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The movements of the entity were wisps of faint light that meandered through the darkness. Riddich wondered for an instant if the shadowy jungle played tricks with his vision. The creature bore no shape or substance.

The wraith's form was akin to an eerie and dark grayness passing through the shrubbery. As the phantom passed through the shadowy vegetation, the ghost-like form seemed to blend into its surroundings.

Riddich waited for the specter to change direction, to go floating one way or another into the dark. The form tore itself from a tree, merging with the brush as it floated toward the camp's perimeter. Only the boy's eyes could be seen in their transfixed gaze in the dark.

Surely the wraith did not see him. The entity did not seem to have eyes at all or even a face in which to see!

An intense pain blinded Riddich and then pressed into his mind. The entity's presence set Riddich's thoughts ablaze... and suddenly the boy knew. The entity was aware of Riddich; it came for Riddich...
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Chapter: 1 TREO
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The little elven thief braced himself against the thick twine of the rope bridge and lunged onto the ever-wood planks one level below. The wooded passages erected around the great trees of the Skadithae village gleamed from arcane enchantments thousands of years old. 

Sheer curtains of misty silver and ivory leaf hung under immense tree canopies that shut out the sky. Treo scurried through one of the barriers as if it had no substance. Another method of magic, the arcane veils provided the tribal elves with protection from other tribes and enemies. Though they were obsolete by Treo’s reckoning, the Dracos had been gone for nearly five centuries, and the animosity between the tribes had come to a sad end in the years after. Though exiled, Treo was still Skadithae. The misty barriers were no danger to him.  

The little thief kept his prize tucked away and emerged for an instant amid the sparkle-light overlooking the jungle village about and below him. Yet another remnant of the elves’ arcane past, neither sun nor moon reached the villages in the deep jungles of the Valarchian. Arcane firelight flickered near and far about the village and the vast tree cover.  

The soft but urgent movement on the tiers of the great banyan above alerted the agile thief that he was discovered. Treo was slender with dark hair and pale elven features on a face slick with sweat. The obscure olive tunic he wore over leather was torn in places and shredded about the sleeves from his flight through the forest and into the village. 

Treo fled along the ever-wood and sleek gangways some thirty feet or more above the starlit jungle floor. The little thief sprang through another shimmering barrier and over a tight chasm to a lower landing amid twinkling lights and the tall boles of a flowering crop of red trees. 

Elves high atop shadowy posts sang warnings that resonated through the village wilderness. Treo heard a flurry of movement above and behind him in the dimly lit trees. Two sentinels clad in shimmering gowns and bearing sharp blades dropped silently onto the planks some steps ahead on his path. 

Treo expected the arrival of the sentries, though he did not recognize these elves among his kinsmen. The dark-haired thief flung a volley of small blades at the legs and feet of his challengers. He saw the great banyan near, but across another open expanse, and opposite the brighter trees. With a pivot and a step, he saw the mossy vine and dove for it as the sentinels hastened forward. 

The thief swung around the great tree with far-reaching limbs, landings of ever-wood, and another of the silver-like veils that reflected in the eerie light of the village. The barriers of sheer incandescence were woven with ancient and arcane incantations. The tribal elves valued seclusion almost to a fault. The little elf in flight held an unkind thought or two regarding this perpetual isolationism of his kinsmen.

Treo released and flipped himself around before landing feet first on the village floor near another patch of the red trees. Here, the forest land was adorned with rows of perfectly tended plume briars extending into the shadows. He could hear the cries of angered kinsmen nearby. One or two even called him by name while imploring him to relent. The elves of the Valarchian could move quickly, but none were more agile than the dark-haired thief. 

The tribe dwelt in a great hollow in the jungle. Age-old trees blocked out the sky with their massive branches and thick vegetation. The jungle land ascended steeply in places around the village, such that a system of caves was used for travel to and from their territory. The hollow and the paths within were all the work of the arcane, powerful, and desperate magic invoked for protection in a world where dragons roamed the skies and destroyed at will. Dracos Dominion. Since those times, the Valarchian elves had turned away from many of their darker practices with the arcane arts, yet they still utilized more magic than any other society in the northlands.  

The little elf needed only quick steps to find the concealed opening within the barrier of dark and colorful briars. He plunged forward into a descending cavern beyond. 

The tribesmen did not need long to discern which way the thief fled. They were a stampede of soft steps in the dark. Fleet of foot, many of the elves could dash in long strides to keep up with the perpetrator racing through the shadows.

Adrenaline urged him on. Treo ran through the dark of the tunnel. Leaping over fragmented rocks, stumbling around craters that formed chasms in the earth, the elven thief strained and scrambled onward. Desperation mounting, he heard the frantic shouts of those behind him.

“Oh, Treo, the shame you cast on your ancestors! Shame and more shame! Traitor! Thief! Oh, Treo, your mother roils under the earth! Oh, Treo, to suffer for more of your sins.”* The little thief was familiar with the sort of insults a frantic fellow might shriek after having been burgled; by his reckoning, elves were not really any different. 

Treo felt a javelin strike the earth just after his footsteps. Arrows whizzed over and past him. Their cries of recognition and rage were a reminder of what he could expect if they caught up to him. Leniency was no longer a possibility.

Not an hour ago, Treo stole the Mask of Tontar. The historical artifact was precious to the Skadithae tribe. The Mask had been a treasured possession of these people for ages beyond count. Little more than sculpted ever-wood enchanted by jewels and incantations, the talisman was the last memorabilia of the wise tribal ruler from centuries before.

Unluckily, Treo was discovered a trifle too soon, and now Skadithae tribesmen pursued him relentlessly through the cave. If Treo could escape the gloom of the cavern, he was confident he would elude his pursuers in the rain forest beyond.  

Wisps of fog came from seemingly nowhere. The fog grew dense too soon, and Treo spat curses in his surprise. One of the elders had acted against him. The thick fog clouded vision that otherwise would be keen in the dark. When the cavern tunnel veered abruptly, Treo was unprepared, and he banged painfully into a mossy wall. With instinct and unequaled agility, he maintained his balance and rebounded forward in the clouded direction that offered escape. 

Treo's speed was beginning to falter as exhaustion crept upon him. The threats of those faceless voices were still with him in the cavern, though they were mixed with oaths of anger and sudden cries of pain as bodies collided in the obscured dark. 

The elf adjusted his grip on the artifact, bringing new life to his throbbing arms. The tunnel turned again, this time to the right and descending. Treo was ready in the failing haze. He kept his balance while galloping downhill through shadows and over crags. The ceiling of the cave was lower here, and Treo's frantic sprint soon became a crouched flight. He ran rampant through the haze of the fog as if a cask of demons had broken loose behind him.

Treo's panic was joined by determination as he recognized signs of the cavern's exit. The fog was dispersing even as the tunnel widened and descended further. The darkness had begun to break, making way for a glimmer of the new morning originating somewhere ahead. Though exhausted, Treo knew his escape was near. He knew the tribesmen would not be able to keep up in the jungles beyond the village. He also thought his pursuers would cede the chase before they allowed another tribe to learn of their failure. His daring scheme had succeeded, and he was momentarily revived.

Instantly, the cavern gave way, giving life to the sweet smell of the early morning and the dense jungle awaiting him. Treo raced on, the hindrance of the fog a memory of the cave.

The Mask of Tontar was his now. The tribesmen, still in pursuit, had lost their sacred treasure. Treo would sell the relic of the old world in the Republic to the north and live comfortably for months. Another might live off the riches gained for years. This little elf tended to spend the wealth, at least when he had coins aplenty. Thus, for a time, he would not have to bed down in secret amid a farmer’s turnip crop or barn. He would not need to risk himself in the alleys of Nordeheim or Arthadia in wait for the foolish drunkard lost or needing to piss. He would not need to stay in those retched caves in the Roughlands. 

Despite weariness, Treo cackled with laughter as he bolted into the jungle. The little elven thief was upon the trail now. The path was old and nearly overgrown by the underbrush of the forest. Treo slowed his pace a bit to allow his eyes to readjust to the weak morning light. Persistent tribesmen still gave chase and called out their lame threats from behind. The tribal gods were damning his ancestors all over again. Treo’s smile could not be contained.

The trail skirted past thick trees rising forbiddingly into the sky and obscuring the light of the newest sunrise. Shrill cries of birds amidst the branches seemed to beckon him. Treo stumbled recklessly down the path. Branches and limbs ripped further into the forest tunic, but the weathered garment still clung to the thief's body, as he did to the artifact.

A sudden rustling of leaves and the horrid wail of something large on Treo's right silenced the birds and   

*Translation from elvish

forced Treo to hasten his pace. The cry was now a sinister growl, some deadly creature of the wild catching sight of its meal. A terrifying roar from the beast thundered through Treo's ears and echoed over the forest. The creature was pursuing; the hunt was on!

Treo cried out in disbelief. Predators did not hunt this close to an elven village. Wild animals of the jungle were apt to avoid any of the tribal elves, much less an armed party within a stone’s reach of their tribe. Treo could not fathom how this could happen to him. Utterly unjust, another cruel hoax thrust upon him to amuse those grinning Skadithae gods. Oh, to be rid of them! Damn them all!

Despite their spears and javelins, the angered elves were dispersing in favor of self-preservation. The Skadithae knew the danger and were content to let the great beast choose its meal...the thief fleeing madly through the jungle. 

Treo did not have to turn to learn what this creature was; the scent of musk he had smelled before. The korla-beast was slower than most predators of the jungle, and more inclined to hunt in the denser forests of the Valarchian to the west. What the great-sized cat lost in speed, it certainly replenished with size and ferocity. The creature lumbered on four legs, the claws on its front paws tending to be longer than those found on its hind legs. The elders taught that korlas used these savage claws to leap from tree to tree despite the elevation, and the front talons were particularly beneficial when lunging to bring down a quicker prey from behind. The beast was nearly four feet in height, with eyes that were green and gleaming, its fangs yearning and secreting something foul. The deadly korla-beast rumbled along the makeshift trail.

Treo’s fears worsened when the trail's descent fell abruptly along a deep slope. The little elf had been startled by the appearance of the predator. Now he was out of control and running down the high incline. The trail suddenly turned away without him through the underbrush, and Treo tumbled into the unknown depths of the jungle. The creature plunging into the wilderness in pursuit would soon have him.

Treo pushed himself desperately through the rainforest. Without a trail, the elf found himself leaping over stumps and slicing through brushland. He bounced around misshapen trees and crashed through weeds and overgrowth. Scrub brush tore at him, cutting his face, ripping away the forest tunic, and slashing into the leather suit beneath. 

The korla-beast was close enough for the smell to be nauseating. The animal’s piercing roar deafened all other senses. He knew his race was lost. He expected the great cat to pounce and bring him down, yet he plunged through another pocket of challenging wilderness. The beast would be upon him now. 

Momentum wrestled Treo through the growth of the jungle and thrust him before a cliff's edge, dropping near two hundred feet below into masses of greenery and certain death. Those old-world gods must be dancing merrily by now.  

Without the strength to break his stride, Treo leaped madly over the cliff and let loose a desperate cry of frustration, fear, and utter wrath, even as the precious artifact slipped from his grasp. The monstrous beast launched itself after its prey with razor talons and jaws snapping and snarling for flesh. Inevitably, the beast alone fell into ruin. 

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter: 2 JAEGAN
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Jaegan Salovon arrived in Benton on a sunny afternoon in mid-autumn. His journey required more than two days by horse over the borderlands from the outpost at Lacon to the Republic township. 

The road into town was gravel and wide, such that horse-drawn carriages could pass each way with yards to spare between them. Most horses were teamed and pulling carts with cargo held in crates or large baskets. Still other steeds were larger, bearing riders armored in chain or leather, either brandished with blue cloth woven neatly at the shoulders of the armor and again about the waist. Jaegan knew these were soldiers, mostly those of the Benton Homeguard, but all bore the blue insignia of triangles intertwined on their breast; it was the well-known crest of the Dorian Republic.

