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A harsh icy breeze swayed the branches of the thick elm trees in the forest. A young human girl dressed in warm furs walked toward a stream carrying a small wooden bucket. She knelt by the stream and dipped her bucket in the frigid water. She heard a dull thud, and felt water flow over her feet. The sight of an arrow piercing the side of the bucket caused her eyes to widen, and tore a scream from her throat. She rose, and started running; fast—faster than she ever had, as fast as her spindly legs could propel her.

She risked glancing right and left and behind her, trying to spot the attacker. She stifled the cry that welled up within her, unwilling to give her position away, if indeed her attacker did not already know her position. She stumbled on a large root protruding from the ground, tumbled to the ground, twisting her ankle and smashing her knee against an unforgiving rock.

Blood poured from the gash, drawing a whimper of pain from the girl. She clamped her hand over her mouth and scanned the shadowed woods for any sign or sound of her pursuer. There was no movement, no sound—other than the whistling of the wind through the trees.

The girl regained her feet and hobbled forward as quietly as possible. At last weariness exceeded her fear and she sat with her back against the tree to rest. She examined her bloodied and swollen knee, flinching in pain when she tried to touch it.

Movement caught her eye. Fear paralyzed her mind. A Wraith of Colubra stood above her.

Clad in tight, black leather armor, his face obscured by a hood and mask, the scale tattoos on the Wraith’s bare arms marked him for what he was.

The Wraith knelt before her, fixing her with his hollow-eyed gaze as he placed a single finger over her lips. With infinite economy of movement the Wraith slipped his dagger from its sheath, and just as deftly sliced through the girl’s throat.

The girl’s fingers clasped hard around the open wound. Warm blood rushed between her fingers, over her hands, and down onto her body. Her eyes never wavered from the Wraith’s hollow-eyed glare, even as her life-blood flowed out. She was still gazing into his eyes when life faded away.

The Wraith wiped his dagger on the girl’s fur clothing, then returned it to its sheath. If he felt any remorse, it did not show in his eyes.

The sound of elves on horseback drew his attention from the dead girl. The Wraith bowed low to honor the approach of Prince Domatin. Mounted on a black horse and attired in his accustomed dark blue scale armor, Domatin was armed with only a simple wooden bow. Behind him road five more Wraiths and 20 Praetorians in their heavy, white scale armor and soft cream colored masks.

Domatin noticed the dead girl, and a smile crept across his face. His gaze, however, was fixed on the village in the distance. He pointed at it as he addressed the elves gathered behind him, “This human village has been confirmed to harbor and aid members of the Xanican resistance. Make an example of them so that all will know not to defy us. Spare no one. Not the women, the old, or the infirm, not the children. Kill them all. Burn their village to the ground.”

The Wraiths ran through the snow toward the village, the Praetorians followed at the slower pace, and Domatin waited at the edge of the forest to watch. The first dwelling sparked and caught fire. The fire skipped across to the next dwelling. Soon the village was ablaze and the screams of its inhabitants pierced the night sky. Domatin caught a snowflake on his tongue and let out a soothing breath before returning his gaze to the carnage.

Out of the corner of his eye, Domatin saw a young human boy, perhaps eight years old, running as fast as he could toward the forest. A wicked gleam shone in Domatin’s eyes. He spurred his horse into a gallop through the frigid air toward the small boy.

The boy looked over his shoulder once, then laid down in the snow, overcome with fear.

Domatin spurred his black steed faster. The boy didn’t make a sound as the horse plowed over him. Domatin reined the horse in, turned, and trotted him back to where the boy’s battered body lay.

“Perhaps I should have done that to Liam those years ago,” he muttered to himself.
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Walking in the gardens at Sternz, Kaia raised her hand to shield her eyes from the vivid winter sun that glared down upon her. Her eyes adjusting from the brightness, she watched Bethany chase Alyssa around the statue of The Hero of Aclia.

Out of breath, Bethany paused and said to Kaia, “I think it is your turn to chase our sister. Alyssa never seems to run out of energy.”

Kaia laughed as Alyssa jumped on Bethany’s back. “Or both of you could chase me!” Alyssa said. “That way it would be twice as much fun.”

Kaia stopped at the rectangular pond in front of the statue and asked, “I thought you two were going to play in the gardens?”

“We were,” responded Bethany. “But Alyssa decided to try and splash water on me, so I’ve been trying to throw her into the pond.”

Alyssa gasped as she felt Bethany’s grip tighten around her legs. Bethany laughed as she walked toward the pond with Alyssa squirming to try to get off her back. Kaia smiled at her two sisters as Bethany fell backwards into the pond, drenching them both in icy water.

“Princesses!” came a shout from behind the gate.

Kaia looked behind her to see Jaclyn rush past her to help Bethany and Alyssa out of the freezing water. Both were shivering so much their teeth chattered. Jaclyn stripped off her own fur coat and wrapped it around the children as they huddled together for warmth.

“What were you two thinking? We have to get you inside before you catch your death of a cold—or your mother finds out and scolds all of us,” Jacelyn admonished.

