasn’t here when I left earlier.”
			

			
				“You must have forgotten to put it away after a sale.”
			

			
				Nathroniel shook her head.
			

			
				“No, I would not leave gold sitting around.” She opened the bag and poured the pieces into her hand. “This is more gold than even my most expensive set of armor would cost. I know there was no sale made today large enough to justify this amount.”
			

			
				Her curiosity aroused, she returned the gold to the sack and placed it in the pocket of her skirt. Then she examined the merchandise in the store. After a while she stopped and turned to her companion.
			

			
				“Well?”
			

			
				“I am missing a complete set of my finest female armor.”
			

			
				“Aha!”
			

			
				“However, the gold she left is more than enough to pay for it.”
			

			
				“So why didn’t she come around in the morning and purchase it? Tell me that?”
			

			
				“Maybe she’s shy and wanted to avoid attention.”
			

			
				“That doesn’t make any sense.”
			

			
				“Doesn’t it? How many others among us dislike elven wizards and sorceresses and would shun her?”
			

			
				“I don’t know.”
			

			
				“Let it rest, Ishtuion. I made an excellent sale. Let’s return to our homes and get some sleep. Tomorrow will soon be upon us.”
			

			
				As she headed for the door, Nathroniel noticed a pair of gloves that had dropped to the floor from a table near where Morganna was still standing. The illanni held her breath and pressed against the wall as tightly as possible.
			

			
				“Go on now. I just want to put this money away, and I’ll be heading home.”
			

			
				Ishtuion nodded and left. When she was sure he was far enough away, the merchant spoke.
			

			
				“I know you’re still here,” Nathroniel said to the empty corner. “I may not be as powerful as my great-grandfather, but I am a sorceress and can perceive your presence.”
			

			
				Morganna did not sense the woman was a danger, but she decided it would be best if she did not reveal her physical appearance.
			

			
				“You have excellent taste, whoever you are. That was my favorite and was by far the most effective armor in the shop.”
			

			
				“I did not mean to offend you,” Morganna finally said. “However, it is best for all if I keep my identity secret.”
			

			
				“I understand. Since the sentries did not detect your presence, I assume you teleported to the forest. Don’t try to apparate from within the city. It can’t be done. Wards have been placed throughout the interior to keep invaders out.”
			

			
				“I assumed as much, but thank you for warning me.”
			

			
				“You’re welcome. Please leave, and I will follow you out.”
			

			
				The door of the shop opened, seemingly of its own accord, and then gently closed again. Nathroniel followed her out and returned home without saying a word to anyone.
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				Morganna decided not to drop the veil until she left the city and entered the forest, just in case Ishtuion was lurking nearby. After she had cancelled the spell, a cold voice from her past stopped her dead in her tracks.
			

			
				“So, this is where you’ve been hiding.”
			

			
				Morganna spun around and found herself looking at her late uncle’s eldest son, Despres, a despicable elf she had never liked. Seeing her distress, the illanni grinned and his vampiric fangs gleamed in the moonlight. Morganna smelled the foul odor of stale blood on his breath.
			

			
				“Your father has offered a substantial reward to anyone who can bring him your head, without the body, of course,” he laughed wickedly. “It seems I’ve just found my meal ticket.”
			

			
				“The only thing you’ve found is a one-way ticket back to the evil that spawned you,” Morganna said. “Avfrya Kastasig!”
			

			
				Before she could complete the incantation, the vampire shot across the distance between them so quickly his body was nothing more than a blur. The fireball she had cast missed and shot harmlessly through the empty air into the trunk of a tree.
			

			
				He grabbed her throat with one hand and her right arm with the other to prevent her from casting more spells. Morganna fought her attacker with all the strength she possessed, but the vampire was too strong. He slammed her head against a tree and knocked her senseless.
			

			
				“Uncle didn’t say I couldn’t drain you first,” the vampire said, and as her knees buckled, he slipped an arm around her waist to support her body before he sunk his teeth deep into her neck.
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				At home in his favorite fur-lined seat by the open window that let in so much light, Sellis laid aside the scroll he was reading. He was about to head into the dining hall for his evening meal when a raven flew through the open window. The large bird settled on a perch atop the small oak table beside the warlock’s chair.
			

			
				After accepting his current assignment from Melgor, messages had begun arriving at least once a day and Sellis had placed the table there after an earlier visit when one raven had knocked over a glass of his expensive elven wine.
			

			
				He carefully removed the missive from the well-trained bird’s leg and offered the carrier a piece of dried meat. The bird quickly gulped it down before flying back out through the open window. Sellis uncurled the tightly wrapped missive and read it as quickly as the raven had devoured the meat.
			

			
				The message was from an informant who stated that the young Parthian upstart would be on patrol and monitoring activities around Zigar-shan. Sellis had already heard whispers in Dormin concerning King Rodel’s aspirations to expand his Empire. He wished Melgor would leave well enough alone, but knew his benefactor’s desire for world dominance was the main reason for pushing Rodel to attack the West.
			

			
				Sellis would accomplish his own assignment, but only after he had siphoned off enough gold to ensure that he could spend the rest of his days in comfortable accommodations. At least one part of his mission was now within his grasp.
			

			
				Sellis had never been to the long-lost dwarvan stronghold, Zigar-shan, and he would have to teleport along the border of the great swamp as he searched for it. Rising from his chair, the warlock walked to his bedchamber and changed into his traveling clothes, a forest-green tunic and an overcoat with gold trim and matching pants. He grasped Nashmeol, his ring of teleportation, closed his eyes and whispered the words that would invoke his journey.
			

			
				When he had passed the swamp and was nearing the city, he softly chanted the spell that would take him directly to the front gate. That proved to be a mistake. He materialized right under the nose of a dim-witted giant.
			

			
				“Argh!” the startled monster yelled as he stepped back in shock.
			

			
				“Wait...” Before Sellis could finish, the giant lashed out with its man-sized axe. Sellis reacted quickly and disappeared from the spot before the deadly blade cleaved him in two. He reappeared twenty feet away, startling the guard a second time.
			

			
				It took a turn of the clock to calm the giant at the gate and to receive his permission to enter the massive, but crumbling granite compound. Sellis wandered the busy streets and made his way up a steep cobblestone path toward the underground portion of the ruins.
			

			
				Though the giants and their orc allies had been re-fortifying the site, Zigar-shan was still a ruin. The occupying forces had haphazardly rebuilt the thick stone walls by using chunks of broken stone, rocks and sandy mortar and several of these poorly constructed sections leaned outward so precariously that a good push might easily topple them.
			

			
				After clearing the streets of the rubble and debris left from the war, the giants had used old stone and freshly cut timber to build plain, if serviceable homes along the roads. Sellis did not know who was in charge, but like most giants, this guard was a monosyllabic dolt. Sellis didn’t bother to waste his time questioning him.
			

			
				After walking for half a turn of the clock, Sellis reached a wide, somewhat orderly square that boasted a couple scraggly pine trees with more brown needles than green clinging to the branches. Across from him one of the largest structures in the city, a four-story wooden building, stretched endlessly away toward the mountain.
			

			
				The warlock approached the structure, but two giants in chainmail standing guard beside the massive doors stopped him.
			

			
				“Halt, human,” one of the giants boomed, suspiciously. “What you want?”
			

			
				Sellis drew himself up.
			

			
				“I am Sellis of the Warlock’s Council, and I seek an audience with your leader.”
			

			
				The giant leaned over and peered at the warlock with crossed, milky-blue eyes. He slowly wrinkled his brow in concentration as he tried to come up with a response to the little man’s challenge. His companion stood at his post looking stupid.
			

			
				“Prove it.”
			

			
				“I can either blow you to ashes and seek your leader on my own, or if you must have proof, look at my pendent,” Sellis said, bristling at this challenge to his authority.
			

			
				He pulled forth a pendant shaped like a black dragon which had been hanging around his neck. The giants recoiled. Only Members of the Warlocks’ Council wore these.
			

			
				“Sorry, master,” the giant who had questioned him said. “Herroth-the-Great eating morning meal. Come.”
			

			
				Sellis trailed behind the twelve-foot giant as he stomped down a wooden hallway to another set of double doors, and the guard shoved them open ponderously.
			

			
				“Me bring warlock from council,” the giant announced to the room at large.
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				The giant stood aside and Sellis entered a large banquet hall adorned by a row of columns that ran down the center of the room and were made from massive oak trees. Fire pits lined the walls and heated the room like an oven as female giants kept the blazes burning.
			

			
				Sellis walked toward a raised dais that held a huge wooden table where several giants sat in high-backed chairs eating bread and curds and washing them down with ale. The intense heat puzzled the warlock until he neared the table and saw that the nineteen-foot-tall Herroth was a fire giant, dressed in clothing and boots that were completely covered with the bright green scales of a firedrake. His mop of short, black hair looked as though a comb hadn’t touched it in months.
			

			
				Sellis stopped twenty feet from the raised platform and announced, “I am Sellis of the Council and have urgent business with the great Herroth.”
			

			
				There was nothing supreme, let alone great, about the massive being sitting at the center of the table. The fire giant seemed nearly as wide as he was tall and he appeared to be just as dim-witted as his guards. How King Rodel could have chosen him to lead this expedition was beyond Sellis’ understanding.
			

			
				The giant took his time chewing and swallowing before he finally leaned back, straining the wood of his chair to its near-breaking point, and looked at his visitor. He belched as he surveyed the puny human and then motioned to a serving giantess in a long, low-cut woolen dress to refill his goblet. As she did, he slapped the server’s ample rear and chuckled, but he only received a dirty look in exchange.
			

			
				“What you want?” he asked Sellis.
			

			
				Sellis hated the idea of showing the giant respect. Nevertheless, he needed cooperation, so he bowed even though he was grimacing mentally.
			

			
				“I have an urgent task from the Council that I must accomplish as soon as possible. I am trying to locate a certain individual.” Realizing that the giant did not understand what an individual was, Sellis corrected himself. “I must find a human in this region and I need your help.”
			

			
				Herroth waved him forward.
			

			
				“Me always help warlocks. Come. Drink with Herroth.”
			

			
				This may work after all, Sellis thought.
			

			
				“I need a few foot soldiers to hunt down this man. After that, I will trouble you no more,” he said advancing to the dais.
			

			
				The giant stood, called for a smaller cup for the warlock and shoved the giant seated across from him, toppling his wooden chair.
			

			
				“Sit,” he said, pointing to Sellis.
			

			
				Once the displaced giant had righted his chair and moved to another one further down the table, Sellis realized he had a problem. The dais was six feet high, an easy step for a giant, but nearly insurmountable to a human only 5’7”. If he had been anywhere else, the warlock would simply have levitated to the top of the dais and into the chair, but he didn’t dare try that now without the giant’s permission. Except for those few giants who possessed fire magic, they were non-magical creatures and did not like spells performed in their presence.
			

			
				Sellis was not about to demean himself by crawling to the top of the platform, so he loudly cleared his throat.
			

			
				“You got frog in throat? Make it jump out,” Herroth chuckled, and the other giants roared with laughter and pounded the table.
			

			
				Sellis turned beet red and had to bite his tongue to keep from lashing out. It took him several moments to regain control of his temper, but the giants did not notice. They were too busy laughing at his discomfort.
			

			
				“Excuse me,” Sellis said when the laughter died. “Do you have a step I can use?” As Herroth looked at him stupidly, he added, “To reach the top of the dais?”
			

			
				Herroth looked around and spotted the female server setting the smaller mug of ale on the table.
			

			
				“Seathus! Put human in chair.”
			

			
				If Sellis thought he had been embarrassed before, what happened next was nearly his undoing. Before he could voice an objection, the giantess leaned over, exposing the top of her massive bosom, grabbed the warlock under his arms, and deposited him in the chair just as a mother would settle a small child into a highchair. Although the chair was indeed elevated, the table was even higher, and Sellis could barely see over the top.
			

			
				“Hmm, Herroth not see warlock. Seathus, you sit. Put human on lap. He see then.”
			

			
				“No, no, no. That won’t be necessary,” Sellis stammered as he got to his feet. “I’ll stand. Thank you.”
			

			
				The giantess shrugged and left to get more ale. Now that he and Herroth were face-to-face, Sellis lifted the mug and took a tentative sip. He didn’t want their ale, but he knew that if he refused, it could lead to trouble. It tasted better than he expected.
			

			
				“Plenty barrels in basement. Not bad for long beard ale.”
			

			
				Sellis nodded. That certainly explained the taste. He took a heftier swallow and smiled. Dwarves made some of the best brew on the planet.
			

			
				“You take orcs. They useless, but taste good.” He proffered a huge bowl that Sellis had thought held melons. When he got a closer look, it turned out to be orc heads. Herroth gingerly plucked one from the bowl with his thumb and forefinger and popped it into his mouth, his large lips smacking in delight. He crunched away.
			

			
				“Mm, good.”
			

			
				Sellis grimaced and tried to ignore Herroth’s contented crunching. Although the Warlock’s Council had forced the giants and orcs to fight together as allies, orcs were a favorite treat the giants liked to indulge in.
			

			
				“Great Herroth, are you planning to attack the dwarves’ forts along the border?”
			

			
				The giant laughed.
			

			
				“Me not attack forts. Mighty Rodel want me sack dirty long beard’s city, Southgard.”
			

			
				Sellis was deeply troubled by this announcement. An attack of the dwarvan city might draw both Celedant and Tarquin to its defense, but if they died and he wasn’t the cause of their deaths, Sellis wouldn’t receive his payment. He couldn’t allow this to happen and he knew he had to think quickly.
			

			
				“Great Herroth, I must hurry to accomplish my mission. I will mention your most noble hospitality. Once Southgard falls, Rodel would need someone to hold it for him. I’ll put in a good word for you.”
			

			
				The giant already was well into his cups, despite the early morning. He smiled his appreciation.
			

			
				“Tell Thos, you boss now of one squad.”
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				Sellis drained his mug, bowed, slipped out of his chair and jumped down from the dais. Soon he had lost himself in the shadows between the columns. Once he was certain that none of the giants could see him, Sellis activated his teleportation ring and blinked from view.
			

			
				He timed it perfectly. The giantess had just entered the kitchen to fetch more ale when he appeared two feet behind her as the door swung shut. He quickly cast his spell, freezing her in mid-step along with several other giants preparing food in the kitchen. He hurried past her frozen body and, as he passed, grabbed the empty ewer she carried.
			

			
				Looking around, Sellis spotted several barrels the giants had stacked in the kitchen and he headed for one with a tap. The warlock acted quickly and wove through the frozen bodies as he reached into an inner pocket and brought out a small vial and briefly examined the fluid inside it. He knew that a single drop of the poison it contained would kill a man, but Herroth was huge, even for a giant. A drop probably wouldn’t do anything more than put him to sleep for a while.
			

			
				Shrugging, he dumped the whole vial in the mug, placed it back in the servant’s hand, and then hid behind a stack of barrels. He disabled the spell and the giantess continued to the back of the kitchen without missing a beat. Once there, she filled the mug and turned back the way she had come without question.
			

			
				The poison was slow acting. The giant would be dead by late afternoon, and Sellis would be out of the city and closer to collecting half his fee. He felt certain the orcish guards he was about to meet would help him find and deal with Tarquin.
			

			
				More importantly, his source of gold was safe for now.
			

			
				Sellis teleported out of the kitchen before anyone spotted him and went in search of the orc commander. He found Thos with his troops camped on the outskirts of the city and the warlock added a small pouch of gold to the commander’s pocket.
			

			
				Before long they and fifty orcs had headed into the hills that surrounded Zigar-shan. When they located the patrolling Borderers, Tarquin’s squad would be outnumbered five to one and the prince would be dead in no time.
			

			
				Sellis would then be able to go after Celedant to finish the job.
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				While Celedant slept, life on Dragon Isles went on as usual.
			

			
				Edain had the only Wizarding School on the planet where males and females of any race could learn their craft. Its present population included twenty teachers, two hundred students and a hundred battle wizards. A number of wizards and their families also made their home on the seven land masses that made up Dragon Isles, and an ever-changing number of wizards visited the school to conduct research. There was an assortment of non-magical servants living there, as well, who attended to the students’ and wizards’ needs.
			

			
				Humans, elves and a few dwarves made up the student body. The ruling wizards consisted of four humans, three elves and one dwarf. Male students outnumbered female students three to one, not because girls were any less magical than their male counterparts, but because girls often developed the gentler side of magic. Many preferred to study the healing arts by attending one of the three smaller schools specifically dedicated to the healing studies which were scattered across the continent. Centuries of experience had proven that a sorceress was more adept and compassionate than her male counterpart.
			

			
				It was spring, and the day dawned warm and clear, and Celedant still slept.
			

			
				That afternoon one of the teachers took all his students outside to study water magic. The class of thirty young novices were learning how to control the ocean’s waves that lapped at the island’s shore when, fifty miles off the coast, one of the creatures that Taza had spirited away from its world materialized in the cold northern sea.
			

			
				On the creature's home world, its shape varied depending on the elements in which it lived. In the sea it became an eel-like fish and it had headed east, knowing in that direction it would find the rocky island where it was to feed.
			

			
				Its kind had prowled the planet eons ago, devouring its raw elements, as they shifted in the heat of a newly developing world. As the planet cooled, its ancestors left in search of a more hospitable environment and had floated upward on newly formed air currents to venture into the icy coldness of space as they searched for a more suitable planet.
			

			
				As the beast neared the island chain, it felt the probing of magical wards. Although its nature was not highly intelligent, the elemental was able to sense the deployment of magic, but it understood these magical wards were only used as a means to investigate and to ascertain the possibility of a threat. To evade the wards, it sped onward and reached a speed greater than any natural creature of that world and so was far too fast for the magical barriers to be of any use.
			

			
				As it neared Edain, the elemental shot up out of the water and changed in mid-air into a huge, bloated beast with four massive arms that ended in razor-shape claws. Two stout legs supported a body that stretched well over twenty feet and had a long tail that provided balance for the awkward creature. Its body was covered in bronze scales and a lizard-like head sat atop its shoulders. Embedded in its mind was the creature’s sole desire: to feed on the city’s stonework, absorbing and laying waste to everything in its path.
			

			
				It dropped toward the fortified city and slammed into the stone wall that enclosed the fortress, shaking it to its foundation.
			

			
				The elemental’s appearance brought screams to the main courtyard and set off alarms as battle wizards hurried from their posts to escort the students and servants to the safe rooms, located a thousand feet below ground. Their deep location and their extensive magical protection would keep the scurrying population out of harm’s way while others rushed to do battle with weapons and words.
			

			
				The creature felt the vibrations of the warning bells that rang throughout the city, but it ignored them and attacked the walls and sank its claws into the rock. The elemental nature of the beast tore into the stone, turning it to slag and absorbing the gelatinous mess through its paws.
			

			
				As it attacked the stone structures, small human, elven and dwarvan sorceresses and wizards appeared and the creature felt the stinging pain of the defender's feeble assaults as energy lanced out and gouged holes in its armored skin. Although injured, it gathered some of the offending energy and redirected it back at the defenders trying to protect their island.
			

			
				The monster’s eyes glowed bright pink and energy shot from its mouth in huge gouts as it mercilessly attacked the enemy’s magic shields while it continued feeding on the walls, causing them to shatter and crumble.
			

			
				As the battle raged, the teacher and his students left their spot by the ocean and ran toward the nearest portal that led to the hidden chambers. One of the panicked students, a second-year female apprentice, tripped over a tree root and fell. A fellow student, also a female, stopped to help, and both fell behind the rest of their classmates.
			

			
				As the creature redirected its magical blasts, one of its energy bolts hit a nearby pine tree and brought it crashing to the ground on top of the helpless girls. A more experienced student would have used magic to avoid the tree, but the girls were just too young, and the massive trunk crushed their bodies like fragile eggshells.
			

			
				As the battle continued, the wizards took heavy losses. No matter what they threw at the enormous beast, nothing hurt it any more than a bee sting would hurt a human. Even their strongest spells appeared useless and none of their magic deterred the creature.
			

			
				In desperation the captain of the battle wizards went deep within the complex where Capres and the other leaders were meeting.
			

			
				“I’m sorry to disturb you, but the battle is not going well,” he said as he entered a small room filled with comfortable chairs and lined with neatly arranged bookshelves. “Our magic is having little effect against the beast. It eats through solid stone, as though it was nothing. It is an elemental creature. As it approached the island, it shot out of the water, changing form in mid-air from that of an aquatic animal to a two-legged, four-armed monstrosity.”
			

			
				“How does it eat the stone?” Capres asked.
			

			
				“It turns it to molten rock and absorbs the liquid through its paws,” the Captain replied.
			

			
				“If it is an elemental beast, even we will have a difficult time defeating it,” Merilwyn, a female elf of indeterminate age said.
			

			
				“This is an ancient enemy,” Capres soberly informed his fellow wizards, “one that disappeared even before the planet was fully formed and before the dragons appeared. What has brought it here?”
			

			
				“It is as I feared. The one holding the Staff of Adois must have called it forth from the abyss,” Merilwyn said dispassionately. “We must use the old magic to defeat it. Call the dragons!”
			

			
				Like elves, dragons were nearly immortal, but they too could be killed, although not easily. The wizards had linked themselves with the dragons they had bonded with, but they could also converse telepathically with other dragons at will, although, as a courtesy, they usually confined communications to the dragon with which they had bonded.
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				In the dragon caves located on the furthest island in the chain, Berlundi, a red dragon smaller than Azimuth, sunned herself on a rocky outcrop. She was enjoying a brief nap when suddenly her eyes flew open and she launched into the air, crying an alarm.
			

			
				“The wizards are under attack!” she screamed telepathically as the air erupted with the mighty roars of alarmed dragons who also received her mental cry of distress.
			

			
				Three of the youngest dragons, only a few years out of the shell, took to the sky and raced toward the battle, startling their elders.
			

			
				“Wait! Come back! We need to attack in force.”
			

			
				Still the youngsters sped away, fearing for the lives of the apprentices they had bonded with two years before.
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				As the wall before the elemental disappeared, the creature caught glimpses of the other buildings beyond, further tempting its appetite. Even as the beast spied the more alluring fare, the wizards’ attacks redoubled and forced it to deal with those assaults instead of absorbing the new stone.
			

			
				After escorting their students to the hideaway, the teachers joined the battle, hitting the beast with additional firepower, but their attacks bounced off the beast and only flew back at them. Seeing this, the Council members decided to concentrate on erecting stronger magical barriers to protect the wizards and the surrounding structures, and they prayed the dragons would arrive before long.
			

			
				Having devoured a large section of one wall, the enormous creature moved to the gatehouse. The attacks on it had increased, but they still caused little damage, so the elemental now focused on consuming the stonework instead of fighting back.
			

			
				The stronger barriers erected by the Council efficiently sheltered the main buildings in the complex, as well as the battle wizards, but several bodies now lay motionless on the ground. The unprotected walls and outlying structures had taken considerable damage and eventually the Council members would become too exhausted to maintain the high level of magic required to keep the barriers in place. Everything would be open to attack once more.
			

			
				With its insatiable need to devour, the beast continued ravaging the gatehouse. It was turning to attack the gates themselves when a sharp pain brought it deep anguish and sent waves of agony coursing along the creature's back and through its body. The creature turned its head.
			

			
				At first it thought the wizards had found some new form of attack, but then it caught sight of three winged creatures hovering above and unleashing a constant stream of their fiery breath that was more than simple flame. The elemental knew the source of its agony was from this unknown creature.
			

			
				Never in its existence had the beast experienced such suffering. Bright tongues of magically enhanced, liquid fire came from the flying creature's fanged mouth, and the elemental could not absorb this power to redirect it. It had plunged the depths of molten lava for a lifetime, but never before had it been affected by fire nor suffered such torment. It was mystified.
			

			
				The elemental’s body was taking heavy damage from the attacks. Greatly disturbed and in final desperation, it projected the energy it had used to dissolve the stone at one of the flying creatures and smote the beast a mighty blow. The young dragon was hurtled far out into the sea.
			

			
				Two more remained. Centering full concentration on the winged beasts, the elemental attacked them as it had the first and sent a second dragon into the sea with a broken wing. It blasting the third so violently that the youngster slammed into the protective shield surrounding the buildings and fell to the ground unconscious.
			

			
				What the wizards were witnessing shocked them. Apparently, the magically enhanced dragon fire could hurt the beast, but at what cost to dragon kind?
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The company had slowed and now took to the woods as they made their way around the encamped orcs. Ralav and Ronli led the troops through heavy brush and tall grass and then returned to the path two miles further up the valley. Tarquin watched the path while Thormon called his scouts back for a whispered conversation.
			

			
				Before long the prince heard something large moving toward them and he signaled for the squad to take cover. Hiding from view behind the boulders and thick brush, the human dropped behind a fallen tree and angled his body so he could secretly observe the path.
			

			
				As he watched, the largest humanoid Tarquin had ever seen came around the bend. The bedtime stories and tall tales that he had listened to as a child had depicted giants as monsters with faces twisted from evil, but the giant that now walked down the path toward him was no hideous monster. In fact, he looked like nothing more than an oversized human. Close to thirteen feet tall and dressed in loose-fitting, black leather pants and a dark red woolen shirt, he had a ruddy face and short, neatly combed blond hair. Across his back was strapped a ten-foot bastard sword, the likes of which Tarquin had never seen.
			

			
				A group of twenty orcs, closely following the giant, passed the concealed Borderers without noticing them.
			

			
				Tarquin waited ten minutes before he eased back onto the path. Once he was certain the enemy had gone, he called to his mates. Thormon approached and slapped him on the back.
			

			
				"Well done, Sergeant. Instinct tells me were going to run into something even bigger and more important at the end of this valley."
			

			
				The dwarf motioned the scouts ahead, and the Borderers continued their march. As night fell, the captain led them up the valley to their right and onto windswept slopes, just shy of the summit. It was close to midnight before they stopped and made camp in a well-hidden stand of stunted cedar trees. Thormon assured them that after a short march the next day, they would reach a place where the squad could safely observe the enemy.
			

			
				The next morning dawned bleak with the sun hiding behind ominous dark clouds that carried the threat of rain. The old and new members of First Squad broke their fast with dried meat as Donli dropped down next to Tarquin with a grunt and motioned up the valley. Judging from the amount of smoke coming from several campfires at the head of the valley, the day promised to be exciting.
			

			
				"Today's the day, lads,” the lieutenant said. “The scouts from Third Squad have returned with the news that the far end of the valley is crawling with orcs. It looks like someone stirred up an anthill." He let them absorb that before continuing. "Thormon’s determined to stay and observe. Keep yer wits about ye, and if things go wrong, head north and skirt the great swamp. Try and stay together today, but I've a feeling that by tonight, we'll be running east, back to the safety of the fortress."
			

			
				Tarquin passed a piece of jerky to the lieutenant.
			

			
				"We've already seen one giant. Why take the chance and wait around another day? Are we still going to try and capture one?” he added in a whisper,
			

			
				"The minds of commanders are a mystery to me, lad,” Donli replied, shaking his head. “Although I believe that part of the plan has been scrubbed, just keep yer head about ye, and we'll get out."
			

			
				They finished their cold meal, and ten minutes later the squads located a clear vantage point from which they could observe the other end of the valley. The afternoon found them high upon the rim, hidden in an area of sun-bleached stone and forsythia bushes heavy with yellow blooms. They had a clear view of the ancient fortress of Zigar-shan.
			

			
				Thousands of years after the dwarves left, the ruins had been re-built, and Tarquin watched the activities around the fortress for a full turn of the clock before leaving Donli and Thormon to join the others, who were resting in the shadow of some large boulders. The prince saw giants of every description coming and going, hauling wood and freshly killed game into the compound as though they were stocking up for a long siege.
			

			
				He slid into the shadows next to Ralav, absently chewing his pipe stem since they couldn’t smoke without risking discovery.
			

			
				"What do you know about these ruins, Ralav?"
			

			
				The dwarf's bald head wrinkled in amazement as he began his tale.
			

			
				"Zigar-shan was once the gateway to the West. When the world was young, it was called Gardain."
			

			
				At the mention of that name, Aegir mumbled prayers and held his holy symbol tightly in his shaking hands.
			

			
				"The elven people split into three groups. The High Elves, the Wood Elves, and the Illanni,” Ralav continued. “The illanni migrated underground and the city was sacked. The dark elven scum used our friendship to gain entrance, and they slaughtered the entire population just so they could use the city as a passage to their new home. At that time we were not yet a united country, but the dwarvan clans besieged the city for ten years. When we finally broke through the gates, the illanni had fled underground. That happened a thousand years ago. The city has remained a ruin since, occupied at times by our enemies, but never fortified. Until now."
			

			
				"Why haven't the dwarves tried to re-occupy Zigar-shan?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				The looks of shock and horror the others gave Tarquin made him regret his question, but Ralav simply patted the young man on the leg in a kindly gesture.
			

			
				“When our forces breached the walls, they found the rotting remains of the dwarves who had once lived there nailed to the interior walls. It was debated whether we should re-populate the city, but the dark deeds that had taken place swayed the hearts of our ancestors. The once great city of Gardain they renamed Zigar-shan and left it as it was. They stayed only long enough to bury the dead."
			

			
				After Ralav had related his story, Donli returned to his squad and carefully made his way from the ridge, his mind going through all the things he should have done earlier. He was twenty yards from the squad when he felt a sharp pain.
			

			
				"Down!" he shouted and he threw himself to the ground.
			

			
				The patrol was startled into action. Tarquin looked up from a drink of water to see Captain Thormon keel over as two red-fletched arrows appeared in his back. Two more hit the sergeant of the Third Squad. Both pitched forward without a sound and were deathly still, the arrows embedded up to their fletchings.
			

			
				Tarquin spotted Donli trying to crawl back to their position as he took control of both squads.
			

			
				"Bows to the front! Hurry now, lads."
			

			
				As Tarquin fitted an arrow to his own bow, he saw Donli jump up and sprint toward him. The far side of the clearing erupted with orcish war cries and Tarquin aimed and fired. He immediately notched another arrow as several orcs spilled across the clearing. Soon the others added their arrows to Tarquin's and the enemy faltered. Some of them took cover behind the rocks while others ran back to the safety of the trees.
			

			
				Tarquin scanned the area and called out, "Ralav! Ronli! Cut a trail north. Botreg! Aegir! Get Donli. We're pulling out."
			

			
				Aegir helped Donli stand. The injured dwarf hung onto the cleric’s arm for support as they hurried to Tarquin’s side.
			

			
				"What are ye going to do?" Donli asked.
			

			
				The human took a deep breath before speaking.
			

			
				"Botreg and I will lead them east. You take the lads north and follow the Stolcis River. We'll rendezvous where the river meets the swamp in two days, but don’t wait too long. If we don’t show within that time, head east."
			

			
				Donli nodded and grimaced as a pain lanced through his back.
			

			
				"Well, if anyone can do it, ye and the assassin can. Be careful."
			

			
				"We will, lieutenant," Botreg said gravely.
			

			
				“There’s no one I trust more to guard my back,” Tarquin replied with a grin.
			

			
				The squads moved down a game trail and headed north. Tarquin and Botreg slowed and allowed the others to gain ground before they left the rocky summit and the others behind and headed east across the hillside.
			

			
				Soon they could hear orcs gathering for the chase.
			

			
				"Now what?" Tarquin asked his friend in a low voice.
			

			
				"I thought ye were in charge,” Botreg laughed. “I say we wait and kill their scouts. Then we attack the rest as they come this way. Maybe we can change their minds about followin’ us."
			

			
				Tarquin nodded. "Then we can head east…as if you and I was the entire imperial army."
			

			
				"My thoughts exactly,” Botreg agreed.
			

			
				They settled in for the short, tense wait.
			

			
				Botreg hid on the other side of the trail behind a moss-covered boulder while Tarquin sat with his back against the white bark of a birch tree and watched the sky as he listened for the advancing orcs. As they waited, a thunderstorm moved in, the clouds looking like a long dark menacing hand reaching eastward with the sun shining between its outstretched fingers.
			

			
				Before long they heard the soft tread of booted feet on the path. Tarquin jerked his head around and notched an arrow as two small orcs moved toward them. One scanned the woods to either side of the path while the other had its nose to the trail, tracking the dwarvan party.
			

			
				They waited for the orcs to get within ten yards before they struck. Tarquin could smell the foul odor of the orcs’ unwashed bodies and their rancid breath as he leaned out and fired his bow. The arrow sped the short distance and caught the first orc in the throat. By the time the other tracker looked up, Botreg's arrow had hit him in the chest.
			

			
				The two ambushers quickly ran to the orcs and rolled their bodies off the path. After covering them with dead branches, leaves and brush, they ran back to their positions and hunkered down again to wait. Before long the main group of orcs came into view.
			

			
				Tarquin and Botreg were surprised to see a figure dressed in blue, like a dandy, conversing with the leader in a low voice as they advanced down the trail. Drawing back their bows, the two friends patiently waited and as soon as the enemy reached the area where their scouts had fallen, the Borderers let their arrows fly, hitting the first two and knocking them into the second rank, creating a tangle of bodies.
			

			
				They fired another volley and the path was littered with dead and wounded. The rest of the enemy troop took cover behind the mountain laurel bushes and the wide-trunk oak trees.
			

			
				As Botreg and Tarquin retreated through the woods, they called out to imaginary warriors as they headed east and shouted orders as if a column of Borderers were falling back from the orcs.
			

			
				After they had covered nearly a mile, they could still hear their pursuers following at a distance. The uneven, hilly terrain was taking its toll on the two and making their legs feel like they had covered twenty miles. Fighting for breath, they rushed down a small hill toward a fast-flowing stream.
			

			
				"Which way?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				"That way,” Botreg said, pointing to the woods across the way. “When we break off the fight, we can double back north to look for the lads along the river."
			

			
				After crossing a wide empty field, the Borderers headed along the edge of the woods. Shortly they found a deep ditch and, breathing heavily, they collapsed against its side and rested.
			

			
				After a full turn of the clock had passed, the ambushers were about to leave and head north when they caught sight of an orc dashing from tree to tree in the woods opposite their position.
			

			
				Cheered by the sight, Botreg gave Tarquin a toothy grin as he raised his bow. At the field's edge, the orc captain ordered ten orcs out in front of the main body of thirty panting soldiers to provide a shield for himself and his fancy dressed companion.
			

			
				"If we can take out the captain, the others might break off pursuit."
			

			
				They waited for their adversaries to get closer and the darkening sky opened up, pelting them with driving sheets of rain and making it hard to get a bead on the opposing captain.
			

			
				The enemy advanced, weapons ready, waiting for any sign of an attack from the darkened woods. Soon the main body of orcs came into view, led by a huge captain in black chainmail, carrying a heavy mace and wearing a dented, rusty helmet. He urged his troops forward across the field toward the trees where Tarquin and Botreg waited. Directly behind him lurked the well-dressed figure Tarquin had spotted earlier. Tarquin could see the other orcs were avoiding the one dressed in bright blue.
			

			
				The dwarf and the human took aim at the orcish leader and fired. Tarquin's shot landed short and embedded in the ground at the captain's feet, but Botreg's was right on target and the arrow struck the large figure in the eye and burrowed through to his brain, shattering the back of his skull. The captain twirled from the impact, and his helmet flew off his head as he fell to a heap in front of his troops.
			

			
				Suspecting the captain’s companion to be a mage, Tarquin pointed him out to Botreg and made the gesture of drawing his thumb across his throat. The hidden archers aimed at the suspected mage, but as they fired two more volleys, the warlock disappeared into thin air. Shrugging, the Borderers took to their heels and ran north.
			

			
				Once they were out of range, they looked back and to their delight saw that the remaining orcs were headed back the way they had come, leaving their dead captain behind in the sodden field. The warlock was nowhere in sight.
			

			
				"Not bad for a day’s work," Botreg chuckled.
			

			
				Tarquin slapped him on the back.
			

			
				"Now for the hard part. Finding the patrol and getting back to Fort Ruger."
			

			
				The two companions started to run again, despite their fatigue, but this time they looked for the Stolcis River and their companions.
			

			
				“Who do you think that mage was?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				“Looked like a warlock by his clothing,” Botreg replied. “Who else would be so overdressed out here and running with a pack of orcs?”
			

			
				“Why would a warlock be on patrol with a squad of orcs? It doesn’t make sense.”
			

			
				“Who knows?” Botreg shrugged. “But he had to have been a warlock. Who else would be so cocky not to dress to blend in with the environment. He was obviously so self-assured of his magic that he thought his bright outfit didn’t matter. Ye might want to pass that along to the lieutenant.”
			

			
				The rain continued and they were soon drenched to the bone. Tarquin and Botreg slowed their pace to prevent injury, but time passed quickly and night soon fell as the exhausted friends followed a small stream to the spring it issued from. A rocky overhang offered only scant shelter and the ground beneath it was mud and rocks, but at least if kept the rain off them. They shared some beef jerky before falling into an uneasy sleep.
			

			
				During the night runoff from the rain dripped onto their already sodden bodies and the cold of the spring night crept into their bones.The morning dawned cloudy and light rain continued to fall. Botreg and Tarquin awoke groggily, mud-covered and stiff, and they crawled out from under the rock ledge, ate quickly and headed north.
			

			
				At mid-afternoon they crested a small hill and spotted a swift-flowing river.
			

			
				"That’s the Stolcis," Botreg said.
			

			
				They followed the river and it broadened a couple miles farther along and washed over its banks, making the land swampy. The two companions finally stopped to sit on a fallen log and share their remaining rations.
			

			
				“All this rain is making things worse. The others will be on the far side, don't you think?" Tarquin said.
			

			
				"Most likely,” Botreg agreed. “Some of ‘em can't swim. Dwarves tend to sink."
			

			
				Tarquin turned to his friend. "What about you?"
			

			
				"Not good, but good enough," the dwarf chuckled.
			

			
				They sat in silence and considered ways to get across the river that had by now risen two feet higher than normal. When a log washed up by the deluge of brush and branches that shot by, Tarquin had an idea.
			

			
				"Botreg, do you have a rope?"
			

			
				The dwarf looked at Tarquin dubiously.
			

			
				"Yes, but I don't fancy havin’ ye pull me across."
			

			
				"Then I’m making it an order. Tie one end around your waist, and I'll tie the other around mine."
			

			
				They waded into the swollen river and immediately sunk knee-deep in the muddy banks as the water threatened to engulf the dwarf. Tarquin edged out deeper and waited until a medium-sized tree came into view. The human dove into the muddy water, pulling the dog-paddling dwarf after him, and swam for the tree. When he reached it, he grabbed hold as the log twisted its way down river. He gave the rope a strong tug.
			

			
				A moment later Botreg joined him, spitting out curses and water.
			

			
				"All right. Kick for the far shore," Tarquin shouted over the sound of rushing water.
			

			
				Together they fought the current, and while the drag from the weight of their gear threatened to pull them under the foaming currents, their efforts slowly pushed the tree toward the other side. They floated a distance downstream before Tarquin's feet touched bottom, but the water still came up to his chin.
			

			
				He tried to plant his feet in the soft river bottom to push the log closer to the bank, but the swift current proved treacherous. His feet slipped and the log rolled over and dunked Botreg. Tarquin lost his grip. The current quickly pulled their makeshift raft back to the middle of the river, dragging the hapless dwarf with it and pulling Tarquin behind by the rope as he desperately tried to keep his head above water.
			

			
				Eventually the current slowed and the log drifted to shore. Tarquin dragged himself to the bank, where he and Botreg collapsed in an exhausted heap. Thankfully, the water had deposited them on the opposite bank.
			

			
				Too tired to move they laid there resting when a voice called out.
			

			
				"Storms wash up the oddest trash."
			

			
				Tarquin and Botreg looked up to find Ralav smiling at them from the edge of the darkened woods. The old tracker helped them up and led them back to their mates, who welcoming them before they all headed out again.
			

			
				The troop slowed their pace and followed the swollen river, knowing it eventually had to be crossed, but with Donli's wound, they needed calmer water. They advanced north into the foothills, hoping to find another route.
			

			
				When the rain stopped, a beautiful rainbow filled the sky above them.
			

			
				At the end of the third day, Tarquin crested a small rise to find Ralav and Ronli sitting beside the game trail they had been following. The sight that stretched beyond stunned him. Tall, moss-laden trees covered the swamp and their roots grew deep in the morass below.
			

			
				Tarquin squatted beside Ronli.
			

			
				"We've run out of land and will have to cross here. Make camp. We’ll tackle the river in the morning."
			

			
				As the patrol prepared a campsite a couple hundred feet from the edge of the swamp, a dwarf from Third Squad put everyone on edge.
			

			
				"When I was young, me ma used to tell me about the horrors that lived in the swamp and fed off the living."
			

			
				"Nothing but old wives’ tales. Pay them no heed," Donli snorted from his stretcher.
			

			
				Tarquin saw the uneasy looks on some of the dwarves’ faces. "There may be some truth to those old tales. We'll double the guards just in case.”
			

			
				"All right,” Botreg called out. “Search for some good locations for the guards."
			

			
				Whenever the Borderers camped inside enemy controlled territory, they positioned four guards twenty yards outside the camp’s perimeter while two more patrolled within. There would be no fire, so the dwarves spread their blankets and lay down for some much needed asleep. Tarquin set aside his fatigue and sat next to Donli's stretcher.
			

			
				"How's your back, lieutenant?"
			

			
				Donli yawned. "Fine, Tarquin. Aegir said he would be by to change the bandages."
			

			
				The human glanced over at Aegir.
			

			
				"There's been talk that Aegir used to be a cleric."
			

			
				Donli looked over at the dwarf who was busy unrolling a clean bandage.
			

			
				"I don't know. The report on his past said a monastery had turned him out. There were no further explanations."
			

			
				Tarquin cocked an eyebrow and stood. "Let’s see what I can do."
			

			
				As he approached Aegir, the dwarf looked up and grinned. Tarquin sat down next to him and idly picked up another bandage.
			

			
				"Donli told me you once lived in a monastery. Which deity did you pray to?"
			

			
				A look of grief crossed Aegir’s face before he answered.
			

			
				“I was once a monk in the order of Dolgar. I served him for twenty years."
			

			
				Tarquin's face brightened. "Dolgar is a god of healing, isn't he? That means you should be able to heal Donli. Right?"
			

			
				Aegir looked long and hard at his hands. "That was a long time ago, Sergeant. Dolgar expelled me. He no longer walks at my side."
			

			
				Tarquin saw a tear shine in the dwarf's eye. "Well, my friend, I don't believe that for a moment. Dolgar would not abandon you. A god devoted to healing would not dismiss one of his own without good a reason. I think Dolgar still resides in your heart. His spirit and guidance live there, and that is where the power comes from, not from the dusty confines of some monastery."
			

			
				Aegir stared at the bandage in his hands before looking up at Tarquin with a new sparkle and an energy the human had never seen before. Hope and purpose had replaced the tear and he pushed himself to his feet with confidence and walked over to where Donli lay immobile on the stretcher.
			

			
				The cleric began chanting. Music seemed to radiate around him and formed an area of power that surrounded both dwarves. Nothing happened at first as Aegir bent over Donli, but then the air seemed to freeze around them. The insect noise of the swamp stilled, and all eyes locked onto the scene taking place before them.
			

			
				As they watched, a greenish-blue light formed, first in Aegir's arms and then in his hands. It flowed over into Donli and spread across the injured dwarf’s back. Donli, who had been watching in disbelief, relaxed and lay still on the makeshift stretcher. As the glow slowly faded, Aegir's shoulders sagged, but some portion of his magic, left over from the healing, burned in his head.
			

			
				He sensed danger approaching and jumped to his feet as he shouted to his comrades.
			

			
				"To arms! Call in the guards. Foul creatures are attacking the camp!"
			

		


			
				Chapter Twenty-Nine
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Celedant did not dream or roll over during his time in the tower.
			

			
				When he woke, he felt completely refreshed in body and soul. The Dragon’s Tear had restored him as he rested from the mental and physical ordeal he had endured. He threw open the trap door and lit his mage light, revealing the stone steps leading downward. The void that had threatened to engulf him when he had first entered the tower was gone.
			

			
				He started his descent, closing the trap door behind him, and climbed down the seemingly endless stairs until he reached the ironbound door. The other side had neither latch nor handle. Celedant instinctively reached forward to check for hidden gears. His fingers brushed the wood and he heard a click as the door shot upward and vanished from sight.
			