Benton was one of several townships in the northlands that comprised a commonwealth under the rule of the Dorian Republic. Each town took direction from a local governor or a constable, a nobleman usually, but one who could be swiftly reassigned or replaced with an edict from the capital in Dorilla. Lord Alvarez replaced many governors during the nearly two decades of his rule.

The town itself was crowded with buildings, two and three stories, and each lining the road with few breaks for crossing fares or alleys. Trade shops were numerous. Tanners, blacksmiths, tailors, crafters, carpenters, and plenty more.

Jaegan had not long ridden into town before coming to stables along the road and a Republic general store offering saddles, fodder, and the like. He checked his horse in with the burly stablemaster on duty. The bearded man with thick shoulders bore the intertwining triangles on his straw-speckled coat. Stable boys emerged to walk his horse to one of the long bays where they housed and fed the animals. His horse would return to the Lacon outpost soon enough, perhaps even with his replacement. 

The traveler did not expect to need a steed for a time. When he did, Jaegan knew he could return here and lease another for a preferred rate.

Jaegan was pleased to walk for a change. Without the mare, his attire and a few simple possessions in saddlebags were all that remained of his tour of duty as a ranger of the Dorian Republic.

Jaegan strode along the sideways, his gaze seeming to take in everything. He was of average build, with shoulder-length brown hair and a thin beard neatly trimmed. He wore leather trousers fastened by a snakeskin belt at his waist and tucked into hide boots. His shirt was a studded garb of drab brown buttoned short of his neck. He wore a short coat over the otherwise ordinary traveling attire, and a leather dust jacket that was standard issue to all borderland rangers. The imprint of symbolic triangles was faded on the breast.

In addition to saddlebags, a quiver of arrows, and a bow hung from his back. His belt had pouches woven in front and a suspender that climbed to the opposite shoulder. A knife sheath was sewn into the suspender such that the small blade was concealed beneath the jacket. Finally, he wore a broad sword of fine metal strapped openly at the hip.

Benton was not an unruly township, yet out in the open, it was likely most of the locals who brushed by kept a knife secured in their belt or in a boot for protection. Jaegan presumed the townships of the commonwealth were the cleanest and most orderly in all the northlands. The laws of the Dorian Republic were severe enough that heinous crimes were rare. A man found guilty of murder would face a swift sentence of execution by hanging. Those found guilty of assault or violent theft were leveled strict sentences of incarceration at Paynor or the fell dungeons beneath Dorilla.

Jaegan was unaccustomed to the hustle of the township. The masses of people in all directions made him a bit uneasy, considering where he had been for much of the last three years.

The ranger outposts were established as a response to the turmoil of the recent Northern Wars. Outposts were constructed around the borderlands, some three days from civilization. Lacon was a two-day trip by horse from Benton, two and a half hours through the woods to get to Draeka. Lacon was a handful of rickety cottages, enough to house the seven or eight rangers stationed there. The settlement lay on a rocky hillside at the foot of the Vanders, nestled in the valley of the mountains for surveillance.

During the final year of the war, the Republic chose soldiers to man the stations. The lord’s ministers soon learned many of their men were unprepared for the wilderness hardships of an outpost ranger. Advocates convinced the Republic to look outside the Dorian League for potential recruits.

Jaegan received a ranger's position nearly four years ago. To conduct surveillance maneuvers, he traveled much of the northern mountains. At times, his duties led him across the prairies north and far east to the borders of the remote Urghlands. Jaegan had been to those bleak lands a few times too many by his reckoning. The Urghlands were rugged lowlands, days south of the orc colonies. He did not like to think back on the tense stretches he endured in the perilous lowlands, hunting and evading orcs.

His tracking and mountaineering abilities set him among the best of rangers in the borderlands. But no longer. Growing weary of the Republic's mounting bureaucracy, he became a little too frustrated and resigned from his assignment. Three days ago.

The Republic’s mandates were often tedious. The northern prairies were assigned for patrol only on specific days. Likewise, the western hills were tracked only at certain times during the week. The eastern grasslands adjoining the Restaphol outpost had their own schedule.

Over time, Jaegan grew frustrated with the monotony. Why must these schedules be so routine? If “underground” factions existed in the commonwealth as many had come to believe over the last few years, and they learned of these orderly patrols, it would be simple to route their smuggling operations to avoid them. And then what of the orcs?

Manpower issues were unnerving. Reports were often requested from Paynor or the capital in Dorilla. Jaegan made several of these journeys to the command stations. Each time, he would be several days away from his post. By regulation, a ranger was always stationed at the outpost. At Lacon, that left only five rangers available on most occasions to survey the surrounding frontier. Many of the lands bordering Lacon might go unobserved for a period of two or three days. Whole armies might pass through the surveillance gaps without detection.

Jaegan argued with his outpost commander often. He even tried to convince the officers in Paynor of his plight. Though only Barri had been invaded during the war, he thought the other townships in the vicinity were fortunate to escape the orc raids. By his estimation, the boundaries of the Republic were only a shade better protected now than before. 

Their superiors in Paynor were devoted to the Dorian League. They believed the existence of the Republic’s vast army was enough to deter future invasions. After all, that was the case in the Northern Wars. The people in Barri had suffered initially from the invasion. They endured looting and street battles, yet the orcs were unable to gain a foothold in the village or set it ablaze. The League armies arrived in time to rout the orcs in battle and effectively end the war later in the year. 

Jaegan endured these last few months, as it became clear the patrol routines would remain as they were. He had also earned the enmity of the outpost commander over that time. Trying to sway Ducane’s bosses in Paynor turned out to be problematic. He and Major Ducane argued over assignments regularly, particularly when Jaegan sought to extend a patrol or adjust a route to cover a larger expanse of the borderlands. The other stationed rangers tried to stay clear of the growing feud between them. With listlessness mounting, a final heated debate with the commander was essentially the end. The man was lazy and crooked, or he was lazy and utterly stupid. Jaegan needed only a drink or three to enlighten his boss with these notions and his resignation. He had since traveled to Benton for a few days of urban life and a change in scenery. 

Jaegan suspected he would come to miss his responsibilities on the frontier. As a ranger, he felt a sense of purpose, at least in the beginning. He had believed his duties were necessary to preserve the security of the outposts and maybe the northern townships. Now he wondered if his efforts were merely wasted.

Jaegan gathered his thoughts and tucked them away. Commoners and merchants shuffled past him in both directions on the sideway. He nodded a greeting to anyone who met his gaze. Soon, he gained his bearings and looked up the road to determine his route. He knew a friend he wanted to see while in town, and there was no time like the present.

His friend’s name was Brece Smaltos, a school buddy he kept in erratic contact with. Since their academy days, his friend had started a trade and transport company based in Benton. Jaegan had last seen Brece nearly two years ago at the Ralispride festivals, when he and his friends had become particularly drunk and then lost in one of the seedier districts of Dorilla. They had corresponded only twice since then.

Before he was enrolled in the academies, Jaegan’s mother moved around the commonwealth as better job opportunities became available, he and his grandfather in tow. Now she played cards and watched spar-round tournaments with her neighbors, all of them housed merrily in a reserved district near Dorilla. 

Thoroughfares crisscrossed with the more crowded store avenues. He walked down one road, then across the street, and onto another gravel roadway. Ten minutes later, Jaegan came upon a long building divided into different shops that stretched along the street. Narrow alleys cut between some of the businesses, while other stores stood from corner to corner. A sign painted over one of the taller buildings identified ‘Big B’s Trade’.

Jaegan entered the store. He stood before two desks neatly set against opposing walls. Women sat at the desks, the closest a slender brunette in a long red dress that parted when she folded her legs. The top was no less scandalous; it was cut low across the bosom, and on occasion she threatened to burst out of it. 

The woman sitting comfortably at the other desk was possibly even more alluring. She had long blonde hair that fell over her shoulders in waves. She was dressed in a dark vest and loose breeches. She regarded Jaegan confidently, an amused look in her eye as he remained flabbergasted over the brunette. Jaegan scratched his beard to keep from gaping at either of them.

The brunette asked how she could help him. Jaegan needed extra time to remember the friend he had come to see. He forgot girls could smile like that.

“My friend works here,” he managed. “Brece, we...uh...we were in the academy together at Draeka.”

“Oh, really.” The blonde stepped around the desk and muttered something Jaegan did not quite hear. Amusement still shone in her eyes.

“Well, not recently, but when we were kids.” The one-time ranger found his thoughts muddled while the two young women watched him.

“Do you have an appointment?” She smiled at him still.

“That...that would have been better,” he replied like a fool.

“You don’t have an appointment.”

“I...don’t.” He felt the flush redden his face, and he bit back the string of insults he wanted to batter himself with. “I haven’t seen him in a couple of years. Since I was in town, I thought I’d check in on him. Obviously, I should have thought it through more.”  

“That’s okay. He’s here, I’ll take you to him.” Mercifully, she motioned past a closed door to a corridor leading to the back of the building. Jaegan set to follow, and he offered a final smile for the girl still seated.

“Unless you would rather wait out here with Laraina,” the blonde said while eyeing him over her shoulder.

Jaegan recovered and smiled politely.

“I’ll see him now unless he’s busy. I am in no hurry.”

The woman relented and introduced herself as Amber. 

Jaegan politely told her his name as she led him through the building. Feeling on better ground with the blonde dressed respectfully, Jaegan used his best innocent expression.

“He lets her wear clothes like that in the store?” 

“Wouldn’t you?”

Jaegan did not dare to answer.

He followed her through a corridor and then upstairs. They came upon a door at the top. Jaegan half-expected Amber to knock. She threw open the door and stepped inside as if she belonged there. They entered a storage room; boxes and crates were stacked along each wall, and lanterns hung under ceiling beams at each corner.

Brece was with two younger employees at the center of a wide walking space between the door and a table at the far wall. Brece had dirty blonde hair cut short over his ears. His face was clean-shaven, his eyes bright. Jaegan’s friend bore a strong girth at the belly, perhaps only twice as large as when the ranger had last seen him. Despite his stockiness, Brece stood confidently with his back erect and shoulders that looked chiseled.

The one lad was taller than Jaegan, and the girl was petite with short black hair. Brece scolded them for another minute before noticing Jaegan and Amber. His cheeks bulged with a wide smile, and a clever childishness played in his expression. When he grinned at Jaegan, his ears seemed to grow large over his short-cut hair.

Brece crossed the attic with long strides. They shook hands, Jaegan finding his friend’s boyish grin contagious. Amber could only muse silently at their side. 

“Look at that face,” Brece taunted him. “Don’t they let you shave when you’re living out in the mountains?”

“Hey, I’ll shave when I want to shave,” Jaegan replied. “Look at you, big guy, seems you eat when you want to eat.” They laughed and talked for a few minutes before Brece turned to his lingering employees and doled out their assignments. The employees were quick to exit, both smiling timidly at Jaegan and saying it was good to meet him as they made their way out of the room. Brece turned to Amber, but she was too quick.

“I’ve got the file on the Wheel and Stoke Company. I will meet them in half an hour. You want me to pry Laraina from her desk?”

“She had better be organizing next week’s appointments.”

Amber nodded in amusement before leaving the room to them.

After another moment of friendly banter, Brece led Jaegan to his office. 

A long desk rested in the center with two great chairs, one behind and another to the front. Stacks of paper and files covered much of the left side. The right was scattered with empty glasses and spent candlewicks. The walls were bare of portraits of relatives, only a colorful depiction of the Ralispride festival purchased three years ago. 

The men stood for a moment in the office, two friends not sure just what to say to the other. Some time had passed since his school years with Brece and his other friends. That had been in Draeka, where their friend Lars still resided. Brece looked different, and in these surroundings, it was hard to be sure Jaegan knew him at all. Brece felt no different. His buddy had been in the wilderness for over three years. He was hard-pressed to see his old friend in the border man before him now.

“I like this operation you have going here,” Jaegan started. “You’re looking as respectable as I’ve ever seen you. I like it.”

“I’m making some coin,” Brece conceded. “Friggin’ hard work to keep it going though.”

