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Day One


Chapter 1

This is suicide!” King Dylenn slammed his
fist on the table.

Low burning candles provided the only light
in the large stone room. Embers in the fireplace were all that
remained of the once warm and comforting fire. General Izak,
resplendent in his Crixarian chainmail armor and purple surcoat,
winced from his position on the opposite side of the massive oak
table. “I have been your general for more than 30 years,” he
replied. “I know this plan sounds foolhardy, even self-destructive.
But trust me. It is our best option.”

Dylenn was not convinced. “The war has raged
for 15 years. We’ve always been able to hold them back. Why should
we now allow them to besiege our capitol?”

Izak looked down at a map of Aclia on the
table. He pointed to the Crixarian and Xanican border and
responded, “My King, the new Vicar of the Isle of Tarium, Matthew
Wickman, has promised to come to our aid. If we can manage to hold
the Elven army here at Sternz, we have a chance of dealing the
elves a blow from which they shall not recover anytime soon,
allowing us to retake lost ground.”

“The Vicar could be lying! Vicar John never
helped us because he didn’t want to risk losing the elves as trade
partners. He was more worried about losing money than he was about
helping his fellow humans.”

“True,” Izak replied. “But Vicar Matthew is
different. He is personally leading his army here, and with his
army’s aid we can win.”

“But why here; why Sternz?” Dylenn asked.
“Can we not just attack the Elven army out in the field without
risking the capitol of Crixaria?”

Izak allowed his finger to roam across the
open field on the map and come to rest against the walls of Sternz.
He blew out a resigned breath. “We are outnumbered three to one. A
battle in the open field would be suicide.” The old general raised
his eyes to meet those of his king. “But here, at Sternz, we have
the most defensible city on the continent. Its outer walls are
sturdy and our inner walls have never been breached, but if the
elves manage to do so, we have 75,000 battle-tested soldiers sworn
to defend our walls from 225,000 elves. These are loyal troops from
Crixaria and volunteers from the other three human kingdoms. The
city will not fall. I promise you that. We can hold… at least until
Vicar Matthew’s army reaches us.”

“Outnumbered three to one,” The king
appeared suddenly very tired. He gazed at the map, hoping, wishing
some other answer would present itself. None did. He shook his
head. “It’s not the city they want, you know.”

Izak remained silent and let Dylenn continue
even though he already knew what this was about.

“Kaia. My daughter. She is still the only
non-elf to be born with the ability to use magic. Her very
existence is an abomination to the elves’ religion. They will stop
at nothing to destroy her. You know that.”

Izak nodded. He did know that.

“Three to one,” Dylenn repeated in a dull
whisper. “How long can we hold out against such odds? They
butchered their way through the kingdom of Xanica in less than a
month. It was a massacre.”

Izak’s heavy eyes turned back to the map of
Aclia, “They only massacred the first seven Xanican villages, and
they have not massacred any of ours. Xanica fell because it had no
warning. The elves just showed up and launched a surprise attack
before Xanica could mount a defense. The war was over before it
even began. We may have fewer in numbers, but our walls will more
than make up for that disadvantage.”

“They will not stop until my daughter is
dead, and I don’t see how trapping her inside this city will help,”
Dylenn’s grip grew tighter on the table edges.

Izak traced his finger on the map back to
Sternz. “The elves will go where Kaia is, and right now that is
here. My scouts reported last night that the Elven army is closer
than we had hoped. They have marched through the past two nights
and have already crossed Sterling River. They could be at our
eastern outer wall in a few hours.” His eyes met Dylenn’s, “I need
your answer, Sire. Shall we defend the city and hold out until the
Vicar arrives; or do you want to risk fleeing the city and being
caught out in the open?”

Dylenn stared with weary eyes at Izak as he
ground his teeth trying to hold back his frustration, “Why didn’t
you tell me? If they could be here today, why haven’t you alerted
the city? We should be preparing!”

Izak ignored Dylenn’s question and pressed
on, “Our defenses are nearly complete. We would gain nothing if we
alerted the city. Our soldiers and the citizens would panic. The
wasted energy would only harm us in the long run.”

Dylenn paused in deep thought for a moment,
noticing the countenance of his long-time friend. The war had taken
its toll on Izak. His youthfulness had long since disappeared and
his sense of responsibility showed on his face. Only a few years
ago he had a full head of black hair that complemented his ebony
skin. Now that hair was gone; only a scruffy beard remained. But
Dylenn trusted Izak. He had fended off the elves for this long; he
could do it again. “Give the order,” Dylenn said. “We will defend
the city at all costs and pray to the One that the Vicar shows up
in time.”

Izak breathed a small sigh of relief.
Just one more time, he thought. Just one more battle to
win and the war would be over. He bowed his head to the king,
then turned and marched to the heavy wooden door. He opened it and
waited for his eyes to adjust to the sunlight before striding into
to the long stone hallway. From the open arched windows, the light
shone into the hallway gleaming off the armor of 20 Crixarian
officers. The men and women all stood at attention as they saw
Izak. “Go to your battle stations,” Izak ordered. “Prepare the city
for a siege. Not you Vernon,” he pointed to a handsome, well-built
man with short black hair, brown eyes and a scruffy tan face. “You
come with me to the King.”

Vernon nodded his head, then followed Izak
back into the darkened room. Sweat beaded on the young officer’s
brow as he came face to face with King Dylenn for the first time.
Vernon bowed his head fighting to control the urge to fidget. He
knew what this was about. Izak had already hinted as much. But
didn’t know if he was ready.

Izak intoned formally, “My King, this is
Vernon Regnier. He is my finest officer and I believe he should
lead the new squad we discussed.”

Dylenn sized Vernon up from across the room.
“How old are you, Vernon?”

Vernon met Dylenn’s gaze. “I am 27 years, my
King.”