			
				Silence greeted him and gave rise to disappointment. Unaware of how much time had passed, he expected Capres or someone to greet him, but no one was there. As he walked through hallways that should have shown signs of life, he saw no one, and that struck him as odd.
			

			
				The wizard changed his direction and headed for Capres' room, but when he arrived at it, he was mystified to find it empty. He began searching the other rooms as well, but found no one.
			

			
				Where is everyone?
			

			
				Puzzled, and more than a little worried, he was about to check the next level of the fortress when through an open window the sound of explosive spells penetrated the foot-thick walls. He poked his head through the opening and when he looked down at the courtyard, his blood turned icy with fear.
			

			
				The gatehouse was a blackened wreck. Except for half of one gate, its foundation was all that remained. Its thick upper hinge held the remains of the gate upright, and as it swung back and forth, it made an eerie creaking noise between each explosion.
			

			
				The wizard saw the elemental creature shooting powerful blasts of energy skyward toward a huge golden dragon leading what seemed to be every other dragon currently living on the Dragon Isles.
			

			
				Celedant’s heart jumped into his throat, and with a mere thought, the wizard transported himself from the hallway of the fortress to the ground below and appeared next to a young, injured green dragon.
			

			
				“Are you badly hurt?” the wizard projected.
			

			
				“Just dazed,” the green dragon answered.
			

			
				“Don’t rejoin the battle until your head is clear.”
			

			
				“I won’t.”
			

			
				Celedant mentally shouted for the golden dragon, “Azimuth!”
			

			
				“Here,” the dragon responded as he landed next to the wizard.
			

			
				Celedant shot through the air and landed in the saddle on the big gold dragon’s back. Strapping himself in, he asked, “What’s happening? Where did this beast come from, and why is it attacking?”
			

			
				Azimuth brought Celedant up to date in an instant of telepathic images.
			

			
				“The creature is impervious to the battle wizards’ attacks. Only magically enhanced dragon fire has done any damage at all, and that, not enough.”
			

			
				“Since it’s an elemental, it’s used to tunneling through the hot lava of developing worlds,” Celedant agreed. “Normal fire and lightning blasts have little effect. How long have you and your brethren been blasting it with dragon fire?”
			

			
				“For the better part of a turn of the clock. At this rate, it will take a long time to kill. Several dragons are injured. We must find a way to speed up the process,” Azimuth said as he jumped into the air to rejoin the battle.
			

			
				“Since this is a fire elemental, we need to hit it with its exact opposite,” Celedant explained. His mind was awhirl with a plan. “Contact the dragons connected to the Council members. Have them retrieve their riders and join us above the creature. Then tell the other dragons to back off. If my plan is to work, we can’t have the others blasting fire at it.”
			

			
				Before long he and the seven council members, atop their dragons, hovered above the elemental creature, which had returned mindlessly to dissolving the other gate. Celedant mentally projected his plan to the eight dragons, who simultaneously shared it with the Masters seated on their backs.
			

			
				Lifting his arm, he gave the signal, and the dragons sent magically enhanced blasts of flame toward the beast. As they did, the Masters raised their voices and chanted a spell.
			

			
				“Freesinc Trychook!”
			

			
				Eight voices rang out strong and clear in unison to cast powerful spells on the dragon fire and change it from blazing hot to the freezing cold of deep space. It was a spell few could perform.
			

			
				As the icy blasts hit the beast, it screamed in agony, and in desperation changed form and became a huge two-footed, four-winged creature with a head shaped like a heron’s with razor-sharp teeth in its beak for ripping and tearing. Heavy metallic white armor covered its body to protect it from the coldness of space when it traveled from planet to planet.
			

			
				Shaking its massive body, the transformed beast pushed off powerful legs and launched into the air.
			

			
				“Proteksig Skydda!”
			

			
				The wizards hastily cast protective barriers around themselves and their dragons to make them impervious to the creature’s attacks.
			

			
				Had there been only one dragon, the battle might never have turned as the monster’s attacks eventually would wear down the protective shield, but with eight, the beast could not concentrate on a single target. The wizards removed the spell on the dragons’ fire, and their fiery attacks now damaged the creature. For the first time in its existence, the beast felt threatened.
			

			
				Launching itself at Azimuth, the elemental expanded its body to a size larger than its attackers and opened its massive jaws, grabbed the golden dragon by the tail and swung him back and forth like a slow-motion version of a dog playing with an old sock.
			

			
				Azimuth roared with pain, and Celedant clung to the saddle for dear life, praying the violent motion would not snap the straps that secured him. As the fiery blasts of the other seven dragons hit with full force, the elemental flung Azimuth into Berlundi, Merilwyn’s red dragon. Both animals dropped through the air like dead weights as they plunged toward the ground and instant death.
			

			
				The dragons who had not participated in the current attack formed a wide circle around the airborne battleground. Two browns, three reds and three greens shot after the falling dragons at breakneck speed and flew up under Azimuth and Berlundi. They all back-winged desperately to slow the stunned dragons and when all the dragons were within a hundred feet of the ground, Azimuth and Berlundi regained their senses.
			

			
				They took flight again to rejoin the battle after sending their heartfelt thanks to their rescuers.
			

			
				Under the renewed attack of eight mighty beasts and their wizards, the elemental’s armor cracked and broke away and exposed the tender flesh beneath. The wizards once more switched the dragon fire to ice and after repeated blasts, the elemental turned a vibrant blue. First the skin, then the muscles, and then eventually the interior organs froze and died.
			

			
				The creature toppled over, plunged downward and slammed into the ground near the damaged gates, its spine crushed.
			

			
				The elemental lay on its back and looked up at the tasty structures it would never again be able to absorb. It spotted the small group of tiny figures standing in a cleared space, the battle wizards, whose attacks had been so ineffective. As the creature realized that its life was slipping away, it sought to strike out at them one last time.
			

			
				In its final act the elemental gathered its remaining energy and directed it at the wizards and the complex of buildings it had been denied. It watched in delight as the mages scattered and its energy ripped into and toppled several structures.
			

			
				The creature took a final breath, shuddered once and died.
			

			
				As the eight dragons and their riders landed in the courtyard, the defenders of Edain, the wizards, the sorceresses and the dragons alike all stared in horror at the destruction. The city had suffered heavily and a huge portion of the walls and the gatehouse had been destroyed.
			

			
				In all twenty-two wizards had perished, including two student apprentices, a teacher and nineteen battle wizards. The first dragon on the scene was dead. Nevertheless, everyone agreed that the green had arrived and stalled the creature's attack and that had allowed time for the council members and the bulk of the dragons to assemble. Otherwise Edain would have been lost.
			

			
				Fifteen wizards and eight dragons suffered injuries ranging from mild to serious. They transported the injured to the meeting hall and the dragons returned to their caves, where healing sorceresses waited to care for them. That night on the beach, a funeral pyre consumed the remains of the dead, the wizards and the dragon.
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				Still recovering from the use of the staff, Taza reclined in his chair and sipped a goblet of wine sweetened with elven blood. Suddenly wave after wave of sharp pain lanced through his body. The goblet went flying as he threw himself out of the chair, crashing to the floor with a silent scream on his bloodless lips. His body convulsed with such agony he thought it would drive him insane.
			

			
				Startled, his private guards rushed to his aid and pulled him from the floor and settled their Master back on the chair. One guard grabbed a footstool from a nearby room for Taza’s feet and after placing it before the chair, he hovered about Taza anxiously. Another guard brought a goblet from the adjoining chamber.
			

			
				It took nearly a full turn of the clock before the pain subsided, and deep within his being, Taza knew the attack on Edain had failed. He waved his hand, dismissing the guards to their posts, and poured more wine. As he sipped the revitalizing mixture, he grew lost in thought.
			

			
				The wizards had cleverly figured out a way to dispatch the beast he had sent. Was it too much to hope for Celedant’s death? Probably.
			

			
				With that realization the vampire lord began planning his next assault.
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tarquin thought Aegir had gone crazy until Botreg came running from the perimeter, shouting to the other guards.
			

			
				"Fall back to camp!" the dwarf yelled, running as fast as his legs would move.
			

			
				The guards returned and joined the armed patrol and they all stood in a circle to protect each other’s backs as they faced the surrounding darkness. In the eerie silence the soldiers’ eyes darted back and forth and tried to penetrate the shadows.
			

			
				Tarquin ordered Dorav and Nolgin to watch over the still form of Donli and then he ran over to Botreg.
			

			
				"What's out there?" he asked the dwarf.
			

			
				"I don't know,” Botreg replied with a shiver. “I felt something evil that reminded me of me early training. There is death out there. Of that, I'm certain."
			

			
				“Sigfob! Fingel! We need to risk a campfire,” Tarquin ordered.
			

			
				“But Sergeant, the orcs…”
			

			
				“Are the least of our problems at the moment,” the human said, interrupting Sigfob’s protest. “There’s plenty of dead wood lying around camp. Make the fire large enough to light the area. I want to see what we’re fighting.”
			

			
				The campfire soon lit the area surrounding the camp. Armed and ready, the company waited. Feelings of dread washed over them like a tide of horror, nearly overwhelming the patrol and threatening to destroy their spirits, but suddenly the cloud cover broke and a full moon lit the darkened areas. The company stood ready, but even with moonlight, they saw nothing.
			

			
				Bragi grabbed Tarquin’s arm and pointed toward the swamp.
			

			
				"I saw a shadow move yonder.”
			

			
				Tarquin peered into the darkness and then he, too, saw the telltale movement fifty yards away, next to the swamp. The shadow was enormous. It looked like a small mountain had spouted legs. Small flecks of red grew into two large, wide-spaced eyes that mesmerized the dwarves until Tarquin broke the silence by yelling.
			

			
				"Everyone, fire!"
			

			
				Arrows shot from the Borderers' bows, sped toward the creature and disappeared into the night. A moment later, the beast let out a blood-curdling scream.
			

			
				Then it charged.
			

			
				It was fast, covering fifty yards in mere seconds. The dwarves fired more arrows at the creature as Tarquin stepped forward to meet the charge, unaware that two members of the third squad had joined him.
			

			
				As the creature lurched forward, a foul stench assaulted their senses. It smelled like a combination of rotten eggs, decayed vegetation, skunk scent and dead bodies, and Tarquin and several fighters gagged.
			

			
				Despite the moon's glow, it was difficult to see what the creature looked like, but Aegir felt an evil aura emanating from the beast as it lumbered toward them.
			

			
				Tarquin half-remembered something his father’s weapons master used to say. “Go for the eyes of a taller opponent and make them flinch. Then attack low.”
			

			
				Tarquin waited until the creature towered over him. It rose up on two legs and its close proximity made the stench so strong it brought bile to the back of Tarquin's throat. Fiery red eyes stared into Tarquin's and caused him to falter, but his warrior-trained reflexes took over and he attacked.
			

			
				A long powerful arm with a paw that ended in razor-sharp talons lashed out and slashed a dwarf from third squad, instantly killing him. Tarquin dropped his bow and drew Dragon Bolt, and the sword took on a life of its own, flaring bright red. The prince thought he might have imagined it, but the he thought he saw surprise and fear register in the horrible red eyes.
			

			
				The creature reared back and tried to avoid the glowing steel thrust at it. Meanwhile, the dwarves’ arrows didn’t slow it down, but they stung enough that the pain confused the beast. Such small prey had never hurt it before.
			

			
				Thinking the creature might vault away from his blow, Tarquin moved closer until he was directly beneath the monster. He swung Dragon Bolt up at the creature’s belly.
			

			
				His sword flared brighter and flames danced along its blade, meeting little resistance as it plunged into the horror. Tarquin felt warm slime spill down on him and flow over his hands as he sliced upward. He could feel his sword surge with power as it entered the creature's flesh and drain the life-giving energy from it.
			

			
				The beast darted backward and pulled Tarquin's sword out from its belly with a sucking pop. One of its legs hit the prince a glancing blow to the chest as it moved away and sent the young man somersaulting to the ground.
			

			
				As the monster stumbled off, the flames along his blade extinguished.
			

			
				Mortally wounded, the swamp creature tried to escape the dwarves as they rushed forward thrusting swords, axes and spears deep into its body. Dorav rushed in ahead of the others, his axe bright in the firelight as he cut deeply into the creature's side. In a rage of agony, the monster struck out with a hind foot and sent Dorav flying. Its claws caught the young dwarf in the chest and ripped through his chainmail and into the soft flesh beneath.
			

			
				Confused, Tarquin sat on the ground and stared at his dead friend. Dorav lay on his back, his open eyes staring up unseeing at the stars twinkling in the night sky. The creature staggered toward the swamp, where it too died moments later.
			

			
				After burying their dead, the dwarves spent a sleepless night. They feared what else might lurk in the shadows.
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				With the rising sun the fog and the shadows that had concealed the creature retreated.
			

			
				Donli awoke. fully recovered from his wound and assumed command, and led Tarquin, Botreg and the revitalized ex-cleric down to where the monster lay near the edge of the swamp. The creature looked like a blob of matted fur in the early morning sunlight.
			

			
				It was large, eighteen feet in length, with four webbed paws that ended in long slender claws. A thick mat of oily black fur covered its body and the odor of death surrounded the animal, mixing with its already-noxious scent. Even the war-hardened soldiers paused before drawing close. The creature's head had twisted under the body, and no one wanted to move it to get a better view.
			

			
				They left the creature where it lay and returned to camp.
			

			
				"When I studied at the monastery, I once read about a beast that bore a close resemblance to that one,” Aegir said as they walked. “It was called a Croat, but was smaller and was accustomed to living underground until the great upheaval. Afterward it started appearing in the great swamp. Who’s to say? Over the centuries, they may have grown bigger in that vile wasteland.”
			

			
				"I've heard of them,” Botreg chimed in. “And I think yer right. It must have been a Croat."
			

			
				The dwarves broke camp and Donli led them down to the river, still running high and fast. The Borderers watched doubtfully as Tarquin tied a rope around his waist, handed the other end to Botreg and entered the water. He waded until the river reached him chest-high before he called back to the others.
			

			
				"Once I'm on the other side, tie the rope to a tree and start over."
			

			
				He dove into the water, using quick efficient strokes to cut through the current that pulled him further downstream despite his strength. Botreg ran along the muddy bank to keep up with the prince.
			

			
				When he had reached the other side, Tarquin struggled up the sodden bank and tied his end to a willow tree. Botreg did the same on his side and gave the rope a tug to check its firmness.
			

			
				The dwarves took to the water better than Tarquin had expected. The fear of being left behind motivated them, but they held onto the rope for dear life. The crossing went off without a hitch.
			

			
				Botreg was last. He untied the rope, looped it around his chest and under his arms, and jumped into the river with a mighty splash. Tarquin and the others quickly pulled him across, mostly under water.
			

			
				As the dwarf reached the bank, Ronli remarked to the laughter of the company, "Ye look like a drowned billy goat, Botreg."
			

			
				Four days after their battle with the Croat, the patrol crested a hill and broke into cheers at the sight of one of the border fortresses that bisected the foothills.
			

			
				"On the double, lads!” Donli ordered. “Let's not let the regulars think we're a bunch of slackers."
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				Southgard received the information that the patrol had gathered, and First and Third Squads got a much-deserved rest once they reached Fort Ruger. Lieutenant Donli put them on light duty until replacements arrived. First Squad spent most of their time on guard duty, lounging in the gatehouse.
			

			
				The next day Aegir and Botreg were playing cards on a small, worn table as they waited for their shift to be over when Tarquin walked in.
			

			
				"Did they teach you to play cards in the monastery, Aegir?" Tarquin asked, amused as he spied the pile of gold the dwarf had won from Botreg.
			

			
				"No, Sergeant,” Aegir said with a salute. “I learned this invigorating game in the Borderers."
			

			
				Tarquin took a seat next to the ex-cleric. "Now that you’re in favor with your god, are you going to leave us?"
			

			
				Aegir turned serious before answering.
			

			
				"No. I believe the recent events are a sign that Dolgar wants me to serve with the Borderers."
			

			
				Nolgin's head appeared in the doorway.
			

			
				"Riders inbound."
			

			
				The new visitors rode through the gates on small dwarvan horses. It was a sight that still made Tarquin smile. They were small statured, but had a powerful build made them look like miniature warhorses. Covered in dust and sweat, the riders headed for the fortress command post and disappeared inside.
			

			
				Shortly after the guards were changed and Aegir and Botreg retired to the barracks. They were just settling down when they heard a sharp rap on the door.
			

			
				Captain Dargas entered and the squad snapped to attention. He was tall for a dwarf, with curly hair pulled back in a ponytail and a matching beard. Scars crisscrossed his face and hands, and bright red hair made his face and head look like they had been set ablaze. Dargas walked into the room with one portly, blond-haired dwarf and another slender dwarf who moved quickly, reminding Tarquin of Botreg.
			

			
				"At ease,” the Captain said. “I want to introduce ye to Mith and Flynn, the newest members of yer squad.” He motioned to the newcomers before continuing. First squad had only lost one member, so he knew they were wondering why they were getting two replacements. "Mith, Flynn, this is First Squad and yer leaders, Sergeant Botreg and Lieutenant Tarquin."
			

			
				Shocked silence followed his announcement and the dwarves digested what Dargas had just said. Suddenly a loud cheer erupted over the promotions and shortly Third Squad entered the room with a keg of ale. The moments afterward were confusing.
			

			
				Captain Dargas called out to Tarquin and he and the redheaded dwarf left the party for the sunny yard of Fort Ruger.
			

			
				Out in the open the captain turned serious.
			

			
				"Son, powers from above feel that this last patrol and yer past actions warrant yer being promoted again. Listen, Tarquin, ye’r young and inexperienced as far as dwarves go. Everyone will be lookin’ for ye to make a mistake, especially the officers outside the Borderers. If ye ever let the lads down, so help me, I'll track ye down and kill ye meself."
			

			
				Tarquin looked concerned until Dargas smiled and said, "Congratulations. In me humble opinion, ye deserve the promotion.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” Tarquin replied, still humbled by this surprise. “What about Donli?”
			

			
				“He’s being transferred to Nars. One thing, lad. Orcish raids are on the increase, and there’s rumors flyin’ that somethin’ bigger and nastier is stirrin’ them up. I understand a warlock was with the last patrol ye ran into.”
			

			
				“Yes, sir. At first I wasn’t certain. Other than the orcs’ captain, the others avoided him.”
			

			
				“Orcs have no love for wizards or warlocks, that’s for sure. They have just enough sense to realize that as long as they’re workin’ for the same side, magic can turn the tide in their favor. Did the warlock use any magic against ye?”
			

			
				Tarquin shook his head. “No, and that made me wonder.”
			

			
				“Why, then? Do ye think he was a magic user?”
			

			
				“After Botreg and I took out the orc captain, the warlock disappeared.”
			

			
				“Well, that cinches it then. As Lieutenant, ye will be leadin’ the squads into a lot heavier fightin’. Watch yer back. I canna disclose what’s in the works.
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-One
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				After the dead were cremated, Celedant walked through the halls amid teachers and apprentices rushing around and carrying healing potions for the wounded. When and the Council he entered the meeting hall, they found the floor littered with those injured during the battle.
			

			
				After checking each person’s condition, the Council left the building and returned to the courtyard to assess the damage and plan repairs.
			

			
				The power that had been unleashed on the gatehouse was astonishing. Giant stone blocks were now rubble, and chunks no larger than a small boulder littered the vast expanse of the courtyard. Large sections of the wall were missing, as though they had never existed. The destroyed gatehouse was nothing more than charred foundation jaggedly protruding from the ground, like broken and blackened teeth.
			

			
				The council members decided to split up so that each could repair a different section. As Celedant made his way through the blasted remains of the gatehouse, he spotted his boyhood friend, Brill, racked with sobs and kneeling next to the crumpled and blackened form of a wizard. Celedant laid a consoling hand on the man’s shoulders.
			

			
				Brill looked up with a blank expression.
			

			
				Celedant peered closer at the burned and broken body hidden amongst the shattered stones and realized it was Randuf, a close friend of the librarian.
			

			
				“I’m so sorry, Brill. I know you two were close. This is a terrible loss.”
			

			
				Brill answered by lowering his head as sorrow overwhelmed him once more. Celedant offered more words of condolence until he heard his name called.
			

			
				Turning, he saw Capres making his way up the sea road. When the old wizard reached Celedant's side, excited words tumbled from his mouth.
			

			
				"I’m glad you made it through the Dragon Tear, my boy. I can’t wait to hear what it told you. I’m sure the information will prove to be most valuable. As you can see by what we fought this day, great evil has been unleashed, and I fear this is only the beginning."
			

			
				“Do you believe, as I do, that this beast was brought through the void by the Staff of Adois?” Celedant asked.
			

			
				“Indeed I do. You need to hurry with your quest. The staff, and the rifts it opens, must be destroyed as soon as possible."
			

			
				Capres bent down and gently touched the ancient mahogany staff in the deceased Randuf’s hand. It was topped with an exquisitely etched silver gryphon perched on a flawless emerald the size of an egg. As soon as the Master’s hand touched the wood, Randuf's fingers released its death grip. The old wizard took it and presented the staff to Celedant.
			

			
				“Randuf has no need of this now, but it may prove useful to your quest. It is the staff of Forestae, given to him by an elven Master who died from injuries received in the war with the Zeiglon Empire. It is elven-made, naturally, and contains powerful forest magic that magnifies the user’s abilities."
			

			
				Capres turned to the grieving Brill.
			

			
				"I’m sorry. Randuf will be sorely missed, but you must set aside your grief and continue helping Celedant search the library for the information he needs.”
			

			
				Brill laid his friend’s head gently on the grass and stood up.
			

			
				“Randuf knew of your quest, Celedant,” Brill said. “He would have been pleased to know that his staff has passed into your care. Now that Forestae is in your hands, it will become as powerful as it once was.”
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				Many months followed and after reinforcing Edain’s defenses, Celedant and Brill continued their search of the crowded shelves of the library. Celedant often went without sleep, but used the large, leather-bound books as pillows to snatch small naps.
			

			
				Legends -- true, false and unreliable -- had multiplied and grown around the Staff of Adaman. They appeared and reappeared in many forms throughout the dusty records, but the only thing that rang true was the description. Every depiction, both illustrated and written, described the staff as a six-foot length of mythril with a faceted crystal of gold amber, the purest crystal on the planet, held in the mouth of a dragon which had been cast from the purest gold.
			

			
				The two wizards searched from one end of the cavernous library to the other, but they had yet to locate the true resting place of the staff that had disappeared a thousand years earlier. After months of futile searching, the task seemed impossible.
			

			
				Celedant’s resolve began to slip, but he knew he had to continue. Without the staff of Adaman, he would never be able to defeat the Staff of Adois and its powerful Master.
			

			
				Late one afternoon, as Celedant stared at the stacks of books and scrolls piled precariously on nearly every empty surface, he felt ready to hurl every one of the valuable tomes to the floor.
			

			
				Suddenly he heard a shout from a far corner of the room. The shrill yell echoed throughout the vastness of the library.
			

			
				"I found it! I found it!" Brill shouted as he rushed toward Celedant, doing a little jig as he ran.
			

			
				The bespectacled librarian was smiling from ear to ear as he waved a partially unrolled scroll above his head. As soon as he reached his friend, Brill pushed aside the books stacked on a nearby table with an uncharacteristic sweep of his arm, disregarding them as they fell to the library floor with a bang. His shouting and rash action brought loud protests from the other wizards studying in the room.
			

			
				He unrolled the scroll and placed it before Celedant, using crystal paperweights to hold the corners flat.
			

			
				"Here is the starting point," he said.
			

			
				Celedant examined the ancient manuscript. It had been illustrated by someone with a fair hand, but a rather bad color sense, and the illuminations that ringed the flowing text showed Emperor Osradius seated on a throne fashioned of ivory and brown seashells as he held court over his vassals. Celedant recognized the fabled shell throne of the Zeiglon Empire and focused his concentration on what the Emperor was holding, the disassembled pieces of the Staff of Adaman, enlarged and brightly colored.
			

			
				Celedant smiled. "The shell throne of Zeiglon last held our prize. This language looks odd, but it resembles elven. Can you translate it?"
			

			
				Brill tapped the manuscript with his finger. "That, my friend, is a script I am well-versed in. It’s Archaic Elven."
			

			
				Celedant understood the librarian's smug reply. Archaic Elven was a secret language, guarded by the elves and only used in special religious ceremonies. Brill had made it his life's goal to understand the hidden language. He had traveled the known world, tracking down every use of it and reference to it that had been committed to parchment. There were rumors that Brill had broken into the elven king's personal library to read secret manuscripts written in the secret, ancient words.
			

			
				Celedant tried to bring his gloating friend down from the clouds.
			

			
				"Where did you find it?"
			

			
				"It’s an original manuscript from one of my oldest friends, who shall remain nameless."
			

			
				"The illumination represents the capture of Prince Aedith and the subsequent fall of Zeiglon," Celedant stated thoughtfully.
			

			
				Brill took a deep breath. "Yes, but this one is special, very special. The surviving elven envoy, sent to bargain for the prince’s life, wrote it. I misplaced it years ago, and it took awhile before I recalled this manuscript. I sorted through several parchments in the far corner, but I dropped one behind some little-used books on animal husbandry. Imagine my surprise when I found a second, dusty parchment next to the one I had just dropped and discovered it was the scroll I wanted."
			

			
				"I wish you had found this earlier,” Celedant said with a tired smile. “It would have saved us much worry and frustration."
			

			
				Brill's eyes sparkled as he stood in front of Celedant like an instructor. "Tell me what you know about the capture of the elven prince and the fall of Zeiglon. Then I'll tell you what really happened from the pen of one who was actually present."
			

			
				Celedant pushed back his chair before beginning.
			

			
				"The history of Zeiglon was not one of my interests as I journeyed across the continent. I heard a score of stories, most of which were nothing more than myth. The elves actually have several myths that have grown up around the death of their prince, which is odd because elves rarely indulge in that sort of thing. However, I have pieced together what I believe to be the true version."
			

			
				Celedant inclined his head and continued. “The prince, with the other Parthian rebels, was taken to Zeiglon after being captured during a raid on the Empire's northern borders. He spent two years imprisoned under the shell throne. News of his whereabouts almost didn’t reach King Balthorius. When it did, the elves sent emissaries to plead for the prince's life. Apparently, one of those envoys penned this manuscript,” he said, indicating the parchment before them.
			

			
				"The debate between the emissaries and the emperor’s advisors lasted for months,” Celedant continued. “Emperor Osradius demanded death for the elven alliance with the Parthian renegades. With the prince’s fate sealed, the envoys watched the execution at sword point. In chains, Prince Aedith came before the tyrant. When the Emperor raised his staff to strike him down, the elf, despite his chains, pulled away from his guards and lunged. He and the emperor struggled briefly before falling against the giant shell throne and toppling it. Legend claims that the toppling started, or coincided with, an earthquake. Whichever is true, the earthquake started a chain of eruptions from dormant volcanoes that lay along the eastern coast of Zeiglon. This resulted in the death of the prince, the fall of the empire, and the reshaping of our continent. After that, a single surviving envoy returned to his King with the shattered remains of the dead prince."
			

			
				The librarian straightened his spine. When he was certain Celedant had finished, he spoke.
			

			
				"So most of the stories say, but this manuscript was penned by Treakis, the surviving elven emissary who bore Prince Aedith's body back to their kingdom. Treakis stated that the prince lived a short time after the quake. His account of the fight around the throne matches yours, but there were no apocalyptic earthquakes and the first explosion was not volcanic, although the ones that followed certainly were.”
			

			
				Brill continued. “The elven prince grappled with the emperor, and in the ensuing struggle, grabbed his enemy’s wrists as they crashed into the throne, overturning it. In that instant, the staff and the Crystal were re-joined. Whether luck or fate, we will never know, although it is certainly more romantic to believe that the throne symbolized Zeiglon’s falling and that caused the earthquake.”
			

			
				“So, you’re saying the Staff of Adaman caused the earthquake?”
			

			
				“Yes. Treakis theorized the emperor’s touch corrupted the staff. When Aedith and Osradius struggled, the wills of the elven prince and the emperor collided as they fought for control. The staff's power was unleashed on the continent and demolished the empire. Treakis never understood why or how he lived through the blast, but he awoke to a starry night in the devastated ruins of the palace.”
			

			
				“That must have surprised him,” Celedant commented dryly.
			

			
				Brill nodded. “As he looked around, he saw the most powerful city in the known world reduced to ruins. Treakis stood, shocked, in the middle of the throne room.”
			

			
				“A hellish scene to be sure,” Celedant mused.
			

			
				“Treakis then heard a tremendous hissing behind him, and as he turned, he watched in amazement as huge, unsteady spires of rock fell into the sea. The land was reborn. He heard moaning and he followed the pitiful sounds to Aedith. The prince was lying next to a blackened crevasse that occupied the spot where the emperor's throne once stood. Aedith's body was a mass of charred flesh and no longer bore any resemblance to an elf, but he still grasped the Staff of Adaman in hands, even though they looked more like the skeletal claws of a nightmarish beast.”
			

			
				“Treakis cradled the dying prince in his arms and through bloody, cracked lips, Aedith gave the emissary his final instructions before he shuddered and died, dropping the staff. It landed at the emissary’s feet. Treakis searched the ruins further and found a charred tapestry that he used to wrap the prince's body before carrying out Aedith's last wishes. Using his dagger, he pried the Crystal and the dragon’s mouth from the staff and placed it in a leather pouch. Standing at the edge of the blackened crevasse, he raised the staff above his head and shouted, ‘May the evil of the Zeiglon Empire never again plague this land.’ He threw the staff into the pit. Treakis wrote that as the mythril staff fell, he heard a gut-wrenching wail, but he was never truly certain if he imagined it or if the sound had come from his own lips."
			

			
				Brill stopped pacing. "He never told anyone what he did with the Crystal, but the staff lies where the ancient capital of Zeiglon’s throne once stood."
			

			
				Celedant’s sigh brought nasty looks from several of the library’s other patrons. He ignored them.
			

			
				“You've done it, Brill. With half the puzzle solved, we must find where the Emissary hid the Crystal."
			

			
				"I have a clue to the location of the second half of the puzzle as well,” Brill crowed. “The descendants of Treakis still live within the elven kingdom. They might be able to lead you to the Crystal's location."
			

			
				The two felt an elation that had been absent since the assault on Edain.
			

			
				"Congratulations are in order…along with a bottle of the best elven wine we can lay our hands on."
			

			
				Brill beamed from ear to ear, but said, "You know I don't drink."
			

			
				"Not having to share is even better,” Celedant chuckled. “You wouldn’t know the exact location of Treakis' descendants, would you?"
			

			
				The librarian nodded. "As a matter of fact, I do. Orthorion retired, moved to Callius, and became a historian."
			

			
				"A good starting point," Celedant agreed. "Well done, Brill. I must depart in the morning, but for now let's celebrate."
			

			
				They left the library and ordered a hearty meal from the kitchen, which the two men savored, along with wine for Celedant and herbal tea for Brill.
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				The next morning dawned cool and cloudy, but a brisk breeze off the ocean gave the false promise of better days ahead. Winter was here, and days like this one were to be treasured.
			

			
				Celedant had a bad headache. He was paying for his indulgence the night before. Normally he limited his alcohol intake to a couple glasses, but after all, he had been celebrating. He had spent the evening with Brill and consumed two bottles of a very fine wine.
			

			
				No matter how much his body protested, the wizard still had to get up. He rose from the bed, his head pounding unmercifully. Going to the window, he opened the shutters and stared out at the newly constructed gatehouse. Letting the cool air wash over him, he retrieved a small potion bottle from the chest next to the window and downed the foul-tasting stuff, making a face. Within moments, he felt better.
			

			
				He would take a week’s worth of food for the trip, even though the journey south would not take that long if Azimuth consented to carry him. He could have teleported, but the elves did not like outsiders arriving on their doorstep in that manner, and he needed their good will.
			

			
				Celedant was certain the dragon would welcome the opportunity to travel south. They could spend the trip in deep discussion, and the dragon would be thrilled to get away from the unceasing questions posed by his inquisitive dragonets back at the aerie. Just the other day Azimuth had been lamenting to Celedant his loss of quiet and privacy after recently becoming the father of a clutch containing a dozen hatchlings.
			

			
				Clearing his mind, Celedant called for his old friend, and a minute later a familiar voice entered his mind.
			

			
				"What can I do for you, Celedant?"
			

			
				"How about a ride south to the border of Ravannhell?" the wizard replied.
			

			
				"If it gets me out for a few days, I’ll gladly take you to the ends of the planet,” the dragon responded happily.
			

			
				Celedant laughed. “As much as I would love to travel around the continent like a reckless vagabond, I fear I must settle for a single destination. Too much time already has passed, and I must begin my search.”
			

			
				A wave of sadness filled Celedant's mind as Azimuth answered. “I will be sorry to see you go. I'll be on the beach at noon. Sooner if I can escape the aerie without being spotted."
			

			
				Celedant felt the dragon break their mental contact, and he finished packing what he would need for the trip. Grabbing Forestae, he went in search of his old teacher and found Capres sitting alone in the meditation garden. When the old man saw Celedant approaching, he cleared the seat next to him.
			

			
				The garden was bleak in the winter months, but the patterns raked into the sand were like a soothing balm and at this time of year, the older wizard enjoyed the crisp temperatures.
			

			
				“You’re leaving," Capres said matter-of-factly.
			

			
				"Yes," Celedant replied.
			

			
				"Ha, I knew that bookworm Brill would be of some use. It was good for him to have something to occupy his mind after Randuf's death. By the way, have you had a chance to test the power of your new staff?"
			

			
				Celedant had, in fact, forgotten the staff, and admitted as much.
			

			
				"In my haste to find the location of the Staff of Adaman, I must confess Forestae slipped my mind."
			

			
				Capres straightened and stretched his old bones as he smoothed the woolen fabric of the blue robe over his bony knees.
			

			
				"Randuf was an old and dear friend. He was my apprentice so long ago, it’s hard to recall the memories. His studies centered on forest magic. I believe that’s why he inherited the staff. When the call to Partha’s allies went out, he joined the Parthian rebels in the fight against the Zeiglon Empire. He and Master Barathian dedicated their lives to overthrowing the evil that had threatened to overwhelm not only Partha, but the elves and, perhaps, all of the rest of us."
			

			
				He took the staff from Celedant and held it in his wrinkled hands. "I’m not certain of its true powers. Master Barathian was a little too uppity, even for an elf, and we did not get along. I can only tell you that the staff's power intertwines with that of the forest and of nature itself. It also acts as a focus, channeling your power and adding its own. It increased your abilities substantially. Mayhap one day you will come to understand the staff’s full potential. Use it well for the benefit of this world."
			

			
				The two looked up to see the dragon flapping his huge, leathery wings as he hovered above the garden.
			

			
				"I am early, my friend. The hatchlings were busy consuming a couple dozen sheep under the watchful eye of my mate, so I slipped away."
			

			
				Ever so gently Azimuth settled to the ground in front of them and his claws gouged deeply into the raked sand and destroyed the intricate patterns that would take at least a turn of the clock, if not longer, to restore.
			

			
				"For heaven’s sake, Celedant," Capres said loud enough for the dragon to hear. "It’s time to take that overgrown lizard and be off. Every time he lands, he stirs up the sand and wrecks the images. Then some poor novice has to stop what he or she is doing to repair them.”
			

			
				Although dragons spoke telepathically, they had no problem understanding any language spoken aloud. The dragon’s massive head swiveled to stare at the older wizard and a small snort of flame issued from his snout.
			

			
				"Old coot,” Azimuth said, “if you got off your duff and did some travelling with Berlundi once in awhile, you wouldn’t have to worry about a little dust.” He turned to Celedant. "Come, I will help you escape this dullard."
			

			
				Celedant gathered his pack and saddle and then levitated upward to the dragon’s neck ridges, where he attached the leather saddle. As he strapped himself in, he called down to his old teacher.
			

			
				"Tell everyone good-bye for me, and take care of yourself."
			

			
				"Safe journey, my son,” Capres called. “Remember, the only safe haven for us is here at Edain."
			

			
				Under his breath he added, "However, if your quest fails, we won’t be safe even here, and all will be lost."
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Taza sat quietly in his study, the only light coming from the stub of a yellow candle. He sat in his comfortable, heavy chair made of dark mahogany with the seat and back cushions covered in deer hide. He read several passages from a leather-bound book about the illanni and their magical abilities. Were they still the right race to start his plans? The vampire wanted to determine how far their magical abilities had advanced.
			

			
				Taza had broken into a blind rage when he had learned that only a third of their people had turned to the vampiric life. He was ready to take his army of ghouls to Illan and force the rest to surrender to his demands. Reason, however, asserted itself, and he decided find another way to make them join him.
			

			
				A timid knock at the study door broke his concentration.
			

			
				“Come.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry to disturb you, my lord,” one of his vampire guards said. “Tibersu has arrived.”
			

			
				At last, he thought.
			

			
				“Show him in.”
			

			
				Morganna’s father entered the study, head bowed, and dropped to his knees. “I have brought the information you require, oh revered one.”
			

			
				“Rise and be seated,” Taza said, indicating a straight-backed wooden chair opposite him.
			

			
				Tibersu was one of his staunchest supporters and a powerful warlock. Since he needed as many illanni warlocks on his side as possible, the vampire decided to be generous. He clapped his hands and the guard appeared.
			

			
				“Pour our guest and myself a glass of wine. Then wait outside.”
			

			
				“Yes, master,” the guard replied as he fetched two crystal goblets and filled them with the usual mixture of deep ruby wine laced with blood.
			

			
				The illanni sat and when he had received the goblet, he sipped his drink.
			

			
				“An excellent vintage, my lord. I am honored.”
			

			
				“Naturally,” Taza replied, taking a generous sip. “What news have you brought?”
			

			
				Tibersu’s smile slipped from his face. “I’m sorry, my lord. The dissidents grow in number and meet secretly to discuss ways to overthrow us. Your plan for peace is in jeopardy.”
			

			
				“No doubt led by your rebellious daughter,” Taza replied, holding his anger in check.
			

			
				“Most likely,” the illanni admitted, bowing his head in shame. “My retainers have searched the underground for her, but thus far she has managed to elude them.”
			

			
				Taza raised his eyebrows. “Then you must expand your search to the land above ground.”
			

			
				Tibersu raised his head in amazement. “She is illanni. No member of our race would willingly live above ground.”
			

			
				“She is a traitorous rebel who defies me and everything I have tried to do for your people!” Taza shouted. “If you cannot find her below ground, she has moved above.”
			

			
				Tibersu lowered his head once more. “You are wise, sire. Apparently, my nephew agrees with you. The boy went above ground in search of her a week ago, but has not returned. I will expand the search to Ravannhiel, Korvanna, the dwarvan territories, and the surrounding areas. The girl looks more Wood Elf than illanni, a throwback to our ancestors. I have never trusted her. No doubt she has gone to live with them, passing herself off as a long-lost member of their clan.”
			

			
				“No doubt,” Taza agreed.
			

			
				“Getting into Ravannhell and Korvanna will not be easy, my lord.”
			

			
				“Do whatever it takes, but find and bring her to me,” the vampire said, his deep voice returning to normal. “I will turn her myself and destroy her defiance. By the time I am finished with your daughter, she will do my bidding. As further punishment, I will put her in charge of turning those remaining illanni who have not joined me willingly.”
			

			
				“Will you force the others to accept your gift?” Tibersu asked, eagerly.
			

			
				“Yes, but not right away. First, I want you to rally the other clans to our cause. Tempt them with the benefits they will gain as vampires, but do it gently. Woo them to our cause with promises of the riches. I will reward them when they become rulers over all the land and subjugate the lesser races to their will. In the meantime I want every dissenter caught and brought here to my prison. After they have suffered for their defiance, they will be turned by my guards and forced to join our ranks.”
			

			
				“Very good, my lord,” the illanni said, draining his glass and standing. “With your permission, I’ll take my leave.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Taza said, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. “Know this, Tibersu. My patience will not last forever. I have a timetable to keep. If the remaining illanni don’t turn soon, I will descend upon them like a vengeful god, bringing my army with me. When I am finished, they will be vampire soldiers, subject to those who have freely joined me.”
			

			
				Once Tibersu was gone, Taza smiled and took another sip of his blood-laced wine. The illanni were a grasping, power-hungry race. Soon they would all be his to command. Deathlessness indeed had its advantages, and the vampire would use every one of them to complete his destiny and become supreme ruler.
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				In the middle of Taza’s musings, a sharp pain lanced through the pit of his stomach. It felt like his internal organs had begun to boil and he gripped the arms of the chair until his knuckles showed white against the dark wood. For a moment panic raced through his mind. As a second lightning-hot pain seared through him, he lurched upright, dropping his book. It went bouncing across the floor. Reaching for the Staff of Adois to steady himself, he felt his pain increase.
			

			
				Some entity the staff had summoned was dying. Taza could feel its life energies slipping back to the void, shredding his insides as they expired. He steeled the self-control he had mastered over the centuries not to cry out in pain. This accursed staff, he thought, as the pain eased. He threw it to the carpeted floor of his study.
			

			
				To wield the Staff of Adois would have killed a lesser being, he was certain. At times, Taza wondered whether even he would survive the use of the relic.
			

			
				The pain finally subsided until it was nothing more than a mild discomfort in his head. The flying beast he had sent to attack the Wood Elves had been killed, he was certain.
			

			
				Would Celedant survive a similar encounter? That was still a mystery. The Wood Elves had several powerful wizards, whereas Celedant would be alone with no one to help him but his insignificant dragon.
			

			
				Oh, yes. He knew who the real dragons were. He hoped his pets would bring about the wizard’s death, but if what Melgor had said was true? Taza might have to use something else to destroy him.
			

			
				Rising, he went to the sideboard, poured himself another goblet of blood wine and retrieved his book from the floor. He decided to give his pets a chance. The beasts were more powerful than a mere dragon, so there was no point in sending anything else.
			

			
				His mind returned to the illanni. Once he had them all turned, their elven cousins would fall.
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				As Despres sank his fangs into Morganna’s neck, she revived briefly. Realizing the jeopardy, she uttered a desperate spell in the last seconds before he completely drained her life.
			

			
				“Translevera,” she croaked hoarsely.
			

			
				Because of her distress, the illanni was unable to focus on her destination. Instead of arriving in the meadow surrounding her house, she ended up inside an abandoned temple belonging to the dwarvan god Dolgar.
			

			
				She appeared in the sanctuary and collapsed to the floor in a heap. The remaining drops of her life’s blood slowly oozed from the holes left by Despres’s fangs.
			

			
				When Taza escaped the void and took up residence with the illanni, the other gods had noticed his presence. They could have destroyed the vampire, or at the very least sent him back to the void and sealed him inside for eternity. Yet they viewed such an act as direct interference, and they decided to allow their creations to handle the problem. They knew the ensuing battle would be both entertaining and an excellent means of gauging their worthiness.
			

			
				Nevertheless, not all the gods were content to sit back and watch. Knowing that much depended upon the outcome of this battle, the dwarvan god of healing decided to secretly intervene and lend a hand to those he felt could aid the cause of good. His first act had been to sow seeds of discontent in the monks of Aegir’s order, who focused on the hapless dwarf as their victim. Dolgar had actually been very pleased with the dedicated monk, but he knew Aegir would be more useful outside the monastery.
			

			
				After discreetly directing the defrocked monk to join the Borderers, Dolgar watched over him, trying without much success to make the disheartened dwarf realize he had vitally important things to do. When Tarquin intervened and brought Aegir back to the fold. Dolgar was so pleased that he included the young prince as a person of importance. He would keep an eye on him.
			

			
				As he scanned the continent for other critical players, the ancient deity also discovered Morganna. He knew she had an important role to play in the war between good and evil. He intercepted her in mid-transport and brought her nearly lifeless body to his temple. Had he not done so, the illanni would have died before the elves reached her.
			

			
				Dolgar appeared next to her in the form of an ancient and kindly dwarf. His waist-length hair and beard were as white as new-fallen snow, and his robes were a beautiful sapphire blue that matched his twinkling eyes. Those few dwarves who had seen their god would have described his features as gentle, with laugh lines next to eyes that frequently smiled.
			

