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Foreword

 

 

I had the pleasure of meeting Levi a few years back at Tri-Con in Evansville, Indiana. In the dealer's room, he had the misfortune of being seated at the table next to mine. Setting up our tables, we struck up a conversation, as many authors do. The conversation would soon be joined by fellow author, Ed Gehlert and his wife Eva. At some point during the day we decided that since author, Shane Moore was late to the con, it was our civic duty to decorate his table with as much trash as we could find. It escalated quickly. How odd it was for the con goers to make this easy by adding their own garbage to the ever-growing pile. Throughout the convention many more shenanigans happened, more than the courts will currently allow me to speak of. That's a joke by the way. Courts were not involved. But there was one thing that did come from that amazing and eventful weekend. The friendships I made with many of the guests and staff.

This past fall, 2016, I reprised my role of comedy superstar and general goofball at Tri-Con. I was in the midst of my own book release, Snafu Fubar: Nothing Heroic when my first sale approached the table while I was setting up. It was Levi. He handed me a ten-dollar bill, to which I had to laugh a little. The reason being, Levi was releasing his own novel, the predecessor to what you now read. I'd already intended to pick it up from him, and for the same price no less. My humor aside, and a brief explanation on my part, we agreed it made more sense to just trade books. It wasn't until I started reading that I realized how truly gifted of a writer Levi was. Over the past few years, since our meeting, we'd had plenty of talks, either in person or via internet messages. I knew he was a down to earth, intelligent, and good person, but I never realized how well he made a story come to life until I read the words within that book. I found myself in awe as I read each page so naturally. As you can imagine, when he asked me if I would write the foreword to the second book of the series, I considered it a great honor.

One of the things I like to do as an author is to help promote those friends who are on this creative adventure with me. That being said, I'm usually seen at events sporting a T-shirt that features a local band I like, or an artist, or what have you. At the 2016 Tri-Con release, I noticed Levi had shirts printed up for the event that sponsored both the convention and his new novel. It was about one in the morning, after we'd both been to the Mojo Brothers Party (a party one must attend if ever given the opportunity) when I realized I hadn't had the chance to grab one of the shirts. I wanted to help support my fellow author and the convention, to which we were both welcomed to with open arms. But unfortunately, the dealer's room was closed and I was scheduled to leave extremely early the next morning due to the long drive back home. Levi literally took the shirt off his back and handed it to me.

When I suggest authors or musicians to people, especially if I know them, my recommendation is based on two criteria. The first, obviously being talent, and the second is how good of a person they are. Levi meets both of these categories in high fashion. If you ever have the pleasure of meeting him at a signing, you'll see exactly what I'm speaking of. He treats the patrons just as he does the main attraction, each with respect and a friendly, welcoming smile. When you approach his table, you'll feel as if you're talking to an old friend that you haven’t seen in a while. And I promise you, before the event is over, he'll be that friend. Rare in today’s world do you find such an amazing talent, not only as an author but as a human being.

 

 

Bob Dixon

January 2017

 


 

 

 

 

I struggled, longer than I care to admit, with the decision of who to dedicate this book to. I've so many people that have shown interest in who I am and what I do that I had trouble picking just one in the long list of names that raced through my head. These people push me to keep moving forward. They ask me how to get involved and help spread my name. They've earned a place in my life, and for that, I'm eternally grateful. I truly wish I could list each and every one of them, but alas, this page is intended for a single person.

 

As this will not be my last book, I'll have many other dedications to send out into the world, but I believe this book needs to be solely dedicated to my mom. She's a wonderful, strong, twenty-nine-year-old woman, or at least that's what she claims anyway. I wouldn't be where I am if I didn't have her guidance throughout my life. She always inspired me to be unique and creative, especially when the rest of my world tried so hard to crush my desires. From her, I learned to fight for myself, and to stand for what I believed in. So, thank you, mom. I'm happy to have been raised by you. And even though we've had our problems in my younger years, I'll always love you!
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Chapter I

The Shadow's Rise

 

 

Rolling clouds of gray soar across the heavens leaving an eternal darkness over the world below. Far to the south an explosion of energy washed across the land, not seen, but felt. The mystical wave traveled in all directions, announcing its arrival to all capable of understanding.

The city of Idenfal was the largest for months in any direction. Its northern face was protected by a wall of mountains wrapping around and swallowing the ancient fortress settlement. A large chasm blocked the south limiting access to a handful of snow covered bridges stretching across the deep ravine.

The clank of swords and guttural laughter echoed from the west where a massive army of orcs engaged in their training. They displayed thick armors and heavy weapons, built for purpose rather than show. Crude structures stood around the orc grounds. These were lined with fur against the harsh winter winds and steady snowfall. It was a city in its own right on the outskirts of Idenfal.

A great many orcs stood in a large circle cheering those within. Of the two castes, the veterans were easy to identify. They wore trophies of fur and hide over their crude armors. Their gray-tinted flesh was marred, serving as both resume and medal in their battle-hardened society. The younger orcs wore no such markings having not earned that honor yet.

Several unarmored orcs fought back to back, fending off their circling aggressors. Lashing out, they struggled to keep them at bay. As one fell, the others engulfed them, tightening the ranks.

The strongest of orcs watched from his perch of bone. He wore the pelt of a black bear over his shoulders. Its head mounted atop a helm, giving him the appearance of the large creature. The weathered skin clinging to his face displayed scars of victories long past. He sat in his chair watching the younglings train. Only the strong would survive. They had no use for anything less.