“Have you been in the army long?”

“I joined when I was 20. Since I am of noble
birth, I have been an officer since the first day I joined.”
Vernon’s eyes never left the king’s.

Dylenn began to grind his teeth again. He
stroked his red beard and fixed Izak with an unconvinced glare.
“You’re trusting the fate of the capitol to this...” his mouth
twisted, “young man who has been an officer for seven
years? There are other more experienced officers. House Regnier
has been a loyal noble house for centuries, but there are other
houses, more noble, with greater wealth and higher status, who
might look with disfavor on such a choice, don’t you think?”

Izak placed his hand on Vernon’s shoulder.
“My King, Vernon is one of my best officers. Yes, there are
wealthier and more experienced officers, but I trust this man. I
would rather put this man, whom I trust, in charge of this squad,
rather than someone who is just there to please others. You asked
for my recommendation. I would trust Vernon with my life.”

Dylenn nodded, his decision made. He
beckoned Vernon to the map, and pointed to a single spot—Sternz.
“Very well. Vernon, do you know exactly what your squad will do and
who you want by your side?”

Vernon shot a nervous glance at Izak. He had
given this plenty of thought, but he did not think they would agree
with his choices.

“Yes, my King.,” Vernon answered. My squad
will be a small unit consisting of four members—some of Sternz’s
finest warriors. We are to serve as mobile support during battle,
and to prepare for, shall we say, unconventional missions,
as needed. With your permission, my team will include Konar Qal
from the Eacru Wastes, Kassandra Verbeck from Vetin, and finally
the warrior Liam.”

Dylenn’s brow creased and he stroked his
beard again as he pondered the names. “Very interesting choices,”
he said. “I understand your choice for Kassandra, she is of a noble
house from Vetin and a deadly archer from what I’ve heard, but your
other two choices are puzzling me. Konar Qal is well-known to me,
but he is an orc, and orcs do not have the best reputation for
loyalty to humans. Liam may be a human, but I fear he is just as
much or even more of a risk as the orc. He is formidable on the
battlefield, but all my reports say he cannot be controlled, simply
ignoring orders he does not wish to follow. We know nothing of his
house or lineage, not even his surname. And then there is the
matter of his—wolf.”

Izak stepped in. “With due respect my King,
I trust Vernon’s judgment. Let Vernon worry about his squad, and
let us worry about the siege and the elves.”

Dylenn moved around the table, and stood
mere inches from the young officer. The strain showed in his eyes,
but his voice was firm. “Izak’s trust and respect are two very hard
things to earn. It seems you have both. If Izak trusts you, then so
do I.” Dylenn poked his finger into Vernon’s chest. “Don’t let my
city fall.”

Vernon nodded, shocked at what he was
hearing. “My King, I will not.”

“Go now Vernon,” Izak commanded. “Gather
your squad. We will need you all very soon.”

Vernon bowed his head, turned and left.
Dylenn and Izak watched him hurry down the hallway. Dylenn
muttered, “I pray for all our sakes that Vicar Matthew will arrive
soon. I don’t understand how four people can make that big of a
difference and I do not wish for more people to die than is
necessary.”

Izak looked at a worried Dylenn. The war had
aged him too, he was now much thicker around the middle and his red
hair was thinning and streaks of grey appeared in his beard. He put
his hand on his king’s shoulder. “Have faith, my King. Not only in
our god, the One, but also in the men and women fighting. This
squad will become a group that our troops can rally behind. We can
and will succeed in this endeavor.”

“Thank you Izak,” Dylenn replied. “You have
been my most loyal friend and General for all these years. A king
could not ask for anyone better to lead us during this solemn time.
Now, if you will excuse me, I wish to spend time with my wife and
daughters.”

Izak bowed his head and said, “Yes my King,
we will not fail.”

Once Dylenn was out of sight, Izak turned
back to the map. Alone, he rested both hands on the table and let
his guard down. His hands shook and his knees began to buckle. “May
the One help us,” he prayed.


Chapter 2

As the morning sun beamed off his chest,
Vernon walked out of the main entrance of the citadel, through two
imposing, ten-foot tall wooden doors. Dressed in his officer’s
armor ,with his longsword sheathed on his left hip and his steel
kite shield in his left hand, he gazed upon the massive citadel.
The implacable stone stronghold stood gleaming in the morning sun.
Guards patrolled the top of the towers while the staff cleaned the
many balconies that allowed a viewing of the area below.

Vernon resumed his walk down the stone road
into the rich, upper district of Sternz, with its large hewn-stone
buildings topped with wooden roofs. Common Crixarian soldiers
dressed in heavy layered, brown cotton jackets and purple-dyed
cotton pants to match the royal Allister family colors, saluted as
he passed.

The beautiful yellow sunrise brought with it
a warm, gentle breeze. While walking down the hill past a row of
stone houses Vernon spotted a familiar elderly woman with a mobile
stand and a foldable sign on each side that read, Elsa’s
Bakery. With a smile growing on his face, he approached the
stand, allowing the aromas of sugary sweets to wash over him, and
tickle wonderful childhood memories from his past.

The old woman with long, greying hair smiled
ear to ear when she spotted him. “By the One, look who it is! The
last time I saw you, you were only as tall as my shoulders. Now
look at you. A grown, handsome man, and an officer in our King’s
army by the look of it.”

“It’s been too long Elsa. Your cinnamon
rolls were the only reason I would travel with my parents to
Sternz. Your rolls are known to be the best in all of
Crixaria.”

Elsa, with a witty grin, replied, “Oh, so
you didn’t stop here to see me; you just wanted one of my cinnamon
rolls?” Still smiling, she handed him a confection of light, fluffy
bread rolled around a warm, creamy center of cinnamon filling, and
topped with sweet sugar icing.