			
				He had created the dwarves when the gods decided the land needed more than dragons to occupy it and he and his fellow gods produced the various races in their own image, creating dwarves, humans and elves and instilling them with varying degrees of skill, intellect and magic.
			

			
				After Adaman had sealed the rift, his jealous twin sister not only stole and hid his staff, she used her anger to strengthen the orcs, the giants and a host of other dangerous, evil creatures and send them to the world to wreak havoc on the ‘creatures of light.’ She was furious that she no longer had access to the creatures of the other side.
			

			
				Later, when Taza escaped the void and brought the dreaded plague of vampirism to the world, Adois had smiled. Nothing would have pleased her more than to have the ‘creatures of light’ overwhelmed and subjugated by the vampire and his dark children.
			

			
				After Dolgar had directed Morganna to his temple, he bent over and lifted her in his strong arms and gently laid her on the blue-cushioned healing bed he had magically restored. He tenderly brushed her long, dark tresses from her pale face and then breathed into her nose and mouth to re-igniting the spark of life that had nearly disappeared.
			

			
				Morganna gasped loudly as her arteries and veins filled again with warm, life-giving blood. As her skin warmed and turned a healthy pink, Dolgar tucked a note into the bodice of her leather armor and then he disappeared.
			

			
				“Rest, my child. Ye have much to do before ye seek eternity,” Dolgar said in his warm baritone voice as he faded from view. “I am with you always.”
			

			
				The illanni awoke with a start. Dolgar’s words barely registered as she jumped up and looked around wildly for her cousin. Despres was not there. Her hand shot up to her neck. The puncture holes his fangs had made were missing. Had it only been one of her nightmares?
			

			
				Morganna looked down and saw the leather armor she had purchased in Korvanna. Her strange new location sank in. She wasn’t in the elven forest. How did she get here?
			

			
				Feeling dizzy, the sorceress sank back down on the healing couch and fell into a deep sleep.
			

			
				“Ye will feel better when ye awake,” Dolgar said.
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				The sun was high in the heavens before Morganna awoke. Dust motes danced merrily on bright sunbeams as they poured through the room’s only window.
			

			
				Enjoying a long, luxurious stretch, the sorceress sat up and placed her feet on the floor. As she looked about curiously, the nightmare of the previous evening settled on her relaxed mind. She threw a protective shield around herself, anticipating another attack, and then she felt the note that Dolgar had tucked into her bodice.
			

			
				What this? she wondered.
			

			
				Removing the parchment, Morganna carefully opened the pages and began to read:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Morganna,
			

			
				Ye are probably wondering how ye arrived at me temple. If I hadna intervened, ye would now be dead. Ye have an important mission. The second page of this note is from a friend of yers. She and others like her need yer help. Even though ye may not have realized it, ye have trained over the centuries for this role.
			

			
				Take care, child. Much depends on what ye do next. I’ll be keeping watch over ye, in case ye should need me help again.
			

			
				Dolgar
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Why would this Dolgar be interested in me?” she asked aloud.
			

			
				She turned to the second note and read:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Morganna,
			

			
				I heard about what happened with your family. I saw the posters offering a reward for your demise. I pray to our ancient elven gods for your safety, and bless each day that you remain unharmed.
			

			
				Because the resistance movement is growing, things have gotten worse, not only in the city, but also in the outlying regions. Taza has offered a reward for your capture. When found, he will turn you himself. Rumors say that the same fate awaits anyone who does not willingly accept their vampiric fate.
			

			
				Despres went above ground in search of you several weeks ago. I’m certain he does not know that Taza wants you captured, not killed. Since no one has been able to find you here below, I also believe you must have taken refuge above. Please be careful and watch out for him.
			

			
				Your father has rallied the other vampire families. They are pushing hard to turn those still resisting the change and are offering them riches and ruling positions. Fortunately, many remain reluctant. Although the promised wealth is appealing, our people are uncertain if they want to become the living dead.
			

			
				Sergi and I conducted a secret meeting last night. Many of us have decided to move above ground to somewhere safe, yet close enough to allow us to infiltrate Illan. However, we need your help. Aside from you and possibly one or two others, our people have not been above ground in centuries, so your guidance will be helpful.
			

			
				Knowing you as I do, I am certain you are continuing the fight above ground. Can you find a secure location for a hundred of us? The movement is much larger, but not everyone is willing to face the light yet. That’s okay, because we need liaisons in and around Illan. They will work down here coordinating our efforts above ground. Those of us looking to relocate have made trips to the surface at night to explore the area.
			

			
				We want to join you for a two-fold reason: to obtain weapons to fight the vampires, and to create an escape route for the slaves and other illanni who wish to leave. A kindly old dwarf with long white hair, who I met during one of my trips above ground, said he knew your location and offered to deliver this.
			

			
				Please help. I know you have not turned your back on your people.
			

			
				In two days, when the moon reaches its apex, I will go to an abandoned temple that the old dwarf showed me. I stole my mother’s ring of transportation, and that will help us get around quicker, especially during stealth missions. Please meet me there with your answer. I will check every night for seven days. If you haven’t shown by then, I’ll know you either did not receive this message, or have decided to disown us.
			

			
				Either way, I remain your friend forever.
			

			
				Kalsti
			

			
				 
			

			
				Morganna lowered the note with trembling hands.
			

			
				She feared for her friends and all the illanni unwilling to accept vampirism. Kalsti’s prediction that those who resisted may have to live above ground seemed like a foregone conclusion. Having come to appreciate the wonders and beauty of nature denied to those below, she saw this as a good thing. Maybe it was the only way for her people to turn from darkness and regain their elven nature.
			

			
				Morganna folded the notes and stuck them in her waistband. It was time to return home and set things in motion. Keeping her protective shield in place, she transported home.
			

			
				Despres was nowhere in sight, but she wasn’t surprised. The sorceress dropped the wards surrounding her home, slipped through and quickly restored them.
			

			
				As she entered her little cottage, Morganna realized she was starving. She grabbed a hunk of bread left over from the day before, a thick slice of cheese kept magically preserved, and a goblet of wine from a jug chilled in the well at the back of the house. Ravenous, she devoured the food and walked about the two-story cottage as she made her plans.
			

			
				When Morganna had finished eating, she went to work.
			

			
				By the time she was finished, the five-room cottage looked the same outside, but magic had expanded the two upstairs rooms to hold a hundred people each, males in one room, female in the other. There would be little privacy in the crowded conditions so she also expanded the living room and kitchen, but she enlarged her downstairs bedroom only enough to hold her books and magical implements and to give herself a small work area.
			

			
				She would tell Kalsti the following day to have the other illanni bring the supplies they needed for sleeping and eating. The operation would be dangerous. Despres and those like him would jump at the chance to capture Morganna and the others for a handsome reward.
			

			
				The danger would not end there, either. Once everyone had transferred above ground, the fight to help others escape vampiric tyranny would put them in unending peril. The rebels had no choice. If they did not fight, all would be doomed to a fate worse than death.
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Capres headed for the door and the safe confines of the hall before the dragon’s huge wings stirred up more sand.
			

			
				"If the ‘farewells’ are finished, where would you like me to deposit you?" Azimuth asked.
			

			
				Celedant reached down and scratched the dragon's neck ridges, bringing a deep rumble of pleasure from the beast.
			

			
				"As close to Ravannhell as possible, if you please," Celedant answered.
			

			
				The dragon stretched his neck. "Easily accomplished, my friend."
			

			
				Two powerful thrusts of his wings launched them into the air and they soared skyward. Celedant caught a brief glimpse of Edain as it shrank from view before clouds enveloped them. Before long wizard and dragon were soaked with moisture.
			

			
				"Get me out of these clouds before I die of lung fever," Celedant protested.
			

			
				In his mind the wizard heard an amused chuckle.
			

			
				"I was trying to give you a bath. There's a strange smell about you this morning. Besides, you can always cloak yourself."
			

			
				It was Celedant's turn to laugh. "You probably smell the after-effects of the wine I drank last night."
			

			
				"If it makes you stink like that, try to avoid the stuff when we’re together."
			

			
				The journey to Ravannhell would take the dragon two days of non-stop flying. They hugged the clouds, but rarely dipped beneath the cloud cover. Celedant had never flown this far on Azimuth and he was unsure how the dragon avoided losing his way. Azimuth assured him that a dragon could fly blindfolded and still be able to reach a desired destination.
			

			
				The journey was either breathtaking or completely boring. As they headed south, the scenery was almost mind numbing. An endless blanket of white cloud stretched as far as the eye could see, but when the cloud cover broke, the panoramic view of the scenery below would astound even Celedant.
			

			
				To stay awake, the wizard kept an ongoing discussion going with Azimuth and by the end of the first day, the dragon had covered everything Celedant could ever want to know about his hatchlings, his mate and his life in a dragon aerie.
			

			
				Celedant’s head finally began nodding with sleep and the wizard made certain the straps that kept him in the saddle were tight. Eventually Celedant fell into a surprisingly deep sleep. Many turns of the clock had passed before he awoke with a start. It was mid-afternoon the next day, and Azimuth was banking through a gap in the clouds to head toward the ground.
			

			
				"What's going on, Azimuth?" Celedant asked, yawning.
			

			
				“While you slept the night and morning away, we reached the end of our journey and are approaching Ravannhell," the dragon answered cheerfully.
			

			
				As they exited the clouds, Celedant looked south and saw Ravannhell, the elven forest of the wood elves with its endless miles of verdant green woodland.
			

			
				The dragon dived deeply and headed for the ground. Suddenly Azimuth’s body tensed and his head swiveled back to scan intently the cloud cover they had just left.
			

			
				"Danger approaches. I sense a great evil coming toward us."
			

			
				Celedant gripped Forestae and looked across the grass plains surrounding the elven kingdom for danger. The wizard knew there were many hazards hidden there, but none large enough to alarm a beast as powerful as a dragon.
			

			
				Azimuth broke his dive, circled the area and his head began swiveling right and left as he scanned out toward the horizon.
			

			
				"Do you know what it is?" Celedant asked.
			

			
				"I am not certain,” the dragon answered warily. “I sense an old evil that has not plagued dragon-kind in millennia.”
			

			
				A moment later, the dragon’s voice, laced with anxiety, cut loudly through Celedant’s thoughts.
			

			
				"There, to the west, low in the clouds!"
			

			
				The wizard's mind cleared of the dragon's shout in time to see a massive dark shape fly from the clouds. Even at that distance, Celedant could see that the beast was three times the size of Azimuth. It was headed for them, and with a piercing shriek that hurt the wizard’s eardrums, it separated into two creatures.
			

			
				Azimuth broke right to give himself more room to maneuver.
			

			
				"It’s a pair of dravens, or I am a hatchling fresh out of the egg. They have not been seen in these skies since my race was very young."
			

			
				The rocky-scaled dravens closely resembled the manta rays that still swam the ocean's currents, but unlike the sea's sleek manta, a black and white draven used its outstretched ‘wings’ to glide through air instead of water.
			

			
				It sported a long tail spiked with thick protrusions like a mace, and it had a head that seemed little more than a neckless extension of its body with an extended, u-shaped mouth. Its sides jutted out like a tuning fork that could be used as a pair of lances to spear its prey. Unlike its watery cousins that were filter feeders, the draven’s mouth contained row upon row of dagger-like teeth.
			

			
				As the two draven leveled out, Azimuth picked up speed and headed toward them.
			

			
				“I'm going to try to get above them. Hang on."
			

			
				Celedant did not answer, but pressed his body against the dragon’s neck to get out of the cold wind-stream whistling past him and threatening to pluck him from the saddle as Azimuth quickly closed the gap. He had never realized a dragon could reach such speed.
			

			
				The two draven flew abreast of each other with a space of fifty yards between them. Their dark shapes whipped past Azimuth with the sound of thunder and the dragon shuddered from the invisible blow.
			

			
				He roared in pain before he turned swiftly and climbed higher. The wizard's insides flattened against his back as both his mind and his body screamed in protest from the dragon's swift maneuvers. The force of the turn strained the straps that held Celedant in the saddle and threatened to unseat him.
			

			
				As Azimuth completed his turn, Celedant felt something wet splash against his right arm. He looked down and found his sleeve soaked with bright red blood. Twisting his body to the right, Celedant saw the gaping wound in the great beast’s flank. One of the draven's tails had caught the dragon a glancing blow as they had sailed past.
			

			
				Although the wound looked painful, Azimuth ignored it.
			

			
				"I'll be engaging the one on the left,” Azimuth said calmly. “If you would occupy the other, I would greatly appreciate it."
			

			
				Always calm, even under pressure, Celedant thought as he prepared to engage the flying legends. Azimuth pursued one draven that now banked left and then right to evade him while the other circled to come at them from behind.
			

			
				Celedant twisted in the saddle once more and raised Forestae high to pointed it at the flying monster. He cursed himself for not taking the time to learn how to master the staff before leaving Edain. He had no idea what triggered the staff’s power, but he just hoped it would work like most objects that projected its user’s magic.
			

			
				As the draven drew closer, Celedant cleared his head. He put all thoughts aside and concentrated on the staff so he could send the strength of his will deep into it and tap its source of hidden power.
			

			
				Surprisingly, Forestae accepted his intrusion without protest. As its magic merged with his, the wizard visualized the incantation he wanted and the spectacular results it would produce. The staff glowed bright green and blinding, green-hued energy bolts shot out of the staff’s emerald into the clouds above.
			

			
				As one draven flew beneath the energized clouds, a bolt of the jagged lightning lashed out and caught it on the left wing. The impact jarred the great beast and nearly brought it to a halt in mid-air. It began flapping its useless, smoldering wing just as the second bolt struck. It caught the draven where the right wing connected to the body and blew the entire wing to bits in a dramatic shower of black blood and darkened flesh.
			

			
				Spinning out of control, the draven screamed in agony, a sound so piercing Celedant had to cover his ears to keep his eardrums from bursting. As the creature plummeted downward, a third bolt struck it in the back. With one final cry, it crashed into the grassy plains with a loud boom that shook the ground for miles.
			

			
				Celedant turned his attention back to Azimuth, who was now chasing the other draven as it zigzagged across the sky. The beast was fast, but its crazy maneuvering gave the dragon a chance to close in.
			

			
				The wild, breakneck pace of the draven and the dragon led them miles to the north into the Mordolwyn Mountains, and just as they flew over the snow-covered, jagged peaks, Azimuth finally caught his opponent.
			

			
				The dragon flew above the draven, extended the claws of his rear legs and prepared to drop down onto the creature.
			

			
				As Azimuth began his dive, the draven flipped around, extended its own lethal claws forward like three-headed spears, and thundered toward them. The sun reflected off its multiple rows of teeth as it screamed its defiance.
			

			
				Bright flames suddenly erupted from the dragon's mouth and engulfed the beast’s head in a glowing, yellowish red light.
			

			
				A scream of agony came from the monster’s throat, but the flames did not slow the creature. It continued quickly upward and sank its jagged teeth into Azimuth's shoulder, nearly removing Celedant's leg at the knee with its bite.
			

			
				The colossal impact of the two great beasts jarred them both to a halt in mid-air and threw the wizard out of the saddle as all but one of the thick leather straps snapped. Celedant clung to the remaining strap for dear life as the violent movements from the battling monsters repeatedly slammed him into the dragon’s side and nearly rendered him unconscious.
			

			
				Its head charred and smoking, the draven sunk its teeth deeper and deeper into the dragon’s shoulder as it desperately fought for control, but the flapping wings of both beasts became entangled, throwing them into a spinning dive.
			

			
				Azimuth howled in pain and blew another blast of searing heat from its mouth at the draven. The flames raked the monster's left side until white bone was all that remained of its wing, now hanging uselessly at the draven’s side and giving the dragon the space to beat his own wings furiously in an attempt to slow their descent.
			

			
				The draven screamed in agony. Its right wing had crumpled and it was unable to maintain even its lop-sided efforts to fly.
			

			
				Once the draven’s struggles ceased, Celedant took advantage of the relative calm to clear his head and he levitated back into the saddle. He quickly mended the broken straps with a repair spell and then sat up to see what he could do to help slow their continuing descent toward the ground. The draven’s wings were useless and its mass was too great for Azimuth to keep them both in the air.
			

			
				As long as the beast held on to the dragon’s shoulder, they remained locked together in their death fall.
			

			
				The draven’s grip was loosening, but not quickly enough, and Azimuth lashed out with one more blast of dragon fire. Bright flames engulfed the monster's head, but also caused the wizard's boots and robe to smoke. The wizard was afraid that at any moment he would burst into flames.
			

			
				Celedant could only catch brief glimpses of the draven through the fire’s intensity and he began a spell to bring moisture from a nearby cloud to douse his robes. When he was no longer in danger of catching fire, he turned his attention back to the draven and watched as the monster's skin peeled back to its spine to reveal its bony white skull.
			

			
				The dying draven finally released the dragon’s shoulder, but tore a huge chunk of Azimuth’s muscle and scales loose as it fell backward and slammed into a peak of the Mordolwyn Mountains. Celedant watched it strike against the rocky slope and lie against the snowy ground, silent. He knew it would not rise again.
			

			
				"How bad is it?" Celedant asked, referring to the dragon’s injuries.
			

			
				Azimuth's voice still held excitement when he answered.
			

			
				"I've never been so sorely injured, but our kind has not battled since the beginning of time. This has been a momentous day."
			

			
				The dragon turned and headed back toward the forest as he continued. "I cannot describe how exhilarated I feel. The wounds will heal, but I cannot wait to tell this tale back at the aerie."
			

			
				"We have won a great battle today,” Celedant said, “but I fear many more will come. I'll wager the Staff of Adois was responsible for bringing both the draven and the elemental beast into our world."
			

			
				The dragon's head swiveled and he looked deeply into his passenger’s eyes.
			

			
				"If that is so, you must hurry. The draven are strong opponents. If they are here in sufficient numbers, many young inexperienced dragons could meet their death. This is the second monster of old sent after you. There could be others.”
			

			
				“Then you agree they were brought here to attack me?” Celedant asked pointedly.
			

			
				“Yes, but they may also be sent against others who cannot defend themselves as well as wizards and dragons. I fear we haven’t heard the end of this yet.”
			

			
				“I’m afraid you may be right.”
			

			
				As the weary pair approached the forest, Azimuth began his descent while a spray of frothy blood trailed him to the ground. The dragon landed smoothly beside the wide Ammoniel River that separated Ravannhell from the plains. Celedant unstrapped himself from the saddle and levitated to the ground.
			

			
				Azimuth questioned him further. "I heard explosions behind me as you battled the other monster. Since it has disappeared, I imagine you dispatched it. Never in my life have I heard such explosions. Has your new staff enabled you to so easily destroy a draven?"
			

			
				Celedant stood beside the dragon and tried to limber up after the long flight.
			

			
				"Yes and no, Azimuth. This new staff greatly magnified my powers, and by using it my magic has increased substantially. I’m still discovering what I can accomplish through it."
			

			
				The dragon gave a throaty laugh from deep within his chest. "Remind me not to anger the great and powerful Celedant. I would not want you using your new staff on me."
			

			
				Celedant’s smile turned to a frown as he examined the dragon's deep wounds, still bleeding freely, and the golden scales dangled from his savaged flesh.
			

			
				"Azimuth, will you be all right?” Celedant asked, concerned. “I could try some healing magic on those wounds, although I’ve been told I don’t have the gentlest touch."
			

			
				The dragon snorted a blast of smoke before answering.
			

			
				"No thanks. If you would please stand back, I’ll take care of it."
			

			
				As Celedant moved closer to the river, the dragon brought his head back around to survey the damage. Using his large, rough tongue, Azimuth cleaned each wound by knocking off the damaged scales. Then, inhaling deeply, he exhaled a blast of fiery red mist that both cauterized the wounds and began the healing process.
			

			
				Celedant flinched as he watched the mist burning his friend's flesh, but Azimuth's cheerful voice entered his mind.
			

			
				"Well, that's taken care of. I’ll have to stop and rest on the return journey, but I’ll heal in a day or two. Now, where are you off to?"
			

			
				Amazed, Celedant shook his head.
			

			
				"I must find another old acquaintance to help me search for a needle in a haystack, or more correctly, an elf in a forest."
			

			
				Azimuth chortled. "I'm off then. I’ll report our little scuffle to Capres upon my return. Maybe the Council can discover what else has been brought through the void."
			

			
				Celedant walked over and rubbed a ridge on the dragon’s neck and heard a pleasurable rumble come from the Azimuth’s throat.
			

			
				"If that was ‘a little scuffle,’ I would hate to see you after a major battle."
			

			
				The dragon's great leathery wings began beating, kicking up dirt and debris.
			

			
				"If things are as bad as they seem,” Azimuth said, “you may well get that chance."
			

			
				Celedant nodded. "Be careful. There may be more draven or other beasts lying in wait."
			

			
				“Since you won’t be with me, I don’t think I’ll be bothered. I’m more worried about you, my friend. Whoever has mastered the Staff of Adois wants you dead, and even though you have a powerful new staff, be on guard. I have no desire to attend your cremation anytime soon.”
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Melgor selected an old inn that had seen better days for his meeting with Sellis. The dark brown paint on the outside walls had faded and peeled away years ago and cracks appeared in many of the windows beneath decades of accumulated grime.
			

			
				As he rode next to his employer, Sellis would have preferred a cleaner, better-kept inn that catered more to his flamboyant lifestyle, but he had no say in the matter. It would have been foolish to reject the warlock’s invitation since Melgor kept the gold flowing into Sellis’ pockets.
			

			
				As they neared the inn and its adjacent barn, a surly man with short, but matted dirty-blond hair took the horses toward what appeared to be a dilapidated stable. Melgor swallowed his disgust and called out.
			

			
				“Feed and water the horses and allow them the freedom of the paddock. We’ll not be staying long.”
			

			
				The warlock tossed a gold coin to the stable hand and he led the sweaty horses away.
			

			
				The warlocks advanced to the warped wooden door of the inn and Sellis had to shove it open. Despite the inn’s rough exterior, several human traders, dressed in well-made, if travel-stained clothing, and their burly guards occupied some of the tables.
			

			
				Recognizing Melgor, the proprietor, a portly man with thinning hair and a bushy, salt-and-pepper mustache, gestured toward an empty table in the corner.
			

			
				“Be along shortly,” he said and then waddled over to the bar and came back and placed an ale before each of them. “What else can I get you, gents?”
			

			
				“We’ll have the venison stew,” Melgor said.
			

			
				The owner bowed as low as his girth would allow and headed back to the kitchen.
			

			
				“The place isn’t much to look at, but his wife is an excellent cook,” Melgor told his companion.
			

			
				The proprietor returned shortly with two wooden bowls of hearty stew and two hunks of bread. Melgor, dressed as always in red robes, dug into his meal with relish. Sellis did the same, careful not to spill any on his forest-green brocade tailcoat or his white linen shirt.
			

			
				“Lord Taza is growing impatient,” Melgor said between bites. “He wants you to continue your attempts, but head north to Brackus.”
			

			
				The warlock slid a heavy pouch across the table.
			

			
				“Use this wisely. I fear you will be recalled, and funding will be cut off if you don’t produce results soon.”
			

			
				“I’m doing the best I can,” Sellis whined, looking craftily around the dim room. “You have no idea how bad it was traveling with a troop of foul-smelling orcs.”
			

			
				Melgor raised an eyebrow and gave him a quizzical look.
			

			
				“The prince is always with Borderers, and they’ve thwarted every attempt made against him,” Sellis said. “From what I’ve heard, Lord Taza is having as much difficulty eliminating Celedant. How does he expect a lowly warlock, such as me, to accomplish what his void monsters cannot? I have served in the east for many years and accomplished much for Lord Taza. Why summon me now?”
			

			
				Melgor held his hands up. “I didn’t say immediately. You need not worry about your precious East.” He leaned closer and continued in a low voice. “Over the years Lord Taza has successfully seeded nearly all the eastern courts with illanni spies. They move within the different races as freely as you and I.”
			

			
				“How is that possible? Sometimes a glamour can be detected, if a wizard is powerful enough.”
			

			
				“Lord Taza provided most of them with rune bracelets that work better than a glamour and allow the illanni to alter their appearance at will. Some of the adults belonging to noble families were kidnapped and switched with disguised illanni.”
			

			
				“What happens to the kidnapped adults who have been replaced? Are they murdered?” Sellis asked, intrigued.
			

			
				“Of course not. They are given to the illanni as servants.”
			

			
				“And eventually become nourishment for the vampires,” Sellis replied dryly, putting a quirk in one eyebrow.
			

			
				Melgor dropped his spoon and shuddered.
			

			
				“Between you and me, Sellis, this vampire business disgusts me. If you ever repeat that, I will curse you into poverty for the remainder of your life.”
			

			
				Outwardly Sellis shrugged, but his insides turned to jelly. Nothing could hurt him more than living a nearly immortal life in abject poverty.
			

			
				“Rest assured, Melgor. I would never betray your trust. Tell me more about these illanni spies,” he added, chewing his bread with gusto.
			

			
				“Many have successfully integrated themselves into positions where they can influence royalty and high-ranking officers. This quest of Celedant’s has become important enough to activate these carefully placed spies. Even as we speak, Lord Taza is making use of the implanted illanni. That’s why your mission is so vitally important.” Melgor looked directly into the Sellis’ eyes. “Plans have been set in motion to have one of those agents assassinate the Ravannhell Royal Family.”
			

			
				Sellis his eyes bugged out.
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				“Our agents have been unable to influence them toward Lord Taza’s way of thinking, so they must be eliminated. Once that happens, the council will collapse in chaos. The throne will go to the highest-ranking noble, who just happens to be one of our agents.”
			

			
				This news shook Sellis. Taza was ambitious and sought to rule the world. Although the warlock used that ambition to fatten his own coffers, he secretly hoped the elves would be able to thwart and eventually destroy the vampire. A world ruled by the hellish creatures was horrifying, but his own greed compelled him to secure his future before helping others to overthrow Taza. That was the reason he hadn’t tried very hard to kill either the prince or Celedant.
			

			
				“You have been selected for several tasks that will increase your usefulness to Taza,” Melgor continued.
			

			
				“What must I do?” Sellis asked, biting back discomfort as he swallowed the last of his gravy soaked bread.
			

			
				“The Crystal of Adaman staff lies hidden in Brackus. It was a special treasure of the dwarvan royal family. Taza believes it can be found somewhere in the king’s quarters. It is important that you eliminate Celedant and the prince before they can retrieve it.
			

			
				“The orc commander and his illanni advisors are known to me,” Sellis said, thoughtfully. “Once I have the object, I can teleport to the tower and deliver it to Lord Taza.”
			

			
				“Lord Taza has learned that the city will soon be attacked. The dwarves have been pushed into action by frequent orc raids and plan to secure the north at all costs.”
			

			
				Sellis nodded. “I suspected as much. If I can locate the object quickly, I should be in and out before the fighting begins. Are you certain the dwarves will attack?”
			

			
				Melgor smiled wickedly. “Without a doubt. King Braveslayer is determined to make it happen. No one knows for certain when, but it will be sooner rather than later. Taza will be extremely displeased if you fail to recover the Crystal. If that happens, you’re dead. There is nowhere you can hide. He’ll find you. He’ll track you down, tear your heart out, and mount your head in his tower.”
			

			
				Sellis had been threatened before, and he always managed to gain the upper hand.
			

			
				Curious now, he asked, “What do you think of these spies, Melgor? Having them so deeply hidden stuns me. Obviously Lord Taza has been working on his domination plan for eons. I’m not sure I would have that much patience.”
			

			
				“This proves a point I have always suspected. This is the end game for Taza. He is willing to sacrifice anything to accomplish his goals. I, for one, am happy to let him focus his wrath on others.”
			

			
				Sellis smiled in agreement.
			

			
				“Remember what you must do,” Melgor said with conviction. “Your fate will be dire indeed if you cannot accomplish your tasks.”
			

			
				Having noticed Melgor’s distaste for the vampire, Sellis ventured a question. “Have you ever thought about removing Taza from his throne?”
			

			
				Melgor looked quickly around.
			

			
				“Quiet! Such things should not be discussed in public.”
			

			
				Sellis nodded, his suspicion confirmed.
			

			
				When the proprietor looked up from his dinner, both warlocks were gone. Lumbering over to clear off their table, he found a gold piece beneath one of the mugs. He shrugged and pocketed the gold. Warlocks were an odd lot as far as he was concerned.
			

			
				Melgor and Sellis gathered their horses from the stableman. As Melgor headed west, he shouted back, “Find it Sellis! Find it quickly! Your life depends upon it!”
			

			
				His words, however, were lost in the wind.
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				After Azimuth had flown off, the wizard hitched up his robe and plunged into the icy water of the Ammoniel River. The water wasn’t deep, reaching only knee-high, but it served as a warning device to alert the elven guards. Celedant knew the elves had their own special power closely linked to nature. They shared an almost symbiotic link with the forest and could harness its hidden power, and they offered the land their protection in return.
			

			
				The forest of Ravannhell began a mile from the river’s edge, and even from that distance its ancient trees appeared huge, dating back thousands of years. The forest had once stretched from sea to sea, but over time natural disasters had taken their toll. The power unleashed in Zeiglon had submerged half of Ravannhell into the sea and left behind a mere shadow of the old forest.
			

			
				Time passed quickly for Celedant. He was now content to walk, after the journey and the subsequent battle spent strapped to Azimuth's back, and before long he passed the tree line and entered the forest. The elves didn’t allow many outsiders across their borders without first receiving permission. As the wizard walked under the canopy of the trees, he was under their observation, but because they knew him, they left him to his own devices. Other intruders, unfamiliar with elven signs, would soon find themselves lost in a labyrinth of trees. Hidden archers could pick off their enemies or escort others to the border.
			

			
				Half a turn of the clock had passed when Celedant came across a small path, hardly more than a game trail. If one could read the clues, travel through the forest was simple, and Celedant knew these paths like the back of his hand.
			

			
				Reaching an intersection, Celedant used his staff to tap a broken branch, and it gave off a metallic ring. The branch pointed south toward the village of Bellthandien, where he hoped to learn the whereabouts of his old friend Orthorion, a retired general who had commanded the King's Elite Horse Guards until he moved to the country ten years ago.
			

			
				Celedant picked up his pace. He traveled several turns of the clock without passing anyone, and then the trail opened into a clearing and the village of Bellthandien. It was similar to all the elven border villages and filled with towering, thick-trunked trees where the residents made their homes, all surrounded by a high wooden palisade. Beyond the wall to the east, small fields filled with brown vegetation were all that remained of the harvested crops.
			

			
				Celedant walked halfway around the city before finding the gate to enter. It was open,and watching the advancing wizard was a single, alert guard, an elf just under six-feet tall with a wiry build and the angular features common to his race. Straight ebony hair fell to his shoulders and his deep, olive green eyes showed the wisdom of centuries even though he looked no more than thirty by human standards.
			

			
				"Halt! What is your business in Bellthandien?" the guard asked, bringing Celedant to a stop twenty feet away.
			

			
				"I am Celedant of Dragon Isles, and I seek Orthorion, a friend of mine. Do you know his whereabouts?"
			

			
				The guard lowered his bow. "Bellthandien is honored to offer you hospitality."
			

			
				Celedant closed the distance between them.
			

			
				"Do you know where I might find Orthorion?"
			

			
				The guard nodded. "Yes, I know the general, but not his whereabouts. However, the village council may have the answers you seek." He turned and pointed down the main thoroughfare, a cobblestone street lined with businesses that incorporated the trees into their base. "The third building along the avenue is the inn. You can get a room there. Ask the owner where Lady Rasslairiel lives. She should be able to help. If not, try the Council when it meets in the morning."
			

			
				Celedant thanked the elf and headed for the inn, passing a few citizens on their way to the marketplace. There were only a dozen ground-level buildings in Bellthandien. The elves lived in the trees, keeping the lower buildings for travelers and businesses, and as he approached the inn, Celedant admired the complicated overhead paths that stretched across the trees a hundred feet up.
			

			
				Magic globes lit the walkways day and night. Built on elaborate platforms, the homes incorporated the trees within their structures. This camouflaged everything within the thick branches and leaves of the towering giants, exposed only during the leafless winter. In the fall the leaves’ color added breathless wonder to the city above the ground.
			

			
				The inn was a welcome sight. Celedant was tired from his long day and looked forward to the genteel hospitality, delicious food and excellent wine. The inn was Forest Haven and as he passed through the door, he felt right at home.
			

			
				The owner had filled his establishment with centuries-old walnut furniture. Dark blue and tan braided rugs adorned the floors and shelves covered the walls and held finely crafted pottery, delicate jewelry of gold and silver inlaid with crystal and other handcrafted items, all for sale. The innkeeper was tall and overweight with a mop of shocking red hair and deep blue eyes.
			

			
				Since it was unusual to see a wood elf sporting anything but ebony tresses and olive-green eyes, the innkeeper always enlightened first-time visitors.
			

			
				"My name is Jarack. Welcome to my establishment. Allow me to ease your curiosity. My mother was human. Orcs attacked her caravan near our borders. The elves brought here to heal from her injuries, and that took many months. During that time, she and my father fell in love and she remained until her death, four hundred years ago. Since you probably never saw a fat elf before, I blame my human genes for that, too." He grinned. “How can I be of service? A room or an excellent meal and a glass of our finest elven wine, perhaps?”
			

			
				“I’d like all three, if you please.”
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				Celedant learned from Jarack that Orthorion lived somewhere south of the village and aAlso that Lady Rasslairiel lived at the center of town in a large elm tree that had a circular stair with deep green railings and gold steps.
			

			
				After a delicious meal of roast chicken, boiled potatoes with butter and seasonings, glazed carrots and warm bread washed down with two goblets of white wine, Celedant left Jarack's inn and went in search of Rasslairiel's tree. The village fanned out in front of him as he left behind the few small buildings built near the gate. He strolled among the giant trunks, many of them easily twenty paces wide, and curious elves glanced down at him from their lofty perches before they continued their evening strolls.
			

			
				Celedant knew the younger elves had not seen many humans in the village. Their parents shielded them from other races until they were at least a hundred years old. Although they were cautious and refined in their watching, the wizard saw the excitement in the taut postures of the younger elves until their parents whisked them off to their homes.
			

			
				After wandering among the giant trunks for nearly half a turn of the clock, Celedant spotted a set of circular stairs so masterfully carved that they appeared to have grown out of the tree itself. Since there was no way to alert those above to his presence, the wizard started up and followed the curved steps around the tree trunk until he reached the walkway above. If he had thought the view from below was beautiful, the sight before him was eloquent with its spacious homes and carved walkways surrounded by the vivid reds, oranges and yellows of fall. The sight was breathtaking.
			

			
				Celedant admired the beauty of the village from aloft and then proceeded to the nearest home and rapped loudly on the plank door with his staff. A small porch, beautifully carved with flowers and animals, surrounded a sturdy wooden door painted yellow with green trim. Runes that looked more like decorations than wards of protection covered the door.
			

			
				A beautiful elf, probably was as old as he was, Celedant thought, opened the door. She was dressed in a chocolate brown, woolen gown with peach lace trim. An emerald clip fastened the top and sides of her ebony tresses behind her head.
			

			
				"Ah, Celedant. Welcome to the humble house of Rasslairiel."
			

			
				He followed her inside.
			

			
				"It is good to finally meet you, Lady Rasslairiel."
			

			
				He glanced about the room. “Humble” was not exactly how he would have described it. Colorful needlework tapestries hung on the walls, depicting vibrant woodland scenes, and the furniture was made of polished fruitwood with ivy patterns carved in the legs and arms. Suede cushions the color of the woodlands were artfully placed on the sofa and chairs, and a woven carpet with leafy patterns in forest green and deep rust on a wheat-colored background covered the floor.
			

			
				"I last saw you from afar at the king's festival some fifteen years ago. If I recall correctly, you are well versed in elven magic."
			

			
				She beamed at his comments.
			

			
				"As I said, it is truly a pleasure," Celedant added.
			

			
				She gave a girlish whirl and her hair and dress fanned out in perfection.
			

			
				"It is a pleasure to be so fondly recalled by such a great wizard. I hope I can be of assistance."
			

			
				She led him to a comfortable chair in her drawing room and as they sat, a younger elf, who might have been a son or grandson, entered the room bearing a decanter of deep red wine and two glasses. He bowed and then poured and handed each a glass. He left as quietly as he had appeared.
			

			
				Celedant saluted his hostess with his glass and took a sip.
			

			
				"News travels fast."
			

			
				Lady Rasslairiel smiled and sat down.
			

			
				"You know how quickly news spreads in small communities. As soon as you took your first step into our forest, the word went out."
			

			
				Celedant settled into a chair opposite hers and leaned forward.
			

			
				"I need your help to locate someone and was told you might know his whereabouts."
			

			
				The elf placed her glass on a small round table next to her chair.
			

			
				"If I can, I will. Who are you searching for?"
			

			
				"Do you know where I can find General Orthorion?"
			

			
				A smile spread across her face. "He lives three days’ ride from here in the village of Brynel. I will accompany you myself in the morning."
			

			
				Celedant shook his head. "No need. The directions are all I require.”
			

			
				“I insist.”
			

			
				“I appreciate your generosity, but lately those who travel with me often find themselves in deadly peril. It is better if I travel alone."
			

			
				"I happen to have business in that direction, and I won't tolerate your traveling alone. I am an accomplished sorceress and capable of taking care of myself. Besides, I would be remiss if I did not offer you my hospitality on the trails of Ravannhell."
			

			
				Celedant did not want to upset his hostess.
			

			
				"Very well. I will accept your company, Lady Rasslairiel."
			

			
				Their conversation turned to the events in Ravannhell over the last several years, but try as he might, Celedant couldn’t avoid her invitation to dinner. He had planned to go to bed early, but instead found himself enjoying a meal of marinated venison, baked potatoes, buttered acorn squash and crisp green salad, along with more red wine. Although he had eaten only two turns of the clock earlier, the wizard discovered he was hungry enough to eat a courteous amount.
			

			
				Afterward he bade Lady Rasslairiel good evening and took an invigorating walk before he retired to his comfortable bed in Jarack's inn. Once he was nestled under a thick down comforter to ward off the evening chill, he decided he was quite content with the evening's activities. Celedant slept well that night with all that rich food in his stomach.
			

			
				He awoke early the next morning with a series of sharp raps on his door. The wizard roused himself out of bed and quickly donned his robe. As he made his way to the door, he was grateful for the braided rug that kept his bare feet warm. When he opened the door, a yawning Jarack looked at him bleary-eyed.
			

			
				"Lady Rasslairiel is waiting for you downstairs,” Jarack said between yawns. “Breakfast will be ready shortly."
			

			
				Celedant thanked him and closed the door to finish dressing and pack his belongings. Soon ready for his journey, he lifted his satchel and headed downstairs.
			

			
				Wearing a woolen midnight blue riding dress, Lady Rasslairiel sat at one of the tables, eating with an elf in leather armor. Celedant said good morning and joined them at the table.
			

			
				“This is Adillanyon. He will accompany us on our journey,” Lady Rasslairiel said, introducing her companion.
			

			
				Celedant distrusted the elf at once. He was unnaturally thin with a ferret-like face, lank black hair and shifty green eyes. Breakfast passed with Lady Rasslairiel doing most of the talking as she recounted amusing stories of her travels over the centuries.
			

			
				When they finished eating, Celedant excused himself to settle his bill with Jarack. As the others waited outside, the innkeeper pulled the wizard aside for a quick word.
			

			
				"A word of advice, Celedant,” the red-haired elf said quietly. “Don't trust Adillanyon. His heart is as black as a viper's, which is odd considering he’s an elf. I don't know why Lady Rasslairiel has dealings with the likes of him, but be wary."
			

			
				“There’s something about him that makes me leery. I sense a magical aura and suspect he may be in disguise.”
			

			
				Jarack became alarmed. “Do you think he may not even be an elf? It certainly would explain a lot.”
			

			
				“He may be a minor warlock, but I cannot determine his race. Whatever our slippery friend is up to, rest assured, I will keep my eye on him.”
			

			
				“I took the liberty of providing you with a horse,” Lady Rasslairiel said as she and her companion mounted their own steeds.
			

			
				Celedant went to the remaining animal, a black stallion that greeting him with a snort as it shook its head up and down. He patted the horse’s neck before swinging into the saddle.
			

			
				“A fine steed, Lady Rasslairiel. Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”
			

			
				The lady smiled and sharply spurred her horse, and it bolted down the path, out of the village and into the early morning light. She and Adillanyon set a tremendous pace as they headed down the narrow woodland paths at breakneck speed.
			

			
				Celedant wondered why they were rushing so.
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				They rode throughout the day, only occasionally stopping for quick breaks to eat and feed their horses. Rasslairiel kept up the pace until well after dark when they dismounted and began walking their horses along a path Celedant could hardly make out.
			

			
				The camp they made was cheerless, with a small sputtering fire that failed to keep the night's chill out or ease the morose mood that had settled over all three travelers. Adillanyon kept watch all night, constantly scanning the darkness, while their female host dozed off, resting her head against her horse’s saddle.
			

			
				Once he was certain that everyone was asleep, the shifty-eyed elf snuck out of camp to a secluded area two hundred feet away and pulled a dark crystal from his pocket. After whispering a spell, the crystal glowed deep purple before a beam shot forward and Taza appeared, his body wispy like that of a ghost.
			

			
				“Report,” the vampire ordered.
			

			
				“I am with Lady Rasslairiel and Celedant, heading for Brynel to meet with General Orthorion.”
			

			
				“Does the wizard suspect you?”
			

			
				“He plays dumb, but I believe he does.”
			

			
				“Do nothing to further his suspicions,” Taza warned him. “Once that meddling interloper is dead, I will have further instructions for you and Lady Rasslairiel.”
“As you wish, my lord.”
			

			
				When the glow faded, Adillanyon pocketed the crystal, but as he turned to leave, he heard a twig snap.
			

			
				“Exponeras!”
			

			
				A glowing orb appeared, lighting the immediate area, but as Adillanyon scanned his eyes back and forth, checking the area, he saw no one. His magical abilities were similar to Sellis’s, but no match for the wizard from the Dragon Isles.
			

			
				Celedant had awakened from a light sleep after he had sensed the use of magic. Transporting to within ten feet of the source, he arrived just in time to see the interchange between Adillanyon and Taza. His traveling companions had been acting altogether too nervous given the fact they were traveling well within the secure boundaries of elven land.
			

			
				Celedant shifted to ease a cramp in his right leg and accidently snapped a twig, alerting the elf to his presence. In that instant Celedant transported himself back to camp and into his bedroll, where the dark elf found him a few moments later, apparently fast asleep.
			

			
				So that’s the face of my enemy, Celedant thought. I must find out who or what this Taza is. He looks unnatural, almost undead.
			

			
				The thought stunned him. He knew of vampires, and his suspicions about the elves grew exponentially. If he hadn’t heard Taza order Adillanyon to do nothing but see him to their destination, Celedant would have questioned them and then dispatched them both in the morning. In light of what he had heard, though, he decided to play along. He hoped he could discover more information once they sprang their trap.
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				The following two days passed in much the same way, but the heavy mood that had settled on the three travelers lightened somewhat as they neared their destination. Celedant pretended ignorance and tried to engage his companions in conversation. Lady Rasslairiel obliged, but Adillanyon remained sulky and refused to utter more than an occasional word or two.
			

			
				Around mid-afternoon of the third day, the path opened up to reveal a walled elven village. Lady Rasslairiel slowed her horse and called back to Celedant with an uncharacteristic, child-like glee.
			

			
				"We have arrived at Brynel!"
			

			
				The village was similar to Bellthandien, although smaller and with more dwellings built at ground level. The sentry was a pleasant-looking elf with a high forehead and a pert, turned-up nose. He had his long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail and as they rode forward, he did not seem very alert until Lady Rasslairiel addressed him.
			

			
				“Can you tell us where to find General Orthorion?” she asked from atop her chestnut mare.
			

			
				“Down the street to the left,” the guard replied and pointed to a brown house built around the base of a wide-trunked maple tree.
			

			
				Celedant thanked the sentry and took the lead. It would be good to see his long-time friend and someone he could trust, and he was relieved his trip with Rasslairiel and Adillanyon was at an end.
			

			
				He figured that the trap had been set at the General’s home. Extending his senses, he mentally prepared for battle.
			

