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Dramatis Personae 
 
      
 
    Elves of Armena 
 
      
 
    KING TITHAS – King of Armena for the last one hundred twenty years, his family has sat on the throne since the Retreat began and Armena was formed three centuries ago 
 
    -  COREENA TITHAS – his wife, Queen of Armena 
 
    -  SHANE – the Queen’s closest advisor and the King’s foreign advisor 
 
    -  DEVIN TITHAS – First Heir of Armena, fifty years old 
 
    -  JALID TITHAS – second in line for the throne of Armena, thirty-eight years old 
 
    LACRUE TALISMAN – personal bodyguard of King TITHAS, the King’s closest advisor, general of the army, worshiper of INVICTUS 
 
    -  EVISAR TALISMAN – his older son, forty-five years old, favors the sword and shield, slated to take his father’s place once he reaches adulthood, worshiper of INVICTUS 
 
    -  JEFON TALISMAN – his younger son, forty-one years old, favors the bow and arrow, worshiper of MARTEL 
 
    LORD CHAS – noble elf of the Armenien court, Lord of Ash 
 
    HOLIDOR – senior member of the Royal Guard 
 
    FALON – member of the Royal Guard 
 
    ADEL – the Royal Wizard of Armena, advisor to King TITHAS 
 
      
 
    Philosophers of Armena 
 
      
 
    NERO – an elf, one hundred twenty-one years old, recruited by the Philosophers one year ago, specializes in assignments involving the Krone, worshiper of Venal 
 
    -  CALIM – his mentor in the Philosophers, typically resides in Stonewall 
 
    COUNCIL OF WIZARDS – the true power behind the Philosophers, a group of wizards who guide Armena, are rarely seen, prefer anonymity and dispense orders by messenger, motto:  No matter the cost, complete the mission 
 
    INVIS – Lead Philosopher, head of the Council of Wizards 
 
      
 
    Talon Thieves Guild 
 
      
 
    GUILDMASTER – a human male, over four hundred years old, leader and founder of the Talon Thieves Guild, resides in Guild headquarters in the Kentarian city of Locus 
 
    INNER CIRCLE – also known as the Thirteen, the true power behind the Talon Thieves Guild, consists of the Guildmaster and the twelve most worthy leaders of the Guild, always thirteen members (no more, no less) 
 
    GASTON – a thirty-seven year old human male, a member of the Inner Circle 
 
      
 
    Humans of Kentar 
 
      
 
    SHEVAL – a thirty-five year old human, captain of the Kentar frontier town known as Endwood 
 
    JON CAMPBELL – a twenty-seven year old human, lieutenant in the Army of Kentar, stationed at Endwood 
 
    DARRON – Corporal at Endwood 
 
      
 
    Other Characters 
 
      
 
    XANDER – a half-elf thief, sixty-three years old, worshiper of Fortuna, briefly employed by the Talon Thieves Guild 
 
    -  VANDERHOFF – a fifty-seven year old human wizard 
 
    VALIHORN – a half-elf wizard apprentice, thirty-two years old, lives in the wizard tower of Wessex 
 
    -  AUSTEN – his master wizard, fifty-five year old human 
 
    ELLEN – a twenty-four year old human, lives with her daughter in Wessex 
 
    LORD SHETLEY – a seventy-nine year old human, Lord of the Land, lord of the new Shetley Keep and the town of Wessex 
 
    -  WILLIAM – his son, thirty-seven years old, heir to Shetley Keep and Wessex 
 
    -  TRISTAN – twenty-eight year old human male, captain of Lord Shetley’s guards 
 
    MALACHITE – green dragon 
 
      
 
    Gods Worshiped by the Mortals of Tellus 
 
      
 
    NU – the Overlord, creator of Tellus and the gods, so powerful he does not require worship 
 
    INVICTUS – head of the elven pantheon, creator of the elves 
 
    EVONA – head of the Krone pantheon, evicted from the elven pantheon several millennia ago 
 
    MARTEL – member of the elven pantheon, patron god of scapegoats and outcasts, looks after the wrongfully imprisoned and brings down those who abuse their power, despises the Krone, sponsored Venal’s ascension to demi-god status, known as the Faithful Falcon because he travels alone, his symbol is a falcon in flight, his words are:  Loneliness and despair abound; trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved 
 
    VENAL – member of the elven pantheon, a demi-god, the only elven god to have once been mortal, fought the Krone throughout his mortal life after they murdered his family and destroyed his village, hates the Krone with all of his being, will not rest or smile until all the Krone have been wiped out, his words are:  Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew 
 
    SENTINEL – human god of justice and neutrality 
 
    SEKER – a human, God of the Dead, keeper of purgatory, all mortals must pass through his halls before they can be claimed by their god 
 
    TIA – human goddess of righteousness and truth 
 
    FORTUNA – human goddess of luck and good fortune, worshipers are taught to flip a coin when at a crossroads so that their goddess may decide their fate, her words are:  Losers whine about the odds; let Lady Luck control your destiny and good fortune will abound 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1:  Three Hundred Years of Silence 
 
      
 
    Evisar oiled his sword and donned his armor.  He prayed to Invictus, father of the elves, that this diplomatic mission with the humans would go smoothly, but it was his job to defend his lord if it did not.  Today marked the start of Evisar’s career as a Border Ranger of Armena, and he did not intend to bring shame to the Talisman family name.  After many moons of training, he would finally learn if he was worthy of his father’s legacy. 
 
    His orders were simple.  He and two other Border Rangers were to escort Lord Chas to the human settlement for diplomatic negotiations and make sure he came back safely.  It had been more than three hundred years since the elves of Armena had made contact with the humans of Kentar.  No doubt, a group of four elves at the gate of Kentar’s farthest frontier town was going to bring quite a shock. 
 
    Lord Chas turned to his escort and asked, “Are you ready?” 
 
    The three Rangers enthusiastically answered, “Yes, my lord.”  However, Lord Chas must have picked up on Evisar’s hesitation. 
 
    Lord Chas took two steps forward and faced Evisar squarely.  He placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder and said, “Do not worry, Evisar.  I am sure you will bring honor to your father’s name today.  Just follow my lead and everything will be fine.” 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
      
 
    A man named Jon walked in contemplation along the stockade wall of the human logging camp that had been dubbed Endwood.  The camp was a quarter mile wide on all four sides with a river running from north to south that divided it neatly in half.  On the western side of the river were the town hall, barracks, cottages, and warehouses necessary for the management of the town.  The land on the eastern side of the river was reserved exclusively for logging operations.  A wooden bridge wide and sturdy enough to carry a full wagon of logs connected the two halves of the town.  During daylight hours, the eastern courtyard was constantly abuzz with two-man saws, bark strippers, and branch cutters.  Once the logs had been stripped and cut to size, most of them were rolled into the river and floated downstream to the city of Goldguard, while some few were placed on wagons and taken west. 
 
    Jon was a simple lieutenant in the Army of Kentar and he had the day watch.  He shook his head as he thought about his dumb luck at being assigned to a logging camp out in the middle of nowhere.  To make matters worse, the King of Kentar, for reasons that surpassed understanding, had sent an entire battalion of soldiers with the founding settlers a moon’s turn ago, all but ensuring Jon would never see any action. 
 
    Jon had amused himself on the long trek out to the frontier by listening to the plethora of stories offered by the peasant settlers about the dangers of the woods. 
 
    “My friend said there is an ancient dragon who burns down anyone who trespasses in these woods.” 
 
    “The elder of my village said that when he was a boy, three villages were founded on the wooded frontier and mysteriously wiped out less than a year later.” 
 
    “Did you know the forest is protected by a caregiver?” 
 
    “I heard the forest is haunted by the spirits of the dead.” 
 
    As the column of wagons had pulled up to the site that was to become Endwood, Jon quickly gained respect for the elder who talked about past villages that had been wiped out.  The site had been cleared of trees some years ago, and the foundations of a previous town were clearly visible among the overgrown vegetation. 
 
    Since then, everyone had settled into a routine as the lumberjacks set to felling trees, and the guards started patrolling.  Endwood sprang up quickly and the townsfolk were full of youthful energy.  Many of the men had brought their families with them because of the opportunity the abundant forest promised to those who were willing to work hard for their fortune.  Jon spent his days walking the top of the stockade or patrolling the forest nearby, hoping for something soldierly to happen, and today started out the same. 
 
    However, when the sun was at its highest, he caught sight of four figures walking boldly out of the woods up to the eastern gate.  They wore brown and green clothes, with ornately carved longbows slung over their backs and swords at their sides.  They looked vaguely human, but not quite.  The tallest of the four stood only five feet tall and they were all thinner than Jon had been as a boy.  In fact, had it not been for their sharp features and pointy ears, they could have been mistaken for children.  The four foreigners walked out of Jon’s view as they approached the gate, where Corporal Darron had the command. 
 
    Jon quickened his pace along the northern wall, and as he climbed down the wooden stairs nearest the gate, he could hear one of the foreigners speaking in a barely understandable form of the common tongue.  “… do not understand.  … wish to … speak with your leader.” 
 
    Corporal Darron said, “I can’t let you into Endwood.  I have my orders.  Now, you’ll have to step back from the gate.” 
 
    Jon could see the conversation was going in the wrong direction and raised his voice as he approached, “Darron!”  Jon quickly closed the distance and said, “What is going on here?  Report.” 
 
    “Uh, yes sir.  They claim to be the legendary race of elves.  They’re askin’ to speak with the Capt’n.” 
 
    Jon couldn’t believe his eyes.  Elves.  Here.  At Endwood. 
 
    Like any child of Kentar he had gone to bed hearing tales about the caregivers of Glenmyr Forest, but if elves had ever existed, they had disappeared long ago.  If these strangers were here claiming to be elves, then perhaps the legends were at least based on fact.  “Thank you, Corporal.  I will take it from here.  Why don’t you go find Captain Sheval and bring him to the gate?” 
 
    “Yes’ir.”  Corporal Darron saluted sharply before moving off. 
 
    Jon turned back to the foreigners and said, “Yes, gentlemen.  How can I help you?”  
 
    The lead elf responded, “I am Chas … my countrymen:  Evisar, Laithar, and Salim.  You … command this town?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  I’m second in command of Endwood.”  To hear the elf’s voice was strange.  His voice was musical and rhythmic and his knowledge of the common tongue was rusty and formal.  It was as though he had been born a thousand years ago and was a step out of touch with the current world.  “Can I help you while my soldier finds the Captain?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Chas began slowly.  “Familiar … with Treaty … of Glenmyr?”   
 
    Jon sifted the foreigner’s strange words around in his mind until partial understanding dawned on him.  Once he understood what Chas was talking about, he thought back to his school days and answered truthfully.  “No, I can’t say that I am.”  
 
    Chas pulled a scroll of parchment out of his brown tunic and handed it to Jon.  Jon was one of the few men in town who could read, and the scroll was actually written in the common tongue.  The title read, Treaty of Glenmyr.  Jon read the first few sentences and was surprised to discover that the scroll outlined a treaty between the elves of the Old Elf Empire and the humans who first arrived on Tellus.  Jon looked up from the parchment and stared at the foreigners in front of him.  He considered for the first time that these foreigners might be telling the truth.  Perhaps they did belong to the legendary race of elves.  But how could that be?  Glenmyr Forest had stood empty for generations. 
 
    The questioning side of Jon slowly gave way to his duty as a soldier of Kentar.  “Our history says that the Old Elf Empire doesn’t exist anymore, and we are from the Kingdom of Kentar, not Tellus.”  
 
    Chas shook his head in disagreement.  “We … are from Old Elf Empire.  Treaty … meant for humans on Tellus, as you are now.”  Jon listened as Chas’s pronunciation improved with each phrase.  “This town … breaking treaty by cutting down trees.  Treaty say forest belongs to Armena, not Kentar.  We have come to ask you to stop cutting the forest.” 
 
    Chas was improving so fast Jon almost could not keep up, but he honestly had no idea what the elf was trying to say.  “I have no reason to believe we might be breaking any kind of treaty.  I didn’t even know elves were real until I saw you walk out of the woods, but if we are in the wrong then we will make amends.”   
 
    As Jon finished his statement, Captain Sheval walked briskly up to the eastern gate.  “Lieutenant, what is going on here?  Why did you talk to these elves without my leave?” 
 
    Jon was surprised by the rudeness of his captain, and the fact that he knew what an elf was.  “Sir, Corporal Darron stopped these foreigners at the gate.  Since I command the day watch, I came over to investigate.  Once I saw who they were, I sent for you immediately.” 
 
    The Captain pulled Jon backward by the arm and whispered in his ear.  “You shouldn’t have talked to them at all, but we’ll deal with that later.”  Captain Sheval grabbed the scroll parchment out of Jon’s hand and turned his attention to the elves standing under the gate.  “What exactly do you want here?” 
 
    Chas took note of the Captain’s rudeness and continued.  “May we come in to discuss our dispute with you?” 
 
    The Captain folded his arms across his chest defensively and said, “I don’t think so.  You can say what you wish right here.”  Jon stood back silently, but he saw no reason why the Captain should be so cold to the foreigners. 
 
    The Captain looked around at the gathering crowd and said, “Get back to work!  Get back to your posts!”  Everyone except for Jon and the Captain slowly turned around and pretended to go back to their duties, or at least get out of earshot. 
 
    Jon eventually found his courage and spoke up to fill the void.  “Captain, they claim ownership of these lands and say we are in violation of some treaty between our peoples.  They’re asking us to stop cutting down the forest.” 
 
    “Is that so?  Well, good elves, I’ve been expecting you for some time.”  Jon looked at Captain Sheval in astonishment.  How could the Captain have been expecting these elves?  “But it turns out you have no right to ask us to stop logging the forest.  The treaty between our peoples was signed by the elves of the Old Elf Empire and the first humans on Tellus, not between Kentar and Armena.  Besides, the treaty clearly states that the border shall forever be the forest.  As you can see, we are not in the forest.  Therefore, the land you are standing on belongs to Kentar.” 
 
    Chas kept his head about him as he stated, “The treaty also states that the humans of Tellus will not cut down any living tree in Glenmyr Forest.  If you did not cut down any trees, then there would be no dispute over the border.” 
 
    The Captain did not give an inch.  “The King of Kentar claims the cleared land.  I’m afraid there’s nothing else I can do for you gentlemen.  Good day.”  With this statement the Captain stepped back and began to shut the door in the lead elf’s face.  Chas moved in a blur and flung the door open.  Corporal Darron's hand moved to his sword, but Evisar drew his bow, nocked an arrow and fired, in one fluid motion. The sword flew out of the Corporal’s hand and an arrow sprouted from his palm.  He screamed in agony and fell to his knees. 
 
    Chas did not respond to the violence at all, but simply said in a forceful, strained voice, “You do not respect us.  We could destroy all of you.  We have come in peace to find a compromise, but you are selfish.  Are you saying you will not stop killing the trees?” 
 
    Other soldiers drew their swords and moved forward as Captain Sheval responded in kind, “That is exactly what I’m saying.  Now be gone!”   
 
    With this final statement, the elves backed away and the gate was shut.  Jon could hear the elves talking in a foreign, melodic language as they retreated into the forest. 
 
    Jon turned angrily to his captain and asked, “What in the seven hells was that, sir?  They came here in peace and you shut the door in their faces?” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Lieutenant, and there’s a reason you were not informed.  Return to your duty and remember your place.”  Jon turned around reluctantly and walked away from the Captain before he said something that would get him thrown in the brig.  He resumed walking the stockade and eventually came to the realization that the Crown may have sent a full battalion of soldiers to Endwood because they were expecting trouble, or perhaps hoping to start trouble.  One thing was for sure, the Captain’s treatment of the elves had all but guaranteed a confrontation. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 2:  The Kingdom of Armena 
 
      
 
    Lacrue stood behind the King of Armena as he dispensed justice to the petitioners who came before the throne.  Being a bodyguard, much like being king, was dull most of the time.  It was the rare excitement that made both so interesting.  Lacrue looked on with interest as the next petitioner climbed the steps of the dais, knowing that this would be one of those times. 
 
    Lord Chas had come a full two day’s ride with Lacrue’s son, Evisar, from the western most city of Ash, to present his report to the King.  He was calm as he began to speak, but Lacrue could see emotion swirling just below the surface.  “Your Majesty, the humans of Kentar are encroaching on our land once again.  This time they are coming in far greater numbers and are cutting down the forest much more quickly than before.  If we don’t act quickly, Ash will be overrun.” 
 
    King Tithas looked on with interest.  “Go on.” 
 
    Lord Chas continued, “There is one large logging camp several miles inside Glenmyr Forest that’s made up of more than a thousand humans.  They seem to have the full backing of the Kentarian Crown.  The camp is surrounded by a wooden stockade and contains a full complement of soldiers. 
 
    “After confirming the logging camp’s existence and the speed with which the humans are felling trees, I decided on my own authority as leader of Ash to negotiate with the humans.  I took three highly respected Border Rangers under my command and approached the camp in order to talk.  The humans greeted us with curiosity, and, at first, no one seemed to know who or what we were.” 
 
    The King replied, “That is to be expected since they haven’t seen an elf in more than three hundred years.  Most of Glenmyr Forest was emptied when our brethren left for Freemore at the start of the Retreat.  They sought the peace and quiet of an untouched land, while those of us who could not bear to leave our homes stayed behind.  To be honest, I was hoping Armena’s isolation would last a few more generations, but it seems the future has become the present.”  King Tithas shook his head with regret and looked on with sad eyes.  “Go on, Lord Chas.” 
 
    Lord Chas acknowledged the leave to speak with a curt nod of the head and continued, “Everyone in the logging camp seemed bewildered by our presence except for the captain.  He alone was familiar with the Treaty of Glenmyr, but he said it didn’t apply since the treaty was between the Old Elf Empire and the first humans that arrived on the shores of Tellus.  The captain went so far as to say he had been expecting us, and he even had the audacity to point out that the boundary between the elves and humans was the forest, and that as his men killed the trees, it was their right to claim the dead land for Kentar.” 
 
    At this point Lord Chas stopped to collect his thoughts, his dispassionate plea having taken on an emotional tone.  “I must confess, your Majesty, that I lost my temper and made a move to scare the captain.  He called for his guards and Evisar came to my defense by shooting an arrow into the hand of a soldier.  The captain and I exchanged heated words, and then he proceeded to slam the gate in our faces.”  Lord Chas looked stone hard at the King and said, “They are killing the forest and claiming the lifeless land for Kentar!  They didn’t even have the decency to hear us out – a right established by common law.  Like all humans, they are only concerned with themselves and what they can take.  They don’t care about the forest, and they certainly have no respect for Armena.” 
 
    The King tried to calm him by saying, “Come now, Lord Chas.  We cannot condemn all humans based on the actions of a few.” 
 
    Lord Chas turned to Evisar on his right and said, “Did it not happen just as I said?” 
 
    Evisar shifted his weight uncomfortably and Lacrue could feel his uncertainty, but when his son spoke, he did so with a conviction that made him proud.  “The captain knew who we were and he had his response ready.  The town was well guarded, as though they were expecting a confrontation.” 
 
    Lord Chas turned back to King Tithas and did not back down.  “Your Majesty, there are over one thousand humans on the frontier right now chopping down the forest as quickly as they can.  The captain I talked to wasn’t bright enough to come up with the scheme of hacking down the forest and claiming the new territory for Kentar, while at the same time, claiming not to violate the treaty.  I’m telling you, they have the backing of the Kentarian Crown, and they are ready for battle.” 
 
    As with all elves, Lord Chas didn’t own the land he was trying to defend.  The elves preferred that no one own any land, as it was meant to be, but they realized long ago that they had to coexist with the other creatures of Tellus, and all of the other races coveted ownership of land.  So, the elves made a compromise among themselves that the kingdom would be owned by the King, and that ownership of the kingdom would pass from father to son in perpetuity.  However, the King obviously couldn’t be expected to know all of the goings-on in Armena, so he encouraged the citizenry to come before him with all disputes.   
 
    Until now, the humans had moved into the forest as groups of one or two families, trying to make a new life for themselves, not realizing the seemingly empty land still belonged to the elves.  Lacrue and the King had often discussed the human incursions, but as with so many other problems that did not have an easy solution, it had been pushed aside as more pressing matters presented themselves.  Now Lacrue and the King, along with all of Armena, would pay the price for that neglect. 
 
    Armena was the last elven kingdom on the continent of Tellus.  It was only a fraction the size of the Old Elf Empire, and it was centered on the eastern side of Glenmyr Forest, away from the humans of Kentar.  The tiny kingdom of Armena maintained some trade with the human villages to the northeast, near the Ring Sea, but Kentar and Sena to the west and south had not seen or heard an elf for fifteen of their generations.   
 
    King Tithas could have taken Lord Chas’s aggressive manner as a sign of disrespect, but he knew better.  Lord Chas was simply passionate and protective of his home. “How dire is the situation?” 
 
    Lord Chas jumped at the chance to criticize the humans.  “One hundred years ago Ash was deep inside Glenmyr Forest, but now it will be another year – two at most – before Ash is overrun.  We are the westernmost city of Armena, and so will bear the brunt of Kentar’s advance.  I ask only that the crown take up this matter and see to it the humans abide by the Treaty of Glenmyr.”   
 
    With his point made, Lord Chas retreated down the steps and stood silently as his liege lord pondered his words.  The King shifted back and forth in his seat as he considered possible solutions. 
 
    In addition to being the King’s chief bodyguard, Lacrue was also general of Armena’s army and the King’s primary counsel.  As silence fell over the throne room, Lacrue recalled the terms of the treaty, knowing for certain the subject would come up later and that this time a solution would have to be found. 
 
    It was a simple agreement that had been forged over thirteen hundred years ago.  The human settlements that already resided on elven land could stay but were not allowed to expand to threaten the forest.  The border between the humans of Tellus and the Old Elf Empire would forever be the forest.  Anything inside the forest belonged to the elves, while anything outside the forest belonged to the humans.  The humans were not allowed, under any circumstances, to cut down a living tree.  They were permitted to take dead wood, but nothing else.   
 
    Lacrue gave an inward sigh and reiterated his commitment to his family and his king.  King Tithas said, “Lord Chas, your plea has been heard.  Before destroying these human invaders, I will write the King of Kentar directly and see if he can rein in his countrymen.  Perhaps a letter from our small kingdom will convince him that we are not merely legend and that we claim ownership over Glenmyr Forest.  Hopefully this human king will heed my warning in order to avoid a conflict, or an all-out war.” 
 
    Lord Chas nodded his head in respect and spoke his mind, “I yield to the crown in this matter, but I have no doubt this dispute will only be solved with bloodshed.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 3:  The Talisman Family 
 
      
 
    With the report from Lord Chas weighing on his mind, King Tithas called an end to petition hearings for the day.  As the formal court came to an end, the thirty or so nobles scattered throughout the room turned to talk among themselves, raising the ambient noise to a low din.  The King held his head in his hand as the elves of the court slowly filed out.  Lacrue momentarily locked eyes with Evisar and gave his son an approving smile.  His son returned the smile as Lord Chas took him by the shoulder and led him toward the exit.  Eventually, the King rose from his mahogany chair with stiff shoulders and retreated to his private quarters directly behind the throne room.  As he walked past Lacrue, he glanced up at his old friend and closest advisor with a look that said he would speak with him privately.  Lacrue scanned the throne room one last time, and seeing nothing amiss, followed the King. 
 
    Lacrue entered the King’s private quarters where only family and close friends were allowed.  The quarters were lavish of course, but much less garish than they could have been.  Other than the stone and mortar fireplace, the entire room was framed in polished oak.  Elves tended to live simple lives in simple homes that blended into the forests of the world, and the King’s castle was no exception.  The castle was large, with a courtyard out front, a practice yard off to one side, and multiple buildings where servants and workers lived.  The castle grounds and outer buildings were surrounded by a wooden picket fence that did more to delineate the castle grounds than it did to keep unwanted guests out.  Elves didn’t share the human drive to collect possessions and power, and this lack of want empowered them to create magnificent architecture and works of art.  Their homes were hand-carved from fallen wood and infused with living things.  The roads of their cities weaved harmoniously among the trees.  Their cities blended with the landscape of the forest, rather than being a blight upon it. 
 
    While the King had been in the throne room hearing petitions, servants had made a warm and steady blaze in the fireplace and laid out food on the private dining table.  Once the door was shut and the two of them were alone, the King collapsed into his chair and looked at the food before him.  “My old friend, I worry about these troubled times.” 
 
    “As do I, sire.” 
 
    King Tithas picked up a spiced tart and nibbled at it reluctantly before he looked up at Lacrue and said, “Come sit, dine with me.” 
 
    Lacrue hated to refuse the King, but he said, “I had best not, sire.  You know I have supper with my sons every night.” 
 
    The King seemed only too happy to think about something other than the problems with Kentar.  “Ah, and how are Evisar and Jefon?  From the looks of it, Evisar saw more action on his first Border Ranger outing with Lord Chas than most.” 
 
    “They are well enough.  Evisar hopes to move out of the Border Rangers and join the Royal Guard.  He is much like his father, I suppose.” 
 
    “If the son is anything like the father, then he will be a great general as well as a devoted friend.” 
 
    “He is strong as the gods, your Majesty, and favors the sword and shield in combat.” 
 
    “The son is like the father in fighting as well as in leadership.  And what of Jefon?  How is he faring?” 
 
    At the mention of his younger son Lacrue looked away from the King. “He is more like his mother, and her death has hit him the hardest.  He worships Martel, just as she did, and has chosen archery as his calling.  He hopes to join the elite archers someday, though I doubt it will ever happen.” 
 
    The King looked up from his food with a puzzled expression.  “And why is that?” 
 
    “He is not an excellent marksman, and he is far too sensitive.  I doubt he has the stomach for killing the way a warrior must.” 
 
    “Things change, Lacrue.  Have faith in the boy.  Practice will yield rewards, and a little worldly experience will toughen him up.  Come, sit, have a drink with me at least.”   Lacrue hesitated for a heartbeat and then took a seat as the King poured them each a glass of wine.  The King handed him his glass and turned back to more urgent matters.  “What do you make of these incursions by Kentar?  Do you think Ash is in as much danger as Lord Chas describes?” 
 
    “The humans have always crossed our western border in small numbers.  Until now it has been an annoyance we could tolerate, and discourage.  If Kentar is really killing trees at the pace Lord Chas claims with over a thousand humans in one logging camp, then it is an affront that must be answered.”   
 
    The King threw down his food and looked at Lacrue with irritation.  “But how do I answer this challenge, Lacrue?  If the King of Kentar will not listen to reason, then how do I respond?  If I order an attack on these humans, it will likely cause an all-out war with Kentar, which we may very well lose.  If I do nothing, the humans will keep coming, and that is the beginning of the end for Armena.” 
 
    Lacrue sipped his wine and spoke his warrior mind.  “I don’t have the answer your Majesty, but I have no doubt that if I were to lead your troops against Kentar, we would be victorious.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.  Should I be forced to call on you, I’m sure you will serve me well, as you always have.  It’s just that Armena is all that remains of the elves in Tellus, and I would hate to see our strength wasted against Kentar if another way can be found.  I will think on this tonight and hope that Kentar will listen to reason, but for now the day is finished.  Let us speak of simple things, and I shall send a personal letter to the King of Kentar in the morning.” 
 
    With obvious strain, both elves shifted the conversation to lighter topics.  They talked of the upcoming fall festival and swapped stories of their children.  By the end of the King’s meal laughter came more often, and the concerns of the kingdom receded.   
 
    As Lacrue was thinking about leaving for the evening, he heard voices approaching the door opposite the throne room.  The King’s senses were a moment behind, and he looked behind him just in time to see the door open and Queen Coreena enter with Shane. 
 
    The King perked up. “Ah, my wife.  How are you this evening?”  Coreena smiled at her husband and approached the dinner table with a kiss for the King.  Lacrue looked past the royal couple to see Shane standing a respectful distance away.  Shane’s official role in court was to be the King’s foreign advisor, but in reality, he was more the Queen’s man.  Lacrue always found Shane to be a somewhat self-serving elf, with a moral code more in line with human values, but the King seemed to find him useful and the Queen would not think of parting with him. 
 
    After the King and Queen separated, she looked across the table with a smile and asked, “How are you, Lacrue?” 
 
    “Very well, your Majesty.” 
 
    Coreena turned back to the King. “Did you tell him about the hunting trip?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was decided, since we just talked about it yesterday.” 
 
    The Queen quickly interjected with a joke, “Yes, but it was my idea, and I’m always right, so you should have brought it up first thing.” 
 
    The King ignored the jape and continued talking to Lacrue.  “I’m thinking of taking Devin on a hunting trip.  I don’t spend nearly enough time with the boy, and if he is to be king one day then he should spend more time with his father and learn how.” 
 
    The Queen put her arms around her husband’s shoulders.  “And what better way is there to teach him these things than to go hunting for bear or wild boar?  I know my husband.  He needs an excuse to take you and Devin out of the castle and get away from it all.” 
 
    Lacrue answered the King with good humor and spoke to his liege in a way that only an old friend could.  “I’ll make preparations for the trip if it is the King’s wish, but only if I can bring my sons along as well.  Otherwise you can protect yourself, your Majesty.” 
 
    The King smiled broadly.  “Absolutely, bring them along.  But no one else.  I don’t want the entire kingdom coming with us.” 
 
    Lacrue was surprised by the King’s good cheer.  “That is very gracious of you, sire.  I’ll start making preparations.  Now if you will excuse me, I bid you good night.”  The Queen wished him well and sat down at the table.  Lacrue walked past Shane and exchanged a curt nod of the head as he left the room. 
 
    Much to his chagrin, Shane followed him out of the King’s quarters and into the throne room.  A few Royal Guards were on duty, but otherwise the room was empty.  Lacrue walked briskly away in order to make good his escape, but it was too late.  “Lacrue, do you have a moment?” 
 
    Lacrue stopped walking and took a moment to steel himself before he turned around.  “A moment.  What is it, Shane?” 
 
    Shane had a look of concern on his face that came across as false.  “I wanted to see if you needed any help making preparations for the hunting trip?” 
 
    Lacrue allowed his impatience and irritation to show.  “No, I will manage.” 
 
    Shane continued on with his idle statements as though they were good friends.  “I’m sure you will.  You always do.  That is why the King relies on you so.  And when you retire I’m sure one of your sons will take your place.  How many generations of the Talisman family have led Armena’s armies and been the personal bodyguard of the King?” 
 
    Lacrue stopped for a moment to figure out what game Shane was playing.  After long consideration, he decided it was no great secret, so he answered truthfully.  “If one of my sons chooses to follow in my footsteps, then it will be four.” 
 
    “Family is such a blessing.  That is why I suggested the hunting trip to the Queen.  The King has been stressed of late and needs to reconnect with his family for the kingdom’s sake.”   
 
    “I thought the trip was the Queen’s idea?” 
 
    “Oh it was, I assure you.  I only mentioned it in passing a few days ago.” 
 
    Why was Shane telling him this?  Was he hoping to obtain information, or was he just trying to act like a friend?  “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no.” 
 
    “Then if you will excuse me.”  Lacrue faced Shane and took a few steps backward before he turned around and walked quickly out of the throne room.  All the while he could feel Shane’s eyes on him.  
 
    Lacrue walked outside to the courtyard and saw that twilight had fallen.  He headed for the castle’s practice yard where he knew he would find his sons.  As he approached the yard, he could see Evisar sparring with the First Heir and Jefon shooting his bow repeatedly at a target.  The King’s second son looked on with interest as the mock combat between Evisar and Devin heated up.  Lacrue watched with pride from a distance as Evisar swung gracefully at the First Heir and confidently deflected his attacks.   
 
    In some ways his two sons were much the same; both believed in the common good and honoring their word when it was given, yet each had chosen his own path.  Where Evisar was freakishly strong for an elf, Jefon was nimble as a pixie.  Where Evisar bashed his opponents into submission, Jefon dodged their blows with grace and speed.  Evisar had a commanding voice and was everything a father could want in an elder son.  Jefon was more contemplative, much like his mother had been.  Evisar chose to worship Invictus, head of the elven pantheon, much like himself, while Jefon chose to worship his mother’s god, Martel, a lesser elven god who was the patron of scapegoats and outcasts. 
 
    Evisar had Devin on his heels and pushed forward with his advantage.  Devin carried a long sword and shield, while Evisar practiced with a long sword and hand axe.  The First Heir backed away from the onslaught of blows, knowing Evisar could swing hard enough to wrench a weapon from his enemy’s hand.  As Devin deflected blow after blow, Evisar began to show signs of tiring.  Eventually, it was Evisar who was reeling and ducking his opponent’s blows, as the First Heir went on the offensive.  Lacrue watched long enough to see what the outcome would be, and then began to approach the mock combatants.  “Hold.”  With this commanding pronouncement the combat slowly ceased as he came into the practice yard.  “Both of you fought well.” 
 
    Evisar was surprised to see his father and somewhat ashamed, “How long were you watching, father?” 
 
    “Long enough to judge who the winner was.  Well done, my Prince.  May I have a word with my son?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Devin turned and walked away to relieve himself of his weapons and armor. 
 
    Lacrue pulled Evisar a few feet to the side, out of ear shot, and mulled over the best way to teach his son a lesson in tactical combat.  “I am proud of your skill with the sword Evisar, but you are overeager in combat.  You rush for the killing blow with every swing and exhaust yourself.  When you run across an opponent equal to yourself, like Devin, you must be patient.  He was able to win the day by parrying your blows until you were exhausted, and then going on the offensive.  You must be able to tell when aggression is called for and when to hold back and wait for an opportunity.” 
 
    Evisar nodded with understanding, “Yes, father.” 
 
    Lacrue smiled slowly.  “Come, let’s go home and have some supper.”  Evisar’s frown disappeared quickly as Lacrue put his arm around his son.  Together the two walked over to the archery range where Jefon was loosing arrows against a straw foe. 
 
    As Lacrue and Evisar walked over, Jefon let his last arrow go.  It flew with moderate power and accuracy, striking the straw man in the stomach a full two feet off the mark on the target's chest.  Jefon looked down with disappointment and Lacrue stepped in with a level voice, “Your aim is improving.” 
 
    This statement was true enough, and Jefon raised his head to look his father in the eye.  “Thank you, father; I do keep trying.”  Father and son had no secrets from each other.  Jefon knew he was by far not the best archer, but he would not cede surrender and continued to try day after day.  His skills were infinitely better than they had been only a few moons ago.  “I will do better tomorrow.” 
 
    Lacrue clasped Jefon on the shoulder and said with confidence, “I know you will.  Come, it’s time to retire for the evening meal.”   
 
    With this proclamation Evisar dropped his weapons and charged playfully at Jefon.  Quick as a cat, Jefon dropped his bow and darted out of the way.  Evisar flew by clumsily and quickly righted himself toward his brother.  Evisar reached out with his strong hands again and again in a playful manner trying to grab any part of Jefon he could, but Jefon was having none of it.  He nimbly dodged Evisar’s attacks and threw his adversary to the ground more than once.  Eventually, Evisar gained purchase on his right arm and reeled him in.  At this point the contest became a wrestling match that Evisar won in fairly short order.  Jefon was not weak by any stretch of the imagination, but against Evisar’s strength he could only last a few moments.  In the end, Evisar was on top of Jefon, holding him in a tight head lock. 
 
    “Yield,” said Jefon into Evisar’s arm.  Evisar clocked Jefon on the side of the head for good measure and they both lay on the ground breathing hard.  Suddenly they heard their father say, “Up.”  Immediately, both sons got up and stood at attention before their father, laughing all the while. 
 
    Lacrue looked them over in a mock inspection.  The laughter subsided, but the brothers couldn’t wipe the smiles from their faces.  “You both look presentable.  I will take you home and feed you supper for another night, but don’t get used to it.” 
 
    Both brothers simultaneously said, “Yes, sir!”  Lacrue walked by them one more time.  Evisar glanced quickly at his brother and began to softly count.  “One, two, three.”  At the pronouncement of three, the brothers attacked their father and tackled him to the ground.  The mass of three elves struggled for a good while, until all three finally stopped fighting and lay prone on the ground in front of the archery range. 
 
    After a moment the First Heir spoke up, “I don’t know, Jalid, do you think we can trust our lives to these three misfits?” 
 
    The younger prince replied in mock tones, “I don’t think so.  Who else can we hire to protect the royal family?” 
 
    Lacrue picked up his two sons and placed one arm around each of them.  “Your Majesties.  With your permission.” 
 
    Devin was all smiles as he said, “Granted.  We’ll see you tomorrow.”  With this, the families turned in opposite directions and headed home.   
 
   


  
 






Chapter 4:  The Philosophers 
 
      
 
    A courier arrived early the next morning to summon Lacrue to the King's chambers.  It was nearly time for him to report for duty anyway, so he donned his official uniform, gathered his weapons, and departed for the castle. 
 
    Standing guard outside the King’s chambers were Mastin and Sentil, two of Lacrue’s best Royal Guards.  He knew from personal experience that with this pair guarding the King’s door, all was well.  Both elves nodded at Lacrue as he walked past and said, “General.”  Lacrue opened the door and found the King sitting at the table near the fireplace, just as he had left him the night before.  The Queen had apparently departed for the morning, and there was a single servant waiting on the King.  There was also another servant in the next room changing the sheets on the bed and emptying the chamber pots.  Lacrue walked quietly forward and stopped a respectful distance away to allow the King to finish his personal business.  King Tithas finished signing a handwritten letter and handed it to the waiting servant.  The servant carefully rolled up the letter, applied melted golden wax to the edge, and handed it back to the King.  The King pressed the royal seal that had been used by his house for four hundred years into the soft wax and handed the letter back to the servant.  The servant bowed his head, took the letter from the King’s hand, and left in silence. 
 
    King Tithas did not turn around as he said, “Good morning, my friend.  I trust you slept well.” 
 
    Lacrue was eager to find out what was so urgent.  “I did.  Was that the letter to the King of Kentar?” 
 
    “It was.”  The King pushed his chair back and turned to regard his friend.  “Do you think it will work?” 
 
    Not knowing what was going on, Lacrue looked away from the King as he scanned the room for anything out of the ordinary.  Seeing that security was well in hand, he continued his conversation.  “I’m not sure, but it’s our best chance to avoid bloodshed.” 
 
    The King rose from the table and walked over to the fire.  “You just missed Coreena.  She set out for the morning already.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.”  The page who visited Lacrue's house had told him to come with all urgency, but now that he was here, the King seemed content to talk about small matters.  “You sent for me your Majesty?” 
 
    After some time, the King turned from the fire and assumed an air of command once again.  “I did.  I have come to a decision you won’t like regarding the human logging camp that is threatening Ash.” 
 
    Lacrue had hoped at least to try diplomacy before destroying the humans, but no doubt the King had taken Lord Chas’s advice and decided not to waste any more time.  “What is that, your Majesty?” 
 
    “I have decided to use the Philosophers to stop the humans from killing the forest while the King of Kentar considers my words.” 
 
    Lacrue was disappointed by the King’s decision.  The Philosophers were a powerful, secret organization as old as the Old Elf Empire itself, known only to the king and his closest advisors.  The elves of Tellus learned long ago that their way of thinking did not mesh with the other races around them, so the Philosophers were founded to accomplish in darkness what the elves could not accomplish in the light.  Elves believed in honor, the common good, and the sacred duty passed down to them by Invictus to care for the forest.  This put them at a distinct disadvantage when dealing with other races that did not seek honorable solutions, cared little for anything but themselves, and would sooner cut down a tree and claim the land than nurse it back to health. 
 
    The Philosopher tradition began some fourteen hundred years ago, when humans first arrived on Tellus, and had continued even after the Retreat began and Armena was founded.  They were called on in absolute secrecy to accomplish the most difficult assignments, and were one of the primary reasons why Armena still existed when every other elf kingdom on Tellus had been snuffed out over the years. 
 
    Even so, Lacrue had to voice his opinion.  “Are you sure it’s wise to call on the Philosophers so early on in this dispute?  If their efforts are traced back to Armena, it could mean war with Kentar.  Plus, Lord Chas said Ash isn’t in immediate danger.” 
 
    The King turned away from the fire to face Lacrue with an edge to his voice.  “I know you have always distrusted the Philosophers, but every day is precious.  We cannot forget our duty to the forest.” 
 
    “Our first duty is to our citizens, your Majesty.  If we rush to war with Kentar, many of our kin will die.” 
 
    The King sliced his hand through the air as he pointed his finger at Lacrue.  “Don’t talk to me about the duty to our citizens!  The risk of the Philosophers being discovered is small and the chance of their success is great.” 
 
    Lacrue pushed his point.  “You haven’t even tried diplomacy!” 
 
    “I have decided the plight of the trees is greater than the small chance of Kentar discovering the Philosophers’ interference.  Besides, Lord Chas is convinced the King of Kentar won’t listen to reason, and then I shall have to send the Philosophers anyway.” 
 
    Lacrue acquiesced.  The King had clearly made up his mind during the night.  “If that is your wish, your Majesty, then I will carry it out.” 
 
    “Tell me why you distrust the Philosophers.  You’ve seen their work many times and have always been satisfied with the results.” 
 
    “I distrust any organization that has unchecked power.” 
 
    “They are placed in check by the king.  The Philosophers serve the Crown and always have.  Even before Armena was brought into being, the Philosophers guarded the elves against their enemies in Tellus.” 
 
    “That may be true, but a secret organization that is known only to the king and his closest advisors stands against all that is elven.  We should be honorable in all things, even if it means our destruction.”   
 
    “A king cannot always afford to be honorable, Lacrue.” 
 
    “I believe in the elves.  I believe we are the light, but every time we use the Philosophers we are dishonored in some way.  Their very existence taints Armena.”  Lacrue looked down at the floor and took a few calming breaths.  He remembered his place as he looked up and said, “I don’t think the situation is dire enough to involve them, but you are the King, and I am yours to command.” 
 
    The King smiled at his oldest friend and said, “Good.  Send word to the Philosophers that I wish to meet with them immediately.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 5:  Nero the Philosopher 
 
      
 
    Nero the Philosopher walked through the streets of Bethel, capital of Armena, at the end of a long day.  He was walking home from the fletcher shop that served as his cover, when he noticed someone following him a few houses back.  He turned off the main road onto a side street in order to confirm his suspicion.  Every time he glanced back, his trail was there, a few houses behind.  Nero had more than a few enemies and he wondered who the cloaked figure was, but it was difficult getting a good look out of the corner of his eye.  He picked up the pace to his house.  As he reached for the handle to his front door, he glanced to his right for the last time and finally confirmed beyond a doubt who was following him.   
 
    He opened the door and shut it behind him as casually as he could, then raced through the house and out one of the back windows.  He moved to the other side of the alleyway where he waited behind a thick elm tree across the street from the back of his house.  A short time later he was rewarded with the sight of a cloaked figure sneaking around the corner.  The figure moved up to the very window through which Nero had just crawled out and looked into his house. 
 
    Nero drew his dagger and moved silently out from behind the elm.  He moved up behind the cloaked figure and stuck his dagger under the elf’s chin.  “I hear the proudest moment for a mentor is when a student surpasses his teacher.  Is this your moment?” 
 
    The figure turned around with the dagger still to his throat and said, “How could you have possibly known I would come around the back?” 
 
    “You’ve been my mentor for over a year, Calim.  Why didn’t you anticipate my ability to set you up?” 
 
    Calim’s hood fell away to reveal the pointy ears and sharp features of an elf with a broad smile on his face.  Nero put the knife away as Calim hugged him fiercely.  “It’s good to see you, Nero.  How have you been?”   
 
    “Never better.  Let’s climb back in through the window so I can offer you something to eat.” 
 
    Later, the pair sat comfortably in Nero’s sitting room discussing current events and their role in them.  Nero watched in fascination as Calim called forth his psionic sword in all of its blazing glory and reenacted a duel from his last Philosopher mission.  It was always hard to believe his mentor could conjure a blazing sword at a whim, using nothing but his mind.  “I caught the slavers off guard by coming into the basement through the sewer.  There were four of them and only one of me, but I was able to dispatch them all.  The leader presented the most challenge, but in the end, I put him down as well.” 
 
    Nero raised his eyebrows.  “You fought four trained swordsmen and won?  That’s impressive.” 
 
    Calim turned to him with a lopsided grin and said, “Well, I didn’t say I fought them all at once, and it helped that I killed two of them in their sleep.”  Calim chuckled as he made two thrusting motions with his sword, acting out how he killed the two sleeping men.  “Then I set the elves free who were about to be traded at a slave auction and got out of there.  One of the female elves was exceptionally grateful to me for saving her life, and she didn’t mind showing me her gratitude later that night.”  With his reenactment complete, Calim snapped his fingers and his psionic sword flashed back into the nothingness from which it was summoned. 
 
    Nero laughed out loud at Calim’s antics.  “I missed you, my friend.  Things aren’t nearly as interesting when you’re away in Stonewall.”  Nero genuinely liked Calim.  He was good natured, but deadly serious when it came time to act during a mission.  Every time Nero saw his Philosopher mentor he felt a pang of guilt at what he was doing and considered confessing his treason, but then he would always come to his senses.  Death was a powerful motivator for silence, and if he was discovered it would mean a slow and painful death.  Elves weren’t known for their cruelty, but then again, the Philosophers were no ordinary elf organization, and his was no ordinary betrayal.  
 
    Nero continued his praise.  “Here I was about to give you credit for fighting off four great swordsmen.  You should have made up a better story.” 
 
    Calim was all smiles as he sat back down.  “Ah, but I don’t need to make up a clever story with a fellow Philosopher.  It feels good to tell the truth for a change.  Besides, what do we always say?” 
 
    Nero nodded his head up and down and droned out the words that had been hammered into his psyche, “No matter the cost, complete the mission.” 
 
    “Very good.”  Calim leaned back to get comfortable.  “That’s enough about me.  Tell me about your latest assignment.” 
 
    Nero looked off to the side as he thought about his latest mission.  “It was against the Krone of course.”  Nero worshiped Venal, a demi-god who despised the Krone above all else.  As such, it was well known that Nero hated everything about the dark elves who lived in the caves beneath Tellus.  Therefore, he was often called upon to deal with their threat.  It had become his specialty, and it was how he had been noticed and recruited by the Philosophers in the first place.  “A routine patrol by the Border Rangers accidentally stumbled across a newly created entrance to the Underworld.  The entrance was well guarded by Krone who attacked immediately, as they always do.  The entire patrol was wiped out except for one lowly corporal who ran in fear at the first sign of attack and managed to make it back.” 
 
    “I’m surprised the Krone let him go.” 
 
    “So was everyone else, but apparently this corporal has a knack for hiding in plain sight.  Admitting to dereliction of duty puts him in less than a heroic light, so I’m inclined to believe his story, but the possibility he’s a traitor hasn’t been entirely dismissed.” 
 
    Calim leaned forward with interest.  “So I’m guessing King Tithas sent you in to seal the entrance?” 
 
    “Of course.  Who is better suited for the job?  The King, in all his wisdom, thought a small Philosopher party might be able to close the entrance without sending in the army and losing any lives.” 
 
    “You can’t blame the King for wanting to close an entrance to the Underworld so close to Armena’s border.  The Krone would have just kept coming to the surface and attacking our kin.  The King didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand that and I was happy to kill as many Krone as I could, but it was still a difficult assignment.  I was given some kind of explosives that I didn’t understand and told to close the entrance at any cost.  To make a long story short, I managed to sneak a few hundred feet into the tunnel after I slit a few throats, plant the explosives, and get out of there before the whole thing collapsed.” 
 
    “That sounds like excellent work, Nero, and it won’t go unnoticed by the Philosophers.  New recruits rarely perform so well in their first year.”  Nero merely acknowledged the compliment with a nod of the head and a slight smile.   
 
    Calim started to change the subject.  “What other rumors are ...” 
 
    There was a sudden, sharp rap on Nero’s front door.  Nero excused himself from the sitting room and walked calmly over to the front door.  He opened it and found a small wooden box leaning against the door frame.  As Nero bent down to pick up the box, he looked up in time to see the messenger standing in the deep shadows of the alleyway across the road casually turn around and walk away. 
 
    Nero looked at Calim and smiled.  “I think another assignment has arrived.”  Nero took the lid off of the tiny box and found a scroll inside that bore the seal of the King’s personal bodyguard, Lacrue.  Nero broke the wax seal and read the scroll silently to himself. 
 
    “This is a little strange.  Normally these notes say something of the mission, but this one just orders me to meet Lacrue at the Drawn Ale.”  Nero looked at the note one more time, but the writing began to fade, and soon he was left with nothing but a blank piece of parchment. 
 
    Calim said, “The mission is so sensitive the King doesn’t want that note falling into the wrong hands.” 
 
    Nero looked up with some excitement.  “You should come with me, my friend.” 
 
    Calim stood up gracefully and shook his head. “Oh no, they asked for you, not a party of two.  Besides, my base of operation is in Stonewall, not here in the capital.” 
 
    Nero feigned a heartbroken look.  “You must come; it’ll be like old times again.  What else are you going to do until the next turn of the moon?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  Relax.  Throw wild parties in your house.  Things like that.” 
 
    Nero slapped Calim on the shoulder and prodded him on.  “Come on.  At least come and meet Lacrue.  He’s quite a character.” 
 
    “That would indeed be an honor.”  Calim shook his head from side to side as he considered, “Oh, all right.  I’ll go on your little adventure.  But first we have to spend some time packing our gear.  We can head out in the morning.”   
 
    Nero got the joke right away and laughed out loud.  The two Philosophers walked in unison to the front door and grabbed their backpacks on the way out of the house.  A Philosopher was always ready to go on a moment’s notice.  Nero simply shut the door behind him, and the pair was off to the Drawn Ale. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 6:  Nero Meets Lacrue 
 
      
 
    The Drawn Ale was an eatery on the western side of Bethel.  Any elf was welcome in the establishment, but since it was getting late, there were only a few patrons left as Calim and Nero walked up to the bar and ordered ales.  It was not a bar in the traditional human sense because most elves respected their bodies too much to get drunk on alcohol and engage in risky behavior.  Rather, the Drawn Ale was a place where good friends could meet for a good meal.  As Nero waited for his ale, he touched Calim on the arm and nodded toward a dark corner that had one table, one candle, and two chairs, one of which was occupied by a large elf with a scowl on his face and a hood about his head.  The two Philosophers collected their drinks and headed over to Lacrue’s table. 
 
    The General remained seated at the table and did not bother to rise as they approached, merely gesturing for Nero and Calim to have a seat.  Calim grabbed a chair from the nearest table while Nero sat in the one next to Lacrue. 
 
    Nero had met Lacrue on a half dozen occasions and even in the dark corner of this middle-of-the-road establishment the General was a sight to see.  He reeked of command and authority, and Nero always felt drawn to his charisma and sense of loyalty.  Lacrue had become a legendary general for Armena long before Nero was a glint in his parents’ eyes. 
 
    Lacrue looked them both over with mild dissatisfaction and curtly said, “Nero, who is this with you?  My note was very specific.” 
 
    Nero gestured to his mentor.  “Allow me to introduce my colleague, Calim.  He works for the same organization as I and typically resides in Stonewall.”  Calim reached across the table to shake Lacrue’s hand.  The General looked him dead in the eye as if to measure the elf’s character. 
 
    Lacrue’s lips pursed together as he looked at Calim in a different light.  “This is well and good, but what is Calim doing here?” 
 
    “He is on leave for the next turn of the moon, and I thought perhaps this mission could benefit from his expertise.” 
 