He snatched the cinnamon roll from her hand
and popped it into his mouth, relishing both the taste, and the
pleasant memories it evoked.

“How much do I owe you?”

“For you,” she replied, “it’s on the
house.”

Vernon shook his head and licked the
remaining sugar from his fingers. “Thank you, Elsa. But you push
your stand up this hill every morning and back down every night. I
can’t let you go empty handed, especially since your cinnamon rolls
have always been my favorite food.”

He pulled five silver coins from his pouch
and handed them to the old woman. Elsa stared as the coins for a
moment, before handing them back to Vernon. “I only charge two
Crixarian florins for these. This is too much, I can’t accept
it.”

“Yes, you can,” Vernon insisted, closing her
hand around the coins. “I won’t have it any other way. Call it a
belated payment for all the rolls I pinched as a boy when you
weren’t looking. Now, you stay safe in the coming days Elsa.”

Elsa smiled as she placed both hands on
Vernon’s, “Say hello to your parents for me, will you?”

“Of course I will,” Vernon said. He gave her
one last smile, snatched another cinnamon roll, and walked
away.

Returning to his original path Vernon
continued down the hill toward the large stone bridge that
separated the upper and lower city. The bridge was the only point
in Sternz that connected the upper and lower city over the river. A
flat walkway, 300 feet long and 25 feet wide allowed travelers on
foot, horseback, or wagons to pass over with ease. Vernon noticed a
Crixarian officer with long, black hair pulled back in a ponytail
sitting on the edge of the bridge with his legs hanging over the
side throwing pebbles into the river below.

Vernon finished the last bite of his
cinnamon roll and walked over to the officer. “You know,” he said
with a chuckle, “of all the people to be throwing rocks into the
river when an Elven army could be here at any moment, you would be
the one to do it, Gregory.”

Gregory stopped mid-throw and snickered.
Still sitting down, he retorted, “And of all the people to be
eating sugary food to slow them down, it would be you!” Gregory
smiled, stood, and extended his hand toward his friend.

Vernon reached out to shake his hand, but
Gregory slipped past Vernon’s outstretched hand and slapped him
across his cheek, then stepped back laughing. “You’ve fallen for
that for 20 years, my friend. When will you ever learn?”

Vernon shook his head and smiled at Gregory.
“I suppose 20 years later I’m still hoping that one day you will
grow up.”

“We both know that will never happen. One of
us has to remain cheery in these trying times. If I don’t, well,
then all of humanity will lose their souls.”

Vernon nodded and turned to go, but in the
next instant, thrust his hand into Gregory’s chest, shoving him off
the bridge. A look of shock crossed over Gregory’s wide-eyed face
as he fell into the clear blue water of the river below.

Everyone on the bridge who witnessed the
friendly altercation burst into laughter. Soaking wet, Gregory
stood up shoulder deep in water, sputtering.

Vernon called out to him, “I think you just
helped a few people find their souls! You truly must be blessed by
the One.”

Gregory raised his arms above his head and
roared with laughter, “Exactly!” He waded toward the pier where
Vernon waited to meet him. Vernon extended his hand again, and
Gregory hesitated a moment, noting his friend’s mischievous smile,
before deciding to take it.

Wringing water from his shirt, Gregory
quipped, “I would accompany you to wherever you are going, but I am
worried you will try to throw me under a horse-cart next.”

Vernon grew serious. “King Dylenn has
accepted General Izak’s recommendation. I am on my way to gather my
squad and prepare for the arrival of the Elven army.”

“Ha! I told you that you would get the
assignment,” Gregory declared. “Out of all the officers in this
army you are the one who has earned it. So, who did you pick to be
in your little party?”

As they started to walk into the lower city,
Vernon answered, “Konar Qal, Kassandra Verbeck, and Liam.”

Gregory smirked and gave his friend a
playful elbow to the ribs. “If I didn’t know better, I would say
you are trying to get Kassandra all to yourself. Good luck, she’s
only slept with half the army.”

“It’s not like that,” Vernon replied. “You
know just as well as I do that she is the best archer we have in
the city, and on these walls an excellent archer will be perfect
for picking off Elven officers.”

Gregory raised his eyebrows. “Uh-huh. If you
say so.”

Vernon stopped walking and looked Gregory
dead in the eyes, “You know I haven’t been with anyone since it
happened.”

Gregory realized he overstepped. Raising his
hands to his chest he said, “I wasn’t trying to bring that up. We
used to go out drinking and partying almost every night, but after
that you just seemed to stop being yourself.”

Vernon turned his eyes away. He didn’t want
to relive the pain. “I hate myself for what happened. It won’t ever
happen again. That was the reason I joined the army in the first
place.”

Gregory tried to lighten the mood by lightly
slapping Vernon in the face. “From now on every time you get
depressed I will slap you. Now enough talk about dark memories, why
did you pick Konar? He isn’t even a human.”

“Konar is different from most orcs. I’ve
known him for two years. I trust him. Just like me, he is here
running from a past. He hasn’t told me why. All I know is that it
was bad enough for him to leave the Eacru Wastes and come
here.”

“Aren’t you worried he will betray you? I
have never known an orc to keep his word.”

Vernon shook his head, “I truly think he is
here to help us. He has loyally fought in General Izak’s army for
five years and has never done anything besides help both on and off
the battlefield.”

“That I can live with,” Gregory nodded. “But
what I don’t understand is Liam. I mean, literally no one knows
anything about him. Whenever I’ve seen him he is always by himself,
or with that wolf of his.”

Vernon put his hand on Gregory’s shoulder,
“I know it doesn’t make much sense to you, but he is without a
doubt the best fighter any of us have ever seen. At the skirmish at
Pinewood I saw him singlehandedly cut down over 30 elven soldiers
with ease. And his wolf frightens not only us, but also the
elves.”