			
				They dismounted at the front of a quaint home painted to match the color of its tree trunk. It had large partitioned windows accented by window boxes filled with colorful mums in bronze, orange, yellow and red, and it seemed a warm, happy place, not the retirement home of a veteran general. As the three dismounted in front of the house, they found the front door thrown wide open, inviting them to enter. Celedant peered inside and saw no one, so he banged sharply on the doorframe with his staff, respecting the elven tradition that to enter a home without permission was strictly taboo.
			

			
				His companions waited patiently, but Celedant’s senses were on high alert. His concern was not for himself, but for the General. He hoped he was unharmed. The wizard was about to call out again when a strong pair of hands grabbed him from behind and the cold blade of a dagger pressed against his throat as Adillanyon's icy voice whispered in his ear.
			

			
				"If you value your life and those of any innocent elves that may intervene, remain silent and step inside."
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Morganna would soon venture forth to meet her old friend. With her race, suspicion was part of daily life. Families exacting revenge for the smallest slight meant that they remained on constant vigilance, but she trusted Kalsti as much as anyone could be trusted in Illan.
			

			
				Morganna would meet her friend and listen to what she had to say. If she believed the movement was sincere and if it offered true resistance against the vampire threat, she would offer the help they needed. Still, she wasn’t prepared to throw caution to the wind. The sorceress decided she would arrive before the appointed time to place warning spells throughout the temple and its surroundings which would alert her to any unknown presence.
			

			
				Naturally, Kalsti would set one off when she arrived. If there were more, Morganna would know it was a trap. She would keep her friend waiting while she remained concealed under a veil, watching for the faintest sign of betrayal.
			

			
				Morganna had arrived as night fell, and she thoroughly searched the area both physically and magically. She found nothing to concern her. She cast her spells and retreated to a small rise that overlooked the ruined temple before she activated a veil. Prolonged waiting while remaining perfectly still was nothing new to Morganna. It was a vital part of her warrior training.
			

			
				A full turn of the clock passed before the sorceress heard the distinctive ‘pop’ that signified that someone had teleported to the front of the temple. Morganna’s keen eyesight, bolstered by years of living underground, allowed her to see her friend Kalsti as she hurried up the steps and concealed herself behind a column.
			

			
				Kalsti had expected to wait until Morganna made sure this was not a trap, but she also had needed to take her own precautions. Fingering the ring of teleportation, she couldn’t help worrying if the sorceress might decide to use this opportunity to return to the fold by exposing members of the resistance to the vampire leaders.
			

			
				She didn’t truly believe it, but with things becoming more complicated in Illan, anything was possible.
			

			
				Morganna waited to see if anyone else would appear. She let ten minutes pass before she quietly picked her way down the hill toward the column where Kalsti waited. Once the sorceress removed the veil, she wanted to be certain her friend did not trigger a magical device that would call the vampires.
			

			
				Kalsti decided to speak first.
			

			
				“Morganna, it’s Kalsti. Please show yourself so we can talk. I swear no one else is coming.” When Morganna did not answer, she added, “I could have killed you several times as you came down the hill.”
			

			
				She was about to ask one last time when she heard a familiar voice.
			

			
				“You always did have the ears of a cave bat. Tell me, how could a dead illanni kill me? I could just as easily have slain you,” Morganna laughed.
			

			
				Removing the veil, she proceeded up the stairs to her oldest friend. They met halfway and hugged briefly before heading into the temple.
			

			
				Kalsti was a typical Illanni. She’d divided her long, platinum blond hair into four long braids in front of and behind each ear. Her skin tone matched her pale tresses and she was crisscrossed with scars she had received during skirmishes against the vampires, all signs of her violent existence beneath the ground.
			

			
				They chose the darkest section of the temple and sat, ever vigilant, with their backs to the cold stone.
			

			
				“It is good to see you alive and not attacking me for my blood.”
			

			
				Morganna chuckled. “It is good to see you, too.”
			

			
				“Vampirism is spreading under Taza’s name. Nevertheless, many stand against this unholy abomination,” Kalsti said. “Some are active like myself, while others have pledged support with gold and supplies, but are too afraid to act outwardly.”
			

			
				“This has become an epidemic,” Morganna agreed. “If it isn’t wiped out, our race as we know it will soon be exterminated and replaced by hoards of undead atrocities.”
			

			
				“Things have steadily gotten worse since your father returned from his meeting with Taza,” Kalsti said. “Taza would have all of us undergo the transformation so he can rule the continent.”
			

			
				“He’s an ego maniac and a liar!” Morganna snarled.
			

			
				“I agree.”
			

			
				“Tell me, Kalsti, do you believe Taza is all powerful?”
			

			
				“No, of course not. If I did, I wouldn’t have the nerve to defy him.”
			

			
				“I’m glad we agree. We must do everything in our power to stop Taza from bringing his plans to fruition,” Morganna said passionately.
			

			
				“It has already begun,” Kalsti said worriedly. “The resistance has just learned that Taza planted hidden agents in all the major cities ages ago. Some of the spies have obtained high positions in their respective governments. That’s why I came to you for help.” She let her friend absorb that before continuing. “Morganna, there are rumors that Taza plans to have the Wood Elf King Roherdiron, Queen Lurie and Princess Elornith assassinated by one of these agents.”
			

			
				“He can’t do that!” Morganna said.
			

			
				“None of us can stop it. They’d never allow an illanni anywhere near the king to warn him, nor would the king believe us. Once they’re dead, the new king would be one of Taza’s agents, planted long ago to replace the queen’s brother, Duke something or other. I can’t remember his name.”
			

			
				“Then things are worse than I feared,” Morganna said, sadly shaking her head.
			

			
				“You must help us stop this madness.”
			

			
				“So, my outspoken friend, you have started an uprising, but you have nowhere to organize and now you need my assistance. Why should I get involved? I live peacefully above ground for the first time in my life. Why should I throw away such tranquility to embroil myself in these affairs?”
			

			
				Kalsti snorted. “You preach of safety, yet this haven will be no defense if they take over the world.” She eyed Morganna thoughtfully. “I know you better than that. You would never allow our twisted, misguided race to go to its destruction without a fight.”
			

			
				“You know me too well. I couldn’t stand by and watch evil overwhelm my people, or the world, especially since I’ve discovered the simple delights that living above ground can offer. I’ve met some of the people who inhabit it. They aren’t the way our elders have portrayed them, Kalsti. Many of these people, especially the High Elves, are kind and generous folk who would never hurt each other the way the illanni have. It’s a life I want to be a part of. But what can we do to stop the spread of vampirism?”
			

			
				“We must use every possible means to fight and we have to alert the world to the danger,” Kalsti said simply.
			

			
				Morganna nodded.
			

			
				“You’re right. Even one small stone can cause an avalanche. However, the Haven, which is what I have aptly named my home, must remain a deeply guarded secret. We must scan everyone magically to catch any spies who might have infiltrated the resistance. I want them to teleport here first. Once I confirm their loyalty, they will continue on foot to my cabin. Do you agree?”
			

			
				“Yes, that is a sound precaution.”
			

			
				“I have adequate quarters for a hundred males and a hundred females. You can bring them in small groups. We will build the resistance from there. Can someone help me check for infiltrators?”
			

			
				“We have such a sorceress. You know her well. She is my sister, Trianna.”
			

			
				“I trusted my brother for many years, and he tried to kill me. She must be tested, too, as well as you, my friend,” Morganna said. She extended her senses to check for a glamour. Satisfied, she apologized. “I’m sorry, but I had to be certain.”
			

			
				Kalsti nodded in agreement. “I understand.”
			

			
				“I will be here every other day to meet you. Have your sister come with the first group. If there are two of us, the examinations will go quicker.”
			

			
				“Two nights from now,” Kalsti agreed, “I will teleport with five guards to secure the area before bringing as many as I feel is safe. The process will continue two nights later. Is that acceptable, Morganna?”
			

			
				“Yes. I will see you then.”
			

			
				Kalsti disappeared almost immediately.
			

			
				“Be safe, my friend,” Morganna said to the empty air. “What we plan will be fraught with danger. Many of us could end up captured and turned to join the ranks of the undead. If that happens, we must harden our hearts and eliminate them. Once they become vampires, all hope is lost for their souls.”
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Once they had passed through the door, Rasslairiel quickly searched the other rooms while Adillanyon kept his blade pressed against Celedant’s throat. After finishing her search, she returned to the living room and questioned the wizard.
			

			
				"Why is General Orthorion so important to your quest?" Rasslairiel asked in an icy voice.
			

			
				Celedant cleared his throat, but he found it difficult to speak with a dagger against his jugular vein. Lady Rasslairiel finally comprehended that and ordered Adillanyon to release his hold. The elf complied and transferred the dagger from the wizard’s throat to his back.
			

			
				"I simply wanted to visit an old friend. Nothing more."
			

			
				"Lies!" she spat. "You need him for something. We were warned to expect you. Now that you’re here, your plans have reached a dead end."
			

			
				That brought a chuckle from Celedant. “I’m afraid I have to disappoint you, Lady Rasslairiel. I do not intend to become a victim of your foul plans. Frees Forlaga!”
			

			
				As the words left his mouth, the elf tried to counter with a spell of her own.
			

			
				“Avfrya Kastasig!”
			

			
				As she spoke, Celedant raised Forestae and cast a shield around himself, not only to deflect her fire bolts, but also to stop the dagger her companion was trying to thrust into his back. Suddenly the assassin flew backward several feet into the doorway.
			

			
				“Knackring ute,” Celedant shouted next.
			

			
				The elf was now prevented from uttering any more spells and she was rendered her unconscious. The look of shock and disbelief on her face as she collapsed to the floor made him smile.
			

			
				Confident she would offer no more resistance, Celedant stepped out of the way as something shiny came spinning across the room and buried itself in Adillanyon’s chest. The elf uttered a strangled cry.
			

			
				From across the room, Celedant heard the friendly voice of an old friend.
			

			
				Orthorion was leaning against the kitchen doorframe.
			

			
				"Well, wizard,” he said, “it appears that trouble still follows you like fleas on a dog."
			

			
				Celedant turned to Orthorion and grinned.
			

			
				"Since you weren’t home, I figured you would get here sooner or later. No doubt your neighbors sent word of strangers entering your home.”
			

			
				The retired general walked over to Celedant and gave him a bear hug.
			

			
				"It is good to see you again, Celedant. What’s going on?” he asked, pointing to the fallen elves. “Is it your custom to visit a friend and so disrupt his house?"
			

			
				Celedant looked down to see Adillanyon with a small hatchet buried deep in his chest. He was about to speak when the glamour faded from the assassin. What had appeared to be a Wood Elf changed into a black-eyed, platinum-haired illanni. The wizard and the general were both shocked.
			

			
				“I figured he was wearing a glamour, but I never suspected an illanni,” Celedant said, scratching his beard. “His conversation with his Master the other night now makes perfect sense and tells me what I need to know. I wonder, though. Is Lady Rasslairiel also illanni?”
			

			
				“Impossible, I have known her for centuries. She is pure Wood Elf.”
			

			
				“She may have been switched, but I do not sense a glamour about her.”
			

			
				“If you’re right, they probably murdered the real Lady Rasslairiel, but I’m certain I would have sensed it. No, I believe she is using another means.”
			

			
				Bending down, the wizard pulled back the sleeves of the riding dress of the lady in question and discovered a silver bracelet covered in runes on her right wrist. Celedant unfastened it and as soon as he removed the magic bracelet, the lovely Wood Elf’s looks changed radically to show a beautiful, arrogant illanni.
			

			
				"It would seem you are correct,” Orthorion said, distressed. “Her family and friends will be heartbroken. I must say, I’m amazed. Come, let’s bind the infiltrator before she recovers and starts hurtling spells about my -- until now -- neat and tidy home."
			

			
				They bound and gagged the unconscious Lady Rasslairiel in a back bedroom and after they had wrapped Adillanyon's body in linen, Orthorion’s servants took it away.
			

			
				The two friends then shared a glass of wine while relaxing in the sitting room.
			

			
				"Troubled times have arrived, Orthorion. These two were not the only problems I have encountered of late. A lich, a minor demon, attacked me. Then an elemental beast attacked Dragon Isles to destroy the wizarding community. As I traveled to your border, two draven, as Azimuth calls them, attacked us."
			

			
				Orthorion looked concerned and sipped his wine before replying.
			

			
				"My great grandfather used to speak of such creatures. They have not invaded our world since ancient times. What could bring these horrors back?"
			

			
				"The gate is open again, and someone is using the Staff of Adois to bring new evils from the void into this world,” Celedant replied gravely.
			

			
				"I'll do whatever I can to help. It seems I must come out of retirement and rejoin the battle. We cannot allow evil to take hold as it did during the days of the Zeiglon Empire."
			

			
				"I knew you would feel that way,” Celedant nodded.
			

			
				“By the way, how is Azimuth? I haven’t seen him in a century or two. I trust he escaped serious injury.”
			

			
				“The dravens caused quite a bit of damage to him before we managed to destroy them, but Azimuth used his healing fire and proclaimed he’d be as good as new in a day or two.”
			

			
				“Amazing, what can I do to help?”
			

			
				“First, you need to send word to the king. I fear the royal family’s lives may be in danger, and I believe the frontier guard should be strengthened as well."
			

			
				"Easily done, my friend," Orthorion said.
			

			
				“Second, I need your help locating a certain elf, or at least some of his kindred. Do you remember Treakis, the elven emissary to Zeiglon?"
			

			
				The elf inclined his head in deep thought before he replied, "Yes, I remember. Those were dark days. I was a Horse Guard at that time. I recall that Treakis returned with the prince's body before retiring to the western forest somewhere near the capital. His family may still reside there. I will send a message to the king. May I travel with you? It seems you are in need of someone to watch your back, and who better than me?"
			

			
				Celedant agreed.
			

			
				They heard their prisoner stirring in the other room. They had tied Lady Rasslairiel to a chair in one of Orthorion's spare rooms, but now she was awake. She glared with hatred at her captors when they entered.
			

			
				The wizard drew up a chair and sat facing the illanni sorceress. He withdrew a small silver rod from his robe and twirled it with his fingers, holding it in front of her eyes as he increased the speed of the spinning instrument.
			

			
				Lady Rasslairiel's training in magic as a mimic aided her as she fought to keep her eyes from looking at the hypnotic rod, but Celedant carefully evoked his spell in soft words audible only to the two of them. The spell entered the lady’s spirit and tore at her concentration. Suddenly, her will was gone. Celedant was in control.
			

			
				The sorceress' eyes became heavy and they closed as she fell into a deep trance. The wizard dropped the spell of silence he had cast upon her and stopped the rod's spinning.
			

			
				Orthorion looked on with a curious grin.
			

			
				"Nice parlor trick, old man."
			

			
				Celedant arched an eyebrow.
			

			
				"Parlor trick? Just watch this, decrepit one."
			

			
				Celedant turned his attention to Lady Rasslairiel. "Who commanded you to interfere with my plans? Was it Taza?"
			

			
				The sorceress’s body jerked, fighting the ropes that bound her, and a rough, raspy voice issued from her throat.
			

			
				"Yes, he commands me. For my support, I will become the new elven queen."
			

			
				Orthorion snorted from behind Celedant. "Delusions of grandeur."
			

			
				Celedant ignored Orthorion's retort and continued.
			

			
				"Lady Rasslairiel, where is the Staff of Adois? Tell me now."
			

			
				The elf's body began to tremble and in a shaky voice she said, "I can't. He’ll...”
			

			
				Suddenly, it was as though another entity had taken control of her body. She stiffened in the chair, her eyes wide and staring into the distance as a deep male voice issued from her lips.
			

			
				"You will never know my whereabouts, wizard. The power of Adois is everywhere, and ultimately I will find a way to bring about your death for meddling in my peaceful affairs. You may be able to overwhelm my vassals, but you’ll never defeat all my pets."
			

			
				As the voice faded, Lady Rasslairiel's body slumped and only her bonds held her upright in the chair. Celedant reached forward to touch her face. To his astonishment, her skin was deathly cold. He turned to his friend.
			

			
				"She's dead. We must leave immediately."
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				The ride through the forest with Orthorion was pleasant even though the situation was dire. Riding again with his old friend brought a feeling of youthfulness to Celedant and he remembered the shared adventures of days gone by.
			

			
				The retired general had taken the quickest route west and in four days they entered the area surrounding the elven capital, Menelwyn, where Treakis had retired. Celedant hoped the elf’s family could help him find the last location of the Crystal that belonged to the Staff of Adaman.
			

			
				While they had ridden, the wizard hadn’t noticed any change from the eastern to the western forest. Massive trees had still towered above them and Orthorion finally pulled his horse to a stop and paused to look at the surrounding trees.
			

			
				"What's wrong?" Celedant asked after stopping his black stallion.
			

			
				The general shook his head. "Nothing. We have entered the region of my birth. I was just enjoying the atmosphere of the forest."
			

			
				Celedant studied the trees and the ground around them looking for any sign that they had entered the west. Orthorion watched him with an amused look.
			

			
				"You won't notice anything different, Celedant,” the elf finally said. “Although there are subtle changes in some of the plant life, it's more a feeling that elves have been born with. We know the forest and its boundaries intimately. The first place I think we'll look for Treakis is still some time away. Come. Let's ride."
			

			
				He spurred his horse forward and the wizard followed. Orthorion explained that they would be going to the small village of Athrithir to see an elf named Brendel, an expert in genealogy and family history. The general thought Brendel might know where Treakis had settled. Celedant had heard of his reputation.
			

			
				Soon the ground became rolling terrain. The elven forest in the west had contained both large and small hills until the continent flooded and the more mountainous areas subsided beneath the ocean.
			

			
				They traveled a little further and the woods ended as the road emptied into a clearing around a small town. The cities and towns in this area tended to have stronger defenses built around them to counter the great swamp that lay along part of the forest's south and southeastern borders. Orcs used the region as a rallying point for raids into the elven kingdom.
			

			
				Celedant recognized some of the town's stonework as dwarvan-engineered. The gates, made from thick oak logs bound together with bands of mythril, were open and the guards waved them through when they spotted Orthorion. The guards wore chainmail and had their dark hair concealed inside protective helmets with cheek and neck guards of scaled metal. They carried both long swords and bows. Racked against the inside wall behind them were long wooden spears.
			

			
				Celedant followed his friend through town toward the central square with its manicured lawns and beautiful gardens with the last blooming flowers of late fall. The city contained many buildings constructed at ground level, including a variety of shops and one inn. They rode for half a mile past the main plaza before they entered a clearing with a single tree in the center. Stopping and dismounting, Celedant spied a narrow rope ladder that disappeared up the tree into the dark red maple leaves above.
			

			
				Orthorion stopped by the ladder and smiled.
			

			
				"This is the venerable Brendel's home. It’s a short climb and easily passable, even for a human.”
			

			
				With a laugh, he shot up the ladder and left an un-amused Celedant standing at the foot of the tree. As the wizard reached up and took hold of the dangling rope, he recalled the one thing he knew of the elf they were about to visit. Over five thousand years old, Brendel was the oldest living Wood Elf.
			

			
				The ladder ended at a small landing where Orthorion stood waiting. He offered a hand to help Celedant regain his feet.
			

			
				“You can’t convince me that Brendel uses that ladder,” Celedant said, out of breath.
			

			
				“I would not try. He no longer leaves the upper city. There is no need for someone of his advanced years to descend.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				As Celedant smoothed his robes from the climb, he found a small elven woman waiting. She smiled a greeting, took them inside and left them in the study as she left to fetch the master of the house.
			

			
				Unlike the wizard's old teacher back at Edain, whose study was so cluttered, Brendel's library was immaculate and well ordered. Books neatly lined the countless shelves and scrolls had been placed with extreme care into cubbyholes specially made to hold them.
			

			
				Celedant heard Brendel’s steps coming quicker than he would have imagined, and soon the wrinkled, stoop-shouldered elf shuffled into the room with an intelligent twinkle in his eye. He proceeded to a padded chair and sat down before addressing his visitors.
			

			
				"Ah, what distinguished guests. I’m afraid you missed lunch, but never mind, my housekeeper will bring tea."
			

			
				Orthorion and Celedant stepped forward and bowed respectfully in the traditional elven greeting.
			

			
				"There is no need for tea,” the general said. “In truth, we can stay only briefly. We hoped you might be able to steer us on toward our next destination."
			

			
				Brendel motioned them to a seat. "Well, Celedant, it has been years since I last saw you.”
			

			
				The wizard laughed. "Indeed, it has been awhile, Lord Brendel."
			

			
				The elf smiled. "Please, tell me why two such notorious guests have graced my home with their presence. It has the hint of an important mystery that may bring a bit of interest and entertainment to an old, out-of-touch elf."
			

			
				Celedant's face turned serious. "Our mission is dire. The Staff of Adois has been found and is being used to shift the balance of good and evil."
			

			
				The old elf nodded. "Yes, I have heard rumors and feared the staff’s time had come again. However, I had no proof of when or where.” He looked at his visitors. “Forgive my ramblings. Please continue. What is your next destination?"
			

			
				Brendel's housekeeper returned with a tray containing a pot of tea and three delicate porcelain cups. She moved about the room and discreetly poured each a serving before withdrawing to one of the outer rooms.
			

			
				Celedant took a sip of the dark, heady brew and raised an eyebrow in appreciation.
			

			
				"Excellent tea, Lord Brendel. The taste is quite invigorating. I’m actually glad to have it.”
			

			
				He set the cup down on a small oak table between his and Orthorion’s chairs and continued, “I began my search for the Staff of Adaman with a manuscript Treakis had written after he returned from Zeiglon with the prince's body. The parchment revealed hints of the resting place of the staff, but it shed no light on the Crystal or its whereabouts. I have a fair idea of where to find the staff, but the Crystal remains a mystery. I need to restore the two pieces if I’m going to confront this evil or there will be no stopping it. Can you help me find the Crystal, Lord Brendel?"
			

			
				The ancient elf sat in his chair, eyes closed and hands supporting his chin. One finger absently rubbed along his jaw line, and Celedant wondered if he would fall asleep. A minute later his bright green eyes snapped open.
			

			
				"Rejoining the Staff of Adaman is extremely dangerous and must be handled with utmost caution. If it should fall into the hands of evil, the world would be doomed. Yet without the staff, it seems the world may be facing that very fate. You place a terrible burden upon me because I am in a position to help. Your quest is perilous and noble, yet the responsibility of my knowledge is great. Perhaps too great." Brendel smiled earnestly. "I may be old, but I have the wisdom of ages. I do not intend to give in to senility. I choose to help you because yours is the best chance at destroying the Staff of Adois and ultimately saving the world. I sense this is the only way to battle the evil that is gaining power in our world. One moment, please."
			

			
				The discussion had so invigorated the elderly elf that he practically leapt from his chair and went to a darkly stained oak desk with a cabinet mounted on the wall above it. The elf fumbled with a key ring he had pulled from his pocket until he found the right key and opened the cabinet.
			

			
				"My most valued collection," Brendel said with a chuckle.
			

			
				The cabinet contained ancient texts, scrolls, books and a few jeweled chests. He returned with a hand-sized book whose original color had faded to a dirty gray. The elven character for “T” was on the front binding.
			

			
				Brendel got comfortable in his chair and spread the book open on his lap.
			

			
				"Treakis left many writings before he was mysteriously killed during a trip back to the scene of the prince’s death. No one was certain why he went, but I suspect he may have been searching for the staff.”
			

			
				“Is it possible he was thinking about rejoining the pieces?” Celedant asked.
			

			
				“We have no way of knowing. Friends and family say he never got over the prince’s death and they feared he might have been a little ‘touched’ in the head. When he did not return, a search party was sent after him. His body was found among the wreckage of the throne room with his throat slit.”
			

			
				“He met a sinister death,” Orthorion said.
			

			
				“Now,” Brendel continued, indicating the book in his hand, “this is a personal account of what happened on his journey home. Treakis knew that keeping the secret of the Crystal’s whereabouts was important. He only wrote of it in one place and then he personally entrusted that to me. I have kept it unopened since that time, knowing the secret it held, and I’d promised to keep it safe. Treakis believed he had betrayed his race. His prince was dead, and he was concerned that someone would find the Crystal and rejoin it with the staff. Although he wouldn’t tell me what he’d done with it, he asked me not to read the journal. I believe he would have wanted us to open it now. Using the staff to save the world from evil should ease his restless soul."
			

			
				Brendel thumbed through the pages, looking for passages about the Crystal’s location, while Celedant and Orthorion sat restlessly on the edge of their seats. Finally the ancient elf stopped flipping and looked up.
			

			
				"Here we are. Page fifty-six is the first mention of the Crystal after Treakis left the doomed city. It reads:
			

			
				It is my third week of travel after leaving the terrible city of Zeiglon. My journey has taken me across a newly formed desert, a wasteland of blistered, arid soil devoid of life. This land is alien to me, but the stars guide me at night. My water is nearly gone, and the poor donkey I found trapped in the city won't last much longer. Still, I continue north, hoping each morning will bring the mountains into view. To think I have come this far with my prince’s body only to fail is bitterly disappointing."
			

			
				Brendel looked up at the anxious eyes of his guests. "I'll skip ahead."
			

			
				"I reached the foothills today, and the domain of the dwarves. The donkey died this morning. I am weary as I trudge toward the impassable, snow-covered Mordolwyn peaks with my prince's body on a makeshift stretcher."
			

			
				The old elf scanned a bit further. "Ah, here. This is interesting reading."
			

			
				“The terrain is so rocky, I fell as the sun set yesterday and fear my leg is broken. I have braced and wrapped it as well as possible, but as I hobbled onward, my injury pained me greatly and slowed my steps to a crawl. When I collapsed and lay in utter exhaustion, salvation came. I heard them, although at first I thought I was dreaming. When I cried out, the dwarves came. Never have I been so happy to see the little mountain folk. It was an armed war band searching the area for goblins and orcs.
			

			
				I spoke with their leader at length and pleaded my case. In the end, he put it to a vote among the others, and they deemed my quest noble. Yet, typical of their race, their leader demanded payment. I spoke in secret with him, a Yorgi Truemace, and made him swear on his family’s nobility to keep the nature of my payment secret. Then I gave him the Crystal. May future generations not despise me, but I gave up Adaman's jewel for my own welfare and that of my mission."
			

			
				"Yorgi Truemace later was named first warden of Brackus,” Celedant interjected excitedly. “Later he became Lord Brackus. The stone must be within the city. When the town fell to the illanni and the orcs, they murdered his family. Had they found it, our enemies would hardly care about my mission. Therefore it must still be somewhere in Brackus."
			

			
				Brendel smiled. "I feel that Treakis worried for naught. I know of no safer place for the jewel than in an enemy outpost. The wielder of the Staff of Adois would never think to seek it there."
			

			
				Celedant left his chair and shook Brendel's hand.
			

			
				"Treakis' soul will no longer need to worry over his past actions. I must now seek help in Nars."
			

			
				They bid Brendel good-bye, and Orthorion and Celedant descended the rope ladder to their waiting horses. As they mounted, the wizard said to his old friend, "I hate to cut our visit short, but in the morning I ride for the border. You must head for the capital. I fear the King will soon need your services."
			

			
				They made their way to a small inn, rented two rooms for the night and spent the remainder of the evening talking and eating the proprietor's fine fare until they retired.
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				The next day, Celedant set off on a course that Orthorion claimed would have him at the border within six days. The trails were clear and the wizard encountered no one as his horse sped through the elven forest. At the end of the fifth day, as the sun set in the west, Celedant exited the dense trees.
			

			
				That night he camped by the river. Before he slipped into a weary sleep, he stared moodily toward the dark Mordolwyn Mountains, wondering what lay in store for him within the Dwarvan Empire. The next day he forded the Ammoniel River and headed into the gray hills that were an old buffer region and a lawless land. It caused Celedant some concern.
			

			
				After three days of cautious travel, keeping hidden in the sparse forest that covered the hilly terrain, he left the gloomy area and headed into the Mordolwyn Mountains. Before long he reached the dwarvan road and turned north, making for Nars. Up ahead, at the Theirry Monastery, he hoped to find another friend who might help him devise a plan for getting in and out of Brackus alive. At the moment he had no inkling of how he might accomplish that feat.
			

			
				The road he traveled wound along the western ridge, formerly known as Tigor's Way, which led to a way station that offered a safe nights’ sleep, a warm meal and good ale, and that night passed uneventfully.
			

			
				The next morning as he rode along the western edge of the rift valley that was New Partha, he extended his senses to the surrounding area in case of ambush. He suspected the enemy would pursue him relentlessly, especially since he had thus far defeated everything Taza had sent after him.
			

			
				Celedant was no fool. The wizard knew that one careless act or oversight would spell his destruction. If that happened, the world would fall under the rule of a tyrant which would make the former Zeiglon Emperor seem friendly in comparison.
			

		


			
				Chapter Thirty-Nine
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				As Orthorion had watched his friend race down the forest path, the wizard’s galloping horse threw up clods of earth.
			

			
				The general stared at the ancient trees that surrounded him. Their trunks were so thick, it would take five elves linking hands to encircle them. Wrens, finches, starlings and sparrows sung in the surrounding boughs and leaves and created a sweet melody to his ears. Soon many would depart for the winter. This land, his land, could not be endangered again.
			

			
				Orthorion was old enough to remember how the earth had shaken and the land convulsed. He would never forget how the trees swayed so wildly that many crashed to the forest floor before the floods had come, uprooting and sweeping away the entire western forest. It had been a continental catastrophe on a grand scale. The number of elves who had lost their lives was still being lamented. Many had drowned trying to escape the rising water. Uprooted trees crushed others as their massive trunks crashed into each other.
			

			
				The staffs had been responsible for that abomination. Orthorion knew they must eliminate this new threat before history repeated itself. Celedant was an old and trustworthy friend, but he was human and therefore susceptible to evil. Still, the wizard was right. He must warn King Roherdiron.
			

			
				Orthorion sped off westward. The elven capital, Menelwyn, was several days’ ride and he stopped only to eat a quick meal or change horses at the village inns. He might have been retired, but the villagers remembered the famous general and readily supplied fresh horses to aid his journey.
			

			
				As he neared the capital, the overhanging branches shaded the leaf-covered paths and created quaint forest avenues before turning into broad cobblestone roads crowded with elven travelers and with wagons filled with bushels of fruits, vegetables, baled straw and hay, all bound for the market.
			

			
				In the midst of the crowd, Orthorion had to keep his animal’s pace to a fast trot as he headed for the great wall surrounding Menelwyn.
			

			
				On the morning of the fifth day after leaving Athrithir, he entered Circle Way, a wide gravel road that had been expanded over the centuries. Many elves now lived outside the walls in the surrounding countryside, and small towns and farmsteads sprouted like acorns fallen from their mother tree along the ring road.
			

			
				Orthorion turned his steed south, galloping past one of these villages that contained several ground-level buildings, an inn and a stable built along a secondary dirt road that branched off Circle Way. He admired the painted buildings that blended with their surroundings as he headed for one of two massive portals to the city. Several miles later he approached one of the mythril gates constructed more than a thousand years earlier by dwarvan craftsmen.
			

			
				Half-a-dozen sentries guarded the city walls, but the gates were wide open, inviting all to enter. The general slowed his horse as he entered the city that had changed so considerably since his birth three thousand years before. Small shops now sat at ground level in the base of the trees, and some of the city’s elves had built homes in small clearings off the main thoroughfare. The majority, however, followed the traditions of other elven cities and lived high in the trees. Stables had been built in the clearings to keep the barnyard smells from invading the homes of the gentry.
			

			
				At the center of the city Orthorion guided his horse toward a grass-covered hill crowned by the palace and the ancient Elorn, the first tree that had given the forest life. A stone wall covered in gold plate protected both the royal family and the Elorn. Bent with age, the tree and its golden leaves glowed in the sunlight. Taken as small nuts from the Elorn and tenderly raised by the elves, most of the giant trees of Ravannhell came from its seedlings. Yet none were as large as or as colorful as the Elorn.
			

			
				The general dismounted in front of the two massive gates and allowed a guard in gleaming plate mail to take the reins of his horse. He was well known and the soldiers allowed him passage without hesitation. The castle rested in the ring of trees that surrounded the Elorn and its hill, but in numerous other buildings, at ground level, the king held court and welcomed ambassadors from other lands. Orthorion had spent several centuries there leading the horse guards attached to the palace.
			

			
				He hurried to a nondescript stair that arched up to connect with a wooden walkway high in the trees. The path swayed slightly in the morning breeze, but Orthorion took little notice. Soon he was deep within the maze of paths and passages and headed for the personal chambers of the king and queen. Reaching one of the tallest trees, he came to a staircase that was blocked by a locked door and two silent guards. At the top of the stairs, a large covered waiting area, complete with cushioned seating, offered visitors a place to rest until summoned. A small desk sat to one side of the door, and the general found his old friend Castien seated there.
			

			
				As Orthorion entered the room, Castien jumped up, rounded the desk and greeted him warmly. Castien had once been the general’s aide in the southern swamp. Now he oversaw the operations of the palace. He had taken over when his friend had retired, and his dark hair contained a strand or two of gray which added a look of regal intelligence to the elf.
			

			
				“It is good to see you, Orthorion. What brings you to the palace unannounced?”
			

			
				“I have crucial information for King Roherdiron,” Orthorion replied, his face betraying the dire news.
			

			
				“Wait here. I will personally go to the king and request an audience. Do not worry,” he said as he headed inside. “King Roherdiron will see you immediately. I’m certain of it.”
			

			
				The general walked over to an open window overlooking the city. He was tired from the long journey, but his soul felt revitalized by the urgency of the mission. He waited several minutes before he heard footsteps behind him.
			

			
				Orthorion turned as Castien entered the chamber and announced, “King Roherdiron and Queen Lurie will meet with you in their breakfast chamber. You may proceed without escort.”
			

			
				The general thanked his old companion, passed through the doorway and took the nearby stairs two at a time. He passed through several rooms and hallways alive with servants beginning the new day. They watered the ferns and flowering plants that Queen Lurie loved and dusted the shelves and tables that held the exquisite elf, dwarf and human crafted figurines of porcelain, china and bone that had been collected by the royal family over countless centuries.
			

			
				He reached the breakfast chamber just as an unnaturally thin servant in travelling clothes and a brown cape with a hood shielding his face exited the breakfast chamber.
			

			
				Orthorion entered the room at a run. He found the king and gueen seated at the table with their backs to him. The sun streamed gloriously through the window and highlighted the dark pools that spread around their chairs.
			

			
				Rushing across the chamber, he felt his face turn ashen. The two monarchs were tied to their chairs, their heads pushed back and their throats slashed from ear to ear.
			

			
				Shaking himself, he realized that the servant who had just passed him must be the assassin. With the king and queen dead, he was on his way to murder their only daughter, Elornith.
			

			
				Orthorion drew his sword and ran from the chamber yelling, “To arms! To arms! Assassins have invaded the palace!”
			

			
				He sprinted past two surprised guards and called back over his shoulder, “The servant who just left this chamber has murdered the king and the queen. Seal off the palace and send guards to the princess’s chamber. Quickly!”
			

			
				They did not question his orders, but acted immediately as the general raced to the princess’ rooms, two floors up. He arrived at the door of her chambers within moments, but his heart went cold when he found it already thrown wide open. Orthorion feared he would find the young princess already dead. He rushed through the doorway and heard a crash and a loud scream.
			

			
				As he dove into the sitting room, Orthorion felt more then saw the bright flash of a sword as it sliced through the air a hair’s breadth above his head. The general continued his roll and came up in a crouch, his sword held ready as the assassin locked the outer door and turned to face him.
			

			
				The assassin was not an elf, but an illanni.
			

			
				Out of the corner of his eye, the general spotted the princess lying in a blood-splattered nightdress next to a broken urn. She was still alive, but if he delayed too long, she might end up joining her parents in death.
			

			
				Orthorion placed himself between the assassin and the princess., but the illanni smiled as footsteps pounded down the hall toward them.
			

			
				“You are too late, general. The girl has been poisoned by my blade and will die a slow, painful death.”
			

			
				“Not if I can help it,” Orthorion yelled as he struck out with three quick thrusts and a sweeping backhanded blow.
			

			
				The assassin parried the thrusts and ducked beneath the sword. He hit Orthorion in the stomach with the pommel of his sword and the elf’s blade slammed into the top of a chair, leaving a broad gash in the finely carved wood. The chair tumbled over onto the floor and tripped Orthorion. Taking advantage of the unbalanced elf, the illanni slashed at the general’s face with his rapier, but Orthorion instinctively slapped it aside. A series of quick exchanges followed between them and their swords flowed like liquid lighting and clanged loudly as each thrust met a parry.
			

			
				The battle raged throughout the room as the two knocked over furniture and shattered decorative knickknacks. Orthorion was able to drive his enemy toward the locked hallway door and the assassin’s foot slipped on the broken china. As he recovered his balance, the door shook while the guards pounded and threw themselves against it, distracting the assassin and allowing Orthorion to break through his guard. He slashed the illanni’s cheek to the bone.
			

			
				The enemy had brought his sword up to parry the attack, but Orthorion lunged at him and drove his sword deep into his chest. The assassin fell backward, dead even before his body hit the floor.
			

			
				The general ran over to the princess. Her breathing was shallow and weak, and he gathered her up from the floor as the guards broke down the door. He ran out of the room, the girl in his arms, and found a host of armed guards led by a greatly alarmed Lord Castien.
			

			
				“Quick, Castien. Get a Healer!” Orthorion shouted. “I’ll take the princess to the Queen’s bed chamber.”
			

			
				Castien was gone in an instant and Orthorion climbed the stairs with the guards surrounded him and the princess in case another assassin was lurking in the palace. When they reached the royal suite, the general laid the unconscious princess atop the silken covers while the guards searched the rooms and posted two elves in the hallway.
			

			
				The Captain of the Guard, dressed in mythril chain mail, his naked sword in hand, separated himself from the others and came to stand beside Orthorion.
			

			
				“What are your orders, general?”
			

			
				“Seal off the palace and the city. Double the guards and question everyone. There might be accomplices. The princess is now our queen,” he said and quietly added, “if she lives.”
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				Orthorion and Castien sat in a small sitting room outside the bedchamber that held the wounded princess. Two elven healers had spent the last three turns of the clock ministering to her wounds and trying various concoctions and spells to combat the poison spreading through her system.
			

			
				Castien had left briefly to call a council meeting for the morning as news of the attack spread throughout the capital, but so far no evidence had been uncovered that pointed to why the attack had occurred. Based on his conversations with Celedant, Orthorion suspected who the culprit behind it was.
			

			
				In the midst of his thoughts, the door swung open and the healers, wearing light blue woolen robes, emerged. The tallest spoke to them.
			

			
				“The princess will live. We stopped the bleeding, healed the wound and reversed the effects of the toxin. She knows about her parents’ murders and is in mourning. Nevertheless, she is strong and wishes to speak with you.”
			

			
				Orthorion and Castien thanked the healers and entered the bedchamber. Elornith sat in the middle of a huge, four-poster bed, pale but filled with grim determination. She motioned them forward. Even though she was young, having lived only a century and half, her parents had raised her to rule. Her olive-green eyes burned now with her grief, but her sadness was soon overshadowed by a deep anger.
			

			
				“General, I am told that I owe you my life.”
			

			
				“I did what anyone in my place would have done.”
			

			
				“You saved my life and for that, I owe you my gratitude. I would offer a reward, but knowing you as I do, realize you would take none. I know you have retired, but I believe that you would be a wise man to have at my side during this time of crisis. I wish to retain you and Lord Castien as my advisors.”
			

			
				Orthorion bowed. “I am greatly honored, Princess. The council will, of course, recommend advisors until you come of age.”
			

			
				She grimaced and added bitterly, “I will not waste time with other councilors for another fifty years, until I come of age. I trust you both as my parents did and want justice for the King and Queen.”
			

			
				There were tears in her eyes now, and Orthorion calmed her by saying, “The search for the killer’s master will not be accomplished in a day, Highness. I came to the palace bearing news I believe is linked to the tragedy that happened here today, but I can only speak of it in secrecy. Once your advisors have been selected, we will meet to discuss this information.”
			

			
				“Castien, my good tutor, you too will serve me, won’t you?” she asked, a tenuous smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
			

			
				He smiled in response and reassured her. “Of course, my Queen. Now you must rest. We will discuss this in the morning. I have doubled the guards to keep you safe. Tomorrow afternoon your relatives will be permitted to visit you.”
			

			
				He handed her a sleeping draught given to him by the healers, and the two elves left the new queen to her dreams.
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				Orthorion sat silently in a private study in the palace and contemplated what had happened during the past few weeks.
			

			
				The shock of the assassination had stunned the population. The Elven Council had met and appointed five advisers for Princess Elornith. After a week of mourning, the elves buried the magically preserved bodies of King Roherdiron and Queen Lurie in the royal crypt beneath the Elorn Hill. Elornith had accepted the golden acorn crown at a somber ceremony that officially made her the Queen of the Wood Elves.
			

			
				The search for those behind the assassination had stagnated. Orthorion was not certain he trusted Elornith’s new advisors enough to tell them about the staff, so he arranged instead a secret meeting with Lord Castien and the Queen.
			

			
				They met at the base of the Elorn Tree, the Queen’s namesake and the center of elven power. Orthorion told them everything he knew concerning both the staffs and Celedant’s quest.
			

			
				“Who is master Celedant? I have not heard of him before,” the queen asked.
			

			
				“He is a human wizard of unknown years, but it is rumored he has lived at least two millennia. His reputation as a tireless proponent for good is known across the continent, and I have fought with him many times in the past,” Orthorion said.
			

			
				“Then you trust him?”
			

			
				“Yes, my Queen. I will vouch for his integrity with my life.”
			

			
				“Then I will count him among my trusted advisers,” she said solemnly.
			

			
				Concerned that what had happened in the past would recur, and fearing that this time the world might not recover, the three of them developed a strategy to handle the potential danger of the staffs, Orthorion now waited in his study for an agent he wanted to send to keep a careful eye on happenings in the east, someone discrete and willing to protect the elven interests.
			

			
				The agent was the general’s son, Eldahir, whom he had not seen for several hundred years because of their disagreement over the proper defense of the southern portion of Ravannhell from the constant and malicious incursions of monsters from the great swamp. Their bitter fight had left a schism between father and son and in the end had forced Orthorion into retirement. Since that time Eldahir had commanded the elven army in the south. Eventually his father agreed that his son had been right as he watched Eldahir launch attack after successful attack deep into the swamp and eliminate many of the potential threats as well as spare the elven forest from defilement.
			

			
				There was a light knock on the door and Eldahir stepped into the room. His son had aged little since their last meeting, but there was a jagged scar on his forehead and worry lines about his eyes. Eldahir hesitated. When the younger elf stepped through the door to meet the queen’s adviser, his face registered shock when he discovered his father.
			

			
				Orthorion regarded his son silently and tried to anticipate his reaction. He could read the shock on Eldahir’s face, and rightly so, but all traces of the hatred that had flared those long years past were gone.
			

			
				Orthorion smiled. “It is good to see you, son.”
			

			
				He stood up and they embraced. Their past hardships were set aside and a new happiness dissolved their tension as once more they united against a common enemy.
			

			
				Orthorion motioned him to a chair.
			

			
				“Please, sit and have some wine. I know you had a long, tiring journey, but there is much to discuss.”
			

			
				Eldahir found his voice after a sip of wine.
			

			
				“It is truly good to see you, father.”
			

			
				Orthorion smiled and patted his son on the shoulder before returning to his chair. “You might not say that after you hear what I have to tell you. Time is short, Eldahir. This assassination is only the beginning of dire events loosed upon the world. What I am telling you is a secret. We need you to perform a dangerous task, but one for which you are well suited. I cannot tell you what it is until you swear on the Elorn Tree that you will take what I am about to tell you to the grave.”
			

			
				Eldahir nodded solemnly. “What if, in the end, I refuse to accept this mission?”
			

			
				His father laughed. “I raised you, my son. I am confident you will see the necessity of why what I am about to ask you must be done. If my blood runs true in your veins, you will accept the mission.”
			

			
				Eldahir laughed. “Your blood runs true. I can assure you that much. As I grow older, I find myself becoming as hardheaded and cantankerous as you ever were.”
			

