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Chapter 1


[image: ]




Jayde slipped from shadow to shadow, her footsteps soundless on the heavy flagstone flooring. The damp chill of the underground tunnel penetrated to the bone. Here below the great castle's ground level, the air closed in around her, thick and oppressive. Like a tomb.

Although she’d yet to meet any spirits, most certainly, they haunted these dank passageways. Its history of torture and death cast a chilling pallor over the entire castle.

The taint of ogre and orc lingered in the air as well, causing a foul irritation at the back of her throat. Longing for fresher air and the deep forests of her homelands, Jayde gritted her teeth and endured the cold serpentine labyrinth of tunnels, stairways, and dungeons.

And the constant presence of evil.

The Zarrum had controlled this place for decades. Priests of the fallen god, Zar had, no doubt, conducted many dark rituals within these stone walls.

Her stomach roiled, but she refused to turn back. That man she’d seen dragged down here—she could be his only hope.

Trudging footsteps echoed in the hallway ahead. Jayde pulled deeper into the shadows as a lumbering, stooped figure appeared out of the gloom. Ogre.

Arms crossing in front of her, her hands glided to the hilts of the twin sabers that hung at her hips. She slid the weapons silently from their scabbards and crouched, ready to spring. But the intruder turned, moving away from her down a side passage without any indication the lumbering creature had detected her presence.

Taking a deep breath, Jayde sheathed her swords and waited until she could no longer hear the creature’s plodding footsteps. Only then did she move out of the shadows and continue her search.

A glowing trail of golden magical dust, one only she could see, hung in the air of the passage, guiding her to her target down the stone-lined hallway. The corridor ended abruptly a hundred feet ahead at a steel-barred gate. She pulled the tarnished handle. Rusty hinges creaked. The shrill sound grated along her taut nerves as she dragged it open just wide enough to slip her slender form through.

She stepped onto a small platform at the top of a stairway that spiraled out of view.

Deeper still? How far was she prepared to go for a man she’d never met?

“As far as it takes,” she muttered under her breath. No one deserved to be left to the cruelty of the Zarrum...except for another Zarrum, of course. She had no issues with them killing each other; which, surprisingly, they were quite good at.

She paused, listening for any evidence her passing had been detected. The hallway behind her remained silent. Taking the steps carefully, she checked for loose or shifting flagstones.

Muffled speech echoed up from the depths in front of her. The words were indistinct, but the tone was undeniably one of contempt.

Heavily stained with blood and filth, the stairway showed the wear of centuries. Ravenhead Castle was ancient and had been built as a northern outpost by the Humans of Octurian. But a little over a century ago, it had fallen into Zarrum hands. How many prisoners had been dragged down these stairs to be tortured and murdered in those decades? How many restless spirits lingered in these dank passageways? A chill crept up her spine but she tightened her resolve, concentrating on her mission. Success could leave one fewer spirit haunting these catacombs.

Failure would probably add two more.

Provided, of course, that the man was innocent. She had no proof one way or another, but hopefully she soon would. In any case, there were Zarrum below to kill. If now was her time to die, she planned to take as many of them with her as she could.

A damp, dark alcove at the bottom of the stairway offered sanctuary. Here the dungeon reeked of human sweat and fresh blood.

Her limbs tense, she knelt and pulled her small yew bow from its clasps on her quiver. She drew a green shafted arrow, fitting the nock to the drawstring, then peeked around the corner, scanning ahead.

Flickering torches ensconced in the bare stone walls illuminated four black-robed figures surrounding a battered, mostly naked man bound to an iron chair.

The robes were emblazoned with the sword and lightning bolt insignia of the fallen god, Zar.

Zarrum scum. Her gut fisted.

The men, intent on their victim, never turned her way. She stood a moment and watched, hoping to glean some snippet of useful information before engaging.

“Betrayer!” One of the black robes towered over the prisoner. The hood of his robe was thrown back and his scarred, bearded visage held a cold, cruel sneer. His arm swung toward the bound man’s head and the back-handed slap that followed resounded through the chamber.

The prisoner groaned.

“Who are you working for, betrayer?” the bearded torturer spat in the man's face.

The other three Zarrum had their hoods firmly in place, faces all but hidden in the black robes they wore. But the faint creak of leather from under the cloth told a different tale from the image they sought to portray.

These were not sorcerers. Zarrum magic wielders, a rare but dangerous fellowship, who had no need of leather armor beneath their robes. These men were warriors. No doubt they were using the robes as an attempt to frighten their prisoner.

Most humans feared the dark arts more than a sharp blade.

Jayde had no such hindrance. Spell or sword, each had their advantages and detriments. She’d chosen early on to learn to wield both.

She held her arrow in place with the index finger of her bow hand as she wove a sigil of protection with her other hand, drawing mana from her pool of power to create a protective web of energy around her.

“I have betrayed no one.” The prisoner’s rasping voice told of brutal hours already spent under the Zarrum torturer’s hand. “Zar protect me, I am loyal.”

Are you? Had she been fooled? Had she spent the last hours weaving her way down here to save a damn Zarrum? She’d know soon enough, one way or the other.

“Lies,” the sneering black-robe spat. “Tell me, who your contact to Ozyl is. Give me what I ask and I will grant you a quicker, less painful death. How do you communicate with the agents of the conjurling? Are there other traitors in my castle?”

A brazier nearby held glowing red coals. A long iron rod protruded from its crackling center.

Moving to pull the rod from the coals, the black-robed man approached his prisoner once again. “Or you can take your time. We can play for a bit. Be assured, I will find out what I want to know, one way or another.” The Zarrum’s eyes lit as he applied the white-hot metal brand to the bare skin of his prisoner's chest. A searing sound and the smell of burnt flesh assailed Jayde's senses. The prisoner cried out, then fainted.

The four men laughed, one of them grabbing a bucket filled with filthy water and made ready to splash the unconscious man.

