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A foreword from the Author

 


Firstly, welcome to A Coronation of Kings. It
is my mission as an author to create an exciting new world for you
to get lost in. For those who are frequent fantasy readers you will
notice a number of differences between this novel and traditional
fantasy works.

First and foremost, the pace of the novel. My
goal was to create an action-packed fantasy novel without any
“down-time.” You will find some of the descriptions sparse compared
to what you may be used to, this is intentional so as to not
detract from the overall pace of the narrative with overly detailed
but superfluous descriptions. Do you need a three-paragraph
description on a breed of horse? If so this may be the wrong book
for you. If you would rather those paragraphs be jam packed with
glorious melee, naval warfare, spellbinding sorcery and siege
craft, than I have excellent news for you. You have come to the
right place.

A Coronation of Kings is the starting point
for what will be a series of books that will immerse you in a
universe that you can truly get lost in. It may seem on it's
surface a retelling of the classic good vs evil scenario that forms
the heart of most fantasy literature, but this is simply a starting
point. If you read carefully you will catch a glimpse of the
breadth of the story soon to be unfurled.

Lastly whilst the book features a number of
romantic interests it contains no sexual encounters of any variety.
This is intentional, I want readers of any age to be able to pick
up my work without having to worry what they will come across in
their reading. If that is what you are seeking there are plenty of
other books out there that cater to those themes.

I hope you enjoy A Coronation of Kings. If
you have any thoughts or feedback don't hesitate to connect with me
via any of the means mentioned above, I would love to hear from
you.

 


Sincerely

 


Samuel C. Stokes
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Prologue




It was a miserable day to
be outside; the driving rain was pouring down on Listarii Manor, a
bustling, walled estate on the eastern coast of Valaar. The mood
about the town was somber, dampened by more than the rain as the
townsfolk gathered with heavy hearts to pay their respects.

The Lady Elaina, much beloved by her people,
had passed away tragically during childbirth the night before, thus
all were gathering to bid their farewells. As the funeral drew to a
close, a bereft Lord Marcus could be seen leading the funeral
procession from the church.

Marcus, Lord of the Listarii, was fit and
regal, a warrior in his prime. His broad shoulders seemed to bear
the weight of the world as he walked. His head was bowed and tears
could be seen trickling down his cheek to disappear into his
beard.

The coffin was lowered into the damp earth
whilst the attendant priest spoke a prayer to the Allfather. The
words were little comfort to Lord Marcus who looked up for the
first time, his weary brown eyes seemingly searching for something
in the distance— perhaps a rhyme or reason for his loss and
pain.

It was almost as if he could see the hooded
form watching from the edge of the woods. Looking back down at the
coffin being lowered into the earth, he sighed. Too smitten with
grief to speak; he simply clutched his newborn son tightly to
protect him from the driving rain.

The physicians had been concerned about the
baby’s presence, but their protests fell on the deaf ears of their
grief-stricken lord. The coffin descended to its final resting
place and Marcus nodded to the nearby retainers who began shoveling
earth into the hole.

A priest of the Order of the Allfather
conducted the service. The Allfather was the preeminent deity on
Valaar, a supreme being both worshipped and emulated by the people.
The priest offered a few final words petitioning the Allfather on
the late lady’s behalf, passionately pleading for her speedy
entrance into his Celestial City. As he concluded, the people began
to disperse.

Many offered parting condolences as they
passed their lord, but the kind words seemed lost in the sorrow
that now engulfed him. As the last of them left, Lord Marcus too
turned for his estates.

The figure in the woods sighed. It was an
eerie scene to watch one’s own funeral. The Lady Elaina struggled
to suppress her own emotions as she saw the outpouring of love from
the townsfolk. She struggled within herself, wanting desperately to
run and throw her arms around her beloved Marcus once more.

Listarii Manor had been her home for many
years now, and the townsfolk had become her closest friends.
Unfortunately, the events of the night before had made this
deception necessary. She looked down at the small figure clutched
in her own arms and sighed. ‘Syrion, my son, we must find you a new
home.’

Unbeknownst to all but the lord and a few
close servants, the lady had given birth to twins amidst much
rejoicing at the birth of the heir to Listarii. As the Lord of the
Manor embraced the youngest of his newborn sons he gasped in
surprise: faint at first, but growing more defined with every
passing moment was a large image of a dragon playing across the
child’s back. Golden and gleaming like the sun it was moving slowly
across the smooth skin of their newborn child.

Her attention drawn by her husband’s
surprise, Elaina glanced over also. As she took in the large image
her surprise turned to a wide smile. ‘You’ll take after your
mother, won’t you little one?’

‘Elaina, the people won’t understand this.
They are superstitious and know little of your people. What is not
understood is often feared.’

‘What would you have me do?’ she implored,
fearful of his response.

‘He may not be safe here, but there is a
place that he might be. It lies to the north of here, Tolanis by
name, after its people. They are different—not concerned with the
pettiness and superstitions of men. Perhaps amongst them, our son
may grow strong and live in peace. For centuries they have made
their home in the heart of the Eternal Mountains They stand as
protectors and partners to the Dragon Host. Those mountains have
been jealously guarded since our forefathers first set foot on the
island. Surely he will be safe there.’

‘I too have heard of them, my love, but I
also know that no mortal has entered Tolanis unbidden since the
Great War.’

‘Well then, my dearest Elaina, it is a good
thing that you are not mortal.’

Elaina turned, driving away her thoughts of
the previous night, and strode deeper into the woods. The new
mother clutched her child closely, fearing the driving rain would
bring with it the chills or those other sicknesses to which
newborns are so vulnerable.

‘Enough,’ thought Elaina. The weather
may have reflected her turbulent mood, but nothing would be
permitted to harm her child. Clutching her baby with her left arm,
she stretched her right arm into the sky and made sweeping motions.
At her command, a strong wind swept in from the West and drove the
rain clouds out to sea.

 


 



Chapter 1




Listarii Manor, 18 years later.

 


It was a beautiful day in
Listarii. The morning sun beat down as a gentle sea breeze carried
the scent of the ocean across the Listarii estate. Tristan bounded
down the stone stairs of the manor and crossed the courtyard into
the training hall. The barracks were largely empty as most of the
manor guards were out in the fields, helping to gather the
harvest.

Tristan was the only son of Marcus, Lord of
the Listarii. This year would mark his eighteenth year and the end
of the passage from youth to adulthood. With adulthood comes
responsibility, and for most that would mean taking up a post as a
soldier, tradesman or farmer, but for Tristan, it marked the age at
which he could inherit his family’s title. Marcus was no longer a
child, but the heir to an aristocratic title. As such, his training
and studies had intensified, his father determined to prepare him
for the role he would one day fill as Lord of the Listarii. Tall
and strong, Tristan stood head and shoulders above most his age.
With hair as black as the night sky, he cut a handsome figure; his
trim, muscular form honed from endless hours spent drilling in the
barracks.

Listarii Manor was situated in the heart of
Listar, a peaceful province on the eastern coast of the Island of
Valaar on the Boundless Sea. Valaar was a peaceful kingdom. All
opposition had been driven into the ocean hundreds of years
earlier, when Kai Valaar first unified the nomadic tribes and took
his place as king of the newly united Valaar.

Those who would not swear fealty fled before
his wrath. Rumors filtered down through generations of a valiant
few who were believed to have safely crossed the Boundless Sea— or
so the bards claimed in their tales. With the threat of infighting
crushed, a great age of peace was ushered in and the newly united
kingdom flourished. There was always the threat of lawless bandits
or the occasional slavers’ raid by the Pirate Lords who plied their
despicable trade on the Boundless Sea. These raids were rare
though, and the Valaar had long grown accustomed to the peace and
stability provided by their king and his council.

This peace had lasted for more than two
centuries, until the last Valaaran king died without an heir. The
vacant throne beckoned and civil war loomed ominously. The prospect
of power and prestige had begun to divide the people and turn
conspiring men against their neighbours. Bloodshed threatened to
tear down the newly burgeoning civilisation. Threat of mutual destruction compelled
the once proud rulers of the great houses of Valaar to arrive at an
uneasy truce.

The land fell under the leadership of the
King’s Council, made up of the rulers of the respective families.
They steered the Valaar away from the brink of destruction and
re-established peace throughout the land. Doubtless a few of the
old houses still aspired to the Golden Throne, but for the most
part. The Listarii avoided these dangerous political games,
preferring the peace provided by their distance from the old
capitol at the King’s Court.

Tristan crossed into the Training Hall to
find Weapons Master Balan waiting for him. ‘Ah, Tristan m’boy. It’s
good to see you’ve roused yourself in time for the midday meal.’
The aging weapons master was good humoured but relentless in his
pursuit of excellence. Under his tutelage Tristan’s martial prowess
grew daily and the young noble was beginning to draw considerable
attention as he competed in various tournaments across the
island.

‘In my eighteenth year I would hardly
consider myself a boy, Master Balan, and despite those regal locks,
I thought it best to get in some practice before our morning bout,’
replied Tristan, gesturing to the weapons master’s graying hairs as
he drew his rapier. The weapon bore a long, thin blade, honed to a
wicked point and it danced menacingly in front of his venerable
weapons master.

‘You needn’t bother with that Tristan,’
smiled Balan. ‘You are already the equal of any of the guard with
that little pig sticker you favor.’ He was right of course. Tristan
had taken to the rapier with a natural ease that astounded his
teacher. His quick reflexes suited the difficult weapon perfectly,
and his growing ability with it had humbled many a more experienced
swordsman. Balan continued, ‘Today your father asked that I
familiarize you with some of the weapons that your less honourable
opponents may employ against you. Namely those used by the Night
Stalkers.’

The Night Stalkers were amongst the most
dangerous of the guilds on Valaar. Ruthless assassins, they thrived
on the feuds between rival lords and bickering guilds. For a fee,
many a noble had come to an unfortunate and premature end. Highly
secretive and proficient with a host of martial weapons, the Night
Stalkers area blight on the back of Valaaran society. Despite their
loathed status, the Night Stalkers were kept in steady business by
the Guilds of Commerce and aspiring courtiers seeking to increase
their station.

‘Night Stalkers!’ cried Tristan in disbelief,
‘I doubt someone of my age is worthy of their attention!’

‘It’s not your age, Tristan, but your station
that is likely to attract their attention. I’ll have you know that
twice in the last three years, your father’s life has had a price
on it. In one of those instances, he narrowly escaped with his
life.’

Tristan’s eyes went wide as Balan continued.
‘We took care of those who had called them into service, but it
could easily have ended in tragedy. With their clients deceased and
no hope for payment, the contracts have lapsed. The Night Stalkers
have, at least for the moment, abandoned their intentions. Most
targets are not so lucky.’

‘Tristan, you must be aware that you will
face these same threats when you take your father’s place. Twice
now, he has avoided an early return to him who is the Father of us
all. ‘Balan’s hushed tones reverentially mentioned the deity that
most Vaalarans worshiped.

Tristan’s face fell in disbelief. He hadn’t
heard a word of any of this. Balan pressed on, ‘I’m glad you have
the good sense to understand. When you take your father’s place you
must be ready for the challenges that you will face. As your father
wishes, we begin your training with some of the more exotic weapons
that you might face. Some of these are rarely seen in the practice
pit.’

Striding to a nearby stand, Balan picked up a
weapon. ‘First, we will begin with ranged weapons. These come in
many forms beginning with the humble dagger. Many a merchant has
passed from this life on the sharpened point of a dagger thrown
from a dark alleyway. Often used with poisons, they are simple and
deadly, made even more so by the lack of respect most warriors give
them. Moving on to some of the more complex weapons, we have the
hand crossbow. Easily concealed, the hand crossbow is lethal at
fifty paces for anyone not wearing armour. Even in plate armour,
there is no guarantee. The bolts are wickedly sharp and it is also
accurate and easily poisoned. As such, it is the lazy assassin’s
weapon of choice.’

‘Lastly we have the shuriken. The shuriken is
the antithesis of the hand crossbow. It requires much more finesse.
The fact that it is thrown also limits its range considerably. On
the other hand, it is extraordinarily dangerous in confined spaces
and its capacity to injure multiple targets brings with it
considerable collateral damage. Chaos and confusion can be
effective weapons in a melee.’

Balan went on to explain the basic workings
of each of the weapons, and how they might be effectively employed,
before excusing himself. ‘Young Tristan, I have some things to
which I must attend. You are to spend the day familiarising yourself with these weapons,
after which you will train for an hour a day at with these weapons
until such a time as I judge you proficient. Understood?’

‘Proficient?’ queried Tristan.

‘When you can strike within an inch of your
mark with every draw, I’ll be satisfied. Now, to work and don’t let
me catch you slacking before you are through.’

Tristan let out a sigh, ‘It’s going to be a
long day,’ he muttered as he picked up the set of knives from the
table.

The sun was starting to descend before a
sweating Tristan fired his final shot into the practice dummy. The
crossbow bolt had caught the stuffed figure just above the heart.
At first, the throwing knives had been difficult, but after some
practice, Tristan soon had them sinking blade first into the dummy
each throw. He still wasn’t as precise as he would like, but it was
a marked improvement on his earliest attempts which clattered
noisily off the practice dummy as they struck hilt first and
bounced loudly across the stone floor. The shuriken was easier to
land in the target because of its many bladed points, but it was
much more difficult to aim and would require many more sessions
before he reached Balan’s demanding standards.

Of the new weapons, the hand crossbow was the
easiest to master. Tristan readily understood Balan’s comments as
he was soon landing every bolt near the mark. In an effort to make
it more of a challenge Tristan had begun firing it on the move as
he would need to in the field. Tristan made his way to the practice
dummies and worked carefully to remove, clean and restore the
weapons to his locker before leaving the hall. As he passed into
the yard he turned towards the river. Its bubbling sound seemed to
call to his aching muscles. Upon entering the woods at the back of
the Manor, Tristan heard a voice calling his name. Turning to greet
the owner of the voice he called, ‘Malus! What brings you down into
the woods at this time?’

 


‘A stroll, my young friend. It helps to clear
my old mind.’ Malus was First Advisor to Tristan’s father Marcus. A
learned man, he was a master of Chemistry and Astrology, amongst
other Arts and Sciences. He also served as Tristan’s teacher in
matters of education. His grey hair fell to his shoulders, framing
a wrinkled face that had clearly seen many years of life. Unlike
many of the other older folk that Tristan knew, Malus carried a
staff, more for show than out of a need for it. His trim figure and
plain robe made it difficult to discern his true age. When asked,
most servants indicated that he had served Marcus since long before
any of them could remember.

‘So, Tristan, where might you be headed at
this time of day?’ Malus queried, ‘Supper is not far away, you
know.’

‘I know, Malus. I need a wash in the stream
and perhaps a little bit of a walk myself. Why do you ask?’

‘Oh, no reason,’ replied Malus, raising an
eyebrow. ‘I just thought you might be heading into town to see a
certain young lady.’

Tristan laughed as he shook his head, ‘You
know, Malus, one day I am going to discover how you find these
things out.’

Malus laughed boisterously. ‘Age and
experience, young one. I remember watching your father do the same
in his youth.’ Malus continued laughing as he turned and headed
away from the Estate.

‘Remember the evening meal, Tristan!’ his
teacher called, as he disappeared from sight.

‘Always!’ Tristan shouted after his
retreating teacher.

Tristan smiled to himself. Wily, old Malus
had already worked out why he was spending so much time away from
the estate. The cause was of course, a beautiful young woman who
lived outside the town. Linea by name, she was the daughter of
Eberoth, the local blacksmith. Linea was the same age as Tristan,
with big brown eyes, and dark hair that fell past her shoulders.
She possessed an easy smile that made Tristan melt at the mere
thought of it. Tristan had fallen madly in love with Linea the
previous summer, taking every opportunity to slip down to the
village in the hope of spending more time with her. To his great
delight, Linea had returned his affections and he was anxious to
see her again.

As he reached the river Tristan turned
upstream and continued walking until he came to his favorite spot,
a place where the river diverted from the mainstream and flowed
into a small pond. Tristan stripped to his breeches and leapt into
the water. As he broke the surface a deep sigh of relief forced its
way from his lips, the cool water soothing his tired muscles as he
bathed.

Tristan hurriedly finished bathing, then
dried and dressed himself before making his way towards the town.
As he approached Linea’s home, he could see Linea in the yard
behind the house, tending to her outside duties. Tristan moved
quickly through the brush but stopped dead at the sight of a second
figure.

The appearance of Falen was not a welcome
surprise. The sandy-haired youth Falen was quick to use his high
station to get his way. Falen and Tristan had been rivals since
they were old enough to speak. What started the feud was long
forgotten, but it had been hashed and rehashed at many a tournament
or feast over the years. It had only intensified when Tristan had
triumphed over the spoilt youth during a recent tournament.

Falen was the only son of Gerwold, the Baron
of Belnair, one of the most powerful men in Valaar. Belnair was the
largest city east of the capital, King’s Court. To the peasant folk
of Valaar, a baron may as well have been a king. His word was as
good as law, and his taxes were levied across the region,
presumably meant for the royal treasury. Many doubted that so much
as a gold sovereign ever left the barony.

Tristan could overhear Falen pestering Linea
by pressing her to accompany him to a feast which was soon to be
held. Her response bought giddy delight, as he heard her rebuff him
with increasing firmness. ‘Falen, I’ve already told you, I have
given my word to another. I will not break it.’

‘Who?’ asked Falen, pressing further, the
disdain evident in his voice. ‘Who could be a better companion than
the future baron?’ he asked again, searching for an answer.

Sensing his opportunity, Tristan wandered out
from the brush. ‘I think there are pigs in the pens of Belnair that
would make more charming companions than you, Falen, better looking
too!’

‘Oh, Tristan, you smell like the pig pens.
Why are you even here?’Sneered Falen.

‘I would have thought that was obvious,
Falen...even to one as dense as you. If you would be so kind as to
be on your way, we would both be very grateful,’ Tristan replied,
waving his hands as one might shoo away a bothersome gnat.

‘I’ll be on my way shortly, Tristan, right
after I cut out your insolent tongue!’ threatened Falen, resting
his hand on his sword.

‘So quick to the sword, Falen,’ sighed
Tristan. ‘The only thing that is less likely to happen than you
cutting out my tongue, is the chance that you might actually know
what a big word like insolent means,’ taunted Tristan moving his
hand to his own sword hilt.

‘What will it take to be rid of you, Falen?
First blood?’ queried Tristan, referring to the customary length of
a duel of honor. Tristan slowly drew his blade as his words hung
heavily in the air.

After a moment’s hesitation Falen replied
‘Absolutely, but why stop at the first drop. Let’s spill it all!’
and with that he drew his sword and lunged at Tristan...

 


 



Chapter 2




Such a reckless strike was
to be expected. Falen was an excellent swordsman but quick to let
his emotions blur his judgment. Master Balan on the other hand was
a most exacting mentor and Tristan had been subjected to too much
heavy correction to make such a foolish move.

Tristan hastily sidestepped and Falen’s
momentum caused him to over-extend. As he overshot his mark,
Tristan smartly smacked his rear with his blade. ‘Hiya,’ cried
Tristan cheekily, as if he was riding his horse.

The mocking only served to further infuriate
his foe. Falen spun and slashed as he turned, the quick maneuver
almost cleaving Tristan in half at the waist. Tristan leapt away
from the sweeping blow and waited for his foe’s next move.

Tristan eyed the angry youth warily. One
wrong move and Falen’s heavier sword would snap his rapier like a
twig. Falen cut downwards striking at Tristan’s shoulder; Tristan
dodged to his left and deflected the heavy blow.

With the heavier sword out of the way,
Tristan launched his own furious assault, forcing Falen to retreat
steadily to avoid the wicked point of the rapier. The duel was on
and Falen floundered backwards, anxiously trying to avoid being
caught by the wicked rapier’s point. In his haste, Falen failed to
notice a basket of freshly laundered clothes that Linea had been
preparing to hang.

The youth struck the basket and lost his
footing. Falen hit the dirt hard and the impact drove the wind from
his lungs. Tristan seized the opportunity and leapt over the basket
eager to deliver the wounding strike that would send the spoiled
brat on his way.

Falen would not be so easily beaten. As
Tristan landed, Falen lashed out, delivering a punishing kick to
his chest. It was Tristan’s turn to stagger as he attempted to
catch his breath. Falen got to his feet and regained his
composure.

The dual continued...Each in turn delivered a
blinding flurry of blows, only to be countered and then driven back
by his opponent. With each blow, Falen’s long sword seemed to grow
heavier and slower, the weight of the heavy blade which had been an
advantage at the outset was now beginning to take its toll. The
young duelist seemed to be wearying, but the sweat on Tristan’s own
brow told him he too was beginning to tire.

Whilst much lighter, his rapier required him
to do most of the work, outmaneuvering his opponent with quick
footwork before launching a lightning riposte. This was in turn met
and countered in a flurry of flashing steel.

The longer the duel wore on, the more
concerned Linea became. In the background her father could be heard
hammering away in the forge. Little would keep Eberoth from his
work, but should he be interrupted by such a childish display, his
ire would be terrible to behold.

The duel wore on with neither combatant
showing any signs of capitulation. In spite of their growing
fatigue, both youth battled on. Keen to prove their mettle and
unwilling to lose face in front of Linea, the two struggled on.

After a vicious barrage, Tristan saw his
opponent’s guard falter, just for a millisecond, but it was all the
time he needed. As Falen brought down his sword for another
crushing blow, Tristan stepped back and parried the blow. Falen’s
blade came down hard and bit into the soft earth. Without wasting a
moment, Tristan twisted his wrist and slashed the rapier across
Falen’s chest, pulling back ever so slightly to avoid inflicting
more than a passing scratch.

The thin blade cut straight through Falen’s
black tunic as if were paper and Tristan saw the shock register in
Falen’s eyes. Falen clawed madly at his chest and shock turned to
relief as his hand came away with only a trace of blood. The sharp
tip of the blade had barely scratched him, but it wounded his
pride.

In case there was any doubt Tristan whipped
his rapier back and delivered a second slash. Falen let go of his
blade and staggered backwards. Looking downward at his tattered
tunic, the reason for Tristan’s second strike became apparent. The
tattered tunic flapped as the breeze passed through the large L-
shaped cut. ‘L for Linea,’ Tristan taunted jubilantly, ‘to remind
you of whom you cannot have.’ Tristan watched Falen carefully as he
returned his rapier to its scabbard.

Falen looked angrily from the blood on his
hand to his sword still buried in the ground. Tristan imagined for
an instant that he saw steam rising from Falen’s red face. His
vanquished foe seemed to be weighing his options. To press the
issue without his weapon would be fruitless.

Eager to hurry the process along, Tristan
continued, ‘I believe we had terms, Falen, so if you don’t mind...
be on your way.’ As he spoke, Tristan repeated his earlier shooing
motions. Falen glared back with eyes full of murder. Without
speaking, the embarrassed noble pulled his sword from the dirt and
hastily returned it to its sheath. In the blink of an eye, he was
on his horse galloping west as fast as the poor beast could carry
him.

‘You do realise he will one day be baron,
don’t you?’ asked Linea walking towards Tristan. ‘Perhaps it is not
wise to bait him so.’

‘Linea, you are as wise as you are beautiful.
I will remember that next time,’ replied Tristan. ‘I think his
pride is wounded more than anything else. Let’s pray he learns
patience or failing that, let us pray that Gerwold lives to a ripe
old age.’

‘Tristan, are you always this cheery? Linea
asked.

‘It would be impossible for me to be
otherwise with you so near at hand,’ Tristan responded gently. With
that, Linea sprang forward and wrapped her arms around him.

‘I have missed you so much,’ she whispered in
his ear.

Her closeness sent warmth radiating through
Tristan’s entire being. ‘And I you,’ Tristan answered, as he gently
pressed his lips against hers. With her embrace, the labours of the
day melted away, and the afternoon looked brighter than ever.

*****

The sun was setting by the time Tristan
finally made it back to the manor. The sky was awash with color as
the sun disappeared over the woods to the west of Listarii Manor.
Tristan paused to admire it on his way to the banquet hall. As he
stood, he marveled at the beauty of the world around him. Had it
always been so? Or was it the love of Linea that brought this
acknowledgement of such natural splendor? He pondered this as he
continued towards the hall.

‘Tristan,’ a voice called from behind
him.

As Tristan turned, he saw Balan hurrying from
the barracks. ‘The evening meal has been ready for almost half an
hour and your Father has been wondering where you are. We best be
inside quickly as your Father can be a tad irritable on an empty
stomach.’ Tristan nodded and laughed before following the weapons
master into the hall.

Tristan thought about his father. Patience
was one of Lord Marcus’s many qualities, as was compassion and his
people loved him for it. One should not be deceived. Marcus Listar
is not a man to be walked over. The Listarii earned their fame and
renown. They were not born to it. The Listarii had carved out their
reputation with valour on the battlefields of history. Lord Marcus
is as his forebears were - a force of nature in battle, yet
temperate at home. To become like his father was a worthy
aspiration.

Dinner had indeed been served, Tristan
realized. As he walked to his place beside his father, he spotted a
roasted boar that had been cooked and was sitting in the middle of
the table surrounded by mountains of vegetables and freshly baked
breads. The sweet aroma made Tristan’s mouth water and he realized
that in his excitement, he had missed breaking his fast.

In his rush to meet Linea, he had forgotten
to eat before leaving the manor and his stomach was growling in
anticipation of the awaiting feast. ‘Tristan,’ his father called as
he approached. ‘What reason have you for keeping us waiting so
long? And with such a particularly delicious supper here too.’

The Lord of the Listarii occupied the space
at the head of the table. Marcus’s black hair and beard which were
streaked with grey, adding a distinguished air to his regal
features. His tanned complexion spoke of a life spent outdoors
under the sun. Marcus preferred to toil beside his people as
opposed to lording it over them.

Marcus’s tone showed more concern rather than
any real anger for his son’s tardiness. Lord Marcus would face Hell
or high waters to keep his remaining son safe. The death of his
wife and second son had bought him great sorrow. The aging noble
took great solace in the survival of his first-born. In the years
since such tragedy had befallen him, Tristan had been spoiled
terribly.

‘My apologies. It won’t happen again. I went
into town and lost track of the time.’

‘Forgiven, my boy, forgiven. Now join us
before the boar grows cold.’ Tristan slipped into his place at his
father’s side. Standing, Lord Marcus began carving the boar and the
feast commenced in earnest.

Two hours later, the last remnants of the
meal were cleared away and Tristan sighed loudly. ‘One more cut of
boar and I fear I will explode. Father, tell me what was the reason
for this elaborate meal.’

‘Nothing special, Tristan, but we found that
fine specimen on a hunt this morning and thought it would make a
fine meal. I am glad to see that we were not mistaken,’ replied his
father.

‘Truly, Milord, it did not disappoint,’
replied Balan, stretching the syllables as he gently patted his
round belly in a most satisfied way.

‘Most definitely not,’ added Tristan. ‘But if
it is all right with you, might I be excused lest I collapse. The
morning’s training is beginning to catch up with me.’

‘You best be about it, lad, because I expect
to see you up with the sun tomorrow. You’ll need to work off those
extra portions of boar.’ Balan smiled as he taunted the youth.

His father nodded and Tristan excused himself
from the table and retired to his room. He was asleep and dreaming
as soon as his weary and love-struck head hit the pillow.

 


 



Chapter 3




‘Raiders!’ the warning call
jolted Tristan awake and instantly he was assailed on all sides by
noise and commotion. As he sought for the source of the chaos, his
bleary eyes came into focus and rested on the form of Balan
standing in his doorway. ‘Get up!’ shouted the weapons master.

‘What the hell is the matter?’ mumbled the
incoherent and half-asleep Tristan.

‘Boy, you could sleep through a
thunderstorm,’ Balan shook his head in disdain. ‘The manor is under
attack. We need every man who can wield a blade and we need you
now. Get your weapons from the armoury and then report to the wall.
I’ll be there with your father. Now hurry!’

The weapons master departed and Tristan
sprang out of bed, now very much awake. Within a minute, his boots
were laced and he was running through the manor. Tristan pushed
passed the servants and ran out into the yard. Tristan could see
the manor guard on the wall struggling with assailants dressed head
to toe in black. Tristan hurried into the armoury and hastily
fitted a gambeson before lifting on his heavy chain mail hauberk.
Lastly, he fitted a surcoat with the manor livery emblazoned on its
chest, before lifting his rapier from its rack and strapping it to
his waist.

As he was fastening his coat, Tristan saw his
father burst through the door into the armoury, followed closely by
Malus. Tristan was surprised to see the old advisor was even out of
bed.

‘Son, you won’t need that armour so come here
and listen carefully.’

‘Are the bandits retreating already,’ smiled
Tristan. ‘Not much stamina after all, eh?’

‘Just the opposite, Son. Despite numerous
casualties, they advance. For every one we kill, two more take his
place. It is as if all of Valaar is arrayed against us. What’s
more, they are disciplined warriors. I think these men are seasoned
soldiers who have gone to great lengths to be mistaken for
bandits.’

Tristan was incredulous. ‘But who would
dare?’ queried Tristan. ‘To be caught would incur the Council’s
wrath.’

‘Only if they were caught,’ reminded Marcus.
‘Having seen these brigands up close, I’m reasonably certain that
these are soldiers from the Baron’s own guard, wolves playing as
bandits.’

‘That murderous bast…’

‘Enough, Tristan! There is no time for that.
If I am right, it means that they will have more men than we can
possibly hope to muster in time. Most of our reserves are still in
their homes gathering the harvest. Gerwold could not have picked a
better time. We will most certainly be overrun.’

‘It seems you have spurned him in at court
once too often, Milord,’ responded Malus.

‘This is more than petty politics. Gerwold
moves for the throne and seeks to silence those who would stand
against him. These raiders will not leave until I am dead. I will
not see my son and people slain with me. Malus, you are to shield
our people and guide my boy. When you are free of here...tell him
everything.’

‘Milord, what do you mean?’ Malus implored,
fearing to hear the answer.

‘I will give these murderers what they seek,’
declared Marcus soberly.

‘No, Father you mustn’t. We can beat them
back,’ Tristan pleaded desperately.

‘Tristan, you must listen to me now and do
exactly as I say. These men will kill you also. Our line will not
end like this. You are to go with Malus. He will see you safely
through the night.’ Marcus embraced his son, hugging him tightly.
‘I love you, Tristan. Now go and make me proud.’ Turning to his
aging counselor he spoke. ‘Malus, my faithful friend, keep him
safe.’ Marcus gave his son a final embrace before pushing Tristan
and Malus through the door into the house.

Malus grasped Tristan by the shoulder and led
him through the manor. It was deserted. ‘Where is everyone?’
Tristan asked.

‘In hiding, where we will join them,’ was
Malus’s curt reply. Malus led them to the servants’ quarters, a
small room beside the great hall.

‘We will surely be discovered,’ Tristan
replied. ‘As soon as they breach the manor, we are as good as
dead.’ Malus shut the door behind them, seemingly immune to
Tristan’s protestations.

‘Malus, this is madness,’ Tristan declared
longing with all his soul to follow his father back into the
yard.

‘Not so, Tristan. You have much to learn
about the world in which you live. Not all is as it seems at
first.’

With that, he beat his staff against the door
and chanted in a deep voice, ‘Enearthum.’ Tristan could feel a
force ripple through his old teacher. Then before his very eyes,
the wall before him appeared to melt and shift until where the door
once was, now stood only solid stone.

Tristan started in wonder at his mentor.
Malus patted the stone where the door had once been, ‘that should
do the trick.’ Malus turned to find the servants and Tristan
staring at him, their expressions ranging from amazement to fear
and everything in between.

‘You have nothing to fear from me,’ he
started, ‘Lord Marcus instructed me to see you safely through the
night. When the danger is past, you are free to do as you wish, but
life as you know it in Listarii Manor is over. These bandits are
marauding soldiers and will see this place burnt to the ground. Any
witnesses will suffer a similar fate.’

‘What if we are here? If the manor is
torched, we will perish with it,’ a terrified servant spoke.

‘My illusion will keep us safe in here,’
replied Malus. ‘When the danger is past, I will have honoured Lord
Marcus’s last request and you will be free to stay or go as you
please.’

Malus moved towards the window and stared out
into the yard. Tristan followed him. The battle for Listarii Manor
was taking a turn for the worse. The manor guards were perishing.
The foe swarming around them seemed without number. Slowly but
surely black-clad bandits took their place on the wall and began
driving them back to the keep.

Tristan could see his father amongst the
guard being thronged by the enemy. Lord Marcus came from a lineage
of proud warriors who had carved out their title with sweat and
with the sword. Since the day he had assumed his father’s mantle,
Marcus had worn out his life defending his people. He would not
yield an inch of earth un-fought. Wherever he appeared, his
claymore glinted in the moonlight as it fell upon the enemy.
Bandits died in droves trying to subdue him. Two of them charged
towards him only to be hewn down like wheat before the harvesters’
scythes.

The host pressed on and a trail of them soon
littered the yard, but with every man that fell another stood
ready. The hopelessness of the situation settled upon Tristan.
There were only a handful of manor guards left when suddenly, there
came a halt in the fighting and the bandits drew back a pace as a
figure pressed through their ranks. As he reached the front line,
he surveyed the yard, with scattered bodies strewn across it.

Turning to the lord of the manor, he spoke
with obvious contempt. ‘A noble effort, Marcus. It’s a terrible
shame that all your efforts will be in vain. When the sun rises,
you will all be dead and your constant hindrance to my father’s
planning will cease.’

‘Falen, is that you hiding under there? Does
your father lack the courage to come himself? Instead he sends his
wastrel son to run his errands for him.’

‘Not at all, Marcus. He just didn’t feel you
warranted the effort.’

‘Lacking foresight as usual, you butchered
half your force with that lackluster assault. You would think the
Wolf pack were being led by kitchen maids these days. Well, a
kitchen maid or the village idiot. Frankly, I’m having trouble
deciding which of them would be as wholly inept as you’ve proven to
be.’ Lashing out, Marcus struck down a bandit who had strayed too
near.

‘Well, those kitchen maids put your petty
forces to flight within half the night. We should have done this
years ago.’

‘It will be a difficult thing to explain to
the Council. The fact that the Wolf Host was decimated the same
night as the Listarii were slaughtered. You will be laughed out of
court.’

‘My father has been building his strength for
years, Marcus,’ Falen sneered and paused deep in thought. ‘The men
we have lost here are but a drop in the ocean. You, however, will
lose everything.’

‘It will take more than the useless son of a
power-hungry fool to kill me.’ Lord Marcus lifted his sword high
into the air and shouted ‘Men of the manor, with me!’ Lord Marcus
and the remaining guardsmen launched a furious assault into the
heart of the Wolf that were occupying the inner bailey.

The two forces met in a clash of steel with
the Wolf not wanting to yield. Nevertheless, they were cast aside
like rag dolls in the face of the primal rage of Lord Marcus, his
men only a pace behind, every man willing to lay down their life in
defense of their homes and families.

 


The Listarii were hopelessly outnumbered but
being inspired by the better cause they fought like lions. Lord
Marcus was enraged, his huge claymore cleaving left and right,
cutting through the bandit’s leather armour as if it was paper.
Marcus hurled himself towards Falen, but the Wolf moved to block
his advance. The first two barely had their blades lifted before
Marcus was upon them...

Bringing his claymore around in a wide arcing
motion, he struck home. Their armour offered scant resistance and
both men went down in a crumpled heap. Others moved to take their
place, but they suffered a similar fate. Slowly the Wolf seemed to
lose their enthusiasm to join their fallen comrades and withdrew a
pace. Another careless Wolf that was caught too close was cleft
from neck to navel.

‘Falen, must all your men die before you’ll
face me?’

‘Not at all, we need someone to witness your
fall, the great Lord Marcus, hero of the people, slain by a pack of
bandits. Falen started towards him pressing through the black-clad
warriors. As he reached the edge of the circle, Marcus called to
him. ‘You ought to draw your weapon boy. I’ll not kill an unarmed
pup, even if he deserves it.’

‘You’ll not kill me at all, fool.’ With that
he drew a hand crossbow from under his coat and sent a bolt
hurtling into Marcus’s chest. The high-powered bolt punched through
his armour and buried itself deep in his chest. The force of the
bolt took Marcus by surprise and he dropped to one knee.

Marcus looked down at the bolt in his chest,
and ignoring the pain, he drew a short breath and began to stand.
The Wolf swarmed in eager to claim their prize. Marcus lashed out
and the Wolf continued to fall. With each stroke the claymore tore
through flesh and bone. A second bolt tore through the melee and
caught the Lord of the Listarii beside the first. Marcus felt it
tear through his armour. Breathing became increasingly difficult
and he dropped to his knees in pain.

Falen casually discarded the crossbow and
strode over to where Marcus was kneeling in the dust staring at the
bolt. As he reached the wounded Listarii lord, a smirk crossed his
face and he batted the blade out of Marcus’s weakened grasp. Marcus
looked up at Falen and asked ‘Have the Wolf no honor?’

‘Marcus, you will soon be dead. What good
will your honor be then?’

In deep laboured breaths, Marcus responded,
‘You are an insult to your ancestors, boy. They would turn in their
graves if they could see what their line has become.’

‘Enough!’ shouted Falen, drawing his sword.
Without hesitation, he plunged it through Lord Marcus. The Lord of
the Listarii groaned in pain as he collapsed.

Watching from the window, Tristan screamed,
‘Father!’ Tears streaming down his face, he fell to his knees.
Tristan struggled to tear his eyes from the ghastly scene before
him. The last of the manor guards had fallen before the onslaught
of the Wolf. The remaining enemies were turning their attentions to
firing the manor. Torches were placed against the exposed outer
timbers and hurled onto the thatched roof. The soldiers waited
patiently outside to kill anyone who fled the burning building.

‘We’ll be safe in here, Tristan,’ Malus
comforted. ‘Stone does not burn.’ Tristan watched as several
soldiers picked up his father’s corpse and began loading it into a
wagon.

‘Malus, what are they doing with my father’s
body?’

‘It appears Falen wants to take a trophy home
to show his father.’

‘A trophy!’ exclaimed Tristan. ‘That
miserable little retch. My father will receive the burial he
deserves.’

‘You are right, Tristan. We will stop them
but just wait a few more moments. Things are moving far quicker
than we anticipated.’

‘Who is ‘we’? Are you telling me my father
was expecting to die?’

‘All the answers in time, Tristan, but as we
have little to do until they leave, I may as well give you some of
the answers. ‘We’ is your mother and I. We counseled with your
father long ago, knowing this day might come.’

‘My mother? What do you know of my mother?’
Tristan queried.

‘I know a great deal as I have served your
father since before you were born.’

‘Since before my mother died you mean?’
queried Tristan.

Malus leaned close so that the staff huddling
in the corner could not overhear, ‘No, Master Tristan, since the
day your mother left.’

‘Left? What do you mean left?’ whispered
Tristan furiously. ‘She died giving birth to me.’

‘No, Tristan, she did not. That is what the
people were told so that they would suspect nothing was amiss. She
left to take your brother to safety.’

‘I have a brother?’

‘Yes, a twin. You are the oldest, your
brother was the younger and for reasons I cannot explain, he needed
to be raised elsewhere for his own safety.’

‘So they are alive, even now?’ So many
emotions coursed through Tristan as he struggled to come to grips
with this news.

‘Yes, or at least I hope so. I do not know
exactly where, but I have an idea. What I do know is that we
prepared for this day long ago. We knew your father’s enemies were
growing bolder and would act against him so your mother gave him a
gift of great power. Do you know the red amulet that he always
wore?’

‘Yes,’ replied Tristan. He had seen it many
times. His father was never without it. When occasion permitted, he
wore it with pride, but Tristan knew from experience that even when
his father dressed for battle the amulet remained in its place
under his armour. ‘I know it well.’

‘Good, because we must retrieve it. Your
mother insisted that if your father fell, the amulet must never be
lost. I think it is much more than the trinket we always supposed
it to be.’

‘How are we to take it from them?’ asked
Tristan gesturing at the retreating Wolf guard.

‘I don’t imagine it will be easy, but they
cannot travel in that large a group without drawing attention. I
imagine they will soon break into smaller units to return home. We
just need to follow those who have taken your father’s body and
create an opportunity to take it.’ Malus suggested, ‘I could
provide a serviceable distraction.’

‘If you can do that, I will slip in and take
the amulet,’ Tristan replied, taking comfort in the semblance of a
plan forming.

‘Okay, then let us be after them, Tristan. It
seems they are dispersing.’ Turning to the huddled manor servants,
Malus spoke loudly, ‘Lord Marcus thanks you for the service you
have rendered and releases you this day. Take your families and
find refuge. Do not speak of what you have seen here and you should
be safe.’ Malus walked back to the wall where the door had been and
tapped it with his staff, the door quickly materialised and he
opened it.

‘Come, Tristan, we will need your weapons and
supplies. Are the weapons in the armoury?’

‘Yes, they should still be in my
lockbox.’

Tristan led Malus through the manor which was
now ablaze—the retreating Wolf had torched many of the buildings
before leaving and the manor was quickly being consumed. The pair
made their way through the front doors towards the armoury. Tristan
kicked in the door sending splinters and embers everywhere. The
sturdy armoury had withstood most of the damage from the fires but
the wooden supports and interior had finally caught alight, it
would not be long before its structural integrity was
compromised.

Tristan led Malus through the armoury to his
personal lockbox. Tristan quickly swapped the heavy chainmail and
gambeson for a lighter leather jerkin. As he changed, he spied his
weapons from earlier in the day stacked neatly in the bottom of the
box. He quickly drew several of the knives and tucked them into his
boots, before fastening several of the shuriken in a pouch across
his back. Pulling the hand crossbows, he gave them to Malus. His
old teacher smiled before saying, ‘Tristan, it should be apparent
that I have little need of such things for my protection, but you
should take them for the road as we may yet need them for
food.’

‘You make a good point,’ replied Tristan,
tossing them in a carry pouch with a purse of coins. ‘We must be on
the road quickly. They may be on foot, but they already have a good
lead on us. If we take some horses along the hunters’ road we may
overtake them before they reach Belnair. The dense woods should
also give us an opportunity to get near them before being
discovered.’

Minutes later Tristan and Malus were
galloping into the woods at the back of the Manor; Tristan stole
one final glance at his childhood home which was now burning red
against the night sky. Tristan wondered if he would ever return.
Forcing such thoughts from his mind Tristan turned his mind to the
task at hand.

The hunters’ road was a narrow game trail
that ran from Listarii to Belnair, passing through many of the
choicer hunting grounds in the region. As he settled his mount into
a steady gait, Tristan’s mind settled on one thought… Falen and
what he’d do when he caught up with him.

 


 



Chapter 4




The horses had made good
time; Tristan eyed the forest trail and reckoned they were nearing
the edge of the woods that divided the provinces of Listar and
Belnair. Tristan and Malus had hidden themselves by the main
highway that led towards town. Secluded in the foliage at the top
of a small rise, the lingering pre-dawn darkness provided a perfect
place to spring their trap.

‘Tristan, I think you should make your way
down to the bottom of the hill,’ Malus stated. ‘I will draw their
attentions thus if you are nearby, you will be able to sneak
amongst them and find your father. Remember to grab the amulet and
get out. Do not stay for anything for if you do, you will surely be
overwhelmed.’

‘How will I know when it is time?’

‘My signal will not be a subtle one, Tristan;
you will not be able to miss it.’

Tristan made his way to the bottom of the
hill. Spotting a large oak that would serve his purpose; Tristan
scaled it and crawled along a large bough that spanned the road.
Tristan hoped that an attack from above might give him the edge he
sought. As he waited, Tristan wondered what Malus had in store for
the Wolf. The revelation that his old teacher possessed magic had
caught him off guard—it opened a whole new realm of possibilities
that he could scarcely fathom.

As Tristan sat pondering, he heard the Wolf
approaching. They were not making any effort to hide their
approach, clearly under the impression that their work was done and
the danger was far behind them. Their only concern was to be back
in their barracks before sunrise. Tristan could see the column
approaching. Evidently the raiders had broken up into smaller
parties in order to return home without attracting any unwanted
attention. Tristan seethed at the malicious forethought with which
the attack had been executed - it had obviously been carefully
planned and prepared for months.

All that mattered little now. Tristan
carefully measured the odds stacked against him. There were three
wagons and a small group of guards and from his vantage point the
wagons grew as they drew nearer. Tristan could see the faces of the
soldiers in the first wagon, amongst whom Falen sat, cleaning blood
from his sword - his father’s blood. Tristan felt rage welling up
within and had to remind himself of Malus’s earlier counsel. This
was not the time for revenge, there would be time, enough for that
later. If I survive, that is, Tristan thought, before
forcing himself to refocus on the task at hand.

With the first wagon occupied by the Wolf, he
knew that what he sought must be in one of the remaining wagons.
Waiting carefully Tristan concealed himself atop the oaks’ thick
bough, striving to stay out of the view of any wandering eyes. One
wrong move would see him surrounded by the murderous and merciless
foe.

As the second wagon approached, Tristan could
see within, instead of soldiers, it was empty save a large form
covered in a sheet of linen. Tristan knew he had found his father.
As it approached, he waited for some sign from Malus that it was
time. He looked towards the crest of the hill where he knew Malus
must be waiting. Tristan was startled to see his teacher standing
in the middle of the road his cowl drawn up concealing most of his
face, his staff held firmly in one hand, its end planted on the
dusty road. It was an eerie sight in the moonlight.

The Wolf must have seen it too because there
was a shout from the front of the column; one of the soldiers
pointed and shouted at Malus. If he heard them, he paid them no
heed. He simply raised his hand in front of him as if he were
holding something and his mouth began moving slowly, steadily,
purposefully. Tristan could not make out the words, but a strange
feeling filled the air. It reminded him of how he had felt as Malus
had turned the door into stone at the manor. Suddenly, there
appeared in the air before Malus, a ball of fire. The Wolf stood
entranced by the hovering ball of flames as it simmered and
coalesced before them.

The fire continued to grow, the flames
licking higher and higher. As the flames grew, the entranced Wolf
seemed to realise the encroaching danger. An order was shouted from
the wagon and the Wolf quickly fanned out and began moving towards
Malus. Malus remained unconcerned with the approaching soldiers,
content to focus on his conjuration.

As they drew nearer, one of the Wolf called
out, ‘You, sir, are blocking our way. We have no quarrel with you.
Will you not yield the road?’

‘No quarrel with me, you say?’ Malus called
loudly, concluding his incantation. ‘This night you took from me a
dear friend and one of the great men of our age. The blood you have
spilled this night cries to the heavens for vengeance, and I...’
Malus’ voice shook with righteous indignation as he declared, ‘I
will answer its call!’

The Wolf now dangerously aware of Malus
intent, began to move towards him, but it was too late. Malus
stretched his arm back as if to lift the shimmering ball of flames
and hurled it towards the approaching Wolf pack. As it soared
through the air, it grew in size. What began as a small ball of
flames, became a roiling inferno of balefire. By the time it hit
the ground in front of the Wolf, it was monstrous, consuming all
before it. The hapless soldiers scattered in an effort to avoid it
but their efforts were in vain.

The all-consuming fire tore through their
ranks incinerating the Wolf as dried grass perishes before a
prairie fire. The blazing fire rolled onwards until it crashed into
the lead wagon. Falen and a few lucky Wolf managed to leap clear,
before the wagon too was consumed in the blaze.

Tristan watched as Falen rolled across the
ground attempting to extinguish the flames that were clawing at his
clothes. As soon as the last embers flickered out, he was on his
feet barking orders to the remaining soldiers, sending them
scurrying into the safety of the woods by the highway.

The soldiers fanned out and began making
their way towards where Malus had last been seen. Great trepidation
was evident on their faces as they approached the hilltop, seeing
the way open before him, Tristan decided to take advantage of the
confusion.

Drawing the crossbow, he took a bead on the
driver still sitting on the second wagon. There was a quiet twang
and the bolt caught the driver in the back. The driver slumped
noiselessly to the side, unnoticed in the chaos that was unfolding.
Slipping off the bough he had been resting on, Tristan hung by his
fingertips for a moment before dropping quietly to the dusty
earth.

Moving quickly to the second carriage,
Tristan slid aside the canvas and climbed into the wagon. Tristan
stopped dead - he had been steeling himself for this moment, but
the sight of his Father, bolts still protruding from his
blood-stained armour, brought tears to his eyes. Tristan longed to
stay but knew in his heart that the Wolf would soon return.

Moving to his father’s side he went in search
of the amulet Malus had spoken of, still wondering why they would
bother with such a trinket. Tristan brushed aside his father’s hair
and found the silver chain he sought. Gently Tristan pulled it up
and over his father’s head. As the amulet slid out from beneath his
armour, Tristan gasped. What had once been a dark rough-hewn red
stone was now bright red and seemed to radiate with an inner
light.

Tristan quickly fastened the amulet around
his own neck and slipped it inside his tunic. Whispering a goodbye
to his father, he took a last glance at the man who had raised him
and protected him against the world. Tristan lovingly closed his
father’s lifeless eyes. Feeling lonelier than he had ever felt, he
slipped out of the back of the wagon.

As Tristan hit the ground, he came face to
face with one of the Wolf. The man’s eyes widened, but before he
could open his mouth Tristan grabbed his sword and without even
taking the time for it to clear the scabbard he used his left hand
to slip it from his belt as he brought the whole scabbard up in a
sharp motion across the surprised man’s face. There was a sickening
crack as the man’s neck snapped and he collapsed.

Tristan stood for a moment staring at the man
whom he had just slain. Tristan could afford no more thought for
these murderers. ‘We’ll let the Allfather decide his fate,’ he
muttered to himself.

Without another thought, Tristan tore into
the undergrowth and made for the rendezvous place he had discussed
with Malus.

Tristan heard the shout of alarm ringing
behind him as he disappeared into the undergrowth. Someone had
spotted the slain soldier; Tristan glanced over his shoulder and to
his relief could see that no one had followed him into the woods.
The remnants of Malus’s fireball threatened to set the woods ablaze
and the Wolf were not excited at the prospect of re-entering the
inferno.

Tristan steadily worked his way towards the
agreed upon rendezvous point. The adrenalin was starting to wear
off and with it the fatigue of the night’s efforts were starting to
set in. Tristan pushed the fatigue from his mind. There would be
time for rest later, for the time being his mind was focused on
Malus and the thousands of questions coursing through his mind.

The revelation that his mother yet lived had
shaken him to his core. All these years he’d spent without her only
to find out now she was alive, and that he had a brother. It was a
comforting thought in the sorrows of the past few hours, but he
wondered at Malus’s cryptic answers. Why would she have left him
alone to be raised by his father? Why had he never met his brother?
There were so many questions that needed answers.

Tristan worked his way up the knoll only to
find Malus sitting there waiting for him. At the sight of Tristan,
Malus sprang of the rock he was sitting on. ‘Did you get it,
boy?’

‘Of course,’ Tristan responded drawing the
glowing red stone from under his tunic.

Malus eyes widened as he saw the now bright
red stone shining in the pre-dawn light. ‘My word, I never
knew.’

‘Never knew what?’ Tristan asked.

‘That it was a Soul Stone,’ answered Malus.
‘I have never seen one before. I have only read about them. Your
mother must’ve forged it for him.’

‘What’s a Soul Stone? … and how would my
mother have forged such a thing? She was a simple peasant girl from
Listar.’

If Malus wasn’t in such a somber mood, he
might have laughed.

‘Your mother was far from a simple peasant,
Tristan. She may have lived in Listar, but she was not from here. I
do not have all the answers you seek, but this much I know. Your
mother is a being of great power. She fell in love with your father
and lived in Listarii Manor until your birth. We were blessed by
her talents, even though many never knew her true nature. She
taught me much of what I know of the elements and the power that
controls them.’

‘My mother knows magic?’ Tristan asked
incredulously.

‘In a way I have never before seen,’ answered
Malus ‘It was as if it were a part of her very being.’

‘What do you know of my brother?’

‘He took after your mother, so she left to
raise him somewhere safer, away from the superstitions of simple
folk. It is difficult for people to tolerate that which they do not
understand. Your mother feared he would come to harm.’

‘Do you know where they are?’ Tristan
inquired.

‘I know they sought refuge, but I have not
heard from your mother in many years. I intend to start my search
in Tolanis in the Eternal Mountains. Hopefully, I can find some
trace of them there.’

‘You mean ‘we’?’ Tristan corrected.
‘Hopefully, we can find some trace of them.’

‘No, Tristan, one of us is sufficient to find
them. You have work to do here. The Wolves are moving to seize the
throne. They must not be allowed to succeed or all your father has
fought for will be in vain. You must continue what your father
started.’

‘How? I have no army or means with which to
wage a war.’

I’m sorry, Tristan. I do not have all the
answers that you will need, but you can do this. Take refuge in
Belnair. There are forces within the city who oppose Gerwold’s
tyrannical rule, they will be sympathetic to your plight. Find them
and a path will open before you.’

Tristan nodded slowly as Malus’s words sunk
in.

 


 



Chapter 5




Tristan and Malus had
parted ways hours earlier, Malus travelling northwest towards the
mountains seeking the mysterious Tolan. Tristan had made for
Belnair covering the last few miles as the sun rose, a fiery red
giant splitting the dawn sky. On any other day, Tristan would have
stopped to revel in its beauty, but today he was in a hurry,
desperate to be inside the city before the weary garrison could be
relieved by a fresh watch.

Mindful that his life would be forfeit if the
Wolf were to discover him, Tristan kept a low profile. Should his
presence be made known even here in the heart of their lands, he
would disappear and never be seen again. The plague, or any of the
other virulent diseases that swept the land, would make a
convenient excuse for his premature death. His continued survival
depended on his ability to blend in amongst the Belnairian. Once he
had found lodging and some way to earn a living, he could focus his
attention on the Wolf and their machinations.

Tristan was carrying his weapons and a pouch
of gold, but little else. For the first time in his life, Tristan
faced the world alone and it was a thought he did not relish.
Slipping past a weary gate guard, Tristan made his way towards the
merchants’ quarter, hoping to purchase some more appropriate
clothing. He’d stashed his leather jerkin in the woods outside the
city. The Eastern Star of the Listarii upon it would have been a
dead giveaway to even the densest of city guards.

As he entered the marketplace, the enormous
scale of Belnair gave him pause. The city was a monolithic stone
behemoth rising out of the earth. It provided a stark contrast to
the woodlands that separated it from the provincial estate of
Listar. Belnair was the second largest city on Valaar. Only the
capital, King’s Court, boasted a more burgeoning populace. Much of
the eastern realm’s taxes passed through Belnair’s gates, granting
the Wolf both power and prosperity.

As Tristan made his way through the throng of
bustling people, the crowd pushed its way through towards the
farmers’ market, eager for the morning meal. Up ahead, he could
make out the tailors’ district. Angling his way out of the pressing
mob, Tristan strode quickly towards one of the more modest
establishments.

A bell tinkled as Tristan opened the door.
Looking around, he found himself in a room surrounded by piles and
piles of clothing. There were bolts of cloth and outfits for every
occasion. In one pile were aprons and trousers for the tradesmen
that fed the city’s industry. On another table there was street
wear for the aristocracy, the regal attire mimicking the latest
fashion from the capital. After a few moments, a kind, elderly
gentleman came through a curtain at the back of the store.

‘Ah, good morning! I’m sorry to have kept you
waiting. It’s not often we have customers at this hour.’ The
proprietor spoke quickly, obviously taken off guard. ‘Where are my
manners? You must excuse me. I am Gabriel the Tailor. How can I be
of service?’

‘Gabriel, I was accosted on my way to
Belnair. Many of my supplies, including my wardrobe, were stolen.
Fortunately, I still have my purse and now I find myself in need of
your services. I need new clothes to replace those stolen by the
scurrilous thieves.’

‘Ah brigands, the plague of the land, sir.
They are the bane of us honest folk. How much of a wardrobe were
you planning to purchase? A change of clothes? Perhaps two?’

‘Two changes should be sufficient for now,’
Tristan answered.

‘Alright then, if you’ll remove your cloak
we’ll measure your fit.’

Tristan hastily removed his cloak and laid it
carefully on a nearby table. As Tristan turned, Gabriel was staring
at him.