			
				His father smiled and then turned serious.
			

			
				“Do you swear, son?”
			

			
				Eldahir sat straighter in his chair and looked his father squarely in the eyes.
			

			
				“If there is a danger to Ravannhell, then I swear upon the Elorn Tree to keep the secret and do whatever this mission might ask of me.”
			

			
				Orthorion nodded, satisfied. “A great evil stirs, one that has procured the Staff of Adois.”
			

			
				Eldahir inhaled sharply. From their first days on, elven children had heard stories about how the staff had defiled the earth.
			

			
				His father continued. “A good friend, the wizard Celedant, is attempting to find and assemble the Staff of Adaman. It is the only means we have of fighting and destroying the Staff of Adois. He has set off to the dwarvan capital and the Thierry Abby located nearby. The Staff of Adaman is very powerful and cannot fall into evil hands. If the two staffs join, this world will cease to exist. I trust Celedant wholeheartedly, but the power contained in both staffs can corrupt even those with the best of intentions. Celedant isn’t indestructible. He might find the pieces and reassemble it only to lose the staff to someone else. Do you agree?”
			

			
				Eldahir sat back in his seat. “As you say, the peril is great. Father, do you think the wielder of the Staff of Adois had anything to do with the assassinations?”
			

			
				Orthorion answered bluntly. “Yes, but we have no proof.”
			

			
				“What do you and the queen want of me?” his son asked.
			

			
				The father took a deep breath. “You are of noble blood and are a renowned warrior. The dwarves will be receptive to you and you should fit in quite well at Nars. If you can find and speak with Celedant, join his quest. Once you do, see that the staff is used only for good. If it should corrupt Celedant, then I fear you must kill him and return with the staff to Ravannhell.”
			

			
				Eldahir raised an eyebrow.
			

			
				Orthorion explained. “Celedant knows I would have him take my life if I were corrupted by the staff. He would expect no less of me.”
			

			
				His son drained his goblet.
			

			
				“I will do it. I see no other way.”
			

			
				“Remember, only Castien, the queen and I know of your mission. The ambassador at Nars will be able to introduce you to the right dwarves. You must not tell anyone, not even Celedant, of your true mission. Rest tonight, my son. In the morning, the queen will give you her blessing. Then you must leave.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next morning, Eldahir went to the dining room and found his father and Castien sitting with the queen in an alcove with a table and four chairs, eating breakfast.
			

			
				“Please, join us, Lord Eldahir,” the queen invited solemnly.
			

			
				Eldahir had not been in the capital for many years. He bowed and took the proffered chair and then dug into a hearty breakfast of wheat porridge cooked in milk, and sweetened with honey, along with slabs of freshly baked bread slathered with newly churned sweet butter and apple preserves. They drank cups of rich black tea, served with milk and honey.
			

			
				The queen studied him between bites. “You must have inherited your looks from your mother. You have none of the dark, ill-natured look of your father. No insult intended, dear Orthorion.”
			

			
				Eldahir gave a clear, ringing laugh that brightened the hearts of those at the table.
			

			
				“But I’m afraid I can be as dark and foreboding as my father, your highness.”
			

			
				She arched an eyebrow. “Spoken like a true nobleman. Now, Lord Eldahir, are you willing to accept the proposed mission?”
			

			
				“As I told my father, yesterday, I will gladly do your will,” he replied.
			

			
				The queen nodded, pleased. “Who do you wish to replace you in the south as commander of our forces?”
			

			
				“Commander Pavalentae would be my first choice,” Eldahir replied.
			

			
				“So be it. Lord Castien will send the order before midday. Now,” she said, rising and bringing the others to their feet, “my council waits, and you must not tarry. May the Gods and Goddesses watch over you.”
			

			
				The queen and her two advisors left Lord Eldahir in the now vacant dining room. Before setting off, he turned and stared out the window, overcome with a premonition. As he watched the dry, colorful leaves fly across the courtyard, Eldahir saw the beauty before him destroyed and in flames, the wreckage littered with the lives of broken elven bodies. Startled, he shook the terrible vision from his mind and felt temporarily reassured when the peaceful scene before him resumed.
			

			
				He was left with one certainty. If he failed to help Celedant destroy the Staff of Adois, all that he loved, including his father, Ravannhell, and the new Queen Elornith would vanish.
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				Tarquin was traveling alone along a dwarvan road on his way back to Nars when he spotted a middle-aged man dressed in blue robes seated on a beautiful black stallion. He was blocking the middle of the road.
			

			
				Tarquin slowed his gelding to a walk until his horse drew up beside the cloaked figure.
			

			
				"Hail, good sir, might I be of help?"
			

			
				The figure threw back its hood. "You look well, Tarquin. Your time with the Borderers has treated you better than I expected."
			

			
				Tarquin was puzzled over the man’s identity until he looked closer. It had been a long time since that mysterious visit in the hidden garden of his father's castle. The look of surprise on his face caused Celedant to chuckle.
			

			
				"Master Celedant. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again, but right now, I can’t help feeling some trepidation."
			

			
				"Then you have more sense than most young men your age," the wizard laughed. "I've just been to Nars. I met with King Braveslayer. The Dwarvan King is pleased with your progress and so is your father."
			

			
				This surprised the prince. He had no idea the king held an interest in him other than the sheer unusualness of Tarquin's position as the first non-dwarvan officer in the king’s army.
			

			
				"I knew my father had forgiven me, but the king’s interest baffles me."
			

			
				"Yes, I thought that would surprise you. Needless to say, King Braveslayer and I have knowledge you do not.”
			

			
				“You never told me I was part of a prophecy,” Tarquin accused.
			

			
				Celedant raised his eyebrows. “Would it have mattered?”
			

			
				“Yes! At least I would have known why someone keeps trying to kill me.”
			

			
				“I’m not surprised. I suspected that might happen. I, too, have been a target.”
			

			
				“You have?” Tarquin asked, calming.
			

			
				“Many times. The evil spoken of in the prophecy has sent several monsters to eliminate me.”
			

			
				“Fortunately, I’ve only had to deal with assassins, and my squad helped to take care of them.”
			

			
				“Then it is good I sent you to the Borderers.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell me about the prophecy?”
			

			
				“It would have confused the issue. I needed to get you some place where you would be safe. Had you gone with the ambassador to Korvanna, you would not have survived the trip, even with Dragon Bolt’s help. You desperately needed the training the Borderers provided. I felt that if you could survive that, you might stand a chance.”
			

			
				“Dragon Bolt? Then I was right. You did put it in my room that day.”
			

			
				“Yes. Your ancestor, King Haruldi, entrusted it to an elf named Alyanion right before he died. When I heard the prophecy, I went to Ravannhell to speak with him. He told me a very strange story.”
			

			
				Tarquin leaned forward on his horse to listen.
			

			
				“One day, the sword, which had lain quiet for centuries, suddenly came to life. Alyanion correctly assumed your mother had just given birth. He believed that the heir to the sword would be a distant grandson of King Haruldi. Granted, Dragon Bolt could just have easily been meant for one of your cousins, but since you were the only child born to your family that day, he knew you were the one.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t he deliver the sword to my father right away?”
			

			
				“Your father might have tried to use it, not understanding it would only respond to you. In addition, he was not about to deliver a powerful, magical sword to a babe. He decided to wait until you reached manhood before handing it over. When I learned of the prophecy, I knew the time had come to deliver it to you.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you tell me about the sword?”
			

			
				“Some things are better when you discover them for yourself. Besides, I didn’t have time to explain. I had to get to Dragon Isles, and I figured your curiosity would lead you to old Datbi, who’s so well-versed in dwarvan lore, especially when it comes to weapons.”
			

			
				“Dragon Bolt has saved my life, as well as my companions, on more than one occasion. Thank you.”
			

			
				Celedant nodded graciously. “Remember when I indicated that I might have some task for you in the future?"
			

			
				The lieutenant's eyes widened. "Does this have anything to do with the prophecy?”
			

			
				“Yes, indeed, and although your participation is essential, it is not yet time for you to fulfill your duty.”
			

			
				When Tarquin frowned, he added, “I assure you, if we are not successful with this next step, we will never be able to defeat the power we are up against.”
			

			
				“What do you have in mind?"
			

			
				Celedant shook his head. "Not yet, but be ready. Things are happening quickly. The king will move by year’s end. At that time I'll be back to hold you to our bargain. Until then, keep up the good work. The better your skills, the greater your chances of surviving the coming clashes."
			

			
				Celedant spurred his horse past the young soldier and disappeared down the road.
			

			
				A curious Tarquin made his way back to the city in deep thought. He did not understand why the wizard was being so cryptic, but at least he now knew he was working toward fulfilling his part of the prophecy.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Celedant's first stop was the Monastery of Thierry, located deep within the Mordolwyn Mountains and a day’s travel from Nars. The monks were an ancient dwarvan warrior sect and known worldwide as the most competent soldiers and healers on the continent. Thierry accepted all who could serve in both martial and spiritual capacities. The library at Thierry was world-renowned among scholars, making it a frequent and enjoyable place for Celedant to visit.
			

			
				Father Hortus was their abbot as well as a longtime friend and confidant of the wizard. The Theirrian monks followed a strict code by which Hortus had reached the pinnacle as abbot and warrior priest and Hortus held a great deal of authority, both spiritual and political. For the wizard to succeed in the coming venture, he would need the Abbot’s support.
			

			
				As Celedant followed one final twist along the mountain path, the monastery came into view. Unlike most dwarvan buildings, the major portions of the complex were above ground. The monastery itself sat on a rocky crag that jutted out over a valley and was accessible only by a wooden ‘basket’ that had to be hoisted up three hundred feet to the plateau.
			

			
				The wizard led his horse apprehensively along the last portion of the trail, knowing that soldiers were keeping him in the sights of their crossbows. Looking up, Celedant extended his senses to ‘see’ the magic surrounding the fortification like a thick haze. Perfectly cut massive stonework enclosed the plateau with four-story towers interspersed at hundred-foot intervals.
			

			
				Celedant needed Hortus's help to gain King Braveslayer’s confidence and support in the next vital step of his quest. He was worried, though, because Hortus had not left the monastery for the past three hundred years. The wizard was uncertain if he would be able to convince the ancient dwarf to travel to Nars for an audience with the King.
			

			
				Celedant reached the section of the overhang where a large bronze bell hung, protected from the elements by an ornately carved oak box. Reaching up, he gave it a solid tap with his staff. The bell rang hollowly across the wide valley.
			

			
				It usually took a while for a response and Celedant sat with his back to the cliff and drank deeply from his water jug. Surprisingly, in no time at all he heard the sound of ancient gears turning in well-oiled smoothness, and the basket began its descent.
			

			
				When it reached the ground next to him, the wizard opened a gate that rose as high as his waist and he led his horse into the sturdy wooden structure. After securing the gate in place and tying the horse’s lead rope to the railing, he gave a tug to the small bell inside the conveyance to let those above know he was ready. The basket jerked once and began its ascent to the top.
			

			
				The ride was smooth and gave Celedant a majestic view of the valley and the snow-covered peaks of the surrounding mountains, dappled by the rich green of towering pine trees. Above him the rope disappeared through a large hatch in the gatehouse which hung over the cliff and had multiple arrow niches cut into its floor and sides. The dwarves plugged the hatch when it was not in use to make it impossible for anyone to enter from below.
			

			
				As the wizard reached the dark shadows under the structure, callused hands gripped the sides of the conveyance to settle it and lock it in place. Celedant waited for his eyes to adjust to the darker interior of the gatehouse until he could focus on the two dwarves in dark robes patiently waiting for him. One of the dwarves opened the gate and gestured for the wizard to follow him while the other cleric took Celedant’s horse away to the stables. The clerics’ robes each had a white dove, gripping a battle-axe in its claws, embroidered over the left breast.
			

			
				The monks never spoke a word, and Celedant noted the heavily muscled torsos that dark robes were unable to conceal. They led Celedant to the main temple and the administrative offices located at the rear. The small buildings that lined the sides housed a library, a smithy, a bakery, a butcher shop, a brewery and the communal kitchen and dining areas. One other building contained half-a-dozen guest suites and the individual cells the monks used for sleeping, private reflection and praying.
			

			
				Celedant heard the Theirrian smiths beating a steady rhythm on their anvils. Others busied themselves with the daily tasks of feeding and caring for a small army of clergy. Stone for these buildings was quarried from the center of the rectangle, and the open sections that were left were filled with rich black soil painstakingly hauled up from the valley. Here the monks planted crops to supply their dietary needs.
			

			
				A rose garden boasted circular paths and fruit trees with wooden benches for contemplation, and an exercise yard for the monks to hone their warrior skills sat next to a small barn and pasture behind the administration building. Celedant had visited the monastery many times over the years and had once spent five years studying the contents of the Theirrian library.
			

			
				As the three of them headed for the administration building, the monks avoided the main temple, made of massive stone blocks weighing several tons apiece. The doors were silver and engraved with battle scenes that caught the morning sun’s light. They passed the temple and headed to a small set of double wooden doors that led directly to the abbot's office.
			

			
				Celedant knocked and when the doors swung open, his old friend Hortus stood there smiling at him. He was dressed in a faded brown monk’s robe. His smooth bald head had long since lost its hair, but Hortus still possessed a long, flowing beard that had turned gray several hundred years before.
			

			
				Celedant and the Abbot embraced, and the wizard shouted with laughter as he released the dwarf and slapped him on the back.
			

			
				"It is good to see you again, Hortus."
			

			
				Both smiled broadly as the dwarf led the way to his private office, where he had a pot of steaming tea and two cups waiting. Hortus dropped into a wooden chair behind a massive desk cluttered with parchment, quills and inkpots, while Celedant grabbed the chair on the opposite side and took an appreciative sip of tea.
			

			
				This was where the abbott managed the affairs of the monastery. A well-used battle hammer with a wickedly sharp spike rested against the wall next to him and other deadly weapons covered the walls, poignant reminders of the aims and goals of the Theirrians. On the left side of the room, a vivid painting of Thierry hung over a brown and cream marble fireplace that held a blazing fire to take the chill off the morning air. Shelves that held the abbot’s favorite books and parchments covered the remaining walls.
			

			
				Celedant leaned back in his well-padded chair.
			

			
				"Both office and armory. Did your god have this particular setup in mind or is this another example of dwarvan extremism?"
			

			
				Hortus was used to the wizard's jesting and shot back, "Thierry is not just a dwarvan god, and ye know that. We are simple meek brothers doing his will."
			

			
				"Meek?” Celedant laughed. “I guess Thierry’s will and a war hammer can get more donations for a righteous cause."
			

			
				Hortus waved him away. "I tire of philosophical arguments. They already permeate the brotherhood. So, tell me. What brings me old friend for a visit after so long?”
			

			
				The wizard drank more tea, relishing the warmth it brought to his chilled bones.
			

			
				“I wish this was a pleasure visit like the last time, when I was able to relax and study in your library without a care in the world, but that is not the case."
			

			
				The dwarf sputtered, a mouth full of tea flying everywhere. "Raided me library was more like it. Why, me librarian still hasna accounted for two tomes of ancient lore since ye took yer leave of us."
			

			
				The wizard smiled deviously. "Me? No. Must have been some unscrupulous novice hoarding books in his cell. You should investigate this more thoroughly before blaming me."
			

			
				The dwarf slammed his fist down on the scarred desk.
			

			
				"Ye try me, wizard. If ye weren't such an old and trusted friend, I would have ye tossed out the gatehouse door, but ye probably have learned to fly or some such danged thing."
			

			
				The two friends guffawed. Remembering the reason for his visit, Celedant then turned serious.
			

			
				"I need your help, Hortus. When you hear what I have to say, you may still want to toss me over the cliff."
			

			
				The Abbott leaned forward. "What is it, Celedant? I feared yer visit concerned dire happenings, and it causes me no little anxiety that ye are troubled over it."
			

			
				The wizard looked down at his lap. “The Staff of Adois is active again. The one who controls it is named Taza, a foul, undead monster who seeks to rule us."
			

			
				"Disturbin’ news, indeed. If I know ye half as well as I think I do, ye are trying to stop the spread of evil before it engulfs us all." At Celedant's affirmative nod, the Abbot continued. "We must inform King Braveslayer. This type of deviltry will quickly multiply and soon be a danger to all races, no matter how isolated they be."
			

			
				"I agree," Celedant replied gravely. "We must destroy the staff and its wielder before it is too late. To do that, I must reassemble the staff of Adaman, and that is why I seek your council."
			

			
				Hortus astonished his friend by saying, "Let me guess. Ye come seeking knowledge of the Crystal from Adaman's staff." At the wizard's dumbfounded look, the dwarf continued. "It was only a matter of time. Tell me what ye know, and I'll fill in the rest."
			

			
				Celedant told him about the prophecy and relayed what he had uncovered during his visit to the Dragon’s Tear and his search of the wizards’ library. Hortus poured more tea for both of them and nodded sagely. When the wizard had finished, the Abbot began his own tale.
			

			
				"Yorgi, the dwarf who saved Treakis, was a little too wild and cantankerous for the civilized dwarves of Nars. He had a warrior’s reputation, so the clan council sent him and his followers to pacify the north, which was fraught with danger. To do this, Yorgi began fortifyin’ Brackus. Over the years, his legend grew and so did the Crystal's, which he openly wore in battle, believin’ it brought him luck. As a young novice,” Hortus continued, “I once saw the Crystal, and I can tell ye that when ye get close to it, ye can feel the power that lies within. I knew then it was no mere good luck charm of the Brackus Clan. Years later I pieced the story together as best I could and discovered what it truly was.”
			

			
				“Where is the Crystal now?"
			

			
				His question brought a sad look to the dwarf's face. "I know where the Crystal is hidden, Celedant, but for a dwarf to find it and not return it to the northern clans would be sacrilege. Over the centuries it has become a symbol of power and stability known as Yorgi’s stone. If it was found, the northern clans would see it as a sign from Yorgi and they would expand their borders further north. Open warfare would break out with every orc tribe living along the border. As abbott of this monastery, and a levelheaded dwarf, I know the importance of this Crystal and yer quest, but I canna play an outward part in its recovery. Yet, I will give ye all the help and advice I can."
			

			
				The logs on the fire fell, shooting a few sparks into the room. Celedant rose and added more wood to the blaze before returning to his chair.
			

			
				"Are ye aware of the king’s plan for the re-takin’ of Brackus?" Hortus asked him.
			

			
				Celedant nodded. “The dwarves have been planning and posturing for a campaign to regain control of their northern outpost for years. The king and his council backed down at the prospect of a lengthy expedition to the north until last week, when Prince Grimilzor received the go-ahead for the campaign. Preparations have already begun.”
			

			
				“I have thought of the treasures that Brackus holds many times. Through prayer and meditation, Thierry informed me that the Crystal still resides within the walls of the fortress."
			

			
				A pleased look crossed the wizard’s face. Hortus reached into the top drawer on the right-hand side of the desk and removed a silver chain with two small bronze keys attached. Celedant took the proffered keys with thanks.
			

			
				“These were given unto the Abby’s safekeeping after the fall of Brackus. There are those who would kill me outright if they discovered I had given it to a wizard. I’ll thank ye to keep it secret. Even King Braveslayer doesna’ know I have them. They’re the keys to the treasury of Brackus. Ye must use them to get to the gem. Take everything. When the city falls back into our hands, it must appear that the treasury was sacked by the orcs.”
			

			
				Celedant nodded and solemnly slipped the keychain over his head until it dropped beneath his robes.
			

			
				"How do ye plan to get into Brackus, and what happens after ye recover the Crystal?"
			

			
				"The answer to your first question is simple. I haven’t worked it out yet. Monsters, in one form or another, have plagued my journey, all wishing to end my life. I must plan carefully, but once I have the Crystal, the next step will be to go after the staff."
			

			
				The dwarf arched an eyebrow. "So, ye truly intend to reassemble the staff? That’s something I would like to see. I simply must accompany ye when ye attempt to regain the staff,” Hortus said with a twinkle in his eye. “Do ye know where it is hidden?”
			

			
				“I believe the staff still resides in the City of Zeiglon, but where that ancient city rests after the upheaval is anyone’s guess.”
			

			
				Hortus looked thoughtful as he finished his tea.
			

			
				“I will ask me assistants to look into the matter of Zeiglon’s location. The continent’s shift could place the city on one of the southern islands, submerged under the sea, or in the great desert, or beyond the southern escarpment. Let me worry about that. Ye must concentrate yer energies on findin’ the gem. Rest assured, me brothers will find Zeiglon’s location.”
			

			
				"That is welcome news,” Celedant said, pleased. “What’s next?"
			

			
				Hortus pointed to the pot of tea. "We finish this, eat a hearty dinner, and stay up late tellin’ tales. In the mornin’, I will leave the monastery and venture to Nars. I need to make certain the spirituality of the capital is in a good state,” he said with a wink. “While I’m at it, I will arrange for ye to be included in the comin’ expedition to Brackus."
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				The next morning, as they left the monastery, Celedant saw only the brothers who operated the winch in the gatehouse. The abbot brought along a small bag containing several books, and because of his advanced age, he had chosen to ride a donkey. Celedant preferred to walk his horse along the treacherous ground. They were only slightly crowded in the basket, and when it reached the ground, Hortus mounted his donkey and they began the short trek to Nars.
			

			
				They made good time down the mountain path with the abbot perched high on his donkey and riding at a fast trot to keep up with the long strides of Celedant’s horse in the clear morning air. It was the first time the pair had been on the open road together for many years. They passed the time reminiscing over past adventures and mutual friends.
			

			
				They were just rounding the last bend in the path before heading down the mountainside when Celedant drew up short and stopped in mid-stride. Hortus had to pull hard on his mount’s reins to slow the jogging donkey and then the abbot had to fight the spirited beast back to where the wizard was standing, deep in thought.
			

			
				“What’s wrong?” Hortus asked.
			

			
				A slow smile spread across Celedant’s face. “I’ve just had an insane idea.” He waved the dwarf to silence before adding, “Hold on a second.” Then with a sudden clap of his hands, he looked at Hortus. “I’ve got it! I’ll enter Brackus the same way the orcs did when they overran the city.”
			

			
				Hortus gave the wizard an odd look. “What are ye prattling on about?”
			

			
				“It’s simple. I will enter Brackus through the underworld, just as the orcs did when they besieged the city.”
			

			
				The abbot laughed and leaned on the pommel of his saddle.
			

			
				“That is the craziest plan I have ever heard. Imagine, a lone man sneakin’ along untold miles through the underworld to loot the dwarvan treasury. That’s grand, Celedant, just grand! Ye will be laughed out of King Braveslayer’s council chamber as a lunatic.”
			

			
				Celedant had a look of consternation on his face as he responded testily, “You jump to conclusions, old one. I will not travel alone. Tarquin and his squad of Borderers will accompany me.”
			

			
				Hortus hefted his war hammer and snarled.
			

			
				“Ye call me ‘old one’? I ought to bash ye across the noggin right now. What a stupid idea. Ye plan to take the one person, who has been ordained through prophecy to fight this evil, into the underworld on a suicide mission? Ye will be marchin’ from Nars to Brackus through the monster-ridden wormholes of the underworld. It’s unbelievable folly. It’s preposterous!”
			

			
				The wizard’s anger quickly rose. He had forgotten how bothersome Hortus could become.
			

			
				“If need be, yes I will. You’ve been in your mountain hideaway so long your wits have grown befuddled. I won’t march from Nars to Brackus. There must be other entrances closer to the city. Besides, if we time it correctly, while we’re sneaking into Brackus, the orcs will be too busy fighting Prince Grimilzor’s army to bother with us.”
			

			
				The abbot threw his hands up. “A wizard is what they call ye, Celedant. A master nincompoop is what I would name ye. Yet, as I sit here amazed at the drivel ye propose, I begin to think it might be yer best chance. By the gods, if ye end up getting’ killed in the underworld, I’ll search ye out and bash yer head in with me hammer. Come along. We must reach Nars before the day’s end, and no more arguin’, at least for now. We sound like a couple of old hens.”
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-One
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The following day Tarquin and two squads left on their first patrol since returning to Nars.
			

			
				As the days passed, Tarquin's squad drifted into a regular routine marred only by the accidental death of Nolgin. They received a replacement for Nolgin, named Garth, who was a native of Southgard and a three-year veteran of the Borderers.
			

			
				Meanwhile, the enhancement of the patrols and the fortifications continued as rumors of an orc invasion spread throughout Nars and the kingdom.
			

			
				As time passed, Tarquin grew impatient. Celedant had told him the army would be ready to move at the end of the year. Nevertheless, as the cold and snow of winter immobilized the troops and cut off any chance for a surprise attack, the commanders had no choice but to wait out the weather.
			

			
				Spring, with its attendant rains and mud, was approaching before the general staff in Nars issued their orders throughout the empire for a great store of supplies to be gathered. Although no official word came for the destination of the troop movements, one location frequently popped up, the northern city of Brackus.
			

			
				Tarquin learned that this northernmost region had fallen to the orcs and Illanni over a thousand years before. They had attacked both the interior and exterior of the city, besieging the front gates while pouring into the streets through the tunnels of the underworld. Taken by surprise, many dwarves died in the attack, even civilians who were unable to escape. The army had been so overwhelmed that they were unable to spare any troops and that caused many civilians to share the doomed fate of the soldiers.
			

			
				The defenders fought hard for a week, but in the end few survivors survived to flee and tell the tale of the brutal slaughter. Brackus’ fall was a harsh lesson that changed the defense strategy of every dwarvan city to include fortifications both above and below the surface.
			

			
				Spring came slowly to those who waited in Nars as rumors continued to escalate. Troops arrived as soon as the snow melted in the Mordolwyn Mountains. The burgeoning city became filled with swaggering, boasting soldiers.
			

			
				There had been no talk of Tarquin’s squad participating in the coming venture and the Borderers’ Commanders went ahead and selected what companies were to advance with the army. For the most part these troops went north to gather information and to scout out the intended route.
			

			
				Tarquin and his squad mates sat in a small tavern one evening, enjoying a fresh batch of scones at the Dancing Lamb, when a tall, hooded figure entered the main room and headed to their table. The dwarves grew uneasy as the figure stood and slowly threw back his hood, revealing, to Tarquin's surprise, Celedant.
			

			
				The lieutenant stood and shook the wizard's hand.
			

			
				"Lads, let me introduce you to Celedant, the wizard responsible for my joining your ranks."
			

			
				Stunned silence and a clatter of tableware ensued as Aegir dropped his knife on his plate and stood to greet the wizard warmly.
			

			
				"So this is the famous squad of Borderers led by Lieutenant Tarquin?” Celedant said. You may not know this, but the ‘powers that be’ often speak of your exploits."
			

			
				His words brought smiles of delight and excitement, and Donli shouted for ale.
			

			
				As the wizard sampled the fine beverage, he turned to Tarquin. "I would like you to accompany me to a council meeting this evening."
			

			
				"Yes, sir," the stunned lieutenant replied.
			

			
				"Please, call me Celedant. I'm not the legend everyone makes me out to be."
			

			
				"Yes, sir, ah, Celedant," Tarquin said, trying out the name on his tongue.
			

			
				When they finished their tankards, Tarquin followed the wizard into the corridors of Nars.
			

			
				"Let's stop by your quarters so you can change into a clean uniform," Cledant suggested.
			

			
				The thought of going before the King's Council made the food in Tarquin’s stomach churn. As they neared his quarters, Celedant noticed his discomfort and laughed.
			

			
				"You look sick, boy. It wouldn’t do to have you throwing up in front of the king. Really, there's nothing to it. Remember, they are people no different from you and me. You are the Prince of Partha. That places you on equal footing with the king, regardless of your rank in his army. Nevertheless, don’t let it make you cheeky. He will see and respond to you as a lieutenant, just as he refers to his sons as generals, instead of princes.”
			

			
				Tarquin nodded, and when they reached his quarters, the young man entered his bedroom and changed into a clean uniform while Celedant waited in the sitting room and told him what to expect at the meeting.
			

			
				"Tonight, we'll be discussing the retaking of Brackus."
			

			
				"So, the rumors are true?” Tarquin asked, slipping into a fresh shirt.
			

			
				"Yes," the wizard replied. "Now stop interrupting and listen."
			

			
				Tarquin poked his head around the door and gave him a quizzical look.
			

			
				"Things are heating up faster than expected. The king may ask some questions. If so, answer as truthfully as you can."
			

			
				Tarquin exited his quarters wearing a chainmail vest with a small lightning bolt on the shoulder which identified him as a lieutenant. Dark green leggins tucked into highly polished boots and a dark green cloak finished his ensemble. The pair made their way in silence through the crowded halls of Nars to the royal compound, located three levels above the main hall.
			

			
				As they approached their destination, Tarquin and Celedant encountered two guard posts and, a few twists and turns later, they entered a wide hall with hand-woven rugs on the floor and elegant tapestries adorning the walls. Tarquin and Celedant walked down the center of the large corridor until they came to a set of double mahogany doors guarded by two dwarves in polished mythril plate mail.
			

			
				The guards snapped to attention as Celedant neared, but they eyed Tarquin as though he were an item on display in a curiosity shop. One dwarf turned smartly and opened the door, signaling the humans to enter the council chambers of King Braveslayer.
			

			
				Only a single chair remained empty at a large circular table covered with maps. Proud dwarves with row upon row of battle decorations on their uniforms sat watching as they headed for the empty chair. Tarquin was surprised to see his father seated next to King Braveslayer and his brother, Prince Kaleb, standing ramrod straight behind their father’s chair.
			

			
				Everyone seated had a high-ranking officer behind him, looking attentive. Celedant sat in the empty seat and looked out of place among the militaristic humans and dwarves. Tarquin received brief nods from his father and brother as he stood behind the wizard's chair.
			

			
				Seated directly across from Celedant, King Braveslayer wore a light chainmail shirt over his dark green uniform. A curly silver beard covered most of his face and wavy hair fell past broad shoulders to the middle of his back. A sly smile creased the king’s face.
			

			
				"Ah, our late arrivals are here. Shall we begin?” He turned to a middle-aged dwarf on his left. "General Grimilzor, if ye would start."
			

			
				The king's oldest son, the commander of the dwarvan army and a prince in his own right, began to speak. He stood four-and-a half-feet-tall and had black hair and a deep voice molded more for a battlefield than a council chamber.
			

			
				"Gentlemen and dwarves, we are here to discuss the coming action against Brackus. The orcs’ possession of that fortress has been a blot against the dwarvan people for too long. Many of our ancestors died in a desperate struggle to keep it out of orcish hands, but they failed. It is time for their sons and daughters to retake the city.” Those seated around the table nodded enthusiastically. “We have worked out the plans to proceed with this operation and have chosen the units that will participate. The main force will consist of four dwarvan legions and a legion of Parthians."
			

			
				Tarquin was surprised. A dwarvan legion was composed of ten thousand soldiers and a Parthian legion contained five thousand. That meant an army of forty-five thousand souls would march into battle. While Tarquin pondered the size of the proposed army, General Grimilzor continued speaking.
			

			
				"The army will be supported by a force of two thousand Borderers."
			

			
				That news was staggering. Tarquin had never seen more than a couple hundred Borderers assembled in one place at one time. He didn’t realize that many Borderers existed.
			

			
				"General Colin, what are yer feelings on the mission?" General Grimilzor asked.
			

			
				"My scouts around Brackus report that the orcs have become sloppy and lazy,” a short, battle-scarred dwarf wearing Borderer gray replied. “They don’t think we’ll challenge them. Patrols have been sketchy at best. I believe the Borderers will offer a secure screen for the march, but with this many troops, sooner or later, the enemy will get wind of our advance and things will get tough."
			

			
				"Commander Tekel, yer report if ye will," General Grimilzor said.
			

			
				A small dwarf with a short blond beard, sitting at the edge of his seat and fidgeting with his uniform, nervously cleared his throat.
			

			
				"Ahem. We have gathered enough supplies for the campaign and can expect to garner more from the wildlife in the northern mountains. If the mission doesna’ bog down, we’ll have enough. If it does, resupplying the army will drain troops from the assault. It can be accomplished if necessary, but let's hope it doesna’ come to that.”
			

			
				The room buzzed until Prince Grimilzor raised his voice.
			

			
				"What I’m about to reveal now has only been discussed with the five legion commanders, me father, and master Celedant. Our battle strategy isna’ spectacular but consists of a two-fold plan of attack. The main force will take the dwarvan road behind a screen of Borderers and besiege Brackus with a head-on assault. The city, as ye may or may not know, is nestled in a valley similar to Nars, but its defenses are nowhere near as strong. We should be in position in three weeks. Are there any questions about that portion of the advance?"
			

			
				When no one spoke, he continued. "That will be the above-ground operation, but as ye all know, when Brackus originally fell, it was attacked from both above and below. Celedant has assured me he will handle the assault from within.” He turned to the wizard and nodded. “Celedant?”
			

			
				"The problem with entering the city from below is how to get there,” the wizard said, stroking his beard. “Brackus is nearly three hundred miles from Nars. Traveling that far underground would be suicidal and take too long. The other problem is timing. Hiding in an enemy city will be extremely difficult, if not impossible. My assault force must arrive shortly after the main army begins their attack, focusing the orcs’ attention away from us.”
			

			
				“At that point,” he continued, “my team and I will come up through the underground and open the outer gates from the inside to give our army access. For the past three months, Abbot Hortus of the Theirrians and I have pored over documents in the King's library looking for a suitable entry to the underground. I know several, but none within a hundred miles of Brackus. We had all but given up when I stumbled across a single reference to some unfortunate miners who had fallen through an underworld cavern one-hundred-ten miles from the city. That is the entrance we will use.” Turning to Tarquin he said, "I would like Lieutenant Tarquin to lead the expedition. I will accompany him as a guide. How many soldiers will you need, lieutenant?"
			

			
				Tarquin had never spoken at a council meeting. He gathered his courage and replied, "As Celedant has said, we must limit the size of this expedition. I propose we take a single squad."
			

			
				"That will place our number at twelve. Perfect,” Celedant said. “If there are no objections, the lieutenant, his Borderers and I will leave in the morning. It will take two-and-a-half weeks to reach the mine entrance and another week or so to travel from the mine to Brackus. It will be slow going in the underworld. By that time General Grimilzor will hopefully have seized control of the valley, and with luck and a little trickery we will open the gates for the army to march into the city."
			

			
				"Any further questions?" General Grimilzor asked.
			

			
				One legion commander, a stocky dwarf with a black patch over his right eye, asked, "When do we march, sire?"
			

			
				Before the general could speak, King Braveslayer spoke from his seat. "The army will leave the day after tomorrow. Now, if there is no further business, this meeting is adjourned. Ye have much to attend to before ye leave."
			

			
				Council members and their aides got up and headed toward the door, but Celedant remained. Tarquin's father and brother came to sit beside him.
			

			
				After the room had completely cleared, King Braveslayer motioned Tarquin to a chair. "Please sit."
			

			
				The lieutenant sat next to his brother Kaleb, who slapped him on the back. "We’ve heard good things about you. Well done, little brother." he added.
			

			
				Before Tarquin could respond, King Braveslayer spoke up. "That is partially why ye are being chosen to lead the underground assault over some of our more experienced commanders. That and because of some not-too-subtle persuasion from Celedant. Prince Grimilzor and I wanted to congratulate ye and yer squad on a job well done. We wish ye luck on the coming mission. It is vital that ye succeed."
			

			
				With that ominous statement, the meeting broke up and Tarquin was free to return to the Borderer compound.
			

			
				What they and the combined armies were about to undertake would be bloody and brutal, especially if illanni warlocks supported the orcs. There were no guarantees the dwarvan invasion would be successful. As Tarquin walked back to his quarters alone, he realized that his and Celedant’s participation wasn’t merely to open the gates and let the army into Brackus.
			

			
				Celedant didn’t talk about the second, more important mission with King Braveslayer or the others. This was a mission so vital, it made the recapture of Brackus a secondary consideration. Although the wizard hadn’t shared the specifics with him yet, Tarquin knew from their earlier discussion that they had to succeed, or nothing else the dwarvan army or anyone else accomplished would matter.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tarquin spent a sleepless night pondering the upcoming mission. He tossed and turned, running over and over his mental list of what the squad would need. He snatched little sleep until shortly after midnight and rose before the sun to make his way to the officer's mess. He found Celedant there, sat down across from him and began picking at his breakfast.
			

			
				"Not hungry this morning?" Celedant asked him.
			

			
				The lieutenant shrugged, the dark circles under his eyes betraying his restless night. "I didn't sleep well. Spent the whole night thinking about what we would need and promptly forgetting most of what I’d just decided."
			

			
				The wizard laughed. "When I was young, I often had nights like that, but don’t worry. I’ve already taken care of our supplies."
			

			
				They left the mess hall and passed the company's offices, where they found Captain Donli.
			

			
				“I wish I was going with ye,” Donli said.
			

			
				“As do I, captain. I’ll do my best to remember all you’ve taught me,” Tarquin replied.
			

			
				“See that ye do.”
			

			
				"Come,” Celedant said. “Let's enlighten the rest of your mates."
			

			
				When they reached the barracks, Donli entered and Tarquin heard him berating the soldiers into wakefulness. Shortly he emerged with a smile.
			

			
				"The lads are up and eager to see ye. Good luck," he said, shaking first Celedant’s and then Tarquin’s hands. “I’d best be getting’ back to me paperwork.”
			

			
				When the humans entered the barracks, Tarquin couldn’t help noticing the sleep-reddened eyes of the squad as they became wide in expectation. He cleared his throat.
			

			
				"Sorry to wake you so early, but we're heading out on a stroll. The army marches north tomorrow.” If Donli had not gotten their attention earlier, this bit of news did. "Yes, lads,” Tarquin said with a laugh. “We're to become part of the expedition to take back Brackus, but we’ll have to hurry if we’re going to meet up with the main army."
			

			
				There was a shout from Bragi and then the rest broke into a cheer.
			

			
				"So, you thought they were leaving us behind, did you?” Tarquin asked the smiling dwarves. “Celedant has chosen us to accompany him on a crucial mission, one that will play a vital role in the upcoming battle."
			

			
				He stepped aside to allow the wizard to take over.
			

			
				“Tonight, we’ll be heading into the mountains in search of an old mine entrance,” Celedant said. “It should take us two weeks to get there, but once we do, we will enter the underworld and make our way to the underground gate of Brackus. Not a word of this to anyone,” Celedant warned the excited dwarves. “Your lives may depend on keeping it secret. I have plotted our course and secured the supplies we’ll need. Get some breakfast. We’ll meet back here in a turn of the clock."
			

			
				The members of first squad dressed and darted out of the room. Even Botreg, the normally unexcitable member of the team, seemed caught up in the moment.
			

			
				"You know how to inspire the troops, Celedant," Tarquin chuckled.
			

			
				The wizard nodded. "I believe the news was the motivator in this instance.”
			

			
				Celedant and his team gathered around the barracks’ table later and spread out three maps. "All right, who are your best trackers?"
			

			
				Tarquin motioned Ralav and his niece Ronli forward.
			

			
				"Instead of following the army directly to Brackus, we will head northwest on this trail,” he said, using his finger to indicate the route. “Eventually, we will end up here." His finger came to rest on a narrow mountain trail two hundred miles from Nars. "Another squad will accompany us on the first part of the journey,” he said, turning to Tarquin. “Once we enter the mines, they will take our horses to Brackus and wait for us with the main army. I, for one, do not wish to return through the underground route. According to my information, some of the tunnels appear unstable. We’ll need to proceed cautiously."
			

			
				The next map was a hand-drawn one made a couple hundred years before by the miners. Ronli studied it intently while Ralav occasionally nodded and grunted.
			

			
				Celedant looked at the two trackers. "What do you think?"
			

			
				Ronli responded quickly, "No problem."
			

			
				"Now," Celedant said, "the two of you must memorize this map, while the rest of us commit this one to memory." He flipped open a detailed map of the city of Brackus. "Once we reach the underground gate, I have plotted a route to a secret room that will provide an excellent view of the front gate. From there we can wait for General Grimilzor's army."
			

			
				The main army would leave in the morning to the sound of cheering crowds, blaring trumpets and wild fanfare, but the first and third squads left that night shortly after sunset by a back exit from Nars and headed off into the darkness.
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				The trail they used was seldom traveled and was so narrow in places that they had to ride single file. Some of the squad had bets going that their crafty trackers would end up lost before morning, but Ralav and Ronli kept them headed in the right direction throughout the night.
			

			
				As dawn broke, the Borderers realized what the trail truly was like. Six feet across, it hugged the rugged mountainside with a sheer drop-off to the party's left. They took the journey in stages and never pressed their pace on the narrow trail, each person trailing a packhorse behind his mount. They had two hundred miles to cover in two weeks and they had covered half the distance during the first week by following the twisting, turning path as it went up one mountain and down the next.
			

			
				Although the days had turned warmer with the onset of spring, cold winds still assaulted them at every turn as they headed into the higher elevations. Fortunately, most of the snow had melted, and crocuses and tulips in yellow, purple, orange and red sprang to life and bloomed in the grassy areas, lightening everyone’s heart.
			

			
				As the sun set one evening, the company crested a ridge to discover a small valley with a five-hundred-foot cliff barring their path. During the great earthquakes, the valley floor had dropped away and left the escarpment that now faced them.
			

			
				Following the trail to the base of the cliff, they set up camp and pitched their tents in the shadow of the rock. As they prepared the evening meal, Ronli braved a question that was on the minds of everyone.
			

			
				"Ye never warned us about this, Celedant. The trail to the top is barely wide enough for the horses.”
			

			
				Her question triggered a sly smile and an arched eyebrow from the wizard. "If I had informed you of all the perils we will face, none of you would have come."
			

			
				“Yer probably right,” Ronli admitted. “Still, the Borderers aren’t ones to run from a challenge, are we, lads?”
			

			
				There were vigorous nods from all the dwarves.
			

			
				The following morning dawned dark and foreboding with an overcast sky of fat rain clouds threatening to douse them at any minute, but Ralav remained cheerful as he led the company up the steep escarpment. The trail was, at most, four feet wide, but in places it narrowed to two, making the horses extremely nervous. The company tied the reins of their pack animals to the pommel of their horse’s saddles and then carefully led their mounts up the narrow trail.
			

			
				Tarquin, who had never had any trouble with heights, found the journey a torturous ordeal, and he was grateful as the rain continued to hold off. He wasn’t alone. Celedant’s horse and his,,both much larger than the dwarves’, were so skittish that their riders had to put blinders on them. To make things worse, the sharp stones and loose gravel that littered the trail provided treacherous footing for even the sure-footed, mountain-bred dwarvan horses.
			

			
				Bragi, whose horse had been a spirited steed from the outset, offered the most trouble and the dwarf spoke softly to his animal and smoothed her muzzle as he led the mare across the ledge. Once,she reared up and nearly slipped over the edgeas her metal shoes sent sparks flying as they struck the loose stones. Tarquin could see the stout dwarf's muscles bunch as he steadied the animal.
			

			
				As they left the narrowest section of the trail, Bragi’s old packhorse finally stepped too close to the ledge and it gave way under the animal's weight and threatened to send all three plunging to their deaths. Bragi watched helplessly as the mare’s back hoof slid off the path, and as he tightened the reins and tried to pull his spirited mount back to the edge of the trail, his horse’s eyes bulged and its nostrils flared in fear.
			

			
				Bragi grunted as he tried to save the horse, but it was no use. The packhorse disappeared over the edge and as the horse’s midsection hit the edge of the trail, he could hear the air whooshing from her heaving lungs. The other soldiers, who all now stood there, looking on, could see the horse's eyes flare wildly as it beseeched Bragi for help. As the dwarf fought to pull her back onto the trail once again, he strained so mightily his face turned bright red and the blood vessels bulged in his temples.
			

			
				In a burst of speed, Botreg suddenly flashed across the narrow path and a dull light reflected off his sword as he slashed through the the horse’s reins. Bragi flew backward and bounced off the cliff face and only Botreg’s steady hand, reaching quickly out and grabbing him by the shoulder, kept the dwarf from following his mount down over the side of the cliff.
			

			
				The injured dwarf fell back, panting, against the cliff wall, tears running down his cheeks while his screaming horse and all his supplies plummeted to the valley floor and landed with an audible crash in the ravine.
			