Enough of this. Jayde slid out of the stairwell. She incanted a spell of power-thrust on the arrow, brought the bow up, drew, and fired. The projectile flew unerringly across the room and buried itself in the shoulder of one of the Zarrum. The enchanted impact pushed the arrow through his body, pinning the man to the wooden beam he'd been leaning against.

The wounded Zarrum cried out and clutched at the arrow in an unsuccessful attempt to pull it free of the beam. Her magic had forced the shaft deeply into the wood. He wasn’t going anywhere.

Jayde followed the first arrow quickly with another, which struck a second Zarrum, the one with the bucket of water. As the shaft sunk into his thigh, he fell to the ground. The handle slid from his hands and the bucket crashed to the floor, spilling its contents. Water and blood mingled in a puddle as he writhed on the floor.

Okay, her shots hadn’t been the best. Still, two men were out of the fight for now. Archery had never been her strongest skill and the flickering shadows in this dungeon hadn’t helped her aim. Still, this wasn’t a bad start to this encounter.

“Get her.” The torturer’s commanding voice echoed through the chamber. He pointed at her with the white-hot brand. His remaining able-bodied companion struggled but managed to pull a broad-bladed scimitar from beneath his robes.

As the two closed on her, she dropped her bow, and drew her sabers to meet their attacks.

The first to reach her was the Zarrum wielding the brand. As he swung, she ducked. The iron bar missed the top of her head by mere inches. Still, the brand caught strands of her hair and its intense heat singed her tresses. She curled her nose as the acrid stench assaulted her nostrils. Bringing her saber up, she batted the bar aside, then slashed with her other sword toward the man’s midsection. He leapt out of range before the blade struck.

“So, the elves send little girls to do their fighting now? It is no wonder they’re losing this war.” Amusement danced in his eyes as he took another step back. His thick brown brows were knit together. His dark eyes scanned her head to toe.

The other man came in swinging from her left. She caught his blade on the hilt of her sword and leaned into him. The man stumbled, hampered by the folds of the robe he wore.

Not used to fighting in a robe, are you?

She locked the man's weapon between the hilt and blade of her saber and struck in a wide arc with the sword in her other hand. Across and down the blade glided. Then the scimitar crashed to the floor with the man’s severed hand still clutching its hilt.

The Zarrum’s eyes widened as his gaze caught the blood-gushing stump of his wrist.

Jayde reversed her saber's stroke, gliding the blade across the man’s throat. A crimson gusher erupted from the wound.

“One hundred seventy-four,” Jayde whispered under her breath as the dying man sank to the floor, his life’s blood mingling with the dirt and stains.

Sharp pain and searing heat caught her, and she was thrown to the left, as the other man struck again with the heated brand. She ignored the pain and rolled to avoid a second swipe of the weapon, hopping back to her feet while slashing at the man’s stomach. Again, he jumped back and her weapon met only air.

“You are easy on the eyes, elf bitch. Are you Kalphus's lover perhaps? Here to try to save him?” The man sneered. “You will fail. But if you surrender to me right now, I will spare you and let you live to warm my bed at night.”

Jayde brought her saber up to block his stroke. “Pig!”

A gold tooth in his mouth reflected the sparks that flew as her weapon met another swipe of the brand he wielded.

Who’s Kalphus? The prisoner perhaps?

Humans fought on both sides in this war, making it difficult to determine the man’s allegiances, at least from a distance.

She continued to exchange blows with the black-robed man, using each stroke to analyze her opponent, hoping to find a weakness she could exploit. He was light on his feet for a big man, and was proving to be a better fighter than most, challenging her with seasoned, strategic moves.

Flickering shadows caught the edge of her peripheral vision. The Zarrum warrior she'd wounded in the leg with her second arrow was behind her. Too intent on her attacker, she’d missed the other man’s movements.

Concentrate.

Deftly, Jayde dropped one of her sabers, pulled a dagger from its scabbard strapped to her thigh, and threw it behind her. A gasp, followed by the muffled thud of a heavy body striking the stone floor, assured her the threat from behind had been eliminated.

The bearded Zarrum widened his eyes. “Impressive.”

Encouraged, she pushed the attack, battering aside his next swing. This one was too skilled for her to expect to take him out with a single strike. She took advantage of every mistake he made to inflict a cut here, a scratch there, noting how his swagger and confidence slipped each time her blade found a mark under his guard.

In his eyes she saw the moment he knew he was beaten. His gaze darted side to side. His stance betrayed his readiness to retreat. He would take the next opportunity to run.

She faked a stumble. As the man turned to flee, she leapt forward, swinging strongly. The Zarrum's head flew from his shoulders. The body, seemingly unaware that it was dead, managed to take one additional, stumbling step before dropping.

“One hundred seventy-five.” Jayde found no sympathy for the headless corpse. The Zarrum device he wore marked him as irredeemable. A blight on the land that needed to be eradicated.

She spun to find her dagger protruding from the neck of the Zarrum who’d attempted to come at her from behind. “One hundred seventy-six.” The man lay in a widening pool of crimson. She pulled the weapon from the body and wiped it clean on his black robe.

“Please!” The voice was ragged—the man quivered and cringed. “I have wealth...power in the Zarrum.” Still pinned to the wooden beam by her first arrow, this Zarrum pulled vainly at the deeply embedded arrow shaft—unable to escape. He wasn’t going anywhere.

Except to hell.

Jayde’s brow furrowed. Her gut churned.

No quarter. No mercy.

“And what good does your ill-gotten wealth and power do you now, Zarrum pig?”

Jayde held out her hand, palm up toward the man and uttered a short magical incantation.

From her empty palm sprung a butterfly. The beautiful, delicate creature fluttered toward the Zarrum.

“The Butterfly Assassin!” The man choked as the delicate yellow and black swallowtail winged its way toward him.

Her saber followed the illusion, slicing the man from shoulder to sternum.