Kaia lowered her head and muttered, “Mother wouldn’t care. We seldom even see her anymore.”

Jaclyn chivvied Bethany and Alyssa back toward the citadel as she addressed Kaia. “Your mother is busy, you know that. Since your father’s death she has been trying to run this country and build up an army to be able to attack the elves. These past three months have been hard on her, but I promise she isn’t ignoring you on purpose.”

“I miss papa,” Alyssa whimpered.

Bethany pulled Alyssa close. “We all do. But at least we have each other. Kaia and I don’t plan on leaving you anytime soon.” Bethany turned to Kaia and joked, “Unless a certain someone takes her away from us.”

“Who is going to take her away from us?” Alyssa demanded.

Bethany continued to tease as Kaia’s face blushed scarlet. “Do you not remember that handsome man she has spent a great deal of time with?”

Alyssa grinned. “You mean the man with the big green orc?”

“That’s right,” replied Bethany.

Alyssa smiled up at Kaia with approval. “I like him. He seems nice.”

Kaia returned the smile. “Vernon is a very kind and handsome man. Now if only we could find someone for Bethany.”

Bethany scoffed, “That’ll be the day.”

They arrived at the door leading to the citadel and Jaclyn allowed Bethany and Alyssa to step inside before addressing Kaia. “Speaking of that handsome man, this came for you.”

Jaclyn pulled a sealed envelope from her sleeve and handed it to Kaia. Kaia snatched the envelope. 

“Thank you Jaclyn. I still don’t know why mother doesn’t want me to read these.”

“Queen Alezzia probably just doesn’t like the fact that a man is becoming a part of your life,” Jaclyn replied.

Jaclyn followed the two princesses inside, leaving Kaia alone to read her letter.

“My dearest Kaia.

How are things back in Sternz? Or rather Crixaria. It may have only been a month since I departed but Xanica is a cold and unforgiving country. The forests here are much larger and thicker than the ones we are used to, and the snow hasn’t helped.

Almost everyone is doing fine here. Konar is still drinking but slowly cutting down. Kassandra—well Kassandra is Kassandra, there is no slowing her down. Liam, however, has been even more quiet than normal, and he seems to be in a sour mood. Konar thinks that Liam is just tired, so we will see how he shapes up...”

As Kaia neared the end of the letter, her smile flipped to a frown, and she started running toward the front of the citadel. She passed soldiers and common people alike, greeting neither, oblivious to their salutes and salutations. She paused only briefly at the front gate to catch her breath, then entered the citadel and made her way to the throne room where Queen Alezzia sat in her chair listening to General Izak, Vicar Matthew, and Benjamin argue.

“Why are you even here?” Izak shouted at Benjamin. “You have nothing to offer that could help us.”

Alezzia answered for Benjamin. “Benjamin is my new head advisor. He will be here during all discussions involving the state of Crixaria.”

Vicar Matthew chimed in. “I agree with General Izak. We should send our armies as soon as we can. Within three months I will have 300,000 paladins ready to march toward the elven homeland of Azara. With your new army of 100,000 we can at least force the elves out of Xanica.”

Alezzia remained silent and allowed her gaze to flow from Benjamin to Izak to the Vicar. “Benjamin and I believe it would be best to wait for Vetin’s reply. If they join us we can add another 200,000 to our army. We can’t take the war to the elven homeland unless we have Vetin’s support as well as the dwarves continuing their war.”

Izak tilted his head in annoyance. “In Xanica there are only 35,000 elven soldiers. They have their 15,000 occupational force and the 20,000 that King Dylenn allowed to leave. Most of those are still nursing wounds from the siege. If we were to send even a small contingent of troops, we could retake Xanica now.”

Benjamin barked a short laugh. “And what about the weather? It has begun to snow in Xanica, are you not worried that our forces could freeze to death if they got stuck somewhere? We should wait until the winter has passed before we send our armies east.”

Matthew glared at Benjamin. “If we were to take Xanica back from the elves we would have a better staging ground to prepare for the march across the Eacru wastes. And we would have the support of Xanican people.”

Kaia, who had been listening silently, now cleared her throat to draw attention to herself. All eyes turned toward her. “I apologize for interrupting, but I have some news that may be of value.”

Alezzia took a deep breath and motioned for Kaia to continue. Kaia pulled out Vernon’s letter and said, “One month ago The Unbroken volunteered to go to the aid of the Xanican Resistance. This letter is from Vernon Regnier. It says they haven’t made contact with the resistance yet, but his news gives us reason enough to send some sort of aid.”

Alezzia glared at Kaia,.“A letter from Vernon Regnier? I thought I made it clear you were not to write to him. For all you know that could be an elf trying to give us false information or draw us into a trap.”

Before Kaia could respond, Izak interrupted. “What does the letter say?”

Alezzia shot Izak a withering glare, but nodded for her daughter to continue. “Vernon said that the elves have begun to burn entire villages again. The Unbroken have only been in Xanica for two weeks and have come across four villages that have been massacred and burned to the ground. They think the increased pressure from the Xanican Resistance has made the elves take desperate measures to quell them.”