    Lacrue accepted the explanation and simply said, “If you are who you say you are, then show me the sign.” 
 
    Calim remained in good humor as he faced Lacrue’s obvious distrust.  “Of course.  May I borrow your candle?”  Lacrue handed the lit candle to Calim, who used one hand to bare his neckline, while the other hand held the candle up close to his neck.  The candle was close enough so the skin could absorb the heat, but far enough away so as not to cause much pain.  After a moment, Calim returned the candle to the table and Nero watched as the small tattoo of an open book appeared on Calim’s collar bone.  It grew in brightness until it could not be missed and then it quickly waned until vanishing completely. 
 
    Satisfied the mark was genuine, Lacrue commented coldly, “Very well.  Welcome, Calim.” 
 
    “Thank you, General.  It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    Lacrue ignored the compliment and got down to business.  “You’re no doubt wondering why you’re here, and I have no wish to speak with your kind a moment longer than I must.  Lord Chas, Magistrate of Ash, delivered some disturbing news to King Tithas yesterday.  The humans of Kentar are violating the Treaty of Glenmyr by killing the trees on the western edge of Armena with great abandon.  Lord Chas has already approached the leader of the logging camp with three Border Rangers as his rear guard and asked him to abide by the treaty.  The human leader seems to know he is in the wrong, but claims the treaty was between the Old Elf Empire and the first humans on Tellus, and so doesn’t apply anymore.  He further claims the humans are abiding by the treaty because the border between the two kingdoms is the forest, and as they cut down the forest, the cleared area belongs to Kentar.  This of course, is utterly unacceptable to the King.  King Tithas has dispatched a letter directly to the King of Kentar, but as this will likely take a moon’s turn to answer, the King wishes for your organization to take action now.” 
 
    Nero responded matter-of-factly, “I see.  Yes, the plight of the trees can’t be ignored.” 
 
    Lacrue sat in silence for a moment and looked at Nero with contempt.  Finally, his facial expression became passive once again and he commented, “That seems to be the King’s feeling as well.  Your orders are to stop the humans from killing the forest by destroying the logging camp, without letting them know we were involved.  If elven involvement is suspected, the situation may destabilize into an armed conflict.  Ideally, the King would like you to stop the humans for several years, but at the very least he expects you to stop them until the King of Kentar has time to consider his words.” 
 
    Having received their marching orders, Calim and Nero looked at each other and both nodded their heads.  A subtle smile crossed Nero’s face as he turned to Lacrue and said, “This shouldn’t be a problem.  We’ll depart for Ash immediately and let you know when the task is done.” 
 
    “Wipe that smug look off your face, Nero.  If you fail, it had better be because you died on the mission, because it will likely mean war.  Do you understand me?” 
 
    Nero rose from his chair and said, “That’s why I do what I do and you are merely the general of the army.  If that is all, sir.”  
 
    Lacrue looked as though he would have liked to geld him on the spot, but after a moment he simply nodded his head.  Nero gestured for Calim to move toward the door.  Nero took several steps away from the table, never taking his eyes off Lacrue, before he turned around and left the inn.  As they walked out the door, Calim said, “What in the seven hells was that?” 
 
    “Ahh, never mind the General.  He’s full of piss and wind.  His best years are long behind him, and he knows it.” 
 
    “Still, a Philosopher should be smart enough not to antagonize the King’s man.  This is a problem you need to fix.”  After leaving the Drawn Ale, Calim and Nero set out for Ash on their horses.  After a good little while on the road, Calim turned to Nero and said, “So how do you plan to stop the logging without letting the humans know a pair of elves was involved?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  You’re the mentor, why don’t you come up with something?” 
 
    “Oh no, this isn’t my mission, it’s yours.  You may consider this your final test.  So what is your plan?” 
 
    Nero turned to Calim with a large grin on his face and said, “That’s simple.  Do you believe in ghosts?” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 7:  Philosophers Turn to Ash 
 
      
 
    More than a week had passed at Endwood since Captain Sheval sent the elves on their way, and each day Jon’s anxiety grew in anticipation of a possible confrontation.  His fellow soldiers did not seem to share his sense of concern.  They meandered through the nearby countryside on patrol and napped as they stood watch atop the wall. 
 
    Jon walked along the stockade wall at the end of another dull day, watching loggers go about their business on the eastern side of the river.  He wondered for the thousandth time if he had seen something in the elves the others had not, or if he had seen something that never really existed.  Perhaps he was being paranoid?  No, Jon had seen the look on Lord Chas’s face when Captain Sheval had shut the gate in his face.  The elves would return, and when they did, he would be ready, even if he was the only one.   
 
    Twilight was approaching when Jon first noticed the rustling of a few trees off on the horizon.  He stopped his pacing and watched with interest as the shuffling of branches moved closer to Endwood.  He did not know what he was seeing, but tree movement that large was not normal.  The last thing Jon wanted was to be responsible for the town being caught unprepared.  Better to play it safe and endure the humiliation if he was wrong.  “Every soldier to the walls!  Prepare for battle!” 
 
    The soldiers within earshot looked at him queerly until they realized they had been given an order.  Men ran down the steps to the courtyard and spread out, repeating his orders for all to hear.  Those on sentry duty were the first to rally to his call, and Jon could see more soldiers storming out of the barracks and mess hall, with arms in hand, ready to do battle.   
 
    Jon grew anxious as the shuffling moved closer.  The ground began to tremble softly.  The tremors grew in magnitude as the disturbance in the trees drew closer to the town.  Chaos and confusion rippled through the line of soldiers who had joined him on the stockade wall, but none of them wavered.  Each man stood firm against whatever was about to emerge from the trees with a bow in one hand and an arrow in the other.  All of a sudden, Jon saw the briefest glimmer of a massive head moving among the tree tops.  It was only there for a fraction of a heartbeat, and he almost convinced himself that it had not been real, when he saw it again.  Terror gripped Jon as he realized the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    “Nock and draw!”  All along the wall men locked arrows into position and drew bowstrings back to their ears. 
 
    Two male giants lumbered out of the woods carrying clubs.  They were each twice as large as a house and moved with strength.  Jon had occasionally heard of a giant attack along the frontier, but he had never seen one himself. 
 
    He yelled to his men, “Aim for the one on the left.  Loose!” 
 
    Scores of arrows leapt across the open field and struck their target.  Some of the arrows bounced off the giant’s leathery skin, but most landed true and dug into the skin like toothpicks into a ham.  The giant stopped his advance and covered his face in pain.   
 
    In only a few steps the uninjured giant crossed the clearing between the forest and Endwood and rammed through the stockade wall without slowing down.  Soldiers continued to nock and loose as quickly as possible at both targets, but ultimately they only made the giants angrier.  The injured giant moved through the opening made by the other behemoth and swung his club down on two attackers manning the wall.  The heads of the two men exploded with the impact and their bodies were crushed into the ground.  The stockade wall fell to splinters around the impact of the strike.  The giant raised his club and brought it down again and again in an animal rage.  Jon was on the wall shooting arrows with his men as the club drew closer and closer with each swing. 
 
    “Run!”  Jon shouted to the men standing next to him. 
 
    The men did not need to be told twice as they ran down the steps, inadvertently drawing the attention of the injured giant.  The giant took a step in their direction until Jon started yelling and waving his hands wildly in the air.  The giant changed targets and brought a crushing blow downward where he was standing.  Jon ran and jumped to the side as the wall behind him exploded.  He lost his footing as the wall around him collapsed, and he was thrown to the courtyard.   
 
    Jon opened his eyes in a fog of pain.  His head was pounding, he could not hear anything, and he was trapped between two logs.  He looked across the courtyard in a state of shock as his men across the river and on the wall fought for their lives.  Chaos reigned as women and children ran from their homes for any safety they could find.  A mother holding her boy’s hand was trampled to death, seemingly by accident, as one of the giants ran toward a line of soldiers farther down on the stockade wall.  The boy begged his mother to get up, and when she did not move the boy simply lay down next to her in the middle of the courtyard, his life destroyed.   
 
    Jon looked on with injured detachment as Captain Sheval rallied the men on the opposite side of the river and sent a line of twenty swordsmen across the bridge against one of the giants.   The men ran up to him from behind and hacked away at his legs for all they were worth.  The giant roared in pain and instinctively swung his club behind him in a sweeping arc.  Eight of the men were swept away by the crushing force, their bodies flung twenty feet through the air to smash against the nearest house.  Seeing their friends crushed before their eyes, some of the swordsmen broke and ran, while the ones who kept fighting had their bravery rewarded by being methodically smashed to death.  Jon looked back toward the Captain on the other side of the river, only to find him lying dead with his face in the dirt. 
 
    The giants lumbered across the river toward the buildings on the western side of town and continued to swing their clubs at anything that moved.  One crossed over the bridge while the other waded knee deep through the river itself. 
 
    Jon’s determination began to return as he pushed away the log that pinned him down.  He stood up and staggered forward, running into women and children as they ran in the opposite direction toward the main gate, screaming and crying.  As Endwood’s organized resistance fell apart, the two giants lifted their noses in the air and gave a loud snort.  They lumbered over to the mess hall in the center of town and tore the roofs off all the surrounding buildings.  Each giant took out a huge sack and began piling food into his bag.   
 
    Jon could think of only one thing to do.  He staggered across the bridge and walked over to where his former captain lay face down in the dirt.  As Jon knelt beside the Captain, he plainly saw that he had been shot in the back with a black arrow through the heart.  With his men dying all around, Jon did not have time to ask any of the questions that threatened to consume him about how this had happened.  He reached into the pouch on the dead man’s belt and pulled out a perfectly polished, silver coin.  He put the coin between his two thumbs and spun it on the hard ground, making the coin stand on its head. 
 
    He picked it up and spun it again.  By the time the coin stopped spinning for the second time, two men wearing white and purple robes materialized not more than ten feet away from Jon.  The older of the two turned and saw Jon kneeling on the ground with the coin and said, “We have come at your request.  What is it you need of us?” 
 
    Jon thrust his arm in the direction of the two giants pillaging their food stores and said, “Drive off those two giants before they destroy the town.”  The two men looked up with mild surprise and quickly grasped the problem.  If they were worried, it did not show.  The two men walked briskly toward the building that had served as the mess hall a quarter mile away, at the center of the town. 
 
    Jon looked on as the giants finished collecting the food from the mess hall and surrounding storage buildings.  When they were finished, they both moved toward the far side of town where most of the log cabin homes stood.  He thought perhaps they were leaving until one of the giants ripped the rooftop off a house and reached in to pick up the three people inside.  Not satisfied with what he found, the giant threw the family over his shoulder and moved on to the next house.  The family flew fifty feet in the air and came crashing down to the ground with a sickening smack.  The giant ripped the roof off the next house and reached in to pull out the young couple he found.  The second giant grunted something to the first and then moved over to another house and proceeded to rip off the roof. 
 
    When Jon saw this, he became incensed.  It was one thing to die as a soldier, but it was a very different thing for innocent people to be dragged away by a giant for gods only know what.  He ran forward, yelling as he went. 
 
    “Rally to me, men!  We can stop them if we rally together!”  The soldiers scattered about nearby overcame their fear and rallied to his call.  Jon ran westward down the main road toward the mess hall, calling to his men as he went.  Soldiers hiding behind houses and underneath the stockade wall came to his side.  And then more men came, until Jon had a line of forty soldiers determined to make a final stand. 
 
    Jon led his men within arrow range of the closest giant and yelled, “Nock your arrows and take aim.”  He matched action to words by pulling back his own bow and yelling, “Loose!” 
 
    Forty arrows crossed the field and dug into the giant’s skin.  The giant roared in pain and charged toward Jon and his men.  Jon stood his ground defiantly as two white hot energy bolts raced over his head like tiny comets at a speed he had never seen before.  The two bolts struck the giant in the chest with great force and threw shards of white hot ash in all directions.  The magic bolts launched by the two wizards were far more effective than the arrows had been, and the giant yelled in pain.  The other giant came up beside the first; together they walked toward the line of soldiers.  Jon ordered his men to fire in unison for a second time; again the two wizards each fired an energy bolt at the giants.  The tenacity of the attack stopped the giants in their tracks and they seemed unsure about what to do next.  Jon heard the wizards’ arcane words echo off the walls as he watched each wizard fling a large ball of fire at the giants.  The fireballs exploded on impact in spectacular fashion.  Both giants were covered in black soot, and a few of the surrounding houses caught on fire.  A moment later, they turned and ran for the woods, taking the young couple and most of the town’s food with them. 
 
    After they were out of sight, Jon surveyed the devastation from where he stood and found that there was hardly a single building that remained undamaged.  He turned to the wizards and said, “Thank you for your assistance.  You turned the tide.” 
 
    The older of the two said, “It was our pleasure to come to your aid, but you know as well as I that next time your call may go unanswered.”  Jon inclined his head in acknowledgement, and the wizards did the same.  Then, before Jon’s eyes, the two Sorcerers of Kentar said some words and disappeared in a blur. 
 
    Jon walked over to his dead captain with two of his soldiers in tow.  Jon knelt down beside Captain Sheval and inspected the arrow sticking out of his back. 
 
    One of the soldiers said, “It must’ve been an accident.” 
 
    The second soldier chimed in.  “Aye, it could’ve been any one of us killed the Captain.” 
 
    Ordinarily Jon would have agreed, but there were too many coincidences at work here.  Why was the Captain the only one killed with a stray shot?  The arrow had been perfectly placed to penetrate the heart.  And then there was the fact that the fletching on the arrow was black, and not the standard white issued to soldiers of Kentar.  In the end there was no way to be sure.   
 
    Endwood was devastated by the attack, but giants weren’t unheard of on the frontier, and humans are a hearty race.  Jon assumed command of the battalion of soldiers with a heavy heart and did what he could to return Endwood to normal.  Jon increased the number of patrols and tried to assure the loggers that the giant attack was a one-time fluke.  His words were not enough; Jon was forced to watch over the next few days as some of the settlers lost their nerve and headed west, back to Kentar.  On the whole, the town was back on its feet in short order, and life went on with Jon as captain. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 8:  The End of Endwood 
 
      
 
    Not long after normal logging resumed, a lumberjack who went off alone to relieve himself in the woods didn’t return.  Jon sent out a patrol to look for him, but when they found him, his entire body was wilted, almost as though he had aged a hundred years.  The patrol left the body where it lay and came back for Jon so that he could see for himself.  Jon found the man shriveled up next to a tree, his pants down, with a look of pure horror on his face.  Jon had never seen anything like this in his life; he could only surmise that the man had been cursed by some kind of evil demon or caught a hideous disease that was unbearable to look upon, let alone endure.  Jon ordered the body burned so the curse or disease wouldn’t spread to the rest of the town.  Unfortunately, he was not successful.   
 
    Later that night, one of his soldiers woke him with urgency and said, “Captain, you need to come outside, sir.  There’s a ghost on the bridge.” 
 
    Jon threw off his covers and dressed with dispatch.  He ran out of his home and made his way to the main road with a lantern in hand.  He was horrified to see a ghost standing silently on the bridge that spanned the river, just as the soldier had said.  Despite the late hour, a crowd of townspeople had formed a ring around the creature, but no one dared approach.  The shade was a ghastly white that Jon could easily see through, with flesh hanging off its limbs and face.  As the whole camp looked on in numbed awe, the ghost began to grow larger.  As the ghost grew, its half-eaten bony face went from passive to nightmaringly hideous.  Women shrieked as the ghost let out a shrill, high-pitched scream. 
 
     A man nearby uttered, “Gods defend us.” 
 
    Scores of people did not wait to find out what happened next as they ran back to their homes to cower in fear.  Jon unconsciously took a step back as the ghost continued to grow larger.  He wanted to run and hide as well, but it was his duty to lead his men and defend the town.  The shade finally stopped growing when it was the size of one of the giants that attacked Endwood.  The apparition stood eerily silent on the bridge as soldiers and townsfolk alike looked on expectantly, waiting for something to happen. 
 
    To Jon’s horror, the ghost spoke in a loud, shaky voice, full of fury and anger.  “I am the protector of the forest.  Hear my warning!  Anyone who desecrates a tree will die.  You are not welcome here!  Go back the way you came.” 
 
    After the declaration, the ghost vanished as most of the town looked on.  The shade had been frightening enough, but the sudden disappearance of the unnatural being was even worse.  Jon didn’t know what to say, but he had to say something. 
 
    He stepped in front of the bridge, near to where the ghost had been and yelled for all to hear, “Listen to me, everyone.  I know you are frightened but go back to sleep and do not be afraid.  The soldiers of Kentar are here to protect you.”  No one seemed reassured by Jon’s words, and even to him they sounded hollow.   
 
    He heard one man standing close by say, “To the seven hells with this place.  I’m leaving at first light.”  Jon heard several people agree with the man as the crowd dispersed and everyone went back to their homes.  The next day Jon doubled the number of patrols again, stretching his soldiers to the limit.  This time more settlers lost their nerve and headed west toward the more settled areas of Kentar, but there was no real damage, and logging resumed the day after that. 
 
    Two days later, Jon was summoned to one of the lumberjacks’ barracks after breakfast.  The room was supposed to hold three lumberjacks, but none of them had shown up for breakfast and as he walked into the room he could see why.  All three men were dead.  Two had died in bed and were wilted in a similar manner to the man found in the woods.  The third man, interestingly enough, had roused out of bed only to be slashed nearly in half.  Written in blood on all four walls was a warning.  “Leave my forest alone.” 
 
    The more Jon thought about the lumberjacks, the more it didn’t make sense.  The whole scene had been made to look like the ghost had vengefully killed three of the people cutting down the forest.  The two wilted men corroborated the ghost theory, but what about the third man who had been cut down with a sword or sharp claw?  Jon had only seen a ghost the one time, but it seemed uncharacteristic for an apparition to kill a man with a sharp blade.  Ultimately, there was no way to know. 
 
    Rumors of the lumberjacks’ demise spread through the town like wildfire and afterward Jon couldn’t control the mass exodus.  Soldiers and citizens alike left in droves.  After a few days there was only a skeleton crew remaining.  Logging slowed to a crawl and there weren’t enough soldiers to ensure security.  Jon sent a rider to Jewlian to request help from the King, but it would be as much as ten days before he heard anything back. 
 
    Jon awoke two nights later to a crackling sound and saw an entire wall of his barracks on fire.  He woke everyone he could find and ran outside.  Several houses, the mess hall, and two of the barracks were on fire, but the most intense fire was centered on the stockade wall near the western gate. 
 
    Jon cursed under his breath and yelled at the soldier nearest to him.  “Form a line of men from here to the river.  We need to bring water by bucket to save what we can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  The soldier barked his orders to anyone who would listen, and a short time later soldiers and citizens alike stood side by side bringing buckets of water to the buildings on fire.  No sooner had the fire brigade begun to make some progress putting out the building fires, when Jon heard shrieks of fright. 
 
    The same ghost they had seen several nights ago walked straight through the heart of the stockade wall blaze and screamed in an ear-piercing cry that would haunt Jon till the end of his days.  “Leave my forest alone!”  As the ghost walked forward, the stockade wall fire doubled in intensity, shooting flames high into the air.  A soldier nearby drew his sword and moved to strike the apparition.  The entire town watched with bated breath as the ghost turned toward the soldier and breathed on him.  The soldier dropped his sword and withered with age in a matter of moments.  It was an unbelievable sight to see a man completely drained and wilted before Jon’s eyes.  The ghost turned to the crowd and moved toward the next man. 
 
    That was the end of Endwood.  Everyone watching bolted for their lives into the woods.  Everything was left behind as the entire town routed into the woods.  Jon was the last one to leave once everyone else was out.  He would get a demotion for this failure, but seeing what he saw, his career was the last thing on his mind as he pulled out with the rearguard. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, after the fires had stopped smoldering, Nero and Calim walked calmly through the village picking up anything of interest.  Nero could not help but feel some pride that with a few well-placed arrows, two large white sheets, two magical scrolls of suggestion, and four vials of poison, the humans had been routed back to Kentar and likely wouldn’t return for several years.  As the pair of elves walked out the eastern gate of Endwood, Calim said, “It was a nice plan, Nero.  I dare say you passed your final test with room to spare.” 
 
    Nero smiled back at his mentor.  “Well, that’s our motto:  no matter the cost, complete the mission.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 9:  Peace in the Heavens 
 
      
 
    It had not happened since the separation.  All of the elven gods were meeting in one place to decide the fate of their race.  Martel walked down the hallway toward the meeting room with disdain.  He hated the idea of sitting through meeting after meeting with no progress and all politics.  The idea of sitting down with the dark elves was absurd.  They were not interested in reconciliation, only power and death.  When Invictus had come and asked him personally to attend, he had given his word, an oath he now regretted, but it was too late for such concerns.  It was going to be difficult to look after his worshippers while devoting so much concentration to this meeting. 
 
    Martel walked into the room and frowned.  Everything in the huge meeting hall was gray, no doubt the prearranged color.  Evona, leader of the dark elf pantheon, would have demanded black, while Invictus would have insisted upon white.  So as a compromise, Sentinel, god of justice and neutrality, settled on gray.   
 
    The room was appropriately sized for a meeting between the gods.  A gray, marble horseshoe shaped table took up the center of the room while the marble floor was a lighter gray and the walls and marble pillars were a darker gray.  Servants hid along the perimeter and moved quickly about the room, pouring drinks and fetching food.  Martel moved leisurely to his designated seat at the end of the table.  The seats were arranged in order of power, and Martel knew his place in the elven pantheon.  Farther down the table to his right sat Venal, the only elven god to have once been mortal.  As Martel sat, a smile crossed his face as he remembered his role in Venal’s ascent to demigod status.   
 
    Since Venal was the only elven god who hated the dark elves more than himself, Martel turned to him first.  “My friend, it has been several years since we last spoke.  How goes your struggle against the Krone?” 
 
    “I cannot believe I have to be here for this meeting!  What a waste of time.  There are entrances to the Underworld that must be watched at all times.  There is no telling the number of Krone that are passing through my nets to the surface even as we speak.” 
 
    Martel looked at Venal with a sarcastic grin.  “That cannot be; there is a truce in effect while these negotiations take place.”  With this statement Martel and Venal both rolled their eyes and laughed, knowing from experience that the word of a dark elf could not be trusted. 
 
    Martel took a good look around the room as Sentinel gaveled the meeting to order and noted what a rare gathering this truly was.  Every elven god was in attendance.  No matter how powerful or insignificant, all had a place at the horseshoe shaped negotiating table.  Sentinel sat at the bend in the table with Invictus and Evona on either side.  The light elves were represented by deities as powerful as Invictus and as low as Venal.  The Krone were led by Evona, as she had taken to calling herself in the Underworld after the separation.  Martel also noted that besides Sentinel, there were two other human gods present.  Tia, goddess of truth and peace, was sitting on the light elf side next to Sentinel and Invictus, and Seker, god of the dead, was sitting on the Krone side next to Sentinel and Evona.  Martel turned his attention toward Sentinel as the gavel fell silent and the meeting came to order.   
 
    Sentinel spoke evenly and forcefully, letting his voice carry off the walls to all of those present.  “As you all know, the Overlord, Nu, has requested that both elf factions meet to discuss the possibility of reconciliation.  I think it goes without saying that Nu will eventually have his way and that it is pointless to resist.”  The Overlord’s power was unquestioned and heads nodded with agreement on both sides of the table.  
 
    “As a god of justice and neutrality, both sides have agreed to allow me to mediate these proceedings.  You will also note the only other non-elven gods present besides myself are Tia and Seker.  They are here to ensure that both sides are adequately represented and that our resolution to this conflict is balanced.  Since Invictus created the elves, I have decided to allow him to list his demands first, followed by Evona.” 
 
    Invictus remained seated, cleared his throat, and began to speak.  “I am not open to reconciliation simply because the Overlord commands it, but rather I am open to it because it is the right thing to do.  We will either have reconciliation or we will continue to fight until one side is utterly destroyed.  Personally, I prefer peace.” 
 
    Evona spoke up immediately.  “That is because you are weak.  Always have been.  I don’t know why these puppets continue to follow your blind leadership.”   
 
    Invictus looked his former lover in the eye and calmly said, “It is such a pity the only redeeming quality you now possess is your beauty.” 
 
    Sentinel quickly jumped in to save the meeting from ending before it had a chance to begin.  “Let us keep this civil and see if we can do as Nu commands.  Invictus, please continue.” 
 
    Invictus looked straight ahead with glazed eyes as he continued with his vision for the future.  He launched into discussion about Krone amnesty on the surface and the places where dark elves could live in peace and be welcome.  He went on to explain that there would be no further light elf excursions into the Underworld if the Krone attacks on the surface ceased.  Tempers flared more than once, but Sentinel was able to keep the peace.  Evona corrected Invictus on a few points, but as time drew out Evona seemed more like her old self, willing to bend, and while strong willed, ultimately subservient to Invictus.   
 
    Time stretched out into days as the talks continued without interruption.  Evona seemed willing to share portions of the Underworld and talked about some Krone clans that wished to move to the surface.  All in all, Martel could not believe how well things were proceeding.  He would not have thought it possible, but peace among the elves seemed to be within sight.  Perhaps Nu was right to push for reconciliation after all.  
 
    As the fifth day of talks droned on, Martel’s attention was suddenly brought back to the present when he realized voices were beginning to rise.  Invictus said, “I created the elves, and I do not wish to share leadership of my creation with you.” 
 
    “We will not be your puppets, Invictus.  We wish to have an equal say over our fate.” 
 
    Invictus was about to begin another rebuttal when Sentinel stepped in.  “Surely there must be some common ground on this issue.  You both have valid points.  Invictus created the elves and feels he should have sole control over his creation.  Evona is afraid she will be ruled from afar and so would like to have an equal say in policy matters.”  Both leaders calmed down slightly as Sentinel regained control of the meeting.  “There are many possible solutions to this impasse.  Shared leadership, a strong second in command followed by a third in command, or leadership ranking could be determined by the number of worshippers each god commands.”  
 
    Evona smiled broadly and said, “I like this last idea.  Leadership of the elves should be forever tied to the number of worshippers each god claims.  Even you cannot argue against this Invictus.  It is the democratic way, and you do have the most worshippers.” 
 
    “For the moment yes, but you are dark, Evona.  I can see your thoughts.  You would plot against me and plant doubts in the shadows.  The war between the elves would never cease because you would forever know that every light elf you killed would bring you one step closer to controlling the entire race.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I would break the truce?  That my word, when given, cannot be trusted?  Come Invictus, I will have your agreement on this issue.” 
 
    “I say NO!  Forever no!  I will lead the elves, and no one else.”  At this proclamation, cheers went up around the light elf side of the table. 
 
    Evona jumped to her feet as the cheering reached its pinnacle.  Martel looked to his right and saw Venal’s hand nervously stroking his bow as Evona’s screams became shriller.  “Why are you so selfish, Invictus!?  I had hoped we could put our differences behind us, but I will not be pushed aside and ruled from afar by the likes of you.  At least this meeting has served to remind me why I left you in the first place.” 
 
    The old wound still cut deep.  Martel could see the pain on Invictus’s face.  This was not going to end well.  By invoking the gravest of injuries Evona had assured herself that Invictus would rise to his feet, and he did not disappoint as he stood and faced her.  “You were the one who betrayed me, and I showed benevolence by letting you leave in peace.  But how many light elves have paid the price for your betrayal?  I cannot believe I let you take control of the Krone.  They are but a shadow of what they once were, a great perversion of all that is elf.  I should have killed you then and had done with it.” 
 
    “Well, that is one mistake you can still rectify.”  Evona drew her black long sword in the blink of an eye and swung with all the hatred a scorned lover could deliver.  Invictus seemed to sense his final failure and simply stood his ground and looked impassive as Evona brought her cut down.   
 
     “Die!” she yelled with disdain. 
 
    Evona’s sword was thrown from her hand and she was pushed back with a thud as two arrows pierced her flesh.  Evona looked dismayed as she turned to her hand and saw an arrow through her palm where the long sword had been.  She looked down at her chest and saw a second arrow near her heart.  The one near her heart had a black shaft and black fletching, marking it as Venal’s arrow, while the one stuck in her hand had Martel’s brown shaft with a falcon emblazoned on the fletching. 
 
    The dam was broken.  Both sides joined the battle.  Sentinel stood and tried to hold the two sides apart, but it was no use.  They were all out of their seats with swords swinging and arrows flying.  The only gods left seated were Tia and Seker.  Tia held her head in her hands crying bitterly, while Seker sat in his chair with a smile of complete satisfaction as he took in the scene of killing and chaos around him. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 10:  Venal Chooses Nero 
 
      
 
    Calim and Nero were on the way back to the Armenien capital of Bethel to report on the success of their mission.  It was a two-day journey to the capital.  They had pulled off the trail and tied up the horses just before sunset of the first day, not far from the ancient ruins of Coria.  The two Philosophers were resting beside a warm fire on a brisk night telling stories and reveling in their victory.   
 
    Nero had known from the time Calim recruited him that he was an elf from another world, but it had never been his place to ask how he had come to Tellus.  So, when Calim started telling the story of how he first came to Stonewall from his original home, he had Nero’s undivided attention. 
 
    “So there I was, a stranger in an unknown land.  The portal that brought me to Tellus had closed behind me, leaving me no way of returning home.” 
 
    While Nero sat up with his legs crossed, Calim was lying down on his bed roll on the opposite side of the fire with his eyes closed.  Apparently, Nero passing his final test had allowed Calim to regard him as an equal rather than a student, and he was opening up to him in a way that had not been possible before. 
 
    Nero asked, “Are you able to generate an energy blade with your mind because you are from another world?” 
 
    “Now you are starting to catch on.” 
 
    “Are all your people able to generate weapons using their minds?” 
 
    “Yes, my people have little use for weapons made of steel.  At an early age, each of us picks a favorite weapon and uses our mind to perfect its form and lethality.”  Calim chuckled a little to himself. “I made quite an impression on the people of Stonewall when I materialized my sword out of thin air for the first time.  They thought it was magic.  It has always surprised me that so many people on Tellus think there is some mystical weave that creates and controls magic.  On my world it is well known that magic doesn’t exist and that all power comes from the mind.” 
 
    Nero did not agree, but simply said, “Interesting.”  Not wishing to contradict his mentor, he changed the subject.  “Do you know how long ago the Philosophers were founded?  I’ve never heard the story.” 
 
    Calim shifted his position on the bed roll, no doubt trying to get comfortable on the hard ground.  Or was there something else going through his mentor’s mind?  He answered in a sleepy voice.  “I’ve heard the organization was started by two of the old elf King’s closest advisors over three thousand years ago.  Before then, there wasn’t any need for a Philosopher.” 
 
    “Do you think Armena will survive for the next thousand years?  Won’t the humans and Krone just keep coming until we are forced out of the Glenmyr Forest?” 
 
    Calim did not even open his eyes to answer.  “That’s not for us to decide.  Your ancestors each made their choice three hundred years ago when the Retreat began.  Those elves who couldn’t bear to leave their homes formed Armena in the hope that they could save the forest and their way of life.” 
 
    With that, the conversation ended and Calim went to sleep while Nero stayed up and tried to digest what he had just heard.  Later that night Nero couldn’t say whether he was awake and mesmerized by the fire or asleep and dreaming, but afterward he would never doubt the miracle that took place.   
 
    Nero was sitting on his bed roll with his legs crossed, staring into the fire, when he suddenly became aware of someone floating directly on top of the flames.  It was an elf dressed from head to toe in black.  He carried a long sword at his side in a black scabbard and a longbow made of black wood over his shoulder.  It took several moments for Nero to realize the strangeness of what he was seeing, and then his senses snapped back to full alert.  He flew to his feet and drew his rapier.  The stranger stepped calmly out of the fire without any burn marks and landed on the hard earth.  The strange elf’s face was devoid of emotion, and he stood there waiting for Nero. 
 
    Nero thought he recognized the figure, but felt he had to be mistaken.  There were a few drawings in the elven archives of what Venal was supposed to look like, but looking at his god now, Nero could not believe how accurate the drawings had been.  He dropped his sword in humility and threw himself face down in the dirt.   
 
    Venal finally spoke in a gruff, powerful voice that echoed off the trees.  “Nero of the Philosophers.  Nero of the Talon Guild.  Death to the Krone.” 
 
    Nero recognized the last part as the mantra of his god and reflexively replied.  “Only then may the joy of life begin anew.” 
 
    Venal nodded his head in approval.  “You have always been loyal in your worship of me, Nero, and your relentless pursuit of the hated Krone has been everything I could hope for.  Your strength has caught my eye; now I have an important mission for you that will win you a special place in my kingdom.” 
 
    Venal paused.  With his face in the dirt, Nero said, “Anything for you, my lord.” 
 
    “The time has come to destroy the Krone, and you will play a large part in their demise.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 11:  The Deal Is Struck 
 
      
 
    As Venal explained his divine plan, Nero couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  However, it was not his place to doubt his god.  Afterward, Nero said, “I understand, my lord.  I will do as you command.” 
 
    Venal spoke up one last time.  “To aid you on your chosen mission, I will give you a gift.  From now on, no one will be able to approach you unannounced.  Even in the darkest night, you will be able to feel your enemy’s spirit as he draws near.” 
 
    Nero did not understand what his god meant, but he said, “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    Nero lifted his face out of the dirt and watched as Venal turned around and walked back into the fire.  As the flames claimed his god, Nero heard Venal’s voice echo in his head.  “Do not disappoint me, Nero, or my wrath will be unpleasant.” 
 
    Nero woke up lying down on his bed roll, not knowing how he had gotten there.  He sat up next to the fire and checked to see that Calim was sound asleep.  Then he walked silently away from the campfire, as his god had ordered, and made his way to the ancient ruins of Coria that were close by.   
 
    After a long walk through the moonlit forest, Nero arrived at the gate of the ruined city and lit a torch for the representative of the Talon Thieves Guild to see.  Looking around at the old buildings and gate of the ruined city, Nero felt a certain satisfaction.  Coria had been sacked three centuries ago by the Krone just after the Retreat had begun, and now it would be the place where their destruction began. 
 
    Nero sat by the gate and waited.  He was well trained in deception and concealment, and his chosen path demanded that he be patient, but in this case the stakes were so high he could not help but pace nervously.  Then he was hit by a sensation that he had never felt before.  Someone was there, watching him.  He felt it with a certainty, and it was not the sensation a person gets when he thinks there might be someone else in the room and inexplicably turns around to look.  Instead, he knew with certainty that someone was watching him.  Was this the new gift Venal had given to him?  He had no other explanation. 
 
    Nero turned in the direction from which he knew the person was approaching, but he did not see anything.  Knowing he had an advantage over this Talon Guild member evaporated any apprehension he might otherwise have had.  Nero folded his arms with confidence and peered out into the darkness, waiting for the Guild representative to make his move.   
 
    And suddenly there was the great Gaston in all of his glory.  Nero had met the man only twice before.  Gaston was a member of the Talon Guild’s Inner Circle of thirteen, and it showed.  He was a five and a half foot tall human who always dressed in black leather armor that bent the light around him, constantly forcing him into the shadows.  He always wore a hood over his head and a rapier at his side.  Gaston’s voice was whispery, yet commanding, and only a fool would question his lethality and his cruelty of leadership. 
 
    Gaston strutted out of the darkness and stopped a few feet in front of Nero.  “It is nice to see you again, Nero.  I must admit I wasn’t expecting to meet you here, but I suppose it makes sense, all things considered.  How have you been?” 
 
    “Busy.  Very busy.” 
 
    “I would imagine so.  The Guildmaster was favorably impressed when he heard you finally infiltrated the Philosophers.   You are not the first Guild member to try, but you are the first to succeed.  If you are able to pass him any valuable information from your new position, you may finally earn the Inner Circle seat you have always coveted.” 
 
    Nero didn’t betray any of his feelings as he said, “Thank you, Gaston.” 
 
    Gaston noted that Nero wasn’t taking the bait, so he got down to business.  “A Talon Guild operative was told we would receive valuable information from the Venal religious sect if we met him at these ruins at this time.  Are you here to give me that information?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “We’re glad for any help you can pass along.  What do you have to offer?” 
 
    Nero hesitated for a heartbeat.  No, Venal would not let him down.  “The King and the First Heir of Armena are going on a hunting trip in three days’ time.  In most cases this wouldn’t be useful information, as the King would take his entire royal guard with him.  However, in this case the King has decided to make this a special bonding experience with his eldest son.  There will be only five Royal Guardsmen and General Lacrue himself.  This is the opportunity the Talon Thieves Guild has been waiting for.” 
 
    Nero could see Gaston was trying hard not to show his excitement at the possibility of killing the King of Armena, but it was too obvious for him to miss.  “Indeed.  The King and his renowned general.  Their deaths would destabilize Armena, just as the Guildmaster is hoping to do.  Do you know the location of this hunting trip?” 
 
    “Therein lies the problem.  I don’t think anyone knows the location of the hunting trip.” 
 
    Gaston took a step closer and Nero resisted the urge to take a step back.  Gaston gave him a dagger from his belt, told him what was to be done, and a moment later the deal was struck. 
 
    As Gaston turned to leave, Nero said, “Remember, the bargain is that the King and any of the guards are yours to kill, but the First Heir is to be left unharmed.” 
 
    Gaston looked at him soberly and said, “Of course.  We understand the arrangement.  I daresay that if you manage to pull this off, with all of your other outstanding achievements, the Guildmaster will have no choice but to make you one of the Thirteen.” 
 
    Nero’s smile was as cocky as his reply.  “Tell the Guildmaster it is easily done, and I expect to be rewarded accordingly.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 12:  The Betrayal 
 
      
 
    Nero and Calim rode into Bethel two mornings later and split off to go their separate ways.  Nero didn’t ask, but assumed Calim was off to his home city of Stonewall, while he traveled to the castle to deliver his formal report.  As soon as the Philosophers parted ways and Nero was sure Calim was out of sight, he kicked his horse into a brisk walk to get to the castle as quickly as possible without drawing undue attention.  After a short ride, Nero walked through the picket fence that delineated the castle grounds from the rest of the elven city. 
 
    It was critical that Nero deliver his package before the hunting party left, and since the castle proper was deep inside the royal estate, he brought his horse up to a trot.  He hardly noticed the row of fruit trees on either side of the Royal Road, or the lush grass that extended hundreds of feet beyond the tree line.  He rode through the outlying stables, bakeries, shops, practice yards, and homes that ringed the castle.  Nero finally slowed his horse to a casual walk just before he passed through the castle gate. 
 
    Off to Nero’s right were eleven horses standing in the courtyard, surrounded by five Royal Guards.  Servants hurried back and forth between the horses and a large, three-story building carrying clothes, food, and other gear.  By the look of things, King Tithas was leaving for his hunting trip sometime that morning, which meant Nero only had a short time to carry out his mission.  Unfortunately, the guards were watching too closely for him to just walk up to one of the horses, so he calmly directed his horse behind the three-story building where most of the servants were coming and going.   
 
    As Nero rounded the back of the building, he saw laundry hung out to dry and a full basket sitting next to the clotheslines.  He grabbed some servant clothes out of the basket and ducked into a corner before anyone could notice.  A few moments later he stepped out from behind the corner disguised as a servant.  He walked casually in the back door of the three-story servant house.  Chaos consumed the main level as servants ran about preparing food and packing laundry for the hunting trip.  No one even looked up as Nero grabbed three white tunics, folded them neatly, and moved through the kitchen and down a hallway toward the front door.  With any luck, he only needed a few more moments of obscurity and the deed would be done.   
 
    As he moved down the hallway toward the front door, the door opened and a well-dressed elf – a member of the court if Nero was any judge – walked in.  The hallway to the front door was narrow and there was no way he could change directions without looking suspicious, so he gritted his teeth and continued forward without hesitation, trying to act as though he belonged.  As the distance between them shortened, he recognized the well-dressed elf as Shane, the Queen’s personal aide.  Shane looked past Nero and down the hallway.  Time seemed to stop as Nero’s heart beat against his chest.  He and Shane had met once on Philosopher business, and he could only hope that Shane did not recognize him, or else there would be some serious explaining to do.  Shane glanced at him for a moment and then his gaze moved on to the back of the room. Then he looked back at Nero and raised his hand as if to say something.   
 
    Nero rapidly started running through the list of credible lies he could tell, when Shane lowered his arm.  The Queen’s aide moved past Nero as if he wasn’t there and said, “Paul, where is the chicken for the King’s dinner tomorrow night?  The hunting party is due to leave shortly.”  Nero knew Shane had recognized him, but then he had let him continue on his way without saying a word.  What had just happened, Nero could not say, but he was not about to stop and ponder his good fortune. 
 
    He heard Paul giving some sort of answer as he stepped out the door and closed it behind him.  The sounds inside the house were immediately replaced by the sounds of the castle courtyard.  Five members of the Royal Guard were still standing around the perimeter of the eleven horses.  It took Nero only a moment to spy a horse with its satchel bags still open in preparation for the trip.  With his mark determined, he started forward with his head down.  Out of another building to his right came Lacrue, issuing final commands to the guards around him.  “William, the King will be here in a few moments.  Are we ready to ride?” 
 
    The guard replied, “Very nearly, my lord.  The horses are almost packed for the journey.” 
 
    “Holidor, you will command the Royal Guard while I’m away.” 
 
    “Very good, my lord.” 
 
    Nero kept his head down and continued walking toward the horse with the open saddle bag and cursed under his breath as Lacrue started walking toward the horses as well.  If he could just make it to his mark without being noticed then his task would be done, but the gods were cruel and their paths were going to cross if he continued.  With only an instant to decide, Nero turned around, moved discreetly back to the three-story house, and decided to bide his time.  Lacrue just stood there in the middle of the horses issuing commands.  Every time he started walking away, someone else came up to him with another urgent matter.   
 
    Eventually, the First Heir and what appeared to be Lacrue’s two children came walking up to the horses together.  The three young elves seemed capable enough for their age, but Nero dismissed them as unsure adolescents who wouldn’t interfere with his plans.  The First Heir gave commands that were instantly obeyed, but he didn’t seem wholly comfortable in the role destiny laid out for him as his birthright.  The older of Lacrue’s sons seemed confident and looked like he would walk in his father’s footsteps one day.  The younger son was quiet and kept to himself, like a young adult who had not yet found his calling in life. 
 
    The youths eagerly mounted their horses, ready to depart.  All that was missing was the arrival of the King and the party would be off.  Nero knew at this point he only had a few moments at best, and almost as though he had heard Nero’s thoughts, the King came walking into the courtyard.  As everyone turned to pay the proper respect, Nero recognized one of the Royal Guards who was going on the trip and an idea came to him in a flash. 
 
    While Nero did not exactly know Falon, they often saw each other at a distance when Falon delivered Philosopher instructions to his doorstep.  Quickly, before it was too late, Nero walked casually over to Falon, being careful to face away from the rest of the hunting party.  Falon looked at him queerly until recognition washed over his face.  Nero signaled for him to lean in, and when he did, Nero leaned in as well.  “Surprised to see me, old friend?” 
 
    “Surprise is an understatement.  What in the seven hells are you doing here?” 
 
    Nero pulled the dagger Gaston had given him out from under his clothing, looked to the left and to the right, and then handed it secretly to Falon.  “General Lacrue wants to give this dagger as a gift to his older son while they are on the hunt.  He feels too conspicuous holding onto it himself, and he doesn’t want to ruin the surprise.  Lacrue trusted me to find someone worthy to carry the dagger on your journey, and I thought instantly of you, Falon.  Can you hold the dagger until Lacrue asks for it?” 
 
    Falon looked around sheepishly, finally seeming to understand the need for secrecy.  The King mounted up, followed by Lacrue and the rest of the hunting party.  The King walked his horse through the gate and the rest of the hunting party started off as well.  If this didn’t work, then Nero was done. 
 
    Falon moved toward his horse and said under his breath, “I would be honored to hold this dagger for General Lacrue,” and then he mounted up with the rest of the party.  “How will the General know that I have it?” 
 
    Nero looked unflinchingly in Falon’s eyes and said, “I told Lacrue I was going to give it to you, but don’t say anything until he asks for it.” 
 
    Falon nodded his head in acknowledgement and kicked his horse in the ribs.  The beast launched into a trot as Falon went through the castle gate in an effort to catch up with the group.  Nero turned around with a satisfied smile and started to walk away.  After all, he still had a report to give on his most recent Philosopher mission. 
 
    He would have his reward from Venal in the afterlife, as well as the Talon Guild in this life.  He had always heard that rank had its privileges, and he intended to find out. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 13:  Salute the Fallen 
 
      
 
    Lacrue could not remember when he’d had such a good time with his sons.  He was enjoying this well needed respite from his duties.  The King’s party had very little to show for a full day of hunting, but that didn’t seem to matter.  King Tithas was clearly having a great time with his eldest son, Devin.  Technically, Lacrue was still the King’s bodyguard, but this hunting expedition was more like vacation than duty.  The King was happier than Lacrue could ever remember.  He soaked up the natural beauty of the woods, and the time away from the pressures of ruling a kingdom could only help.  Try as he might, however, Lacrue could not entirely set aside his duties.  There were sporadic moments when he wondered how the King of Kentar would receive his Majesty’s words, and he worried about the success of the Philosopher mission against the logging town.   
 
    The entire hunting party included Lacrue and his two sons, the King and his eldest son, the King’s personal wizard Adel, and five handpicked members of the Royal Guard.  The King had wanted this to be a special experience between father and son, and so far, it seemed to be just that.  Lacrue occasionally felt there was not enough protection in the King’s party, but those were fleeting moments.  They were hunting within the protected borders of Armena, Adel was here, and so was he. 
 
    The hunting was winding down for the day and the sun was about to fall below the tree line.  The tents were pitched for the night, a fire was burning, and dinner was nearly ready.  Evisar and Devin were practicing swordplay as they seemed to do every day, while Jefon was off with Adel discussing magic.  Jefon was a smart boy and extremely interested in the magic arts, but he seemed to lack the wisdom or the concentration necessary to cast even the simplest of spells.  This was common, as only one in a thousand had any aptitude for arcane magic at all, and most who had the gift never received the proper training.  In fact, arcane magic was so rare that many peasants saw it as a fairy tale to tell their children as they went to sleep.  Even the best wizards took months of study and concentration to learn how to cast their first spell.  Divine magic, or healing magic, was more common, and the larger towns often had a cleric who received the gift of healing spells from the god he worshipped.  Still, if Jefon wished to join the elite archer ranks someday, he would have to have some aptitude for magic, but so far the talent had eluded him. 
 
    Lacrue could not claim to understand any of it.  He was a simple fighter – no more, no less – and he could only recount tales of what he had heard or seen.  Evisar also showed no interest in the subtle arts of magic.  He enjoyed the action and intensity of fighting.  Victory over his opponents through clashing swords was his passion.  Jefon enjoyed all things quiet and stealthy.  Puzzle solving, archery, magic, and hiding in the shadows were his forte.   
 
    Lacrue sat around the camp fire on the edge of an open field, in the middle of the forest with the King as three rabbits cooked over a spit.  Both elves sat comfortably, enjoying each other’s company, smoking pipes.  The Royal Guardsmen ducked in and out of view as they went about their patrols.  Lacrue had compulsively timed their route and looked up every so often to see that the patrolmen were coming by at the appropriate times.  He was relaxed and talking with the King, but guard duty and leading troops were his life.  He could not change this about himself, nor would he ever try.  Lacrue was a warrior.  His great grandfather’s longsword, Neverlost, would always be at his side, just as it had always been at his father’s side.  He had learned long ago to listen to the forest and its animals.  He instinctively looked up with every sound and rustling of leaves.  His senses and good judgment were the reasons he was still alive after all these years. 
 
    As Lacrue and King Tithas talked, Lacrue became more and more nervous.  He noted it had been some time since the last patrolman passed by the camp.  He had trained these particular guards personally and they did not disregard their duty.  “Excuse me, your Majesty.”  Lacrue hated to interrupt the King, but he couldn’t take a chance.  Lacrue rose to his feet and yelled to his sons.  “Jefon, Evisar, will you come here please!” 
 
    It was time for dinner anyway.  At the sound of Lacrue’s voice, Jefon and Adel began walking toward camp, continuing their conversation, while Evisar and Devin ceased fighting with their practice blades and also walked toward camp.  Lacrue paced around the fire and listened to the forest.  Something wasn’t right.  The forest in front of him was utterly quiet while the forest behind was wild with chatter.  It could simply mean a large predator was coming for the meat on the fire, but he could take no chances. 
 
    Lacrue turned to the King in earnest and said, “Your Majesty, I must ask you to rise.  We may be in danger.” 
 
    With his friend’s warning, the King rose to his feet as Jefon and Evisar reached the fire.  Lacrue’s commanding voice boomed out again.  “Guards, to me!” 
 
    Lacrue was immediately comforted when Falon came walking out of the forest on the other side of the clearing, then another guard, and then another.  Only three Royal Guardsmen out of five answered Lacrue’s command.  As time stretched on and the other two guards didn’t appear, Lacrue’s head began pounding with anticipation.  The King and the wizard Adel quickly grasped the problem, but Jefon, Evisar, and Devin didn’t know what was wrong, save that the General was on edge.  “Run to your tents, all of you.  Arm yourselves.”   
 
    Just as the call to arms was given, a loud voice echoed off the trees and filled the air with arcane magic.  Lacrue turned toward the sound at the far end of the clearing two hundred feet away.  A huge blast of fire came out of the underbrush and obliterated one of the guards.  The other two broke into a run toward camp as Lacrue drew his sword, Neverlost.   
 
    The leaves on the bushes across the open field rustled and Lacrue saw the enemy walk confidently out of the woods.  The leader was a human dressed in all black with a hood over his head and leather armor that covered him in shadows.  Flanking him on either side were fifteen other men, ready for battle.  Steadily they moved toward the King’s camp from across the open field.   
 
    The King and the three youths returned with their weapons.  Lacrue wasted no time.  He knew what was to happen next, and the children had to be saved.  Lacrue threw down Neverlost and went to one knee saying, “Your Majesty, break your wand.” 
 
    Lacrue heard the enemy’s magical voice pierce the air as he grabbed a wand out of his boot, looked at his two sons and said, “Bring help.”  Lacrue broke the wand over his knee and the magical energy was released.  Jefon and Evisar vanished in a magical blur.   
 
    King Tithas withdrew a similar wand and broke it in his hands.  Lacrue’s heart sank with despair as the spell did not resolve, and Devin stayed where he was.  The enemy wizard had denied anyone the ability to magically teleport in or out of the area.  The First Heir, along with everyone else, would have to stay and fight. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon and Evisar materialized inside their house.  The teleport spell had been designed by their father to return the brothers to safety in an emergency.  The brothers were horror stricken by what they had seen, and for a moment they simply shook with fear.  Their father had been outnumbered against an enemy that wanted them dead. 
 
    Evisar was the first to collect himself.  “We, we should go to the Mage Tower and find a wizard.  He can teleport us back with the Royal Guard.”  Jefon nodded his head in agreement and they headed toward the door at a sprint.  The castle was some distance away, and Jefon quickly outpaced his older brother.  The gate guards recognized Jefon immediately and through his indiscernible babble were able to point him toward the guardsman who had the watch.  The guardsman grasped the problem quickly and he, Jefon, and Evisar ran to the Mage Tower.  They found Zabel, the second highest mage in the land, and quickly explained what was happening.  The wizard gathered whomever was in shouting distance and teleported the group as near to the camp site as the enemy spell forbidding transport would allow.  The rescue party included three wizards, three Royal Guardsmen, Jefon, and Evisar. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Lacrue’s mind raced as the enemy leader approached with his fifteen men in tow.  One man wore the robes of a wizard, while two of the others were encased in full plate mail.  One of the men in mail had the symbol of Seker, God of the Dead, emblazoned on his surcoat.  Lacrue’s party instinctively formed a line of swords as Adel stayed in the back and began a long incantation.  As the enemy closed to sword range, Adel finished his spell and focused its power on the priest of Seker, who simply turned to dust and disintegrated where he stood.   
 