“One hundred seventy-seven.”

Her magical butterfly fluttered over the fallen Zarrum. It was such a simple incantation, yet so full of meaning. Each time she called forth the illusion, it brought back the pain and sorrow of the day she’d learned the spell. She used those feelings to fuel her thirst for revenge.

Never forget.

A weak groan drew Jayde's attention. The battered prisoner, still tied to the chair, had awakened. A scowl played across his battered face.

“What took you so long? They might have killed me. Hassad will hear of your ineptitude.” It was not the response she’d expected. Suspicion coiled in her gut.

The butterfly illusion fluttered behind him, out of his sight.

She snorted. “You’re welcome.”

“There is no time for your insolence.” The man’s insistent commanding tone turned her stomach. “Free me and take me to Hassad. With Seafus dead, Ravenhead Castle can be ours but we’ll need to move fast.”

Jayde approached the man, her hand weaving a spell. “Neigh intermina.” As the dark aura enclosed the captive, his true essence was revealed.

Murder, rapine, subterfuge.

This was no innocent. This was a Zarrum agent from a rival faction.

Jayde pushed back her long tresses on one side of her head, revealing the pointed ears of her elven heritage. “Since when has any elf worked with the Zarrum?” She pulled the butterfly illusion back toward the palm of her hand, in clear view of the captive.

The man’s eyes widened. “No!”

“One hundred seventy-eight.” She drove her saber into the man’s heart.

Then, retrieving her bow and sword from the dungeon floor where she’d dropped them, she exited the chamber leaving the butterfly to flutter over the dead.

***
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Above ground once again, Jayde breathed in the clean, fresh air.

What a waste of time. It had taken her over an hour to work her way back out of the Ravenhead Castle dungeons. Slipping from shadow to shadow in the dim pre-dawn, she slunk beneath the notice of the sleepy guards on the walls and faded into the surrounding woodland.

Her mood lightened as she traversed the forested pathway. Dew still clung to the leaves, and the mossy smell of the deep woods rode the light breeze that filtered through the dense foliage. Birds sung sweetly, as the morning sun cast its first bright rays over the mountains on the eastern horizon. The sky was cobalt blue and cloudless, offering the promise of a beautiful spring day.

She worked her way south of Ravenhead Castle, and deep into the forest by the time the sun rose high enough to send rays through the leaves. She drew in another deep breath and slowed her pace, allowing the magical spells that had protected her to slip away.

They’d undoubtedly be looking for her now, but she had all the protection she needed hanging around her neck. The magical device warmed her skin where it touched, its continuing enchantment kept her undetectable by the Zarrum sorcerer’s crystal balls and scrying pools as she did her work.

So much evil in the world.

She’d barely made a dent this day and, in the end, there’d been no one to save. Still, she’d sent five Zarrum to meet their blood-stained god. That was something.

Splashing and singing assailed her ears and pulled her from her reverie. Following the sounds to the edge of a forest pond, she hid behind a tree and peered around.

A broad expanse of soapy shoulder drew her gaze, as the bold baritone voice lifted once again in song. A human male, his back to her, was bathing in the small pond. A flock of songbirds hovered over his head, adding their chirps as a chorus to his song.

They’re singing with him.

A rapturous calm settled on her as the man ran soapy fingers through his long, chestnut-colored hair. At the end of the chorus, he dove under the water, rinsing the soap from his body and hair. As he surfaced once again, he spread his arms wide, and the birds above settled on him.

“Thank you, my friends, for the gift of your morning song.” The deep, rich tone matched the bold baritone he’d used when he sang.

The dense muscle of his back drew her gaze down to his slim waistline, just visible above the waterline. As he trudged toward the opposite bank, solid hips and an eye-catching rear end held her mesmerized. Guilt prodded her thoughts and she turned away.

At 30 years old, she was still considered a child by elf standards. Still, Jayde had certainly felt adult urges recently. That she found this human appealing did make her wonder.

With a sudden flurry of wings, the birds took flight, their calls frantic.

“Who's there?” The man shook his head to clear the water from his eyes then turned as the flock of birds flew toward where Jayde hid behind the tree.

The birds stopped short, fluttering in the air above her, chirping and scolding. Keeping her gaze above his beltline, she raised her hands and slid around the tree trunk to face him.

His gaze met hers. “Here, girl, what's the idea, sneaking up on me like this?”

She chose confidence over surrender. “Sneaking?” Leaning against the tree she folded her arms. The humor in the situation bubbled in her gut. “You were making so much noise, I doubt my movements were the least bit sneaky.”

He looked as old as an elf in his first century, so the human appeared close to her age. His chestnut hair hung wet to his shoulders. Dense musculature in his arms and shoulders hinted at a man used to hard labor. A warrior perhaps? Though he could just as easily be a farmer. His features were ruggedly handsome and there was intensity in his dark brown eyes.

Please, don’t be a Zarrum. It would be a pity to have to put this one down. But she would if she had to.

“Well, you have me there. I needed to wash the dust of travel off me, and it was a good day for a bath and a song.” He must have realized then that he was naked for the world to see, for he crouched down, bringing the waterline to his waist. “Turn your back now girl, so I can dry off and dress.”

Jayde laughed. “I don't think so. I'm not about to turn my back on a stranger this close to a Zarrum stronghold.” That’s my excuse and I’m sticking to it.

“Zarrum? You think I’m a Zarrum, by Thon? Look at my tunic and armor on the shore there. Do they look black to you?”

Jayde forced her gaze away to where the man’s blue and wine-colored tabard and breaches lay on a rock on the shore behind him. There also was a jacket of fine silvery chain mail, a leather helm, and a silvery war hammer.

“And this.” He held up a silver hammer-shaped symbol hung on a golden chain around his neck. “Is this the sword and lightning symbol of the damn Zarrum?”

I should turn...give the man his privacy...still...