The elder orc looked up from the fight, sniffing at the air. Pressing his calloused hands against the arms of the rugged throne, he pushed to his feet, towering over the others. “Stand down!” The booming voice echoed across the field, halting all within earshot.

A somewhat smaller, but equally marred, orc approached. “Warchief, what do you command?”

“Time for training is over. Gear and group them. No more than four paired. Something's coming. We need to be ready.” The grizzled warchief stepped from his platform and into the layered snow. He felt the pain of his years starting to catch up with him, though he was still strong enough to hold off any who dared challenge him. Glancing over his shoulder, he gazed upon the orc once again. “That one on the end is a bit scrawny. See how he fares against the rest. Make sure they know their place.”

“As you command, Warchief.”

The old orc marched across the field, listening to the snow crunch beneath his boots. Reaching one of the towering archways of the ancient citadel, he pulled the wooden door open and stepped inside.

The chiseled ashlar of the looming fortress was weathered from time and element, but it held strong. The massive cathedral was formed into the mountain, stretching up into the rolling clouds. 

Near the peak of the tallest spire, a figure stared out the stained-glass window, watching the commander leave the field. The orc was nearing the end of his days but he was too stubborn to die in his sleep. He'd have to go with a weapon in hand. But none of the orcs were strong enough to surpass him. New blood was needed, though it seemed a disservice to get rid of him through simpler manners. No, the old orc would die. But it would be in service to him. He’d been a loyal servant. That was the least he was owed. The shadowed figure felt a sensation erupt a great distance away. There was only one thing that could be responsible for such an outburst.

“Time has come.” Spinning on his heel, Rezerik marched across the throne room and into the grand hall. The walls were decorated with black and white tapestries. Each one embroidered to show an antlered face stretched and overlooking the world. They fluttered as he passed, falling back into their stagnant status afterward. Between each hanging cloth, a sconce was mounted to the wall. Orange and yellow flame danced across the top seemingly to its own rhythm. Not even his passing made them alter direction.

His boots echoed along the bare, stone floors announcing his approach long before his arrival. Rounding the corner, Rezerik passed into a narrow stairwell and rushed down, circling several times. Reaching the bottom, he watched the dust fly from his steps. It'd been so long since he'd visited this place. Taking a deep breath he continued on, staring at the large doors of black stone in the distance. They seemed so far away despite the relatively short walk.

Cautiously making his way forward, Rezerik placed his gloved hand upon the ancient stone. It was cold to the touch even through the thick leather. He took another deep breath and closed his eyes. For the briefest moment, Rezerik was unsure if he was ready for what awaited him on the other side. Clenching his hands around the pitted rings he pulled, watching the seam between them split. Stale air and dust rushed through the widening crack showering him in its stench. He wasn't surprised. It'd been a millennia since he'd last opened them. None of the others would dare, even if they knew where it was.

Opening the doors just enough the pass, Rezerik stepped through. While it had been gone for an eternity, the lingering presence of the divine might that once occupied the room felt remnant. The twelve towering statues glared down at him, their faces gone long before his time. Rezerik marched through their pensive gaze stopping in front of the dull mirror on the far wall. A thick haze drifted over the surface like a cloud of smoke in the dust filled room. Placing his hand against the dirty reflection, he pushed. 

Magics swirled within the reflective surface and it flexed slightly, swallowing his hand. The tension was that of a pool of water, waiting to claim him whole. He pushed harder, forcing his arm into the mirror. Buried to the elbow, the resistance increased. His arm quivered against the force, unable to pass further. “Izaryle, damn it. Let me go!” He strained with all his might trying to pass through the standing portal.

A dark shadow fell over the room. The lilliputian light breaching the open door was snuffed, out leaving the ancient chamber in total darkness.

Rezerik felt the abundance of power surround him. It twisted his insides making him feel sick. So much evil in one place was too much for anyone, even him. Burying the pain as best he could, Rezerik held his resolve against the entity. “I'm surprised it took you this long.”

“Why do you use my name in vain, Rezerik? You should have known you can't leave me so easily. None can.” The words resonated in his mind, more than he heard them. Though the power behind each syllable shook the foundations of the towering statues, knocking dust from the ceiling. 

“Save it. Why can't I go through? It's open. I feel it.”

The expanded shadow rolled into a single orb and began to take a humanoid form. The misty tendrils solidified and took on features. Within a few moments, a woman stood the chamber beside him. Her long, brown hair was pulled into a tail at the back, draped over her lavender plated robes of ivory. The booming voice silenced, replaced by smooth, compassionate vocals. “It's true that it's been opened. But you're bound to this place, as am I.”

Rezerik trembled beneath his armor. As a shadow, she couldn’t touch him. But like this— in this form, he was helpless against her. She could destroy him with a mere thought if she so desired. Dropping to a knee, Rezerik bowed deeply. “My apologies, Izaryle. I didn't mean to offend.”

She stepped toward him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Rise, you own me no apology. I've come to help you.”

Help me? Why would she do that? Rezerik stared up at her, lost in the words. “You brought me here to rule? Why would you help me leave after all this time?” Rezerik picked himself up. Even in his larger stature, he felt dwarfed by her.

“We want the same thing. To return home. In a roundabout way you serve as a part of my lock. So long as the nightkings remain, I'm trapped.” Izaryle turned away from him and approached the mirror, looking deep into the hues of speckled shadow.

“My Lady? If we're what's keeping you here, why don't you just kill us and take your revenge? You're more than capable now that the way is open.” Rezerik studied her movement. It was as if he was looking upon the essence of existence, slowly losing himself to her glory.