“Can’t be working too hard,” Jaegan grinned and nodded to his friend’s substantial girth resting over his lap.

“I bust my ass,” Brece told him. His tone mocked offense, and he was smiling as well. He explained he worked long hours sitting at a desk or on horseback. 

Brece admitted he had not played in the spar-rounds for nearly three years. Nor had he hiked or camped out like they had often done in their school years. He saw their friend Lars a few times a year. Lars was an instructor at the Draeka Elementary Academy and was usually busy himself.

“I’ll be seeing him when I get back from Fairlow. We’re supposed to meet for the spar-round matches in Draeka. You should come. You think I’ve got fat, wait until you see Lars.”

Jaegan agreed it sounded like a good time. Brece’s grin only widened, and he reminded his friend that the Ralispride festival was only three months away.

They started laughing again, and it remained that way for a few moments, the two friends engaged in swapping old Ralispride stories from their school days. They settled down after a while, and Jaegan grew more somber. He scratched at his beard and worried he was keeping his friend too long from his responsibilities.

“How long are you on leave?” Brece asked.

Inevitably, Jaegan had to explain what had become of his job at Lacon.

“I resigned,” he said in flat conclusion. “I retired.” He shook his head broodingly. “I lost my patience for it.”

Brece eyed his friend and reminded him how long his patience lasted. 

“The years should count for something.”

Jaegan was slow to agree. Brece decided he was bitter over the assignment. Perhaps more unsettled than he had seen his friend before. 

“Do you have a plan?” the trader asked. “You should be able to find work around here. Do you want a place to stay? My place has lots of room. I’m out of town a couple of nights a week anyway.”

Jaegan was appreciative but unwilling to commit to staying anywhere yet.

“I won’t be much fun to be around for a couple of days. I want to think things through, maybe keep to myself for a bit.” 

Brece argued half-heartedly with his friend, but to no avail.

“Still ass stubborn, I see,” Brece said. “I can lend you a key to the apartment in case you change your mind. I’ve that business in Fairlow tonight and tomorrow, but I should be back by the week’s end. Here, make me feel better. I have another.”

Jaegan accepted the key, though he did not expect to use it. He planned to get a room at a tavern in town. Rest. Drink. Unwind. Work things out.

“I just wanted to come by and say hi,” he told Brece, “let you know I’m back in town for a while. Give me a few days, and I’ll be better.” 

He was pleased with his friend’s success. An instant’s contemplation found him doubting his own accomplishments. His friend ran a thriving and profitable business. Jaegan had a stipend from the Republic that was soon to end. He did not even have a home in the townships, not since his mother had been relocated to the elder facilities in Dorilla.

As dusk was setting in, the ranger prepared to wish his friend a good evening, but his friend gave him pause.

“This place can be a little dangerous at night,” Brece said.

“What do you mean? Does the Homeguard lack for men?” 

“Not necessarily.” 

In their youth, underground factions were localized to remote areas of the commonwealth like Enriq. Brece warned that the times were changing. He personally believed at least two crime bosses were maneuvering for power in Benton alone.

Jaegan was taken aback. He presumed the League and its Homeguard divisions kept the townships decent because that was how it had always been.

“They usually do,” Brece said, “but it is not unheard of anymore for a Homeguard detail to look the other way or bypass a certain road even if the word is out that a business is being strong-armed.”

“Has this ever happened to you? Jaegan asked with a widening gaze.

“No, but I have heard it goes on.”

“I’m surprised Alvarez or one of his governors hasn’t addressed this.” 

Brece gave him a look and a frown.

“You’ve just been away a while.” 

“I remember Rishbee,” Jaegan said. “He was a nuisance to some merchants in Donora. I don’t remember what happened to him, though.”

“He’s just one,” Brece explained, his tone growing quiet, “and he’s probably not the worst of them, though I’ve heard he may have an office over at Brollo’s Depot. That’s only two streets from here.”

Jaegan swore under his breath and wondered where he was getting his information.

“There are others. Mulligan. Whitakr. Seja. Seja owned the armory in Ridgemont. He supplied the Dorian League during the campaigns against the orcs. He owned whole buildings, smithies, storehouses. He sold the armory and his estates after the war. He sort of vanished from public view. The popular opinion among the whispers that come my way suggests this Seja is the most dangerous and his operation reaches out of Donora or Enriq.”

The one-time ranger could only shake his head.

“What a mess! Especially in your occupation. I don’t claim to know a great deal about your business, but I wonder if some of the jobs you take on might compete with their interests.”

“I’ve not had any problems yet,” Brece said, “but if soldiers of the Homeguard are being paid by these people and other businesses in town are having to deal with threats and beatings, it is probably best to presume that we’ll come under their thumb eventually. I’ve operated for two years...and nobody bothers me. You see, my operation does compete with theirs. I’m buying any product I can get, in surplus quantities, anything I can resell. Recently I bought fleece in gross from a vendor out of Nordeheim. Bushels of it. Of course, you can find sheep all over the Plantations. Now I’m selling the stuff to this southland merchant, he swears he’ll make a fortune when he gets down into the Cothican Provinces.” 

“Sounds as if you need more guards,” Jaegan suggested.

“I have guards when I want them. Can I keep them from making some deal behind my back? Can I protect them if Mulligan or one of these other bastards moves against them for information about my operation?”

“Maybe you’ll have to hire me on.”  

Brece was reluctant to respond.

“For now,” he said, “I just wanted to make sure you knew things around here aren’t like they were ten years ago. The streets are clean, but sometimes they’re not.”  

Jaegan smiled in sympathy. His friend had taken long strides since their schooldays. He was building a career, though turmoil and political corruption spilled forth around him. Behind the thick cheeks and the easy smile, there was a sense of weariness in the eyes. The ranger nodded his understanding and was thinking again of his friend’s achievements compared to his own.

“You are coming with me to Draeka,” Brece told him.

Jaegan agreed, and they set a time to meet at week’s end. They spoke of Lars some more, Brece sliding into stories of himself and their common friend over the last several months.

In the end, Brece found himself hours late departing for Fairlow. The trader offered his friend the names of a few taverns he could recommend, one in particular...assuming he was stone-bent on staying there. They shook hands, then Jaegan left Big B’s Trade and his old friend to his tasks.

Jaegan spent much of the remaining evening restless and meandering along the Benton market square. Despite the time, small crowds of buyers and shoppers remained. They surrounded the little booths and unhitched wagons. Hawkers cried out their frantic bids to sell their products. Fish, corn, woodwork, finery, and gems. The former ranger found little contentment during his wanderings and instead found the dinner hours dwindling. He strode from the square in search of the tavern his friend recommended.
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​​Chapter 3: SAVANNAH
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The evening had grown late before Jaegan came upon the lodge dubbed The Grazing Stables. The inn was a three-story structure with a stone foundation, but most of its walls were built of sturdy oak. No stables were visible in the front yard, despite the inn’s name. The ranger did not need stables anyway, and he proceeded up the inn's porch.

Pushing open the swinging doors, Jaegan stepped through the entranceway into the inn's rowdy common room. Merchants sat at tables in groups, talking loudly while they ate. Commoners huddled together and laughed while partaking in ale and other spirits. Many had gear or satchels, some stacked in piles at their feet. Young girls struggled through crowds with mugs and plates of food.

Jaegan had not experienced the atmosphere of a noisy bar in a couple of years. He smiled in satisfaction...before being nudged aside by other arriving patrons. He made his way through the throng of customers that surrounded the front bar. He jockeyed for position, and inevitably, he settled with the innkeeper for a meal and three days' lodging.

He casually worked his way through the patrons until he found a table just now abandoned by a pair of hide traders. The small table was wet and dirty with clumps of food, but it looked like the only one remaining. A barmaid with stringy brown hair seemingly launched herself before him. A few swipes of a thick rag in her hand sent foam, spittle, and food fragments whirling in all directions. The table was almost clean, then she slammed his mug of ale on top. The girl flashed him a hurried smile, then hustled to another table. 

The ranger tried to relax and took in the masses of boisterous customers smothering the bar. The ranger watched for long moments...before a man emerged from the crowd, stepping deliberately toward him and his table.

The man's hair and shaggy beard were flamboyantly red and unkempt. He was cloaked in jacket and breeches made of strips of fur and different hides. His boots were woven atop with the pelt and mane of a lion or mountain cat. He wore a leather quiver strapped loosely over his back. In one hand, the man carried a great bow, in the other an open flask. The man drank from the flask and smiled amiably at Jaegan. Jaegan was unsure whether to respond.

"Mah name is Shaley," the man exclaimed cheerfully through a thick accent and moustache. "Shaley Shellcove. Ya takin' the las' table in all da city. Ah hopin' to take a seat if ya no’ mind." The man's thick accent was difficult to understand, and Jaegan found himself unable to translate in time. Did not matter as Shaley was already sitting down across from him.

"Ya wantin' some whiskey?" the stranger asked. With an easy grin, he extended the open flask to Jaegan. The ranger could smell the strong vapors rising from the bottle.

"No thanks," he said quickly.

Shaley grinned.

"What are ya drinkin' then?" The red-haired man grabbed hold of Jaegan's ale before the ranger could react. One sniff of the mug and Shaley groaned, hastily setting down the drink. "Foul beer! Ya ought no' drink the filth." A small glass appeared in the man’s hand. Presumably from his tunic, he had drawn it forth with the speed of lightning. Shaley quickly filled the glass with the darker liquid from the flask and set it before the ranger.

"Thanks, but this is not necessary." Jaegan was polite, cautious, and maybe growing a little concerned. The barmaid wrestled her way to his table with Jaegan's meal. She dropped his plate on the table. Jaegan’s wariness could only grow as the girl dropped another meal before Shaley. The stranger nodded to the girl, handing her a copper and the ranger's "foul" ale. The ranger found himself bewildered. The brunette was gone, having already spun away into a throng of standing patrons.

Shaley smiled and drank from the flask. He ate his meal without another word. After a reluctant moment, Jaegan took a drink from the glass. The spirits were mildly sweet at first, and the ranger was pleased, but then his insides flared as the burn sensation swept through him. He was left feeling numb and more soothed than he might have anticipated. The ranger's body tingled with warmth. Jaegan was surprised...and pleased.

"What in the world is this?" he asked in amazement.

Shaley explained that he made whiskey in his spare time.

Jaegan had drunk little more than a swallow; yet the whiskey left him slightly dizzy and completely at ease with the stranger.

"What happens if you drink a full glass?"

"My description ‘ll be less than da experience,” Shaley answered with a grin. "Ya be a ranger den?" The red-haired man indicated his uniform.

"Used to be," Jaegan said.

"Used to be?" Shaley repeated.

Jaegan told him briefly of his decision to resign his commission.

The wilderness man seemed unconvinced. 

"Da ranger likes to hike in da woods an’ hills. No interest in it, aye?"

"That's not what I meant," Jaegan said.

"Ya know about trackin'?"

"I do," Jaegan defended. "I just don't work for the Republic anymore."

Shaley smiled.

"But ya still be a ranger then," he said. “Republic will no’ take what ya are. A man no’ let such things happen."

"I guess so," Jaegan agreed. The stranger was calm and relaxed, and Jaegan could not discern why he had been troubled by him at first. He introduced himself and asked about the man’s occupation when not making whiskey. 

The hunter claimed to have traveled from the southlands.

"Ah be huntin' these parts a few weeks now," Shaley said. "Been in the north'en woodlands a few days. Been huntin’ all my life. Wit’ me papa in younger days, though he’s been gone long time now.”

Jaegan pondered the stranger and his words as he finished his meal.

"How long will you stay in the commonwealth?"

"No' so certain," Shaley answered and smiled again. The man’s contentment seemed an aura about him. "Does no’ matter truly, does it now? How long will ya be stayin'?"

"Who says I'm leaving?" Jaegan replied.

"Ya be a ranger," Shaley said. "Ya no' be stayin' for long, methinks."

Jaegan considered in silence. 

"I’ll be in Benton for a few more days,” the hunter continued. “After that, ah guess ah goin' elsewhere. Ah have a little place in Arthadia, may return to da shores for a spell, or maybe ah go elsewhere."