    The enemy leader took note of his fallen comrade and said in a rough, commanding voice to his own wizard, “Deal with him.”   
 
    Then the battle was joined and there was nothing Lacrue could do but concentrate on the enemy in front of him.  The leader came straight at him and their swords met with steel on steel.  The leader was good, but Lacrue quickly gained the advantage.  He took a few steps forward to press the attack when he was besieged by a swordsman on either side.  Even with three to one odds, Lacrue pressed forward.  He threw a jab at the leader that was batted aside and ducked an attack from his left.  As the sword passed over his head, Lacrue used the leader’s deflected momentum to cut down the swordsman to his left.  As he pulled Neverlost free of the dead body, he saw a spark of magic out of the corner of his eye that could only have come from the enemy wizard.  Lacrue heard Adel scream out in pain as he brought Neverlost up to block the leader’s next attack.   
 
    In a matter of moments it became obvious that things were not going well.  Devin and the two Royal Guards were down, and they were surrounded on all sides by the enemy.  The leader still engaged Lacrue, but Lacrue downed two other swordsmen who came after him and landed several glancing cuts on the leader.  The leader gasped after each cut and became more incensed as the duel continued.  Lacrue instinctively ducked a strong swing from the leader and took a step forward as a swordsman behind him reached out with his weapon.  Grabbing Neverlost with both hands, Lacrue slashed through the leader’s midsection.  The leader doubled over in pain and Lacrue brought Neverlost down for the kill stroke, when his family sword struck hard iron on the leader’s back.  Lacrue had been so engrossed in his duel with the leader that he had not noticed the enemy wizard casting an iron skin spell on his adversary.  The leader brought the butt of his sword up and stunned Lacrue with a blow to the head.  Lacrue staggered back several steps and mentally dug in for what he knew was the fight of his life. 
 
    To his right, Lacrue saw the King cut down two swordsmen with one fierce stroke, but the King did not see the man in full plate mail move up behind him.  Lacrue yelled out to his King in desperation and ran to his aid, but there was nothing he could do.  The enemy knight stepped in and took a strong jab at the King’s back.  The blade was razor sharp and should have skewered the King through the heart.  Instead, the knight’s blade simply glanced off to the side.  It was only then that Lacrue noticed the look of stone on the King’s skin as well. 
 
    The King and Lacrue were the only ones left standing from their party, and while the ground was littered with the enemy dead, the odds were still soundly against them.  The King and Lacrue fought back to back as they deflected strike after strike. 
 
    The King tried talking to the enemy as he fought on, playing for time.  “What is it you want?  Let us negotiate.”   
 
    The enemy soldiers unconsciously backed off a step, waiting to see how their leader would receive the King’s words.  The enemy leader lowered his sword and looked at Lacrue and the King with a kind of odd curiosity, as if to say, I can’t believe that just happened.  The truce only lasted a moment as hatred and malevolence quickly returned.  The enemy leader raised a clinched fist and pointed his index finger at the two remaining elves.  “Kill them.  Kill them all!” 
 
    Lacrue turned his head and caught the King’s eye.  The decision was made without the need for words.  Lacrue paused for a moment, shrugged his shoulders, and calmly said, “It’s your funeral.” 
 
    Suddenly Lacrue and the King attacked with a fury that stunned their opponents.  Lacrue landed a cut across the leader’s chest and heard steel scrape across iron skin, but the leader’s instinct was to retreat a step.  In one smooth motion Lacrue continued the cut and took off the head of the swordsman to his left.  Then he ducked a cut from the leader and the swordsman behind him and spun out of the way, while cutting the remaining swordsman nearly in half.   
 
    Enmeshed in iron skin armor, the King had no fear of attack, so he lunged forward and impaled the warrior to his right, withdrew his sword, and cut the warrior behind him off at the knees, bringing the man down with a scream.  The remaining swordsman in full plate mail used the death of his comrades to bring a mighty blow down on the King.  The blow struck the King’s arm with such fury that the sword penetrated the iron skin and stuck.  Blood began to flow as the King cried out.   
 
    In spite of the King’s wound, Lacrue’s confidence grew as the odds began to narrow.  Only the swordsman in full plate mail, the leader, and the enemy wizard remained.  Realizing his position was not as strong as it had been a moment ago, the leader turned to his wizard and said, “Gram, quit fooling around and finish them.”   
 
    With the condemnation of his leader, the wizard grew serious and said, “Foolish elves, you think you have a chance, but you are mistaken.”  The wizard released a spell that hit Lacrue full in the chest, but had no effect.  A look of confusion crossed the wizard’s face.  Apparently, he wasn’t used to warriors that could summon the will to resist his spells.  Lacrue moved closer to the leader and faked a cross cut that the leader moved to block.  Lacrue then changed direction and hit the leader in the ribs with such fury that Neverlost went through his stone armor and threw him several feet away to the ground.  The leader groaned as blood poured from his ribs.  Lacrue moved forward quickly as the wizard began another spell.  He thrust his sword toward the wizard, who realized at the last instant he was about to die, and stopped casting his spell in order to deflect the cut with the steel bracers on his arms.  Lacrue took two more swings while the leader was on the ground.  The second swing cut deep into the wizard’s thigh and he collapsed face first to the ground.  Lacrue brought Neverlost over his head to finish the kill when he was blasted in the side with a magical energy bolt.  Lacrue used the force of the blast and turned it into a roll as he came up again on his feet.  The leader was standing with a used-up wand in his hand.  He snarled at Lacrue’s tenacity, threw away the now useless wand, and charged again in earnest, drawing Lacrue away from the wizard.   
 
    The wizard came up on one knee and grimaced.  “You are a worthy enemy, but it will not save you.”  He concentrated utterly on his arcane magic and Lacrue could not get through the enemy leader in time to disrupt his spell.  The wizard finished the incantation and pointed the force of the magic at Lacrue.  Suddenly, in mid swing, Lacrue froze.  He was held in place as the wizard cocked his head back and laughed.  “The great general has been brought down.”  His head snapped forward and his eyes locked on Lacrue.  “Now you will watch as your King, your sworn charge, dies.”  Lacrue tried desperately to move, to yell, but his body wouldn’t respond.   
 
    The leader wasted no time as he switched his attack to the King, but Lacrue had faith that Invictus would protect his chosen King.  Jefon and Evisar would return in time with reinforcements, or he would break free of the magic holding him in place.  King Tithas fought desperately for his life against two worthy opponents, while the wizard stood in the background.  The King hit the enemy leader with blow after ineffective blow, and eventually the iron skin armor spell began to show signs of weakness.  Blood flowed from the leader’s wounds as the King pressed on with his desperate attack.   
 
    The wizard looked on and taunted the King.  “Do not fight it.  Accept your fate.  Armena shall fall.”  He began to cast a spell as the King fought on valiantly.  The magic resolved and a green, acid arrow struck the King full in the chest and was absorbed through his armor.  The King became visibly ill and began to sweat profusely as he fought on.  With each passing moment the King grew weaker, yet his blade never slowed.  The King ducked a cut from the knight in full plate mail and countered by thrusting the royal blade into his chest.  The knight dropped his sword in agony and looked at his chest in disbelief of the power that could punch through full plate mail and strike a lethal blow.  The King twisted the sword and withdrew it as the knight fell dead to the ground.  Another spell was unleashed on the King and immediately his movements slowed.  The King turned back to the leader but could not land his blows fast enough.  The leader, bloodied as he was, was able to take the offensive.  It was all the King could do to parry the blows in time.  Another spell was cast and the leader’s agility with the sword increased.  With the King’s movements slowed and the leader moving more quickly, the King began to take blow after blow.  There was no way to stop it.  The King’s iron skin spell failed, and the leader took off the King’s sword arm with a mighty cut.  The King screamed in pain and fell to his knees.  The leader lowered his sword in victory as the King fell forward to the ground.  The back of the King’s neck burst with green ooze as poison coursed through his body. 
 
    Without preamble the leader stepped up to the King as he lay on the ground and raised his sword.  In one smooth motion he stabbed the King through the heart. 
 
    Lacrue was utterly decimated.  Tears streamed down his face.  He had failed.  He felt empty and useless as the wizard laid his hands on the King and disintegrated his body to prevent resurrection.  The leader turned to Lacrue and said, “You have failed in your task, bodyguard, and you deserve to die.  Armena is finished, as are the elves.”  The leader walked around Lacrue in a circle and readied his sword.  “Let me see, the most lethal spot should be right here.”  As he finished his sentence he plunged the sword through Lacrue’s heart.  Lacrue fell to the ground in silence.  He thought he heard the voices of his sons as all went dark.  Lacrue’s last thoughts were of his family. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon and Evisar reappeared in the woods with their reinforcements.  The brothers recognized the stream behind them and heard the call of magic up ahead.  The party took off in a sprint.  The brush was heavy, but Jefon once again pulled ahead of the others.  He got to the edge of the clearing and couldn’t believe what he saw.  The King was gone, Devin was down, and his father appeared frozen in place.  The enemy leader circled around his father as the wizard looked on. 
 
    Jefon continued to run toward the camp as the leader drew his blade up to his father’s chest.  “Father, father!”  Then without a moment’s pause, the leader drove the blade into his father’s chest.  Jefon screamed out and heard Evisar’s screams behind him, “Father, NO!!” 
 
    His father fell to the ground and the wizard moved up to cast a spell.  The leader seemed to notice the group approaching him for the first time and moved toward Devin.  Jefon closed to bow range a hundred feet away and went down to one knee for a better shot.  He aimed for the wizard in order to disrupt his spell and released.  The arrow was woefully off the mark and the wizard’s spell resolved.  His father disintegrated to dust before his eyes as Evisar went pounding past him into the campsite.  As Jefon nocked another arrow and Evisar drew his sword, the leader, the wizard, Falon, and Devin disappeared in a blur of magic.   
 
    Evisar looked around the battle site in awe at the death and destruction.  Everyone was dead except for Adel, who was beginning to stir as the other reinforcements ran into the campsite and secured the area.  Evisar turned to Zabel and asked, “Can you track where they went?  Can you teleport us there?” 
 
    The wizard looked at Evisar and said, “I will try.”  He concentrated for a moment and cast his spells.  In the end he turned to Evisar and said, “I am sorry, my son, the only thing I can tell is that they teleported deep into the Underworld.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 14:  Evona’s Revenge 
 
      
 
    Venal watched with a broken heart as the human named Gaston killed the King of Armena with the wizard Gram looking on.  It was a huge sacrifice, but in the end it would be for the greater good.  Venal wept for the first time in four thousand years as Gram disintegrated the bodies of the King and his bodyguard.  He had watched for decades as King Tithas and Lacrue worked to preserve Armena and served his call against the Krone, and now it was over.  The pride of Armena had nearly won the day, but the sheer number of enemies proved too much.  Now there would be war.  The Krone would finally be destroyed when the full weight of the elven pantheon was brought to bear.  Invictus could not sit by once he found out Evona had assassinated the King of Armena.   
 
    Sad though it was, everything had gone as planned.  Even the timing of the attack ….  What was this?  Venal watched as the young ones returned with reinforcements, as he had foreseen, but they did not arrive soon enough.  Instead of fleeing the combat as soon as the King and Lacrue were dead, Gaston and Gram picked up the First Heir and teleported away from the battle.  This was not the arrangement!  The First Heir was supposed to be left alive and unharmed.  Evona had broken their agreement. 
 
    What had he done?  The King was dead and the First Heir had been abducted and taken deep into the Underworld.  There was no telling what Evona’s plan for the First Heir was, but it would not be good.  The more Venal thought about the betrayal, the more uncontrollable his rage became.  For over six thousand years he had fought the Krone in an endless quest for vengeance, and now, on the verge of victory, Evona had betrayed him once again. 
 
    Sitting on his throne, Venal turned to Vegen, general of his heavenly Black Legion, and said, “Prepare the Legion for battle.  We leave immediately with all of our might.” 
 
    The burly wood elf replied, “Very good, my lord.  Where do we march?” 
 
    “It is well past time we put that lying bitch in her place.  We are going to march on Evona herself.”  Venal got up from his throne and walked into his bedchamber, leaving Vegen standing there with his mouth open in amazement.  In his private room Venal pulled out the chest containing the weapons he used against the Krone.  He opened the chest and meticulously pulled out each weapon, cleaned it with oil, and laid it on the floor.  Venal meditated on his hatred for the Krone as he donned his black leather armor, slung his bow, Black Vengeance, over his shoulder, and secured his sword and dagger around his waist.   
 
    When he was fully prepared, he walked outside his chambers and outside his throne room to find the entire Black Legion assembled over all the ground that was his godly domain.  His lines teemed with the best elven archers of all time, blue and red dragons, great swordsmen, wolves, and all other manner of beast and elf that had ever fought against the Krone and their allies.  And they were awaiting his command.  His palace was up on a hill with fifty granite steps leading down to the valley below.  He walked over to the edge of the steps and stood high above his followers. 
 
    His voice rang out sharp and clear across his entire domain.  “You all know I have fought against the hated Krone for six thousand years with all of my strength, and yours.  Evona has betrayed us again and again, but this time she has gone too far.  The other slights were nothing compared to this vile betrayal.  The time has come to march into the heart of her domain and rid the world of her evil, or die trying.”  He threw his arm up in the air and yelled with all his godly fury, “Who is with me!?”  The ground shook with the shouts of his followers.  So loud and overwhelming was the response that Venal thought surely Evona had heard their cry.   
 
    Venal led his Legion to the edge of his domain.  Then with a divine thought he moved the entire Black Legion from his godly realm in the heavens, across the great separation that divided gods from one another, to the edge of Evona’s domain.  Venal led the vanguard of his troops forward across the valley of Evona’s domain toward her palace on the hill in the distance.  If they could kill Evona in her own godly domain, then she would be dead forever.  But here was where she was strongest.  She was the head of a pantheon, with a great army at her command. 
 
    At first they met limited resistance from a few scattered Krone, but as they plunged deeper into enemy territory and word followed ahead of them, enemy resistance began to grow.  Venal ran up the steps of Evona’s palace two at a time with the Black Legion close behind.  At the top of the steps he fought his way forward until he was at the doors to Evona’s throne room.  The doors to the throne room were guarded by the greatest matron mothers ever to rule in the Underworld, Krone wizards, black dragons, dracoliches, and soul suckers. Venal took aim and loosed black arrows faster than any mortal could comprehend as he fought his way into Evona’s throne room.  Any one of his magic arrows could bring down a dragon, and with the might of the Black Legion at his back, Venal forced his way into Evona’s seat of power.   
 
    He could see the dark queen sitting atop her throne watching with mild interest as hundreds of her followers fell before the might of the Black Legion.  If anything, Evona looked aroused as Venal fought on.  She looked at him with a certain unconcerned longing, taking in his graceful form and his lightning quick reflexes.  This only fueled Venal’s rage.  Inside the throne room were devils and demons from all seven hells.  They closed in around his army in numbers beyond count.  Venal fought with all his strength, but the enemy was coming on too fast, and his Black Legion was starting to take heavy losses.  The fighting continued for some time until Evona appeared bored and finally held up her hand to stop her army’s advance.  There was a momentary pause in the fight as Venal’s followers finished off a wave of the dark queen’s scum.  Venal let Black Vengeance come to rest at his side as he pondered his hatred for the dark queen.   
 
    Evona spoke out in an uninterested tone, “Venal, what brings you to my humble home?” 
 
    Venal could not believe her arrogance.  His arm shot up and he pointed at Evona with the sum of all his hatred toward the Krone.  “You broke our agreement!!” 
 
    A thin smile crossed Evona’s lips as she coyly said, “Only a little bit.”  Evona continued in her monotone voice which she knew was driving Venal insane.  “I allowed your followers to kill every matron mother in every major Krone city, just as we agreed.  In return, the King of Armena had to die.  Our agreement said nothing about the fate of the First Heir.” 
 
    Venal was nearly frothing at the mouth.  “You liar!  You broke the agreement!” 
 
    Anger came to Evona’s face for the first time as she stood in front of her throne.  He noticed a gaping wound in her chest from the arrow he shot at her during the reconciliation meeting and took some satisfaction in the pain it must have caused. 
 
    Evona raised her voice.  “I did no such thing.  The agreement was carried out to the letter.  It is not my fault you did not have the wisdom to prepare for all contingencies.  Now, I suggest you leave here while you still can.”  Venal could see Evona’s hordes gathering behind her.  Venal had no fear of death since he wasn’t in his domain, but his entire army could be lost.  Evona’s army overflowed with dracoliches, demon lords, and all manner of dark elves that answered her command.  “Crawl back to Invictus.  He will forgive your weakness and lack of vision.” 
 
    It was everything Venal could do not to continue the fight to battle his way up to the throne and drive his long sword through Evona’s black heart, but he could see it was hopeless.  He could not hope to defeat Evona in her own lair.  He was a demi-god.  She was the head of an entire pantheon.  She was in her godly domain, while he was attacking on unfamiliar ground.  Venal summoned the will to retreat with his force and live to fight another day.  He looked Evona dead in the eye as he raised his hands and ushered the forces behind him to retreat.  His gaze did not leave Evona as he slowly took one step backward, and then another.   
 
    A smile crossed Evona’s face.  The smile incensed Venal and just as the doors to her inner chamber were closing, Venal nocked a black arrow with lightning speed and let it fly.  His aim was true and the arrow slammed into Evona’s chest in the exact spot his arrow struck before.  Evona screamed in pain and Venal took some solace in his small victory.  He ran to the edge of Evona’s domain with his army and returned to his realm before Evona could take revenge.  The arrow would not kill Evona, but it would cause a grave wound that might never heal.  Revenge against the Krone would have to wait for another day. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 15:  Split of the Elven Pantheon 
 
      
 
    Venal returned to his throne room to find the two elite elves assigned to guard his inner sanctum dead.  Their throats had been ripped out by some sort of beast.  Could Evona have recovered so quickly?  Venal unslung Black Vengeance, threw open the doors to his throne room, and found all was still.  His followers performed an exhaustive search but could find nothing amiss.  Venal eventually sat on his throne, eager to plot revenge against the Krone.   
 
    He was deep in thought when he heard a voice in the shadows behind his throne.  “How could you betray us?  How could you betray me?”  Venal rose and looked behind his throne where the voice originated, but saw nothing.  The voice continued from the right of his throne, “How could you betray us to Evona?  After all the help I have given you, this is how you repay me.” 
 
    Venal snapped his head to the right and although the area was well lit, he still saw nothing.  He turned his eyes back to the front, where he found Martel standing there in all his glory, and he did not look pleased.  His golden eyes pierced Venal’s soul.  “I helped in your ascension to godhood.  I welcomed you into the elven pantheon.  I went to Invictus and asked him to take you into our family because you showed such promise and devotion, and this is how you repay me.  The King of Armena has been murdered, his son taken into the Underworld, and it is all because of you.” 
 
    Venal responded sheepishly, “How did you know?” 
 
    Martel’s voice rose in volume with each pronouncement as he became more and more angry.  “You are a demi-god.  You are still partly mortal.  I am divine.  That is how I know!”  Martel gave no further explanation, and Venal was too ashamed to ask.  Martel bellowed, “What deal did you make with that thing?!” 
 
    The two gods stared at each other for a long time.  Martel was furious and Venal was too ashamed to speak.  After Venal did not answer, Martel continued.  His voice dripping with sarcasm.  “Tell me, friend.  Where would you be without me?  I have always helped you, guided you.  When you reached the heavens, you were nothing.  I took you under my wing and taught you how to find worshipers, how to use your power.  Without me, you would have been forgotten – just another warrior who performed great deeds against the Krone.  You owe me everything.” 
 
    Martel’s words rang with a certain truth.  His fight against the Krone would have ended long ago had Martel not helped with his ascension.  But there was one flaw in his argument that Venal could not let go.  “You think I owe you everything.  I say that it is you who owe me.  You and the rest of the elven pantheon.  Have you ever stopped to think why it was that Invictus and Nu allowed my ascension to godhood?  No, of course not.  You were too wrapped up in your great deed.” 
 
    Venal continued, driving home his point.  “Think, Martel.  It is by the blood of my servants that the elves are so pure.  It is my army that guards the entrances to the Underworld.  While your worshipers build great towers and weapons and ponder the meaning of the cosmos, my followers sweat and bleed.  Invictus allowed my ascension so the elves could remain pure while I do all of the dirty work.” 
 
    Martel did not accept the argument.  “That is not true and you know it.  I hate Evona almost as much as you.  My followers fight her constantly, so do not tell me what a burden it is for you to fight the Krone.  You fight because you want to.  You would not have it any other way.  I followed your mortal career for centuries.  I saw your worth and I wanted you to continue your fight against Evona.  I wanted you by my side so we could fight her together.” 
 
    This argument was pointless and both gods knew it.  Martel lowered his voice and brought his questions back to the present.  “Tell me exactly what deal you made with Evona.” 
 
    Venal could no longer afford to keep his own counsel.  The entire elven race was at stake.  He sat back on his throne and prepared to tell his friend everything. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Only a few days had passed since the reconciliation meeting between the elven gods.  Venal walked gingerly into the meeting room with the gray table and gray walls.  The steady rhythm of his boots echoed off the marble.  The cavernous hall was empty and seemed less grand, as any meeting hall does when it is not filled.  The room still bore splattered blood on nearly every surface that had long since dried.  Many gods from both sides had fallen during the melee, but their spirits had not passed into oblivion.  They had simply reawakened in their own domains with new, perfect bodies.  Gods could not truly be killed on neutral ground by weapons alone unless they were slain while traveling through Tellus, by Nu’s will, or by a complete loss of worshipers.  Only then could a god be killed and pass into nothingness, forgotten and alone.   
 
    Venal was constantly concerned with losing worshipers.  His obsessive hatred of the Krone did not draw many to his cause, and if he was not careful he would end up lost to the ages like Bachus, Lord of Murder; Carna, Lord of Corruption; and Mithras, Mistress of Magic before him. 
 
    Venal walked forward reflectively, eyeing the blood stain where one of his friends had fallen.  Invictus and Evona had both managed to escape, but it had been ecstasy itself to see his black arrow dig deeply into Evona’s chest.  He stood taller as his resolve against the Krone was renewed and felt his skin tighten around the scar on his chest.  Venal was fast with the bow, but Selvar, the Krone god of war, had gotten the jump on him during the melee and slashed him in the side with his long sword.   
 
    From the other side of the room he heard the one voice in the cosmos he truly despised.  “I am sorry that Selvar wounded you so, but he was only defending his queen.”  Venal looked over at the other side of the room as Evona walked out of the shadows to stand before him.  “I am glad you came.” 
 
    “Well I am not.  What do you want?” 
 
    Evona tilted her head to the side in a hurt gesture.  “Come now, we may be enemies, but there is no reason we cannot be civil.” 
 
    Venal did not soften a bit.  “Yes there is.”  He took two steps forward and stopped in front of his chair at the horseshoe shaped gray table. 
 
    Evona also took several steps forward and put an arm on top of her chair on her side of the table.  “I have a proposal for you.” 
 
    “I am not interested in your proposals.”  Venal turned briskly on his heel and started to walk away. 
 
    Evona’s voice boomed off the walls with the power of a high deity and reverberated in his ears.  “Of course you are interested in my proposal.  Why else did you come?  Do not let your ego blind you to an opportunity.” 
 
    Venal stopped and thought for a moment.  Opportunity, what a joke.  He gripped Black Vengeance more tightly as he thought about pulling out his black arrows and ending this little web of temptation Evona was weaving.  But there was no harm in hearing her proposal.  Was there?  Reluctantly, he turned to face his immortal enemy and said with disgust, “What opportunity?”   
 
    “The last thing you want is to have peace between the Krone and the surface elves.  My proposal will ensure that peace never comes – in fact my proposal will ensure an all-out war between the two races.  Is that not what you want?  Is that not what you have always wanted?” 
 
    “What is your proposal?” 
 
    “I will allow your operatives to kill every matron mother of every Krone city in the Underworld if you allow my operatives to kill the King of Armena.” 
 
    Venal took a step closer.  This was interesting.  “Are you saying my worshippers will get credit for all of the assassinations?” 
 
    Evona’s face lit up in an all-knowing smile that filled the whole room.  “That is the offer I am making.  In exchange, all you have to do is give up the King of Armena.” 
 
    Venal could not believe it.  He was actually thinking about it.  There were six major Krone cities in the Underworld, in addition to other small settlements.  The death of every matron mother would deal a crippling blow to the female dominated Krone society.  What’s more, if his operatives were allowed to carry out the assassinations, then the Krone would demand war with their surface dwelling cousins. 
 
    But to deprive the last freestanding elf kingdom in Tellus of its King!  If the King of Armena died, it would be impossible to find a competent replacement; such an elf didn’t exist.  Still, if the King died at the hands of the Krone, then all of Armena would call for war. 
 
    “I would need proof that all of the matron mothers were dead before I would let you touch the King of Armena.” 
 
    “What, you do not trust me?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.  Do we have a deal, or are we finished here?” 
 
    A smile touched Evona’s face once again, and she said in a casual manner.  “We have a deal.”  She raised her right hand and snapped her fingers.  A rolled up scroll instantly appeared in her hand.  “This contains instructions that will allow your operatives to kill the first three matron mothers.”  She threw the scroll across the room and it landed on Venal’s side of the table with a thud.  “After these three are dead, I will send an emissary with another scroll telling you how to kill the next three.  After they are all dead, you will send me instructions on how to kill the King of Armena.” 
 
    Venal’s heart was still telling him to turn around and walk away, but he also felt the bargain was too good to pass up.  Without another word Venal grabbed the scroll and walked out.   The deal had been struck. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Venal slowly opened his eyes.  What a fool he had been.  Armena had not only lost a great king and general, but also its First Heir, raised to rule should anything happen to the father.  Now Armena would be forced to crown the second son, who wanted nothing more than a life of ease at court. 
 
    Martel listened intently as Venal told the entire story.  Martel stood in stunned silence while he digested the turn of events.  When he spoke, it was with a sadness that Venal had not seen before.  “You know Evona and I were lovers after Invictus cast her out into the Underworld.  She was so beautiful; I thought I could bring her back to the light.  I thought she loved me, but she seduced and betrayed me.  She used me to get her divinity back.  My humiliation was complete and after that, I knew I could not count on anyone ever again.  I left the elven pantheon and became the essence of self-sufficiency.  They call me the Faithful Falcon because I fly and hunt alone.  I look after outcasts and scapegoats.” 
 
    Martel looked up as he finished his tragic tale.  He shook his head as if to shake off the past.  Anger filled his eyes once again as he lashed out at Venal.  “Why didn’t you come to me!?  I could have warned you!  She doesn’t keep her word.  She never keeps her word!  But you kept your own counsel.” 
 
    Venal tried to speak up, “Mart …” 
 
    Martel drove on.  “You were special among the gods!  The only elven god to have once been mortal, but now you are worthless.  You have betrayed your own to that thing.”  His voice dripped with disdain.  “Do not trouble yourself with what you have done.  I will save the elven race from the fate you have created, and you can be assured I will spend no more time on you.” 
 
    With this proclamation, Martel turned around and left Venal’s throne room without looking back.  Venal was stunned by Martel’s extreme reaction.  Would the rest of the pantheon feel the same way?  Perhaps he did not belong among the elven gods any longer. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 16:  Crimes of the Family 
 
      
 
    Jefon awoke on the third day after his father's death in much the same way he had the other two.  Every night in his dreams he ran through the woods trying desperately to save his father.  If he could only run a little faster this time, maybe he could save him.  But his legs were never fast enough and he was always forced to shoot his bow from a hundred feet away.  If he could just shoot straight this time, maybe his father would still be alive.  But the arrow always missed.  The wizard reached down and put a hand on his father’s chest.  He said a word of magic and Jefon watched as his father’s body was reduced to ash. 
 
    “No!”  Jefon yelled as he lurched up in bed, fully awake. 
 
     A tear rolled down his cheek as he thought about the arrow and his one chance to save his father.  He had failed with the bow and felt some of the blame lay with him.  Jefon forced himself out of bed and into the kitchen, half expecting to see his father up before him as he always was, making breakfast, his day already underway.  Instead, Jefon saw Evisar sitting at the table, doing nothing.  Evisar didn’t even glance up at him, much less speak. 
 
    The brothers had spent the last three days sitting around in utter disbelief as everyone stopped by their house to offer condolences.  The well-wishers never stayed long, as grief made for poor company and the entire kingdom was panicked over the death of King Tithas.  Jefon overheard guests talking quietly among themselves about the end of Armena and the invasion that would be coming any day, but neither brother cared.   
 
    Jefon grabbed some bread and cheese from the kitchen and sat down across from his brother at the breakfast table.  Evisar still didn’t look up as Jefon took a knife and sliced off a chunk of cheese and began to nibble at it.  Finally, Jefon couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    His brother might want silence, but he needed to talk to someone.  “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “No thank you,” came the crisp reply. 
 
    Jefon pressed on.  “So, are we ever going to talk again?” 
 
    Evisar leaned back in his chair and asked, “What’s the point?” 
 
    “The point is to move on.  We can’t sit here forever.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Jefon raised his voice and finally let some of the despair come to the surface.  “You’re the head of the household now.  Everyone expects you to take father’s place by the new king’s side.” 
 
    “They can expect all they like, but I’m done.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  You can’t just sit here like ...” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” 
 
    Jefon was stunned by the sudden outburst of emotion from his brother, but he recovered quickly.  “Evisar, we did everything we could.  We brought help as soon as we could.  We ran as hard as we could.  There’s nothing else we could’ve done.” 
 
    Evisar threw his head from side to side in pent up anger and finally slammed his fist down on the hard oak table.  “Why did father send us away?  We could’ve helped.  We could’ve made the difference.” 
 
    Jefon took a bite of cheese and looked hard at his brother, relieved to finally be breaking the ice.  “You know that’s not true.  You saw what the enemy looked like, just as I did.  We would have been sword fodder. At best, we would have been in the way.” 
 
    “That isn’t true.  I’m strong.  I could’ve helped.” 
 
    “You are strong, yes, but you aren’t a great warrior like our father.” 
 
    “I thought he was great, but now he’s dead.  I thought he was invincible, that he could stand against anyone.” 
 
    “Our father was great, but no one is invincible.  You heard what Adel said.  Father took charge, as he always did.  He rallied his forces around the King and faced the enemy head on.” 
 
    There was a knock at the front door and Jefon reluctantly broke off the conversation with his brother to answer it.  Jefon opened the door to the solemn face of Holidor.  In the confusion after the King’s death, Holidor had been named head bodyguard in his father’s place.  He had been father’s trusted captain for many years, and he had earned the position.  The number of well-wishers was growing tedious, but Jefon kept his opinions to himself.  “Holidor, welcome to our home.  Would you like to come in?” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Holidor stepped into the Talisman family home and took the seat offered to him in the sitting room. 
 
    Holidor looked uncomfortable, so Jefon opened up by saying, “Congratulations on your new assignment; it must be quite an honor.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.  It is an honor.  I’m still getting used to the idea of being in charge.  I can’t possibly hope to replace your father, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying that.  Oh, where are my manners?  May I offer you something to eat or drink?” 
 
    “No, thank you.  This isn’t a social call.” 
 
    With Holidor’s statement, Evisar’s curiosity got the better of him.  He rose from his seat and headed toward the sitting room, interested to hear what his father’s replacement had to say.  Holidor continued, “I’m afraid things are starting to come to a head.  Jalid was crowned as the new king yesterday morning, and it was thought the move would calm fears, but the confusion at court has only grown.  The nobility is starting to argue about who is to blame for King Tithas’s death.” 
 
    Evisar leaned against a door frame as he said, “I can see where this is going.  Tell us your sad news, head of the bodyguards, and then be gone.” 
 
    Jefon spoke up sharply, “Evisar.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true.  Just listen.” 
 
    Holidor continued reluctantly, “I’m afraid your brother is right.  I don’t have good news.  I’m here to tell you that your presence has been requested before King Jalid tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure; I’ve only heard rumors.  King Jalid’s mother and her closest advisor, Shane, are leading the faction calling for someone to take the blame for King Tithas’s death.” 
 
    Evisar curled his lips into a snarl showing he was appalled yet hardly surprised, “And that, no doubt, will be us.  Someone has to take the blame.  Why not the sons of the most famous general in Armenien history?  We are the last of our line, and our mother is dead.” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head in agreement.  “We are the perfect scapegoats.” 
 
    Holidor nodded his head sadly.  “It is an older tradition that the family be held responsible for the mistakes of the patriarch, but it is still respected among our people.  It was Lacrue’s job to ensure the safety of the King.  Shane and the Queen are laying the blame at your father’s feet.  Anyone who is honest with themselves knows there must have been a traitor from within, but until this traitor turns up, Lacrue will shoulder the majority of the blame.  I can’t say for sure, but I expect the two of you will be made an example of tomorrow.” 
 
    Jefon shook his head in disbelief, “It can’t be as bad as all of that.  Jalid has known us since we were small.  He won’t want to make an example of us.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Since when does want have anything to do with politics?” 
 
    Holidor looked doubtful.  “I pray to Invictus that you are right, Jefon.  I just wanted to stop by and give you fair warning.  I loved your father as if he had been my own.  Everyone knows he fought against unbeatable odds and died for his King, but the King is still dead and it was Lacrue’s responsibility to keep him alive.  Armena needs someone to blame for the tragedy, and I fear your family is being set up to take the fall.” 
 
    With this final insult to his father’s name, Evisar pulled away from the door frame and spoke between gritted teeth, “We thank you for stopping by with your warning, Holidor.”  Evisar walked quickly to the front door and Holidor followed. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, and I am sorry for what is to come.  There is nothing I can do.” 
 
    Evisar responded sarcastically, “I’m sure there isn’t.” 
 
    Holidor paused at the door and turned around.  “Good day to you, Evisar.” 
 
    “And to you.”  With this last tart statement, Evisar shut the door in Holidor’s face.  A thud resonated throughout the house.  Jefon looked up, startled, and met his brother’s eyes.  Evisar strode back to his seat with a new look of purpose in his eyes.  “They’re going to make an example of us.  Someone has to pay for what happened to the King.” 
 
    “Jalid would never do that to us.” 
 
    “Of course he will.  You heard Holidor.  It’s already been decided.  It’s a simple solution to the problem.  In one stroke, they can take action to restore confidence and place the blame on someone else, sending us away so that we are out of sight and out of mind.  It’s the common plight of your god, is it not?  The weak are thrown down.  Those in power abuse their power.” 
 
    “If that’s true, then Martel will look after us.  Just as he looks after all of those who are thrown aside or trampled on by the powerful.”  Jefon looked inward to himself and recited his god’s mantra, Loneliness and Despair abound; Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.  He thought of the falcon in flight that served as Martel’s holy symbol, and it brought him some comfort.  “Jalid will not blame our family for what happened.” 
 
    “And what makes you believe that?” 
 
    Jefon spoke up with some determination.  “Because I have faith.  Other leaders may abuse their power, and elves are far from perfect, but I have faith that we will be treated fairly.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head, “The former King may have treated us fairly, but King Jalid is young and naive.  He will do whatever his mother tells him.  And unfortunately, his mother will do whatever Shane tells her.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about Shane.  Do you?” 
 
    “I only met him once, but you could tell he had his own agenda.  I think father mistrusted him and tried to keep him at a distance.”   
 
    The conversation wound down.  There was nothing they could do but speculate and wait until the morrow.  Both brothers went about their day as best they could, one hoping they would be treated fairly, the other knowing they would not. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 17:  The King’s Court 
 
      
 
    The next morning Jefon and Evisar dressed in their finest, ate breakfast, and left for their fateful meeting before King Jalid, who only a short time ago had been their playmate at swords.  The brothers were admitted to the castle immediately, but then forced to wait outside the throne room as the court prepared to receive them.  The brothers said little to each other and Jefon tried to control the butterflies in his stomach.  Eventually a page came for them.  The brothers rose to their feet and walked into the throne room with Jefon one step behind Evisar to acknowledge who was the older brother.   
 
    They walked boldly into the throne room, surrounded on both sides by a sea of chatter and gossip that accompanied their arrival.  Jefon recognized many of the elves at court as he and his brother walked up to the base of the throne dais and stopped in crisp military fashion.  The throne itself was twice as large as any elf and made of ornately carved light maple.  A white carpet led up the five steps to the dais where King Jalid sat, looking small and out of step with the high nobility all around him.  Jalid was all of twenty-nine, a full ten years younger than Jefon or Evisar, but he was of age all the same and had every right to sit the throne.  King Rynal had been younger still when he sat the throne over eight hundred years ago.  His rule had been a great one, but even he had struggled with poor decisions during the first few years of his reign, and that had been a time of relative peace.  Jefon was forced to wonder what kind of king Jalid would make one day after his coronation. 
 
    On either side of the King sat the Queen Mother and her closest advisor, Shane.  The room fell slowly silent as all eyes turned to the King.  Jalid sat unmoving on the throne.  After a few long moments the King’s silence became uncomfortable as everyone in the room searched for signs of leadership. 
 
    Seated on the King’s left, Shane eagerly seized the initiative, rose, and began to speak.  “The two brothers before us are the last remaining family of Lacrue Talisman.  Long and faithfully did Lacrue serve his King, and it can easily be argued that he was the greatest general in the history of Armena.  Lacrue was noble to the end, and he died defending his King.” 
 
    All around the court, elves nodded their heads in agreement, but Jefon could see through the words.  Shane was brilliantly acknowledging Lacrue’s greatness before destroying his reputation.  After his initial words of gratitude sunk in and began to fade into memory, Shane began his assault. 
 
    “But let us not forget that King Tithas is dead.  Let us not forget that Lacrue did not have the wisdom to see the danger.  He could have taken more guards into the wilderness.  He could have forbidden the King to leave Bethel in these dangerous times, as was his right.  It was Lacrue’s responsibility to protect the King at all costs. 
 
    “The only reasonable conclusion is that someone on the inside must have betrayed the King.  The King was hunting inside an Armenien forest.  There was no other way the enemy could have known the location of his camp.   
 
    “It was Lacrue’s job to ensure the loyalty of his men and to eliminate any betrayal before it could take root.  The traitor shouldn’t have existed at all, and if he did exist, then he should’ve been dealt with before his plan was carried out.  Either way, Lacrue should have foreseen the danger.  The King should never have been allowed to go hunting in the wilderness.  For his own protection, Lacrue should have insisted he remain in the capital.” 
 
    The court stood in stunned silence as Shane insulted Lacrue’s memory.  At first, Jefon smiled inside, seeing how ineffective the speech was, but as Shane’s pronouncement went on, Jefon could see heads in the crowd beginning to nod in agreement.  Someone who is not around to defend himself is an easy scapegoat indeed, and an example could easily be made of two defenseless brothers with no political power or favors to draw on. 
 
    Shane was about to continue the assault when Evisar spoke up with anger and force behind his words, “What are you trying to accomplish here, Shane?  My brother and I are defenseless, and yet you have brought us before the throne.  Do you think the elves around you are blind to your true ambition?” 
 
    Shane looked at Evisar with sympathy.  “I have no ambition, elder son of Lacrue, except to serve the throne.  If you serve the throne as your father did, then you will be silent and let me continue.  It is the custom ...”   
 
    Evisar cut him off and continued, “I will not be silent.  I say my father did nothing wrong.  He served his country loyally for over a hundred years and he died defending his King.  What more could you possibly want?” 
 
    “You will be silent, son of Lacrue, or you will wait in the dungeon while the court decides your fate.”  Shane pointed at two of the Royal Guards who reluctantly moved behind Evisar with hands on their blades.  Jefon held his breath as he waited to see what Evisar would do.  Evisar, for his part, stood there seething for several breaths before deciding he could mount a better defense in the throne room than down in the dungeon.  The emotion slowly faded from his face as he stood back at attention. 
 
    Shane looked down at Evisar from atop the throne platform and continued, “I’m afraid there is more.  I was hoping to keep the memory of Lacrue’s great deeds intact, but I can see that more evidence is needed to properly place the blame.”  Shane looked to his left and nodded his head at Holidor, the new bodyguard of the King.  With Shane’s leave, Holidor stepped out from the shadows behind the throne and placed a dagger in Shane’s hand before withdrawing back to his station.   
 
    Shane held the dagger out in front of him with both hands for the entire court to see.  Jefon recognized the dagger right away as belonging to his father.  The weapon was kept in a chest that was hardly ever opened, along with all the other items their grandfather had passed down.  The blade was expertly crafted and never grew dull with age or use.  The pommel was carved out of dragon bone. 
 
    Shane still held up the dagger as he asked, “Evisar, do you recognize this blade?” 
 
    Evisar looked at the dagger in disbelief, not knowing what was going on.  “Yes, it belonged to my father.  It has been passed down in our family for generations.  We keep it locked up in a chest along with our most prized possessions.” 
 
    Shane looked at Evisar and quietly said, “Yes, I thought as much.”  Then he looked up and pronounced in a loud voice, “Will the wizard Adel please come forward.”  Jefon looked to his left and watched Adel walk over to the base of the steps and stop directly beside him and his brother.  Shane looked at the wizard and asked, “Adel, where was this dagger found?” 
 
    Adel shifted his feet a few times, clearly torn between telling the truth and not wanting to implicate Jefon or his brother.  “The dagger was found at the King’s campsite along with everything else that was left after the attack.  Our soldiers found it as they searched the campsite for clues.” 
 
    Shane took the dagger in one hand and motioned for Adel to continue.  “And what is special about this dagger?” 
 
    The entire court was absolutely silent as Adel took a long time to answer.  “The dagger gives off a magical signal that allows certain wizards to track its location.”  Hushed gasps went up around the throne room as some of the elves caught on to what Adel was implying.   
 
    “Do you think this dagger is what allowed the enemy to find the King’s camp?” 
 
    Adel looked sadly at Evisar and said for all to hear, “There is no doubt.  The entire campsite has been extensively searched, and this was the only piece of equipment emitting such a homing signal.  The enemy used this dagger to pinpoint the King’s position and teleport in an attack party.” 
 
    The room exploded as everyone spoke out at once.  Adel turned to Jefon and said, “I am sorry,” before he walked back into obscurity among the crowd.   
 
    Shane waited patiently until he could speak again.  “There you have it my fellow elves.  Lacrue was the traitor.”  Shane was forced to stop as the entire throne room erupted once again.  After a few moments Shane yelled over the top of them.  “Lacrue betrayed his King and let him be murdered.” 
 
    Evisar finally yelled out.  “This is ridiculous.”  When Evisar spoke everyone went silent, eager to hear his response.  “Anyone could have stolen that dagger and imprinted it with a magic signal.” 
 
    Shane countered by saying, “You yourself said the dagger was kept in a locked chest, along with your family’s most prized possessions.  No one knew of its existence and no one else could have taken it other than Lacrue or his two sons.” 
 
    Evisar sounded desperate as he searched for some defense.  “If all that you say is true, then why was my father killed during the attack?  Surely you don’t think he was foolish enough to give his position to the enemy and then allow himself to be killed?” 
 
    Jefon noticed Shane smile ever so slightly as Evisar essentially conceded his argument.  Now it was just a matter of semantics.  “Perhaps he wanted to die, or perhaps his deal with the enemy did not go as planned.  Either way, the evidence is clear, and King Jalid has made his decision.”   
 
    Shane shifted to a more authoritative voice as he pronounced the King’s decision.  “Evisar and Jefon, your father, or perhaps one of you, directly caused the death of our King.  As you know, it is common among our people that the family be held responsible for the crimes of the patriarch, and for a crime as grave as this, King Jalid believes the custom should apply.”  Shane paused for a moment to allow his pronouncement to sink in to the court below.  He looked down and shifted his weight in a way Jefon found false, as he gathered his thoughts to continue.  “Evisar and Jefon Talisman, it is the will of the King that you be exiled from Armena forever.”   
 
    Gasps of disbelief rose from the high nobles gathered below.  Jefon looked over at Evisar and found him a statue of barely controlled anger.  After a moment, Shane raised his hands to quiet the crowd.  “The King is not without compassion.  You may return to Armena and the Talisman family name will be restored if you find the First Heir and return him to us.  To help you on your quest, the King has decided to return your father’s sword, Neverlost, to you.  May it save you during the dark times to come.”   
 
    Shane nodded at Holidor again.  The new bodyguard stepped out from behind the throne and walked down the steps holding Neverlost out in both hands.  Evisar crisply took the sword by the scabbard with one hand and lowered his father’s legacy to his side.  Holidor looked more regretful than he had the previous night and quickly retreated out of view. 
 
    Shane’s voice filled the throne room once again, “Until such time as you find the First Heir, you may not set foot in Armena.  An armed escort will see you beyond our borders to any place that you wish.  This is the will of King Jalid.” 
 
    The court could not be silenced as mayhem reigned.  Jefon looked around in disbelief and wanted so much to speak out, to say how preposterous this was, but he was the younger brother.  His voice had no place here, and so he deferred to Evisar to say what he would.  Eventually, the court quieted down, waiting for Evisar to speak. 
 
    Evisar let the moment build and when he spoke it was with command, his voice resonating off the walls of the throne room.  “You say that Lacrue died defending his King.  I say this proves his loyalty and his love more than any tainted dagger ever could.  Surely the Talisman family has sacrificed enough.” 
 
    Shane shook his head with pity in a way that Jefon again found false.  “For such a grievous crime I’m afraid the entire Talisman family blood line is to blame.  Yours is the same blood as your father and so carries the same taint of treason.” 
 
    Evisar pressed on with his argument, looking right at Shane.  “Shane, the King’s high advisor, King Jalid received his crown only yesterday, did he not?” 
 
    Shane’s face ticked ever so slightly as he could see where Evisar was going, “Yes.” 
 
    “The King is younger than thirty years in age, is he not?” 
 
    “Your point, son of …” 
 
    “Then don’t you find it difficult to believe that the young King, only a day after receiving his crown, has passed judgment and decided to destroy two of his closest friends!?” 
 
    A murmur rose up in the crowd as elves around the room nodded their heads in agreement.  Shane spoke quickly.  “The decision stands.  We will hear nothing else from the court or the Talisman family on this matter.  You will leave the throne room now, gather your belongings, and on the morrow you shall be escorted from Armena to a place of your choice.  If you return to Armena without the First Heir, then you shall be executed.” 
 
    Jefon was about to turn and leave, but Evisar held his ground.  “I will not acquiesce until the King tells me this sentence is in accord with his will.”  Evisar turned his eyes to Jalid.   
 
    The King raised his head for the first time and looked around.  He searched for guidance and finally his eyes settled on the Queen Mother to his right.  Shane stood off to the side looking nervous, knowing there was nothing he could do.  His mother looked at him as if the decision had already been made. 
 
    Jalid looked back timidly toward the brothers and could not bring himself to look either of them in the eye, but rather he stared between the two.  “You are exiled from Armena.” 
 
    Gasps came again from the court and Shane could not contain a smile.  “The King has spoken.  You will do as he commands.” 
 
    Evisar looked at Shane for several moments more.  In the end there was nothing left to say.  He had made his best argument and been rejected.  The King himself had proclaimed them exiles.  Without another word, Evisar turned on his heel and walked out of the room.  Jefon hesitated and then followed closely behind his brother. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 18:  The First Philosopher 
 
      
 
    Jefon and Evisar walked in silence back to their family home with a trail of six guards.  The guards waited outside as the brothers went inside to collect their belongings.  Evisar and Jefon opened and shut the door in a wave of despair and were nearly startled to death by an old elf in flowing robes standing before them.  After his encounter with the high nobles of Armena, Evisar was in no mood for surprise visitors and lashed out immediately.  “What do you want?” 
 
    The old elf bowed his head slightly and said, “I know you are upset, but you are the head of the Talisman family now.  It would be wise for you to accept my help.” 
 
    Evisar walked right over to the old elf and stopped a few feet in front of his face.  “Why do I need the help of an old elf?”  Evisar looked the visitor up and down for the first time and his shortened temper got the better of him.  “Gods, you really are ancient aren’t you?  Did one of our enemies exhume you from some tomb so that you could give us a quick and merciful death as opposed to dying slowly out in the wilderness?  If so, kill me now; I don’t want to wait.” 
 
    The old elf was either not afraid of Evisar in the slightest or a master at disguising his feelings, because he didn’t flinch in the slightest at Evisar’s approach.  “Do not despair, Evisar, Jefon.  There is still reason for hope.  You have been exiled, but you are not dead.” 
 
    Jefon raised a questioning eyebrow and asked, “How do you know our names or that we have been exiled?  We didn't see you at court when we went before King Jalid.  And how did you get back here before us?” 
 
    “My name is Invis, and I’m a friend to Armena and a friend to your family.  It is my job to know all that goes on and lend aid where I can, and I can aid you now.  Your father was a great man, and as his sons you could also be great.” 
 
    Not only did the visitor look older than any other elf Jefon had ever seen, but he also looked different in another way he couldn’t put his finger on.  Jefon didn’t know Invis, but he was putting voice to feelings Jefon had had his entire life.  Deep down he wanted to be respected like his father, but he never thought he would have the chance, or that he was even worthy.   
 
    The old elf continued.  “Shane has manipulated the new King and his mother.  You will suffer because of his agenda, but Shane has unknowingly done Armena a favor, for I believe you have the greatest potential to find the First Heir.” 
 
    Evisar stared at the ancient elf as if he were a lunatic.  “You think two young elves have a better chance than all the resources of Armena?  If that is what you think then go back to your grave, old timer.  After we collect our belongings, we are leaving here with no influence and no power other than my father’s sword.  We’ll be lucky to survive a moon’s turn on our own, much less find the First Heir and return him home.” 
 
    Invis continued unabated, “King Jalid has already sent out his own search parties, and the number of elves and resources involved are immense, but ultimately the parties will prove too large and cumbersome.  They will move too slowly and inevitably get bogged down in bureaucracy and indecision.  No, I’m afraid the Armenien search party is doomed to failure.” 
 
    The old elf turned as Evisar paced about the room.  “I would like to think my own organization will be able to find the First Heir, for that is why we were created, but I fear that we will not prove much more effective than the Armenien search party.” 
 
    “And what organization do you belong to exactly?” asked Jefon. 
 
    Invis continued on as if no question had been asked.  “No, I am afraid our best chance of recovering the First Heir lies with the two of you.  And so I am here now, to guide you as best I can.  You may choose to ignore or heed my advice as you wish, but listen to me now. 
 
    “When the guards ask you where you want to go tomorrow, tell them you want to travel northeast to Highborne.  From there head farther northeast toward the Ring Sea.  We have a strong suspicion the Krone have an exit leading from the Underworld to the surface in that area, and our strongest lead points to a small farming town called Wessex.  Do not let its simplicity fool you into complacency.  It is there that you will find an entrance to the Underworld, where we are certain the First Heir has been taken.  We don’t know who is holding him, or why, as they have yet to contact us or make any demands.  The attack on King Tithas was carried out by the Talon Thieves Guild, based out of the Kentarian city of Locus, but we do not know what their motivation was or why they would ally themselves with the Krone.” 
 