“Surely that news is enough of a reason for us to send aid,” Matthew interjected. “To my knowledge this is the first time since the elves invaded 15 years ago that they have butchered entire villages. These are not only fellow humans who are being slaughtered, but fellow believers in The One. We must send whatever aid we can.”

Alezzia pondered for a moment before turning to her advisor. “Benjamin and I will go over the finances of Crixaria one more time before deciding on a course of action. Raising an army while rebuilding the wall is expensive. I would not waste money where we don’t need to.”

Izak tried, but failed, to contain his annoyance. “Take too long to respond and there might not be a Xanica left to liberate,” he prophesied.
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The Unbroken rode through the solemn forest, each wearing dark brown cloaks covering their new armor, gifted by the Vicar of Tarium.

Vernon’s chainmail and surcoat had been replaced with a mixture of plate and leather armor. His chest, shoulders, and hands were protected by finely smithed plate armor. Beneath, Vernon wore a heavy, dark purple, wool coat, black trousers, and a soft cowl of black fur that hung from his neck and draped down his back. His feet were shod with dark brown, leather boots.

Kassandra’s new armor provided protection without sacrificing mobility. New leather boots and leggings covered her legs, while a tight, dark brown, leather vest rested over a long-sleeved, white shirt. Smaller pieces of plate armor shielded her breasts, shoulders, and forearms.

Liam’s new armor was made entirely of charcoal black leather, matched with leather boots, vest, and gloves. Liam had removed much of the steel plating.

“I hate being in the middle of forests,” Kassandra complained while riding her spotted grey horse.

Konar, resplendent in his new armor which was fashioned similarly to paladins from Tarium, with heavy grey plate armor beneath a purple cloth tabard, trimmed in yellow with Crixaria’s emblem, a golden bear head in the center, sighed. “You’ve said that every day for the past two weeks. Complaining about it won’t make it any better.”

“You two have been at each other’s throats more than normal,” Vernon snapped. “If I had to guess, your constant bickering is what has been putting Liam in a bad mood.”

All three turned around to look at a sulking Liam.

“I’m fine,” was the only reply they got from him.

Kassandra let out a deep sigh and shook her head. “I thought  maybe given some time you’d at least try to open up. Especially after we all survived Sternz. To be honest I would even accept you lying with an, I’m cold, or I’m tired, but all you ever say is, I’m fine, don’t worry about it, leave me alone.”

“Perhaps we need to accept that maybe Liam is always going to be like that,” Konar said. “Quiet and ready for battle.”

Eyeing Konar, Kassandra replied, “Don’t you think in his state of mind he is going to get himself killed?”

Vernon joined the conversation. “Kassandra, we all know that out of the four of us Liam has the best chance to survive. He singlehandedly killed three Praetorians, swung off the damn wall, and even beat eight Tarians to a pulp without any weapons.”

Kassandra, more annoyed than ever, bickered, “The best chance of survival? Liam has the least! Anytime something related to  Prince Domatin pops up he shuts down and focuses on only that.” Kassandra directed her ire at Liam. “One of these days you are going to get so caught up with him that you’ll run off with no one to watch your back, and Domatin will defeat you.”

Liam held Kassandra’s gaze for a long moment before dropping his gaze to the large black wolf beside him. “Blaster will always watch my back.”

Soft white flakes fell from the sky as they pressed their horses deeper into the forest. A soft breeze echoed through the barren trees. Clouds darkened the sun. Konar studied the sky and said, “I had hoped that it wouldn’t snow again for at least another week.”

Vernon allowed the cold flakes to pile up on his hand. “This isn’t snow,” he muttered. “It’s ash.”

The Unbroken halted, their focus turned to the woods. They sat quietly searching for any sign of movement of where the ash might be coming from. Blaster’s ears perked up as he shifted his attention to the left of the group. With a bark Blaster stared into the woods, alerting everyone else to that part of the forest.

Vernon dismounted, drew his longsword from within his cloak and began to creep into the woods. The rest of the team followed stealthily, watching for signs of a threat.

The hushed tone of the woods put Kassandra more on edge than the others. A branch snapped to her left. Without hesitation, she turned and released an arrow toward the area of the noise. The arrow thudded into a large tree a few feet away and Kassandra just stared at it. A hand holding a simple sword appeared from behind the tree followed by Liam, who stared right back at Kassandra with a heated gaze.

Kassandra forced an apologetic smile to her face as she mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

Liam pointed his sword to where Vernon, Konar, and Blaster were walking and the two of them rejoined their team.

They soon heard the gentle flowing sound of water and came upon a small stream. Konar spotted a bucket pierced by an arrow and whispered to himself, “I hope we find at least one survivor this time.”

Vernon led the way across the stream, and they continued down a small trail. Blaster sniffed the air and darted off in front of them. Liam yelled out, “Blaster! Get back here.”