Jaegan nodded his understanding and wished him well in his travels.

"I’ll be well," Shaley said while his easy gaze took in their rugged surroundings. "Then ya no' been to the Stables before?" The red-beard smiled when the ranger shook his head.

“I’ve not been here before. A friend suggested it.”

"A good man to be sure, ya’ friend mus’ be. Stables do ya some good. I’m meetin' a trader over drinks across town in a bit. I’ll sell my skins from da last hunt. Ya stayin' here for the night, aye, then I’ll leave ya me flask. P'haps ah look in on ya sometime tomorrow evenin’."

"Okay," Jaegan agreed, "but don't leave me the flask. I'm sure..."

"Ranger," Shaley cut him off with another grin behind grizzled moustaches. “Stables be nice, but no’ so peaceful little tavern, an’ the ale be foul. Besides my bottle here, ah havin' plenty more."

Jaegan could not convince him to keep the flask. They shook hands, and the hunter waved goodbye, making his way through the enduring congestion of patrons. Jaegan watched the strange man exit through the front door. He had known Shaley for only a few minutes, but already he liked him more than most of the team he left behind at Lacon.

His meal finished, Jaegan relaxed at the table with the flask of whiskey. He poured and drank another gulp of the potent and flavorful liquor. The ranger was at ease for a time despite the noise around him. He pondered lightly what it would be like to travel with the red-haired hunter from the south. What else lay beyond the Lacon Outpost and the borderlands?

Whether the result of boding fate or blind coincidence, Treo had come to the Grazing Stables in Benton this night. The elven thief had arrived in the commonwealth the previous day. He sold the prized Mask of Tontar this morning to a collector in the open markets. Now was the time to celebrate. Treo had been carousing happily at the bar for hours.

Finding an elf in the commonwealth was not so uncommon. The Clovenwood tribes dwelt near a week’s ride south and east. The elves were a peculiar and quiet people, finding one of their kind drinking in a northland tavern was the real oddity.

The dark-haired elf had begun to relay the story of his Skadithae adventure sometime after his second mug of ale. Now that he was consuming his seventh, he had attracted an audience and had retold the story a few times. As Treo’s binge worsened, the tale grew longer.

"So anyway, the korla-beast chased me for about a mile through the woods.” Despite his bravado, Treo wondered why he bothered to share his exploits with the humans.

"I thought you said it was a tiger," a merchant said.

"No, it was some kind of jackal," another retorted.

"Wait," another said. "This beast chased you how far? A mile?" The man was doubtful. He was the newest of the audience and had not heard the tale before.

"I thought it was a mile, maybe not," Treo said, "I was running fast, and the jungles were dense. Anyway, the tribesmen scattered. I guess they figured the tiger would kill me and leave the treasure."

"Is it a tiger or a korla-beast?" the man cut in.

“What is a korla-beast?” somebody asked.

“Like a tiger, maybe,” another bothered, “but you’ll not see one near....”

"It was huge,” Treo pressed on. “I'm not sure what it was. It killed two of the tribesmen while it chased after me. Anyway, I was running through the jungles. I got lost on the trail, and the beast still came after me. I ran through the woods, and I came to a cliff. As the beast came for me, I leapt out over the cliff and caught hold of a vine from a tree that hung over. The beast fell off the cliff. I was able to climb up to the big tree before the vine could snap."

"Wait," one man broke in, "you caught hold of a...vine?"

"You lost the trail?" Another voiced his skepticism.

"Wasn’t much of a trail to begin with," Treo said, frustrated.

"You're not going to tell me you outran a korla-beast."

"Was it a korla-beast or not?" another man repeated angrily.

"What about the mask?” a skeptic asked. “You held onto it and the vine?"

The little elf was exasperated.

"Uh...I dropped the mask but found it later," Treo stammered. "I had to climb down the cliff."

"Oh, sure you did," another man snubbed him.

"What happened to the tiger?" another asked.

"Huh," Treo stuttered. "The tiger was dead. Went over the cliff."

"But you didn’t go over the cliff...cuz of a vine?”

Treo was growing angry.

"Must have been a special vine not to break," another chided.

"No, the damned vine didn't break." Treo downed what remained of the seventh ale in one determined gulp.

Not too far away from Treo and the bar, Savannah Marcelo quietly finished her late evening meal. The young woman was striking in her beauty. Her hair was dark black and curly, but not quite long as was customary with most women in the north. Her skin was smooth and dark from the sun. Many a man might dream of having her...and some had tried. One man’s overzealousness cost him his life during an encounter in Enriq a year ago.

Savannah was a mercenary, and a good one at that. She was recognized by many of the regular patrons in the Grazing Stables. The tale of her and the accidental killing in Enriq was a favorite of the locals (though only when she was not present). Many knew her by appearance, and others by reputation.

Her merchant caravan had only arrived in Benton a few hours ago. The caravan was her latest assignment; she was one of the mercenaries hired by a trader's guild in Nordeheim to guard the wagon train on its trek to the commonwealth. Republic roads were mostly safe, thanks to League patrols and the Homeguards. The road to and from Nordeheim was not, however, and had not been in many years. 

Noble bureaucrats of the Republic did not encourage trade or travel between their territory and that of Nordeheim and the Plantations. The governing regime in Nordeheim did not entirely trust the Republic. Merchants and trading bands were left to their own devices when traveling between the two lands. Rogue outfits haunted the Main Road and other avenues over the roughlands between the commonwealth and Nordeheim.

Fortunately, Savannah’s caravan arrived without incident. She and the other vanguard members were paid in Benton. She bid farewell to the other mercenaries and came alone to the Grazing Stables for dinner.

Savannah came here frequently when she was in the commonwealth. The tavern was known for its fresh food, large crowds, late nights, and drunken brawls. Savannah came for the food and wine. She also enjoyed watching the drunkards carrying on and trying to fight.

Another elf had visited the Grazing Stables this night in addition to Treo, the thief struggling with his storytelling at the bar. Unlike Treo, this elf was of the Clovenwood tribes, though to Quadray Quilikithi, the people of his homeland were called the Quilikoveyn. 

The mysterious elves of Clovenwood were a four-day journey by horse over the open plains to the east. Though allies with the commonwealth in many wars against the orcs, the elves of the eastern woodlands were a private people. Mostly gentle and at peace in their forests, they viewed the cultures of a feudal society as barbaric. They traded sparingly with the merchants from the commonwealth and the Plantations. The elven folk seldom ventured into city establishments.

Elves were reluctant to leave their homelands, though a few did so when needs arose. This elf had ventured across that threshold...and come unknowingly to the Grazing Stables. His hair was blonde and his skin fair. He wore a light blue traveling cloak over leather garb. The thin fabric of the cloak was customary attire for an elf of Clovenwood. He sat alone at a table not far from Savannah’s.

Quadray was perplexed by the cultures of the strange commonwealth humans. The elves of Quilikoveyn would not flock to rugged taverns for the simple pleasures of intoxication.

These humans lost themselves to liquor and ale. A savage culture he had discovered, one such that a beautiful woman, like the girl who sat nearby, would be forced to dine alone because the inept men around her were too busy with their spirits. Quadray was shocked by the humans' reckless abandonment of proper manners. He knew it would not be so in the Quilikoveyn.

He might have approached this girl himself, but he could not abandon the pressing business at hand. Quadray had not been in the city long, but he found himself with a dilemma, nonetheless. 

He had met a holy man by chance in the streets of Benton. Not long thereafter, he found himself offering his services. Only intending to pay his respects to the deities of the human, Quadray accepted what at the time seemed a simple task. The priest was confident the outlander would aid him. The holy man was gracious in his thanks.

A simple task. Find warriors and adventurers. Use local establishments. Inns. Taverns. Explain the expedition. The priest’s offer of silver. Recruit warriors and adventurers.

His thoughts on the encounter with the priest were vague, and though the task appeared simple, he had failed thus far. The elf was determined to keep his promise. Unfortunately, he did not really know what a commonwealth adventurer would look like. He would soon learn.

Jaegan remained comfortable at his table. He had not seen Treo, Savannah, or Quadray, for the tavern was packed with many customers and staff. He had refrained from drinking any more of Shaley's whiskey. Though the effects were soothing, Jaegan was quick to learn that the whiskey was quite potent.

One other patron in the Grazing Stables deserves mention. The boy Riddich was little more than a child, yet he seemed experienced enough to enjoy a festive jaunt in the bar. His slender build and childish antics had attracted a pair of young ladies. Riddich sat at the corner of the bar talking merrily with the pretty girls. They were enticed by his boyish good looks and mischievous dark eyes. His playful manner put the two girls at ease, and by his smiles, he clearly enjoyed their company. Riddich launched into another volley of witty jokes to further enthrall them.

The girls were drawn in by his innocent grin, and they could not help but accept his drinks. They gasped in laughter while the dark-haired boy wobbled atop his barstool. Riddich greedily looked forward to the later hours of the night.

"Was it a korla-beast or not?" a drunken commoner shouted. The little thief was furious that these fools would not leave him alone.

"I don't know what it was!" Treo cried.

"So, where is this golden mask?" another questioned.

"I sold it! I told you it wasn’t golden." 

"Oh, you don't even have it, this treasure you claim you stole."

“Where’s the silver?”

“I’m not showing you the...”

"He didn't steal any precious treasure."

"An elf stealing from elves?" one man said doubtfully.

"He leaps over a cliff, and the vine don't break." One man burst out laughing. Treo’s patience had grown terribly short. Another man started laughing at the elf's ill-fetched story.

"He outruns some beast for miles through the jungles!" Another group of commoners burst out in laughter. Treo was enraged.

"Was it a korla-beast or not?!"

Treo trembled in a fury and reeled backward. The crazed elf thrust the nearby drunkard a smashing fist to his face. The senseless commoner toppled backward into the crowd and crashed to the ground. Luckily, his was not the worst way to end an evening at The Grazing Stables. 

The man's friend was the taller of the two, with slicked-back hair and biceps to accentuate his exposed arms and colorful tattoos. The man was surely a match for the elf. He pushed forward to break the little thief. Treo kicked his bar chair away, the wooden stool cracking into his attacker's groin. Grasping arms missed the elf; the tall man groaned as he slipped to the floor to gather himself.

A third man, balding and red in the cheeks, grabbed hold of the elf from behind. Treo was flung into the crowd. Patrons scattered or were bowled over as the elf was thrown to the ground. Quickly, he reeled back to his feet as the red-faced man and others approached from the bar. Treo swung at Red Cheeks, the man lunging forward. The elf's attack was reckless. The stubby man hit Treo hard in the stomach. The elf groaned in pain, and Red Cheeks shoved him backward. Treo fell, crashing hard into a nearby bar table. The table broke in two, and the elf tumbled to the ground with the debris. A fist of commoners unsteadily approached the table, Red Cheeks among them. They were ready to finish the thief off and perhaps even take the reward if it was real and on his person; the reward the elf claimed to have earned for the sale of some rare artifact.

Savannah stood up angrily. Her table was ruined, her veal and fresh salad greens lay scattered about the floor, and she had lost her wine.

Drunken commoners ganging up on Treo found themselves in an unexpected predicament. Their prey lay at the feet of a breathtaking figure of a woman. Cold eyes dared them to step closer.

Maybe these men had not recognized her in the smoky haze of the common room. Most of them were keyed up on liquor and the thief’s bogus tale. A fifth man, a stranger with greasy hair and a bony face, had been ogling Savannah since she first sat down with her wine. While they nudged closer, the men did have one advantage: numbers over the pretty girl and the fallen thief.

A bit of hunger in his gaze, the ogler moved against the girl first; four drunk fellows came after. The greasy man came on a bit too quickly, and Savannah hit him square in the jaw. The ogler spewed blood and flailed about. 

The next two assailants plodded forward to grasp and pull her to them. One fellow’s hair was blonde; the other’s was black but longer; both men were bleary-eyed. Their attacks were almost oafish; she side-stepped the first, then maneuvered quickly. Her knee slammed into the groin of the black-haired man. He went down groveling and offering strange sounds of dismay. 

