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			For Ian.

			I’ll always be grateful for the time we had, my friend, and look forward to being together again someday…

			…where we will ride on the backs of dragons,

			and when we can make up for the time we lost.
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			“Nightblade.”

			The name passed Dabria’s lips out of habit as she caught herself looking at her best friend.

			“I mean…Una.” She sounded tense and frustrated, perhaps a little embarrassed. Though they had always been close, Una did not carry her heart the way the dark-haired swordmaster did. She sighed and tucked her feelings behind her cold golden eyes before continuing.

			“Look at this map and tell me what your…friend…means by ‘the skull mountain of a great prince.’ You claim it’s a place, but I never heard of it.”

			Dabria tossed the rolled up parchment onto the dark ironwood table in her chamber. Dust curled up from underneath it. The dark-robed figure stepped forward and pulled her hood back to reveal midnight blue-black hair and two slightly different colored eyes - one hazel, the other gray. Una was quiet unless she had a reason to speak, and at this moment she chose to do so.

			“Yes. That’s what she says, my dark sister. A mountain of a great prince. Maybe it ties to another name. Dwarvish possibly? I don’t know. Hmm, let us take a look. Yes?”

			As she answered her own question, Una untied the thin red leather cord that held the stiff parchment tight. As she rolled it out, she saw the cord had been very successful in protecting the red and black inks that danced elegantly across the cloth-like paper. Elvish or draconic, no doubt. No human hands were this skilled at fine detail. The map should be framed, not tucked in the corner of the room. Likely, this was stolen at some point. Spoils of war, perhaps, or possibly from their army’s occupation of this city of fire.

			There was a heavy knocking on the door; the sound of a mailed hand, thudding and dull. Una quickly lifted a book from one end of the map, allowing it to remember the curve of its roll and close itself up on the table. Dabria nodded at her before calling.

			“Enter!”

			The thick oak door swung to the side, allowing a guard to enter the room. The heavy dark plates of his armor clanked, grinding together at the joint as he walked. The leather that bound them was oiled, and his helm was wickedly shaped under his dark eyes. Hooking outward, it made him look like a bird of prey. A personal guard of Dekkion, she knew.

			As if in answer, the dark cleric himself stepped in, flanked by a bald man in dark robes and a black-haired woman with glowing blue eyes.

			“Ah. There you are, Una.”

			Dekkion’s thick boots clung to his thin calves as he walked toward her. His smile was a cheap imitation of caring as his thin chapped lips pulled taut under his cruel eyes.

			“I need you to help us see what only you can see, child.” His voice was raspy and hoarse, and his stare held everyone in its gaze under thin wispy white strands of hair that draped and framed his gaunt face.

			“Now.”

			Una looked at the bald priest. Sighing, she pulled the hood back over her head as her lip curled back..

			“Fine. I’m coming, Mortas.”

			Mortas snorted as he smirked at Una, following her out the door. His skin always glistened in the heat of this city, and his face and neck were covered in creamy red-rimmed boils that threatened to pop or ooze at any moment. Watching them leave, though, Dabria didn’t care. Her eyes were on the woman behind Dekkion. Noticing, Dekkion’s eyebrows raised slightly.

			“Oh! I apologize for getting in the way of you two. Do say hello.”

			“Nightblade?” Dabria said gently to her lover, knowing there would likely be no answer. Nightblade’s skin was pale now, her eyes filled with the glow of the undead. Dabria lowered her head as she clenched her fists at the agonizing silence. She held onto her anger like a lifeboat in a storm, a storm which threatened her to shed tears. She had sworn those tears would never be seen by him.

			Dekkion smiled, sensing her struggle. Drawing up a single thin hand, he sharply snapped his fingers and the silent Nightblade turned to walk out the door. Pausing, he placed a hand on the door and drew it across the wood gently, a cruel smile once again slicing across his papery face.

			“So much for love’s flame, I suppose.”

			Chuckling, he shut the door behind him. Silence and dust settled as the sound of their feet began to fade.

			Dabria waited a moment before daring to move. Then, with a sigh, she quietly let the tension pour out of her body, as silent as the love of her life had just been. Stepping over to the rolled map, she drew it open again with the glide of her hand. She paused, staring at a point just south of the Shattered Lands, north of the Celestine Tower in the center of the Great Glen Valley.

			“I swear I’ll free you,” she whispered to herself, looking at the ceiling. She imagined open skies and the smell of ocean surf. Remembering for a moment, she plucked it from her heart like a golden rose to treasure forever.

			She closed her eyes, allowing a tear to form and draw a line across her cheek.

			“My sunbeam.”
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			Chapter 1

			SHIELD OF FAITH

			My legs burned slightly from days spent on the road. My eyes felt dusty and my skin was cracked. The smell of the horses and, frankly, our unbathed bodies surrounded us. But all that meant nothing to me at that moment.

			“Keldor. Look.”

			I heard Elloveve’s voice break the gentle whisper of the woods as it mixed with a bird’s call. “Hmm, look. There’s Bemil. I remember it now.”

			After two decades, we were together again. The warmth of that realization mixed with the warm fall sun on my face. My eyes opened and looked for Benedict, the young squire in training. He was the son and heir to my lord and longtime battle brother, Lucilius. I thought also of his mother, Elona the Fair, as dear to me as a sister would be.

			My glance then fell upon Cordelia, thumbing through her book with her head bowed in study. She was so much like her mother Lorahana, who served with us so many years ago alongside her husband, my great friend Erebus Shieldheart.

			Oh, how I wished Elloveve and I could show those four missing members of the six winds how their children were becoming heroes. My heart now truly soared alongside the path that day.

			Elloveve called my name. “Keldor?”

			“Yes, my love?”

			“After Garnet Keep fell, we fled to the old country and took an oath to hide the children. What became of our order?”

			I looked into her questioning eyes. Beautiful pools reflecting deep oceans, I thought. Again, nothing would take me from this cloud today. I took a deep breath and looked in my mind for the facts, not the feelings, of those dark days which I tried never to recount.

			I cleared my throat. “Well, the Knighthood was already clinging to hope like the sails of a sinking ship when we served it. But we all knew that, right? I headed into Trull to serve justice and...well…the coin more often, honestly.”

			“Hmm, so Trull…”

			Sophie’s soft voice interrupted my chain of thought. I didn’t blame her for being inquisitive. She was smart, too, just not the best of decision makers. Very impulsive; it was a trait that she carried on her own.

			She must have lost a bit of her manners because she chuckled.

			“What?” I asked, curious as to what I had said that was so humorous.

			“You mean the blood pits? In Enruk, right?” Sophie said. I laughed loudly before bursting out with a hearty, “What? Me?”

			My voice must have carried more venom than intended, as I startled her with my response. Her eyes, though strong, couldn’t hide a hint of the chastised puppy in them. I even saw a faint tremble in her lower lip. We had slowly been making amends after I was called out by her yesterday for keeping my past a secret. It was a secret I was still having issues letting go of but, again, we were together. We were all together and this conversation was actually welcome and, I thought, surprisingly needed.

			“No, no!” I laughed a little more warmly this time, “no offense taken, dear Sophie.”

			My laughter eased her jaw from the locked tension I had seen on the face of so many other soldiers. Other warriors. Other friends.

			“Actually, Sophie, I have been helping in small deeds over the last 20 or so years.”

			“Oh! Well, I heard you did well at the games so I figured you were used to pit fighting.” Sophie shrugged, laughing. I just shook my head, chuckling.

			“I appreciate your faith in my skills, but no. I’m not good at starting fights.” I smiled. “I was more accustomed to ending them.” Sophie nodded at me with a smile. I continued. “Much like you, I was living town to town. Living by the sword, helping those in need.”

			I saw Elloveve’s eyes soften. I feared what she might say, so I continued more earnestly. “I had turned my back on my vows to the Knighthood. After all, Garnet Keep was lost, as were you all.”

			That rushed statement ran through my heart like a blade of fire. The guilt of losing them all, and then almost losing them again was—and still is—a bitter pill to swallow.

			Benedict looked up at me from his plate armor, sensing the stumbling in my voice. I looked directly at him, hoping he would understand my next statement.

			“...or, so I thought.”

			Benedict’s eyes tore into my heart.

			“Did you not want to know if we were still alive? Did you not want to seek us out? Did you…”

			“Not care?” That voice wasn’t Sophie’s. The words may have come from her lips, but it was clear the voice belonged to Zane. I could hear him; they truly had become one person. I braced for yet another hit to my heart, another statement designed to cast me down from flying in the clouds of my happiness today.

			“No, Benedict. I remember Keldor loved us all. He was like an uncle to us.”

			I felt the blood slowly begin to throb in my veins again. My face flushed, almost betraying my fear and distrust of moments earlier.

			“Well…thank you Zane. Er...I mean, Sophie.” Sophie laughed at me, struggling to refer to them in the proper sense. It was going to take a bit of getting used to. “Whatever!” I laughed as I smiled at them. I felt Sophie and Zane’s friendship again.

			“Both of you,” I added, before turning to Benedict on the other side of me. I winked, a big smile crossing my bearded face.

			Benedict’s eyes relaxed and he smiled in return. The pleasant fire in my chest rekindled. I would protect and serve this young man, pledging the same oath I gave to his father.

			I heard Elloveve chuckle as I felt her gentle touch on the dull, hickory-colored pauldron covering my shoulder. She smiled, and though she seemed to be enjoying the conversation, I found it was her expression that unconsciously urged me to continue, as much as her words.