“Well, just watch yourself around them and
be safe in the coming days. I would miss slapping your face,” he
grinned.

The two continued to walk down the dirt
streets of the lower city. The houses were not much more than wood,
mud, and straw.

“Here we are,” Vernon said as they walked in
front of a rundown three-story wooden structure. The door was
missing its top half and all the windows were missing shutters.
Rotten wood could allowed the wind to enter unabated, and most of
the roof was missing.

“Why are we at the medical building?”
Gregory inquired. “I didn’t slap you that hard did I?”

Vernon chuckled as he pointed to the roof.
“Look up there.”

Gregory spotted a dark green orc. Similar in
form to a human, the creature appeared taller, stronger. Two small
tusks protruded from its lower jaw. Large, even for an orc, this
creature had long black dreadlocks tied in a ponytail. Dressed in
black ragged clothes, it hammered a plank of wood onto the roof of
the building. Sweat dripped off its goatee, and white, tribal
tattoos rippled along his right arm with every swing of the hammer.
The orc paused to wipe the sweat from its face, looked down, and
spotted Vernon and Gregory.

“Vernon, my friend!” it shouted.

Vernon waved at the orc and yelled, “Konar,
come down here for a minute please. I’ve got news.”

Konar set down his hammer and nails and
climbed down a ladder. Gregory took a small step back as the orc
approached, in awe of the creature’s height and thick muscles.

Vernon greeted Konar with the common orc
greeting; making a fist with one hand and beat the other side of
his chest twice. Konar returned the greeting.

“A beautiful day is it not?” Konar
asked.

Vernon gazed at the morning sky
appreciatively. “That it is, Konar. But as I said, I have news that
won’t wait. King Dylenn has given his approval for me to lead the
squa—”

“Are you sure you want to—” Gregory
interrupted.

Vernon fixed Gregory with a hard stare. “I
told you that I trust him.”

Gregory’s gaze lingered on Vernon for a
brief moment before he turned to Konar. “Accept my apologies,
Konar. I’m sorry. It’s just that orcs have been known to betray
anyone for the right price. It’s nothing personal. Now if you two
will excuse me I must take my leave. I must try to do something
useful before General Izak scolds me.”

Gregory extended his hand toward Konar and
Konar shook it vigorously. “Do not worry, I am used to it. I have
been in the human kingdoms for five years. Vernon is only the
second human to treat me as an equal.”

Gregory nodded as he rubbed the shoulder of
his arm that Konar shook and headed off down the street.

Konar looked back at Vernon, “Now, what were
you saying about the squad?”

“King Dylenn has appointed me as the leader,
and I want you to join it with me.”

“Vernon,” Konar replied pensively. “Aren’t
you afraid of what others will think? Won’t having an orc with you
cause more problems than its worth?”

Vernon rested his hand on Konar’s shoulder,
“Perhaps. But I’ve seen you fight and you are someone to truly be
reckoned with. This is my first real command and I need someone I
can trust beside me. That person is you.”

“Why not Gregory?”

“Gregory is my oldest friend and a capable
warrior, but he would question me at every step.”

Konar set his left hand on Vernon’s shoulder
and with a small smile said, “Then if it truly is what you need, I
will be beside you at every step.”

“Thank you my friend. Now grab your armor.
We still need to gather our other two members.”

With a nod Konar turned and entered the
medical center. Vernon followed inside, noting that even though
Konar had been assigned to help repair the building, the other
human workers still shied away from him.

Konar stopped in front of an old, dark
brown, leather chest. He loosened the worn belt straps on both
sides to open the chest and reveal crude, brown, metal armor.
Without leather or padding to cushion the metal against his skin,
Konar began to don his armor. First was the chest piece, a rugged
sleeveless metal piece that looked like textured rock that had just
been cut out of a mountain. Konar slid it over his head. Next,
Konar strapped on his leg guards and greaves, then finally he
pulled a pair of worn leather gloves. The orc reached one last time
into the chest and pulled out a simple wood-handled hatchet, which
he fastened with a string to the right side of his belt.

Puzzled, Vernon looked into the empty
leather chest, “I know you didn’t get rid of it. Where is your
hammer?”

Konar grinned and moved the chest away from
wall, revealing a spot in the floor that had not yet been repaired.
Konar reached into the hole and pulled out a large war hammer,
sheathed in a long, black fur scabbard. He pulled the hammer out of
the sheath. Five feet in length, the war hammer was a true example
of fine metal crafting.

“Crafted by the finest Tarian smiths,” Konar
said as he gave the war hammer a light swing.

“I don’t think you’ve ever told me how you
came into possession of that hammer,” Vernon said.

Konar put the hammer back in the sheath. “It
was given to me by Sal. It’s perfectly balanced and lightweight
compared to orcish hammers, so I am able to put more force behind a
swing. I only hope that maybe since I will be on the same side of
the wall as the humans that some of them will stop thinking that
I’m a part of the elven army and stop trying to attack me.”

Vernon laughed, but realized Konar was
serious. He looked around the room and on one of the windows to the
right he saw a torn purple curtain. Vernon walked over and ripped
the curtain down from the rod. He dusted the curtain off and handed
it to Konar, “Now then, with this, everyone will see you fight for
King Dylenn and the rest of the Allister family.”

Konar tucked it in his pants at the back,
hanging down around the backside of his waist to his calves. “Did
you make your final decisions regarding who else is going to be
joining us?”

“That I have,” Vernon replied. “Kassandra
Verbeck and Liam will be our other two members, and before you
disapprove of my choices I do have my reasons.”

“You forget who you are talking to, my
friend. Your decisions are yours. You do not need to explain your
reasoning to me. Humans have a certain preconception of my race. I
have learned not to do the same just on rumors and what others say.
Granted once we meet them I may protest, but I’m willing to give
everyone a fair chance.”