Savannah whirled about to keep the next two foes another step away. The blonde man staggered and swung at her with a fist. She ducked easily, then struck him a blow to his lower body that took the man’s breath away. In an instant, she seized his momentum and tumbled him over her. The distressed blonde fellow landed on his back with an unpleasant thud. 

The tall brawler from the bar and Red Cheeks remained still. The greasy ogler with the bloodied face wanted another go as well. As one, they lost their senses and drew daggers. Customers pushed away hurriedly to avoid the fight.

Jaegan was nearly toppled backward by the rush of scattering patrons. He could not see through the gathering crowd, but he knew there was an ensuing fight. He moved forward, slowly making his way through the throng of commoners, looking on eagerly for signs of the melee.

Quadray had seen his wounded kinsman...and now the woman standing alone against three armed men. The elf stood up quickly and drew his short sword.

The three men attacked Savannah in a drunken wave. The agile girl avoided the tall man's knife, and she shoved the bloodied aggressor away from her. The third fellow was the squat man, bald with cheeks glistening in perspiration. Red Cheeks barreled into her, his dagger missing, but the momentum thrust them back into the crowd.

Quadray launched himself at the tall and muscular knifemen rebounding from an engagement with the woman. Though an excellent archer, he was not nearly so skilled with a sword. Quadray moved with surprising agility, yet he missed wildly with his arcing blade. The two men circled in melee, the taller of them grinning as if he perceived an advantage. 

The last of the knifemen was the zealot Savannah had already bloodied. Ogling at beautiful young women was no longer sustainable. The madman lunged after Savannah and Red Cheeks, the two wrestling through the crowd of patrons. One man, unaware, was knocked over, and another onlooker sliced across the arm as Red Cheeks struggled to overcome Savannah with his dagger. Savannah shoved another patron backward and crashed into Jaegan, the ranger blindsided as he reached the opening in the crowd. Jaegan was propelled into two other men.

Several of the commoners around the bar had been awaiting their opportunity. Jorgy and Buck were among the patrons who knew fights broke out here once or twice a week. The Homeguard would eventually show up to arrest those who drew weapons without cause, as well as those too inebriated to be fighting in the first place. These would be the poor souls responsible for any damage to Paolo’s bar. The barkeeper kept a contractor on call because his windows were broken a few times every month. 

Harvy and Wodge liked to get into the action as well, though Wodge lost a couple of teeth last time he was in town. He got himself arrested once and shared in the cost of repairs on at least two occasions. Wodge tended to get excited when he came into town to see his pal. 

Jorgy and Buck debated targets. They could plead to the Homeguard that they were defending the girl. The two drunkards clanked mugs in a toast to their cleverness. They each drained their ale, then launched themselves into the fray. Jorgy and Buck attacked Red Cheeks. Harvy and Wodge reacted in outrage when Jaegan was shoved into them; the two men started swinging at the ranger. The tall, tattooed fellow was fighting Quadray near the bar. Two other men were wrestling with the bloodied nutter for his dagger. Reputation held true; it was a good night at the Grazing Stables.

Riddich, the dark-haired youth, sprang away from the bar to the rear exit reserved for staff. The two women he abandoned cried out in hysterics as combat broke out around them. Riddich was in the alley before anyone could notice. The boy moved stealthily through the outside darkness. He lingered in the shadows, his dark eyes fixed on the tavern's dimly lit window.

Jaegan took a blow to the gut before knocking Harvy away from him. The drunken brawler swerved into Savannah’s path. The mercenary’s swift kick to the chin ended Harvy’s night. 

The man with biceps and a dagger laughed as the elf of Clovenwood missed poorly with his short sword a second and third time. The blade became stuck in the side of the bar; Quadray abandoned it and adeptly escaped the tall man’s reach and his whirling, sharp knife. Quadray leapt up and rolled over the bar to elude his opponent’s return thrust, then the pale elf drew his bow.

Jaegan wrestled with a persistent Wodge. The patron swung fists wildly at the ranger. Jaegan stepped backward, avoiding the attack. He did not want to hurt the man. Not far, Red Cheeks with the dagger had fallen upon lesser morals. Jorgy and Buck came to rue their cleverness. Buck lay in a crouch on the ground while he groped at his trousers where the blood seeped through. Deluded and mad, Red Cheeks lashed out with his short blade at Jorgy, the unclever fellow suddenly in dire straits. The poor wretch was without a weapon. Stabbed through the chest, Jorgy went down. The stout-built knifeman pivoted to find a path to the girl. Instead, he found himself caught up in the melee with Jaegan and Wodge.

Other skirmishes had started up as well around the bar. Across the room and near the window facing the alley, a group of men were launching the bloodied knifeman, minus his actual weapon. An initial antagonist, he had lusted after the girl at first sight. He had been drunk enough to think he could wrestle her into the alley with a bit of help. Now the greasy fellow was half-conscious when they threw him through the window. He crash-landed in the alley in a heap amid broken glass.

Riddich sprang forward out of the darkness. His grin was menacing as his daggers drove into the ogler’s chest. The dark-haired boy was soon rummaging through his belongings and searching for hidden money.

Treo came to his senses, where he lay sprawled on the Grazing Stables barroom floor. He gazed dizzily at the fights unfolding about him. 

What had happened? 

He stumbled forward toward the front door. One could admit his sense of balance was impressive despite his state of intoxication. Patrons were fighting all around him, yet he was able to weave his way. He might even have made it out the door...had two commoners not slammed into him while struggling to rip each other apart.

Jaegan dodged a slashing blade from Red Cheeks, the man spinning toward him. The ranger saw the glint of steel and moved quickly to disarm the drunkard. He left himself open to Wodge, the brawler still struggling to land his punches. The fellow bludgeoned Jaegan in the face. Dazed, the ranger could not keep hold of Red Cheeks or his blade.

Treo stumbled dizzily before the two battling patrons had a hold of him. They beat up on the thief again and threw him into another pack of combatants, Jaegan, Wodge, and the knifeman.

Red Cheeks wrestled free and reeled about, stabbing at the ranger. Jaegan was too late to reach for his sword. The body of the thief came from nowhere. Stout Red Cheeks went sprawling to the floor, and he lost his blade in the collision. 

The ranger looked about to find the last of his combatants yearning to box his lights out. He decked Wodge across the chin with the blunt side of his sword, and the man dropped in a heap.

Savannah tumbled into the center of the barroom. Tables were splintered or thrust aside long ago. A commoner turned to strike the mercenary. Her fist cracked against the man’s nose, blood bursting forth as the man hit the ground. 

Quadray shot two arrows into the leg of the once-intimidating man with tattoos. He howled in pain and shock, and he fell backwards to keep the deadly archer away. He ended too close to the girl. With an agile turn, she tripped the wounded man at his ankles. Injured and without balance, the man with biceps fell again.

Battles continued. New melees sprouted among the remaining participants. Men were grappling with Treo. The ranger moved to assist but was knocked over by a commotion of bodies. Treo was unsteady, wounded, and then senseless as three men carried him awkwardly across the tavern room. Jaegan grabbed hold of the nearest combatant in his way and slammed him in the face. The man fell unconscious, and Jaegan came to his feet. He looked urgently about the frenzied barroom of enraged combatants, drunken patrons, and unmoving bodies. Finally, he saw the small elf that had saved him and was in time to watch the body being thrown ruthlessly through the broken window. The ranger lunged forward, enraged. He threw himself at one of the last brawlers and felled him with his body. Jaegan rebounded off the toppling man and dashed out the front door. Fear gnawed at him. Was the elf alive? Had the fall through the window killed him?

Treo was unconscious by the time he crashed to the ground in the alley.  Riddich lurked near the body slain by his hand. He had found the man's silver in a pouch concealed in the bloodied tunic. The sinister boy peered eagerly through the shadows at the fallen elf nearby. He remembered listening to him earlier. The tale of the prized artifact. The thief had sold it for a nice sum of money. Whether or not the story was true, Riddich was keenly aware of the elf spending his coin lavishly through the evening. Even in the darkness, he could see the small sack strapped tightly to the elf's belt.

Riddich sprang forward, intending to gut the unconscious thief and take for himself a thick pouch of silver. In time, Riddich heard the footsteps of the ranger running toward them in the darkened alley. Not looking back, the boy sliced the pouch freely at Treo's waist and bolted down the alley.

Jaegan could see little of the rogue fleeing into the shadows. He turned instead and moved quickly to the elf. The pale little man was still alive. The ranger checked the other man, confirming he was indeed dead. In the distance, he could hear the harness bells and horses of the Benton guards, soon to visit the Grazing Stables. The tardiness of the guards dwelled on him, and he recalled Brece’s words from the afternoon. Jaegan picked up the elf and carried him gingerly into the tavern.

The bar fight inside was essentially over, Savannah the only combatant still standing in the barroom. Most commoners avoiding the brawl had cleared out. A few remained, men and women both. They were huddled in fright beneath tables and booths along the tavern’s wall opposite the steps. All fighting patrons had fled or been defeated. Most lay scattered about the floor.

The elven archer stood in awe of the beautiful woman, remaining with bodies lying all around. Savannah glared at him, and Quadray realized his bow was still drawn. He lowered the weapon and bowed politely to the woman. She threw the elf a quick, dazzling smile that weakened his knees. Turning from the elf abruptly, Savannah walked up to the barkeeper, crouching at the other end of the bar counter with two frightened barmaids. 

"Did you save me a room, Paolo?" she asked lightly as the man slowly came to his feet.

"Your usual, aye," the barkeeper stammered nervously. “I have it ready.”  He was trembling as he handed the young woman a key to one of the rooms upstairs.

"Thanks," she said with a grin. She pointed to one of the unmoving bodies. "That one is dead, I think.”

“I think so too,” Paolo said.

“One of the louts with the daggers got him." She pointed to another that lay in the corner. “That red ass, I think.” She pointed at another body. “I'm not sure about him. I hit him pretty hard.”

“Aye, you did.”

“If the guards have any questions, I'll be up in time for breakfast. I’ll be expecting some fresh blueberries with those hot cakes." 

“I know it so.” 

Paolo’s bar girls gaped at her.

Jaegan entered the tavern carrying the wounded elf. Paolo, Savannah, and Quadray turned to see him standing at the bar's entrance.

"Is he okay?" Savannah asked. She remembered the elf being overwhelmed by the same fools who had attacked her.

"I think so," Jaegan said. "Does he have a room?" Paolo shook his head. The ranger nodded in understanding. "Guess I'll put him in mine."

Savannah was indifferent and dismissed them. 

“Goodnight, Paolo,” she grinned and climbed the stairs to her room above.

“Aye,” the proprietor muttered his reply.

The hearts of three men raced for an instant. The jet-black curls and dark eyes could set a man dancing. 

Quadray was indecisive behind the bar. The woman he had hoped to save had all but ignored him.

"My pardon," Quadray said uncertainly as he stepped from around the counter. "May I be of some assistance?" Horse bells were clattering noisily outside. Benton guards were dismounting, others hurrying into the tavern with stern gazes and weapons drawn.

"There’s no need," Paolo said, having regained his composure. "The men will resolve the matter. These will be charged for disorderly conduct." He indicated several patrons lying unconscious about the room. "There will be fines for damages to the window and my bar. If anyone else is dead, there could be questions to answer later. I doubt you are at fault. My boys will arrive in an hour or so. They clean my place up. We are accustomed to these sorts of incidents.”

“Incidents?” Jaegan exclaimed. "You have a dead man in the alley. I saw the murderer run away before I could do anything. He might have killed this elf if I hadn’t shown up."

The barkeeper nodded. Paolo recognized the faint insignia on Jaegan's uniform. He nodded to the guards and spoke formally to Jaegan.

"Forgive me, sir. No disrespect intended. What has occurred has occurred before. We’re accustomed to this sort of disturbance; that is all.”

One of the guards stepped forward. 