Liam ran after Blaster and found him sitting by the corpse of a young human girl. The rest of the team approached more cautiously. They could all see the look of pain on the dead girl’s face as a trail of dried blood ran from her slit neck to the ground below. They exchanged grim looks then continued up the trail while Konar paused to close the young girl’s eyes.

At the edge of the forest they stumbled upon a burnt village, its once welcoming wooden buildings now turned to burnt ruins and piles of ash. They walked toward the village with their weapons ready. Fires still crackling and the stench of burnt flesh assaulted their nostrils. Vernon knelt and touched a pile of ash. “It’s still warm—perhaps 12 hours.”

Out of the corner of his eye Konar spotted a slight movement. He turned to see the body of a child, face down on the ash pile. In a hushed tone he said, “I think we have a live one over here.”

Konar crept slowly toward the child, knelt, and offered words of comfort as he turned the child over. “It’s alright now. We are here to help.” But then Konar saw that this child’s throat had also been slit.

Another movement from the pile of ash drew his attention. He eased the child’s body back down, then slowly moved forward.

“Konar, are you alright over there?” Vernon called.

Konar raised his right hand signaling for silence, then wiped away at the top of the pile of ash. No movement. He brushed more ash from the pile. Again, no movement. Konar stood and uttered to himself, “It must have been the wind.”

As Konar turned back toward the group, a Wraith of Colubra leapt from within the pile of ash and onto Konar’s back, her dagger tearing through the air toward Konar’s throat.

The Unbroken dashed toward him as five more wraiths appeared from within the charred remains of the village, surrounding them. One, wrapped in cloak, attempted to throw a spotted brown cobra out of his sleeve, but Kassandra predicted his move. Her arrow pierced the cobra’s head then sank into the heart of the wraith. 

Vernon, Liam, and Blaster engaged the nearest wraith, as the  first wraith desperately tried to pierce Konar’s throat, but Konar managed to grab the hilt of the wraith’s dagger and forcefully turned the point of the dagger upward. With his other hand, Konar grasped the wraith’s collar. Inch by inch Konar pulled the struggling wraith closer and closer to her own dagger, until it finally pierced her chest. The elf’s lifeblood flowed over his hands and onto his chest. Konar tossed the body away, gripped his hammer, and stood.

Vernon and Liam had dispatched the wraiths they were engaged with. The two remaining wraiths turned and fled toward the woods.

Kassandra loosed an arrow after them, but missed. Liam whistled for Blaster. “We’ve got it,” he said, then ran off after them into the woods.

Blaster hurtled over roots and stumps as he gained ground on one of the wraiths. The wraith was fast, but not fast enough. Blaster planted his feet on a tree stump then leapt into the air, crashing down on the wraith’s back. Razor sharp teeth ripped at the wraith’s neck. He was dead before he hit the ground.

Liam caught up to the remaining wraith. Rage overcame him and he let out a roar and tossed his swords aside. He hurled himself onto the wraith knocking them both to the ground. He clasped his fingers around the wraith’s neck and squeezed with all his strength. The wraith struggled to get free, pounding and punching, each strike weaker than the last. The wraith’s legs began to tremble uncontrollably. He struggled to gasp for breath, any breath. At last, he stopped moving, but Liam continued his death grip, lifting the wraith’s inert body by the throat and slamming it back to the ground. With his rage at last spent, Liam loosed his grip. He flexed his fingers to relieve the cramps from strangling the elf. As he was retrieving his swords, Blaster rushed to his side and barked twice.

Liam gazed about him in response to Blaster’s warning. In the distance he heard a horse neigh and turned to see a Praetorian galloping away. He shook his head in frustration, then made his way back to the ruined village

“The last two wraiths are dead,” he reported to Vernon. “But there was a Praetorian in the distance. He spotted us and rode off.”

Vernon nodded. “It was only a matter of time before they discovered we are here.”

Kassandra spat in disgust. “But why were the wraiths here in the first place?” she demanded. “This is the fifth village we’ve come across like this; massacred without mercy.”

“I suspect the elves destroy the villages, and leave the wraiths behind to ambush any resistance fighters who search for survivors.”

Konar asked, “How much farther until we reach the resistance headquarters?”

Vernon pulled a map of Xanica from his belt. “If Makay’s information was correct, the resistance is set up in Harpsburg. That’s only a day’s ride from here. Let’s get there as quick as we can and hope the elves haven’t found their way there yet.”
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Their breath condensing in the cold night air, two elven soldiers stood guard at the double doorway to a large wooden manor that sat atop a hill overlooking much of the Xanican countryside. Dozens of braziers scattered around the manor illuminated the surrounding area.

Shivering in the cold, one asked, “Did you hear about the village that was burned last night?”

With her spear resting on the door, the second elf quickly rubbed her hands together for warmth while replying, “I heard that it harbored at least 20 resistance members.”

“Twenty! I heard that it was only four or five.”

The second elf leaned forward on her spear and whispered, “Between you and me, I have a friend who is a Praetorian. He said they found intel that said the resistance leaders are meeting in Harpsburg tomorrow.”

“Why aren’t they telling anyone about it? We should deploy and wipe them out,” the first elf stated.