Vernon nodded, “The world would be a far
better place if all the races had your wisdom. There would be far
less violence and hardships for everyone to deal with. Now let’s go
find Kassandra, she is known to frequent Bear Claw Tavern.”

Vernon walked toward the door leading
outside of the medical center, but Konar hesitated as he whispered
to himself, “No one should have to do what I did to gain such
wisdom.”

Outside, the sun was climbing over the
eastern wall. “Bear Claw Tavern is only a few blocks away from the
inner wall. It shouldn’t take us too long to reach it,” Vernon
said.

They walked side by side toward the tavern
but Konar sensed something off about Vernon’s manner and asked,
“Are you feeling alright? You seem a bit anxious.”

“I apologize if I seem that way,” Vernon
remarked. “This squad is an entirely new idea. General Izak thinks
that if done correctly we could give our troops a rallying point.
But he also sees us as a mobile strike force, a unit capable of
accomplishing tasks that would otherwise require a far larger
number of soldiers to do. I knew you were someone I could trust and
that you won’t let me down. But with Kassandra and Liam, I don’t
know them. I worry that my choices might be wrong; that the squad
will let everyone down.”

Konar considered for a moment, then replied,
“If you second guess yourself, those around you will start to doubt
your leadership. Also, are you afraid that the squad will let the
city down, or are you afraid of letting the squad down?”

Vernon barked a wry laugh. “You truly do
know everything, don’t you?”

“Not as much as you seem to think,” Konar
joked.

Vernon stopped and gazed forward. “I have
been to this city countless times, but I’m still amazed at that
wall every time I see it.”

The inner wall was a monument to human
engineering. The solid stone wall stood 100 feet tall and 50 feet
wide and surrounded the city of Sternz. Every 50 feet stood a
square, fortified tower. Each tower stood 20 feet taller than the
walls with slots for archers, a ballista on top, and a large purple
flag with a ferocious golden bear insignia.

Konar jested, “The elves are going to have a
field day trying to get through that.”

Vernon just nodded. “General Izak’s plan
doesn’t even involve the inner wall. The Vicar should arrive in two
days’ time and the plan is to keep the elves busy at the outer wall
until then.”

“Do you think that is a realistic goal?”

“I think so,” Vernon replied. “The elves
have been in a 150 year war with the dwarves fighting over the
mines. The best elven troops as well as their best officers are
dealing with that war, so the elves have been sending their
recruits to fight us so far. This is a fight that we can win, and
maybe even reclaim Xanica once the Vicar and his army arrives.”

“We can only hope,” Konar said.

Vernon viewed the streets ahead of them.
“The tavern is not far, only a couple more blocks, and then we will
have our third member.”


Chapter 3

King Dylenn walked alone with his head
hanging down. Light from the arched windows on his left brushed
against his face as he pondered all that could go wrong. The
sunrise illuminated an idyllic vista, beautiful beyond description.
Dylenn was too deep in thought to notice, but as he walked past one
of the windows the warm sunlight caressed his face and he paused to
enjoy it. With that gentle feeling, Dylenn looked out of the arched
window with his tired blue eyes and gazed down at the city of
Sternz.

He observed the rich upper district; smoke
driftingly lazily from chimneys, servants bustling about their
morning chores. At the bottom of the hill, separated by the bridge,
the lower city was waking to the day. He smiled and closed his
eyes, allowing the scent of fresh baked bread to tickle his senses.
He caught the sounds of children laughing, and the squabbling of an
old married couple. The gentle tap-tap of quick little footsteps
interrupted his reverie. Dylenn opened his eyes to see a young girl
with long, curly, cherry-blonde hair running as fast as she could
down the hallway with a huge smile on her face.

“Papa!” she yelled. Dylenn squatted and
extended his arms out as she jumped into his embrace. With a giant
smile Dylenn lifted her up and spun her around, both of them
laughing.

Dylenn set her down and knelt beside her,
“Alyssa my girl, you grow bigger every day. Soon you will be as big
as your sisters.”

Alyssa crossed her arms and sneered at her
father, “I hope not, getting older seems boring.”

Dylenn chuckled, “And what would your mother
say about that?”

Alyssa puffed as she looked down at her
feet. Twirling her hair she pouted, “Mama said that I should act
like a princess, that I’m too old for games and dolls.” Alyssa
looked up at her father, “But I’m only eight Papa. I don’t want to
grow up.”

He pulled her toward him and gave her a kiss
on the forehead as he gazed into her baby blue eyes. “How about
this; we let Kaia and Bethany be the big girls, and you will just
stay my little princess forever?”

Alyssa nodded and jumped forward, kissing
her father on the cheek.

A woman’s voice called out from the end of
the hallway, “Alyssa? Alyssa where are you darling?”

“Over here Mama, I found Papa,” Alyssa
yelled back.

Queen Alezzia walked toward them and gave
Alyssa a harsh reprimand, “Did I not tell you to get dressed before
you started running around the citadel?”

Alyssa looked at her feet and whispered,
“Yes Mama but-”

“But nothing,” her mother interrupted. “Now
go and get dressed for the day, and this time if you don’t, I might
have to keep you from going to Kaia’s birthday party today.”

Alyssa’s eyes opened wide as she gasped. She
then ran as fast as she could back to her room to get dressed.

Dylenn stood back up and kissed his Queen.
“Alezzia my love, you look as beautiful as the day I first laid my
eyes upon you. How are you feeling today?”

“If you’re still worried that I’m in pain
from Cormorden, stop. You have more pressing matters to focus on. I
have been fully recovered from that sickness for over a year. I’m
fine I promise.”

She walked forward and rested her head on
Dylenn’s chest and allowed her gaze to wander out the window to the
city below. “Can we win this?” she whispered.