“We’ll talk this out with the innkeeper. If there are questions for you, they can wait until the morning.” He eyed the ranger and the elf he carried with sympathy. “You and your burden should get some sleep.”

Paolo looked warily at the elven archer. 

"You drew weapons, aye.” A few of the guards looked troubled to hear these tidings. “You may be held accountable for damages as well."

"I beg your pardon," Quadray countered in dismay. "I merely came to the aid of the woman. I had not intended to harm any of these people. I would certainly not kill."

Jaegan had begun up the stairs with the unconscious thief in his arms.

"I doubt the guards mean you any harm, friend,” the ranger advised from the stair landing. “Besides,” he added while motioning to Paolo, “they are ‘accustomed’ to this sort of thing.” With a final good night, Jaegan abandoned the common room.

"I shall certainly answer what questions are asked of me," Quadray announced to the guards. "I would not think of fleeing."

Despite his goodwill, the elf of Clovenwood was soon frustrated that he needed to stay the night at The Gazing Stables when he already had lodgings at the Picantal Inn in the southern district. Quadray was insulted, but he was of the Quilikoveyn; rage was not in his nature. He was in a foreign land. He would abide by their rules.

The matter settled, Quadray was soon reaching for coins in exchange for a room. Paolo and the Benton guards were left to sift through the drunk, the wounded, and the dead. Defeated patrons, whether unconscious or alive, were arrested and fined. True to the proprietor’s word, the bar was cleaned and scrubbed down by the man’s late-night servants. His contractor had already been sent for; the alley window would be replaced before the next evening shift. Come morning, one might not know there had been a huge brawl the previous night in the Grazing Stables.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 4: QUADRAY
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Jaegan came awake early the next morning. He bathed in the inn’s facilities down the hall and changed into a clean outfit of leather and breeches. His ranger jacket was not too dirty, so he slid it on over his tunic. Maybe he would buy something in town to replace it.

He checked on the small elf lying on the floor in a bundled heap with most of the bed’s blankets. Aside from a few bruises, he looked well enough. The stranger still asleep, Jaegan chose to let him be. He scribbled a note introducing himself and stating that he could be found in the common room below.

The ranger went downstairs. Paolo was ever present and preparing the morning meal for his guests. A barmaid had arrived for the first shift. Paolo had the girl hustling between tables, serving drinks, and taking orders. A dozen customers were scattered about the tavern room, they, in addition to the handful of Homeguard officers still lingering about and conducting their investigation. One of their unhappier subjects was the Clovenwood elf from last night’s fight.

The innkeeper motioned Jaegan to the members of the Homeguard. The ranger ordered an iced water from Paolo and politely sat through the questions of the guards. The interview ended hassle-free. Not so for the fair-haired elf, for he had drawn and fired his bow in the bar fight. Quadray was embarrassed, but eventually he agreed to pay the five silver coins he was fined. Jaegan inquired of the attractive girl who had nearly single-handedly ended the brawl. The guards claimed to have talked to her over an hour ago.

Overall, only two people had died in the fight. The alley assassin was still at large. Three of the barroom patrons were held in custody. Charges of murder were pending against the stout Red Cheeks. The guards informed Jaegan that the commoner was a habitual addict whose drugs of choice were far more destructive than smoke and drink. He went mad in the brawl and attacked Jaegan and others, slaying a man with his knife. The fool’s life was over. Dorian law was strict. Red Cheeks would be detained for the rest of his life in the vermin-infested dungeons of Dorilla. Someday, whether tomorrow, next week, or months from now, Red Cheeks would hang for the crime.

Having all the required information, the Benton guards departed. Jaegan and the other customers of the Stables were allowed to eat breakfast in peace.

Jaegan chose the same table from the previous night and took a seat. The barmaid approached to take the ranger’s order. The girl was starry-eyed with red hair and freckled cheeks. Embarrassed, Jaegan stumbled through a simple breakfast order. The barmaid smiled sweetly and said his meal would be ready in minutes. She left the ranger reluctantly.

The elf watched him from the bar before approaching his table. The foreigner wore the same blue cloak over his leather traveling garb. He appeared uncomfortable as he drew near. Jaegan could not help noticing the man had abandoned his bow and quiver, at least for breakfast.

The elf was hesitant and not sure how to greet the bearded man. Finally, he introduced himself as Quadray and asked to join his table.

Jaegan was obliging, and shortly after, the barmaid arrived with trays of food. The ranger ate grilled strips of ham and potato wedges; the elf was served fruit and greens.

"I am unaccustomed to the ways of the commonwealth people," Quadray admitted after a time. "I did not intend to cause such a problem with my bow."

"You didn't," Jaegan said. “The brawl was out of hand long before then.”

They talked for a time about their weapons. He knew he was not as accomplished at archery as the elf and was quick to be complimentary. The elf seemed pleased.

“My people fashion our bows from the young bark of aspen willows,” Quadray said, “the bark can be peeled away without endangering the tree.”

“Aspen willows?”

“They are unique to the Quilikoveyn, the land you name Clovenwood. The wood is remarkable, and it does not degrade.” Quadray smiled fondly in memory. “The bark of an aspen willow is said to have life of its own.” 

The elf was quiet for a time while he drank his berry juice and reflected. Once they finished breakfast, Quadray talked more about his home in Clovenwood and the tranquility of its people. No over-indulging of liquors or brawls with ruffians and broken windows. Jaegan tried to assure him that it would not be like that everywhere in the commonwealth. He inquired how long the elf had been away from his homeland.

"Little more than a week," Quadray replied meekly. "This is my first journey away from the Quilikoveyn. I have passed my one hundred and fourth nameday. Yes, I am older than most common folk, but I am young for my people. My family felt I should observe what is beyond the borders of our forests. Of course, I could not know that I would already be missing my home as I am. Mine are a wonderful people." He paused, and his pale gaze was almost despondent. “Strange, my family did not believe I could so soon appreciate my own."

Jaegan thought he appreciated his people just fine, and he said as much. The barmaid swept upon them again. She cleared their plates and refilled their glasses, then departed as swiftly as she had come, though first flashing a wanting smile and a wink over her shoulder for the ranger. She was soon out of sight, her steps carrying her toward a crowded booth of arriving patrons. 

Jaegan found his thoughts wandering after her. He gathered himself, then looked at the elf in apology. The elf’s thoughts seemed to stray as well, for he did not notice the lull in their talk. Again, the sadness in the man’s pale gaze showed. Doubtful he and Jaegan were thinking about the same thing. Soon enough, the elf had snapped back to attention.

"But there are surely other places of beauty in the realm."

Jaegan nodded his agreement.

"The Vanders stretch north beyond the Lacon Outpost. I've made the climb several times. Quite a sight, really." The ranger spoke of the mountains for a time, if only to stir the elf from his melancholy mood. He talked of other places you could reach from his borderland outpost to find an inspiring view of the land. Inevitably, he gave the elf a brief account of his former occupation. When he was through, Quadray took advantage of his opportunity.

“I have recently been employed by a holy man,” he declared. “I have been asked to find others who might travel with us on an expedition."

"A holy man?"

Quadray exclaimed that he met the man in the streets two days ago.

“He seeks protection on a journey to the Valarchian forests."

Jaegan whistled in surprise.

"The Valarchian?" Jaegan repeated. He had not journeyed to the distant woodlands before. Few northerners had. The remote forests of the Valarchian spanned the borders of the Gelin Sea and constituted the southern borders of the northlands. Nevertheless, he had heard countless rumors describing strange predators lurking within the dark forests. The animals of the Valarchian were reputed to be ferocious. Many were the tales told to frighten children. Despite the mysteries of the land, Jaegan did recall one fact.

"Aren't there elven tribes somewhere in the Valarchian?"

"Yes," Quadray replied, "in the common tongue, they are simply named the Valarchian elves. They reside in the eastern forests. Of course, the tribes typically avoid interaction with other societies, even the Quilikoveyn, I am sorry to say. I believe my employer wishes to avoid the elves. What he seeks may be found further west and deep in the jungles."

Of the little knowledge Jaegan knew of the Valarchian, he knew even less of its jungles. Nothing but ill rumors.

"What does a priest want with the Valarchian jungles?" Jaegan asked almost to himself. Though he liked the elf well enough, he had decided the poor fellow might be a bit naive.

"He is a healer," Quadray began. “He believes an herb grows within the jungles, an herb that can be beneficial to his medicines."

"Sounds reasonable enough," Jaegan observed. "Assuming you like the idea of venturing into the dark unknown. Didn’t the poet Morpheles sing about the Valarchian? Something about Hell’s gates resting...”

“...in Valarchian brambles,” the elf finished for him and nodded his understanding. “I am familiar with many works of the human Morpheles. His melodic ballads are a centerpiece even among my people. It is unusual for a human to speak with such words of passion and grace.”

Jaegan had a dry gaze, but he did not rebuke him for his bias. He thought the expedition was particularly risky, and he told the elf as much. Was the priest offering a wage worth the danger?

Quadray was neither defensive nor overly concerned with the wages.

“My worship is not to him or to his deities,” he exclaimed, “but he is a lordly man...and in my view that is enough cause to offer my services. He has promised to pay for mine and any others I recruit. He will dedicate two hundred coins in silver to each person for the three-week expedition."

"Not bad," Jaegan replied in surprise. The ranger could not deny growing interested, and he wondered aloud how many men he had recruited thus far.

Quadray was embarrassed, even apologetic...and Jaegan had his answer.

“Unfortunately,” the elf conceded, “I am at a disadvantage...and unaccustomed to the commonwealth people. Of course,” he added hurriedly, “I only began my search for other participants yesterday."

Jaegan was amused. He could not fathom how this employer expected Quadray to accomplish this task. Surely, he knew the elf was a stranger to the commonwealth.

“He gave no mention of it,” the elf said once asked. “He expressed great confidence in me.”

Jaegan asked other questions regarding the employer, but the apologetic elf was befuddled. Meeting the man at all had been unexpected, and he did not even recall his name. Quadray described the man as tall as any human he had seen before, heavyset, and wearing the thick brown robes of his profession. 

“His words overwhelmed me,” the elf admitted.

Becoming dubious, the ranger’s eyes grew wide.

“You met him in the streets?”

Quadray’s tone was dejected; he knew the truth.

“I was not prepared to meet him. I know that now.”

Jaegan leaned back in his chair and considered doubtfully. He took a long drink from the water glass.

“What will you do if you can't find any others to go along?”

Quadray had made his pledge. If need be, he would travel alone with the man. The ranger warned him that such a decision might be unwise.

The archer was resolute and said he would not give up the search.

"Might you know,” the elf started carefully, “where I might find men skilled who could have an interest in this expedition?"

Jaegan was thoughtful while he grinned at the elf’s ploy. He asked when the employer intended to depart and was told before the week’s end. Jaegan could not dismiss the intrigue of exploring the Valarchian, assuming the priest could validate the silver he was promising. Quadray was a nice enough fellow despite the lack of wits. Maybe he could talk the hunter he met last night into joining on.

"I might come with you. Of course, I'd prefer we had some additional help. I'm sure you don't really want to travel into those jungles alone."

The elf was quick to agree that he did not. Jaegan told his companion he would ask around in hopes of finding others capable of accompanying them.

"You will join me then?" Quadray asked with excitement he could not suppress.

"Yeah," Jaegan smiled as he rubbed at his beard. "I think maybe I'll go with you." He would debate later whether he heard the wailing protests of his subconscious.

"Where are you going?" Savannah asked of them as she crossed from the tavern's entrance to the bar. The mercenary dined earlier before setting out for a light workout in town. Savannah’s garb was akin to what she wore last night, though she was without the jacket this morning. Her arms and shoulders, damp from perspiration, were bare and dark from the sun.

Holding the attention of most in the bar, the mercenary placed a quick order for sweet water with the tavern girl and then walked up to the men's table as if it were hers. Quadray looked flabbergasted. Jaegan had not drawn a breath since she first spoke.

The woman’s dark hair was wet as well and scattered with thick curls cascading over her shoulders. She was trim and athletic; she may have been the most beautiful woman either man had ever seen.