“What good would that do? The resistance would know we were coming. By allowing them to think we don’t know about their meeting, we can ambush them and wipe them out in one fatal attack.”

Marching footsteps in front of them announced someone of importance approaching. Both elves focused on the road until they could make out three figures on horseback, followed by a large column of elven soldiers and Praetorians. The female elf raised her clenched fist to the door behind her and banged on it twice.

As the three figures on horseback dismounted, both guards bowed at the waist. The first elf said, “Welcome to Provincial Manor. Prince Domatin, Imperator Leontina, and Legatus Tauriel. I hope your ride up the hill went well.”

With her teeth chattering Tauriel muttered, “Besides this blistering cold it was fine.”

The two large doors to the manor opened as a skinny young elf with long curly blond hair, dressed in an elegant blue and white robe encrusted with gold pedals, extended her arms. Smiling, she exclaimed, “Domatin, my dear cousin! It’s been too long.”

Domatin returned her smile and rushed to hug her. “Phyra! I feared that being away from home this long would bore you to death.”

Phyra laughed, “You must be joking? Being the Governess of this forsaken country has been the most fun I’ve ever had.”

“Despite the constant attacks from the human resistance?” Leontina interrupted.

Domatin cringed at the sound of Leontina’s voice. He turned and glared at her before announcing, “Phyra, I would like for you to meet Imperator Leontina, the Dwarven Blight.”

Phyra passed by Domatin and skipped up to Leontina. She smiled as she studied her face, then said, “I have heard so many things about you. I never thought that I would actually meet one of my role models.”

Leontina’s eyebrows raised. “Me? A role model?”

“Of course!” Phyra exclaimed. “If it wasn’t for you, Azara would’ve fallen to the dwarves decades ago.”

Leontina bowed and said, “Thank you Madam Ophidian.”

Phyra walked beside Leontina and hooked arms with her, “You may call me Phyra. We are all friends here. And besides it’s not everyday a girl can say she is visited by family and such honored guests for dinner.”

Phyra stopped and looked over at the chattering noises she kept hearing to her left where she saw Tauriel slightly hunched over rubbing her arms. “A little cold are we?”

Tauriel nodded her head before her gaze stuck on Phyra’s bare feet on the freezing ground. Tauriel asked, “Madam Ophidian are your feet not cold?”

Phyra glanced at her feet before answering. “Oh, not at all. I’ve been here for almost 16 years, so I’m used to the cold. Now come along you three, dinner should almost be ready.”

Phyra, still locked with Leontina, led them into the warmth of the welcoming manor. Lavish blue and white linen curtains draped across the floor. Leontina and Tauriel saw many decorations that reminded them of home—tiny cherry blossom trees in corners and several small statues of the snake god, Colubra. They even spotted Phyra’s albino Cobra coiled up at the base of a cherry blossom tree.

As Phyra led them through the manor, she noticed Leontina’s and Tauriel’s observations and said, “This manor may have been built by humans, but I tried to make it more elvish.”

They arrived at a short, square table with a steaming, succulent, roasted boar ready to be served along with a bounty of vegetables and rice. Phyra turned to her guests, “Human architecture may be dull, but I have to admit they sure know how to cook a fine roasted boar. Let’s dine and drink on Azara wine.”

The four of them sat on short, cushioned chairs as young human women in simple blue gowns served food and wine. As they were eating, Tauriel asked, “Madam Ophidian, how is it that at barely over 190 years old, you were picked to be the Governess of Xanica?”

“I like to tell people it is because of my charm and welcoming personality,” Phyra quipped. “But between us, I think it’s because no one else wanted the position. Everyone talked about how boring the human kingdoms are, just a whole bunch of dull trees and grass—but I saw deeper into the country as well as the bounty of human women to sleep with.”

“Human girls?” Tauriel asked.

Phyra winked at one of the human servers as she answered, “Well of course. For starters most of the human girls who look my age can barely remember what it was like to live without us elves; and secondly if I for some reason fall in love, I only have to wait around 40 or 50 years before she dies and I can find another one!”

“So, Leontina, I’ve heard that you will be taking command of the forces here in Xanica,” Phyra said, changing the subject. “Tell me, how do you plan on dealing with the resistance?”

Leontina took a sip of her wine before replying. “To be honest with you, I am not here to fight the resistance. Empress Julianna ordered that if Crixaria made a move to retake Xanica, I was to secure Roughstone Pass.”

“Roughstone Pass?” Phyra said, confused. “Why there?”

Leontina continued, “The Empress fears that the humans will try to attack us in Azara and Roughstone Pass is the only way for a large army to pass between Xanica and the Eacru Wastes.”

While plucking a bite of pork off her fork, Phyra giggled, “The humans? Attack us? Why that’s just absurd. Even if they took the pass they would have to cross orc lands, which we could easily just pay to constantly harass the humans. And they would more than likely get lost in the desert anyway. But none of that is going to happen, because, well, Crixaria doesn’t have reason to attack us, and even if they did, their army is too small.”