			“So, you went to Trull,” she coaxed.

			“Yes, yes. I’m sorry,” I replied, a bit embarrassed at the distraction. “In my travels there, I heard rumblings. Rumor had it that the Celestine Tower was still as central to operations as before.” I paused, remembering the grand tower that reached toward the heavens, more than a thousand feet, made of bright blue and white stone. I could picture the graceful spire itself as though I stood there once again.

			“The Celestine Tower?” Benedict said excitedly, “I always hoped to see it, Keldor. Does it still stand?”

			“It does!” Lorvana, next to me, stopped playing her little lute and turned toward Benedict with huge, excited eyes. “I’ve seen it! Tallest I’ve ever seen! A huge tower stretching into the clouds in the center of the Glen Valley. I would love to see it again.” She smiled, tossing her red hair behind her shoulder, then turned back to her instrument and began humming happily. Benedict cleared his throat.

			“Do the knights still…” Benedict stopped himself and shook his head.

			I sensed he was both craving and fearing the answers to his questions. I sighed and smiled at him reassuringly. If we were careful, we could both help each other avoid falling off our respective mountains. Mountains of good feelings were fragile now, at least today.

			“It’s truly magnificent, son. The pride and joy of the Knighthood. The steward was, last I heard of course, Lord Alvar.” I chuckled, looking at Elloveve as her lavender eyes lit up with a grin of recognition.

			“Alvar?!” She laughed happily. ”Our mentor is now the Knight Commander of the Tower?”

			“Yes! Ha! The same.” A wave of fond memories burst into my mind. I saw Elloveve, Elona, and Lorahana. We were talking in the hall as we heard a roaring man’s voice yelling down the hallway, followed by a madly laughing Erebus.

			“Run! He’s coming!” he cackled as he sprinted past us with a pair of shining silver-plated boots. I laughed as Elloveve chuckled, not knowing all I saw in my mind’s eye.

			“What?!” she asked with a smile. I saw others were interested too.

			“Remember how Erebus used to hide his sabatons, or mismatch them, or…” I looked at Elloveve, gesturing with my hand, as if I were passing the memory to her. She easily took it, as if the memory had played itself to her as well.

			She laughed. “Or when he swapped them for a size…”

			“Slightly smaller!” I finished.

			Elloveve and I laughed, and I noticed the children laughing too. Well, they weren’t really children anymore. I had no right to call them that, though my heart wanted to.

			I looked at them in that moment, grown up. My eyes fell on dear Cordelia, the youngest. I remembered that her mother had just had her not three months prior to the night that drove us all away from each other. When Garnet Keep fell and we lost our family and I lost my way. I thought for sure that the child had also perished with her mother, with everyone else. It was so good to see her laugh. The forge-fire eyes of Erebus and the raven hair of Lorahana Shieldheart. It was like they were both there with us again, too.

			“I apologize, I needed that laugh. He was quite the prankster.” I smiled before continuing.”Well, of course, the Jade Temple and the Obsidian Fortress still stood abandoned, as much as they did when we served the Knighthood. Not much changed there.”

			“I heard that those were supposed to guard the way north, into those accursed Shattered Lands.” Skotmir looked a little shaken by his own statement. I had heard that the culture of the dwarves was very superstitious, and one could possibly say that was all he was struggling with at that time. I wasn’t as sure about just brushing it off as that, though. He wasn’t wrong.

			“Well, Skotmir, they still guard the way north, for what good that did. It’s only a wasteland in that direction from what I hear, though. Uninhabited. There’s more life in the ghost stories about those two places than is actually there.”

			Elloveve spoke up. ”The Jade Temple was always just a ruin to me, but the Obsidian Fortress… that was menacing, empty or not.” She then nodded slowly in thought as she processed what I had just said. She, unlike dear Sophie, was not impulsive.

			Zorin tensed his brow in thought. “Hmm. That’s four, but I always heard references to five.”

			“Five?” Benedict questioned.

			Zorin smiled wide, embracing his found wisdom before continuing. ”Yeah! You know. ‘Five bastions of the knights will protect forevermore the’ …wait.”

			“What?” Benedict could sense a level of sarcasm from Zorin and he braced himself for what may fall from his lips. Whatever it was, it was likely not to be pleasant.

			“I...just want to…savor this moment.”

			Benedict sighed deeply. ”And what, pray tell, is…”

			Zorin’s roguish character got the best of him. He saw his opening and struck with no hesitation. ”I know something you don’t...about the knights?!”

			Vix the Chaotic looked up from under his blue-hooded robe. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

			“Actually, it really does,” Zorin chuckled as we all burst into laughter. Even Benedict joined in once his hurt pride relaxed. Honestly, it was good to let Zorin have that victory. After all, the poor boy had Lord Pallus as a father. Well, however much of a father the man dooming the civilized world to enslavement under a dark goddess could be, I supposed.

			When the laughter died, Cordelia broke in. “Actually, Benedict, the fifth bastion is guarded by my order. The Ivory Library.”

			Everyone nodded in understanding as we continued to walk the dusty northern road.

			Little Lorvana pulled her lute from her backpack and began to sing a traveling song that she told me was a halfling favorite.

			He called for them to help them bring

			Back the power of a ring.

			They travelled there from worlds so far

			To find the crown with moon and star.

			Ho-ei-oh! Here we go!

			We dance across the skies,

			We are the heroes over space and time,

			There are no graves in which we lie.

			No graves in which we lie!

			I listened to her strum gently in time with the trotting hooves of our horses and the rolling cart, as we moved south into Bemil. Her simple song lifted me up, and I floated in happiness alongside my restored family.

			That evening, for the first time in what felt like an eternity, we found our first real beds at the Slow Match Inn. Not the best place in town, but far from the worst. I knew it attracted a younger crowd and, frankly, that always helped me relax.

			Everyone had gone to bed pretty early, after a dinner of roasted potatoes and flaky baked fish. Lemon and rosemary lingered on our lips. The minstrel that night was intent on playing old, slow ballads. Not bad, mind you, but nothing energetic enough to really hold the wandering attention of most of our tired group. One by one, they politely retired to their chambers.

			All, except Skotmir. He simply belched and walked away in a drunken stupor, his belt unbuckled and dragging behind him on the smooth wooden floor. After a moment, we realized that it was only Benedict, Elloveve and I seated at the large table, which we now had all to ourselves. Benedict had just pushed the pewter plate away from him when he looked at me with curious but demanding eyes.

			“So tomorrow we return to Ellington. What then?”

			“Well, we will meet with the Duke and explain what we found. And, I suppose, see what’s next,” I stated briefly, off the top of my head. Elloveve furrowed her red eyebrows at my comment. She looked more concerned than I expected.

			“What of the rest of the order, or the trade barons?” Elloveve asked.

			She drew us closer to the center of the table as she lowered her voice cautiously. “We can’t seriously expect to be the only ones who are in this fight?”

			“I…” I stammered without looking at her, “I know of no other supporters, yet.”

			“Yet?”

			Her voice was curt and angry which spurred my response. I snapped my eyes back to hers, “I realize what happened in Port L’For was a catastrophic event to you all, but word of it has barely reached this land. I believe it could be downplayed by those in support of Pallus.”

			She was sitting directly across from me and turned her head to the side to face away from us. A long lock of fire-red hair fell from her shoulder to the table. I could tell she was frustrated. I wanted to brush my hand across the alabaster skin of her soft cheek and tuck that stray lock behind a single pointed ear. Even in this place, she glowered at me.

			“Can we reach them?” Benedict’s voice snapped me back to the discussion. The cloud of joy that had carried me through the day was finally fading, I realized. I drew in a deep breath as I ran a calloused hand through my dusty and dry beard. I wondered how many gray hairs were from conversations just like this one. Clearing my throat, I began.

			“The order…the knights, I mean. It’s small but it’s not empty, right?” I leaned across the table, drawing them in to do the same, instinctively matching my distance. Nodding at my own statement, I continued.

			“Benedict, we have been hiding far away from the order for so long that…”

			“Oh, come on!” Elloveve’s fist came down hard on the oak table, startling me. I looked at the love of my life, weary and tired from the road. Most importantly, I noticed, she was angry.

			I shakily tried to begin again, wary of her building wrath.

			“Well, by ‘We’ I meant…”

			Elloveve’s voice pierced through the calm evening like one of her arrows.

			“You know well enough that we can find others in the order. You’ve just been hiding behind that...that…stupid beard for so long. Just hiding who you really are!”

			Her words found their mark as they ripped into my chest. I felt a wave of anger rise, but every retort died on my tongue before escaping my mouth as I realized none of them would bear any fruit.

			Not to mention, she was right. I looked at my blackened armor and faded tunic. My hand went to my beard. It was a hand bearing the scars of many battles. Proud battles.

			“If you can find him, that man I knew. That Keldor could find an army that believes in this cause in a desert full of nothing but sand and cactus.”

			Her hand swiftly scooped up the dented pewter goblet for one last gulp of wine. Sighing in the still silence she had created, she nodded and stood up. Her lips were pursed in strong defiance, both at the conversation at hand and, I imagined, to keep herself from saying too much in her fury. She stared a hole right through me, and I could feel the disappointment corroding every word.

			“I’m sure of that. On that note...good night.”

			As she left, my mind and heart beat themselves against the brick walls of guilt raised over years by embarrassment and dishonor. The seemingly endless wellspring of anger didn’t protect me that night. I looked at Benedict before bowing my head in shame.