She turned to gaze upon him once again. “Things aren't so simple. Even if I wanted to harm you, I can't. This body is mere illusion. It can't physically act in this realm without a host. That's why I speak through my devoted.”

Rezerik noticed a tear roll down her cheek. He knew it was in his best interest to remain silent.

Breaking away, Izaryle glared into the mirror once again. “If you're to use this gateway, you must appoint a new nightking. Though not just anyone will do. Only a select few have the potential to harness the power coursing through you. I'm afraid you won't find many in this—” She paused, selecting the appropriate word. “—prison. Even rarer will be one who can free me.”

“Do you know where I can find such a being?” Rezerik kept his eyes locked on her. Despite her caring demeanor, he'd fallen prey to her tricks before and wasn't about to fall again.

“There isn't one. At least not yet.”

His face solemn, Rezerik schemed against her. I may not be able to find one to free her. But I can find one to free myself. “How will I know when I've found someone capable?”

Izaryle closed her eyes, forcing the tears back. There was so much she wanted to say, but couldn’t. Stowing herself, she spoke, refusing to look at him. “Memories of your past will guide the way. Though I warn you, perception has a way of tainting what we thought we once knew.”

Rezerik watched her form shift back into shadow and fade away. The sparse rays of flickering light returned to the chamber. “You're leaving me with riddles? Why can't you just tell me what I need to know?”

The booming voice returned, dropping him to his knees. “Not all answers are black and white!”
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Heavy flakes of snow rained from the clouds, layering into heavy drifts along the forest's edge. Beyond the tree line, frozen leaves could be seen protruding through the light layer of white, most of it blocked by the thick canopy.

The whinny of horses echoed from the open wasteland, frantic in their unease. Several figures rested in the blackened saddles staring into the dark woodland. A legion of orcs stood behind them, quiet in their ranks, refusing to draw the attention of their masters.

Rezerik stood in the stirrups and threw his leg over the black-haired steed. Jumping down, the powdered snow exploded around him adding to the constant flurries. It clung to his black cloak and smoked armor, contrasting against him for the briefest moment until it melted from his body heat and soaked into the fabrics. Handing the reins to one of his mounted companions, he turned and marched into the forest.

The chilling wind rolled against the tree line creating a vortex of snow at the edge. Pressing through, Rezerik took his first steps into the dark wood. The crippling breeze fade away, blocked by the slightly warmer forest air. He stared into the natural darkness, glancing into the tree tops. He had no illusions he was being watched. In fact, he'd be a bit disappointed if he wasn't. Such a failing wouldn't speak well for the thousands of men he'd lost to the forest. A faint smile on his lips, Rezerik marched into the depths listening to the frozen ground crunch beneath his boots.

The hair at the back of his neck stood on end. He could smell the power radiating within this place, though he couldn't identify much else. It was simply a wellspring of the mystical energy overflowing all around him. It was a shame his men hadn't been able to claim these lands. Such a site would grant untold advantage over the other nightkings.

A familiar scent reached his nostrils. Rezerik stopped, sniffing the air for its direction. Finding his query, he altered path and marched along the dark forest, stopping just outside the unseen barrier. Extending his hand, he touched it. The glimmering waves of magic swirled around his blackened glove. 

Stepping through the protective dome, a large fortress stood just ahead of him, wrapped in a fortified wall. The ring of a hammer echoed in the distance, accompanied by the scent of cooked meat.

“So this is Haidengal?” Rezerik questioned aloud, casually walking toward the sealed gate. He didn't expect them to let him in. Were their roles reversed he certainly wouldn't.

“Halt at the gate!” The guards froze at his sight recognizing who he was.

Rezerik could smell their fear. It had a sweet stench. Like that of rotting flesh. His cheeks tightened, smirking his superiority over the frightened collection of humans and elves. Certainly his presence had circulated their little sanctuary by now. Not so much as a whisper could be heard on the other side of the towering wall.

“Wha— What do you want, Rezerik?” The guard choked on his words, clearly unhappy that he had been the one to speak.

Rezerik suspected the man had lost a game of chance, leaving him the duty of addressing him. He stared at the man, holding complete silence. It wasn't that he didn't have words to say. He simply found it amusing to watch the man squirm in discomfort. He could feel the unseen archers trained on him. He imagined their shaking palms struggling to hold the string of their bows, drawn and ready to fire. It was good they were on edge. It would make his task easier. “Send out Elalon. I'll have my words with her.” Rezerik turned, presenting his back to the gate and took a few steps away.

Moments later, he heard the gate creak open slightly. Slowly turning, he locked eyes on the elf standing a few feet from him. Her steps were so light he hadn't heard her approach. She wore fine garments of white silk. The oversized cuffs draped past her waist, blending into the flowing material. Her long, golden hair was braided and hanging down her back. He didn't have to see a weapon to know she was armed. If not with unseen steel, he could smell the magic flowing through her. “Lady Elalon.” Rezerik greeted, offering a mock bow.

“Why have you come here, Rezerik?” Her voice carried into the thinning tree tops like spring flower on the wind.

“Can't a man visit with his old friend without having ulterior motives?”

“We're anything but 'old friends'. We fought together once, a long time ago. Any friendship that may have flourished has long since shriveled into a husk of remorse. I'll ask again, what are you doing here?”

Rezerik sighed heavily. “Down to business then. I've come to offer a truce. My men will never again step into this forest, under my command. Any who do will be subject to your penalty.”

“And what do you want in exchange for such a deal?”

“Oh, nothing much. I simply require the services of your scouts. My own are unsuitable to the task. However, yours know how to acquire their target without killing them.”