Leontina cleared her throat. “The part about the Eacru Wastes may be true, but Crixaria is no longer alone. Tarium has joined, and they are probably trying to coerce Vetin to join as well. And they now have more of a reason to hate us than ever before.” Leontina turned and stared directly at Domatin as she continued, “King Dylenn Allister was poisoned when he was offered peace, a peace offer that was supposed to be genuine.”

With an annoyed grin Domatin waved his hands in the air. “That wasn’t me, no matter how many times you imply it.”

Leontina’s glare of contempt didn’t falter. “Your Praetorians were there. You could have given them orders to poison the wine.”

Domatin lowered his hands. “Don’t you think if I did it, I would be bragging about it all the time? Besides, if you hadn’t lost the siege in the first place none of that would have happened.”

Phyra and Tauriel stopped eating as the tension between Domatin and Leontina escalated, while Phyra appeared to be enjoying the situation. Leontina took a long deep breath before replying, “I wouldn’t have lost if you had told me that the Vicar and his army were approaching. Instead, you just ran off with your tail between your legs.”

Now even the human servants paused at the insult. Everyone in the room stared at Domatin. With a sudden clap of his hands, Domatin looked at one of the humans and demanded, “Pour me more wine.”

With her hands trembling the young girl walked toward Domatin’s outstretched hand and carefully poured the red wine into his goblet. Domatin raised his glass in her direction and with a smile said, “Thank you my dear.”

As the girl hurried from the room, Leontina said, “I honestly thought you were going to take your anger out on that poor girl.”

Domatin set his glass back down on the table and resumed his dinner, talking while he chewed, “Why do you hold me in such low regard, Imperator? I have never caused you harm in any way.”

Leontina shifted uneasily in her chair. Domatin spoke again, “There are no wrong answers here. Everyone knows how you feel about me. I just want to know why.”

Leontina pondered her words for several moments before firmly replying, “Because of you, your brother Tiberius was killed. You created Tantabus. You are the reason we lost the siege at Sternz. And, quite frankly, you are a monster.”

Picking up the napkin in front of him, Domatin wiped his mouth and leaned back in his chair. “Tiberius sacrificed himself for me, and believe me when I say I miss him every day. As for Tantabus that problem will be rectified very soon.”

“Rectified?” Phyra interrupted, “I thought you killed Tantabus a few years ago?”

Domatin gave Phyra’s question no attention as he continued to address Leontina. “Exactly how was Sternz my fault and not yours? Let us recall who did what in those days. You failed to make sure our mages survived. You may have managed to open the gate but failed miserably in keeping it open. And despite you blaming me for the arrival of the Vicar, what was I supposed to do? Your troops were exhausted, and if you had deployed to face the Vicar, the humans inside the city would have figured out what was happening and regained hope. By me not telling you, the elven army had a chance to perhaps take the city and use the walls to defeat the Vicar’s army. I, on the other hand, successfully extracted information from a human officer, which Legatus Tauriel failed to do, I might add. I am the one who came up with the idea on how to breach the human walls, while all of your plans failed.”

Leontina squinted her eyes at Domatin and replied, “You will still always be remembered as a monster.”

“A monster? Exactly how am I a monster? I guarantee that out of the two of us I have killed far fewer people, both directly and indirectly. Take The Unbroken for example—those humans and that orc are the real monsters, killing anyone and anything in their path. For a fact, I know that Liam has killed a few hundred and that’s not including the ones he has killed since he returned to human lands. Yet they are viewed as heroes, as symbols of hope, even though they have and will kill more people than I. No, I think it is my methods that scare you and everyone else, because I’m different. I don’t conform to the normal way of doing things. You can torture someone by beating them, threatening them for hours and not get anything. But you gave me ten minutes with that officer, and I had her telling me what we needed to know. You’re scared because my methods are more effective than yours.”

Domatin turned to Phyra and asked, “Phyra, wouldn’t you say it is more civilized to scare someone into submission for a few minutes rather than beating them for hours?”

Phyra sat speechless in her seat, so Leontina answered, “You frighten people because they think you enjoy war, that you enjoy hurting people. Some even say that you hope this war will last as long as you live to fight in it.”

“What is wrong with war? War is a necessity. And the people who say the world would be a better place without warfare are clearly too simple-minded to understand its purpose. War brings families, towns, countries, and races together for a greater purpose. War advances civilization faster. War shows people’s true natures. War is the greatest test of all.”

As an uneasy silence draped over the room, a Praetorian entered and approached Domatin. The Praetorian whispered something in Domatin’s ear and then immediately withdrew. Phyra took a long drink of wine, “So, what was that about?”

Domatin returned to his meal, “None of your concern.”

“Oh, no no no, not that again,” Leontina snapped. “Last time this happened the Vicar and tens of thousands of paladins showed up a little later.”

Domatin finished a bite of pork, then said, “Four robed figures killed the Wraiths that I left at the village last night.”

“That’s it?” Leontina interrupted.

Domatin smiled as he finished. “Four robed figures—and a large black wolf.”