Her gaze continued to linger on his incredible physique.

“A Zarrum spy could look just as you appear.” She did not for one moment believe the man to be one.

“By all the gods, you are a difficult one, girl. I am Mathus Belthion, warrior-priest of Thon the Thunderer. By my hammer I swear that I am no enemy of yours. Now turn your back so that I may exit this pond with a modicum of dignity.”

He was shivering.

“Tell me first, what a paladin of Thon is doing here in the north. It has been a long time since any of the Thunderer’s followers have been seen in the elven wood.” Well, except for that woman with Emrilok at Even’s Gap. She and her strange group had been the talk of Elberath for months.

Could this man be looking for her?

“What am I doing here? By Thon, what does it look like I'm doing here, girl? I'm taking a bath! Now turn away. A man can have his modesty too, you know.”

You’ve got nothing to be modest about.

He moved closer to the shore, yet crouched all the more to keep himself covered to the waist.

Guilt warred with fascination. “Come now sir, tell me of your business in the elven wood, that I can trust you enough to turn my back on you.”

His visage darkened, annoyance played across his features. He took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. “I am here because I have been called. Thon himself sent me north.”

With a quick gesture the priest reached out his hand toward his gear on the bank. The war hammer jerked up, flinging sand in all directions, then flew toward him. He stood, the water now only to his knees, as he grasped the hammer from the air and tilted the head toward her menacingly.

“Now you know who I am, and you know my business. Allow a man a bit of privacy or I'll call on Thon's own lightning to strike you blind.”

A paladin of Thon was rare enough. One wielding an enchanted weapon was almost unheard of. Legends spoke of these clerics in hushed whispers.

Jayde spun around, her heart quailing. “I...I’m sorry.”

Splashing followed, and she could picture the man’s incredible physique leaving the water, but she didn’t dare turn. This was not a man to play games with. By the gods, what have I done?

“As I said, my name is Mathus Belthion.” The threat was gone from his tone. Coarse fabric rustled behind her as he dressed. He didn’t seem the least bit angry.

She edged to the side, putting a tree trunk between her and the priest. “I’m Jayde.” Her mind awhirl, she couldn’t come up with anything else to fill the awkward silence.

“Now child, I am properly dressed. You may turn about.”

Mathus was just sliding the chainmail jacket over his head as she peeked around the tree trunk.

“I’m hardly a child.” Chagrin trickled through her fear. “I am probably older than you.”

“Forgive me, Jayde. I have had little contact with the elves, truth be told. Your kind seems eternally young in our eyes.”

Mathus smiled and motioned her over. His eyes scanned her up and down as she made her way toward him around the pond. “So, tell me, what are you doing this close to Ravenhead Castle? Were you not an elf, I could well accuse you of being a Zarrum agent. You are certainly wearing enough black.”

She’d chosen to wear black stained leather armoring for its concealment value at night. She hadn’t considered that choice could well have people mistaking her intentions. But elves didn’t work with the Zarrum. It was well known that the god, Zar, desired the extermination of the entire elven race.

“I...” She hesitated. Probably not a good idea to confess to a priest she’d just killed five men, even though they’d richly deserved their fate. And did she dare mention her mission was purely for revenge?

Still, lying to a priest...

Before Jayde could formulate a response, however, Mathus slapped at his own head. “Ach! I forget my manners. Come, break bread with me this morning. I have plenty and would truly welcome your company.”

Back in a wooded glade, a short distance from the pond, was the priest’s small camp. The cheery fire crackled in a ring of stones, promising warmth from the chill dampness of the morning dew.

Jayde sat on the ground, soaking in the warmth, as Mathus dug into a backpack on the ground.

He set out biscuits and honey for the two of them and offered a cup of steaming berry juice from the pot set on a stone by the fire. “Freshly picked and squeezed, I assure you.” His smile felt genuine and warm and he laughed off her apology for the incident at the pond.

“And you were right not to trust anyone in these parts. The Zarrum are a devious lot, truth be told. But I hope you trust me now, at least enough to tell me what you are about, alone this close to Zarrum held lands.”

Trust him? A priest of Thon? With the truth about the blood on her hands? Did she dare?
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Chapter 2
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Emrilok drew in a deep breath as he dropped from the saddle of his steed. The mountaintop ruin was pretty much as he’d expected.

He landed lightly on the sodden ground, rubbing his backside. It had been a hard, fast ride, something he never planned on getting used to but just this once...

Sunlight filtered through vine-laden trees to illuminate a line of dwarves carting wheelbarrows filled with debris along a pathway down the side of the mountain.

One of the dwarves set down his load and approached. “Whatcha want, elf?” Suspicion played in the stout man’s eyes.

For the first time on this trip, Emrilok missed having Formare, his dwarven friend, at his side. Formare’s presence would have eased the awkwardness of this moment, and Emrilok did enjoy the dwarf’s company.

“I am Emrilok Berrystone, friend of Formare Cliffsmasher.” Emrilok wasn’t above name-dropping when it gave him an advantage. Formare was well known and respected among certain dwarf clans. Hopefully, this was one of them.

“Don’t know that I’ve ever seen you before, stranger.” Humor laced the tone of the familiar voice that came from behind him.

Emrilok spun.

Formare stood, frowning and scowling for a moment, before shooting him a wink. “Figured you’d show up here sooner or later, elf.”

He stood next to a wheelbarrow full of old books. Patting the tome on the top, he shrugged. “I showed up in time to save these for you. Not sure it was the right thing to do, but we are friends.”

The other dwarves around them went back to work, clearing foliage and uncovering the stone ruins of the long-past ogre civilization.

That the brutal ogres had once had any sort of civilization was somewhat astonishing. Since losing their war with the elves a hundred years ago, they’d descended into savagery. Most of them worked for various Zarrum warlords now, though rumors persisted of hidden, peaceful ogre communities scattered across the world.