			
				Botreg gave him a hand up before returning to his own horse and the column began moving again. Eventually they made it to the top of the cliff and Celedant called a halt. After securing their horses, everyone dropped to the ground, exhausted from the strenuous climb.
			

			
				After resting for twenty minutes, Tarquin and Botreg rose and weaved their way through the reclining bodies of the tired dwarves. They settled down next to Celedant.
			

			
				"That was a close one,” Tarquin said. “I hope we don’t have any more trails that rough.”
			

			
				"It could have been worse,” Celedant responded.
			

			
				Botreg pointed to Bragi. "Stupid bugger, he shouldn’t have held on like that. It would have served him right if he had fallen with the horse."
			

			
				Tarquin looked at his friend sadly. "People often develop a bond with their animals. That’s why he fought."
			

			
				The sergeant snorted. "That kind of logic goes against the scheme of my life."
			

			
				Celedant narrowed his eyes. "Does that come from your previous training?"
			

			
				Botreg nodded. "Assassins are moody by nature. Having enemies around ye changes a person. Ye may not understand that, but before I joined the Borderers, I never felt safe."
			

			
				Celedant and Tarquin let the conversation end. They rested for some time and ate a quick lunch of bread and venison jerky before they gathered everyone to continue their journey.
			

			
				For the next week the squad headed deeper and deeper into the northern mountains. As they neared the mine and the entrance to the underworld, Celedant became noticeably anxious. On the fourteenth day, the group stopped to refill their water flasks. Ronli, who had finished and ridden ahead, returned shortly and went up to Tarquin with a triumphant smile on her face.
			

			
				"The mine is a few hundred yards ahead off a side trail.”
			

			
				She spurred her horse forward and the column followed. After a little while, the company began to believe she was playing a joke on them, but then a small path materialized on their right, between two boulders.
			

			
				Ronli reined to a stop, dismounted and placed her hands on her hips. "So, ye were beginning to doubt me."
			

			
				"You have been known to play a joke or two in your time,” Tarquin said with a laugh.
			

			
				Weeds and a few brambles covered the path. Celedant dismounted and examined the trail.
			

			
				"This is it. We'll have to walk the horses the rest of the way."
			

			
				Ronli took the lead and they all wound up the mountain, climbing steadily, until the trail ended abruptly in a jumble of rocks and large boulders a hundred feet from the dark opening of the abandoned mine.
			

			
				“This is the entrance to the underworld?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				"So the maps and reports tell us," Celedant replied.
			

			
				"How do ye know they tell the truth?" Botreg asked suspiciously.
			

			
				Celedant patted him on the back. "Ye of little faith will have to trust me. Besides, I spoke with one of the surviving miners.”
			

			
				The company hobbled their horses and made camp on the rocky ledge in front of the mine. They were now high in the mountains, and freezing winds whipped through the camp and cut through the company’s woolen clothes, chilling them to the bone. The only living things near their campsite were a covering of hearty weeds and a few twisted trees.
			

			
				Tarquin, Celedant, and Botreg examined the entrance while the others secured their camp.
			

			
				The hole into the mine was like a black slash across the mountainside. Sturdy wooden beams still supported the loose soil and rocks over the entrance itself, but farther in they could see where rotted beams had fallen to the floor of the mine. They could see that thick roots from the small trees that covered the mountain had punctured through the soil and hung like wispy veils to the floor. The inside of the mine looked so unstable they decided not to seek comfort from the wind there.
			

			
				"We’ll get a good night’s sleep and a warm meal tonight before heading in here tomorrow."
			

			
				Botreg had walked in a little farther and he gently rapped on a beam. "These are as rotten as any I've seen. It looks as if no one has been in or out for a long time, which is good, but I sense evil," Botreg said as he stared into the looming darkness.
			

			
				Celedant glanced at the ex-assassin and responded. "Yes indeed, the worst kind of evil. We'll need to post a guard at the entrance in case someone -- or something -- comes to see who is camping on its doorstep."
			

			
				They left the mine and returned to camp, where the others had a supper of venison stew simmering over a fire. As they settled down to eat their meal, Celedant spoke between bites.
			

			
				"In the morning, the third squad will leave with the horses and head back to Nars. The rest of us are going to a place where danger lurks at every turn."
			

			
				The dwarves listened intently as the wizard spoke and scarcely took their eyes from his face as they chewed their dinner.
			

			
				"Death awaits you in the tunnels of the underworld.” Celedant's eyes grew more intense and he stared at each dwarf. "From now on, you will face many dangers. You must be prepared.”
			

			
				After supper Tarquin, Botreg and Celedant sat near the fire talking as the others headed for their bedrolls. His voice edged with concern, Botreg said, "Ye have put a fright into the lads tonight, Celedant."
			

			
				“I meant to. We must remain on high alert. Overconfidence could spell certain death, but the wary may live to exit on the other side."
			

			
				The sergeant looked deeply into Celedant's ageless eyes. "I am ready, wizard."
			

			
				Celedant smiled at the intent dwarf. "I believe you were destined for this, my friend. More than any of the others, the training you underwent as an assassin has prepared you. Over time, you may flourish beyond your wildest dreams."
			

			
				The three of them crawled into their bedrolls to sleep and in the darkness Tarquin whispered to Botreg. "Are you truly not afraid?"
			

			
				The dwarf stared at the cloud-infested sky. "For meself, I am not afraid, but I fear for the others. That bothers me more than I care to admit."
			

			
				In spite of the unknown terrors awaiting them, the company was so exhausted they slept well that night, their campfire and the hot meal fighting off the chill. In the morning the third squad prepared to leave while the rest gathered their gear. They each carried a week’s supply of food and four water flasks. Finding clean, undefended drinking water in the underworld could be difficult. They also carried rope, climbing gear and medical supplies.
			

			
				Members of the third squad stood to one side and bid farewell as Tarquin, Celedant, Botreg and the members of the first squad disappeared into the mine entrance. The others took charge of the horses and the pack animals and headed back down the mountain.
			

			
				They couldn’t help wondering if this was the last time they would see their comrades alive.
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				Before heading deep into the mine, the squad turned and looked through the entrance one last time. Celedant spoke the words of an enchantment that lit the crystal at the end of Forestae.
			

			
				"Take a good look at the sun, lads, as it’s the last time we'll be seeing it for awhile," Tarquin said.
			

			
				"That's no problem, sir,” Ronli replied cheerfully. “Dwarves love the dark."
			

			
				"Very well,” Tarquin responded. “Ronli, Ralav, set us a path to follow."
			

			
				The trackers entered the musty-smelling tunnel first. Celedant and Tarquin followed closely behind through the spidery, pale roots that hung from the ceiling and obscured their view. Celedant allowed the dwarves to carry torches until they reached the underworld. There, the excessive light from the burning oil might alert the denizens to their presence. After a hundred yards the roots disappeared and gave way to the colorful stalactites and stalagmites that had formed from mineral deposits eons ago.
			

			
				Ronli set a steady pace and skirted the rotted timbers that occasionally fell, filling the air with dirt and stones. The squad would stop and clear a path through the obstruction while Celedant kept the ceiling in place with a spell.
			

			
				Eventually the tunnel became solid rock, much to everyone’s relief, and the party picked up the pace.
			

			
				Before long they came to a heavy wooden door with sturdy iron bindings.
			

			
				"This door will lead into the miners’ living quarters,” Celedant said. “It appears that nothing has disturbed it in years."
			

			
				Tarquin stepped forward and tried the doorknob. It broke off in his hand. He kicked the portal open, shattering the rotting wood, and they all crowded into the cramped living quarters that were typical of many dwarvan mining camps. Two bunk beds leaned drunkenly against the walls and and there were two wardrobes, formerly used to stow gear, and one table with a pair of chairs which had fallen into a heap.
			

			
				Celedant had left Garth to guard the entrance and the rest had begun looking through the rubble when Tarquin called back to them that he’d spotted a door partially hidden by one of the bunks.
			

			
				Tarquin and Botreg pulled the rickety bed aside and shoved against the door. It opened a few inches before falling off its hinges with an echoing crash and an empty corridor with willowy roots hanging from the ceiling yawned open before them. Human and dwarf exchanged puzzled glances. They both found it odd that this section would once again be filled with roots, but they advanced down the corridor and shoved the black, ropy tendrils aside with their hands.
			

			
				When they were twenty feet into the corridor, Celedant poked his head inside and shouted.
			

			
				“Get down!"
			

			
				Startled, they glanced back at the wizard, outlined in the doorway, alarm on his face. As they did, the roots moved back and forth in a life-like, snaking motion. Botreg dropped to the ground, but as Tarquin leaned down, he felt one of the roots wrap around his neck. These things hanging down weren’t roots, he realized, but tentacles belonging to a massive creature attached to the tunnel ceiling.
			

			
				It had been waiting for prey to walk beneath it. Tarquin was about to become the creature’s lunch.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tentacles wrapped around Tarquin’s struggling body and pulled him off his feet toward the creature’s gaping, sharp-toothed mouth. He tried to unwind the ropy tendril from his neck, his breath coming in choking gasps, but it would not budge. It now entangled Botreg, as well, who watched helplessly as it dragged his lieutenant closer to its dripping maw.
			

			
				“Electriskt Kastasig!” Celedant shouted from the entrance to the dark corridor.
			

			
				A bolt of green lightning jumped from Forestae and shot into the creature’s body. The monster screeched loudly and released Botreg, but it continued to pull Tarquin closer, determined to enjoy its intended meal.
			

			
				As soon as he was free, Botreg slashed through several of the creature’s tendrils with his sword. They fell to the floor, thrashing about like chickens without heads, while the dwarf worked his way beneath his friend. With all his strength he vaulted upward, and grabbed the tentacle above Tarquin's head. With the mouth of the creature just inches from his arm, the dwarf swung the sharp steel of his sword and it bit deeply into the creature’s head and showered Botreg and Tarquin with a yellowish spray.
			

			
				Tarquin was about to pass out when Botreg swung his sword a second time. He severed the tentacle around the lieutenant’s neck, and Tarquin dropped him to the ground, dazed as he fought to fill his lungs with air. The dwarf sprang down and landed next to him on the stone floor. Tentacles continued whipping back and forth in a mad frenzy over them, flinging yellow ichor on walls, ceiling and floor.
			

			
				Finally Tarquin and Botreg felt their squad mates’ strong hands seize them and drag them to safety.
			

			
				One more bolt of energy shot from Celedant's staff and finished off the monster. With a loud thud it dropped to the floor and lay still.
			

			
				After Tarquin had recovered, he joined the others who were staring down at the mottled black and gray creature sprawled on the corridor floor, its tentacles still in death. Celedant turned his attention to the squad.
			

			
				"That, my friends, is known as a skulker by the denizens of these caverns. Its regular haunts are the deep caverns of the underworld where it moves along the ceilings and traps unsuspecting prey."
			

			
				"Nasty bugger,” Botreg muttered.
			

			
				"Yes," the wizard replied. "They are very good at catching unwary fools and feasting on them." He rapped the end of his staff against the stone corridor. "You should have realized this is solid stone. Roots would not be growing this deep inside the mountain.” Celedant gave each member of the company a piercing look. "Let this be a lesson. Trust nothing and question everything down here. Now, if you two have recovered sufficiently, Ronli and Ralav will lead us all on."
			

			
				Tarquin and Botreg nodded in embarrassment. They knew they had rushed headlong into a foreign tunnel like brainless fools and had nearly gotten themselves devoured. It was a harsh lesson they weren’t likely to forget.
			

			
				Ralav started to run forward, but Celedant's hand caught him by the shoulder and slowed him down. "Easy now, Ralav. Act your age."
			

			
				"Aye, sir," he replied to the old dwarf, coloring slightly as he moved again to the forefront of the company. His eyes darted about and he examined every portion of the corridor.
			

			
				Celedant and the rest of the company remained silent as they moved through the tunnel, carved centuries ago by industrious dwarves. They aimed toward Brackus, but other dark passages ran off to the left or right, some slanting upward, others down. None offered a clue as to what lay within. The company hurried past the openings to these other tunnels, carefully checking in them for signs of recent use, but this part of the mine appeared completely abandoned. The squad made good time.
			

			
				Eventually the passage descended steeply and a faint sound of fast running water reached their ears. As the tunnel leveled off once again, their torches revealed a chasm twelve feet wide which ran across the center of the new cavern they had entered. The party stood along the edge and looked down into the dark, but the split in the cavern floor was so deep, their torches were useless.
			

			
				Celedant raised his staff high. “Exponeras!”
			

			
				As the word left his lips, the crystal on his staff emitted a light so intense, the cavern became as bright as daylight, but the rushing water that now made talking so difficult still could not be seen.
			

			
				Tarquin thought a moment and then asked Botreg for the end of a length of rope. The dwarf uncoiled the one he carried and tied one end around the lieutenant and the other around himself and Celedant for safety.
			

			
				Tarquin backed up to get a running start. As he neared the edge, he vaulted himself across the chasm and felt the cool, moisture-filled air whip past his ears as he soared over the it. He landed on the other side, off balance for just a second, moved to the far wall and hammered a piton into it.
			

			
				After Tarquin had untied the rope from his waist and attached it to the piton, Celedant tossed his end to Botreg, and he secured it to a piton on their side before tossing a second rope to Tarquin, who repeated the entire process once again.
			

			
				The ropes, one four feet higher than the other, now spanned the chasm and the dwarves carefully worked their way to the other side. Celedant would be the last to cross, and once Botreg had joined the rest of the squad, the wizard untied the ropes on his side and levitated across to his waiting comrades while he diminished the light from his staff.
			

			
				“Neat trick,” Botreg told the wizard.
			

			
				“The spell is only good for short distances, but I find it most useful,” Celedant smiled.
			

			
				Ronli took the lead, giving Ralav a chance to rest. The tunnel ran in a straight line for the next fifty miles in a series of wide, downward curves. In the middle of one of them, Ronli held up her hand and called Celedant forward. The tunnel had ended.
			

			
				Here, after years of toil following a now-depleted mineral vein, the miners had broken into the underworld.
			

			
				A stone at the end of the tunnel had fallen into the cavern beyond, leaving a roughly circular hole. Tarquin felt the others’ anxiety ratchet up several notches as the wizard stepped closer to the hole and peered inside.
			

			
				"I believe a bit more light is in order.”
			

			
				Celedant lowered his staff to peer into the black hole, but it revealed nothing more than the bare rock of a natural passage some ten feet below. Celedant withdrew his staff.
			

			
				"You’ll need a rope to get down. Once we’re all down, and from here on out, I’ll lead. Ralav and Ronli, if you will, please stay by my side. I may need to consult with you along the way."
			

			
				Using Celedant as an anchor, Botreg tied a rope around the wizard’s waist and lowered himself the short distance to the cavern floor. One by one, the others followed until Celedant was again the last one remaining. He tossed the rope to them, slid over the side and jumped the remaining four feet to the floor. The passage was thirty feet wide and it ran in both directions. It felt terribly old to the invaders and an odd sensation that the stone did not want them there settled over them. They did not belong there, and the cavern, like a living entity, seemed to sense this. The air was heavy and stale and gave them all a feeling of dread.
			

			
				As they headed north, their spirits continued to fall.
			

			
				“Extinguish your torches,” Celedant said. “My staff will provide our light from now on.”
			

			
				They continued in silence, and the wizard’s staff cast the tunnel in an eerie green glow. Celedant muttered something under his breath, but aloud, he said, "We'll continue this way until we reach a main passage."
			

			
				Tarquin glanced at the wizard in disbelief.
			

			
				"You mean this isn't a major artery?"
			

			
				"I’m afraid not. The main tunnels are much larger."
			

			
				The news further sobered the squad. The tunnel continued straight and level past numerous side passages. As before, the group would slow down and listen for telltale signs of any danger that might signify a nearby enemy. Botreg resigned himself to being the silent rear guard. He followed along and remained out of the wizard's light, keeping careful watch.
			

			
				After a tense march for five turns of the clock, Celedant called a halt. They had stumbled across a small cave that opened up fifty feet down into a side passage. The company made camp and ate their hard biscuits and venison jerky in the darkness.
			

			
				Celedant reduced the light from his staff to a glow, just enough to provide minor illumination within the cavern, and after posting the first shift of guards, the remaining dwarves settled into their bedrolls.
			

			
				Tarquin sat down next to Celedant and questioned him.
			

			
				"Do you know where we are?"
			

			
				"Not exactly, but we're headed in the right direction, which is the most important thing about traveling in the underworld. At some point we should reach the main north-to-south passage. That's when things will get truly interesting. We'll need to be doubly cautious."
			

			
				After a long rest that had refreshed everyone, Botreg made the rounds and woke the others. "Up lads! Time to move along.”
			

			
				As they continued their journey, the passage changed again. Once more stalagmites and stalactites penetrated the tunnel. The little group continued without incident, although Tarquin could not shake the feeling he was being watched, and he kept thinking about his encounter with the skulker.
			

			
				The passage become damp, and small streams meandered throughout it and provided fresh drinking water for them. Toward the end of the day Ronli began searching for a suitable campsite, but that proved difficult because most of the side caverns were either damp or water-filled. In the end they settled for a sheltered part of the tunnel where three sides were protected by stalagmites. The fourth side was the cavern wall.
			

			
				A small stream rippled nearby and Garth, Flynn and Mith tried their hand at catching the blind trout they had seen earlier swimming in the underground streams. Mith had also noticed mushrooms growing near the water and they had set his mouth watering. The three had been gone thirty minutes when they returned with a dozen trout and a helmet full of white cave mushrooms the size of a dwarvan fist.
			

			
				Celedant cooked the fresh food quickly with one simple spell. It was a welcome diversion from their dried rations, and that night the company went to sleep with satisfied stomachs as Aegir and Tarquin stood first watch.
			

			
				Late the following day Ronli ran back to quietly confer with Celedant. When she had finished, the wizard gathered all the others around.
			

			
				"Ronli has just informed me that the north-south way is a hundred feet ahead. It is a well-traveled tunnel system consisting of a large chain of caverns, so be watchful. Let's move out."
			

			
				When they reached the intersection, the company saw why Celedant had urged them to be cautious. The north-south way was huge, stretching hundreds of feet across, and it seemed to lead upward into unknown heights hidden in shadow. The stalactites and stalagmites had disappeared, leaving the floor of the cavern smooth and uncluttered, apparently from frequent use.
			

			
				The company headed north and constantly scanned the darkness for the presence of others.
			

			
				After they had gone a mile, Celedant called a halt. When he dimmed his staff, which had led them through countless miles in its light, they expected to be shrouded darkness. However, they could see quite well. The wizard bent down, tore a patch of phosphorescent moss from the floor and held it aloft.
			

			
				"As you can see, the moss provides more than enough light. It doesn't grow in every region, like it does here, but we can make use of my staff in those instances."
			

			
				They continued north at a cautious, but deliberate pace. Miles passed without sight or sound of another being. The air was heavy, making long marches difficult, and their muscles tired quickly, sapping their stamina. To compound this, whenever they stopped to rest, the damp cold of the tunnels would creep up through the stone floor and chill them to the marrow of their bones. Near the end of the day, Tarquin asked Ralav and Ronli to range ahead and seek out a concealed place to camp.
			

			
				The company struggled doggedly onward, eagerly awaiting the return of their scouts, and just as they felt they could no longer put one foot in front of the other, Ralav returned. The old dwarf stopped and stood, waiting for them, and as they drew closer, he called out in a hushed voice to Celedant.
			

			
				"We've found a place to camp well off the main passage, but I've something else to show ye."
			

			
				He would not elaborate. They slowly traveled another mile before crossing a narrow crevasse with water running across its depths and Ralav led them down a smaller side passage forty feet wide. Eventually they found Ronli, sitting by a narrow crack in the tunnel wall, chewing her pipe stem.
			

			
				"Welcome home," she whispered as she led them down into a narrow fissure that opened up at the other end into a cave. Once everyone was inside, there was no longer enough room to move about freely. Ralav asked Tarquin and Celedant to follow him.
			

			
				"While searching for this cave,” the Ralav said out of earshot of the rest, “we checked further up the passage and saw a sight I can barely fathom." The old dwarf struggled to find the right words. "The best way to describe it is that it looks like some of those desert caravans we saw in Southgard."
			

			
				Celedant nodded. "We'd better have a look."
			

			
				The lieutenant asked Botreg to accompany them and instructed Fingel and Garth to stand guard and wait for their return. The four made their way back to the main passage and followed it to a larger cavern. Ralav gestured that they should proceed in a crouched position, alerting them to approaching danger. As they crept forward, ahead of them they saw a bright light that outshone the faint luminescence given off by the tunnel's moss. They inched toward its source until Ralav dropped to his belly and started crawling.
			

			
				He stopped behind a small outcropping of rocks as the others spread out on their bellies on either side of him.
			

			
				As Tarquin took in the sight, he found himself agreeing with the old scout. It did indeed appear to be a caravan breaking camp, but a strange one to say the least. Instead of large covered wagons pulled by oxen, at least twenty mules, heavily laden with crates and sacks, accompanied an equal number of creatures clad in dark clothing who were moving around the mules as they prepared to leave.
			

			
				Even though the light was somewhat brighter, Tarquin had a difficult time determining the race of the figures until one approached the campfire and began stamping it out. In a brief instant, he saw the cruel pale face of an illanni warrior.
			

			
				The sound of cracking whips echoed throughout the cavern as a long line of figures, shackled together, painfully climbed to their feet. From the distance, the watchers could not tell the identity of the slaves, but just like the mules, each figure carried a heavy load of bundles and crates.
			

			
				The illanni marched up and down the column, liberally dealing out blows with their whips to spur their apparent slaves into motion. The sight disturbed the silent watchers, but they could do nothing for the poor souls. Their own mission was too vital. Too many lives were at stake if they failed to retrieve the Crystal and open the gates of Brackus.
			

			
				Tarquin promised himself he would return with his squad to free them when their mission was completed. He abhorred all forms of slavery, and after the caravan had moved away, he shifted his body and started to stand up, but Celedant's hand pushed him back down. The watchers remained hidden another ten minutes and then a silent figure detached itself from a shadowed recess of the cave and stalked after the others.
			

			
				They looked on until the watcher had disappeared and Celedant spoke in a quiet voice.
			

			
				"Illanni are fond of trickery. They left that one behind to see if they were being watched or followed."
			

			
				As they made their way back to camp, Tarquin asked, "What do you make of that, Celedant?"
			

			
				"It appears that the illanni are supplying the northern orcs,” the wizard replied. “That isn’t going to sit well with King Braveslayer and his council." Seeing the concerned look on the lieutenant’s face, Celedant added, “I know you wanted to help those poor slaves. I did, too. Nevertheless, we cannot take the risk right now. Once we stop the immediate threat to the world, rest assured. All illanni slaves will be rescued, even if I have to come back and do it myself.”
			

			
				That appeased Tarquin somewhat, but he vowed the wizard would not have to do it alone. When they had returned to the others, Fingel sat hidden in the darkness and he whispered to Tarquin the same challenge for the illani. The rest of the squad was asleep, and as the returning party settled into their cramped quarters, more than one grumbled as he moved over to make room.
			

			
				Tarquin tried to get comfortable on the cold stone, but his thoughts kept returning to the caravan and its line of helpless slaves. If the illanni were supporting the orcs, it could spark a war in the underworld. He did not relish that idea, but as he thought about it, he nearly laughed aloud. Retaking Brackus would spark that war before the dwarvan king had even learned of the illanni’s treachery.
			

			
				Later, as the squad prepared to continue their journey, Tarquin felt like he hadn’t slept a wink. What he had witnessed still consumed his thoughts. A full turn of the clock into the march, Tarquin uncorked his water skin, but quickly resealed when he heard Botreg come running up from his rearguard position.
			

			
				"Something's coming from behind."
			

			
				Tarquin turned to Ronli. "Locate Ralav and find a side passage. We'll be right on your heels."
			

			
				She darted off, the rest of them behind her, moving silently. Any loud noise would alert whoever was following. Before long the company came to a side passage and Ronli motioned them inside.
			

			
				As Tarquin passed her, the dwarf said, "Ralav has gone ahead to check for danger."
			

			
				The lieutenant nodded. "Well done," he whispered.
			

			
				The company moved into the deeper shadows of the side passage while Celedant and Tarquin remained near the opening and waited under a veil the wizard had invoked.
			

			
				Shortly, they heard the approaching sounds of a caravan as hooves struck the stone floor. Accompanied by occasional braying, an advance guard of five illanni appeared, gliding through the semi-darkness as if they floated on air. They paused at the side passage, and Tarquin held his breath. They looked straight at him, but since he and Celedant were invisible, the illanni moved on.
			

			
				Minutes later the supply train, consisting of two and four legged pack animals, followed them. The cruel whips of three dozen Dark Ones drove thirty-three mules and the line of humans, dwarves and elves, all shackled together and heavily laden. After they had passed, a rear guard of five illanni followed silently.
			

			
				The company waited before taking to the trail again. The farther north they traveled, the more traffic they encountered, and other caravans nearly overtook them on two more occasions.
			

			
				“This is worse than we first thought,” Tarquin said. “The orcs are receiving a limitless supply of goods from the illanni. If we don’t get that gate open in time, the orcs will be able to hold out against a siege until our army either gives up or we lose so many soldiers, we’ll be forced to retreat.”
			

			
				“This is disturbing,” Celedant agreed. “It could provide a costly setback for our troops. Don’t worry, lieutenant. We will get to Brackus in plenty of time to open those gates, I promise. Once we do, all the supplies in the world won’t help them.”
			

			
				With those words resounding in their ears, the company set off once more, trudging endlessly along the north-south passage as the miles disappeared under their boot heels.
			

			
				Tarquin ordered Ralav and Ronli to search for a place to camp, but the scouts had difficulty again in finding a suitable location. Finally they spotted a fissure in the main passage wall, ten feet off the tunnel floor. The opening stretched back twenty feet, and the company climbed up to the natural shelf it made so they could set up camp.
			

			
				The hectic pace they had been setting meant they hadn’t refilled their water bottles. Tarquin asked for volunteers and Bragi, Mith and Flynn stepped forward and gathered the empty flasks. The three of them set off for the stream they had recently passed.
			

			
				The three dwarves had been gone only a short while when Aegir, on guard duty, whispered, "Lieutenant, quick, something's happening."
			

			
				Tarquin, Celedant and Botreg hurried to the ledge and stared out into the semi-darkness. Tarquin turned to the ex-cleric.
			

			
				"What did you see, Aegir?"
			

			
				The dwarf pointed toward the stream. "There were three or four bright flashes of light in that direction. They flared up and then faded away seconds later."
			

			
				"You stay here with the lads and keep your eyes and ears open. Botreg, Celedant. Come with me."
			

			
				The three dropped noiselessly to the cavern floor and headed for the stream. In the distance they could hear the sound of rushing water from the underground river as it moved through the cavern. They also could hear the faint sound of armor scraping against the tunnel floor. Moving silently, they hurried to the protection of one large boulder that had fallen from the roof of the cavern long ago. They peeked around it to a scene that horrified them.
			

			
				Their companions lay next to the rushing stream, at the feet of ten illanni warriors who were shoving the dwarves’ dead bodies into the churning water. When they were done, they moved off in the opposite direction.
			

			
				Botreg was enraged. "We must avenge them!”
			

			
				"That would be foolhardy and completely out of the question,” Celedant replied. “The mission must continue to move forward if we’re to reach the gate in time."
			

			
				Tarquin sat up, his back against the boulder. His voice filled with sorrow, he said, "We’ll tell the others we found Bragi, Flynn and Mith floating downstream. If not, the lads will want to go after their killers, and it will be hard to stop them."
			

			
				Celedant sensed the dilemma in the young man. "For now, I believe it’s for the best to tell them the truth, I’m afraid," he said.
			

			
				Tarquin thought for a moment and then nodded his head once.
			

			
				The three of them went about retrieving the scattered water skins, filled them and headed back to the squad, their hearts heavy with the loss of their comrades.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Kalsti returned one night with more of their kindred.
			

			
				She motioned Morganna aside and said, “I have both heard and seen large caravans of provisions heading north to the old dwarvan city of Brackus. Our people, along with their vampire masters, are using slaves like pack mules. Their food rations barely keep them alive, and the slavers treat them harshly for no reason. When the slaves fall, the vampires feed upon them. The rest are forced to carry the extra load.”
			

			
				“Why are they doing this?” Morganna asked. “Isn’t Brackus occupied by orcs?”
			

			
				“Yes. Taza has instructed his henchmen to keep them well supplied. Why would he do that?”
			

			
				“I have kept track of many things since moving to the surface. The orcs have increased their raids on dwarvan villages. Even as we speak, combined Dwarvan and Parthian forces move toward Brackus. Taza believes that if the illanni keep the city well supplied, the orcs will be capable of withstanding a siege long enough to weaken the advancing army, and eventually defeat it.”
			

			
				“If we can liberate enough slaves and bring them to the surface, it might slow the supply trains and hinder the orcs,” Kalsti said.
			

			
				Morganna nodded. “Every little action we can take will help. We’ll need a dozen volunteers. The more caravans we can waylay, the better. We’ll confiscate the supplies for our own warriors.”
			

			
				“Good idea,” Kalsti replied. “I know the location of a small cave near the main north-south tunnels. We’ll wait there for our chance.”
			

			
				When Morganna announced the rescue mission, more than fifty illanni raised their hands to volunteer. Kalsti and Morganna discussed their options and chose a dozen of their best warriors and magic users for the venture. The rebels would approach the caravan just like any dark elf patrol. Then, as they drew abreast, they would launch an assault. Only a few vampires accompanied these columns, which used sympathetic illanni as guards and taskmasters.
			

			
				Morganna led the others, attired mostly in magically enhanced leather armor to give them freedom of movement. They carried an assortment of weapons. Once they had reached the ruins, Morganna tapped into the power of the surrounding temple, and with a few spoken words the entire company disappeared.
			

			
				Even before they rematerialized, Morganna knew the instant she had entered the underground. It was a feeling she was beginning to despise. Using hand gestures, two of their company moved to the opening of the cave and after a brief inspection, disappeared. The rebels then waited until they heard a faint tapping, followed by the return of their scouts.
			

			
				The lead scout pointed down the main passage. “It’s about a full turn of the clock walk in that direction. A caravan of slaves is carrying food, water and weapons. The tunnel narrows once we leave the main passage. There we can mingle with the slaves and swiftly kill the guards.”
			

			
				Morganna nodded and the company moved out. As they drew closer to the caravan, they heard the nervous prancing of metal-shod hooves. Morganna motioned to the others and the company broke into pairs, spacing themselves ten feet away from each other. When they neared the supply train, two guards came out to inspect the intruders, and when they saw the new arrivals were dark elves, one called out, “My lord, we have visitors.”
			

			
				Soon a thin illanni vampire approached.
			

			
				“We are the scouts for a company from Slionni, in the northwest,” Kalsti said.
			

			
				The vampire sneered. “You’ll have to wait until we’ve taken this lot through.”
			

			
				“Very well,” Kalsti replied.
			

			
				The vampire turned, and she struck out with her blade and severed the head. He exploded into dust. At the same instant two illanni guards fell to the floor with arrows in their hearts. The rebels dragged all their bodies out of sight.
			

			
				As the caravan came into view, the elves allowed the supply column to pass, tightening their noose.
			

			
				When the last guard had passed, Morganna shouted, “Now!”
			

			
				The rebels sprang into action and began to dispatch the guards and their vampire masters as the cavern filled with the sound of magical blasts, screams and weapons clashing. It was over in a few minutes.
			

			
				After their mistreatment, the slaves were afraid of more brutality from the new illanni and they threw rocks at their rescuers.
			

			
				“We have no time for this!” Morganna shouted in exasperation. “You and you,” she said, pointing at four resistance fighters, “guard the north and south entrances.”
			

			
				Kalsti squatted by one of the healthier male slaves. He had scraggly beard and wore only a loincloth, no shirt. She winced when she saw the patchwork of scars across his back.
			

			
				“We are rebels here to free you. Do you understand?”
			

			
				When the man looked up, she saw his despair change to relief, and tears formed in the human’s eyes as he croaked, “Yes.”
			

			
				Morganna and Kalsti led the slaves to a nearby cavern and teleported them and their supplies to the ruins in the woods. The donkeys would be useful to them as they liberated more slaves. Waiting clerics tended to the wounded. When Morganna and her troop returned to the caves, the southern scouts approached.
			

			
				“There is a sizable force marching this way.”
			

			
				“Get word to Kalsti to put the donkeys and supplies together. Then have the wizards cast a veil while she continues transporting everything to the surface. I’ll head north and lead the enemy away.”
			

			
				One of the guards protested, but she interrupted him. “I am the most wanted illanni in the underworld. Can you think of anyone better to tempt the enemy away? There’s a price on my head. Every vampire in Illan would love to collect it. It will put them in high favor with Taza.”
			

			
				The scout acquiesced and left to do her bidding.
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				Morganna headed south to an area of the passage which had caved in and she disappeared behind the rubble. As the caravan approached, she started a small rockslide from the pile. It caught the attention of the first of two guards and when they went to investigate, she reappeared and ran her sword through one’s chest. As she withdrew her bloody weapon, she made certain the other scout got a good look at her.
			

			
				The second guard hesitated and she yelled at him, “Tell my father, death is Morganna’s calling card now!”
			

			
				The guard turned tail and ran. Morganna retreated several paces and examined the ceiling of the tunnel. Her elven eyesight picked out a group of fissures.
			

			
				The guard had run to inform his vampire masters, who couldn’t resist the thought of capturing the notorious Morganna and bringing her before Taza. They left half a dozen guards with the slaves and went after her.
			

			
				Morganna waited, a powerful spell held ready, until she saw a shadow sprint between two boulders.
			

			
				“I’m tired of running,” she shouted. “This is where I make my stand.”
			

			
				There was a moment of silence followed by the pounding of feet as her adversaries picked up the pace. When they were close enough, she launched her spell at the weakened ceiling. A lightning bolt shot out of the darkness and caused a portion of the roof to cave in and rain rock and debris on her pursuers.
			

			
				Morganna waited. She knew the rock fall wouldn’t kill the vampires.
			

			
				An explosion of stone suddenly blew upward from the pile and a figure climbed atop the mound, his feral teeth bared in anger.
			

			
				“Not so easy to catch me, is it?” she called tauntingly.
			

			
				As more figures climbed from beneath the rubble, she turned and ran up the tunnel, leading them all on. They followed her at a cautious lope, caught up in the hunt, and Morganna prayed to the god Dolgar to help her find the passage she needed.
			

			
				She passed several tunnels and paused a second or two at each, but they felt wrong. The air was stale and she knew that meant she would find no exit. She jogged past a V-shaped tunnel where she felt a breeze and she inhaled the fresh air.
			

			
				The vampires followed, watching her continuing to stop at every side tunnel, looking for a way out. Morganna pressed on, her senses alert, as the tunnel narrowed further and came to a stop, forcing her to climb the back wall. Smiling, she cast a spell, to create a wall of illusion across the opening she had just climbed through. It would slow her pursuers down a little.
			

			
				When she had finished, Morganna felt the beginning of a spell coalescing, and the energy of the earth surrounded her. The vampires were closer than she thought.
			

			
				She ran and had covered thirty paces when a massive explosion erupted behind her. In his excitement, the vampire warlock had constructed his spell with too much power. The wall in front of them exploded, bringing tons of rock and debris down, and buried the vampires.
			

			
				Morganna heard the blast seconds before it lifted her into the air and propelled her down the passage. As she hit the cave floor, she tumbled several times before coming to a halt. She had instinctively tucked her body into a ball and raised her protective shield.
			

			
				She was uninjured, but before she could get to her feet, a huge rock bounced toward her. The sorceress had no time to get out of the way. The stone struck a glancing blow to the side of her head and penetrated her weakened shields. A red haze covered her vision as she tried to stand. She wobbled back and forth a few times and fell to the floor, unconscious.
			

			
				When Morganna finally awoke, dried blood had crusted on her face and had matted her hair. She was nauseous, but she managed to pull herself to her feet using the wall for support. She vomited and reached for her water skin, only to discover both it and her weapons belt missing.
			

			
				She tried to remember who she was, but thinking only made her head ache worse. She recalled something about being a warrior on some kind of mission, but that was all. Clasping the wall, she slowly headed northeast.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				When Tarquin, Botreg and Celedant climbed back up on the shelf, the others knew something terrible had happened by the expression on their faces.
			

			
				"The Dark Ones ambushed the others and threw their bodies into an underground stream. By the time we arrived, it was too late," Botreg said.
			

			
				Anger and grief spread throughout the close-knit squad, and as predicted, they wanted to hunt down their friends’ killers.
			

			
				“The caverns are filled with illanni. We have no way of knowing which group did it,” Tarquin said calmly.
			

			
				“Then we’ll kill them all,” Fingel growled.
			

			
				“Should we forget about our mission in favor of revenge?” Tarquin asked, his expression stony. “Because that’s what it would require. Then Bragi, Flynn and Mith will all have died in vain. The gates to Backus will remain closed, and the world will be overrun with vampires…all so that we can extract revenge?”
			

			
				The others hung their heads in shame.
			

			
				"Bragi, Flynn and Mith would not want their deaths to become our failure,” Tarquin continued.
			

			
				“I promise you,” Celedant added, “revenge will come with the fall of Brackus."
			

			
				The squad retired, and Botreg went through their dead companions’ gear. They would take what they needed and leave the rest. Later, when Botreg woke the others, he found no one had slept well.
			

			
				"How soon before we reach the underground gate?” Tarquin asked.
			

			
				"Growing impatient, are we?" Celedant asked with a smile.
			

			
				"Yes," Tarquin replied, and his squad nodded in agreement.
			

			
				"That's good," the wizard remarked. "We should reach the gate in a day, two at the most. It’s hard to measure time and distance down here, but we're close."
			

			
				They ate and then left their high perch, Ronli taking the lead. The company hadn’t gone far when Botreg, walking alone as the rear guard, suddenly stopped, his instincts triggering a dire warning. He hurried forward, soundlessly motioning to the others that trouble was coming. Each member hoped they’d now get their chance for revenge, and when a darkened side passage opened to their left, the company darted inside and concealed themselves in the deepest shadows so they could assess the approaching threat.
			

			
				The sound of iron horseshoes grew steadily closer, and an illanni appeared at the entrance to the side passage and looked down into the darkened tunnel. He did not see them. Celedant had cast a spell enhancing their concealment. Assured that no danger lurked in the passage, the Dark One moved on followed by the pack train until a donkey on its last legs collapsed just as it passed the tunnel.
			

			
				The burden it carried was so great, its weakened legs had buckled and sent the poor beast crashing to the stone floor. It brayed in pain until an illanni calmly approached the exhausted animal and silenced it.
			

			
				A moment later a chain of shackled men stumbled into view. They were a motley collection of creatures, men, dwarves and elves and most had the deathly pale skin of a prisoner kept too long in the underworld. They were painfully thin and bore numerous scars from their beatings with lashes. The slaves’ hands were unshackled and they unloaded the dead donkey and removed its gear under the watchful eye of two overseers.
			

			
				A tall blond man carrying a long, narrow crate caught Tarquin’s attention as he worked his way up to the donkey. Tarquin recognized him as Brae. The seafarer approached the dead beast and set down his crate. One feeble old man loosened the straps of another donkey. As Brae leaned over to grab one of the newly fallen crates, he shoved the poor wretch into the overburdened beast, knocking the cargo to the floor. The crates broke open, and swords spilled across the cavern floor. Several slaves snatched up the blades.
			

			
				The guards didn’t care if their opponents were armed or not. They flew into the cowering slaves, swinging their own swords back and forth like machetes cutting weeds. Blood flew across the cavern, and the panicked donkeys bolted.
			

			
				The confusion presented the squad with the perfect opportunity to attack.
			

			
				“Now!” Tarquin shouted.
			

			
				The company entered the fray. Celedant stood in the opening between the two tunnels and fired off spell after spell and set one of the vampires aflame. At the onset of the killing spree, Brae used the commotion to bend down and snatch the keys from a dead illanni. He used it to free himself and the other slaves.
			

			
				Most were too weak from lack of nourishment and from their harsh treatment to join the battle. Many prisoners grabbed a sword for protection, but some backed away from the battle. Six dwarves and two humans were badly outnumbered as twenty illanni and half-a-dozen vampires fought like madmen.
			

			
				Tarquin’s sword blazed with dragon fire as he fought three illanni at once. Even with their superior strength and numbers, his foes fell one by one, their bodies sliced cleanly through. He turned to assess the situation and found Celedant in a pitched battle with three vampire sorcerers.
			

			
				Each of Tarquin’s soldiers battled numerous opponents. When the lieutentant spotted Garth hopelessly outnumbered and losing ground, he ran to the dwarf’s side and put his weapon to work.
			

			
				Celedant killed the three vampires, but the remaining three quickly replaced them and they brutally pummeled his magic shields. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tarquin’s blazing sword eliminate one enemy after another, and he smiled.
			

			
				The fighting progressed and some of the stronger slaves, led by the Brae, attacked the illanni. Time seemed to slow to a standstill. As soon as one illanni died, another took his place.
			

			
				Tarquin and his squad began to tire and their blows became less frequent as the enemy pressed for the kill. It might have ended there with the illanni the ultimate victors, but suddenly, help arrived from the most unexpected quarter.
			

			
				As Celedant, Tarquin and the dwarves battled for their lives, shouts and battle cries split the air when two dozen illanni rushed into the tunnels and joined the battle. The action grew confusing. Unaware that the illanni who had just joined them were resistance fighters, the squad didn’t know who to fight or who to help,
			

			
				Two wizards helped Celedant defeat the three remaining vampires and after defeating the Dark Ones from the caravan, the dwarves were about to attack the newly arrived illanni.
			

			
				Suddenly Celedant froze everyone in place.
			

			
				Once he had assessed the situation, he unfroze all the combatants. He spoke quickly with the wizards who had helped him and then he moved into the main tunnel and spoke to Kalsti before he addressed the others.
			

			
				“I stopped the fighting to avoid confusion,” he said. “I wish to thank those who came to our rescue.”
			

			
				Puzzled looks appeared on the faces of Tarquin and the dwarves.
			

			
				“Our friends are members of the Illanni Resistance,” Celedant continued. “They have banded together to fight against the vampires and to free their people from darkness.”
			

			
				“How do we know we can trust them?” the ever wary Botreg shouted.
			

			
				Celedant looked him in the eye. “I have examined their leader, Kalsti, and have seen the truth of her words.”
			

			
				“That’s good enough for me,” Tarquin said.
			

			
				“Actually, I’m not the leader. Morganna is,” Kalsti said.
			

			
				“I would like to meet with her,” Celedant replied.
“She’s missing. After learning that the vampires were supplying the orcs, and badly mistreating the slaves, she and I led the resistance fighters into the caverns. We’ve been sneaking slaves out of Illan for some time now, but when we heard what was going on, we decided to concentrate our efforts here instead. We had just taken out one caravan when a second approached. Morganna led the overseers away from us on a wild goose chase. We haven’t been able to find her since and we were searching the caverns when we heard the commotion from your battle.”
			

			
				“We’re grateful for your help,” Tarquin said as he realized he was now free of Celedant’s spell that had frozen him in place. He joined the wizard and Kalsti and bowed politely in a typical elven greeting.
			

			
				“We were sorely outnumbered,” he said, “but when the slaves revolted, we couldn’t stand by while they were slaughtered.”
			

			
				“Then it is I who should be thanking you,” Kalsti said. “I’m not certain why you are here, but I suspect it has something to do with the army headed toward Brackus. The slaves will be cared for and set free.”
			

			
				The illanni were organizing the slaves into groups and transporting them to the surface. As Celedant and the Borderers also made to leave, the blond Brae, who had started the uprising, approached Tarquin.
			

			
				“My name is Captain Vannor. I wish to go with you and fight.”
			

			
				“I appreciate your willingness, but you need healing first,” Tarquin replied kindly.
			

			
				Celedant spoke up unexpectedly. “Let him come.” Turning to the Brae, he continued, “I’m sorry I did not recognize you until now, Captain Vannor.”
			

			
				“Ye know this man?” Botreg asked, amazed.
			

			
				“Yes, he captained the ship that took me to Dragon Isles. Vannor is a good man to have in a fight.”
			

			
				“Then you are welcome to join us,” Tarquin told the captain. “We could use another sword arm.”
			