Dylenn wrapped his arms around her, and
pulled her closer. “It will be a difficult fight, I pray to the One
that Vicar Matthew arrives on time.”

“Do we know when he should arrive?” she
asked.

“A dove arrived during the night from the
Vicar with news that he will arrive in two days. He has been on the
road for three months, so it shouldn’t be much longer.”

Dylenn ran his fingers through his wife’s
soft hair, “But enough of these dark thoughts, I do not wish to put
any of this weight on your shoulders. Now, where are my other
daughters? I wish to see Bethany and Kaia before today’s matters
become too great.”

Alezzia took a deep breath, “Bethany is in
her room getting ready for the party, but I let Kaia go to the
wall.”

“The wall? Why the wall?”

“Kaia told me all she wanted for her 23rd
birthday was to be able to go to the eastern wall to watch the
sunrise. Don’t worry, I sent Sir Henry with her for
protection.”

“But she is allowed to go to the wall
whenever she wants and shouldn’t…” Dylenn’s eyes widened. “Wait.
Which wall?” He turned to look out the window.

Shocked at Dylenn’s reaction, Alezzia
stated, “The outer wall. I didn’t see anything wrong with it. It is
her birthday after all and the elven army is still a few days
away.”

Dylenn peered out the open window, squinting
to see the outer wall, two miles away.

“What is it?” Alezzia asked.

Dylenn muttered, “The elves are not days
away. They could be at the outer wall at any moment.”


Chapter 4

The bear paw shaped sign above the door
said, Bear Claw Tavern. The shutters were closed, but the
raucous sounds of people drinking, a musician playing a lute, and
the sound of breaking glass said the tavern was open for
business.

Konar saw that Vernon was hesitating about
entering the tavern. With a pat on the back Konar said, “Everything
will be fine. Just be confident and you will have their respect in
no time.”

“If only it were that simple.” With a heavy
sigh Vernon opened the door to the tavern. Soldiers and working men
sat in rough wooden chairs around stout tables, playing cards,
drinking and socializing with one another.

The tavern’s main room was open, but dimly
lit by a small fire in a dirt pit. Candles on the tables and
mounted on the walls added scant illumination. They flickered
fitfully as the wind from the open door caused air to rush inside.
There were stairs on the right side of the tavern that led to
bedrooms which now quartered soldiers. A chubby, redheaded woman
served beer while a musician in trademark bright red and blue
tights played his lute.

Vernon pointed at silhouette of a person
sitting alone in a shaded booth. “There she is.”

Konar’s keener eyesight revealed a beautiful
young woman. A curious smile played across her lips. Her tan
complexion was complimented by chestnut hair pulled back in a
warrior’s ponytail and inquisitive, bright blue eyes. She sat
loose, but somehow seemed on the edge of action, and savored a slow
drink of dark brown Crixarian ale.

She was dressed in full, close-fitting, long
sleeved, brown leather armor which covered most of her body.
Curiously, each piece was trimmed delicately at the ends with soft
white fur. A finely-crafted recurve bow lay within easy reach,
along with a black fur quiver of white feather tipped arrows and a
black belt with two daggers sheathed in an X pattern.

Vernon and Konar started toward her when a
shout rose from the center of the common room.

“Orc!”

A soldier leapt to this feet, spilling his
drink in his lap as he fumbled for his sword. Tension filled the
tavern as more than one patron shuffled for the door.

“You all can relax,” Vernon commanded. “He
is with me.”

The musician resumed playing, and the
tension eased a bit. Soldiers went back to their drinking, and the
tavern keeper let out a relieved sigh. Vernon looked at the woman
in the corner booth, who was calmly nursing her ale.

“Kassandra Verbeck?” he asked.

“That I am. And who might you be?”

“I am Vernon Regnier. This is Konar Qal. May
we sit?”

Kassandra nodded her head. Vernon slid into
the bench opposite her as Konar pulled up a third chair and sat.
Konar glanced behind him to the bar and politely shouted, “I don’t
suppose I could get a jug of wine could I?”

The chubby, redhead looked up to see who was
asking, but as soon as she saw the orc, she darted behind the bar
and diligently starting washing glasses.

Disheartened, Konar turned back around and
grumbled, “Never mind.”

Kassandra’s perpetual smile faded. She
pointed to the serving girl, and snapped her fingers, “Hey wench!
Make it two jugs and give us three glasses!”

Kassandra smiled sweetly at the young woman
who delivered the wine with shaking hands. “See, that wasn’t so
hard was it?”

The barmaid shook her head, but as soon as
she set the wine jugs and glasses down, she hurried back to the
bar.

Surprised, Konar looked at Kassandra and
said, “Thank you. I am not used to such kindness from most
humans.”

With a small laugh Kassandra remarked, “Who
is she to come between someone and a good drink?”

Konar smiled back at her as he grabbed one
of the wine jugs and chugged it down without bothering with a
mug.

Vernon cleared his throat. “Ah, you are
probably wondering why we are here.”

Kassandra poured herself a drink, “That I
am. It’s not every day a girl is visited by an officer of
Crixaria—and an orc.”

Vernon leaned forward and rested his arms on
the table, “General Izak has ordered the creation of an elite unit,
one that will be able to achieve in small numbers what would
normally take a major force to accomplish—one that will work as a
team to complete whatever task assigned. Each member will bring
their own unique set of skills to the team. I am the commander of
that team. And I would like for you to join us.”

“I assume this big fellow is a part of your
elite unit?”

Konar nodded.

If Kassandra was surprised, it did not
register on her face. “And why would a Crixarian officer in the
Crixarian capitol want a Vetin volunteer, not to mention an orc, to
join his unit? Would you not be more comfortable with a full squad
of fellow Crixarians by your side?”