Tauriel set her glass on the table before turning to Leontina, “Surely that means Crixaria and Tarium plan on attacking us. We should try to quell the resistance as soon as possible.”

Clearing his throat Domatin informed them, “I’ve already sent a small force to attack the resistance headquarters.”

Phyra clapped her hands three times, and the human servants cleared the table. Leontina grabbed a map of Xanica from a side table and flattened it out on the dinner table. She pointed to the top area of Xanica and said, “We are here. Our army is here at Roughstone pass,” moving her finger to the center of the Xanica and Eacru Waste border. “We should gather all the elven forces in Xanica, along with the humans that are loyal to us and move them to the pass. As long as we control the pass, we can halt the humans from advancing. Roughstone Keep and the mountains to our back will give us aid when and if a massive human army tries to take it.”

Domatin pointed to a spot on the map with only trees for markings. Looking at the group, he smiled and said, “As long as we can draw the humans to this spot, I will be content with whatever plans we make.”

“Why there?” asked Phyra. “Nothing of importance is there, only a small forest.”

Domatin looked back down at the map and with a malicious grin answered, “If you want The Unbroken to break,—lead them here.”
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Kassandra glared at the barren trees and asked, “How much farther until we arrive at Harpsburg? I’m ready to get out of all this forest.”

Konar sighed. “We all know your sister disappeared in a forest, but you’ve got the four of us to help make sure you don’t get lost. You don’t have to complain every five minutes that you don’t enjoy being in forests.”

“Quiet down you two,” Vernon insisted. “I’d rather not have to ask Liam to shut you both up.”

Kassandra raised an eyebrow. “You really think Liam could beat both of us?”

“You don’t think I can?” Liam questioned.

Konar turned toward Liam and said, “Even for you that might be a stretch. But let’s say for a moment you had to defeat any of us. Do you even have a plan?”

Without hesitation Liam answered, “Konar, I would take out your legs. Without your mobility you wouldn’t be able to defend yourself. You’d be stuck in the mud. Kassandra, without your bow you may be able to fend off common soldiers, but anyone with training would give you trouble. I’d take away your bow, and then I could easily beat you. As for Vernon, all I would have to do is attack him fast enough and relentlessly enough for his confidence problems to take hold of his mind. With that hesitation I would finish that fight in a matter of seconds.”

All of them, shocked and speechless, stared at Liam in astonishment and slight horror. Konar was the first to speak. “You’ve thought about this before, haven’t you?”

Liam muttered, “I knew how to beat each of you when we rescued Kaia on the first day of the siege. It’s nothing personal. It’s just what I learned to do.”

“Where in the world did you learn to do that?” asked Kassandra.

Liam took a deep breath before answering. “You remember those three scars on my back? When Domatin would make me fight in the arena, if I ever came close to losing or even had a little trouble with an opponent he would take a sword and carve down my back.”

“Domatin really did a number on you, didn’t he?” Vernon asked.

Before any more words could be said, Blaster lowered his body and began to growl, gazing off into the forest ahead of him.

Konar looked to Vernon and asked, “How far away is Harpsburg?”

Vernon pointed to a hill. “It should be just over that ridge.”

They pressed forward at a more rapid, yet stealthy pace. When they crested the ridge, they heard the sounds of battle. From the top of the hill they could see the resistance in a large village surrounded by a meadow, fighting a much larger elven force. Vernon peered over to the village center and spotted a familiar face, “Look over there!” Vernon shouted. “That looks like Makay.”

Konar surveyed the village and said, “We need to get down there and help as fast as we can.”

“Agreed,” replied Vernon. “Konar, you and I will ride up the street directly toward the center. Kassandra, you, Liam, and Blaster go toward the chapel on the right side of town. The elven forces seem to be concentrating there.”

With a quick nod they all galloped toward the village. Vernon leaned over and grabbed his kite shield from the side of the horse while drawing his longsword from his side with his right hand. Galloping beside him, Konar reached behind his head and pulled out his mighty war hammer. Both were ready to fight their way to Makay.

Vernon and Konar plowed their way to the center. They noticed that the fighting was not just in the streets but in the wooden buildings of the village as well. They reached the center to see Makay along with dozens of other resistance soldiers covered in blood and mud fighting off the elven forces.

Makay turned to see Vernon and Konar approaching him. He yelled, “You beautiful bastards! I don’t think I’ve ever been as happy to see a foreigner as I am right now.”

“How bad is it?” Vernon demanded. “Where do you need us?”

Makay took a few moments to catch his breath before replying, “By the looks of it we almost have the situation under control, the elves underestimated our numbers. Did you see anything when you arrived?”

“To me it seemed as if the elves are trying to get to the chapel,” Vernon replied.

“The chapel?” Makay asked, turning his gaze toward that structure.

Before Vernon could reply, Makay turned around and shouted, “Everyone fight to the chapel. We can’t take the chance on one of those bastards getting a glimpse.”

Vernon turned to Konar, “We can get there sooner than they can. Let’s go.”

v

Riding toward the chapel Liam, Kassandra, and Blaster hurried past the fighting. Approaching the chapel Liam pulled the reigns on his horse and dismounted while grabbing his two short swords from his saddle. A confused Kassandra shouted, “What are you doing?”