    The old elf’s story ended abruptly and a smile of contentment passed over his face as he walked to the door. 
 
    Jefon and Evisar looked at each other in disbelief as Invis turned his back to them.  Amid the bombardment of information, Jefon was able to find his voice first. “Wait, don’t go, we have questions.” 
 
    But the old elf was undeterred.  He calmly opened the door and closed it behind him.  Jefon ran to the door an instant later and threw it open.  He wasn’t about to let someone who appeared to be a fountain of information get away, but as Jefon peered out the door into the quiet street, Invis was gone.  The guards outside looked up in mild surprise, clearly having seen nothing. 
 
    Jefon slowly shut the door and said, “What in the seven hells is going on here?” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 19:  Nero’s Next Assignment 
 
      
 
    After giving the tainted dagger to Falon and seeing him ride to catch up with the hunting party, Nero went into the castle to give his report on the destruction of Endwood.  He left a cryptic note for Lacrue that he hoped the General would never read. 
 
      
 
    General, 
 
    The human logging camp has been completely abandoned.  Suspect the humans will not return for at least a year.  Our involvement went unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    With his Philosopher duty complete, he went home and tended his fletcher shop for the next few days.  New Philosopher orders eventually arrived explaining the death of the King, his bodyguard Lacrue, and the abduction of the First Heir.  He was placed on detached duty around the Ring Sea area with orders to learn whatever he could about the death of the King and report back to Bethel in a moon’s turn with whatever information he found. 
 
    Nero was shocked beyond words at the capture of the First Heir because it went against everything his god, Venal, had told him would happen.  It also meant that Gaston had broken their agreement.  Nero had always worked under the assumption that his god was infallible, and that his Guild, while a thieves guild to be sure, would keep its word when given, at least to its own members. 
 
    Nero walked out of his house shortly after receiving his new orders with only a duffle bag of supplies and began riding northeast for the Ring Sea.  On his way Nero stopped at the nearest Talon Guild stronghold and used the wizard there to speak with the Guildmaster in Locus, hundreds of miles away, to inform him of his new Philosopher mission.  Locus was the third largest city in Kentar, and headquarters of the Talon Thieves Guild. 
 
    Nero had only spoken with the Guildmaster twice before, but he seemed as calculating and courteous as ever.  “Ah Nero, it’s so good to hear from you again.  Allow me to extend my appreciation for your help with the death of the Armenien King by saying that your seat on the Inner Circle is here waiting for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “No thanks are necessary.  Your seat among the Thirteen is well earned.” 
 
    “I appreciate your faith in me.  I wanted to tell you that my Philosopher superiors have placed me on detached duty around the Ring Sea for the next several moons to find out what I can about the death of the King.  I wanted to know if there was anything I could do for the Guild while on this assignment.” 
 
    The Guildmaster was silent for a moment as he considered how best to use his resources.  “As it turns out, the timing of your call couldn’t be better.  A situation of the utmost importance has arisen.  I would like you and Gaston to deal with it.” 
 
    At the mention of Gaston’s name, anger at the abduction of the First Heir came flooding back to him, but he buried his frustration deep down and said, “What situation is that, my lord?” 
 
    “I can say no more from this distance.  You are to meet Gaston at Highborne in two days’ time, where he will explain the situation.  Is that understood?” 
 
    “It is, my lord.” 
 
    “Then good luck to you, Nero.”  With that, the connection was broken.  He was left dreading the idea of working with Gaston once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later Nero was on the outskirts of Highborne when he realized he was being watched from the shadows of the forest.  He looked to his right where he knew the spy was, but didn’t see a thing.  It was an odd sensation knowing with a certainty that someone was there, yet not having any indication from his five senses.  As Nero rode along a little farther and concentrated on the new sensation, he recognized the soul of the person hiding in the woods in front of him as Gaston.   
 
    Nero continued to ride along and play the fool.  He glanced to the left and then down at his saddle.  When he looked up, Gaston was standing dead in the middle of the trail no more than twenty feet in front of him.  Even knowing Gaston had been there, Nero was still startled to say the least.  He pulled up on his reins and stopped his horse.   
 
    “Nero, I’m glad you finally made it.” 
 
    “Finally made it?  I’m here right on time, as ordered.” 
 
    “Hmm.  You should try to exceed the Guildmaster’s expectations, not meet them.  Wait here while I get my horse.”  Nero stood still and let the anger build in him as Gaston went into the woods and came back with a horse.  They rode side by side up the trail to Highborne.  Nero knew they only had a short distance to travel before they could no longer talk freely, so he wasted no time saying what was on his mind. 
 
    “I received word from my Philosopher superiors that King Tithas was killed.  Can I assume he died at your hands, as we discussed?” 
 
    Gaston looked down the path in a rather bored manner.  “Yes, it was a glorious battle.  The King and his bodyguard put up much more resistance than we anticipated, but in the end the Talon Guild prevailed.  Has chaos gripped Armena as the Inner Circle calculated?” 
 
    “It has.  The only obstacles standing in our way now are Kentar and the Philosophers.” 
 
    “The situation with Kentar is well in hand, but the Philosophers still present a challenge since they remain strong and intact.  We’re counting on you to find their weakness.” 
 
    Gaston was bantering on as if nothing was amiss, but Nero could not control himself any longer.  “I’ll do the best I can.” 
 
    He turned to look at Gaston as he said, “Tell me why you took the First Heir captive into the Underworld.  Our agreement was that you would kill the King and any of his other servants, but that you would leave the First Heir where he was.  You broke the agreement!” 
 
    Gaston didn’t even flinch.  “Only a little bit.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Gaston turned and looked at Nero as frustration came through in his voice for the first time.  “Is this really what’s bothering you?  If you must know, I had no intention of capturing the First Heir, but at the end of the battle he was there, unconscious, and lying at our feet.  We transported him to the Old Shetley Fortress, had a cleric heal his wounds, and now he is in a dungeon under the wizard Gram’s control.  Gram has modified his plans with the Guildmaster’s leave, and now the First Heir is the key to breaking Armena.  Why shouldn’t we have taken him prisoner?  His capture paralyzes Armena and to a certain degree, the Philosophers, in one stroke.  Wouldn’t you agree that is in the best interest of the Guild?” 
 
    Nero reluctantly saw that he was right.  Venal had told him nothing of the First Heir being abducted, but Nero could see it was in the best interest of the Guild. 
 
    “I understand your reasoning, and it makes sense to a certain degree, but you were still wrong to break your word.” 
 
    “Nero, you break your word every day when you pretend to work for the Philosophers while your true allegiance is to the Talon Guild.  Now, let me tell you what our mission is before we get into town.” 
 
    If anything, Nero was even angrier than before.  Somehow, Gaston had answered his objection and moved on, without so much as admitting he did anything wrong. 
 
    “I mentioned earlier that chaos has already gripped the Kingdom of Kentar, but what I didn’t say was that this chaos was of our design.  Kentar has always been the most stable human kingdom in Tellus with a line of kings that has been unbroken for nearly a thousand years, but always in the background, guiding the king’s decisions, have been the Sorcerers of Kentar.  They are a small group of wizards that binds Kentar together.  They are the true force behind the army and seek out any coup attempt before it can come to fruition.  Chief among the Sorcerers is the High Wizard of Kentar, who always seems to have the power to put down any threat and the wisdom not to abuse his power.  As one High Wizard ages, the Sorcerers vote in a worthy successor from among their ranks.  The current High Wizard of Kentar is Vanderhoff. 
 
    “Not long ago, one of the Thirteen captured this Vanderhoff and trapped his essence in a large diamond.  It has only been a few moons and already the absence of the High Wizard has had a destabilizing effect on Kentar.  Without Vanderhoff’s counsel, the King of Kentar has broken the Treaty of Glenmyr and begun cutting down Glenmyr Forest.” 
 
    “So that’s why the King of Kentar has been acting so foolishly.  The Philosophers have been unable to figure out why the King would break the treaty with the elves.” 
 
    “Until recently, elves were thought to be a legend in Kentar.  No one had seen one in fifteen generations.  It was not difficult to convince the King that the forest was empty and Kentar needed the wood to expand.” 
 
    “Whoever is whispering these ideas in the King’s ear, I hope the Guildmaster rewards them accordingly.” 
 
    “Yes, well, things were going perfectly until a new half-elf recruit in the Talon Guild named Xander managed to steal the diamond from our headquarters in Locus and make his escape.  We’re not sure how he managed to sneak through our nets and get out with the gem.  He must be either incredibly skilled or incredibly lucky.” 
 
    “And with the diamond out of Guild hands, this Vanderhoff might escape from the gem and make his way back to Kentar before we can complete our plans.” 
 
    “Exactly.  The good news is that since Xander was a member of our organization for several moons, his body and mind were scanned by our wizards.  This enables us to scry his location once per day.  He seems to be moving north and east toward the Ring Sea.  The assignment for you and I is to track down this Xander and recover the diamond.  Kentar will continue to implode without a High Wizard, but we must regain control of the diamond to ensure its fall.” 
 
    Nero understood the assignment perfectly and didn’t say another word as he rode on into Highborne with Gaston at his side. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 20:  Two Exiles at Highborne 
 
      
 
    Evisar and Jefon set out the day after their exile with a contingent of Border Rangers for a town on the northeastern edge of Armena known as Highborne.  Not knowing where else to go, Evisar decided to take the old elf Invis’s advice and make for one of the only towns where humans and elves lived together in relative peace.   
 
    The Border Rangers fulfilled their oaths after two days of riding by seeing the brothers safely to the center of Highborne, but rode back out of town immediately after arriving.  Jefon watched them leave without so much as a goodbye, and it made him feel ashamed.  These had been his father’s soldiers, and even they had turned against his memory.  Feeling shunned, the brothers wandered into one of the town inns like a pair of lost vagrants to ponder their next move.   
 
    Jefon and Evisar stayed up late the first night trying to agree on some course of action.  The brothers sat around a simple wooden table with only the fireplace to illuminate the room.  Ultimately, Jefon knew he would follow Evisar’s command as the older brother, but Jefon wanted to at least be heard.  “We need to hire some help if we’re going to find the First Heir.  We’ll never survive on our own.” 
 
    “I’m not saying I disagree with you, but who can we trust?  All of Armena has turned its back on us.  No elf will help us, and I’m not sure I could ever trust a human.  Besides, I’m not convinced we should even look for the First Heir.  We could stay out of everyone’s way and live out the rest of our lives in the forest.” 
 
    It was not like Evisar to hide away in the forest, but ever since their father’s death he hadn’t been himself.  “It may be that we will be forced into a life of seclusion, but don’t you think we should at least try and find Devin?  We were friends for thirty years.  Do you think he would do any less for us?  Maybe we could find some piece of information to point the Border Rangers in the right direction?” 
 
    A flare of anger crossed Evisar’s face as he stood up and moved closer toward the fire.  “Are you talking this way because of what that old elf said?” 
 
    “No, but wasn’t there something about him that made you want to try and rescue Devin?” 
 
    “He was convincing, I’ll give him that, but we’ve been told twice that the First Heir is being held in the Underworld.  Do you know how dangerous the Underworld is?  Elves can’t survive down there.  If we find the first hole leading into the Underworld and just jump in we’ll be killed almost instantly.  So rather than committing suicide, I say we live our lives in the forest and let someone else worry about kings and queens and the rise and fall of empires.” 
 
    Jefon was tired of his brother’s defeatist attitude and could not help but raise his voice.  “Why are you suddenly so afraid?  Wouldn’t you rather die for something meaningful than live out a life of seclusion?  We are citizens of Armena, and it is our duty to serve the Crown.  Our people may have turned their backs on us, but we don’t have to turn our backs on them.” 
 
    Evisar stalked over to the table with every muscle tensed and Jefon was afraid it was going to come to blows.  Instead he slammed his fist down onto the hard oak table with his great strength and said, “I’m the older brother and I will decide what we do next.  So what is your great plan, huh?  What is it that you want to do?” 
 
    Jefon looked Evisar dead in the eyes and jumped at the chance to offer his plan.  “We are here, in Highborne, the one place between Armena and the Ring Sea where humans and elves live side by side.  Let’s stay here a few days and put the word out that we are looking for a thief or a cleric.  You and I have no thieving skills, and we need the healing magic of a cleric.” 
 
    A smile crossed Evisar’s face in spite of his anger and he nearly laughed out loud.  “Will you listen to yourself?  You say we need a thief and a cleric when it’s wishful thinking to believe we’ll even find one trustworthy person with any of the skills we need.  A thief would steal what little gold we have and run off into the night, while a healer would be just as likely to kill us in our sleep as he would be to heal us after a battle.  We’re outcasts.  There isn’t a single elf in all of Armena that will help us.” 
 
    Jefon refused to back down.  It was the only way.  “Then we’ll find an elf outside of Armena, or a trustworthy human.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing.”  Evisar turned away heavily and walked back to the fireplace where he slumped over the warm coals with a sigh and all the weight of the world on his shoulders.  Jefon watched his brother.  At first it looked as though Evisar’s demons would win the day over his better angels, but as Jefon watched his brother mull things over in his mind, Evisar began to stand up straighter and look more determined.  As Evisar held his hands out to the warmth of the fire, Jefon could see his brother’s mind working as he thought over the possible outcomes of their actions in the immediate and distant future.  The look on his face changed from a defeated elf to that of a warrior contemplating a difficult quest. 
 
    Evisar finally turned away from the fire.  Even in the shadowy light, Jefon could tell he had turned the corner.  They would find the First Heir and return him to Armena or die trying.  “Very well brother, we’ll try it your way.  Tomorrow we’ll put out word that we are looking to hire traveling companions and see if anyone answers our call.  If no one comes in half a moon’s turn, then we’ll set out on our own to see what answers we can find.” 
 
    Jefon lunged to his feet and hugged his brother with such enthusiasm that he nearly knocked him into the fire.  “We can do it, brother.  You’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I share your confidence, but we’ll try our best and see if the gods are feeling charitable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day the brothers put out word that they were looking for adventurers, but eight days later they were still waiting for the first candidate to cross their path.   
 
    Halfway through the eighth day of waiting, Jefon and Evisar sat at the most visible table at the inn nursing ales and watching the world pass them by.  It was just past supper time and the inn was full of travelers and village folk looking for a good meal, filling Jefon with hope that one of them might be able to help them.  The establishment was divided, with the eatery area taking up the front half, and the rooms of the inn making up the back half.  The eatery was filled with six tables of varying size and a bar serving drinks.  The bar also doubled as the registration desk for the inn, neatly separating the eatery from the privacy of those paying for a room.  Behind the bar were four rooms on the first level and a set of stairs leading to four rooms on the second level. 
 
    Elves and humans were playing cards and dice at two of the tables.  At a third table, a group of half-elves were drinking and flirting with the waitress.  Two other tables were filled with couples eating quietly and talking between themselves, while Evisar and Jefon occupied a fifth table in the middle of the restaurant.  To the left of the bar was a fireplace where a human in a black cloak was warming himself after his travels.  Sitting on stools at the bar were six patrons drinking, talking, and laughing with drunkenness. 
 
    Jefon found that his eyes kept wandering over to the table where the six half-elves were making merry.  Try as he might, Jefon couldn’t help but stare at the half-elves, who were a rare breed created from an unlikely mating between a human and an elf – not welcome in human cities and not entirely trusted by elves.  Perhaps it was his faith in Martel that allowed him to see the half-elves for what they truly were, outcasts from unwelcome love and the scapegoat of both races. 
 
    It was odd to see humans, half-elves, and elves freely intermingle.  He was only beginning to realize what an isolated and privileged life they had led up to this point, being raised inside the protected borders of Armena.  But now they were exiles outside of Armena, walking northeast to the Ring Sea.  
 
    Both brothers were devastated by their father’s death, but where Jefon had withdrawn into himself, Evisar had grown angry.  Over the last seven days Jefon had been forced to separate his brother from a human guard at the gates of Highborne and a half-elf who had taken his seat at the bar, and now it looked as if a third incident was brewing.   
 
    Evisar had gone up to the bar for another round of ales when one of the elves who guarded the stockade wall of Highborne recognized him and nudged his human friend.  The pair surrounded Evisar at the bar and began harassing him.  There were only two guards, so the odds didn’t concern Jefon in the least, but a bar fight wouldn’t help them attract traveling companions.  He looked around the room to gauge reaction to the spectacle and found the human by the fire looking on intently, as well as a half-elf sitting at the end of the bar. 
 
    The elf guard was clearly drunk and started in by talking to his friend loud enough for everyone to overhear, “Do you know what I heard from one of the Armenien Border Rangers who was here a few days ago?” 
 
    His human friend was only too happy to play along.  “What did you hear?” 
 
    “I heard this boy’s father was the infamous Lacrue, bodyguard to King Tithas.”  Evisar was facing the bar and had his back to the pair, trying to ignore them as best he could, but at the mention of his father’s name, Jefon saw Evisar become visibly rigid. 
 
    The human friend continued to play along.  “The infamous General Lacrue?  Surely you’re joking.” 
 
    “I swear it’s true on my mother’s grave.” 
 
    “Well this is quite an honor.  Should we kneel before his greatness?” 
 
    The elf guard crafted a fake look of puzzlement on his face.  “Don’t you know, Lacrue is the one who got the King of Armena killed.” 
 
    The human faked astonishment, “This boy’s father?  Is that a fact?  Funny, he doesn’t look like nobility to me.” 
 
    The elf let the humor fall away from his face as anger bubbled to the surface for the first time.  “He looks pathetic to me.  I’ll bet my dog is more intelligent than this orc scum.” 
 
    Evisar’s back was still turned to the harassers, but Jefon could tell that he was seething.  Evisar finally received his ales from the barkeep and tried to make his getaway.  Evisar walked right between the pair of guards, and as he passed, the elf shoved him hard in the back.  Evisar ran into the back of another patron and spilled a good portion of the ales onto himself, the other patron, and the floor.  “Look at the pathetic little boy.  He can’t even carry an ale correctly.  No wonder his father allowed the King to be killed.” 
 
    Jefon could tell this was not going to end well, and he rose from his seat, prepared to defend his brother.  As he stood up, he looked again at the human over by the fire and saw him looking at Evisar with great intensity, muttering something inaudible under his breath.  Jefon looked at the opposite end of the room and saw the half-elf at the end of the bar take one last drag of his drink, pull out some sort of coin and flip it in the air.  He caught the coin, smiled at the result, put the coin away, and got up from his seat.  
 
    Evisar turned around and calmly set what remained of the drinks down on the bar and squared off with the elf.  “I think you owe me two drinks, friend.”   
 
    The human guard laughed with drunkenness at the entertainment and said, “You’d better watch out, Loc, he looks strong enough to take both of us.” 
 
    At least half the people in the restaurant were watching the show at this point, but a half-elf sitting at the table of six half-elves stood up, took a few steps toward the bar and joined his friends in the fun.  “Yah Loc, be careful, I heard his father was a great warrior.  You know what they say:  like father, like son.” 
 
    Loc turned to the half-elf friend who joined them and laughed.  “Why, do you suppose he’s going to get the new King killed too?”  All three troublemakers laughed uncontrollably. 
 
    The pain of his father’s death was too fresh and Evisar yelled out, “How dare you insult my father!”  Jefon moved quickly up to the bar as Evisar pulled out his dagger and gathered his feet under him for a strike.  Jefon had never seen his brother lose his self-control like this, and actually wondered if he was going to kill Loc in cold blood. 
 
    Before Evisar could make a move either way, Jefon reached out and grabbed his brother’s arm to hold him back.  Evisar tried to pull away and said, “Let me go.  You heard what they said.” 
 
    At the sight of the dagger in Evisar’s hand, elves and humans alike from around the room began to rise from their tables.  Silence fell across the inn.  Loc wiped the smile off his face and replaced it with genuine anger.  “You pull a blade on me during a bar fight?”  Loc pulled a dagger from his own belt and assumed a fighting stance.  He looked around the room at all the witnesses and said, “I want everyone to remember that this son of a traitor was the first to pull a weapon on me.” 
 
    Jefon was trying desperately to think of a way out when the half-elf stranger who had been sitting at the end of the bar stepped between Loc and Evisar.  The stranger looked at Loc and said, “What in the seven hells is going on here?” 
 
    Loc turned to the newcomer and said, “You’ve been here the whole time.  You know what’s going on.  We were having a little fun with the boy who got our King killed when he pulled a knife on me.” 
 
    All across the inn, people voiced their approval and pushed in closer.  Real fear gripped Jefon as he saw some of the onlookers pull weapons of their own.  Was the crowd so upset at Evisar for pulling a dagger in a bar fight that they were willing to kill him over it?  Jefon’s instincts told him no, but then his mind fogged up as fear paralyzed him with indecision. 
 
    In stark contrast to Jefon’s fear, the half-elf stranger kept unbelievably calm and seemed more intrigued than anything else as he asked, “Really, so what are you going to do to the boy?”  His calmness in the face of so much hostility held the crowd in check for a moment as they paused to figure out what to make of the stranger who interceded in their business. 
 
    Loc’s human friend challenged the half-elf.  “You’ve got a lot of nerve, half-breed.  What’s your name?” 
 
    “I am known as Xander.”  As he gave his name the half-elf pulled a magnificent coin out of his pouch for all to see and flung it into the air.  The coin twirled in the air and landed flat in Xander’s hand.  He looked down to see which side the coin had landed on, smiled with satisfaction at what he saw, and tucked the coin away. 
 
    After Xander’s entertaining distraction, Loc raised his arm and pointed a finger right at Evisar.  “No one pulls a knife on me.  You’re dead, traitor.”  But even as Loc finished his sentence, Xander brought his fist up and connected with Loc’s lower jaw.  Loc fell backward with a thud, and Jefon watched as a pouch on his waist opened and gold coins spilled all over the floor.  Loc’s human friend lunged toward Evisar from behind with a dagger of his own and Jefon pulled Evisar out of the way.  Jefon punched the human hard in the side of the face and the human went down heavily to the ground.  Jefon heard the distinct jingle of coins hitting the hardwood floor and took a second look at the fallen human.  He had a bag around his waist that looked similar to his friend’s. 
 
    Jefon’s initial fear was gone as the mob pressed in and survival instinct took over.  “Get behind the bar.” 
 
    He took a step toward the bar and flung himself over the edge.  He fell over the countertop and landed flat on the floor.  Xander and Evisar both fell on top of him, causing more damage than the mob.  Xander and the brothers quickly regained their feet and found some relative safety with a waist high bar between them and the angry mob.  The innkeeper behind the bar came at them with a bottle of wine, but Evisar quickly put him down.  Evisar and Xander stood their ground, preparing for the worst, while Jefon looked for a way to escape.  His gaze swept across the room and he locked eyes with the human in the black cloak.  As their eyes met, the human stopped mumbling under his breath and moved quickly out the front door of the inn, slamming it hard as he left.  When the cloaked man left the inn, the crowd seemed to calm down somewhat. 
 
    Jefon grabbed Evisar and Xander from behind and said, “The way to our room is clear.” 
 
    Evisar and Xander didn’t argue as they backed down the hallway, always keeping an eye on the mob.  As they moved back, the crowd that had been ready to lynch them suddenly thought the waist high bar in front of them was too much effort to traverse.  Jefon was the last one into the room, and he saw the crowd beginning to disperse as the inn returned to normal. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 21:  A Stranger with Two Exiles 
 
      
 
    As Jefon closed the door and locked it, he turned toward Evisar with irritation in his voice.  “Damn it, Evisar, do you have to fight everyone?” 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t my fault.  They started it.  You saw.” 
 
    “And you pulled the first weapon.” 
 
    Evisar knew he was wrong but could not bring himself to admit it.  He turned around silently and walked over to the fireplace.  Seeing that no other explanation was forthcoming, Jefon turned to the stranger in the room.  “And what of you, Xander?  Why did you come to my brother’s aid?” 
 
    Xander looked for all the world like he was having polite dinner conversation, even though they had just escaped with their lives.  “I did what my god told me to do.  Besides, I heard you gentlemen were looking for an adventurer.” 
 
    Jefon was still angry and unconvinced.  “We are, but why should we be interested in you?” 
 
    “Well, first off, I just helped you out of a jam back there.  Isn’t that worthy of some trust?” 
 
    “My brother and I could’ve easily handled it ourselves.”  Jefon knew what he was saying wasn’t quite true, but he was so irritated at his brother that he didn’t care. 
 
    “Is that so?  I guess I’ll just see myself out then.” 
 
    Evisar quickly spoke up.  “Xander, wait.  You helped me out of a fight and that does count for something.  What skills do you have that would help us?” 
 
    Xander adopted a more respectful posture as he addressed the older brother who would decide if he was a worthy travel companion.  “I’m what you call a respectable thief.  I’m quick with words and can talk my way out of any situation.  I also worship Fortuna, and with Lady Luck on my side there’s never been a lock I couldn’t pick or a secret door I couldn’t find.” 
 
    Jefon preferred to worship Martel over the goddess of luck.  “It’s a strange combination for a thief to worship Fortuna.  Most thieves chose to worship the gods of deceit, deception, or death.” 
 
    Xander looked at Jefon snidely and said, “Fortuna is the goddess of luck, and a thief needs more luck than anyone.  Now, why don’t you do us all a favor and let your brother do the talking.”  Xander turned his attention back to Evisar and left Jefon fuming.  Jefon took a step toward Xander, but a quick hand from Evisar made him go to the table and sit down. 
 
    Evisar snapped his fingers as he finally put two and two together.  “So that’s why you flipped a coin just before helping me.” 
 
    “That’s right.  I let my god guide me in all major decisions.” 
 
    Jefon spoke up from his sitting position at the table.  “So if the coin had landed the wrong way you would have just left us there?” 
 
    Xander looked back at Jefon and then at Evisar.  “If that had been my god’s will, then that’s what I would have done.” 
 
    Evisar continued with the interview.  “As a worshipper of Fortuna, do you have any healing power?” 
 
    “I can heal the simplest of wounds, but that’s all.” 
 
    Evisar looked thoughtful for a moment.  “Xander, we do need your skills, but what Loc said at the bar is true.  Our father was the King’s bodyguard and the King died on his watch.  Jefon and I saw it happen before our eyes.” 
 
    Xander just smiled.  “I knew all of this before I came to your aid.  I know about your exile from Armena.” 
 
    “We have been exiled for life unless we can find the First Heir.  So my question to you is:  Are you sure you want to be seen with two exiles and help them on their insane quest?” 
 
    Xander simply shrugged his shoulders and seemed unconcerned.  “I do what I like, and I go where I like.  I have little care for the laws of Armena.” 
 
    Evisar liked what he heard. “Excellent.  Will you please excuse my brother and me as we discuss the matter?” 
 
    “Take your time; we have all night.  I’ll be over at the table throwing dice.” 
 
    Evisar led Jefon to the far corner of the room as Xander sat down in front of the fire and pulled four dice out of a pouch.  He wasn’t completely out of ear shot, but it was the best they could do.  “What do you think?  We don’t know much about him, but he does have the skills we need.” 
 
    “I don’t like him.  He seems dark and secretive to me, but ultimately it’s your choice.” 
 
    “I’m going to take him with us for now.”   
 
    Evisar started to move toward Xander, but Jefon grabbed his arm.  “Unfortunately, we have a larger problem than the stranger in our room.  Don’t you think the people in the bar were unusually hostile toward us?” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head, “I assumed it was because I lost my temper and pulled a knife on that city guard.” 
 
    “I think it was much more than that.  Have you stopped to wonder why you lost your temper in the first place?  Even before the fight began, I noticed a human in black over by the fire staring in your direction.  He looked at you the entire time.  In fact, as the crowd started to press in, I noticed him mumbling something to himself.  Did you also notice the gold that fell on the floor when Xander knocked Loc to the ground?” 
 
    “Of course I noticed.  Gold is hard to miss.” 
 
    “When his friend lunged for you and I knocked him to the ground, I heard the clank of coins hitting the floor.” 
 
    “Are you saying the human you happened to notice over by the fireplace not only paid Loc and his friend to start a fight with us, but that he cast some sort of spell on the crowd to make them more agitated than they should have been?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.  And if I’m right, I bet our would-be assassin will come back tonight to finish the job.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head in disbelief as he turned toward the thief of Fortuna.  “Xander, we would be honored if you would travel with us on the morrow.” 
 
    As Evisar finished talking, Xander whipped out his coin and threw it into the air.  It landed squarely in his hand, and he smiled as he looked at the result.  He thrust the coin into his pocket and said, “I accept.” 
 
    “Good.  Now I need to explain to you what’s going on.  The fight in the bar may not have been as random as it seemed.” 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 22:  Reach of the Enemy 
 
      
 
    Evisar took the first watch while the other two slept, but nothing happened.  Jefon took the next watch and forced himself to stand at rigid attention behind the door to be sure he did not fall asleep.  Evisar slept alone in the bed next to the door, while Xander slept farther away on the floor over by the fire.  Halfway through his watch, Jefon thought he saw the door knob twitch.  Nothing else happened for some time and he started to think he imagined it in a sleepy haze, when the door knob turned ever so slightly.  Jefon had to give the assassin credit.  He had not made a sound, and there was not even the slightest shadow at the door.  If he had not been rigidly standing behind the door during his entire watch, he would have missed it.   
 
    Jefon’s heart was in his throat as the intruder opened the door just enough to allow his slender, human frame to slip in.  Jefon was scared out of his wits and had to force himself not to react too quickly. He knew it would take several moments for the human’s eyes to adjust to a room lit only by the red coals of a fire.  Jefon had planned this scenario out in his mind to pass the time, so he knew exactly what to do, but now that the assassin was in the room, he froze in fear.  Maybe if he stood still the assassin would leave him alone.  He saw the silhouette of the human take a small step toward the bed where Evisar slept.  The assassin drew the dagger at his waist and took another small step forward.  Jefon’s chance was slipping away.  In a few moments the assassin's eyes would adjust and his brother would be dead.  Now was the time.  Now! 
 
    Jefon got down low, pivoted on his right foot, and swept the assassin off his feet from behind.  The assassin was nimble, but completely unprepared for the attack.  He fell hard on his back and turned the fall into a roll.  Jefon felt the thud of the impact on the wood floor, but no sound accompanied the vibration.  He tried to yell out, but no sound escaped his lips.  Jefon kicked the hand with the dagger and saw the weapon skid across the floor and into the wall.  Jefon drew his own dagger with cat-like speed, but as he moved forward to plunge his blade into the chest of the assassin, the human met his forward momentum with a sweeping kick to his chest.  Jefon’s chest exploded in pain as he flew back against the wall.  His breath was gone and he collapsed to the ground, unable to stand.  He cried out in pain, but no sound escaped his lips.  The assassin found his feet as Jefon struggled against the weakness of his body.  The assassin took one step toward Jefon until he realized Evisar was on his feet with Neverlost in his hand.   
 
    In the space of a single heartbeat the assassin recognized that he was now the prey rather than the hunter and bolted for the open door.  As the assassin crossed the threshold into the hall Jefon saw Xander throw his rapier through the air with the force of an arrow, while still lying on the ground.  The rapier zipped through the doorway and out of sight.  Jefon could not see what happened next, but he felt something solid hit the wood floor without making a sound.  Evisar ran out the door and came back a moment later dragging the assassin in by an ankle.  As Jefon struggled to his feet, he saw Xander’s rapier sticking out of the assassin’s back, very near the heart.  The human was still alive, but his life’s blood was spilling quickly onto the floor.   
 
    Jefon shut the door to the hallway and was relieved to finally hear the satisfying click of the latch against the door jam.  He turned around and saw the ghostly face of the would-be assassin on the ground.  “He’s going to die soon if we don’t do something.” 
 
    Evisar turned to Xander and asked, “Can you heal him?” 
 
    Xander shook his head and said, “There’s no way I can save him.  All I can do is make him live a little longer.” 
 
    “Do it then.” 
 
    Xander went over to the human, pulled the rapier out of his back, and knelt down on one knee.  He put his hand over the gaping wound, closed his eyes, and mumbled to himself.  When he pulled his hand away Jefon could see that the wound had partially closed, but only partially.  “That’s all I can do for him.  Whatever you need from him, get it fast.” 
 
    Evisar walked up to the assassin, careful to stay a few steps back, with no mercy on his face.  “I only have one question for you and then you can die in peace.  Who sent you?” 
 
    As Jefon expected, the human did not say anything.  Evisar took another step forward and bent over him, and when he spoke it was with unyielding iron.  “Who sent you to kill us?” 
 
    The assassin raised his arm to Evisar and began a wizard’s incantation.  Before he uttered the second word of his spell Evisar stepped out of the way and cut off the assassin’s hand with a single stroke.  The spell took shape and a bolt of energy shot past Evisar’s shoulder, harmlessly striking the back wall. 
 
    The assassin shrieked in pain.  Evisar grabbed the stump of his arm and squeezed.  The assassin shrieked again and Evisar said, “Who sent you?” 
 
    Finally, the human could not take it anymore.  “I don’t know,” said the assassin, “I was paid through a middle man.” 
 
    Evisar squeezed the arm again and the assassin gasped for air.  Xander seemed content to let Evisar work, but Jefon couldn’t take any more of this torture.  “Evisar, what are you doing?” 
 
    “My job.  Now shut up.” 
 
    “Is your job to torture this man?  He’s had enough!” 
 
    Evisar turned to him without pity and said, “Right now my job is to torture him.  Now keep your place.” 
 
    He turned back to the assassin and said, “This is the last time I’m going to ask, and then I’m going to cause you so much pain that what I’ve done so far will seem like a pin prick.  Who sent you?” 
 
    Fear crossed the assassin’s face as he realized Evisar was not bluffing.  “The middle man was an Armenien Royal Guard. That’s all I know, I swear it.” 
 
    Jefon said, “I’ll bet ten gold pieces it was Shane who sent him.  There’s probably a reward for the person who kills us.  Damn that elf is ambitious.”  
 
    Evisar stepped back from the assassin, his mission accomplished.  “Hmm, no bet here.  But why would Shane want us dead?  It doesn’t make any sense.”  He walked over to the fireplace, deep in thought, trying to figure out his next move. 
 
    Jefon said, “I agree, but who else could possibly want us dead?” 
 
    Xander looked at Evisar and asked, “Are you done with the human?” 
 
    Evisar said, “Yes, I got all the information I need from him.”  Without another word, Xander walked over to the assassin and stabbed him through the heart. 
 
     “What was that?!” Jefon demanded.  “We don’t murder people in cold blood.” 
 
    Xander put his rapier away without remorse.  “Would you rather have let him suffer?  I, at least, had the courage to ease his passing.”   
 
    Jefon was fuming as he said, “I won’t travel with someone who commits cold-blooded murder.” 
 
    Evisar looked at Jefon from across the room and said, “Calm down, Jefon.  He was going to die anyway.  There was nothing else to do, and don’t forget he was here to kill us.”  Xander looked away from Jefon and went down on both knees to search the dead body for clues. 
 
    He pored over the body as Jefon sat down heavily in front of the fire and started taking off his boots.  Xander found a purse with a large amount of gold and a master-crafted rapier that he took for his own.  He also traded the shabby leather armor he was wearing for the ornately crafted leather of the assassin. 
 
    Evisar took the gold from Xander and turned away from the dead body.  “Don’t get too comfortable, brother.  We’re leaving as soon as possible.”  When Jefon looked at him as though he was insane, Evisar continued, “There could be more assassins waiting outside to strike.  The safest bet is to get our things, dispose of the body, and leave in the middle of the night.”   
 
    As tired as he was, Jefon could not help but agree.  He put his boots back on and prepared to leave a perfectly good fire, in a perfectly good room, for the cold and unwelcoming night.  The companions carried the body quietly through the sleeping inn, several hundred feet down the main road, and dumped it in the river.  They were on the road heading east soon thereafter, three hours before dawn. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero and Gaston opened the door to the inn as quietly as possible just as the sun came up over Highborne.  No one was up and nothing greeted them but stone silence.  Gaston wasted no time, walking quickly past the bar to the owner’s room on the right.  He drew his rapier in one fluid motion as he opened the innkeeper’s door, and Nero followed suit by drawing his own weapon and walking into the room behind Gaston.   
 
    Gaston woke the innkeeper with a shove and with the feel of cold steel against his throat.  The innkeeper shuddered awake and stared in barely contained terror at the intruders. 
 
    Gaston spoke up without bothering to sound intimidating, knowing the innkeeper was already losing control of his bladder.  “I’m looking for a half-elf known as Xander.  I know he was staying here last night.  Where is he?” 
 
    Gaston waited patiently while the innkeeper found his voice.  “He – he –he’s with two other elves in the last room on the right.” 
 
    Gaston turned without wasting a breath and walked out of the innkeeper’s room.  He turned to go down the hall to his right.  On one hand Nero thought Gaston should have killed the innkeeper just to be safe, or at the very least threatened him to remain quiet, but on the other hand there was clearly no need.  The innkeeper just sat there in bed, cowering in fear, stinking of urine.   
 
    Nero wrinkled his nose and walked out of the room behind Gaston.  Both thieves crept down the hallway moving as silently as possible.  Gaston grabbed the door handle, gave it a slow, meticulous twist, and opened the door wide enough to stick his head in.  A few moments later Nero was surprised when Gaston threw open the door in anger and walked loudly into the room. 
 
    Nero saw immediately that the room was empty.  Xander had somehow gotten the jump on them by leaving in the middle of the night.  Gaston pulled out the miniature crystal ball given to him by one of the Talon Guild wizards and used it to scry Xander’s location.  After a few moments Gaston tucked the crystal ball away, sheathed his rapier, and walked past Nero out of the room.  “Follow me.  Xander is heading east.”  Shortly thereafter, Nero and Gaston were back on their horses heading east, chasing the half-elf who held one of the keys to the future of the Talon Guild. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 23:  Chase through Dowden 
 
      
 
    Where was he going?  That was the question Nero asked himself constantly.  For a moon’s turn Gaston and Nero had been following Xander toward the Ring Sea.  They had nearly caught up with him at Highborne, where he had lingered for two days, missing him only by the time between darkness to dawn.  It seemed they were always close to Xander but could never quite guess his next move.  Once, they had even gotten ahead of him, only to find out he had changed direction and gone to a different town. 
 
    Now two powerful members of the Talon Guild, with years of tracking experience between them, were trudging through the forest day after day in search of one lowly thief.  With Gaston’s ability to locate him once a day, it was baffling to Nero that Xander could continue to evade them. 
 
    Gaston was clearly thinking the same thing as they rode through the woods on horseback for yet another day.  “This Xander is a clever one.” 
 
     “He must know we’re chasing him and be able to track our location just as we track his.” 
 
    Gaston sat up on his horse and straightened his back in an attempt to shake off another night’s sleep on the hard ground as Nero’s horse plodded on step after step.  Nero grew more and more angry with the jolt of each hoof beat against the mud-packed road as all of the miserable days caught up with him.  What good did it do to get promoted to the Inner Circle if he continued to get crappy assignments like this?  Rank was supposed to have its privileges.  “Damn it, Gaston, why did we get picked for this assignment?  Even if Xander does get away, the High Wizard of Kentar is still trapped in the diamond.  I say let it go with good riddance.  We have more important things to do.” 
 
    Gaston stopped his horse and turned to face Nero for the first time in their conversation.  “If that’s what you think, then perhaps you don’t deserve to be one of the Thirteen in the most powerful thieves guild in Tellus.  I assure you word is spreading quickly of our failure and humiliation.  We don’t have much time.  The Inner Circle is getting nervous.  I can feel it.  If you want to play the game, you must see the politics within the politics.” 
 
    As Gaston finished speaking, he reached out and touched Nero’s chest with his pointy finger.  The touch sharpened Nero’s senses in a way he couldn’t explain.  There was anger in Gaston’s voice as he asked, “Now you have all the information you need.  Tell me why we are here.  Why are we chasing the gem?” 
 
    Suddenly it was so clear to Nero.  How could he have missed it before?  “The Guildmaster is staking everything on this gamble between Kentar and Armena.  It’s an all or nothing bid for power that will elevate him to king or destroy the Guild, so he can’t take any chances on losing the gem and having the High Wizard return to Kentar.” 
 
    Gaston retracted his bony finger with satisfaction in his voice.  “Very good.  Only the Thirteen know the wizard is not permanently encased inside the gem.  The magical forces that bind him to the gem will weaken over time unless the spell is renewed periodically.  That is why the Guildmaster has dispatched two of his greatest resources to recover it.” 
 
    Gaston turned back to the road and spurred his horse on.  Nero followed suit and after a while Gaston asked, “What’s the name of the next town?” 
 
    Nero had already memorized the parchment map in his saddle bag and did not need to pull it out to answer the question.  “Dowden is the next town, and we should be there before nightfall.” 
 
    “Good, perhaps we won’t have to sleep on the ground again tonight.  I hate sleeping on the ground.” 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Where were they going?  That was the question Jefon asked himself as they continued down the road to Dowden sometime before high sun.  The old elf wizard had told them to travel to Wessex and it was the only lead the companions had, but where was Wessex?  Neither the brothers nor Xander had ever heard of the town.  Over the last turn of the moon the companions had traveled from town to town, working their way northeast toward the Ring Sea and the massive human cities that lined its shores. 
 
    Whenever the companions would enter a human town they were always met with looks ranging from curiosity to outright hostility.  At every town they would ask, “Have you heard of a town called Wessex?” 
 
    At every turn the answer was always, “No, never heard of it.”  Then the person asked would always go back to whatever he was doing, not wanting to invite unwanted conversation with the lost elves. 
 
    The areas northeast of Armena were largely uninhabited and towns were scarce.  Jefon had thought the woods of Armena were sparsely populated, but the areas they were traveling through rivaled his old homeland in that respect.  Of course it was important to remember that at one time the areas they were walking through had all been a part of the Old Elf Empire.  That had only been three hundred years ago, so in a way it made sense that human settlements were few and far between. 
 
    The companions stayed at human inns where they could, using the gold they had taken off Loc and the assassin as payment, but in between towns the companions were forced to rely on Jefon’s meager ranger skills for food.  A ranger was supposed to be able to live off the land, but there were many occasions where his ranger skills were found wanting.  He had difficulty finding animal tracks and even more difficulty identifying which animal he was tracking.  He knew how to gather some wild plants and nuts, but not enough.  
 
    After a moon’s turn of constant travel and mistrust at every turn, the companions were starting to fray.  As they rode into Dowden, Xander could not control himself any longer.  “When I agreed to travel with you I assumed that we would find treasure or search for this missing prince of yours, not travel all over the countryside looking for some town that doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Jefon replied sharply, “Wessex does exist.  Invis wouldn’t have led us astray.” 
 
    Xander shook his head and said forcefully, “Why in the seven hells not?  You don’t know what his motives were?  Why do you have to be such a naïve fool, Jefon?” 
 
    “He wanted to help us.  Why would he lead us astray?” 
 
    “Because he had his own agenda.  Because he wanted to keep you guessing.  Because of ten other reasons that aren’t worth my time mentioning.” 
 
    Jefon looked defensively down at his horse.  “You weren’t there so you don’t understand.” 
 
    Xander would not accept Jefon’s surrender.  “We have been traipsing all over the countryside for the last thirty days chasing after a town that may or may not exist on the word of some mysterious old elf.  It seems to me we could have been doing something more constructive, rather than chasing some old elf’s cruel joke.” 
 
    Evisar chimed in at last.  “Will you two shut up?  Xander, I talked to Invis as well, and he obviously convinced me of his sincerity.  We’ll try a few more towns; if none of them is Wessex then we’ll come up with something else.” 
 
    Evisar and Xander rode on ahead in silence as Jefon hung back and felt sorry for himself.  Xander was grating on him more and more these days as he seemed to go out of his way to barb him at every turn.  As mad as he was at Xander, Jefon was also irritated at his brother for always playing the mediator rather than taking his side.  They may need Xander’s skills, but they were family and some lines should never be crossed.  
 
    Jefon finally perked up as the companions came out of the woods and Dowden came into view, giving hope that they would spend the night in relative comfort.  There were crops on the outskirts of town as well as scattered farm houses.  The town proper had a church in the center surrounded by a general store, a graveyard, a smithy, a stable next to the town inn, and of course the noble lord’s household that stood to the north on a gentle hill overlooking the town.  On the southern side of town was the impassable river they had been following for several days with a bridge that crossed its expanse.  Next to the bridge was a dock that presumably received shipping from other towns in the region, suggesting that Dowden depended on the river for its livelihood, both for commerce and by controlling the only viable river crossing for a hundred miles. 
 
    The companions made for the inn as they always did in a new town.  The sign above the door read The Wine Cellar in the common tongue.  The companions pushed past the entryway and went up to the bar. 
 
    The inn was well kept, and the portly owner looked of good cheer.  “Well met, strangers.  We don’t get elven folk here that often.  Carl is my name.  Welcome to The Wine Cellar.  What can I do you for?” 
 
    Xander looked as though he would speak, but Evisar stepped in front of him.  “We were hoping for a room for the night.” 
 
    “Done.  That’ll be one silver piece.” 
 
    Xander moved around Evisar smoothly and handed the coin to Carl.  “We were also wondering if you have ever heard of a town called Wessex?” 
 
    Carl spoke up loudly with a smile, “Of course.  We trade with Wessex all the time.  It’s on the river about a half day’s ride south and east of here.  All you have to do is follow the road on the north side of the river and it will take you straight to it.” 
 
    Jefon lit up, “Thank you, Carl.  You have no idea how long we’ve been searching for this town.”  It would be nice to have a known destination for the next few days at least. 
 
    “Not at all.  I’m here to serve.  If you are looking for work, George is always interested in strong lads to guard his shipments to Wessex.  He can be found down at the docks.  If you’re simply looking for passage to Wessex, George can provide that as well.” 
 
    Carl had literally saved the day, but Evisar pressed on to see if he could get more information from the helpful innkeeper.  “We have an elven friend who went missing a few moons ago and we heard a rumor that he may be somewhere around Wessex.  Have you heard anything about that?” 
 
    “Your friend is missing, you say?  That’s a shame.  Seems to be happening more and more these days, but I haven’t heard anything about an elf gone missing.  That kind of gossip wouldn’t escape my ears, what with so few elf folk left in these parts.  Maybe you should talk to this young fellow over here.” 
 
    The companions turned their heads toward a nearby table and saw a figure dressed from head to toe in fine travel cloths that befit a well to do merchant.  The young man sat quietly by himself, contemplatively sipping a glass of wine, his facial features covered by a hood. 
 
    After the companions had looked the stranger over, Carl continued, “Valihorn, I believe his name is.  He came here this morning looking for someone else who turned up missing.  Maybe the two are related.” 
 
    To Jefon’s trained eye Evisar looked doubtful, but to Carl he said, “Thank you, Carl.  We’ll check with this Valihorn.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 24:  Xander’s First Secret 
 
      
 
    Jefon and Evisar moved over to greet Valihorn while Xander stayed behind to talk to Carl.  “So Carl, why do the shipments to Wessex need protecting?” 
 
    Carl’s smile disappeared, and he shifted his weight uncomfortably.  “Well, I don’t like to talk about it much, but unfortunately we’ve had a run of bad luck lately.  Several of our shipments have disappeared.  We find the wreckage on the side of the river, but all of the people are either dead or missing.”  Carl brought his finger up to his lips indicating that this was a secret for Xander’s ears only. 
 
    Xander leaned in and said, “Thank you, Carl.  I hope to see you again soon.”  Xander dropped a silver piece on the bar and turned his attention to the two brothers.  Carl nodded his head, snatched up the coin with a smile, and went back to his other customers. 
 
    Xander turned around and eyed the brothers from afar.  He stopped for a moment to take a fresh look at his companions.  Jefon and Evisar were smart, there was no doubt about it, but they were so green.  Still, Xander couldn’t complain.  It wasn’t the perfect match, but things were working out nicely.  He was running away from the Talon Guild with his precious cargo, and the brothers were searching for their First Heir at a breakneck speed.  They hardly slept.  They hardly ate, and their loyalty to the royal family was to be admired, even if it was foolhardy. 
 
    Evisar was clearly the sensible one.  The older brother in every respect.  He saw the world for what it was, not what it should be.  He knew how to compromise – how to lead.  He had clearly been brought up to follow in his father’s footsteps.   
 
    Jefon was another story altogether.  He was irritating as hell.  He was always saying where they should go or how they should act.  He was an idealist who could only see the world as it should be.  He never compromised and had absolutely no charisma.  It was actually funny to watch Jefon try to change someone’s mind.  He never learned his lesson, but sadly Xander had to admit that he admired him for continuing to try.   
 
    Still, what could Xander do?  He needed protection, and he had no coin to hire bodyguards.  Not that bodyguards would do much good against whomever the Guild was sending after him.  He had not seen them yet, but they were close.  Xander could feel it. 
 
    Initially, Xander had planned to sell the diamond to the highest bidder, which he assumed he would find in one of the human cities that lined the Ring Sea.  If he made it that far he hoped to pass his troubles off to someone else and make a fortune in the process.  However, his plans to sell the fist sized diamond changed dramatically a few days before he joined Evisar and Jefon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was resting by his campfire inside the forested borders of Armena, when he heard a voice pierce the darkness of the night.  “Hello.  Hello, Xander!”  Xander said nothing, not wanting to give his position away.  He rose quietly to his feet and moved behind a tree to hide.  Then he heard the voice again.  “Xander, there is no need to hide, I will not harm you.  I know from whom it is that you run, and I can help.” 
 
    Xander spoke into the night.  “Who are you?  What do you want?” 
 
    “My name is Vanderhoff.  I am a wizard who is trapped in the diamond you carry and hope to sell.” 
 
     “So what do you want from me?”  It felt weird talking to the woods. 
 
    “I want your help, Xander.” 
 
    A powerful wizard trapped inside a gem wanted Xander’s help.  It appeared he was holding all of the bargaining chips.  “And why would I help you?” 
 
    “Because I can be of great assistance in times of need.  You are a thief with some healing powers, but not a wizard.  Can you imagine how powerful you would be with me at your side?” 
 
    Xander wanted to hear more details.  “Okay, you have my attention.  What do you require of me?” 
 
    “I want you to keep the gem as far away from the Talon Thieves Guild as possible.  The magic that binds me to the gem is weakening over time, and eventually I will be able to free myself.  In exchange for your help in keeping the gem out of Guild hands, I will aid you against your enemies when I can and reward you handsomely when I am freed.  You will have your fortune, the protection of a wizard, and the eternal gratitude of Kentar.” 
 
    Xander could care less about Kentar but to have his fortune and the temporary protection of a wizard was worth consideration.  One thing troubled him though.  “What do you mean when you say you will aid me when you can?  That doesn’t sound very reassuring.” 
 
    “Anytime I use my magic it forces me deeper into the gem, so I have to carefully pick the times I help you, otherwise I will never escape and Kentar will suffer in my absence.”  As if sensing Xander’s reluctance, the wizard added, “It is in my best interest to protect you from the Guild, lest I fall back into their hands.  If you agree to run as far away from the Talon Guild as you can, then I will be there for you at your most desperate moment.” 
 
    That sounded iffy to Xander, but he couldn’t sell the gem until he got to the Ring Sea anyway, regardless of whether or not he agreed to the wizard’s terms.  Maybe he would take advantage of the deal with the wizard for now.  “How long will you be encased in the gem?” 
 
    “That depends on the strength of my magic and the strength of my will.  I cannot say for sure, but it will probably be several moons.”  Both of them were silent for a long time until finally the wizard said, “I will leave you to think on our agreement.  Call on me if you need help.” 
 