‘That is a fine sword, sir. I’m not surprised
the brigands would bother you carrying such a weapon.’ Gabriel
raised an eyebrow, a knowing look revealing his opinion of the
obvious fiction.

‘Gabriel, I would prefer not to speak of it
-the sword was a gift from my late father.’ The sorrow evident in
his voice, was real enough and Gabriel took mercy, deciding not to
press the issue.

Gabriel was a master of his trade so within a
few minutes he had taken Tristan’s measurements and disappeared
amongst the stacks of clothing. A few moments later, he emerged
with a pile of clothes and thrust them into his arms. ‘Take these
and try them on. I think you will find them to be a good fit.’

Tristan disappeared into the changing room
and began trying on the clothes. True to his word, the clothes were
a remarkably good fit. Tristan settled on a set of green trousers
and a white tunic and set aside another set for a change of
clothes.

Tristan emerged from the changing room and
Gabriel admired his work, fussing about him for a moment. ‘They
should wear well as they are all homespun and should hold out just
fine against the rigours of the day.’

‘How much do I owe you, Gabriel?’

‘Two silvers, sir, for the lot.’

Tristan reached into his pouch and pulled out
a gold sovereign, in the currency of Valaar, a sovereign was worth
five silvers. As he placed it in his hand, Gabriel began to
protest, but Tristan closed his palm around it and added ‘for the
clothes... and your discretion.’

‘Understood, sir, you were never here.’

‘Any idea where I could find some work?’

‘If you have a skill or trade, try the
market. If not, head for the farms outside of town. They are always
in need of day labourers.’

Tristan thanked him for his help and bundled
his clothes into the travel sack before he tossed it over his
shoulder.

As he headed for the door, Gabriel called out
‘Safe travels, Milord.’

Tristan nodded to the insightful tailor
before heading out the door.

Belnair was wide awake now; the throng of
pedestrians gave the streets a mind of their own. Tristan made his
way out of the tailors’ quarter and made for the merchants’ market
hoping to gain some employment for the day, and ease the strain on
his remaining gold.

As he made his way through the crowd, a
street urchin slammed into him. The scruffy child apologised before
picking himself off the ground and running on his way. Always
suspicious, Tristan patted himself down. To his relief, his pouch
was still secured safely. Patting his tunic, terror pierced him to
the core... the Soul Stone was gone.

Tristan spotted the urchin vanishing in the
distance and took off after him. Tristan pushed his way through the
crowd after the lad. The boy couldn’t have been more than twelve
summers and already a thief. ‘What is the world coming to?’ Tristan
asked himself.

Tristan was gaining quickly on the boy, his
longer legs making the difference. The boy risked a glance back and
spotted Tristan before ducking out of sight. At the first sign of
his pursuer, the boy took flight again, this time ducking and
weaving through the traffic to avoid being spotted. Tristan pursued
as best he could, rather following the disturbance in the crowd
than the boy himself. After a few blocks, he spotted the youth
sprinting into a side alley. Tristan followed him into the narrow
street and to his great satisfaction it was a dead end.

The boy took one look at Tristan and leapt
behind a pile of garbage. Tristan called, ‘This will end much
better for you if you come out and return what you stole from
me.’

The declaration was met with silence. Tristan
slowly approached the pile and let out a deep sigh. You have to
be kidding me, he thought to himself....

There, buried behind the pile of refuse, lay
one of the many entrances to the sewers beneath Belnair.

 


 



Chapter 6




Tristan let himself gently
into the sewer culvert and found himself on a narrow ledge, barely
a shoulder’s width wide. Below him, in the trough, was a stream of
waste - the stench of which was almost enough to send him back up
the ladder for the fresh air. Remembering the stakes, he stopped
and listened. Hearing footsteps heading down the passage, he took
off in pursuit, but with a little more care and quiet than his
prey. His training in the forests surrounding Listar had taught him
to move stealthily - when stalking a deer, one cracked twig could
make all the difference.

For what seemed like an eternity, Tristan
followed the urchin through the sewers assailed on all sides by
foul odours and scurrying vermin. Certain of his safety, the thief
had slowed his pace. Towards what and where he was going, Tristan
was unsure, but it was readily apparent that the thief was not
lost. More likely, he hid amongst the waste to avoid the town guard
who would have required serious motivation to venture down into the
filth.

Tristan rounded another corner and came to a
halt. There in front of him, no more than ten paces away, was the
thief opening a heavy door. The door swung open and light poured
out. Fearing he’d be locked out, Tristan sprang forward. The thief
spun, startled at the sound, but Tristan was upon him. Upon
tackling him through the open door, the pair of them tumbled to the
ground. With the advantage of size and surprise, Tristan quickly
pinned the youth against the cobblestones.

‘The stone you stole, where is it?’ Tristan
demanded angrily. His knife was now out and resting against the
lad’s throat. ‘I have no desire to kill you, boy, but that is all I
have left in this world and I will do what I must. Feeling the
press of the steel, the youth gasped and spluttered. ‘It’s around
my neck.’ Tristan quickly pulled the chain off the boy and threw it
over his own head, settling the gem beneath his tunic.

‘Well, isn’t that interesting, a rich boy not
afraid of the smell down here.’ The taunt came from behind him. For
the first time, he realized they were not alone in the room.
Tristan looked up to see two men in cloaks getting up from a wooden
table in the corner. ‘Gentlemen, I have no quarrel with you. I only
wanted back what was rightfully mine.’

‘Well, that’s unfortunate because no one
wanders into our den and returns to snitch. That pretty little
stone is going to cost you your life, boy.’ Gesturing at the knife
Tristan was holding, ‘That little knife may scare the kids, but
it’s not going to do you any good against one of these,’ the
brigand responded, drawing a long sword from his scabbard. His
companion likewise drew his sword. Tristan reached beneath his coat
and drew his rapier, ‘How about this one then?’

‘The boy has spirit!’ laughed one of the men,
‘At least he’ll die smiling. Two versus one is hardly a fair
fight.’

‘I’ll go easy on you then,’ taunted Tristan,
the familiar feel of his blade in his hand giving him reassurance.
Tristan backed towards the wall to keep himself free of attack from
behind, slowly Tristan began moving the point of his rapier back
and forth between his aggressors.

From his hours of training in the barracks,
he knew that without rigorous training, men got in each other’s way
rather than be of any real assistance in a melee. As long as you
didn’t allow them behind you, a more skilled aggressor could easily
face down superior numbers, particularly in such a confined
space.

The men drew nearer; the leader of the two
was the first to make a move, a slashing cut aimed for Tristan’s
shoulder. Ducking the blade, Tristan sprang inside the man’s guard
and delivered a sharp blow to the man’s jaw with the pommel of his
rapier. The man bellowed in pain as Tristan hammered the blow
home.

The other thief took advantage and thrust
towards Tristan’s flank and it was apparent that they had never
been martially trained - more the bluff and bluster you expected in
a tavern brawl. Tristan stepped back on his left foot and ran the
rapier along the blade forcing it down into the cobblestones then
whipping his blade back across the man’s hand. Blood sprayed from
the wound and the man dropped his sword and clutched at his hand to
try and stop the bleeding.

Without relenting, Tristan spun around,
parried the incoming strike from the smart-mouthed thief. Another
stroke of the rapier and the man fell to his knees, clutching his
leg, blood running freely as it stained his trousers. The man’s
blade clattered noisily across the cobblestones as Tristan swiped
it from his grasp. Tristan sheathed his weapon and turned towards
the door. As he did so, he spied the man reaching for his boot.

Looking back over his shoulder, Tristan
warned him curtly, ‘That wound on your hand will heal, but if that
knife leaves your boot you will not live to see sundown. I will not
kill without cause; do not make me think twice about sparing your
life.’

‘Who are you?’ The man asked pulling his hand
back as if he’d been stung.

‘Just a boy a long way from home and I have a
journey yet ahead of me.’

‘Not today you don’t. The sentinels allowed
your passage out of curiosity. If you leave without the Underman’s
blessing, you will not make the surface. Take that door and seek
it. One good turn deserves another.’

Tristan turned to face the door; with some
trepidation he pushed it open. A long tunnel disappeared into the
darkness and standing just before him was a man holding a sack in
his hands. ‘Put this on and follow me -the Underman will see you
now.’

Slipping the sack over his head, Tristan
began wondering about the wisdom of pursuing his current course.
His escort led him blindfolded through the tunnels for what seemed
like an eternity; eventually he was led into a room and seated. His
escort pulled the sack off his head and spoke softly, ‘The Underman
is the most wanted man on Valaar. His identity is a closely guarded
secret, if you turn to face him; I’ll run you through without a
second thought. Do you understand?’

Tristan nodded, unsure just what else could
be done. His escort moved behind him and drew his sword resting the
point against Tristan’s back. After a few minutes the door opened
again and another man entered and addressed Tristan, his heavy
accent was not native to Belnair. ‘You put me in a difficult
position, my young lord.’

‘Lord?’ queried Tristan feigning ignorance,
‘you are mistaken, I...’

Cutting Tristan off before he could continue,
the new speaker continued, ‘I would advise against attempting to
lie to me. It is as you will soon learn, fruitless. I watched your
victory at the Midsummer’s Tournament with great interest. Your
skill with that blade is like none I’ve ever seen—our poor
sentinels never stood a chance.

Formidable skills aside, I am left wondering
why you would venture into the sewers in my city.’ His emphasis
left no doubt as to who held the real power in Belnair.

‘One of your thieves took something that
belonged to my father and I won’t be parted from it.’ Tristan’s
voice wavered as he mentioned his father.

‘I am sorry to hear of your father, Tristan.
He was a good man and did not deserve such a fate. ‘

‘What do you know of my father?’ Tristan
queried skeptically.

The voice answered from the darkness, ‘I know
that he was a good man, Tristan. He did me a kindness many years
ago. He did not know who I was and yet he risked his life to save
my own, a kindness I have never forgotten.

I awoke this morning to see the smoke rising
in the East, it seems all of Listarii is ablaze. Add that to the
knowledge that much of the Wolf garrison was absent last night and
we have a deadly tale indeed. For you to be here alone as you are,
I must assume your father perished in the fighting...’

‘He was murdered by Falen before my eyes.’
responded Tristan before the Underman could finish. ‘I’m here in
this forsaken city because of him. I will make them pay, every last
one of them.’

‘His loss is a tragedy indeed. May I ask how
you intend to accomplish such a thing?’ queried the Underman
cautiously.

‘I don’t know, but I will find a way!’
Tristan exclaimed frustrated and embarrassed at the same time.

‘Well, my young Lord, let me expand your
horizons—the Wolf are on the move, their forces have been gathering
strength considerably in recent years and there is a game afoot to
put Gerwold on the Golden Throne. Listarii blood may have been the
first, but it will not be the last to be spilt.’

‘You think they would overthrow the king’s
council and seize the throne?’ Tristan asked incredulously.

‘I am sure of it. If they continue as they
have started, the blood will run like rivers in the streets of
King’s Court. Before long, what little remains of the council will
fall in behind them or perish before them.. Those of us who have
lived in Belnair have witnessed their barbarity firsthand. The
thought of Gerwold wearing the Crown of Kings...It is a fate we
cannot countenance.

We know much of you, Tristan Listar, but you
know little of us. I run the underworld of Belnair, if it turns a
coin we have a hand in it. Our resources are considerable and we
have the information and the means to undermine Gerwold in his
attempt. I will resist Gerwold with every breath in my body. The
men who serve me feel likewise. We have the money, the men, and the
means -what we lack is a leader. We need soldiers not
scoundrels.’

‘You want me to train your men?’

‘There is no one better with the blade, boy.
I have seen your work first hand. We need men with those same
skills to overthrow the Wolf. But it is not just your sword,
Tristan - we need your heart and soul. Great men serve, Tristan.
They do not rule nor lord it over their people. Your father, Marcus
Listar, was a great man. I believe you can provide the Guild with
the leadership we need to thwart Gerwold.’

‘If we stage a coup from within Belnair, it’s
your streets that will run with blood.’ Tristan replied grimly ‘and
the blood that runs along them will belong to those you know and
love.’

‘Every man, woman, and child here is prepared
to pay that price. Are you?’

‘I have naught but my life left to give. I
will give it too if I must.’

‘Oh, Tristan you have so much more than that
to give. Your father would be proud of you.’ responded the
Underman. ‘After I leave, Halmir here will show you to your
quarters. Tomorrow, he’ll introduce you to the others and in due
course you will have your justice. Until then tread carefully,
Tristan.’

With that the Underman strode out of the
room. After a few moments, the sword point was removed from
Tristan’s back. ‘Halmir, I presume.’ Tristan queried.

‘Indeed, Milord.’ The man tipped his head as
if affecting a bow and gestured towards the door.

 


 



Chapter 7




Tristan was led deeper into
the catacombs beneath Belnair. Each turn brought added wonderment
as he was led further into the depths. What had started as a filthy
sewer system emerged as what it actually was- an elaborate warren
concealing a sprawling, underground empire.

Halmir noticed that Tristan was awestruck and
stopped to explain, ‘A century ago when the Wolf first turned
tyrant, the first Underman took refuge here. Over the years, we
have grown in strength and influence and with that growth, we have
needed more space. The Wolf know of our existence but view us as
little more than the criminal organization they suppose us to
be.’

‘But these structures... who built them?’
Tristan inquired.

‘We have many skilled stonemasons who have
spent their lives fashioning these tunnels after the manner of the
Dwarves.’

‘Dwarves?’ asked Tristan. ‘I thought that
they were a fairytale—the type of story parents tell their children
to scare them.’

‘When you meet Ferebour tomorrow, you can see
a fairytale first hand.’

‘Ferebour? You mean there is a Dwarf
here?’

‘For as long as I’ve been here,’ Halmir
answered. ‘Ferebour is a trusted member of the Underman’s Council.
Any other questions you have about his kind, you’ll have to direct
to him. Good luck, Dwarves are a most secretive folk.’

After a few more minutes, they arrived at a
room hewn into the stone. His guide ushered him into the room which
was sparsely furnished but would certainly be more comfortable than
the woods where he’d spent the previous night.

‘I’ll send someone along with some food
shortly, Tristan. Ensure you do not wander from your room. There
are still many here who do not know you - we’d hate for something
untoward to happen to our new fearless leader,’ Halmir smiled as he
jested. Tristan sensed an element of sincerity beneath the warning.
Trust would need to be earned before he could wander the catacombs
freely.

‘I’ll stay put don’t worry, I’m exhausted. I
couldn’t explore even if I wanted too.’

‘Excellent - the council meets first thing in
the morning. I’ll introduce you to the others then.’ With that,
Halmir excused himself and shut the door behind him.

Tristan reclined on the simple bed and within
moments exhaustion overtook him. He was fast asleep when a steward
brought his meal. Not wanting to rouse the lad, he left it on the
table and quietly let himself out of the room.

*****

A knock on the door roused Tristan from his
slumber. After a moment, a young boy entered. ‘Sir, the Council is
waiting for you.’ Tristan looked across the room and found the meal
sitting cold on the table. He assumed that it was at least morning
-this far below ground it was impossible to tell. Strapping his
sword on, Tristan took a bite out of the meat and bread before
following the boy out of the room.

They made quick progress through the tunnels;
Tristan hungrily devoured the remaining bread while they walked.
Rounding another corner, they came to a halt before a large set of
double doors flanked by guards dressed in a grey camouflage that
helped them blend almost seamlessly into the walls of the tunnel
behind them. The boy spoke in whispered tones and the guards opened
the doors.

Tristan marveled as he entered the council
chamber. The ceiling rose some thirty feet into the air and rested
on delicately carved pillars. Tristan realized upon closer
inspection that the entire chamber was seamlessly carved from the
stone without a single join. The stonework was incredibly detailed,
depicting scenes from the history of Valaar. In the centre of the
chamber was a round hardwood table where most of the seats were
occupied.

Tristan noticed that his escort from the
previous day appeared to be in control of the gathering and
motioned for him to take the seat beside his. Halmir stood and
addressed the gathered members, ‘As you have seen, we have a new
member to our council. The Underman has personally selected him to
join us at this pivotal junction in our plan. He is to train and
lead our forces in the conflict that lies ahead.’ The words sunk
deep into Tristan’s heart and he suddenly felt anxiety at the
enormity of the task before him.

‘Who is this boy that we should follow him?’
The voice snapped Tristan from his reflection. The owner of the
voice was an unassuming man several seats to Tristan’s left,
unremarkable by appearance except for cold, grey eyes that warned
of a toughness lying below the surface. Halmir responded swiftly to
the interruption, ‘Tristan is here at the Underman’s express
invitation which is reason enough, Sven, but beyond that he is a
warrior of great skill and will impart that expertise to our
forces.’

Undeterred, the man pressed on, ‘That seems
very convenient. The Underman’s will or not, the presence of
someone new reeks of a ploy. I’ll not see a Wolf slip inside our
fold unchallenged.’

Tristan was on his feet in an instant, both
hands slamming into the table with such force that the sound rang
throughout the chamber. ‘If you ever accuse me of sharing fealty
with those murderous rats again, no man here will be able to save
you.’

‘Save me, boy? Don’t make me laugh. I’ve
survived far worse than you can even imagine. By your leave,
Halmir, I would see the boy match word with weapon.’

Halmir’s regal features were unreadable as he
nodded. ‘I’ll allow it, but the man who lands a killing blow will
suffer the same fate. No one will die today, understood? The dual
ends at a scratch.’

Halmir nodded towards Tristan and the pair
took up positions in the large open space next to the table. There
was a scraping of chairs as everyone in the room turned in keen
interest to see what would transpire.

Tristan felt the weight of their attention as
he took up his stance. There would be no toying in this dual. He’d
assert his skills as quickly as possible and push any remaining
doubts from the minds of the others still sitting at the table. At
eighteen, he was already one of the greatest swordsmen in Valaar.
This duel would be brief.

The wiry fellow took up his stance opposite
Tristan and drew a long sword. Both combatants looked to Halmir who
nodded. At the sign, Tristan closed with his opponent quickly,
giving no opportunity for his foe to study him or his form.

As soon as he was in striking range, Tristan
feinted a lightning strike towards his opponent. As soon as his
opponent moved to block, Tristan rolled his wrist and slashed
downwards at his opponent’s exposed flank. The man sidestepped with
uncanny speed and prevented Tristan’s blade from striking home. The
man’s cloak was not so fortunate and the rapier split the cloak a
new seam. The man stepped backwards and made a slashing blow
intended to hamstring Tristan.

Tristan almost smiled at the opening,
spinning outside his opponent’s guard and brought his rapier down
on top of the man’s blade, forcing the blow into the stone floor
with great force. A terrific clang filled the room and Tristan
pitied his foe; the force of the blow would be ringing up his arm.
Spared from most of the impact, Tristan was free to kick the man’s
blade from his hand. The blade slid noisily across the floor.
Before his wiry foe could recover, Tristan dropped his shoulder
into the man knocking him to the floor.

Feeling he’d made his point in the seconds it
had taken to best the man, Tristan sheathed his rapier and nodded
to Halmir as he walked back towards the table. A narrow smile
formed at the corners of Halmir’s mouth which was barely visible
beneath his finely groomed moustache.

‘Boy,’ his foe called from the stones, ‘the
dual was to the blood. Do you so prematurely claim your victory?’
Tristan spun to see a dagger in the man’s hand. In an instant the
man drew his hand back and threw the blade. Tristan turned sideways
to present a smaller profile as the blade arced towards him,
watching the blade as it cut through the air. With unnatural
swiftness, Tristan reached out and grabbed the knife mid-flight,
ensuring he snatched it by the shaft and not the blade which would
have torn straight though his outstretched hand.

Time seemed to slow as the council watched
with awestruck silence. Tristan’s hand closed around the shaft,
turning it in the air and with a twist of his wrist Tristan slammed
its blade into the table. Everyone jumped as the blade bit deep
into the wood with a resounding thud. Turning towards the
dumbstruck owner of the dagger, he spoke slowly, in measured words
that brought a chill to the room.

‘If you desire this one-sided affair to
continue, I can skin you layer by layer until there is nothing
left, or you can take my hand and understand that I am precisely
what the Underman claims me to be -I am Tristan Listar. The Wolf
murdered my father and burnt my home to the ground. I am here to
fight with you against them. I will fight to the utter annihilation
of their line and put an end to the dark night of tyranny that they
have brought to this land. I’ll not see one more innocent life lost
to their wanton greed and lust for power. ‘The real question,’
Tristan began, as he reached out a hand to his vanquished foe, ‘is
will you fight with me or do I stand alone?’

The man took the outstretched hand and
Tristan helped him to his feet, the surprise still evident on his
face. ‘You are Tristan Listar? I have heard the stories, I did not
think they were true.’

‘And now?’ Tristan asked.

‘Now, perhaps I think... they do not do you
justice.’ The sinewy man responded, returning to his seat.

A deep throaty laugh reverberated through the
chamber. Its owner was a hulking bear of a man. ‘Heavens help me,
but I love the boy -anyone who can do that to Sven has my vote.’
The others around the table joined in the laughter and the matter
was settled.

Halmir raised a hand and the room quietened.
‘Then we have an accord. Tristan will train our forces so that when
we rise against the Wolf, we will do so with the discipline of an
army - not a frenzied mob to be dispersed as chaff before the wind.
Take the remainder of the day to gather our men as we need every
able-bodied man who will take up his sword in defense of our
freedom. Gather them here, for tomorrow our work begins in
earnest.’ The members of the council slowly rose from the table and
filtered out of the council hall.

As they were leaving, Sven made his way
around the table to where Tristan was still sitting and began
patiently working his blade out of table, taking great care not to
damage the blade. ‘That is a fine blade, Sven,’ Tristan spoke,
breaking the silence, ‘Where did you get it?’

‘I made it myself,’ Sven responded.

‘Then I am doubly sorry for having thus
handled it. I hope that you will forgive me.’

‘How did you do that? Grab the knife out of
the air. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life,’ Sven asked
in wonderment.

‘I saw your aim was true. Once I knew where
the blade would be, I just needed to ensure I caught the shaft
rather than the blade.’

‘You make it sound easy.’

‘It’s simpler than you would think.’

‘Will you teach me?’

‘If you will fight with me, with the same
energy that you fought against me today, I’ll teach you that and
more.’

‘As long as you fight the Wolf, consider my
blade and other skills at your disposal.’

‘You do more for the Underman then make
knives don’t you?’

‘That, Tristan, is a discussion for another
day.’ Sven responded before withdrawing from the chamber, leaving
Tristan alone in his thoughts.

 


 



Chapter 8




Amidst the peace of the Eternal
Mountains.

 


Untold miles away from the
chaos unfolding in the heart of Valaar, Syrion Listar sat in
peaceful meditation. Lying in the heart of the Eternal Mountains,
Tolanis was a city that had stood for millennia untouched by the
troubles and squabbles of men.

The trek through the mountains had stymied
the advance of more than one would-be conqueror through the ages.
Even should one succeed in making it through the treacherous
mountains, they would have the impossible task of laying siege to
Tolanis. A towering city almost completely surrounded by a
freshwater lake, it is unapproachable by foot, except for a narrow
neck of land that leads to its impressive gates.

The lake also provided a constant source of
fresh water, meaning besieging forces would have to endure long
winters before the defenders ever had to fear a shortage of food or
water. It provided an enduring respite from the cares and prying
eyes of the world.

It was this sanctuary that Elaina Listar had
sought for her son as she fled that fateful night eighteen years
earlier. The people of Tolanis lived in harmony with the Dragon
Host who made their nests in the peaks of the Eternal Mountains.
The two groups lived in a symbiotic relationship, both prospered
and protected by the other. Over the years the people of Tolanis
drifted apart from their distant kin on the plains below.

Throughout the ages, champions of the Valaar
seeking glory would journey into the mountains in an attempt to
slay one of the great beasts. Such a sin could barely be
comprehended by the Tolan and would not be countenanced. Those
travelling the mountain paths with any malice in their heart were
soon ushered hastily into the next life as the Tolan zealously
guarded their Draconian allies.

Syrion knew little of how he and his mother
had come to live amongst the Tolan. As far as his research had
discovered, they were the first people in over a century to be
permitted entrance to the great city. When the last Valaaran King
perished and war broke out between the remaining kingdoms, the
Tolan shut their gates to the world. His mother had travelled here
when he was yet a babe and whether it was mercy or curiosity,
compassion or something else entirely, the Elders of the city had
given Elaina and Syrion a place within the city to call their
own.

Here, far above the world, Syrion sat in
contemplation, resting on top of a boulder. In the forests of the
Eternal Mountains, he was at peace. The younger son of Marcus and
Elaina Listar, he was of a slighter build than his brother- his
dark hair was kept short offsetting his sharp features and
grey-green eyes. Where Tristan could grow a beard easily, his twin
brother had no need to shave whatsoever. In spite of their
differences, the familial resemblance was unmistakable.

Syrion could feel the elements coursing
around him as he rested -the water burbling down a nearby stream;
the wind as it whistled through the woods; and the life force of
the forest in the form of thousands of creatures as they hurried to
and fro. He had always been able to sense these things, but as he’d
grown older the feelings had intensified.

One day he had been camping in the woods when
night came. He was resting by the fire as darkness fell when he
sensed them coming - a pack of timber wolves moving through the
wooded hills. Syrion could feel their hunger as they moved towards
the camp fire; winter had been harsh on their pack. Syrion sensed
at least four of them, but it was hard to tell as they darted and
circled back and forth in the darkness.

Syrion pulled a burning timber out of the
fire and prepared to defend himself. Soon the first wolf was
visible as it advanced menacingly towards him. Teeth bared as the
wolf growled in low but audible tones. Syrion brandished the torch
before himself in an attempt to drive the creature back, only to
realise it was a distraction - he sensed two more wolves sneaking
up behind him. They thought as one, the consummate hunters and
Syrion wondered just how many others had fallen prey to the same
trick.

Desperation started to settle in as they
advanced steadily upon him. He could only hold off one at a time,
he thought. No matter how feverishly he swung the torch there was
always going to be two other wolves at his back. Syrion looked
around for an avenue of escape but there was none. He was isolated
and alone. The only thing keeping the wolves at bay was the fire.
I need more fire, Tristan thought desperately. Perhaps then
only one wolf would be able to advance at a time.

Syrion startled at a sound behind him and
turned to see his humble camp fire had whipped itself into a
conflagration spreading behind him. ‘How?’ Syrion wondered. As if
in response, he felt the familiar sensation; it was almost as
though the fire was responding to his need.

There was no other explanation, his back now
protected from the wolves, he turned to face the pack leader.
Determined and hungry, the wolf stalked towards him teeth bared,
saliva dripping from its open maw.

Syrion decided to test his theory. Holding
the torch before him he, cleared his mind and focused on the flames
flickering before him. It felt different now. Not only could he
sense the fire, but he could feel it, as if it were part of him.
Without further thought, Syrion willed the fire onwards.

Flames leapt from the torch towards the wolf,
quickly billowing outwards. The timber wolf leapt back in fear
before fleeing back into the forest. The prospect of a meal now
outweighed by the danger of the strange man, and his supernatural
fire.

Syrion sat down in disbelief and the fire
returned to its former size, the ramifications of his experience
flooded through his mind. Is it just fire? He wondered or will
other elements bend to my will as well? Lying down by the fire
Syrion tried to make himself more comfortable, but it seemed no
matter which way he moved, there was a stone poking him in the
back. Thinking about the source of his discomfort, he wished for a
smoother surface on wish to rest. To his surprise and delight he
felt the stone melt into the ground. Syrion’s smile widened as he
contentedly nodded off to sleep.

 


 



Chapter 9




As dawn came, it found
Syrion running through the streets of Tolanis. As he reached his
home he burst through the door. ‘Mother,’ he shouted as he raced
into the kitchen. He found Elaina baking bread. ‘Mother, you aren’t
going to believe what happened to me, there were timber wolves...
and the fire exploded and...’ Syrion struggled to explain himself
and catch his breath at the same time.

‘Take your time, Son, we have all the time in
the world.’ Elaina put down the dough she was kneading and sat
down. Syrion inherited much of his looks from his mother. The Lady
Elaina was tall and slender - her regal features were sharp with
deep almond-coloured eyes and long flowing tresses as dark as the
night sky. Her lithe body was strong, showing no signs of aging. In
fact, throughout Syrion’s entire life, his mother had not seemed to
age a day.

At length, Syrion related his experience, his
mother hanging on every word. As he finished his experience he
looked to his mother only to find her grinning from ear to ear.
‘Why are you smiling? I’m not crazy. I actually controlled the
fire!’ Syrion exclaimed, thoroughly confused.

‘I know that you’re not crazy, Syrion. I have
been waiting for this day for many years -amongst our people, the
first time a child touches the elements, it is a cause for great
celebration.’

‘Our people? You mean you knew this would
happen? How?’ The questions came in rapid succession. His mother
Elaina paused, as if searching for an answer. After a few moments
she reached her hand out over the wash basin and after a few
moments a globe of water rose out of the sink and coalesced above
her outstretched hand, turning to face Syrion she smiled ‘Because I
am your mother,’ flicking her wrist she hurled the ball of water.
It sailed out of the window and slammed into the house next
door.

Closing the window, Elaina turned to her son.
‘It’s time you knew more about who you really are.’ Sitting down
next to her son, Elaina began to share the burden she had carried
alone all these years.

‘Syrion, we are of an ancient race, we are
the Astarii, first amongst the Children of the Gods. In us they
vested great power over their other creations. We served them as
Caretakers of Creation, their vast dominion throughout the stars.
In time some of the Astarii sought greater power than what they had
been given, seeking to rule Creation rather than care for it. The
proud Astarii rose up against their masters.

As penance for their blind ambition, they
were banished from the presence of the gods. Our powers weakened as
the distance between us grew, some lost their powers all together
and became mortal -the first humans to walk the stars. Other
Astarii managed to retain their powers and formed communities where
they seek to reclaim their birthright. They long for a place at the
feet of the gods once more and hope to reclaim it by faithfully
carrying out their first charge, that of Caretakers of
Creation.

I was one such, watching over this world when
I met your father, I saw him defend a lone traveler against a band
of robbers. Hopelessly outnumbered, your father refused to abandon
the poor man. He slew a dozen of them before they finally
overwhelmed him. They robbed him, beat him and left him to die.

As I saw him laying there I could not stand
idly by so against all the laws of our people, I intervened and
healed them both. The stranger went on his way grateful but
confused as to what had transpired. After he left, I travelled home
with your father to Listarii because we fell in love. I paid a
price for that love and was exiled from my people. In spite of
that, I found a new home in Listarii, its people were kind to me
and I used my powers to help our people and for the first time in
my long life I had somewhere I felt I truly belonged.

When you were born we knew that you would
have my gifts so I bought you here. The people of Listarii love
your father and I, but we could never be sure how and when your
powers would be manifest.

Astarii can be quite dangerous and
unpredictable in their youth. For your protection, we brought you
here. Humans have always been wary of magic, and whilst I can
understand their fears, if they had raised a hand against you I
would have laid waste to them all. Gifted Astarii children are a
rarity amongst our kind; I could not lose you to fear or
superstition. To avoid the inevitable, I brought you here and left
your father to raise your brother Tristan.

Syrion’s eyes glazed over, ‘I have a
brother?’

‘You do, a twin brother. In time we will
return to see them, but now that your powers have manifested
themselves, we must teach you to control them quickly or the
consequences could be dire.’

Syrion looked at his mother in bewilderment.
‘Dire?’

‘There is a tale told amongst our kind of a
petulant Astarii youth named Alvar who destroyed an entire
world.’

‘What, how?’ Tristan asked incredulously.

‘Alvar was young and as he stood watch over a
world, he foolishly tried to befriend some of the youths on the
planet’s surface, but when they realized that he was different,
they mocked him incessantly. First he was hurt, then he was angry.
As his blood boiled so did the molten core of that poor world and
before any of us realized what was happening, the planet tore
itself apart and Alvar perished, along with every soul who called
it home. That tragedy must never be repeated.’

‘Okay,’ Syrion answered filled with wonder
and terror in equal measure. ‘Destroying worlds is bad so how do we
avoid that?’

‘Your training begins today,’ Elaina
responded firmly.

 


 



Chapter 10




Syrion and Elaina left town
at noon and ventured into the mountains surrounding Tolanis. They
sought somewhere secluded where Syrion could begin learning to
control his new found powers - somewhere free from worry or concern
for innocents who might pass by.

Deep within the forested peaks, Elaina led
her son to a glade and took a seat on one of the many stones in the
clearing. Elaina gestured for him to follow and Syrion took a seat
on a nearby rock and waited attentively.

‘Syrion,’ his mother began, ‘in the universe
there are two forces, those that act and those that are acted upon.
The powers of the Astarii allow us to exert influence over the
elements, they are that which are acted upon. Any sentient being or
creature that has capacity that can think or act for itself is
outside your sphere of control, you may attempt to compel it with
your use of the other elements, but you cannot control it directly.
From your experience last night, you know that you could scare or
burn the wolves with fire, but you could not directly compel them
to withdraw.’

‘Why one and not the other?’ Syrion
asked.

‘The Allfather sought caretakers for his
Creation, not overseers. We guide, seek, and counsel. Should the
mortals fail to heed our counsel, it remains for the Allfather to
determine their fate.’

‘May I ask another question?’

‘Absolutely secrets between us will hinder
you, not help you.’

‘Then what does this really mean?’ Standing
up and turning away from his mother, he pulled his tunic off
revealing his back, bare with the exception of a great golden
dragon that moved lazily across his back. The image moved as if a
tattoo had been given life.

‘That is your mark, Syrion. Every Astarii has
one, though not all move as your does. It normally shows a special
affinity or gift for a particular portion of creation, a
dragon-marked Astarii has not been born in my living memory. I
imagine time will grant us a better understanding of its
meaning.’

Changing tack Syrion asked curiously, ‘What
is your mark?’

Elaina held her palm up in front of her son’s
face. ‘Mine is more easily concealed, you will need to look
closely,’ Syrion obeyed; as he stared at her outstretched palm
Syrion could make out lines and swirls moving across his mother’s
hand. ‘It is the wind,’ Elaina answered in response to Syrion’s
unasked question. ‘I am an Astarii of the Wind; I can call it or
command it as if it were an extension of my very being.’

Syrion wondered how that differed from
anything a gifted Astarii could already do when a howling wind came
rushing though the trees. As it tore through the trees, Elaina’s
robes billowed and snapped in the relentless wind. Syrion struggled
to keep his eyes fixed on his mother. Without warning she
disappeared completely.

Syrion whirled about in the tempest searching
for her, as suddenly as it began the wind ceased and Elaina
materialised on top of a nearby boulder. ‘I am the embodiment of
the wind, Syrion, I can call it forth and control it, I can become
one with it. I can call forth a storm or silence a cyclone

‘I see... does that mean I could become a
Dragon?’ asked Syrion inquisitively.

‘It is possible, but as I said, the mark of
the Dragon is very rare thus little is known of your gift and less
still of what can be expected. Let us focus first on your mastery
of the elements and with time, you will master your own mark.’

‘Okay, where do we begin?’

‘Sit down and open your mind to the elements,
you will feel them all around you. Awareness is the key. If you can
feel, it you can command it. Exercise patience and think before you
act. Do not become complacent -those who do tend to discover too
late that they have lost control of their powers and that
foolishness will tear them asunder. Let us begin with something
simple.’

Raising a hand, she gestured at a pile of
sticks and leaves in the clearing and in an instant they erupted in
flames. ‘Now, Syrion, control the fire, feel the flames. Can you
cause them to grow?’

Syrion focused intently on the blaze. He
could feel the fire as it crackled and burned through the dead
foliage. Focusing on the flames, Syrion focused on the first
thought that came to mind, without consideration he issued the
command, Conflagrate. No sooner had the thought crossed his
mind then he was snapped from his reverie. The flames before him
roared in intensity, quickly doubling and then tripling in size,
threatening to set fire to the forest itself.

‘Syrion, put it out!’ his mother shouted over
the roaring fire.

Hastily Syrion moved to obey - sweeping a
hand across the scene, Syrion willed the flames to extinguish. In
seconds, the flames ceased completely, leaving only burnt coals
where sticks and shrubbery had once been, the charcoaled remains
the only sign that seconds earlier a fire had been raging in the
clearing.

‘You are impressively powerful, my son, but
you need to work on your control.Using your powers will bring
fatigue, which brings us to lesson two. Do not use a catapult to
kill a mosquito,’ censured his mother, citing an old proverb. ‘We
will spend the remainder of the day exercising your powers by
degree. Once you are comfortable, you can continue to practice on
your own. Mastery will only come with time and great effort on your
part.’

‘Okay,’ Syrion, responded taking the
correction in his stride. ‘I will get this yet.’ The remainder of
the day passed quickly as mother and son practiced channeling the
elements. Syrion slowly became accustomed to the flow of energy as
it coursed through his body. With each new spell he could feel his
horizons expanding; his world that had at once seemed confined and
isolated in the heart of the Eternal Mountains now seemed to offer
limitless potential.

Elaina watched with pride as her son
continued to learn at an incredible pace. With his once dormant
gifts awakened Syrion took to the elements with ease. After only
hours of practice he was able to master incantations that had taken
her weeks as a child. In time he would grow to possess incredible
power.

‘What do the gods have planned for you, my
child?’ she wondered. The heavens stared back silently—any secrets
they held would not be imparted this day. Only time would tell what
would become of her son and his gifts.
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Meanwhile, back in Belnair

 


Deep beneath Belnair,
Tristan’s leadership had invigorated the underworld. As the Wolf
moved steadily to consolidate their power above ground, the
resistance grew in power and strength below. Energised by his
opposition to the Wolf, the other leaders of the Guild of Thieves
quickly rallied behind Tristan bringing their considerable power
and influence to bear.

Tristan entered the Council Chambers. As
usual, the Underman’s seat was empty. Tristan took his seat to the
right of the empty chair. For the last few months he had run these
meetings, taking control of the day to day running of the
Guild.

Tristan looked around the table and thought
for a moment on these miscreants and vagabonds. One could scarcely
imagine a less likely place where he, a son of the nobility, would
be at peace, but in a way he’d never have thought possible, this
odd assortment of misfits and cut-throats had become his
family.

The men at the table came from all walks of
life. To his right sat Ogryn, an enormous hulk of a man, with
completely bald head but bearing a tremendous, fiery red beard. He
was born and raised in the impoverished outer districts of Belnair.
Life had dumped him on the streets at the tender age of five. What
he lacked in intellect, he made up for with his education from the
school of hard knocks. By the time he was ten he ran his own gang
of thugs and lay bouts. The Guild of Thieves noticed him soon
thereafter. His talents brought him quick promotion within its
ranks to his current position where he ran the Guild’s enforcement
and protection rackets. Armed with a pair of axes, he was the last
thing you would want to see in a darkened alley. For those who
crossed the Guild, he often was.

Next was Alistair -the opposite of Ogryn in
every way - small and wiry, his pale complexion offset his dark
hair and gave him a very sinister appearance. The truth, however,
was that Alistair’s gifts were for economics and trade, rather than
theft and deception. His careful ministrations had grown the
Guild’s wealth considerably and his understanding of market
conditions had allowed the Guild to flourish fiscally. As a result,
the Guild wielded the means to rival even the most powerful of the
Lords of Valaar.

Next came Maneron, lithe and quick, he had a
keen eye and a steady hand. Once a yeoman in service to the Wolf,
he was framed for petty theft and barely escaped with his hand
still attached. A keen archer with a burgeoning distaste for the
Wolf, he quickly found himself in the service of the Guild. Those
who found themselves in his sights were not long amongst the
living.

The next seat was occupied by Ferebour, the
Dwarf. He was to Maneron as night was to day. His Dwarven stature
was stout and broad greatly resembling the mountains he had once
called home. His strong arms were folded across his broad chest as
they rested comfortably on his well-oiled chain mail. A true Dwarf
was never without his armour, a determined Ferebour had once told
Tristan.

Tristan had made the mistake of asking why he
was attending the council meetings in full battle dress. Having
never met another Dwarf, Tristan was forced to take his word for
it. Ferebour was a stone mason of incredible skill with a battle
fury burning in his soul that made him a formidable foe on the
battlefield.

Next came Sven, at first openly hostile to
Tristan’s presence, he’d since proven invaluable. Sven served as
the Guild’s spymaster -little moved in Belnair without his
knowledge. Devious and dexterous, knives were his forte and he
wielded them with vigour and precision on the Guild’s behalf.

The final seats were occupied by Ezras and
Halmir. As different as day and night, Halmir could have taken the
role of the dashing prince in any child’s tale. Tall and
charismatic, he served as the Underman’s voice whilst the Underman
was away.

Ezras, on the other hand, was rotund and
jovial; a well- rounded belly spoke of many nights spent in the
taverns of Belnair. Many doubted he was ever sober but when asked,
Ezras lauded himself as a man of science and scholarship. Tristan
still doubted his expertise stretched much beyond distillation and
combustion or in layman’s terms; Ezras was a saboteur and arsonist.
Wielding the tools of his trade with a vigour that bordered on
wanton abandon, Tristan worried that an experiment gone wrong would
yet bring the city crashing down upon their heads.

A more unlikely a group could not have been
comprehended, but these individuals comprised the Underman’s
Council and together wielded enough power and resources to rival a
small kingdom. Now thanks to Tristan’s guiding hand, they wielded
an ever-growing military force.

Pulling his seat in behind him as he sat
down, Tristan addressed the council. ‘As you are all well aware, we
are making astounding progress. Our militia grows daily as those
tiring of oppression above ground seek refuge amongst us. Alistair
has seen to our logistical support and slowly but steadily our
armoury is increasing as well.

The standing army of the Wolf still outnumber
us considerably, but if we continue to grow at our current rate, we
shall soon be a threat even to them. With surprise on our side we
may yet bear out our objective.’

The announcement was greeted with a chorus of
cheers and table-slapping from the council.

Tristan pressed on. ‘All the while, we have
been cautious to not allow any hint of our doings beyond the
sewers. The Wolf know us only by our cover as thieves and
vagabonds; they have little idea of the armed insurrection we plan
to unleash within their very city.’

‘When do we strike?’ an eager Ogryn bellowed,
slapping the table with his usual exuberance.

‘Patience, Ogryn,’ Tristan responded. ‘We
still have months of planning ahead of us to ensure we are
successful. Our failure would surely bring extinction, not only to
ourselves but all who follow us.’

‘Wisdom from the mouths of babes,’ remarked
Halmir. ‘You have temperance not often seen in one of your age...or
experience.’

‘I will not put all of your lives at risk to
satisfy my need for revenge,’ Tristan stated quickly and without
equivocation. ‘In time the Wolf will pay the price that justice
demands. I will wait for her unyielding hammer to strike them
down.’

‘Our lives were at risk the day we entered
these sewers,’ responded Sven, ‘but you have bought with you an
energy, Tristan, that we have been lacking of late thus our goal
feels closer than it has ever done.’

‘Indeed it is,’ responded Tristan
proudly.

‘I wonder if there are not other preparations
that might be made to hasten our efforts?’ mused Halmir
quietly.

‘What do you mean, Halmir? Pray speak your
mind.’

‘We have talked many times of the night your
home was pillaged by the Wolf, Tristan, and correct me if I am
wrong, but the reason it fell so readily, was that many of Listar’s
soldiers were tending to the harvest and not actually at hand to
defend the Manor.’

‘That is right, Halmir, the Wolves timing was
as devious as it was deadly.’

‘Then would those men not still be tending
their homes in Listar? Would they not serve you if they knew the
truth?’

‘Genius, Halmir!’ Tristan exclaimed ‘My mind
has grieved so long for the fallen I had scarcely thought on those
who yet remain. Ezras, take a few men and make your way through
Listar. Visit every home. Tell them that I live and fight for the
liberty of our people. If they will serve, take their names. Let
them know we will call on them when the time is right.’

‘I’ll be off at once,’ Ezras answered
happily. ‘I haven’t seen the inside of a Listarii tavern in far too
long…I ought to pass through a few to find some... er willing
souls.’

‘Don’t spend too much time carousing, Ezras -
you are sorely needed here.’ laughed Halmir.

‘Is there anything else that needs our
attention?’ Tristan asked eager to get back to drilling with the
men. The training that he had received at Listarii Manor set him in
good stead in a duel, but bar fights and brawls were filled with
far less honourable opponents. The Guild was merciless in teaching
him, taking great delight in using every underhanded trick at their
disposal.

‘There is one thing,’ Sven volunteered
quietly from his place at the table. ‘Do we intend to make use of
the distraction afforded by the baronial wedding?’

‘Baronial wedding?’ Tristan asked. ‘Don’t
tell me some unlucky duchess will have the misfortune of marrying
Falen.’ Tristan chuckled to himself at the thought.

‘Apparently not - we thought he’d be wed to a
rival family. Perhaps Hitomi of the Mizumura or one of Fordham’s
many daughters in exchange for political favor. Contrary to our
expectations, our information tells us that he’s marrying a
commoner, from a nearby town -the daughter of a blacksmith or some
such. I don’t know her name, but she is apparently quite striking.
An armed escort departed from the Palace this morning. They should
be returning this afternoon with her in tow.’

Tristan felt his heart sink; he knew at once
that it was Linea. With his disappearance, her father would be
pressuring her to marry Falen.

‘What’s wrong, Tristan? You look as if you’ve
been sucker-punched by Ogryn,’ Sven inquired, perceptive as
ever.

‘The woman who is to wed Falen—Linea—I know
her…We were in love, then the Wolf slaughtered the Listarii and
forced me into hiding. She has no idea what has become of me and
likely thinks me dead. If she knew I was alive, I am sure she would
not be so easily compelled into marrying that murderer.’

‘Our young lord in love - who would have
guessed?’ chortled Ezras gleefully.

‘Indeed,’ echoed Sven, ‘you haven’t said a
word in all these months.’

‘You all took me in when my world was torn
apart; I thought it would be ungrateful to burden you further,’
replied a somber Tristan.

‘Nonsense,’ bellowed Ogryn breaking the
silence ‘The Wolf are taking things that don’t belong to them, and
nobody steals from us in our city!’His raised voice reverberating
around the chamber as the other council members sat quietly nodding
their agreement.

‘You are quite right, Ogryn,’ answered
Halmir, shaking his head. ‘We cannot have that; we have a image to
protect. Sven send word to your agents and find their route of
travel. Ezras, we will need some sort of distraction near the
Citadel to keep any reinforcements preoccupied. Ogryn, once we know
the route they will take, ensure they meet with a delay. Maneron,
take Tristan and ensure everything goes smoothly. Tristan, under no
circumstance can she be allowed to see you until you are both
safely within the walls of the Guild. If she should let slip your
name in public, it will surely reach Falen. If that happens, all of
Belnair will be ransacked until they find you and kill you as they
did your father. We cannot allow that to happen. Do you
understand?’

‘Yes, Halmir.’ Tristan could see it was wise
council. ‘I will stay in the shadows and ensure things proceed
smoothly.’

‘All right, men, you have your orders. Bring
the maiden safely home. It will embarrass the Wolf and open further
opportunities to undermine their political maneuverings.’

The meeting broke up and the council members
dispersed to carry out Halmir’s instructions, leaving Tristan and
Halmir alone in the council chambers. Halmir put his arm around the
concerned youth. ‘Do not worry, Tristan; she will be back in your
arms by nightfall.’

‘I hope you are right, Halmir.’ The thought
of Linea with Falen sickened him to his core. This plan must work.
Tristan could not live with himself if it failed.
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It was late in the
afternoon when the column of Wolf troops reached the Eastern Gate.
Sven’s spies had brought word of their progress hours earlier and
the time had been spent hastily making preparations.

There were two dozen soldiers flanking the
carriage, easily enough to deter even the most determined of
highwaymen. Thinking themselves safe, deep in the heart of their
own territory, they were lazily making their way back towards the
Citadel. The unfortunate Wolf had little idea what was in store for
them.

The column wove its way through the outer
suburbs. As it neared the traders’ market, it turned down a
boulevard that would lead directly to the Citadel. As they made the
turn onto the final boulevard, they found a dozen wagons blocking
the path, irate drivers bellowing at each other to clear the
road.

From his vantage point on the rooftop of a
nearby warehouse, Tristan could make out Ogryn in the thick of it
stirring up trouble as he bellowed insult after insult at the other
teamsters. ‘Where did you learn to drive a team -you’d be better
off trading places with those dumb brutes pulling your wagon!’ he
shouted at one particularly irate driver. The fuming teamster
quickly bellowed back a retort, casting aspersions insinuating that
Ogryn’s parents had never wed.

The Wolf stopped short of the ruckus. Not
wanting to become embroiled in the conflict but pinned between the
melee before them and the inevitable wrath of Falen should his
bride not reach the Citadel, they reluctantly entered the fray. The
sergeant leading them barked orders, at both the teamsters and the
guards followed him into the fray. ‘Break it up, you lot. Yield the
road or it will be a long night in the stocks for all of you.
Guards, pull those wagons out of the way- we need a path to the
Citadel.’

The Wolf strode into the melee dragging
teamsters off their perches before taking their place on the
driving board. Slowly but surely they began to clear a path. An
ambitious soldier reached up and grabbed Ogryn, ‘You there, out of
the way or we’ll have you in jail for disturbing the peace.’

Tristan saw the delight in Ogryn’s eyes as he
grabbed the poor soldier by the arm and ripped him off the ground.
‘I’ll disturb your peace,’ the giant bellowed. Terror gripped the
soldier as Ogryn lifted him overhead like a rag doll and threw him
into the next pair of soldiers. ‘Arrest that man!’ called the
sergeant, madly pointing at Ogryn.

Ogryn’s smile widened as he reached into the
wagon and withdrew his axes. Leaping off the driver’s board, Ogryn
whooped a mad war cry as he slammed into the next line of soldiers,
axes flying about him like a madman.

The sergeant dispatched a runner to the
palace for reinforcements. From his position Tristan could easily
see him running down the wide boulevard making for the Citadel.
Calling to Maneron on the next roof Tristan, pointed and bellowed,
‘Bring him down. We need more time!’ Maneron already had an arrow
nocked, a second later it flew. Striking the soldier in the back,
the man collapsed in a heap.

Other Guild Warriors materialised around the
soldiers and the noises of battle rang as steel clashed with steel.
The Wolf were outnumbered, surrounded and surprised and they fell
before the onslaught. Tristan could make out the form of Sven
darting through the fray, his blades felling the Wolf with every
stroke. No sooner would he throw a blade than another would appear
in his hand. His hatred for the Wolf had been no exaggeration and
this opportunity was to be relished.

Ogryn bashed his way through the last of the
guards that stood between him and the carriage. Holstering his
weapons, he reached for the door and as he opened it, Tristan saw
what could only have been Linea, slapping his face as she shouted
her lungs out. ‘You’ll have to kill me, you beasts.’ Shaking off
his surprise, Ogryn grabbed the outstretched hand and threw her
over his shoulder as one might a sack of grain. A most undignified
way to travel, but as she was less than co-operative, Ogryn saw
little choice in the matter. The men sprang to defend Ogryn as he
worked his way clear of the riot. Maneron moved from rooftop to
rooftop providing cover for the retreating warriors.

Tristan heard the bugle call. Evidently those
at the Citadel had become aware of the commotion and the Citadel’s
gates were thrown open. A column of Wolf cavalry swept out of the
citadel down the main boulevard of Belnair towards the rioting
teamsters. It was clear that they had little intention of arresting
anyone. The Wolf did not take lightly those who would question
their authority. Survivors to question would be a secondary
consideration as they swept all before them.

Tristan heard Halmir sound the retreat -the
men hastily made for the surrounding buildings, many of which
contained hidden entrances to the labyrinthine sewer network. Ogryn
carried a still-kicking Linea into one of the alleyways. As Tristan
made his way over the rooftops, he spied a teamster examining one
of the wagons only to realise it was Ezras. There was no mistaking
that girth. Bent over the buckboard of the last wagon he could be
seen striking a flint and throwing it into the wagon before running
gleefully after the retreating warriors.

The cavalry thundered towards the wagons and
as they neared the first wagon, a terrific explosion ripped the
wagons asunder. Splinters of wood and burning canvas hurtled in
every direction. Several of the cavalrymen fell to the fusillade of
burning debris. The remainder of the horses panicked, some throwing
their riders as they refused to enter the burning gauntlet.

Tristan hastily made his way to the
rendezvous point. As he entered the sewers, he pressed forward with
urgency -everything had gone smoothly and Linea had been rescued.
The Guild had not suffered a single casualty, though a few of its
warriors were nursing small wounds. It was better than Tristan had
hoped.

He made his way into a room that they had
dedicated as a rendezvous point. As he entered the room he could
see Linea still kicking and flailing as an apologetic Ogryn tried
to restrain her. Sven tried desperately to quiet her, but it was
hopeless. ‘At last,’ Ogryn called, seeing Tristan enter the room.
‘She is a feisty one. I’m not sure how much longer I could have
held her.’

‘Let me go,’ she cried kicking and shouting
in an earnest attempt to extricate herself from whatever dark fate
these brigands had in store for her. Tristan felt for her, the
terror evident in her voice.

Linea was totally unaware and unable to see
Tristan as she had her back to the door. He entered unobserved and
nodded to Ogryn who released Linea. Free at last, she hurtled
backwards, bowling Tristan over. The pair landed in a heap on the
floor. Linea was quick to react, pulling back her hand to strike
her newest assailant. Tristan reached out both his arms in protest
to shield his face. ‘Linea, stop!’ he shouted, ‘It’s me!’

The familiarity clearly startled Linea who
squinted in the darkness, trying to make out the face of the
newcomer. As she saw him, tears streamed from her eyes. ‘Tristan,
is that you?’ she cried, pushing his hands out of the way to ensure
she was not being deceived. As her big brown tear-filled eyes
settled on his, she smiled.

Tristan could see the relief and joy spread
across her face. Before he could say another word, Linea grabbed
his head in both hands and kissed him, a long lingering kiss that
set Tristan’s heart on fire. Her love had not diminished in his
absence and her grief at his purported passing was readily
apparent. Ogryn and Sven slipped quietly from the room, giving the
two lovesick sweethearts an opportunity to speak alone.

‘I thought you were dead!’ Linea said, at
last breaking the embrace.

‘In truth, I should be- the Wolfs’ attack
caught us unprepared; they slaughtered us and burnt Listarii Manor
to the ground.’

‘The Wolf?’ Linea asked incredulously. ‘They
did this? I was told it was slavers that sacked the Manor. Falen
told me...’

‘Falen murdered my father before my very
eyes,’ Tristan responded before Linea could finish the sentence.
‘Gerwold and his scheming son have set their eyes on the Golden
Throne. My family were merely the first to fall before their
ambitions.’

‘That lying sack of manure,’ Linea exclaimed
outraged. ‘After you disappeared, we thought you had perished.
Falen came to my father and asked for my hand in marriage. With my
father so dependent on the Wolf’s favor, he was compelled to agree.
I didn’t even have a choice in the matter.’

‘You have a choice now,’ Tristan
answered.

‘You, you … a thousand times you,’ Linea
answered happily.

‘If you come with me I cannot promise you a
life of luxury, the world where I am Lord of Listarii lies in
ashes.’

‘If I am with you, prince or pauper, I’ll be
happy... I love you,’ she stammered out nervously.

The words he’d often hoped for, but never
heard, caught him off guard. ‘And I love you, since the first
moment I saw you,’ he declared affectionately. Linea sprang forward
to embrace him again, and grabbing her in his arms, Tristan
whispered in her ear. ‘I would spend an eternity with you right
here in this very room, but the Wolf are tearing the city apart to
find you so we must be away from here at once.’

Tristan took Linea by the arm and led her
deeper into the catacombs beneath Belnair. ‘After you see where we
are going, you may wish that Ogryn had left you in that comfortable
carriage.’

‘Enough excuses, Tristan. I can cope - show
me the way.’

Smiling at her resilience, Tristan squeezed
her hand to reassure her before entering the narrow passage. In
spite of the darkness, Tristan felt buoyed on by a lightness of
spirit that he had long been missing.

 


 



Chapter 13




Inside the Black Iron Keep of the Wolf.

 


‘What do you mean she was taken?’ Falen’s
voice thundered through the ears of the hapless sergeant. ‘All you
had to do was escort her safely from her home to the Keep and you
let some... street thugs kill your men and steal my future bride. I
have half a mind to throw you through that window. Your
incompetence is overwhelming.’