It was well documented in the elven archives that a secret ogre-mage cult thrived in the heart of the Zarrum empire somewhere, but it had been here that the cult was born. This had been their seat of learning—their library of spell books. Tomes thought too profane by the elves of that time to take back to the Tower of High Sorcery in Elberath, so they’d been left to rot with the ruined city after the defeat of the ogres and the scattering of their civilization.

And then the location of the city had been lost...or purposefully forgotten...until a dwarven exploration team stumbled across it a few weeks ago.

Emrilok’s gaze skidded down the stack of books. Thirteen tomes, many in rough shape. The ogres’ library had been rumored to hold thousands of books and scrolls. Could this really be all that remained?

Formare motioned Emrilok to approach, taking a step aside. “Help yourself, but watch it with that third one down. Damn thing stung me when I tried to pick it up. Had to use a pair of iron tongs just to put it in the cart.”

“You did this for me?” That told of the depth of friendship the dwarf must have.

Dwarves in general shied away from magic whenever possible, and Formare had harbored a complete revulsion for the art.

Still, he continued to wear the magical helm given him by Haverol, that allowed him to breathe underwater, and it appeared his new battle axe glimmered with some inner enchantment as well.

“You’ve shown me that not all magic is bad.” Formare gestured toward the stack of books. “That stuff, though, I have my doubts about. Still, I thought you a better judge than me.” He glanced toward the other dwarves working the site. “Or them.”

“You have my deepest thanks.” Emrilok couldn’t wait to dig into the content, but he didn’t dare do that here. The warm, dank forest would only continue to damage the ancient tomes. He’d pack them up and take them back to Elberath, where he could study them in safety. “Are these all that could be salvaged?”

Formare shrugged. “They’d burned a lot of stuff before I got here. There are a few buildings yet to be excavated, so maybe we’ll find more.”

“I could help,” Emrilok offered.

The dwarf chuckled. “You’d best just stay out of the way. They won’t want you using any of your magic, and you’re really not built for manual labor, if you take my meaning.”

Emrilok sighed. Dwarves were the strangest creatures.

***
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Dravious drifted out into the courtyard of the old garrison, his eye on Allsa as she pumped the billows of a small forge. In the fire, a small crucible glowed. The crucible contained twelve gold coins that Allsa had taken from the dragon hoard down below.

“Good morning, Dravious. You’re up late this morning,” she said without even looking his way.

Well, she couldn’t see him anyway, but she was getting good at knowing when he was around. And, as a ghost, he really didn’t sleep, but his mind did drift off at times, leaving him with an empty consciousness from time to time, usually in the evening after Allsa went to bed and there was nothing to do.

The bright ball of light followed him around, beckoning him to pass over to whatever lay ahead. Allsa had urged him to go, accept his fate, but he’d decided to stick around, at least until Allsa gave birth to his son.

He was convinced the baby would be a boy. Here, in the place between life and death, he got visions of the future from time to time. Nothing huge or useful, just a quick flash of what might be. Still, every flash about the child he’d conceived with Allsa had shown it as a boy.

He was determined to see his son born before he passed on to whatever was next.

The bump at her belly had grown substantially over the past months. It wouldn’t be long now.

His gaze shifted to the glowing ball of light—his gateway to whatever was next in his life’s journey. Even after he saw his son, would he be ready to move on?

Allsa pulled the crucible from the flame with long-handled tongs and poured the molten gold into a mold she’d created. This was the ornamental figurehead of Thon she needed for the shrine she’d been constructing. Despite her pregnancy, the woman had stacked stones, mixed mortar, and carved wood.

For a while, she’d had the help of Formare, but the dwarf had received some information that caused him to ride out a few weeks ago, and he hadn’t returned.

To his credit, Allsa almost had to force Formare to leave.

“You have to go,” she’d said, “you know you do.”

But now she was all alone here.

“It’s killing me that I can’t help you,” he said, though he knew she couldn’t hear him. They could only communicate during those times Allsa cast a special spell that would bring their spirits together in a holy garden somewhere between the world of the living and...wherever the hell he was. She tended to do that at least once every day, to check on him. And even if he couldn’t touch her, he could talk with her—be with her.

It wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to hold her again, take care of her. Still, it kept him going—kept him strong enough to stay away from the light.

***
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The child in her stomach kicked, just as she tilted the liquid gold into the clay mold. She almost dropped it, gritting her teeth against the discomfort. “Your timing is as bad as your father’s.”

She got the metal poured, and managed to set down the crucible and tongs, then grasped her stomach to support the discomfort. “Calm down, little one. You’ll be out soon enough.”

She wanted to finish the shrine before the baby came. Thon knew if she’d have any time after. She wasn’t completely sure what went into taking care of a baby.

Gorman had offered her a room at his inn and the services of the village’s midwife, as well as any support she could need, when her time came. But she had, probably, another month before the babe came...at least she hoped so.
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Chapter 3
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Hassad pounded down the hallway toward the austere quarters of the Zarrum witch, Margda. The old crone had sent him a summons. A summons!

Yes, the old hag was one of his seers, and she did have adequate scrying abilities, but Hassad had recently learned that she was a spy, planted within his organization by that wretched conjurling, Ozyl. At some point he’d have to address the issue...maybe today.

It would serve her right for interrupting my day.

“What?” He crashed through her door without knocking.

The old woman simply raised her head from the crystal ball she’d been gazing into. Dark bloodshot eyes framed by deep wrinkles peered up at him.

The smell of burning incense filled the small, lamp-lit chamber but failed to conceal the foul odor wafting from the woman. Did she never bathe?

“Kalphar is dead.” Her tone held no hint of emotion.

The woman’s hygiene took a lower priority to this unsettling information.

“Impossible!” Hassad’s gut churned, his mind whirled with confusion. It’s too soon.

He paced the small chamber, trying to wrap his head around this new development.