			The next morning, we re-supplied basic food provisions and added a few luxuries like cured meats and a waxed cheese. Then, loading into our cart, we continued south toward Ellington. The journey was only three days but, in my mind, it felt like forever. I kept thinking about what Elloveve had said to me and, for the majority of our travel, I remained silent.

			On the last night, we camped off the road in a grove surrounded by several hundred yards of golden maple trees and rosehip bushes. Not far away, a small creek ran past. Soon it would be joining with the river that flowed back through Bemil on its way to the sea. Once we finished the bit of unsavory hardtack and jerky we were snacking on for a last meal, I went to the creek and pondered.

			The creek was only a yard or so wide at this point. As the water lapped, the night air brought a crispness to the smell of pine trees just beyond the grove of maples. I gazed up at the nearly-full moon, which drew higher above the trees and cast shadows amongst the short ferns and grasses that lined the bank.

			After a few moments, the soft crunching of leaves under heavy plated boots told me that Benedict had come, likely to check up on me.

			“Keldor? Are you alright?”

			“Ah, Benedict. Please sit with me for a moment, my friend.”

			Wearing steel plate armor will wear anyone down after a while. I believe we all wish for and dread sitting down when the time finally comes. Benedict was no exception. I could hear the plate shift and chain scrape as he groaned to a seated position. As he sat upright, he pulled off his leather gloves and laid them in his lap, turning his eyes to me. I took comfort in knowing I had a friend’s ear for a moment.

			“The Knightlord protects us as the Maiden holds us. Is...that still true? To you, I mean?”

			My stammer had returned, betraying my desire to remain calm and collected. Benedict smiled reassuringly.

			“Yes, that is what is written in…”

			“No,” I interrupted. This wasn’t what I meant. I wasn’t looking for a sermon, I was looking for answers to the questions in my own soul. I sighed, smiling politely, and continued.

			“Not what is written, milord. I mean, do you believe it?”

			“Yes.”

			“Hmmm...that’s my problem. If you, my young lord whom I’ve pledged to, believe it to be so then why do I not?”

			Benedict paused for a moment, thinking. The moonlight reflected off the top of his head as he answered. “But what do you believe you should be doing?”

			“Well, to that, often I wonder what they should be doing.“

			This made Benedict raise an eyebrow. A smile crossed his lips. “Our faith shouldn’t be because we believe the gods will do anything we want, Keldor.”

			Groaning again, he stood up and looked at me, his blue eyes resolute and proud.

			“It is our belief that they will guide us to do what is right.” He paused as yawned, stretching backward slightly to adjust the thick breastplate across his chest. It was later than I had anticipated, and now the moon had risen higher in the sky, growing smaller as well.

			He looked back at me. “What do they tell you, my friend?”

			“They tell me that I...I mean we…need an army.” I chuckled slightly. How was I going to help raise an army? I had no idea where to start. I had abandoned my post and lost my station so long ago.

			Benedict chuckled in response as he smiled. I felt a reassuring peace, then. Like he knew my feelings.

			“Then let’s find one. Goodnight.”

			As he went to bed, a wave of realization washed over me. I smiled at the young paladin’s words. How simple, yet it was exactly what I needed to hear. A clear path lay before me now, and we needed to act.

			The early morning sun warmed the dew on the wild raspberry leaves as small, blue-green speckled birds chirped gently in the breeze. The stream continued its babbling in the distance as the smell of cooked eggs filled the campsite. Zorin mopped his beard with a damp cloth, brushing it briskly at the end in case any remnant of his breakfast had become trapped in the soft, dark brown whiskers.

			“Well, that breakfast was pretty good, Elloveve!” He sat back and rubbed his belly with one free hand. “I missed those eggs.”

			Elloveve chuckled. “There’s not much magic to them, Zorin. You just have to move them quickly and plate them while they still look creamy.”

			“Creamy or not, they were better than those beans a few days ago,” Skotmir said, with a mouthful of egg he had mixed with some crumbled hardtack biscuit.

			“That wasn’t my fault.” Vix narrowed his eyes at the dwarf as he dug into his plate of eggs with a twin tined silver fork. “They were not soaked like you said they were, and I anticipated you wouldn’t salt them. How was I supposed to know you were taking it upon yourself to become a world renowned chef with nothing but salted, DRY beans.”

			Skotmir laughed, a mouthful of food spraying a few loose chunks into the fire pit. “You always salt the beans while they are dry! Everyone knows that.”

			The group went silent for a moment before Cordelia cleared her throat, breaking the silence. “Ahem. Um. No, you don’t.”

			“No?” Skotmir’s puzzled face gave away that he was genuinely stunned by the comment.

			“Nope.”

			“Oh.”

			“Well, I think it was…” Elloveve began, until her eyes fell on me as I entered the camp from my meditation in the woods. I had been missing from the rest of the group during breakfast that morning, having been up early with new preparations. New to them, at least. My memory had faded some, but as I worked it had come back to me like a gentle tide. I saw everyone look at me, their eyes wide in disbelief at my new appearance. And amongst those eyes I found myself standing there, bracing against the unknown in anticipation for what they might say.

			Sophie stepped forward as she pulled her swordbelt up to drape over a red-armored shoulder. Her blonde hair was pulled back and away from her face.

			“Your beard?”

			“Yes.” I put a gloved hand to my newly smooth cheek. The scraggly long beard had been replaced by a trimmed and oiled salt and pepper goatee.

			“It’s gone,” I continued.

			Elloveve set the pan that was in her hands on the ground and stepped toward me. Her eyes were wide, and a gentle smile tugged at her lips.

			“You…you look like you did 25 years ago. And your armor…”

			I had shaved the beard off, but had also polished my armor. Once appearing dark, almost black, it was now free of the dull tarnish it had gained over the years. As a holy knight of the order, I wore a suit of brass to denote my station. It now gleamed golden in the morning sun. My cream tunic was scrubbed and bleached. I had even brightened up the faded threads of the embroidery to show the crimson sword and crown of our order. It sat prominently over my chest, as I had returned it to display right side out.

			I looked at my friends sitting in the camp, and felt a forgotten fire rekindle in my belly. I saw Benedict smile in silent understanding as we both nodded, excited to see what lay in store for us in Ellington.
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			Chapter 2

			PHOENIX RISING

			The late morning sun baked the into the back of my plated shoulders as we walked through the busy marketplace. Merchants shouted from behind wooden carts and through the occasional open window of buildings as we passed by. Soon, a familiar smell wafted past my nose, bringing back memories from a little over a month ago. I questioned the passage of time as I walked it back in my head, recalling the events day by day to keep it straight. Yes, I thought. It had been 33 days, if I was right, since we were last here in Ellington.

			The city was timeless. It was a sprawling metropolis, the largest I had ever been in, comparable only to a few that I could recall. Time had, of late, truly seemed to move as though suspended in a sweet baker’s syrup.

			I grew up in Belz as the son of a fisherman, and found my faith honestly at the end of a reel. Staring up at the towering statue of the Knightlord in the harbor every day can have an impact on a young man like myself. Leaving a smaller town like that to come to this city was a shock. Even after nearly five decades of being on this land, I still found it awe-inspiring. This smell, though…it was everything pleasant after the road and our simple rations.

			I turned to Skotmir, who happily waddled alongside me with his greataxe over one furry shoulder. The ivory of his chipped-tooth grin split his shaggy beard as he smiled up instinctively in response.

			“Ho, Skotmir! Do you smell that, my friend?” I gestured to the cart at the end of the row.

			Skotmir sniffed through his bulbous nose, then laughed. “Those pies!”

			I laughed. “Yes! Come, friends. Let’s treat ourselves. Skotmir and I had these during the games, and they are delicious.”

			“Not as delicious as my victory that day,” Skotmir teased.

			It was hard to stifle a laugh at my friend’s remark. “That’s...not how I remember it.”

			Vix cleared his throat and, without looking at anyone in particular, grumbled. ”It’s not how any of us remember it, for that matter.” He walked with a proud stride in his blue robes, protected by his own pride as usual. No one loved Vix more than Vix, after all.

			“You weren’t even there! Where’s your owl, by the way?”

			Vix looked at the dwarf, then. He was not angry, simply annoyed at the smile on his face that rarely dimmed. He thought about the owl and, at its mention, instinctively felt for the small winged statuette in his pocket. He smiled, knowing she was still with him. Still safe. He turned his head to the warm white clouds billowing in the sky above and felt a slight breeze touch his golden cheek.

			“Happily soaring the skies...far from you, I might add.”

			The sudden negative comment silenced us. The dust of the road began to turn to sparse stone, a red brick edge marking the next area of the marketplace.

			“Wow. That was cold.” Benedict spoke, his eyes narrowing at Vix before warmly turning to Skotmir and I, “Lunch sounds great to me as well.”

			Sophie laughed. “Ha! Yes. As does a tall glass of milk, I’m sure!” she teased.

			“Very tall,” Benedict chuckled.

			“Not as tall as me, though!” We all laughed at Skotmir as he skipped slightly, the axe on his back slapping against bare, powerful shoulders.

			It proved everyone was in high spirits that day. Even Vix was chuckling to himself, a faint smile creasing the corners of his smooth, elven face. The journey into town had only been a couple of hours from our camp by the side of the northern merchant road. We had followed that road from Bemil through the forest to the jeweled city of the New World known as Ellington. It was a bustling metropolis of trade and the arts.