“And who would my scouts be seeking?” She kept her eyes locked on the nightking. He was conniving and deceptive. Even the slightest shift in his eyes could alert her to his schemes.

“Travelers from a land different than this one. I can’t say what they'll be wearing or what they may have with them, only that they'll be unfamiliar with these lands and coming from the ruins outside of Alegon.” Rezerik hid his intentions knowing she was searching for them. Truth was it didn't matter who found them first, only that they were found. If the resistance got to them before his men, it would allow him to kill two birds with one stone. Of course, he didn't expect her to agree. She'd try to play him just as he was playing her. “So, do we have a deal?”

“I'll consider it.”

“I'm afraid I need an answer now. You know as well as I, you don't have time to move your little settlement here before my men can be upon it. And I'm sure your scouts have already reported the army parked right outside the forest's edge.”

Elalon considered her options. He was right. She didn't have time to evacuate, at least not without calling the sharliets to their position. They could hold them off for a while, but there was no way to save them all if his men came. Damn him for forcing me into this position. I should have seen it coming! Refusing to betray her demeanor, Elalon let her emotions subside. “Very well, Rezerik. You have a deal. I'll have my men search for these travelers. If we find them I'll send word by way missive.”

“That doesn't quite work for me. I'll leave one of my men in your custody. Beat him, lock him up, torture him— I don't care. Just make sure he lives and is able to travel when the time comes. Release him with their location and you'll never have to fear assault from me again.”

She took a deep breath. “Fine. When you reach the field send your man in. My scouts will pick him up from there.”

Rezerik spun around and headed for the unseen barrier.

“Oh, and Rezerik. Don't bother coming back. We'll be long gone before you'll have the opportunity to get this close again.”
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Chapter II

From the Ashes

 

 

The roar of a waterfall echoed through the spathic landscape. Tiny beads of water sprayed from the base creating a mist of color in the beaming sunlight. The walls of the shallow ravine were covered in bright green grass and dark colored mud at the water's edge. Two children ran along the top of the narrow canyon laughing in the spring morning.

“Whoa, did you see that?” One of the children slowed to a stop looking down at the river bank. Refusing to wait for an answer he made his way to the source of his focus, careful to keep his footing.

“Is— Is that a body?” The other child asked following after her friend.

The boy reached the bottom and knelt beside the damp figure, half buried in dirt. He reached out and grabbed the man by his shoulder. Pulling hard, he rolled him, exposing a mud-covered face. The body bounced lightly with the rushing water suspending the lower half.

“Is— is he alive?”

“I think so. He’s still warm.” The boy pulled him further onto the shore and shook him. “Hey, are you alive?”

“Joshua, don't touch him. What if he's diseased?”

“He's laying in the water, Susan. If he's dead, I think it's more likely from drowning.” The boy pulled the man’s tan vest open, searching for any clue to his identity.

Susan pointed to a leather sash strapped to his right hip. It was emblazoned by a golden shield with a black trident in the center. “I think he’s a dreuslayer. You see the trident?”

Ravion felt the sun on his skin. Muffled voices echoed around him. He could feel something touching him. Panic set in. He couldn’t breathe. Coughing, his mouth filled with water. Spitting it, he took a deep breath. The air made its way into his lungs, offering relief. He opened his eyes seeing the two small children kneeling over him.

“Are you alright, mister?” Joshua asked, both surprised and delighted at the man's awakening.

Ravion coughed again, forcing the last bit of water from him. Catching his breath, he rolled over and pressed his hands into the muddy earth. Getting to his knees, he weakly stood. “Where am I?”

“Northern Krondar.” The girl calmly stated.

“Where’s the nearest city?”

“Fender’s Spear is the closest city, but you’re about a week from there by horse. You might be able to catch a wagon from Tamora. It’s just over the ridge.” Susan continued.

Ravion gathered himself, checking to make sure he still had his father’s sword. Happy it remained in its sheath, he looked around finding the direction the kids had pointed. “Is it safe to assume it’s a human settlement?”

“Mostly. We have a couple half-orcs left over from the occasional raid. And the myrkalfar pass through sometimes, but it’s mostly human.”

Ravion gave an extended bow offering thanks. Standing to his full height, he scanned the top of the hill. He couldn't see anything at this elevation, but the landscape was fairly straight forward. He was certain he'd be able to see something when he climbed from the crevice. Assurance in mind, Ravion turned to face the children once again. “Thank you for your assistance. If you ever make your way to Marbayne, be sure to visit the keep. I’d be happy to repay you for pulling me from the water.”

“It’s no problem, mister. Just remember our faces when we’re old enough to join the army. I want to be a border warden.” Joshua smiled, barely able to contain his excitement.

“Do you now? Well, come visit me when you’re old enough. I’m sure we can work something out. Until that day, be well.” Ravion smiled and turned to make his way up the incline. Reaching the top of the hill he could see for miles. The land was remarkably flat. He recalled the bits of research he'd done on the area. How they ever had to worry about raids was a mystery. Any advancing army was sure to be spotted hours, if not days, before arrival. This was the only area that held any form of natural defense and that was simply because it bordered Evinwood. As the children directed, he could see Tamora resting between two branches of the winding river. It was a small settlement, little more than a dozen buildings comprising the entire town. It'd be a miracle if they had a single horse available.

Ravion passed a split rail fence lining the single road going through the center of town. Several of the rails were broken and lying half rotted in the dirt. He couldn't help but feel like they were a metaphor for the entire village. Every building was rundown, missing many of the essential components to make it a comfortable residence, let alone a safe one. The population wasn't much better. They appeared next to starving. They wore dirty and tattered clothing, barely suitable for rags. How they could live in such a capacity was beyond him. The children of this place had done him a favor though. If able, he'd see to it that they got what they needed to live comfortably. At least until their fortunes shifted and they were able to fend for themselves. One thing was plainly certain, this place had nothing to offer him currently.