    Xander stayed up the rest of the night thinking about his future, and the more he thought about it, the wider his smile became. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later he joined up with the elven brothers, and that was how Xander found himself at a no-name bar in a no-name town, on his way to the Ring Sea.  As Xander left his inner thoughts he saw that Jefon had not only introduced himself to Valihorn but had effectively cornered the man in merchant finery and was badgering him with questions. 
 
    “How did that happen?  What was her name?” 
 
    Valihorn was a bit bewildered by the sudden attention, but he responded politely enough.  “Austen and I do not know how Suzanne was taken, or why.  She was bringing a magic item to Lord Cashmin here at Dowden.  Suzanne was supposed to deliver the item, collect the payment, and return five days ago.  Austen sent me to speak with Lord Cashmin to see if she ever made the drop off.” 
 
    “And had she?” Evisar asked. 
 
    “I am afraid not.”  As the conversation unfolded, Valihorn felt more comfortable with the elven brothers and lowered his hood as a sign of respect.  Underneath the hood was a bit of a surprise as Xander realized that Valihorn was a young half-elf just like himself. 
 
    A gasp came from behind the bar as Carl was taken aback in shock.  “Gods have mercy, my place is overrun with elves.” 
 
    Jefon and Evisar accepted Valihorn’s heritage without a break in their stride.  After a moment, Valihorn continued his story, leaving Xander to wonder if he had taken down his hood as a test to the newcomers.  “Suzanne never made it to Dowden.  No one has seen her since she left Wessex.” 
 
    Jefon looked at Valihorn with empathy and said, “That’s terrible.  We should help you look for her.” 
 
    Xander rolled his eyes at Jefon’s generosity and moved quickly into the conversation.  “Who is this Austen that you mentioned?” 
 
    Valihorn looked Xander up and down briefly before he said, “He is a wizard and I am his apprentice.  He lives in a small tower in Wessex.  He and Lazarus take care of this region as best they can.” 
 
    Xander couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice as he asked, “And who exactly is Lazarus?” 
 
    “A follower of Sentinel and the only true healer in this region.  People come to his church in Wessex from all around for healing and to rid themselves of diseases.” 
 
    Evisar said, “If you are willing to act as a guide and lead us to Wessex, then my companions and I will spend some time helping you look for this lost apprentice of yours.  My brother is a ranger with expert tracking skills and may be able to find some trace of what happened to her.” 
 
    At the mention of his ranger skills Jefon looked down at his feet and Xander couldn’t help but sneer in contempt.  He just couldn’t believe how weak Jefon was.  Evisar, for his part, looked at Valihorn as though he believed what he was saying, and perhaps he did.  The subtle encouragement from his brother gave Jefon courage and his head slowly came up to meet Valihorn’s excited gaze. 
 
    Valihorn almost jumped out of his seat with excitement.  “A ranger.  Truly?  The gods must be watching us.  It is indeed an honor to meet three of my kin and I would be happy to travel with you to Wessex.” 
 
    With the introductions over and the deal made, Xander looked around the inn for some entertainment as Evisar went up to their room and Jefon sat down to talk more with Valihorn.  There were two pretty waitresses that bore some watching and some promise, but it was the sight of four humans playing cards at one of the tables that piqued Xander’s interest.  He pulled his coin of Fortuna out of his pocket, flipped the coin in the air, and caught it in his palm.  He smiled at the result, pocketed the coin, and moved over to the table knowing this was going to be a profitable afternoon.   
 
    When Evisar finally came back down, the inn was beginning to fill up as dinner time approached.  Xander got up from his card table as he finished taking the human’s spare cash and looked over at Jefon, who was still talking to Valihorn.  The two seemed to have become fast friends, but to Xander it seemed a waste of time.  He locked eyes with Jefon and moved over to his table as Evisar joined them.  Xander threw his purse full of coins in front of Jefon just to spite him and said, “So what have the three of you been doing that’s useful for the entire afternoon?” 
 
    Jefon just shook his head and did not take the bait.  The four of them ate dinner together and headed for Wessex while there was still some daylight left.  Even though they had paid for a room at the inn, everyone was so excited to have finally found the town they were looking for that they wanted to depart immediately. 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero and Gaston pulled up to the inn at Dowden and handed their horses off to the stable boy.  As they walked up to the front door Gaston looked around and took note of all the people at the crowded inn.  He leaned in to Nero’s ear and said, “I took the last inn and you’re more diplomatic than me.  Why don’t you take this one?” 
 
    Nero knew an order when he heard one and nodded his head in agreement as he opened the door to The Wine Cellar.  Nero took stock of the inn and walked slowly up to the bar as Gaston found the nearest open table and sat down. 
 
    The bartender’s back was to Nero as he tended to some food that he was preparing for his guests.  “Excuse me, sir.” 
 
    “Just a moment.”  The bartender quickly finished what he was doing and turned around.  The bartender stood in silence for a moment as he did a double take. 
 
    “More elves!  What a strange couple of days.  Well, we are glad to have you.  All are welcome at The Wine Cellar.  Carl is my name.  How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Could I get two of your finest ales please?”   
 
    “Absolutely, I am here to serve.  That will be four coppers please.”  As Nero dug around in his pockets, Carl turned to the tap with two glasses.   
 
    Nero tossed the coins onto the counter and asked, “What did you mean when you said more elves?  Have you seen any of my kin recently?” 
 
    Carl was still pouring the drinks when he glanced back at Nero and then turned once again to what he was pouring.  “I’m sorry if I seemed surprised.  We don’t get many elf folk around here.  As a matter of fact, until today I hadn’t seen an elf in over a year, but that’s the way these things go.”  Carl finished pouring the drinks, placed them on the bar in front of Nero, and moved to pick up the coppers in one smooth motion.  “There were some other elves here just a little while ago.” 
 
    “Was one of them named Xander?  He’s a friend of mine, and I have been trying to catch up with him for the last six days.  His mother is very ill, and I was sent to fetch him back home.” 
 
    “Well, the name doesn’t ring a bell, but there were two half-elves here as well as two regular elves.  One of them might have been this friend of yours.” 
 
    “It’s the best lead I’ve had in some time.  Could you tell me when they left?” 
 
    “Well, normally I try not to get involved in other people’s business, but I would hate for your friend to miss saying goodbye to his mother.”  Carl looked at Nero and thought for a moment.  He made up his mind and said, “The four of them headed out for Austen’s place just after supper.” 
 
    “Where is Austen’s place?  I’m not familiar with that name.” 
 
    “Austen is the wizard in Wessex.  That’s a town about a half day’s ride down the river.”  Carl scratched his head for a moment.  “Your friend set out on foot, but I think George is sending a raft full of supplies to Wessex shortly.  I’m sure he would give you passage if you’re willing to pay for it.  That way you could probably make it to town before your friend.” 
 
    Nero could not contain a genuine smile.  “Carl, you have been such a great help.  Take this gold piece in thanks for helping me find my friend.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of money.  I can’t accept your gold just for being friendly.” 
 
    Nero winked and gave him a roguish smile, “I insist.”  He tossed the coin onto the bar and just caught a glimpse of Gaston’s cloak going out the front door as he turned around to leave. 
 
    Nero followed and vaguely heard Carl say, “Come again anytime,” as he closed the door. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 25:  Wessex 
 
      
 
    There was a good deal of countryside to cross between Dowden and Wessex, and Suzanne had been missing for five days.  Between the large distance and the time that had passed, Jefon figured it was a long shot to find any trace of her abduction, but while traveling on the dirt road about halfway between the two towns, Jefon was amazed when he noticed signs of a struggle.  The signs were nothing more than a large number of indentations in the dirt, but they were there.  Due to his intense focus, Jefon had been lagging behind the other companions, but now he just stopped and stared.  The signs of a struggle were so obvious he couldn’t believe everyone else had missed them. 
 
    Jefon knelt down on the road and yelled, “Hey, I may have found something.” 
 
    The other three turned and Xander said with surprise in his voice, “Really?” 
 
    Valihorn got all excited at the prospect and took off running back towards Jefon.  Jefon quickly held up his hand and yelled out, “Stop!”  Valihorn pulled up and Jefon continued.  “Keep away.  I don’t want you to disturb the footprints.  Why don’t you all eat lunch over there and let me see what I can find.”  It was odd to hear himself speak with such authority and conviction, and what was even more amazing is that everyone headed off to make camp without another word.  Jefon shook his head in disbelief and started to look at the tracks. 
 
    A little while later Jefon approached the fire as everyone else was eating lunch.  Valihorn looked up eagerly, but it was Evisar who spoke.  “Well, did Martel inspire you?” 
 
    Jefon looked at his brother with a mock grin. “Perhaps.  It looks like someone was traveling to Dowden on horseback a few days ago when a boat landed on the shore and several men got out.  The rider and the horse must have gotten on the boat, because there are no tracks continuing on toward Dowden, or anyplace else for that matter.” 
 
    Jefon waited for the group to absorb the facts before continuing.  “I would say that Suzanne was riding along the trail when she was assaulted by men from a boat that came across the river.  I think the boat landed and the men kidnapped her.  They must have taken her and her horse back across the river.” 
 
    Xander was the first to pipe up.  “That doesn’t make any sense.  If you are riding on a horse and see strangers in a boat crossing the river toward you, you ride away from the river as fast as you can.”  Xander pointed towards a patch of trees not too far in the distance.  “The forest starts right over there.  All she had to do was ride her horse into the woods, and she would have been safe.” 
 
    Jefon shrugged his shoulders.  “I can only tell you what I found.  I can’t tell you exactly what happened.” 
 
    Evisar said, “Maybe the men in the boat looked friendly, or maybe they asked for help.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Or they could have cast a spell to hold her in place while they crossed the river.” 
 
    Jefon said, “There is no way to know exactly how it happened, but she was taken across the river.” 
 
    Valihorn looked around the camp fire with a new determination.  “We have to go after her and find out what happened.” 
 
    Jefon could feel the anguish in Valihorn’s voice.  It was the same pain he had felt arriving too late to save his father.  Faith in his god demanded that he help anyone who was wrongfully imprisoned, no matter the cost, but he could not help Suzanne and Devin at the same time.  Any time he spent looking for Suzanne might mean Devin’s life, but Suzanne had only been lost a few days and had a much better chance of being rescued.   
 
    Luckily Jefon was spared the decision when Evisar spoke up.  “I’m sorry, Valihorn; we can’t look for Suzanne right now.” 
 
    Valihorn spoke up again, almost belligerently insisting.  “Why not?  Jefon said she was taken on the boat.  If we cross to the other side we could pick up the tracks again and find out what happened to her.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head.  “We have no way to cross the river.  And even if we did, there’s no telling where the boat went.  They could have gone a mile up or downstream.” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head in agreement, knowing his brother was right.  Xander added, “You have an obligation to return to Austen and let him know what happened.  You won’t do him any good if you disappear as well.”   
 
    Jefon added his voice last, filled with sympathy.  “They’re right, Valihorn.  If we let Austen know what happened then he can mount a real rescue.” 
 
    Valihorn looked longingly across the other side of the river before saying, “I suppose you’re right.  I should tell Austen what we found.”   
 
    As the companions packed up camp and continued down the dirt path toward Wessex, Jefon took a last look across the river and a profound feeling of dread came over him that he had never felt before.  In the woods on the other side there was death and despair, not only because of the kidnapping, but also because of something else. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As Jefon looked at the woods, the world around him flashed a brilliant white and disappeared.  When the flash faded he looked around and saw that the grassland he had just been in had been replaced with dirt.  The miles of open space where he had been a moment ago were replaced with the stone walls of a fortress.  All around him there was chaos and death, and while Jefon didn’t know what was going on, he got the sense that it was very real.   
 
    All of his companions were there fighting for their lives, and losing.  Valihorn lay unconscious nearby along with a dead human whom Jefon didn’t recognize, but who had been a member of their party.  Evisar was slashing frantically with their father’s blade, but he was badly wounded.  Xander lay dead at the entrance to the fortress, and surrounding them on all sides were an untold number of human and Krone soldiers.  As Jefon accepted the reality of the situation around him, he realized that he was near death.  He looked down at himself and saw burn marks on his body and a deep gash across his stomach and sword arm.  He barely had the strength to lift his sword. 
 
    Gloom hung in the air as an enemy wizard looked at Evisar and began an incantation.  Jefon instinctively knew Evisar would die if he took another hit, but he was in no condition to help.  Out of desperation, Jefon threw his sword at the wizard and was satisfied to see the sword dig deep into the wizard’s side, forcing him to lose concentration on his spell.  Evisar was safe for a little while longer.  The wizard turned toward him with hatred in his eyes and pulled the sword out of his side.  Jefon was too tired to defend himself as the wizard pointed a finger at him and a bolt of energy leapt across the distance and struck Jefon full in the chest.  Evisar screamed as he fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As his face hit the dirt the world around him flashed a brilliant white and disappeared.  Jefon was standing once again on the grassy plain looking into the woods from across the river.  There was no fortress or enemies in sight.  There was only forest and grassland, and the loving care of his brother moving down the path towards Wessex.  Jefon shook off the vision and walked numbly down the path after the other companions. 
 
    As Jefon moved down the path, he contemplated what he had seen.  He’d never experienced anything like that in his life.  The vision had not been a dream, of that he was sure.  It was more like his consciousness had moved somewhere else.  It felt like a vision of the future, but how could that be?  Only a god could see the future.  Was Martel giving him a glimpse of what was to come, and why?  As Jefon caught up to the others he wanted to blurt out what he had seen, but it did not seem like something he should share with everyone.  He would pull his brother aside later tonight and tell him everything. 
 
    The road turned southeast, and the landscape began to change as scattered farmhouses came into view.  Where Dowden had been a trading outpost, Wessex had the feel of a town.  As they approached the town, Valihorn pointed out Austen’s tower on the horizon and the spire to the church of Sentinel where Lazarus met with his congregation and spread the word of his god.  Valihorn pointed to portions of a defensible wall that had saved the town from an attack by lizard men several years ago.  The town had been rebuilt after the attack, but several of the guard towers and large portions of the wall had never been repaired.  Lord Shetley was lord of Wessex and the surrounding area.  As the companions approached the town gate, Valihorn pointed off to the northeast where Jefon could just make out the line of Shetley’s Keep against the mountains. 
 
    Wessex was nuzzled against the north side of the river which provided commerce and protection for the town, while the other side of the town was protected by the shattered wall.  There were two major highways in Wessex that formed a “T” at the dock area in the heart of town.  The first road ended at the dock area and the second road ran parallel to the river.  On one corner of the “T” was the mayor’s house that served as a city hall, and on the other corner sat Lazarus’s church to Sentinel.  Next to the church and the mayor’s house, on the road running away from the river, was the town bar and inn along with the smithy and general store.  Austen’s tower rose several stories in the air and was situated next to the docks.  Chimneys rose from many other parts of the town as merchants walked about and farmers worked the land. 
 
    The sun went below the tree line as Jefon, Evisar, Xander, and Valihorn stepped onto Austen’s porch.  Valihorn stepped up and examined the porch as if he were looking for something. 
 
    “Valihorn, what are you doing?” Evisar asked. 
 
    “Just wait there.  I have to disarm the trap to the door before we can go in.  Austen is a nice man, but he does not like uninvited guests poking around his tower.  Also, some of the items he owns are of great value, so he does not want to invite thieves.”  Valihorn looked briefly over at Xander as he continued to poke around.  Xander rolled his eyes and ignored the slight.  “Ah, here it is.  Excuse me a moment.”  Valihorn said two arcane words the companions did not understand and then stepped up and opened the front door.  “There we are.  Come with me.” 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gaston and Nero watched from the shadows as the companions entered the wizard’s tower.  Gaston turned to address Nero.  “Wait here and cover the front door while I go into the tower and recover the gem.” 
 
    As the more junior member of the Guild, Nero was happy to follow Gaston’s lead, but what he was suggesting didn’t make any sense.  “Wouldn’t we have a better chance if we both went into the tower together?” 
 
    Gaston shook his head and was insistent.  “No, I need you to cover the front door in case any of them try to escape.  This ragtag group won’t prove to be a challenge.” 
 
    Gaston was making light of the situation, but Nero could hear the lie.  This was not business as usual.  Their livelihood and reputations hinged on recovering the gem.  He could cover the front door just as well from inside the tower as outside, and this may be a ragtag group, but at least he would be there to aid Gaston if the need arose.  The Inner Circle had given Gaston the task of recovering the gem, but Nero could see the reason behind the reason.  Gaston wanted the honor of recovering the gem for himself so he could claim all the credit, regardless of the risk to the mission. 
 
    Suddenly Nero was angry.  They had tracked Xander for over a moon’s turn, slept in the same mud holes, eaten the same maggoty food, and woken up every morning on the same cold, hard ground.  Now that the end was in sight, Gaston wanted to steal the glory for himself and leave Nero’s contribution forgotten, elevating him to a new level in the Guildmaster’s eye.   
 
    Gaston rose and took a few steps toward the tower when Nero reached out and grabbed his sleeve.  Gaston stopped abruptly as his clothing would not let him go on and turned his head.  Before he could protest, Nero spoke in hushed tones.  “What in the seven hells do you think you’re doing?  I don’t care how ragtag you think this group is, you know full well we have a better chance of recovering the gem if we both go in.  You want me to sit here on my ass so you can recover the gem and take all the credit.” 
 
    Gaston shrugged Nero’s hand off his sleeve and said, “That’s right.  I will have the glory of bringing back the Guild’s greatest artifact.  Now, stay here until I return.” 
 
    Nero snorted in disbelief and said, “Not a chance,” and started to walk past Gaston toward the tower.   
 
    An instant later Nero found himself flat on his back and couldn’t say how he had gotten there.  He shook his head to regain his senses and found that Gaston had a knife to his throat.  “Listen here, upstart.  I will recover the gem by myself, and I will be damned if some pissant elf with more luck than skill is going to take it away from me.  You will stay here and not interfere in any way, no matter what happens.  Anything less, and I’ll kill you where you stand.” 
 
    With his ultimatum given, Gaston put his knife away and turned toward the tower.  Nero stood up with hatred in his soul and watched him go.  He was sick of being pushed aside by his superiors.  He was one of the Thirteen now, and the only being to ever successfully infiltrate the Philosophers.  Rank was supposed to have its privileges, damn it! 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 26:  Reach of the Talon Guild 
 
      
 
    Jefon watched Valihorn disarm the trap to Austin’s tower and then happily walk inside.  Everyone else followed the young wizard apprentice and shut the door behind them.  The sitting room was attached to the tower proper and looked ordinary enough.  As Valihorn dropped his things in the corner, he screamed, “Austen!  Are you home?” and only then did he realize he had startled everyone else in the room.  “Sorry, Austen is getting old, and he is a little hard of hearing.” 
 
    An elderly voice came down the stairs and echoed throughout the tower.  “Coming, just a moment.” 
 
    Jefon looked around the sitting room and saw two windows, a sofa, and several chairs.  The room itself was twenty feet in diameter with one door being the entrance through which they came and the other presumably leading to the rest of the tower.  The only thing suggesting this was a wizard’s home were the six wands placed in a holder on the other side of the room.   
 
    After a moment, Austen opened the door leading to the tower and hurried across the room to meet the elves.  Austen was an elderly human who wasn’t old enough to be frail, but clearly his best adventuring days were behind him.  His hair was half brown and half gray, implying wisdom and intelligence rather than old age.  He was dressed in a flowing gray and purple robe. 
 
    Austen came over to them with a smile, eager to receive his guests.  “Valihorn, who are your friends?” 
 
    “These are some adventurers I met at Dowden.  They helped me discover what may have become of Suzanne.” 
 
    “Ah, well, thank you very much for your help.”  Austen’s smile grew even larger as he quickly moved to shake everyone’s hand.  “Please have a seat and tell me exactly what you found.”  As he finished shaking Xander’s hand, there was a brisk knock at the door. 
 
    Austen said, “Now who could that be?  Please excuse me.”  He moved to the front door and looked through the peep hole.  After a moment, he turned away from the door with a distressed look on his face.   
 
    Valihorn suddenly got very serious.  “Master, who is it?” 
 
    Austen silenced them all by raising a finger to his lips.  He whispered, “I do not know who it is, but he is here to kill us if he can.  Stand still, do not say anything, and let me see if I can protect you.” 
 
    Jefon had no idea what was going on, but he stood still as Austen began an incantation.  As the magic spell resolved Jefon saw Evisar, Xander, and Valihorn disappear before his eyes.  Jefon had heard the most powerful wizards could turn people invisible, but he had never seen it done before.  He looked down at his legs and found to his relief that he could still see them, but they had a strange blue aura about them.  Jefon reached out his hand to where Valihorn had been standing at his side only a moment ago and was relieved when his hand found purchase on Valihorn’s sleeve.  Jefon held on to Valihorn and moved back a few steps in order to hide behind the front door.  Seeing that his spell had worked, Austen opened the door, stepped outside, and left the door open a foot so the companions could hear what was being said. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Austen stepped out onto his porch and purposely left the door ajar for the others.  Out in the middle of the street was a rather scary looking human wearing a black cloak and leather armor.  The shadow of an oak tree fell fully across the stranger, and although it was still daylight, the shadow of the tree seemed to envelope the human, making him difficult to see.  It was as if the shadows were drawn to that spot in an effort to conceal this agent of evil.  If the stranger were hiding in an alleyway or forest, Austen doubted he would be able to notice him at all. 
 
    Austen whispered an arcane word under his breath and all the magic items on the stranger lit up like a lantern at night.  Everything the stranger carried had magical properties:  his cloak, armor, boots, rapier, and especially some star-like disks attached to his belt.  Austen stepped out onto the street and spoke as if he suspected nothing.  “Yes, may I help you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a half-elf named Xander.  Have you seen him?”  The stranger was calm, too calm. 
 
    Austen had no idea what was going on, or what kind of person Xander was, but his instincts told him this person was evil and he had not gotten any such feeling from Xander.  “No, I have never heard that name before.  Sorry I cannot be of help.” 
 
    The man in black did not say anything as he looked directly through Austen.  In a matter of moments Austen felt as if all of his secrets had been revealed.  He tensed up, preparing his defenses against this foe, but much to his relief the stranger finally smiled and said, “Well, that’s too bad.  I’m sorry to have troubled you.”  With that, the conversation seemed to be over, and the stranger turned around to walk away. 
 
    Austen let the tension drain away as the distance between himself and the human increased, and then it happened.  Before Austen could react, the stranger turned around in a blur and threw a potion at his feet.  As soon as the liquid touched the ground a copper snake slithered up from the dirt and enveloped Austen.  He had only a moment to react as the coils snaked up his body and he uttered the only arcane word that came to mind in that instant.  He pointed his hand at the stranger and three magic missile bolts slammed into him at point blank range.  He was knocked off his feet and fell hard onto his back. 
 
    The copper snake completely enveloped Austen from head to toe.  Even his mouth was covered so he could no longer cast spells.  As soon as the stranger hit the ground he snapped his head up to see if the potion had worked.  Seeing that his enemy was helpless, the stranger rose slowly, arrogantly to his feet.  Austen’s eyes were uncovered and he took some satisfaction in seeing the three burn marks across the stranger’s chest.  The man in black walked right up to Austen and looked down at his chest to take stock of his wounds.  Then he flicked his hand to the side and the snake uncovered Austen’s face enough for the two of them to talk.  For a moment he seemed civilized and peaceful, but then without warning he slammed the back of his hand across Austen’s face. 
 
    “I know you are lying, magician.  I saw Xander go into your tower before I knocked on your door.  Where is he?” 
 
    Austen took a moment to collect his thoughts as it became obvious his life hung in the balance.  His apprentice and newfound friends were no match for a foe such as this.  He hoped Valihorn and the others had the good sense to stay hidden.  Austen considered his options and, in the end, there was only one chance.  He had to act now while he had the ability to speak.  In quick succession he blurted out two arcane words.  The stranger’s hand moved quickly to smash him across the face once again, but the damage was done.  The snake covered Austen’s mouth once again as the spell took hold of the man in black.  The stranger looked dazed and confused as he tried to fight off the effects of the spell, while the snake began to constrict around Austen.  It did not take long before Austen felt several ribs crack.  His lungs were ready to explode.  He could feel himself dying, and then suddenly the snake relaxed.  The snake still held him, but it was no longer trying to kill him.   
 
    The stranger nodded his head at Austen as a sign of respect.  “Good try, magician.  Apparently your spell has made it so I can’t kill you right now, but I can be patient when the situation calls for it.  Perhaps I will have a look inside your tower and come back after the spell has worn off.  You don’t mind if I take a look around, do you?  I thought not.” 
 
    The stranger walked gracefully past Austen and into his tower.  Austen was devastated that his domination spell had only been partially successful.  The spell had only prevented the stranger from harming Austen, and it would only last a short while.  All the stranger had to do was bide his time and wait for the spell to dissipate.  Then he could use the copper snake to squeeze him to death.  Austen stood bound and helpless as an agent of evil explored his tower and moved against his apprentice. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Inside the tower, Jefon had seen and heard everything through the crack in the open door, and he watched as the stranger moved onto the porch.  He and his companions had the element of surprise with the invisibility spell that had been cast on them, but what good would the element of surprise be against an opponent such as this? 
 
    And why was he looking for Xander?  Options swam through Jefon’s mind as he tried to fight off the fear that threatened to overpower him.  One option was to speak up and simply give Xander to this dark figure.  But, no.  There was no guarantee that giving Xander to the stranger would save everyone else, and while Jefon didn’t like Xander, he knew Xander wasn’t evil, while the stranger most certainly was.  His father had done everything in his power to help those in need, and Jefon would do no less. 
 
    And then the stranger was in the room, standing by the door as he took in the scene.  Staring at the stranger’s back, Jefon’s fear finally got the best of him as he lost all rational thought and clutched Valihorn’s arm all the harder for protection.  The stranger was only a few feet away from him, with his back turned to the door, yet Jefon could not force himself to act.  There would never be a better chance to strike, and if Martel was with him then he could end this conflict here and now. 
 
    Time passed as Jefon hesitated.  All he could think about was how powerful the stranger was and how he was nothing to oppose him.  He was an outcast forsaken by his people for a mistake his father had made.  He hadn’t even been worth killing. 
 
    The man in black continued to stand by the doorway with his back to Jefon.  Now that the moment to act was here, Jefon was paralyzed with fear and self-doubt.  He had lost faith.  Martel was not here in spirit to guide him. 
 
    Anger welled up inside Jefon as he thought about his cowardice.  He clenched his fist and steeled his soul against what he must do.  He was the son of Lacrue Talisman, and this was his chance to show his quality.  Slowly.  Ever so slowly, Jefon drew his dagger and clinched his teeth.  Martel guard me in my time of need. 
 
    But he had waited too long.  Just as Jefon was going to strike, the stranger moved into the center of the room, a good ten feet from where he was.  There was nothing Jefon could do now, as the stranger would surely hear him if he moved across the wood planked floor.  Like so many times before, he had failed by allowing his fear to overcome him.   
 
    Unfortunately, there was no time to wallow in self-pity as Jefon thought about what to do next.  As the stranger moved farther across the room, Jefon moved cautiously out from around the door and nudged Valihorn to follow suit.  The stranger did not react to their movement and Jefon was able to squeeze out the front door with Valihorn close in tow.  His anxiety went away as the brisk air of early nightfall hit his face.  He very nearly left his friends and brother to their fate and succumbed to his overwhelming instinct to run away as fast as he could.  But then he thought of his brother and looked at Austen standing in the street, enveloped by a large metallic snake.  Against his better judgment, Jefon moved to Austen’s side and drew his long sword.  The snake’s head was exposed and didn’t react to Jefon’s approach.  He swung the sword with all his might, but instead of decapitating the snake, his sword simply bounced off with a dull thud. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Inside the tower, Xander watched with dismay as Gaston scanned the sitting room looking for him.  The Talon Guild had finally caught up with him and now he was fighting for his life.  Xander had been too low in the Guild to rank a meeting with a key member of the Inner Circle, so he had never actually met Gaston, but Xander had heard rumors of his cruel reputation.  He watched as Gaston moved to the far wall and picked up one of the six wands standing in a line and activated it.  Out of the wand came a single magic missile bolt that slammed into the wall.  Gaston nodded approvingly, placed the wand in his pack, and picked up the next wand on the wall. 
 
    Xander was desperate to do something, but what?  Gaston was too far away for a sneak attack, and if he moved closer, Gaston might hear him.  Not that he had a chance against Gaston even with a sneak attack.  Xander’s mind raced as Gaston finished with the second wand and picked up the next two.  He activated them one at a time.  The first wand made the wooden wall of the tower bend to create a narrow opening to the right of the front door, while the second wand created the image of a beautiful woman.  The woman’s clothing left little to the imagination, and the sight of Gaston seemed to thrill her. 
 
    Gaston showed no signs of being tempted.  “I will have to save you for later, my dear.”  With that, the striking woman disappeared, and Gaston placed both wands in his pack. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Standing outside in the street, Jefon didn’t know what to do.  He had tried with all his might to attack the snake and his weapon had simply bounced off, after which Jefon also noticed with dismay that he was clearly visible once again.  A few heartbeats later Valihorn became visible as he attacked the snake with his dagger.  The dagger had no more success than the long sword.  Valihorn said, “My dagger has some magical properties, so I thought it might have better luck, but I guess not.  What do we do now?”   
 
    Jefon was clueless.  “I have no idea.  Should we run for help?” 
 
    Suddenly Jefon and Valihorn jumped back as a mumbling sound came from the snake-covered Austen.  Valihorn said, “I think Austen is trying to tell us something.”   
 
    The mumbling continued and Jefon couldn’t quite make it out.  “Dag har ... Dig hair ... Dung here ... Dig here.”   
 
    “Is he telling us to dig here?” 
 
    Valihorn looked at him as if he were insane.  “That does not make any sense and would not do any good anyway.  This is a magic snake that will continue into the ground as far as you can dig.” 
 
    Austen shook his head in desperation and continued to mumble, “Dag-har, Ragher.” 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Inside the tower, Xander watched as Gaston quickly went through and pocketed the rest of the wands.  He turned once again to face the center of the room and with his attentive eye, Xander saw Gaston twist a gold ring on his pinky finger and whisper an arcane word.  If Xander had to guess, and he was fairly certain his life depended upon his guess, Gaston had just activated a ring that could detect anything magical.  The companions were encased in invisibility, and that invisibility which had been keeping them safe until now, would show up like a candle in a dark room.  The more powerful the magic item, the brighter the image, and the longer the user concentrated on one item, the more he could discern about its location and power.   
 
    A few moments after activating the ring, Gaston covered his eyes and flinched in pain as if he were looking directly at the sun.  That was all the proof Xander needed to confirm his initial guess.  The diamond containing the wizard must be radiating an enormous amount of magical energy.  Looking at the gem must have been like looking at the sun.  You could most definitely see it, but it was impossible to locate exactly where it was.   
 
    Xander considered calling on the wizard within the gem to help him, but he was still hopeful he could get away on his own.  Gaston drew three throwing stars from his belt and launched them at Xander from across the room.  The weapons were not well aimed, and Xander was able to nimbly dodge them as they embedded themselves in the wall behind him with a thud. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Outside, Jefon and Valihorn were still trying to understand what Austen was saying when they heard three loud thuds from inside the tower, indicating a battle had started.  Jefon could not leave Evisar to die in there alone.  He instinctively turned to run inside when Valihorn grabbed his arm, hard, and stopped him dead in his tracks. 
 
    Jefon said, “Let me go, my brother is in there.” 
 
    Valihorn was adamant.  “No, my friend, no.  Austen is the only one who can defeat the stranger.  If you wish to save your brother, then you must free Austen.” 
 
    Without wasting any more time, Valihorn released Jefon’s arm and turned his attention back toward his master.  Jefon’s heart pounded in his ears with mind-numbing force making it impossible to think clearly.  After a moment’s hesitation, Jefon cursed himself and concentrated on helping Austen once again. 
 
      Valihorn whispered with a smile, “I think I have it figured out,” and plunged his hands in between the snake coils saying, “Austen always carries a magically crafted dagger on his belt.” 
 
    Jefon moved carefully up to the copper snake, wanting to help, but not exactly sure how.  Valihorn managed to pull an ornately carved dagger out from between the coils.  He stood back and admired it for a moment, before handing it to Jefon.  The dagger was beautiful to behold and it felt perfectly balanced in Jefon’s hand.  Without hesitation, Jefon plunged the knife into the exposed neck of the copper snake, just below the head, and smiled as the knife dug deep into the snake and blood began to flow. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander watched as the stars Gaston had just thrown magically disappeared from the wall and reappeared in his hand.  Even with a blinding light temporarily shielding him from Gaston’s view, Xander knew there was no way Gaston would miss with his second attack.  He looked around desperately for a place to hide.  His eyes scanned across the table, sofa, and chair that occupied the sitting room, and finally settled on the open doorway leading into the rest of the tower.  Xander darted through the doorway without a second thought, knowing it would momentarily shield him from Gaston’s view. 
 
    Xander found himself in a large circular room that included a staircase that wound around the outside wall leading up into the tower and a seven-foot tall portal standing vertically in the center of the room.  Through the portal, Xander saw floating landmasses in an endless abyss.  Each land mass was the size of a house, and all of the land masses were floating independently of each other.  The world through the portal looked utterly alien.  Xander hoped he wouldn’t become desperate enough to step into the unknown void.  His hopes were partially dashed as he noticed there were no windows in this room.  Austen had presumably built the tower this way to hide the portal and keep thieves out, but it was very inconvenient at the moment.  The rest of the room consisted only of the circular staircase that led to the next level and a desk on the opposite side of the room.  The desk was not large enough to hide behind and Xander knew from experience that the staircase was too risky.  Wizards always kept their priceless items high in their towers, but this also meant the stairs would be heavily booby trapped. 
 
    Xander had no time to think, and all of his options were bad.  He could take his chances on the staircase, turn and fight Gaston, or go through the portal to Fortuna knows where.  Fighting Gaston was not an option, so that left going up the booby-trapped stairs or going through the portal.  In the blink of an eye, another option came to mind.  He was still invisible, but Gaston was tracking him by detecting the magic aura the gem was emitting.  What if he hid behind the portal rather than stepping into it?  The portal had to be emitting magical energy equivalent to the gem.  With any luck, Gaston would not be able to see him.  Xander smiled inwardly knowing Fortuna would always be there to guide him as he moved quickly to put the portal between himself and the doorway.  The portal was somewhat transparent, and Xander found that he could see objects on the other side.  His pulse quickened, and he swallowed a lump in his throat as he saw Gaston come around the corner. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    All this time, Evisar had been watching, biding his time.  He had heard the exchange between the stranger and Austen and backed away from the door as the stranger had entered the sitting room.  Who was this person, and what did he want with Xander?  Evisar had plastered himself against the wall as the man in black moved past him and over to the magic wands on the far side of the room.  He observed the stranger as he picked up each wand and tested it, wondering if this was his chance to attack.  Austen was a powerful wizard.  If this thief subdued him without any injury to himself then he must be a powerful enemy.  He could take a swing at his enemy’s head with Neverlost and hope to finish the stranger in one cut, but if anything went wrong it would mean his life.  So Evisar stood back and bided his time.  Perhaps Austen would free himself or something else would happen to tip the scales in his favor.  He thought back to the final lesson his father had taught him.  You are overeager in combat, son.  You rush for the killing blow with every swing and exhaust yourself.  When you run across an opponent equal to yourself, you must be patient.  You must be able to tell when aggression is called for and when to hold back and wait for an opportunity. 
 
    Evisar watched the human finish with the magic wands and turn to examine the room once again.  Suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, the stranger had three star weapons in his hand.  Evisar had no idea what the man in black thought he saw, but knowing weapons as Evisar did, the stars gleamed with some sort of poison and looked quite deadly.  In one smooth motion the stranger threw the weapons toward the other side of the room.  Evisar was impressed with the quickness and obvious mastery he showed and was even more impressed when the weapons disappeared off the back wall and reappeared in the stranger’s hand.   
 
    The stranger seemed puzzled, moved cautiously to the doorway leading into the tower, and then disappeared beyond Evisar’s sight.  Evisar took advantage of the stranger’s absence by drawing Neverlost and moving to the opening himself.  At the door, Evisar took stock of the next room.  There were no windows, a staircase spiraled around the outer wall and led up into the tower, and there was some sort of magical gateway in the middle of the room.  Evisar watched as the stranger walked completely around the portal and then stopped. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Outside, Jefon continued to carve into the snake with Austen’s dagger.  The snake didn’t put up any resistance, and in fact it didn’t move at all.  After many cuts Jefon succeeded in severing the head from the body.  Once the head fell away, the snake simply fell limp to the ground and Austen was free at last. 
 
    The wizard took his dagger from Jefon with pain etched on his face and said, “Thank you both for saving my life.  Draw your weapons and help me inside so we can stop this agent of evil.” 
 
    Austen doubled over in pain as he finished his statement and nearly collapsed to the ground.  Jefon lifted him up with one arm and drew his long sword with the other.  Valihorn grabbed Austen’s other side, and together the trio headed back into the tower.   
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero crouched down and waited as Gaston skillfully trapped the wizard with the snake and went inside the tower.  He couldn’t understand why Gaston had left the wizard alive but did not have time to dwell on it long as an elf and a half-elf each appeared in turn as they attempted to attack the snake surrounding the wizard.  They had been invisible!  Gaston was walking into a trap.  Nero leapt to his feet and began walking toward the tower until Gaston’s words echoed in his mind.  I will recover the gem by myself.  You will stay here and not interfere in any way, no matter what happens.  Anything less, and I’ll kill you where you stand.  His steps slowed and then stopped.  What difference did it make to Nero whether Gaston lived or died?  His death could only serve Nero’s interests.  Nero turned around and returned to his hiding place.  Gaston had made himself perfectly clear, so let him get ambushed and solve his own problem.  It was nothing less than he deserved. 
 
    So Nero watched from the safety of his hiding place as the elves freed the human wizard and the three of them went back into the tower. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander moved carefully around the portal as Gaston made his circle around the room, always keeping the portal between himself and Gaston.  Gaston paused after finishing his circle, trying to figure out what to do next, and Xander felt a great sigh of relief as Gaston moved toward the staircase leading up into the tower. 
 
    Gaston searched meticulously for traps as he went up each step.  He moved nimbly around one and disarmed a second, but as he moved up two more steps a rope appeared without warning and wrapped itself tightly around Gaston’s neck, choking him horribly.  Realizing that this was his chance, Xander pulled his rapier from its scabbard and moved out from around the portal to strike Gaston as he stumbled down the stairs. 
 
    He was too late as he saw Evisar become visible just as Evisar rammed Gaston in the back with all of his might.  Gaston and Evisar went flying toward the portal and even though he was still choking to death and had been caught completely off guard, Gaston managed to turn his body around and lock onto Evisar with an iron grip as his momentum flung him into the portal.  Xander watched as Gaston and Evisar were thrown as one mass, propelled by Evisar’s momentum, into the void leading to another world. 
 
    He looked into the portal helplessly as he watched Gaston and Evisar float away in between the landmasses of the void.  He heard footsteps behind him and turned around to see Austen enter the room with Jefon and Valihorn each holding up an arm. 
 
    Jefon asked, “Where are Evisar and Xander?” 
 
    Xander took one swipe at the floor with his rapier and became instantly visible.  He pointed toward the portal with his rapier.  “Evisar pushed Gaston into the portal, but was dragged in himself.  Look, you can see both of them floating away.” 
 
    Austen spoke quickly, “Take me to the portal and hold me up.”  Jefon and Valihorn walked Austen to within a few feet of the portal and stopped.  Austen closed his eyes and muttered some words under his breath.  Xander was flabbergasted as he watched Evisar disappear in the portal view and reappear in front of Austen. 
 
    Evisar stood before them dumbfounded, lost and confused as to what had just happened.  Jefon was so overtaken with joy that he left Austen and went to embrace his brother.  Austen lost his concentration and nearly fell over.  He said forcefully, “I told you to hold me up.”  Jefon returned to Austen’s side as he muttered some more arcane words.  The portal shrunk to a fraction of its size and disappeared altogether. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 27:  Xander’s Fate 
 
      
 
    The battle was over, but the damage was done.  Valihorn and Jefon gingerly helped Austen into the next room and laid him down on the couch. 
 
    “Valihorn?” Austen said. 
 
    “Yes, master?” 
 
    “Valihorn, go and find Lazarus.” 
 
    “Yes, master.”  Valihorn looked at each of the companions to make sure Austen was in good hands, and then he almost ran out of the tower and headed down the street toward the temple of Sentinel.  Austen closed his eyes and moaned in pain as Jefon and Xander came to his side to see what they could do.   
 
    After a while Evisar began to recover from his otherworldly experience, and as he did he got more and more angry.  “Xander, why was that stranger looking for you?  How did he know your name?” 
 
    Xander focused on Austen as he said, “I don’t have any idea who that was.  I’ve made enemies in the past, but there’s no reason for any of them to follow me from town to town.”  Xander finished casting his meager healing spells on Austen and stood up to face Evisar.  “I’m afraid we’ll never know who that was, and I don’t think it matters anymore since you pushed him into the portal, and the portal is now closed.” 
 
    Jefon continued to care for Austen as best he could and mind his own business as Evisar pressed on relentlessly.  “He pulled me into the portal with him.  I was almost killed because someone was chasing you.  Who was he?  Surely you can guess?” 
 
    Xander looked Evisar boldly in the eyes and said, “Honestly, Evisar, I don’t know who that was.”  Xander’s voice grew louder as he got defensive.  “What difference does it make?  He’s dead now.” 
 
    An unconscious thought came abruptly to Jefon, and he bolted upright to look at Xander.  Jefon’s sudden anger must have been evident because as he stepped forward, Xander took a step backward.  “You liar!” 
 
    Jefon came face to face with Xander, barely keeping his anger in check. He was tired of the lies and half-truths that surrounded this thief.  He gave Xander a shove and exclaimed, “If you didn’t know who he was, then how did you know his name?” 
 
    Both Evisar and Xander stopped and said, “What?” 
 
    “When Valihorn and I carried Austen into the room, you said that Evisar had pushed Gaston into the portal.  You called him Gaston!  You knew his name.” 
 
    Evisar caught on to Jefon’s cue and came down on Xander like a load of bricks.  “Would you care to try your story again, Xander?  And this time, tell it true, or I will kill you.” 
 
    Xander stood his ground steadfast and defiant as he looked away from Jefon and turned toward Evisar.  “I don’t know Gaston, having never spoken to him.  I’ve only seen him a few times, but I know his reputation in the Talon Guild.  He belongs to an elite Inner Circle of Thirteen and operates out of the Kentarian city of Locus.” 
 
    Evisar pressed on.  “And why was this Gaston chasing you?”   
 
    Xander clearly wavered, not wanting to give away all of his secrets.  After a few moments, Evisar drew Neverlost in cold silence.  Xander put his hands up as a gesture of peace.  “Alright, alright.”  Xander dug into a pouch on his belt and pulled forth a large, magnificent diamond.  Utter silence consumed the room as everyone stopped to stare at the fist-sized gem.  Elves such as Jefon and Evisar were not known for coveting wealth, but the gem was so brilliant to behold that even they could not help but stop and admire its perfection.  “Gaston was after this gem.” 
 
    After gawking at the diamond for a long time, Evisar sheathed his sword and said to Xander, “Don’t tell me I was almost killed over money.  My brother and I don’t care about money.  If you have this Talon Guild chasing after you to get it back, then I say give them what they want or leave us and be on your way.”   
 
    “The gem has something to do with the Talon Guild’s plan for expansion.  For some reason, without the gem they can’t move onto the next step.  That’s all I know.  I worked for the Talon Guild for a short time before I realized how amoral the organization was.  I stole the gem to keep them off balance and contained inside of Locus.  Without this gem, they are powerless to act.”  With his story spent, Xander looked away dejected, as if he had just given up his last secret, but Jefon had the impression the story had only been half told.   
 
    Jefon and Evisar were silent as Valihorn entered the sitting room with Lazarus in tow.  The priest of Sentinel was dressed in leather mail with a picture of the scales of justice on his tunic.  Lazarus took one look at Austen on the couch and went straight to his side.  Introductions would have to wait. 
 
    The priest looked at Jefon after briefly inspecting his friend and said, “Help me carry him to his bed up in the tower.  The rest of you stay here.”  Jefon took Austen in his arms and headed up the spiral staircase into the tower with Lazarus close behind. 
 
    After Jefon returned, the four companions sat down in the sitting room to wait and see if the wizard would recover.  As time drudged on the tension in the room continued to mount. 
 
    Eventually it was Jefon who spoke up, pointing an accusing finger at Xander.  “Evisar, you can’t seriously consider traveling with this liar anymore.” 
 
    Xander responded loudly.  “Who’s the liar?  I told you I didn’t know who Gaston was, and that was true.” 
 
    “But what you didn’t say was that you had a diamond worth a fortune and the greatest thieves guild in Tellus chasing after you, willing to do whatever was necessary to get it back.” 
 
    “I didn’t know for sure the Guild was chasing me, and even if I had known, they shouldn’t have been able to find me.  We’re hundreds of miles away from Locus and it’s been more than a moon’s turn.  They shouldn’t have been able to track me.” 
 
    Evisar finally spoke.  “But they did track you.  They do want the gem back.  There could be more of them in Wessex right now.  There’s no way this Gaston was traveling alone, meaning we could be attacked this very night by a group larger and more powerful than the single man we just faced, and it’s all because of you.  You brought trouble to our doorstep that we don’t need!” 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Outside Austen’s tower, Nero waited in the dark to see what had become of Gaston.  After the wizard had been freed from the snake and rushed back into the tower, Nero had watched as a half-elf went running down the street and returned with a healer of Sentinel.  Nero did not particularly care what had happened to Gaston, but he had to know in order to satisfy the Inner Circle.  He could not go back and tell the Thirteen that Gaston had perished in this little town and not know why.  Even worse, he could not tell the Thirteen that Gaston was dead and then have him show up later.  That would simply not look good, and Gaston would be more than a little irritated that Nero hadn’t rescued him. 
 
    Nero made his way up to the tower under cover of darkness and looked in the window to see and hear what was being said. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon wanted nothing more than to sleep, but his fear of another attack and his anger at Xander’s continued presence kept him awake.  If it had been up to him, Xander would have been out in the street the moment he found out about his lies, but so far Evisar hadn’t said anything. 
 
    Eventually Austen came downstairs with Lazarus close behind.  Lazarus said, “You shouldn’t be moving.  You need rest.” 
 
    “I know, my friend, but I have much to discuss with my guests.” 
 
    All eyes were on Austen as he gingerly moved to a chair and sat down.  He had a bandage around his ribs and he seemed to be in some pain, but he looked much better than he had right after the attack. 
 
    As Austen sat down, Evisar rose nervously to his feet.  He walked solemnly over to Austen and bowed his head as a sign of respect.  “Austen, I owe you my life.  You must let me know if there is anything I can do to repay the debt.” 
 
    Austen tilted his head and smiled in a benevolent way.  “The Plane of Chaos can be a dangerous place for the unprepared.  It is fortunate you were able to push Gaston into the portal.  I doubt we will see him again anytime soon.  As for your debt, it is obvious that you are a powerful warrior, and it is always good to have powerful friends.  Let us leave it at that for now.” 
 
    Evisar smiled back at the old wizard and retreated humbly to his chair.  With one matter resolved, Austen turned his attention to Valihorn.  “Valihorn, we did not get the chance to finish our earlier conversation.  What did you find out about Suzanne while you were in Dowden?” 
 
    Valihorn did not seem as young and innocent as he had earlier in the evening.  His youthful enthusiasm had been quelled somewhat by his brush with death and in its place, he seemed more measured and cautious, as though he had realized his limits.  “Jefon was able to find Suzanne’s tracks as well as signs of a struggle along the path to Dowden.” 
 
    Austen turned to Jefon.  “Jefon, more and more you seem like a useful elf to know.  First, you discovered what happened to my apprentice when no one else could, and then you helped save my life from this Gaston.” 
 
    Jefon looked down at his feet and longed for what Austen was saying to be true.  “I’m an aspiring ranger, sir, nothing more.” 
 
    “You seem to be a great deal more to me.  I shall have to keep an eye on you.”  Jefon was uneasy with the praise and continued to look down at his feet as Austen turned back to Valihorn in order to hear the rest of his tale. 
 
    “Apparently some men kidnapped Suzanne and took her back across the river and went into Darkwood Forest.  That is all we know.” 
 
    “Well that is a great deal more than we knew before.  Well done.”  With the second matter resolved, Austen turned his attention to Xander.  “Xander, can you tell me more about this gem we almost died to protect?” 
 
    Xander was taken aback and looked a little stunned.  “How do you know about the gem?” 
 
    Austen pointed to the couch he had been lying on earlier and said rather menacingly, “I heard you arguing while I lay on the couch dying.” 
 
    Austen had emphasized the word dying, and it made Xander proceed with care.  “Well, like I told my companions ...” 
 
    Jefon spoke up briskly, “Ex-companions you mean.” 
 
    Xander stopped, grit his teeth as if he were holding something back, and then continued.  “The gem has something to do with the Talon Guild’s plans for expansion.  Without the gem, they are powerless to act.” 
 
    “And what is so special about the gem?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I didn’t work for the Guild long enough to find out.  I saw an opportunity to steal the gem and keep the Talon Guild confined to Locus, and I took it.” 
 
    “And you have been running ever since?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    Austen was silent after this.  He looked at Xander intently with wisdom in his eyes.  After several moments of staring and contemplation, Austen finally spoke up.  “Lazarus and Xander, would you please accompany me up into my tower?  The rest of you, make yourselves at home.  We will be back later.” 
 
    Austen moved to get up as Xander expressed his concern.  “Why do you want to see me alone?” 
 
    “Because we have a lot to talk about, and Lazarus and I can help you figure out what is so special about that gem.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary.” 
 
    Austen rose to his feet like an old man, but the steel in his voice echoed a challenge that made Jefon take a step back.  “Are you under the impression I am asking you to come upstairs with me? Because that seems like a foolish assumption to make.” 
 
    Austen let the challenge hang in the air for a moment as Xander hesitated, gave in, and finally rose to his feet.  Austen, Lazarus, and Xander headed into the next room and shut the door behind them.  The rest of the group was left staring at each other with blank looks and raised eyebrows. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero had heard enough.  He moved away from the window and backed away into the cool darkness of night.  He would have to make contact with the Guildmaster and let him know what had happened. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar stood watch during the night.  Jefon fell asleep quickly, but he woke up several times to the crackle of energy bolts coming from the upper part of the tower. 
 
    Morning came early for Jefon, Evisar, and Valihorn as Xander came into the sitting room shortly before sunrise.  He did not seem to have the sharp attitude Jefon was accustomed to seeing. 
 
    He said with a calm, tired voice, “Austen wants everyone upstairs for breakfast.”  Jefon walked upstairs with his brother and found Lazarus and Austen sitting in the kitchen enjoying morning tea. 
 
    Austen spoke up thoughtfully as everyone ascended the stairs.  “Please everyone, sit down and have something to eat.  I thought it important to meet first thing in order to discuss what happened last night.  I think if we can all manage to be open and honest, we may be able to help each other.” 
 
    Everyone sat down and helped themselves to some food as Austen started to speak.  “First, you may have noticed the amulet around Xander’s neck.”  Austen paused as everyone looked at Xander and noticed the necklace for the first time.  It was an ordinary looking necklace with a small gem in the setting.  “It is an amulet that will hide Xander’s location from the Talon Guild.  As long as he wears it they will not be able to find his location by magical means.  Hopefully, this should remove much of the difficulty surrounding Xander.” 
 