"You were here last night," Jaegan declared awkwardly. Foolish to say, but it was all he could think of.

"So were you," Savannah noted pleasantly.

"I am Quadray," the elf announced, standing courteously at the woman’s approach.

"Savannah," the girl returned. "Where's your bow?" The girl's manner was chiding, and she snatched the elf’s chair and sat at their table. Judging from the changing color of his face, Quadray might have been choking. 

Jaegan grinned, scratched his beard, and then drank from the empty water glass. Had the tavern girl vanished? He scratched fervently again.

The elf recovered and borrowed a chair from the table adjacent to them. He took a seat and answered her question, the ranger had long forgotten.

"After the trouble last night, I felt it prudent to leave my weapon in the chambers provided by the keeper of this establishment."

Savannah smiled and teased him for getting beaten on before he could draw.

"I beg your pardon," Quadray responded as if wounded. Jaegan could not quench his smile. Who was she, this girl who had single-handedly overwhelmed the fight last night and now sat leisurely at their table? She chatted with them as if they were on familiar ground, though she seemed to take joy in needling the polite elf.

In time, Jaegan came to Quadray’s aid. He said he was impressed by her skills during the late-night brawl.

Savannah thanked him with a dismissive smile. 

"You got some licks in, and some in return if I remember right.”

Jaegan rubbed at his beard and said nothing. Savannah went on, telling them how she enjoyed visiting this tavern when she was in town and why.

They talked for several minutes more. They learned she was a mercenary for hire living in the Nordeheim city-state. She rode with a merchant caravan out of the Plantations to Benton at least once a month. 

Initially, Quadray had difficulty understanding the concept. How could this wonderful human girl be forced into such a dirty occupation?

"Come out of the woods, elfling," she ridiculed him when his nonsense grew too much. "I can do what I want."

The men were silent for a time, Jaegan being careful, the Clovenwood elf brooding over the quality of life forced on the women of this land. 

Savannah left the table without a word, hopefully only going to the bar for a refill. The tavern girl reappeared to serve her drink. She wore a pouting look and did not acknowledge the ranger’s table or his empty glass.

Savannah returned, and they talked a while longer about her work as a bodyguard. The elf listened in fascination. Horror and fascination.

The conversation turned when she recognized the insignia on Jaegan’s jacket. They spoke for a time about the ranger outposts again, Jaegan inevitably revealing to her all that he had already said to Quadray.

“You are the Lae T’ausz,” the elf said to him. “In the language of my kinsmen, it is the name of the bordermen. Honorable men. My kindred have met the rangers before at a place on the northern borders of the forests.”

Jaegan knew the place as the Solinari outpost.

Savannah and the men talked longer before Quadray formally asked her about the mission he was undertaking and if she would be willing to join. He spoke what he knew of his employer. The holy man was looking for medicinal herbs that could be found somewhere in the remote jungles. The priest would pay two hundred in silver for three weeks' service of anyone Quadray hired on.

Savannah pondered for an instant before she rose from the table. She told the men their expedition sounded interesting, her smile bashful and fake.

“If I stay interested, I'll come back here to find you." Without further goodbyes, she left the two men in her stride for the front door. She was soon stepping out into the morning, and the two men left to dwell on her parting.

"In the Quilikoveyn, the women are equally unpredictable,” Quadray mused, “but not in such a spirited manner."

Jaegan told him he should feel fortunate if she signed on. Quadray was pleased to have Jaegan’s help, but he did not expect Savannah to ultimately join. The hopelessness of his task started to eat at him again. The ranger had a few ideas of where to look for recruits. He told Quadray he wanted to talk first with the wounded little stranger he had taken in overnight.

“Afterwards,” Jaegan said with a grin, “we should check out the arena. See who is competing in the spar-rounds. We might find some recruits there."

The little elf in Jaegan’s quarters still slept. He looked pale and haggard, lying sprawled on the floor in the blankets the ranger loaned him. Short-cropped black hair was ragged and dirty like his breeches and cloak. A night’s sleep on the hard, cold floor had not performed miracles.

Jaegan knelt and gently prodded until the stranger came awake. The twisted grimace on Treo’s face told the tale. The elf endured a headache that split his thoughts. He flexed muscles in his body only to suffer the protest of aching limbs. Morale did not improve when he found himself under the gaze of a bearded human.

“Where am I?” Treo muttered quickly. His eyes struggled against the bright morning light of the undraped window.

“You are still at the tavern,” the ranger said. Jaegan offered his name and reminded the elf he had been found in an alley after last night’s brawl.

Treo rustled through the haze in his head to overcome the migraine and recall the details. He remembered drinking with those merchants. They were a miserable bunch, and he remembered wanting to throttle the lot of them. He recalled a sixth mug of ale...but little more.

His silver!

The thief groped furiously for the bag that contained his payment for the Mask of Tontar. He was soon glaring at the bearded man.

The ranger filled in some of the details, even admitting he glimpsed Treo’s attacker before he fled. He said the assailant had already slain another before cutting his bag free and fleeing into the night.

“The Benton guard has my statement and probably a dozen others,” Jaegan told him sympathetically. “They have a description of this robber. You know they will catch him before long.”

Treo spent weeks plotting the heist of the Skadithae artifact, all for nothing. The elf struggled to sit up. The bruises on his shoulders responded, and Treo groaned in pain. He rolled over and pulled the covers closer to him. Treo was exhausted, aching, and furious. He wanted to sleep. Hopefully, tomorrow, wake up somewhere else.

“I’ve bought you a meal whenever you’re ready for it,” Jaegan offered, “also a room for a night. I’ve set it up with the innkeeper downstairs. He’ll give you the key when you come down.”

The elf was bitter, and fatigue wore on him; and despite the human’s gratitude, Treo did not trust him. The elf pulled some of the blankets away to see the human better. Acts of kindness were not customary among the ‘common folk’ he had known in his travels.

“In your debt then,” the elf conceded, and he finally introduced himself.

The ranger suggested Treo may have saved him at one point in the brawl. He was only too glad to help the elf in return.

The little elf prodded his pillow to a more comfortable position.

“I’ll get you back,” the elf muttered, “maybe even tonight.”

Jaegan reassured him he would be fine. He readied to depart and nodded to the heap in the corner, where a pile of the elf’s belongings lay.

Treo looked surprised at first. He patted himself beneath the covers, waist and legs. Some of his daggers were missing. Treo again sat up, alarmed. He gazed hungrily at his gear in the corner.

“Don’t worry,” Jaegan assured him, “I stashed some of your knives and stuff in that backpack you wore. They didn’t look comfortable to sleep with.” 

Treo wanted to believe him, but had Jaegan discovered he was a thief by trade?

“I guess you’re no merchant,” the ranger said.

“Good guess,” Treo replied with disinterest. The elf lay back and stretched beneath the blankets, his eyes casual. Could he get to his pack before the human drew arms on him? Treo could kill him if he had to. Daggers still hidden within his trousers were within reach. He preferred not to. The stranger had been kind. Better to flee...

“I figure,” the ranger continued talking as if unaware, “if somebody wielding a bunch of knives can get through a bar brawl without using one, then I need to be impressed. Could be more to you than meets the eye, yeah?”

“Your point?” the elf countered. Muscles in his arms and legs protested, but he could spring clear of the man if he had to.

Briefly, Jaegan explained the specifics of Quadray’s assignment and the payment forthcoming in silver. Treo did not need to hear more. The expedition would solve his sudden financial woes.

Treo told Jaegan he would accompany them if his friend would take him on. The ranger assured him, Quadray would be happy to oblige. Treo promised to meet them in the barroom that night. Satisfied, the ranger departed, leaving the elf alone to be miserable and hopefully recuperate.

The sky over Benton was a blue sea with thick clouds that seemed to sail the morning horizon. A wafting breeze blew through the township, but it did not accompany the brisk chill that was common for the northlands this late in the year. Savannah guessed it would be a good day for business. Much like herself, many of the commonwealth folk had taken to the streets.

Coaches passed on the roads, some more hurriedly than others. Crowds of commoners rushed across cobblestone roads during the few breaks in traffic. Boys peddled the week’s journal on the street corner, others juggled or sold gadgets for pennies on the sideway.

The mercenary had scratched her plans for the day. She had intended to relax in the commonwealth for nearly a week. She knew a rancher in Barri she had not seen in a while. She also had a couple of friends living in Dorilla.

Her employer out of Nordeheim was a crusty old trader named Guthry. He gave her work when she wanted it. Undoubtedly, he was holding a spot for her on the security detail returning to Nordeheim next week. It did not matter whether she planned to accompany him or not. 

Guthry’s trade routes were mainly between the Plantations and the ports of Arthadia. On seldom occasions, he transported cargo to the commonwealth townships and restocked with metals and ores mined out of the Vanders. Savannah knew old Guthry used the ore trade as a ruse. He could acquire more profitable materials from the overseas vessels docking in Arthadia. 

Savannah knew Guthry had a mistress in Fairlow. When she pestered him over it, Guthry only rasped and waved it off, usually tugging at a thick cigar and saying ‘his fool woman’ needed time away from him. Savannah had seen the mistress once at a ways station near Benton. A librarian, Guthry had said. Savannah thought she was an old hag. Guthry laughed and said he ‘liked her that way.’

The mercenary girl from Nordeheim bought a journal from the common boy and strode through the streets. Savannah knew her way around the township, having been to Benton and Barri many times with Guthry’s vanguard. She crossed the roads at her leisure, sometimes lingering at the curb with the open paper while others hustled frantically past her onto the cobblestone. She caught many gazes no matter where she went. Men faltered in their steps, and heads turned atop passing wagons. One man lost the reins and then his wits. His team of four horses burst into a gallop, the man’s carriage rumbled down the way amidst cries of startled men and squealing mounts.

Savannah knew her appeal. Some of the men she encountered she found amusing. Others needed broken bones. She had not bathed today despite the morning workout some hours ago, yet they still openly gawked at her. Men could be a pathetic lot...at times.

Prompted by her conversation with the two newcomers to the Grazing Stables, Savannah chose to make her routine tour of the merchant houses and shipping yards several days early. She scanned the postings and looked over the loads shipping out of the city over the next few days. Transports were preparing for dozens of separate treks to other commonwealth townships. A handful of shipments were preparing for the Main Road to Nordeheim. A small caravan was departing for Clovenwood at the end of the week. As she suspected, there were few pending transports in need of additional security, and no one offering near the wage Quadray’s employer promised.

In recent months, Savannah managed to earn contracts from local merchants via Guthry’s recommendations. The old man was respected in the trade, no matter his social skills.

As expected, she impressed. Three journeys were uneventful. The fourth involved a fur trader from Barri swapping goods with a buyer in Arthadia. She saved the trader’s life, his and two men of their vanguard. Burglars set upon them in the Roughlands. Five in all, yet Savannah slew three before the remainder fled for the hills. She would have given chase, but most of her companions had fallen to the rockslide used to ambush them on the Main Road.

The story had circulated during the weeks since. Wary merchants conferred with one another. Cargo hands talked of her with admiration.

Savannah could not help but be pleased with the growing reputation. Few women in the commonwealth held positions of status. None in the Dorian League was female that she knew of. Female mercenaries were also rare. Though skilled, she still seldom found work outside of Guthry’s caravans.

Her tour of the Benton guildhouses was not entirely fruitless. She caught a tip at one of her stops, a trader’s yard in the southern district. She knew many of the merchants that frequented the place, but the only contracts they could offer were little jaunts to Draeka or Fairlow. Savannah just smiled prettily and went on her way.

One of the stablemen stopped her for a word. The man she had seen before, working for one trader or another. They were not friends, and doubtful she trusted him, but he tipped her off as she was leaving for the next yard. He claimed Rishbee was asking around about her. Rumor had it he might approach with a job in the coming days, presuming she was still in town.

Savannah had to admit she had it coming. Nobody did a thing without the underground factions learning of it. Upon reflection, she figured they probably first heard of her after the incident with the overeager moron in Enriq.