			
				The squad retreated down the side passage, keeping to the shadows. When the main passage was finally a good distance away, Ronli discovered a small grotto with a clear pool of water at its center. Exhausted, Vannor collapsed by the water’s edge. Aegir went to his side and examined his injuries. Protruding ribs and hollow cheeks clearly displayed a lack of proper nutrition and the lash marks on his back were inflamed.
			

			
				Aegir placed the Captain in a deep sleep and healed his wounds before turning to Tarquin and Celedant.
			

			
				"He's sleeping for now, which is probably best. The real problem is malnutrition. Only food and rest will get him back on his feet."
			

			
				"We have a little time, but not much," Celedant said and glanced from the pitiful slave to Tarquin.
			

			
				Tarquin thought it over. "Botreg, have the guards watch the passage in both directions. The rest of you try and get some sleep, but be ready to move out at a moment’s notice."
			

			
				Tarquin turned his back on the sleeping Brae and joined Botreg at the edge of the pool, but the ex-assassin did not notice his friend’s approach.
			

			
				"What are you looking at?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				Botreg jerked as though waking from a dream. "There is something odd about this pool, but I can't quite put me finger on it."
			

			
				The strain in Botreg's voice concerned him, so Tarquin turned his attention to the water. It was deep. Yet there was something strange about it. The pool was still, as though time had stopped within, and as Tarquin stared into its depths, he saw a silvery light flicker back and forth in the dark water. The shimmer of illumination flowed about the edges before disappearing, and then it reappeared to resume its journey around the pool’s edge.
			

			
				Tarquin had become so absorbed that the hand on his shoulder startled him. He looked up to find Celedant squatting between him and Botreg.
			

			
				"I heard what Botreg said, and he’s right. There is something very old and powerful in the pool, a water sprite. It will only appear if the surface is disturbed, so don’t touch it. There are both good and evil water sprites, and I'd rather not find out this one's nature."
			

			
				Tarquin agreed and turned to the sergeant. “Pass a warning to the others that they are not to touch the water."
			

			
				The assassin had just gotten to his feet when Captain Vannor groaned, pushed upward from his prone condition and knocked Aegir backward into the pool. Vannor collapsed into unconsciousness once more.
			

			
				The shimmer that had enthralled Botreg and Tarquin flared to an intense brightness and then quickly flowed to the bottom of the pool and vanished from sight.
			

			
				Celedant jumped up and pulled the hapless dwarf from the water.
			

			
				"Now get Vannor away from the pool and stand guard,” Celedant said. “No matter what happens, don't draw your weapons unless I tell you to."
			

			
				Fingel, Garth and Ronli pulled the Brae away while the others retreated from the pool, fearing what might erupt from its mirror-like surface. They held their breath when the light reappeared and revolved around the circular perimeter. It stopped at different points along the edge as though examining them and then disappeared again, flaring into a brilliance that caused everyone to shield their eyes. Tarquin heard the water's surface break, and the light dimmed.
			

			
				When the squad regained their vision, they saw a watery snake coiled and sitting majestically atop the surface. The effervescent creature swiveled its head and stared at the squad with eyes the color of turquoise. A small, pink, watery tongue occasionally extended from its mouth in true snake-like fashion. Then a low seductive voice issued forth, not from the creature, but from the pool.
			

			
				"Why hast thee disturbed mine rest?"
			

			
				Tarquin and his squad turned to the wizard. Celedant was better prepared to handle this phenomenon. The wizard cleared his throat and stepped forward.
			

			
				"It wasn’t intentional. A member of our company, who was ill-treated by the illanni, accidentally disturbed thine pool,” Celedant said, honoring her by speaking in her tongue. “We offer our sincerest apologies."
			

			
				The serpent uncoiled and stretched its sinewy body to hover over the unconscious Brae. As it did, all the dwarves backed away, except for Aegir, who knelt defiantly next to his charge. The serpent swiveled its body to stare deeply into Celedant’s eyes.
			

			
				"This creature has been much abused,” the ethereal voice said. “It is like the many roads of mine own kingdom which are constantly polluted by the hairy ones. Are they responsible for that one’s condition?"
			

			
				Celedant shook his head. "No, the hairy ones are not. However, one of their allies did this. It seems we share a common enemy."
			

			
				The serpent returned to the center of the pool and another brilliant flash blinded them all once more. When the light died, an elven-looking woman had replaced the snake. She reclined on a low couch made of pink and white seashells and covered with a cushion of bright green seaweed. She was exceptionally beautiful and had shimmering blue hair that flowed to her waist and a generous mouth of ruby red. She looked like a goddess whose realm was the lighted water in this deep grotto of the underworld, and she brought unspeakable beauty to a place of darkness and horror.
			

			
				The creature smiled and the feminine voice that had once issued from the water now spoke through her lips. "I am capable of assuming many forms. How dost thou find this one?"
			

			
				"A most exquisite shape,” Celedant replied. “Though once in the deep south, one of thine kindred used the form of a blue dragon to threaten a local tribe of nomads."
			

			
				The water sprite held a clear hand in front of her mouth and giggled in a very human way. "I prefer a subtler approach."
			

			
				"To a most exciting degree, I must say." Celedant replied.
			

			
				That brought a delighted smile to her face. "It has been years since I have been flattered thus. Nevertheless, thou hast disturbed me in mine home. Flattery will not excuse that, I fear."
			

			
				Celedant rubbed his hands together, the mission hanging in peril. "You mentioned that the orcs pollute your springs." The sprite nodded and he continued. "We are on a mission to remove the hairy ones from the city that connects to these caverns. If thou dost hinder us, our quest will fail."
			

			
				The sprite tossed her head, and her watery hair flowed around her face. With a flippant laugh, she said, "What do I care of a mortal's mission?"
			

			
				"I am hardly a mere mortal, sprite. Perhaps one as old as thee would remember the wanderer of years past?"
			

			
				The water sprite's eyes widened, and with a shriek she plunged under the pool's surface. Then, slowly, her head rose above the water and in the voice of a frightened young girl said, "I recognize thee now, sir, but I never thought thou wouldst pass one of mine pools again."
			

			
				The wizard's voice turned soothing as he continued. "Dear sprite, I did not mean to frighten thee, but my companions and I must hurry. If our mission is successful, the hairy ones will trouble thine underground streams no more."
			

			
				"Oh, if thou couldst but help, I would forever be in thy debt," the sprite said, excited now.
			

			
				The crafty old traveler smiled. “I thank thee. If ever I find myself in need of help, I will certainly call upon thee."
			

			
				He started to turn away, but stopped and snapped his fingers. "There is a something that may help us in our mission against the hairy ones, if I dare ask?"
			

			
				The water sprite looked gleeful at the prospect of striking back at the loathsome orcs, but then she became wary.
			

			
				"What is it? I normally don't grant favors without first receiving one."
			

			
				Celedant smiled and put on what Tarquin would call a true ambassador's face. “After what the Dark Ones did to our friend, we find ourselves hindered. Our cleric has healed the wounds of the flesh, but is unable to restore what months of ill treatment and little food hast done to him. A few drops of thine famed healing draught wouldst completely restore him, freeing us to deal the orcs a devastating blow."
			

			
				The water sprite gave Celedant a dazzling smile. "I will ponder it, wizard.”
			

			
				She sank beneath the surface and left the company alone once more. Celedant breathed a sigh of relief as the water sprite disappeared from view, and the grotto returned to the dim light of the underworld.
			

			
				Tarquin approached the wizard with a questioning look. "Have you really met that creature before?"
			

			
				The wizard glanced at the young Lieutenant. "Yes, years ago when I traveled through here, I was thirsty and drank from a pool much like this one. Unfortunately, she wasn’t in quite as good a mood, and we fought for over a turn of the clock. We were lucky today. She was indulgent and wanted to talk. Water sprites are powerful creatures of the Eldritch folk." He turned to Aegir. "She may or may not decide to help. In the meantime, allow our friend to sleep."
			

			
				Time passed slowly as the squad rested, waiting for the water sprite to return. Tarquin was about to doze off when he noticed the pool pulse with light and the water sprite emerge from the surface, still maintaining the shape of a beautiful young woman.
			

			
				“Once more thou hast blessed us with thine wondrous company, lady,” Celedant said, moving to the edge of the pool. “Hast thou decided to help mine friend?”
			

			
				The sprite smiled sweetly, "Oh, the years have certainly added to thine charming ways. I remember when thou cursed my name while hurling bolts of electricity at me, but I sense thee are as devious as ever, wizard."
			

			
				The wizard bowed. "I am truly sorry if I offended thee, lady."
			

			
				"Of course, thou are, dearest Celedant," she added with a smile. "I've thought over thine proposal and placed the question before mine sisters. We have agreed that with the sorrowful state of our domain, a small favor might prove helpful.” She flowed to the edge of the pool and placed a small, delicate bottle on the grotto's stone floor. "This should greatly increase the health of the injured one. Fare thee well, wizard, avenge mine polluted waters, and thou shall forever be a friend to water sprites."
			

			
				As she disappeared beneath the watery surface, taking her light with her, semi-darkness once again blanketed the squad.
			

			
				Celedant held up the vial. "Water sprites can tap into the healing nature of water magic. I would surmise that this potion is a draught taken from the very essence of the deepest waters in the cave." He went to Aegir and handed the dwarf the vial. "I think a few drops should bring our friend around."
			

			
				The cleric uncorked the vial and sniffed the liquid. A smile came to his face as he told the others, "It smells like fresh morning dew in the high mountains."
			

			
				Lifting the blond man's head, he slowly poured a little liquid into his mouth, trying not to lose a single drop of the precious draught. There was no immediate reaction, but shortly Vannor’s breathing became deep and strong. Aegir watched in amazement as the ribs of the man's chest began to gain flesh and his muscles became strong again in his emaciated body.
			

			
				Celedant, who had carefully watched the draught's miraculous work, said, "We'll let him rest awhile before moving on."
			

			
				The wizard found a comfortable spot and fell asleep. He was exhausted from his battle with the vampire warlocks and he knew that if he were to be at full magical strength for the rest of their journey, he needed to rest first.
			

			
				They may have won the day today, but tomorrow would bring more battles and additional horrors.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Botreg nudged the others awake with a light tap from his boot. Aegir quickly got to his feet, examined his patient and gently shook the sleeping man, who awoke surprised and shocked. Vannor stood up and felt more refreshed than he had in months. He stretched his body, experimentally, and he did not feel any pain. He was even more amazed to find the scars gone. His body had been restored.
			

			
				"Aegir healed your wounds,” Celedant chuckled, “coupled with a gift from an unexpected friend."
			

			
				The dwarf stepped forward and clasped Vannor’s hand. "It’s good to see ye up and about."
			

			
				Tarquin offered the Captain his spare set of clothing. "It might not be a perfect fit, but it should do for now."
			

			
				"This is Lieutenant Tarquin of the Dwarvan King's Borderers,” Celedant said.
			

			
				“Glad to meet you.”
			

			
				Vannor quickly stripped off the tattered rags and pulled on the clean clothing while he filled Celedant and the others in about his adventures after the wizard’s departure from the Zephyr.
			

			
				"So,” he asked when he’d finished his tales, “what are you doing in the underworld?"
			

			
				"We're heading for Brackus to open the gates for a combined army of dwarves and Parthians," Tarquin replied.
			

			
				"You’re crazy. I may have stood a better chance with the Dark Ones, but since I’m here, I may as well help you recapture a city."
			

			
				Armed with the short sword that had once belonged to Bragi, Vannor meshed with the small band easily and he told them that after all the time he had spent with the illanni, he could smell them a mile off.
			

			
				Their pace was slow and they were too close to their objective to risk any more encounters.
			

			
				Later that day Ronli came hurrying back, and slid to a halt in front of Celedant.
			

			
				"I think ye may want to get a closer look at what's ahead," she said excitedly.
			

			
				The tracker led them silently up the left-hand side of the path for fifty yards and then ducked into the side tunnel where Ralav waited. Tarquin and Celedant knelt next to the still dwarf.
			

			
				"Look, yonder," he whispered, pointing ahead.
			

			
				"That’s interesting,” Celedant said as he examined this latest obstacle, located diagonally across from them. The cave wall had a depression in it running from floor to ceiling, but a newly constructed rock wall jutted out twenty yards into the cavern. Celedant leaned forward and pointed.
			

			
				"See how the wall recesses inward. That’s the entrance to Brackus."
			

			
				Tarquin closed his eyes in frustration. "If that is so, how do we get in?"
			

			
				"Don’t worry, we'll find a way," Celedant replied. “If necessary, I can always blast a hole in it, but since that would alert every denizen inside the cavern to our presence, I prefer to find another way.” He turned to the others. "Don't despair. This is but a small inconvenience, easily circumvented."
			

			
				"I think I might be able to help,” Vannor said. “When I wasn't being used as a pack mule, I spent a lot of time in that compound."
			

			
				Tarquin stood. "We need to formulate a plan."
			

			
				Ralav spat and nodded before getting to his feet and heading into a dark side passage with Ronli. While they waited, the company watched two large groups of orcs pass through the gates and enter Brackus. Each troop consisted of a hundred well-armed warriors. There was little doubt that the orcs were reinforcing the city.
			

			
				"There must be quite a battle going on above ground," Botreg observed.
			

			
				"Grimilzor's forces should have reached the valley by now,” Celedant agreed. “With any luck, he'll be pounding at the gates when we arrive."
			

			
				They continued musing about the happenings above ground, and shortly the trackers returned and reported a fissure a thousand feet away which opened into a small cave. They all covered the distance quickly and hid inside, with Garth standing guard near the entrance. Back inside the fissure Vannor described to the others the compound that guarded the entrance to Brackus.
			

			
				"During my imprisonment, I tried to find a way to escape. I realized that the guards only keep track of the comings and goings through the tunnels. Two guards remain at the gates, which have metal grills over two small windows to scan whoever approaches. The guards are orcs and extremely lax. Their commanders allow them to remain drunk most of the time since they don’t expect any trouble from the illanni and orc traffic in the tunnels. Whoever commands Brackus posts their worst soldiers to guard the slaves. It will be easy for a determined group of soldiers to get inside. A barracks sits against the outer wall to the left of the gate, which has a two-foot lip along the roofline. One of us can scale the wall and lay on top until the courtyard is clear. The gates leading into Brackus are twenty yards farther."
			

			
				Tarquin liked the Captain’s plan. With the orcs drunk and distracted, the squad should be able to slip into the compound unnoticed, but the wizard interrupted his thoughts.
			

			
				"Botreg, can you scale those walls?"
			

			
				The black-haired dwarf smiled. "With one arm tied behind me back."
			

			
				"I need you to climb up there and make certain that there are no other guards besides the ones at the gate. Let’s head back."
			

			
				Botreg returned to observe the underground gate and chose a tentative place to scale. Twice while he was there, a small group of orcs marched up the main passage and entered the gates. The former assassin waited until the passage was clear and then, without a word, trotted toward the wall. Celedant marveled at the dwarf’s ability to blend into the landscape as a shadow becoming one with the darkness.
			

			
				When Botreg reached the base of the wall, he disappeared. The wizard smiled as he realized the small dwarf was actually employing natural dwarvan magic to cover his presence.
			

			
				As Botreg hugged the uneven stone, he ran his hands over the rough-hewn surface to feel the chisel marks, loose mortar and poorly formed joints. Any self-respecting dwarf child could to do a better job. The workers had used gritty mortar that crumbled to the touch and the inferior workmanship now offered the dwarf an easy climb.
			

			
				Before he could start, his companions spotted an endless line of pack mules and illanni guards headed their way. They whispered a warning before they slipped into the niches along the wall, which Celedant then covered by a mystical veil.
			

			
				Botreg, also still magically concealed, dropped and lay flat against the base of the wall. The leading illanni, a tall and powerfully built elf, went to the gate and exchanged words with the guards on the other side and Botreg heard the squeaking of ungreased metal hinges as the gates opened and the caravan entered Brackus.
			

			
				The echoing noise of the passing caravan finally disappeared, and Botreg eased upright and started his climb. As he maneuvered the wall’s irregularities, the dwarf kept concentrating, and before long his hand closed over the parapet on top of the wall. Wedging a booted foot into a crevasse, he raised his head to scan the interior of the compound. There were no visible guards stationed along the wall.
			

			
				Easing himself over the parapet, he spotted the tiny guardhouse. The roof was only a short distance below the walkway, an easy jump, even for a dwarf. He signaled back that there were no other guards.
			

			
				“All right, what’s next?" Tarquin whispered to Celedant.
			

			
				"I'll go first,” the wizard replied. “I have my own surprise for the guards. Then the rest of you can come through the gate."
			

			
				Celedant headed straight to the gate, raised his staff and lightly tapped the wood. He spoke to the guards and the cast a spell over them. Within moments one of the orcs removed his keys and opened the gate. The wizard waved the others over.
			

			
				"Of all the things I imagined doing here, I never thought one would be breaking into this place," Vannor said with a laugh as he passed the unseeing guards.
			

			
				Celedant herded the guards back to their chairs in the gatehouse. They laid their heads down on the table they used for playing cards and sank into a deep sleep. When they regained consciousness, they would remember nothing.
			

			
				The company quickly crossed the compound and entered Brackus.
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				The tunnel here was unlike the others. It had been dug out of the mountain centuries earlier when an industrious dwarvan miner, following a rich vein of gold, broke into the vast caverns of the underworld. Over the centuries the dwarves had enlarged the original passage and the stone floor became smooth from the treading of thousands of feet as it angled upward to the city.
			

			
				The company followed along the passage with Celedant in the lead, constantly scanning both front and rear for any sign of danger. Eventually side passages appeared which offered a chance of escape. Without the soft phosphorescent glow of the earlier tunnels, Celedant’s staff provided their sole source of light.
			

			
				He pushed them hard through miles of tunnels without stumbling across the enemy, if only because hardly anyone else could get through with the gate guards asleep. The tunnel grew steeper until it opened out onto a large cavern. They saw a chasm directly across their path, a rough wooden bridge the only way to cross it. Many of them knew they’d have to take a deep breath before they ventured across it.
			

			
				After five more turns of the clock marching across the huge cavern toward the chasm, Celedant called a halt. The company moved off to a side passage and stopped to eat a cold, but filling meal.
			

			
				The wizard called Botreg over to where he and Tarquin sat, still eating hungrily.
			

			
				"We made better time than I expected. Once we cross the chasm, we’ll find a staircase that will take us to the third deep of Brackus. It leads to an old guard room, but what they use it for now, I cannot guess. We must be prepared for anything."
			

			
				Botreg flashed a toothy smile. "We'll be ready. Ye can count on that."
			

			
				The wizard called Vannor over next. "When you were a slave, did you get a chance to see what else was in those crates, aside from swords?"
			

			
				"No,” Vannor said. “The illanni were very secretive about the goods we carried.”
			

			
				"Hopefully, the resistance will be able to hamper the amount of supplies the orcs receive. When this is over, someone needs to apprise Grimilzor of the friendship between the illanni and the orcs.” He turned to Tarquin with a smile. “Let’s get a move on. We have a city to retake."
			

			
				After crossing the rickety bridge, they quickly found the staircase, narrow even by dwarvan standards. It measured just three steps across and had a slanting roof only high enough for the tallest dwarf. The humans had to hunch over to keep from hitting their heads on its ceiling.
			

			
				Tarquin counted a hundred steps as they continued on in silence, the only sound coming from their labored breathing and from the soft jingle of their equipment. Ronli had gone ahead, hoping to find the door to the guards’ room before the noise of the company alerted anyone. The light from Celedant’s staff was barely visible behind her when the stairs took a sudden turn to the right and ended twenty steps ahead at a worn wooden door. Ronli hurried back to the others.
			

			
				"If the door is locked and there are guards inside, we’ll need Botreg to open it."
			

			
				"I thought ye might need me special abilities," Botreg said with a grin.
			

			
				The company advanced to the turn in the stairs and watched as Botreg ran his hands over the portal, searching it with deft fingers. Once he was certain there were no hidden traps, he crouched in front of the lock and cautiously got to work. The lock was old and corroded. Botreg shook his head in frustration. It was too rusty to open without alerting the orcs inside. He took a deep breath, placed his ear against the door and listened. On the other side of the door he heard several different voices. It sounded like five orcs were inside playing cards.
			

			
				He held up five fingers while silently drawing his sword from its sheath. The others did likewise as they advanced behind him.
			

			
				Figuring the squad members could handle five orcs, the former assassin got to his feet, reared back, and with astonishing power lashed out at the door with a booted foot. He struck the rusted lock and shattered it. The door flew open.
			

			
				His mates pressed in behind him and shoved Botreg into the room, surprising what turned out to be six orcs sitting around a table.
			

			
				He ran his sword through the nearest orc.
			

			
				"Ah, I was only off by one. Too bad. This one had an excellent hand of cards."
			

			
				The three closest to the door died without even drawing their weapons, but the others, separated from their attackers by the table, had plenty of time to draw their weapons and fight back.
			

			
				Tarquin entered the room behind Botreg. As the dwarves spread out on either side of him, one small orc vaulted onto the table and engaged him in swordplay. Tarquin tried to cut the ugly little beast’s legs out from under it and finish it quickly, but the orc darted to the side and easily avoiding his blow. It aimed at the top of the lieutenant’s head and brought its short sword down. Tarquin ducked, banging his chin on the table, and raised his sword to parry. Their blades clashed once and Tarquin’s wrist went numb. A vicious sneer formed on the orc’s face as it raised its weapon once more.
			

			
				Tarquin leapt on the table, launched himself at the startled orc and brought his stinging sword hand up and slammed it into the orc's chest. Stale breath smelling of old wine rushed out of its lungs, and Tarquin had the precious seconds he needed to find his balance. He punched the orc in its hairy windpipe and it dropped its weapon and grasped its mangled throat before it fell from the table and died.
			

			
				Vannor landed a quick, backhand blow to another guard before he drove his sword deeply into the orc's chest. Meanwhile Garth dueled with the remaining orc. Tarquin was about to step across the table toward them when Garth's foot caught in an overturned chair and he fell to his knees. A look of shocked disbelief came to his face when his opponent ran a curved scimitar through his chest. The orc smiled triumphantly.
			

			
				Tarquin jumped from the table, but it was Ralav who attacked as the orc pulled his weapon from Garth's body.
			

			
				The old tracker swung his axe and cut deeply into the orc’s right shoulder, crushing the bones and driving him to the floor. The next swing separated the monster's head from his shoulders.
			

			
				“All’s clear,” Tarquin called.
			

			
				Botreg stood guard while the others searched the orcs for keys and other useful items and Celedant gently laid their dead companion on the table. Everyone gathered round and watched as Ronli went through the dwarf’s pockets and removed his personal items.
			

			
				“Garth had family in Nars,” she said, softly. “They should have these."
			

			
				Vannor leaned against the door beside Celedant. "If the orcs find him, they'll know a party of dwarves has entered Brackus."
			

			
				“I was just thinking the same thing," Celedant replied.
			

			
				"We have enough to carry as it is,” Fingel interjected. “His body would burden us too much. We've got to leave him behind."
			

			
				Botreg, who had listened quietly, spoke up. "Pile the chairs on the table and set them ablaze.”
			

			
				"I have a better idea,” Celedant said. “My magic can incinerate bodies, but still leave the furniture intact. Clear the room. This will only take a moment."
			

			
				The dwarves left the room and took up defensive positions in the hallway while Tarquin, Botreg and Vannor helped Celedant stack the bodies in a corner. The wizard motioned for the others to leave, and Botreg snatched up Garth's pack and saluted his fallen comrade as he went out. Tarquin stood at the door, watching, as Celedant closed his eyes in concentration and unleashed his powers.
			

			
				“Antanda drivoss avfrya!”
			

			
				As the last syllable left his lips, the staff flared and green flame shot across the room igniting the bodies. The intensity was great and Tarquin could not believe how quickly it had engulfed the dead.
			

			
				Celedant rejoined the others and said, “If we're lucky, we can be three levels above the main gate within half a turn of the clock."
			

			
				"Ralav and Ronli,” Tarquin ordered, “take the lead with Celedant. Botreg, keep an eye on the rear.”
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The company headed steadily north until they reached a circular stair that spiraled upward. Celedant listened for several moments but could detect no sound of activity above.
			

			
				"This stair leads to the second level of Brackus,” he told them all. “After that, we’ll have a short distance before reaching another stairway. That will take us to the third level and a hiding place where we can wait until it’s time to open the front gate. Expect enemies at every turn."
			

			
				They followed the wizard's pale light up the winding stairs to the next landing where Celedant called a halt as Botreg checked the corridor. Aegir and Fingel stood guard while the wizard called Tarquin, Ronli and Ralav together.
			

			
				"This passage leads to a T-intersection. We need to keep to the left, and then halfway down that corridor on the right-hand side will be a carved mural of a dragon’s head. The right eye socket contains a hidden keyhole that opens the door to a secret suite of rooms. I hope the orcs haven’t discovered its existence."
			

			
				Ralav looked at him in disbelief. "Ye hope not?"
			

			
				"Of course, if they have, we'll just have to deal with it."
			

			
				Botreg joined them. "No sign of trouble."
			

			
				Celedant led the way into the passage and turned left at the intersection. There the party saw the first signs of the destructiveness of the occupying army in the damage that showed on all the walls. One passage opened to their right and allowed the dull beat of drums and the clamor of an army encamped in a confined space to reach their ears through a railing overlooking the hall below. Numerous bundles rested on the balcony against the base of the wall, wreathed in firelight, and it took them a moment to recognize the misshapen bundles as sleeping orcs. They silently hurried past.
			

			
				"Those must have been archers,” Celedant said in a low voice once they were far enough away. “That balcony runs along the rear of the entrance hall."
			

			
				Ten minutes later Celedant found the defaced dragon mural.
			

			
				"Ah, here it is."
			

			
				Removing a thin brass rod from a pocket in his robes, the wizard carefully slid it into the right eye socket of the dragon. Botreg's assassin-trained ears heard a slight click and a four-by-four section of wall pivoted inward. The space beyond was dark except for the reflected light that flickered through some stone latticework that overlooked the entrance hall and the gates to Brackus.
			

			
				As the company entered the room, it was obvious that no one had been there in centuries. A thick layer of dust and cobwebs covered everything. Once their group was inside, Celedant closed the door with a gentle shove. The chamber was bare except for a low stone bench next to the latticework, a small hearth and a few broken pieces of old furniture. Fingel and Aegir used the furniture to make a fire while the others chose a spot for their bedrolls and gear.
			

			
				As Tarquin and the dwarves joked and dug out rations for a meal, Celedant made his way to one side and gratefully basked in the warmth of the now roaring fire.
			

			
				Vannor joined him. "Can the fire be seen from below?"
			

			
				Celedant looked up at the tall northerner. "Years ago, the king had a spell placed on the latticework to keep light and sound from escaping through it. He was fond of secret chambers and used them for clandestine meetings."
			

			
				Vannor smiled. Settling down next to Celedant, he stretched his tired muscles and looked around. He was about to say something when his brow furrowed. “Where’s Ralav?”
			

			
				“What’s that you say?” Celedant asked.
			

			
				“Ralav, where is he?”
			

			
				Tarquin overheard his question and scanned the room. “I could have sworn he followed us inside.”
			

			
				“He did,” Ronli piped up. “His gear is right next to mine.”
			

			
				The lieutenant got to his feet. “We’d better find him before the orcs do. Ronli, Botreg, follow me.”
			

			
				Before he could finish, the door opened, bringing everyone to their feet, weapons in hand.
			

			
				“Would one of ye mind lendin’ a hand here?” Ralav called in a low voice through the doorway.
Tarquin, Ronli and Fingel hurried to the door. They found the old tracker struggling with an oversized wooden crate and the four of them maneuvered it inside and closed the door.
			

			
				“I’ll put a spell on that door, so no one can open it unless we want them to,” Celedant said. He pointed his staff at it. “Sacurius.” A tiny bolt of green light shot from Forestae and sealed the door. “Now, let’s see what you have here, Ralav.”
			

			
				The dwarf opened the lid, revealing a space filled with fruits, vegetables, mushrooms and, much to their amazement, a good-sized cooking pot to hang over the fire.
			

			
				“Dolgar be blessed,” Aegir hooted. “Sharpen yer knives, mates. Ronli’s makin’ stew for supper.”
			

			
				“And if ye are willin’ to contribute some of yer dried venison, that should add a bit of flavor and soften it up nicely,” Ronli said with a grin.
			

			
				“But where did the pot come from?” Aegir asked.
			

			
				“Ye don’t think I’d grab just any box and not check what’s inside first, do ye?” Ralav grumbled. “I found the pot in one box and the food in another, so I stuffed them together. The crate I got the pot from was full of them so I doubt anyone will miss it. As for the food, we’re talkin’ orcs here. They’ll just figure some of them stole it.”
			

			
				“You are correct in your thinking, Ralav,” Celedant said. “Still, you took a big risk getting those things, even though the hot meals will be greatly appreciated by all.”
			

			
				“A dwarf’s got to eat, Celedant. We’ve existed on stale bread and dried meat for so long, we hardly have strength enough for the coming battle. I was the soul of discretion. No one saw me.”
			

			
				Ronli pulled the vegetables out of the crate and handed them to Aegir and Fingel, who took them over to the fireplace to peel and slice. The tracker grabbed the pot, hung it on a hook over the fire and filled it with water from their water skins. She dumped several handfuls of dried meat into the water and started on the vegetables.
			

			
				Tarquin joined Celedant at the latticework wall and looked down. The hall was three levels below, but with so many fires dotting the cramped space, the room was as bright as daylight. The place was crawling with orcs from the front gate to the numerous doorways leading to different sections of the compound. A tall platform, located on the right-hand side of the closed gates, housed the opening device, closely guarded by five orcs. To open it, the squad would have to cross the three-hundred-step hall through a maze of enemy soldiers, as well as defeat the guards on the platform.
			

			
				Tarquin looked questionably at the wizard. "Do you think Grimilzor has taken the valley?"
			

			
				The wizard shrugged. "It’s dark outside, which might be the reason the gates are shut. I’d venture to say that the army has secured the valley by now. From the looks of the archers along the balconies and the soldiers scattered along the hall downstairs, the occupying army has already settled in for a siege. If the gates don't open tomorrow morning, you'll have your answer."
			

			
				They returned to the fire and waited until the stew to finished cooking.
			

			
				Ronli looked up at the lieutenant with a steaming cup in her hand. "Would yer like some?"
			

			
				Tarquin smiled. “It smells so good, I could eat the whole pot."
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				After everyone had eaten their fill, Celedant called Tarquin and Vannor over. The humans sat on either side of the wizard with their backs to the wall. Celedant lowered his voice so he would not be overheard.
			

			
				"Before we open the gates, there is one other thing that must be accomplished."
			

			
				"What?" Tarquin asked.
			

			
				"I need to find something that was hidden in Brackus centuries ago when it was still a dwarvan-occupied city. Due to the delicacy of the situation, we cannot include any members of your squad in our search because the item I seek is an ancient dwarvan treasure. Other treasures are with this item, and we must take everything. Do you understand?"
			

			
				Tarquin nodded. “You need someone you can trust to be discreet.”
			

			
				"Yes, I must get my hands on one particular item before Grimilzor retakes Brackus. If the dwarves find it first, they’ll never let it out of their sight. Without it we haven’t a prayer of winning this battle against evil. If Grimilzor finds the treasury empty, he will believe the orcs took it, and we must fuel that belief. I think you, Vannor, and I should go, but we may need another."
			

			
				"I know just the dwarf,” Tarquin said without a moment’s thought, “and that's Botreg. I'll explain the situation to him, and I know he can keep a secret."
			

			
				"What do you say, Vannor?" Celedant asked, turning to the Brae. “Can I count on your help?”
			

			
				"I would be honored to assist in any way I can, wizard. If the vampires take over, this world won’t be worth living in."
			

			
				Celedant stood up. "Good. We leave as soon as you speak with Botreg."
			

			
				Tarquin joined Botreg on the low bench near the lattice. "Get your fill of stew?"
			

			
				“Aye, I’ve had better, but there’s not much yer can do with dried meat. Still, after livin’ on rations, it tasted like a banquet.”
			

			
				Tarquin got comfortable on the bench. “Celedant has a problem we need to help him with, but you can't breathe a word about it to the others."
			

			
				That piqued Botreg’s interest. "I've been doing jobs like that since before ye were born. Mum’s the word, me friend."
			

			
				The lieutenant stood. "I'll have a word with Ralav and meet you by the door.”
			

			
				He found Ralav by the fire, smoking a pipe, while the rest of the company slept. The dwarf looked up as he approached.
			

			
				“Celedant, Vannor, Botreg and I have a job to do. Keep watch over the lads, will you?" Tarquin told him.
			

			
				"Don’t worry a bit, lieutenant. I’ll watch over them like I was their pa."
			

			
				Tarquin joined the others by the door and said, "I’m ready."
			

			
				The wizard removed the spell, placed his hand on the portal and pulled it open. After replacing the locking spell, Celedant led them deeper into the mountain stronghold, past the sleeping archers and the intersection.
			

			
				"Where are we going?" Vannor whispered.
			

			
				"To the old king's chambers," Celedant replied.
			

			
				Botreg stopped in mid-stride and looked back over his shoulder, a huge grin on his face. "There might be some enticing things still hidden there."
			

			
				The wizard nodded. "More than you can imagine.”
			

			
				A hundred yards farther, a small doorway opened to the right, revealing a staircase. Celedant headed down the steps to a thirty foot wide corridor with moth-eaten tapestries lining the walls and old threadbare carpets covering the floor. They had followed it one hundred and fifty paces when Botreg, who had scouted ahead, returned.
			

			
				"Orcs coming this way," he whispered.
			

			
				The dwarf pulled them into a small room along the corridor where they hugged the walls and gripped their weapons tightly as a heavily armed patrol marched past their position. As soon as the enemy was several paces away, Botreg was through the door, leading them down the corridor again. Celedant caught up with him when they reached another intersection.
			

			
				"After this hallway, there will be another on the right, possibly with guards posted."
			

			
				Botreg eased up to the intersection and peeked around the corner.
			

			
				"Ye‘re right. There are two guards."
			

			
				"Come. There’s another way into the chambers."
			

			
				They crept past the intersection and continued along the wide corridor while the wizard carefully scanned the right-hand wall. Twenty feet down, he stopped.
			

			
				"Here it is. The king had a secret exit from his quarters." With a rueful smile, he added, "In case you haven’t figured it out yet, the Brackus family suffered from severe paranoia.”
			

			
				He produced the brass key he had used on the dragon’s eye and inserted it into a hardly noticeable crack. The door opened into a narrow, cobweb-filled passage. Once inside, Celedant eased the door closed, throwing them into pitch-black darkness.
			

			
				“Exponeras” he whispered. The crystal on the wizard’s staff flared to life. "This passage leads to the king's quarters.” He led them a short way to a blank wall, careful not to stir up any dust that could make someone cough. "Be ready," he whispered.
			

			
				He listened at the door and heard three distinct voices, but from the movements he detected, there were at least five occupants. Celedant held up five fingers, as Botreg readied two throwing knives.
			

			
				“All set?"
			

			
				Tarquin’s sword glowed brightly in anticipation as Celedant pushed against a wooden panel to swing a hidden door outward. When it was fully open, Celedant stepped aside and Botreg darted to the left. The lieutenant entered the room and lurched to the right as Botreg threw his knives at the nearest orcs. They sank to the floor with the hilts of both daggers sticking prominently out of their chests.
			

			
				The three other adversaries charged.
			

			
				Botreg and Vannor each took one from either side and Tarquin rushed the one in the middle, a scarred, giant orc in dented plate mail. As the swords met in a ringing clash, the lieutenant noticed a door open off to his right.
			

			
				A figure well over six feet tall in shining chain mail stepped out, followed by a man in an eloquent robe. At the same time the double mahogany doors leading to the hallway opened and the two more guards entered the room.
			

			
				With these new combatants entering the fray, the lieutenant changed his plan of attack. He smashed the hilt of his sword in through the guard's open-faced helmet and heard the crunch of facial bones before he delivered another, final killing blow. Next Tarquin attacked the armored orc general as Celedant focused on the warlock in black tailcoat and leather pants.
			

			
				He recognized Sellis, his old enemy, and in the midst of the ringing swords, the rivals locked eyes. Celedant knew his adversary well and subtlety was not Sellis’s style. They had tangled before. Slamming the butt of his staff into the floor, Celedant shouted, “Skydasse” to form a protective shell of energy around himself.
			

			
				Pointing his slender staff at his rival, Sellis struck first. As words left his mouth, a potent energy erupted along the staff and streaked toward Celedant. The fiery glow enveloped Celedant's magically constructed shield and for a moment the cool green of his shield battled the angry power of the attacking spell. After the clash of both their magical energies had subsided, Celedant launched his own attack.
			

			
				As the red of Sellis’energy faded away, the wizard pointed his index finger at Sellis.
			

			
				“Electriskt Kastasig.”
			

			
				Sellis spun his staff before him as a beam of brilliant green light arched from Celedant's extended finger and shot toward him. In a bright splash, the beam struck the spinning staff and the opposing forces battled fiercely for dominance. First one would build in brilliance, only to fade as the other gained power.
			

			
				Although Celedant was stronger, the warlock drew substantial energy from the dark forces that lent him additional power. The wizard felt his own strength draining and could only imagine the toll it was taking on his adversary. With sweat running down his face, Celedant drew more power from Forestae and increased his efforts. A smile of satisfaction lit his face as Sellis weakened as the green energy engulfed the warlock.
			

			
				Sellis locked eyes with Celedant across the room and as the spell grew stronger, the warlock used Nashmeol, his ring for teleportation, and disappeared in a blink of the eye. The bright flash of light blinded both Tarquin and his opponent.
			

			
				The young lieutenant had never fought an orc as strong or as quick as the one he now faced, but youth gave Tarquin a slight edge. He recovered a second sooner than his opponent and lashed out with his foot to kick him in the knee with a blow that would have broken a normal man's leg. The general merely grunted and staggered back a pace, but that gave the prince time to launch a series of attacks in rapid succession with blows to the forehead, ear, chest and liver.
			

			
				The orc was fast enough to fend them off, so Tarquin switched tactics. He feinted to the left and brought his sword up in an overhand attack. The general launched a quick counter-attack. Tarquin took him by surprise by reversing his sword and the general reacted slowly. To his horror, he realized at the last moment that he could not parry in time.
			

			
				Tarquin's sword flashed downward and sliced through the orc’s raised forearm before it cut though it’s helmet and sank deeply into the opponent’s skull. The enemy fell, a surprised look on his face, his body involuntarily jerking as it slid to the floor.
			

			
				Breathing heavily, Tarquin looked around. Botreg and Vannor had finished off the other three and were attacking the last two orcs. He moved to join them, but by the time he crossed the room, the battle was over.
			

			
				"That's the last of them, lieutenant," the dwarf said with a toothy smile as he closed the door leading to the hall.
			

			
				"The rooms are yours,” Tarquin told Celedant. “Nevertheless, I'd like to be gone from here as soon as possible.”
			

			
				"Don’t worry, my boy. We'll be gone soon enough." Before he entered the next room, Celedant examined the still smoking spot where his opponent had stood. "Sellis always was a wily one, but what was he doing here?"
			

			
				Vannor stood near the hall door and cocked an eyebrow.
			

			
				"Friend of yours?"
			

			
				The wizard laughed. "More like a rival. He has tapped into dark magic to make himself more powerful." Celedant turned to Tarquin. "You might want to take the general's armor. It’s dwarvan mail of an ancient design and the secret of its making has been lost for centuries.
			

			
				Addressing the others, he said, “Botreg, Vannor, watch the doors."
			

			
				The wizard then entered the room that Sellis and the general had come from. He asked the lieutenant to follow.
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				Tarquin entered the old king's bedchamber, stripped bare except for a gigantic, four-poster bed shoved against one wall. The wizard pointed to the center of the wall on the left-hand side of the room.
			

			
				"I need your help,” he said and pointed at one of the stone blocks. "Push that block when I tell you."
			

			
				Curious, Tarquin watched as the wizard walked five paces to another similar stone, turned and said, "Now."
			

			
				Tarquin pushed but nothing happened. He shoved harder and the stone began to retract into the wall. He was so surprised that he jerked his hand away, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw a drawer slide out from the wall.
			

			
				He joined Celedant at the drawer and together they stared down at the treasures of the long-dead dwarvan king. Inside,the drawer were several objects wrapped in black silk.
			

			
				"I was fairly certain no one would have discovered these,” Celedant said with a smile. “Take a look at tangible history, Tarquin."
			

			
				The wizard withdrew one long, slender bundle, gently unwrapped it and held its contents up to the light coming from his staff.
			

			
				"Behold. This is Balok, sword of the ancient dwarf, Lord Ziral.”
			

			
				The blade was three and a half feet long and had curious dwarvan runes etched along its steel edge.
			

			
				Celedant handed it to the young lieutenant. "Give this to Botreg. It’s not as powerful as Dragon Bolt, but you should instruct him not to reveal its true name unless he is facing the direst of circumstances."
			

			
				Next he brought forth two leather bags with drawstrings. Opening one, he poured into his hand some of its contents, blue/white diamonds the size of small bird eggs.
			

			
				"Share these with your squad. They’ll appreciate a bonus after what they’ve been through.”
			

			
				Reaching into the drawer once more, Celedant brought out an intricate silver crown with a single black pearl mounted on the front.
			

			
				"I believe Vannor will appreciate this since it originally belonged to his ancestors. The dwarves made it at the dawn of time for the Brae King, but when he reneged on a treaty, the dwarves stole it back in retribution. This happened long ago, and the lost crown of Braenaught became a myth of great importance to the Brae."
			

			
				The wizard reached for the last item in the drawer.
			

			
				"This, my boy, is what I was looking for.”
			

			
				He held a fist-sized bundle. As the black silk fell away, Tarquin gazed upon the largest piece of polished gold amber he had ever seen. It was held within the clutches of a gold dragon’s claw that looked so real, he half expected it to move.
			

			
				"It is part of a powerful magic staff and is the only thing that will defeat the one being used by our enemy."
			

			
				Celedant carefully rewrapped the Crystal and placed it within a hidden pocket in his robe.
			

			
				"Come, we must divide the treasure and return to our hideaway."
			

			
				Tarquin helped him shove the now empty drawer back into the wall, and the two humans rejoined the others in the next room. Tarquin gathered up the chainmail and called Botreg over.
			

			
				"Here, catch," he said and tossed the silk bags to the dwarf.
			

			
				When Botreg opened the drawstrings of the first bag, his eyes widened in disbelief and he withdrew one of the diamonds. "They're flawless," he said in awe.
			

			
				“Share those with the lads. If anyone wants to know where you got them, say you found them on a dead orc.”
			

			
				As soon as Botreg pocketed the diamonds, Tarquin handed him the sword.
			

			
				“As a former assassin, I know you appreciate a good blade. This is Balok, but don’t tell anyone its name and keep it away from Datbi. He knows magic swords and is sure to realize this once belonged to a dwarvan King. If you’re ever in desperate need, you can invoke its name.”
			

			
				“What will happen when I do?” Botreg asked, intrigued.
			

			
				“Celedant wouldn’t say.”
			

			
				The lieutenant walked over to Vannor and handed him the crown. The Brae Prince recognized the treasure in his hands.
			

			
				"By all the gods," he exclaimed. "This has been missing so long. We thought it would never be recovered. It has become a myth to my people. Two thousand years ago, when my ancestors settled in the north, the first king wore this crown upon his brow. Now, after all this time, it has finally returned to my people. My father will welcome me with open arms."
			

			
				"I don’t wish to dampen your enthusiasm, but we need to hurry back to our hiding place," Celedant said.
			

			
				The little group made their way back to the mural, and Celedant removed the spell and slid open the door soundlessly. Armed with his battle-axe, Ralav was there to confront any intruders, but he smiled with relief when he saw it was them.
			

			
				"How was yer trip?"
			

			
				"Quite prosperous,” Tarquin answered.
			

			
				“I can see that. That’s a fine set of dwarvan armor ye got yerself,” Ralav said admiringly.
			

			
				“That’s not all,” Botreg said and pulled out the bags of diamonds. “When the lads wake, I’ve got a little something to share round with everyone.”
			