    Austen looked at Evisar and waited for his response.  Evisar shook his head and did not look convinced.  “The amulet will help, to be sure, but I don’t think it will be enough.  There’s a trust here that has been betrayed.” 
 
    Austen nodded his head.  “Oh, I quite agree.  As someone who nearly died because of Xander’s secrets, I am eager to pass judgment on him as well.  Unfortunately, we do not have time for such things.  There are forces at work near Wessex that require us to move quickly.  Suzanne is missing, as are many others.  Wessex is being harassed by hill giants, and there is a dragon that lives in Darkwood Forest to the south that has been active recently.  Lord Shetley, the rightful lord of these lands, has been paranoid as of late, and Xander tells me that you seek an entrance to the Underworld in order to recover the First Heir of Armena.  None of these allow us the luxury of time.  I have investigated the gem and Xander thoroughly.  I believe he is a useful, if not trustworthy individual.  Fear not, Evisar, the amulet Xander wears that keeps him safe actually belongs to Jefon.” 
 
    Jefon made no visible move at being offered Xander’s fate.  “The amulet is a gift to him for finding out what happened to my apprentice and for saving my life.  If at any point he feels Xander has overstepped his bounds, he may take the amulet back and send him on his way.  Hopefully Xander will keep this in mind, as that would almost certainly mean his death.” 
 
    Austen paused and waited for questions, and when none came he continued.  “And now we come to the favor I want to ask each of you.  As I just said, our town of Wessex is being assaulted by a group of hill giants.  There have been two attacks so far.  The first time the giants attacked one house and made off with the entire family.  The second time they destroyed three houses and made off with a dozen of my townsfolk.  I fear these giants will continue attacking us until the town is destroyed.  Unfortunately, I have not been able to investigate as much as I would like because I cannot stray far from the portal, or things much worse than hill giants will come out of it.  You are the most capable group we have seen in a long time, and I ask each of you to help us get rid of this menace.” 
 
    Evisar spoke up.  “Why can’t you move away from the portal?  We all saw you close it last night.  Is it still a problem?” 
 
    Valihorn quickly interjected before Austen had the chance to answer.  “You are right to ask the question, Evisar, since it is our town and not yours that we are asking you to defend.  The portal is a gateway where our world intersects the Plane of Chaos.  It can open at random times and some creatures on the other side can open it as well.  We do not know how the portal came to be, only that it has existed for several hundred years.  Austen is the only one who can control the portal, so if it opens in his absence there is no telling what might emerge.” 
 
    Austen nodded his head in agreement with everything Valihorn said and continued.  “In exchange for the power of the necklace, Xander has agreed to help us get rid of the giants.”  Xander nodded his head.  Austen continued, “Evisar, in fulfillment of your debt to me, I ask that you help rid Wessex of this giant menace.”  Evisar also nodded.  “Valihorn, my apprentice, I am getting too old to be gallivanting around the countryside, and I must stay near the portal.  I ask you to join Xander and Evisar as a guide on their quest.”  Valihorn eagerly nodded his head in agreement.  “Lastly, that brings me to you, Jefon.  You owe me no debt and so I have nothing with which to bind you to this quest.  I will say, however, that your compassion for others and your innate sense of justice has impressed me.  It is my hope that if I ask you kindly to help save a small town from destruction that you will heed the call.” 
 
    Jefon was moved by Austen’s praise.  “Austen, your words are very gracious.  I will accept your quest, not only to help the town of Wessex, but because I will always stay by my brother’s side.” 
 
    Austen smiled from ear to ear and pounded his fist on his chair to seal the agreement.  “Very good.  I suggest you head to Shetley’s Keep to enlist our lord’s help and then see if you can track the giants back to their lair.  I must warn you to tread carefully at the Keep, for the lord of these lands has not been himself of late.  He sees plots everywhere.  Lord Shetley’s family has ruled these lands for a thousand years, but I fear the blood is finally running thin.  Lazarus and I will be at your service to aid you in any way we can.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 28:  Shetley’s Keep 
 
      
 
    Bit by bit, Jefon combed over the ruins of the four houses the giants had mauled, telling Xander where to stand and what not to disturb.  Evisar had to admit his brother had come a long way since their father died.  He would not have thought it possible a few moons ago, but Jefon was finding his footing as a ranger.  His tracking skills had been called on more than once as of late, and he had risen to the occasion every time. 
 
    Evisar knew through all the years growing up that Jefon had hidden strength, and now it was finally beginning to show.  Through all the hardship of the past several moons, Jefon had clung to his ideology and his sense of righteousness.  This ideology impressed Evisar to the point that when he was feeling weak, he would secretly look to his brother and draw strength from his unwavering sense of justice.   
 
    As much as Evisar admired Jefon’s sense of right and wrong, he knew he could not afford the same devotion.  These were dangerous times; the same sense of justice that gave Jefon power would be his undoing if he didn’t learn to temper it.  Every wrongfully imprisoned person couldn’t be saved and every unjust lord could not be undone.  The world wasn’t black and white, and while Jefon’s religion had its place, living by a strict code limited his options.   
 
    Evisar was tired.  Tired of being the older brother.  Tired of always putting on a brave front and making all the decisions.  A few moons ago, he and Jefon had been sons to the King’s bodyguard and most trusted advisor.  Now they were exiles in a foreign land, living among humans, and searching for the unfindable.  Let someone else worry about where they should travel next.  Let someone else worry about whom they should trust and whom they should shun.  He was a warrior, nothing more.  He had been raised in a castle and trained to defeat his enemy.  Ultimately, he had hoped to take his father’s place beside the king and lead elves into battle, but neither of these things would happen now that he was exiled and his father disgraced.  Evisar forcefully breathed all the air out of his lungs and as the air left, so did all of his doubt and uncertainty, leaving the warrior in its place.  He would rescue Devin or die trying; no one would ever be able to say he had not done his duty. 
 
    The footprints left in the dirt were huge.  Evisar figured he would come up to about mid-shin on a giant.  This was not going to be an easy enemy to kill or drive away.  To a giant, Evisar would be like a small dog biting at his leg.  Annoying certainly, but not a threat.  He drew some comfort in knowing that a pack of wolves could bring down a much larger beast, just as they were trying to do.  He wondered if Jefon, Xander, and Valihorn would make good wolves. 
 
    Jefon tracked the giant’s footprints southeast out of town for two miles but eventually the trail ran cold.  No one faulted Jefon for losing the trail, not even Xander.  It had been at least a week since the attack, and it had rained bitterly during that time.  Jefon refused to give up, going back and forth over the trail.  On the third attempt, he threw his hands up in defeat and announced that it was hopeless.   
 
    Everyone looked to Evisar for answers, but he had nothing to give them.  Aside from finding the beast’s lair, Austen had also suggested they enlist the help of Lord Shetley.  Not knowing what else to do, Evisar turned the companions toward Lord Shetley’s Keep.   
 
    As the companions approached the keep on horseback, Evisar noted from a distance that the fortress was a small affair, but kept in good order.  It rested against the Spine Mountains to the northeast of Wessex.  The back wall was carved out of the mountainside.  The front and side walls were made of stone and mortar. 
 
    He did not wish to meet Lord Shetley unprepared, so he turned to Valihorn and asked, “What can you tell me about this Lord Shetley?” 
 
    Valihorn looked up into the sky as he thought about the question.  “Well, I was not born here, so I do not know as much as a local.  Apparently, the Shetley line is ancient.  Some say it goes back more than a thousand years.  As you can see, the Keep is fairly small, as is the land Lord Shetley now controls, but Austen told me the Shetley family used to control the entire expanse of the river from the Spine Mountains in the east to the Undying Swamp in the west and from the Dragon Mountains in the north all the way to the southern edge of Darkwood Forest to the south.  It used to take a man more than four days to ride across their land on horseback.   
 
    “Dowden used to belong to them, along with Berrytown, Aspenhold, Whitetop, and a dozen more towns and cities.  Dowden was the staging area for the great gold mines in the Dragon Mountains to the north that are abandoned now, but one or two are still mined by the hopeful.  The original Shetley Keep used to be in the center of Darkwood Forest to the south, and they say it still stands.” 
 
    Jefon spoke up with an astonished look on his face.  “There’s an old fortress in the forest to the south?” 
 
    “Yes, why?  Have you heard of it?” 
 
    Jefon shook his head and said quietly, “No, not as such.”   
 
    Valihorn continued as Jefon looked thoughtfully down at his saddle.  “The Keep in Darkwood Forest was their seat of power. Three generations ago, they lost everything to a witch who is said to have taken the fortress for her own.  Or was it a lich?  Or perhaps the Krone took the fortress as a staging point to the surface?  The stories differ, but what we know for sure is the fortress was taken, and the Shetleys barely escaped with their lives.  They fled east and north and built the small keep off in the distance.  With their power broken, lesser lords seized upon the weakness of the Shetleys and declared independence.  One by one all of the towns broke away.  The Shetleys raised an army to keep the lords in line, but by then the gold mines to the north had given out.  Without the money from the north and the tax revenue from the peasants, the Shetleys could not maintain their army.  In the end, Wessex was the only town to remain loyal. 
 
    “So the Shetleys lost almost all of their power three generations ago, and the Lord of the Land sits in his keep and feels sorry for himself, talking about the glory days.” 
 
    The companions approached the main gate as Valihorn finished his tale.  Evisar could certainly understand the Shetleys’ bitterness.  Still, Wessex deserved better than a paranoid lord who looked after his own needs.  Wessex should have been rewarded for its loyalty, not left to fend for itself. 
 
    As Evisar pulled up at the front gate, a guard yelled down from above.  “What business do you have here?” 
 
    Evisar yelled up to the guard, “We were asked by Austen the wizard and Lazarus the healer to help Wessex defeat the hill giants.  We have come to discuss the matter with Lord Shetley.” 
 
    The guard looked from Evisar to Valihorn and then begrudgingly climbed down the wall and opened the front gate.  As the companions passed through the gate the guard said, “We appreciate your help with the giants, though Lord Shetley will be none too happy to see you.  He’s in a foul mood over this giant business.  Before you go another step, I must ask you to disarm yourselves.” 
 
    Xander spoke up quickly.  “I don’t think so.  If Lord Shetley wants our help, he can see us as we are.” 
 
    The guard reacted calmly, but with an edge to his voice.  “I can understand your reluctance.  Archers!”  At the guard’s command no less than five archers standing guard on the wall turned their bows on the gate.  “You have until the count of three to either leave or drop your weapons.” 
 
    “I don’t even need to the count of one. I’m leaving,” Xander barked. 
 
    Jefon spoke up also, “Perhaps we should leave, Evisar.” 
 
     “One.”   
 
    A tall man in chainmail came briskly out of a nearby building and moved up behind the guard.  This human wore a colorful surcoat that indicated rank.  “Sergeant, what’s going on here?  This is no way to treat guests.  Return to your post.  I will handle things from here.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.”  The sergeant moved away, and Evisar dared to hope they were finally getting somewhere. 
 
    The captain was handsome for a human and seemed to be well spoken.  “My name is Tristan, and I’m the captain of Lord Shetley’s guard.  We welcome your help against the giants, but my overeager friend is correct.  Lord Shetley will never agree to see you so armed.  I give you my word of honor, you will have safe conduct here for as long as you stay.” 
 
    Evisar stammered around for a few moments and then took Neverlost out of its sheath and laid it in the corner along with his dagger and bow.  Jefon and Xander followed suit, and soon there was a pile of weapons next to the gate.  Evisar took some comfort in knowing that if there was trouble, at least Valihorn would be ready.  Try as they might, they could not disarm Valihorn’s ability as a wizard.  Tristan looked at them in good cheer and said, “Good, if you will follow me.” 
 
    Tristan turned and began walking across the open courtyard toward the inner keep built right into the mountain.  Shetley’s Keep was made up of about eight buildings, none of which were over two stories tall.  There was the lord’s private residence, a library, a grand feasting hall which served as the inner keep, and several other kitchens, stables, and barracks.  The companions followed along, and Evisar found that his spirits were unconsciously lifted by Tristan’s good cheer.  In a dreary place such as this, the man had something about him that was likable.  It was an intangible quality of leadership and charisma.  It reminded Evisar of his father’s ability to command respect from his troops.   
 
    “We haven’t seen an elf in these parts for years.  What brings you to these lands?” 
 
    Evisar responded for the group, “I’m afraid that’s a long story.  Let’s just say we intend to do whatever it takes to help your town.” 
 
    “Good enough, but a group of four elves this far from Armena must bring an interesting tale.  Perhaps you will tell me when this is all said and done?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Lord Shetley is distrustful of strangers and hasn’t been himself these past few years.  Why don’t you let me handle the introductions and then follow my lead?  My advice is to stick to the business at hand and try not to take offense to Lord Shetley’s manner.” 
 
    “Sounds like a reasonable plan.” 
 
    The group reached the mountain hall, climbed the twenty stone steps, and came to a landing overlooking the fortress.  Two guards opened the doors as Tristan approached, revealing a vast hall with a high ceiling.  There were several long tables for feasting noble guests, and there were four stone fireplaces along the side walls to keep the chill out during the winter.  At the far end of the hall, above all other seats, was the lord’s seat.  Evisar was impressed and thought that if this keep was a small affair compared to the one in Darkwood Forest, then the old fortress must have been quite grand. 
 
    Tristan walked down the middle of the great hall toward several arguing humans with the companions close behind.  As Evisar walked closer, he saw four men hunched over a map and his alert ears heard the word giant.  At this point Tristan spoke up.  “My lord.  These four wish to come into your service and aid Wessex against the hill giants.” 
 
    The four men stopped their arguing and looked up.  A well-dressed man in his seventies standing in the middle answered Tristan, “Is that so, Captain?  It seems like convenient timing to me.  Just when we need help, it suddenly arrives.  The gods don’t like me that much.  Come closer and let’s have a look at the help you’ve brought me.” 
 
    Tristan advanced another ten paces and stopped directly in front of the long wooden table between himself and Lord Shetley’s men.  Evisar looked down and saw that the large paper on the table was a map of the keep and the surrounding area.   
 
    Lord Shetley looked displeased.  “Elves?  Why in the name of the seven hells have you brought me elves?  And short elves at that.  Elves don’t care for anything except the forest and their own concerns.” 
 
    A man in his thirties directly to Lord Shetley’s right spoke up.  “Father, you shouldn’t say such things.  We’re in no position to turn away help.” 
 
    “I’ll say what I like, boy.  Well, Captain, who have you brought before me?” 
 
    “My Lord, I do not know their names, but they claim to have come at Austen the wizard’s request to pledge us their service.” 
 
    “Austen, huh?  I don’t trust that wizard.  He’s too clever by half.  I should have gotten rid of him long ago.  Next thing I know, he’ll be stealing Wessex from me as well.” 
 
    “Father, you shouldn’t say such things.  Austen is ...” 
 
    “Don’t presume to tell me, boy.  I’m lord here and you will keep your place.” 
 
    At this point, Evisar stepped up in order to break the tension.  “My Lord Shetley, I am Evisar Talisman.  May I present my brother Jefon, and our traveling companions Xander and Valihorn.  We have come to ...” 
 
    “Valihorn, huh?  I know who you are.  You’re Austen’s apprentice, along with that girl Suzanne.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “I heard the girl went missing not long ago.  Did you have any luck finding her?” 
 
    “My companions and I were able to find her trail.  It appears she was kidnapped and taken into Darkwood Forest.” 
 
    “Darkwood Forest, huh? The Shetleys used to own Darkwood Forest, you know.  We had a great keep in the middle of the forest.  Not like this cottage.  My grandfather used to tell me stories before he passed.  Why it wasn’t long ago that ...” 
 
    “Father, everyone knows of our family legacy.  There’s no need to bore them.” 
 
    Jefon stepped forward and spoke more forcefully than was his norm.  “Actually, my lord, I would be quite interested to learn more about your family’s history.” 
 
    Lord Shetley seemed to take kindly to Jefon’s inquiry.  “Ah, a man after my own heart.  I like this one.  Jefon, is it?  Jefon, I have an extensive library you know, right here in the keep, about my family history.  It was rescued by my grandfather when that bitch of a witch took our keep and our forest from us.  Perhaps you would like to see it?” 
 
    “That would be a great honor, my lord.” 
 
    Evisar came up and put his hand on Jefon’s arm and gently urged him backward.  Jefon had broken the ice, and Evisar gave him credit, but this was not the time to visit libraries.  Jefon received the message and made a diplomatic retreat.  “But perhaps it could wait for a better time, my lord?  Perhaps after the hill giants are gone?” 
 
    “Perhaps.”  Lord Shetley sighed and shifted his weight.  He looked at his men to the left and right.  Everyone stood by quietly until the Lord of the Land made up his mind.  “You seem an honorable group, even if one of you is the apprentice of that wizard.  Elves are known for keeping their word even if they don’t care for the troubles of others.  Perhaps you are the ones to aid us in our time of need.  Swear your swords to my service until the hill giants are destroyed, and then we can get to the task at hand.” 
 
    Evisar and Xander both spoke out at the same time, “My lord!”  Both elves looked at each other and while Evisar waited politely for Xander to excuse himself, Xander instead seized on the silence and turned back to Lord Shetley saying, “My lord, surely such an oath isn’t necessary.  We are after all ...” 
 
    Lord Shetley glared at Xander as he cut him off.  “You will swear an oath to my service or you will leave my lands and never return.” 
 
    Xander knew when to shut up and hold his tongue.  With his right hand he reached into the pouch on his belt, pulled out his coin of luck, tossed the coin into the air and caught it with practiced precision.  Xander peered at the result and in a flash the coin was gone.  “Lord Shetley, I pledge my sword into your service until the hill giants are gone or destroyed.”   
 
    Evisar was taken aback by Xander’s good sense.  Perhaps there was something to this coin of his after all.  Evisar followed by swearing his sword into Lord Shetley’s service as did Jefon and Valihorn. 
 
    Lord Shetley nodded his head in contentment.  “Well said, my elf friends.   Now what would you have of me?” 
 
    Evisar wasted no time, “My lord, my brother has tracked the giants southeast of Wessex, but because the trail was so old and it had rained, he lost the track outside of town.  Do you know where the giants’ home is?” 
 
    The man to Lord Shetley’s left spoke.  “We do not have a ranger among us and so have been unable to track them back to their cave.” 
 
    This time it was Jefon who spoke.  “May I have a look at the map on the table?  Perhaps we can guess where their home is.” 
 
    The man on the left moved up to the map and pointed out certain locations.  “Here is where we are.  The Spine Mountains are to the east.  To the southwest is Wessex and just beyond that is the river.  The river goes west to Dowden and south around Darkwood Forest.  To the east of Wessex is a vast plain and to the southeast of Wessex are hills.  We doubt the giants can cross the river, and we know they like to live in caves.  I think they must be hiding right here under our noses in the Spine Mountains or in the hills to the southeast of Wessex.” 
 
    Evisar could read maps well enough, and what the servant said made sense, but Evisar knew his limitations.  He could lead and he could fight, but he didn’t know terrain and he didn’t know how wild animals thought and moved.  Evisar looked to Jefon to see if his ranger skills could be of use.  Jefon stood passively by, and to someone who didn’t know him well it would look as though he had no opinion, but Evisar knew better.  “Jefon, where do you think the giants are hiding?” 
 
    Jefon spoke up so quietly at first that everyone had to strain to hear him.  “I don’t know the area like your men do, Lord Shetley, but it seems to me the giants could be coming from inside Darkwood Forest to the south.” 
 
    Lord Shetley’s man got defensive.  “Bah, giants prefer caves, not trees.  And what’s more, the giants can’t cross the river.  Look here, Darkwood Forest is on the other side of the river.” 
 
    “There are hills and caves in other places besides large mountains.  Giants have been known to prefer caves hidden deep in a forest.  Also, the giants are coming to Wessex for food.  It is likely that Wessex is the closest town to their lair.  The hills to the southeast of Wessex are closer to the town of Duskdale.”  Jefon placed his finger on Darkwood Forest and slid it towards the river.  “This small section of Darkwood Forest is on this side of the river and would be accessible to the giants.  The tracks I followed lead southeast out of Wessex, so the giants must be either in the hills to the southeast of Wessex, of which the town of Duskdale is closer, or they are hiding in Darkwood Forest to the south.”  With his argument made, Jefon simply stepped back without saying another word.  No one said anything as they contemplated the geography. 
 
    Lord Shetley broke the silence.  “Evisar, I would like you and your companions to scout the hills to the southeast of Wessex first, and then this spot in Darkwood Forest.” 
 
    Evisar was not terribly happy with this first order.  “My lord, I am inclined to agree with my brother’s assessment; however, I will scout the hills first if you will send what help you can to Wessex.  The town is undefended and in desperate need of some of the soldiers and siege equipment that I saw in the courtyard.” 
 
    “I need my soldiers and siege equipment here in case the giants decide to attack my keep.” 
 
    Evisar continued with his next request, wanting to get all of the bad news on the table at once.  “I would also request that you allow Tristan to ride with us.  Wessex will need his skill to survive.” 
 
    Tristan was clearly taken aback at this request.  “My lord, I would hope to ...” 
 
    “You are a bold one, elf.  You are sworn to my service and yet you see fit to tell me how to defend my people.  What’s more, you wish to steal my captain of the guards.” 
 
    “I am only proposing what I think is in your best interests.  I know well the ways of war.  The giants won’t attack this keep because it is too well defended, but the town has no defenses and plenty of your citizens to massacre.  The giants will continue harassing Wessex until it is destroyed or until the people leave in fear.  The only hope is to marshal all of our strength.  Even then we will likely be slaughtered, but at least we will have a chance.” 
 
    Lord Shetley listened to Evisar’s argument and shook his head.  “It’s too soon to send my equipment and men to Wessex.  I need them here to protect my wife and son.  The Shetley line must not come to an end.” 
 
    If Lord Shetley would not send help to Wessex, then the quest against the giants was a lost cause.  Evisar’s hand had been forced and he couldn’t take no for an answer.  “Won’t you reconsider?  Wessex will be lost without your aid.” 
 
    Lord Shetley looked regretful.  “I can’t send help right now.  If you find the lair, then we will be able to attack them directly.” 
 
    Evisar could only think of one thing to do.  “If you will not do what is needed, then our service to you is rescinded.  We shall take our leave of you.”  Evisar turned slowly to leave. 
 
    Lord Shetley seemed stunned, more shocked than angry.  “Stop.  You cannot leave my service once you are sworn to it.  I could have you killed on the spot.” 
 
    Evisar turned to Lord Shetley.  “It is elf tradition that if a king or lord does not look out for his people, then the people have the duty to overthrow such a king or lord.  By selfishly keeping your soldiers and equipment here, you are essentially giving Wessex to the giants.  You have proven yourself unworthy to lead these people, and I will not serve such a cause.” 
 
    Lord Shetley was purple with rage.  Clearly he was not used to being spoken to in such a manner.  “Guards!”  He yelled at the top of his lungs and drew his sword.  Guards rushed into the hall from all four corners. 
 
    Tristan moved to the front and spoke to his lord.  “My Lord Shetley, I gave these elves safe conduct.  We can’t kill them while they’re in our care.” 
 
    “Then take them outside of the walls and kill them.  Just get them out of my sight.”   
 
    Lord Shetley’s son grabbed his father’s arm saying, “Father, let’s discuss this.”  The son led the father away with his other two advisors in tow. 
 
    Father and son spoke in hushed tones until Lord Shetley blurted out.  “I don’t care what you say, I want their heads.  No one talks to me that way.  Traitors.  Why must everyone be a traitor?”  Lord Shetley took his seat in the high chair as the debate continued.   
 
    Evisar could do nothing but watch, having already done what he could.  He admired Tristan for standing up for his vow of safe conduct, even if it could cost him his life.  Sending soldiers and equipment to protect Wessex and those sworn to him was the only decision that made tactical sense.  Clearly, Lord Shetley did see threats everywhere, and it wouldn’t do.  By not protecting his people he stood to lose Wessex, and then his line would be broken for sure.  At least this way he stood a chance. 
 
    Evisar stared up at the throne as the discussion ended when Lord Shetley waved his hand in a dismissive manner.  His son and advisors retreated down from the throne platform and left the lord to his thoughts.  At last his voice rose to fill the room.  “Very well.  It’s in the best interest of all that Wessex be saved, so I will allow Tristan to travel with you until the giant threat is removed.  I will also send some of my soldiers and siege equipment to the town.” 
 
    Evisar tried not to show any emotion, “You are most gracious, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Shetley waved his hand and then added in a dismissive manner.  “You may take your leave.  I will send the equipment with my soldiers as soon as they are ready.”  And then as an afterthought he looked at Evisar and added with strength.  “You will take your companions and find where these giants are hiding.  Scout the hills and then Darkwood Forest to the south.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  Evisar turned briskly on his heel and walked out of the hall without looking back.  Once outside, Tristan turned to Evisar and said, “I didn’t know elves could rescind their sworn service if the lord didn’t look after his people.” 
 
    Evisar looked up at Tristan with a smile on his face, “That’s because there is no such law.  Elves, more than any other race honor their vows of service.” 
 
    “Then you were lying to Lord Shetley?” 
 
    “Through my teeth.  It was the only way I could think of to get him to act rationally.  Or would you rather stay here and defend the keep with your soldiers while Wessex is destroyed?” 
 
    “Not at all.  Well played, my friend.” 
 
    Jefon also spoke up.  “Well played, brother.” 
 
    Xander and Valihorn both had smiles on their faces as they welcomed Tristan into the group and headed for the hills to the southeast of Wessex. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 29:  The Cave 
 
      
 
    Evisar watched with amazement over the next several days as Tristan wooed all of his companions.  He befriended everyone he met and talked intelligently about any subject.  Tristan won Valihorn over by talking about the difficulties Wessex was experiencing and about the good things he had heard about Austen.  Xander seemed a little skeptical of the newcomer, but Tristan asked about his god, Fortuna, and all was well.  In talking with Jefon, he discussed archery, combat tactics, and sword play as they rode around the countryside.  Evisar himself could not help but feel a kinship with the human because they were both students of the sword, raised to lead soldiers into battle. 
 
    The companions searched the hills for two days and saw no sign of the giants.  They rode back to Wessex to get supplies and see if the siege equipment had arrived only to find out the giants had attacked the town once again while they were scouting.  Witnesses said a single giant leveled another home and took the entire family with him.  While Evisar mourned the loss of life, the attack was not a complete disaster.  This time, the giant tracks were fresh, and Jefon was able to follow them all the way back to their cave.  As it turned out, Jefon’s instincts had been right all along, as the tracks led straight to an outcropping of rocks inside Darkwood Forest.  The outcropping of rocks was lost among the trees and Evisar could hear the river in the distance. 
 
    There did not seem to be any activity, but Jefon swore the tracks led down into a cave.  Evisar gathered everyone around and spoke to the group.  “We need to know how many giants are down in that cave.  Does anyone have any suggestions?” 
 
    Xander was the first to reply.  “It doesn’t matter how many there are.  One is more than enough to kill all of us and destroy the town.” 
 
    Evisar was annoyed.  “We need information.  We don’t need to know how bleak the situation is.” 
 
    Evisar continued to stare at Xander as he spoke.  “We found the cave.  That was our job.  Let’s go back to town and put Tristan’s troops and equipment to good use.  Isn’t that why we went to Shetley’s Keep in the first place?” 
 
    “It is, but we still need to know what we’re up against.” 
 
    Jefon stepped forward.  “I’ll go into the cave and find out how many giants are down there.  If I’m quiet, they’ll never even know I was there.” 
 
    Evisar nodded at Jefon’s selflessness and said, “Good.  Xander, I want you to go with him.” 
 
    “Why?  That just gives the giants twice the chance to hear us.” 
 
    Evisar’s anger level rose another notch.  “Because you have skills Jefon doesn’t and believe it or not, you can be quiet when you want to be.  If something happens to one of you, I want to know about it.  And what I don’t need is you questioning every order I give.” 
 
    “No need to yell; I’m just raising questions and issues that could come up.  You might be our flawless leader, but I have more experience than you and your brother put together.  You would do well to heed my advice occasionally.”  Xander looked away from Evisar and held his arm out in a polite gesture to Jefon.  “Now, Jefon, if you would be so kind as to lead the way.” 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon gave Evisar a look and then started for the cave.  Evisar, Tristan, and Valihorn moved away from the entrance and hid in the trees.   
 
    Jefon would rather have gone into the cave by himself, but Evisar was probably right that two were often better than one.  As Jefon and Xander entered the cave, it almost immediately sloped down into the earth.  The size of the cave was colossal.  Twenty elves could walk through these caverns side by side.  There were sharp edges, boulders, and outcroppings of dirt, indicating the cave was naturally formed.  Elves could generally see twice as well as humans, but even so, as Xander and Jefon walked down into the cave, it quickly became too dark to see.  Jefon was about to light a torch, knowing it would show up like a beacon to anyone who was looking, when he finally saw a faint light farther down the tunnel.   
 
    Jefon turned to Xander and whispered, “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    Xander responded with a roguish smile, “I think you should go first.” 
 
    Jefon shook his head and chuckled quietly before starting off toward the light.  As they moved closer to the light, voices became clear and Jefon could tell that farther ahead the cave tunnel opened up into an even larger cavern.  As they neared the opening, Jefon could clearly make out the odd grunts and growls of a completely foreign language.  Jefon turned to Xander and whispered, “Do you have any idea what they’re saying?” 
 
    “Not a clue.  You?” 
 
    Jefon shook his head and continued toward the light.  There was a lip in the cave wall where the tunnel ended and the cavern area began that was large enough to allow Jefon and Xander to peek in on the scene without being noticed.  The cavern was well lit by a fire in the middle, and Jefon saw a solid back wall where the cave ended.  There were a table and a few chairs, along with a simple bed and an area where supplies were kept.  Most importantly, Jefon counted three hill giants.  The hill giants had thick, short limbs, stocky bodies, and heads that were disproportionately small for their body size.  The male slept on the huge makeshift bed, and a child sat at the table eating with what appeared to be his mother.  As Jefon and Xander watched the child, it said something in a whiny voice, and the mother grunted a reply.  The mother left her seat and moved toward the fire.  Taking no chances, Jefon and Xander instinctively hid behind the lip of the tunnel. 
 
    A few moments later, Jefon peeked into the room once again and saw the mother leaning over the fire, pulling some meat off a carcass cooking on a spit.  The mother went back to the table and placed the meat in front of the child.  As Jefon looked closer at the fire, he couldn’t believe his eyes.  The carcass on the fire appeared to be human.  Jefon had to look away in order to stop himself from throwing up.  The giants were raiding the town for food and treating the humans like some kind of common animal.  It was all he could do not to pull out his bow and shoot the mother, but what good would that do?  He tried to remain calm.  He was only here as a scout, not as the hand of justice.  Jefon continued scanning the room until he heard an indistinct whimper.  His eyes quickly fell on a cage in the supply area of the cavern and saw that it contained a human mother and her six year old girl. 
 
    Jefon saw the two humans wrongfully imprisoned and reacted impulsively.  His devotion to Martel was directing his actions now.  Without thinking, he ran into the living area and hid behind some supply boxes.  He heard Xander say something behind him but paid no attention.  Jefon looked out from behind a crate and saw the mother and baby giants still sitting at the table.  He ran to the shadowy backside of the cage holding the two humans. 
 
    The mother was smart enough not to say anything, but the child spoke up loudly.  “Mommy, look!”  Jefon immediately put his finger up to his mouth, and the mother shushed the child.  Jefon looked through the bars and saw that the giants seemed unaware of him. 
 
    Jefon whispered through the bars to the woman, “I’m going to get you out of here.”  The mother nodded quickly and continued to gag her child as she waited to see what he would do.  Jefon took a closer look at the cage and realized with a smile that Martel was with him.  The cage was made of wood and not terribly sturdy for someone with a sword.  Jefon took out his long sword and hand axe and used them together to snap one of the limbs.  As the bar snapped, he peered out from behind the cage and saw that the fire was crackling loudly and the child giant was babbling to his mother.  Jefon took the woman by the hand and slowly led the pair from crate to crate, making his way back toward the tunnel.   
 
    Jefon caught glimpses of Xander as they moved from box to box and he did not look pleased.  Finally, all they had to do was run across a small open space and they would be safely out of sight in the tunnel.  Jefon saw his opening and the three of them ran out from behind the last box.  Jefon must have run too quickly because the little girl tripped and broke hands with her mother.  The child smacked her head on the rocky ground and wailed in pain.  Time ground to a halt as Jefon turned around and looked toward the giants.  He watched in dismay as all three massive beasts turned their heads in surprise and looked straight at him.   
 
    Jefon didn’t bat an eye as he picked up the child, grabbed the mother’s hand, and sprinted for the tunnel.  Xander didn’t even wait that long as he ran for all he was worth up the tunnel.  A deafening roar came from behind them and the ground actually shook.  Jefon ran as fast as he could, but it was no use.  The mother giant took one stride to their ten.  She covered the ground and was on them in moments.  The cave tunnel didn’t have any offshooting branches, so there was nowhere to hide and no way to fight – they were all going to die. 
 
    Xander must have come to the same conclusion.  Jefon watched out of the corner of his eye as Xander pulled the brilliant diamond out of his pouch while sprinting up the tunnel and held it out with one hand.  He said nothing, but what happened was truly miraculous. 
 
    Just as the female giant reached out for Jefon and the two humans, Jefon looked back in time to see the giant run headlong into an invisible wall.  She smacked into the wall with a deafening thud and fell backward as the ground shook around her.  She quickly got up and pounded her fists against the invisible barrier.  Jefon found himself watching with awestruck numbness until Xander put the gem back in his pouch and continued running for the surface.  Jefon followed, and soon the two companions and the freed humans were greeted with warm sun on their faces and the smell of pine trees all around. 
 
    They ran over to where Evisar, Valihorn, and Tristan were waiting.  Jefon did not give anyone else time to speak.  “Get on the horses and ride for town, now.” 
 
    Evisar looked confused.  “Why?  What’s happened?” 
 
    Xander spoke up as he mounted his horse.  “The giants saw us and are coming out of the tunnel to kill us.”  That seemed sufficient an explanation and the companions quickly mounted their horses.  They rode with all speed back to Wessex. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 30:  Jefon’s Gift 
 
      
 
    The child rode with Evisar and the woman with Jefon.  No one spoke and no one slowed down until Wessex was in sight.  Luckily, the companions never saw the giants coming after them.  Throughout the ride, Jefon and Xander exchanged questioning looks. 
 
    Nightfall was coming as the companions passed through the gates of Wessex.  The human woman begged to be returned to her house and the companions tried to explain that her home had been destroyed by a giant, but she was too distraught to understand.  Darkness settled over the land as the companions stopped in front of the torn remnants of the cottage, and when she saw the ruins, she finally understood.  To her credit, she did not cry; she simply looked away from the ruins and hid her head in Jefon’s shoulder. 
 
    She said, “Take me away from here.”  There was nothing more the companions could do that night, so they stabled their horses and got rooms at the inn. 
 
    Jefon was numb after witnessing the power of Xander’s gem and nearly being killed by the overwhelming power of a giant.  He could not get the sight of the huge female giant pounding up the tunnel out of his mind.  The ground had literally shaken with each of her steps. 
 
    The other companions retired to one of their rooms to discuss strategies for the fight to come, while Jefon, lost in thought, walked the humans to their door.  He wished them well and was about to leave when the woman turned to him and asked, “Would you mind staying with us while I put Faye down for the night?” 
 
    In truth, Jefon wanted to sort out the confusion in his mind, but he felt sympathy for this woman.  He heard himself say, “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    The woman opened the door to the room and helped the child into one of the two beds.  Jefon stood by the doorway wishing the woman would hurry up so he could talk with his brother and confront Xander about the gem.  As the woman tucked the child in, she turned her head to Jefon and said, “We cannot thank you enough for saving our lives and giving us this room for the night.” 
 
    The woman turned back to the child as Jefon replied, “Think nothing of it.”  Jefon placed his gear on the floor and sat at the table.  “May I ask for your name?” 
 
    “My name is Ellen and this is my daughter, Faye.” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head and looked around the room.  The room was sparsely furnished as most rooms for rent were.  There was a window, two beds, and a table.  He watched distractedly as Ellen put Faye to bed.  Jefon had no children of his own, so as the bedtime ritual progressed he began to take a queer interest in it.  Ellen seemed so gentle and kind, not at all what he had expected from a female human.  She moved gracefully and her voice was almost like music.  Jefon took a mental step back and looked at Ellen as if for the first time.  Her brown hair was long and straight, and it came down to the middle of her back.  She was about his height, perhaps a bit shorter.  Jefon could not help but stare as her form showed clearly against the moonlit window.  Her shape was nearly perfect for a human.  Her body was toned and thin from years of hard work in the field.  She spoke to Faye with tenderness as she soothed her to sleep with lullabies and promises that she was safe.   
 
    Jefon finally shook his head and looked away.  It was not right that he should look at her so.  The human on the giant’s fire had likely been her husband, and she must be torn with grief.  The last thing she needed was some lonely elf gawking at her.  Besides, it was absurd that he should find a human woman attractive.  He tried to think of more important things, like why had he saved them in the first place? 
 
    He would have surely been killed had it not been for Xander and his gem.  The gem must have created the invisible wall, but how was that possible?  Jefon knew little about magic, especially arcane magic.  Some rangers could cast simple spells, but it was an ability he had not yet mastered. 
 
    Faye finally fell asleep and Jefon could not look away as Ellen walked over to the table.  She smiled shyly.  Jefon had been groomed to be a soldier and dreamed of becoming a great archer.  He did not understand the ways of women and always felt awkward around them.  He stirred as she took a seat in the chair across from him and asked, “What is your name?” 
 
    “I am called Jefon.”  Silence fell for a moment as the woman smiled again and looked at him.  To break the awkwardness, he told her the only thing that came to mind.  “You have a beautiful daughter.” 
 
    “Thank you.  It has been difficult raising her since my husband died.” 
 
    “What do you mean?  I thought your husband was taken to the giant cave with you?” 
 
    Ellen looked away from Jefon for the first time as she thought about the other human that had been in the giant’s cave with her.  “No.  That was Jake, another farmer in town.  He was a good man who had been taken during a previous raid on our town.  I was sorry to see him die.  My husband left us to be with Sentinel three years ago.” 
 
     “I’m sorry.  I know what it’s like to lose a family member.  My mother died a year ago, and my father was killed a few moons ago.” 
 
    Ellen looked back at him with sympathy, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you.  He died well, defending what he loved.” 
 
    “It seems that we have a lot in common, you and me.” 
 
    “So it seems.” 
 
    “May I ask why you saved Faye and me?  You could have been killed.” 
 
    Jefon had been asking himself the same question, but now the answer came with ease.  “I saved you because my faith in my god demanded that I try.” 
 
    “Who is your god?” 
 
    “Martel.  He lives with the other elven gods in his home in the sky.” 
 
    “You seem very strong in your faith, and today you acted with courage.  Tell me of this god of yours.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s alright.  It’s getting late, and I wouldn’t want to bore you.” 
 
    Ellen looked at him with eyes that could not be denied and said softly, “Please.” 
 
    Jefon felt powerless.  “Very well.  Martel is an elven god, but he cares for all of those in need.  The priests say he has been around since the dawn of time and that in the beginning he was carefree and had a fun-loving nature.  Then Evona tried to overthrow Invictus, leader and creator of the elves.  Ultimately, she failed and should have been destroyed, but Invictus had mercy on her.  Rather than destroying her, he stripped her of her divinity and cast her down from the heavens.   
 
    “The greatest mistake Martel ever made was to think he could redeem that which Invictus had thrown down.  He was taken in by Evona’s beauty and the two became lovers.  It is the saddest moment in my god’s history, for Evona was only using Martel to steal secrets from him and regain her divinity.  She threw Martel’s heart into the fire and left the elven pantheon for the black caverns of the Underworld where she leads the Krone against the light elves.” 
 
    “Ah, I have heard of this Evona.  It is well known that she is evil and responsible for much suffering.” 
 
    “Yes, well, because of Evona, Martel was completely devastated.  He vowed never to trust anyone again and withdrew from everything.  The other elven gods now call him The Faithful Falcon.  My god’s purpose now is to ensure what happened to him shall never happen to anyone ever again.  Martel is the patron god of scapegoats and outcasts.  He looks after all who have been wrongfully imprisoned and all who are alone.  He comforts those who have been forgotten or forsaken. 
 
    “When I saw you and your daughter imprisoned, I acted on impulse, not reason.” 
 
    “Don’t be ashamed for saving us.  We owe you our lives.” 
 
    “Yes, well, shame is what I feel.  I should be smarter than that and realize I can’t save everyone.  I fear my righteousness will eventually be my undoing.” 
 
    “Do not despair, Jefon; at least you stand for something.  Most men are only too eager to throw away their principles if it serves their purpose.  You did what was right and you freed those in need.  You saved two lives and may have gained followers for Martel.  Tell me more of your god.” 
 
    Jefon continued with whatever he could think to say.  “My mother worshiped Martel, and it was she that turned me to his blessed eye.  I was always sullen and a loner by nature.  My mother saw early on that Martel would be a good fit for me.  His symbol is a falcon in flight.  His words are ‘Loneliness and despair abound; Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.’” 
 
    Ellen smiled anew.  “Those are good words.  Words of hope and wonder.”  The two sat at the table in silence, the elf with a heart of steel and the human with a heart of love.  At last her eyes met Jefon’s once again and she said, “What were the words again?  Loneliness and despair abound?” 
 
    Jefon compulsively responded to the mantra.  “Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.” 
 
    Ellen repeated the words.  “Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head and said the words one more time, saying the first part as a Martel high priest would.  “Loneliness and despair abound;” 
 
    Ellen seemed very sincere as she responded, “Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.  Truly, my daughter and I owe you our lives.  Your god has made two new worshippers this night because of you.” 
 
    Jefon was so moved he didn’t know what to say.  On his mother’s death bed, she had passed to him a symbol of Martel.  The symbol was a large coin made of pure platinum.  On one side of the coin was the falcon in flight that was his god’s symbol, and on the other side was a drawing of the high temple in the city of Ash.  His mother told him that a chosen of Martel had given the coin to her when she was a little girl.  It was one of Jefon’s most prized possessions, and he carried it with him always in a pouch on his belt. 
 
    Tears came to his eyes as he pulled the coin from his pouch and placed it in Ellen’s hand.  “This coin was given to my mother by a chosen of Martel and now I am giving it to you.  Keep it as a reminder of what has happened to you this day.” 
 
    Ellen seemed to understand the honor bestowed on her and simply said, “I will, my lord.” 
 
    Jefon had entered Ellen’s room reluctantly, and now he wished that he did not have to go.  “It has been a long day for both of us.  I should leave you to rest.”  Jefon rose from the chair and moved to the door. 
 
    “Jefon, wait.  Please do not leave me here alone.  Would you like to stay with me tonight?” 
 
    Jefon wanted nothing more.  “Ellen, you are a beautiful woman and I want nothing more than to stay with you, but it is not the right time.  We have just met and I must speak with my brother.” 
 
    Ellen moved gracefully around the table to stand before him.  Jefon’s heart quickened.  “Well, I thank you for our lives and for what you are doing for our town.”  Jefon stood as a statue as Ellen hugged him tenderly and kissed him once on the lips.   
 
    “Good night, my lady.  I shall see you on the morrow.”  And with that, Jefon left the room and shut the door before he could change his mind.  He lingered at the closed door for more than a moment before forcing himself to move on and talk with Evisar. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 31:  Secrets of the Gem 
 
      
 
    When Jefon entered the room, Evisar, Valihorn, Tristan, and Xander were sitting at the table talking of giants.  The conversation stopped as Jefon shut the door.  Evisar asked, “How are the woman and the girl?” 
 
    “They’re fine now.  I apologize for being late, but Ellen asked me to stay until she put Faye to sleep.” 
 
    Xander smirked.  “Ellen? Faye?  Becoming friendly with the humans are we?” 
 
    Jefon couldn’t help but take the bait.  “You have enough secrets for all of us, Xander.  Must you know all of mine as well?”  Jefon walked over to the table to address his brother, but something on Xander’s face wouldn’t let him look away. 
 
    Had Xander started this argument just to get Jefon’s attention?  The look lasted for a short time and then Xander appeared genuinely hurt.  “I was only japing with you as always.  I’ll tell you what, why don’t I take you down to the bar and buy us a drink to show there are no hard feelings?” 
 
    Jefon was weary, but curious.  “Sure, let’s do that.”  Xander rose from his seat, grabbed him by the shoulder, and ushered him to the door.  Evisar looked at Jefon for a moment, decided everything was all right, and continued his conversation with Valihorn and Tristan.  Evisar had not been pleased when he heard Jefon had risked his life to save the humans, but he appreciated learning that there were three giants in the cave.  
 
    Jefon and Xander went down the hall to the bar and found that even this late in the evening there was a table of four playing cards, and two humans sitting up at the bar talking with the bartender.  Xander led Jefon to a table at the far end, and the two sat down. 
 
    Xander had a disgusted look on his face and started off saying, “You never learn do you, Jefon?” 
 
    “Learn what?  That the gem is much more than you led us to believe?  That you’re lying to us still?  What do I still have to learn?” 
 
    “And how exactly did you find out there’s more to the gem than I led you to believe?  You found out because you were so butt dumb as to try and free those two humans.  If I hadn’t used the power of the gem, we’d all be dead now.” 
 
    “I did what I knew was right.  I couldn’t just leave those humans to die.” 
 
    “You can’t free someone if you’re dead.  You can’t save ...” 
 
    Xander cut himself off as the waitress came up to the table.  “Elves, huh?  I’ve never waited on elves before.  What can I get you?” 
 
    Xander piped up impatiently, “Just a couple of ales, please.” 
 
    The waitress nodded her head and then stood at the table looking Jefon up and down.  He looked at Xander and tried to ignore the woman, but eventually it became awkward, and he was forced to ask, “Is there something I can do for you, my lady?” 
 
    The waitress giggled, “Gosh, such a proper gentleman.  Aren’t you the elf who saved Ellen and Faye from the giants?” 
 
    Xander leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.  Jefon cleared his throat embarrassingly.  “Y-yes.” 
 
    “Oh, well in that case, this drink is on the house.  We don’t get many heroes around here.”  She cocked her head in a flirtatious way and said, “My shift is over when the bar closes.  Are you busy then?” 
 
    Jefon felt awkward beyond words, especially under Xander’s gaze.  “You are very kind, my lady, but my friend Xander and I have a lot to talk about, and I must get an early start tomorrow if we’re to stop the giants from taking more of your town folk.”  Jefon placed two coppers on the waitress’s serving tray and said, “Just the ales will be fine, thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure.  Let me know if you change your mind.”  And with that, the waitress turned and went to the bar. 
 
    Xander spoke playfully to the waitress as she left, “You know my lady, I also helped to free Ellen and Faye, and I have no plans when the bar closes.”  Jefon shook his head at Xander and said nothing. 
 
    The waitress pretended not to hear Xander and continued up to the bar.  Xander looked at the waitress a moment before resuming the conversation.  “You can’t save everyone, and when you try you place us all in danger, even your brother, and especially me.” 
 
    “Some would say I did the right thing by forcing your hand with the gem.  Now I know you’ve been lying yet again.” 
 
    “We all have our secrets, Jefon.  Take you for instance.  How would Evisar react if he knew you should have been killed by the giants?  As it is, he thinks we outran them.  Would you like me to tell Evisar you and I could have gotten away cleanly, but instead you placed us all in danger by trying to free some useless humans?” 
 
    At this point both elves fell silent as the waitress returned with the ales.  She smiled warmly at Jefon but didn’t linger this time.  As she moved off, Jefon continued.  “You say that I was a fool but look at what we’ve gained.  You saw how the waitress reacted.  It’s been less than half a day since we rescued the humans and already the entire town of Wessex seems to know about it.” 
 
    “So how does that help us?  All I saw was a whore of a waitress willing to take her clothes off for you.  There’s nothing unusual about that.” 
 
    “Today I bought us some good will.  Most of these people have never seen an elf before; the people of every town we’ve visited have instantly mistrusted and disliked us, but not this time.  Now we have a position of trust in the community, and I say that will help us.  My motives for rescuing the humans were pure, while your motives are always selfish.  You can go ahead and tell Evisar whatever you wish.” 
 
    Jefon watched as Xander pulled the Fortuna coin of luck from his pouch and tossed it into the air.  The coin landed in Xander’s palm and he observed the results.  Jefon shook his head and thought about how absurd it was that an otherwise intelligent elf made decisions based on the flip of a coin.  A small frown crossed Xander’s face as he put the coin away.  “Very good, Jefon.  You’ve come a long way in just a few moons.  Unfortunately, given that you own the necklace that keeps me safe, and your recent discovery of the gem, you leave me no choice but to tell you more than you were bargaining for.” 
 
    “Well, this should be entertaining at the least.”  Jefon sat back in his chair, folded his arms, and waited. 
 
    “Don’t be sarcastic; it’s not your style.”  Xander waited a moment before saying, “There’s a wizard of Kentar trapped inside the gem.  He’s the one who created the wall of force that stopped the giants.” 
 
    Jefon could only think to ask the most obvious question.  “What do you mean ‘trapped inside the gem?’” 
 
    “I mean there is a powerful wizard contained within the gem by some magical means.  He has agreed to help me from time to time if I keep the gem from falling back into Talon Guild hands.” 
 
      “What makes you trust this wizard?  Seems to me he could kill all of us at any moment.  I think this wizard presents a danger to us all and Evisar has a right to know about him.”  Jefon started to get up when Xander put aside etiquette and reached across the table to grab his arm. 
 
    After restraining Jefon, Xander struggled to find the right words.  “You have to trust me on this, Jefon.  The wizard won’t harm anyone in our party.  Besides, Austen seems to know who the wizard is and says we can trust him.” 
 
    Jefon retook his seat and tilted his head.  “Austen knew about the wizard in the gem?” 
 
    Xander smirked.  “That’s right.” 
 
    Things just kept getting worse and worse.  “Austen knew there was a wizard trapped in the gem who could cast spells on your behalf?” 
 
    Xander could not help but smile, “That’s right.  So what do you want to do now, oh righteous one?” 
 
    Jefon rose to his feet and spoke with anger in his voice, “You and I are going to talk with Austen right now.” 
 
    Xander and Jefon did not speak as they crossed the street in darkness.  It was the middle of the night and not a decent time to be calling on anyone, but Jefon was past caring.  He stepped onto Austen’s porch and knocked loudly on the door.  As much as he would have liked to barge into the tower, Jefon knew there would be traps waiting for the unwary thief.  After pounding on the door for a long time, he heard a muffled voice on the other side.  “Yes, who is it?” 
 
    “Austen, open the door.  It’s Jefon and Xander.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, just a moment.” 
 
    The door swung open and revealed Austen dressed in a night robe, clearly half awake.  Jefon mustered his courtesy and asked, “May we come in?” 
 
    “Yes of course, do have a seat.”  Jefon and Xander went into the sitting room and had a seat across from Austen.  Austen looked curiously at Jefon, “Where is your brother, and for that matter, where are my apprentice and Captain Tristan?” 
 
    “They are back at the inn discussing strategies to defeat the giants, which is where I should be as well.  However, I am finding it difficult to concentrate on giants when I am lied to at every turn.” 
 