‘My Lord, they were no simple street thugs.
It was an organized assault. They knew we were coming.’ The
sergeant tried in vain to reason with the irate youth.

‘So what if they knew you were coming! You
had two dozen guards yet you alone survived your...
incompetence.’

A voice from the centre of the room broke
through the tirade, ‘Easy, Falen, Jearus has served us faithfully
all his years.’

‘Perhaps that’s the problem, Father, much
work has made him weary.’

‘That’s enough, Falen! Sit down!’ The command
shook the room and all eyes turned to the source. Gerwold, Baron of
Belnair was on his feet-at over six feet tall - he was a giant
among men. Bedecked in well-oiled chainmail, the glint of which
offered a stark contrast to his dark hair and weathered face. His
muscular physique and well-tanned skin spoke of hours spent
drilling in the sun amongst his men. His hand came to rest on the
hilt of the Ancestral Sword of the Wolf, resting as it always did,
in a scabbard at his hip. The room fell silent for fear that his
displeasure would soon turn to wrath.

Speaking again, he turned to Falen. ‘You will
not rule these lands as a petulant child, Falen. Two dozen of our
men died today. Jearus has drilled those men since they were no
more than children. No one mourns their loss as he does. Isn’t that
right, Jearus?’

‘Yes, Milord. Scoundrels they were, everyone
of them...but they were my scoundrels and loyal to our house. Show
me the dogs responsible and I’ll see them dead.’

‘Precisely what I had in mind, Jearus. From
today your service must take a different form.’ Gerwold paused as
he pondered. ‘There is something amiss in Belnair; this fighting
today and the grain shortage despite a plenteous harvest. Someone
is breeding unrest and discontent in my city. We must find this
cancer and cut it out before it infects all we have built. Armies
can be crushed, but these shadows must be given form before we can
do so. Jearus, I need you to find them - others will attend to your
duties here. You are to find them and bring me word.’

‘It will be my pleasure, Milord. May I be
excused to make preparations?’

Gerwold nodded and Jearus hastened out of the
room.

The Baron turned his steely gaze upon his
son, ‘I hope you have learned something today. You would have
punished him for his failure and lost another soldier; instead he
seeks to redeem himself. At worst, he’ll accomplish nothing.
However, if we are lucky he will find something with which we can
work to crush this new foe.’

‘I understand,’ Falen answered in subdued
tones. ‘I will strive to master my temper, Father, and not
disappoint you.’

‘Indeed, our plans are bearing fruit.
Listarii has been laid waste. Mizumura and Fordham will likely side
with us in the coming conflict. The King’s Council that rules at
King’s Court will most certainly throw their weight against us, but
that should matter little. The old capitol will not yield its
position of power without conflict. The most important question is
will they stand alone or will the Tanamere and Sisaron stand with
them.’

‘You are talking civil war, Father. Valaarans
have not fought each other in hundreds of years.’

‘It will only come to that if we cannot amass
sufficient strength. If we can compel them to cede the ground
peacefully, we will gain the Golden Throne without battle. To do so
though, we must tilt the scales in our favor. Our loss today may
provide the perfect opportunity.’

‘What do you mean?’ Falen asked
hesitantly.

‘With Linea taken, you will yet need a
wife.’

‘You seem to have given up hope already,
Father. We may yet find her.’

‘I hate to disappoint you, Son, but the
carefully calculated execution of her kidnapping and complete lack
of ransom demands leads me to believe whoever took her has other
plans. I doubt you will ever see her again.’

Falen’s face flushed with rage; finally free
of the whelp Tristan, he had expected Linea to finally be his.
Denied her once more, his blood was positively boiling.

The strain of the past few weeks was
beginning to take its toll. Killing Marcus had shaken his nerves.
This wasn’t some bandit killed in self-defense. No amount of
denying it could salve his conscience; guilt had opened a festering
wound in his soul and the subsequent loss of Linea was pouring salt
in the still-open wound.

‘Falen,’ his father’s voice shook him from
his reflections. ‘There are more women than one in this world. When
the appropriate time for mourning has lapsed, I would suggest you
seek out from amongst the daughters of the western barons, a
companion to court. Perhaps from the ashes of tragedy, a seed of
opportunity may flower.’

 


 



Chapter 14




Deep below the surface of Belnair.

 


There was an air of
jubilation that seemed to permeate the guild. Recent harassment of
the Wolf had proven wildly successful. Not only had Linea been
snatched from their clutches, the Guild had staged several
successful raids against guard posts throughout the barony, burning
them to the ground under the cover of darkness.

As success grew, the ranks of the guild were
swelling with eager recruits - the prospect of three square meals a
day and the chance to bring down the Wolf was proving very inviting
to the common folk of Belnair.

With the rise in new recruits, it was
becoming increasingly difficult to hide the Guild’s location and
true intent from the Wolf. As recruitment became more brazen it was
also becoming more likely their ranks could be infiltrated by
Wolves in sheep’s clothing. To insulate against these threats,
newer recruits that had no one to vouch for them were trained and
housed in makeshift camps throughout the woods around the now
abandoned Listarii Manor.

Tristan sighed -it seemed inevitable that
they would be discovered as they sought to build their strength.
The recruits from the old Listarii Manor Guard had swollen their
ranks considerably, but on the open field they would still be
vastly outnumbered by the Wolf who were wasting no time in
consolidating their own power, the Wolf alone were a terrible foe.
The thought of their forces combined with any of the other Baronies
was an obstacle that seemed insurmountable.

Tristan made a mental note to discuss it
further with Sven. ‘I must know what they are up to,’ Tristan mused
to himself, ‘Gerwold will not sit idly by whilst we raise hell
beneath their eyes. Better I find out their game so I can spoil
it.’

Tristan made his way into the Training Hall.
Its grandeur always took his breath away. For such an edifice to be
carved out underneath a town the size of Belnair would have been a
monumental undertaking. Ferebour and his army of masons must have
been working tirelessly for years to accomplish such a task.

The hall stretched hundreds of meters in any
direction, the weight of the world above supported by a sea of
pillars. Each pillar had been fashioned out of the rough rock and
fashioned into beautifully smooth columns of polished stone.

Tristan entered from the raised gallery- it
afforded a vantage point where the leaders of the Guild could
observe the training of the men below. Spotting Halmir leaning
against the edge, Tristan made his way over.

‘Greetings, Halmir! How goes the morning
training?’ As Tristan approached the edge of the gallery, he could
see hundreds of men paired off in groups dueling throughout the
hall. Others still waited their turn patiently, sizing up their
prospective opponents.

‘It goes well, Tristan -better than our
wildest dreams. The veterans from Listarii are providing a sturdy
foundation to build on, as well as giving us many officers capable
of training the raw recruits.’

‘Excellent! It is as we hoped then? Ezras has
been successful in recruiting them to the cause?’ Tristan inquired.
He had not seen the carousing member of the council since he had
left on his assignment months before.

‘At the mention of your name, Tristan, they
came from all quarters; still more trickle in from day to day.’

Excellent. Tristan thought. It bought
warmth to his soul to know that even with Listarii in ashes his
father’s memory was not soon forgotten.

Tristan leaned forward on the balcony rail
observing the men below. His eyes settled on some of the nearby
combatants. A younger Listarii guardsman Tristan had known since
his youth was dueling against a man many years his senior. The
guardsman was relentless, but his opponent was wily and
experienced.

As he tired, the guardsmen made a
disemboweling thrust towards his opponent, the practice sword made
it within a few inches of the wily veteran before he smacked the
blade away. A moment later his own blade returned swiftly to the
guardsman’s neck. Both arms came up, the universal sign of
surrender. The veteran gave the younger soldier a slap on the
shoulder for consolation and sent him after his sword.

Tristan pointed at the swordsman. ‘Halmir,
who is he? I haven’t seen him before.’

‘Some sword –for- sale named Jearus - came in
with the last lot of Listarii a few days ago.’

‘Well, he’s certainly not Listarii. I’ve
never seen him before.’

‘I guess we’ll have to ask Ezras, he returned
late last night. When he’s cleaned up I’ll send him to speak with
you about our friend. We’ll see what we can find out.’

‘No, I’ll go and speak with him at once; our
friend is a career soldier, I feel like I’ve seen him before. I
must make sure he’s not a Wolf...before he learns too much.’

Tristan turned to leave, thoughts rushing
through his mind. He had understood the risks of expanding the
guild’s recruitment efforts. It would be impossible for them to go
undetected for long, but was it really possible that a Wolf spy had
infiltrated their stronghold so readily. The thought made him sick
to his stomach.

He did not want to believe such was possible,
but the evidence was before them. These new recruits must be
regarded with caution, on the one hand he could be entirely
innocent and loyal to the values he espoused. On the other he could
be preparing to bring the wrath of the Wolf down upon their
burgeoning resistance. Tristan picked up the pace moving through
the labyrinthine corridors beneath Belnair. It occurred to Tristan
that he had never been to Ezras’s quarters. Stopping a nearby staff
man, Tristan inquired as to where he would find the carousing
council member’s chambers.

Following the directions Tristan found
himself before a heavily reinforced wooden door. Tristan rapped
loudly on the door wondering if Ezras would even be awake yet.
Ezras’s love for liquors was legendary and it was very likely that
he’d still be sleeping off the previous night’s festivities.

A groan and a heavy series of footsteps from
behind the door greeted Tristan’s knocking and a moment later the
heavy wooden door swung open revealing a very weary Ezras and an
assortment of work benches scattered throughout the cavernous room.
‘Ah, Tristan,’ Ezras mumbled in his heavy accent rubbing the sleep
from his eyes, ‘What brings you all the way down here at this
ungodly hour?’

‘Ezras, you scoundrel, it’s almost midday.’
Tristan grinned.

‘Midday it might be, but I only finished up
at the Land’s Head Tavern a few hours ago, and before you say a
word there were more than a few potential recruits there I’ll have
you know.’

‘I imagine you shared a pint with every one
of them, Ezras,’ Tristan responded cheekily.

Ezras laughed too, ‘That I did, lad, and a
fine brew it was too, straight from the fine Vintners of King’s
Court, I’d have drained the barrel if they’d given me the
chance.’

‘I’m sure you would have, Ezras, and you’d
have done us proud in the attempt, the reason I’ve interrupted your
slumber is that I have a matter of some urgency to discuss with
you. These new recruits how certain are we of their loyalty? The
reason I ask is today I saw a new recruit whom I am certain I have
seen before amongst the garrison. Do you think it possible for the
Wolf to slip in amongst our recruits?

‘I suppose it’s possible, Tristan. I spent
most of my time amongst the other Baronies particularly Listarii,
those souls should largely be loyal to you. There were a few who I
met along the way who seemed capable enough so I bought them along
as well. I suppose it’s possible that an agent of the Wolf slipped
in amongst them.’ Ezras seemed to be racking his memory as he
responded.

‘I was in the training hall this morning and
one fellow in particular caught my eye, a career soldier, very
capable with a sword. Halmir seems to think he came in with the
last group of Listarii veterans but I know he never took service
with us. I was wondering if you knew anything else about him.’

‘Could you describe him for me?’

‘He was an average height, with brown hair
and a neatly trimmed beard and the leathery sun worn skin of
someone who has spent most of their time under the sun.’

‘Came in about the same time as the last lot
of Listarii, you say? I think I know the fellow you are talking
about. I met him at the Lands End tavern outside of Belnair -it’s a
popular haunt for sailors from Belnair on their way back from the
capitol. He mentioned that he’d been working ships out of King’s
Court all his life, fighting pirates and slavers and was now
seeking a different sort of work,

‘What did you think of his story, Ezras?

‘Hmm, seemed to ring true enough at the time,
but now that you mention it, I’ve drunk with many a sailor through
the years and none of them were as up tight as this Jearus
fellow.’

‘It’s the military discipline, a lifetime of
habit is hard to break. Jearus you say?’

‘Aye that is the name he gave me.’

‘Could you keep an eye on him for me, Ezras?
I want to know if he does anything suspicious.’

‘Sure thing, lad, you figure him for a
spy?’

‘I could be wrong, but something about him
doesn’t sit right. In the meantime, any other recruits should be
housed in the camps, at least for the time being. I want to limit
our exposure to these sorts of intrusions.’

‘Easily done. I’ll make the changes myself.
Is there anything else I can help you with?’

Tristan cast his eyes around the workshop,
surveying the vast laboratory that Ezras had built; even now
several of the beakers had suspicious substances boiling away in
them. Turning to answer Ezras, Tristan smiled and answered the
question with one of his own.

‘Your latest creations, Ezras, are they the
honeyed beverages you so enjoy, or are they of a different
vintage?’

‘Oh, Master Tristan,’ laughed Ezras heartily
‘I wouldn’t drink those, any of those... the results would be...
well exciting to watch, to say the least, you would most certainly
die spectacularly and perhaps everyone else in close proximity, but
for those at safe distance... it would be that it might present an
interesting spectacle.’

‘From the smell I guessed as much. Tell me
more -I have an idea for which it or one of your other creations
might be well-suited.’

The rest of the afternoon passed quickly as
the two men plotted in hushed tones.


Chapter 15

 High in the mountains surrounding Tolanis, Syrion was
taking a moment of respite from his studies in order to watch the
majestic creatures above him. Soaring on the thermals above were a
pair of majestic dragons. Still juveniles by their size, but
nonetheless awe inspiring to behold, Syrion marveled at them, the
ease with which their powerful wings carried their tremendous bulk
through the skies.

Such beauty was a regular occurrence in
Tolanis. The last of the Dragonhost had made their homes in the
mountains surrounding the Tolan. The two races lived in harmony so
there was little need for the creatures to hide in caves as their
ancestors once had. No citizen of Valaar was reckless enough to
risk the wrath of either the Dragon Host or their Tolan allies.

Syrion was careful with his arts ensuring
that he gave the majestic dragons a wide berth; it would be
extremely perilous should one of his incantations be misconstrued
as an attack. Syrion wondered at his powers, could they match the
mighty beasts he saw before him?

Syrion would never desire such a conflict;
his Astarii lineage gave him a strange sense for these incredible
creatures. Each time he saw them, he thought of the dragon totem
that moved playfully across his back. ‘Will I ever join them in the
skies as Mother does with the wind?’ There were many questions and
few answers, but oft times, a feeling deep within seemed to answer
his longing.

Returning his gaze to the sky, Syrion
discovered he had lost sight of the mighty drakes. He wondered if
they often travelled far from these rugged peaks. If I could
fly, Syrion thought, I’d certainly not spend my entire life
staring at these same mountains. I would see the world.

‘So is that what you do up here, Syrion? Doze
and daydream?’ The voice startled him from his reverie. Syrion
tripped as he turned to face the source of his surprise. Standing
only a few paces away was Althea- pronounced Alth-we - one of his
few Tolan friends and a very beautiful friend at that. With
glorious golden hair and eyes as blue as sapphires, she took his
breath away.

Syrion stammered as he tried to regain his
footing, ‘Not at all... I’ve been practicing all morning.’

‘Practicing your spells? Or staring
googly-eyed at the dragon host?’

‘I was here when they flew over, I wasn’t
stalking them,’ Syrion defended himself hastily, knowing that the
Tolan frowned on any outsiders drawing too near their draconian
guardians. Althea broke into a wide grin, ‘I’m kidding, Syrion,
relax! After all, if they had a problem with you, I’m sure they
would have burnt you to cinders by now.’

‘They don’t really do that... do they?’Syrion
asked concerned.

‘You may have noticed we do not get many
guests up here, and well... the Host certainly don’t seem to be
starving, but hey your guess is as good as mine.’ She laughed
again, seeming to take great pleasure in his discomfort.

‘Breathe, Syrion. I’m only kidding -you could
not be safer, providing you do not provoke them.’ Changing tack,
she asked, ‘Show me what you have been working on?’

‘Well, I have been trying to master the
different elements in the world around us.’ Taking confidence in
her interest, Syrion pressed on, ‘Fire, for example, has always
come easily to me, but mastering the results has taken some work.
Would you like to see?’

‘Sure,’ Althea answered; her curiosity
piqued.

Checking the skies to ensure the Dragons were
long gone, Syrion raised a hand and conjured a ball of flames. The
flames boiled and coalesced as they moved around the sphere.
Sneaking a quick sideways glance at Althea to ensure he has her
attention, Syrion hurled the inferno into the sky. As soon as the
fireball cleared the treetops it increased in size dramatically,
its shape changing as it grew. Soon it resembled a great fire drake
soaring through the open sky before dissipating some distance
away.

‘You do have dragons on the brain don’t you,
Syrion,’ Althea teased.

‘Do you not see them in the sky and admire
their beauty?’ Syrion asked earnestly.

Althea smiled, ‘Beauty you say?’ What do you
know of beauty? Your fireworks were impressive certainly, but can
you show me something beautiful?’

‘Beautiful, hmm?’ Syrion mused out loud.
Althea nodded expectantly. Pondering for a moment, Syrion smiled as
he stretched out his hands; a light breeze blew through the
clearing dislodging leaf litter and soil and blowing them about.
Cupping his hands, Syrion waited for the wind to do his bidding. In
moments he had a mountain of leaves and soil in his hands. A
thought stilled the wind and Syrion could see Althea standing
slightly disheveled from the sudden wind and looking distinctly
unimpressed. ‘All that noise and nonsense for a pile of dirt?’ she
asked clearly perturbed as she brushed stray leaves from her
dress.

‘Patience is a virtue, Althea. That was for
what is within the dirt.’ Syrion answered closing his hands tightly
together. There are more than enough, thought Syrion as he
felt the life hidden in the seemingly dead litter. With a thought
he bid them grow, slowly at first but accelerated by his powers, a
beautiful bunch of Kerena flowers soon burst from his cupped hands.
Their red and white bulbs drinking in the sunlight for the first
time as their buds opened and bloomed before her eyes. ‘For you,
Milady,’ Syrion smiled as he offered the bouquet of wild flowers to
a startled Althea.

‘How did you do that?’ Althea asked with
childlike glee as she accepted the unexpected gift. Syrion smiled
feeling just a little pleased with his success. ‘In the summer this
place is covered with Kerena blossoms. They wilt and die in the
winter frosts. As they do, they drop their seeds which in turn
sprout in the spring and flower when summer warms the mountains
once more.’

‘But the winter frosts are barely passed…How
did you make them blossom from a seed so quickly?’

‘I’m afraid that I cannot tell you.’

‘Why not?’

‘If I did tell you, there would be no
mystery, and with no mystery, you would have less reason to visit
me.’

The remark caused her to turn a shade similar
to the Kerena blossoms she was holding. Feeling the color rising in
her cheeks she became very self-conscious.

‘You mustn’t say such things, Syrion; if the
elders were to hear you they might cast you out of Tolanis.’

‘For talking of mysteries?’ Syrion asked,
hoping to lighten the mood.

‘Yes...I mean no... You know what I mean,’
Althea answered, struggling to voice her thoughts for fear that to
do so might make them occur.

‘I’m not entirely sure that I do,’ answered
Syrion rather unhelpfully.

‘I see the way you look at me, Syrion. You
must know by now that the Tolan do not join themselves to
outsiders, even ones that have lived here all their life.’

Syrion’s face fell, ‘If that is so, why do
you still visit me, Althea? You must know how I feel. Do not the
Elders frown upon that also?’

‘I cannot help how I feel,’ Althea answered
defensively. ‘I only know that when I am with you, I hope for a
different future to what I had once imagined.’

Syrion nodded, ‘Perhaps that future is closer
than you believe. Our world is changing, Althea; perhaps the Tolan
will change with it.’

‘The Tolan have not changed in a thousand
years, but I can hope,’ she answered, still clutching her bouquet
of Kerena blossoms as she ran from the clearing and disappeared
into the woods.

Syrion pondered on her words as he wrestled
with the elements. Would tradition truly stand in the way of their
love? The thought gnawed at his soul causing constant frustration.
As an Astarii, I can bend the elements to my will, with a thought I
can kindle a firestorm or split the earth, am I really powerless
before the backwards traditions of an ancient people. This
conundrum wore on his nerves.

Locked so deep in thought, Syrion did not
notice his mother’s approach. ‘What worries you, my son? You seem
to have the weight of a world on your shoulders.’

Startled, Syrion turned to greet his mother.
‘Oh it’s nothing, Mother, just a little weary that is all.’

‘I don’t believe you for a moment,’ laughed
Elaina, her melodious tones drawing Syrion from his reverie. ‘I
have never seen you like this; tell me what the matter is. I will
wait all night if need be.’

‘It’s the Tolan,’ answered Syrion.

‘All of the Tolan or just one in particular?’
Elaina asked with a knowing smile.

‘Well, it started with one of them, but the
more I think about it the more frustrated I am with all of
them.’

‘Which of their fair maidens pains you
so?’

‘How did you know it was a maiden? Syrion
asked surprised as always at his mother’s intuition. ‘Were you
spying on us? I thought I felt a breeze.’

Elaina laughed so hard she almost fell over,
‘I would never spy on you, Syrion. There are a few reasons I
presumed it was a maiden. Firstly, you look how I felt when I first
met your father years ago. Secondly, I thought your reaction would
give you away and it has. Lastly, I figured if some poor Tolan lad
was tormenting you, you would have reduced him to cinders by now
and we’d be having this conversation before the Elders of Tolanis.’
The last point bought a laugh from Syrion as well as he heard the
truth in it. Most of the Tolan gave him a wide berth unsure just
how they should interact with the outsider -most figured they would
simply keep their distance.

‘Mother?’

‘Yes, dear?’

‘How did you overcome millennia of Astarii
tradition to marry my father?

‘I didn’t.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The Astarii never forgave my decision, I
paid the price of breaking tradition and have lived in exile ever
since.’

‘Do you wish that you could go back?’

‘Often, as our home is something amazing to
behold.’

‘Do you ever regret leaving?’

Looking at her son she smiled all the wider.
‘No, the joy I’ve gained has relieved my sorrow many fold. I would
not change a thing.’

‘Do you think I will have the same
chance?’

‘Yes, as will she, Syrion, but you cannot
make the choice for both of you. You must be patient with her. In
the meantime, we need to talk.’

‘About what?’

‘About you and your token.’

‘What about it?’

‘There are some things you need to know.’

Elaina gestured for Syrion to sit down as she
sat down on a nearby stone.

‘There is more you should know of our
forefather’s, the first of the Astarii. When they rose up in
rebellion against the Allfather and sought the Throne of Heaven,
there was one among them who bore the dragon’s mark as you do.
Amongst the eldest of the Astarii he was a being of great power and
ability, before him the enemies of Creation trembled in fear. Even
the Great Enemy retreated before his might, or so it seemed.

In his wrath he would take the form of a
great black dragon whose wings would block out the sun as he rained
fire on those who sought to wage war on his masters. Amongst the
guardians of Creation few were held in as high esteem and awe as he
was.

Then something changed. Deep within the
Servant of Heaven a poison took root, not a concoction of man or
beast rather a seed of envy, sewn by the Great Enemy that stole
into his heart and cankered his soul. As rust erodes metal and
weakens its integrity so too did his jealousy of his master’s
dominion cause him to falter in his duty, questions crept into his
heart and soon he was leading away the hearts of others in pursuit
of Heaven’s Throne. His following grew daily as those who had
followed him in defense of the Celestial City now blindly followed
his seductive promise of power.

The Astarii looked on in terror torn between
their duty and their champion. Many rallied behind him as others
watched in fear, not willing to take up arms against their
creators. The seeds of rebellion sown throughout the stars bore
fruit quickly and the once well-ordered worlds of Creation were
rife with dissension.

Mustering his forces, he led his dark host
through the portals between worlds and laid siege to the Celestial
City itself. Like a towering mountain, it stood defiantly before
them. For days they built siege engines and bombarded the Citadel
with missiles and magic and still the citadel stood, quiet and
resolute a towering and majestic symbol of the Creator’s power.

The days turned into weeks and the Citadel
remained unscathed and silent, the Host of Heaven showing naught
but disdain for their marauding subjects. The frustrated hordes
soon grew weary and turned on each other.

As he beheld his army destroying itself he
howled in rage, the fallen champion would not be denied. Glaring at
the unyielding fortress gates he ran towards them. Bellowing in
rage he grew in size. As he ran, his skin turned ashen as his body
took the form of a mighty black Dragon.

As he thundered across the field the ground
shook from his immense bulk. As he approached the gates he let out
a guttural roar and bathed the gates in fire so hot the stones at
its base melted. As the flames died down the gate stood unscathed.
Leaping forward he rammed the gate with his immense bulk; the gate
shook under the onslaught but held fast. Raging, he tore at the
gate with his taloned claws but they scarcely left a mark. The
assembled forces watched in awestruck silence as the great beast
struggled. For an hour the beast beat against the gates and still
the gods were silent.

After a time, the beast disappeared and there
in its place knelt the once mighty Astarii champion, on his knees
powerless to even enter the halls he had once freely walked in the
presence of the AllFather. Beating on the door with his fists his
voice rang out across the plains. ‘Allfather, how long will you
cower behind these walls. Come out and face me! Surrender the
Throne of Heaven and we will let you live, defy us and perish!’ His
entreaty sounding more a plea of desperation than a likely
outcome.

Only silence greeted the petulant tirade and
the dejected Astarii Lord trudged back towards his forces. As he
approached the camp a shout went up. Turning to face the citadel he
discovered the gates were opening. The luster of the Celestial City
was visible for the first time. The buildings shone as if the sun
itself radiated from within. The streets seemed paved with pure
gold, as their eyes adjusted to its splendor they saw a chariot
barreling towards the gate.

As it drew nearer the assembled legions drew
back, its splendor was unlike anything they had seen throughout
creation. Fashioned of Gold and Ivory it shone so brightly it
threatened to blind them. Drawn by four large-winged white Pegasi,
it moved swiftly across the plains. It came to a stop several
hundred paces, from the assembled forces. A lone figure stepped
down from the chariot. Clad in armour of white and gold he towered
above even the Astarii Champion, his golden hair blowing in the
gentle breeze. The sight of him affected those gathered on the
plains they knew at once the being towering before them in glorious
splendor was the Allfather.

The being spoke in a voice that shook the
ground. “Why are you here?” His grandeur demanded explanation. “I
gathered your worlds together not to rule over you but to protect
you from the evil that lies beyond. I sheltered you, raised up the
Astarii to defend you and now look how you’ve betrayed me! You have
succumbed to the very evil from which I sought to protect you.

Now you plunder our realm and turn my own
children against me, you seek Heaven’s Throne thinking it will
satisfy your lust for power. Its cleansing flames would consume you
in an instant for the evil in your heart. Those that serve the
Great Enemy cannot enter here. The Lords of Sin are no doubt
reveling in your arrogance and rank ignorance.

I will not allow you to defile this place
with envy and lust. If you will humble yourselves there is yet
hope. If you offer even a moment of further rebellion I will
cleanse this plain of your evil once and for all.

KNEEL!” The command rang out over the plains.
Many of the assembled war host went down on one knee; the being
before them exuding raw power the likes of which they had never
before beheld. It dwarfed even the might of the Astarii guardians.
In spite of it all some still remained on their feet unwilling to
show obeisance to the being they had come to supplant.

The Allfather raised a hand and the Astarii
champion threw himself upon the ground, as he swept his
outstretched hand before him beams of light radiated out from his
palm. Like a scythe the rays tore through those who had refused to
kneel. The light consumed them until nothing remained. In an
instant more than half the assembled host had vanished consumed in
their stubborn pride. The remaining rebels cowered in fear before
the being they had sought to destroy.

The Allfather spoke again, “Return to your
worlds and remember this day, I am not your enemy, I am the shield
between you and that which is to come. Were it not for me your
worlds would already have fallen before the darkness.

Their servants and minions are many, their
purpose is chaos, confusion and death. Steel your hearts against
their poisonous and seductive whispers, for I will not continue to
save you from yourselves. If you wish once more to enjoy my
blessings as you have hitherto done, return to your homes and
cleanse your hearts. Then and only then will I be your shield once
more.

Now go!” The command echoed in their ears and
chaos ensued as the assembled host fled from the Celestial Plains,
anxious to remove themselves from the Allfather’s gaze. The Astarii
Champion went to stand but a hand raised in warning from the
Allfather kept him right where he was. The Allfather stood towering
over his servant for what seemed an eternity as the plains
cleared.

After a time, they were alone. The Allfather
broke the silence, “I gave you everything Tolan and you betrayed
me, how many have perished because of your lust for power and
prestige. The Heavenly hosts think I should have allowed the Glory
of Heaven to consume you, but they do not fully understand what is
to come. Your vain ambitions have set us back in our preparations.
The war for the souls of the Children of Creation is approaching
rapidly; those whispers that corrupted your heart are but a taste
of what the Great Enemy brings with him.

I will give you one last chance to redeem
yourself -no longer will you be an Astarii. You will be stripped of
your power and become the first of your kind. You will be Defenders
of Creation; you will shield our worlds from those that seek to
destroy them. Heavens gates will be closed to you until the day you
faithfully discharge your duty to protect Creation, do you
understand?”

Tolan looked on the Allfather; sorrow
threatening to tear his heart asunder as he realized the price all
Astarii would pay for his pride, their powers would weaken without
the renewing presence of the Allfather. At first he could only nod,
he swept his gaze over the Celestial Citadel and with sorrow he
stammered “Will we ever return?”

The Allfather gestured and a portal opened
behind Tolan, bending down he lifted Tolan off the ground until his
eyes were level with his own and spoke:

“You will wear out your lives repairing the
damage you have wrought this day, not on this city but the damage
you have wrought in the hearts and souls of the Children of
Creation. We foolishly sought to prepare you for that which was to
come. Creation was to be a bastion of light and glory in the
heavens. There will come a day when the jaws of darkness gape open
ready to devour you. In that day a glimmer of hope will rise, borne
on wings as golden as the flames of heaven. Behind him your
descendants must rally if they are to fulfill their oath to
Creation.”

The Allfather waited ensuring his words had
sunk deep into Tolan’s heart. “Remember my words Tolan; the
salvation of your children depends on it.” Tolan nodded with a
strange mixture of hope and terror. “Then go and prepare them,
perhaps in their lives you might find redemption!” the Allfather
bellowed as he hurled Tolan through the portal.

Tolan hurtled through the portal assailed on
all sides by flashes of light that seemed to shift and swirl about
him. The sensation was dizzying. It was difficult to measure time
within the portal as there was no point of reference within the
swirling cosmos. After a time, Tolan could make out a speck in the
distance, small at first but growing rapidly as he approached it.
Realizing the incredible pace at which he was travelling, Tolan
attempted to tuck himself into a roll to lessen the impact, but his
efforts were in vain as he was expelled violently from the portal
and slammed brutally into the ground, rolling and tumbling across
the grass.

Pain filled his being as bones broke and
fractured; eventually he came to a grounding halt and painfully he
raised a hand to his chest and invoked words of healing... but
nothing happened. The words of the Allfather echoed in his mind,
“You will be stripped of your power...” Tolan’s voice carried
through the darkness as he howled in anguish before slipping slowly
into unconsciousness.

Hours later, Tolan was awoken by the staccato
sound of rain beating on his armour. Fatigued and in pain, he
fought his way to his feet. As he looked around, he could see
mountains in the distance; before them lay an imposing lake and on
the shores of the lake he could see a small village. With no other
signs of life within sight he started making his way towards the
village. As he neared it, he could see a woman making her way back
from the lake; staggering towards her, he tripped once more and
landed heavily on the mud-soaked ground- the impact further
compounding his existing injuries.

The woman shouted and Tolan heard others come
running. As they rolled him onto his back, they stared in wonder,
their primitive apparel a stark contrast to this newcomer’s. They
poked and prodded at the strange armour whilst Tolan grunted in
pain at their attentions and at length they acknowledged his
injuries and the necessity of treating them. A dozen of them
gathered around him and bore him into a nearby hut where he lost
consciousness once more.

When he came to once more. He was lying in a
bed covered in bandages and poultices. His broken, arm had been set
and it seemed the pain had eased somewhat - obviously the effects
of some sort of concoction, the foul taste of which still lingered
on his tongue.

As his eyes came into focus he could see the
woman from the lakeside tending to him. Tolan found her beautiful.
Here, worlds away from his people, battered and broken in body and
power, Tolan stared into her emerald eyes and surprised himself by
smiling.’

 


Elaina took a deep breath as she finished her
narrative. Syrion was quick to fill the momentary silence. ‘When
you talk of Tolan you don’t mean...’ his voice tapered off as if
vocalizing his fear would somehow give it form, making a sweeping
gesture with his hand towards Tolanis below them, ‘These are the
people that defied the gods?’

‘No, Syrion, these are their children. Tolan
recovered from his injuries and he married his deliverer—a woman
named Melisare. For the remainder of his days, he taught and
imparted his knowledge to this people; he raised them from sticks
and mud and built a bastion of peace to live out his days, ever
mindful that one day his posterity must fulfill their covenant and
defend creation.’

‘Where do the Dragon Host come into it? How
did they react to Tolan’s presence?’ Syrion asked
inquisitively.

‘Don’t you see, Syrion? Before Tolan came,
there was no DragonHost...’ Elaina paused for a moment to let her
words sink in. ‘Tolan was the first of the DragonHost, these
Tolan... his children, they are the DragonHost. ‘

‘You mean the dragons we see above us, they
are the Tolan?’

‘Yes, Syrion. Their very nature is the
greatest secret of the Tolan. They guard it jealously, as you must.
If others were to discover their secret, they might exploit
it.’

‘Then why tell me at all?’

‘Because your destinies are as threads in the
tapestry of fate, they are intertwined. It is no coincidence that I
sought refuge for us here amongst the Tolan.’

‘I don’t understand-what does any of this
have to do with me?’

‘You are the second Astarii since the dawn of
our race to bear the mark of the Dragon, as surely as the Black
Dragon severed our ties with Heaven you are the golden hope behind
which these must rally if we are to survive the coming of the Great
Enemy and be redeemed.’ Elaina gestured towards the city of Tolanis
as she spoke. ‘They do not know it yet, but they are tied to you
and you to, them.’

Syrion’s head felt like it might explode. ‘Do
they know of the prophecy?’ Syrion asked.

‘Every one of them is taught it from birth.
They have looked forward with an eye of hope for generations. They
always thought the Golden One would be one of their own. When the
time comes they will recognize you for who you really are.’

Syrion sighed, the implications of what his
mother had shared weighed heavily on him. It seemed as if the world
itself was pressing down on his shoulders.

‘Do not fret, Syrion. I have faith in you.
For all the power you possess, your kind heart is the gift for
which I give thanks daily. In another’s hands these powers might
have been abused. Learn well from Tolan’s lesson, my son, for the
gods will not spare us a second time.’

The Lady Elaina raised herself to her feet
and brushed the leaves from her dress. She smiled at her son before
turning and left the clearing, leaving a much shaken Syrion to
ponder the ramifications of what he had just heard.

 


 



Chapter 16




Somewhere North of Belnair.

 


It felt good to be out of
the city again, Tristan thought to himself. Months of living in the
catacombs and sewers beneath Belnair had taken its toll. An
outdoors-man at heart, his new home could feel confining and dank,
but out here in the woods, he felt at ease, the leaves blowing
gently as the wind whistled through the trees.

A sound to his right roused him from his
thoughts, looking over he spotted Sven moving through the woods. On
seeing Tristan, the wily spymaster made his way through the foliage
towards him. ‘He should be here any moment.’ The spymaster informed
Tristan whispering.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m positive; he takes this route each week,
slipping out of Belnair before dusk, he makes his way along this
trail, spends the night at the Hog’s Head Inn and continues on to
Fordham in the morning. He travels as a sword for hire, but I know
that the only one spending any coin for his services is the Baron’s
Chamberlain.’

‘So he’s Gerwold’s man?’ Tristan asked.

‘Without a doubt,’ the spymaster answered
patiently.

They heard the messenger long before they saw
him, the steady drum of his horse’s hooves as he made his way along
the trail were easily heard. Not travelling at a gallop but
certainly moving with a speed born of purpose. Either the man was
an agent of the Baron as Sven believed or they had stumbled upon
the most industrious sell sword in all of Valaar, most of whom
would likely be half drunk by this hour, the weight of the day’s
work disappearing as the ale ran like a river through their
system.

Sven reached for his sword as the rider came
into view, but Tristan lifted a hand to stop him before it could
clear the scabbard. Don’t kill him, Sven. It’s taken us weeks to
trace the flow of information out of Belnair. I would prefer we
knew what news he bears without the Baron becoming aware of our
interference.’

‘What do you have in mind? Sven asked
curiously

‘You mentioned he overnights at the Hog’s
Head Tavern before continuing on to Fordham correct?’

‘That’s right, same tavern every week, I
think he fancies one of the barmaids there. Spends the night and
heads out at first light.’

‘We’ll let him pass safely, now that we know
he’s on the road and where he’ll be staying we can take our time.
Whatever message he is carrying can be purloined whilst he is
sleeping’.

Sven nodded his agreement and the two waited
in silence as the courier passed them, his watchful eyes scanning
the woods and road ahead for signs of trouble. The man paused as he
examined the tree line where Tristan and Sven lay concealed.

Tristan knew it would be impossible for the
courier to spot them through the dense foliage, but he held his
breath regardless, not wishing to give away their presence. Their
mounts were concealed some distance away; if their quarry bolted he
would be halfway to Fordham before they could mount up and give
chase. The courier continued his steady pace passing them by. Not
knowing how close he had come to certain death at Sven’s hand.

Motioning for Sven to follow they made their
way back to the horses not breaking silence until they were sure
the courier was well and truly gone.

‘Now we just hope he doesn’t break tradition
and ride through the night,’ Tristan worried out loud.

‘I’ll bet you a solid silver piece he’s at
the Hog’s Head when we arrive.’ Sven countered with a smile that
conveyed his confidence.

‘I’ll take that bet,’ Tristan answered. ‘It’s
almost like he sensed we were here. I’ll be surprised if he dallies
on this particular trip. A soldier’s instincts are a dangerous
thing, Sven. Do not dismiss them so quickly.’

‘Right now those instincts are focused on a
fetching barmaid at the Hog’s head, so we should be fine.
Regardless we know his route, this week or next we’ll find out what
Gerwold is plotting,’ Sven answered calmly.

‘Speaking of Gerwold -what do we know?’

‘We know a good deal, but for every answer we
have more questions. We know that Belnair is abuzz with activity.
Gerwold is bullying every armourer and blacksmith in the Barony;
ore is being freighted in from the mountains by the cartload and
the smiths and smelters are working day and night. He is arming one
of the largest land armies Valaar has ever seen. It’s clear he
wants to seat himself upon the throne, but a civil war in Valaar
might leave him with nothing and no one to rule.

He is frantically corresponding with the
Baron of Fordham and Lord Velas of the Mizumura. Velas is
standoffish but Fordham seems complicit. Bjorn of the Sisaron and
Lord Alford of the Tanamere have rebuffed his advances, these may
make ready allies for us when the time comes.

Every week these couriers deliver
instructions from the Baron and wait for a reply. It’s clear that
whatever resistance they might have had to this war has been
bludgeoned out of them or bought off them with promises of power or
concessions when Gerwold takes the throne. Their preparations now
mirror Belnair’s and it seems that half of Valaar is already
rallying behind Gerwold’s banner.

Truth be told, Tristan, with the Wolf at the
heart of a combined war and hosting a pitched battle would almost
certainly see us routed. In quality, the armies of King’s Court are
second to none, but to stand a chance against the numbers arrayed
against us, we’ll need both Sisaron and Tanamere in place behind
the wall to stand a chance.’

‘We need to shift one of his allies from his
side before then,’ Tristan stated matter-of-factly.

‘I fear Gerwold has beaten us to the punch,’
Sven replied in a deflated tone.

‘What do you mean?’ Tristan asked in
concerned tones.

‘Within weeks of Linea being taken by us,
Falen began courting Lady Hitomi of the Mizumura. Her Father Velas
is slow to see the machinations of Gerwold behind Falen’s advances;
by all accounts the two may marry before year’s end.’

Tristan groaned audibly, ‘Losing the Mizumura
would be a grievous loss indeed. Not only would we be grievously
outnumbered in the field, we would also be in an impossible
position. Mizumura and Fordham are the easiest passages south for
the armies of Sisaron. Should they both side with Gerwold it would
effectively cut off Sisaron and prevent them from reinforcing
King’s Court when the Wolf make their move. Our circumstances are
even more precarious than we thought. It is crucial for us to know
what those dispatches contain.

The two men scarcely noticed the time pass as
they rode and exchanged ideas. Before long the sun was setting on
the western horizon, casting its brilliant fiery hues across the
darkening sky. As they rode they admired the panorama of colors
sprawled across the sky above them. Distracted as they were, they
didn’t see the men materialize from the woods on their right flank
until they were almost upon them.

One of the burly brigands blocked the road as
the others approached the riders. Tristan and Sven exchanged a
quick glance, Sven shook his head to indicate the brigands weren’t
members of the guild, spreading as it did across Valaar there was a
chance they might be accosted by their own forces, paid brigands
ignorant of the men’s position in the guild.

Sven was intimately aware of the guild’s
movements and manpower; his knowledge could be relied on. Tristan
leaned over in the saddle. ‘We must not be delayed, Sven, if we
lose the courier, Gerwold will further strengthen his position.
Deal with those two on the right, stay low in the saddle in case
there are others lying in wait.’ Sven nodded his understanding.

As the burly brigand before them raised his
hand to stop them Tristan responded quickly, rolling out of the
saddle Tristan used the horse’s body to shield himself as he moved.
As he rolled he reached into the saddlebag and drew one of his hand
crossbows. Landing lightly, Tristan released the safety, took aim
and sent the bolt thundering into the big man’s chest. Drawing his
rapier, he sprang towards the next bandit who was still registering
the shock of his comrade’s fall.

Behind him, Sven was dispatching the
remaining bandits with grim efficiency. The first bandit to move
towards him bought his axe up ready to cleave the horse from
beneath Sven. Reaching for a sheath on his back Sven drew a dagger
and hurled it at the bandit, the blade caught the bandit in the
neck and he crumpled to the ground clutching at the knife in a vain
attempt to remove it. The second bandit looked around as if to flee
but exposed as he was between the highway and the tree line, his
hesitancy only served to hasten his death as a hail of daggers from
Sven took him in the chest and he fell next to his comrade.

Up ahead Tristan launched himself at the last
remaining bandit, feigning a high slash with his rapier at the
bandits exposed neck, the bandit bought his blade up to deflect it
only to find the rapier buried in his stomach as Tristan spun his
wrist and drove the blade home. A second thrust ensured he was dead
before he hit the ground.

Tristan looked around for his horse -it had
stopped shortly after it had felt him dismount and was contentedly
eating grass by the wayside. Tristan quickly packed away the
hand-crossbow, cleaned his blade and mounted up before making his
way over to where Sven was retrieving his knives from the fallen
bandits.

As Sven stood up there was a snapping sound
as a crossbow bolt tore through the air...

 


 



Chapter 17




The bolt hurtled through
the air striking Sven in the back and knocking him to the
ground.

Tristan’s heart sank as his friend fell.
Whirling around Tristan sought the source of the attack. Spying
movement at the woods edge he spurred his horse into a gallop. If
there was more than one marksman hiding in the foliage, his brazen
charge might prove suicidal. Crouching low behind the horse’s neck
to conceal himself, Tristan spurred the horse on.

When no other bolts followed the first,
Tristan decided it must be a lone remaining bandit, perhaps the
leader attempting to avenge his fallen comrades, Tristan kicked his
legs into the horses’ flanks in a bid to close the distance to the
woods before the hidden assailant could fire another shot.

As he broke through the light foliage into
the woods, Tristan spotted his quarry - a lean bandit in leathers
was running as fast as he could through the woods ahead.
Unfortunately for the bandit, the woods were not dense enough to
force Tristan to dismount and the horse quickly closed the distance
between them.

The bandit spun and attempted to draw his
sword, but Tristan’s rapier caught him high in the chest, the
leather providing scant protection against the razor-sharp weapon
and the assassin collapsed as the blade ran him through.

Tristan dismounted and attempted to
interrogate the man now doubled over and spitting out blood. The
rapier had done its work too well and Tristan doubted the man would
last more than a few moments. Surprised at how hardened he had
become to such things, Tristan began to hurriedly search the
bandit. Mindful that Sven was injured, Tristan hastened his pace.
Tucked inside the man’s leather jerkin he found a roll of papers.
With no time to examine their contents he hastily jammed them into
a pouch and made his way back to the highway to aid Sven.

As he approached the road, Tristan felt a
twinge of guilt that he had not checked on his friend earlier. He
could see Sven sitting by the wayside waiting for him. As he
approached, Sven raised his flask to his lips and took a long
drought. ‘How bad is it?’ Tristan asked drawing nearer.

‘See for yourself,’ Sven responded sullenly,
leaning forward so that Tristan could see the crossbow bolt lodged
in his left shoulder.

‘You might want to save a little of that,’
Tristan said, gesturing at the flask. ‘You’ll need it when we take
that bolt out of you.’

‘I know,’ responded Sven, eying the mouth of
the flask as he swirled its contents. ‘Half for me, half for the
hole in my back. Let’s get this over with.’

Tristan looked at the wound closely.
Fortunately for Sven, it had missed any crucial arteries, but
lodged as it was in his shoulder, the bolt would have to be pushed
through. Sven pulled out another dagger and bit down on the cold
steel. Tristan took hold of the bolt and broke it in two. Sven
groaned in pain as the head of the bolt twisted against the flesh
in his shoulder.

Tristan gave Sven a moment to recover before
he pushed the bolt the remaining distance through Sven’s shoulder.
‘Gaarrrr…’ Sven groaned in agony, as Tristan removed the bolt.
Taking the flask from Sven’s hands he poured it into the wound and
began cleaning it. ‘You ... know ...Tristan,’ Sven mumbled between
pained breaths, ‘One might think you were enjoying this.’

Tristan laughed heartily, ‘I don’t take any
pleasure in your pain, Sven, but we do have a long night ahead of
us and we can’t afford to miss this opportunity. Besides, you’re
better off than those two.’ Tristan replied, gesturing to the two
bandits that had fallen nearby.

‘Don’t mock the dead, Tristan, lest the
Allfather hear and take you in their place.’

‘It will happen soon enough, Sven, but it
won’t be today. I doubt there are two bands of lawless thugs
between here and the Hog’s Head,’ Tristan asserted, trying to raise
Sven’s spirits.

Tristan tore some cloth from the fallen
bandits and fashioned a field dressing for Sven. It took some
effort but after a few heaves and some unceremonious shoving, Sven
was back in the saddle and they were on the road again.

The remainder of the journey passed without
further event and soon the Hog’s Head was visible on the horizon.
The two weary travelers rode in, the night’s festivities well and
truly under way. From the yard, the two riders could hear the
carousing and noise spilling out of the tavern as they approached.
Riding in they handed their reins to a nearby stable boy, along
with a piece of silver for his efforts, and gave some instructions
for their horses’ care. The boy smiled as he pocketed the generous
tip and assured them that their mounts would be well cared for.

Pushing open the door Tristan found the pub
packed to the rafters with patrons of every size and description
seated at tables throughout the establishment. From the corner of
the room, a minstrel plucked at his banjo filling the room with
music. Sven quickly identified their man in the corner and nudged
Tristan with a cheeky ‘told you so’ expression. Shaking his head
Tristan reluctantly handed over the silver piece and the pair took
a seat in the corner of the room where they could observe the
courier’s movements less obtrusively.

After a few minutes, a comely serving girl
made her way over to take their order. ‘What can I get you two
gents?’ she inquired.

‘We’ll have whatever is left in the larder
and a pair of Hogswash,’ Sven ordered, pressing a few coins into
the woman’s hand and giving her a wink. She giggled and headed off
to the kitchen as Sven turned to Tristan, ‘Hogswash couldn’t be
more aptly named; the stuff tastes like something out of a pig’s
trough.’

‘Then why the devil did you order it?’
Tristan asked bewildered.

‘It’s pretty much all they serve here. Most
of these poor sods won’t admit it, but they come here for the
company not the liquor. Our friend does anyway, that’s to be sure.’
Sven threw a nod in the direction of the courier who was busily
engaged in a conversation with one of the serving girls. Tristan
had to admit that she was very attractive.

After a few minutes, their server returned
with two bowls of stew and a pitcher of beer. Sven was quick to
compliment the server, ‘Lovely, I don’t suppose you have any rooms
left for the night? It’s been a long trip and we could sorely use
the rest.’

‘Just the one. It’s at the end of the hall, a
little worn, but it’s better than the barn.’

‘It’ll do, how much?’

‘Two gold pieces.’

Sven raised an eye at the price, but
reluctantly pulled out the gold.

‘I’ll be back with the key in a moment,’ the
lass replied before snatching up the coins. Sven laughed as she
walked away, slipping one of the coins into her pocket.

‘Why are you laughing?’ Tristan asked
quizzically. ‘She practically robbed you.’

‘She’s quick on her feet and clever. I like
that. If I get the time I may come back and try to recruit
her.’

‘Aha, recruit her? You’re sure that’s what
you have in mind?’

‘Very funny, Tristan. You’d be surprised, you
know, in places like this- the information flows as freely as the
beer.’

‘You tell yourself whatever you need to,
Sven, succeed or fail, I’m sure you’ll enjoy the attempt.’

Sven attempted to shove Tristan but only
succeeded in sending stabbing pains through his already throbbing
shoulder. ‘Have some pity, Tristan. I’m a wounded man.’

Tristan laughed loudly before taking a long
drought of the Hogswash, which tasted every bit as foul as Sven had
promised. After what seemed like an eternity, the courier got up
from his table and headed towards the hallway that led to the
rooms.

Sven and Tristan leapt to their feet and
ensured they reached the hallway in time to see his door close.
Taking note of the door so that they might return later, the pair
walked down the hall arriving at their own room. The worn and
beaten passageway did little to reassure them of the quality of
their lodgings.

As they opened the door Tristan stared in
disbelief. ‘Sven, she robbed you blind.’ Stepping past Tristan into
the room, Sven glanced around. Calling the furnishings worn was
akin to calling a hole, a well. Certainly not worth a silver let
alone the two gold pieces it had cost them. Tristan hoped that
whatever they gained from the Wolf’s missives would make the effort
and pains of the day worthwhile.

‘How do you want to go about this?’ Sven
asked.

‘We’ll wait for a few hours to ensure he is
sound asleep- he was drinking quite heavily so it shouldn’t be hard
to slip in unnoticed and take a look around.’

‘What will you do if you find them?

‘I’ll replace them with these,’ responded
Tristan, holding up a set of papers sealed with a wax seal bearing
Baron Gerwold’s crest. ‘I had one of our forgers prepare them
before we left in case we are successful. They don’t contain
anything of note merely an accounting of the goings on of Belnair.
The Duke of Fordham may be a little confused but not enough to make
him aware that his communiqué have been tampered with.’

‘You have a fiendish mind, Tristan. If this
works, we may be able to bring the forger here and have them
prepare a new set each week to sow confusion between Fordham and
Belnair.’

‘Precisely! We need any edge we can get as
the field is most certainly stacked against us at present.’

Sven stretched out on the bed and the two men
continued scheming to pass the time. Tristan stayed on his feet,
exhausted as he was, he was more fearful that if he lay down he’d
soon be asleep and they would miss their chance.

After a few hours the noise of the tavern had
died off and it was clear that most of the occupants had retired to
their rooms or collapsed in a heap at their tables. Tristan let
himself quietly out of the room. As no one was in the corridor he
made his way quickly down to the courier’s room. Quickly checking
around to ensure he wasn’t observed he gently tried the door. It
was open.

Pushing it aside he let himself in. Asleep
under the sheets on the bed, was the courier, snoring heavily. He
must have left the door open hoping the serving girl might visit.
Tristan smiled to himself, not quite the visitor you were hoping
for, he mused silently.

The courier was out cold and he doubted a
stampede could rouse the drunkard from his slumber. Never the less
Tristan quietly made his way around the room searching for any sign
of a message or missive. At length he found the pouch tied inside
the courier’s jacket which had been hastily tossed over a chair in
the corner of the room. Emptying the contents on the desk he was
delighted to find it contained a set of papers very similar to
those provided by the guild’s forger. We’ll have to give him a
bonus, Tristan thought, the resemblance was uncanny.

Tristan hurriedly switched the papers and
replaced everything the way he had found it before slipping out of
the room. Tristan made his way back to his own quarters carefully
to ensure he made no sound. Closing the door, he found Sven had
fallen asleep which was no surprise given his condition. Tristan
felt for the pain he must be in, in spite of his injuries the loyal
spymaster carried out his duties ceaselessly and without
complaint.

Removing his boots Tristan flopped down on
his bed exhausted. Pulling the papers out of his pouch, he spotted
the other papers he’d lifted from the dying bandit earlier in the
day. I’d almost forgotten about those, Tristan mused as he
pulled out the papers. Better start with these, I suppose.
Tristan unrolled the papers and let out a gasp -their staring back
at him from the parchment was a crude sketch of himself.

 


 



Chapter 18




The Council Chamber of the Guild of
Thieves.

 


‘We have a traitor in our
midst.’ The statement was greeted by stunned silence as it rang
throughout the chamber. ‘Not necessarily in this room, but
certainly within the guild. Our wider recruiting has exposed us to
it and now our enemies have crept in among us.

Sven and I were ambushed on the road to
Fordham. They knew the course we would travel and were laying in
wait for us. An assassin’s bolt almost killed Sven, the killers
carried this on them.’ The table jumped as Tristan slammed the
parchment down - the sketch of Tristan’s face clearly visible.

‘We must root out these rats before they
compromise us all. We have worked too long to fail now. The Wolf
hang over us as an ever present threat, we’ve stayed ahead of them
by lurking in the shadows and striking from unseen quarters. If we
are exposed too soon, the iron fist of the Wolf will grind us to
dust.

Until we know more, we must exercise extreme
caution. No one outside this council is to travel beyond the
Guild’s walls without my leave. We will stop the flow of
information until we can find its source-then we will silence it
permanently.

I suspect we’ll find the Wolf at its heart.
Gerwold is getting paranoid as he draws near the throne. He may
have wiped out the Listarii under the cover of darkness, but a
bunch of thieves like us… he’ll execute us in broad daylight and
not break a sweat.’ The statement hung heavily in the air, the
Council unsure of how to respond to such a bleak outlook.

‘You paint a grim picture, Tristan.’ Halmir
stated, breaking the silence. ‘I imagine you have a plan though or
you would not have called this meeting.’

‘I do. We need to separate Gerwold from his
allies. Mizumura and Fordham are more or less complicit, so if
Falen is successful, the Mizumura will be tied to them by marriage
and we will be horrendously outnumbered in the field.

We have found a means to sow discord between
Fordham and Belnair; if we are successful it will improve our odds
considerably. The Baron of Fordham is power-hungry; he will happily
ride Gerwold’s coat tails to the throne. We need to hinder them in
any way we can. Torch their fields, raid their barns and silos. An
army won’t march on an empty stomach. If we can sufficiently hinder
them, we can improve our odds considerably in the coming war.

That leaves the Mizumura -if we can scare off
Lady Hitomi -it with leave Belnair alone arrayed against Kings
Court who will be aided by our forces. It will not be easy but with
the Allfather on our side we may yet save ourselves the tyranny of
a Wolf on the throne.’

‘That is a lot of “if’s” Tristan.’ Halmir’s
frustration was evident in his voice. ‘The guild had come so far
only to find ourselves lagging dangerously behind Gerwold’s
insidious scheming.’

‘Indeed, there is lot to be done between now
and then if we are to succeed, but I will not watch the liberties
we’ve enjoyed for five hundred years slip away and be lost. Not
whilst I have one breath of air left in my lungs!’ Tristan stated
emphatically.

‘Here, here!’ shouted Ezras.

‘I have a few ideas,’ ventured Sven, ‘but we
are going to need a few things to make it work. ‘

‘What did you have in mind?’ Halmir
inquired.

‘Well, it looks like we are going to be
spending an increasing amount of time out and about, building
relations with our fellow Valaarans... I think it would be
appropriate for us to be properly attired. I’ll have our agents in
the Palace begin to acquire Wolf tabards and uniforms. Meanwhile,
if there are any patrols that wander too deeply into the poor
quarter, they might lose theirs as well.’