Liam ducked under the swing of an elf as Blaster clamped down on the elf’s throat. Liam stood back up and yelled, “I can barely ride a horse, let alone fight on one.”

Kassandra spurred her horse toward the chapel. She readied her bow and began to release arrows toward the elves fighting around the chapel. Not all of her arrows made contact with her targets as her horse fidgeted, startled by the clashing of steel. Kassandra slowed her horse to a halt as Liam and Blaster rushed past and began to fight around the chapel.

Blaster jumped on an elf, sinking his fangs into the neck. Liam swung down with his right sword across an elf’s face while stabbing another on his left. Vernon and Konar soon arrived, and at the sight of the five of them together a cry of terror rose from among the elven forces. “It’s—its them, from Sternz.”As more elves fell their onslaught, a number of the elves started to flee toward the hill.

With the revelation that The Unbroken were in the battle, the elven forces quickly crumbled and fled from the fighting. Enthusiastic cheers rang across the village as the last of the elven forces exited the village.

A panting Makay arrived and hunched over to catch his breath. Then he pointed to the chapel and asked, “Did you see anyone leave the chapel?”

“I didn’t see anyone,” Kassandra replied.

Makay turned to some of his fellow resistance fighters. “Does anyone know where Malum is?”

A strong voice replied from within the chapel, “I’m in here Makay.”

Everyone’s attention turned to the doorway of the chapel as an aged man with narrow brown eyes and short black hair, armored in a slightly rusted Vicar’s Chosen armor stepped outside. His mace and shield dripped blood as he said, “None of the elves who saw our plans made it out alive. I made certain of that.”

“We’ve got a live one over here!” shouted a female resistance fighter. Malum looked toward the young woman, her dark, black hair covered in blood. She pushed the elven soldier on the ground.

Malum walked toward them and said, “Thank you Jenna,” before squatting down to the enemy soldier and asking, “Now tell me exactly how the elves knew that we were here? Was it the spies you have, or something else?”

As the soldier stared back, Malum became impatient and picked up a muddied dagger from the ground. With one hand firmly wrapped in the elven soldier’s hair, he jerked his head back and stuck the edge of the knife into his right nostril. “Tell me how, right now,” Malum commanded.

The soldier spat in Malum’s face. Enraged, Malum pulled the tip of the dagger through the nostril, then stuck the blade under the soldier’s nose and started sawing upward, cutting the soldier’s nose completely off. The soldier cried out in pain as  blood gushed down his face and into his mouth. Malum got right in his face and screamed, “How?”

“A human village was raided, and a letter was found.”

“What did the letter say?” asked Malum.

The soldier shook his head side to side. “I do not know. The elves keep the important information to themselves.”

Konar turned to Vernon and whispered, “He said that bit as if he wasn’t an elf.”

Malum heard this and replied, “That’s because he isn’t.” Malum dropped the dagger and pulled the white hood back from the soldier’s head, showing everyone that the soldier was human.

Looking around, Vernon noted that none of the resistance fighters, not even Makay, are surprised by this revelation. He took a step forward and cleared his throat. “My name is...”

“I know who you are,” Malum interrupted. “Makay and the rest of resistance fighters who fought at Sternz have told us about you. And to be honest, I’m not impressed.”

Kassandra’s face soured, “Not impressed? We didn’t save your ass just to impress you.”

Malum glared at Kassandra and said, “It’s easy to rise to the occasion when the city you are in is besieged, and you don’t have a choice. How about when for 15 years your country has been subjugated, when harboring resistance fighters means your entire village will burn to the ground, and all your neighbors and family will be killed? Or when friends you’ve grown up with join the elves against you? None of the people here were forced to be here. They all joined because they wanted to.”

Vernon raised his hands and tried to calm the situation. “We meant no offense in being here.”

In silence, Malum turned and walked back into the chapel. Makay clapped his hands together and said, “Alright now everyone, the show is over. Go see where you can helpful, especially to the town folk, and be ready to leave soon, I doubt we will stay here much longer. And Jenna, you know what to do with the soldier.”

Jenna kicked the ribs of the bloodied soldier and dragged him away.

As the resistance fighters moved through the streets, Makay turned his attention to Vernon. “I apologize about Malum’s words. He isn’t very fond of outsiders, even if they are trying to help.”

“Why?” Liam asked.

Makay shrugged. “Look around you. The only person that isn’t a native of Xanica is Malum. He feels that the rest of the human kingdoms abandoned Xanica, and since we’ve been on our own for 15 years, he thinks that we can do just fine without any help.”

Konar peered into the chapel and asked, “How did he get the armor that the Vicar’s Chosen wear?”

“He used to be one,” Makay replied. “After word reached Tarium that Xanica had been overrun, he wanted Tarium to join the war immediately and come help, and when no aide was sent, he simply left. It took a year or two before he started to talk normal and another three after that until we heard him laugh, but he’s only done that four times”
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