“Seafus is a master in the art of torture. He should have spent days on Kalphar before killing him.” Not that the man’s death really mattered. Only the timing.

Hassad planned to let Kalphar be tortured and killed, but Seafus should have taken more time. It would have taken at least two more days to fully finish laying his trap for Seafus, a rival warlord in the Zarrum Empire. A plan that relied on Kalphar divulging misinformation at the proper moments.

“Seafus is also dead.” The crone centered her gaze once again on the crystal ball before her. “He and three of his men lay slain with Kalphar in the dungeons below Ravenhead Castle.”

“By Zar, how?” Hassad reined in his emotions. Had another Zarrum leader struck at Ravenhead before Hassad’s plan could bear fruit? Seafus had been the perfect target—weak and ineffectual, out of favor with the Zarrum ruling council. He and his holdings were ripe for the plucking.

“Who beat us to him?” It was probably Ozyl. The conjurling had been consolidating his power lately, even taking holdings that used to belong to the Vampire Lord.

A dangerous thing to do.

There was no proof Tallon was dead. There had simply been no word of him for months. That was not unusual. The Lord of the Undead had all of eternity to plot and plan. What were a few months...years? Could the Vampire Lord even die?

The old woman looked up from her crystal ball. Uncertainty played across her face. “An illusionary butterfly flutters throughout the dungeon room at Ravenhead Castle.”

Hassad’s gut roiled. The Butterfly Assassin!

He spun away from the witch, his mind reeling at the uncanny turn of events. “Tell me everything, old woman. What did you see?”

The crone’s voice quavered. “Th-the assassin was shielded by magic. He did not appear in my crystal ball’s view.”

This Butterfly Assassin had to command strong magic. How else could one person have created such havoc in the Zarrum ranks? They didn’t even have a description of the bastard. Maybe it was more than one person. A group, working in concert. That would be just like the elves. No one could describe what the assassin even looked like, because no Zarrum who’d ever seen him had lived to tell. “Was he invisible?”

The woman shook her head. “No! It was evident that Seafus and his men could see who they were fighting. But, as other seers have indicated, the Butterfly Assassin appeared as nothing in my crystal ball. The assassin must have some protective sorcery against distance viewing.”

“Well, tell me everything you saw and did not see, old woman. Don’t leave out any detail.”

Margda sighed. “Very well.” Her eyes went unfocused.

The seer’s description of the battle in the Ravenhead Castle dungeons was precise and detailed. The witch did her job well. It’s a pity you don’t actually work for me.

“When Kalphar woke from his swoon, a spell of discovery was cast upon him, and then he too was slain. I could not see the assassin, and therefore I could not follow him from the room, but I noted weapons disappearing from the dungeon floor—a saber and a short elven yew bow that had been dropped during the encounter. That is when I summoned you.”

Hassad smiled. “Your loyalty to me is deeply touching.”

Margda smiled and nodded.

Fool. She’d been a cunning mole, funneling information to Ozyl...spying for the gods-damned conjurling.

Hassad had only recently learned of her duplicity but had let it slide because he’d needed her services.

But with Seafus dead, he would have Fanta back. Margda was now thankfully expendable.

“So, I have our elusive Butterfly Assassin to thank for eliminating Seafus.” Hassad’s mind whirled with new plans and schemes. How do I make the most of this opportunity?

One thing he did know. This information needed to stay secret, especially from Ozyl and the Zarrum High Council. It was time the crone received justice for her betrayal.

He took a small bag of coins and threw it on the table in front of the old hag. He so loved playing with his victims. She snatched up the bag of coins, greedily dumping the contents onto her desk.

“You have done well.” He moved behind her, easing his dagger from its sheath. “And now I release you from my service.” The dagger slid between her shoulder blades. She stiffened, and he twisted the blade. She slumped forward. Would that I could do the same to your master.

But Ozyl was too powerful for Hassad to touch...for now.

Hassad wiped off his dagger on the dead woman’s robes, sheathed the weapon, then exited the room, slamming the door behind him. His head whirled with plans and schemes. He’d need to move everything up. Strike now while Ravenhead Castle was leaderless and in chaos.

The guards he’d left outside the seer’s door, three humans and two orcs, quickly formed up behind him, following as he thundered down the hallway.

Margda’s death had been as much a pleasure as a necessity. The last thing Hassad needed was the Zarrum Council doling out Ravenhead to some lackey.

It was his...or at least it would soon be.

Other Zarrum leaders would contend for Seafus’s holdings as word spread. Spies lurked everywhere. But Hassad had identified those embedded in his organization. Fanta had uncovered the bulk of them before she left. They would all meet Margda’s fate soon and his force would be pure.

Ah, Fanta. She was an ugly little thing, but so useful. And loyal to him.

“I want to see Jaf in my chambers, now!” He barked the order, and one of the orc guards behind him sprinted off.

He stormed into his chambers as his remaining guards took up their stations outside the door. Flinging himself into his comfortable, over-stuffed throne, he sat and fumed. Months of planning undone by that Butterfly bastard. Still, he could work this to his advantage if he moved fast enough.

No one in the Zarrum professed to know the Butterfly Assassin’s motives. Revenge, most likely. How many Zarrum had died at his hands? Hassad knew of over one hundred and he suspected more. Undoubtedly the other Zarrum leaders had kept some of the assassinations secret. He'd had to cover a few of his own people’s deaths, for various reasons.

Moments later there was a knock at his door. “Come!”

Jaf strode determinately into the chamber. Dressed in the traditional jet-black armor of a Zarrum warrior, the orc jingled as he tromped, with all the medals and commendations pinned to his tunic. The green-skinned humanoid cut an imposing figure, almost as tall as Hassad. His lips and the fangs protruding from his lower jaw were stained with the blood of a recent meal. Orcs tended to be sloppy creatures, but useful. This one in particular, smarter than most, had risen to the rank of battle commander of Hassad’s forces.