			Cordelia stared upward, drawing her raven-black hair away from her face and letting it fall about her shoulders.

			“Who is that?”

			She pointed to the statue of a regally-dressed man holding a quill in one hand and a scroll in the other. The hand holding the quill was resting on his chin in thought. The faint outline of a close-cropped beard trimmed his jaw and his eyes looked back toward the market as if willing it to spring up before him. Surprisingly, no name was found. However, Vix quickly found a quote.

			“Trade is meant to serve the people, not the other way around,” Vix read smoothly and precisely before he continued. “Ah, yes. Angelos Vasilakos. The first Duke of Ellington. Or the New World, for all we know. It is a very rare title to be called Duke, after all. Might as well be called King.”

			“He led the rebellion,” Benedict recalled from his studies.

			Vix looked into the young man’s blue eyes. “Rebellion is a pretty strong word, I think. Rather, it is more that they just left, really. Something about different ideologies.”

			Vix stared at the statue rising 20 feet from its 10-foot pedestal. A slight smile cracked the corner of his mouth.

			“He was also the predecessor to Vlassis Andreas, the current Duke of Ellington.”

			The Duke of Ellington was known as a fair and just man. Fifty years ago, a civil war had taken place which had separated the land of Belz from the Trade Baronies of Darkovnia. In the last 20 years, he had healed those wounds and created a city that was a legend in its own time. Angelos led the people of Belz and was elected to the rank of Duke. Dukes were unheard of in the land of the Trade Barons. The people, collectively with Angelos, offered this title to help impose responsibility rather than to establish power. It was a responsibility to look after the people in their care, a responsibility that both Angelos and Vlassis took very seriously.

			As we drew closer to the market, the sounds of carts rolling and hawkers yelling became louder. The smells of dust and food cut through the air, as handheld legs of chicken and turkey roasted over rotating spits next to fires charring wooden skewers of seasoned beef and lamb.

			It was obvious by the longer lines that these carts were the local favorite. We even saw a few of the older crowd bring their skewers of meat to a baker selling toasted garlic and cheese bread. Here, they would combine the two into what I had heard referred to as a “Rogue Sandwich.” Although this looked delicious, I was brought back to the task at hand by the familiar sound of Miloslava Mugwort calling out her wares.

			“Meeeeeat pies! Get yer meat pies!”

			“There she is, Skotmir!”

			“Don’t have to tell me twice!” he yelled over his shoulder, as he broke into a happy trot toward the familiar red and cream striped cart. The cart was steaming, warmed by stacks of small handheld packages wrapped with cooking parchment and tied with bits of colored twine. We knew the different colors were her way of keeping the broad selection of flavors straight.

			“Meeeeat pies! Get yer meat pies! Steeeeak! Onion! Even chicken!”

			The rest of us made our way to the cart and saw the familiar sign for Miloslava’s Meat Pies, weathered from the elements. It leaned slightly on the right corner to face the crowd that bustled by and stood nearly as tall as the halfling behind it.

			“Greetings! My, don’t you all look happy today! Please, step right up!” The vendor smiled at them genuinely, slowly turning some of her flaky wares over on the hot iron table that she used for browning them. The smell of sweet onions, as they sautéed in sherry and blended with the beef, was prominent. This aroma practically danced as it mixed with the scent of buttery pastry gently frying on the side. I could sense Skotmir vibrating with happy excitement next to me, as Cordelia stepped forward.

			“Thank you! May I have a…”

			“Beef and Onion!” Skotmir interrupted, with a grin so wide his eyes were closed.

			“Wha…? But…”

			Skotmir pointed at the surprised Miloslava. “Nothing but the best for my good friend here!” He turned back to Cordelia, whose face showed a bit of confusion. “Trust me. The beef and onion, you won’t regret.”

			Cordelia sighed.”Oh,ok. I guess I’ll have the…”

			“Waaait a minute!” Zorin grabbed her shoulder and pointed. ”Look, Cordelia, there’s a chicken and parsnip one.”

			“Ooh, I do love parsnips. Hmm.”

			Cordelia put her hand on her chin in thought for a moment. Both sounded equally delicious. After a moment, she pointed toward one with a purple ribbon.

			“Hmm, ok. I’ll take that purp…”

			“There’s dessert pastries, too? At this time of day?” It was Vix’s turn to interrupt, and something about his tone implied that he took great pleasure in doing so. Benedict tapped Vix’s arm and pointed past Cordelia at the short stack of pies tied with yellow ribbon.

			“I’m leaning more toward the venison, there. Cordelia, you would probably like that, too.”

			Miloslava looked as confused as Cordelia was. When I saw the look on her face I was sure she thought this group of so-called friends was being rather rude.

			“Uhh…oh boy,” she mumbled, nervously wiping her clean hands with her apron out of habit.

			I’m not sure why I didn’t step in at the time to try to get everyone to relax instead of piling up on poor Cordelia with demands. I myself may have looked too embarrassed to intervene, but in reality I was simply hoping she would stand up for herself. Friends, after all, especially the closest of friends, should know and respect boundaries.

			Miloslava began to pull the pies from the cast iron warmer, trying to keep up with the deluge of inquiries pouring at her all at once. I had to take a step back, as Cordelia was trying to wrest control of the conversation. I could see her emerald eyes darken slightly as they narrowed.

			“So, I’ll-”

			It was then that Sophie angrily raised a gloved hand, whistling to get everyone’s attention. It shocked everyone, including Cordelia.

			“Hold up, all of you! She can make her own decision, and doesn’t need you…”

			Cordelia’s eyes grew wide as she stamped her foot and raised her voice.

			“Would you all SHUT UP!”

			We all froze, wide-eyed and awestruck as we looked at the young woman who was now clenching her hands into balled fists. Her chest heaved slightly in frustration. Skotmir approached his furious friend.

			“Hey. I get it. I get pretty hangry too.”

			She shot him a look that would have burned a hole through any other warrior. We all stared at each other, concerned about being so close to the wrath of a fire mage. Skotmir, on the other hand, simply shrugged and turned back to the wide-eyed Miloslava, who was peeking sheepishly from behind the stack of beef and onion packages tied in red string.

			“I’ll grab a beef and onion, and whatever my friend here wants. My treat.”

			We all made our purchases and continued through the street market toward the grassy park that held the Games we had participated in. The grandstands were permanent structures, as were many of the platforms and stages. Sophie turned to Zorin.

			“Look at that!” She smiled. “What an arena! The games are quite the production. I bet performing in an arena like this was a lot of fun!” She trotted a few steps ahead and held her arms out like a champion.

			“Heh, yup!” Zorin smiled at his friend. She turned back to him.

			“I would have loved to perform in a place like this, people cheering my name. Wow, that would feel great!” She beamed at Zorin before looking up at the flanking grandstands.

			Zorin took a moment to look around, glowing with pride. He had fought here before and was marked a rogue champion by Elias Silvertongue, the king of bards himself. He had heard people calling his name, and had even been asked for signatures. Sophie was right. It was a great feeling.

			“You are a master with the sword, Sophie! Seeing you in an arena like this would be awesome!”

			He grabbed her in a hug that almost tackled her. They laughed together as we all continued on our way toward the sweet-smelling grass.

			We could see the Duke’s Keep on the other side of the stadium, about a hundred yards from the last stage. Built 2000 years ago, it was formerly a fortress, its high wall designed to protect the citizens in case of an invasion. That was before the fall of the stone, a time of warlords and raiders who struggled to conquer or, simply survive. Now, the Keep was reduced to only its central tower, which overlooked the city from over 300 feet above.

			It was very likely that the baron rarely ascended higher than halfway up the Keep. There was no need to, now. Dozens of giant ballista, last fired over a millennia ago at some airborne flying beast, were now just fixtures on top of the wide battlements. It was unknown if they were still operational and, more importantly, it was hoped that they wouldn’t have to be.

			In addition to firing upon huge creatures like dragons, these armaments hurled 25-foot bolts of steel and ironwood that could be cabled together in a line, like a wicked bola, to wipe out entire armies. I shuddered at the thought.

			That was a long time ago, though.

			The gray and rose colored stones from the former outer wall had been repurposed to build the stages and stadium seating. A bold move, it was part of the Duke’s plan to fight back against discourse and an actual need for defenses. By providing simple entertainment that was accessible to all, the people were kept happy, entertained, and busy. There would be no need for further defenses. This was a strong and well known philosophy of the dukes.

			“Stop! Someone stop that thief!”

			The raspy, nasal shrieking startled me from my thoughts. I saw a young girl running from a baker with a loaf of bread in his hand. Her face was terrified as she looked back at him stumbling toward her. Not watching where she was running, she slammed into the broad chest of a man with salt and pepper mutton chop sideburns.

			“Oof!” she shouted, as she fell backwards. Her tattered dress hit the soft grass on the side of the road, cushioning her fall slightly.

			“Ho there, Lassie! You shouldn’t be just stealing,” the man stated. He reached down with a scarred arm to help her to her feet. “Now, let’s just…”

			“I demand she be p-punished!” the shopkeep furiously stammered, his round face beet red. The jog had winded the man to the point of exhaustion. He bent over and placed a thick palm over the blue and gold knee of his velvet breeches to catch his breath.

			“T-this is an outrage!” he continued. “What am I supposed to do with a riff-raff like her running around?!”

			A crowd was beginning to gather, and it soon became apparent that the shopkeep wasn’t alone.