‘Imagine the chaos we can cause in those,’
Ogryn bellowed laughing heartily.

‘I don’t think they come in your size, Ogryn.
You’d have to tie it round your waist as a belt,’ Ferebour jibed
slapping the table.

‘Yours neither, ya runt,’ bellowed Ogryn,
‘we’d throw it over your head and you would disappear, you stunty
scoundrel.’

The council room erupted in laughter.
Ferebour may have had the short stature of a Dwarf, but there was
nothing little about the broad shouldered stone master, with a
physique that looked like he had been carved from a mountain.
Tristan imagined that a quarrel with the Dwarf would end poorly
indeed.

The men continued to plot and scheme - each
of the council members bending their own unique skills and
abilities to the problem at hand. If only a fraction of the
ideas bore fruit, it might be enough to level the battlefield,
thought Tristan.

The meeting concluded and the council members
dispersed to attend to their duties. Soon only Halmir, Tristan and
Sven remained. Tristan pulled out the missives that they had stolen
from the Wolf courier at the Hog’s Head tavern.

‘I thought these better discussed in private.
Not that I distrust any of the council, but loose lips sink ships.
If the Wolf gets wind that we are tampering with their dispatches,
it will leave us very vulnerable to being exploited by them.’

‘So what do they contain?’ Halmir asked.

‘It is a detailed accounting of the garrison
of King’s Court. According to their agents, there are less than
eight thousand men at arms under the council’s command. The Wolf is
already planning their siege. Gerwold knows that the throne is a
potent symbol. He plans to seize it before the year is out. By the
time King’s Court is aware of their intentions, they will be
surrounded by a combined army of Belnair, Fordham, and the
Mizumura.

Inside Gerwold’s workshops, siege machines
are being built to breach the walls. Meanwhile, the Mizumura and
remnants of Fordham will hold off the Sisaron and try to prevent
them coming to the aid of their old allies at King’s Court. If they
catch King’s Court unprepared, it may fall inside a week. The
King’s Council must be warned.’

‘You needn’t worry about that Tristan,’
Halmir interjected. ‘They have long known of Gerwold’s ambitions,
perhaps not in this level of detail, but they know the Wolf long
for the throne -Gerwold does now as his father did before him. The
Wolf have long been discontent with their station in life. It is no
coincidence that the guild conducts its affairs here in
Belnair.’

‘What do you mean, Halmir?’

‘Do you recall the day you joined us,
Tristan?’

‘Of course, like it was yesterday.’

‘Did you not find it strange that the
Underman knew you on sight?’

‘A little yes.’

‘The Midsummer’s tournament you were
victorious at, remind me where it took place?’

‘In King’s Court,’ Tristan answered the
pieces starting to fall into place. ‘Falen and I were introduced to
the King’s Council before the tournament. So that means the
Underman is on the council?’

‘Indeed he is. I’ve kept him aware of our
progress here and the threats that face King’s Court. You can rest
assured that no matter how King’s Court appears to be conducting
its affairs, behind the scenes they are making preparations for the
coming conflict. Gerwold will not catch them unprepared. We just
need to ensure they are not overwhelmed.’

‘Easier said than done,’ remarked Tristan.
‘We have a lot of work ahead of us.’

 


 



Chapter 19




The foothills of the Hikari Mountains.

 


The Mizumura had once been
humble fishermen, plying their trade in the crystal blue lakes and
rivers that flowed out of the Eternal Mountains. Sitting as it did
between the waters of Mizu-umi and the Hikari mountain range, the
Riverhold was a natural fortress. It had served the Mizumura well
from the time they had first begun scratching a meager living from
the rocky hills. Those times were long past as trade with their
neighbours had bought considerable prosperity whilst Mother Nature
herself had shielded the Mizumura from their jealous
neighbours.

The name Mizumura meant Water Village in an
ancient tongue, an apt name for the township that had once stood
there. The humble town of yesteryear bore little resemblance to the
bustling metropolis that now sprawled out in all directions, from
the foot of the mountains right across the surface of the lake
itself. In their industry, the Mizumura had driven stakes into the
lake bed and fashioned foundations for a veritable flotilla of
buildings. From housing through to agricultural enterprise, the
shortage of land was only a temporary setback as the Mizumura took
to the water. Indeed, the industry and engineering of the Mizumura
were impressive to behold as they reclaimed land from the lake
itself.

The city walls ran from the mountain range to
the south, clear to the water’s edge. An enterprising enemy might
attempt to infiltrate the city via the lake but to do so in force
whilst being harried by the Mizumura would be an unpleasant task
indeed. A frontal assault on the walls would be the only viable
option for an attack. Access to a freshwater lake would mean the
Mizumura could live out a siege in relative comfort until their
aggressors grew tired or were driven off by the elements.

It was rumored that the Mizumura traced their
ancestry back to the Spice Islanders, and such a rumor could easily
be believed. Where most Valaarans were fair of skin the Mizumura
were gifted with a deeply bronzed complexion, creating an exotic
allure that set them apart from their fairer cousins.

Alluring indeed, Falen thought to
himself as he observed the Lady of the Mizumura riding gracefully
beside him. His father’s words scarcely did her justice; she was
the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. Her dark tresses
elegantly fixed back by a brilliant headdress that was adorned with
emeralds that sparkled with the same dark green luster as her eyes.
The traditional Mizumuran robes of state doing little to conceal
her shapely but toned figure. The effect was captivating and Falen
was relishing every moment in her presence.

‘So what do you think of Mizumura, I guess
our people seem rustic and backwards when compared to your court in
Belnair,’ his companion ventured nervously.

‘Not at all, my Lady of the Mizumura. I find
myself lamenting that I have never spent time here before now. The
lake... these mountains... the vista is breathtaking, and yet it
pales next to you, my Lady, as would any vista I am sure.’

‘Please call me Hitomi,’ she replied turning
away to conceal the color rising in her cheeks. ‘I am glad you are
enjoying your time here. Perhaps you might return again when you
have more time and I can show you some of our other wonders.’

‘Of course,’ Falen replied. ‘I would love to
and when our matters of state have settled, perhaps you might even
journey to Belnair and visit with us there?’

‘I would like that very much.’

This time it was Falen’s turn to be pleased,
the prospect of spending more time with Hitomi was a thrilling
thought to be certain. These few hours together had been bliss. The
thought of courting her in Belnair within the comforts and
splendors of his own castle, were far less threatening.

In Belnair, he would have the advantage of
his family’s considerable wealth at his disposal. Being from the
country, the city of Belnair was bound to leave her speechless. The
two continued to exchange pleasantries as they rode. The party was
trailed by an escort comprising both Wolf and Mizumuran guards;
with recent uncertainty throughout Valaar one could never be too
careful.

Only too quickly the party drew near the
gates of Mizumura and Falen realized his time with Lady Hitomi was
at an end. As it were, they would have a trip ahead of them before
they reached the evenings lodgings -a brief overnight in King’s
Court before journeying on to Belnair the following day. Falen
loathed the need to be present in court, but his father insisted he
be present as often as occasion would permit to learn how to govern
a people as diverse and complex as the Wolf, Falen countenanced it
as a first step towards the Kingdom he one day hoped to rule.

After exchanging farewells with the Lady of
Mizumura, Falen and his accompanying escort turned and departed
briskly for King’s Court, hoping to procure lodging in one of the
more comfortable Highway Inns between Mizumura and the Capitol. The
image of the exotic Hitomi was never far from his mind as he rode
briskly away from the setting sun.

As the Wolf contingent disappeared over the
horizon, the Lady of the Mizumura turned her steed and entered the
city, the soldiers at the gate snapping off a sharp salute as she
passed them by. Accompanied by her escort, she made her way through
the city, the crowds parting to avoid being trampled by the mounted
company. The Mizumura demanded respect from their subjects and few
would risk the Lady’s anger if it could be avoided.

Lady Hitomi was the only child of Velas, Lord
of the Mizumura; her mother had passed away whilst she was yet a
child and the once lively Velas had never remarried, instead
focusing all his time and attention on his daughter, last of the
Mizumura and heir to his throne. The attention, however, had not
yielded the desired results, where her mother Yukimi had been a
benevolent and kind ruler, her daughter grasped the reins of
leadership with an iron grip and wielded her power viciously as a
means of furthering her own ambitious plans.

The riders passed into the Riverhold. Hewn
out of the side of the mountain, its many towers served as a
reminder as to what could be accomplished with coffers of gold and
an endless supply of expendable labour. Untold thousands of
labourers must have perished building the rugged and imposing
structure that served as home to the royal family of the Mizumura.
The party dismounted leaving their steeds in the care of the
waiting staff. Lady Hitomi moved swiftly through the halls until
she reached her father’s court.

The guards swung the heavy oak doors open and
the Lady strode briskly into the hall. At her entrance, Velas
dismissed the advisers that were hovering about attending to the
affairs of the land. As they left the hall, Hitomi turned and
singled out one of the retreating advisers ‘Shiona, could you stay?
I wish to have your council.’

‘As My Lady requires,’ the aging adviser
bowed and returned to his place by Velas. If the other councilors
were curious as to why their colleague remained they didn’t show
it. Each happy to be out from under the Lady’s scrutiny, they
quickly retreated from the hall.

‘Daughter, how was your ride? I trust young
Falen was on his best behavior?’

‘He was, the poor love struck fool! You would
have thought he’d never seen a woman before. The way he gawked and
hung on my every word if I hadn’t reminded him to breath he would
probably have expired before my eyes.’

As the doors closed behind the retreating
council, Lady Hitomi turned to the aging adviser. ‘What ails you,
Shiona? You look even more weary than usual this morning. What news
from our agents?’ Shiona openly served the Mizumuran court as first
advisor to Lord Velas, but less well known to the general public
was his role as head of the Mizumuran intelligence network. His
agents were scattered across Valaar having infiltrated almost any
organization of significance. Shiona’s cunning and diligence had
protected the Mizumura and their interests for three decades.

The aging adviser let out a pained sigh in
response to the first question but answered the second, ‘Not much,
My Lady.’

‘Why is that?’ The Lady pressed
impatiently.

‘They are dead,’ the adviser replied
simply.

‘What do you mean “dead”?’ Hitomi asked
incredulously.

‘You will recall that when we last spoke, I
mentioned a faction at work that were interfering with our
mercantile endeavors?’ Shiona patiently prompted. ‘Our merchants
are persistently undercut at market, our trade is suffering and our
farmers are consistently being harassed by men claiming to be
levying taxes on Gerwold’s behalf. We know from Falen’s time here
that it is obviously a falsehood. There is clearly a force at work
here who are seeking to sow distrust between us and the Wolf.’

‘I do. When last we spoke you were in the
process of infiltrating their ranks.’

‘Indeed, and we were successful. A number of
our agents were able to slip amongst them. One of our men was able
to identify their leader. In a recent dispatch, our man sent word
that he would be exposed and vulnerable. Apparently he had been
frequently departing their stronghold on some venture or other. Our
man sent word to our other agents in Belnair accompanied by a
sketched likeness so they could identify him. Our agents then
attempted to ambush them on the road to Fordham.’

‘You say attempted...?’ The lady queried.

‘Because they failed -their mission was to
extract any useful information from the men before leaving their
bodies in a ditch.’ The adviser’s even tone indicated he held
little compunction for the lives of men who had hindered his
affairs for months now.

‘What went wrong?’ The lady questioned
further.

‘They were slaughtered, all of them. I sent
men when our agents failed to report, and they informed me that our
agents are dead; the bodies had been searched and our agents’
orders were missing, which means by now our enemies are aware of
our intentions.’

‘Have you any idea who these men are?’

‘One of them is an unknown, the other much
more recognizable but something of a surprise as he was presumed
dead several years ago.’

‘Who is he?’ The Lady demanded -her tone
growing increasingly impatient at Shiona’s slow and deliberate
recounting.

‘He...’ ‘Shiona paused pulling a roll of
parchment from his pocket and handing it to Hitomi... ‘Is Tristan
son of the late Lord Marcus, Lord of the Listarii.’

‘You are positive?’

There is no mistaking it, I had our agents
send another likeness he looks much as he did when he won the last
Midsummer’s Tournament at King’s Court. Our men unwittingly tried
to kill the last remaining Listarii heir; what’s more important is
they failed. The five of them died for their ignorance, and we may
yet perish should they discover we were behind the attack.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘Lord Marcus had a very direct manner for
dealing with these types of attacks. From the state of our agents,
I think it fair to presume his son has indeed inherited that
predisposition. If left unchecked, he could become a formidable
enemy.’

‘Fortunately for us, Shiona, fate has already
provided a solution to our problems.’ Velas interjected.

‘What are you talking about, Father? Speak
plainly.’

‘Patience, Hitomi,’ her father chided. ‘The
Wolf were almost certainly responsible for the slaughter of the
Listarii, Next time you are with that lovesick little Wolf pup,
perhaps you would be so kind as to share this information with him,
in the interest of "strengthening relations" of course.’ Velas tone
and manner spoke volumes about his feeling for the Wolf. ‘The son
of their vanquished enemy leading a rogue faction within their own
borders, Gerwold will turn the city inside out, with any luck they
will take care of our problem for us. The real question is can you
tolerate a union with Falen? If you see him again he will most
certainly press his hand.’

The lady pondered for a moment, in her eyes
love was the currency of fools, little more than a chip to bargain
with. ‘If his besotted state gains me the throne of Valaar, I can
bear him. Should his attitude change with his ascension, or should
he mistreat me...,’ the lady paused and a perverse smile crossed
her usually icy countenance, ‘something tragic will befall him.’ A
quiet stillness settled over the room as Hitomi openly considered
murdering the son of one of the most powerful men in Valaar.

The silence was eventually broken by Velas,
‘We embark on a perilous course now, if you and Falen are wed, we
will be drawn irrevocably into the coming storm. Gerwold will not
tolerate any interference in his bid for the throne, and will
expect the Mizumura to back his claim. Our old ties with King’s
Court will be severed and we will be required to bear arms against
them; should we fail, we’ll be branded as traitors and
executed.’

‘Then we must not fail,’ Hitomi countered.
‘We will help Gerwold seize the Golden Throne. In the course of
time Falen will take his place and for the first time in history a
Mizumuran will share the Golden Throne.’ The would-be queen smiled
as her ambitions seemed closer than ever to reaching fruition.

 


 



Chapter 20




Just outside Tolanis.

 


Syrion approached the
water’s edge. His eyes played across its translucent blue surface
as he pondered what its depths might conceal. The lake stretched
until the shadows of the surrounding mountains obscured its depths
from further view. Sitting as it did in the midst of the Eternal
Mountains; the waters’ depths could rival the heights of the
mountains themselves. Who could know for certain? The water and its
mysteries would need to wait for another day.

Syrion had a purpose and would not be
deterred. For weeks now he had felt it, a stirring in his soul, a
sense of something deep within—his body was changing. He could feel
it threatening to consume his very being. His mother had assured
him it was the call of the Astarii, -as one born of the stars; he
would feel it as he came of age.

The sensation was familiar to all adult
Astarii. It was a warning sent forth from the Celestial City -a
reminder that as the Allfather watches over the Astarii, so too
were the Astarii expected to watch over Creation and her
children.

Elaina had been insistent that he be absent
from Tolanis during the transitory period. ‘Syrion, not all will
welcome your presence once you have come into your power. Whilst
many of the Tolan have waited anxiously for this day there are
those whose hearts have succumbed to the same poison that ran in
Tolan’s veins. They will be reticent to surrender the little power
they have left as they lord over these people.’

In accordance with his mother’s wishes he had
packed a bag with supplies and made his way down to the water’s
edge. The lake surrounded Tolan, providing a barrier of safety to
the peaceful island kingdom, but today the water was an
inconvenience as it blocked his attempts to leave the island
undetected.

As a youth Syrion had spent many days rowing
to and fro across its surface. Now he had other means at his
disposal. Syrion raised his hands and focused his mind, the light
breeze that was blowing across the surface of the lake increased in
intensity. His cloak flapped angrily about him as Syrion channeled
the wind’s power. The gale force winds tore him from the lakes edge
and he hurtled across the water scant feet from its surface, spray
drenching his robes as the waters were whipped about by the
frenzied winds.

The howling wind propelled him towards the
opposing shoreline; Syrion reveled in the sensation as he soared
onwards. He wondered once more what it must be like for the mighty
dragons as they soared through the open sky - whilst his current
movements were a crude imitation of their majestic gifts, it was
nevertheless exhilarating.

As the opposing lake edge drew nearer, Syrion
eased the gale to slow his approach, too soon and he would be
taking a bath in the freezing lake, too late and he would find
himself hurtling into the mountainside with disastrous
consequences. Erring on the side of caution, Tristan calmed the
wind and struck the lake at the water’s edge—the momentum still
sufficient to throw him head over heels, tumbling into the freezing
water.

‘There has to be a better way of doing that,’
Syrion said to no one in particular as he picked himself up and
wrung the freezing water out of his robe. He checked his pack to
ensure no damage had been done and was relieved to find it likewise
intact. It would have been a difficult journey without
supplies.

There was little doubt in his mind that he
could live off the land but with no idea of what lay in store, the
presence of his mother’s supplies gave him a measure of
reassurance. It would take several days to journey out of the
Eternal Mountains and away from the ever-watchful eyes of the
Tolan.

He would head through the mountains to the
island’s harsh northern coast. Uninhabited and unobserved it would
provide the isolation and privacy he was hoping for. Until a few
moments ago, he’d briefly considered attempting to fly there, but
images of him hurtling headlong into a cliff face or freefalling
into a precipice was enough to dissuade him from such a course.
After all, the journey would provide time to ponder on all he’d
learnt in recent weeks.

My gifts were a welcome surprise,
Syrion thought to himself. They had provided a constant source of
wonderment, not to mention the number of mundane tasks that were
simplified by even the smallest use of his abilities.

As Syrion walked, he pondered how that might
change as he reached maturity as an Astarii. His mother had been
less than clear on that part of her tutelage. He wondered whether
his human heritage would interfere or be of assistance in the
transformation - so many things were yet unclear, but in spite of
the unknown, Syrion felt a quiet confidence as he made his way down
a nearby hill trail and began his journey.

*****

It was an uneventful trip with the days
passing quickly. Syrion made his way down the game trails that lead
to Valaar’s northern coast. Harsh but beautiful, it was one of the
few, uninhabited places on the Island; its rugged cliffs standing
firm as the relentless waves pounded upon them. Each day he
travelled, the sensations within him had grown stronger and
stronger.

Certain that his rite of passage would soon
be upon him, Syrion established a crude camp. Using some nearby
deadfall, Syrion constructed a lean-to for shelter. Tropical storms
were quite common on Valaar. It would not be a pleasant experience
to be caught without shelter in the driving rain. It was
uncomfortable at the best of times but in winter, hypothermia or
death would be the certain results of such a foolish lack of
foresight.

Once the shelter had taken shape, Syrion made
a fire and prepared his evening meal enjoying the sunset as it cast
its brilliant hues across the sky and sea alike. On the horizon a
vessel was making its way steadily across his line of sight.

Whether it was a Tanameran trade vessel
heading for distant ports or a Valaaran naval vessel seeking
pirates, he was unsure, but it looked ridiculously small against
the vast background of the Boundless Sea, almost like a child’s toy
in a washtub as the waves pushed it onwards towards its
destination. Syrion laughed to himself at the image.

Weary from the journey Syrion unrolled his
bedroll and laid it out inside the lean to. The fatigue hit him
like a wave and he succumbed almost immediately, his tired eyes
closing as his thoughts turned towards Althea whose companionship
would be sorely missed over the coming days.

*****

Syrion awoke with a start, nearby voices
interrupting his slumber. Heavy footsteps were thumping around the
camp. There shouldn’t be anyone within a hundred miles of
here, Syrion thought to himself. As he peered out of the lean
to he could see a man kicking dirt on his fire to extinguish it.
Bounding out of his lean to Syrion shouted at the newcomer. ‘What
are you doing that for we’ll freeze without a fire?’

‘Oh ‘allo there, knew there was someone
around here, where there’s smoke ere’s fire or so they say.’ Syrion
took a look at the new comer. A dirty bandana pulled back his
greasy hair, his worn and dirty clothes looked like they were made
from an old sail and the accent he spoke with was totally alien to
anything Syrion had previously heard. All-in-all, the stranger’s
presence caused him great concern.

The manner in which he was grasping the hilt
of a wicked cutlass at his side did little to reassure the
fledgling sorcerer. Erring on the side of caution, Syrion gestured
at the now struggling fire and channeled a thought...
Conflagrate! In response the flames leapt out of the pit
growing rapidly in both size and intensity. The newcomer began
screaming as he was caught in the sudden blaze.

Seeing a second intruder he turned and willed
the fire towards the new assailant who now had a weapon in hand and
was charging towards him -the fire hurtled towards the foolish man.
The assailant turned tail and attempted to flee but was consumed by
the flames. A footstep behind him alerted him to the presence of a
third unwanted guest. As Syrion turned to face the noise, his eyes
caught a blur of motion, before something struck him heavily on the
side of his skull. The world went black and the now powerless
Astarii fell heavily to the ground unconscious.

‘That’s enough of that then,’ laughed the
slaver, tucking the billy club back in his belt. The youth would be
unconscious for hours. Perhaps he’d been a little heavy handed, but
seeing Smitty and Dave burn alive had been enough warning that
their prey was more of a threat than they had first thought. The
remaining slavers made their way through the camp picking it clean
of any possessions, and they stomped out the fire and tore down the
lean to, leaving no sign that moments ago a camp had been present
in the clearing.

Two of the slavers bound their prize and the
procession made their way down a steep path in the cliff to a small
beach where their longboat was waiting. Manning their oars quietly,
they cut quickly through the waves to a ship waiting at anchor. It
was still dark on board with no lights to warn or signal its
approach -it was clear that they had intended to approach
unobserved.

As the men scaled the vessels side, orders
were barked from the quarterdeck and the crew leapt into action.
The longboat was raised and secured and Syrion was carried down
into the hold.

Different to many ships of its vintage rather
than endless banks of cannons, the guns at the rear portion of the
ship had been removed and a bank of makeshift cells had been
fitted. The old Valaaran frigate had been retrofitted into a
floating jail. Without the weight of half her cannons to hold weigh
her down, she was sleek and nimble, riding high in the water and
able to outrun the much heavier vessels that made up the fleets of
King’s Court and Tanamere.

Emblazoned on her stern the words ‘Mistress
of Misery’ were both a name and a promise of what lay in store for
the poor souls who fell prey to her crew. Bound for the slave pits
of Kashish, a worse fate could hardly be imagined for one of the
free people of Valaar.

On Valaar, slavery had been abolished for
centuries. Whilst there were still serfs and servants, they were
employed freely and paid for their labours. The people of Valaar,
from the mighty to the meek, had rights that were sacrosanct -the
violation of which would result in civil unrest and open
rebellion.

Syrion was dumped unceremoniously into one of
the open cells. Before the burly sailor could close the gate, the
first mate reappeared bearing a set of chains; on closer
inspection, strange runes and glyphs could be seen carved into the
harsh wrought iron surface. ‘Hold up Alistair! Put these on. Should
this one awake without ‘em he’ll burn us to the waterline in
moments. Gifted little pyromancer, it seems. He’ll fetch a fortune
in Kashish.’

The manacles were fitted and secured through
a large bolt in the floor. The slavers stripped him of his
possessions and his clothes, leaving only his simple linen pants to
preserve his modesty. ‘Aye, sir. Check this out,’ Alistair called,
rolling the unconscious boy onto his stomach.

The burly seaman was pointing to a large
tattoo that occupied the shoulder of their helpless captive. A
golden dragon sat staring back at them with barred teeth and a
menacing expression. ‘Incredible,’ the first mate responded.
‘Whoever did that piece was a master; it truly looks like the
dragons of old. Maybe we can get him to tell us where he got it
when he comes round.’

‘I don’t think the captain will delay our
trip so you can get a new tattoo, sir’

‘I don’t mean now, you idiot! You never know
when we’ll be back this way - maybe another time,’ the first mate
mused quietly.

*****

Thumping pains pulsed through his head as
Syrion slowly returned to consciousness. As he opened his eyes and
took in his surroundings, he quickly deduced his location. A
ship-that explains the blasted rolling to and fro, he thought.
Syrion’s stomach felt like he would hurl but whether it was the
constant rising and falling on the waves or the certain concussion
from what struck him in the side of the head he could not be
sure.He only knew that this was certainly the worst state he could
recall waking in, and that was saying something.

The manacles clinked as Syrion lifted them.
They certainly looked sturdy but an incantation would soon shift
them Syrion thought as he stood to make his escape. It was
difficult to focus with pain shooting through his skull and the
efforts of standing nearly rendered him unconscious.

Summoning his strength and leaning on the
bars for support he pushed all other thoughts from his mind,
this cell cannot hold me, he thought to himself. Focusing
his thoughts, he willed the iron to shift shape to allow his wrists
to pop free... but nothing happened.

Refocusing his thoughts, he tried another
incantation, less subtle this time, designed to shatter the chain
links. Syrion felt the power flow through himself but dissipate as
it made contact with the manacles. This time the runes and glyphs
on their surface glowed an angry red color but did not budge an
inch.

‘It must be some kind of enchantment,’ Syrion
thought out loud. Although his power was growing with each day, he
had very little experience with such devices. He’d had limited
success enchanting some mundane items but something of this nature
had never been available to study. Until I can discover the
nature of the enchantment, I am not likely to be able to break
it, Syrion thought to himself. With no other apparent options,
Syrion resolved to attempt to reason with his captors.

Taking a moment to summon his strength,
Syrion cried out at the top of his lungs, ‘Captain! I wish to speak
with the Captain!’ When no one appeared, he cried out again. The
shouting only seemed to intensify the pounding sensation in his
head. Not one to give up, Syrion took a different tack, he began
running the wrought iron manacles back and forth across the jail
cell, creating an unholy racket. The noise was deafening and caused
his head to throb, but it soon yielded the desired result.

After a few moments a deckhand descended the
stairs leading from the main deck. ‘Oi cut that racket out! The
captain is on his way. Much more o’ that though and he’ll toss you
over the side, chains still attached and be done with you. No price
is worth that incessant clanging.’

Content that he’d made his point, Syrion
waited in silence, leaning on the bars for support. After a few
moments, a party descended the ladder and made their way over to
the cell. The first down the ladder was a burly, barrel-chested
individual - his fine apparel and perfectly shined boots set him
apart from the ragtag mob assembled behind him. A large scar ran
down his left cheek, the relic of a battle long ago. The wound
added an air of menace to an already impressive man. The Captain
made his way purposefully over to the cells.

‘What’s all this about then? Demanding to see
me, huh? I am Kastor, Captain of the Mistress and what would I want
with you, ya scruffy little urchin?’

‘I am no urchin, Captain, nor did I ask to be
here, your men beat and kidnapped me and now I awake to find myself
here.’

‘Bit of tough luck there then. Urchin or not,
we have you aboard, you’re bound for Kashish and you best get used
to that thought. It’s a long and lonely sea between Valaar and
Kashish. We’ll make a few more stops on the way of course to pick
up a few friends for you to talk with, but you best reconcile
yourself to the thought -there isn’t anyone out here to help you,
boy.’

‘I don’t need anyone to help me, Captain. If
you do not release me now, I’ll find a way out of these chains and
when that happens you will all perish.’

‘Oh yes, Durales told me about your little
trick with the fire. Unfortunately for you, those chains were
forged by the Iron Ire Smiths, Dwarven folk with a talent for rune
work. You aren’t the first magician we’ve bound and I’m sure you
won’t be the last. Save your strength - you’ll need it for the pits
in Kashish. If Eleen favors us, we’ll be there in less than a
month...’

‘Hahaha,’ Syrion couldn’t contain himself. In
spite of the pain, he burst out laughing so hard that he could
barely stay on his feet.

The slavers looked on in abject amazement; in
their years of slaving, they had seen newly taken prizes react to
their new station in many ways: fear, anger, uncontrollable
weeping. They had even been spurned and spat upon. Never before had
they been laughed at. The first mate Durales turned to the captain,
‘Perhaps I hit him too hard and he’s gone mad. It’s happened
before.’

‘It’s possible,’ the Captain mused. ‘Boy,
what is so funny? Care to share it with the rest of us?’

Still laughing, Syrion endeavored to compose
himself but failing miserably contented himself in getting out a
few syllables between bursts of laughter. ‘You said
Eleen...hahaha... bless our voyage...’

Durales began nodding, content that his
assessment was correct, and Syrion had indeed been rendered witless
by the blow.

‘I did, pray tell, why is that so funny?’

Syrion answered, his countenance changing
from one of mirth to a more menacing visage. ‘It’s just the
individual you just mentioned, I think you called her Eleen, the
Patron Saint of Sailors right? Mistress of the Wind, Soul of the
Storm and the embodiment of Natures’ Wrath, that Eleen right?

‘Aye, one and the same. Still doesn’t explain
the laughter, boy.’

Syrion met the captain’s gaze and replied in
a cold, menacing tone, ‘Her name is rendered differently by the
Valaar, they call her Elaina...She is my mother. When she discovers
I am missing and tracks me here to this ship, amongst all of you,
your blessed voyage will come to a world- shattering halt.’

There was dead silence for a moment as
Syrion’s words rang through the room. The captain held Syrion’s
gaze for what seemed like an age before he too let out a hearty
laugh and slapped his knee ‘That was a good one, boy. Almost had me
going. Son of Eleen, hahaha, yes and I am the long lost King of
Valaar.’

The sailors joined in the laughing, but
Syrion’s rage began to boil to the surface. ‘I am not playing with
you, Kastor. When I do not return, she will seek me out. When that
happens, you and your men will not live to see Kashish.’

‘I’m sure she will, boy, and when she does,
we’ll pass her round the crew. They could use the company -it’s
been a long trip after all.’ The slavers dissolved into fits of
laughter as the slavers comments became even more lewd and
debauched.

The filthy comments stirred the blood within
Syrion’s veins. Had he access to his powers, the anger flowing
through him like a crashing river, would certainly have resulted in
a torrent of destruction.

Deep within, Syrion felt it again, the call
of the Astarii calling to him from across the stars. The anger
resonating within only seemed to strengthen the sensation. Where
previously, it had been a fleeting feeling, it was now an
all-consuming force threatening to cleave him in two. The feeling
radiated through the centre of his being, and in so doing a
revelation crystallized within his mind. ‘If I am Astarii, why do I
to resist their call?’ Syrion embraced the sensation and a wave of
power flowed through his body.

Syrion felt it before he could see it - he
knew at once the golden drake that usually idled lazily across his
back was on the move. It stirred upwards towards his shoulders,
Syrion watched with amazement as it grew, its mighty forelegs
stretching down his arms concealing them beneath sleeves of
shimmering scales. Likewise, Syrion’s legs gradually grew concealed
by the shifting scales of its mighty hind legs.

As the scales enclosed his bare feet talons
formed where his toenails had once been, the wicked points of which
dug into the deck beneath his feet. His body began to grow in bulk
as the transformation continued.

One of the slavers stirred from their levity
and glanced towards him. As he spotted the glimmering gold of the
scales, he cried out. ‘What in the hells is this?’ At his shout,
the slavers turned and gazed upon their prisoner with a mixture of
wonder and terror.

As the golden scales of the dragon’s head
moved up his neck, Syrion fixed his eyes on the captain, his last
words were uttered with measured malice, ‘You have made a terrible
mistake, Kastor.’ The scales covered his face and Syrion felt his
senses sharpen.

Syrion reveled as he felt his form shift and
change, his mind expanding as his muscles increased in size and
density beneath the scales. The talons on his forelegs flexed
menacingly, the wrought iron manacles now resembled a child’s toy
as his form continued to grow, the irons strained as his muscled
limbs expanded against them, soon shattering completely.

The slavers ran from the hold as Syrion’s
draconian bulk continued to grow. With a swipe of his razor sharp
talons he tore through the steel bars of the jail cell. The Golden
Dragon broke free, sending shredded cell bars flying in every
direction. With great striding motions, Syrion moved through the
hold, but as he did so he stumbled, his growing form caught on the
bulkheads. Turning his golden head, he spotted a pair of immense
golden wings spreading behind him. ‘Wings!’ the thought filled
Syrion with giddy delight. The ship began to roll as Syrion’s bulk
unbalanced the vessel. Fearing that the vessel would sink with him
still trapped inside its hull, Syrion launched himself at the
wooden bulkheads of the ship, his talons tearing viciously at the
timbers.

The timbers splintered beneath his onslaught
even as his immense bulk forced the ship to burst at its seams. The
deck splintered apart and slavers scrambled overboard as the mighty
golden dragon pressed its head through the shattered deck. Throwing
his jaws wide, Syrion let out a guttural roar. The remaining
slavers threw themselves into the water in terror, attempting to
flee the horrifying creature.

Pulling himself free of the hold, Syrion
stretched his new wings taut, and after a few beats, he launched
himself free of the ship. The battered vessel splintered apart as
the dragon leapt into the sky. Waves crashed upon the broken vessel
as it fell to pieces, scattering slavers and debris in every
direction.

Beating his mighty wings, Syrion took to the
skies, surveying the wreckage below him and opened wide his jaws
and let out a guttural roar. From deep within him, he could feel a
sensation similar to the heat of a furnace burning within, but the
heat felt brighter than the morning sun that now beat down on his
golden scales.

Without hesitation, Syrion unleashed a
torrent of dragon fire that rolled over the sinking vessel, setting
it ablaze and boiling the surface of the sea it contacted. Syrion
knew the slavers would perish—if the monsters that dwelt in the sea
didn’t consume them, their own fatigue would take them to a watery
grave. Doubtless he had spared many innocents a life of misery by
so doing. Guided by the sun, Syrion turned his gaze towards
Tolanis. Joy filled his soul, displacing the hopelessness that he
had felt only hours earlier. ‘Home, I must go home!’

Clinging to a piece of debris, Kastor, Slave
Captain of Kashish, watched in awe as the great golden dragon
disappeared over the horizon. ‘We will meet again, Son of
Eleen...

 


 



Chapter 21




Outside of Belnair’s walls.

 


Smoke and ash choked the
air. The fields of Belnair were usually a vast spread of golden
wheat swaying in the harvest breeze. Today the charred remnants of
the fields stretched as far as the eye could see in every
direction. In the distance, guardsmen were working to contain the
blaze but the damage had been done -the harvest wheat had been
reduced to ashes and the usually overflowing tables of the Wolf
would be sparsely spread this winter.

‘Another disappointing setback for our
allies,’ Hitomi thought to herself as her envoy edged closer to the
sprawling metropolis of Belnair. ‘If a few rebels can so thoroughly
vex them, am I simply wasting my time with Falen?’The question sat
heavily in the air unanswered. Alone as she was in the
carriage,there would be no one to answer. Instead she dismissed the
notion, Gerwold had moved closer to the throne than any man in the
past hundred years.

Hitomi’s purpose in visiting Belnair was
twofold.First, she would cement her hold over the lovestruck
Falen.Secondly, she wished to reveal to the Wolf the true identity
of their foe. If nothing else, perhaps the Wolf would occupy their
attention and buy the Mizumura enough time to develop a more
permanent solution to their interference.

As the envoy rolled towards the main gates of
Belnair, the gates were thrown open and two companies of Wolf
soldiers marched swiftly through the open portal, taking up
positions around the carriage. At their head, a young man bearing a
captain’s colors rode over to the halted carriage. Seeing Lady
Hitomi’s disdain, he reined in. ‘Milady, my lord Falen begs your
pardon for the delay but insists that you be escorted by an added
measure of protection. These are dangerous times...even in
Belnair.’

‘I appreciate your lord’s concern, but as the
journey has been long and tedious already, I implore you to make
haste.’

‘At once, Milady.’ With a crisp salute, the
young man turned from the carriage and began barking a series of
orders. In no time, the envoy was once more making its way towards
the Black Iron Keep.

The envoy made excellent time, the soldiers
in its vanguard clearing the street with force where necessary,
driving the curious peasant folk back into their homes. A few got
too close only to be hauled away by anxious guardsmen.

The whole scene was watched with rapt
attention by a small group huddled on a rooftop. Positioned as they
were, they had a clear view overlooking the main concourse through
the busy city. ‘Bit on edge isn’t they?’ Ezras laughed as a drunk
was hauled out of the way and thrown unceremoniously into an
alleyway.

‘Indeed they are. You were right, Tristan.
Clearly they do not wish to be embarrassed a second time,’ Halmir
chimed in.

‘Most certainly they do not,’ Tristan
answered. ‘Two hundred foot soldiers would have been enough on its
own, but if you look closely at the backstreets, there are dozens
of soldiers playing at being peasants, just waiting for us.’

‘Playing at being peasants? What do you mean,
Tristan?’ Ezras asked.

‘Take a look at those three lay bouts playing
cards in the alley. What do you see?’

‘Three bored souls passing time. Why?’

‘Look closer,’ Tristan insisted.

‘Not sure what you are seeing that I am not,’
Ezras responded.

‘I see it!’ exclaimed Linea excitedly.’ They
are all wearing the same boots.’

‘Exactly my love, and by my count there are
at least two dozen such that we can see from here.’

‘Which means there are many more that we
cannot,’ Halmir concluded. ‘You were right to leave the Mizumura in
peace. We might have wandered into a trap.’

‘It would have been amusing to snatch another
bride from under Falen’s nose, but whilst I’d have given my life to
spare Linea that fate, if this Mizumuran princess is bent on
marrying him, we ought to let her. From what Sven tells me, we
might be better off with her around.’

‘How is that?’ Halmir asked, ‘I would have
thought an alliance between the Mizumura and the Wolf to be
extremely perilous to us all.’

‘It’s certainly is, but Sven insists that
Hitomi of the Mizumura is like a tiala flower - beautiful to look
on but beneath the petals, wicked thorns await. If we do not
succeed in removing Gerwold, she almost certainly will.’

‘Hasten the day!’ Ezras laughed heartily.

‘Indeed. Alright everyone, time for us to be
back below ground. Maneroo, if you would be so kind?’

‘With pleasure.’ The handsome yeoman
responded. Drawing an arrow from his quiver, leaning over the
rooftop, he let fly. The arrow sailed through the air and sunk deep
into the roof of the carriage. A scream split the air, presumably
from the princess, disturbed by the sudden appearance of the arrow
head as it splintered through the roof of the carriage.

‘Right off we go,’ he said, shouldering his
bow with a laugh. The group made their way down through the
building. A popular inn on the city’s main thoroughfare, it was one
of the guilds many clandestine operations. They made their way
quickly through the kitchens. The serving staff looked away,
trained to ignore their existence completely.

Passing into the larder, they picked up the
pace. Racing down a set of steps, they reached a wine cellar. As
they ran quickly through the cavernous cellar, they could hear all
hell breaking loose on the streets above them. Located in the far
corner behind a large cask was a false floor. Prising up the
trapdoor, Tristan motioned for them to enter the shadowy portal
that led back into their safe haven. As Tristan entered the hole,
he could hear the Wolf soldiers bursting through the inn’s door.
Smiling, he lowered the trapdoor into place and descended into the
darkness.

*****

The mood in the palace was palpable - word of
the assassination attempt had reached the palace. The perpetrators
continued to elude the search patrols and the Baron was furious.
Servants and soldiers alike scurried quickly about to attend their
duties, not wishing to draw any unwanted attention lest they incur
the Baron’s ire.

In the Baron’s council chambers, a furious
Falen stomped angrily about. ‘How can we expect the Mizumura to
side with us if we allow their princess to be slaughtered on our
doorstep?’

The Baron looked up, his usually impassive
face showing visible signs of concern. ‘Our problems run deeper
than that.’

‘What are you talking about? They could have
killed her.’

‘Yes, they could have, and yet they didn’t.
Why pass up the opportunity to cripple our relationship with the
Mizumura? First, the harvest is torched by men wearing our own
colors, and now this attempt on the princess’s life. Twice in one
day they have hindered us. We must be wary of these brigands. They
are either incredibly stupid or wily beyond reckoning. Either of
which could cause us great strife as we move against King’s
Court.’

There was a creaking noise as the heavy doors
to the council chamber swung open. The Lady of the Mizumura swept
through them flanked by her attendants. Throwing her arms around
Falen, she sobbed into his shoulder ‘They tried to kill me... just
then on the streets...’

‘We know, Milady,’ Gerwold replied, cutting
her off abruptly. ‘Rest assured that we are searching for them as
we speak. When we find out who was fool enough to try such a thing,
we will have them executed.’

‘You do not know their identity, Milords?’
the lady questioned timidly. ‘The Mizumura have known their
identity for some time. We’ve suffered their depredations for
months now.’

‘You have?’ queried Falen.

‘Ever since Falen first visited our courts,
they have plagued us,’ the princess sobbed for effect.

‘Then tell us at once, that justice may be
done upon them,’ the Baron demanded, rising from his gilded
chair.

‘Milord, it is a most sensitive matter
perhaps best discussed in private.’

The Baron raised an eyebrow but acquiesced.
Addressing the few guards and attendants in the hall he shouted,
‘Leave us!’Lady Hitomi gestured for her guards to depart also and
within a few moments the hall was empty except for the three of
them. The oak doors swung shut heavily leaving the vast chamber
unusually empty.

With the three of them alone, all airs and
graces were dispensed with. Gerwold fixed the young Mizumuran
princess with a stare and demanded, ‘What do you know that my court
could not hear?’

Hitomi drew in a deep breath before
responding. ‘The forces that tried to kill me and vex you
throughout your domain have been plaguing the Mizumura also. It
began when Falen first visited Mizumura. They have plundered our
trade, damaged our commerce and stir up dissensions amongst our
people. We were so tired of their depredations we infiltrated their
organization. Several of our spies now serve within their ranks.
They were given orders to deduce the identity of the leader of this
Guild of Thieves so that we might deal with him permanently.

For months our agents have laboured
fruitlessly isolated from the leadership of the Guild, but recently
they were able to identify and sketch a likeness of the leader of
the Guild. Upon learning that this rogue was leaving the safety of
his stronghold they organized an ambush for them.’

The Baron listened with rapt attention, ‘What
became of them?’

‘Our agents were slaughtered to a man,’ the
princess answered abruptly.

‘How many were there?’

‘Five. Our agents lay in wait for them on the
road to Fordham. When they failed to report we went in search of
them. We found their bodies in the woods by the highway.’

‘What manner of devil can survive and kill
five armed men who have the advantage of surprise?’ the Baron
pondered, his concern rising steadily as the princess
continued.

‘We struggled over the same question, so we
had our agent send us a copy of the likeness. We recognized him at
once, as will you.’

‘Who is it?’ the Baron demanded.

The princess slipped the parchment from her
pouch and handed it to the Baron. ‘It’s Tristan Listar.’

‘Impossible, he perished years ago,’

‘I assure you, Gerwold, the heir to Listar is
alive and well.’

Whirling to face Falen, he bellowed, ‘You
assured me they were both dead. You dare lie to me?’

‘I killed Marcus myself,’ Falen answered
hastily. ‘But the whelp was nowhere to be found. We presumed he
perished when we torched the manor as no one could have survived
that blaze.’

‘Clearly he did and now the Listarii legacy
continues to plague us!’ Gerwold’s voice rose to a shout. ‘Do you
know the damage this will cause? If people knew that we were
responsible for the Listarii purge, the consequences could be
catastrophic. Worse yet, should they learn that one of that blasted
lineage survived... the other great families will rally behind
Marcus’s memory and all will be lost. We must be there only choice.
‘The Baron’s voice betrayed his depth of emotion, as years of
careful planning now teetered on the brink of destruction.

The lady of the Mizumura spoke next, ‘I don’t
care if he’s a peasant or a prince, this attempt on my life cannot
be countenanced. The Mizumura will stand with you, but you must
avenge this insult to my life and honor.’

‘I am in agreement, Princess. We must deal
with this swiftly and decisively. We will gather our strength and
strike quickly before Tristan can undermine us further,’ the Baron
resolved grimly.

Falen was next to speak, ‘Speaking of the
rebels, My Lady, it seems you know a great deal. Your agents have
clearly been more successful than our own. What can you tell
us?’

‘Our agents inform us that they operate in
the sewers beneath Belnair. They have expanded the original
catacombs considerably and have fortified them. They will not
easily be moved.’

Gerwold weighed this new intelligence
carefully before continuing, ‘We cannot allow them to continue
wreaking havoc from within our walls. They have kidnapped,
plundered, pillaged our stores and fired our fields. If we march on
King’s Court without cutting out this cancer we could lose the city
entirely.

They must be dealt with before they can
gather any additional strength. Tomorrow, we will storm the sewers
in force and root them out. Hitomi, if you have the means of
reaching your agents, do so. See what they can do to assist
us.’

‘It will be done, Baron. If you will excuse
me, Milords, I must speak with my attendants and send word to our
agents.’

The Baron’s manners returned, ‘Of course,
Milady. I am sorry that your time in Belnair has begun in such a
manner. We have looked forward to your visit for some time and
eagerly anticipate showing you the city’s splendor in due
course.’

‘You are most kind, Baron. I look forward to
it.’ With that, the Lady of the Mizumura gave a short bow, before
sweeping out of the room.

*****

The evening was passed with exuberant
celebrations. The day’s raids were a tremendous success. Great
swathes of crops had been fired and the town was in disarray as the
Wolf continued to turn Belnair inside out. The guild reveled in
their victory, carousing until the early hours of the morning.

As dawn broke, there was stillness in the
guild, the usual hum of activity dampened by the evening’s
festivities, Tristan moved purposefully through the quiet halls
heading towards the training halls. There were a few early risers
already there working up a sweat as they trained furiously. Tristan
made his way to his lockbox and drew a key from a pouch on his
belt.

As he slid the key into the lock he heard
furious footfalls as a messenger tore into the hall. ‘The Wolf are
coming! The sentinels have spotted them as they breached the
Eastern Sewers.’

Tristan left the armoury and darted back into
the training hall. The runner’s face showed great relief at finding
Tristan. Gasping for breath, he repeated himself, ‘Tristan, they
... are coming ... thousands of them... eastern sewer.’

Raising his voice, Tristan shouted to the
others in the hall, ‘Rouse the others! Take your weapons with you!
Assemble our men and have them report to the armoury at once. As
soon as they are armed, direct them to the eastern entrances.’
Turning to a pair of nearby combatants, he continued, ‘Find the
council at once. Tell them what we know. Have them gather at the
eastern entrances to lead the men.’ Lastly, he turned back to the
exhausted runner. ‘Do you know Ezras?’

‘Of course. Everyone knows Ezras.’

‘Find him at once. After last night, he will
be dozing somewhere near the banquet hall. Find him and tell him
this message. Tristan says it is time. Unleash Hell!’

‘Unleash Hell! Understood. I’ll find him at
once.’ The hall emptied as the guild’s warriors hastened to defend
their home.

Tristan’s mind drifted back to the Wolf raid
that had shattered his world. ‘They will not find us unprepared
today,’ he said to himself, as he returned to his lockbox.
Fastening a leather undercoat over his tunic, Tristan reached into
the box and drew out a bright steel breastplate. The eastern star
of the Listarii dominated the chest plate. The ancestral armour of
the Listarii had protected his family for generations. He had
thought it destroyed in the fireball that had consumed his father.
He was surprised and relieved when Halmir had presented the
restored armour to him. It gave him great comfort as he fastened it
in place and headed out into the halls to confront the coming
threat.

 


 



Chapter 22




The messenger tore through
the underground stronghold, exhausted and breathing heavily. He
made his way into the banquet hall. Many of the guild were still
rousing from their slumber as a horn call echoed through the guild.
Spotting his quarry lying in a heap on one of the tables, the
errand runner made his way over.

The comatose form of the rowdy leader was a
less than promising sight. He shook him violently, but Ezras did
little more than roll over. ‘Ezras, you drunken lout! Wake up!’
Still no response. Searching around, the messenger located a
pitcher of water. Sizing Ezras up, he paused. Under different
circumstances, he’d have been more than content to allow the merry
councilman to sleep it off, but Tristan had been explicit in his
directions. Without further hesitation, he hurled the pitcher of
water at Ezras’s face.

Suddenly, there was a symphony of motion as
the cool water collided with the sleeping drunkard, waking him at
once. Now wide awake and furious, he shouted, ‘What in the hell’s
is going on here? Let a man to sleep.’ Angrily, he attempted to
spring from the table. However, in his intoxicated state he rolled
gracelessly to the floor with a loud thump.

Hearing the horn call reverberate through the
guild, he clamped his hands over his ears. The messenger yanked a
hand away and shouted, ‘We are under assault! The Wolf are upon us
and Tristan needs your help! Wake up you lout!’Tristan said to
unleash Hell.’

‘Unleash Hell?’ Ezras’s eyes focused on the
exhausted messenger, his mood suddenly serious. ‘You are sure those
were his precise words? It wasn’t ring a bell? Or gee you smell?
Which you do by the way. Have you been swimming in a sweat
pit?’

‘You’re no picture of beauty yourself, Ezras,
and yes I am positive that is precisely what he said.’

‘Then follow me, boy. This is a job for two.’
Ezras clambered to his feet, remarkably composed for someone who
moments ago had been completely comatose. He gestured for the
runner to follow as he led him out of the hall. Ezras passed
quickly through the halls as throngs of guild warriors and workers
went about their business preparing for the coming assault.

Ezras rounded another corner and entered a
doorway. Realising he was alone, he turned to find the runner still
standing in the entranceway.‘What are you waiting for, lad? In you
come.’ The runner pointed to the sign next to the door as he
responded, ‘You need help in the latrine? Whatever you plan to do
in there, I’m sure you have it covered on your own. I’ll wait here
for you to finish and we can be about our business after.’

‘Our business is in there, you idiot! Now
shake a leg!’

Reluctantly, the messenger followed Ezras
into the latrines. The drunkard made his way past the stalls to a
cupboard at the end of the passage, lifting a key from a pouch at
his waist as he went. Reaching the door, he slipped the key into
the lock. It was well oiled and turned easily. Pulling the door
outward, the errand runner looked on in surprise. As the door swung
open, it revealed a ladder disappearing into a passageway above.
‘I’d always thought this was a broom cupboard!’ the runner said in
surprise.

Ezras chortled, ‘Most do, my young friend.
The best secrets are hidden in plain sight.’

Leading the way, Ezras ploughed into the
space, ascending the ladder with surprising ease for one of his
girth. The runner followed a little more cautiously into the narrow
space. Upon reaching the top of the ladder, the passage opened into
a large chamber with a number of narrow channels carved into the
floor.

Along the far wall a dozen of the largest
casks he’d ever seen lined the wall. ‘Ezras, this is no time for a
drink. We have work to do,’ the runner responded gruffly, presuming
Ezras was yet again indulging in his favorite pastime.

Ezras wandered over to the first cask and
fiddled with the tap for a moment. A strange, oily, black liquid
shot out of the cask and struck the channel in the floor. The
liquid flowed along the channel until it disappeared through a hole
in the far wall.

Ezras turned to the surprised runner. ‘Even I
wouldn’t drink this brew, my young friend. It’d put more than hair
on your chest, and it will certainly have a most unpleasant side
effect for our visitors. Ezras paused to show the runner how to
work the fitting and together they were quickly able to open the
remaining casks.

Soon a veritable torrent of the black
substance was pouring down the channel system. ‘Right. These should
take care of the eastern approaches. We have one more set for the
western sewers and we’ll be ready when Tristan gives the signal.
’Ezras took off down the ladder with the errand runner right behind
him, now thoroughly intrigued.

*****

The three figures gathered together in a
bunkroom on the western side of the catacombs. They had not been
together in some months, avoiding each other so as not to arouse
suspicion. The leader spoke first. ‘Our lady has need of us,’
holding out a piece of parchment for the others to examine. The
message had been left at a dead drop the evening before.

The others looked down at the note hastily
scrawled in their lady’s penmanship. There could be no mistake. She
sought entrance to the catacombs intending to exact revenge for the
failed assassination the day before. Their mission was to clear a
path for her warriors to enter and strike at the Guild from an
unseen quarter.

Reaching into the sack before them in their
trunk, they drew out their traditional apparel. The uniform of the
Shadow Stalker Assassin was a simple black robe with a hood, a pair
of crossed blades forming a menacing symbol over the heart. The
dark shades of the robes would allow them to blend into the shadows
as their namesake indicated. They would be difficult to spot as
they moved through the dimly lit halls.

At the base of their trunk was a false
bottom. Removing the panel, the leader drew out a series of wicked
looking weapons. The weapons had short oak handles with razor sharp
blades stretching at right angles from the tip. A stranger might
mistake them for a small scythe but the Kama were meant for a
different type of harvest. A number of shuriken were also drawn out
and secreted in the folds of their robes.

A noise at the door drew their attention. In
the open doorway, a guildsman was staring slack jawed at the sight
before him, painfully unaware of the danger he was in. Without a
thought, the leader hurled his Kama. It turned quickly as it tore
through the air and struck the surprised errand runner in the
chest. The lad died before he hit the ground, shock still written
across his pained expression. Nodding to the others, the leader
pulled his hood up over his head, casting his features into shadow.
Strolling to the door, he retrieved his Kama, stopping only to wipe
the blood from it before he moved noiselessly into the
corridor.

The three men moved rapidly towards the
catacombs underneath the merchant quarter. There were dozens of
sally holes from which the warriors and tradesmen of the guild
could pass seamlessly between the surface and the underground
passages that served as their stronghold. They would secure one of
these portals for the Mizumuran soldiers to enter.

Initially, they encountered little
resistance, but as they drew nearer to the entranceway, it became
obvious that the sentries had been alerted to the impending
invasion. The sentries were in a heightened state of alert.
Unfortunately, they were ill prepared for an assault from within
their sanctuary. The three men moved as wraiths, striking from the
shadows. The Shadow Stalkers wielded their dual blades with grim
efficiency, making short work of the lightly armoured soldiers and
leaving a wake of death and destruction as they moved.

Entering the corridor that led to the
surface, the Shadow Stalkers stopped in their tracks. More than a
dozen armed sentinels waited for them. At the sight of the black
robed assassins striding toward them, a shout went up. The
assassins quickened their pace, as they ran the assassins struck
out with their Kama, slicing through the torches that lit the
corridor. The torches split in pieces, scattering embers
everywhere. With the torches extinguished, the hall was plunged
into darkness.

Suddenly the footsteps stopped and the
sentries strained their eyes peering into the darkness, searching
out the imminent threat. A sentry went down; unable to scream as
his hands clutched at a silver star that had struck him in the
neck.

Out of the darkness, a barrage of the lethal
projectiles flew. More sentries fell wounded as the sharpened stars
tore through their ranks in a nightmare of steel and shadows.
Rather than wait for the barrage to continue, the remaining
sentries charged into the darkness seeking to confront this new
threat that had laid low so many of their comrades.

Accustomed as they were to fighting in the
shadows, the assassins gave no quarter. The little light that
remained danced off their Kama as they moved quickly between the
sentries. In less than a minute all of them lay dead.

Tucking his Kama back into his belt the
leader moved quickly to the end of the tunnel and opened the heavy
oak door. As the hinged door swung outward, he found himself in
front of a ladder leading up into a building on the surface.
Scaling the ladder, he emerged in a warehouse located deep in the
merchants’ quarter.

Making his way through a door onto the
street, he spotted a company of soldiers in the emerald armour of
the Mizumura. ‘For the honor of our Lady,’ he called in greeting,
as he ran towards them. ‘I have come to guide you safely into the
stronghold. Once you have secured a breach head you are to send
word to your allies amongst the Wolf. One company will not be
sufficient to carry the day. You will need their assistance to put
an end to those who threaten our Lady.’

‘Understood,’ the sergeant acknowledged as he
shouted orders at his men. They followed the black robed assassins
back into the catacombs.

 


 



Chapter 23




Tristan arrived at the
Eastern Entrances to find rank upon rank of guild warriors arrayed
for battle. Should the Wolf manage to gain access to the catacombs,
they would be surrounded on three fronts and would die in droves
trying to secure a foothold inside the Guild’s stronghold. The
troops parted to allow him through and Tristan hastened to the
front.