“You called for me, general.” The slight lisping tone was filled with irritation.

You hadn’t quite finished your meal, had you? Was the flesh still warm from the kill?

The coppery scent of fresh blood lingered around the orc. Jaf preferred his meat raw. He was uncivilized at times, but Hassad could forgive the orc’s shortcomings because that savagery also made Jaf one of his fiercest officers.

“Captain Jaf, we have a unique opportunity.” Hassad rose from his throne and paced the chamber. “Seafus is dead, and Ravenhead Castle stands ready for the taking a bit earlier than we planned. Muster my forces and get me Ravenhead before someone else takes it. Bring over any of Seafus's people that you can convert to our cause. Kill the rest.”

“Consider it done, general.” The orc turned toward the door, but Hassad wasn’t through with him yet.

“There is one last thing I require of you. It appears the Butterfly Assassin is now working in the area of Ravenhead Castle. Select a force to seek him out as well. I want this nuisance eliminated.” Hassad scratched his head. Why did the mere thought of the Butterfly Assassin make him itch? “Take your pick of my elite warriors and the best of our sorcerers. Find that Butterfly bastard and bring him to me. Alive, if possible, but if not, bring me his head.”

That would be a deed certain to attract the attention of the ruling council and possibly elevate Hassad to a chair at the council table.

This day was getting better and better. So why not deal with one more niggling issue? “Include Calphan in the group, also.”

“Calphan?” The orc cocked his head, his brows furrowing.

“Yes.” Hassad chuckled. “And make sure, no matter how things go, I rid myself of that irritation. But it needs to look like an accident. Fanta can never know I ordered it.”

Zar had decreed the elimination of all elves. And that included Fanta’s little pet. It needed to be done quietly and discreetly, before Fanta returned. He did not want that little witch displeased with him. But it had taken him time to eliminate all the other parents that had sought out Calphan’s childcare services.

Jaf cocked his head. “Isn’t Fanta embedded at Ravenhead?”

Sighing, Hassad nodded. “That could be a complication. Keep them separated and get the job done. Fanta is a valuable asset. Calphan is just a distraction she doesn’t need. Whatever her reasoning, I will not abide an elf among us any longer. Just make it look like an accident.”

Understanding glimmered in Jaf’s eyes.

“And what of his children?” Expectation filled the orc’s eyes.

Oh no. They’re mine. “Leave them to me.” Care needed to be taken there. Especially with Noland. If Fanta had any weaknesses, it was her son. And Hassad meant to control that little brat, and through him acquire a greater hold on her.

“As you wish.” Disappointment washed over Jaf’s bloody face. The orc had no doubt been eyeing the younglings as a meal.

Hassad captured Jaf’s gaze. “Once I have them secured, I’m sure there will be a few morsels I can throw your way. A reward for services well rendered.”

Jaf nodded, a twinkle returning to his eyes as he exited the room.

A slow smile played across Hassad’s face. Ravenhead would add much to his power base, and the one who brought down the Butterfly Assassin would reap fortune and fame within the Zarrum. This was his time to rise in the Zarrum ranks. His time to ascend to the High Council. He wanted it. He deserved it.

The war was moving deeper into the elven wood, and with Ravenhead Castle in his clutches, he’d be at the forefront of the battle. Anything or anyone that stood in his way would be destroyed.
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Chapter 4
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Jayde ran a critical eye over the human sitting across the fire from her. Mathus was handsome...in a human sort of way. The lean, hard body she’d seen in the lake was barely masked by his tunic and chainmail. Tightly molded to his muscular arms and chest, the armor and clothing framed and enhanced powerful masculine lines.

A few days’ growth of beard—a human trait she found fascinating—sprouted from his firm chin and chiseled facial features. A wild mane of deep mahogany-colored hair framed his handsome visage. But as he spoke to her, it was his intense blue eyes that held her interest.

A gentle smile creased his lips as those eyes dipped downward. “I don’t mean to talk so much. It’s a lonely road I’ve been walking lately. The Thunderer sent me to the elven wood with only a cryptic hint as to why I’m to be here. I’ve been traveling for almost a month now, with little contact. It’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

She knew about isolation. She’d cut herself off from her few remaining friends. She certainly didn’t want to involve anyone else in her personal vendetta against the Zarrum.

But there was something about Mathus—his welcoming manner and the easy friendship she’d already started forging with him—that made her want to open up.

Still, she didn’t dare.

“I’ve been on my own out here for a while myself. I...spy on Zarrum outposts, looking for weaknesses, troop movements. Anything that could give us an edge against the vermin.”

He nodded as he took a bit of food, chewed, and swallowed. “So, it appears that we're both out here alone. I'm thinking maybe, if you're willing, we could both be alone together...for a while.”

His smile was genuine.

Warmth washed through Jayde’s stomach, and for just a moment her loneliness ebbed. It was certainly tempting to spend a lot more time in his company.

If only she could.

There were Zarrum to kill, and she doubted a priest, even a priest of the battle god Thon, would approve of her mission to assassinate Zarrum.

Still, she wouldn’t mind spending a little more time with Mathus. “I’m heading north, toward the Shattered Spire. Want to tag along for a bit?”

A wren flew down from the trees, chirping loudly. It fluttered in front of Mathus’s face.

She’d have to ask him about his affinity with birds—a trait more associated with the druids than priests.

His brow creased as his gaze swung to her. “We’ve got company.”

Damn. She’d let her guard down and dismissed the rustling in the underbrush around them as forest animals.

Five men pushed through the foliage into the clearing. Four of them wore the black armor of Zarrum warriors, and the fifth was layered in the ebony robes of a Zarrum mage. And this one looked to be the real thing.

One of the warriors, a rough looking man with a scarred face and a scraggly beard, appeared to be in charge. He approached with his sword drawn and at the ready. “There's a toll to pay for camping in Zarrum woods. You will come with us.”