			“Yeah,” yelled a man with a curled mustache, from behind a dark chestnut cowl. “She’s just scum. Look at her!”

			A woman stepped forward, her teeth ripping into a roll with a chunk of greasy meat. Scowling at the young girl she added, “Obviously crawled from some trash heap. Or, possibly... the sewer.”

			The girl was now wide-eyed and trembling. She held out her hands palms up, tears welling in her green eyes.

			“But I…I’m so hungry. Please?” She was shaking with fear. The crowd was escalating, their voices rising as they began to circle her like a pack of wolves cutting a calf from the herd. Their mumbling became statements, and those statements were becoming war cries as they fed off of each other.

			“What is that smell? Is it her hair, or her clothing?”

			“She’s probably got diseases and…”

			“Diseases?! Oh, no. Send her away! Away, I tell you!”

			“Yes! Before we all catch our death, or...whatever that was she’s rolled in lately.”

			The man with the sideburns stepped forward and held out his hands. “Now, everyone, calm down. No need to…”

			“You all need to stop!” A young woman walked toward the man to stand at his side.

			“Priestess Jessica?” a voice exclaimed. More murmurs ran through the crowd, some in doubt, perhaps. Most, though, ignored Jessica and the white and gold robes that identified her as a priestess of The Maiden.

			“Hey, we know her!” Zorin said to me, as we made our way to the crowd.

			“Yes, Zorin. From the games, correct? Let’s help her and her friend out.” I placed my hand gently on the shoulder of a young man craning to see around the others. I’m not the tallest person, mind you, but here I was thankful I could see over the heads of most. He stepped aside, a bit of surprise in his dark-rimmed eyes. Leading on, I parted person after person as we made our way to the center of the crowd.

			“Lice. At least she would have lice. Look at the dirt and ABSOLUTE uncleanliness!” The crowd murmured in response to this latest accusation.

			The young girl shook her head. “Please.” Her voice was becoming softer as she began to lose her will to survive this. She was beginning to accept her fate, whatever that may be. Matted locks gently brushed the front of her dirty clothes and her dust-caked face as she shook her head.

			“Shameful. How are we supposed to eat in the market when she’s around?”

			“I say we just take her to the pond and give her a bath.”

			“No! Don’t do it!” Jessica shouted, lunging toward the crowd. A large man with a black beard and dark eyes pulled her away from the girl.

			“Of course! A bath would be a gift for the poor creature!”

			“Yes! Bathe her! Yes!”

			“Bah! Such scum should be drowned!”

			“The only way to be sure!”

			Jessica’s friend held a hand to the man in the dark beard. “Ho there! Let her go!” The man reluctantly released Jessica, who immediately drew light into the palms of her hands. This took the audience aback, as they began to challenge themselves about what they were doing. As her palms pulsed and glowed with holy radiance, the man pointed at the crowd closing in on the young girl from the streets.

			“No one will touch this girl.” His voice was calm and cool before he took a deep breath to shout, “Hear me?!”

			The crowd responded defensively. Not surprisingly, the collective spirit was refusing to change course. Voices erupted all around me as I finally drew close to the front of the line.

			“Move, or you’ll get the same!”

			“Yeah, drown him!” a young man said as he took off his triangular red and white cap and mopped the brow of his forehead with a dark blue cloth. I saw a handful of ivory stars embroidered on it.

			“Drown them both! He’s probably infected, too!” he continued. More of the crowd began to speak up, and the voices ran into each other.

			“Out of the way, you fool!”

			“Yeah! Filthy, all of them!”

			“Drown them! Drown them all!”

			I drew my sword and held it toward the sky, briefly reflecting the sun’s light into the eyes of the crowd.

			“Hold up!” I shouted, as I entered the center of the bloodthirsty group. Everyone paused for a moment out of surprise, taking the time to find out if I was friend or foe.

			“I’ll pay for the bread,” I offered to the man originally chasing the girl, who was still holding the loaf. This was a stolen loaf of bread, I assumed. I heard a few murmurs in the crowd.

			“Who’s the fancy one with the gold armor?”

			“PSSH! Looks horribly gaudy. And heavy, too.”

			The shopkeep smirked behind his mustache and narrowed his eyes. “Humph! We don’t need charity from him! In fact...NOW it’s not for sale. Begone!” He waved his hand in dismissal. The crowd responded in support of him with cheers and mocking laughter. I stood my ground. I had no intention of letting this shopkeep or the mob of wild dogs potentially take this child’s life.

			I had seen vigilante justice in other situations, and the outcome rarely was righteous. I also saw the other man’s face, Jessica’s friend. His head was bald, save for a ring with two thick salt and pepper mutton chops to either side. His hazel eyes went wide when he recognized me and though I sensed I knew him, too, this wasn’t the time for a reunion. Someone’s life was at stake.

			“No,” I stated plainly to the shopkeep, driving the point of my greatsword into the ground. I draped an arm over it, both in defiance and to keep from seeming a threat.

			These people were wrong and misguided, sure, but from what I could tell they weren’t evil. They were just frustrated, dealing with their own ignorance and insecurities. It’s easy to attack those who are different from yourself, especially when others help pave the way with their own actions. They were feeling justified and righteous in the moment, feeding off of each other as they drew close to what they believed to be a common foe.

			Unfortunately, the foe was only a young girl who had attempted to steal a loaf of bread. But now, in this crowd’s eyes, she represented so much more. To one person, she was the cause of the disease that had taken a close family member. To another, she was the same thief who had mugged a friend one night, bringing them close to the point of death for only a few gold coins. Yet one other saw her as just another leech on the pursestrings of society who wasn’t willing to work like everyone else.

			She symbolized these traits. Though she was guilty of none of them, this crowd was going to make her pay regardless. That is how evil can rise, and how even the kindest people lose their own humanity.

			“Get him!” The crowd was wide eyed and feral now, fueled by its own cycle of rage. There was little common sense left, only a common goal that had me at the center of it. This is what I had hoped, to draw their attention to me. To protect those who can’t protect themselves, I repeated over and over in my mind. They were the words of an oath I hadn’t said in a long time.

			“We don’t need you outsiders!”

			Above the din of the mob’s shouting, I heard the shopkeep huffing as he drew up a short cane to swing at me.

			“I said BE. GONE! AHHH!” To his surprise, I easily caught the man’s wrist. My eyebrows raised as I shook my head, looking at the cane clutched in his trembling hand. An arrow had split the cane’s shaft inches above our entwined arms. His eyes, once wild, were now wide. Elloveve stepped into the now-frozen crowd, notching another arrow in her bow. Behind her, I saw the rest of my friends fanning out to support if needed. The crowd murmured.

			I could hear voices of disbelief and hope. Eyes that were angry now seemed ashamed, and others smiled as if in recognition.

			The shopkeep was again not alone in this feeling as well. His eyes grew wide.

			“Wait, you are…”

			A chuckle came from behind me, interrupting him. The happy voice of the man with the salt and pepper mutton chops defending the girl rang out.

			“Keldor Ironfist.”

			I watched him, looking for a sign of recognition. Time was against me, after all, and worse than that was my memory. He sheathed his sword and stood with one balled fist across his chest. I suddenly remembered him in an archer’s dark leather armor, similar to Elloveve’s. It was an armor that also had the red Sword and Crown worn by our order.

			Smiling, I dropped the shopkeeper’s limp wrist and approached my old friend.

			“You. I know you… don’t I?”

			“Lamprey, sir. Sixth Archers of Garnet Keep.” He smiled, showing a missing tooth that I remembered well. “I served with you in the battle of the Cheerless Swamp.”

			“Yes. Yes! Well met, old friend.” We clasped each other’s wrists in a strong warrior’s handshake. The years were gone, but not our strength. We nodded at each other with a warm smile.

			“Uh…”

			The shopkeep rubbed his wrist with his other hand, trying to ease out some of the ache. Both his physical pain and his hurt pride, I imagined. “You are Keldor Ironfist? Th… Then you must be Elloveve Haw...Hawklight?”

			The man with the red cap stepped back, his eyes growing wide. “From the 6 Winds? From Legend?! Oh...oh my.”

			The large man with the dark beard stepped toward Elloveve, offering his hands in surrender.

			“Please...forgive us. We only…”

			Elloveve threw her hand between them, but he ignored it, approaching her. Sighing, she nocked another arrow and trained it on his broad chest, halting him in his steps. Her eyes went cold as she continued.

			“You ONLY meant to take an opportunity to direct your own anger on this...hungry child? Who else would steal a loaf of bread, if they were not simply hungry?”

			Elloveve nodded in the girl’s direction. She was shaking slightly, and her eyes blazed with anger and determination. It was a familiar sight for me, but from long ago. She continued.

			“It shouldn’t take me, a stranger to your city and your culture, to protect your own people.”

			The shopkeep nervously nodded and brought his hands up. His face was laden with guilt as he surrendered to his apparent wrongdoing.

			“I...I concur. This is an embarrassment. I...sincerely apologize. Please. Please forgive me. Forgive us.”

			Elloveve and the baker looked at each other directly. With a tense exhale she lowered her bow and, seeing the look of guilt spread across the crowd, nodded before walking to Lamprey. She clasped his forearm in a soldier’s handshake. The crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes cracked with a wide smile, glistening slightly.

			“Good to see you again, Captain.”

			“A blessing to see you as well, Lamprey!”

			The angry mob had largely dissipated into the bustling streets, leaving me with a very embarrassed shopkeep. I reached into the small leather pouch tied to my belt.