“To be honest, that was my first thought.
But I believe having men and woman from all four of the human
kingdoms, as well as an orc, might better represent unity for the
entire city, and hopefully help all of us work together.”

Kassandra nodded, her decision made in a
moment. “Why not? So, is it just us? And if not, how many more
people are joining us?”

Vernon and Konar stood. “I have one more
person in mind, but I have no idea how to find him. Do you,
perhaps, know where the warrior called Liam is?”

Kassandra cocked her head. “I’ve seen him
from a distance, but I don’t know him. I do know he has a pet wolf.
We can probably find him that way. A wolf with a man is a hard
thing to miss.”

The door to the tavern burst open as two
Crixarian officers barged into the room. The first was a man with
long blond hair and the other, a woman with very short, shaggy
brown hair. Both had longswords sheathed at their waists. The man
cried out to the redheaded barmaid, “Girl, fetch us some wine! My
friend and I need a drink.”

Kassandra nodded to Vernon. “Friends of
yours?”

Vernon grimaced, “No. The man is Ducan. The
woman’s name is Abby. They may be officers, but neither care about
the troops under their command. They would rather drink than obey
their orders to help prepare the city.”

Kassandra watched as the pair of officers
walked toward a shadowed figure seated in a back corner booth. Abby
motioned with her head for the figure to get up and leave, but all
the figure did was cross its arms and sit back into the booth.

Ducan clinched his fist as he stepped to the
figure, “Listen friend, this is our booth. I don’t know who you
think you are, but if you don’t move in the next three seconds, we
will drag you outside and make sure that you will never be able
to—”

Before he could finish his sentence, two
piercing, yellow eyes opened from under the booth and began to
rise. A growl accompanied those eyes out of the shadows; first a
black paw emerged with a scar on the right leg, then more of the
wolf’s body became visible. An uneasy silence draped over the
tavern as Ducan and Abby started to regret their decision and began
to back up.

The growl increased in volume as the wolf’s
snout protruded from the shadows. Bared teeth caused even more
uneasiness as everyone’s attention was fixated on the large black
wolf. The face of the wolf exuded pure hatred, and it appeared
ready to attack Ducan and Abby at any moment. As the wolf’s full
body stepped into the light, even Konar was taken back by its sheer
size. Its shoulders would reach a grown man’s waist, and its thick
black fur added to its size.

From the silhouette in the booth came a
relaxed voice. “This is Blaster. Blaster isn’t in a good mood when
people threaten me. If I were you, I would leave before he decides
to rip your throats out.”

Trembling in fear, Ducan stuttered, “We
ma-ma-meant n-no offense.” The pair stumbled over each other as
they backed out of the tavern.

As soon as Ducan and Abby were gone,
Blaster’s stance went from one of aggression to playful with his
tongue hanging out. Wagging his tail as he turned around, he jumped
up in the booth with the man and began to lick his face.

The man laughed and rubbed Blaster’s head.
“That might be the quickest you’ve ever scared anyone. I think the
blond-haired man even pissed himself.”

Kassandra said, “Well it doesn’t look like
we will have to go very far to find Liam.”

As soon as the man heard his name, he
stopped petting Blaster and questioned, “What do you want?”

Vernon hesitated a moment before he walked
toward the booth, eyes on Blaster the entire time, and said, “I
wish to ask a question. Nothing more, nothing less. No threats of
any kind, that’s for sure.”

The figure leaned forward into the light,
revealing his face.

A small smile crossed Kassandra’s face as
she whispered to Konar, “He is a lot cuter that I expected. He
can’t be much older than I am.”

Konar raised an eyebrow. “How old is
that?”

“Twenty-three.”

Liam was a tan young man with brown eyes and
short brown hair. His clean-shaven face showed no signs of scars.
He nodded for Vernon to sit across from him. Seeing that Vernon
still wasn’t taking his eyes off Blaster, he smiled. “As long as
you are not making threats toward either of us, you will be
fine.”

Vernon sat and studied the man across the
table from him. At last he said, “I’ve seen you fight, but only
from a distance. I never knew you were this young. I expected
someone with your reputation to be older.”

“I may be young, but Blaster and I have
killed more elves than anyone else in Sternz.” He scratched
Blaster’s ears affectionately, then added, “You said you had a
question to ask me.”

Vernon motioned for Konar and Kassandra to
join them. Each grabbed a chair and pulled it close to the booth as
Vernon explained his mission. “If you would accept, we would
welcome you, as well as Blaster, as our final members.”

Liam scowled. “I take it you would be giving
the orders, and I would have to follow them to the letter? Blaster
and I have never been keen on following someone else. And I suppose
you need my answer now because the elves could arrive at any
moment?”

Vernon’s gaze fixed on Liam’s eyes. At last
he said, “You have a reputation for not playing well with others,
and for ignoring orders you disagree with. I can promise you this,
I will not be looking over your shoulder. I’ll tell what needs
doing. How you do it will be left up to you.”

Liam leaned back in the booth and crossed
his arms. “What’s in it for me? As far as I can tell you are the
only one to gain anything if I join.”

Kassandra muttered to herself, “Well maybe
some friends for starters, since you seem to be lacking in that
area.”

Liam overheard her and allowed a wry smile
to cross his lips. “Perhaps I prefer to be alone.”

Kassandra started to retort, glanced at the
wolf, thought better of it, and remained silent.

Konar tried to disarm the situation, “From
what Vernon has told me, our squad will be in the thick of the
worst fighting. And from what I have heard about you, you hate
elves and are damn good at fighting them. So if you were to join,
we can promise that you will be able to fight more elves than you
would if you were to stay on your own. Maybe even an elven
Imperator or two?”

Liam’s interest is suddenly piqued. “You are
going after high value elves?

Vernon closed his eyes for a moment and he
let out a quick sigh of relief. “More than likely, yes.”