As he reached the large oak gates, he spotted
Ferebour arranging the defenses. The Dwarf was almost
unrecognizable. Gone were the apron, hammer, and chisel he
frequently bore as he shaped the stonework throughout the
catacombs. Instead the iron-sinewed dwarf was clad from head to toe
in the finest splint mail he’d ever laid eyes on. A polished steel
helm covered his head. His steely eyes stared out from beneath an
ornate gold face plate. His fiery beard was fixed in tight plaits
and a lit pipe hanging from his mouth, sent small wisps of smoke
into the air as he tightened his grip on a large war hammer.

Tristan called out a greeting as he
approached. ‘How fare the defenses, Ferebour?’

‘They’ll hold, lad. It seems all o’ Belnair
beats on our gates but we will weather the storm. My folks have
been fighting beneath the ground since the Allfather carved us from
the mountains. These Wolf don’t stand a chance.’

‘I have no doubt, Ferebour, but if all goes
to plan, we won’t have to lift a blade to do it.’

‘Care to let me in on the secret.’

‘Soon, Ferebour, very soon.’

The big oak door swung inwards and two dozen
sentinels streamed through the portal, bows in hand as they beat a
retreat. Last through the door was Maneron. Still nocking an arrow,
he turned and let fly. A howl of pain echoed down the corridor
signaling that the arrow had hit its mark. The Wolf were not far
behind. Soldiers hastened to slam the gates shut and lifted a heavy
beam across them to strengthen them.

Turning to Tristan, the yeoman spoke quickly
between deep breaths. ‘It seems Gerwold is out for blood. If the
assault on the Western Portals looks anything like this, then at
least half of the Wolf Host is deployed against us. We harried them
for every inch of ground, but their number was too great. We did
little more than sting their hide.’

‘Maneron, you did fine. You bought us time we
sorely needed to prepare. Rest now as we may need your bow again
before the day is through.’

There was a commotion in the hall and Ezras
shouldered his way through the crowd. Spotting Tristan, he stumbled
towards him, clearly exhausted from the journey. Resting one hand
on Tristan’s shoulder, he gasped, ‘It’s done! Now we see if this
scheme of yours works.’

The defenders waited quietly in their places
for the ensuing storm. With the cadence of boots on stone growing
louder and louder as the Wolf drew nearer, Tristan guessed they
were no more than two dozen paces from the door. Walking towards
the door, Tristan pulled a torch from a bracket on the wall and
gestured to the door. ‘Open it!’

The guards looked back at him with confusion
evident on their faces. Maneron intervened, ‘I’m not sure that’s
wise, Sir. I may not be as quick with a sword as you are, but I am
positive that we stand a much greater chance of withstanding their
assault if our gates are barred.’

‘Have faith, Maneron. Open the gate!’

Ferebour nodded and the heavy beam blocking
the door was lifted out of its place.

Tristan pulled the door ajar and called out
to the Wolf, ‘Soldiers of the Wolf, you come unbidden into our
home, depart at once and no further harm will come to you. Take
another step and the wives and daughters of Belnair will have great
cause to mourn this night.’

A Wolf soldier in the uniform of a captain
pushed to the front of the throng and called towards the door,
‘Cowards and sewer rats, this land you squat on is the sovereign
territory of Gerwold, Baron of the Belnair. He demands that you
surrender the murderer Tristan Listar to face judgment for his
crimes. Should you do so, our most beneficent Baron will grant you
amnesty for your past deeds and allow you to depart in
peace...’

‘You may tell your Baron,’ responded Tristan
cutting off the captain, ‘should you live to report your failure,
his secret deeds and works of murder are known. With the Allfather
as my witness, justice will be done upon him.’

‘Who are you to speak of justice?’

Tristan threw open the door and stepped out
of the shadows, the light from the torch in his hand reflecting
across his polished steel breastplate. The dim light showed the
menace in Tristan’s eyes as he answered, ‘I am Tristan Listar and I
will see justice done - justice for my people who were slaughtered
at his command, slaughtered by men amongst your very ranks. Today
their souls will find peace.’

Tristan threw the torch to the ground and
watched as it struck the cobblestone floor and rolled into a puddle
of viscous black liquid that was pooling on the cobblestones. The
puddle ignited instantaneously and flames tore through the
passageway towards the Wolf.

Ezras’s latest invention had been slowly
seeping through the passageways and sewers surrounding the Guild’s
stronghold. Masked by the overpowering stench of the sewers
themselves, the liquid had seeped into the Wolf’s clothes and boots
and it saturated the passages they had just fought their way
through.

The carnage would be terrible as the
firestorm swept through the confined space. Those that didn’t burn
to death or succumb to their wounds would face asphyxiation as the
air itself was sucked from the passages by the blaze. Tristan
doubted that one in ten of the Wolf would survive to make the
surface.

A fate well-deserved, he thought as he
turned from the inferno and walked back into the Guild Hall.
Ferebour, Maneron and the others stared in shock as the flames
blazed away from them with unnatural fury. ‘Well done, Ezras. That
worked perfectly.’

‘T’was your plan, Tristan. I merely mixed the
brew.’

‘I doubt they will be back anytime soon. If
Maneron is right, thousands of them will perish in the next few
moments. Our feigned assassination has lured them exactly where we
wanted them.’

Before they could celebrate, a warrior came
sprinting into the entrance hall. ‘Tristan, the Mizumura are in the
halls, several hundred at least. Halmir asks that any men that can
be spared rally to the Council Hall to drive them back.’

‘We can deal with the Mizumura,’ Tristan
declared, ‘but the real danger lies in how they got in. The sewers
are afire which means they came through one of the service ways. We
must find it and seal it before the Wolf gain access to it.

Maneron, watch the gate. When the blaze dies
down, ensure that there are no survivors. Ferebour, we need to seal
whichever entrance they are using as a breach. You know these
tunnels better than any other and you know what we’ll need. Take
Ezras and ensure you have what you need to do so. I’ll lead our men
in support of Halmir and throw back the Mizumura.’

Tristan took off at a run, several companies
of guild warriors falling in behind him. Dashing through the
subterranean tunnels, the noise of boots on stone was deafening.
Tristan would have dearly loved to stop and catch his breath but
their very existence depended upon sealing the tunnels before the
Mizumura could establish a breach head for the Wolf.

As they rounded the corner and entered into
the corridor that led to the Guild’s council hall, they saw a sea
of green armour-clad warriors pressing at the doors leading to the
council chambers. ‘Halmir must be inside!’ yelled Tristan. The
guild warriors would be fighting for their lives but, caught as
they were, it would only be a matter of time until the sea of green
warriors washed over them.

‘For the Guild!’ shouted Tristan, picking up
his pace. The soldiers nearest to them turned to meet the charge
that threatened their flank.

In seconds, Tristan was upon them, his rapier
drawing blood at every stroke, moving as an angel of death through
their midst their armour was powerless to save them. At every
stroke, the rapier found its way past their defenses. Tristan
caught one warrior in the throat before dodging a blow meant to
sever his head. Turning with his aggressor, Tristan slid the blade
straight through the gap in his armour beneath his armpit and the
man collapsed in a heap. A third took a throwing knife to the neck
and similarly crumpled. The guild warriors pressed on, inspired by
their fearless leader, and, filled with a desire to defend their
home, they thundered into the Mizumura.

Several of them fell to the green-clad
warriors, but they would not be deterred. The warriors stormed
forward, giving hope to the beleaguered guild warriors pressed
against the Council Chambers. Faced with enemies on two fronts, the
Mizumura began to fall back. As they retreated, Halmir appeared in
the doorway. ‘Tristan, I thought that would be you. How fares the
eastern front?’

‘Completely routed, Halmir. The quick fire
did its work well. I doubt they’ll launch another assault on that
front anytime soon.’

‘Glad to hear it. The Mizumura broke in using
one of our service ways in the Merchants’ Quarter. We must close it
quickly before the Wolf rally to their side.’

‘Ezras and Ferebour are working on doing just
that. Now that we know where they are coming from, we can collapse
the tunnel and seal it off.’

As if summoned, Ferebour appeared from a
nearby doorway, war hammer grasped firmly in two hands. Ezras ran
behind him panting and carrying a barrel. ‘The Merchants’ Quarter,
you say, Halmir?’ the dwarf asked gruffly.

‘Indeed,’ Halmir responded.

‘Well, at least it’s not far. This is more
exercise than Ezras has had all year-he’s almost dying,’ the Dwarf
chortled heartily.

‘Like you can speak, Fatso! You’re not in any
better shape than I am.’

‘I’m not the one struggling for breath, now
am I?’ the Dwarf retorted laughing.

‘It’s the barrel, you little runt. Now lead
the way, before I drop it on you and squish you flat.’

‘As you wish,’ chortled Ferebour, who took
off down the corridor where the Mizumura were retreating. ‘If we
strike one of the intersections underneath the storehouses, it
should bring it down nicely. The fact that some of those warehouses
don’t belong to us, is just a bonus.’

The warriors tore after Ferebour, as the
Dwarf made surprisingly good time. Despite his stubby legs, what he
lacked in height, the dwarf seemed to possess in endurance. As they
entered the corridor they sought, the Guild’s forces found a rear
guard of the Mizumura trying to hold the corridor whilst they
waited for reinforcements.

Without slowing, Ferebour simply hefted the
large war hammer to his shoulders and swung with all his might. The
momentum of the charging Dwarf carried through the swing as it
caught the first Mizumura in the chest plate. There was a sickening
crunch as his chest cavity caved beneath the mighty blow. The poor
broken warrior was tossed like a ragdoll, bowling over his
beleaguered comrades.

‘Right! Who’s next?’ the Dwarf shouted
angrily at the Mizumura who backed away with trepidation. They were
not in a hurry to join their comrade lying broken on the floor. As
they continued to back away Ferebour motioned for Ezras. Tristan
led a pack of warriors after them to buy time for Ferebour and
Ezras to work.

Ezras and a number of nearby Guild Warriors
came running and set down the barrel before Ferebour. The warriors
stood guard while Ferebour fussed over the barrel. Pulling the pipe
from his mouth, Ferebour ignited a fuse on the side of the barrel.
As Ferebour bent over to pick up the barrel a nearby Guild warrior
turned, placing one hand on the Dwarf’s shoulder, he plunged his
sword into Ferebour’s chest.

Hearing the commotion, Tristan turned. Seeing
the blade, he cried out, ‘No, Ferebour!’ Tristan stared in shock at
the assailant and realized the Guild warrior was the suspicious
veteran he’d seen in the practice pits earlier. ‘Jearus!’ Tristan
shouted, as he stormed towards the traitor.

The Dwarf looked in pain at the sword in his
stomach the carefully placed strike had pierced his fine splint
mail in the joint and blood was beginning to flow from the wound.
Seeing Tristan approach, Jearus yanked his sword free. Or at least
he would have if he’d been able to. Looking down at the wounded
Dwarf, Jearus was surprised to see the Dwarf gripping his blade in
one armoured fist preventing him from drawing it.

Before the traitor could react, Ferebour
drove the other armoured fist into his jaw. With a grinding crack,
the man’s neck broke and he collapsed dead, the look of surprise
still evident on his face. Without pausing, Ferebour looked down at
the barrel with its fuse still burning brightly. Turning the barrel
on its side, Ferebour gingerly rolled it down the corridor after
the retreating Mizumura.

‘Now, gentlemen,’ Ferebour declared, clearing
his throat and spitting out a mouthful of blood, ‘I suggest we fly
like bats out of Hell or we’ll be buried alongside that lot.’
Tristan and the accompanying Guild warriors gingerly supported the
wounded Dwarf as they turned tail and fled as fast as their feet
could carry them. The Guild warriors had barely turned the corner
when they heard the explosion.

The force of the blast reverberated through
the tight space, blasting the masonry to pieces. The supports gave
way and the tremendous load being borne by them caved in. There was
a deafening cacophony of sound and motion as the tunnel collapsed
with hundreds of tonnes of stone filling the space that they had
occupied only moments before.

‘That merchant is going to be extremely upset
when he arrives at the store today,’ laughed Halmir, patting
Ferebour on the back.

‘Not nearly as upset as I will be if we can’t
get this bloody sword out of me. Fetch the surgeons... I’ll bleed
out in minutes... once the sword is removed. I’ll need them to stop
the bleeding,’ the Dwarf stated slowly.

‘Halmir, please fetch them at once,’
requested Tristan.

‘At once, Tristan,’ Halmir responded before
turning and running at a frantic pace in the direction of the
infirmary.

The wounded Dwarf turned, and leant against
the stone wall, the sword still protruding from his stomach. With
great effort, the Master Mason slowly lowered himself to the
floor.

Ezras tenderly approached his wounded friend.
‘You know, Ferebour, you are one stubborn little stunty.’

‘Shut up, Ezras, and get me a drink while
you’re at it,’ the wounded Dwarf exclaimed, his expression twisted
into a pained smile.

‘Anything you need, my friend.’ With that,
the subdued brew master made for the cellars.

‘Ferebour?’ Tristan asked hesitantly.

‘Yes, Tristan. What is it?’ the Dwarf
responded slowly.

‘For someone with a sword lodged in their
belly, you are remarkably calm and collected. How is that even
possible? I’ve seen men die from less.’

‘Dwarves are not just short men, Tristan. Our
lore tells us that the Allfather carved us from a mountain when the
world was formed. It will take much more than this to break
me.’

‘How can you be so certain?’

A profound sadness crossed the Dwarf’s face.
Tristan had never seen Ferebour so affected. ‘Men have tried,
Tristan, before I came to live here...The storm may beat upon the
mountain but the mountain never yields.’

Tristan wondered at the Dwarf’s meaning, but
seeing his friend’s pained expression, decided it was a discussion
best left for another day. The two waited quietly for the surgeons
to arrive.

 


 



Chapter 24




The Black Iron Keep.

 


Gerwold watched with
unfettered rage. He was yet to receive a report but from his
vantage point on the keep’s balcony, the signs did not bode well.
Thick oily smoke rose steadily into the sky. It seemed to be
pouring out of the sewer culverts in large volumes - the same
culverts and entrance ways where only an hour before his men had
entered.

His instructions had been clear. Utterly
destroy the Guild of Thieves. Whatever this new menace was, it was
not of his soldiers’ making. From his place on the citadel, he
could make out the forms of wounded soldiers being carried back
towards the citadel for treatment. From this height, it was
impossible to see what ailed them, but those who could walk seemed
to be doubled over, coughing and wheezing - no doubt a result of
the thick smoke billowing out behind them.

Anger welled up inside the Baron. For two
decades he had plotted this rise to power. Each tiny incremental
step in his plan executed with precision and care, step by step,
until his ascension to the throne looked all but certain. The
weight of forces arrayed behind the Wolf made the coming conflict
seem a mere formality.

Like an avalanche, they would sweep aside the
defenses at King’s Court and take the throne by force, if
necessary. Everything he stood to gain, now hung in the balance as
the son of his vanquished rival skulked in the shadows nibbling at
his heels like in insatiable rodent scrounging for scraps.

Long had he felt the unseen hand of opposing
forces frustrating his effort, but they had always seemed more
discreet, mere annoyances here and there. But in the end, hardly
worth a mention, as his grand scheme rolled towards fruition. For
the past few years, however, those attacks on his interests had
increased in frequency and intensity.

The firing of his fields would be a major
setback as winter set in. Food would become increasingly scarce.
Hunger would breed dissension and rebellion at a time when he
needed the loyalty of his subjects behind him as he drove for the
throne. All of a sudden his schemes that appeared certain to
materialize now teetered precariously on the edge of a precipice.
Without correction, all would be lost.

His rage focused on a singular target -
Tristan Listar. This morning’s assault should have been sufficient
to grind his rebellion to powder, but unfortunately the sinking
sensation in his stomach could not be shaken. Whatever had occurred
in the sewers, it seemed certain he would be disappointed.

There was a knock on the door of his chambers
that brought the Baron out of his thoughts. Striding quickly across
the room, he threw open the door. Standing before him were two
soldiers: one Wolf guard wearing the singed remnants of a
corporal’s uniform; the second wearing the tattered remnants of the
Mizumuran House Guard - it’s once bright green colors now tattered
and soiled. They were a singularly pathetic sight.

‘What is this then?’ the Baron demanded.
‘Explain yourselves at once!’

The corporal threw himself on his knees,
hoping the reverential gesture would spare him the Baron’s wrath.
The Baron’s temper was legendary and the corporal had scarcely
spent moments with him in his entire career and never in a setting
as such as this. The thought of bearing the bad news to the Great
Wolf himself was not a thought he relished.

‘Enough of that! Cease groveling and start
speaking! Where is your commanding officer? Captain Carrows led the
assault, did he not?’

‘Indeed he did, my Lord, but he has fallen,
along with many of our menthe corporal coughed and spluttered as he
tried to clear his lungs. ‘Carrows led the assault as intended. We
fought through the sewers to their stronghold and stormed the halls
themselves. Captain Carrows confronted the brigand, Tristan Listar,
and sought to bring him to justice.

The rat was prepared for us. He knew we were
coming and triggered some type of trap. The sewers were soaked with
something. We couldn’t smell it because of the stench, but when
they set it ablaze, it burned like nothing I’ve ever seen. The
tunnels were a firestorm. Those that didn’t burn to death in the
blaze perished from lack of breath, choking on that infernal smoke
that you can see pouring into the sky. Scarcely one in ten survived
to regain the surface.’

‘One in ten? We sent thousands of men into
those sewers and you are telling me that they are all dead?’

‘Almost all of them, my Lord. Of your
officers, I alone survived to bring you word...’

The Wolf lord turned from the door and lashed
out in fury, striking a priceless vase resting on a nearby stand.
The vase hurtled from its resting place into the wall where the
delicate ceramic shattered into thousands of tiny pieces. Turning
back to the messengers, he inquired further. ‘So they burnt the
place to the ground rather than surrender. I would not have thought
Tristan one to waste life so cheaply.’

‘Milord, there is no indication that they
perished in the blaze. In fact, we have reasons to believe the
substance was distributed only throughout the outer tunnels. We
have no way of telling yet, but with the degree of preparation
exhibited, I believe their losses to be limited -possibly to those
we killed fighting in the sewers before the blaze.’

‘Which were?’

‘A few dozen, Milord.’

‘A few dozen?’ the Baron seemed fit to
explode.

‘Baron Gerwold,’ the green-clad soldier
interjected, hoping to raise his spirits. ‘The Mizumuran contingent
experienced a little more success. Our agents were able to kill a
number of their guards and open an alternative route into the
catacombs.

We stormed their halls with two companies of
soldiers. Unexpected as we were, we moved quickly through the halls
killing hundreds of them. Guided by our agents, we fought our way
clear to their Council Chambers before we were forced to retreat.
The cost in lives for the Guild will have been immense.’

‘That is certainly something,’ the Baron said
nodding. ‘Is the entrance still open? Could we use it for a further
assault?’

‘I’m afraid not, Milord. These brigands are
indeed ruthless. One of them blew the supports in the corridor and
collapsed the tunnel. The entryway is buried under rubble and ruin
from two city blocks. I am sure it could be excavated, but it would
be a considerable undertaking of both time and manpower.’

The Baron waved his hand gesturing for them
to depart, unsure he could bear much more of their tidings without
losing it completely. The two survivors shuffled off down the hall.
Turning to a nearby guard, he barked, ‘Fetch Falen and Hitomi at
once!’

‘At once, my Liege!’ The guard snapped a
salute and took off down the hall.

Gerwold pondered as he waited. Thousands of
warriors had perished in the inferno and he had scarcely afforded
them a moment’s thought. In his youth, he’d have given his life for
his men. Now, they were merely a resource to be expended to ascend
the throne. His youthful idealism has led him to seek the throne in
the hope of ending the bureaucracy and corruption that strangled
King’s Court. As king, he would protect the rights of every peasant
or such had been his childish ideal.

Now, from the far side of the stream of life,
the Baron reflected on the choices that had led him here. It seemed
for every piece of strength gained, he had been forced to sell a
part of his soul. As he looked in the mirror, gone was the youthful
zealot with a heart set on reform. In its place, he saw something
he loathed - a man willing to trade thousands of lives for a little
more power. He had become the embodiment of the corruption he’d
sought to remove.

The thought angered him.

The doors of the chamber swung open and Falen
and Hitomi entered. Falen was the first to speak ‘Father, I’ve
heard. First, our fields and now this - our garrison is severely
diminished. It will take time to re-gather our strength.’

‘Indeed, which was likely their intention,
Falen. By feigning an attempt on our Lady’s life, they baited us
into their snare. Fiendishly planned and perfectly executed, it has
set us back months. Of course, every day we delay, their strength
increases, and with every success, support for their insurrection
grows, whilst our own influence is diminished.’

‘Do we have any other choice?’ Lady Hitomi
inquired. ‘My guards are decimated. Without them, I doubt I could
even make it home in safety. ‘

‘We do have another choice,’ the Baron
ventured.

‘What is that, Milord?’ Hitomi asked.

‘We attack. Seize King’s Court before they
have the opportunity to harass us further,’ Gerwold proposed. ‘We
would have the combined might of the Wolf, Mizumura, and Fordham
against the standing army of King’s Court. Even with our losses
today we could carry the day, providing we can keep Tanamere and
Sisaron out of the fray.’

‘How would you do such a thing?’ Falen
asked.

‘We would have Fordham lock Sisaron in place.
By denying them passage at The Brooks, Sisaron cannot come south in
strength. The rivers will prevent their passage, even if they
circumvent Fordham and head to the south-west, they will still be
held at bay by the Mizumura. Tanamere, likewise, cannot come east
overland without facing the Mizumura and the Riverhold. Either
course will require time and it is time they will not have.’

Hitomi interjected this time, ‘What about by
sea? Tanamere are just as likely to take to the waters to make
better time. Their navy is considerable and we could not hold them
there.’

‘Likewise the Wolf have little in the way of
vessels to stop them. We will require the aid of Pestalar.
Together, the Pirate Lords control the only navy on the Boundless
Sea that could contest Tanamere. I knew we would require assistance
to strike against King’s Court so I have purchased their favor. It
was not a cheap exercise but I have gained standing with several of
the Pirate Lords. Together, they hold sway over many of the pirate
fleets in the Boundless Sea. They will ensure no aid reaches King’s
Court from the ocean.’

‘Very clever,’ noted Hitomi with
appreciation. ‘The Tanamere will be blindsided, I am sure.’

‘Thank you. I am confident Tanamere will fall
into their grasp which will allow the Mizumura to deploy much of
your forces to aid us in the field. You must maintain enough
strength in the Riverhold to hold the Sisaron at bay, but the
remainder of your forces should be sent with haste to King’s
Court.’

‘We are at your command,’ the Lady asserted,
voicing her continued support of the undertaking.

‘Excellent. I suggest we strike at once. Our
foes will be resting on their laurels and scarcely expect us to act
in the wake of today’s rout. We will organize our forces and strike
for King’s Court within the week. If we delay, we will only lose
more men to Tristan’s machinations. Lady Hitomi, I suggest you send
word to your father to organize your forces. I must insist,
however, that you remain with us. Travelling now would almost
certainly leave you prey to these brigands. They would use you as a
chattel to keep your father out of the coming conflict. I suggest
you organize your forces from here where Falen can ensure your
safety.’

The lady nodded her assent.

‘What am I to do, Father?’ Falen asked.

‘You are to lead the defense of Belnair. As
soon as I depart with our forces, the garrison will be susceptible
to whatever hostile elements remain in the city. You will need to
ensure our ancestral home remains safe. While you are at it, you
will find and kill Tristan Listar.’

Falen clearly wasn’t thrilled to be absent at
the siege of King’s Court, but with his father’s temper still
simmering at the surface, it was unwise to do anything but agree.
‘I will deal with him, Father.’

Gerwold nodded his approval. ‘Publicly, it
must serve as a warning to any other would be rebels. We have much
to do. Be about your business quickly. We will lay siege to King’s
Court within the week. See that nothing else interrupts our
efforts.’

Gerwold watched as Hitomi and Falen swept out
of the room, his eyes following the Princess’s shapely form as it
swayed tantalizingly down the corridor.

 


 



Chapter 25




Amongst the peaks of the Eternal
Mountains.

 


Oblivious to the
machinations afoot throughout Valaar, Syrion perched peacefully on
the face of a cliff, in the heights of the Eternal Mountains. It
was a place so remote, perhaps only the gods had looked upon it.
Here, high in the peaks of the Eternal Mountains, the Dragonhost
were fabled to reside.

This place was known as the Eyre to the
Tolan. Syrion had been taught as a youth that it was forbidden for
a mortal to enter the Eyre. The Tolan told stories of those who had
met a grisly end for trespassing too near the Eyre.

In light of his mother’s recent revelation,
he had an entirely different theory that he wished to test. Syrion
had mentioned nothing of his plan to his mother. Elaina was overly
protective and had gone into a panic as he had recounted his
incident with the slavers aboard the Mistress of Misery. In the
weeks since his first transformation aboard the ship, he’d mastered
the ability to shape shift between his human and draconian forms.
Now with a thought the transformation was almost instantaneous.

Syrion’s other powers seemed strengthened as
well. It was as if his very nature had changed. His mastery over
the elements was increasing with each passing day. At times, Syrion
felt almost at one with Creation as its teeming energies surged
around him.

As his prodigious skills increased, his
previous trepidation and fears melted away. In their place a
tremendous curiosity was forming. A curiosity of the outside world,
Creation, the Heavens, and all things beneath them, but before he
embarked on indulging those curiosities, he intended to witness the
truth of his mother’s words with his own eyes. ‘I must see the
Dragons,’ he determined.

Syrion had set out early the previous day.
Making his way slowly up the treacherous mountain. It was slow
going, but Syrion thought it wise to continue to conceal his own
true nature. Flying into the Eyre as the Great Golden Drake was
perhaps not the subtle entrance he was hoping for.

Instead Syrion had climbed all day, taking
his time to carefully work his way up the mountain. From time to
time, the perils of the trip had necessitated using his gifts to
bridge particularly precarious paths that could have led to an
unpleasant fall. Syrion took care to ensure he used a cloaking
spell that would make him almost invisible to the naked eye.

From his own experiences, he knew that
Dragons had remarkably sharp eyesight but even they would struggle
to spot him from their place in the skies. The air shifted cleanly
around his spell, concealing his presence.

Camping out in a cave, Syrion had rested the
night away. The peace of being high above the world, only
sporadically interrupted by the beating of mighty wings as the
Dragonhost came and went on their patrols - ceaseless sentinels
protecting Tolanis from the outside world.

As morning came, he resumed his climb.
Finding a spacious ledge, he perched and waited patiently for that
which he sought. After several hours he was rewarded by the sight
of a majestic sapphire dragon sailing towards the Eyre. Soaring on
the morning thermals, it glided gently towards the cavernous
entrance to the Eyre.

As the mighty creature approached, it fanned
its wings to slow its approach, gracefully landing at the cavern’s
edge. The sapphire dragon disappeared inside the portal. Syrion
quickly followed, springing up onto the ledge and into the
cave.

The cavern was immense and different from
anything he’d ever imagined. Instead of the rough-hewn cave filled
with nesting dragons he’d once pictured as a child, the cavern
before him was large and well-finished; with smooth walls and
floors hewn by talented craftsmen so the stone was polished smooth.
Its surface was inlaid with delicate inscriptions and precious
metals. Beautiful mosaics adorned the walls and in a far corner
there were tables and chairs, as well as a door which led deeper
into the mountain. Of all the things he’d dreamed of, the scene
that lay before him was furthest from his childish
imaginations.

The workmanship was incredible, but above it
all, the focus of his attention was the majestic dragon before him.
Its brilliant hues dazzled his eyes and captivated him. Then before
his very eyes, the dragon began to change shape, in a matter of
moments the majestic drake had disappeared and he was staring at a
shapely young woman in a flowing blue dress, her golden hair
reaching down her back.

From his vantage point, Syrion could not see
her face but in his heart he had known. T’was Althea with her
golden locks and beautiful blue eyes and his heart skipped a beat.
Moving further into the cavern, Syrion struggled desperately for
something witty to say.Captivated by her beauty, his wits deserted
him, followed swiftly by his feet. Slipping on a loose stone,
Syrion tumbled into the Eyre.

Alerted by the noise, Althea spun.Spotting
Syrion, her beautiful eyes stretched wide in surprise, realization
of what he’d just seen spread across her face. ‘Syrion! What are
you doing here? You know the Eyre is off limits to all. Your
trespass carries the penalty of death. What if you are seen? You
could be killed!’

Syrion smiled, her concern for his well-being
seemed genuine.

Seeing him smile only caused Althea to grow
more emphatic. ‘What are you grinning about, you idiot? The elders
will kill you if they find you here. No one has ever been permitted
to see the Eyre.’

‘Would you tell them?’ Syrion countered,
pressing his advantage of surprise.

‘Of course not...’ Althea answered
defensively.

‘Why not? If it does not bother you, why did
you not tell me yourself?’

‘This secret is our life, Syrion. If people
knew who and what we are, we would be vulnerable. Hunters would
come again, as in days of old. Would you see me tortured for
sport?’

This time it was Syrion’s turn to take the
defensive. ‘Of course not... I thought it something you might have
shared with me. Especially after all I have shared with you…’

‘Yet there is so much I do not know,’ Althea
countered. ‘Why did the elders let your mother take refuge here?
How and why you can do what you do? So many mysteries and so few
answers. Like, where you went when you left last week?’

‘How do you know about that?’ Syrion
asked.

‘I saw you leave, and watched you from the
sky until I could no longer see you. I...’ her voice faded as her
feelings surged to the surface.

‘You...?’ prompted Syrion.

‘I thought you had left,’ she whispered. ‘I
thought you had left Tolanis for good, without so much as a
goodbye.’ Her emotions were close to the surface as she spoke.
Syrion got up from the floor and moved closer, wanting nothing more
at that moment than to comfort her. As he drew near he wrapped his
arms around Althea. Althea fought back tears as she surrendered to
Syrion’s embrace.

‘I would never leave you,’ he whispered in
her ear as he held her close.

The sound of a door opening brought Syrion’s
attention back into focus. Turning towards the door he had seen
earlier, Syrion was startled. It was now open. Standing in the open
doorway stood Takoa, anger and outrage showing in his countenance.
At the best of times, the burly Tolan youth openly loathed Syrion,
taunting him relentlessly. Syrion had long supposed jealousy to be
the root of the issue as Takoa almost always appeared when he and
Althea were in each other’s company.

Whether it was Syrion’s presence in the Eyre
that infuriated him or Althea’s arms locked around his neck, it was
hard to tell. Regardless of the reason, Takoa’s eyes were murderous
and the corners of his mouth twisted up into an almost maniacal
grin.

Using both hands to pry Althea away, Syrion
looked into her eyes and spoke softly ‘I must leave now. Takoa over
there looks furious. Perhaps I’ve overstayed my welcome.’

Althea spun and saw Takoa standing in the
doorway clenching and unclenching his fists menacingly. She started
to voice a protestation at him, but it fell on deaf ears. Takoa
charged towards the trespassing Astarii. Syrion pulled Althea close
and planted a kiss on her forehead before mouthing the words, ‘I’ll
be right back.’

Takoa’s face was red with rage. The sight of
Althea in Syrion’s arms, here in their most sacred refuge, drove
all reason from his mind. There was malice in his manner as he
strode purposefully into the room.

‘You should not be here, Syrion. The sentence
for trespassing in the Eyre is death and I will happily carry it
out.’ Takoa picked up his stride as he moved towards Syrion.

‘Takoa! No!’ Althea cried out.

Syrion stepped around the distraught Althea
and faced down the angry Tolan. As Takoa approached Syrion clenched
his fist and focused his mind. As the Tolan drew near Syrion lashed
out. Takoa smiled, still well out of reach, until a jarring force
struck him in the stomach, the concussive force knocked Takoa off
his feet and sent him flying back toward the door he’d only just
passed through.

As Takoa got up winded and gasping for air,
his temper flared. ‘You… are dead!’

‘I don’t think so,’ Syrion kissed Althea’s
outstretched hand. ‘I’d best be off.’

The gesture further angered the rampaging
Takoa and he advanced once more. With a flash of thought, Syrion
rendered himself invisible and began making his way towards the
cavernous entrance to the Dragonhold. Takoa shouted in outrage.

‘Enough... enough of your cheap tricks!’
Takoa’s body began to transform. Where moments ago he had been but
a violent youth, now stood a juvenile black dragon. Wicked spikes
framed its head, providing an air of menace rather than majesty.
Staring down the black drake, Syrion was forced to change his
approach.

His own time in dragonform had taught him
that his spell would be insufficient to hide his presence. Dragons
were the pre-eminent predator, with heightened senses of smell and
sharpened eyesight. He was not willing to test whether or not Takoa
could see him moving in such a small space.

His illusion had bought him the time he
sought though and quickly Syrion made his way to the edge of the
cliff face and turned to face the Dragonhold. Dropping his
illusion, Syrion shouted into the Eyre, ‘Black like your heart,
Takoa. It’s good to see you are consistent.’

Spotting his prey, the black drake launched
itself towards the entrance in great loping strides. As it closed
the distance, Syrion took to the air. Since his transformation, he
had found it much easier to do so gracefully, no longer the tempest
driven and tumultuous flight he’d used to cross the lake weeks
before. Instead, his body rose gracefully into the air. Syrion
cautiously eyed the Black Dragon as it reached the cliff
landing.

With a snap, its mighty wings shot out and
the great beast took to the air. Syrion hurtled skywards seeking to
hide in the clouds or at least blind the black dragon with the
glare of the sun, undeterred the beast climbed skyward.

Calling to his pursuer Syrion shouted,
‘Takoa, if you keep this up it ends very badly for you.’
Undeterred, the raging drake soared upwards, the talons on his
forelegs flexed menacingly as a deep snarl escaped his clenched
teeth. The sight was both terrifying and unnerving, Syrion moved
deftly to avoid the swiping talons, one mistimed maneuver and he
would be torn asunder, or worse still plummet thousands of feet to
a watery death in the lake below.

The duel continued with Syrion bombarding the
dragon with spells and incantations designed to tire and distract
the great beast, but Takoa’s fury would not mellow. It became
increasingly obvious that he would need to employ stronger means to
deter the rampaging Tolan. Letting out a deep sigh, Syrion raised
his right arm in a reaching gesture, the Tolan would not forgive an
assault on the DragonHost, but being dead at Takoa’s hand was even
less desirable.

Caught between a rock and a hard place Syrion
began chanting a word of power. As the words left his lips he
bought his hand down in a crashing gesture. A bolt of lightning
split the sky and struck the dragon’s scaly hide. The energies
dispersed violently across its scaled hide and the stench of
burning flesh filled the air.

Syrion was startled, Takoa must have been in
tremendous pain and still the beast pressed on relentlessly. In his
shock he was almost caught by the drake’s lethal talons. The near
miss troubled the tiring Astarii so much so that he failed to see
the claw as it returned. The wicked talon caught him in the leg.
Shock flooded his system as pain radiated through his leg. In that
moment, Syrion’s concentration faltered and the young mage
fell...
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Slowly at first, but
picking up speed with every moment, the young mage hurtled towards
the lake below, twisting and turning in the air as he fell. Dizzy
from the fall, Syrion spied the lake below as he plummeted towards
it at breakneck pace.

Glancing skyward, he could see his foe had
not abandoned the fight. Quite the contrary, the black drake was
diving headlong after the falling mage, wings folded close to its
body as it sought to increase its speed.

Regaining control of his faculties, Syrion
focused his thoughts. Fighting the fatigue, he was beginning to
feel, Syrion summoned his powers. Arresting his descent, he spun in
the air so that he was once more looking at the world the right way
up. As he came to a stop inches above the surface of the lake, the
wind whipped around him and water sprayed in every direction. His
immediate problems dealt with, Syrion gazed upwards to see the
black drake unfurl its wings to slow its decent.

As Takoa descended, Syrion could see his jaws
open wide. Razor sharp teeth gleamed menacingly, ready to inflict
pain beyond measure. For a moment, Syrion imagined being eaten
alive by the mighty creature as he stared into the gaping abyss
between its rows of razor sharp teeth. Then he saw it, a dim light
in the dark gulf. It swiftly grew brighter and brighter. The
realization struck Syrion like a thunderbolt. Moments later, an
inferno of flames surged up the long serpentine throat and poured
down upon the hapless wizard in a furious firestorm.

Thinking quickly Syrion dropped to his knee
and threw his fist into the air above. Summoning his strength,
Syrion chanted as the flames descended and engulfed him. Steam rose
into the air as the flames spent their fury on the surface of the
lake. For a time, it seemed impossible that anything might emerge
from the blaze.

The commotion in the sky above the lake had
drawn the attention of the Tolan, many of whom now stood on the
edge of the lake watching the conflict unfold. Attacking or seeking
to injure one of the DragonHost meant certain death. The assembled
crowd watched with an air of vindication as the young mage vanished
in a conflagration of flames and steam.

There was a stirring on the shore as Elaina
pushed her way to the front of the crowd; her presence greatly
unsettled the Tolan. There could be little doubt that her son was
the assailant that had been spotted in the sky throwing a barrage
of spells at the rampaging black drake. They shifted uncomfortably.
If the boy perished, the Mistress of Winds’ wrath would be terrible
to behold. The Tolan had no capacity for the arcane, a bitter
reminder of the heritage long lost to them. How would an embittered
Astarii react to Tolan law?

Elaina’s eyes were fixed on the inferno
before them. Waves of fire bathed the area where the mage had knelt
moments ago. The drake closed its jaws, satisfied that it had born
out its malicious intent. As the flames dissipated, a figure became
visible. There on bended knee, behind a shimmering golden shield,
was Syrion, safely preserved from the dragon’s wrath though visibly
fatigued and sweating furiously.

Elaina breathed a sigh of relief, but
immediately Takoa roared his defiance. He threw open his jaws and
further poured out fiery indignation as he circled the mage. The
flames struck the shield and rolled off its shimmering surface. The
conjuration held steady under the onslaught, but the question
remained-who would endure? In the midst of the fire, Syrion
realized he had little concept of a dragon’s endurance. In spite of
his own experience, he had no way of knowing whether or not Takoa
could keep this up indefinitely.

Seizing the initiative, Syrion forced himself
to his feet and slowly raised his other hand. The shield grew in
size and began to move toward the dragon. As the shield traversed
the distance between the mage and the rampaging black drake, the
flames were split by the shield and began to fall further and
further from the Magician. In frustration, the dragon tried to
circle over the Astarii only to find that the shield followed its
path—always inserting itself between the angry Tolan and its
creator. Changing tack, Takoa increased the intensity of the
torrent of fire and it poured forth as a veritable wave of death.
Still, the shield moved inexorably forwards.

As the flames intensified, the shield began
to grow. Syrion smiled from his place behind the shield. He’d been
foolishly trying to match Takoa’s strength with strength and his
boyish pride had almost left him burnt to cinders. His strengthened
conjuration acted very differently. Rather than repel the flames,
it was attracted to them and drew from their energies, feeding on
the heat of the fire to strengthen the shield. With the burden of
powering the shield removed, Syrion was free to shape it to his
will. The shield grew in size as it approached the dragon. The
beast roared in indignation but would not withdraw. The flames
continued to lap at the shield further increasing its size.

This has gone on long enough, Syrion
thought to himself. With the thought, the shield changed shape -
lances of golden light shot out of the shield on every side and
began to surround the dragon. Like threads in a grand tapestry,
they intertwined until the great beast was completely encircled in
a golden globe of energy. Furiously, the beast tore at its cage but
could not gain any traction. Throwing open his jaws, he blew a gust
of fire at the glowing cage, but the flames dissipated. His
purposes accomplished, Syrion rose slowly up to the glowing sphere
of energy.

‘Takoa, you are going to want to stop that.’
Syrion addressed the beast calmly.

In response the black dragon redoubled his
efforts. Flames and fangs flashed as he tried to make his way free.
The golden prison held and Syrion tried once more. ‘You are going
to do yourself an injury - dragon or not you still need to...’

A giant plume of fire bathed the inside of
the sphere as Takoa ignored all reason. The flames continued for a
few moments whilst the Astarii waited patiently. Suddenly there was
a flash of smoke and mist within the sphere. When it cleared the
dragon had disappeared. In its place, Takoa lay collapsed and
unconscious on the floor of the golden prison.

‘Breathe,’ spoke Syrion quietly, finishing
his sentence. In his fury, Takoa’s fire had consumed what little
air remained in the prison and caused his unconscious state. Syrion
reshaped the prison until once more it was a golden shield floating
before him bearing the unconscious Takoa.

Turning towards the lakeshore, he spotted the
assembled masses. ‘This will be interesting,’ he thought to
himself, moving towards them. As Syrion reached the shore, the
shield dissipated and the unconscious Takoa crumpled gracelessly to
the ground before the others. Elaina ran over to the young Astarii
and threw her arms about his neck. As she hugged him closely, she
whispered in his ear, ‘Syrion, what have you done?’

‘He will live,’ Syrion responded calmly. ‘I
was only defending myself. Takoa should have known better.’

‘The Tolan will not see it that way,’ Elaina
responded, concerned over how the Tolan High Council would
react.

‘I will help them understand,’ Syrion spoke
in even measured tones.

His confidence unsettled Elaina, but she had
little time to process what her son might mean as a swarm of Tolan
surrounded them. One of them made his way to the fore, ancient
beyond measure. Syrion could not even begin to guess at his age. As
the oldest living Tolan, it was his right to lead the Grand Council
and he had done so for at least a century. Known simply known as
Eli, his wisdom was a sought after commodity. Today, his usually
kind face was a grim and stony countenance. Vastly different to the
warm smile and kind eyes Syrion had become accustomed to.

‘Syrion, son of Elaina. Your deeds this day
were witnessed by all. You know our laws, there can be no question.
You will go now to the Field of Justice and await trial.’

‘Trial... For what?’ Syrion cried
indignantly, aware of what the answer would be.

‘You have attacked one of the DragonHost.
Provoked or otherwise, this is against our laws, as you know. When
Takoa awakens and can speak your case will be heard.’

‘What if I decide I do not wish to be
tried?’

‘That would be a most foolish decision,
Syrion Stormborn. Gifted though you might be, you cannot
singlehandedly overwhelm the Dragon Host. Justice will be done
here.’

Syrion looked to his mother who nodded.
Resigned to face his fate he wrapped an arm around his mother and
guided her towards the Field of Justice. The journey passed in
silence, mother and son both unsure what to say.

The Field of Justice was a large amphitheatre
near the centre of Tolanis. Syrion had always wondered why they
would choose to hold court in such an expansive space. In light of
his recent revelation, an arena open to the sky made much more
sense. Syrion entered via the large marble portal that served as a
gate. Following the directions of the Tolan already present, Syrion
made his way across the vast field. Surrounding the field was row
upon row of seats.

The Tolan could assemble here by the
thousands and watch the Grand Council in session. Seldom was there
a need to as the affairs of Tolanis normally proceeded without
incident. Today was an exception though and the benches surrounded
the field were packed. Periodically, a majestic dragon would
descend from the skies, transform into its human form and take a
seat in the nearby stands. It appeared many were curious to see
what would befall the young outsider who was foolish enough to
cross the DragonHost.

Making his way towards the head of the field,
he found a raised semicircular stone bench behind which the council
members could rest as they passed judgment on those before them.
Syrion spotted a seat equidistant from all the council members,
clearly meant for the accused. He quickly embraced his mother
before taking his seat.

The time passed slowly as he waited - minutes
turned into an hour. Syrion had little doubt Takoa had awoken from
his involuntary rest. This much delay could only mean that the
Council were already hearing his testimony and deliberating.
Syrion’s frustration grew as he realized his account would matter
little in the scheme of things. Forcing himself to calm down he
crossed his legs on the stone bench and began to meditate to ease
his nerves. A stir in the assembled masses told him the Council had
arrived. He opened his eyes and saw them filing in, slowly taking
up their positions around the stone bench.

Spotting some movement at his left Syrion,
spied Takoa being escorted to a nearby bench. He was looking very
much the worse for wear now. The injuries he’d shrugged off in his
dragon form looked to be causing him a great deal of pain. If looks
could kill, Syrion felt certain he’d be dead already. Eli entered
last and took his seat in the centre of the table.

Looking down at Tristan the venerable Tolan
began to speak, ‘Syrion Stormborn, you sit here accused of two
crimes against our law. First, you entered the DragonHold, and
second, you assaulted one of the DragonHost. We have heard
testimony on your behalf to indicate you did so in self-defense.
Nevertheless, both of these crimes carry with them the penalty of
death.’

Syrion attempted to interject, but Eli raised
a hand to silence him. Continuing, he stated, ‘It has been many
years since such a sentence has been carried out.’ Eying Elaina,
the old man paused and swallowed before continuing, ‘Some of the
Council have argued your cause, insisting exile over death would be
a more palatable outcome for us all. Others insist on your death as
they fear what you might do with our secret should you be exiled
from among us. Your actions leave me in a terribly difficult
position.’

This time Syrion would not be deterred. ‘This
sounds awfully like a sentencing, rather than a trial,’ stated
Syrion, defiantly rising from the plaintiff’s seat as he spoke.
‘Does what I have to say bear no weight at all?’ as he pressed on
the crowd grew silent.

The looks on the faces of the Council grew
stony. Whatever goodwill they had felt towards the impetuous youth
began to evaporate as the unrepentant Astarii pressed on. The air
grew tense as conflict between the youth and the council seemed
inevitable.

Syrion continued, ‘You speak of exile and
death as if you were able to deliver such a judgment. Do not
forget, I am Syrion of the Astarii, Caretaker of Creation and all
that lies therein. I am now as your ancestors once were. It is not
with bluff or bluster that I say, pass any judgment you please. You
will find its execution most difficult to carry out.’ His voice
rang with defiance and menace in equal measure.

Eli stood and raised himself up to his full
stature. Standing as he did behind the stone council bench, he
towered over the young man before him. ‘Syrion Stormborn, today you
stand accused of crimes most grave. In my long lifetime, no one has
stood where you stand, accused as you are and lived to see the sun
set. If you don’t seek to be the first, sit down and cease this
defiance at once. Otherwise, Astarii or not, justice will be done
here today as in days of old. We have shown great deference and
patience towards you on account of your mother. That ends today.
Your decision now will determine your destiny. Choose carefully.’
The ancient Tolan took his seat and an uncomfortable silence filled
the air as all anxiously awaited the Astarii’s response.

Syrion remained on his feet and spoke
directly to the ancient Tolan. ‘Noble Eli, most wise amongst the
Tolan. You are correct, there is a decision to be made, but it is
not mine to make, it is yours. All those years ago, did you never
ask yourself why my mother sought refuge here amongst your people?
Of all the peoples in Creation, why here on this lake, with this
people? Her footsteps have known a thousand worlds. This was no
random chance. There was a reason, Eli.’ Syrion turned away from
the Council to face the Tolan, who were now staring at him with
rapt attention. Syrion carefully removed his shirt. There was a
chorus of gasps as the startled council members saw the image of
the Golden Drake make its way lazily across his back.

Syrion turned back towards the council
members. Curious Tolan at the field’s edge tried in vain to see
what was occurring. The Council were silent, their expressions
mixed. Some were fearful, others angry and others yet looked
perplexed, unsure of the image’s significance. Eli, on the other
hand, began to smile ever so slightly, a look of hope crossing his
weathered features.

‘Amongst my people, there has not been an
Astarii who has born the dragon’s mark in millennia. The last is
detailed at length in your lore, for he was Tolan, first of your
kind and he died here on this very island. You know his story well
for you are the beneficiaries of both his legacy and his
unfulfilled obligations.

He sought to rule over Creation rather than
protect it. For millennia you have flourished, hidden in these
mountains, but the time for hiding is over. Our First Enemy has
returned, not just to Valaar or this world, but all of Creation
lies in its lengthening shadow.

You know well the prophecy spoken by the
Allfather years ago. Will you stand with me and shield Creation or
will you shrink from your destiny as did your forbears? The day of
decision is at hand choose wisely.’

Syrion stopped talking and let the import of
his words sink in.

A firm voice from the left side of the
council bench cut through the uncomfortable silence. ‘How can we be
sure this is not some cheap illusion you are using to lead us
astray?’ The question came from Togar, Takoa’s father who remained
thoroughly unconvinced of the verity of the young Astarii’s
words.

‘I will not wrangle or waste words with you,
Togar. Believe it or not, stand with me or don’t, that is your
decision. The Allfather’s gaze is upon you.’

With that Syrion, turned to the assembled
masses and projected his voice across the field. ‘Each of you must
choose for yourself.’ With a thought, a brilliant aura of light
radiated out from the Astarii.

The Tolan averted their gaze to avoid the
blinding light. When the light dimmed, a magnificent Golden Dragon
stood where Syrion had been but moments before. The light of the
sun reflected off the scales of the great beast, its serpentine
form suspended on strong legs, the talons of its feet tearing into
the earth as it flexed its claws. Its great form cast shadows
across the assembled elders as its wings blocked out the sun.

Throwing back his head, Syrion opened wide
his jaws and a torrent of fire poured into the sky. The Tolan
stared in wonder. With a crack, Syrion’s mighty wings unfurled and
cast the Fields of Justice into shadows. With a beat of his wings,
Syrion sprang into the air and disappeared into evening sky.

*****

Syrion soared through the air, the steady
beat of his wings driving him onwards. He had not intended to leave
the Tolan so soon, but the conflict with Takoa had expedited his
departure. In his heart he mourned the need to leave Althea.
Doubtless, she would be in shock after the day’s events. His heart
longed for her companionship, but his soul spoke of a danger
waiting in the shadows. It threatened to consume Valaar and all he
held dear.

Duty dictated he leave the Tolan to their
petty squabbles and deal with the greater threat at hand. My
presence will only injure the Tolan’s pride, and prevent them
seeing the true danger that lies before them. In time, I hope
they will choose wisely, he thought nervously.

As Syrion fled Tolanis, he had only one
thought on his mind. His mother had spoken to him of Listarii and
his father and after a lifetime apart he sorely wished to see his
family: a father and brother he had never known. His excitement
built as he soared past the fringes of the Eternal Mountains.

As he sailed through the skies the scent of
cooking meat wafted into the air and hunger pains struck, painfully
reminding Syrion that he had not eaten since the morning meal.
Scanning the lands below with his sharpened eyesight, he spotted a
simple cabin, before it, a fire was burning. On a small spit an
animal was cooking. From this height, he could make out a lone
figure hunched over by the fire.

Landing in a nearby clearing, Syrion resumed
his human form once more. If I am to beg a meal, I’d best not
scare my host to death, he thought. The notion of landing by
the fire in his draconian shape made him laugh, but the thought of
giving the aging man a heart attack made him think twice. Syrion
made his way carefully through the woods and looked out into the
clearing. There by the fire was an old man. His long grey hair
flowed down his back whilst his plain robes gave little indication
as to his identity.

As Syrion studied the man for a moment,
attempting to gauge whether or not he posed any threat, he heard
the old man call from the fireside.

‘Come on out, young Tolan. There is more than
enough for both of us.’

Startled, Syrion edged forward out of the
undergrowth. ‘How did you know I was there?’ he asked
quizzically.

‘I spotted you earlier when your wings
obscured the moonlight. The forest also fell silent at your
approach,’ the old man patiently explained. Syrion listened
intently and sure enough the forest noises one would expect to hear
were indeed hushed. No doubt its creatures were anxious to avoid
the attentions of such a foreboding predator.

‘Come and sit down. I am long past an age
where I could endanger one of your kind.’ The man gestured to a
place by the fire.

Syrion approached cautiously and sat down.
‘How do you know of the Tolan?’ he asked, cautious not to give away
more of their heritage than this stranger already knew.

‘It was told to me by a dear friend. In
truth, I have come to this place in the hope of seeking an audience
with one of your kind.’

Syrion’s guard raised instantly, wary that
he’d walked unknowingly into another ambush. Reflexively, he raised
a hand and the fire sprang to life. The old man stumbled backwards
and swept a hand across the flames, which soon returned to their
former size.

The old man was a magician, Syrion realized
fearfully. He had never met another magic user besides his mother
and fear of the unknown swept his mind. At his age, this newcomer
would certainly be more practiced in the arts than he, a mere boy
barely coming into his powers. The threat posed by the timid old
man was difficult to determine.

To his surprise the man settled back down by
the fire and fixed Syrion with a knowing stare. ‘Please do not do
that again as I bear you no ill will and mean you no harm. I come
seeking my friend. She hides amongst the Tolan and taught me of
their ways. I have urgent news to tell her, but the Tolan that
stand guard at the portals entering the Eternal Mountains will not
suffer me to pass. I have waited here, hopeful that I would be
granted the opportunity that this night affords. The hope that one
of your kind might carry a message for me.’

There was quiet between the two as Syrion
ventured no response. Could this stranger be speaking of his
mother? There were no other refugees amongst the Tolan that he knew
of. Continuing, the stranger pressed on, ‘You appear to be Tolan
and possess their gifts and yet at your will my fire would have
consumed me. I was led to believe the Tolan possessed no such
ability but that in the form of a dragon, they might breathe fire
but control it? Certainly not. That is a different matter. I am
told they could not do as you have done and so, my young friend,
the question remains... who are you?’

Syrion stared long and hard at the old man
whose face simply gazed back at him patiently. After much
deliberation, Syrion stood and countered the question with one of
his own. ‘I have a question for you, stranger. You know a great
deal you ought not to know. Who is it you seek? Speak truthfully,
for they may be the last words you ever speak.’

The old man hesitated, as if bearing up under
an immense weight. ‘The one I seek has known many names, but in the
years she was my friend, I knew her as Lady Elaina of the
Listarii.’

‘You seek my mother?’ Syrion paused, the
words out before he could stop them. ‘Why?’ The question was firm
and demanding. Ethereal energies pulsed through the very air as he
prepared to reduce the stranger to ashes. Instead of dispersing
them as he had earlier, the old man’s face eased as if a great
burden had been removed. A tear ran down his face as he asked.
‘Syrion, is that you?’

‘How do you know my name?’ the young Astarii
demanded, confused. Before he could be answered, the old man was on
his feet. He took two steps with a quickness that defied his age
and threw both arms around the young Astarii. ‘After all this time
you are alive,’ he sobbed relieved. ‘Your mother is she well?’

‘Well enough,’ Syrion responded, deeply
confused. ‘Are you my father?’

‘No, Syrion. I am not, but I have known your
family since before you were born. I served your father all my
life. He was the finest man I ever knew.’

‘Knew? You make it sound as though...’ Syrion
paused not wanting to voice his fears. That the father he had never
met, might have already passed from this world.

‘He is dead, Syrion. He was murdered in cold
blood by the Wolf in their lust for power. That is why I have come
here seeking your mother, she told me to find her in the event that
anything befell your father or brother.’ The sorrow was heavy in
his voice as he laboured over each word.

‘And my brother?’ Syrion asked, fearing the
response.

‘He is alive and well. He seeks justice for
your father’s death. If the tales I hear are true, he is exacting a
heavy price on the Wolf for their works of darkness.’

‘Not heavy enough,’ spoke Syrion enraged.
‘Tell me where I might find these Wolf and I will show you
justice.’

‘Soon, Syrion. First, you must eat. Sit down
and I will tell you all I know.’

The two men spoke long into the night,
trading tales of what had transpired in the two decades since the
twins were born. After several hours, Syrion turned to Malus, for
that was the old man’s name, and fixed him with a stare. ‘So you
are telling me that Falen and these Wolf murdered my father, burned
my home to the ground and now hunt my brother like an animal?’

Malus couldn’t bring himself to answer the
bereft young magician so he simply nodded.

‘Pack your things, Malus. We’re going to find
these ...Wolf.’ The words were wrought with malice and whilst the
old advisor had little idea of the power the young Astarii
possessed, there could be no doubt of his intentions.

‘We must send word to your mother; there are
things she must know.’

‘In time, Malus, I will not delay another day
and lose my brother also. Gather your possessions. We will not wait
for the dawn. We leave at once.’

 


 



Chapter 27




Earlier that day.

The edge of the once proud Listarii
Duchy.

 


A small group of people
stood huddled in the midst of a clearing. The secluded setting lay
on the western borders of what had once been Listarii Manor. The
intimate setting was presided over by a priest, the symbol of the
Allfather prominently displayed on his ceremonial attire.