Continued on, Ravion crossed the wooden bridge just on the other side of town. It was a rickety thing matching the upkeep of the other structures he'd seen in the area. Stepping into the browning grass of the unkempt road, he found the sun and headed south.

Ravion walked for what felt like hours. The golden field was just over knee-high and unusually dry for the time of year. Tiny bits of grain clung to his dark blue pants, still damp from the river. Growing tired from the trek, he spotted a small forest in the distance. If he could reach the shade of the trees he could take a short rest to regain his strength.

As if the fates were aligned against him, a deep, guttural tone sounded in the air.

It churned his stomach. Ravion froze, lowering his head with the horn’s recognition. Sighing heavily, he drew his longsword and spun to face the approaching war party.

At least a hundred orcs charged toward him. Their axes raised and ready to cut him down. Green-tinted flesh blocked out most of their features, but there was one detail he could make in the closing distance. The rage in their eyes announced intent, stronger than he'd seen them display. This was personal. If only he knew what they were after.

Ravion took a defensive stance and waited, knowing they would swarm him within minutes. I’ve never been the praying type, but gods, if you’re listening, I sure could use some help right about now! Timing his attack, Ravion brought his sword low catching the first orc in the stomach. Spinning around, he slashed another while twisting to avoid the deadly edge of an axe.

Another horn sounded behind him, this one much more pleasant. It had a gentle melody, much like the alfaren horns, but this was different. It had a sharpness that couldn’t be mistaken. 

What is that? Ravion couldn't look back to see who, or what, approached. To do so would lower his guard to the advancing orcs. Sword at the ready, he silent watched the large, brutish creatures rush past him giving wide girth. It wasn't their way to ignore a threat. That meant only one thing. The source of the unfamiliar horn had to present a much larger danger. He'd have to proceed carefully. Lowering his guard, Ravion watched the last few orcs pass by, leaving him baffled in the shadow of the forest's edge. Curiosity growing, he turned to see what he was dealing with.

Hundreds of pink-skinned humanoids stood along the edge of the trees. Their crude scimitars, rapiers, and other weaponry raised and ready for battle. They swept across the field with blinding speed, clashing against the smaller war party in a shower of death. The two armies roared against one another like an ocean wave against a cliff face.

Taken back at what he was seeing, Ravion watched the battle from the distance. The newcomers tore into the orcs with ease, washing over the first several ranks in seconds. There was something familiar about them. Something he knew he had seen before. They fought with the grace of the alfar, but looked more human than anything. But they were neither. They were more like him, like dalari. The realization hit him. How could he have forgotten what his own people were like? Gripping his sword. Ravion charged into the rear of the embattled orcs. He cut them down mercilessly, slicing his way toward the front line.

Orcs fell in troves, helpless to the superior numbers ahead of them, and the lone attacker at their rear.

Ravion spun around, slicing another orc in half. For the first time he could see the army in clear detail. His stomach churned from excitement, nervousness coursing through his veins. His hopes nearly beyond containment, he studied them, lost in their unique beauty. They weren't what he'd thought. At least not in the traditional sense. These were different, broken in a sense. Calming himself, he cut down the next closest orc, hoping his actions would label him an ally. If these unknown creatures were hostile he needed to show them he was there to help. That was quite possibly the only way to escape with his life if things didn't go according to plan.

The last few orcs grouped together, trying to fend off their execution. They sloppily moved backward, trying to retreat into the field, but it was no use. There were too many of the pink-skins. They were surrounded. Nowhere to run, they fell to the tarnished, once elegant weaponry.

A strong gust of wind blew across the plains flinging Ravion's long, red hair about his face. He held his sword low, but at the ready to assure he meant no threat unless provoked. His beaming blue eyes were locked upon the remaining force.

They stared at the lone ranger, standing his defiance against them. He was brave to say the least, but likewise foolish. There was no way he could hold against so many, regardless of skill. They knew who he was. Just because they'd changed didn't mean their memories were robbed.

“Do you speak common?” Ravion asked. “My name is Ravion Santail, Dreuslayer and Co-founder of The Order. I’m afraid I’ve never seen your kind before, therefore I hope you won’t take it as sign of disrespect if I refuse to lower my guard.”

A beautiful woman stepped forward and took position at the head of the large group. She moved with such grace and elegance, her form never betrayed her. Standing midway between the formation and the lone combatant, she surveyed him from head to toe.

The dreuslayer watched the woman make her way toward him. Perhaps he'd be able to learn something about these people and their society. She was beautiful by all standards, her platinum hair pulled into a tail and hanging low down the back of her black, leather armor. She carried a polished, silver rapier on her side, and had a bow strung across her back. Ravion studied her for a brief moment, knowing she was doing likewise.

“We know who you are, Ravion. My name is Senaria. We’re refugees. Our kind has been broken. Us few no longer sharing the beliefs of our ancestors. As outcasts, we seek a place to call home.” Her voice was strong and unwavering. She spoke as a warrior, but had a soft harmony underlying the musical tone.

He studied her face. There it was again. That familiar trait he'd thought he saw earlier. Looking beyond her appearance, Ravion searched her energy. There it is. The light blue aura, like the one surrounding Kane, only this was brighter, unblemished. But these— creatures— they weren’t like Kane. These were pure, not like the memories from his childhood. That was able to be seen without looking. These were a different kind of pure. Like something that once was, had returned to its former grace. They had to be dalari, didn't they? His mind raced with the possibility. If they were, that meant he was finally in position to rebuild their legacy. “Please don't take offense to this, but what are you?”