			“Hmmm. Here are two pieces of silver for the bread.” The shopkeeper was embarrassed by my intentional overpayment, but didn’t challenge my offer. Bowing, he took the money with one hand and held the bread out to the girl. She took it quickly.

			“Thank you. My apologies,” he said as he walked away, his shoulders rolled forward and his head held low.

			I turned to the girl. “And two silver for you, Lassie. Get yourself another later.”

			Her smile was like the noon sun on a welcome cheek, and infectious. We couldn’t help but smile in return. Even Vix gave at least a smirk of approval.

			“Oh, thank you! Thank you so much…Keldor.” She said my name, and turned to trot off under the stone archway leading to the residential area of the city.

			“Wait, child!” Jessica called after her. Turning back to us she said hastily, “I’m sorry…but I need to help that one, I think.”

			She smiled at Lamprey and clasped his hands with her own. “So wonderful to see you again, my friend. Don’t let me get in the way of such a grand reunion! Goodbye, Keldor! Good to see you, as well!”

			Skotmir smiled. “Good to see you, Jessica!”

			She paused. “Wait, is that Skotmir!? And Zorin! Wow! Ok, come and visit me at the temple. It would be good to catch up! Goodbye!” Turning abruptly on her heel, she quickly ran after the young girl.

			“Well,” Vix snorted, with a sour look on his face. He crossed his arms. “Good to see she remembered YOU all, I guess.”

			“She was a bit busy, Vix,” Zorin said sternly, with a touch of frustration.

			“Yeah, she’s got a real job there, fancy pants,” Skotmir joked with a chuckle. “Unlike us.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Vix said coldly.

			A pause of confusion passed across Skotmir’s face as he struggled to understand. Casting a glance to Zorin, he saw they shared the same confusion. After a moment, they shrugged and walked behind the rest of us as we resumed our march toward the Keep. Lamprey adjusted his pack over his shoulder.

			“Elloveve, are you heading to the Duke?” he questioned.

			“Yes, we are.” She was happy to change the subject away from Vix’s complaining.

			“I have news for him, as well. Mind if I join you?”

			She smiled. “Not at all. Come, tell me what’s become of the company since I last saw you.”

			“I thought I was clear.”

			The booming voice of Lord Pallus echoed against the glossy obsidian walls, accompanied by heavy footfalls. A powerful man stood across the table from him, staring at the ancient map that was permanently carved in the granite. Deep, grooved lines were filled with the dust of bright, blue-green agate and set to appear natural. The millenia had been kind, and the map showed no wear.

			The man’s dark black beard was a single braid falling from his chin. His eyes, so dark blue they were black, were surrounded by dark tattooed circles. He looked at his sister. She, too, was raven-haired and had eyes of darkness. They were both dressed in blue leather scale armor, the cruel jagged pauldrons over their shoulders falling to black velvet capes. Capes like wings.

			The silence in the room was thick. Smokey incense that smelled of sweet roses danced gently from a soapstone tray on the table. He looked back to Lord Pallus.

			“You were, my lord. It is my duty to-”

			“I DECIDE YOUR DUTY, AZURE!” Pallus roared, slamming a fist on the table. They felt the impact, though the table showed no marring or dust where the heavy gloved fist had been. Behind him, a man with flame-red hair leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, an amused smirk on his face. He enjoyed watching Azure squirm.

			“Yes, my lord.” Azure bowed. He balled his hands into powerful fists that were almost twice the size of Pallus’s. His sister placed a hand on his shoulder. Cobalt’s touch caused him to relax and shake free. He couldn’t oppose Lord Pallus. To do so could be fatal.

			“My brother believed we should bring Dekkion to witness the assault. He thought he would like to oversee it.”

			Pallus laughed.

			“He would, Cobalt. Yes, he would. But he is needed elsewhere. He will be sending a detachment of his undead legion from Enruk to meet you there.” He pointed to a city far southeast of the continent.

			“Led by Dabria.”

			Cobalt scoffed, “So, we get the Mistress of Pain? Fine.”

			“And we will be there, as well,” hissed a new voice as two more figures entered the room. Squib the Crusher walked in with confidence, flexing a bicep of mossy green skin that pulled tight over her powerful muscles. Long braids fell down her back, swaying across the fur and leather armor as she stormed into the room.

			“I will love nothing more than to see these self-righteous knights tremble before my family. Right, Ebon?”

			Squib was followed by another orc with jet-black skin and blood-red eyes. He was massively built, and clad only in black boots and a matching warskirt of thick black leather. Ebon’s chest heaved and flexed like a gladiator anticipating a fight, though he carried no weapons. He was a foot taller than Squib, but it was clear she was in charge. He nodded in agreement with a crooked grin pulling at the corner of his mouth.

			“Good, Squib. We will crush them together,” Cobalt said with a smile. Squib caught the sarcastic jab at her name and chuckled. They weren’t friends, but each was a means to an end.

			Azure laughed as sparks danced in his black eyes like lightning in a storm.

			The dark wooden walls of the Duke’s meeting room were familiar, pleasant and rather cozy. The Maiden and Knight carvings in the fireplace caught the light from the fire within, casting shadows that danced across the walls and ceiling. As night fell, a chill became more prevalent in the stone halls, and warmth was welcome. I could smell the sweet birch log burning slowly in the hearth.

			“That truly is unfortunate. Most unfortunate.”

			The Duke was taking the news about the destruction of the artifact as well as could be expected. His hands gently cupped the bowl of a copper goblet as he searched his mind for options.

			“Hmm. Well, no use grieving over that which we don’t understand.” He paused, looking briefly at Sophie. “What was it called again?”

			“The green heartstone,” she answered.

			“Yes...a green heartstone.” He repeated her words, but it seemed they were nothing more than just that: simple words for a very complex problem. He turned to the handsome bard leaning against the wall with a hand on his chin, also in thought.

			“Does this mean anything to you, Elias?”

			Elias Silvertongue sighed deeply before shifting his weight to stand evenly.

			“None. I can only hope our friends in the Ivory Library could tell us more, but-”

			“Eh, it’s no matter.” The Duke held up a hand, dismissing any further action. “The more I think about it, it just seems better off having been destroyed than in the hands of Lord Pallus. I know I wouldn’t know how to use such a thing.”

			Silence shifted across the room as we all took in his words. “You...you make an excellent point, your grace. Not to mention, as well, that the return of both Keldor Ironfist and Elloveve Hawklight is an edge we had not foreseen. Such legends. I’ll admit I’m a little embarrassed I didn’t recognize you before.” Elias smiled sheepishly at me.

			I shrugged. “I wasn’t exactly wishing to be noticed, Elias. I take no offense.”

			Elias laughed. ”True! True that, good sir. But I did write a song about you, after all, and I…” he smiled, winking at me, “...I really should have paid better attention.” We both laughed, and the Duke chuckled warmly.

			“Regardless, we are happy that you have come to our aid, my friends.” The Duke stepped toward us. “Keldor and Elloveve, what do you know of the current state of your order?”

			We looked at each other briefly. Her face gave me guidance that I should start.

			“Truth be told, we disappeared after Garnet Keep fell to the marauders and didn’t look back.” I hesitated before continuing, trying to choose the best words to avoid any confusion. “We...believe-”

			“We have received word from the Celestine Tower, your grace,” Elloveve interrupted. My shocked face showed that this was news to me.

			“We have?” I whispered gently into her ear.

			“Yes. Trust me,” she said briefly under her breath before turning to them again. “May we permit Sergeant Lamprey Kandler to enter this meeting?”

			“Oh?” The Duke was particularly interested. “The gentleman with the rest of your group in the parlor?”

			“Lamprey?” Elias chimed in. He sounded happy, as though mentioning an old friend. “The owner of the Toasted Frog?”

			The Duke smiled in recognition. “Oh! I thought he looked familiar. Wonderful establishment!”

			Elias nodded with a smirk. “Absolutely THE best mead, your grace.”

			“Yes. The same,” Elloveve said, taking a step backward and bowing with her arms outward. I recognized this as an elven gesture of respect toward a correct decision.

			“Yes. If you so desire.” The Duke clapped his hands three times, quickly. The door creaked open and a guard peeked through.

			“Your grace?” he asked.

			“Viktor, can you fetch Mr. Kandler?”

			“Right away, your grace.”

			The tall, strongly built guard walked heavily away from the door into the next room. I’ll be honest - I hadn’t paid much attention to the conversations between Lamprey and Elloveve on the way to the keep, but apparently they were catching up on more current events than I had thought. Ha. She was always a step ahead of me.

			As soon as the guard’s steps had faded I heard them return, with Lamprey marching alongside him. Both had a stride indicating purpose.

			“Your grace. May I introduce Lamprey Kandler, sole proprietor of the Toasted Frog.”

			Lamprey turned to the guard with a quiet voice. “Thank you, sir.”

			As Viktor closed the door, Lamprey cleared his throat.

			“I am at your service, truly noble one.”

			The Duke smiled and motioned for the kneeling soldier to rise.

			“Well met, Mr Kandler. Elloveve told us you may have word of the order currently within the Celestine Tower? Is this an accurate assumption?”

			Lamprey dusted off his knees before continuing, and there was urgency in his voice.