    Austen sat back in his chair and seemed to know immediately what had happened.  He turned to Xander and said, “You used the gem?  You swore to me that you would not use the gem unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    Xander had his rebuttal ready.  “This buffoon who you hold in such high esteem left me no choice.  One of the giants saw him freeing two humans from a cage and came after us.  We would all be dead now if I hadn’t called on the power of the gem.” 
 
    Austen raised his voice, “I told you not to use the gem!  Every time you call upon the wizard for help, the bonds that hold him to the gem are strengthened.” 
 
    Xander raised his voice in return, “Well I’m sorry, but this idiot left me no choice.  We were down in the cave with a huge giant bearing down on us.  If I hadn’t done something we would be dead, and the gem would be in the hands of the giants.  Is that what you would prefer?” 
 
    Jefon could no longer control himself.  He needed to hear the truth, now.  “Why didn’t you tell the rest of us about the gem?  That’s the only question that matters at this point.  If I can’t trust the people around me, then I’m done with your quest, Austen.  My brother and I will be on our way, and the rest of you can deal with the giants.”  Austen and Xander did not say anything for some time, giving Jefon time to vent his anger.  “I know Xander will lie to me.  I draw comfort in knowing Xander will lie to me, but I expected better of you, Austen.  You should have told us about the gem.” 
 
    Austen seemed genuinely hurt, and he sat back in his chair with an edge of defeat in his voice.  “Perhaps I should have.  It is difficult to know.”  Austen looked disapprovingly at Xander.  “I had hoped the gem would never be used and this would not be an issue.”  His eyes turned back to Jefon.  “What Xander told you was essentially true.  The Talon Guild cannot carry out their plans with absolute certainty until they recover the gem.  Therefore, anything we can do to protect Xander helps the greater good.  Since I did not expect Xander to ever call on the power of the gem, there was no reason to tell anyone else about it.” 
 
    “That’s a poor excuse.  What if the wizard in the gem is evil?  What if he kills us when he is freed?  Knowledge is power, and you left us blind.” 
 
    “At one time I knew the wizard in the gem, and I can assure you that he fights for the common good of all.” 
 
    Jefon was past playing games.  “If you can’t do better than that then I’m leaving.” 
 
    Before he could get up, Austen quickly blurted out, “There is another reason, far beyond what I have told you.” 
 
    “And what could that possibly be?” 
 
    “You’ve seen my portal and witnessed its power.  The portal leads to the Plane of Chaos, which serves as a gateway to the gods as well as many other planes and places.  I must stay in Wessex to keep the portal in check, and though it is a great honor, it comes at a cost.  Through my travels I learn things that mortals were not meant to know.”  Austen got up and walked around the sitting room two full times, fighting with himself about how much he should reveal. 
 
    Finally he said, “Jefon, you and your brother will accomplish great things for Armena, but not if you die protecting the gem.  The two missions are separate, and by learning of its power you may have altered the future for the worse.  But if only you and Xander know about the gem, history may yet be preserved.”  Austen stared at Jefon with eyes full of wisdom.  “I know you want to learn more, but I have to ask you to hold back your curiosity and not tell Evisar what you have discovered.” 
 
    This was madness.  Things were getting worse all the time.  Now Jefon was being asked to keep secrets from his brother.  Jefon looked long and hard into Austen’s eyes and somehow he knew what Austen was saying was true.  “Very well Austen, you’ve convinced me to hold onto the secret of the gem for now, but I can’t promise about the future.” 
 
    “That is all I can ask.” 
 
    “Then I bid you good night.”  Jefon left his chair without saying another word and made for the door.  He needed time to sleep and to think. 
 
    Austen spoke up as Jefon made for the door.  “Valihorn told me you found the giant’s lair and that you and Xander observed three giants in addition to saving Ellen and Faye.  Since you robbed their pantry, as it were, I think we can expect another attack on our town in the coming days.  Do you have any idea how you and your companions are going to bring down the giants?” 
 
    “Can we discuss this in the morning?” 
 
    “It would be better if we discussed it now.”  
 
    Jefon turned around stiffly and regained his seat.  “What do I think about having to defend this town against three giants?  I think we’re all probably going to be slaughtered, but Evisar has sworn to repay his debt and I will stay by his side.  Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
    “Do not lose hope, Jefon.  You brought us valuable information by telling us where the giants live and how many of them there are.  I agree the situation looks bleak, and chances are that all of Lord Shetley’s soldiers and siege equipment could not stop one giant, let alone three.  We must change tactics and broaden our options.  The only way to destroy something that big and powerful is to find something even bigger and more powerful.” 
 
    Xander snorted, “This isn’t a philosophy lesson.  None of us have any friends or enemies more powerful than a full-grown giant.” 
 
    Austen smiled with wisdom, “I think I do.  Do you remember I said there was a dragon that has been more active recently?” 
 
    Xander snorted again and threw in a laugh for good measure, “That’s your big idea.  Get the dragon to do our dirty work for us.  Not bloody likely.” 
 
    Austen continued excitedly, “It is a green dragon that lives along the river inside Darkwood forest, perhaps only a mile or so from the giant’s cave.  He would not take kindly to a family of giants living in his territory.  All we have to do is convince him that destroying the giants is in his best interest.” 
 
    Xander laughed out loud, “And who are you going to get to talk to this dragon?  Sounds like a death wish to me.” 
 
    “The giants will kill you for certain if you do nothing.  This may be the only way out.” 
 
    “You go then, and I will stay and guard your portal.” 
 
    “It is not an option for me to leave Wessex, Xander, but I did not say you had to go.  I am sure there are those in your party who would be willing to take the chance in order to save Wessex.” 
 
    Xander said no more.  He simply laughed, shook his head, and got up from his seat to walk around. 
 
    Jefon was as flabbergasted as Xander about the mere suggestion of enlisting the aid of a dragon in order to destroy the giants.  Jefon’s mind was foggy and there was no way he was going to decide anything tonight.  “How do you even talk to a dragon?  Won’t he simply kill us on sight?” 
 
    “It is a concern, I will admit. However, this dragon is ancient and is not as aggressive as you might expect.  As long as he does not perceive you as a threat, you should be safe enough if you bring along an appropriate gift.” 
 
    “A gift.  What gift?” 
 
    “Dragons love gold and jewels as well as respect.  If someone shows up with an appropriate gift and shows the proper respect, he will at least hear what the person has to say.” 
 
    Jefon said, “The only thing we have to offer as a gift is Xander’s gem and my brother’s long sword, and neither are willing to part with them.  Do you have something of value we could offer the dragon?” 
 
    Austen pulled out the very dagger Jefon used earlier to cut the snake’s head off and held it up for everyone to see.  “I think this dagger would do the job nicely.”  He resheathed the dagger and handed it over to Jefon.  “This blade was given to me by my master, but I will give it up for the chance to save my town.” 
 
    Jefon bowed slightly as he accepted Austen’s gift.  “I’ll let Evisar know what we have discussed here, but I don’t know what he will decide.  Chances are he will think the idea is as outlandish as I do, but for now I bid you good night.”  Jefon and Xander rose in unison and Austen escorted them to the door. 
 
    Jefon walked briskly down the road as Xander spoke out of the darkness, “That old man has lost it.” 
 
    “That may be, but I can’t think of a better idea and neither has anybody else.  We will see what Evisar has to say in the morning.” 
 
    “And what of the gem?  Will you remain silent for now?” 
 
    “I don’t like you, Xander.  Never have.  You say my idealism is going to get us killed some day, but I say your secrets and lust for riches will be visited back on us some day.  That gods-forsaken gem is not why I’m in Wessex, but if it is Martel’s will that I keep you safe for the good of all, then I will begrudgingly do his bidding.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “That’s a yes, for now.” 
 
    The two approached the inn and began to climb the steps to the front door.  Xander patted Jefon on the back and said with a dry wit, “I’m glad to have you as a confidant with this little secret Jefon.  You and I working together, it should be a fascinating time.” 
 
    Jefon grunted a reply as they reached the top of the stairs.  Jefon threw open the door for Xander and politely ushered him in.  The air was filled with the sounds of laughter and glasses clattering together.  As Xander passed through the door and his ear was closest to Jefon’s mouth, Jefon muttered, “Indeed.” 
 
    Xander inclined his head as he acknowledged Jefon’s comment and said, “I will see you in the morning.  I’m going to get in on a game and see if lady luck is with me tonight.” 
 
    Later that night as Jefon lay in bed, he went over the day’s events in his head.  He had nearly been killed by a giant and had in turn been saved by someone he did not trust.  He saved two lives and gained two followers for Martel in the process.  He had a woman’s admiration and was the unwilling hero of a town.  The gem was more than it seemed and he could not tell his brother about it.  Worst of all, he had to share the secret with Xander. 
 
    Jefon missed the comfort of the Martel medallion his mother had given him.  It had brought him closer to his god over the years, and he had always felt it was his good luck charm.  Had he made a mistake by giving it to Ellen?  The medallion had been given to his mother by a chosen of Martel.  It was a family heirloom, and now he had given it to a virtual stranger.   
 
    Jefon sighed and rolled onto his back.  His hand reflexively went to feel his empty pouch, but as his hand closed around the bag he could feel that it wasn’t empty.  Jefon’s heart skipped a beat as he dared to hope.  He sprang out of bed and quickly lit the lamp on the table.  He plunged his hand into the pouch and pulled forth the contents into the light.  The object glittered with the brightness of platinum and Jefon was elated to find the comforting symbol of a falcon in flight on a platinum coin.  It was exactly like the coin he gave Ellen.  Somehow Martel had given him a new coin. 
 
    Jefon smiled as his understanding grew.  His heart was filled with pure joy as he turned the coin over and over in his hand, staring at its magnificence.  The new medallion was an omen from Martel that he was on the right path.  Jefon fell to his knees and prayed.  With the blessing of Martel, he knew the giants would be defeated on the morrow.  He went back to bed and tossed and turned no more as a deep sleep claimed him at last. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 32:  Convincing a Dragon 
 
      
 
    The next morning came and went quickly as Jefon and Xander told the others about their meeting with Austen and his insane notion to seek out the green dragon in Darkwood Forest.  The companions actually took Austen’s advice seriously and discussed it at length for some time, but in the end Evisar decided not to risk the group on such a foolish quest.  “Talking to a dragon sounds like a death sentence to me,” Evisar concluded.   
 
    Jefon and Xander agreed wholeheartedly with Evisar, but Valihorn and Tristan actually volunteered to make the attempt. Wessex was their home and they were willing to die in an attempt to save it.  Jefon tried talking some sense into Valihorn, but the young wizard would hear none of it.  In the end Jefon shook his head and handed Valihorn the ornately carved dagger Austen gave him as a gift for the dragon. 
 
    _________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn and Tristan took a boat out of Wessex and followed the current of the river to the south.  Once Wessex was out of sight, Valihorn began realizing what he had gotten himself into.  Dragons were the stuff of legend, and it was well known that they did not care about the problems of other races.   
 
    As large and strong as hill giants were, a full-grown dragon was a hundred times more powerful.  Their scales were the hardest armor known in the realms, and their tail, claws, and bite were all lethal weapons. 
 
    If a dragon’s power ended with strength and size then his superiority might be questioned.  A large but stupid creature could be brought down by powerful magic or lured into a trap or ambush, but dragons did not suffer from this shortcoming.  They were counted among the wisest creatures in all of Tellus, and they could cast arcane magic better than almost any wizard.  Even Austen could never hope to match the magical skill of a dragon. 
 
    In every story Valihorn had read, the dragons toyed with humans and elves, leading them down a path to riches and then laughing at their ignorance.  They pitted kingdoms against each other in order to advance their own goals.  In some stories a dragon would help a king in his greatest time of need, but always for a price.  Sometimes it was the first-born son of the king, and sometimes his queen.  The price was always too high, and in the end the king was always left regretting the accord. 
 
    As the boat floated peacefully down the river, Valihorn struggled to remember bits and pieces of the only story he had ever read in which a dragon performed a good deed.  In the story, the King of Kentar had just been murdered, and his son came to power in his place.  The King’s killer was captured and tortured to reveal that the merchants of Sena had sent him to kill the King.  The hope was that Sena would be able to annex the gold mines of the Scale Mountains in the confusion following the King’s death. 
 
    The new King fell for the trap and marched on Sena, but while he was on the campaign trail, a beautiful woman appeared with definitive evidence that one of the high noble families of Kentar had assassinated the King and planned to assassinate his son as well.  The noble family was quickly put to death and the new King of Kentar took the beautiful woman as his consort.  She eventually left the service of the King, who later hinted in his memoirs that the beautiful woman had been a blue dragon.  For reasons that no one ever discovered, the blue dragon had selflessly appeared and saved thousands of human lives by averting a war.   
 
    Valihorn sat back in the boat as a smile came to his face.  Tristan looked at him strangely but said nothing as he continued rowing.  So, there was the smallest glimmer of hope after all, and it was in this story that Valihorn placed his hopes.  Slim odds indeed, but it was something.   
 
    In the end, there was no way to know which stories were based on fact and which ones were mythical.  The scribes took many liberties when putting quill to parchment, embellishing what they wished and conveniently leaving out the parts that were not as entertaining.  It seemed dragons were becoming more and more rare as time passed.  There were rumors of dragon sightings every few years, but the last recorded dragon slaying had been by the Army of Kentar several hundred years ago.  Some thought the race of dragons was dying while some thought they were leaving Tellus for a place where they could live alone, without the intrusion of man or elf. 
 
    The reason for their departure was not clear, but there was no doubt there were fewer dragons now than in the past.  Tristan brought Valihorn back to reality as he continued to row the boat.  “Is something wrong, my friend?” 
 
    Valihorn had to smile at Tristan’s statement.  “You mean other than the obvious?” 
 
    Tristan caught the joke and smiled back.  “Yes, I suppose our situation is worth laughing about.  You just seemed far away.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head and marveled once again at Tristan’s skill with people.  There was no point in false pretense.  The two companions needed to trust each other now more than ever.  “Do you think we are going to die?” 
 
    Tristan continued to row and did not bat an eye when he said, “Probably.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head in agreement.  “Do you want to turn around and go back?” 
 
    “Believe me, my friend, nothing would please me more.” 
 
    Valihorn was relieved Tristan had been the one to say it first.  “It is not too late.  Should we turn the boat around?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Valihorn was disappointed for a moment and then hung his head in shame as he began to realize the truth.  “I almost hoped you would say yes.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.  It’s difficult to give up your life for duty.” 
 
    Valihorn had just one question that needed answering before they arrived at the dragon’s lair.  “Tristan, why did you volunteer to come with me?  I could have done this myself.  There is no need for us both to die.” 
 
    Tristan looked up with a sly smile on his face.  “No one has talked to a dragon in a hundred years, and I want to be the first.  Can you imagine how magnificent a dragon must look?  A glimpse alone is worth the risk of dying.” 
 
    Valihorn knew Tristan’s reasoning went deeper.  “Come on, what is the real reason?” 
 
    “Okay then, I didn’t want to have to tell you this, but do you honestly think you could make the entire journey to the dragon’s lair without my sword at your side?  Wizards are very rare in Tellus and you may be one of them, but you are still young.  There are times when only a sword will do.  If you didn’t return then there would always be doubt as to whether you even made it to the dragon’s lair, and I would be forced to make the trip by myself anyway.  We have a much better chance if we simply make the hard choice and go together.” 
 
    Valihorn did not say anything, but he looked at Tristan skeptically, hoping he would open up enough to share the truth with him.  Tristan saw Valihorn’s disappointment and finally relented.  He stopped rowing and his shoulders sagged.  “Alright Valihorn, you want the truth?  The truth is that Wessex is my town and Lord Shetley is my master.  As long as I can hold a sword, I will protect them both.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head in acceptance.  “Is it really that simple for you?” 
 
    Tristan cocked his head in resolute determination.  “It’s that simple.”  Tristan closed the matter by picking up the oars and continuing down the river.  He looked from side to side and it seemed to Valihorn that he was embarrassed. 
 
    “Tristan, there is nothing wrong with being honorable and wanting to defend your home.” 
 
    Tristan sighed and looked back at Valihorn.  “Honor and duty are things of the past and don’t have any place in the world today.  I’m supposed to adventure for the treasure and the women, not because I care about my home and the lunatic I call master.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with caring about your lord and honoring your oath.  You should stand tall and be proud of what you believe.” 
 
    Tristan shook his head and said no more, clearly unconvinced.  Valihorn tried to lighten the mood by saying, “At least it has been an easy trip so far.” 
 
    Tristan looked Valihorn in the eye and returned his good humor with a grim tone, “It won’t be for long.” 
 
    The two companions fell silent as the river continued.  There was nothing left to say. 
 
    Eventually Valihorn and Tristan spotted the temple Austen told them would mark the location of the lair.  Austen said some local tribe had built a dock and temple for the dragon long ago and that this temple could not be missed, but how Austen knew about the temple in the first place was a mystery. 
 
    Tristan and Valihorn left the boat by the river and proceeded into the forest.  The growth of the forest around the lair was like nothing Valihorn had ever seen.  The trees were old and thick and the undergrowth formed a wall that blocked their path.  Tristan was forced to draw his sword and cut a path through the greenery.  After a few hundred feet of progress, the forest abruptly stopped and emptied out onto a clearing.  In the center of the clearing was a huge mound with a hole leading into the earth.  The clearing itself was covered with barren dirt.  Tristan sheathed his sword and together he and Valihorn walked to the edge of the hole leading into the darkness below.  Both paused at the top, not knowing quite how to proceed. 
 
    As they stood at the top of the lair staring into the hole, Tristan spoke into the darkness, “Umm, Valihorn, what do we do now?” 
 
    Valihorn had been asking himself that same question all day.  “I am not sure.  I can only think of two options.  We can either walk right in through the front door or we can let the dragon know we are coming by yelling down the hole.” 
 
    “Well, which one would you suggest?  You know more about these beasts than I do.” 
 
    “It is important we set the correct tone.  We do not want to appear as if we are sneaking up on him, or that we are here to plunder his treasure.  We want to appear as cultured, intelligent beings.  Yelling down a hole out of fear would not look good to the dragon.  He undoubtedly already knows we are here.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Here is what I think we should do.”  Valihorn muttered one arcane word and a small stone by his feet came alive with light.  He placed the stone in the palm of his hand and the light acted like a torch in the darkness.  “I say we be respectful and yet bold.  We will not yell like barbarians, but we will walk confidently with this light to guide our way.” 
 
    Tristan nodded his head in approval, “After you.” 
 
    Valihorn smiled at Tristan and started down into the darkness.  The tunnel was impossibly large and the light from the stone in Valihorn’s hand barely reached the edges.  The expanse of the tunnel and the brightness of the light made it seem as if Tristan and Valihorn were the only two people in the world.  As the pair walked down into the earth, Valihorn noticed an acrid smell that was getting stronger and stronger. 
 
    Tristan coughed next to Valihorn and muttered, “What is that smell?” 
 
    “Green dragons have acid breath.  It is their most fearsome weapon.  A green dragon can literally melt the skin off of you.” 
 
    Tristan sounded a little more glum.  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    Valihorn continued talking to Tristan as they descended into the depths in order to calm his nerves.  “To make matters even worse, green dragons are thought to be rather evil.  Blue dragons are thought to have a sense of justice, but a green dragon will be extremely selfish.  Dragon kingdoms used to rule all of Tellus, but now the world has moved on and left them behind.  No one knows why.” 
 
    “So what do you plan to say to this selfish dragon to get him to help us?” 
 
    “I am not sure, but I will come up with something.” 
 
    “That’s a very comforting thought.” 
 
    As the pair descended farther into the tunnel, Tristan began to cough more and more, and it seemed to Valihorn that he might topple over.  Eventually, Valihorn began to cough himself and he knew it was time to do something about the problem.  He could not hope to look bold in front of a dragon while coughing and wheezing.  “Hold still for a moment Tristan and let me see if I can help us breathe easier.”  Tristan happily obeyed and doubled over with a particularly violent coughing spell.  Valihorn saw the first signs of blood appear on his mouth.  Valihorn grabbed Tristan lightly by the shoulder, closed his eyes, and whispered two arcane words.  The words echoed off the walls, and Valihorn found he could once again take a deep breath. 
 
    Tristan stood upright with a smile on his face.  “How did you do that?” 
 
    “It is a simple spell that protects us from the elements.  We should be able to tolerate the heat of a fire and the cold of a winter blizzard for the rest of the day.” 
 
    Tristan twisted his mouth into a playful grin.  “Are you sure you’re just a wizard in training?” 
 
    “That is what Austen tells me.  We should keep going.”  Tristan nodded and together they continued down into the earth. 
 
    After a few more steps, Tristan and Valihorn came upon four chests in the middle of the tunnel.  The chests were open for all to see and surrounded by piles of gold coins.  In the chests were magic items made of gold and platinum beyond their wildest dreams.  Helmets, swords, bows, rings, staffs of power, and all sorts of magic wands.  Valihorn stared in amazement as Tristan walked over to a chest. 
 
    Tristan reached for a two-handed sword when Valihorn spoke forcefully, “Stop!  Do not touch anything.” 
 
    Tristan seemed defensive.  “I wasn’t going to steal it.  It would just be such an honor to hold this sword.  Do you know what sword this is?” 
 
    “No, and it does not matter.” 
 
    “This sword was given to Brandon the Bold by Tia during the Year of Angels.  His son inherited the sword and was supposedly killed by a dragon.  The sword disappeared.” 
 
    “It does not matter.  See that chest of wands over there.  Each wand bears the mark of the High wizard of Kentar.  I would love to hold any of them just once in the hope that some of their greatness would find its way to me?  But we cannot.  Dragons collect treasure.  They love treasure.  A dragon will know if a single coin is out of place.  As a sign of respect, we cannot touch anything.” 
 
    Tristan stood up from where he was kneeling with his hands in the air.  “Okay, okay.  You’re the expert.”  The pair continued with some difficulty past the chests and the gold without touching anything and continued down the tunnel. 
 
    It was not much farther before the large cavern opened up to a vast expanse.  The small light in Valihorn’s hand was no longer enough to see the walls of the room.  The utter darkness scared Valihorn beyond reason.  All he wanted to do was run screaming from the room. 
 
    He turned to Tristan and said, “Do you suddenly feel afraid?” 
 
    It was obvious that Tristan was visibly shaken.  “I’ve never been more scared in my life.  All I want to do is run back up the tunnel.” 
 
    “I feel the same way.  Have you ever been scared of the dark, or scared before a battle?” 
 
    “Never, but then again I’ve never faced a dragon before.” 
 
    Valihorn continued looking around out of fear, afraid of the shadows.  He turned suddenly at every sound, wishing his light was a little brighter.  “Odd that we both want to run away at the same time.” 
 
    The two companions instinctively put their backs together so they would not be surprised by anything coming out of the darkness.  Tristan shuddered violently as he spoke, “W-Why don’t you t-tell me more about dragons.  T-Talking seems to help.” 
 
    Valihorn thought he heard a sound and spun around.  Not seeing anything, he put his back against Tristan and started to babble whatever came to his mind.  “G-Green dragons are bright green when they hatch.  As the dragon ages, the s-scales grow darker and d-d-darker.”  Valihorn thought he heard a coin hit a wall far off in the distance.  Tristan drew his sword as Valihorn continued to talk.  “A-Ancient wyrms will be a d-d-dark green, almost black in color.  Sometimes ancient green d-dragons have been confused for black dragons.”  Valihorn thought he heard breathing off in the corner.  “I-I-If a dragon has h-ho-horns on its head then it is m-m-male, otherwise it is a female.” 
 
    Valihorn heard a chuckle in the shadows.  His fear was blinding and he could hardly concentrate.  Suddenly a deep voice boomed through the cavern.  “Very good, Valihorn.  You know much of dragon kind.  Or should I call you half-elf?  Yes, I think that will do nicely.  The pitiful half-elf.” 
 
    Valihorn and Tristan stood in silence, circling each other in the shadows.  The voice continued, “I have such pity for you, Valihorn.  Not wanted in any place, forced to leave your home.  Taken in out of pity by a true wizard and constantly living in his shadow, barely able to cast the simplest of spells.  How does that make you feel?” 
 
    Valihorn was fear stricken and could not answer. 
 
    “Answer me now!” 
 
    “I-I-I ...” 
 
    “Have you lost your tongue half-elf?  Do you want to die?  Answer me now!” 
 
    In that moment Valihorn found his courage and shouted into the darkness, “I-I strive to learn and do the best I can.  What else can one expect?” 
 
    Laughter erupted in the darkness, “Small words from a small thing.  Those who cannot achieve, whine about doing their best. 
 
    “And what of you Tristan, the great warrior?  Keeper of Shetley’s Keep.  A true hero among sheep, but is that who you really are?  What about when you were a boy and you did not think anyone was watching you?  What would Wessex think if they found out their hero was scared of the shadows?  Even now you lie to your friend about the darkness, and even now you want to run away.  Well, run, human!”  With this last statement the stone in Valihorn’s hand went out and the darkness barely held at bay crashed in like a tidal wave against the shore.  Once more the voice boomed, “Run!  Run, you coward!” 
 
    Valihorn yelled into the darkness, “Tristan!  Are you still there?” 
 
    Tristan’s voice came back confident through the darkness.  “Only a dead man has no fear.  I don’t run from the darkness as I used to; I face it as a warrior.” 
 
    There was more chuckling in the darkness, “Small words from another small man.  You are both pitiful.  Tell me why I shouldn’t strike you down where you stand.  Amusement perhaps?  Yes, amusement will do. 
 
    “You risk much by coming here.  Both of you are willing to lay down your lives, but what if we raise the stakes.  What if you fight for the very lives of those you came here to save.  What if instead of fighting for your own pitiful lives, you play a game for the lives of Wessex.  Yes, that should provide amusement.  You came here to save those you love, but instead you may ensure their destruction.  We will play a game of riddles to decide.  Answer correctly and provide enough amusement and I will hear what you have to say.  Answer me wrong and Wessex will melt to the ground.  Are you prepared?” 
 
    “And what if we choose not to play your game?” 
 
    “Then you will die and the demise of Wessex will soon follow.  Are you prepared?” 
 
    Valihorn searched for another way, but they had come looking for help and there seemed no other option.  “It would seem that we are.” 
 
    There was more chuckling in the darkness.  “You are off to a good beginning, half-elf.  You amuse me already.” 
 
    The voice took on a more formal tone as the game began.  “Your life has come to a crossroads, half-elf.  Looking back over your pitiful life, what is the most difficult decision you have had, or will ever have to make?” 
 
    It was a riddle.  Valihorn’s intelligence and worthiness were being tested.  Luckily, he had read a similar riddle in the “Tomb of the Good Knight.”  He yelled into the darkness, “What I choose to say to you at this moment is the most difficult decision I have to make, for it alone determines my path.  Everything else is in the past or the future.” 
 
    There was more laughing in the darkness and then a second challenge.  “Who is the one god who has never had a temple or a priest because he does not desire worship?  Who is the one god that is above all others, but whose name is never spoken?” 
 
    Valihorn drew a blank and his fear nearly overpowered him.  In the strictest sense, what the dragon was asking him was not a riddle, but it was his game and Valihorn dare not object.  It was well known that all gods desired worshippers.  That was how they gained in power and status.  Valihorn searched his mind trying to think of a god with no worshippers.  If he had no worshippers, then it was no wonder his name was not mentioned anywhere in the texts.  Valihorn had no answer, and he could feel the weight of time crushing down on him. 
 
    There was one obscure reference that a priest of Invictus had written down during the Year of Angels.  The priest claimed everything he wrote had come from Invictus’s own mouth during his time on Tellus.  The text stood out in Valihorn’s mind because it was one of the few times when Invictus cursed another god.  Valihorn yelled into the darkness.  “The god’s name is Nu.  He is the Overlord.  He is so powerful that he does not require worship.  It is he who forced the gods to walk across Tellus during the Year of Angels because the gods had forgotten whom they were created to serve.” 
 
    “A very amusing answer, half-elf.  And now a riddle for you, warrior who is afraid of the dark.  What is present on every battlefield, fights on both sides, is often the difference between victory and defeat, yet is never seen?” 
 
    Valihorn felt the weight of Tristan pressing on his back.  Valihorn would gladly whisper the answer to Tristan, but he knew nothing of the history of war.  Long moments passed in the utter darkness, until finally Tristan brought forth an answer.  “Fear is the answer.  Both armies could be similar in size and skill, but he who controls his fear will be victorious.” 
 
    There was a small roar of annoyance in the darkness and the irritation was unmistakable.  “Very well.  By the code, you have made it to my lair and proven yourselves worthy to gaze upon my magnificence.” 
 
    With this declaration the chamber burst forth with light, forcing Tristan and Valihorn to cover their eyes until the room slowly came into focus.  Valihorn forgot his fear as pure awe washed over him.  The cavern seemed to have no end and the dragon before them took up the entire hall.  The hall glowed with the reflection of gold and silver as treasure lined every surface of the cavern.  Gold coins were piled high across the entire floor and chests were scattered everywhere. 
 
    Torches, braziers, lanterns, and magical light lit the room.  The walls were literally lined with gold and platinum.  Polished marble pillars rose up to the ceiling every few hundred feet.  The banners of fallen kings and fallen kingdoms hung on the walls as trophies of those who opposed the power of the dragons. 
 
    As amazing as the cavern was, the treasure was even more impressive.  What Valihorn and Tristan had seen in the tunnel had been nothing, a mere glimmer of the treasure horde collected by the dragon.  Mountains of gold covered the floor just as drifts collected after a blizzard.  Diamonds and gems were laced among the gold and caught the eye with their glimmer, but the gold and gems were insignificant when compared with the magic items on display.  There were swords, spears, shields, and armor.  Every item in any chest seemed to be a relic from a forgotten time in the mythology of Tellus. 
 
    And then of course Valihorn’s eyes fell upon the green dragon.  He could not believe the colossal size of the beast.  His neck and tail were long and powerful, and his wings spanned the cavern.  There was only a hint of green in the black scales, indicating beyond doubt that this dragon was ancient beyond compare.   
 
    The dragon lay prone on top of his gold with his neck and head lifted in the air.  “Well, what do you think, half-elf?” 
 
    It was time for Valihorn to pull the last rabbit out of his hat.  Only a few in the realm of Tellus could speak Drakion, the language of the dragon, and it was a skill Valihorn intended to use to his advantage.  “Truly you are a wonder even among your own kind.”  Flattery and respect were Valihorn’s only weapons.  “Might we have the honor of your name, great one?” 
 
    The dragon switched quickly to Drakion as well, leaving Tristan out of the conversation completely.  “Ah, you speak the one true language.  Very good, half-elf.  If only you could speak it well.  It is not enough to know the words, you must let the words flow as music, weighing each one as it flows over your tongue, but what would a small half-elf know of such things? 
 
    “You asked for my name, half-elf.  It is Malachite.” 
 
    Valihorn bowed at the waist and continued the flattery.  “Malachite the Wise.  Truly your wisdom is beyond compare.” 
 
    “You do show the proper respect, don’t you, half-elf?  And your flattery is reassuring.  Now speak quickly.  Why have you come?” 
 
    Valihorn treaded with care.  This was the moment of truth.  “Tristan and I have come to offer you a gift and hope we are worthy of asking Malachite the Wise for a favor.” 
 
    Excitement came to the dragon’s eyes for the first time.  “A gift.  What have you brought me?” 
 
    Valihorn pulled Austen’s dagger from its scabbard and held it up in the air for Malachite to see. 
 
    Malachite reached out his huge hand and Valihorn threw the dagger into his palm.  Malachite pinched the dagger between two claws and brought it up to his face for a closer look.  He regarded the dagger with a questioning eye for some time and then without warning a cloud of green acid came out of his mouth and enveloped the dagger.  Valihorn gasped in surprise but managed to hold his tongue.  Did the dagger mean so little to the dragon that he would destroy it in front of Valihorn just to make a point?  As he looked at the great treasures around him he could see that it did. 
 
    Valihorn could do nothing but hold his ground and wait for the cloud to dissipate.  Long moments passed as the air began to clear and then Valihorn breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the dagger still clutched in Malachite’s claw.  The dragon smiled and Valihorn could not help but smile as well.  “Hmm, this dagger has strong magic.”  Malachite placed the dagger in a chest and laid his head down in a pile of gold.   
 
    “You may not be wanted by anyone, half-elf, but you do show some potential.  You had the intelligence not to touch part of my hoard, which was placed in the tunnel to tempt you.  You showed courage when confronted by a dragon while most mortals run screaming from my lair at the sound of my voice and the magnificence of my form, and you speak the language of dragons. 
 
    “Yes, you have provided amusement, half-elf.  You may speak.” 
 
    Valihorn went to one knee and bowed his head in respect.  “Mighty Malachite the Wise, we do not wish to trouble you, but we have nowhere else to turn.  A family of hill giants has made their home in Darkwood Forest not more than a mile from your lair.  They are attacking our town of Wessex, and we have no way to stop them.  We humbly ask for your aid in destroying the giants before Wessex is no more.”  Valihorn went silent but made no move to rise.   
 
    Malachite spoke only moments after Valihorn was finished.  “Your plea has been heard by the great Malachite.  It is fortunate for you, half-elf, that these hill giants have settled inside of my territory, otherwise your flattery and gifts would have fallen upon deaf ears.  If it is true that hill giants have settled this close to my lair then I suppose I will be forced to deal with them eventually.  This is my forest and I will rule it as I see fit.  If you are playing me false half-elf, then Wessex will burn this day.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Y-yes, mighty Malachite.  Their cave is to the northeast of your lair.  You have my word.” 
 
    “Then I will destroy these hill giants for you, but the two of you will owe me a debt to be filled when I feel the time is right.” 
 
    Valihorn had been afraid something like this might happen.  Frankly, he was surprised the dragon was not asking for more.  Even though Valihorn had great reservations about an open-ended promise to a dragon, he had no other choice.  “I promise to aid you at the time of your choosing, Malachite the Wise.” 
 
    “No matter what is asked, you will obey.” 
 
    “Yes, mighty Malachite.” 
 
    Malachite switched back to the common tongue for the first time in the negotiation.  “And what of you, human?  Will you swear to aid me when I call for you, no matter the task?” 
 
    It took Tristan a moment to realize he understood what was being said, and even then, he was clueless.  “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Malachite looked displeased and Valihorn quickly stepped in.  “Tristan, in exchange for the great Malachite’s help destroying the giants you must agree to repay the debt whenever he chooses.”  As Valihorn finished talking, he gave Tristan a glare that could not be ignored. 
 
    Tristan immediately caught on and nodded his head.  “Yes, great Malachite, I will heed your call.” 
 
    The deal was struck as Malachite stirred his great body for the first time.  The earth shook as the ancient green dragon rose from his bed of gold coins.  He spoke in a grand and formal tone.  “Very well then, the deal is struck.  Goodbye, half-elf.”  Malachite spread his wings and drew himself up to his full height.  Valihorn could only gaze in awe at the raw power and wish that he had more time to spend in the presence of such greatness.  Valihorn had read history his entire life, but Malachite was history.  He had lived it; taken part in it.  He existed when the first humans and elves came to Tellus.  This dragon was one of the last, and he had ruled a vast empire thousands of years before recorded history. 
 
    Valihorn held his tongue and knew his place.  He was about to say a flattering goodbye when Malachite uttered three arcane words and the cavern disappeared in blackness.  Valihorn felt weightless for a moment as he flew among the cosmos.  After what may have been an eternity, Valihorn and Tristan reappeared in the portal room of Austen’s tower.  Valihorn looked around at the familiar walls and saw the open portal shimmering before them.  On the other side of the room, Austen closed the portal with a word and said with a smile on his face, “Welcome back.  I see by your arrival that things went well.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 33:  Convincing a Town  
 
      
 
    As Jefon watched Valihorn and Tristan pull away from the dock, he was certain he would never see them again.  He shook his head as Tristan began rowing down the river, thinking it would be that much harder to defend Wessex without its captain and a competent wizard.  Perhaps it was foolish to fight the giants, but to go looking for some unknown dragon and ask its help seemed more foolish. 
 
    Jefon had been somewhat disappointed that instead of coming to the docks to bid Valihorn and Tristan farewell, Evisar headed for the temple of Sentinel with Xander.  His brother was going to morning services to see if he could enlist the help of the town in this dark hour.  Jefon hoped the people of Wessex would listen, but they were elves and this was a human town.  Suspicions ran deep, and without Tristan to vouch for their intentions, there could be trouble. 
 
    Jefon raised his hand and waved to Valihorn and Tristan as they rowed south down the river.  He lingered at the dock and watched his friends disappear over the horizon.  Then he turned around and headed straight for the temple of Sentinel. 
 
    To call it a temple was a slight exaggeration.  The word temple conjured images of granite stone and tall pillars made of marble.  Wessex was a town with a modest church made entirely out of wood.  The church had a steeple with a bell in it.  Above the doors on the outside of the church was the shield with the scales of justice on it signifying the temple as a place where the human god of justice and neutrality was worshipped. 
 
    As Jefon climbed the wooden steps of the temple, he could already hear yelling and arguing from inside the church.  When he opened the door the unintelligible yelling became clear enough to understand.  “You want us to fight the giants?  That won’t do nothin’ but get us killed.” 
 
    Another voice added, “Better to just let them take what they want.  Better yet, me and mine are planning to leave town altogether.” 
 
    Everyone in the church was standing as Evisar’s voice strained to rise above the rest.  “Please listen to me.  Lord Shetley has sent men and equipment.  We can save the town if we all band together.”  If Evisar said anything else, it was drowned out as the crowd went into an uproar.  Not a single person raised his voice in defense of Evisar. 
 
    Jefon wanted to help his brother, but what could he do?  Convincing others was not his strong suit.  He looked around the church desperately, searching for a phantom of an idea when, his eyes settled on a familiar face.  Jefon walked down the center aisle toward the pew where Ellen and Faye stood.  While the rest of the town was standing and yelling, Ellen and Faye were silent.  Time stretched out as Ellen instinctively turned her head and looked at him.  Everything else dropped away as their eyes met.  A smile came across Ellen’s face as Jefon came up to her pew.  He had only a moment, but he couldn’t help but marvel once again at her beauty and strength of character.  He confidently held out his hand and Ellen took it immediately.  Time sped up again as Jefon and Ellen headed for the front of the church. 
 
    In just a short time matters had gone from bad to worse.  Evisar and Xander were up in front of the congregation with the head cleric, Lazarus, at their side.  Evisar was still trying to talk above everyone when a particularly large human in the second row yelled out, “We’ve had enough of your lies, elf.  Get out of our church or I’ll throw you out.”  The townsman motioned to his friends and suddenly six of them were coming forward toward Evisar. 
 
    They grabbed Evisar and Xander and led them down the center aisle toward the exit.  The townsmen were not warriors; Jefon knew Evisar and Xander could easily defend themselves, but that wasn’t the point. 
 
    As Evisar was led down the center aisle, he looked up and noticed Jefon and Ellen walking calmly toward him.  Everyone else noticed the pair at the same time and a strange hush fell over the church where only a moment before there had been chaos.  The townsmen stopped their march to the exit as Jefon and Ellen made it up to the altar hand in hand and turned to face the crowd.  Jefon spoke up, “My name is Jefon.  Yesterday ...” 
 
    One of the large men holding Evisar responded, “We know who you are.  You’re just like this one.” 
 
    Before anyone could move Ellen spoke up, “Listen to them; they are here to help.”   
 
    Ellen’s voice carried the day as everyone quieted down and gave Jefon a chance to speak.  “My name is Jefon.  Yesterday I saved Ellen and Faye from the giant’s cave.  I’m here to help you and so is my brother.” 
 
    “Why should we trust an elf?  You don’t belong here.  Your race has never cared about anyone else.” 
 
    “We promised Austen that we would protect Wessex, but we can’t do it alone.  Everyone needs to pitch in, not just the elves and the guards.  If you want to save this town, then you will have to fight for it.” 
 
    One of the six humans in the aisle shook his head and spoke up.  “We can’t fight giants.  I’m leaving for Dowden in the morning.  Everyone here should do the same.  I’ll not risk my life for Lord Shetley.”  Everyone in the church seemed to yell in agreement. 
 
    Ellen got angry as the murmuring died down and started yelling at the crowd, “Why are you all cowards?  Do you honestly think your lives will be any easier at Dowden?  When the giants are done here, how do you know they won’t attack that town?  At least here you have a home and folks who care about you.  No one from Dowden is going to give a damn about some newcomers from Wessex.  Can’t you see the gods have sent these elves to us?  Don’t you see that if we stand with them we can win?” 
 
    Jefon interjected quickly, “Even now Valihorn and Tristan have left to seek the help of a green dragon who lives in Darkwood Forest.  That is their level of commitment to this town.” 
 
    The ring leader of the six responded, “How do we know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    Another voice rose up, “A dragon will never help us.” 
 
    Jefon turned to Lazarus and said, “Just ask Lazarus.  He’ll tell you.” 
 
    The crowd turned to Lazarus and waited for him to answer.  It was clear he did not like being dragged into the discussion, but he reluctantly said, “It’s true.  Valihorn and Tristan departed by boat this morning to find the green dragon.” 
 
    Jefon seized on this truth and quickly added, “They are willing to go into the seven hells themselves just for the chance that Wessex may be saved.  My companions and I are willing to do the same.  Lord Shetley has sent his own troops and, if necessary, they will die protecting Wessex.  But what of you?  We need your help to prepare the defenses.  We need anyone who knows how to carry a sword to pick it up.” 
 
    The crowd fell silent and the humans let go of Evisar and Xander.  Everyone seemed confused and did not know what to do next.  Ellen smiled at Jefon and said, “Who will stand with us and fight?” 
 
    There was tension in the air as no one spoke.  Then, Faye ran forward with her wooden sword and said, “I’ll fight with you.”  After that there was an avalanche of volunteers.  Almost everyone nodded their heads and seemed resolved to join the fight.   
 
    Ellen went to sit back down with Faye as Evisar and Xander made their way back up to the front.  As Xander passed by Jefon he leaned in and said, “Perhaps it was not such a bad idea to save the two humans after all.” 
 
    Jefon whispered back, “Thanks to you, we are alive to talk about it.” 
 
    Both companions smiled at one another as they accepted the other’s compliment.  Xander inclined his head slightly and said, “Indeed.” 
 
    Evisar stepped forward to take control of the meeting as Jefon and Xander retreated into the background.  “As I was trying to say earlier, we need your help to prepare the town’s defenses.  The giants will almost certainly attack again in the next few days, and we intend to be ready for them.” 
 
    Jefon scanned the church as Evisar spoke and was surprised to see one person heading down the aisle toward the exit.  He was difficult to see, but Jefon thought he saw the pointy ears of an elf on the figure as he left the church.  Jefon wanted to head for the door to investigate, but he thought it might upset the delicate situation.  Jefon reluctantly held his tongue and stayed up front with his brother. 
 
    Evisar continued, “I have personally spoken with Austen and also to Captain Tristan before he left this morning, and we have come up with a plan.  Will you listen to the plan?” 
 
    Everyone in the church nodded in agreement and Evisar proceeded.  “First, we need to dig ditches tall enough to stop a giant.  Second, we need all of the lamp oil that is available in town.  Last, we need to make repairs to some parts of the town wall, and we need to move the siege equipment Lord Shetley has sent into position.”  Evisar looked at the crowd with pleading eyes.  “I know we can do this.  If you choose to help I will personally be very grateful, but if you don’t care about my gratitude, Austen has agreed to pay everyone who works with us a fair day’s wage.  So who is with us?” 
 
    Anything else Evisar said was drowned out as the entire town volunteered to help.  Jefon watched enviously from the side as Evisar befriended each volunteer with a few kind words, while comfortably maintaining control of the situation. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 34:  Wessex Bands Together 
 
      
 
    Jefon looked on proudly as Evisar was beginning to look more and more like their father.  He was becoming a competent commander.  Not because it was a role into which he was forced, but rather into which he was born.  After a troublesome beginning, the town folk of Wessex were rallying around him in the church, waiting for his leadership.  After he said a kind word to everyone who volunteered to help, Evisar stepped back up to the front of the church and raised his hands to quiet everyone down. 
 
    His voice rose above the commotion for all to hear.  “I am grateful beyond words for your help, but we must set to the task at hand before it’s too late.  Why don’t we all walk out of the church and down to the southern part of the town wall, where I will explain what we have in mind.” 
 
    The church of Sentinel emptied as the people of Wessex moved outside.  At first the scene was chaotic as two hundred people milled about with nothing to do.  Evisar led everyone slowly over to the southern side of town and stopped at the town’s edge where the broken wall stood.  The river that was the lifeblood of Wessex flowed a thousand feet to the west of where Evisar was standing, and the town continued a thousand feet to the east before turning north.  The river came in on the west side of town and turned south almost at its center.  Across the river were the trees and wilderness of Darkwood Forest, while on the eastern side of the river was Wessex itself.  The old, battered wall surrounded the portion of the town that did not back up to the river.  It had clearly taken a beating during the lizard men attack several years ago and had not been repaired since. 
 
    Evisar climbed to the top of the only surviving watchtower along the southern section of the wall and yelled out for everyone to hear.  “The giants have attacked your town three times already and they will soon come again, since my brother and Xander freed two of your kin that were to be their food.”  Evisar waited for everyone’s head to nod in agreement before he continued.  “The giant’s cave is a few miles south of town, inside the forest on the east side of the river.  Each time the giants have attacked, they have come from the south or the southeast, so right here on this spot is where we will make our stand. 
 
    “On the southeast side of town we will dig huge pits fifty feet away from the wall.  We will dump all the lamp oil we can find into these pits and cover them up with canvas and leaves.  Behind the pits we will place the two catapults and the single ballista Lord Shetley sent to us.  The dirt from the pits will form a mound outside the wall, between the river and the pits themselves.  The idea is that the giants will attack from the southeast and be drawn to the siege equipment, where they will fall into the pits and be burned alive.  The dirt mounds off to the west will not stop the giants if that is where they want to go, but they should be enough of a deterrent to steer the giants toward the siege equipment that will be firing at them to keep their attention.  With any luck, we’ll catch one or two of the giants in this trap. 
 
    “If any of the giants survive, we will have to rely on the ballista, bows and arrows, and our swords.  That is why we also need to make repairs to the southern side of the town wall, so that men with bows can line the stockade and fire razor sharp steel at the giants that remain.  There is also the possibility that Captain Tristan and Valihorn will convince the dragon of Darkwood Forest to attack the giants, but we need to be ready in case they fail.”  Evisar finished the long explanation of what had to be done and stood on top of the watchtower waiting for questions.  Jefon looked around at the people of Wessex and saw many discouraged looks.  Everyone to a man knew the plan had a lot of holes and would require a lot of luck, but no one said anything, and no one turned away. 
 
    After a long pause, Evisar said, “I will work with Captain Tristan’s soldiers to set up the catapults and ballista here in front of the wall.  I could use ten good men to help me with this task.”  Evisar stretched out his left arm and pointed at Jefon below.  “My brother will be in charge of digging the pits outside the city walls, and I imagine he will need anyone who can lift a shovel.”  Evisar then pointed at Xander and said, “Xander will be in charge of repairing the town walls as best he can.  Any carpenters or men who understand woodworking should work with him.  He will also require all of the wood stockpiled at the sawmill.  We don’t need to repair the entire wall, just the part that faces south toward Darkwood Forest.  Good luck, and may the gods favor our undertaking.” 
 
    With the plan laid out, Evisar climbed down from the watchtower and quickly grabbed ten good men and headed to the northeast side of town to begin moving the siege equipment into position.  Likewise, Xander quickly found the owner of the sawmill, rounded up anyone who knew anything about carpentry, and headed west toward the river to begin repairing the wall. 
 
    That left Jefon standing there with the majority of the town in front of him.  He wasn’t sure what to say or how to get started.  It didn’t take long for the people of Wessex to pick up on his uncertainty.  When Jefon didn’t say anything for some time, the two hundred men and women waiting for instructions began to talk among themselves.  Jefon had failed again.  Evisar was depending on him for this crucial part of the plan, and he had let him down.  The crowd was eager to get to work, but Jefon didn’t know how to direct them.  Jefon watched the crowd and looked down at his feet, not knowing what to say or do. 
 
    Ellen stepped forward out of the crowd and spoke to him without judgment.  “Why don’t we take this one step at a time?  Why don’t I have everyone go to their homes and bring back what shovels they have, while you outline the dimensions of the pits?” 
 
    “That sounds right.  Thank you, Ellen.”  With this, Ellen stepped forward, kissed Jefon on the cheek, and looked into his eyes for a moment.  Then she turned around and went to talk with each group of town folk in turn, while Jefon staked out the dimensions of the pits.  After Ellen talked briefly to each group, they departed and came back a short time later carrying shovels, wheelbarrows, picks, hoes, and anything else that could move dirt.   
 
    While everyone was going back to their homes, Jefon staked out two pits right beside each other that were twenty-five feet by fifty feet.  As Jefon pounded sticks into the ground to act as markers, Austen walked up to him seemingly out of nowhere and said, “Why don’t you let me help you, Jefon?” 
 
    Jefon was eager for all the help he could get, but this was not a job for an old man.  Jefon said, “Thanks for the offer, but I’m sure we’ll be able to handle it.” 
 
    Austen chuckled quietly for a moment and said, “I’m not offering to help you dig with a shovel; I’m offering to use my other talents to move several tons of dirt for you.” 
 
    Jefon looked at Austen for a moment and couldn’t decide if he was joking.  “In that case, please feel free.” 
 
    Jefon watched as Austen closed his eyes, said two arcane words Jefon didn’t understand, and lifted his arm into the air.  Jefon’s jaw dropped as the dirt inside one of the staked areas lifted out of the ground in one smooth motion.  Austen moved his arm to the right, and as he did, the dirt floated west over to the area between the pits and the river.  Austen lowered his arm, and as he did, the dirt fell back to the ground.  In a matter of moments, Austen had moved half of the required dirt into position.  Austen opened his eyes and said, “I will leave you to your task now.”  With that, the wizard turned around with his shoulders slumped in fatigue and walked back to his tower.  Just as Austen was out of sight, some of the town folk began to return with their shovels and wheelbarrows.  Everyone stared in amazement at the pit that had already been dug in such a short time.  Many of the people asked if Jefon had somehow done this, and Jefon was forced to confess that it had been Austen.   
 
    As Jefon grabbed a shovel and got to work right beside the other volunteers, he wondered if Austen had purposefully waited until most of the town was out of view before casting his spell.  Was the wizard trying to be modest and hide his true abilities from the people of Wessex?  Jefon did not have the answer. 
 
    As he got to work, Ellen and Faye moved up beside him and started throwing dirt into wheelbarrows.  It took a little time for everyone to find their rhythm, but things went quickly after that as the town’s people set to work.  It was a sight to see as men, women, and children worked side by side to save their town.  Some shoveled and some moved wheelbarrows full of dirt, while others brought food and water. 
 
    It was not a terribly hot day in early fall, but Jefon was sweating profusely after a short time.  He threw a shovel full of dirt into a wheelbarrow and stopped to look at Ellen as she worked right beside him.  There was no doubt she was beautiful, and no doubt she had saved the day.  After a moment, Ellen stopped shoveling and turned to look at him.  She caught him staring at her and blushed.  She smiled lovingly at him and tossed her shovel full of dirt at his feet.  “Get back to work.  We have a town to save.” 
 
    “Right.”  Jefon smiled back and dug his shovel into the ground. 
 