Senaria smiled briefly, considering his question. “We’ve chosen to call ourselves Mul’daron. The first of our kind.” The answer, while accurate, wasn't what he meant. And she knew it.

“You said you're outcast from your people. What were you before?” Ravion didn't need to ask. The pieces clicked into place. But he needed her to confirm it.

Senaria shifted uneasily, unsure if she could trust the seemingly young human. Sighing heavily, she adjusted her stance. Trust had to start somewhere. And who better to trust than one that could possibly understand. Steeling herself, she spoke. “You knew us as dreualfar.” Senaria froze, ready to defend herself if he attacked blindly. Seeing his reserve, she continued. “The corruption was pulled from us a few weeks ago. We fought to escape the catacombs, taking arms against those that weren't changed. We knew we couldn't remain among them, not that we'd want to. The taint was broken, and while we have the memories of the pain we've caused, we're no longer the enemy you've spent so many years battling.”

Ravion heard her words. They were like a heavenly voice narrating a dream. He recited the ancient stories his father used to tell him. Both stories aligned into one truth. That meant he'd found what he was looking for. These mul'daron were the first of a new generation of dalari. Ravion sheathed his sword and looked upon her in a new light. A commanding and assured presence built inside him. “You have nothing to fear from me. If you’ll accept, I’ll guide you to a safe location where you can begin your lives without fear of persecution. It won’t be a pleasant existence, but it’ll be safe until you can find better accommodations for yourself.”

Senaria considered his offer. He had the potential to aid them, his status alone was verification. But it was a huge risk. If she was mistaken in his intention, he could easily betray them. Was trusting him, a previous enemy of her kind, worth the possible extinction of her family? Glancing at several hundred homeless figures behind her, each one looking for guidance, she weighed the options. I hope I'm right about him! Turning back to Ravion, she stared him in the eye, offering silent warning. “Your assistance would be greatly appreciated.”
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A single arrow spun through the air, aimed for its target. The hardened-steel head struck with such ferocity it tore through the man's armor, sinking deep into his chest. Losing his footing he slammed into the reinforced wooden wall. He was dead before he hit the ground.

Over a dozen dreualfar roared from the shadows of the hidden cavern. They rapidly engulfed the unsuspecting guardsmen. Their green and black tabards sprayed red in the slaughter, leaving them to bleed out on the dirt covered road. The small band rushed through the unprotected gateway and into the incognizant city.

Lythus stepped through the opening, shoving his sword into the back of one of the defeated guards. The man went limp, crying out in his death throes. Hearing the horns echo in the distance, announcing their attack, Lythus sheathed his blade. “This way!”

Unaware of where they were going, the dreualfar followed. Never before had they dared enter the heart of the forbidden city. Such a thing was believed to be a death sentence. Yet this man, this masked figure, showed no fear of the dreuslayers or their tactics which had led to the deaths of so many. A number of guards charged toward them ready to reclaim the security of their beloved land.

The two groups crashed against one another, each holding their own. The dreualfar were out manned and out skilled, but they fought with a resolve that tested the commitment of their enemies. Uncaring if they fell in battle, they tore into the guards, claiming nearly three to one.

The masked rogue stood behind the dreualfar, watching the battle play out. They were little more than a tool at his disposal. Several were going to die here. There was no question of that. He didn’t need them all anyway. But at least a few had to survive. Hearing the clank of chains in the distance, Lythus glanced to the west. The massive Dreuslayer Keep, perched at the mountain base was spewing soldiers through the heavy portcullis. That meant word had reached The Order. He was nearly out of time. If the army made it here, all of this planning would be for nothing. Returning his attention to the battle in front of him, Lythus quickly counted the fodder. Less than half remained. This had gone on too long. “Enough!” His voice carried over the battle, silencing both sides. All eyes on his, he drew his sword and stepped to the forefront.

The remaining dreualfar stepped back allowing their commander access.

The guards stood ready, unsure what was going to happen. Their eyes locked on the shadowed and pale orc skull covering the man's face. They permeated fear. It was one thing to battle the vile black-skins when they were being commanded by one of their own. Quite another when they didn't know who was commanding them. It made the entire situation unpredictable. Raising their weapons they readied to face the disguised man, hoping they could hold long enough for the border wardens to arrive.

Lythus smiled beneath his mask. These were the men chosen to keep the city safe? They're frightened little puppies, awaiting their master's protection. Silently drawing on the powers within himself, he flipped his sword around and raised it to the sky. A bright flash of blue and white erupted from the heavens. It jumped to the blade and split off shooting into the opposing men. He watched the static charge rip through their bodies, scorching them each time it exited. They collapsed on the well-kept road, unable to delay him any longer. “Come!” Refusing to wait a moment longer, Lythus he led the way along the eastern road, ignoring the cowering citizens and frightened merchants.

The roads turned from dirt to stone, both sides lined in staggered wooden posts. Every other one had a glass shield mounted to the top, an amber glow beaming from beneath. The lanterns didn't offer much in the daylight, but at night they lit the streets quite nicely. Street signs intersected occasionally, marking the way for visitors and traders. Each one displayed a carved trident, serving as a silent promise of protection inside the city. A promise that was currently being tested.

The dreualfar launched themselves at the few patrolling guards that approached. They were little more than a minor inconvenience in the grand scheme of things. The ring of battle died down leaving all the market guards dead or dying.