Tristan and Linea stood before him clothed in
the traditional Listarii robes of state. Nearby, a few of their
loyal friends stood watching with eager anticipation. The words of
the priest rang out loudly through the clearing, ‘We are gathered
here today to witness the union of Tristan, Lord of Listar, to
Linea, daughter of Eberoth of Farnshire. An occasion such as this
is an encouraging sight to see. We live in trying times, but the
young amongst us, are yet determined to find joy in the
companionship of those they love which is a delight to behold. To
celebrate that love, I would ask them now to say a few words. Then
in the eyes of the gods, we will see them joined as husband and
wife. Tristan would you like to begin?’

‘Certainly...’The young Lord of the Listarii
seemed nervous. ‘Linea, from the moment we met, I have loved you. I
was heir to these lands and had a world of opportunity and
privilege to share with you. Now, my lands lie in ashes, I am but a
prince amongst thieves and have naught but my love to give you. It
isn’t much, but I do so freely and will continue to as long as I
live.’

‘Tristan,’ Linea started fighting back tears.
‘I never hoped for title or riches. Your presence fills my soul
with joy and brightens my life. Without you, I would be alone in
this world. I wish for nothing more than to be with you from now
until the day I die.’

The old priest smiled, ‘Then by the authority
vested in me by the Allfather, I pronounce you husband and wife.
Tristan, you may kiss the bride.’ A series of cheers and whoops
broke out from the assembled well-wishers as Tristan took his wife
in his arms and gave her a long lingering kiss.

As the cheers died down another noise could
be heard. The thundering of horse hooves drummed through the
forest.

Tristan moved between the source of the noise
and Linea, positioning himself to meet any threat. Moments later
Sven burst out of the undergrowth on horseback shouting. ‘Tristan,
we have been compromised! Gerwold is on the move. They have emptied
the garrison and they march on King’s Court today. Almost fifteen
thousand foot soldiers from Belnair are on the move. The Mizumura
are marching in the west and the forces of Fordham also close on
the Capitol.’

‘What of their cavalry?’ Tristan asked.
‘Surely they will be needed in the fields as well.’

‘No. They are here, Tristan, they come for
you. I don’t know how they found you. Take my steed and be away
from this place. I will hold them as long as I can.’ Sven drew a
pair of wicked knives from his belt and prepared to meet the
storm.

‘No, Sven. You must do two things. First, you
must carry out our plan at once. Our agents must be informed. Send
word to the Tanamere and Sisaron at once, otherwise King’s Court
will almost certainly fall.

‘And the second, Milord?’

‘You must take Linea to safety. I will not
see her fall into Falen’s clutches again.’

Linea began to protest vehemently, but her
cries fell on deaf ears. After taking the knife from Sven, Tristan
carefully cut away the trailing portion of her dress. ‘I am sorry,
my love but you cannot ride in that. Now get on the horse and do
exactly as Sven tells you.’

‘But I...’

‘No buts. The Wolf are searching for me. They
will not pursue you far. Warn the council and see what can be done
for me then. With their army on the move there is still hope.’

Tristan helped his bride onto the horse
behind Sven and gave the horse a firm hit on its rump to send it on
its way. Turning to his friends, he spoke. ‘Flee now, my friends. I
treasure your loyalty, but if you are found here with me your lives
will be forfeit. Head deeper into the woods and seek refuge
there.’

His friends looked on him with pity,
reluctant to leave their beloved leader. As the cadence of hooves
drew nearer and nearer, they reluctantly headed into the dense
foliage where their pursuers would struggle to mount an effectual
pursuit.

Moments later, the first of the Wolf cavalry
burst out of the undergrowth. A man in captain’s uniform barked
orders to the cavalrymen at his flanks. ‘Into the woods after the
others! Leave none alive! Bind him!’ the leader spat, pointing to
Tristan who was sitting calmly on a log waiting.

More and more Wolf broke through the tree
line. There must be almost two hundred of them, Tristan
thought, as they milled about. His thoughts of escape diminished
with every second. He had hoped to give his captors the slip and
disappear into the woods as they attempted to return him to
Belnair, but such hopes diminished quickly as the number of his
captors increased.

The gruff captain rode over to the waiting
Listarii lord and addressed him. ‘Tristan Listar, you are wanted
for theft, arson, sedition, and murder. We have orders to take you
to Belnair to answer for your crimes. Will you come of your own
accord or will we be forced to lug your beaten and unconscious body
back to our Lord?’

‘One man against a hundred. Even I don’t
fancy those odds, Captain. Lead the way. Though I doubt I will see
any justice at the hands of the Wolf....’

The captain delivered a wicked kick to
Tristan’s shoulder and sent him sprawling into the dirt. ‘Enough of
that then. It’s a long ride back to Belnair and I won’t put up with
any more of your mouthing off.’

Tristan picked himself up of the ground and
stared coldly at the captain. ‘Do that again and you will be dead
before your foot leaves the stirrup. You’ve made it abundantly
clear that Falen wants me alive. I’ll kill you without a second
thought and see one of these other idiots gets an undeserved
promotion.’

The captain glowered back at him before
turning to his men. ‘Bring the manacles and make sure they are
tight. I don’t want him to be able to scratch himself without our
leave.’

With that, the newly-married Listarii lord
was led away, bound and chained, his prospects looking more
perilous than ever.

*****

Hours later an exhausted Tristan was thrown,
still shackled, into the dungeons beneath the Black Iron Keep. In
the heart of Belnair, the stronghold was a daunting structure. The
dank cell stank something terrible. From his time in the sewers,
the stench of human excrement was easily identifiable. Fighting the
urge to gag, he tried to recover his breath.

Tristan was exhausted. Hours of marching
under the hot sun without so much as a drop of water, had taken its
toll. Fatigued and dehydrated, Tristan attempted to ponder his
options. Escape from the cells would be difficult, particularly in
his current condition. He was confident that, given enough time,
the Guild would be able to break him out. With the Wolf Host
arrayed against King’s Court, the remaining garrison would find
themselves vastly outnumbered by the Guild’s forces. There had to
be little more remaining than the cavalrymen he had confronted
earlier.

Tristan heard the cell door open. Looking up
he saw Falen step into the dungeon, a very satisfied grin spreading
across his face.

‘Why, look who we have here!’ he declared,
reveling in his new found position of power. ‘Tristan Listar, heir
to the ashes of the eastern duchies, here to visit us at last. I’m
flattered, I truly am. How kind of you to skulk out of your sewers.
Quite the trouble you’ve caused us these past few years. All that
is at an end though. Tonight, you rot in your own waste, tomorrow
you will die! ‘

‘Save your breath, Falen. I may die, but
those I lead will live on. Tomorrow, when you kill me, there will
be rioting in the streets. When your father is vanquished at King’s
Court, he will return home to find Belnair in ashes.’

‘I highly doubt that, Tristan. Our plans have
been carefully crafted over decades of preparation.’

‘And yet they will fail in a matter of days,’
Tristan retorted.

‘Enough!’ Falen shouted. ‘I tire of your
impudence.’ Falen called to the guards at the door of the cell.
‘Pick him up!’

The guards lifted Tristan off the floor so
that he hung exhausted between them. ‘I am going to enjoy this next
part a great deal,’ Falen stated smiling. Before Tristan could
brace himself, Falen drove a fist into the bound Listarii, driving
the wind from his lungs.

Tristan spluttered and wheezed, struggling
for air. ‘You… still...hit...like...a...girl...,’ he managed,
between tortured breaths.

The second blow hit him in the face and
Tristan found his head spinning. Falen grabbed him by the hair and
inching his face close to his captive, he spoke very deliberately.
‘You are in for a very long night.’

Planting his feet against the cobblestones,
Tristan launched forward, driving his head into his gloating
tormentor. A sickening crunch told him Falen’s nose had been
broken, but before he could revel in his accomplishment, something
struck him in the back of the head and his world went black.

Falen rose from the ground, blood pouring
from his broken nose. ‘Why did you do that, you imbecile? He’s no
fun at all unconscious.’

The berated guard responded quickly. ‘With
all due respect, Sire, if he’d got on top of you in those chains he
might have choked you to death.’

‘I very much doubt that,’ Falen retorted.
‘Now fetch us some water so we can bring him around. His night ends
when I say it ends.’

 


 



Chapter 28




Beneath Belnair...

 


For the first time in three
years, the High Council of the Guild of Thieves met without
Tristan’s presence. The mood in the room was sober - news of
Tristan’s capture by the Wolf was a crushing blow. The assembled
council members looked searchingly to Halmir for guidance.

Halmir stood and cleared his throat. ‘I am
sure you are all aware that this morning Tristan was taken. The
Wolf ambushed him at his wedding and he sacrificed himself rather
than see the rest of us perish. It could not come at a worse time.
Gerwold marches on King’s Court with his men at arms numbering
almost fifteen thousand. The Mizumura and forces of Fordham stand
with them, bringing with them another twenty thousand men at arms
and irregular forces. We imagine they are likewise marching on
King’s Court, meaning the defenders there are outnumbered almost
four to one.

We must rally our forces to aid King’s Court
at once. If we fail, all we have fought for will be lost and
Gerwold will ascend the Golden Throne. Messengers have already been
dispatched to Sisaron and Tanamere who will make for King’s Court
at once. They have been mustering their forces for weeks and should
be marching within hours of our messengers reaching them. We will
likewise assemble our own armies and march for King’s Court. Our
forces should be ready to move out by tomorrow evening. That leaves
us today to free Tristan - an army without a general isn’t much of
a threat. We need Tristan. Sven, what do we know?’

The spymaster addressed the council, ‘We know
Gerwold stripped most of the garrison for his army. There are
probably fewer than five hundred soldiers remaining in the Black
Iron Keep. Unfortunately, if we make an attempt on the citadel
tonight, we may force Falen’s hand. He’ll kill Tristan before we
can free him. Our agents in the palace tell me there will be an
execution in the morning. Falen plans to make an example of him. A
platform for the occasion is being erected just outside the keep.
Our best chance to take him will be when he gets onto that
platform. If we can kill the guards and make it safely off the
platform, we will be sheltered from the archers on the wall.
Maneron, if your sentinels can provide covering fire against the
soldiers on the wall it should heighten our chances.’

‘They would give their lives for Tristan a
dozen times overawe will be there,’ the yeoman turned sentinel
answered hastily.

‘Excellent. Now we ensure as many of our men
as possible are amongst the assembled crowd. We will rescue Tristan
and if the opportunity presents itself, we will press on and seize
the Keep as well,’ Sven stated authoritatively.

‘Very well, gentlemen,’ Halmir started
resuming control of the meeting. Tristan, the Keep, and on to
King’s Court. I’ve sent word to King’s Court already that Gerwold
is en route. They will need to hold against his siege for at least
two days before any relief will arrive. Sisaron should ride
unimpeded on the heels of Fordham. We have been tampering with
their communiqués. They expect Sisaron to meet up with Tanamere and
strike out through the Mizumura’s territory. Velas has left a
substantial portion of his strength to protect the Riverhold.

Our messengers will take longer to reach
Tanamere, but they will strike out by sea and reach King’s Court
within a day. Three days from now, we should be able to hit Gerwold
with everything we have. With the Allfather’s assistance we can end
him once and for all. Brethren, we have much in the way of
preparations to attend to. Be about your business quickly and rest
well tonight. It may be the last sleep we get for some time.’

*****

There was a buzz of excitement about Belnair
as morning came, the news of an execution had been circulated about
the town and the masses were out in force. There is a sad sickness
in human nature that allows people to delight in others’ misery.
The market that lay in front of the Citadel was thronged with
peasant folk, eager to glimpse someone whose lot in life was worse
than their own.

The walls of the citadel were lined with
guards, presumably to provide an illusion of strength. More Wolf
guards lined the base of the platform and others still were
positioned by the gates to the citadel which were wide open with
the heavy steel portcullis raised.

Atop the platform an executioner sat quietly
waiting, his identity hidden beneath the black hood he was wearing.
In his hands he held a wicked looking axe; one swing from the broad
shouldered giant would certainly bring a swift end to the
sentenced.

A more perceptive observer might have noticed
that amongst the thronging peasants there were those that moved
with purpose, carefully positioning themselves around the market.
Others still lay hidden in nearby homes ready to take to the
streets at a moment’s warning. Ogryn could be seen in his preferred
guise. That of a burly teamster struggling with oxen and a cart
full of goods near the Keep’s gates. Presumably he was peddling
refreshments to the eager folk that passed by.

The hubbub was disturbed by a great fanfare
as a string of trumpets sounded. When the noise died down a party
appeared on the wall of the citadel. Immediately visible amongst
them was Falen, at his side Hitomi of the Mizumura stared out
regally at the masses. The Heir of the Wolf signaled to a nearby
herald to begin the proceedings.

The herald drew himself up to his full
stature and projecting his voice loudly declared ‘Citizens of
Belnair, yesterday there was apprehended an enemy of the state. He
has been found guilty of arson, theft, treason, and murder. His
sentence is death, before the gods and with you as our witness we
will see justice done this day. Bring forth the condemned!’

A group of guards moved out from the citadel,
all eyes strained to catch sight of the prisoner. From his vantage
point Sven struggled to make out Tristan amongst the guards. He
should have stood heads and shoulders above many of them and yet he
could not be seen. As the guards reached the top of the platform
they parted and for the first time Tristan became visible. There
suspended between two burly guards hung the Last Lord of the
Listarii.

Battered and bruised, dried blood caked the
side of his face from a nasty wound on his brow. It was abundantly
clear that the carrying out of his sentence had begun hours ago.
Halmir hastily began to rethink his plan. Much of what he had
planned relied on Tristan being able to move of his own accord.

The guards let him go and he slumped to the
platform with a heavy thud. The herald continued ‘Tristan Listar,
you are sentenced to death for crimes against this people, which
sentence will be carried out forthwith, is there any here who would
speak in his defense?’ There were movements around the market, but
none were foolish enough to answer the obvious bait. Falen was
unconvinced; he motioned for the herald to repeat the question. The
herald acceded to his lord’s demands, ‘Will no one speak for
him?’

‘I will speak for him!’ The voice rang out
loud and clear. Falen sprang forward to glimpse the challenger. A
space was rapidly clearing around a hooded figure in the centre of
the square as peasant folk hastened to distance themselves from the
source of the objection. With Falen’s temperament the speaker would
almost certainly be joining the condemned.

Falen shouted in jubilation, his plan to lure
the other divisive elements into the open was coming to fruition.
‘Another thief springs to aid his master,’ he jeered.

‘I am no thief,’ the figure continued, not
missing a beat ‘Nor is he my master, but I will speak for him
against you... Falen of Belnair. You speak of arson and murder and
yet you have practiced those same crimes under the cover of
darkness, desperately hoping your sins will not see the light of
day. Today they will be revealed.’

Falen grew red with rage ‘Who are you to
speak to me this way? Guards, take him now; we will have a double
feature!’

The guards began to move forward, but the
figure remained unperturbed as he threw back his hood.

‘Who am I you ask? I am Syrion, second son of
Marcus Lord of the Listarii, whom you murdered in cold blood.
Brother of Tristan Listar whom you now seek to kill to conceal your
crimes. This sad display is not justice, it is murder, and there
will be a reckoning.’

There were gasps among the assembled
onlookers; Tristan lifted his battered head to look for his
defender. A young man about his own age stood in the middle of the
clearing market square. Where Tristan was strong and broad
shouldered, Syrion was lean and limber, with black hair that was
cropped short, and his cold grey eyes seemed to bore into a man’s
soul. Where Tristan had the softer appearance and natural charisma
of a born leader, Syrion’s features seemed sharper; in spite of the
contrast in their demeanors the resemblance was undeniable.

As Tristan looked at Syrion, movement behind
the newcomer caught his attention. Amongst those below he could
make out many familiar faces, Guild Warriors making their way
through the square, taking advantage of the distraction caused by
Syrion’s appearance.

Falen’s anger was evident in his voice as he
cried from the battlements. ‘Another Listar you say? Clearly you
too are guilty, guards take him and put him beside his brother, he
can share his fate.’

The guards continued shoving their way
through the crowd. The peasant folk hurried, eager to get out of
the way, Syrion however did not even acknowledge the guards
advance, but instead kept his gaze fixed firmly on Falen on the
battlements. The guards surrounded the young man, one of them
holding a set of iron manacles, another grabbed hold of the
Astarii’s arm in an attempt to restrain the youth.

Syrion looked from the eager soldier to the
manacles; closing his eyes he recalled his brief and terrifying
incarceration aboard the Mistress of Misery. Power built up within
the young mage until the hairs on his arms stood on end. At his
command the power exploded outwards in a burst of light, the
surrounding soldiers were thrown like rag dolls across the
square.

When the townsfolk recovered their faculties,
Syrion stood alone in the centre of the square, the arcane energy
was still tangible in the air surrounding the wizard. The surging
forces provided an air of terrifying majesty. Chaos broke out as
terrified citizens sought to distance themselves from such a
being.

Falen recovered quickly shouting from the
battlements, ‘Archers, kill them! Kill them both.’ The soldiers
lining the battlements lifted their longbows, and let fly a hail of
black shafted arrows. The cloud of steel tipped death descended
from the stone parapets. A battered Tristan looked up unable to
move. In an instant Syrion was at his side having flown from the
market square below, the arrows flew onwards and Tristan closed his
eyes waiting for the end.

To his great surprise rather than the shafts
of dozens of arrows bringing swift death, he heard them clatter
harmlessly to the platform as if they had struck an iron shield.
Opening his eyes, he saw the stranger up close for the first time,
his hard eyes staring down as he examined Tristan’s wounds.

‘Brother, I am sorry I am so late, if I knew
earlier of your fate, you would not have suffered so.’

Tristan struggled to smile back as he spoke
‘On the contrary, you are just in time. Things were beginning to
look… a little grim.’ Tristan pointed feebly, ‘Watch out!’ Syrion
turned to see the executioner with his axe raised high. Syrion
swept his hand to the side as if shooing a bothersome insect and a
concussive force slammed into the black-hooded killer. The
executioner grunted in pain as the force of the impact threw him
off the raised platform, his moan turned into a panicked scream as
he plummeted to the cobblestones below.

From the executioner’s platform Syrion could
hear voices in the market behind him, one of which was barking
orders authoritatively ‘Maneron, take your sentinels and kill
anything that moves on that wall. Ogryn, get the gates, this
tyranny ends today.’

A shout of affirmation went up in response.
Syrion looked behind him to see a symphony of motion in the
courtyard. Dozens of the assembled spectators were now armed with
bows and loosing arrow after arrow at the walls. With a hunter’s
grace they picked off the Wolf with practiced precision. A great
hulking bear of a man was pushing a cart headlong at the gates,
several Wolf endeavored to stop him but were swept up with the
momentum of the moving wagon before being crushed mercilessly
beneath its wheels.

The sentry on the gates spotted the cart and
the tide of warriors behind it and attempted to lower the
portcullis. The heavy iron grill descended heavily only to slam
into the cart. It’s heavily reinforced frame taking the weight of
the gate and holding it ajar. The tide of angry Guild Warriors
surged under the stalled portcullis into the Black Iron Keep.

The man barking orders was joined by another
and they made their way onto the platform. As they approached
Syrion raised a hand, but the leader bought both hands in front of
his face and gestured frantically. ‘Whoa, whoa stop we are friends
not foes. If you are truly here to save your brother we have common
purpose. I am Halmir.’

Syrion looked at them with distrust, but
Tristan lifted his head and spoke ‘Halmir, it’s...good to see
you...where is Falen? This must stop.’

‘Patience, Tristan, we will have the Citadel
firmly in our grasp shortly. We must get you to a physician and
soon, your wounds are great.’

‘Indeed.’ Chimed Sven from beside Halmir,
‘You look terrible, your lady will skin us alive if we return you
to her in this condition.’

Tristan let out a pained laugh. Turning to
Syrion he spoke slowly. ‘There is a great deal afoot...war is upon
us...we could sorely use your help.’

‘And you shall have it, but first I must do
as justice requires. That ingrate on the wall, It was him that
murdered our father and did this to you was it not?’

Tristan nodded the painful memories of his
father’s death stirred within.

‘He will not see sunset,’ Syrion declared
firmly. Addressing Halmir he continued ‘See my brother to safety
and ensure your men give me a wide berth, I will not be trifled
with. ‘Turning to face the walls where Falen had been but minutes
before, Syrion channeled his will. Unleashing his powers violently,
Syrion lashed out at the crenellated walls. The masonry shattered
explosively at the impact, shards of stone flying every which way
in the aftermath of the blast. The soldiers sheltering behind it
howled in pain as the stone fragments tore through them.

Syrion took to the air and gracefully closed
the distance between the market and the top of the now obliterated
wall section, landing lightly he headed for a nearby entrance. The
wounded enemies were of little concern as he strode purposefully
through the archway into the Wolf sanctuary.

Halmir and Sven exchanged glances as the
young magi disappeared from sight. ‘He reminds me of Tristan… I
like it.’ Sven declared smiling at the Wolf misfortune. ‘Damned
glad he’s on our side.’ Halmir responded bending down to lift their
injured leader. ‘Come, Sven, give us a hand let’s get him to
safety.’ The two councilmen gingerly lifted their tortured leader
and made for the safety of their subterranean stronghold.

*****

The warriors of the guild poured into the
Black Citadel, Ogryn leading the charge. Several guards moved to
block the entryway, but they were cut down like wheat before the
harvester’s scythe. Ogryn unlimbered his axes from beneath his coat
and accounted for two of the guards before the third disappeared
under a pile of angry Guild Warriors. Their orders were clear, any
Wolf that resisted was to be put to the sword, and those who
surrendered would be imprisoned so they could be of no further
hindrance.

Servants and attendants ran screaming through
the Citadel. They feared the inevitable raping and pillaging that
was to come. Conquering hordes had always taken their spoils in
such a manner. Today would be different; the guild came not to
enslave but to deliver. Any warriors caught plundering or abusing
the innocent would join the Wolf.

*****

Syrion swept through the citadel. The guards
were sparse many of them were marching for King’s Court or had
already fallen at their posts; others still had been obliterated as
Syrion assailed the battlements.

Syrion moved deeper into the citadel,
entering a well-furnished corridor he came upon some maids huddled
under a bench. They tried to shift further under cover, but Syrion
had already seen them. Moving quickly to the bench he stooped down.
The women wailed in terror. ‘Shhhh,’ the young mage intoned. ‘I
mean you no harm, where will I find the one they call Falen?’

The younger of the two lifted a shaky hand
and pointed down the plush hallway. ‘My thanks.’ Syrion spoke
softly tipping his head as if to bow, before he stood and moved
down the hallway they had just pointed to.

*****

Falen slammed the door to his quarters shut
and bolted the door. ‘What are you doing that for?’ Hitomi inquired
incredulously. ‘You’ve seen the power he wields, what good is a
bolt against him?’

‘Shut up, I can’t think’ Falen retorted. ‘If
what he said is true and he is Tristan’s brother, than he will want
justice for his father’s death.’

‘You killed Marcus, personally?’ Hitomi’s
respect for her betrothed increased considerably at the
revelation.

‘Three years ago when we raided Listarii
manor, I killed Marcus and burnt the manor to the ground. I had no
idea there was another son. No one knew.’

‘Is there a way out of this chamber?’ Hitomi
asked, desperately analyzing her predicament.

‘Of course, in the wardrobe there is a
trapdoor beneath the carpet it leads to a false wall near the
servants’ entrance to the Keep. We can escape through there.’ Falen
paced nervously as he spoke ‘We will need supplies and disguises,
we cannot be recognized.’

Hitomi followed Falen across the room. ‘My
love, we have no hope of escape together. The two of us will be
easily spotted. Not to mention the sorcerer and his tricks, who
knows the limit to his powers? We’ll be lucky to make it out of the
palace alive.’

Falen’s heart sank ‘You want to split
up?’

Hitomi grabbed Falen and kissed him deeply.
As she pulled her lips away from his she tilted her head in pity
‘Something like that.’ Before Falen could register what was
happening Hitomi grabbed him by his leather jerkin leant into him
and shoved with all her might.

Falen staggered backwards off balance, the
sudden force of his fiancée throwing him off balance. The confused
Falen staggered two steps before crashing into the window with
enough momentum that his body shattered the fragile glasswork.

Falen sole heir to the Wolf mantle clutched
madly at the sky as he tumbled through the shattered frame. Falen
screamed in terror as he plummeted downwards. The fall ended
abruptly as his body struck the cobblestones in the courtyard
several floors below.

Without a sign of remorse, the Lady of the
Mizumura adjusted her skirts and headed for the trapdoor Falen had
mentioned, her frustration at her thwarted dreams of royalty
gnawing at her soul as she stalked angrily from the room.

*****

As Syrion approached the door, he heard a
tremendous crash followed by a piercing scream. Hastening for the
door he tried it and found it locked. With a sweep of his arm the
door exploded inwards, blasted forcefully from its hinges by the
arcane powers that assailed it.

To his astonishment the room was empty;
moving through the room Syrion spotted the shattered window. Its
panoramic view of Belnair must have ordinarily offered a tremendous
sight, now its shattered remains spoke of the struggle he’d heard
but moments ago. Moving to the window he glanced down into the
courtyard. There broken on the cobblestones below he could make out
the form of his prey, blood pooling around the still body. There
was no movement; from this height his death was certain.

Conflicting feelings welled up within the
young mage. He had hoped to bring his father’s killer to justice,
but someone had arrived before him and robbed him of the
satisfaction. Evidently the earlier scream had belonged to Falen.
It was unlikely he had thrown himself from the window. Syrion
searched the room but found no sign of anyone else.

From behind him the Astarii heard footsteps
rushing towards the chamber. Turning to face the door he spotted
the ox-sized man who’d led the assault on the gates. Still
brandishing his axes now slick with blood he strode into the room.
‘Where’s Falen?’ he demanded gruffly. Syrion gestured to the broken
window. The giant strode to the window and looked through. ‘Well
done, Wizard, I like ya style.’ He declared clapping Syrion on the
back. ‘Precisely what the little weasel deserved. I wouldn’t lose
any sleep over it.’

Syrion simply nodded unsure what to do with
such a compliment, undeserved or otherwise. ‘How fares the
assault?’

‘All but over,’ replied the giant happily.
‘Within the hour all resistance will be weeded out and crushed. It
seems the Baron stripped the garrison bare to lay siege to King’s
Court.’

‘What is King’s Court?’

‘King’s Court? You jest surely? It’s the
capitol… you don’t get out much do you?’

‘This is my first time…out, so to speak. Take
me to my brother, I must speak with him.’

*****

Deep below the surface of Belnair the Guild
Halls were quiet, with the warriors storming the Black Iron keep of
the Wolf the halls below were almost deserted. Korosu moved with
purpose born of urgency. He had been amongst the Guild Warriors
preparing to storm the Black Iron Keep when he had seen the
battered and bloody Tristan carried away from the executioner’s
platform.

His Mistress’s orders were clear, in the
event an opportunity presented itself he was to kill Tristan
Listar. The wounded Lord would be an easy target, the commotion on
the surface above provided an excellent opportunity to be rid of
him. My mistress will reward me handsomely, he thought to himself.
Korosu gave a rare smile, the assassin was pleased at the thought
of being in her good graces after such a prolonged absence.

Korosu was still wearing his guild warrior
garb and was able to move through the passageways unchallenged. The
time he’d spent amongst the guild as a spy had taught him a great
deal. As assassins, the Shadow Stalkers knew no equal, but there
was an organization behind these thieves that had turned a slipshod
group of miscreants into a force to be reckoned with. Much of that
stemmed from this Tristan Listar; if he was to fall, the Shadow
Stalkers would once more dominate the underworld of Valaar. His
Mistress would be very pleased indeed.

Korosu made his way to Tristan’s quarters
where he was sure the injured Lord would be resting. He had looked
terrible when the warriors had borne him past earlier. Korosu could
only imagine that he would be bedridden for days.

Korosu arrived at his destination to find a
pair of guild warriors stationed at the doors. Korosu squared his
shoulders and marched confidently towards the door. ‘I bear a
message for Tristan from the Keep.’

‘I’m sorry, but it will have to wait, orders
from Halmir. No one in or out until he returns.’ The guard
insisted.

‘I must insist.’ Korosu persisted ‘It is
extremely important that I speak with him at once.’

The guard lifted his hand. ‘I’m sorry but he
is asleep, you’ll need to come back later.’

‘I understand,’ Korosu said turning away.
‘I’ll return later.’ As he spun to head down the corridor he threw
his hands open, a pair of knives slid out of their concealed place
in his sleeves. The blades dropping easily down into his waiting
hands. Instead of walking away he continued to turn and bought the
blades across the throats of the two guards who died noiselessly,
unable to cry out as their blood pooled on the passage floor.

Korosu stepped over the bodies and opened the
door. The room was dimly lit but even in the semi darkness he could
make out his target. There asleep on a simple bed in the centre of
the room was Tristan Listar.

Korosu made his way quietly over to the bed.
The Wolf had done a real number on the young Noble. Cuts and
abrasions were scattered amongst the bruises covering his face.
Unlike the Wolves’ attempt, the knife would be quick and painless.
Quickly Korosu sheathed the knife in his left hand so that he could
stifle any screams or cries of alarm.

Swiftly Korosu lifted the knife in his right
arm and plunged the dagger down into the sleeping man’s chest.

 


 



Chapter 29




Sven spotted the rapidly
descending knife. From his hiding place in the cloak cupboard he
had watched the assassin enter. Without hesitation he kicked open
the door, raised both hand crossbows and fired them into the
looming assassin.

The assassin stopped, startled by the noise.
One bolt took him in the back, the second missed entirely as the
assailant turned. The bolt clattered noisily off the stone wall of
the chamber. The Assassin brandished his drawn knife to meet the
new threat as Sven launched himself out of the closet drawing his
own blades.

Even wounded the assassin was lithe on his
feet. In seconds another knife had been drawn and he moved towards
Sven, wicked blades slicing through the air. Sven ducked the
Assassin’s lead knife only to have the knife in the assassin’s left
hand slice across his thigh, his battle leathers took the worst of,
it but Sven still felt the blade’s bite.

Where most would recoil, the spymaster
stepped into his attacker, startling the Assassin. As he moved,
Sven drove his left knife into the assailant’s thigh, the blade dug
deep and was buried to the hilt. Sven left it where it was and
continued to move. Sweeping his now empty left hand down, Sven
grabbed the Assassin by the ankle and ripped him off his feet.

Korosu stumbled as if to fall, but nimble as
a cat the assassin tucked and rolled to his feet. Spinning to face
his wily foe he felt a second sharp pain bite into his chest.
Glancing down he could see the hilt of a thrown knife buried in his
chest.

Korosu looked to his foe only to see him pull
another set of knives from beneath his cloak. Anxiously Korosu
willed his hands to respond, but his strength was waning as his
lifeblood pooled on the cold stone beneath him.

The guildsmen stood before Korosu brandishing
both his knives, with neither remorse nor hesitation he plunged
them into Korosu’s chest. ‘Rot in hell, you traitorous rat.’

Korosu fell back onto the stone floor,
thoughts flashed through his mind even as his strength departed.
Never again would he see his mistress or look on her beauty...

‘My Lady...’ were all his pained lips could
manage as his soul slipped into the abyss.

From behind him Sven heard a familiar yet
pained voice ‘Sven...what in hell are you doing here? And what’s
with all the noise?’

Turning to face the waking Tristan he smiled
and replied, ‘My apologies for the interruption Tristan, it appears
there was yet an assassin hiding in our midst.’

Tristan raised himself up on his elbows and
glanced around the room. Spotting first the assassin lying dead at
Sven’s feet, then from his place on the bed he could make out the
guards lying dead at the door. Evidently the assassin had entered
there, how then had Sven managed to intervene? As he glanced around
the room he spotted the open cloak cupboard, and raised an eyebrow.
‘Sven, were you watching me sleep?’

‘Pardon the intrusion, My Lord, I knew we had
been struck from within during the assault, those perpetrators were
never caught. Injured as you are, I feared for your life.’

‘Thank you, Sven, once more your diligence
has saved my life.’

‘I told you, Tristan; I will not fail you nor
desert you. Rest easy now. I will watch the door.’ Glancing at the
Assassin lying on the floor he added, ‘I’ll take the garbage with
me.’ The spymaster grabbed the assassin by his boots and dragged
him unceremoniously out of the room before gently shutting the
door.

Tristan lay back on the mattress, wondering
what he’d done to engender such devotion. He shook his head to
clear his mind, but fatigue would not be so easily discarded, it
overtook him quickly. In minutes he was snoring once more.

*****

Dariyen, First Captain of King’s Court stood
silent on the walls. The giant stone curtain wall of King’s Court
was a testament to willpower and engineering. The stone had been
quarried and hauled to the capitol before being individually
finished and positioned. The labour had taken the better part of a
decade to complete, but the first king of Valaar had intended the
walls to endure for aeons.

Positioned on a gently sloping hill King’s
Court towered over its domain. An imposing natural harbor and its
defensible position had made it a natural choice for the capitol.
Trade had caused it to flourish into a bustling metropolis. Indeed,
all roads ran through King’s Court.

With the Golden Throne vacant, the King’s
Council held power throughout the land.

Whether that would still be the case in a
week would be another matter. The sight before him bought fear into
his steeled heart.

They had been there when the sun came up, row
upon row of steel clad soldiers arrayed in battle lines before the
walls. The banners snapping crisply in the morning breeze. The
heraldry was easily read from the wall. Clearly visible on the
eastern flank the War Host of the Wolf stood arrayed for
battle.

Their black cloth and dark steel armour
easily identifiable even at this distance. A large command pavilion
signaled the presence of Baron Gerwold, a formidable foe and hungry
for power he would be the driving force behind this assembled army.
From his position on the wall Dariyen estimated some twelve
thousand Wolf were encamped around the city, easily half again the
men at his disposal.

To the west the emerald green of the Mizumura
fluttered in the wind. A host of tents and soldiers stretched out
in a veritable sea of green. Interestingly enough his spies
numbered them at only six thousand swordsmen. Well under the
estimated strength of the Mizumura. Perhaps Velas was less
confident in this Endeavour, unwilling to throw his entire strength
behind Gerwold’s mad bid for power.

To the north the Baron of Fordham was
encamped, ready and eager to ride Gerwold’s coat tails to glory
he’d mustered ten thousand men at arms and four thousand
militiamen. Fordham was a flamboyant fool of a man, Dariyen was
confident the Baron would struggle to make it out of bed in the
morning. Were he in charge of the siege, Dariyen would have rested
easy. With his strength added to Gerwold’s prowess, the threat to
King’s Court intensified exponentially.

The troops at King’s Court had been on alert
for the better part of a day. Words of warning had arrived from
Belnair the day before. A warning was one thing, but it was another
matter entirely to see the insurrectionists mustered as they were
in the King’s Fields, an almost boundless sea of men and steel.
There had not been bloodshed on these fields in centuries, that
would soon change.

‘Captain, riders approach with a white flag.’
A watchmen shouted from somewhere nearby.

‘Where?’

‘At the eastern gate. A dozen riders under a
flag of truce.’

‘Ready my horse I will meet them.’

*****

Gerwold sat patiently in his saddle. His
plans were coming together perfectly. Despite the recent setbacks
there now sat encamped around the besieged capital over thirty
thousand men at arms. Gerwold estimated his forces to be at least
four times the standing garrison at King’s Court.

Doubtless the elements that resisted his
plans expected the siege to be delayed by their recent activity. By
boldly pushing forward Gerwold had thrown them off balance and
stood ready to claim the Golden Throne.

The pragmatist within told him he rested on
the precipice, should he take King’s Court he would be King of
Valaar. Should he fail on the fields of King’s Court, his people
would lack the food necessary to make it through winter, Belnair
might never recover and he would most certainly perish, executed
for treason or inciting civil unrest.

The large eastern gates swung open and a lone
rider cantered towards the assembled party. As the rider reined in
several paces away, he challenged loudly. ‘What is the meaning of
this, Gerwold? You trespass on the sacred lands of King’s Court.
The King’s Council advises you to withdraw at once, or your
presence will be considered treason and dealt with as such.’

Gerwold responded coldly to the implied
threat. ‘Dariyen, still breathing I see. Mores the pity I was
hoping to find some young pup appointed by the mindless bureaucracy
that is your King’s Council.’ Pausing momentarily before continuing
more boldly, ‘You speak of treason... against what or whom I would
ask? The throne of King’s Court has been empty a hundred years. I
have come to fill it.’

‘By what right?’ spat Dariyen angrily.

‘By the voice of the people, obviously.’
Smirked an amused Gerwold.

‘How do you figure that?’ Dariyen
queried.

‘Simple, I’m sure your scouts have informed
you that Fordham and Mizumura stand with me. That makes three
baronies in favor of my rule. Tanamere and Sisaron abstain, leaving
only King’s Court to oppose. The people will it, Dariyen, step
aside and let us enter. No one needs to die today.’

‘The people will it? Don’t make me laugh,
Gerwold. I have it on good authority that even now Tanamere and
Sisaron muster to oppose your delusions of grandeur.

Your reckoning also fails to account for the
Listarii. Before you protest, I am sure you are as aware as I am
that their heir lives. The truth is your forces here represent a
minority of Valaarans, now withdraw at once or reap the
whirlwind.’

Gerwold gazed lingeringly over his forces
arrayed rank upon rank as far as the eye could see. ‘They certainly
don’t seem like a minority today, Dariyen. Grant us entry and no
one will suffer. Refuse us and you will all perish.’

‘You have my answer, Gerwold.’ Dariyen
declared ‘As long as a single King’s guard draws breath you will
not rest your pompous rear on the Golden Throne.’

Gerwold’s rage bubbled over as he shouted
‘Then I will make you extinct. Every last one of you!’

‘So be it,’ Dariyen replied resigned to his
fate. Seeing little purpose in further banter the captain turned
his horse towards the gate and eased it into a steady trot to
quickly regain the safety of the walls.

As he passed through the gates a lieutenant
took the reins of the horse so the captain could return to the
walls. ‘Captain, are you sure it was wise to anger him so?’

Swinging down, the captain responded.
‘Gerwold was born angry, and he’ll die angry. At least now his rage
and recklessness may play into our hands.’

Dariyen made his way back up to the wall to
inspect his guards at duty. As he made his way up the stairs to the
top of the wall he looked out over the walls to the East. The sight
that greeted him bought him to a standstill. Row upon row of
catapults being wheeled out from their concealed places at the
forests edge. Behind the catapults engineers worked feverishly to
erect even larger trebuchet’s.

King’s Court with a modest garrison could
stand almost indefinitely against a frontal assault on its walls,
but the vast array of siege machines before him shook even his
faith in the sturdy Walls of beneath him.

Could anything stand against such
punishment? he wondered to himself. Relief was at least three
days away, with the right crews he estimated the walls would be
breached in less than half that time. The inner walls and castle
itself would fall soon after. Could a hundred years of peace truly
end in such a manner? The King’s Guard would faithfully discharge
its duty, of that he had no doubt. The question that remained was.
Would it be enough?

 


 



Chapter 30




At the same time to the southwest on the
swelling waters of the Boundless Sea.

 


‘Milord, you are needed on
the decks at once!’ The steward’s voice echoed through the ship.
Lord Alford of the Tanamere rose from his desk. The chair legs
ground noisily along the wooden deck planks as he did so. Striding
across his cabin he threw open the cabin doors. ‘What is it,
Lester? We must still be a day’s sail from King’s Court.’

‘Milord, you must see it for yourself, ‘the
steward exclaimed insistently.

Alford strode out onto the decks his sandy
hair blowing in the morning breeze. The smell of the sea was a
welcome scent for the Lord of Tanamere. A seafaring people, the
Tanamere had been the first Valaaran’s to chart the Boundless Sea.
Trade with foreign lands had bought prosperity and exotic goods to
the shores of Valaar. These riches had been in turn invested into
an impressive armada with which to protect their shipping interests
and drive away any threats to the small island kingdom.

It was that armada which was now bearing down
on King’s Court eager to relieve the besieged capital. Thirty ships
at sail led by Tanamere’s Pride or ‘The Pride’ for short it was the
largest ship in the fleet possibly the world, and the personal
flagship of Alford, Lord of the Tanamere.

The fleet was comprised largely of
man-of-war’s, large multi-decked monstrosities bristling with the
new black powdered cannons. Still a little temperamental the
weapons yielded awe inspiring results on the ocean, able to punch
through even the thickest wooden hulls.

Behind the Tanamere Armada were rank upon
rank of troop transports. Almost five thousand man at arms ready to
relieve the capital. Historically Tanamere had not boasted a large
army instead preferring to swell the ranks of its burgeoning navy.
The sight of the armada made even the Lord of the Tanamere draw
breath.

Alford looked to where Lester was waving
frantically. On the horizon sails were visible. Alford drew his
looking glass from his pouch and strained at the glass lens.
Counting quietly as he went. ‘I make at least forty vessels, no
telling how many are behind them. They are flying the black which
means one thing...’

‘Pirates?’ Lester concluded fearfully.

‘Indeed. It seems all of Pestalar has been
emptied, this must have cost Gerwold half his Barony.’

‘You think Gerwold would ally himself with
Pirates?’

‘Certainly, he’s lusted after the Throne for
years and has been levying heavy taxes for as long as I can
remember. To him this is little more than a cost of doing
business.’

‘What are your orders, milord?’

The Lord of the Tanamere’s eyes lingered over
the vast enemy fleet before he responded, ‘Signal battle stations.
Have the transports form up on the portside, ready to make a run to
land if need be. The men at arms are no use to us in this conflict,
but their numbers mean everything for King’s Court. We must not
allow this pirate scum amongst them, our men will be sitting ducks.
Have our ships form a barrier to their starboard side. We’ll punch
through these pirates and make them rue the day they were
born.’

‘You intend to fight them, milord?’

‘Absolutely, Lester, all our lives these
Pirates have plagued our waters. Now on the Baron’s coin they
threaten our lives and our liberty. If we are victorious here
today, our navies and merchants will sail these seas in peace. It
may be years before the pirates can recover their strength, if they
ever do.’

‘As you wish, milord, I will signal the
ships. ‘Lester hurried to the signal mast leaving his Lord to his
thoughts as he gazed upon the fleet on the horizon, the danger
growing nearer by the minute.

As the pirate flotilla drew closer it became
apparent that what was lacking in organization was made up for in
numbers. The Pirate Lords had gathered their resources and
assembled the largest war fleet Valaar had ever seen. It was a bold
attempt to back Gerwold’s manic bid for the throne.

Alford took note of the approaching vessels,
some of them were larger man-of-wars, captured from various
seafaring nations. Amongst them Alford thought he recognized a few
of his own. Interspersed between the large vessels dozens of
smaller ships swarmed back and forth. There appeared to be little
apparent strategy as the swarm of vessels sailed onwards.

The Tanameran fleet had since ordered itself
into a protective line between the pirates and the troop transports
in order to ensure the safety of those aboard. The transports were
simple constructions with few comforts. Designed to quickly ferry
the armies of Tanamere around the island kingdom should there be
such a need as they faced today. The ship-bound soldiers had little
in the way of cannons to defend themselves, relying on the fleet
itself for their safety.

The two navies sailed onwards, the disorderly
pirate flotilla a stark contrast to the disciplined Tanameran
vessels. ‘Run out the guns!’ Lord Alford called from the
quarterdeck.

Throughout the ship the sound of gun ports
opening could be heard, followed by the gratifying thud as the
ships one hundred and forty guns were rolled into firing positions.
Slow and ponderous the Pride was akin to a floating fortress. It’s
top speed under sail peaked at about six knots. The slow speed was
largely due to its latest addition, the engineers and shipwrights
of Tanamere had affixed a number of steel plates to the vessels
side to further strengthen its sturdy hull, greatly increasing her
durability but considerably reducing her speed.

‘Helmsman, take her forty five-degrees to
starboard, Lester, have the fleet follow course.’

‘Aye-aye, forty-five degrees to starboard.’
The burly helmsman responded, hands moving quickly to bring the
vessel to its desired bearing.

The large vessel responded and bore down on
the hostile fleet. It’s starboard guns almost in range of the lead
pirate vessels. ‘Alright, Helmsman, steady as she goes, let’s put
the cat amongst the pigeons and see how they deal with the Pride at
close quarters.’

The pirates were first to open fire one of
their lead vessels a large man of war, delivering a deafening
broadside. The shrill whistle of the cannon balls could be heard as
they hurtled towards The Pride. Many of them falling short, but a
few found their mark, the sound the heavy iron balls made as they
struck the new steel plating was akin to that of a church bell
tolling. The Pride sailed on unharmed.

‘Master gunner, if you would be so kind, fire
the starboard guns, full charge. Let’s show these rats the teeth of
Tanamere.’ The Tanamere lurched violently to Port as the sixty-two
gun salvo fired. The experience of the Pride’s gunners showing
quickly as cannonballs smashing through the opposing ship’s hull
and wreaked chaos on its lower decks, other cannon balls smashed
through the upper deck sending timber and splinters flying
everywhere. One shot struck the vessels rear mast and shattered it.
A shout went up from the gunners below as the mast splintered and
lurched over into the water, dragging rigging, sails and a few
unfortunate pirates with it. The pirate vessel was crippled and its
crew could be seen leaping from the shattered deck into the
water.

‘Excellent volley, master gunner. Fire as you
will!’

‘Aye-Aye, sir.’ The seasoned gunner shouted
in response. Moving down the deck he could be heard shouting, ‘You
heard the admiral, fire when ready, there’ll be a double ration of
brandy tonight if you can do that again!’

With that the battle was joined. The
disciplined Tanameran vessels wreaking havoc all around. The
pirates seemed to care little for their losses, content to swarm
over and around the forces of the Tanamere by sheer weight of
numbers. The seas became littered with burning hulls and
shipwrecked souls as vessel after vessel was torn asunder.

Suddenly the man-of-war behind the Pride
exploded spectacularly. A stray shot had struck its magazine.
Timber, canvas and shrapnel blasted outwards from the force of the
explosion. The smell of gunpowder was heavy in the air and shouts
could be heard from the nearby pirate vessels as they reveled in
their victory.

The pirate vessels continued to bear down on
the Tanameran forces in their midst. Cannon fire was exchanged at
point blank range wreaking enormous casualties on both men and
ships. Those that survived readied themselves for boarding as the
pirates closed the final few yards. With a jubilant roar the
pirates threw themselves at The Pride.

Marines stormed to their positions on deck as
a second pirate schooner pulled alongside the Pride. Pirates
swarmed up the sides of the vessel as arrows rained down from its
decks. The cannon crew were merciless unleashing grapeshot across
the enemy decks at point blank range, men died in droves as the
shrapnel tore through their ranks. Those fortunate enough to
survive leapt at the Pride with renewed frenzy in an effort to
escape its guns.

Pirates swung down from the rigging only to
be swarmed with marines. Others still attempted to clamber into the
open gun ports only to be bludgeoned with whatever the frantic gun
crews could find to beat them back. Alford commanded his forces
with practiced ease repelling any attempt the pirates made to gain
a foothold on his ship. Glancing down at the floundering schooner
beneath, Lord Alford saw a sight that chilled him to the very
core.

A pirate had appeared on deck. Tucked under
his arm was a small keg. Alford would have recognized it anywhere.
The pirate had realized the futility of firing on the Pride and had
emerged from below decks carrying a keg of black powder. Protruding
from the top of the keg was a burning fuse hastily making its way
towards the volatile payload.

‘Kill him now,’ Alford shouted pointing at
the pirate. Hearing the shouts, the pirate quickened his pace to a
mad charge. Arrows thudded into the deck, but the mad pirate was
blessed by the gods and managed to make it to the deck’s edge
unscathed. The suicidal pirate hurled the barrel with all his might
towards Lord Alford and the others assembled on deck.

‘Hit the deck!’ A voice shouted from nearby.
The nearby Marines grabbed their Lord and hurled him
unceremoniously to the deck before piling atop him eager to
preserve his life even at the expense of their own.

The barrel soared through the air towards the
quarterdeck; fuse burning brightly as it disappeared into the
barrel. The crew huddled on the deck waiting for the blast to tear
them apart...

Only to have the barrel fall well short of
the deck and sail through its intended target an open gun port two
decks below. Men shouted as the barrel bounced around the deck and
lodged itself against a nearby cannon, the gunners bolted for cover
but it was already too late. The barrel detonated and in the
confined space all hell broke loose.

Timber and splinters flew everywhere as the
blast tore apart the gun deck. The force of the explosion tore
outwards through the hull of the ship. The blast sent a section of
splintered timbers flying into the sea. The cannon closest to the
charge blew free of its mounts and careened across the deck
crushing men and destroying several other gun mounts as it rolled
across the width of the ship. Loose cannonballs rolled across the
deck which only served to heighten the confusion.

Hearing the explosion Alford began to shout
and shove at the soldiers pinning him down. ‘Get off me, can’t you
hear the infernal din below, it exploded in the gun decks.
‘Clambering to his feet the Lord of the Tanamere glanced overboard.
The berserk pirate was dead on the deck, his luck expired and an
arrow had taken him through the neck.

The Marines had finished the job at least.
Glancing downwards at his ship, Alford surveyed the damage. Two
decks below an entire section of the hull had been torn open. Smoke
was pouring out of the breach meaning something had probably caught
fire in the blast. The hole wouldn’t sink them as it was well above
the waterline but a storm tossed sea would pose a significant
threat.

‘Master Gunner, get below and get those men
sorted. We’ll be sitting ducks without our guns. Take the ships
surgeon with you, I imagine his services will be needed. Lester,
get the carpenters and get below. See what can be done to seal that
breach.’

The men snapped a quick salute and
disappeared beneath decks to attend to their respective duties.
Alford surveyed the sea. Burning shipwrecks littered the surface.
Sailors and pirates paddled around the burning hulks searching for
safety. From his vantage point, he could see his fleet engaged on
all fronts, pirate vessels surrounded them but it was apparent the
superior discipline and firepower of the Tanamere was steadily
gaining the upper hand.

A crash on the portside echoed across the
water. Alford turned to see a Pirate vessel embedded in the side of
the Tanameran man-of-war it had just rammed. Its crew could be seen
leaping off the stern into the water. Moments later it exploded its
own powder stores having been set alight by the abandoning
crew.

The tremendous explosion tore through the two
entangled vessels before detonating the man-of-war’s own powder
supplies. The force of the explosion sent burning debris flying in
every direction. Alford sent up a brief prayer to the Allfather on
the crew’s behalf, doubting more than a handful could have survived
such a blast.

Other similar fire ships were sailing
headlong into the Tanameran fleet. Ordinarily such tactics were
employed against ships confined in harbors as they had no place to
go. Seldom could such tactics be employed on the open sea,
unfortunately the Tanameran’s were bogged down in the midst of the
pirate fleet with little avenue of escape. In such a setting the
fire ships were being used to deadly effect.

Realizing the threat, the Tanameran’s acted
with haste to sink the oncoming vessels. Several of the ships fired
chain shot at the fire ships masts and sails, hoping to cripple or
slow their approach. Chain shot consisted of two cannonballs joined
with a chain, as the shot is fired the cannonballs spin wildly
destroying rigging and masts with terrifying efficiency.

A cheer went up as a volley completely tore
the mast out of one of the ships leaving it bobbing helplessly on
the sea where it soon exploded, taking another with it. Others yet
were sunk, but some of the ships struck home and more Tanameran
vessels were caught, forcing their crews to abandon ship before
their own ships exploded in the blast.

Alford surveyed the choppy seas from the
quarterdeck of The Pride. Everywhere he looked ships were burning,
driftwood and debris were driven hither and thither by the tide.
The Tanamere had suffered heavy losses. At least six of their
larger vessels had perished, sunk by fire ships or cannon fire.
Boarding actions were underway on several others as Pirates
attempted to subdue by force the heavy guns of the Tanameran
fleet.

The casualties to the Lords of Pestalar would
be immense. At a glance Alford estimated that at least thirty
vessels had been sunk, boarded or floundered uselessly as what was
left of their crew struggled to affect repairs.

It appeared likely the Tanamere would carry
the day. Beaten and battered as her fleet appeared the discipline
of the Tanamere held firm. Answering each pirate salvo with
ruthless efficiency, each broadside sowed death and destruction
amongst the increasingly chaotic pirate fleets.

*****

Aboard his flagship Naziir Flint was keenly
observing the destruction before him. Pirates seldom fought in
engagements of this scale, preferring to prey on the lone
merchantmen of the Boundless Sea. Occasionally a few pirates would
band together to attack a convoy but never anything like this. A
head on engagement normally meant wholesale destruction.

Such a consequence would have deterred most
men, but Naziir was no ordinary man. Abandoned on the streets of
Pestalar as a child, he’d suffered every depredation imaginable.
Pestalar was a far sight from Valaar, not only in distance, but
civility as well.

Amoral and anarchistic it was home to
pirates, brigands, thieves, murderers, and outcasts of every ilk.
Forsaken by the gods, Naziir clung to life with the tenacity of a
cornered rat. That tenacity had taken an unwanted child from the
gutter and forged him on the anvil of adversity. His rise to power
was cunning and brutal, even the other Lords of Pestalar gave him
deference. Each of the five lords ruled over a family of misfits
and murderers, kept in check or at each other’s throat by the ebbs
and flows of Pestalatzi politics.

Until today. The Baron’s bribe had changed
everything. One hundred thousand gold pieces were paid to each of
the Lord’s of Pestalar to ensure the Tanamere never made it to aid
King’s Court. The Baron would be King in Valaar and the Pestalatzi
would be rich beyond measure.

Such an opportunity only came once in a
lifetime and Naziir intended to take advantage of it. Greed was an
incurable condition amongst the Pestalatzi and Naziir had already
put a plan in motion to rob the other lord’s of their fortune. With
any luck the Tanamere would take care of some of them today. The
remainder would not make it back to Pestalar alive.

Naziir called to his Signalman, ‘Signal the
sloops to disengage and make for those transports, the Tanamere are
caught in our teeth and can do little to help them. One thousand
gold as a bounty for every one they send to the bottom.’

‘Aye-Aye, Captain,’ the signalman responded
as he anxiously set about his task.

The proffered reward did its job well and in
moments a number of the smaller vessels could be seen peeling away
from the fray and making for the exposed transports. Naziir smiled,
‘Such predictable creatures.’ He thought out loud. He was sure they
would wreak tremendous casualties amongst the transports, but their
greed would take them to their death. The Tanamere would sink every
last sloop and he’d be saved a fortune in prize money. ‘Helmsman,
turn her about we are going home.’

‘Home, Captain? The battle is not yet over.
We may yet carry the day.’

‘It soon will be. Turn her about and make for
Pestalar. I won’t ask a third time.’

‘Aye-Aye, Captain.’ The helmsman barked as he
began turning the heavy wooden wheel that guided the rudder.

Without another word Naziir strode back to
his cabin and locked the door. It would be a long week ahead. Best
to rest up now whilst he had the chance. Within a few minutes the
din of cannon fire dulled and Naziir, Lord of the Pestalar was
snoring contentedly in his cot.
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Alford spotted the sloops
disengaging and immediately registered the threat. There was little
the larger man of wars could do to catch the nimble little vessels
as they peeled away. The remainder of the pirate fleet held them
locked in battle whilst the sloops made for the helpless
transports.

‘Lester! Signal the transports. Make for
shore immediately. Beach the ships and continue on foot. We cannot
risk our men not reaching King’s Court. When you are done signal
any remaining corvettes to engage and destroy those sloops no
matter the cost.’

‘Aye-Aye, Milord.’ Lester set about his
duties whilst the Lord of the Tanamere watched, pained at the
predicament he found himself in and frustrated at his inability to
render assistance to his beleaguered soldiers.

‘Helmsman, make for the transports. Master
gunner...Sink anything that gets in our way.’

‘Yes, Milord,’ chorused the officers as they
relayed orders to the Pride’s crew. Battered and beaten the
flagship of the Tanameran navy was far from out of the fight.

Several hundred yards off the port side of
the Pride the transports spotted the incoming Pirate sloops and
looked to the Pride for direction. The nervous soldiers spotted the
‘Go to Ground’ signal and began making for the shore with all
haste.

The transports were laden with hundreds of
soldiers along with their weapons and armour and all other manner
of instruments of war. The sloops gained on them quickly. The first
salvoes from the sloops fell short, but the second volley found its
mark.