			“Yes, sir. I received word from an old compatriot and friend of mine that in recent weeks there were rumors spinning ‘round. They were reporting a lot of activity northwest of the Tower.” He paused to catch his breath. Lamprey had worked himself up some, and it seemed he was trying to de-escalate himself. Drawing a slightly smoother breath, he continued. “Well…when scouts were sent out, they reported activity coming from the…um…Obsidian Fortress.”

			My heart dropped as I heard its name.

			“What?! That’s…that’s not possible. It’s been abandoned for centuries!” I was horrified, thinking about my next words and what they could mean. “Guarded by-”

			“Guarded by the curse!” My heart sank as Elloveve looked at me, finishing my statement.

			The Obsidian Fortress was a bastion supposedly cursed by the Knights of the Glen centuries ago, to never allow anyone in until the order was restored or required. Powerful magic would be needed to negate that curse. Not to mention that, as I understood it, the people of Wolfling were neither hospitable nor receptive to anyone living in that tower. Ever. If Pallus was setting up his base there and not in Enruk as we originally thought, it would be very concerning.

			“Yes...the curse…” The Duke paused for a moment, recalling what he might know about this. It was a legend, but not a widely known one this far east of the fortress itself.

			“Forgive me for not recalling specifics.” He looked at Elias.

			“Allow me, your grace. The legend has it that when the order began to lose members, following the mutual separation of the forces from Bloodwood and Veridian they decided to put in place magical wards to protect the five bastions. Well, since the Obsidian Fortress was so close to the Wolfling barbarians and the Shattered Lands, it was decided upon to use an old dark magic to seal it…and seal it as close to permanently as possible.”

			Elias suddenly stopped pacing, his mind hanging onto his last words. Realization set in.

			“Wait. Oh, no.”

			“What?” the Duke responded, as we listened with an anticipation so thick you could hear the air moving against the walls of the room. After a moment that seemed an eternity, the Duke stepped toward his advisor and put a hand on his shoulder. His voice was quiet, careful and reserved as he continued.

			“Elias...what did they use to seal it?”

			“Blood. The blood of the original Six Armies from the War of the Stone. The blood of those that formed the alliance that made their order in the first place.”

			“He could have collected blood from Viridian and Bloodwood. He had conquered them at least partially by the time he attacked Port L’for,” Elloveve offered the room.

			The Duke nodded.

			“And If he’s been set up in Trull for as long as I’ve heard tell, then he’s had access to the blood of the dwarves, elves and men of that region, as well. I assume that would help complete this grim portfolio.”

			My hands were cold now, despite the fire. My head throbbed with a deep worry as my brow furrowed. The people within the original armies were lost to time, but the legend stated it consisted of six armies. It was the Hammer and Ax armies of the dwarves, the Tree and Stream armies of the Elves and the Stag and Wolf armies of man. I sighed before turning to Elias and the Duke.

			“The only organized army in these times that could oppose him is The Knights of the Glen, but the Celestine Tower is the last remaining outpost of my order…last I heard.”

			“That’s true, sir. The knights slowly faded into antiquity, they did. Heh. Only us old salts remain. They are still training there, though, and it’s not a small force. Maybe not as big as in the days before…but they are still there.”

			Elloveve turned toward Lamprey.

			“Lamprey, if the word you received is true, then the Celestine Tower would be his strategic next step.”

			“Of course.” Elias’s voice became slightly darker. “If it should fall, then the free people of the world can expect no assistance from an inevitable doom.”

			“Hmmm.” I stepped toward the mantle of the great fireplace and rested my hand on it. I saw the Knight bowing to the Maiden as she held out a chalice, offering life. Gliding my hand across the carved wood, I felt the Knight’s sword under my fingertips. I remembered my vow, my promise to Benedict. I knew what we must do.

			“Your grace, I will set out with my party in the morning. We will march to the Celestine Tower.”

			The Duke nodded and placed his hand on my shoulder.

			“Sir Keldor, yes. Please do go with haste. I can only hope this is a false alarm, but we should plan for a storm. Godspeed, my friend. And may the Knight and Maiden watch over you now.”
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			Chapter 3

			THE CELESTINE TOWER

			Mud and slush sloshed in the courtyard as horse-drawn carts moved thick posts and timber. The sound of drivers shouting at each other as they navigated the crowd was dulled by the stained glass window of the library.

			Ayla Forsythe sat in a smooth, ancient chair made of rich purpleheart listening to the work being done outside. The smell of a beeswax candle burning added a hint of honey to the pine in the fireplace several yards away, warming the room of knights and knights in training. She rubbed her palms together, coaxing blood back into her fingers before picking up the quill from the inkpot. She gently smoothed the pages of the open journal on the table as she leaned over to write.

			“1523 First Snowfall. Squire Ayla Forsythe, 4th infantry pikeman. This journal I hope to pass on to my father so he may see the deeds of his daughter and feel he sired something other than another plowman whose hands were raw from the lines of the ox under a yoke. This is far from that life, and rarely does something here remind me of it. Reminders or not, I do miss it. I miss our rolling fields of corn and the groves of tomatoes and-”

			She paused to chuckle to herself.

			“The knight as my witness, I even miss mucking out the stalls in the morning before the sun gets too warm. I miss the sun. These days have been overcast in a milky white and gray haze both from the clouds far above and the large bonfires ablaze to rally around behind these cold, high walls.

			They keep us warm as they stay lit through the night. A light that gives us a false sense of security, like the candle in my baby brother’s room. Something to chase back nightmares and shadows so they may rest. But the tower behind me does far more to scare away any shadow, I could imagine.

			For anyone who has never seen it... it is truly a sight to behold. When I first came within a day’s journey from it I could see it in the distance, silhouetted against the setting sun. Almost menacing.

			After that evening’s camp in the soft grasses by the side of the central road, I rose and began the morning ritual of preparing the coffee. The breeze was gentle as I prepared the coals from the evening with the small kettle. I was startled by the chirping cry of some small birds fluttering a bit close to our camp.

			I looked up and saw that tower in the dawn’s golden light behind me. My breath was lost in the morning dew cast about on the tall grasses. The distant ivory color, I imagined, was glowing in amber and gold as if warmly in greeting, or welcoming us. As we traveled closer, the details became more clear.

			The central tower ascends 1200 feet into the sky, easily providing the assisted eye with the ability to see the whole valley - I imagined - from its flat top. The mere thought of standing that high on a simple 20 foot wide platform- the feeling of soft wind at my back- well, it made my head reel.

			Six relatively smaller towers stood alongside it, about half that height, surrounded by a 60 foot high wall that encircled them for almost a half mile in any direction. The wall was made of creamy limestone with parapets, walkways and accents of a deep blue travertine. As we ascended our cart up the hill to the large central gate I noticed the ground it rests on is majestic as well.

			Standing in the center of the flat glen valley are twenty miles square of hills, with the Staghorn river running from them north to Tova, then into the south of Darkovnia where it enters the sea north of Bemil Bay. The hills are covered in the soft velvet of thick grass common to the whole glen, covering them like a carpet, though this time of year they were laid flat and browned from the first frost a few weeks ago.

			When I first arrived here six months ago, the soft emerald grass and sweet yet tart-smelling violet and white meadow flowers were calming and delicate despite the sense of the overwhelming power they lived near. Now, they lay below a shallow layer of snow, a snow that in our camp churned up the cart ruts to a cold mud that clung to our clothes and smelled of dust and rot.”

			Ayla flipped a few pages back in her journal to glance at the crude map she had made from her first days. It showed a simple overhead drawing of the central tower and its six supporting ones, each now named. The two at the top were marked as The Knight and The Maiden. These were the towers originally for the galley and armory, she had noted. The two in the center that stood on either side of the central tower were marked as the Judge and the Hag. The library she was in was also within the Hag’s tower. The tower of The Judge held meeting rooms and the large ceremonial hall they had all taken their vows in. Finally, the lower towers were The Prince and The Ferryman, where they found sleeping quarters and the infirmary.

			She smiled at the organization and how the building honored the six gods equally. Ayla sighed then, thinking of the changes to the organization and how the rooms were changing. Everything was being repurposed, even herself and the other troops. Dipping the quill she prepared to write again, imagining her day as if reliving it all over.

			“Earlier today I was reviewing my notes in this journal during a break when Silvie approached me.

			“Ugh... hmm... Hey, Ayla?” she grunted. I admit, I was a bit lost in thought.

			“Huh... wha?”

			“Put your book down and help me with this platform, will you?” Silvie was straining to lift a five foot disk of wooden planks herself. I was embarrassed to have ignored her need for assistance as long as I had.

			“Oh! Yes. Yes, of course, Silvie.”

			Setting down my book on the edge of the barrel I was standing next to, I took a few short steps to grip one end of the thick oak and steel bound disk. It was easily as heavy as one of the stones we had unloaded earlier and I marveled that she was able to get it as far as she did without any help.

			“That’s it... Just a little more to me here- Yes!

			“Whew! Is that the last of it?” I turned to Silvie while still panting. She smiled proudly.

			“Yes. This will now be the base of the war machine.” She chuckled, thumping it heavily with the heel of her palm. “They will build it tomorrow. Ha! Not us, this time! You just get to run it.”

			I laughed nervously at this. I was feeling very anxious about this new change in plans but I trusted her judgment. If she was confident, I should be too.

			“You will do great.” She paused to sigh before kicking a stone off the platform. “Not the same as being up front like we trained for, but you just show them what we can do!”

			I nodded at her as she turned to walk away. Silvie is my company’s Captain and a great leader. The whole company respects her as if she were our mother, but she is more the older sister, I think, and thankfully so.