Lythus looked around at the defeated men. He had no doubt there would be more very soon, but he wasn’t overly concerned. So long as he reached his destination before the army reached him there was nothing to fear. He glanced at the exhausted dreualfar. There was a sadistic pleasure in their eyes. As if they treasured their current trespass more than anything. It made sense. An assault against a group that specialized in the killing of their people had to be liberating. He just had to be careful. If he gave them too much reign they were likely to waste time on the townsfolk. That would do nothing but waste his time. And his time was too precious.

They rounded the market square and stepped into a fair-sized courtyard. The cobblestone street intersected another, leaving a large landing at the center where the road curved around. In the middle, several stones were stacked to form a large fountain with a perched dais at the center. Water sprouted from the top tier, splashing onto the stone ring, and trickling down to the lower levels. The reflective liquid left an emerald mist in the fading sunlight.

The dark cloaked figure approached the fountain and jumped onto the ledge. The crystal-clear water soaked into the back of his pant legs. Staring down at the gathered dreualfar, Lythus ensured he had enough to complete his task. Confident in their number he returned his attention to the fountain. “Circle around and get ready.”

The dreualfar moved into position unsure what was going to happen.

Lythus reached beneath his cloak and drew a dagger. Kneeling into the water, he traced the edge of one of the stones and pried up. The transparent liquid filled the compartment almost instantly. Stashing the blade away, he peered into the hole, spotting the hidden lever at the bottom. Grabbing the metal handle, Lythus gave a light tug, feeling it click into place. The fountain rumbled to life shifting the base stones in a counter clockwise direction. The mid layer spun opposite, while the top tier stopped spouting water and dropped into the base.

The dreualfar watched nervously. The water drained from the pool revealing a series of tracks and gears hidden among the stone. One by one the molded granite slabs slid into place, revealing a spiraling stairway leading down.

“What are you waiting for? Let’s go.” Lythus jumped from his perch and rushed down the stair before the final stones had settled. Reaching the bottom, he stopped at a heavy, wooden door with several rings embedded in the face. Glancing back to make sure all the dreualfar were present, he returned his attention to the door and reached out, spinning the outer ring.

An echo of moving stone radiated in the narrow chamber. The dreualfar jumped, watching the stairway shift into a solid wall. No sooner than the passage closed fully the grinding resumed and the walls slowly moved toward them, threatening to crush anything in the room.

Lythus wrinkled his nose, smelling their fear in the enclosing space. Cowards! He quickly shifted the remaining rings, arranging them into the image of a large, jagged trident. The walls retracted and settled into place. A resounding click echoed on the other side of the door and it swung open to reveal a long tunnel. He marched into the dark path. The mounted basins ignited with each step, illuminating his way.

They passed several doorways and connecting tunnels. Lythus ignored them completely. There was no telling where they led, or how far they went. Some connected to the catacombs, some held other secrets. But discovering which was little more than a shell game in the underground labyrinth. Only his current path mattered.

Lythus made his way to the far end of the tunnel, approaching the final door. Quickly unscrambling the puzzle as he had upon their entry, it sprang open revealing a large room. The wall to his right was lined in barred cells. Many of them occupied by a number of dreualfar, orcs, and other creatures too dangerous to hold in the surface prisons. Even the occasional human rested comfortably in the underground jail. The center of the room was dished, forming a large ring. Training dummies made of wooden posts with simulated swords and shields were grouped around the edge. The left wall held an independent room with its own stairway leading up, and the far side of the room was sectioned off, sealed by a large, reinforced door and an odd-looking disc positioned over where the latch should have been.

“Free your kin if you must. When you’re done meet me in the ring.” Refusing to wait for them, Lythus marched across the room and approached the disc mounted to the sealed door. It had a faint aura surrounding it and five finger-sized holes embedded in the surface. Removing his glove, Lythus extended his peach colored fingers and pressed them into the holes. He felt the cold mineral ebb from his touch. The stone-like material started to glow a bright green. Twisting his wrist, the disc rotated and clicked into place. He pushed the door open and stepped inside. The exterior walls were lined with tables and shelves. Racks were fixed to the walls, displaying a variety of weapons. Upon the shelves a number of items rested peacefully. They were sectioned by type. One layer was stacked with runed chests, nearly locked against one another. One shelf was filled with books. Their multicolored bindings coated in dust from disuse. Numerous artifacts rested where they'd been laid gods knew how long ago. There was even a wooden divider organizing thousands of sealed scrolls and what appeared to be rare spell components.

Lythus made his way around the room, running his bare fingers over the placards, wiping away enough dust to read what they said. He found it amusing how many of the items were labeled 'Unknown'. He sighed. “Such is the way of pompous do-gooders, always claiming treasures they know nothing about.” Rounding the isle, Lythus stopped, finding the treasure he'd been seeking. Reaching down, he held his hand over the finely crafted blade. He could feel the power within, yearning to be released. The dagger itself was made of a rare ore embedded with crystalline fragments. Very few knew of its existence. Even fewer had ever seen it. Recalling the mineral’s history, he carefully grabbed the handle, ensuring the blade didn’t contact his flesh. Looking over the room a final time, he made for the door.

Twice as many dreualfar stood in the center arena awaiting the fearful figure.