The heavy lead cannon balls shattered the
stern of one of the transport ships. Water poured in through the
battered hull and soon it began to list heavily and take on water.
Furiously the men attempted to bail the vessel. Throwing anything
they could over the side in a desperate bid to buy time to reach
the shore, it was soon apparent that the effort was futile and
soldier and sailor alike sprang overboard in an attempt to reach
safety.

The remainder of the transports saw the fate
of the first and began heaving all unnecessary cargo overboard. If
the pirates got alongside the transports the close range broadside
volleys would sow death and destruction amongst the defenseless
soldiers. The transports themselves only carried a few deck guns.
Not nearly enough to contend with the sloops that were in hot
pursuit.

The sloops drew even with the rearmost
vessels and began firing with wanton abandon. Timbers splintered as
the cannonballs tore through the transports hulls. With the
soldiers packed together like sardines the death toll would be
staggering. The soldiers made brave attempts to fire on the sloops
but the few deck guns made little impact.

With every volley transports were taking
damage and brave Tanameran lives were being lost. The lead
transports ground themselves ashore and took stock of the chaos
unfolding behind them. Soldiers and sailors could be seen bobbing
in the shallow waters of the coast, trying their best to make it to
shore.

Men clung to whatever debris they could find.
More transports were making their way to shore but the sloops were
setting about their task with grim efficiency.

In the midst of the carnage one of the pirate
sloops exploded. All eyes turned towards the din as the thick smoke
cleared two Tanameran corvettes could be seen bearing down on the
sloops.

The fastest ships in the Tanameran navy, the
corvettes were sleek and nimble yet packed a surprising punch in a
battle. As the pirates spotted the corvettes a berserk game of cat
and mouse ensued, the pirates endeavored to put as many transports
between them and the pursuing frigates as possible whilst still
engaging the transports as best they could.

The pirates previously focused wholly on the
proffered gold reward realized too late the height of their folly.
A second sloop began to sink as the corvettes precision continued
to exact a heavy toll. The remaining four sloops made for the open
sea in the hopes that the corvettes would be more interested in
rescuing the beleaguered soldiers in the water.

Such was not the case; the captains of the
corvettes were true to their orders and continued to pursue the
pirates, vowing vengeance for the Tanameran’s who would not return
home. A third and fourth sloop were sunk in quick succession before
the pirates realized the depths of their situation. The remaining
sloops began to turn to meet the corvettes head on.

Breaking formation, the two corvettes split
to port and starboard allowing them to both bring their guns to
bear on the same sloop. The ensuing broadside split the ship
asunder leaving gaping holes in the timberwork where the volley had
torn through the prow of the sloop. In moments it was sinking and
its crew could be seen leaping into the sea. The final sloop traded
volleys with the two frigates before it too went to a watery grave.
A stray shot struck its magazine causing the ship to explode
violently. A cheer went up from the shore as the two corvettes
turned back to the fray.

The remaining leadership of the Tanameran
army took stock of their men. Many had died at the pirates’ hands.
Perhaps a third of their number were wounded or otherwise
unaccounted for but the remainder had made it safely to shore.
Battered but unyielding the Tanamere would not be deterred. King’s
Court would not stand alone. Forming ranks and gathering what
little of their supplies could be mustered the soldiers set out
overland for the capital.

*****

Meanwhile in Belnair the Guild was
celebrating their victory. With Falen’s death, the few remaining
garrison troops had surrendered. The captured soldiers were now
incarcerated within the Iron Keep’s own dungeon. Order was being
restored throughout the city as Guild Warriors patrolled the
streets. The surprise appearance of a foreign army had surprised
many of the common folk of Belnair, but when it became apparent
that order prevailed over chaos and looting, the city began to go
about its affairs with a degree of normality.

Deep below the city a small group hastened
through the guild halls, the warriors and workers of the guild gave
them a wide berth. Friend or foe the sorcerer Syrion clearly
wielded immense power. Most were hesitant to be near him after the
destruction he had wrought the previous day. Beside Syrion walked
an older man, slightly stooped with age and leaning on a cane, the
man hurried along with a speed that defied his appearance. Halmir
led the party towards Tristan’s chambers.

As they approached the door, a surprised look
crossed Syrion’s face. No less than six guards stood shoulder to
shoulder barring the entrance. Nearby a man sat on a stool casually
sharpening daggers as he eyed them approach. At the sight of
Halmir, the Guards parted to allow them entrance.

‘Why such a heavy guard?’ Syrion asked
curiously.

The man on the stool answered, ‘There was an
assassination attempt earlier, a coward tried to take advantage of
our Lord’s weakened state. Fear not, he failed and your brother
suffered no further depredation, I will not allow another to
try.’

‘How long have you stood watch?’ Syrion
asked.

‘Since we bought him in yesterday.’ Sven
replied returning to his dagger sharpening.

‘You’ve been here all night?’

‘Yes,’ was the simple reply.

Syrion smiled at the man’s devotion. ‘My
brother is fortunate to have you for a friend.’ Gesturing at the
door he continued, ‘May we?’

‘Of course.’

The three men entered the room, stepping over
a pool of dried blood, evidence of the earlier assassin. Tristan
was sitting on the edge of his bed attempting to help himself to
his feet. Malus strode past Halmir into the room. ‘Don’t get up,
you fool, they beat you half to death.’

‘It’s good to see you too, Malus, it’s been
too long.’ Tristan spoke smiling at his old teacher.’ I take it you
found them?’

‘Well, he found me,’ Malus replied
sheepishly. ‘I could not get an audience with the Tolan, but your
brother stumbled across my camp. I’m yet to see your mother, but I
am told she is in good health and will join us shortly.’ Malus
paused and then gestured towards Syrion who stood still half
concealed in the shadows near the door. ‘Tristan, this is your
brother Syrion.’

‘Please come closer, ‘the injured leader
asked.

The young man moved out of the shadows and
Tristan examined his twin for the first time. The youth shared many
of his father’s features, others like the grey green eyes were
alien to him, perhaps inherited from his mother. Tristan smiled
broadly and lifted himself off the bed, staggering forward he threw
his arms around his brother in a firm embrace. ‘It’s good to meet
you at last.’ Tristan spoke huskily fighting back emotion. ‘I’ve
waited for this day since Malus first told me of you. I hoped to
meet you but feared the worst...after seeing you yesterday it seems
I worried in vain.’

Syrion smiled as he returned the embrace.
Halmir stepped forward not wishing to cut short the reunion, but
the weight of other matters pressed heavily on his shoulders.
‘Tristan, my friend, I do not wish to interrupt this most pleasant
of occasions, but we have pressing business to attend to. As you
know Gerwold marches on King’s Court. Even now the city is
besieged; the defenders are outnumbered and surrounded. Very soon
all we have fought to oppose will come to fruition.

Without our assistance Gerwold will most
certainly gain the throne. Belnair is secure, but there is a great
deal left to do before the day is won. We’ve prepared our forces
and are ready to march for King’s Court, will you lead us?’

‘I would not abandon you now, Halmir, not for
anything in this world. If you have to tie me to my horse to keep
me on it so be it, I will be there.’ Tristan smiled as he eased
himself onto the edge of the bed.

‘That won’t be necessary, Master Tristan.’
Malus spoke gently. ‘Lie down we’ll see what can be done about
those wounds.’

Tristan lay flat on the bed and his old
teacher fussed about inspecting the wounds. ‘The swelling and
bruising is severe... but it looks like they have only cracked a
rib or two. Fortunately, there is no internal bleeding. I think I
can help get you on your feet a little quicker.’

Turning to Syrion, Malus inquired, ‘I don’t
suppose your mother taught you how to heal in your training?’

Syrion shook his head sheepishly. ‘We focused
on the other elements, Malus.’

‘Of course you did.’ Malus laughed heartily
‘Elaina never was one for the subtle arts. Fortunately, a lifetime
of study has born some fruit for me in that field of learning.’

Without further delay the old teacher placed
his hands on Tristan’s chest one on top of the other and closed his
eyes. His lips moved quickly but silently as he mouthed an
incantation. At first it appeared nothing was happening, but after
a few moments his hands began to glow with a golden light.

The light radiated outwards until it filled
the room. The nearby observers were forced to close their eyes as
the brightness threatened to blind them. After a few moments the
light began to dim. As it did so Halmir and Syrion looked
expectantly at Tristan. To their great surprise the swelling in his
face had diminished considerably and his usual vitality appeared to
have returned.

‘How do you feel?’ The old teacher
queried.

Tristan began to move, gingerly at first but
with increasing vigor as he tested his limitations. ‘Much better,
most of the pain in my chest has ceased.’

‘Can you ride?’ Halmir asked hopefully.

‘Absolutely. Have a runner fetch my
armour.’

‘At once. The men will be pleased to see you
on your feet, Tristan. I suggest we move at once. King’s Court is
at least almost two days at a forced march. You two will have
plenty of time to get better acquainted on the road.’

Tristan looked upon his younger brother and
his face turned somber. ‘The usurper that seeks the throne is
Falen’s father, Gerwold. He cannot be allowed to triumph. Will you
help us stop him?’

‘The man responsible for our father’s death?
Do not worry, Tristan. He will never sit on that throne, not whilst
I still draw breath.’

Tristan smiled. ‘Then it appears the Guild of
Thieves is going to war.’

 


 



Chapter 32




Outside the walls of King’s Court

 


By mid day the engineers
were assembling the final pieces of the siege weapons, soldiers and
labourers worked tirelessly to lift the heavy beams into place. The
besieged defenders looked helplessly over the walls at a formidable
array of catapults and trebuchets.

At any moment the bombardment would start and
the siege of King’s Court would begin in earnest. To the North and
West siege towers were being assembled to carry the attackers
safely to the top of the wall, and to make matters worse, it
appeared Fordham was constructing a tremendous ram the likes of
which Dariyen had never before seen.

Until today he’d considered King’s Court to
be impregnable, its elevated position giving clear line of sight
for archers and siege weapons to rain death on all fronts. Any foe
that weathered the storm of would arrive at the formidable curtain
wall.

The wall itself had three gates, the Lion
Gate to the North, guarding the main highway into King’s Court, a
mighty edifice of steel and stone. Two tremendous steel gates swung
on heavy hinges, each gate bore the symbol of King’s Court, the
Lion Rampant claws barred ready to meet the foe. Behind the steel
gates a heavy iron portcullis could be lowered to prevent anyone
entering or exiting the city.

The East and West walls likewise had gates,
but these were much simpler affairs located within large towers on
each facing. Heavy steel portcullis blocked each portal and at
Dariyen’s instructions engineers had begun to brick and fill the
gateways to deny entrance. Not as sturdy as the curtain wall it
would never the less take time to breach and clear the tower gates.
It was time that might sorely be needed to hold out for
assistance.

Inside the Curtain Wall a second Inner Wall
loomed ominously over the attackers. Two mighty towers provided
further opportunity for defenders to harry attackers. Atop the
towers were two large Lion’s Fang Ballistae that could be rotated
to face threats on any front.

The inner and outer walls were connected to
each other by the cliff wall which ran along the edge of the city,
separating it from a perilous drop into the ocean a hundred feet
below. Unfortunately, once the curtain wall is breached, attackers
would be able to gain access to the inner walls via the cliff
wall.

To the southwest of the Harbor lies the Court
of the King, home of the Golden Throne and the heart of Valaar.
Under the Reign of the Kings, the day to day affairs of Valaar had
been conducted from that seat of power.

From Kai’s first unification of the tribes
through to the reign of Eleazar the Heirless last of the kings,
King’s Court had been a symbol of power and peace. Vacant for a
century the King’s Council had presided over Valaar in a careful
counter balance to the ruling houses of Valaar.

‘For a hundred years we have succeeded and
the land has known peace...until today.’ Dariyen’s thoughts were
his own as he walked the Inner East Wall eying the Wolf as they
prepared their weapons of war.

Gerwold the Pretender...Dariyen
thought, centuries of peace shattered by one man’s unquenchable
lust for power. Dariyen could scarcely conceive the damage that
might be done should he succeed. Looking upon the sea of banners
assembled beyond the outer walls, that success seemed probable.

Dariyen shook off his doubts. ‘Three days,’
the message from Halmir had read. If they could hold The Court for
three days, they would be relieved.

Dariyen was snapped from his thoughts as an
ear splitting crash rang out. The bombardment had begun and a giant
boulder had smashed through a home in the outer districts of the
city. The simple construction offered little resistance to the
hurtling boulder and half of the house collapsed in a heap.

It’s going to be a long three days,
Dariyen thought to himself, as he moved to the safety of the
Western wall.

In a prolonged siege it was the citizenry
that suffered the most. Their lives and property destroyed by the
besieging forces as unavoidable collateral damage. The Wolf did not
have the luxury of time for a prolonged siege and their engineers
would need to improve their accuracy if they were to breach the
walls before the defenders could be relieved.

The eastern suburbs had largely been
evacuated, those who had not left earlier fled in terror as the
bombardment began. Clouds of dust and debris spread as the
bombardment took its toll. A boulder from a trebuchet struck the
crenellation at the top of the wall and the masonry shattered.

As the dust settled a gaping hole could be
seen where the stonework had been dislodged by the heavy boulder. A
jubilant whoop went up from the besieging forces and the engineers
began adjusting the other siege weapons for the same mark. Enough
sustained bombardment and even the Curtain Wall of King’s Court
would crumble.

Afternoon passed into evening and the
relentless bombardment continued. The engineers content to work by
torchlight as they continued to pound away at the ever growing
chasm in the Western Wall. Sentries and troops had been stationed
to ensure a defense should it be breached. Dariyen continued to
make his rounds checking on his sentries and keeping the men in
readiness.

As he made his way along the north wall he
looked out at the forces of Fordham. Their immense battering ram
was still under construction, less industrious than the Wolf it
seemed they were at rest, barely a torch could be seen in the camp
as the soldiers rested from their march. It was a dark night; the
moon lay hidden behind dense clouds as a storm moved ominously over
the city.

As he moved along the Western Wall a sense of
uneasiness struck him. The Mizumuran camp was almost completely
dark. A few fires had burnt low; others had gone out as he surveyed
the scene the hairs on his neck began to stand on end. There was
none of the carousing expected of men at war. It was far too
quiet.

Dariyen turned to a nearby sentry, ‘How long
has it been like this?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The silence.’ Dariyen pressed, ‘How long has
it been this quiet?’

‘About an hour, Captain, seems they bedded
down shortly after dinner, Corporal figures Velas for a dawn
assault.’

‘Give me your bow.’

The sentry lifted his bow from its resting
place and handed it to the captain. Reaching into a nearby barrel
Dariyen drew an unusual arrow. Its head had been packed with tow
and soaked in mutton fat, it would burn brightly when lit. The
captain stuck the arrow head into a nearby brazier and the flames
caught quickly.

Nocking the blazing arrow Dariyen fired into
the darkness. The arrow blazed through the air casting a light as
it travelled. The arrow moved quickly until it struck something
hard, stopping abruptly. For a few seconds it sat there, suspended
in the air. Both men watching in stunned silence as they saw the
flames lap at the surface it had embedded into.

There fifty paces from the wall was a
Mizumuran siege tower...

*****

‘Sound the Alarm!’ Dariyen shouted. ‘We’re
under attack. Men of the guard, with me!’ Nearby a bleary-eyed
sentry began ringing the alarm. At its toll, garrison soldiers
began pouring out of their makeshift camps throughout the city and
making their way towards the wall.

On hearing the bell, the Mizumura abandoned
all pretence of stealth and the towers began rumbling towards the
wall at a quicker pace. Dozens of soldiers swarmed around the bases
of the various towers lending their manpower to the Endeavour.

Each of the towers were essentially a series
of platforms connected by ladders and sheltered from arrows and
other weapons by a protective timberwork. Inside the towers torches
were lit so the attackers could better climb the internal workings.
The topmost platform consisted of a timberwork that provided
further defense, once the tower reached the wall it could be
lowered allowing the soldiers within to storm onto the ramparts and
fight on an even footing rather than the tremendous disadvantage
most besieging forces suffered as they scaled ropes and ladders in
an attempt to scale the tremendous walls.

In seconds the Mizumura would be on the walls
and Dariyen had only moments to organize his defense. Dariyen
hastily began barking orders at his assembled officers. ‘Archers,
focus on those at the base of the tower. Try to slow their advance.
Phillips, Godfrey, take your companies to the south. Cut them off
before they can reach the Cliff Wall, we cannot allow them to slip
into the city or Palace. In the dark they could cause all manner of
problems.

Simmons pull a company from the Eastern Wall,
the Wolf should be little threat until the wall comes down, take
that company to the North and ready the defenses against Fordham.
His towers are still in camp, but I doubt they will be there for
long. Ready the oil and pitch give them a warm reception. The
Mizumura will test us here. Send any assistance you can spare.’

His officers snapped a salute and disappeared
into the night. Archers thronged the wall and began harrying the
attackers as best they could. The press of Mizumuran soldiers was
so dense it was almost impossible to miss. One of the towers ground
to a halt as the dense clouds of arrows slaughtered the soldiers at
its base.

Still the other towers rolled on. From the
light of the walls Dariyen made out at least nine others still
rolling towards the wall. With a grinding thud the first tower made
contact with the wall. Seconds later the timberwork at the front
descended with a thud. The framework forming a makeshift bridge to
the ramparts. Dariyen drew his long sword and ran towards the
tower, the warriors of King’s Court only a step behind their
captain as he sprinted along the wall.

The first Mizumurans burst out of the tower,
their green colors and steel armour glinting in the torchlight. The
soldiers stormed across the make-shift bridge only to be greeted
with a fusillade of arrow fire. The first rank fell as dozens of
arrows found their mark. One unfortunate soldier lost his footing
and fell from the bridge, an audible crunch told of the soldiers at
the towers base who had arrested his fall. Others stepped over the
bodies and swarmed onto the ramparts overwhelming the few defenders
that stood ready to meet them.

Dariyen burst furiously into the fray.
Without slowing he simply dropped his shoulder in his best
impression of a human battering ram. The first Mizumura he struck
went staggering backwards and tumbled off the inner edge of the
wall to the cobblestone street below.

With both hands, the First Captain of King’s
Court bought his long sword around in a devastating arc and cut
down another two assailants. A fourth Mizumura leapt from the
bridge in an attempt to tackle the captain to the ground. Seeing
the charging man, a nearby soldier lifted his shield, in a deft
motion he caught the charging soldier, shouldered his weight on the
shield and turned quickly, dumping both the soldier and his shield
onto the street far below.

The Mizumura were relentless in their
assault, as quickly as they could scale the ladders within the
siege towers, they would hurl themselves at the defenders. The
soldiers of King’s Court refused to give an inch, rallying behind
their captain they cut down wave after wave of green-clad
attackers. For every foe cut down another would fill his place.
Dariyen glanced down the wall. In spite of the sturdy defense being
mounted, the Mizumura had caught them flatfooted and were slowly
gaining a footing on the wall.

‘We must stem the tide before we are
overwhelmed,’ Dariyen shouted to the soldiers at his side. As the
next Mizumura charged towards the ramparts, Dariyen ducked under a
blow that would have taken his head off his shoulders. Springing
back to his feet he drove his sword into the charging soldier
catching him just below the breastplate. As the soldier fell
Dariyen grabbed him by the chest plate and pulled him to the
rampart. Seizing the initiative, he sprang forward onto the wide
stone crenellation and leapt onto the bridge.

As he led the charge into the Mizumuran Siege
tower, Dariyen drove forward stepping into the next assailant. The
Mizumuran wielded a wicked katana, it glinted as the torchlight
caught its blade Dariyen had no doubt of the soldier’s proficiency.
The balanced footing and measured stance told him the man would be
a formidable opponent in the tournament arena.

Stepping forward the Mizumuran bought the
blade across in a horizontal stroke aimed at Dariyen’s unprotected
left flank. Bringing his blade up, he parried the stroke and kept
moving forward and delivered a punishing blow to the soldiers face
with the gauntleted fist of his sword arm. The weight of the blow
shattered the soldier’s nose. Before the stunned warrior could
react Dariyen had shifted his weight and grabbed his assailant by
the top of his breastplate. Seconds later the green-clad warrior
was hurled unceremoniously from the bridge.

‘This isn’t the arena.’ Dariyen reminded
himself, no dueling etiquette here, only survival. Hesitation would
bring death. Crossing into the tower itself Dariyen could see
another soldier climbing the ladder. Moving quickly, he drove his
sword into the surprised man’s side. The wounded soldier released
his hold on the ladder and fell, collecting the soldier below him
as he went.

Reaching down, Dariyen lifted the ladder and
pulled it up onto the topmost floor of the siege tower ensuring
that no other Mizumurans could reach the wall. Hopefully the
Mizumura could be driven back before a replacement ladder could be
found.

Passing the ladder to a nearby ally Dariyen
severed the ropes holding the bridge in place and ran for the
safety of the parapets. Once he was safely back on the wall, a
number of soldiers grabbed the now loose bridge and pushed it free
of the wall. The large timberwork scraped against the wall and
tower as it fell, before coming to a grinding halt at the base of
the wall.

Further to the south Corporal Phillips
reached the Cliff Wall and took up a defensive position. His orders
had been clear. Under no circumstances were the Mizumura to breach
the Wall and gain the inner city. Phillips set about fortifying the
tower’s entrance. Glancing along the wall it became apparent that
the defenders of King’s Court were beginning to gain the advantage
as reinforcements arrived from throughout the city. Men thronged
the wall in an attempt to push the besieging forces from the
wall.

Several of the towers were ablaze where the
defenders had successfully managed to set them alight. The flood of
Mizumura began to slow as they struggled to gain access to the
wall. Corporal Godfrey found himself in a more precarious position,
having fought his way past one of the remaining functional siege
towers his company now found themselves cut off from retreat as
Mizumuran forces flooded out of the towers to their fore and rear.
Realizing his position too late there was little that could be
done. The nearest stairs lay on the other side of an ever
increasing horde of Mizumuran warriors, dropping from the wall to
the streets below would result in injury at best, with death being
the far more likely outcome.

Godfrey surveyed his position, ‘Defensive
formation, men, shields at the front and rear, archers to the
centre. We needn’t carry the day alone; if we can hold out we will
be relieved.’ The defenders of King’s Court tightened ranks to meet
the charge. With a furious howl the green-clad soldiers hurled
themselves at the trapped defenders. The sturdy steel of the
shields stood firm as the heavy blows rained down again and
again.

To the rear of the tight formation soldiers
slowly began to fall. The weight of numbers heavily in favor of the
surrounding Mizumura. Slowly at first, here and there a soldier
would fall, but every loss tipped the scales and soon the rearguard
was in disarray. Try as the archers might to harry the besieging
forces, still they came on.

The surrounded soldiers fought like cornered
rats, slaying dozens but to no avail it appeared the beleaguered
group would perish. Out of the darkness a loud twang split the air.
The sound of a large projectile could be heard cutting through the
air before it slammed into the Mizumura. An arrow the length of a
man tore through their ranks impaling five of them as if their
armour was little more than paper. Godfrey looked for his
deliverer, atop the high towers of the inner wall a Lion’s Fang
Ballista was being hastily reloaded as its engineers worked to
adjust its aim.

The second shot flew high of the outer wall,
a miss they thought at first until the blazing bolt struck one of
the siege towers. The impact caused the bags attached to the bolt
to burst and the top floor of the siege tower was engulfed in
flames, as the mix of tallow, pitch and oil burned brightly.

Mizumurans burst from the tower their clothes
ablaze from the unnatural fire. Men screamed as they tried to put
out the flames only to be cut down by the few remaining soldiers of
Godfrey Company.

Reinforcements rushed the wall as the Lions
Fang continued to sow death and confusion amongst the Mizumura. The
stealth attack had relied on reaching the wall before the alarm
could sound. Now robbed of its impetus and many of their towers,
the Mizumuran assault floundered.

A horn sounded in the distance and the
Mizumura began to withdraw. An exhausted Godfrey was leaning on his
sword catching his breath when Captain Dariyen made his way down
the wall. The captain looked tired, his once shining armour now
spattered with the blood of the fallen, he himself sported a gash
above his left eyebrow that was slowly bleeding down his face, he
looked terrifying.

Dariyen took in the scene about him, dozens
of King’s Court finest lay amongst the fallen. Hundreds of Mizumura
had been slain before they had sounded the retreat. Dariyen
sorrowed for his men, those that would never again see the homes
they had perished defending. Fighting back fatigue he began barking
orders, ‘Godfrey, get Phillips, care for our injured and bury the
dead. Burn those towers to cinders before morning. I don’t want
them being used again. I’m off to the Western Wall, come find me if
anything goes awry.’

‘What of the Mizumura?’

‘They are guilty of murder and treason, every
last one of them...Give no quarter; dead or alive hurl them off the
wall.’

With that the captain turned and departed the
same way he’d come.

 


 



Chapter 33




Between Belnair and King’s Court

 


As the night wore on the
guild’s forces continued their march, determined to relieve King’s
Court they had marched all day and into the night without
complaint. Five thousand men at arms, driven by the single
determination of stopping Gerwold before he could seize the
throne.

Pride filled his heart as Tristan surveyed
his men. They had come from all walks of life, some had served his
father in the Listarii house guard, others had begun as criminals
in the Guilds employ until the Underman had seized control and
turned them to a higher purpose. Now united in both purpose and
strength perhaps they might bring Gerwold to heel.

Halmir reigned in beside Tristan and Syrion
who were conversing quietly. ‘Tristan, it’s the third watch. The
men would march all night for you, but if they did they would be in
no state to meet the Wolf. We must rest.’

Tristan nodded. ‘You are right as always,
Halmir, let’s make camp on that knoll, we are only a few hours
march from King’s Court. Set sentries, we must ensure no one can
catch us unawares.’

‘I’ll stand with the first watch to be sure.
I’m sure the Wolf’ scouts are aware of our presence, if there is an
attack it will come just before dawn.’ Halmir responded.

Bjorne of the Sisaron should make it to
King’s Court by midday. We will time our arrival with Sisaron’s so
we can attempt to pincer Gerwold between our forces. Sisaron on one
flank, us on the other. We’ll crush them against the walls of
King’s Court.

‘What of the Tanamere?’ Halmir asked
inquisitively.

‘Tanamere should be safely in port at King’s
Court by dawn, their army will bolster the walls, hopefully with
their support the walls will hold till we can arrive.’

‘They must hold.’ Halmir insisted. ‘Gerwold
on the Throne. Such a thing doesn’t bare thinking about.’

‘Indeed. For now, we rest and hope. Six hours
of sleep is all we can afford. Then we march.’

‘Understood. I’ll have the men break ranks
and form camp at once.’ Halmir departed leaving the two brothers to
themselves.’

‘One day you will have to tell me how all
this came to be,’ Syrion stated casually.

‘How what came to be?’

‘How the orphaned son of an eastern noble
came to lead one of the largest militia’s in the history of
Valaar.’

‘It’s simple. They took me in when I had
nothing, in the last few years I have spent every waking hour
teaching them all I know of weapons and war. We have fought and
bled together. Somewhere along the way this happened.’

‘Many of them will die tomorrow,’ Syrion
stated matter-of-factly.

‘All of us may...’ Tristan gestured at the
surrounding army. ‘Are you willing to lay down your life for
this...for our freedom?’

‘I am,’ Syrion answered definitively. ‘But
you must know, Brother, tomorrow is simply the beginning. The
heavens are in commotion and conflict has broken out throughout
Creation, I can feel it. Gerwold is but a pawn in a larger
struggle. The Great Enemy moves with increasing boldness. We cannot
fail or we will lose far more than our freedom.’

‘I know little of Creation or this struggle
you speak of, Syrion, but I take great comfort in your presence. I
was in no condition to see your powers in Belnair when you saved me
from the block, but I am told your powers were impressive to
behold. I could feel it as they washed over me, we will need them
to tip the scales in our favor.’

‘I will do all I can. I have had few
opportunities to practice my arts on such a scale, but I am
confident they are equal to the task.’

‘Well, Brother, we best get some rest, you’ll
have plenty of opportunity to practice tomorrow.’

The two brothers walked through the hastily
forming camp to where a simple canvas command tent had been
erected. As he passed a young guildsman tying down the tent Tristan
placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and thanked him. ‘Please convey
my thanks to the men and see that you get some rest yourself, we’ll
all need it soon enough.’

The man nodded his thanks and moved towards
his own crude shelter. Tristan imagined many of them would simply
sleep under the stars; content to enjoy what little remained of the
evening. The two brothers entered the tent and collapsed on their
bedrolls. Soon the fatigue of the past few days was upon them and
they were fast asleep.

*****

As the sun rose in the sky the camp slowly
stirred to life. Food was cooking on the fires and preparations for
the day ahead were being made. The men were painfully aware of the
conflict that lay before them.

Knowing that you might not see another dawn
had different effects on different people. Some of the men were
sleeping. Others ensured they savored every bite of what might very
well be their last meal; others yet were on their knees imploring
the Allfather for guidance and protection.

Three figures moved steadily across the
grassy plain towards the camp. They were tall and moved with
swiftness, unencumbered by their ornate armour. Majestic to behold
each of the three were clad head to toe in scale mail armour of
resplendent color that reflected the sunlight giving them an almost
luminous glow. The leader, a striking blonde woman, bore a large
golden bow, the men flanking her wielded spears, the wicked blades
of which caught in the sunlight.

As they approached the camp the sentries sat
up at their post and stared intently, eager eyes searching the
strangers for a sign of threat. Finding no immediate danger, the
sentries were content to watch and wait. Within minutes the three
beings were standing in front of them.

‘What’s all this then?’ One sentry asked
addressing his question to no one in particular.

‘Perhaps they’re assassins.’ Another sentry
posed nervously, ‘Though this lot are considerably sharper dressed
then the last lot. Not much chance for stealth in that get up.’

‘We are not assassins, do not insult us. We
come seeking Syrion Stormborn. We were told we could find him
here.’ The lead figure, a striking young woman declared
authoritatively.

‘Oh, the wizard, I should have
guessed...dressed as you are...who else would you want? Right come
with me, he’ll be in the tent with his brother.’

‘His brother?’ The woman asked unable to stop
the question before it escaped her lips.

‘Aye, his brother. Follow us then, we’ll take
you to him. No funny business either, we’ve had our fill of
assassins here, a wrong step and you’ll be dead and buried before
you can pluck one of those shiny arrows out of your quiver.’

‘We understand … lead on.’

The group moved through the makeshift camp.
Heads turned as the strange procession made their way to the
command tent. Eager eyes examined the foreigners in their ornate
garb. Before long the group arrived at the simple tent. One of the
sentries slipped inside the tent whilst the others waited outside.
The newcomers started nervously shifting as they waited for Syrion
to emerge.

After a few minutes the brothers emerged,
Tristan leading the way Syrion only a step behind. At the sight of
Syrion the three figures dropped to one knee in deference.
‘Althea?’ Syrion asked spying their leader’s long blonde hair, ‘Is
that you? What are you all doing on your knees get up at once.’

‘Syrion,’ the young woman started, struggling
to speak as she arose. ‘You are he who was foretold, it is only
fitting we should kneel.’

‘Althea, you kneel before no one. Least of
all me.’

The young Tolan’s confidence grew at the
reassurance. ‘We have come to stand with you. You spoke before the
council of a conflict that is to come, Ryland and Lysander also
answered the call, we will stand with you if you will have us.’

‘I have not ever heard of a Tolan leaving the
Eternal Mountains. Does the Council know you are here?’

‘They do. At first they forbade it, some of
them are most displeased with the manner of your... departure.
Others speak of the prophecy and wonder if it will truly see its
fulfillment. Be it anger or wonder, collectively their response is
the same... they fear you, Syrion. At length they determined that
if we so sought, we could come to your aid.’

Syrion nodded as thoughts surged through his
mind. Tristan filled the silence. ‘I am Tristan, Syrion’s brother.
I appreciate your willingness to stand with us; I only wish there
were a thousand of you.’

‘A thousand of us might have proved
unsettling, Tristan, the War Horns of the Tolan have not sounded in
millennia and our Council yet holds great skepticism of your people
and their past offences.

We will be the first to fight side by side
with the Valaar since you took that name. Should you earn our
trust, many more may come. As it is we bought our companions,
together we should prove sufficient for your cause.’

‘Companions?’ Tristan asked ‘Where are they,
I hope you didn’t leave them waiting in the woods, please bring
them in at once, let us eat together, this meal might very well be
our last.’

‘I very much doubt that, Tristan, I have no
intention of dying today.’ Althea answered smiling longingly at
Syrion. With that she lifted an ivory horn to her lips and blew a
long note that reverberated through the valley. The note resonated
through the valley growing fainter and fainter until it faded
completely. An awkward silence settled over the gathering.

After a few moments Tristan spoke, ‘What was
that for?’

In reply the newcomer held a finger to her
lips in the universal signal for quiet, ‘Wait for it...’

From somewhere high above a deep guttural
roar exploded through the air.

‘What the hell was that?’ One of the
terrified sentries exclaimed.

‘That...’ The Tolan named Lysander started,
‘was our companions.’ The crowd peered up into the sky, the
brightness of the sun made it difficult to make out anything but
glare. Slowly at first several dots appeared. As they descended
they grew in size, as they approached rapidly their colossal forms
could be seen.

‘Mercy.’ Was all a nearby soldier could
manage as the three shapes descended. As they neared the earth
their wings snapped open to arrest their dive. The impact was earth
shattering as the three dragons came to rest heavily in the
clearing.

The effect was mind boggling; how could such
an enormous creature move with such grace? The three dragons
resembled their companions. A gigantic sapphire dragon with scales
that shimmered like precious stones matched the brilliant hues of
Althea’s scaled armour. The other two dragons were a great red fire
drake and a magnificent emerald green dragon. The emerald green’s
shimmering scales looked like the rain slicked leaves of a thousand
trees moving in the breeze.

There was a discernible shift as nearby
soldiers shied away from the majestic but terrifying creatures. As
the initial shock faded Tristan gazed on them in wonder. He
realized that each of them had been equipped in a similar style of
armour to the Tolan. Elegant plate armour protected their legs,
vital organs, and underbellies from attack. Nervous at the
scrutiny, the fire drake arched back its neck so that its jaws were
facing the open sky and blew a stream of fire into the air.

Tristan was the first to speak ‘Amazing.
Althea, you and your companions are most welcome here. Please come
sit down let us get better acquainted. Is there anything your
companions are in need of, food or water perhaps?’

‘They will be fine, your thoughts are most
appreciated, if they can be permitted to rest, it is a tiring
flight from the Eternal Mountains and they should rest if we are to
see battle today.’ The three Tolan nodded to their steeds who
simply stretched out their limbs and lowered themselves onto the
soft grass before tucking their wings close to their body. Lastly
their long serpentine necks tucked themselves under their wings and
within a few moments the dragons rested peacefully in the midst of
the camp.

Syrion gestured to the tent as he spoke,
‘Come, friends, we have much to discuss.’

 


 



Chapter 34




As the morning sun rose
over King’s Court the city was in turmoil. The Western Wall was
battered from the Mizumuran assault. The wounded were being tended
as well as could be hoped for under the circumstances whilst the
burnt out husks of the siege towers smoldered outside the
walls.

In the east the city was ablaze, after the
failed assault on the walls the Wolf had contented themselves with
bombarding the eastern city districts with flaming pitch and
projectiles. The stalwart defenders of King’s Court dealt with the
fires as best they could, but whole city blocks had burnt to the
ground before the defenders could get them under control.

The mood was somber as the Wolf once more
turned their attention to the Curtain Wall. Dozens of heavy
boulders and pieces of stone were hurled at the wall. The noise was
deafening as great chunks of masonry exploded from the wall under
the prolonged assault.

Dariyen surveyed the damage from his position
atop the Inner Wall, his faithful lieutenants watching quietly by
his side. ‘The Wall won’t hold.’ He declared an air of resignation
in his voice. ‘By noon at the latest we’ll be breached, our
warriors are weary and the Wolf fully rested, If we are not
relieved today, I fear we will not last till nightfall.’

‘But, Captain, we’ve had word from both
Belnair and Sisaron. Help is on the way; all we need to do is
hold.’

Another stone smashed into the outer wall.
With the impact a large section of the wall began to split and
crumble. With an ear splitting crack, a large portion of the
curtain wall was shorn free and fell shattered to the ground.

A rumble rang out, low at first but growing
in volume by the second. Dariyen turned expecting to see the Wolf
rejoicing, to his surprise he saw nothing. As the noise continued
to grow a realization struck Dariyen, the jubilant cheers were
coming from within the city.

Turning Dariyen started running down the
inner wall, his war staff falling into place behind him. As he
reached the cliff wall he saw them...sails, a dozen of them
entering King’s Court’s vast natural harbor.

‘The Tanamere at last,’ Dariyen announced
noting Lord Alford’s pennant sailing in the breeze. ‘Godfrey, get a
crew to the harbor. Let’s get those ships unloaded we need every
man who can bear arms on the wall within the hour.’

‘At once,’ the lieutenant answered eagerly as
he took off at a run.

For the first time in two days a small smile
crossed the captain’s lips as a glimmer of hope flickered to life
within him.

*****

Bjorn of the Sisaron sat high in the saddle,
eyes on the horizon as he rode for King’s Court. The Sisaron were
descended from the nomadic people that lived in the plains of North
Western Valaar. The Sisaron boasted that their children could ride
before they could walk and this love of horses was deeply rooted in
their military tradition.

Speed was of the essence, the message from
King’s Court had left no room for misunderstanding. King’s Court
was surrounded and outnumbered, without assistance the usurper
Gerwold would seize the throne. An empty throne suited the Sisaron,
autonomy and freedom were ideals worth fighting for. To that end
the War Host of the Sisaron had mustered and three and a half
thousand mounted warriors were riding inexorably towards the fields
of King’s Court.

Bjorn held up a fist to slow the columns
pace. ‘Easy men we have a ways to go yet, we must pace the horses
if they are to carry us safely through the storm.’ With a nudge his
horse eased forwards setting the pace for the War Host. The wall of
cavalry rode on, a steady dust plume marking their progress towards
the looming conflict.

*****

Having set his defenses in order Dariyen
hurried down to the docks. The long sloping laneway cut into the
cliff face was choked with men and supplies that had been unloaded
from the vessels at anchor in the port below. Dariyen negotiated
his way carefully through the throng until he arrived at the
docks.

Staring at the vessel before him, Dariyen’s
jaw dropped in disbelief. It was ‘The Pride,’ the flagship of the
Tanameran navy. Unfortunately, the once mighty ship had seen better
days. A gaping hole in its flank caused him to wonder how it had
even managed to stay afloat, not to mention its foremost deck was
little more than a pile of splinters and shattered timbers, the
crew disembarking from the mighty ship were in little better shape,
many of them sporting bandages or makeshift dressings for their
wounds.

A figure moved through the throng of people
towards him, dried blood caking his face and uniform. ‘Dariyen, my
old friend is that you?’

‘Lord Alford?’ Dariyen exclaimed, ‘You look
terrible.’

‘You’re no summer beauty yourself.’ Alford
laughed.

For the first time Dariyen took a good look
at himself, dirt, dust, and blood from the night before was caked
to his armour. He’d scarcely managed more than a few hours’ rest
and he imagined his face looked as tired as he felt.

‘I guess that is so, old friend. We have been
on our toes for two days, Gerwold will not relent. He sought terms
that could not be countenanced and now he has sworn death for
anyone that stands between him and the throne. We are glad of your
presence, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t hoping for more men,
we are sorely pressed.’

‘And you will have them. We were set upon by
a pirate armada en-route and our transports were forced ashore. As
we speak thousands of the Tanamere are on foot marching double
time. They will be here within a few hours. We bought all we could
by ship, unfortunately our navy also suffered tremendous
casualties. That said every able man we could muster is either here
or will be shortly.’

Dariyen breathed a sigh of relief, ‘I’m glad
to hear it, things were looking bleak before you arrived. You
mentioned pirates? What in Heaven’s name were they doing so close
to Valaar?’

‘I imagine they were another cog in Gerwold’s
war machine, ultimately ineffectual, but we lost a lot of good men
breaking through their lines.’

‘We’ll make sure he is bought to account,
Alford. Countless lives wasted to satisfy Gerwold’s vain ambitions,
many more will yet perish, but with every moment we hold our
chances grow.’

‘Where would you have the Tanamere?’

If you can muster them to the Northern
districts you will be near at hand when they make an attempt on the
gates. If the Curtain Wall or Lion’s Gate fails, and I am very much
expecting they might you will be in a position to assist at the
breach.’

‘I’ll see to it, Dariyen. Get some rest,
looks like you’ve crawled through Hell and back again.’

Dariyen laughed as he turned for the city.
There was so much to do and so little time, but all the
preparations in the world would fail if he was too tired to lead
his men.

*****

Several hours had passed and the Sun was high
in the sky, its rays relentlessly beating down on the fields of
King’s Court. The Wolf maintained their steady bombardment of the
Eastern Wall. Boulder after boulder hurtled into the damaged
masonry. With a cacophony of noise an entire section of the wall
cracked free and collapsed to the ground leaving a yawning chasm in
the curtain wall. Rubble, bricks, and stone collapsed into a heap
in front of the once mighty wall creating a tricky but serviceable
entrance for the invaders.

A cheer went up amongst the Wolf as the wall
crumbled. Their long fought for prize suddenly within their grasp.
Within minutes a lone rider took off from the Wolf camp towards the
forces of Fordham stationed to the north.

The soldiers who had been waiting idly for
the siege engines to do their job were now falling into rank.
Officers rode around the various camps shouting orders and slowly
but surely the armies fell neatly into rank and regiment, standards
flapping in the light breeze. The sight was staggering. Thirty
thousand men of war arrayed in armour that shone brilliantly as it
reflected the noon day sun. For the first time the beleaguered
defenders recognized the full extent of the forces arrayed against
them.

‘Allfather protect us,’ Dariyen implored as
he beheld the armies arrayed against King’s Court.

A horn call sounded in the East and the
armies began to move. The Wolf bore ladders and scaling equipment,
not content merely to focus on the new breach but instead mount a
wholesale attempt on the Wall and Citadel itself. To the north a
shape materialized on the road leading up the steady rise to the
Lion’s Gate.

It resembled an enormous siege tower, the
large structure provided shelter for the hundreds of soldiers that
pushed it tirelessly forwards. Protruding from the front of the
structure was a large bronze cast of a bull’s head affixed to an
enormous oak tree that hung suspended on a series of chains.

The battering ram was colossal, and posed a
threat not only to the gates themselves, but it could also be used
as a means for men to scale the walls. Safe from the harrying
arrows of the defenders. It would take time for the immense ram to
be moved into position, but every minute that passed bought the
peril that much closer for the embattled defenders.

The forces pushing the ram moved slowly
forward. As it drew nearer it grew in size and even Dariyen was
impressed with the sheer scale of it. For such a structure to have
been built in so short a time and still be mobile was an incredible
feat. The engineers of Fordham had obviously been planning this in
secret for some time.

As the Wolf drew nearer to the wall the
bombardment eased. Even Gerwold could not afford to bombard his own
forces. The damage to the men’s morale would be devastating.

As the Wolf forces began their march a figure
appeared in their midst. Mounted on a large black stallion Gerwold
was an impressive and imposing personage, even at his forties his
armour sat easily on his broad shoulders. The pelt of a large wolf
hung from his shoulders and his steel helmet had been fashioned in
the fierce visage of a wolf’s snarling face.

Riding to the fore of his forces he
unsheathed his sword, brandishing it above his head he shouted
loudly. ‘Warriors of the Wolf Pack, for too long we have been held
in place by these charlatans and frauds. It is time to put an end
to this bureaucracy and seize our destiny. Kill all who stand in
our way. Make for the city...Charge!’

As one the soldiers surged forward, several
regiments made their way towards the large breach. Others still
made straight for the wall with ladders and grappling equipment
determined to make it into the royal city by any means necessary.
Gerwold smiled as he lowered the faceplate on his helmet, the
snarling wolf’s mouth carved into its face seemed only too
fitting.

*****

With tremendous fury the attackers threw
themselves at the wall. Ladders were thrown against the wall only
to be pushed back by the defenders; armoured soldiers clung to them
as they toppled over crushing the unsuspecting troops below.
Grappling lines were cut wherever they were found as the defenders
fought tooth and nail for their beloved city.

At the breach the fighting was fiercest;
scarcely a dozen paces across the attackers clambered over the
crumbling masonry and launched themselves upon the stoic defenders.
Arrows rained relentlessly as archers waiting in the courtyard
blackened the sky with each volley. Yeomen on the wall fired
steadily into the teeming mass of men. In the breach itself a
company of soldiers braced for the coming charge, whilst others
waited nearby ready to stem any gap that formed in the defense.

Dariyen watched patiently as rank upon rank
of attackers fell, but the others pressed through the dusty smoke
filled air. Rank upon rank of mighty warriors in wicked plate
armour marched into the breach, appearing through the mist with
weapons raised they would throw themselves at the waiting defenders
with berserk fury.

Resolutely the defenders braced themselves
against the tide taking the brunt of the charge on their shield
wall. As their momentum waned, the warriors of King’s Court
counterattacked, hacking and thrusting from behind the safety of
their large shields. The Wolf pack died in droves, the difficulty
of wielding their great swords in such a tight space weighed
heavily in the defenders ‘favor. In addition to which the Wolf were
still fighting uphill and the defenders were positioned well to
exploit the terrain to their advantage.

Gerwold watched patiently as his army
launched itself at the capital, the pack would not break, whether
it was one casualty or one thousand they would press on. Discipline
was a commodity Gerwold prized above all.

Unfortunately for the would-be king, even the
iron will of the Wolf was struggling to gain traction against the
defenders. Here and there soldiers were making it to the top of the
wall, but the warriors of King’s Court held firm. Turning his
horse, he spurred it towards his command tent. ‘Kalian, get out
here at once!’

From the shadowed recesses of the tent a
figure emerged, dressed in billowing robes of flowing colors the
young Kashishian woman appeared. Kashish was a Tribal Kingdom
across the Boundless Sea. Slavery was commonplace amongst many
foreign kingdoms and Kashish was the hub through which the misery
of slavery and human trafficking had not only persisted but thrived
throughout its bloody history.

The woman before him held an exotic allure,
her deep emerald eyes sparkling in the sunlight as a coy smile
graced her lips. At first glance many would have considered her a
courtesan, doubtless many had perished at her hand, lured by lust
and beguiled by beauty. The slavers who had sold her had warned him
vehemently to beware lest he too should share that fate.

‘Kalifae, now is your day of decision. We
both know what you are and the power you possess. Will you help
me?’

‘Why would I help you?’ the woman answered,
her sing song tones a stark contrast to the din of battle ringing
in the air.

‘For your freedom,’ the Baron responded
simply. ‘If you help me gain what I want, I will not only free you,
but I will destroy those chains that have been used to bind you
against your will,’ Gerwold gestured at the black iron chains that
bound the woman’s wrists. Even now the glowing runes on their
surface warned of the power being contained by the dark steel.

‘Why would I trust you?’ the woman countered.
‘Words are cheap. I’ve had many vow such oaths only to break them
and trade me as a chattel,’ the last words were almost spat with
distaste.

‘Have I mistreated you? Or abused you, as
other men have? You know I have not. You have been well cared for
and today you will be free. There are no slaves in Valaar and you
will not be the first. It was always my desire to free you, I just
wished you to get to know me first. I hoped that perhaps you might
aid us in our struggle of your own volition.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘If we take this city, I will be king and you
will be free, the master of your own destiny. You may rule at my
side if you so choose or return home should you so desire. But know
this, should you aid us you will never again be a slave. Your life
will be your own.’

‘Prove it.’

Gerwold swung down from his horse and drew a
heavy gold chain from around his neck. Lifting the chain, an ornate
key appeared from beneath his breastplate. Walking up to the
indignant woman, he gingerly lifted her hands, ‘I am a man of my
word,’ Gerwold whispered softly as he slid the key into the lock on
her shackles. With a clink, the manacles opened and fell from her
wrists into Gerwold’s waiting hands. ‘You are free, Kalifae. What
you do with that freedom is up to you.’

The woman cocked her head in surprise. She
had been a slave for so long she had lost hope that she might ever
know freedom again. She flexed and stretched her hands and began to
smile as she felt the warm caress of arcane energies playing along
her fingertips. It had been far too long. She looked at her
deliverer and weighed him in a stare.

The din of battle continued unabated, but the
young sorceress would not be hurried. She contemplated reducing her
captor to cinders as her powers gathered, but something within
struggled against her. With a sigh, she relaxed and looked on
Gerwold, before smiling, ‘I have never been a queen before.’

‘Help me today and I will make you queen of
all you survey.’

The sorceress wrung her hands anxiously as
she laughed, ‘Excellent, you may call me...Your Highness.’

 


 



Chapter 35




With an earth shattering crash, the colossal
head of the Fordham battering ram smashed into the Lion Gate. After
an immense struggle, the forces of Fordham had finally moved their
ram into position. Close to a thousand soldiers had pushed pulled
and heaved the titanic structure into place. Archers picked away at
the soldiers labouring to move the machine into position, but the
large sweeping canopies of the ram provided excellent
protection.

As the ram reached its destination teams of
soldiers wedged bricks and cinder blocks behind its wheels to
ensure it would not be moved out of its place. Teams of soldiers
stormed into its forward siege towers where they would soon be
hurling themselves upon the defenders at the top of the wall.

At the same time those that had laboured to
move the machine into position moved to the rear of the war engine
and took hold of the dozens of ropes that dangled from the mighty
oak ram. Nearby an officer shouted loudly, as he barked his orders
hundreds of soldiers lent their weight to the ropes.

Slowly at first the mighty oak tree began to
inch backwards. The soldiers heaved with all their might until the
ram was drawn back as far as the chains and weight of the oak would
permit. ‘Release’ bellowed the officer. As one the soldiers drawing
back the ropes released them. The might oak sailed towards the
Lions Gate. The bronze ox head on its front collided with the solid
steel gates and sent a bone shuddering clang like the tolling of a
church bell ringing across the battle field. In spite of the
immense impact the gates held fast.

‘Again’ shouted exuberant officer. ‘Raise the
ram again!’ Picking up their ropes once more the soldiers drew back
the ram. Once more it sailed into the Lions Gate with terrifying
force. The bronze head struck home violently and the tortured metal
of the Lions Gate screamed in outrage, its hinges straining under
the sustained stress. Eagerly the soldiers began drawing back the
ram for another strike.

Desperately the defenders unleashed
everything at their disposal, boiling oil rained down from the
parapets. Arrows, stones, and anything else the defenders could lay
hands on was hurled from the tower above the Lions Gate with
frantic urgency. One of the guardsmen hurled a torch over the
parapet. The torch struck the boiling pitch and oil that had coated
the front of the siege machine and set it ablaze. Several soldiers
plunged screaming from the machine as oil, flames, and dirty black
smoke engulfed them.

Even with the machine ablaze the ram
continued its unyielding assault. ‘Put your backs into it. We’re
almost through.’ The officer shouted as the monstrous battering ram
was once more drawn back into striking position. Soldiers heaved
and grunted with exertion, sweat running down their faces. At the
officer’s command the ram sailed forwards into the weakened
gate.

The resulting clang was deafening, it seemed
the whole tower shook with the impact. The heavily reinforced
hinges gave a tortured shriek as they split asunder. Freed from
their mounts the heavy steel gates broke free and toppled outwards
towards the besieging forces. Scraping against the siege engine
they continued their descent. Those nearest the gates hurried to
get out of the way as the gates plummeted towards them, those too
slow to react were helplessly crushed beneath the heavy gates.

The forces of Fordham cheered as the gates
collapsed only to find themselves facing a sturdy portcullis. The
portcullis was bowing dangerously where the ram had struck the
outer gates. The weary soldiers picked up the ropes once more and
heaved the rams head back once more.

Gravity drove the rams head towards the
weakened portcullis, with terrifying force the rams head struck the
bent steel. As the bronzed head struck home, the portcullis twisted
violently. The force of the impact shattered the surrounding
masonry as the portcullis broke free and bounced noisily across the
cobblestones, sparks flying madly about.

Dust and debris rose from the shattered
portal, the ominous bronze ox head of the battering ram appearing
through the billowing smoke. There was a moment of stillness as the
bronze visage leered at the stalwart defenders. With a tremendous
roar, the forces of Fordham poured through the devastated gate. At
the same time the attackers manning the towers of the siege ram
threw down planks to bridge the gap to the wall and eagerly threw
themselves at the walls.

Dariyen watched in dismay as the besieging
forces streamed through the gate and onto the tops of the walls. If
the defenders could not stem the tide the city would be lost. The
fighting would be close quartered and bloody, the streets would be
devastated as attackers raped and pillaged their way to the
palace.

Lifting his voice, he shouted loudly. ‘Men of
King’s Court, before you lie a horde of murderers and thieves,
their lust for power brings them here, to our home. If we fail it
is our wives and children who will suffer at their hand. It is our
homes and our lives that will be lost. Help is on the, way but we
must hold them here. We must take back the gate, not for duty or
honor but for lives of those you hold dear, do not yield an inch.
Onward, men! On to victory!’

Inspired by the better cause the defenders of
King’s Court surged into the square. From nearby buildings archers
continued to fire volley after volley into the surging tide of
soldiers flowing through the gate. The forces of Fordham were
seemingly without number. Each that fell was soon replaced by
another eager attacker.

The two forces collided in a storm of steel.
The forces of Fordham were exuberant. Their success at the gate
spurring them on, but the men of King’s Court fought like Lions for
their home, in spite of an overwhelming advantage of number, the
forces of Fordham began to lose ground. Inch by inch they were
driven back towards the gate. The disciplined blades of the King’s
Guard sowing death at every stroke.

*****

At the Eastern Wall, the struggle raged on,
the Wolf fighting tooth and claw, trying to make a stronger
position in the breached wall. The defenders, bolstered by the
addition of the Tanamere, were holding fast. The rubble from the
ruined wall was proving a difficult obstacle to the Wolf as they
attempted to traverse it whilst being assailed from above.

The assault on the walls continued with
limited success, the Wolf falling rapidly as they attempted to
scale the unprotected ladders. Gerwold moved through his forces,
mindful that at any moment, reinforcements might appear to relieve
the beleaguered defense. Unless he could break through the wall,
he’d find himself caught between the forces of King’s Court on the
eastern wall and the reinforcements he anticipated would arrive
from the north or east by nightfall.

As Gerwold approached the front lines, he
watched with frustration as his men continued to struggle to gain a
footing in the breach. Gerwold turned to the sorceress walking at
his side, ‘Kalifae, we must gain entrance to the city whatever the
cost. Can you clear a path?’

‘Certainly. I’d advise your men
withdraw...for their own well-being.’

Gerwold turned to the herald that had been
following them, ‘You heard Kalifae. Sound the withdrawal!’

‘Yes, Milord, at once,’ the herald replied,
pressing his horn to his lips he blew a long sullen note. At once,
the Wolf forces began to disengage. Archers on the wall continued
to fire steadily, sowing death amongst the retreating mass of
soldiers before they could make it to safety.

Once the Wolf were clear, the sorceress moved
towards the breach. Stopping just out of range of the wall, she
closed her eyes and began to chant. Her lips moved quickly, though
no sound could be heard. In the space before her, the air
shimmered. The chanting continued and soon a large oval of silvery
strands was visible in the air before her. The strands wove
themselves into a solid wall which reflected the scene before it
almost like a mirror.

The sorceress blinked and the scene changed.
Now a steaming tropical jungle was visible, insects swarming across
the humid scene. Another blink and the mirror changed again. This
time, water swirled and surged, fish swimming behind its silvered
surface. Still not content, the sorceress blinked again. This time
the scene depicted in the mirror was a scorched and blasted
landscape, molten lava surging through large cracks in the
blackened earth. The sorceress smiled and began to chant audibly,
‘Hil-sa-mi-re...Hil-sa-mi-re...Hil-sa-me-re.’

The Baron watched spellbound. He had little
reference for the scene unfurling before him. As he watched with
rapt attention, the lava lapped over its edges and a second torrent
of lava appeared beside the first. Then, from the midst of molten
stream, a shape appeared - a large sphere of molten lava began to
rise. ‘Arms, those things are arms,’ the realization struck Gerwold
like a runaway cart. The beast continued to materialize as it drew
itself slowly out of the stream of lava.