			“Gustav! How are you?” I heard her voice change to a jesting tone. “Too heavy?”

			Laughing, she clapped Gustav on the back. I saw her then greet another brother in the company who was drinking from a waterskin, resting after setting up his own barricade. She had a genuine smile we had come to expect and look forward to. I looked back at my barricade. The 5 foot wooden stakes were sharpened to points and arranged in a menacing spiral down the 8 foot length of it.

			“Ayla, looks good! “ Gustav laughed while walking over. “Hahaha! Ah... I think these positions are about as good as they are going to get.”

			“Gustav... Do you think this will stop them?” My question caused Gustav to pause for a moment. I could tell we all were a little unsure of ourselves.

			“Hmmm. In theory it should at least slow them down from reaching the gate.”

			I looked back at the main gate behind me. The massive twin doors were each 40 feet high and 40 feet wide. Made of oak bound with heavy iron beams, they were designed to swing outward…although that was a rare occurrence.

			Gustav pointed at the smaller door to the right.

			“Especially the pet doors,” he chuckled.

			We all had nicknamed the 12 foot square portcullis on the right door the “pet door”. This was the gate we actually used to enter and exit the tower courtyard. The main gate, to my knowledge, was rarely used. In fact, once I thought more on it, I had NEVER seen it open.

			The echoes of dinner plates and the neutral conversation of a few hundred people filled the stone halls as we walked. The familiar smells of roasted meats and bread soon followed. Skotmir hastened his step toward the front of our party.

			“Mmm... now THAT smells pretty good to me, Keldor. Let’s hurry up.”

			Replacing him I saw the blue robes of Vix stride next to me.

			“Do you honestly think we will be welcomed as some ‘great help?’” He sniggered quietly, his voice thick with doubt as usual. Looking around, he raised his eyebrows slightly before he continued. “It seems to me they have everything under control.”

			Sophie shook her head and chuckled, slightly exasperated.

			“Anyone can need help, Vix.” She looked away in thought. “Many times those that appear to not need it are those that actually need it the most.”

			Elloveve smiled. “Well said, Sophie.”

			“Wow. This place is beautiful,” Cordelia said in wonder, running her hand along the smooth limestone in the hallway as she walked.

			She pulled her hand away briefly so as not to disturb the threadbare old banner hanging on the wall. The crown and sword were embroidered with a thin gold thread against the deep blue heart of the emblem. The resident Knights obviously took care, for the blue had faded slightly in places. She smiled in curiosity as a question arose in her mind.

			“Does anyone know why the knights use a crown and sword for their symbol?”

			Benedict shrugged. “I was told it was to show how power should be protected. That law needed something or someone to ensure it was followed.” He looked at me. “Right, Keldor?”

			Truth be told, I was always uncertain of the origin of our order. There were no kings to serve, as we served the people, and not all knights carried a sword. I looked at Elloveve as she smiled gently and shrugged, chuckling. I smiled too.

			“I’m not sure” I began, “but I suppose we are in the right place to find out. I can tell you the obvious. The reason it’s blue is because this is the Celestine Tower. Every tower has its own color that is worn.”

			I looked at the faded red sword and crown on my chest and sighed. I wasn’t sure what to expect when others saw it. Silence followed for a few moments until I heard Vix speak to Cordelia as she again marveled at the walls as we walked.

			“The flow of magic here is strong. Raw, almost primal, isn’t it?”

			She looked back at him. “Is that the-”

			“-dragon magic?” He interrupted with a smile. “Absolutely. Ancient and powerful, but untamed.”

			I watched Vix take a moment to let the feeling of power course through him. I imagined the ancient flow of magic that was hidden within the walls probably wasn’t something he often came across. We knew he was well accustomed to the chaos of wild magic. In fact, it’s what gave him his nickname: Vix the Chaotic.

			“You see - I cannot wield the magic of the dragon, little mage. To do so I would need to become a librarian, like you.” He couldn’t hide the bitter jealousy on his tongue, I noticed. I raised my eyebrows at him, hoping to quell the rising tension. Vix’s eyes locked with mine for a moment, and he sighed,before shaking his head free of some unknown dark thought.

			Clearing his throat, he continued.

			“It’s perfect, to be sure. These halls echo with the power of creation itself, Cordelia.”

			I saw it was Cordelia’s turn to raise an eyebrow at the sorcerer.

			“Indeed,” she said, as the hall filled with a cacophony of voices. We had begun to open the doors to the dining hall.

			We entered the dining hall for the west section of the Central Tower, located on the second floor. The first floor was divided into quadrants, consisting of four Armories and supply storage. The vast dining hall was originally built to cater to four thousand individuals in three rolling shifts. Upon entry we could see this was a poor expectation to have. Benedict’s smile faded as he saw the room.

			“Um... is this all that remains of the Knights posted here?” He leaned over to whisper to the puzzled dwarf next to him.

			“Skotmir, would your people answer the call if we were to reach them?”

			Skotmir turned to Benedict. “If we had a month to reach the Garnet Mountains and another to come back...maybe.”

			I saw the look on Skotmir’s face. This request troubled him and I knew it wasn’t an easy journey for him. He held his ghosts of war in the past, as well.

			“I could try, but I doubt I’d be able to-”

			I interrupted briskly. “Unfortunately my friends, time is something I fear we do not have.”

			Skotmir looked at me, despite my message affecting our cause, with a thankful smile on his face. His ghosts would have to continue to wait to find peace, I supposed.

			I turned toward the crowd of my shield brothers and sisters and felt their eyes on us. Whether they were sitting down at the long wooden benches or making their way through the meal line they turned toward us newcomers in the doorway who had invaded their dining room. Spoons hovered for a moment as an army of eyes stared at us first in curiosity and then in some disbelief or even confusion. I saw them start whispering to each other.

			Heads turned and hands shielded lips from betraying their words and as the silence took hold over the room I heard a familiar voice ring out from the crowd, accompanied by plate steel boots, called sabatons, striking the concrete as he walked.

			“Hail Keldor! Lamprey, you did more than deliver our message I see!”

			“Hail Lord Alvar!”

			We clasped each other’s wrists in greeting. Lord Alvar was formerly our instructor within these very walls almost three decades ago. Many memories of that time flooded over me. I could see the six of us sitting in this dining hall near the door. I bet if I looked hard enough at the grain of that table, it would tell our stories better than any book. The same could be said of the wooden swords in the squire’s training area. I couldn’t help but smile at the feeling of belonging somewhere again.

			“Hail Lord Alvar!” Elloveve said with a broad smile like a daughter greeting her father after a long time.

			“Elloveve! You look the same as when I last saw you.” He chuckled, taking her wrist in the same greeting. “Pity. I seem to have misplaced my supposed elven heritage many years ago. These wrinkles keep appearing each day!”

			“Well you still look as strong as ever.” She laughed.

			“Ha! You speak such wonderful lies my dear.” He nodded as his smile faded, his tone growing increasingly darker. “Elloveve if you would please, bring your friends and follow me. We need to talk.”

			We walked through the seating area past the familiar long wooden tables, the reddish tones of the wood oiled and polished though they shared their own darkened battle scars from years of use. They faithfully served those stationed here as a place to rest for a moment, converse and take in a meal. The hall’s smells echoed with citrus, steamed rice and smoked trout. Arriving at the far end of the room we came to the second entrance to the great war room of the Celestine Tower.

			Alvar motioned us to enter ahead of him as he held the door.

			“Now I realize you’re probably wanting a bit of refreshment following your journey. Let me ask one of our returning folks to assist.” He turned to shout out the doorway at a few soldiers that had just entered the dining hall themselves. “You there! Private!”

			“Hail Lord Alvar!” The young squire called back, her voice carrying well over the room. She approached Alvar after twenty paces or so. I noted she was quick. Likely a great foot soldier if she could close the distance like that with an enemy. Alvar was still a great trainer.

			“How may I assist you?” she said

			“Can you request a spread for…let’s see,” He turned counting out all of us in the room, “eight, nine… ten! Ten from the galley?”

			He halted for a moment looking at Skotmir’s face, “Second thought, better make it eleven.”

			Skotmir beamed his chipped tooth grin.

			“Absolutely, consider it done sir!”

			“Thank you, uh…” He hesitated trying to recall her name. No one could fault him though, there were many of us in his service.

			“Ayla sir. Ayla Forsythe.” She said with a polite chuckle.

			He smiled, “Of course. Forgive my memory. Thank you Ayla.”

			As she walked out of the room Lord Alvar shut the heavy door behind her. I chuckled as I sat down at a sturdy oaken chair around the wide table with the rest of our group. Benedict, Sophie, Skotmir, Vix, Lorvana, Eralin, Zorin, Lamprey, Elloveve and myself made quite an impression in the small room I hoped for.

			“Well you are still sharp as ever.” I joked. Alvar smiled back at me

			“Ha! Usually I got that treatment from Erebus. How is he?”

			The mention of our old friend stung more than I thought it would. Especially the genuine smile on Alvar’s face. He didn’t know. Elloveve gently put a hand on my shoulder, her eyes mirroring the ache in my heart.

			“He’s gone, Alvar. As are Lorahana, Elona and-”

			Lord Alvar’s sigh was heavy. “Ah... Yes I... heard about Lucilius. I had hoped, though.”

			Elloveve lowered her head for a moment. Looking up, her eyes went to Cordelia, Sophie and Benedict and she smiled slightly, her purple eyes brightening.
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