			
				“Oh? What’s that?” Ralav asked, curious.
			

			
				“Diamonds. Two bags full.”
			

			
				Ralav’s eyes grew as round as saucers when Botreg showed him one of them.
			

			
				“The gods be blest,” he said. “We’re rich!”
			

			
				“Yes, indeed,” Tarquin said. “But now we have to decide how to open the front gate."
			

			
				As he finished speaking, the sun rose across the eastern sea and brought the early light of dawn into the dark halls of Brackus through shafts drilled into the mountain. Tarquin and Botreg joined Celedant and looked below. Not many orcs were stirring yet. A few poked the embers of their fires and added more wood, but most stayed put, unconcerned about the dawn.
			

			
				"They've been like that most of the night," Ralav said as he joined them.
			

			
				"A good sign,” Celedant said. “If the orcs held any ground outside the city, they would be rushing to reinforce their troops. Grimilzor will launch an attack soon."
			

			
				As the wizard finished speaking, they heard a distant “thump” echo through the hall. The guards near the gate drew their weapons and nervously watched as their lazy comrades finally stood up and began arming themselves. The thumping continued with a regular beat.
			

			
				“That's a battering ram at work,” Celedant said. “Grimilzor has control of the valley."
			

			
				"We need to move before the orcs discover their general is dead," Tarquin replied.
			

			
				Celedant pointed to a spot down to the hall where the orcs were stirring. "You see that doorway? It leads to this level. You will have to fight your way through the encamped orcs. If we can’t think of another way."
			

			
				"I donna much like them odds,” Botreg said. “We could snatch a few orcs and steal their clothes. We’d have no trouble getting to the gate then."
			

			
				Tarquin snapped his fingers. "Excellent idea, especially since I now have the general’s armor. Wake the lads, pass out the diamonds and go fetch some of those archers we passed on the way in. Make sure to bring back several sizes so we’ll have outfits to fit everyone."
			

			
				“Don’t worry about getting one for me. I won’t be going with you,” Celedant said. “I can assist you from here.”
			

			
				Botreg grinned, rubbed his hands together and said, “This should be fun.”
			

			
				The lads were delighted to receive the unexpected bonus, and they goodnaturedly set off to capture some orcs. While they were gone, Tarquin explained his plan to Celedant and Vannor.
			

			
				"Brave but foolish," Celedant remarked after the lieutenant had finished speaking.
			

			
				However, they could think of nothing better, so they sat down to iron out the details. Tarquin, Celedant and Vannor were going over their missions for the third time when Botreg and the squad reappeared, each burdened with the dead weight of an orc.
			

			
				"Most were still asleep in their bedding,” Botreg said and dumped his burden on the floor.
			

			
				Tarquin slapped the dwarf on the back. "Well done, everyone! Find one that has clothes big enough to fit you and limber up your bows." He turned to the wizard. "Now all we need is to let Grimilzor know we’re here and ready to open the gates. I would hate to throw my life away for nothing."
			

			
				"Don't worry, Tarquin," Celedant assured him, "I'm going to contact him. Now that I’ve found the orb, this will be easier. It’s time to test its powers. You are welcome to watch, if you like."
			

			
				Tarquin ordered the others to stay in the front room and followed the wizard to the hearth of a fireplace, where he sat cross-legged next to the mage in front of it. After Celedant had removed the silk from the orb, the firelight danced in the enormous Crystal and reflected brightly off the claw’s etched surfaces. Tarquin watched closely as Celedant closed his eyes and concentrated.
			

			
				“Lokaliserae kontatum, Grimilzor,” the wizard said, softly, his brow creasing.
			

			
				The air before them shimmered and swirled, and a circle of darkness appeared in front of the fireplace. Small pinpricks of light blinked on and off in the dark sphere and then increased in speed until an image of a valley formed.
			

			
				As they watched, the picture moved, passing over mounds of dead orcs and a company of dwarves and then marching up the valley's steep grade to a small hillock and a bright blue tent. Inside, the dwarvan general paced back and forth.
			

			
				Celedant called to him, "General Grimilzor, can you hear me?"
			

			
				The dwarf's head popped up in surprise. He stopped pacing and stared directly at them.
			

			
				"Master Celedant, could that really be ye?"
			

			
				"Yes, General. Prepare your troops. We’re about to head for the gates. If they do not open within the next half circle of the clock, consider us captured or dead."
			

			
				Grimilzor nodded. "I'll have me army ready. In the meantime, we’ll keep hammerin’ at it with the battering ram."
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				Suddenly, the picture in the sphere changed. Grimilzor’s image was wiped away and replaced by a face Tarquin could only describe as pure evil. It was pale and hairless with a thin, cruel mouth under a crooked nose offset by two dark, vile eyes.
			

			
				"Ah, the great Celedant. We meet again. You have found the orb, I see. I knew it was in Brackus, but not its exact location. Am I to assume you killed poor Sellis?” When Celedant did not answer, he continued. “A shame really, but one I can live with. You saved me the trouble of eliminating him myself. You really are a difficult man to kill, as is your young friend sitting next to you. No matter, both of you will soon join poor Sellis. I don’t understand you. All I’m trying to do is better the planet and make its people stronger. Until we meet again," he said with a cruel laugh.
			

			
				The image faded as quickly as it had appeared.
			

			
				Celedant exhaled a deep breath, and Tarquin realized the wizard hadn’t moved a muscle throughout the whole ordeal.
			

			
				As the haze of colors faded, Celedant spoke. "The army will be waiting, Tarquin. All we have to do is open the gates."
			

			
				"Who was that?” Tarquin asked insistently. “Why is he trying to kill us?"
			

			
				"He is the one spoken about in the prophecy,” Celedant said. “An undead demon that feeds upon the lifeblood of the living. Although his home world is far from here, he came here through the void.”
			

			
				“That’s the evil I’m supposed to defeat?”
			

			
				“With my help. But for now, we must take Brackus.”
			

			
				Tarquin pulled on his newly acquired armor, but felt ashamed to be hiding it under the orc’s cloak. The rest quickly donned their orc outfits and secreted their weapons under the hide cloaks while they wrinkled their noses at the odor of the filthy clothes.
			

			
				When they were ready, three Borderers headed out. The rest remained behind. Celedant wished them well.
			

			
				Tarquin led his fellow companions toward the crowded hall through empty passageways. Only once did they see any sign of their enemies. They had rounded a corner just as a group of orcs burst into the passage from behind a doorway. Tarquin’s first instinct was to draw his weapon, but the orcs hardly glanced at them as they headed in the opposite direction.
			

			
				Eventually the stone steps ended and the passageway emptied into the crowded hall. They stopped on the threshold to the main floor, listening to the boom of the battering ram. Botreg pointed toward the gate controls mounted on a raised platform.
			

			
				Tarquin, Botreg and Fingel would go first. If they were killed, the rest would keep trying until they opened the gate or died trying.
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				When Eldahir finally discovered where Celedant had gone, the wizard was seven days ahead of him. The elf spoke with Donli, but the dwarf refused to elaborate on the mission. After learning that Eldahir was General Orthorion’s son, though, he agreed to accompany him in hopes of catching up with first squad. They headed to Brackus by following the route the wizard had taken.
			

			
				Over the next few days,they worked their way through the passages toward Brackus until hey approached the end of the tunnel, where an eerie silence greeted them.
			

			
				Eldahir placed a cautious hand on his companion's shoulder. "Do you sense anything?"
			

			
				The dwarf gripped his axe tighter. "Yes, undead creatures."
			

			
				Eldahir's grip tightened, prompting Donli to remain still. The elf tapped into the magical energy of the surrounding earth and a soft blue/green light swirled from his palm, flared and encircled the two figures. Once they were safely enclosed, the elf chanted his next spell.
			

			
				“Exponeras.”
			

			
				The eerie darkness was driven back and the tunnel became brightly illuminated. A hiss to their left drew their attention to a dark figure who was backing away from the light. He gave the two companions an evil smile that displayed its fangs.
			

			
				"Vampire!" Eldahir and Donli shouted in unison.
			

			
				As the elf spoke the words of a second spell, a great force attacked the shield Eldahir had raised around them. Their sphere of protection absorbed most of the blast, but great fingers of power attacked outside it and knocked them to the ground before dissipating. The energy the protection spell had not absorbed bounced off the ceiling and walls of the tunnel.
			

			
				Still kneeling, Eldahir directed a powerful enchantment at the vampire. It slammed into its dark shield, which provided it only minimum protection, and the impressive spell picked up the creature and hurled him against the stone wall. The vampire landed with an audible crack.
			

			
				Before Eldahir could finish him off, another hidden adversary attacked. The blue-green light of the elf’s shield sizzled, sparked and began to fade as a black miasma ate into the shield’s edges.
			

			
				Knowing the shield would soon be useless, Donli hid behind several boulders and used his battle-axe to remove the second vampire’s head. A lifetime of evil exploded into grey ash and bounced off the fading shield.
			

			
				As the dust and debris settled, the spell was lifted and the tunnel wall disappeared to reveal a dark cavern beyond.
			

			
				Meanwhile, Eldahir concentrated on their newest foe. As his sword left its scabbard, he realized the creature was dressed in elven fashion dating back a thousand years. Eldahir's sword flashed toward the creature, but it easily sidestepped the blow. Seemingly unconcerned, the creature just grinned and faced him.
			

			
				“Ah, one of my ancient kin. Why do you besmirch your honor by fighting alongside the long beards?" the undead elf asked as he flung a spell at Donli that rendered the dwarf unconscious.
			

			
				Hunger in his eyes, he stared at Eldahir as the wood elf aimed a lightning-fast thrust at the creature’s abdomen. The undead creature barely turned its body and the sword missed, passing within a hair’s breadth of its target. The vampire’s blade then struck Eldahir’s wrist and the edge of his hand with a chopping motion and the elf's sword was sent spinning through the air.
			

			
				Eldahir heard the bones of his wrist crack and his arm went numb to the shoulder. An openhanded blow to his chest then sent the elf flying across the tunnel into a wall and he slid down to the floor in a sitting position.
			

			
				The vampire approached the injured elf and squatted before him. His pale skin stretched tightly across his facial bones as he studied his rival.
			

			
				"Your features tell me you’re from the Thueladwin family, is that so?" he asked.
			

			
				Eldahir spat out a mouth full of blood. "That is my family’s bloodline."
			

			
				"Ah, then that makes us cousins. I, too, shared that bloodline many centuries ago, so I will offer my newfound relative a choice. The illanni have an ally that offers unimaginable power, the power of vampirism, cousin. It is a gift I offer to you now."
			

			
				Eldahir spat a mouthful of blood across the illanni’s pale face. The vampire licked his lips, sampling the offering.
			

			
				"No? I offer such a gift only once. Since you refuse, I will enjoy drinking your blood. I’ve never eaten a relative before, no matter how distant. Immortality is too good for you."
			

			
				Eldahir inched his hand down to his belt, and as the vampire ripped open Eldahir’s shirt, he drew his dagger and struck with all the strength he could muster. The blade dug deeply into the vampire’s throat, and Eldahir jammed it upward into the vampire’s brain cavity.
			

			
				Even such a blow could not kill a vampire and the illanni shoved the elf viciously backward as he struggled to pull out the weapon. Eldahir had been stunned, but as soon as his wits cleared, he unleashed a powerful spell of pure energy that struck the creature in the pit of his stomach. The blast hurled the vampire backward and brought down the surrounding rocks and debris on him. When the dust had cleared, only his head and shoulders remained exposed.
			

			
				As the vampire struggled to free himself, Eldahir rose up and stood over him. The elf retrieved his dagger, and a broken, bloody smile came to the vampire’s face.
			

			
				“Finish me, cousin. A fireball should do it. My master does not tolerate failure. Remember, we share a distant blood. Please, I hear him calling and my soul cannot withstand!"
			

			
				"Tell me who your master is and I'll consider your request."
			

			
				The vampire’s vision turned inward and he shouted, "Noooo.” He returned his gaze to Eldahir. “Hurry, cousin. Kill me now. He comes. Find the wizard Celedant. We were sent to kill him." The tunnel began vibrating and more dust and loose stones dropped from the ceiling. "He's coming. He’s coming!"
			

			
				Eldahir backed up, his right arm hanging loosely at his side. The air above the vampire shimmered and a spinning vortex formed. From the depths of the blackness came a voice Eldahir would never forget.
			

			
				"Dear Fradelyn, you have failed me for the final time."
			

			
				Eldahir saw a grayish mist leave the vampire’s body and swirl upward. As the dark soul of the vampire disappeared, his desperate warning drifted across the void.
			

			
				"Run, cousin. Find Celedant and free my…our people."
			

			
				Heeding the last call, the elf stopped long enough to grab his fallen sword and a just awakening Donli. As their feet pounded up the tunnel, a loud crash nearly deafened them as the second tunnel collapsed.
			

			
				Donli recalled the map that Celedant had found and he grabbed Eldahir. He remembered there was a small exit to the tunnels, unknown to anyone except one who had read the map. As if the entire Illanni army were chasing them, they ran for the nearest exit to the surface and through the long-forgotten opening at the outskirts of Brackus. It was too narrow for an army, but perfect for one or two people.
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				Later that morning, with his arm in a crude splint, Eldahir sat before General Grimilzor. He had refused medical help offered by a cleric until he had related the entire story.
			

			
				After Eldahir had announced his mysterious request to seek out Celedant, the dwarvan general bowed his head a moment before looking up. For the first time, Eldahir saw doubt in his eyes. Grimilzor motioned for more wine.
			

			
				"This is distressin’ news ye bring me." He paused as a servant poured wine and left. “Celedant and a squad of Borderers have entered Brackus from the caverns below and will attempt to open the gate. The wizard contacted me half a turn of the clock ago to say they’re ready. Yet the odds are so overwhelmin’, I fear for their success."
			

			
				“We must be ready to offer any assistance they need."
			

			
				Grimilzor barely smiled. "I promise ye, the dwarvan army will do everything in its power to help Celedant and young Tarquin, even if we must batter the mountain’s gates down ourselves."
			

		


			
				Chapter Forty-Nine
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				As Morganna wandered through the subterranean passages beneath Brackus, sleepiness overtook her. In the back of her confused mind, her training in the magical arts triggered a warning to her, but she continued helplessly up the passage until an ornate archway appeared on her left. Again some warning beckoned her from within, but each of her steps became heavier and she could barely keep her eyelids open.
			

			
				She passed through the magical portal and found herself in a round chamber with an altar at its center.
			

			
				This looks familiar, she thought groggily. Forcing her feet to move the last few steps toward the ancient altar, the illanni collapsed at its base. It took all her remaining energy to drag herself up the three narrow steps to the top tier of the altar that still seemed to call out to her. Like the stairs, it was dusty and covered with ancient dwarvan runes.
			

			
				Her mind reeled as she struggled to translate the writing before her. What did it mean?
			

			
				Her head cleared slightly and Morganna just made out the inscription "Dolgar the Healer" before she collapsed. The unwelcome darkness of sleep had claimed her.
			

			
				A new dream manifested in her psyche, and the vampiric faces of her family faded in and out of her unconsciousness like ghostly images. Deep within her, strong feelings of revenge formed and urged her to fight the injustice that had stricken her people.
			

			
				Before joining the resistance, Morganna had isolated herself from relatives and society. Her sense of identity had faded because of the evil spreading throughout Illan and wiping out the last traces of elven essence they once had valued.
			

			
				Suddenly her dark thoughts were scattered like dried leaves in a breeze, and a sense of wellbeing and peace settled over her soul. Morganna dreamed anew. It was unlike any sensation she had ever encountered, and she dimly realized that a healing dream was washing over her, even though the full reality of it was beyond her comprehension. Never in her life had she experienced such a feeling of wellness and purity. Her heavy feelings of hatred and fear left her.
			

			
				The dream shifted, but in it only her surroundings changed. She stood fully armed in the forgotten temple they had used for transporting people and goods. A score of bright torches hung in sconces along the walls, eliminating the dust and darkness, and seated at the top of the steps near the altar was a white-haired figure in immaculate sapphire-blue robes. He held a white dove with a broken wing.
			

			
				As Morganna advanced, she realized that the figure was a dwarf, and again a thought niggled at her mind that she knew this person. Approaching cautiously, she noticed his eyes matched his robe and were twinkling with humor. The dove was in obvious pain, its wing twisted at an odd angle, while the other beat frantically against the dwarf’s fingers in an attempt to escape. The dwarf crooned softly and gently smoothed the broken wing back into shape. He released the bird and the dove launched into the air and circled the chamber.
			

			
				“Dolgar?” Morganna asked.
			

			
				"Yes, Morganna. I am Dolgar."
			

			
				Morganna's mouth opened in shock as the dove fluttered about their heads and landed on the god's shoulder.
			

			
				"Our friend seems to be happy with his new wing," Dolgar said, smiling.
			

			
				His smile lifted Morganna's heart like nothing else in her long life.
			

			
				"Come, lass, sit," he patted the spot next to him. "Do I need to work a healing spell on yer tongue? Is yer jaw broken? If so, all are easily fixed. This temple has remained empty for so long, it’s refreshing to see so much going on here the past few weeks, even if yer not here to worship me.” When Morganna did not speak, he continued. “Have ye been struck mute?”
			

			
				Morganna nervously sat down next to him. "No, I can speak."
			

			
				"Well, lass," Dolgar said, pleased, "don't be shy. Talk away. As long as yer here, ye will be safe. I am, after all, a god," He cocked his head, grinned and with a hearty laugh slapped her on the back. She was nearly toppled off the steps.
			

			
				Morganna looked at him skeptically.
			

			
				"How do I address a deity? You’re the first I've met."
			

			
				The dwarf's face took on a regal look. "Well, ye could call me Yer Eminence, Yer Majesty, Lord, Master, Great One, or Lord of Healing.” He winked at her and added, "But I much prefer plain old Dolgar."
			

			
				"Dolgar it is. Why am I here? I am illanni after all.”
			

			
				Dolgar stared deeply into her eyes. “Ye are Morganna, disinherited daughter of a noble illanni clan, and ye are disgusted with the events in yer homeland. Ye have been stumbling in the dark, unknowingly seeking the path to save yer people from a creature not of this world. Ordinarily, when a natural enemy of the dwarves ends up on me doorstep, I dispatch him immediately, but ye, my dear are a special case."
			

			
				Tears of futility rolled down her cheeks. "I have joined the resistance to fight what’s happening to my people, but how can so few of us stand up against such overwhelming evil?" Then his words hit her, hard. “’Not of this world’?”
			

			
				“Aye, an evil banished to the void and pulled here by a jealous goddess seeking to change yer world of light to one of darkness.”
			

			
				The dwarvan god lifted the chin of the weeping woman before him and with firm fingers gently wiped away her tears.
			

			
				“That’s not fair! Why should a goddess seek to destroy our livelihood?”
			

			
				“That’s what we do. We play with different worlds, like with game pieces on a chess board, just to see who comes out on top.” Dolgar sighed.
			

			
				“Then why are you helping me?” Morganna asked suspiciously.
			

			
				“I am the caretaker of this world. Some of us have tired of their games. We seek to bring peace and justice to the planets we care for. Because I created the dwarves in me own image, I took a fancy to this world and decided to stay. Unfortunately, except for a few remaining temples and the monks who serve them, the other gods interfered so much that I have been mostly forgotten by me own people.”
			

			
				“So, you want to help? How can I be certain this isn’t a trick?”
			

			
				Her question brought a smile to his gentle features. “Do ye remember when yer cousin sank his fangs into yer neck, and ye were about to die?”
			

			
				“I used a spell to transport myself away. I was supposed to go to Korvanna, but ended up here instead.”
			

			
				“Aye. I intercepted ye and brought ye here. Otherwise ye would have died before the elves could have saved ye.”
			

			
				“Why?” Morganna asked, and her mind filled with more questions.
			

			
				“I saw that ye were fightin’ against this evil and decided to keep an eye on all who stand a chance of defeatin’ it, includin’ yerself.”
			

			
				“But there are only a hundred or so of us. What can…”
			

			
				"Me child," he began, "there are more than just yer little resistance group fightin’ this adversary. Ye will need these allies if yer ever going to effect a change. The power corruptin’ yer race is strong, but don't despair. Ye will find the others soon enough, but to gain their trust, ye will have to make a difficult choice. What do ye say?"
			

			
				"Right now, I have no choice," Morganna said, bowing her head.
			

			
				"Choices come and go, lass," Dolgar said. "I have watched ye grow and change over the past year. Ye are becomin’ more like yer elven ancestors every day, which is good, since yer allies will consist of more than elves. Ye will need to work with dwarves, humans and wizards as well. The choice is one that ye alone must make, but rest assured, it is the only chance ye have of bringin’ about the changes ye desire.”
			

			
				Morganna was about to answer, but he silenced her.
			

			
				“One thing I must warn ye of, Morganna. This choice will forever change ye. I want ye to mull it over before ye decide, but I canna guarantee success. Ye may fail, but know this. The path ye choose may be the only way to save yer people."
			

			
				He stood up and moved in front of her.
			

			
				Placing his hands on both her shoulders, Dolgar said, "Rest now, child. Ye don't have to choose at this moment. Sleep first and when ye awake, ye will be fully healed and rested, and yer destiny will be before ye."
			

			
				With his words a great drowsiness overwhelmed her. As Morganna closed her eyes and surrendered to its comforting embrace, she whispered, "Thank you."
			

		


			
				Chapter Fifty
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Celedant stood quietly regarding the chamber floor. He had cleared away centuries of accumulated cobwebs from the stone latticework with the same spell he had used to remove the dust from the Crystal’s tower. He had never been particularly religious, but now he found himself whispering half-remembered prayers from his boyhood for Tarquin and for their safety. Activity filled the chamber below as orc soldiers prepared for the upcoming battle.
			

			
				Celedant’s silent prayer ended as he waited for Tarquin, Botreg and Fingel to enter the hall. He turned his attention to Vannor, who crossed the room to join Ralav, Ronli and Aegir. While they waited for their companions to head for the gate, the wizard sensed impatience growing in the young captain and the remainder of First Squad.
			

			
				"They should reach that doorway at any moment." The wizard pointed to a darkened arch directly across from them, two floors below. “My distraction will begin the mayhem, and the arrows you and the rest of the squad fire will lead to success."
			

			
				His words seem to satisfy the impatient warrior. Vannor leaned against the stonework and silently watched the arch below. Moments later Celedant felt the Brae’s iron grip.
			

			
				"There they are!"
			

			
				Activity slowed as the orcs waited for the coming assault. Three shadowy figures lingered briefly and then headed across the room, picking their way through the sitting and reclining orcs bundled in dirty blankets.
			

			
				"Turn away, cover your eyes and stand back from the edge," Celedant told Vannor and the remaining dwarves.
			

			
				They backed up as the wizard held Forestae before him and pointed its tip at the stone latticework. He closed his eyes and felt the earth's energy flow through the room as he extended his senses and reached out to tap into the primeval forces. As the power built within him, he shaped the energy and let it flow into his staff. Its intensity increased and he uttered an incantation in an ancient elven language to release the spell.
			

			
				Celedant's staff blazed green with magical energy and an arc lanced toward the latticework, followed by an echoing boom as the wall disintegrated into thousands of pieces that shot in waves across the ceiling of the hall before raining down on the orcs.
			

			
				When the dust settled, Celedant stepped to the edge and the others joined him.
			

			
				“Good luck, my friends," he said quietly as he sent bolts of energy streaking down at the orcs as they stumbled to their feet and looked around in confusion. The initial blast killed many orcs and wounded others, and chaos reigned as they scrambled to avoid the arrows and Celedant’s magical bolts fired at them from above.
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				The smoke from the orcish fires made it impossible to see anything but shadows. Turning to Fingel and Botreg, Tarquin said, "Here we go, lads."
			

			
				The three headed across the floor, picking their way through debris and bodies. Orcs staggered to their feet and drew their weapons as more arrows rained down on them. Disoriented, some orcs at first believed that the dwarves had broken through the gates. Others thought the enemy had come through the tunnels. Only a few of them tried to organize into units.
			

			
				One loud-mouthed orc, wearing rusted and dented plate mail, a bloody rag wrapped around his head, called to his troops. He stood between Tarquin and the controls and grabbed the passing soldiers and hurled them one by one into the commotion. The Borderers tried to go around the officer, but the orc spotted them.
			

			
				"Where do you three think you’re skulking off to?" the orc asked.
			

			
				The group froze as the orc reached out with a scarred, hairy hand and latched onto Fingel's arm. He jerked the Borderer around to face him. His eyes widened in surprise when he realized he had hold of a dwarf and not one of his own soldiers.
			

			
				Fingel had his dagger in his left hand just as an arrow slammed into the officer’s back, knocking both the orc and the dwarf to the floor. The heavy orc fell on top and pinned Fingel to the ground until Tarquin and Botreg shoved its body away.
			

			
				“We’d better hurry,” Tarquin said and headed toward the control platform.
			

			
				Arrows flew through the crowded hall, aimed deliberately at those in command. The projectiles struck with bone-breaking, armor-piercing thumps and dropped the enemy with precision accuracy. A few brave orcs stood their ground and fired blindly in the direction of the attack while others ran, seeking safety in the side passages. Most rushed helter-skelter around the hall, but more often than not, they fell victim to a blazing green bolt that struck the ground and left more dead and wounded in its wake.
			

			
				As Tarquin and his friends ran toward the platform, Botreg kept a steady mantra running. "Shoot straight, lads, shoot straight."
			

			
				Tarquin quickened his step as they neared the five guards who were guarding the gate mechanism on a platform five feet above the ground. These orcs were alert and well rested and when Tarquin, Botreg and Fingel reached the short flight of steps to the top of the platform, they realized the danger. Two orcs advanced with their scimitars drawn and blocked the stairs while the other three stood watch at the gate controls.
			

			
				Botreg was the quickest and darted up the steps. Tarquin followed and Fingel brought up the rear. As soon as he was close enough, Botreg whipped off his cloak, revealing his magical sword, and in one deliberate backhanded blow, severed the legs of one of the guards.
			

			
				Tarquin withdrew a dagger, ducking and sidestepping the remaining guard’s attack, and brought the blade up under the orc’s defenses and sliced into its stomach. Botreg shouldered the fatally wounded orc off the stairs and onto the hall's floor before he ran up to the top of the platform.
			

			
				As the lieutenant also reached the top, Botreg attacked one of the three remaining orcs. The other two guards advanced with guttural yells and Tarquin charged the larger one while Fingel tackled the third. Scimitars met sword and axe.
			

			
				The prince parried quickly and dodged left. The orc he faced tended to over-swing as it counted on the scimitar’s weight to win through in battle. Tarquin waited for his opponent’s next swing and caught its blade on his own sword. He sidestepped quickly and used his weapon to direct the orc's blade downward until it clanged against the platform.
			

			
				While the orc tried to regain its balance, Tarquin jammed the dagger into his opponent’s eye. The orc jerked his head back and, as death took it, toppled over backward to land in a sitting position against the lever used for opening the gate.
			

			
				Tarquin glanced around. The fighting in the hall had died down and his companions were only firing arrows whenever an orc made a mad dash for the platform. Fingel had just pulled his axe from his opponent’s chest, and Botreg, after defeating his opponent, was now at the controls.
			

			
				Tarquin and Botreg turned their attention to the controls, too, while Fingel watched their backs. The sergeant reached out, shoved the dead orc away and pulled down the lever. There was a moment of silence and he wondered if the controls were broken. Then an audible cranking of gears echoed though the hall, grabbing everyone’s attention, but the gates remained closed.
			

			
				"Again!" Tarquin shouted over the noise and he added his strength to Botreg’s.
			

			
				Suddenly a storm of arrows whistled toward them. Tarquin felt one glance off his shoulder and he lurched forward when another bounced off his back. His new dwarvan armor held strong and the lieutenant received nothing more than a painful bruise.
			

			
				Meanwhile, a searing hot pain shot through Botreg’s thigh. Looking down, the dwarf saw the bloody head of an arrow and four inches of its shaft protruding from his left thigh. Holding onto Tarquin, he broke off the point and pulled the shaft out of his leg. The pain was blinding, but he forced himself upright.
			

			
				Fingel was bleeding from his mouth down into his beard from the arrow now buried in his chest. Tarquin stared at his friend helplessly.
			

			
				"The gates are wedged," Fingel said, his voice slurred.
			

			
				With a wink Fingel turned and vaulted off the platform and landed in a heap at the foot of the gates. The dwarf quickly picked himself up, his movements jerky now, and he lifted his axe and struck the wooden wedges placed under the door.
			

			
				Sparks flew and his axe fell again.
			

			
				Botreg yelled at him, "You foolish, hard-headed dwarf. They're coming!"
			

			
				The orcs had rallied again and were heading toward them. Both natural and wizard-born fires cast strange loping shadows as they ran and Tarquin moved over to the steps to take position.
			

			
				"I'll hold them as long as I can,” he yelled. “See to the gates."
			

			
				Bracing himself with his sword in one hand and his dagger in the other, he felt Dragon Bolt blaze with angry, red flames as the orcs charged up the stairs in a mad frenzy. The lieutenant’s fiery sword slowed the attackers, but the crush of the others following behind the first vanguard continuously forced those in front upward.
			

			
				The lieutenant thrust and parried. There were so many orcs, it was impossible not to hit some of them as his blade's flame passed through flesh, bone, shield and armor alike. As soon as one enemy fell, two more took its place.
			

			
				Meanwhile, Botreg watched out of the corner of his eye as Fingel, his life rapidly draining from him, cut the wedges that held the gates closed. The Borderer’s axe fell one last time and he dropped to his knees, but the gates were freed at last.
			

			
				Botreg threw the lever and the gates began inching opened. Several orcs jumped from the platform and tried to push the heavy gates closed by wedging timbers against them. They completely ignored the fallen dwarf.
			

			
				Fingel still had a small spark of life left in him. From deep inside, one final burst of energy rose brightly from him and one mighty heave brought him to a standing position. Death was so close, he was beyond pain. In one final heroic effort, he surged forward with his axe raised and a battle cry on his lips. Fingel’s weapon rose and fell.
			

			
				The gates opened at last and the first dwarf from the valley entered the fortress of Brackus.
			

			
				One look at Fingel’s ghastly, near-death features and the orcs started fleeing in panic. As his legs gave out from under him, his body fell to the cold granite floor. In the moment before his eyes glazed over, Fingel's last sight was the rush of dwarvan and Parthian soldiers pouring into the hall through the gates.
			

			
				Botreg’s main concern now was his lieutenant. He vaulted over Tarquin, flipping once in mid-air, and brought his feet together as he slammed into the oncoming orcs. His momentum propelled the first rank backward into the ones behind and caused a massive tangle of arms and legs as the others tumbled down the steps.
			

			
				Botreg tried to maintain his balance, but one of his boot heels caught in an orc's broken armor. As it fell, the Borderer pushed upward with his legs, trying to bring his feet down to land upright. His landing was less than perfect and his left heel hit the top of a step while his right foot slipped in a puddle of blood. He wavered for a second, flailing his arms like a windmill.
			

			
				When he had regained his balance, the shadow of one of the dark ones loomed in front of him. He wore no armor and his oiled skin rippled with bulging muscles. His head was shaved and it gleamed in the muted sunlight as he towered over the dwarf. One thickly muscled arm snapped out, and a sword’s basket hilt, shaped in the form of a grinning skull, was the last thing Botreg saw as it crashed into the side off his head. Unconscious, he fell off the steps.
			

			
				Tarquin received a quick slash from one orc's blade which opened a cut under his right eye. Blood ran freely down the lieutenant’s face as he responded with two quick counter-thrusts that the orc tried to parry. It was a fraction too slow. Tarquin's dagger slid into his opponent’s left side as Dragon Bolt cut through the leather armor as if it were butter and pierced the orc’s heart.
			

			
				As the orc died, Tarquin shoved it off the steps with his foot and then turned and faced the dark one. Backing across the platform, Tarquin tried to gain any advantage he could over the newcomer.
			

			
				The illanni pointed his sword at Tarquin. "My name is Despres. You have ruined my plans, human, and nearly cost me my life when I killed your cousin by mistake. With your death, my master will be one step closer to ruling this world."
			

			
				Tarquin’s face grew red with anger. "You killed my cousin? Then it will be my pleasure to take your life in payment.”
			

			
				His opponent smiled and displayed his fangs. For the first time, Tarquin realized he was facing a vampire. He had little time to dwell on it as Despres attacked by swinging his sword at the human's left side. The lieutenant raised his blade to parry, but the vampire redirected his weapon and struck Tarquin’s right elbow a numbing blow with the flat of his blade. Despres brought his sword down again to slap Tarquin's blade from his hand. It spun across the floor of the platform and landed next to the control panel.
			

			
				Despres laughed. "I'm going to take great pleasure in killing you and ruining the prophecy of New Partha. My master will reward me handsomely for accomplishing what others have failed to do."
			

			
				Facing his opponent with only a dagger, his right arm numb, Tarquin struck with lightning speed. The illanni dodged the first blow, but he wasn’t quick enough. The dagger's point reversed direction and opened a slash along Despres’s forearm.
			

			
				Tarquin dove toward the control panel and his sword and his armor left marks as they scraped acroos the stone platform. He slid faster than he’d anticipated and his shoulder slammed into the panel.
			

			
				Grunting with effort, Tarquin flipped on his back and snatched up his sword with his left hand. As he brought the mighty blade up into a defensive position, he was astonished to find the vampire standing beside him. Despres nonchalantly brushed the Lieutenant’s weapon aside and slammed his broad sword through the dwarvan armor and into Tarquin's bicep and pinned his left arm to the floor.
			

			
				The vampire smiled triumphantly and withdrew his sword and positioned the point over Tarquin's heart.
			

			
				"What a priceless moment,” he said. “This human that prophecy claimed would be the undoing of my master is about to be skewered like a bothersome bug.”
			

			
				Tarquin kicked out in desperation, but that only brought a chuckle to the illanni’s lips. Despres pressed the sword harder. In desperation the lieutenant slapped at it, but he couldn’t knock it away. The vampire stood confidently above Tarquin, breathing easily as he slowly pushed against the prince’s armor.
			

			
				The lieutenant's eyes locked with Despres’s as the sword slowly parted his magical chainmail and the blade started to puncture his chest. The vampire fought the urge to drain Tarquin’s blood and only his need for a quick escape kept him from lingering as the loss of Tarquin’s blood sapped his strength.
			

			
				Suddenly Tarquin saw the grin of victory on Despres’s face turn into a tight grimace of agony.
			

			
				The illanni's eyes reflected intense shock as a blood-covered blade slid point first out of his chest and then withdrew. Despres’s sword clattered to the floor of the platform after a brief battle had ensued between the vampire and someone the lieutenant could not see. Tarquin watched in surprise as the vampire suddenly exploded into a swirling mass of red and green.
			

			
				Although the lieutenant’s pain was immense, he clung to consciousness long enough to see his rescuer, a slight form with dark hair spilling out from under an intricately designed helmet.
			

			
				Morganna crouched down and lifted Tarquin’s head and shoulders onto her lap. Her deep olive-green eyes smiled down at him as he lost consciousness.
			

		


			
				Chapter Fifty-One
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				For a full turn of the clock after Dolgar had put Morganna to sleep, she lay in the forgotten temple, slowly regaining awareness. Intuition told her that what she had just experienced was more than a dream. Although she felt the cold stone of the temple floor beneath her body, her spirit was fully aware that she was also floating over a raging battle taking place in the entry hall of Brackus.
			

			
				She had studied many spells over the centuries, but none was capable of bringing about an effect such as this. Her mind was still awhirl when the kind voice of Dolgar came to her once more. Looking to her right, she saw the gentle dwarvan deity with the dove perched on his shoulder. His fatherly smile warmed her heart.
			

			
				"Destiny awaits ye, child. Beneath ye, the paths of light and darkness collide. Ye must decide which to take, but whatever choice ye make, it will change ye forever."
			

			
				His voice faded away and the dwarvan deity disappeared.
			

			
				She spotted Despres entering the battle below. Her memory of how he had tried to kill her fueled the anger she carried within her soul against the vampires, and her body materialized on the platform. Her vampiric cousin stood over a human, who was close to death, his chest pierced by the dark one's blade.
			

			
				Dolgar's choice was before her. She could allow Despres his victory and be accepted back into the illanni's good graces or she could oppose the vampire, destroy his plans and begin a new journey toward change and rebirth for her people.
			

			
				She knew Taza’s plans represented everything perverting her race and her family. The purity of her race, the righteousness of her actions began to swell within her soul. Since leaving Illan, she had set foot on the path of change and had reclaimed her elven roots. Morganna knew where her destiny led.
			

			
				She drew both her sword and her long dagger.
			

			
				The crescendo of battle echoed around her as she stepped up behind Despres. Her cousin was too intent on his victim to notice her presence until her sword slipped through his back, grating against his breastbone, and slid into his chest cavity. The tip nicked his left lung and pierced the vampire's heart.
			

			
				She took her dagger and split the vampire’s scalp to the bone and knocked him away from the prone human now barely clinging to life.
			

			
				Despres reared back and regained his balance, and Morganna felt the raw power of evil build within him. She had never experienced the type of energy her cousin was drawing on. His magic was so overwhelming, it would easily have killed a normal illanni.
			

			
				She realized it came from the power that Taza had promised his dark children.
			

			
				A wave of energy washed over her and threw her backward to the floor. Her dagger clattered away from her hand. Morganna lay flat on her back, trying to recover from the effect of the magical energies that had just assaulted her.
			

			
				Although her sword remained in Depres’ chest and prevented that wound from closing, the injury to Despres’ head healed before her eyes. The vampire raised his right hand.
			

			
				Sensing again the vast power within him, Morganna quickly erected a protective barrier around her just as a ball of magical energy leaped from her cousin’s hand. The shield bowed under the impact and flared green and red as the opposing forces battled each other.
			

			
				The vampire’s power began to exceed hers, and its angry red energy slowly ate away her shield. The only way to win was to catch Despres by surprise. Morganna decided to gamble with her life. She rolled to the left and broke contact with his spell just as her protective shield blinked out. The energy ball shot forward and blasted a hole in the platform where her body had been and jagged pieces of stone flew everywhere.
			

			
				Morganna recovered from her roll and drew from the magical energies of the earth, meshing them with her own magic to send a bolt of electrical energy at him. His dark energy momentarily depleted, Despres barely had enough time to erect a defensive shield as Morganna’s lightning bolt flew at him and pierced his makeshift barrier as though it were made of paper.
			

			
				The vampire’s gaze followed the incoming bolt as it burned through his defenses and his eyes crossed when it reached his chest and infused the tip of Morganna's sword into him. Once that energy entered the vampire’s body through the metal blade, his heart was transfixed. Throwing his head back, his arms spread widely out, the vampire screamed in agony.
			

			
				The two combatant’s forces continued to fight for control, growing and feeding off one another, until Depres could no longer contain them. The vampire suddenly vaporized in one massive explosion, and the magical eddy created by it churned up the space his body had just occupied. Morganna stared open-mouthed at the display before her.
			

			
				The whirlpool of energy then reversed the path of the lightning bolt, and a green-hued finger of light struck her in the chest, rejuvenating, revitalizing and healing her as it infused power into her body. Her body shook with the influx of power and her legs felt as weak as those of a newborn child.
			

			
				Her soul shouted with joy. She knew she would never again be troubled by the nightmares of her past.
			

			
				Morganna was still unable to gain her feet and she had to crawl to the wounded human. She realized that her fate somehow linked them together and she knew this human had been the choice that Dolgar offered her. Bracing her back against the control panel's stone foundation, she gently laid the man's head and shoulders in her lap.
			

			
				Tarquin was barely alive as she cradled him and the gash under his right eye was covering his face with blood.
			

			
				Morganna once more felt energy building within her. It flowed to the center of her being and then spread to her arms and finally into her hands, which began to glow a soft, bluish green. Filled with healing power, she transferred it to the human. It was natural, with no thought involved, and as the battle for the hall quieted, the human's eyes fluttered open. He smiled weakly at his savior.
			

			
				"Thank you,” he said in a soft, raspy voice as his eyes locked with hers.
			

			
				Botreg clambered to the top of the steps and yelled, "The orcs are running!” and then stopped in his tracks. “Is that an elf? Where did she come from?"
			

			
				"I don’t know,” Tarquin replied, “but if it weren’t for her, I would be dead twice over."
			

		


			
				Chapter Fifty-Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The company had retained the high chambers overlooking the entrance hall as their quarters and Tarquin and the remaining squad were there mourning their companions who had died.
			

			
				Aegir had healed the wounded and his abilities as a healer and cleric had grown in power rapidly the more he tended the injured and counseled his comrades. He alone, despite the losses, appeared content now that he knew his god was still with him.
			

			
				With Brackus securely in the hands of the dwarves, the army divided into work teams. They gathered the dead for cremation outside the walls of the city, tended the injured, secured the area, and started the monumental task of clearing away the rubble and rebuilding the city. Teams of engineers came from Nars and other dwarvan cities, and while the army knocked down the inferior structures erected by the orcs and their allies, the engineers began the rebuilding process.
			

			
				After considerable thought, Celedant decided to delay his search for the remainder of the Staff of Adaman. With Taza’s last threat firmly in mind, he figured it might be prudent to ask Botreg, Ronli, Ralav, Aegir, and Morganna to join them.
			

			
				After a private conversation with Morganna, he alone knew she was an illanni. He learned of her relationship with Dolgar and decided that her presence would help their quest. The road ahead meant more danger than any of them could imagine, and with half of the Staff of Adaman in Celedant’s possession, Taza would increase his assassination attempts, as well as his reign of terror.
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				A junior member of the Warlocks’ Council ran through the halls shouting the news of the fall of Brackus.
			

			
				Melgor felt an overpowering wave of dread. He had received a summons to Lord Taza’s chamber and the warlock now moved slowly through the darkened hallways of the Council’s fortress at Dormin. His feet dragged as though each foot weighed a hundred pounds.
			

			
				Since their last meeting, he had received no word from Sellis. Now he had to answer to Taza for his underling’s actions. Melgor steeled himself as he approached the huge ebony doors that led to Taza’s chambers. A tall, grinning vampire opened the doors and shut them noiselessly behind him.
			

			
				Taza sat utterly still in his great chair, his eyes closed, his head tilted back, deep in thought. When Melgor approached the throne-like chair, Taza’s pale, ugly head lifted like a vile vulture, and his cold eyes locked onto the fearful warlock. It made him feel like prey. Melgor summoned as much strength of will as he could in the presence of such evil and dropped to his knees in front of the vampire.
			

			
				Taza held Melgor’s stare until the red-robed warlock had to blink and look away.
			

			
				“You have failed,” Taza said. “Celedant has recovered part of the Staff of Adaman. What have you to say for yourself?”
			

			
				His nerves close to breaking, Melgor replied in a voice louder than he wanted, “I am not the only one who failed, Lord Taza. Sellis failed, too, as well as others.”
			

			
				“You are right, of course,” Taza said nonchalantly. “My attacks also failed. This delays my ultimate plan of strengthening this world through vampirism. Your lackey Sellis died in Brackus, but at least he had the nerve to fight Celedant. You could learn a lesson from his death.”
			

			
				Melgor was shocked. Sellis was dead? No, that was impossible. That conniving snake of a man had always gotten the better of any situation. Melgor firmly believed that Taza was mistaken, and he would not believe Sellis was dead until he had undeniable confirmation. He looked up at Taza.
			

			
				“I will deal with Celedant myself,” he said.
			

			
				The undead warlock laughed. “Let us hope so, Melgor. Even now, Celedant searches for the final piece of the staff. If he succeeds, and I find you still alive, I will personally see to it that you die a long and painful death. Now, go! Kill Celedant and the boy, and bring me the staff of Adaman. Only by doing so will you survive your past failures.”
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				Melgor hurried from the chamber, grateful to be alive, but worried about how long he would remain so. Celedant had always been a powerful adversary. As for the prince, allies surrounded him day and night. Killing him had proven far more difficult than Melgor would ever have expected. He needed new and more powerful allies if he were going to accomplish Taza’s demands.
			

			
				Either that or he must find a way to defeat the vampire. It would not be easy. The road ahead would be long and filled with danger, but before he reached the end of it, Melgor had to destroy Tarquin and Celedant, or Taza.
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