The three warriors behind him leveled loaded crossbows on Jayde and Mathus. The Zarrum wizard stood behind the warriors with arms crossed, smirking.

“You've no rights here.” Mathus hefted his hammer and stepped forward, moving to place himself between the Zarrum and Jayde. “The gods have decreed these woods belong to the elves. Now be gone or face the wrath of the Thunderer.”

Jayde used the cover of his broad back to begin weaving a complex spell.

The Zarrum leader laughed. “Your puny god doesn't scare me. We belong to Zar. And he disagrees.”

His eyes narrowed as a crooked smile spread across his lips. “Kill this fool but take the elf girl alive. She’s pretty enough to be useful.”

Useful? I’ll show you useful.

She came around the priest, arms in front of her, incanting one of her most powerful magic spells. Ten small balls of fire shot from her fingertips, flying into the Zarrum group.

Cloth and leather erupted in flames. In the confusion that followed, two of the Zarrum warriors dropped their crossbows to slap at the burning tongues of fire on their clothing. The third managed to shoot, but his shot went far wide of its mark, missing both Jayde and Mathus.

In a flash, Jayde was among them, her sabers drawn and swinging. As they struggled to pull their own swords, she struck, felling two of them before their swords ever cleared their scabbards. The third, though, managed to deflect Jayde's blade and jump back.

The Zarrum wizard rolled on the ground. Jayde’s magical fire had caught on the man's robes, and the sorcerer was struggling to smother the flames.

Mathus engaged the Zarrum leader. They exchanged blows, hammer on sword. The priest batted aside the man’s broadsword time and time again.

As Mathus fought, he managed to fit a short sermon into his tactics. “Where is your blood-stained god now, fool?” Clang. “He doesn’t protect, only uses and throws away.” Bam. “There will be no afterlife in his bloody embrace, only pain and suffering.”

His opponent cringed. “Shut up.”

Your truth is striking as hard as your hammer.

Meanwhile, she faced off with her attacker. This will be quick. His inexperience showed in his stance and the way he held his sword. A quick feint left him unbalanced and ready for the undercut of her saber.

She struck hard and fast. The sword point found the unprotected space at the poorly stitched seam of his leather jerkin. The man coughed blood as he fell to the ground.

But her positioning had placed her back to the Zarrum sorcerer.

“Incando descentri.”

Jayde recognized the sorcerer’s incantation. A dark, powerful spell. This was no apprentice. She’d been foolish to turn her back to him.

Her throat closed and she struggled for breath. The spell thrust her up into the air. Her feet dangled a half dozen inches off the ground, as she was spun to face the Zarrum mage.

The man sneered. “You’ve cost me much and have outlived your usefulness.”

Above, thunder rumbled in the cloudless azure skies. Then a crackle and a flash.

The magic holding her aloft dissipated and Jayde dropped to the ground. Her vision cleared in time to see the charred body of the mage toppling. But her head spun and she lost her balance.

Mathus’s strong arms caught her and eased her to the ground. “I’ve got you, girl. Where do you hurt?”

She tried to talk, tried to tell him, but could only gasp for air.

He chanted something in a language she didn’t understand.

The tightness in her throat loosened. Her head cleared. Taking a deep breath, she pulled herself to a sitting position. “I’m fine now. Thank you.”

The priest nodded and offered her a hand up. “We’d best be moving then. I’m sure there’ll be more along soon.”

Movement caught her eye in the trees above. A black-garbed goblin launched toward them sword point first, from a branch overhead.

“Or maybe now.” She drew and threw her dagger in a single motion, catching the creature in the throat, as she pushed Mathus to the side.

This goblin hit the ground with a thunk and never moved.

Okay, she couldn’t count the mage, or the leader, as Mathus had taken them out. Still, the goblin counted.

“One hundred seventy-nine, one hundred eighty, one hundred eighty-one, one hundred eighty-two...” Jayde added the fallen Zarrum warriors she’d dispatched to the total in her head, then incanted her butterfly illusion spell.

Mathus cocked his head, his eyes deep pools of mystery. Had he heard her counting? She wasn’t used to having anyone with her when she tallied up her Zarrum body count.

Still...

Her gaze swept to the charred remains of the Zarrum sorcerer and the still form of the warrior Mathus had dispatched. Along with looking good, the man had skills. Sticking with him for a while certainly couldn’t hurt. “You know Mathus, maybe I can help you with your mission, whatever it is.”

The priest’s gaze followed the fluttering butterfly as it floated through the air. “I think you just did.”

There was an element of wonder in his tone.

But there was no time to decipher his words. Distant shouting told of more Zarrum searching the woods. He motioned her to follow. “We need to go. It appears something has riled up the Zarrum in these parts.”

Jayde sighed. “Yeah, that might have been me.”

Mathus cocked his head in question, but she only responded with, “Follow me.”
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Chapter 5
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Thirteen books saved out of a library of thousands.

Sure, the bulk of them had most likely been destroyed by the ravages of time, but stacks of the old books had been burned by the dwarves before Formare had arrived to stop them. All that knowledge...gone.

Emrilok seethed.

He should’ve left for the ruins sooner, but he’d so wanted Sharra to come with him. The days he’d spent arguing with her hadn’t done either of them any good.

Still, he did have thirteen books. Who knew what they contained? Some deeper knowledge of the Ogre Mages of Shandozen would be wondrous...and possibly dangerous. That one book in particular had resonated with dark enchantment. He couldn’t wait to return to Elberath to study it.

He sighed. He was also looking forward to seeing Sharra again. He’d only left her a week ago but, by the gods, he’d fallen for the girl. He’d never been one to let emotion usurp logic, but when it came to Sharra...well, he’d come to a new understanding of his brother’s stupidity.

Formare rode beside him now, through the thick forests of northern Pallamar. “We’re close to Pallamar Castle,” Formare said. “Should we stop by and see how Klaus and his family are getting on?”
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