If the stableman spoke true, then the man’s organization had likely been watching for her return to the commonwealth. Rishbee probably already knew where she was staying in Benton and when Guthry’s caravan was scheduled to depart for Nordeheim. She decided the crime boss would approach her with an offer in the coming days.

She was not ready to deal with his sort just yet. Better to let him sit on his contract for as long as possible. Savannah figured once she began taking assignments from smugglers and men like Rishbee, it would become nigh impossible to stop accepting them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 5: KARLTON
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"I have heard of these spar-rounds," Quadray declared as they made their way through town, “I have heard they are quite barbaric. Can it be so?"

The Benton streets were festive and rowdy with the traffic of early afternoon. Horse-drawn wagons rode in both directions along cobblestone roads while people jostled by one another on the sideways. Fortunately, Jaegan seemed to know where they were going. The elf was still unaccustomed to the norms of an unruly town.

"Not at all," Jaegan responded cheerfully. He led the way down the sideways and nodded kindly to commoners he passed by. "The spar-rounds are easily the most popular sport in the commonwealth, been around for nearly two centuries." He steered the elf out of the way of an oncoming crowd and down another avenue.

“If you want to see a barbaric sport,” the ranger continued, “ride down to Arthadia and watch the Gladiatoral Courts. You’ll only watch a couple of duels before somebody gets killed.”

“Can the sport be as violent as I have heard?” the elf pressed. “Men fighting and beating one another.” Quadray frowned in his disapproval.

Jaegan motioned him to the road, and the elf found himself hustling across the way amidst a stream of commoners.

"You misunderstand," Jaegan said once they could speak again. "Many of the competitors are soldiers, and almost all of them are friends. They compete in teams against one another. You will just need to see it for yourself."

Quadray was polite enough to say he looked forward to watching a game.

Jaegan nodded and smiled.

"I'm hoping we have a chance to play."

The spar-round arenas were in a northern district of the township. Buildings were smaller, and shops were rare. Homes and dwellings flourished. Most were not lavish, built usually with wood and stone on barren lots along the gravel roadway they tread.

The spar-round arenas were built upon dirt fields set apart from the common abodes and scarce apartments. The arenas were large pavilions, each structure erected around a competition field. Quadray beheld six arenas in all rising into the horizon. Jaegan told him of others located in other townships.

The nearest pavilion’s foundation was stone and sculptured like a terrace. Grades of timber used for the outer walls and platforms were of the best cut and stained for appeal. Patches of large oaks provided shade on walkways that circled and linked the arenas to one another. A garden of yellow marzle bulbs spanned the gap between the nearest pavilions. An attendant rested within, picking delicately at weeds in a stream of golden flowers.

The ranger led his new friend into one of the arenas through a wide entrance, one of many encircling the ground level. Most passages led to wooden steps and the audience galleries above. In tournament play, the galleries would be packed with frenzied townspeople supporting one team or another. At times, the gallery was as rowdy as the match. Jaegan did not mention this to Quadray, and there were no events scheduled today anyway. Only practices...and possibly practice matches.

Within the pavilion, they found a short corridor that did not lead to the audience gallery. Jaegan followed it. Much to his companion’s surprise, they stepped outside onto the field. 

The stone wall surrounding the field was several feet tall before giving way to the abandoned gallery. Markers and chalk signified the field’s borders, some yards distance from the wall.

A dozen players were on the competition field playing in a spar-round. The men all wore garb that was padded or leather, and none of the competitors wore helms or armor. They were all in good physical condition. Several stood out for one reason or another. The tallest of them had crewcut blonde hair and wide shoulders. He appeared to be the strongest on the field. Another was a dark-skinned man. His hair was curled, black, and tied behind him in a tail. What the man lost in height, he more than made up for with strength. He would be a tough load to bring down in a match.

Jaegan explained the game to Quadray. The object was simplicity. One team must carry a roundball to the opposite side of the field, a point awarded when a team crosses the score line with the ball. No out-of-bounds save the markers. A play would begin when one team was given the ball in the middle of the field. A play ended when somebody scored. Though he had not played in a few years, Jaegan was quite fond of the spar-rounds.

“You need adventurers, right? People who can fight if called upon.”

Quadray could say nothing, but he grew more concerned as Jaegan led him onto the field. In a short time, Jaegan had greeted the players and introduced his companion, revealing he had not seen a spar-round before. Some of the men were intrigued or amused while they all rested and listened. By the end of the greetings and the handshakes, the worried elf had made a discovery: most of the combatants were much larger than him.

"Sure, you both should play a round with us," a man invited, he with a brown beard and heavyset.

Quadray tried to excuse himself, but the ranger assured him he would catch on quickly.

"Just go after the man with the ball."

Rendal. Fragor. Eddson. Brodin. Gregory. They were the names of players on a team with Jaegan and Quadray. Sambosh. Karlton. Vance. Barley. Mendleton. Dortin. Barnabas. They were opponents. The names came in a flurry and the newcomers forgot many of them.

The players took to the field with their newest members. Jaegan quickly suggested to his friend that he follow his lead and attempt to bring down the ball carrier or wrest the ball from him. The elf from Clovenwood did not exude confidence when he lined up with teammates for his first play in a spar-round.

The large crewcut man named Karlton scored a point for the opponents on the play, but only after the slender elf was knocked senseless at the onset by the dark-skinned Sambosh, the man built like an oxen bull. Jaegan, the big bearded Rendal, and a couple of other teammates had come close to getting the crewcut soldier to the ground, but the stronger man persevered and broke through their ranks to cross the score line.

Quadray was groaning as he slowly came to his feet. The muscular Sambosh checked to see if the elf was well, then smacked him on the back as if congratulations were in order.

The ranger crawled from a pile of bodies with Barnabas and Mendleton. The men jeered; their blocking efforts had helped the larger man score the point. Jaegan wondered about the fairness of the teams, but he was having too much fun to fret. He had learned much in one play. Mendleton had turned out to be one of the better players. The man had eliminated half of Jaegan’s team from the play’s outset. Mendleton had fine red hair, rusty like his personality. He was at least as tall as Jaegan and probably stronger.

Jaegan prepared the dizzy elf for the next play by reminding him that their team would be given the ball next. All he would need to do is try to keep opposing players away from their ball carrier. While they still talked, the men lined up across from competitors Vance and Barley. Though groggy, the elf noted they were not spending much time between points.

Their teammate Fragor began with the awkward-sized ball but lost it in a collision of bodies. Jaegan proved swifter than the red-headed Mendleton. He scooped it up and hustled downfield, the taller man’s diving tackle falling short. At the end, it was the crewcut soldier who smashed into Jaegan as they both tumbled across the score line. The ranger held onto the ball, and his team was awarded the point.

Karlton lifted the ranger to his feet.

"You did not lose the ball." The larger man was impressed.

“I don’t remember," Jaegan replied with a smirk. "You hit me pretty hard."

"I will hit you harder next time," Karlton promised.

Again, the two teams lined up. The ranger eyed his elven companion. Quadray had avoided being hit on the last play. Jaegan grinned at his worried friend and told him to follow his lead. Bring down the ball carrier.

Red-headed Mendleton was the next ball carrier. Jaegan occupied the crewcut soldier and other blockers with a wild lunge over them into Mendleton’s path. His efforts left only the blocker Dortin between Quadray and the ball carrier. The Clovenwood elf was swift enough to avoid the blocker. He caught the red-haired man, and they fell forward into the remaining competitors. The ball came free while they tumbled, bearded Rendal gathered it and out-hustled the lumbering Sambosh to the score line.

Jaegan helped the larger Karlton to his feet.

"You surprised me, ranger,” the man exclaimed. “Again." 

Jaegan had forgotten he still donned the leather jacket with the Lacon emblem. The ranger noted Karlton also bore an emblem on his vest, the gallant insignia of the Dorian League.

"I assure you, friend," Jaegan grinned with respect, "it’s more luck than skill. I have not played in a couple of years."

The soldier looked even more surprised.

They helped Quadray to his feet. The elf looked weary and sore.

"Your elfling friend is not enjoying our sport," Karlton declared. “Perhaps it was not fair to include him.”

"I will be well,” the elf managed. He was bent over and breathing hard. "I promise...I will not disappoint..."

"Nonsense," Jaegan declared quickly. "You are doing fine. We'll make a spar-round player out of you yet." The elf’s pale gaze grew wide. Karlton and a couple of his teammates laughed.

Again, it was their team’s turn to start with the ball. Rendal was given the honors, but their opponents made a strong push early in the play. Dark-skinned Sambosh and tall Mendleton bowled through the first line of blockers and poor Quadray with them. Soon after, bearded Rendal was lost in a swarm of bodies and flung to the ground. The ball kicked out to Sambosh, the dark-skinned man picking it up and rushing forward with Karlton at his side. Jaegan and Fragor rallied. Karlton wrestled the ranger out of the play, but Fragor managed to dislodge the large ball from Sambosh’s clutches. The ball rolled toward Quadray, the battered elf just now coming to his feet. Confused, the elf picked up the ball. He had an instant to act, but then Mendleton and Barnabas bore down on him. The ball was wrenched free as two opponents dragged him into the dirt. The opponent Vance chased it down and galloped over the score line.

Karlton grinned wearily at the ranger. Sweat dripped down his forehead.

"I fear your elf has not yet learned the wisdom of this sport."

Jaegan helped his elven friend to his feet.

"I will be sore for weeks," Quadray declared, his courtesy wearing thin.

“You do not make the most of your abilities,” Karlton commented.

"I doubt that I have any relevant attributes for this game," Quadray started.

"My apologies," the soldier replied with a stern frown, "I had heard elves were heralded for their quickness; perhaps I was mistaken..."

"I can run fast," Quadray replied proudly. "Elves are more fleet of foot than most humans. The sons of my father are perhaps the most agile...

"Yeah, right," Mendleton snorted as he walked by. "You’ve shown all kinds of quickness out here. Been friggin’ blinded by it, let me tell ya."

"I beg your pardon.” Quadray turned and regarded the man with indignation. The red-haired competitor eyed Quadray coolly from over his shoulder, but he continued walking until he met up with his teammates. Karlton grew silent upon the exchange. He left Jaegan’s side to rejoin his team, the larger man’s gaze lingering on Mendleton for a time.

Jaegan assured the elf with a smile.

“He’s just angry you got him on the ground so easily. Somebody else will hit him soon enough, you watch.” 

Quadray was not amused but said nothing more.

They lined up once more. The opponent, Barley, started with the ball. The man did not get far before being gang tackled, and the ball ripped free. Inevitably, it was the large soldier who gained the ball and set out to cross the remainder of the field. Several of Jaegan’s teammates lunged to bring the big man down, but Karlton broke through. Jaegan and Quadray came at the man then, the ranger high into his body where he could grapple for the ball while the slender elf dove into the soldier’s legs. The crewcut man lost his balance and then the ball. The soldier and the elf crashed to the ground on top of the ranger. Another scramble for the ball ensued before Eddson, the shortest of Jaegan’s teammates, finally carried it to the score line.

Karlton complemented the elf’s effort on the play before rejoining his team. Quadray could barely contain his pleasure. His amusement was short-lived, as he was again sacked under a throng of bodies on the next play.

Quadray ached, and he was incredulous that the men were continuing. His blue cloak and leather garb were coated with dirt and mud. He looked to see how Jaegan fared, yet his friend seemed to be having the time of his life.

Due to rotation, it was Jaegan’s turn to start a play. The ranger rushed forward, then turned to run parallel to his line of blockers. Strong Sambosh and Vance bounded through the line of grappling men and came near to bringing Jaegan down. Desperately, the ranger thrust the ball away to Quadray. The elf did not hesitate. He caught the ball and dodged Mendleton once more, then fled across the field. Karlton and Dortin remained to give chase, but only the larger man had the stamina to keep up. Adrenaline flowing, the elf quickened his pace. Karlton leaped at the fleeing elf but grasped at dirt. The elf scored a point. Seldom had he known a greater achievement. The exhausted elf was laughing wildly when the others finally caught up.
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