Liam extended his hand toward Vernon. “Why
didn’t you say so? Blaster and I will join.”

Liam rose from the booth, and for the first
time they saw the rest of his body. He was smaller than Vernon, but
his muscles were more defined. His chest armor was a simple,
sleeveless, brown leather vest with one shoulder guard on his right
shoulder that looked homemade, and he wore unadorned, brown leather
bracers on his forearms. Liam reached back into the booth and
grabbed his weapons— two double-edged short swords with hilts of
dark wood, but steel blades that were a darker gray than Vernon had
ever seen. Foregoing sheaths, Liam carried his swords in his
hands.

“Are your swords made of Azaran steel?”
Vernon asked. “Azaran steel is lighter and stronger than any steel
you can find in a human mine, and costs the world. Not even my
family can afford that kind of steel. I thought only wealthy elves
and even wealthier humans could afford it.”

Liam didn’t even glance at Vernon, “It’s a
long story.”

“We have time,” Kassandra said sweetly. “Why
don’t you tell us?”

“I don’t think so.”

Dissatisfied with Liam’s answer, Kassandra
decided to press him. “Then perhaps you will at least tell us where
you are from?”

“No.”

Before Kassandra could retort, the door of
the tavern opened and more soldiers walked into the tavern; not
Crixarian soldiers, but volunteers from the Isle of Tarium. Heavily
armored, these soldiers worn chainmail with steel shoulder guards,
gauntlets, and full plate chest armor. Their weapons were in far
better condition than the Crixarian soldiers. Their gold-colored
pants were elegantly made from Tarium cotton.

Konar leaned over and asked Vernon, “Is that
how the Tarium Paladins look as well?”

Vernon studied the Tarium volunteers, “No.
The Paladins are even more heavily armored and far better trained
than this undisciplined lot. Only the Paladins are considered the
army of Tarium. These are just Tarium citizens who joined the fight
against the elves.”

Liam walked to the other side of Vernon,
“Just citizens? That armor must cost a fortune.”

Vernon explained, “With the tax the Tarians
collect on all believers of the One, their country is without a
doubt the wealthiest of the human kingdoms.”

As the last of the Tarium volunteers walked
into the tavern, their commander followed them in—a young woman
with long brunette hair and dark blue eyes wearing even more armor
than the Tarium volunteers.

Her leg armor was thin steel plate, rising
from her feet to her upper thigh. A short, chainmail skirt draped
down over her upper thighs. Her waist was covered by a steel plate
armor piece that stopped beneath her breasts and her upper body was
cover by a gold and white striped cotton jacket. She carried a
five-foot spear of the same darkened steel that Liam’s swords were
made of, but the spear-tip was longer than Crixarian spears, and
shaped like a bird’s wing.

“She is absolutely beautiful. Who is she?”
Kassandra asked.

Vernon replied, “That is Zafrinia Wethin.
She is the daughter of an extremely wealthy Tarium family that
fishes cono. From what I’ve seen she could be one of the best
warriors we have. Her goal was to become the first female Paladin,
but I heard they didn’t accept her because she was emotionally
unstable. If Liam had not agreed to join, she would have been my
next choice.”

Konar cast a hostile glare at Zafrinia. “If
you had chosen her, I would not be here right now.”

“Konar I’ve never seen you look at someone
that way, even in the heat of battle,” Vernon said. “What did she
do to you?”

“It’s not what she did to me. It’s what she
did to Sal.”

Kassandra interrupted, “Who is Sal?”

Vernon muttered, “The first human that
befriended Konar.”

Konar continued, “What Zafrinia did to Sal
is unforgivable. They were once in love. Both from Tarium, only
living one village over from each other, only a short distance on
horseback. Zafrinia was Sal’s entire world. He would take her
stargazing and they would have candlelight dinners and take long
walks in the woods. He was totally devoted to her, but that wasn’t
good enough for her. Without warning she left with no explanation
at all. She arrived at his village one afternoon and told him
goodbye. Sal wrote her letters asking why and begging to know what
he had done wrong, but never once received a reply. Sal was
devastated. He didn’t know what he had done wrong. She left and
didn’t tell anyone why. Sal was truly alone but believe it or not
things got worse. A trusted friend informed Sal only days later
that Zafrinia had left Sal for another human. It was not Sal who
had committed an unforgivable act, it was Zafrinia.”

Kassandra interrupted, “How do you know that
Zafrinia left Sal for someone else?”

Konar’s heated gaze never left Zafrinia as
he continued, “When you share your heart with someone for over
three years and then in just two weeks after the separation are
seen with someone else, it’s simple to put two and two together
that there was something suspicious going on. Sal was a broken man,
alone and devastated, he didn’t have anyone to turn to. He spent
all his money on this hammer and then left the Isle of Tarium and
volunteered to help the Crixarians against the elves. When I first
arrived in Crixaria not a single human would speak to me besides
him. His first words to me were, “It looks as if we are both
unwanted outsiders, care for a drink?” We bonded over the next
year, but I could clearly see that he was a broken shell of the man
he once was.”

“What happened to him?” Liam asked.

Konar’s voice was filled with hatred, “He
died two years ago at the Battle of Black Marsh, an elven spear
stabbed clear through his stomach. As he was dying in my arms all
he wanted was to know why—why Zafrinia would lie and abandon him
for someone else, and even though he never said it, I knew that he
still loved her and wished that Zafrinia had come back to him. Sal
died alone and sad that day because of what Zafrinia did to him.
Zafrinia eventually realized that she had made a grave mistake when
she left Sal. She went to Sal’s village to try to find him, but
arrived just in time for the end of his cremation. Then she tried
to join the Paladins, but they didn’t accept her, so I guess she
ended up coming here. Lost and alone—just like Sal.”
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