    After a while Evisar came into view with the two catapults and ballista.  Lord Shetley’s soldiers, and the men who volunteered, pulled the equipment into position using six horses.  When they were finished heaving and pulling, the siege weapons were behind the two pits that were being dug.  Evisar and the soldiers tested each of the catapults once the equipment was in place.  It was a sight to see, as Jefon watched each catapult fling a large rock hundreds of feet over his head out into the grass.  Evisar and the soldiers moved on to the ballista and were arguing over who should fire it.  The ballista was an exceptionally large crossbow with a huge metal bolt that would pass clean through a horse and come out the other side.  The device required a little strength to swing it from side to side, but mostly it required lightning reflexes to aim and fire.  Jefon quickly fell in love with the weapon and ran out of the pit and over to where the soldiers were arguing.  He insisted to Evisar that he should be the one to fire it.  Evisar chuckled out loud and gladly agreed.  Evisar assigned two men to help him reload the ballista and took the rest of the men to help Xander repair the wall.  Jefon spared no time as he went right to work taking some practice shots against a large oak tree a quarter of a mile away. 
 
    As lunchtime passed, the siege equipment had been tested, Xander was making excellent progress with the wall repairs, and both pits were nearly twenty feet deep.  Jefon helped the townspeople pour barrels of lamp oil into the pits along with all the tinder they could find.  Jefon then helped them cover the pits with canvas and leaves.  In the end the pits were far from camouflaged, but at a quick glance they looked like normal ground. 
 
    Evisar and the soldiers set up a makeshift archery and sword training yard where the people of Wessex could take a few swings and shoot a few arrows.  At first they did not take to it well, but after a short time, most of the people improved.  As the evening meal approached, Xander finished with the wall and Jefon went back to practice with the ballista, sure that the machine would make a difference in the battle to come. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 35:  The Power of a Dragon 
 
      
 
    As Jefon launched his third bolt into the tree, he saw Xander ride over to Evisar on his horse.  It looked as if he were going somewhere and Jefon’s curiosity got the better of him.  As he walked over to see what was going on, Xander finished a statement.  “All I’ve done today is waste my time working on the wall and I’m starting to feel a bit underappreciated.  I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    Jefon spoke up questioningly, “Where are you going?” 
 
    Evisar turned to him and said with some force, “Nowhere.  He isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    Xander added, “I’m going to scout the giant’s cave.  We need to watch them and learn their routine.” 
 
    Jefon turned to Evisar.  “What do you think about this?” 
 
    Xander spoke up before Evisar had a chance.  “You two can’t talk me out of this.  It needs to be done.  If the giants surprise us, we may as well fall on our swords.  I’m not going to be attacked unawares.” 
 
    Jefon looked at Xander with surprise.  “On the contrary.  I think it’s a great idea and I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Xander looked shocked, and both he and Jefon turned to Evisar.  A playful smile crossed Evisar’s face as he looked past Jefon and Xander into the woods behind them.  Jefon and Xander instinctively turned around and saw nothing amiss.  They turned back and Evisar said, “Sorry, when the two of you agree on something I just have to check and see if the world is ending.  Be careful and let me know what you find.” 
 
    Jefon turned to Xander saying, “Just let me run and get my horse.”  He took off at a sprint for the stables. 
 
    He returned quickly on horseback and the pair headed to the southwest of Wessex toward Darkwood Forest.  A quarter of a mile outside of town, Jefon pulled up his horse and turned around toward Wessex.  Xander pulled up his horse also and asked in an annoyed voice, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I just wanted a quick look at the defenses.” 
 
    Xander nodded his head and looked back toward town.  “Well, it’s not much, but it’s the best we can do.” 
 
    Jefon nodded in agreement.  From what he could see, the southern portion of the town wall was completely repaired.  Near the river there was a hill of dirt and to the right of the hill the two catapults and ballista were set up.  He could not see any trace of the huge pits that Austen and the town folk had dug directly in front of the catapults and ballista.  To an outsider, there was no doubt the defenses would look paltry compared to the might of a giant, but since they had the blessing of Martel, Jefon felt confident of the outcome.  He felt the coin in his pouch and knew victory was at hand. 
 
    He smiled and placed his hands back on the reins of his horse.  “Are you ready?” 
 
    “You’re the one who stopped.  Let’s go.”  Both elves brought their horses to a gallop and rode toward Darkwood Forest. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As the edge of Darkwood Forest appeared on the horizon, the world around Jefon went dark.  Then there was a flash of white light, and suddenly Jefon was down in a dungeon with stone walls all around him, running for his life.  Valihorn, Xander, and Evisar were all there, alive and well, running beside him.  As they ran down the corridor the bodies of guards they had presumably killed littered the floor.  The companions came to a metal door at the end of the hall and threw it open.  As the door came open Jefon heard more troops coming down the corridor behind them.  Beyond the door was a stone staircase filled with darkness that led down into the earth.  Xander took the lead down the steps with Jefon and the others close behind.  About halfway down the staircase Xander stepped on a stone that fell away, releasing an arrow that shot directly up the passageway toward the open air.  Xander and Jefon were quick enough to avoid the arrow, but Valihorn took the arrow squarely in the chest and immediately solidified to stone. 
 
    Jefon screamed, “No!” as he watched his friend die.  With the stone statue of his friend standing in front of him, the vision ended as everything flashed bright white and he was once again riding with Xander. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The entire vision only took a moment, for they were no closer to Darkwood Forest than they had been before.  Jefon didn’t understand what was happening, but he was beginning to understand that Darkwood Forest was not a place he wanted to go.   
 
    After riding carefully among the tree roots of Darkwood Forest for a good half mile, the giant’s cave finally came into view.  Jefon and Xander got off their horses and tied them to a tree.  They couldn’t leave the horses alone for long lest a predator find them, but they would be fine for a short time.  Jefon and Xander walked out of the forest and into the small clearing that led up to the giant’s cave. 
 
    As they approached the lip of the cave, Jefon turned to Xander and said, “So how do you want to do this?” 
 
    “Both of us will go quietly into the cave to see what the giants are doing.  Then we’ll sneak back out and they'll never know we were there.” 
 
    Jefon turned toward the cave and noticed the sun had gone behind a cloud.  He said, “Sounds good.” 
 
    Xander lightly grabbed Jefon’s arm as he took a step forward and said, “And this time don’t do anything dumb, like trying to rescue some worthless humans.” 
 
    Jefon was about to retort when he felt a great gust of wind.  Jefon looked up into the sky and instead of seeing clouds as he expected, something else was blocking the sun.  It looked like a solar eclipse, but the shape was all wrong, and what’s more, the shape was growing larger.  Fear gradually overcame Jefon as he remembered what Valihorn and Tristan had set out to do that morning. 
 
    Xander was also looking up into the sky and asked, “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    Jefon spoke quickly, “Yes, run back into the woods and hide.  If we’re lucky it won’t see us.”  Jefon and Xander sprinted into the woods and each hid behind a large tree.  Jefon looked through the woods at the horses and saw that they were going absolutely crazy as the colossal dark green dragon passed overhead.  Jefon looked at the gargantuan mass in the sky and could not think of anything but his fear.  All he wanted to do was flee in the opposite direction. 
 
    Jefon’s fear was replaced by utter awe as the dragon plowed through tree after tree as he came to land on the ground.  Hundred-year old oak and maple trees snapped like twigs before the mass of the dragon.  The earth shook violently as his huge limbs touched the ground.  After landing, the dragon drew up to his full height with his head high in the air and gave a terrible roar that would haunt Jefon to the end of his days. 
 
    After a few moments the three giants came running out of the cave with clubs in their hands.  The male giant led the charge with the mother and child close behind.  Jefon remembered how small he had felt yesterday in the cave when the mother giant bore down on him, and as amazing as that situation had been, the giants were now in the same situation.  The dragon towered over them as they charged forward to defend their home.  Jefon shook his head and could not determine if the giants were brave beyond measure, or just too stupid to know what they were facing. 
 
    The dragon stood proud and silent as he bided his time, waiting until the giants were out in the open and could not retreat into the cave.  Then all at once the dragon lowered his head and let out a blood boiling cry as acid spewed forth from his mouth.  The giants were less than fifty feet away as the green liquid streamed forth and hit them with such force that it knocked them over.  The dragon closed his mouth and raised his head as the green acid spread over the ground.  The acid came out as a liquid, but as it spread across the ground it congealed into a gelatinous substance.  Jefon could not believe the power.  He wondered if even the gods could withstand such an onslaught.  Through the acid cloud Jefon could see the skin of the giants boiling away.  The dragon waited patiently to see if any of the giants got back on their feet.  When none of them moved, the dragon turned his head and looked directly where Jefon and Xander were hiding.  Fear overpowered Jefon once again as he realized without a doubt the dragon knew they were there.  After a time, the dragon simply spread his wings and took to the air without looking back.   
 
    Both Jefon and Xander waited until the dragon was nearly out of sight before they dared move or talk.  Xander was the first to look away and speak, “I can’t believe Valihorn and Tristan actually convinced the dragon to help.” 
 
    Jefon continued looking at the dragon and said, “I should have had more faith.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  It was utter stupidity going anywhere near that dragon.” 
 
    “And yet it worked.  They succeeded and the giants are dead.” 
 
    “Are they?  Let’s go and find out.”  Xander didn’t wait for Jefon to respond as he got up and started walking over to the giants.  The green, gelatinous substance still covered the ground, but it did not seem to burn their clothes or skin.  Both companions walked over to the child.  Xander looked on as Jefon checked to see if he was dead.  The child was covered with a sticky green ooze and his skin was nearly gone.  The child was not breathing and looked very much dead. 
 
    The two companions moved quickly over to the mother giant and saw that she was also covered head to toe in the green ooze, but her skin did not seem to be as badly burned.  Jefon reluctantly climbed onto her arm and then onto her chest to look around.  Fear gripped him as the mother giant’s chest went up and down. 
 
    He looked down at Xander for help, not wanting to move, and Xander said, “Is she still breathing?” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head and Xander replied without even hesitating a heartbeat, “Draw your sword and kill her.” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head and drew his sword.  He moved to the giant’s neck with every intention of taking a powerful swing at her jugular, but then he froze.  Time drew out as rational thought returned to Jefon.  He couldn’t do it.  He wanted the giant dead, but could not bring himself to kill a helpless being. 
 
    Xander yelled up at him again, “Do it now, before she gets up.” 
 
    Jefon heard Xander and knew he was right, but he couldn’t force his sword arm to move.  Finally Xander jumped up onto the giant’s chest and moved with purpose over to Jefon.  “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    Xander pulled his rapier from its scabbard and moved past Jefon onto the giant’s face.  In one quick motion he shoved the blade into the giant’s eye.  The sword dug deep and left no doubt the giant was dead as her chest rose and fell no more. 
 
    Xander moved back over to Jefon and grabbed him forcefully by the arm.  “Just when I was starting to like you.  Why do you have to be so damn dumb?” 
 
    Xander turned them both toward the male giant and froze.  The father’s eyes were open and he was looking right at them, and it was clear from his face he had seen Xander kill his mate.  He roared with rage as he began to stir.  The male giant rolled onto his side and lunged at them with his arm.  The two companions wasted no time as they jumped off the female giant.  One of the giant’s fingers hit Jefon in the back and flung him forcefully to the ground.  Xander helped him up and they sprinted for the forest. 
 
    Jefon stole a moment to look over his shoulder as they untied their horses and saw the male giant up on his feet.  The giant lumbered forward, picking up momentum as he ran.  Jefon and Xander leapt onto their horses and spurred them to a sprint.  The forest was treacherous ground to a sprinting horse and the giant was gaining fast.  They had no choice but to continue galloping through the forest, knowing full well one out of place tree root could mean their deaths.   
 
    Jefon guided his horse to the left and right as he went around the trees.  He did not dare turn around to see where the giant was, but Jefon knew he was getting close.  The roars grew louder and the thunderous steps grew closer.  There was nothing else Jefon could do.  His horse could not get up to full speed inside the forest, while the giant was able to simply knock over small trees and run straight at him.  Jefon could feel the giant getting closer.  He urged his horse on as he saw the edge of the forest up ahead.  Luckily Martel was with them as they cleared the forest and made it onto open grassland.  They picked up speed and quickly left the giant behind as he tired and slowed his pace.  Jefon and Xander rode with all speed straight for Wessex with the male hill giant in tow. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 36:  The Trial of Wessex 
 
      
 
    After hearing Valihorn and Tristan’s story about the dragon’s lair, Evisar was sick with worry for Jefon and Xander.  Unfortunately, there was nothing Evisar could do but wait to see what happened.  It would take too long for him to reach the giant’s cave by horse, and the outcome would be decided long before he could get there.   
 
    Evisar stood alone on top of the surviving guard tower closest to Darkwood Forest awaiting some sign.  The sun had dropped below the horizon and it would be a long night if Jefon and Xander had not returned by the time it was dark.  Evisar felt so useless staring out over the grassland, but the defenses were as prepared as they could be.  The people of Wessex were remarkably hard working once they agreed to help.  So now that everything was prepared, Evisar stood atop the wall with his arms crossed looking out across the plain.   
 
    After the midday meal he had nearly fallen over with shock when Valihorn and Tristan had come walking down the street toward him.  They had looked tired and bewildered, but otherwise no worse for wear.  Their tale was unbelievable, yet Evisar had been forced to believe it.  Somehow they had actually gotten the dragon to listen.  Valihorn was very modest about his accomplishment, but Tristan had sung his praises and to hear him tell it, Valihorn had spoken the language of the dragons, managed to impress Malachite by answering his riddles, stroked the dragon’s ego by showing respect and awe, and presented Austen’s gift at the best possible time. 
 
    Unfortunately, after the good news was told, Valihorn had dispensed the bad news as well.  Both Valihorn and Tristan had agreed to do Malachite’s bidding at some point in the future, but that problem was for another day.  Valihorn and Tristan had done what they had needed to do in order to deal with the giants. 
 
    Right now, Evisar just wanted his brother back.  He looked into the distance for the hundredth time hoping to see a couple of horses plodding along leisurely toward town but was disappointed yet again.  It was a waste of energy to worry about things he could not control, and Evisar supposed he should start planning his next move to rescue Devin now that the giants had been destroyed, but he couldn’t let it go.  To an elf, there was nothing more important than family. 
 
    He heard rather than saw the heavy steps of Tristan coming up the stairs behind him.  “Is there no sign of them yet?” 
 
    Evisar smiled at the human, eager for a distraction.  “No, I’m afraid not.  Where is Valihorn?” 
 
    Tristan came up next to Evisar and stared out over the plain.  “After we got something to eat at the inn, he said he was going back to the tower to see if Austen needed anything.” 
 
    Evisar turned back toward Darkwood Forest and the two stood in silence for a long time.  Much went unsaid between the two warriors, but finally Evisar spoke.  “I wanted to thank you and Valihorn once again.  I don’t know how you did it, but you managed to save the town.” 
 
    Tristan continued to stare straight ahead.  “There’s nothing to thank me for because I didn’t do it for you.  Since I don’t have a wife or children to protect, all I have is this town and these people.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head.  “I know, but I needed to say it anyway.  You saved a lot of lives, including mine.  It’s a good town, Tristan, filled with good people.  I will be sorry to leave Wessex and you behind when my brother and I leave.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to continue looking for the First Heir of Armena?  We could certainly use you and your brother.  After all, you said it was the King himself who ordered you into exile.  Why do you want to help his family after what he did to you and your brother?” 
 
    “All of what you say is true, but my brother and I must continue the quest until we find Devin or until we are dead.” 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to say it anyway.”  Both of them mused at Tristan’s comment. 
 
    Evisar continued, “Besides, it was Shane who was behind our exile more than anyone else.  Jalid is too young to be on the throne of Armena, and I’m sure Shane told Jalid and his mother an appropriate lie in order to get rid of Jefon and me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very elf-like to me.” 
 
    “No it doesn’t, but life at court has its own rules.  Take your Lord Shetley for example.” 
 
    Tristan simply nodded his head and said no more as he looked off toward the horizon.  A large smile crossed his face as he said, “Look, here they come.” 
 
    Evisar’s eyes shot up and noticed two horses off in the distance riding hard for the town wall.  “They must have some kind of trouble.”  Evisar ran down the steps and out the gate.  Jefon and Xander came riding up at top speed and pulled up on the reins just in time to keep from running Evisar over.  Both elves jumped off their horses with fear in their eyes, breathing hard and utterly exhausted. 
 
    Xander regained his breath first and said, “You won’t believe what happened.  Valihorn and Tristan got the dragon to attack the giants.”  Xander stood up straight in an effort to get some air into his lungs when he saw Tristan come out of the gate and walk up to the group.  Xander was stunned, “What in the seven hells are you doing here?  How did you get back before us?” 
 
    Tristan smiled in a way that said he was proud of his achievements and amused at Xander’s confusion.  “Malachite transported us back to Austen’s tower before he left to kill the giants.” 
 
    Xander prompted Tristan for more.  “And Malachite is ...” 
 
    Tristan smiled widely.  “The green dragon.” 
 
    Xander shook his head, not believing Tristan was on a first name basis with a dragon. 
 
    Jefon spoke up for the first time.  “We don’t have time for this now.  We rode all the way to the giant’s cave and were hiding in the woods when the dragon attacked.  We watched the whole thing.  The dragon breathed green acid on all of the giants and then flew away.  Xander and I examined the giants after it was all over to make sure they were dead.  The child was dead, but the mother and father giants were still alive.  Xander was able to kill the mother before she regained consciousness, but the father is very much alive and headed directly for town.  He’s enraged, and he’s going to kill anyone he can find.” 
 
    Evisar and Tristan quickly switched over to their military training and looked toward the horizon.  Evisar cursed as he saw a large form moving far off in the distance.  “Is the male giant wounded?” 
 
    Jefon added quickly, “Yes, he took a full acid breath attack from the green dragon, but that’s all.” 
 
    Tristan told Evisar, “I’m going to get my soldiers into position and arm the catapults.”  Evisar nodded and a moment later Tristan was gone. 
 
    Evisar turned to his brother.  “Jefon, go arm the ballista, and may your aim be true tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, brother.”  And with that Jefon disappeared around the corner.   
 
    Evisar turned to Xander.  “Xander, I need you to get Austen and Valihorn, and then go to the temple of Sentinel and bring Lazarus.” 
 
    “So I’m on messenger duty.  Okay, no problem.”  Xander turned around and disappeared through the gate leaving Evisar by himself.  He went over the plan again in his mind and prayed that everything would go well, or else there would be a lot of bloodshed.  Evisar calmly grabbed the reins of the horses Jefon and Xander left behind and brought them inside the gate.  Once inside, he let go of the reins, shut the gate, and sprinted up the steps to join the archers on the wall. 
 
    By the time Evisar was in position, he heard the first twang of a catapult.  The giant had entered the range of the siege equipment and Tristan had ordered them to start firing.  The second catapult went off as Evisar told his men to nock an arrow.  Evisar took a closer look at the giant as the beast drew closer to the town.  Gods, the thing was big.  The fifteen-foot walls came almost to his waist, and the giant’s limbs were as thick as oak trees.  The giant was carrying a wooden club and moved with surprising agility. 
 
    There were only five professional soldiers on the wall with Evisar at the moment, but he could see town folk running toward the wall with bows in hand.  Soon there would be sixty or seventy men on the wall shooting razor sharp arrows at the giant.   
 
    Both catapult shots missed the giant cleanly, and Evisar could hear the commanding voice of Tristan ordering his men to reload.  The catapults were meant to attack city walls, not a moving target, so the best hope for hitting the giant with a sizable weapon lay with Jefon and the ballista.  Jefon was quick as a cat and so the single ballista was his to command.  The two catapults fired again, and Evisar watched intently as the rocks hurled toward the giant.  Invictus was with them as one of the boulders hit the ground and glanced across the giant’s foot.   
 
    The giant stayed on his feet and Evisar heard him yell in pain.  His heart quickened as the giant turned directly toward the siege equipment, which had been the plan from the beginning.  If the siege equipment could keep the giant’s attention away from the hastily covered pits directly in front of them, then victory would be theirs.  If the giant didn’t fall into the pit, then there was little chance, regardless of how much damage the dragon had caused. 
 
    The giant had been jogging slowly toward the town, but now he began to pick up speed.  As the giant entered the range of the ballista Evisar looked down expectantly at Jefon.  Jefon was the epitome of concentration as his muscles flexed and he struggled to aim the ballista.  Finally, he depressed the trigger and the large bolt took flight.  Evisar looked up in time to see the bolt pass less than five feet in front of the giant.  He looked down again at the ballista expecting to see Jefon and the two townsmen assigned to help him reloading the machine, but instead Jefon was sitting there dejected.  They only had a few more moments until the giant was on them and Jefon needed to get off another shot. 
 
    Evisar shouted down at his brother in a commanding tone, “Jefon, reload for another shot.”  Jefon looked up at him, gave a quick nod, and ordered his men to reload.  Jefon held the device steady as the two townsmen picked up another bolt and locked it into position. 
 
    Evisar ordered his archers to begin raining arrows down on the giant as it pounded on toward the siege equipment.  Evisar was counting on the hill giant’s lack of intelligence, and so far, it was working brilliantly. 
 
    He looked down at the two catapults and marveled at Tristan’s ability to motivate his men.  As he watched, the catapults rang out for the third time as their boulders hurled toward the giant.  One of the rocks passed harmlessly by, but the other rock landed a blow square in the chest.  The giant fell flat on his back and lay there stunned.  As the giant rolled over and got up onto one knee the ballista rang out.  Jefon’s aim was also true and the bolt slammed into the stomach of the beast.  The giant pulled out the bolt and roared with rage as it sprinted for the siege equipment once more.  There was no way the catapults could reload in time, so Tristan drew his sword and ordered his men to do the same.  Evisar dared to hope as the giant came within two steps of the pit. 
 
    Evisar’s hopes were dashed as the giant saw the pit at the last instant.  The giant couldn’t stop his forward momentum in time, so he jumped into the air, and landed on the other side.  The behemoth landed a few feet past the pits with so much force that he shook the earth like a quake.  Soldiers and men from the town attacked the giant from three sides, but the giant towered above them as he brought his club down on one of the catapults and smashed it to splinters. 
 
    Evisar fired one last arrow at the giant’s head, threw down his bow, and drew Neverlost.  If the plan had failed then it was his fault, but he could still die with honor.  Evisar turned to his archers on the wall and yelled, “Follow me.”  Evisar charged down the stairs and through the gate.  The giant smashed the second catapult and moved on to the ballista.  As the giant turned toward the ballista, he got his first good look at Jefon.  The giant’s eyes focused on him and the bellow he let forth clearly indicated that he recognized one of his mate’s killers.  Jefon was trying desperately to load the ballista and get off another shot.  He managed to load the bolt and swing the ballista around with a war cry as the giant raised his club for a strike.  Without thinking, Evisar ran up behind the giant and swung at its leg with all of his might.  Neverlost bit deep into the leg, but the giant paid no attention.  His eyes were fixed on Jefon as his club fell.   
 
    Jefon abandoned the ballista at the last instant and dove to the side.  The giant’s club crushed the ballista as Jefon rolled out of the way.  The giant turned to face Jefon and brought his club down again.  Jefon somehow managed to dodge the blow, but it was only a matter of time before he was killed.  Evisar swung desperately at the giant’s leg again and again with all of his fury.  The giant turned around and used the momentum of the turn to swing his tree-sized club in a sweeping arc.  Evisar managed to duck under the club, but three of the townsmen standing next to him were not so lucky.  Their bodies were crushed as they were thrown against the wall. 
 
    The giant’s club continued in its arc and knocked over a twenty-foot section of the wall.  Wood and men fell together as a whole section of the wall crumbled to the ground.  The monster swung his club back the other direction and smacked a man in the head, killing him instantly.  The giant turned back toward Jefon, but he had escaped through the newly created hole in the wall and was sprinting into town.  Evisar watched the giant take off after his brother.  Jefon weaved quickly in between houses and went down alleyways with the giant close behind.  The giant stepped over the houses and closed the distance quickly.  He swung his club from side to side trying wildly to hit Jefon.  Buildings collapsed and people were crushed as Jefon ran for his life.  The giant finally caught up to Jefon as he ran down an alley between two houses.  The giant stepped into the middle of the house on the left and brought his club down on the house to the right.  The result was that logs from the destroyed houses fell on Jefon from both sides. 
 
    Evisar watched a beam hit his brother across the head and he fell limp to the ground.  Evisar screamed, “NO!” as the two houses collapsed on top of his brother, and he disappeared from Evisar’s view.  Evisar ran forward as fast as he could, but he could never hope to get there in time.  The giant also seemed to have lost sight of Jefon.  The beast stopped running and turned his head from side to side, searching the rubble.  In his rage the giant began stomping on the logs, determined to kill the one who murdered his mate. 
 
    Suddenly, a magic energy bolt flew over Evisar’s head and struck the giant in the back.  Evisar stopped running and turned around expecting to see Austen or Valihorn.  Instead, he saw Xander standing in the middle of the hole in the wall with a wand in his hand. 
 
    The giant turned around to see who had attacked him.  Xander stood tall and proud as he threw the wand in his hand away.  “Hey, you big dope, I’m the one you’re looking for.” 
 
    The giant raised his club and roared, clearly recognizing the elf who actually delivered the death blow against his mate.  The giant charged forward and it was all Evisar could do to dive out of the way.  He looked behind him as the giant roared past and saw Xander just standing in the middle of the destroyed section of wall.  As the beast drew closer, Xander backed away toward the covered pits.  The giant sprinted through the crushed section of the wall and stopped in front of Xander, fifteen feet away from the pits.  The giant opened his mouth and roared at Xander with all of his fury.  Xander stood perfectly still as the beast brought his club over his head for the death blow. 
 
    Suddenly it appeared as though the giant were hit from behind with a huge invisible fist.  The giant stammered forward and fell into the pit.  Hope returned to Evisar as he got up and ran over to the huge hole in the ground.  Before Evisar could do or say anything, Valihorn came up beside him with a torch and mouthed a magic word to bring it to life.  He tossed the torch into the pit and barely stood back in time as a tower of fire shot into the air.  After the initial burst of flame, Evisar peered into the pit and saw the giant flailing about in agonizing pain.  The giant managed to climb to his knees and slowly stand up.  He put his arms on top of the pit and it looked like he was going to climb back out. 
 
    Evisar looked behind him briefly and saw a number of town archers lining up behind him.  He yelled back at them, “Nock an arrow and shoot at his head on my command.”  The town people jumped to his order as he turned back around to face the behemoth.  The giant was hardly recognizable now, with most of its skin gone.  Evisar brought Neverlost up and yelled, “Release.” 
 
    Evisar brought a crushing blow down on the giant's hand with his father's magic sword.  At the same time the town archers released their arrows and peppered the giant's head with razor sharp steel.  The giant let go of the edge and fell backward into the flaming pit.  Evisar heard the monster give a final whimper before going silent.  He looked into the pit and saw the charred remains of the dead giant.  The giant had finally been brought down. 
 
    He turned to Valihorn and asked, “Did you throw the giant into the pit with that magic fist?” 
 
    Valihorn smiled and said, “I wish I had, but no.”  He inclined his head and Evisar turned around to see Austen standing next to the destroyed section of the wall, propped up by the healer Lazarus. 
 
    Lazarus said, “Xander came and told us of the attack.  Once we saw the giant chasing Jefon, Austen gave Xander a magic wand and told him to lure the giant back to the pits.” 
 
    Evisar turned around and looked toward the center of town.  In all the commotion, Evisar had forgotten about his brother.  Evisar looked at the two houses where his brother had fallen and watched as one of the logs on the top rolled to the side.  Out of the rubble came Jefon’s hands and then his head.  Evisar started walking toward the destroyed houses as Jefon climbed slowly to the top of the rubble.  Evisar began to run as Jefon walked gingerly off the rubble and into the street.  Jefon was limping and he was bleeding from his head and side, but he would live. 
 
    The two brothers met in the street and hugged profusely for a long time.  When they finally separated, Evisar saw the entire town was watching them.  Evisar put his arm around Jefon and led him out into the main street that ran north and south through Wessex. 
 
    Now that the giant was dead and the town was safe, everyone stood around in a daze of silence.  No one wanted to break the moment as everyone dared to hope the worst of the crisis was over.  Evisar looked around and saw excited but bewildered faces.  They had done it.  They had beaten an impossible foe.  He was overwhelmed with a pride he had never known.  He and his brother had seen many battles, but this was their first victory.  This was the first time men had acted under his command.  If they lived, it was because of his strategy.  Was this how his father had felt after a battle? 
 
    He thrust his sword into the air and yelled into the silence, “For Wessex!”  The response from the crowd was instantaneous.  A roar rose up and bubbled over into hysteria as people hugged and kissed.  Children ran out of houses and into their parents’ arms.  The overflow of emotion was unlike anything Evisar had ever seen.  These people had fought for their lives, and he had been a part of their success. 
 
    Evisar saw Tristan coming toward him and he rushed to embrace his fellow warrior.  The crowd cheered even louder as Evisar and Tristan collided with one another.  The town began chanting Tristan’s name as Evisar and Tristan slapped each other on the back.  “Tristan, Tristan, Tristan!”  He had done the impossible by bringing soldiers and equipment from Lord Shetley’s Keep, talking with a dragon, and ultimately leading the town to victory. 
 
    As the two released their embrace the cheers around them continued.  Everyone came up to them and offered their thanks and congratulations.  In the midst of hugs and smiles, Evisar looked over at his brother just in time to see the human woman, Ellen, run up to Jefon with love in her eyes.  The two embraced happily and Jefon lifted Ellen off the ground.  Evisar saw the two kiss before he was pulled away by Tristan and the mass of townspeople. 
 
    Evisar shook the hands and went through the motions, but some of the glory was taken away by his jealous heart.  Neither of the brothers had ever had anyone special and he wondered if perhaps things were changing.  Perhaps they should.  Evisar couldn’t expect them to stay together forever, but he was sad for what he might be losing.  Why did his brother have someone and he did not?  Was it the burden of leadership?  Did his brother have something to offer that he didn’t?  The jealous thoughts continued on until Evisar couldn’t help but be swept away once again.  This was a victory worth savoring, and Evisar was not going to waste this night. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 37:  Celebration 
 
      
 
    Dusk was falling over the town and the mood of celebration grew ever livelier.  An impromptu party began as people brought their food and music out into the street.  A band made up of a mandolin, a flute, and a drum set up in the street, and a huge bonfire was started.  Everyone danced and ate as night settled in on the town.  After a while Evisar excused himself from the party and headed for Austen’s tower to finish his business with the wizard.  As Evisar left the light of the fire and headed down the street, he heard footsteps behind him.  He turned around in mid-stride and wasn’t terribly surprised to see his ever-observant brother walking quickly to catch up. 
 
    Jefon caught up and hugged Evisar warmly.  “Your plan worked, brother.” 
 
    Evisar hugged him back but without celebration.  “We got lucky this time.”  Evisar pulled away slightly and asked, “How is Ellen?” 
 
    Jefon seemed too happy to notice Evisar’s slight emotional chill.  “She is grateful for our help.  I enjoy her company, although I’m not sure exactly why.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you, brother.  She seems like a good woman.” 
 
    Jefon drew back questioningly.  “I would never forget about Devin.  You know that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with giving up a hopeless quest and settling down for a life of happiness.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in happiness as long as we are in exile, and I won’t leave your side until we find Devin.” 
 
    “That’s your stubbornness talking.  If Ellen will have you, then you should consider remaining here.  I will be fine on my own.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will.  You need me.  Now more than ever.  I will never forget Ellen, and maybe I will come back here someday, but I’m leaving with you.  Besides, there are different kinds of happiness.  How happy did you feel saving the town of Wessex today?” 
 
    “It felt damn good, there’s no question about that.  I keep thinking this must be the kind of happiness our father had whenever he won a battle.” 
 
    Jefon smiled and clasped his brother’s shoulder.  “Where are you going?  The party is just starting.” 
 
    “I didn’t see Austen at the party and I wanted to finish our business with him.  I’m on my way to his tower to see if he’s there.” 
 
    Jefon fell into stride beside his brother and said, “Let’s go then, but afterward let’s join the party.  Perhaps you can have dinner with Ellen and see if you like her.  Then tomorrow we can decide what to do next.” 
 
    “Sounds good.”  The elven brothers headed down the road together, just as it had always been. 
 
    As they approached the tower, Evisar could see the front door was already open.  This seemed odd given how much Austen and Valihorn valued their privacy, but perhaps amid the celebratory mood Austen was being a little more lax.  Evisar knocked loudly on the door as he entered the sitting room.  “Austen!”  He yelled.   
 
    The old wizard heard them and yelled back through the tower, “Upstairs!”  Evisar began to walk across the room when Jefon grabbed him by the shoulder.  “Evisar, look.  The portal is open.” 
 
    The brothers both drew their swords.  They walked carefully into the portal room and did a quick search but did not find anything out of place.  Evisar said, “We should let Austen know.”  Both brothers went upstairs to the kitchen and found Austen sitting with Lazarus, the priest of Sentinel.   
 
    Austen greeted them warmly.  “Ah, the elven brothers.  Lazarus and I were just talking about our new heroes of Wessex.  Do come in and join us for a spot of tea.” 
 
    Evisar started in, “Austen, is everything alright?  The portal is open, as well as the front door.” 
 
    Austen’s good cheer melted away as he noticed the steel in the brothers’ hands for the first time.  “That is odd.  Would you have some tea and I will be right back.” 
 
    Lazarus spoke up, “Would you like me to go with you, my friend?” 
 
    “No, no, that won’t be necessary.”  Austen came back in a few moments with a look of concern.  “I closed the portal, but something has come through.” 
 
    “Can you tell who or what?” 
 
    “I do not know, but it is not the first time.  There are many on the Plane of Chaos who can open a portal.  That is why I keep a close eye on it.  I can only tell you that it was a humanoid sized creature that came through.” 
 
    Evisar had a terrible thought.  “Could Gaston have managed to make it back through the portal?” 
 
    “It is possible, but he was not a wizard.  I do not think he had that kind of skill.” 
 
    Evisar wasn’t convinced, but there was nothing he could do right now.  “My brother and I are planning to leave tomorrow and I wanted to conclude our business.” 
 
    Austen retook his seat and looked at Lazarus.  Jefon changed the subject by asking, “Why aren’t the two of you at the party?  This seems like a victory worth celebrating.” 
 
    Austen welcomed the lighter question and answered it at once.  “Oh, it most certainly is, but my days of celebrating are over.  Parties are for the young, like you for instance.  I am most content to sip my tea and think of smaller, simpler things.” 
 
    Jefon put a crooked smile on his face and replied, “You think I’m young.  I may well be older than you.” 
 
    A smile crossed Austen’s face as he returned Jefon’s jape.  “Quite right, but elves are young at heart, and then there is Ellen to consider.”  Jefon looked away shyly at the mention of the human’s name.  “I hear the two of you are getting along well.  Are you sure you want to leave our small town?” 
 
    Jefon looked serious all at once and answered, “I may come back to Wessex someday, but you know that I’m ready to leave.” 
 
    Austen looked amused, “Yes, I know, but it is helpful that you know as well.” 
 
    Evisar poured himself some tea and returned to the subject.  “Is there anything else we can do for you before we depart in the morning?” 
 
    This time Austen seemed willing to discuss a more serious subject.  “No, you have done quite well, and your debt is more than paid.”  Another smile crossed Austen’s face as he added, “Although you do owe me a priceless dagger.  But in all seriousness, there may be something we can do for you.” 
 
    Jefon perked up, “Really?” 
 
    Austen continued, “You are looking for an entrance to the Underworld, are you not?” 
 
    This caught Evisar’s attention, but he dared not get his hopes up.  The aspiration all along had been that the wizard would know of an entrance to the world below.  “Yes of course.  Do you know of one?” 
 
    Austen continued, “Lazarus and I were talking and we think there may be an entrance underneath the Old Shetley Fortress in Darkwood Forest.” 
 
    Evisar’s hopes were quickly crushed as he became annoyed.  This was their best advice.  There may possibly be an entrance to the Underworld deep in a dangerous forest inside a fortress controlled by some witch.  “How could you possibly know that, and why didn’t you say anything before now?” 
 
    “With all the excitement, there was no time for Lazarus and me to discuss the issue.  We just now literally pieced it together.” 
 
    Evisar couldn’t contain his irritation.  “We kept our end of the bargain.  Wessex is safe again, and now you want us to retake the Old Shetley Fortress as well?  Find some other adventurers to do your bidding.  Jefon and I are leaving in the morning.” 
 
    A clear look of irritation crossed Austen’s face as well.  “I look after my town as anyone would.  Everything I have told you is the truth.  You think I am trying to use you for my own purposes.  You think you are ready for the Underworld.  Perhaps I have overestimated your ...”   
 
    Jefon spoke up quickly, “Please, Austen.  In his heart my brother knows you are trying to help us.  It has been many moons since we left Armena and we still haven’t made any progress.” 
 
    Austen’s face softened as he let his anger melt away.  A few moments later, his face was passive once again and he spoke as the wise wizard.  “What you do next, Evisar, is entirely up to you.  I consider you a friend and would like to help.  What’s more, I think we can help each other.  Lazarus just reminded me of an old tome we both read some years back, but it was so long ago neither of us remembers the exact text.  As near as we can recall, just before the Shetleys lost Darkwood Forest to a Krone witch, the Lord Shetley of the time was digging deep into the ground in search of treasure.” 
 
    Jefon piped up, “Why in the name of all the gods would Lord Shetley dig into the Underworld?  That’s just asking for trouble.” 
 
    Lazarus spoke up for the first time in the conversation.  “Desperate men will do desperate things.  He must have felt he had no choice, or he was manipulated, or he was just crazy.  The point is that Austen and I are fairly certain there is an entrance to the Underworld somewhere around the fortress in Darkwood Forest, but the only way to be positive is to ask Lord Shetley, examine his library, or go to the fortress.” 
 
    Evisar looked across the table and saw Jefon’s growing discomfort about going into Darkwood Forest.  “Lord Shetley told us himself that an evil witch stole the fortress from his family.  If this witch destroyed a standing army and took a strong fortress by herself, then there’s no way we will be able to retake it.  There must be an easier way into the Underworld.” 
 
    Lazarus shook his head.  “Believe me, my son, there is no easy way into the Underworld, and once you go into the dark regions below it only gets more difficult from there.  But you saved our town and so we want to help you if we can.  Entrances to the Underworld are very rare, and this is the only one we know about.  All we ask is that you take it under advisement, and if you do go to the fortress looking for the entrance, we were merely hoping you could keep an eye out for two things.” 
 
    Evisar sat back in his chair, waiting for the ball to drop.  “And what are those?” 
 
    Austen picked up the conversation.  “Suzanne is still missing, and Jefon tracked her trail across the river into Darkwood Forest.  It is likely she is dead or beyond our reach, but I keep hope alive.  All I would ask is that you keep an eye out for her.”   
 
    “That sounds simple enough, what’s the other thing?” 
 
    Austen continued, “Valihorn has expressed an interest in continuing his travels with you.” 
 
    Evisar took a moment and then responded, “Valihorn has more than proven his worth, but I’m hesitant to take responsibility for another life.  This is not a quest anyone can join.  I mean to find the First Heir and return him to the throne and go home.  Do you think Valihorn is up to the task and is willing to lay down his life for this cause?” 
 
    “I do, although I hope it will not come to that.  He is quite taken with the two of you.  He will become a great wizard one day.” 
 
    Evisar looked at Austen, at his brother, and then back at Austen again.  He shook his head in defeat and said, “Very well, Valihorn may travel with us for now, but I make no promises.  If he can’t pull his weight, then I will send him back to you.” 
 
    Austen nodded his head soberly.  “Agreed.” 
 
    Evisar looked over at Jefon and the two of them rose from the table.  “If that is all, gentlemen, then I have a party to attend, and a decision to make.” 
 
    Austen and Lazarus rose from the table as well.  Austen said, “I thank you once again for your help and we wish you well on your travels.”  With that, Evisar and Jefon walked downstairs and out of the tower. 
 
    Evisar wasn’t particularly pleased as he walked out onto the street, and Jefon quickly picked up on this.  “What’s the matter?  Aren’t you happy with the way things are going?” 
 
    “Happy?  I’m pretty damn far away from being happy.  We aren’t here to solve everyone’s problems, and I don’t like the idea of having some green companion join us who may not be able to pull his own weight.” 
 
    Evisar looked over at Jefon and was surprised to see that his brother was having trouble holding back his laughter.  “What?” 
 
    “Don’t you see how funny this is?  A few moons ago we were the green ones with no experience.  Remember at Highborne how we couldn’t find anyone to travel with us?  Now people are asking to travel with us.” 
 
    Evisar couldn’t help but crack a smile.  “I guess you’re right.  At Highborne we had to settle for Xander, and now we have a wizard asking to travel with us.  I just worry about having to take responsibility for someone new.  I’m not our father you know.” 
 
    “True, but these are not soldiers.  We have a certain responsibility to Xander and Valihorn, yes, but they come willingly and understand the risks.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  I should be more grateful.” 
 
    Once the tension was broken and the issue decided, Jefon smacked Evisar on the back of the head and put his arm around him.  “Good, then let’s go join the party.” 
 
    Jefon and Evisar joined the party and lived the night as if it were their last.  There was dinner and dancing in the street as the companions sat at a long table enjoying each other’s company.  Jefon invited Ellen and Faye to join them at the table as Valihorn and Tristan went into detail about meeting Malachite.  Jefon and Xander told the story of what happened when the dragon attacked the giants and how Xander could now rightly be called a giant slayer.  Evisar saw Jefon’s arm around Ellen, and this time felt nothing but happiness for his brother.   
 
    Everyone drank a little too much and danced a little too long.  Eventually, Jefon and Ellen took Faye up to bed and did not return.  Later in the evening Xander slipped away with one of the bar maids with whom he had become acquainted.  Evisar gave no thought about tomorrow as he, Tristan, and Valihorn sat around the table swapping stories until the moon dropped below the horizon.  Tomorrow the search for Devin, the First Heir of Armena, would continue, but tonight was a night to celebrate. 
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Chapter 38:  Gaston Returns 
 
      
 
    Nero crouched in the darkness of a moonlit night, contemplating his next move.  Gaston had been thrown into a magic portal leading to the Plane of Chaos earlier in the night, leaving Nero as the only one in the Talon Thieves Guild who knew the location of the gem.  The gem held the key to bringing down the Sorcerers and, consequently, the Kingdom of Kentar.  It needed to be recovered and its magic reinforced or else the wizard encased inside its walls might break free and disrupt their plans. 
 
    Nero cursed softly to himself at what he had to do next.  Thanks to Gaston’s buffoonery, Nero had no choice but to head for the nearest Guild stronghold in the Dragon Spine Mountains and report their failure to the Guildmaster.  He was confident he could take the elves by surprise and steal the gem back if he wanted to, but Gaston had thought the same thing and failed.  Since Nero was now all alone, and since victory was not guaranteed, he had to endure the humiliation of a full day’s hike through mountainous terrain to make his unflattering report.  Nero stood in the shadows a while longer cursing Gaston’s stupidity for confronting the elves by himself, until he finally cooled down, realizing that if he left immediately and stopped his bitching, he might be able to make it back shortly after sunrise of the second day.  Given the battle the elves had just been through with Gaston, there was little chance that they would leave Wessex before then. 
 
    Nero trekked through the Dragon Spine Mountains and made it to the Guild stronghold before darkness fell the next day.  The Guild wizard there enabled Nero to speak to the Inner Circle in Locus half a continent away.  Nero could not see their faces, but he could hear and answer their questions.  As he went through the details of what happened over the last turn of the moon, he found it odd to speak to a room full of the most powerful leaders in the Guild when he couldn’t see them.  He recounted tracking Xander through the forest day after day with Gaston, the near miss at Dowden, and the attack by Gaston at the wizard tower in Wessex.  Throughout the debriefing, the Thirteen interrupted him with many questions.  He didn’t recognize many of the voices, but there was no mistaking the iron authority of the Guildmaster when he spoke.  “You have failed to recover the gem?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster.” 
 
    There was obvious disappointment in the Guildmaster’s voice, but he never strayed from the business at hand.  “Where is the group with the gem?” 
 
    “They are still holed up in Wessex.” 
 
    Nero could hear the Thirteen talking among themselves.  “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Gaston has failed us.  I say we leave him to his fate.” 
 
    “We cannot continue to destabilize Kentar without the gem.” 
 
    After a good while the Guildmaster spoke up.  “Silence.”  Everyone quickly quieted down as he spoke.  “There is a larger issue here.  Nero, for several days now our wizards have been unable to locate Xander or the gem.  Do you know why this is?” 
 
    This was puzzling to Nero.  “No, Guildmaster.  Gaston and I had no trouble scrying Xander’s location before he came to Wessex.” 
 
    There was murmuring around the table.  The Guildmaster finally spoke.  “This is very troubling.  Xander must be magically concealing his location from us.  This means Nero is the only one keeping us apprised of Xander’s location.” 
 
    Nero felt he must interject at this point.  “My lord, if that is true then I will need someone to relieve me soon.  I must return to the Armenien capital to continue my duties as a Philosopher, or I will not be able to explain where I have been.” 
 
    “I understand Nero, and your contribution in this matter will not be overlooked.  You can rest assured your seat among the Thirteen is secure.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Take two agents from the stronghold where you are back to Wessex.  They will track Xander’s movements so that you may return to your Philosopher duties.  We will have to decide how best to recover the gem from this traitor who continues to evade us.” 
 
    Another member of the Inner Circle made his voice heard.  “This is all fine and good, but what of Gaston?  Do we leave him to his fate?  He did fail to recover the gem.” 
 
    The Guildmaster lashed out.  “Watch your tongue, Sirus.  First off, don’t dismiss the issue of the gem.  The future of the Guild depends on its recovery.  Second, and perhaps most important, Gaston is one of the Thirteen; we don’t leave our people behind.” 
 
    The Guildmaster’s voice softened once again as his attention returned to Nero.  “Nero, you say Gaston was pushed into a portal leading to the Plane of Chaos and that the portal is in the wizard’s tower?” 
 
    “That’s correct, Guildmaster.” 
 
    The Guildmaster continued, “Could you gain access to the portal?” 
 
    “Without question, my lord.  The portal is unguarded most of the time.  There are magical traps surrounding the area, but they present no real difficulty for me.” 
 
    The Guildmaster turned his attention to the rest of the Inner Circle.  “Very well then.  Gram is only a day’s travel from Wessex; he has the power to open the portal and bring Gaston back to our reality.  Although it will take him away from his work, I believe it is worth the attempt.  Does anyone disagree with this?”  Nero could hear murmurs around the table, but no one spoke.  “Excellent.  Nero, you did the correct thing by contacting us.  Hold your position outside of Wessex and Gram will join you shortly.  You are to escort him to the portal and make the attempt.  Is this clear?” 
 
    “Very clear, my lord.”  With his instructions given, the Guildmaster broke contact. 
 
    Nero was surprised to find he was pleased with the Guildmaster’s decision.  He and Gaston hadn’t been on the best of terms the night Gaston disappeared into the portal, but it was comforting to know the Guildmaster wouldn’t throw away a useful agent.  If he was ever captured he wouldn’t just be written off and left for dead.  That was what made the Guildmaster great.  Not only was he the founder and most powerful member of the Guild, but his loyalty to its members was unquestioned.  The Guild was a family, and as long as you didn’t betray the family, the Guild would protect you.   
 
    Nero made his way back to Wessex with two other Guild members in tow and waited for the wizard Gram to arrive.  They maintained a watch over the companions while the town set up its defenses.  Nero even stood in the back of the local church as the companions droned on about some sort of hill giant threat against the town.  He didn’t understand why Xander continued to stay in this small town when the smart thing to do was move on and make good his escape.  He had to know the Guild would never stop looking for him. 
 
    Ultimately these questions weren’t important, and Nero tried not to concern himself with Xander’s stupidity.  He only hoped his good fortune would hold out for one more day.  Nero shook his head and allowed a smile to touch his lips as the town folk in the church fought tooth and nail against the companions at first and then lined up like sheep to the slaughter in the end.  How could the companions achieve true power when they were constantly helping these peasants?  He turned away from the scene in disgust and headed out the door.  He had seen enough. 
 
    Nero spent the rest of the day hiding in the alleyways and shadows of the buildings in town.  He had stayed well out of sight when the male giant came crashing through the town walls.  Unfortunately, he had been forced to scramble out of the way as the giant came stomping through town chasing after one of the elven brothers.    
 
    After the hill giant attack, a spontaneous celebration broke out in the middle of Main Street.  As Nero watched the festivities from the shadows, Gram finally came out of the darkness directly behind him.  With his newfound sixth sense given to him by Venal, Nero felt Gram’s presence and direction of approach long before he could see him but waited until Gram tapped him on the shoulder before turning around so as not to give anything away.  Gram wore a black, flowing robe with a hood over his face.  He carried himself with an air of arrogance, and he did not look happy. 
 
    Little was known among the guild members about Gram’s past.  Gaston had told Nero the wizard had once belonged to the Sorcerers of Kentar, but they had been too restrictive in their magical teachings.  Gaston had not said if Gram had been forced out of the Sorcerers or if he had left out of disgust, but it was clear he had reached out to other, darker teachers to continue his education. 
 
    Nero offered his right hand to Gram.  “Your reputation precedes you.  It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gram.” 
 
    Gram did not offer his hand in return, but instead he said in a cool voice, “We do not have time for these games.  You have taken me away from my work; it is critical that I return as soon as possible.  The Guildmaster has sent me to retrieve Gaston, and I have come.”  He waited a heartbeat before ending the conversation by saying, “Take me to the portal.” 
 
    Nero gritted his teeth and withdrew his hand.  He was tired of always having to prove himself.  “First of all, let’s get one thing straight.  I haven’t taken you away from anything; the Guildmaster sent you here, not me.  Second, you wouldn’t have had to come at all if Gaston had done things my way.  He went in alone when I begged him to let me come as back up.  If it hadn’t been for Gaston, we would have the gem right now.” 
 
    Gram was not impressed, and he didn’t bat an eye as he replied, “Then it is your fault we do not have the gem.  If Gaston made a fatal mistake, then it was your job to make him see reason.” 
 
    Nero was taken aback at first, and then he heard Gaston’s words echo in his mind.  I will recover the gem by myself, and I will be damned if some pissant elf with more luck than skill is going to take it away from me.  You will stay here and not interfere in any way, no matter what happens.  Anything less, and I’ll kill you where you stand.  No, what happened to Gaston was not his fault.  Gram was trying to throw him off balance, but why? 
 
    Nero knew that Gram, Gaston, and Cyrone, a paladin of Seker, had been friends in the past.  Gaston had handpicked Gram and Cyrone to attack the King of Armena, and Nero had recently learned that Cyrone had died at the hands of the King himself.  But why was Gram trying to make Nero doubt himself?  Was it out of respect for Gaston, or was it a simple power grab within the Guild? 
 
    Nero measured his response, not wanting to give away too much.  “Don’t presume to tell me what happened to Gaston, wizard.  You weren’t there.  He wanted the glory of recapturing the gem for himself, plain and simple.” 
 
    Clearly, Gram was not used to being challenged.  “Careful where you tread, elf.  Tell me, have you ever had to face your greatest fear?” 
 
    Now it was Nero’s turn to be annoyed.  “Is that supposed to be a threat?  What in the seven hells are you talking about?” 
 
    Gram said no more.  “You are wasting time.  Lead me to the portal.” 
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