Soon the great beast was free. Humanoid in
shape, but not in scale, the flaming specter was easily three times
the height of the tallest man Gerwold had ever seen. Flames lapped
across its surface, as the temperature of its body superheated the
air around it.

The beast lumbered towards the portal, drawn
on by the sorceress’ steady chant. Lured to the shimmering silver
surface, it reached out tentatively, the green fields of Valaar a
vivid contrast to the blasted wasteland it was traversing. The
flaming creature’s hand recoiled, repulsed by the silvered shield.
In anger, the beast lashed out and pounded at the portal with
little effect. The sorceress stepped back from the portal and
continued chanting. The portal slowly revolved until it was facing
the walls of King’s Court. With a sadistic smile, the sorceress
stopped chanting and all was still.

With a flurry of motion, the flaming specter
burst out of the portal, the grass burning to a cinder underfoot as
the beast lumbered onto the once verdant fields of King’s Court.
The immense heat of the being could be seen, even at a distance, as
steam and vapor rose from its body. The humidity in the air itself
was being bought to a boil.

The fiery being stretched itself to its full
height and strode forwards, shaking its head about as if it was
examining its surroundings. A shout could be heard on the wall and
soon arrows were flying towards the creature. One struck it in the
leg and the beast howled in fury. Fear filled the air as the arrow
caught fire and was reduced to cinders. What could be done in the
face of such a creature?

The beast leapt towards the wall with a
deceptively quick, loping gait, its long flaming legs closing the
distance quickly. Where the beast went, it left a flaming wake
scorched into the field as it passed. Archers on the wall drew a
bead on the terrifying beast and arrows flew true. After all, with
the size of the elemental creature it was difficult to miss. The
arrows struck the beast and it roared its outrage, but showed no
sign of weakening.

With terrifying ire, the molten creature
moved into the breach. The stoic defenders attempted to resist, but
the heat was unbearable. Several soldiers collapsed as the heat of
the elemental beast overwhelmed their flagging constitution. The
beast lashed out, its blazing arms resembling giant whips as it
tore at the remaining soldiers. At its touch, steel melted like
snow before the first rays of spring, flesh blistered and even the
cold stone of the curtain wall was scorched at its passing.

In the face of the supernatural being, men’s
hearts began to fail and the stalwart soldiers of King’s Court
broke and fled the breach. As the soldiers began to flee, the beast
turned its attention to the archers on the wall.

The flaming specter began to scale the side
of the breach, the damaged masonry cracking and shifting, crumbling
under the heat, but slowly the beast made its way over the
shattered rubble to the top of the curtain wall. Archers continued
to fire into the beast with little effect.

Godfrey watched in vain, as arrow after
arrow, struck the beast and incinerated. ‘Retreat men!’ he called
at the top of his lungs, ‘To the inner wall, run!’ The archers
quickly gathered their quivers and took off across the top of the
wall, the flaming beast falling in behind as it attempted to
negotiate the narrow walkway atop the curtain wall.

Gerwold watched with giddy delight as the
ravaging creature routed the defenders of King’s Court in moments.
The breach that had held the Wolf at bay for hours now lay almost
unguarded in the fiery wake of such devastation. Seeing the
opportunity, Gerwold shouted at the top of his lungs, ‘Into the
city men! Crush any resistance!’ There was a thunderous roar as
thousands of soldiers surged into the breach.

*****

‘What in all the hells, is that?’

Tristan’s question was met with stunned
silence as the High Council of the Guild of Thieves watched the
bizarre scene unfolding before their eyes. The Guild’s forces were
arrayed on the edges of the forest at the fringe of the fields of
King’s Court. The fields before them were in disarray. To their
left, the Wolf’s camp was almost abandoned. Engineers lazed round
the siege engines that had fallen silent hours ago. A few
stragglers were making their way to the walls, but for the most
part, the Wolf were crowded around the breach as they streamed into
the streets of King’s Court.

To the right, the forces of Fordham were
arrayed before the northern wall, smoke obscuring much of the
gates, as the giant siege engine before it continued to burn.
Tristan assessed the threats quickly. Fordham’s forces appeared
greater than Tristan had anticipated - easily two to three times
larger than the Guild’s contingent. Bjorn and the Sisaron would
need to account for Fordham. Gerwold was the greatest threat and
was clearly already within the city’s walls.

The best course of action would be to engage
the Wolf. Trapped between the Guild and the walls, they would be
unable to make the most of their vast force. Tristan gestured as he
spoke, ‘We must cut the head off this beast. Gerwold is the brain
behind this assault. Without him, it will quickly fail. Syrion, can
you deal with ... whatever that is?’

‘I’ve never seen anything like it. The bigger
problem, Tristan, is where did it come from? Someone brought that
creature here, or created it. Someone with powers. Be careful, they
could be a bigger threat than the Wolf themselves.’

‘I’m sure that if you find the beast, you
will find its master. Try and lure it away from our forces if you
can.’

Syrion watched the rampaging beast as it
continued its blazing charge. It was atop a southern tower that
joined the curtain wall to the cliff wall. Smoke was rising from
the tower as the timber supports within caught fire. ‘I have an
idea,’ with this thought, Syrion began rising into the air. ‘Stay
safe, Brother. Mother will be furious if anything happens to you,’
Syrion smiled as he took to the skies.

Tristan shook his head as the brother he
barely knew flew towards the castle. The sun made it difficult to
follow his progress. A series of large shapes passed overhead,
their shape momentarily blocking out the sun as they took off after
the young wizard.

Now, it was Tristan’s turn to smile. Turning
to his Council, Tristan began to give orders, ‘Halmir, take your
battalion and cripple those siege engines, otherwise we will take
heavy losses as we move against the Wolf. Ogryn, I need you to hold
the right flank firm against any kind of reinforcements from
Fordham. The rest of us will lead the charge into the rear of the
Wolf. Keep your men silent. The longer it takes for them to realize
we are here, the greater our advantage. Orders were relayed quickly
and quietly throughout the ranks, and the Guild warriors surged
quietly from the forest towards the burning capital.

 


 



Chapter 36




Syrion soared towards
King’s Court with the soldiers below unaware of his presence, their
attention fixed on the breach before them. Thousands of marauding
Wolf had poured through the destroyed wall and into the city.
Gerwold shouted excitedly in their midst, as they charged headlong
towards the inner gates.

Syrion eyed the remaining Wolf, thousands
still thronging the fields, anxiously pressing towards the breached
wall. I need to stem the tide, Syrion thought. As he hovered
over the breach, energy coursed through his body. Syrion had never
felt so much life in a single place at once. The tens of thousands
of troops surging into the city, not to mention the hundreds of
thousands of souls hiding terrified, as marauding soldiers began
tearing their lives apart.

Reaching out, Syrion channeled his thoughts
and rent the ground asunder. A large chasm burst open in front of
the breach. The momentum of their charge carried dozens of Wolf
screaming into the abyss. Not content that the chasm would keep the
attackers at bay, Syrion tore at the earth. At the Astarii’s
command, a pillar of earth within the breach broke through the
debris. It burst from the ground and rose up until it completely
sealed the breached wall.

The stunned soldiers milled about surprised
and confused at the supernatural display before them. Looking for
the source of their frustration, one of the officers spotted the
young Astarii hovering in the air above them. ‘There in the sky!’
the officer shouted. Archers and crossbowmen drew a bead on the
floating wizard. ‘Fire!’ the black-clad officer shouted, pointing
madly at the sky.

Arrows and bolts leapt at the wizard who
hurried to shield himself. As the deadly projectiles hurtled
towards him, Syrion felt a rush of wind. From the sky above, the
armour-clad fire drake dove into the fray. Arrows and bolts
clattered harmlessly off its armour as it shielded Syrion from
death. The drake sped towards the earth. As it landed, its impact
shook the earth, crushing several Wolf beneath its impressive
form.

The Wolf watched in stunned terror as a
creature they had only heard about in children’s fables moved
through their army with deadly efficiency. The sharpened talons of
its fore claws tore through steel armour as if were mere bed
sheets. Battered soldiers were thrown off their feet as the
creature tore through their steel-clad ranks. With a guttural roar,
the fire drake exhaled and bathed the area in fire. Then, as
suddenly as it had arrived, the creature leapt back into the skies,
leaving terror and death in its wake.

Together, the Astarii and Tolan soared
through the air towards the smoking tower. The elemental beast had
set the tower ablaze and was now making its way along the curtain
wall. A whine split the air and a shaft of steel, the size of a
man, slammed into the flaming beast. The crew of the Lion’s Fang
ballista cheered as they began to hastily reload the weapon.

The beast’s head turned towards its
persecutor. With no chance of recourse, the beast howled in outrage
as one of its long arms gripped the shaft. The steel, as thick as a
man’s forearm, began to melt at the beast’s touch. In moments, the
superheated steel was dripping off in great sloughs, smoke sizzling
as each drop struck the stones below.

In less than a minute, the entire shaft had
melted and was pooling in a bubbling puddle at the creature’s feet.
Seizing the opportunity, the Tolan dove into the fray, the dragons
circling and slashing at the wounded beast atop the wall. Talons
flashed, as they attempted to knock the beast from the wall. The
searing heat that would have consumed another creature meant little
to dragons. With a constitution strengthened by the Allfather’s
ancient gifts, they could both create and withstand great heat.

The riders atop them, however, exercised
caution. In their Tolan form, they would burn as surely as any
human, should they find themselves in the beast’s clutches. Ryland
and Lysander hacked and prodded at the creature with their spears
whilst Althea fired arrow after arrow into it. The weapons forged
in the Tolan’s dragon fire forge, found their mark, and the beast
went berserk. It howled and bellowed as it lunged at the dragons,
seeking to knock the riders from their saddles.

Althea fired an arrow into the flaming sphere
she supposed to be the beasts head. The arrow struck its target and
the beast unleashed an ear-splitting cry. Before her mount could
wheel away, the Elemental Creature leapt from the top of the wall
and slammed into the dragon. Althea and her mount plummeted to the
streets below. With the added weight of the creature clasping at
her mount, the pair lost control and slammed into a tavern on the
street below, obliterating the flimsy structure. The flaming
creature landed heavily on the concrete. Cobblestones cracked
beneath its bulk and yet, it seemed unperturbed by the fall.

The beast advanced on the ruined tavern, keen
to exact its revenge, dragon and rider trying desperately to
extricate themselves from the wrecked building. The creature loomed
furiously over the doomed Tolan and raised its burning lash-like
arms.

Syrion spotted Althea in peril and dove to
the street, interposing himself between the flailing dragon and the
enraged fire beast.

As he plummeted, Syrion threw his palms up
and beams of azure light lanced out from his outstretched hands and
struck the creature. The blades of energy blasted the creature and
skewered straight through it.

In response, the creature brought its
whip-like arms down upon the Astarii. Another lance of light struck
the beast and still it advanced. Unable to slow the beast, Syrion
turned his efforts to defending himself. The azure beams wove
themselves together into a barrier. The beast slammed down on the
barrier relentlessly, intent on its destruction. Syrion sweated
profusely as he glanced from Althea to the fiery creature. The heat
of the beast was taking its toll, but the Astarii laboured on,
intent on maintaining his shield for as long as it took to
extricate his love and get her to safety.

*****

Bjorn of Sisaron gave the signal to advance.
The sweeping fields of King’s Court lay before them, smoke
billowing from the city. To his left flank, he could see allied
Guild warriors overwhelming the Wolf’s rear guard. Before him lay
the rearguard of the forces of Fordham. With a smile, Bjorn spurred
his horse into a canter, and the earth began to shake as three
thousand heavy cavalry followed his example.

There would be no element of surprise for the
Sisaron, the thunderous cadence of the terrifying cavalry charge
quickly alerting the forces of Fordham to their presence. Bjorn
preferred it this way. There was little in this world as terrifying
as the sight of a charging knight at full gallop. Seeing thousands
of them in formation would be enough to instill terror in even the
most resolute heart.

The army before the cities gates began to
form ranks against the coming charge. Bjorn’s worn face twisted
into a smile as he lowered his lance and thundered into the Fordham
ranks. His lance struck a soldier in the chest and knocked him from
his feet before its haft shattered. Shields splintered as the
Sisaron rolled over them like a tsunami. Bjorn drew his axe and
began to strike furiously at the soldiers thronging before him.

All about him infantry were being bowled over
and smashed by the flashing hooves of the charging cavalry. Groups
of infantry attempted to stand against the devastating charge but
the tide of hoof and steel tore through the flimsy Fordham
rearguard. Several knights were knocked from their saddle by the
besieging forces but for every fallen knight, a dozen infantry
perished in the onslaught of the Sisaron.

*****

Tristan and the Guild warriors slammed into
the rearguard of the Wolf. The glare of the noonday sun beat down
upon them, with the brilliant star of Listarii shining brightly on
Tristan’s breastplate. The rapier in his right hand flashed like
lightning as the Wolf tried in vain to block the weapon, but their
clumsy long swords were too slow. The fine blade found its way
around their guard to inflict grievous wounds.

A great lumbering brute of a man pushed his
way through the fray towards Tristan. A brave guildsman leapt to
defend his lord, but the brute caught the sword with his axe head
before smashing the man in the face with the haft of his axe. The
guild warrior teetered dizzily. Before Tristan could come to his
aid, the great brute severed the warriors head from his neck with a
savage stroke of his axe.

Tristan’s anger boiled as the hulking brute
laughed. Charging towards the brute, Tristan lifted his blade. The
brute swung with all his might, a savage stroke that might have
amputated both of Tristan’s legs. Seeing the swing begin, Tristan
ducked heavily on his right foot, before leaping into the air. The
great axe cut through the empty air beneath his feet and as the
brute swung low, he left his head and neck exposed to the more
nimble swordsman.

Picking his mark, Tristan thrust his rapier
into the man’s torso. Striking next to his neck, the blade slashed
straight down through the brute’s vital organs. Withdrawing the
blade, Tristan landed nimbly, as the great brute fell to his knees
and then headlong to the earth, the laugh of only moments ago cut
off as blood filled his punctured lung.

Tristan had no time to celebrate as more and
more Wolf began registering the threat behind them. Turning to face
the Guild, they closed ranks. Men on both sides began to fall as
the combat turned close and deadly. The sun dimmed as if a veil had
been drawn across her face. Tristan looked up to see storm clouds
blowing in from the sea. The once blue sky had turned a tempestuous
stormy black, clouds blocking out the sun and thunder rolling
through the heavens.

Tristan shook off the bizarre change of
weather and tried to focus on the battle at hand. Cut off from the
city by Syrion’s magic and surrounded on all sides by the Guild,
the Wolf were fighting like cornered rats. The fire drake that had
torn through their midst earlier, had been terrifying but, faced
with the flesh and blood warriors of the Guild, their fighting
spirits were renewed and they fought vigorously for their
lives.

A flash of light illuminated the sky as a
lightning bolt split the heavens. The noise of the impact was
deafening, and warriors on both sides leapt as the bolt of energy
struck something in the outer city.

*****

Syrion was stuck, the flaming creature
continued wailing as it rained blows down upon the azure shield.
Sweat drenched his brow as he struggled to maintain the shield that
was protecting himself and Althea. Althea struggled to extricate
herself from the crushed building. Her injured companion scratched
at the debris with his talons in an effort to free her.

Syrion felt the force of the impact as a
lightning bolt struck the creature. The windows of nearby houses
shattered at the explosion of energy and the shutters flapped
angrily on their hinges as the bolt’s force threatened to rattle
them free of their mounts. The creature recoiled and stomped about
in rage as it searched for the source of the attack. A second
lightning bolt struck it in the back as it thrashed about angrily
in the street.

With the beast well and truly distracted,
Syrion dropped his shield and sprang forwards. Changing his
approach, Syrion summoned a fist of hardened air and sent it
hurtling into the beast, knocking it back towards the wall. Before
the beast could recover another lightning bolt slammed into it
sending sparks of light and wisps of ash in every direction. The
creature struck the cliff wall hard and grunted. The elemental was
clearly exhausting its other-worldly strength as it laboured to
recover.

As Syrion focused his thoughts and bent the
stone to his will, stone vines sprung from the wall like a
strangler vine and began to surround the beast holding it fast
against the wall. Beneath its flaming skin there was clearly a
solid core akin to a body. The beast struggled, but the stone moved
quickly, restraining its arms and legs and constricting tightly so
that it could not move.

The beast howled its defiance, but it was
hopelessly trapped. ‘You do not belong in this world!’ Syrion
shouted above the wind. Channeling a thought, Syrion sundered the
cliff wall. A great cleft appeared on each side of the beast. The
crack became a chasm that grew until the piece of stone the beast
was bound to, stood alone, torn from the cliff wall by the
Astarii’s power.

With grim finality, Syrion blasted the
creature with arcane energies. As these energies struck the beast,
the weakened cliff wall gave way. The flaming beast still bound to
its stone prison, toppled from the cliff top into the surging sea
below. Syrion walked to the cliffs edge and looked into the sea.
For a few moments, steam rose from its surface as the sea absorbed
the creature’s heat, but within moments, the waves concealed any
trace of its existence.

Content that the threat had been dealt with,
Syrion ran towards the shattered tavern, praying in his heart that
Althea had survived the fall. As he drew near, he saw a woman in a
blue robe kneeling over a prone form, ‘Mother’! Syrion cried
drawing nearer. ‘Tell me Althea is okay. Tell me she will live!’
Syrion plead desperately.

As Elaina of the Astarii turned to face her
son, she could hear the pain in his voice as he approached. ‘She
will be fine, Syrion, her injuries are severe, but nothing that
will not heal in time.’

Syrion threw his arms around his mother as he
sighed in relief.

‘Good thing I arrived when I did, Syrion. You
let your concern for Althea cloud your mind. It might have got you
both killed.’

‘I panicked,’ the youthful Astarii responded
honestly. ‘I have never faced anything like that beast before. I
should have thought of using the water sooner.’

‘Indeed you should have, but there is no time
for lament now. Malus tells me your brother is here. Find him and
ensure he is safe and then end this war, before any more lives are
lost. I will stay with Althea and ensure she is safe. Go!’

Syrion stole one more glance at Althea and
then took to the skies surveying the city as he went. The outer
city was ablaze. Soldiers were streaming into the city from the
shattered northern gates, whilst comrades behind them were being
set upon by a massive mounted force. Far below him soldiers were
fighting their way through the inner gates towards the citadel. The
green forces to the west of the citadel appeared embroiled in
conflict and had not yet moved against the city.

Turning to the two remaining Tolan, Syrion
shouted, ‘Seal the Northern Gates! Prevent any more troops entering
the city!’ The two dragon riders nodded and spurred their mounts
towards the shattered Lion’s Gate. Syrion took off towards the east
in search of his brother.

The melee outside the wall was frenzied, men
swarming to and fro as the Wolf attempted to break free of the
Guild encirclement. Syrion sailed over the fray searching for his
brother, but it was difficult to locate him. Changing tack, Syrion
used his powers to amplify his voice so that it carried on the
furious wind, ‘STOP!’ the young Astarii commanded.

The battle raged on, whilst Syrion picked a
large group of Wolf nearby and hurled a fireball into their midst.
Men ran screaming in every direction. ‘STOP NOW!’ the Astarii
repeated, this time using his powers to send tremors through the
earth. This time the melee slowed as soldiers struggled to keep
their footing and all eyes turned to the young wizard.

Seeing he had their attention, he continued,
‘Enough, surrender your arms. Any Wolf still bearing a weapon in
ten seconds will die. I have no desire to slaughter you, but if you
are determined to die, I will grant you your wish. Make your
decision. One ...Two...Three...Four…’

As the Astarii continued to count, the
surviving warriors of the Wolf took stock of their position,
surrounded on all sides, cut off from their leader with fire
raining down from the sky... the fight at last went out of the
Wolf.

Slowly at first, men began to throw their
swords to the earth. ‘Five...Six...Seven...’ the young Astarii
continued counting. As the count drew nearer to ten, the ground
began to quake and even the most stubborn Wolf began to fear. The
tinkling of discarded swords grew to a cacophony of noise as the
remaining soldiers threw down their weapons of war.

Syrion nodded in satisfaction. Spotting his
brother in the thick of things, Syrion dropped to his side.
‘Brother, the remainder of these Wolf are even now at the citadel’s
gates. We must hurry.’

‘I don’t suppose you could give me a…?’

Before Tristan could finish the sentence,
Syrion had grabbed his brother by the breastplate and shot into the
air.

 


 



Chapter 37




Inside the walls of King’s Court.

 


Gerwold and his men stormed
through the inner gates. The stout iron constructions had been
blasted apart by the sorceress, Kalifae and her magic. With the
path cleared to the Golden Citadel, the Wolf stormed the streets of
the inner city. Here and there they encountered scattered
opposition, pockets of loyalist troops falling back from the outer
walls. The defenders of King’s Court laboured with every breath to
defend their homes, but days without sleep were now beginning to
take their toll as the weary men hefted their weapons once
more.

Spurred on by their success, the Wolf drove
deeper and deeper into the capital. As they rounded the corner of a
busy boulevard, they saw it - the Golden Citadel. The majestic
fortress was a symbol of Valaar’s might. At its heart stood the
Throne Room and the prize Gerwold had sought so long, the Golden
Throne of Valaar.

Since the last of the royal line had
perished, no man had been bold enough to assert his claim, ‘Until
today!’ Gerwold thought out loud. ‘Take the citadel men! Seize our
destiny!’ he cried. In a thunderous charge, the Wolf stormed down
the boulevard leading to the Golden Citadel, unaware they were
being silently observed.

Eager eyes watched as the Wolf made their way
towards the citadel, the attackers ignorant that, concealed in the
buildings on either of their flanks, lay almost a thousand King’s
Consuls. The elite regiment were tasked with protecting the King of
Valaar. In the absence of a king, they now stood ready to prevent a
tyrant seizing their hallowed throne.

The King’s Guard were chosen in their youth
and apprenticed to the Consuls at age twelve. After a decade of
training, they were granted a commission in the Consuls and would
likely serve there the remainder of their days. At their head,
their captain, Dariyen waited patiently for Gerwold to charge
unwittingly into his trap, his last desperate gambit to protect the
throne.

*****

At the Lion’s Gate, the world had turned
inside out. The defenders had been routed as the forces of Fordham
tore through the gate and over the walls. The Baron of Fordham had
reveled briefly in his triumph - the fervid fighting of his people
had breached the impenetrable Lion’s Gate and now they poured
unchecked into the city. With Gerwold on the throne, Fordham would
be made first advisor to the king and enjoy privilege and
prosperity not known at Fordham in all of its long history.

Unfortunately, all of those dreams were in
jeopardy now as the Sisaron tore through the ranks of men still
waiting to enter the capital. Fordham sat astride his horse in the
shadow of the Lion’s Gate, unsure of how to proceed. If he turned
to face the threat from Sisaron, Gerwold might fail in his bid for
the throne and all would be lost. If he advanced into the city with
his avenue of retreat cut off, his forces would be trapped.

As he sat pondering his options, there was a
blast of wind, accompanied by the vast beating of wings. Looking to
the source of the sound, Fordham’s jaw dropped. There perched above
the Lion’s Gate was a great clawed beast, its wicked talons sending
troops flying off the tower in all directions as it moved in a
flurry of teeth and claws. Its wings furled as the dragon gained
purchase on the tower - even its sharp tail lashed about, cutting
one man in two, his leather jerkin offering scant protection
against the beast.

The rider on its back moved quickly lashing
to and fro with a long spear, attacking anyone who threatened his
mount. Having cleared the top of the tower, the great emerald beast
leaned its long neck over the edge of the tower and opened wide its
jaws. An orange light grew within its dark maw and second’s later
smoke and fire billowed out of the beast’s mouth, raining down on
the hapless forces below. Soldiers screamed and milled about as
they attempted to run away. The smoke and fire created chaos in the
square as the frightened soldiers sought to escape the terrifying
creature.

With the beast positioned over the gate, the
Baron’s decision was made for him. ‘Dragon!’ he screamed, ‘Run,
into the city!’ The pudgy Baron spurred his horse into a gallop.
Before the horse could make it ten paces, a second beast landed
heavily in the street before him. The horse spooked and reared up
on its hind legs - unprepared for the sudden move, the rotund Baron
toppled heavily to the street.

Free of his weight, the horse bolted; keen to
put as much distance between itself and the predatory beast before
it. The Baron reached for his sword, but the fire drake sprang
forward. Using its forelimb, it pinned the Baron’s hand to his
chest. The fire drake lowered its scaled head to within inches of
the Baron’s terrified face and snarled loudly. The glimpse of its
teeth, each easily the length of a long sword, was enough to cause
the Baron to shake uncontrollably.

Suddenly a man was beside the Baron. Dressed
in bizarre, red-scaled armour the regal warrior bent over the
fallen Baron. ‘Are these your men?’ the figure asked.

The Baron shook with terror, unable to answer
as the dragon continued to exhale inches from his face - the
sulfurous fumes were both intoxicating and terrifying.

The figure lost patience. Clearly his
temperament matched his mount. The rider bent low. ‘Firenzir thinks
you look delicious. If you do not answer me, I will let him eat
you, armour and all. Now tell me, are these your men?’

‘Yes!’ the Baron shouted desperately. ‘Yes,
they are my men. What do you want with me?’

‘Excellent,’ the rider responded eloquently.
‘I have it on good authority that you and your men are trespassing
here. You are to throw down your weapons and surrender. If you do
not do so immediately, I will find you and ensure Firenzir here
does not go hungry. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, yes, I understand! Let me up and I’ll
give the order at once. I swear!’

The red-clad warrior smiled as he stroked the
dragon’s snout. ‘What a shame,’ he whispered, just loud enough for
the Baron to hear. ‘I’ve always wanted to barbeque a Baron. I was
kind of hoping he’d say no.’

*****

Lord Alford of the Tanamere watched the
charging Wolf from the walls of the Golden Citadel. As soon as they
were within range, he began barking commands, ‘Loose!’

A hundred archers let fly as one. The snap of
bowstrings being released twanged in the air and a hail of death
greeted the charging Wolf. The front ranks stumbled and fell, the
open boulevard providing little cover. ‘Reload!’ Lord Alford’s
voice rang out over the din, as he prepared his marines for another
salvo.

In the street below, Gerwold watched his men
fall to the salvo from the walls. ‘Shields up, men, we cannot fail
now. We are too close to our goal.’ Pointing to the large golden
gate that led into the heart of the citadel, Gerwold continued,
‘Kalifae, that gate is the final obstacle. On the other side lie
the crown and the Golden Throne. Are you ready to be a queen?’

The sorceress smiled and reached out her
hands, chanting as she scrunched her fists. The Wolf watched in
surprise as they huddled beneath the scant cover of their shields.
The large golden doors buckled and twisted. Like a piece of
parchment in a baby’s palm, the doors scrunched and buckled until
their hinges gave out and the heavy gates fell uselessly to the
pavement. Seeing the gates fall, Gerwold gave the order to advance.
As the Wolf moved forward, the doors on either side of the
boulevard were thrown open and the King’s Consuls threw themselves
upon the Wolves exposed flanks.

Hearing the din of combat behind him, Gerwold
surged onwards. With Kalifae at his side, he stormed the Citadel.
The Wolf burst into the large welcome hall where foreign
dignitaries were normally welcomed to the palace.

Dozens of guardsmen waited for them, weapons
at the ready. However, Kalifae would not be denied. The sorceress
chanted and the defenders fell to their knees in agony. Unable to
draw a breath, they clutched at their throats helplessly as the
Wolf ran them through. Storming deeper into the palace, Gerwold
shouted, ‘The throne room is at the top of those stairs! Onwards
men, onwards!’

In the streets outside, the Wolf were
thronged on all sides, those at the fore pressing on into the
citadel. Others were less fortunate, and Dariyen and the King’s
Consuls fell upon them. Spotting the shattered gates of the
citadel, Syrion made straight for them, the weight of supporting
both himself and his brother causing him great fatigue. ‘Almost
there!’ Syrion reassured Tristan who was looking extremely
uncomfortable as he dangled in the air.

Soon, the two brothers landed heavily just
beside the shattered doors. Employing a similar spell to that which
he has used on Takoa in the DragonHold, Syrion set about assailing
the Wolf. Concussive blasts of air slammed into their ranks,
causing chaos as soldiers were sent flying through the air.

Tristan sprang into the fray, attacking the
Wolf from a quarter they had previously considered safe. Seeing the
brothers enter the fray, Dariyen called to them, ‘Not here! We have
this! Gerwold is already inside. Deal with him!’

Tristan nodded his understanding and charged
into the castle, Syrion only a step behind. As he entered the hall,
he saw dozens of slain guardsmen. As he stormed past he could not
help but notice that there were no Wolf amongst the fallen.
Quickly, he stormed up the stone stairway leading to the throne
room. More guardsmen lay scattered at the top of the landing,
further victims of the Wolf’s barbarity.

As he ran towards the throne room, Tristan
saw that the door was ajar. Pushing it open, Tristan was greeted by
a bizarre sight. There seated on the Golden Throne was Gerwold and
perched on his brow lay the Crown of Kings. Two dozen Wolf flanked
the throne and perched on one knee was a dainty woman with long
dark hair and flowing, multicolored robes. The table where the
King’s Council usually sat had been upturned and thrown
unceremoniously to the side.

‘Kneel before your King!’ the woman cried
giddily.

‘I’d sooner die,’ Tristan responded flatly.
‘Gerwold, you are a murderer and a traitor. Your delusions of
grandeur have cost the lives of thousands of men, women and
children. Surrender the Crown without further bloodshed and perhaps
your life will be spared.’

‘You speak treason, Tristan Listar! I am the
rightful King of Valaar! The city is taken, every second that
passes more of my men approach this place. Your sad effort to stop
me has been a fruitless struggle that has ultimately failed. With
your death today the house of Listar will be at an end, history
will not even remember your name...’

‘You are mistaken, Gerwold. In your haste,
you have thrown caution to the wind. Most of your army never
cleared the wall and those that did are bleeding in the streets
outside as the King’s Consuls cut them down like wheat. Your allies
too have surrendered their positions.’ As Gerwold’s face reddened,
Tristan pressed on, ‘At home Belnair has fallen, your home has been
ransacked and your son is dead. No doubt killed by that murderess
he courted. Good idea that one, Gerwold....’

‘Lies,’ Gerwold spat cutting, Tristan off.
‘All lies! I’ll cut out your miserable lying tongue! Guards, take
him!’

‘I would advise against that,’ Syrion
replied, his tone overtly threatening.

‘Who the hell are you to threaten me?’
Gerwold demanded, his rage boiling over.

‘I am Syrion Listar, son of Marcus and Elaina
Listar. You killed my father and have attempted to kill my brother
on several occasions. On my father’s honor, you will not survive
your next attempt on his life.’

‘How touching...’ Gerwold began. ‘Kill them
both!’ The Wolf sprang forward to attack the brothers. As the Wolf
charged across the throne room, arrows began to rain down upon
them. Glancing to the galleries above, Tristan spotted dozens of
soldiers with bows drawn. Lord Alford stormed into the room with
the remainder of his sailors. Seizing his chance, Tristan charged
the throne. Leaping over the body of one of the fallen Wolf,
Tristan made for Gerwold.

Gerwold sprang to his feet sending the petite
woman scurrying from his lap. As Tristan approached, Gerwold drew
his sword and swept his cloak aside. From her discarded place at
the throne’s side, Kalifae began to chant. A bolt of green energy
leapt from her palm towards the charging Tristan.

Syrion was waiting, and seeing the beam, he
summoned a shield to surround his brother. The bolt glanced off the
shield and struck a nearby soldier. The man screamed as he fell,
the flesh sloughing from his bones like a leper’s. Not waiting for
a second attack, Syrion took the offensive, hurling a fireball at
the deadly Sorceress. The woman ducked out of the way and threw a
fireball of her own. It missed Syrion but struck several of
Alford’s Marines who were still charging through the door.

In the centre of the room, Tristan threw
himself at Gerwold. Gerwold parried the blow and struck back, his
blade narrowly missing Tristan as he ducked under it. Tristan
thrust in an attempt to run through the false king, but Gerwold was
a veteran of countless battles. He sidestepped the blow and
delivered a vicious kick to the young Listarii as he passed.
Tristan grunted in pain, the abuse of the past few days taking its
toll, but the young warrior refused to give in.

Gerwold personified all that Tristan hated in
the world: greed, avarice, and a lust for power that drove him to
genocide. Tristan knew that more than his own life hung in the
balance. If Gerwold retained the throne, this suffering would only
be the beginning.

Clearing his mind Tristan readied himself.
Gerwold slashed at him, but Tristan was prepared, he parried the
blow and struck back, his rapier catching Gerwold in the shoulder.
Gerwold rolled away from the blow, his chainmail absorbing most of
the damage. Tristan pressed his advantage and launched a furious
flurry of blows.

Gerwold retreated, but Tristan would not be
deterred. Gerwold slashed at him again, Tristan dodged the blade
and again attempted to drive his blade home. This time Gerwold
caught the rapier’s blade in his gauntleted fist and punched
Tristan in the face with his sword pommel. Tristan collapsed to the
ground, blood pouring out of a wound near his eye.

Themed king loomed over the fallen Listarii,
in one hand his long sword waiting ready to deliver the killing
blow, in the other Tristan’s rapier still clutched in his fist.
‘Tristan!’ Syrion called, longing to help his brother, but unable
to extricate himself from the deadly duel he found himself engaged
in. Gerwold looked at Syrion and then, grinning like a madman, he
began to bring his blade down.

Whilst Gerwold was distracted, Tristan
slipped his knife from its place at his wrist and plunged it
through Gerwold’s boot at the ankle joint. Gerwold howled in rage
and Tristan rolled out of the way of the thrusting blade. Tristan
caught his rapier deftly as it fell from the wounded king’s
grip.

Springing to his feet, Tristan dodged a
clumsy blow and lashed out with his rapier, the narrow blade
finding its mark as it lanced across Gerwold’s throat. Blood leapt
from the wound as Gerwold stumbled backward in shock, clutching at
his throat. Finding the throne, he collapsed, his life ebbing away
as the blood pumped from his body. Tristan watched as the would-be
king perished, his head sagging forwards as he finally gave up the
ghost.

Behind him, he could hear the last of the
Wolf being subdued, their spirit failing as their liege perished.
In the corner of the room, Syrion had cornered the sorceress in
some sort of prison. Beams of golden light formed a cage
surrounding the woman. The sorceress was angrily casting all manner
of enchantments at her glowing cage, her frustration growing
visibly with every failed attempt. Syrion watched as the woman
struggled, readying himself should she manage to break free.

Tristan approached the throne. Gerwold sat
lifelessly upon it. Reaching forward, Tristan picked up the Crown
of Kings. It shone like the sun.Its intricate gold work must have
taken many artisans months to forge. Tristan had never seen it up
close before. It was a thing of great beauty and power.

‘Put it on!’ A voice within him stirred, ‘You
would be a good king, unlike that pretender Gerwold...Put it on...
no one can stop you now, you would be King...’Tristan paused as the
voice within whispered to him of wealth and power. In his mind’s
eye, he saw Valaar, its verdant lands and prospering people
prostrating themselves at his feet.

Then the scene changed and he saw a narrow
brook, one he knew well from his childhood. As he followed the
brook, he saw a home and smithy. In the yard was a young woman, her
dark hair gleaming in the sun. He saw Linea’s face as she smiled
and he too smiled. For the first time in days, the young Listarii
lord smiled. He strolled over to the shattered glass case that
normally housed the Crown of Kings and set it back on its
pedestal.

Lord Alford watched quietly as the young man
set the crown in its place and moved to his brother’s side. Syrion
was speaking to the sorceress who now sat on the floor, resigned to
her fate, as the young Astarii questioned her.

‘Who are you and why are you here?’ Syrion
asked.

‘I am Kalifae am here because I am a slave.
My life is not my own and has not been since I was a little
girl.’

‘You didn’t seem a slave a moment ago,’
Syrion continued. ‘Why help Gerwold? What did you have to
gain?’

‘My freedom,’ the woman answered her voice
full of scorn.

‘Where are you from?’ the Astarii
continued.

‘Empyrea,’ Kalifae answered.

‘I have never heard of such a place,’ Syrion
replied, instantly feeling foolish, his own travels having never
taken him beyond his island home.

‘Of course you haven’t,’ the woman responded
‘Your people do not go there.’

‘My people?’ Syrion queried.

‘Your people,’ the woman answered flatly.
‘You are Astarii, are you not? Do not lie to me, boy. I know this
magic. You are a child of the stars, a Caretaker of Creation...
Empyrea lies outside Creation, it is the space between.’

‘The space between what? And how do you know
of the Astarii?’ Syrion asked, his mind racing with more questions
than answers.

‘I tire of your questions,’ the sorceress
pouted. ‘Will you grant me my freedom? Or will you attempt to bind
me as others before you have tried.’ The sorceress removed a golden
necklace from around her neck and began playing with it.

‘I know nothing of this binding of which you
speak’ Syrion responded. ‘As for your freedom, I do not know. You
must answer to justice for the blood you have spilled today.’

‘Hah!’ the woman snorted derisively. ‘At
least you are honest, Syrion of the Astarii. I have no intention of
facing justice for his crimes,’ she cocked her head towards Gerwold
as she spoke. ‘Be well, Syrion. I imagine we will meet again.’ With
that the sorceress finished playing with the golden necklace and it
began to hover in the air before her. Before Syrion could even
think to act, a portal had formed, framed by the golden chain. The
slender woman dived through the open portal and it slipped shut
behind her. The golden chain struck the floor and the prison
collapsed as Syrion dispelled it, shock still written across his
face at the sorceress’s sudden disappearance.

Tristan clapped his brother on the shoulder.
‘What a bizarre woman!’ he laughed heartily. ‘Come, Brother, the
battle is over and the day is won. Let us celebrate amongst
friends.’

Syrion looked at his brother. Bloodied and
bruised, Tristan looked terrible. ‘You ought to get cleaned up
first, Tristan.’

‘Oh yeah and why’s that?’ Tristan laughed,
flicking his hair with his hand as if brushing it. ‘I think I look
dashing.’

‘Not quite the word I’d have used,’ Syrion
smiled before adding, ‘You really want that face to be the first
one our mother sees in twenty years?’

‘Mother is here?’ Tristan asked, tears coming
to his eyes.

Syrion nodded gently, ‘Now let’s find you a
washbowl. There has to be one here somewhere. This is a palace
after all.’

 


 



Chapter 38




Darkness receded as the
first rays of dawn rolled over King’s Court. The city was battered
and scarred, but its people were resolute and rejoicing. The war
was at an end and in its wake there was both merriment and
mourning. Heartbreak for the dead yet joy in the freedoms that had
been preserved, even at so great a cost.

Gerwold had been buried unceremoniously in a
nameless grave; the people of King’s Court determined to forget the
mad king’s moment of infamy. The Baron of Fordham and the Lord of
the Mizumura were both incarcerated awaiting judgment from the
King’s Council for their treason. The remainder of their armies had
been dispersed to their homes and once more the citizens of King’s
Court knew peace, the threat of hostile armies no longer lingering
over their head.

In the aftermath of the battle, the Lady
Elaina found herself reunited with her two sons. Summoned before
the King’s Council, the three Listarii conversed in hushed tones.
The council had been in an emergency session for most of the
night.

As the reunited remnants of the Listar family
waited, they spoke of magic and dragons, Valaar and Creation. They
celebrated their triumph and mourned those whom they had lost. At
the mention of his father, Tristan’s eyes welled up, ‘I’m sorry
there was nothing I could do.’

His mother had simply comforted him, wrapping
her arms around her son, proud of the man he had become. ‘There is
nothing you could have done, Tristan. Your father knew that day
would come. We prepared for it for many years. The loss of his
stone is unfortunate, but there is nothing you could have done
against so many.’

‘Which stone?’ Tristan asked, ‘You mean
father’s amulet?’

‘Yes, but it is so much more than an amulet.
It was an Astarii soul stone and it contained old and powerful
magic.’

‘How does it work?’ Syrion asked
interjecting, his curiosity getting the better of him.

‘Rather than travelling to the plane of
spirits at the moment of death, the wearer’s spirit is instead
trapped in the soul stone. If the spirit is willing and the stone
remains strong, the soul forge may yet grant the soul another
chance at life.’

Tristan reached beneath his breastplate and
slowly lifted out the gold chain on which rested a glowing red
stone. ‘You mean to tell me that Father’s soul is stuck inside of
this?’

Elaina’s eyes lit up as she caught sight of
the pulsing red stone. ‘Indeed it is, and by the look of it, the
enchantment has held strong. When we are done here, we must travel
to the soul forge. Your father has a strong will, but even he
cannot endure such a state of being indefinitely... besides that we
have been apart far too long already. I miss him terribly.’

The heavy wooden doors swung open and a page
summoned the family into the hall. Evidence remained of the battle
that had taken place only hours before. The bodies of the slain had
been removed and palace workers had worked diligently but in vain
to remove the blood stains. The ancient stonework of the throne
room still bore the scars of the arcane, the visible reminder of
the clash of wills between Syrion and Kalifae. Unlike earlier in
the day, the King’s Council table had been restored and returned to
its position before the throne. The table was occupied, at least in
part, by a number of men.

As Tristan approached the table, he could see
more clearly. Each of the positions at the table had a symbol
engraved in its place signifying one of the council members.
Tristan noted the Wolf’s head that signified the seat of the now
departed Gerwold was empty. Likewise, seats occupied by the rolling
river of Fordham and the lake trout of the Mizumura, were empty,
their ruling Lords still incarcerated in the prisons below the
palace.

Tristan noted with sadness the Eastern Star
of Listarii near the head of the table. For a moment, he considered
seating himself there, but reluctant to leave his mother he stopped
and stood at the foot of the table. Tristan took note of the
participating members of the King’s Council of Valaar. Dariyen,
Captain of the Guard of King’s Court, sat to the right of the
vacant throne. Also around the table was Alford, Lord of the
Tanamere and Bjorn, War Chief of the Sisaron. The other seats were
occupied by a few men Tristan did not know but from their dress and
demeanor he assumed them to be men of position and influence in the
affairs of the capital.

Dariyen was the first to speak. ‘Thank you
for joining us. We are greatly indebted to all of you. Your service
to the Crown and King’s Court was the difference between life and
death for all of us.’

‘Any man would have done the same,’ Tristan
responded politely, uncomfortable at the scrutiny of so many people
with whom he was not familiar.

‘No, Tristan, sadly any man would not have.
We have missing from our midst three men who sought power and
forsook their oaths in order to obtain it. It is the sad nature of
almost all men to lust for that power. It is a sickness within that
gnaws at our souls.’

‘I wish for none such,’ Tristan responded. ‘I
swore justice for my father’s murder and the destruction of my
home. I have seen that oath fulfilled. I want nothing more than to
return to Listarii and rebuild the life Gerwold took from us.’

Dariyen smiled, ‘I know, Tristan, you told me
so long ago.’

Tristan shook his head, ‘I do not believe we
have ever met. I saw you fighting today. I am sure I would not
forget meeting someone of your skill, Captain.’

Dariyen continued, ‘Ah but we have. We met
the day you joined the Guild. Of course you could not see me when
we spoke, but I knew you.’

‘You’re the Underman!’ Tristan blurted.

‘Indeed I am, or at least I was.’ responded
Dariyen. ‘A necessary deception, our ruse lent strength to our
resistance of Gerwold. The Wolf knew little of the Guild’s purpose
until it was too late. To them you were simply thieves, to us you
were...’ Dariyen paused looking for words, ‘our salvation. As
Gerwold’s strength grew, so did his boldness and as others fell in
behind him we lost the ability to enforce the Council’s will upon
him.

We knew he longed for the throne. For years
your father warned us that civil war would stem from Gerwold’s
ambitions and he was right. Now thanks to you we remain free. We
appreciate all you have done and all you have given but, Tristan, I
must ask another favor of you.’

‘Ask, Dariyen. If it is within my power, I
will do it.’

‘I must ask you to take your place at this
table. We need your courage and strength, your youthful vigor, but
most of all we need a man of your integrity. I know you long for
home, but I must ask this of you.’

Tristan looked at the man who had taken him
in. When Tristan’s world was crumbling around him, Dariyen had
offered refuge, a home and a family. Long as he might for Listarii,
he could not say no to such a request. His shoulders sunk as he
responded, ‘Aye, Dariyen, if you need me I will stay.’ Tristan
moved towards his father’s seat.

‘Not there, Tristan. That is your father’s
seat. It is my hope that Syrion might fill it in his honor.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Tristan responded
puzzled. ‘I thought you said you wished me to stay.’

‘Indeed we do,’ Dariyen responded. ‘But we
were hoping you would fill a different seat.’ Dariyen gestured to
the throne at his left hand. ‘Valaar has been too long without a
king, Tristan, the longer it remains vacant, the more likely we are
to have someone like Gerwold seek it again. It is the Council’s
wish that you will continue to lead...as our king.’

Tristan was lost for words. ‘But, but I don’t
want to be a king,’ Tristan stammered.’

‘And that is precisely why you are the right
man for the job,’ Alford chimed in. ‘I watched you with the crown
yesterday. You had it in your hands, a conquering hero with an army
at your back. You could have taken it, you could have had it all
and you did not. You are your father’s son and we would have you
for our king. Will you serve?’

Tristan was speechless, but at Dariyen’s
insistence, he nervously sat himself on the throne.

‘We will attend to the Coronation in three
days. I understand that you will require some time to set your
affairs in order. We will be here to guide you, but ultimately the
fate of Valaar will rest on your shoulders.’

Syrion clapped his brother on the shoulder,
‘You couldn’t have chosen a better man.’

Dariyen turned to Syrion. ‘What do you say,
Syrion. We witnessed your power these last few days. Your actions
saved countless lives. Will you take a seat on the council and
share with us your wisdom and gifts?’

Syrion looked at his mother before
responding. ‘I wish I could, but my mother and I have a journey we
must take...’

Before he could continue the Lady Elaina
interjected, ‘He will stay.’ When Syrion threw her a questioning
look, she leaned close and whispered, ‘I will travel to the soul
forge alone. Your brother is the first king to rule Valaar in a
century. You must stay to protect him against those who would do
him harm.’

Syrion nodded his understanding and turned to
Dariyen, ‘It appears I too will be staying, where my brother is,
there will you find me.’

Dariyen clapped his hands. ‘I am glad to hear
it. Let us spread the word throughout the kingdom. There is once
more a king upon the throne of Valaar. Even in a time of sorrow and
mourning, let us find a reason to celebrate. Spread the word there
will be a coronation and a feast in his honor!’

The rest of the day passed in a blur as
Tristan struggled to come to grips with what had occurred. The
weight of his new responsibilities rested heavily on his brow as he
considered all that lay before him. In all the world, there was
only one thing that he wanted.

Calling to a nearby page, ‘Could you attend
to something for me?’

‘Yes, My Liege, what is it you wish?’

‘Bare a message to Halmir. He leads the
contingent of soldiers from the Guild. As soon as he is rested, I
wish him to take a guard of Guild warriors and safely escort my
wife to the palace with all haste.’

‘At once, My Lord.’

Tristan smiled as the confused page hurried
from the room. The thought of being in Linea’s presence once more
filled him with joy.

 



Chapter 39




Tristan sat quietly in the
antechamber deep in thought. From the privacy of the waiting room
he could hear the hustle and bustle of the thronging crowd in the
adjoining throne room. The emotions of the past few days were
beginning to catch up with him. The words of the King’s Council
weighed heavily upon him as he pondered on the events of the
preceding days.

‘How can I lead this people?’ he wondered to
himself. As King of Valaar his Kingdom stretched from his childhood
home in the East all the way to the western provinces of the
Tanamere. The welfare of a million souls weighed on his mind as he
thought of the state of King’s Court and Valaar. Ravaged by war
with winter fast approaching, his problems were far from over.
Poverty and privation were the bitter companions of war and Valaar
would need time to heal its wounds.

A door opened and Linea was ushered into the
room, the sight of his new bride caused his heart to skip a beat.
Beautifully attired in a flattering silver dress she was stunning
to behold. The look in her deep brown eyes conveying both elation
and trepidation as her attendants guided her into the room.
Standing Tristan crossed the small chamber to greet his bride.
Embracing her Tristan inquired, ‘Are you ready to be a queen?’

‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready, my love.
It took these poor ladies almost an hour to fit me into this dress.
I hope you like it.’

‘The sight of you makes my heart skip a
beat.’

Linea smiled and looked upon her new husband.
Her robes were a stark contrast to his simple attire. At his
insistence Tristan’s battle leathers had been cleaned and restored,
his only adornment was his father’s breastplate, the Eastern Star
of the Listarii shining brightly in its centre. Linea knocked
gently on the breastplate, ‘Are you sure this is entirely
necessary, surely we are safe here?’

‘Safe? Most certainly, I wear it for a
different purpose.’ Tristan smiled content to save the explanation
for a later time.

A herald hurried into the room. Affecting a
sweeping bow and gesturing to the door leading to the throne room
he addressed Tristan, ‘My Liege, if you are ready? Your kingdom
awaits you.’

‘How can one be ready for something such as
this?’ Tristan asked genuinely searching for a response.

The herald smiled ‘Your Father Lord Marcus
was as loved within these walls as he was in Listarii. You are his
son. That should be preparation enough.’

Tristan smiled at the thought. Taking Linea
by the arm Tristan moved towards the door. The herald nodded to the
King’s Consuls that stood guarding the door. At his sign the doors
were thrown open.

The throne room was packed to capacity.
Hundreds of Nobles and Aristocrats were packed into the throne room
itself while more still sat packed into the gallery overlooking the
expansive throne room. A solid wall of King’s Consul’s lined the
edge of the crowd. Others still formed a guard of honor at the
door. In the gallery above Tristan made out Maneron leaning on his
bow.

Near the throne Tristan made out the other
members of The Underman’s Council along with a contingent of guild
warriors in battle leathers. It appeared the Guild would brook no
interference in the day’s affairs.

As Tristan and Linea made their way nervously
into the room a series of gasps and nervous chatter erupted. All
eyes were drawn to the young monarch. His battle regalia caused a
sensation amongst the gathered nobles; the armour was far from the
high fashion they had become accustomed to in the capitol.

As the voices began to grow in volume the
herald launched into his oration, ‘Citizens of Valaar, we are
gathered here today before gods and men to witness the coronation
of Tristan Listar, Hero of the battle of King’s Court, Heir to the
late Marcus, Lord of the Listarii. We are a free people today
because of his courage and valor on our behalf. At the behest of
the King’s Council he stands before you today to be crowned as
first of the New Kings of Valaar.’

The assembled crowd dropped to their knees in
reverence. Tristan and Linea moved towards the throne. Waiting just
before the throne was the High Priest of the Order of the Allfather
in his robes of office. In his hands was an ornate red cushion on
which rested the Crown of Kings.

As Tristan and Linea arrived in front of the
High Priest they knelt before him. The High Priest placed the Crown
of Kings gently on Tristan’s brow. ‘Tristan Listar, after much
deliberation and at the direction of the King’s Council we have
taken their decision before the Allfather. Before these witnesses
here today I give my sacred oath that this Coronation has his
blessing.

As Tristan arose he could feel the eyes of
everyone in the room upon him.

The herald broke the silence. ‘Lords and
Ladies, citizens of King’s Court. I present to you Tristan Listar,
the People’s Sword and Hero of the Battle of King’s Court, first of
the New Kings of Valaar.

The Throne room erupted with jubilant cheers.
Tristan escorted Linea to a gilded throne that had been erected
beside the Golden Throne. As his queen took her throne Tristan
turned to the cheering crowd. Raising a hand for quiet the
assembled crowd slowly hushed.

As the room returned to quiet Tristan spoke.
‘Some today have asked, why I have come before you dressed as I am.
Surely a king could afford a change of clothes.’

There were a few chuckles throughout the
crowd as Tristan continued. ‘This armour is the ancestral armour of
the Listar. For generations my family has worn it as they have
served Valaar. I have worn it in the same cause, in your cause, as
I have fought and bled for you… even in this very room.’

Clearing his throat the young king continued,
‘It represents today a covenant between you and I. With the
Allfather as I my witness I swear I will protect this people as it
has protected me. Whether it is in court or on a battlefield yet
distant I will give my very life if need be, for the freedom of
this people as my father Marcus did before me.

I am told that our struggles here are but a
beginning. That the future holds great turmoil and strife. Indeed,
such may be so...but today we are free and that ought to be reason
enough for a celebration.

As my first act as your king, I decree that
it be so. Today begins a Feast the likes of which you have never
before beheld and tomorrow...tomorrow we rebuild our city and
reclaim our future.

 


 



Epilogue




Far from the Capitol...

 


The black hooded figure
slipped quietly through the shadowy streets of Mizumura. The
darkness was an ally. A sleek shape flitted quickly from shadow to
shadow, unwilling to be caught in the street for more than a few
moments. The figure lithely avoided the town guards as they made
their rotations.

Lady Hitomi of the Mizumura was seething. She
had spent days walking and riding cross country as she fled Belnair
and the sorcerer’s wrath. She had expected to return to the
comforts of her family’s palatial residence only to be informed
that Gerwold had failed and her father was even now rotting in a
prison in King’s Court. The news had stung, but not nearly as much
as the betrayal of her own guards as they attempted to arrest her
for treason.

Offering her wrists for the shackles, the
guards had let their guard down. From within her sleeves she’d
drawn a pair of daggers and before the guards could react, the four
of them were on the ground, bleeding out in the palace entryway and
the heir of the Mizumura had taken off into the night.

Now she made her way patiently down to the
lakes edge. At a small pier, at the edge of town, she found what
she was seeking. An old man sat fishing in a small boat at the end
of one of the wooden piers. Moving quickly, Hitomi made her way
down the pier and stepped into the boat.

The frail figure turned as the boat rocked.
The old hunched figure stared at her with sightless eyes. ‘Why do
you trouble me at this hour?’

‘I seek safe passage. Will you aid me?’

‘Aid you where, madam? This leaky dinghy
couldn’t cross the lake in the broad light of day. I’ll not chance
a night crossing.’

‘I do not wish to cross the lake,’ Hitomi
responded.

The man’s voice changed, no longer carrying
the same aged and rasping tones as he continued, ‘Then where is it
you wish to go?’

In response, Hitomi pulled two gold coins
from her robe and handed them to the boatman. The blind man held
them up and turned them over in his hands feeling the impressions
on the coin’s surface. With a flourish, the old man tucked the
coins into his robe and put down his fishing rod. Reaching out, he
took the oars and began rowing.

The moments passed silently as the blind
fisherman rowed his way along the edge of mountain that framed the
western bank of the lake. As it reached a rocky promontory, the
blind guide ceased paddling. Lady Hitomi stood up and cast off her
cloak, and throwing a quick glance at her guide, she began to strip
down to her undergarments.

The old man broke the silence, ‘You seek the
passage from whence none return. Do you not fear death?’

A sinister expression broke across her face
as she responded, ‘Why would I? I am his mistress.’ Without another
word, the Lady of the Mizumura plunged into the inky darkness of
the water.

The old man picked up his oars and began the
long row back to shore.

Beneath the surface Hitomi plunged through
the water with long steady strokes of her arms. The deeper she went
the darker it got. The weight of the water pressed against her as
she swam onwards. After a minute of diving through the shadowy
depths of the lake, Hitomi began to run out of air. Fighting the
urge to return to the surface she swam onwards.

Swimming under a rocky overhang, light began
to filter through the water. The shaft of light was coming from a
narrow passageway leading up into the mountain. Passing the point
of no return, Hitomi swam onwards and upwards, her lungs burning
from the exertion. After another few agonising seconds, she broke
the surface.

Drawing in a long deep breath, Hitomi looked
about her surroundings. She was in a small well-built ante chamber
and before her a hooded man was kneeling, his outstretched arms
holding a black robe that matched his own. Hitomi threw the robe
quickly over her head and shoulders. The large badge across its
chest struck fear and terror into all who beheld it. It was the
motif of the Shadow Stalkers of Valaar, often the last thing a
victim would see as they slipped from this world into death’s
embrace.

The kneeling figure spoke in reverent tones,
‘Welcome home, Milady. We have been expecting you.’
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