Lythus approached, glancing over at the empty cells. Not only had they freed all the dreualfar, they'd murdered the other prisoners, leaving them to bleed out on in the caged cells. It was no loss. This prison was for the special few that had no chance of rehabilitation, yet were too valuable to execute. They would never have seen this place otherwise. Lythus casually approached the group, unable to contain the smile beneath his mask. Stepping to their center, he reached into the pouch hidden beneath his cloak and retrieved the fist-sized emerald, once the crown jewel of Shadgull. He extended the gem, holding the crystalline dagger over the top. Several sparks of energy jumped from one to the other draining the color from the emerald. His fists shook, struggling to contain the power transfer. It took every ounce of strength to keep them in place, like trying to push two opposing pieces of magnetite together. Feeling the last bits of power transfer to the blade, he tossed the empty gem to the slate floor. It shatter into several fractured pieces of clear quartz and scattered across the pit. The enchanted blade glowed a deep purple, pulsing in the basin lit chamber.

The dreualfar stared in wonder and impatience. The power of the blade demanded their attention, but the lingering presence of their mortal enemies left them uneasy.

“Now for the final ingredient.” Lythus smiled beneath the mask. Striking like a bolt of lightning, he sprang forward, slaughtering the assembled mass with the pulsating blade. Each death made it grow brighter. He watched the final dreualfar hit the ground, barely able to look upon the beaming weapon. The blackened skin of the bodies faded to a light pink, draining them of their identity. The weapon burned so brightly. He could feel it trying to penetrate his armor.

Holding the dagger away from him, Lythus pulled the straps of his bracer and exposed the tan colored skin beneath. Taking a deep breath, he chanted the spell. “Yawa nrub eht hsaw llahs luos sih, etas ot liaf I dluohs. Mrof siht ot em dnib nrub sti yam. Edalb yloh siht eubmi I ssenkrad htiw.”

Without hesitation, Lythus pressed the tip against his flesh, hearing the sizzle burn deep into him. Screaming his torment, he fell to his knees, careful to keep the weapon in place. The corrupted magics wrapped around him, crawling beneath his skin. It felt as if his soul was being scorched, burnt beyond recognition. He strained against the pain feeling the magics take hold. Arm quivering, he struggled to finish. Breathing heavy, Lythus angled the tip and drug it through his charred meat to inscribe the rune.
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Chapter III

The Bigger They Are

 

 

A thin layer of flaky rust covered the pitted, iron bars. Krenin's thick, green hands were locked around them watching the spectacle upon the other side. The large human straddled the defeated alfar. Reaching down he grabbed the agile creature's matted, brown hair. Lifting his head, the human drug his sword across the alfar's throat, cutting him to the spine. The dead creature dropped, his face slamming into the damp sand. Roars filled the air at the scene. They couldn't get enough blood to sate their appetite.

The half-orc released the bars, inspecting the red dust clinging to his skin. Wiping them together, Krenin turned and secured his twin axes. The keen weapons were polished to a shine. Sunlight gleamed on their edges. He'd grown fond of the weapons, forged from the great sword his brothers had given him. Krenin shook the memories from mind. They wouldn't serve him here. Staring at the light weight axes, he could nearly feel their desire for blood. The same desire the crowd craved.

Returning his attention to the arena, the thick chains clanked along the huge sprocket, raising the portcullis. He watched the human approach, his beady eyes locked on him. The man's bronze skin was shiny, partially from sweat, but it was more than that. He looked as if he'd been oiled from head to toe. His face bore no emotion, simply a lingering glare that burned into the half-orc's soul.

Krenin couldn't help but feel like the man wanted to lunge at him. It was a silent challenge. But they were both too smart to start anything outside of the sands. Krenin’s eyes followed the man until he was out of sight. Returning his attention to the golden, blood soaked sands and, Krenin marched up the ramp. The roar of orc cheers funneled into his ears. Guttural laughter and joy washed over him, a sense of bliss burning its way into his gut. He reached the center of the large stadium and threw his axes into the air, greeting his audience.

They erupted at his gesture, shouting their praise.

The portcullis clanked open on the far side of the arena. Krenin turned to see who he'd be fighting. It was always a surprise. If he could prepare it'd make the whole process much smoother, but as it were, they never knew until they took the sands. The gate stood wide open yet nobody passed.

The crowd grew restless, booing the absence of his opponent.

He had to do something. They were growing restless. Raising his axes once again, Krenin shouted, letting his words silence their chants. “Seems the mighty Krenin too scary for him. He hide in cell, pissing himself! These, the little things in life worth fighting for!”

Receiving his boasts, the crowd roared louder than ever. It was short lived. A massive quake echoed through the stands shaking the very ground beneath them. Locked in silent anticipation they stared intently at the large opening on the far side.

Krenin turned to face the monster slowly making its way onto the sands. How such a beast could even fit in the tunnels was a mystery in of itself. He could hear his heartbeat thundering away inside him. Not so much as a gasp could be heard from the spectators. Only the echoing footsteps of the approaching behemoth sounded. He'd never seen one of its type before. It was twice the size of the largest orc and drug what looked to be a huge club that may as well have been the lower section of a tree. Even the thick ridges along the sides and head reminded him of tree roots.

Processing the sight, Krenin saw the crowd in the corner of his eye. They returned to their usual, primitive selves though he couldn't hear them. Only the beat of the drum in his chest and the earth-shattering foot falls were audible. He was frozen in the sight. How could such a creature exist? He'd been told of all manner of beasts, many of which he'd never seen. But this one, this creature, it was something familiar but unknown. Memories flashed, recalling a specific book Ravion had been looking through. Krenin hadn't paid much attention at the time, but what he saw looked just like this massive beast. It was a mountain troll if memory served. Though what he saw in the picture was somewhat different. It had flesh of stone, where as this one had dark green skin and layers of moss for hair. If region named them it stood to reason, this was a forest troll.
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