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Dedication

 


To my family for helping me do these books
and to those readers who enjoy the exploits of my characters in
this Kamin world.

 


My profound thanks to those readers for
taking the time to give me feedback on my stories. I hope I have
been able to use their thoughts to make me a better
storyteller.

 


Thank you.


Chapter 1: Coming Storm

Hidden in the foliage that covered the
shoreline, a scar-faced man watched the
merchant cuggle silhouetted on the horizon. His yellow teeth
showed when he smiled. He was pleased with the
sight of the crew taking up their sails after
they dropped anchor. The small ship would remain for the night to
make repairs to its storm-damaged sails. The
thin man thanked the gods as he looked overhead; his face wrinkled
a bit as he calculated the tide and timing of the twin moons which would be rising over Kamin that night. While
the timing was not perfect, he figured there
would be enough darkness to hide their small boats as they rowed
out to the ship. The poor fools on the merchant ship would never
understand what happened until knives slit their throats. His
master would be pleased, and he licked his
lips at the thought of the cargo.

Perhaps enough to pay for better
heathmead and whores, he thought.

Backing out of sight, he carefully retraced
the path to the ossane. The long-necked animal
looked up from its meal of blue-green grass,
its elongated head showing no fear as it went back to eating. The
man stroked the beast’s neck of soft fur while he took the reins,
his nose still wrinkled at the smell given off by the animal. But
he was a man of the sea, still not comfortable with the mount he climbed upon. After adjusting
himself in the stiff saddle made of erba leather, a raider’s soft
whistled tune soon came from his lips as he carefully steered the
beast onto the path leading to the village of Casab.

~~~

Finally securely anchored in the bay,
sailors scurried down from the masts of the low-slung ship called Shackle. Over the course of the long
trip from Cahmais, powerful winds, and violent waves tossed the
merchant cuggle until the battered ship finally broke away from the
continued series of storms. Late in the day, the bearded captain,
named Jirla, found a suitable spot and ordered his men to anchor
their ship off the island near the coast of Vulthnal. Slightly
shorter than many of his men, Jirla enjoyed barking orders at his
sailors while he stood with
his hands on his hips. Standing near the cabin of his paying
passengers, he wore the clothing of his men, gray canvas
breeches, and red wool shirt. However, he also
sported a wide-brimmed blue hat made of
highland wool. It was a symbol of authority over the rest who wore
simple canvas skull caps. As he watched his men work,
the captain paid no attention to the passengers escaping the
cramped confines of their quarters.

The group of travelers nearly burst out of
the cabin, ducking their heads to avoid the low doorway. Urith, an Esterblud warrior, walked to rail
followed by his nephew, Oslaf. Similar in size, the two large men
enjoyed the refreshing breeze as they were joined by their
companions, Mivraa, and Fedelm. The two women
relished their release from the stinking confines of the small
cabin they shared with the warriors. Mivraa, in particular, hated
the cramped confinement on the ship. As demigoddess
of Haligulf, the female warrior was accustomed to the open sky
within the realms of the gods. She felt this isolation on
the ocean must keenly. Fedelm, on the other hand, hardly noticed
the ship’s daily activities. Since the loss of her father ruthlessly killed at Du-Rinell at the command of
the Sacred Overlord, she remained aloof and unusually quiet.

However, everyone enjoyed the warmth of the
afternoon sun. It was a welcome change from the damp cold, which
permeated their bodies since their hasty escape from the temperate
climate of Cahmais. While on deck, the small group tried to avoid
the sailor’s activity as the men dashed by
them. On the other side of the blue-tinged wood platform, several men worked to restring
the clew lines. A few others remained aloft, high on the dark brown
mast, pulling up new
ropes for the standing rigging. At one point,
Oslaf had offered his help, but the captain
looked at him suspiciously, telling him a land peasant would just
get in their way. Oslaf immediately dropped the subject.

The foursome stayed on deck as long as they
could while gazing at the island's shoreline. The sun's last rays
created a purple haze that spread over the ship. As they finally
turned to head back to their small cabin, they heard the captain
barking orders to the cabin boy to light oil lamps at either end of the vessel. The boy scrambled to
complete the task before it grew dark.

Urith walked over to the captain who now
stood near the wheelhouse. He asked Jirla when they would make
landfall once they raised the anchor. The
little captain eyed him,
insulted that a mere servant would approach him so brazenly.
Dressed in the gray tunics of retainers, Urith along
with his nephew tried to maintain the intended facade of
being attendants to the women they accompanied. Jirla stiffly told
Urith they would be there when they got there. He pushed past
Urith, going directly to the women and telling them he expected it
would be another three mornings before they reached their
destination. He boosted his ship would soon deliver them to the
great city of Damicia on the coast of
Eernicia. The women nodded politely while keeping their backs to
him watching the final glimpse of the sunset. Dressed in fine
linens which bore brilliant colors of blue and
green, Fedelm and Mivraa strategically maintained their aloofness.
Their manner coldly dismissed the captain.

After a long pause, the master of the ship
stomped off, his pudgy face revealing his distaste about his
arrogant passengers. He cursed at the cabin boy who was standing
too close to him. Jirla gave the boy a cuff across the back of his
head as he walked by.

After their narrow
escape from Cahmais, the travelers remained vigilant about keeping
their identities secret. Caution remained paramount since they were
wanted by the Sacred Overlord and his ally, King Asgurd of Cahmais.
Fedelm glanced at Mivraa, whose profile
adorned many of the temples in Kamin. While the
sailors might eye the pretty women’s figures, they were
notorious for keeping out of the temples. Disguised as Eernicia
nobles, the women knew the men of the ship would expect them to
remain aloof.

Urith and Oslaf’s green Esterblud tunics,
chain mail, and swords along with the fearsome
Shield of Skool remained safely concealed in the cabin. The
sailors, like their captain, came from the lands of Vulthnal but if the clothing was discovered, the travelers could
expect questions. The crew of the merchant ship was carrying
the most hunted people in the Kamin world.

Fedelm heard Urith grunt behind her, and she tapped Mivraa’s
arm.

“Our servant tells us that it’s time to
return to our cabin,” she told Mivraa, who
nodded before turning to give Urith a slight smile. Mivraa enjoyed
the picture of Urith being her servant. The goddess expected such
deferential treatment from humans.

Entering the small cabin again, Urith stood
by the closed door, listening carefully for footsteps outside to make sure no sailor
decided to eavesdrop on their conversations.
Since he used the Shield of Skool to destroy
most of the Aberffraw army at Du-Rinell, he maintained it was his
burden to watch over his friends. Since he first met the women in
the lands of Ynyover, Urith developed a strong bond with
them and respect for their capabilities.
Mivraa and her demigod powers helped them to overcome difficult
situations. And Fedelm’s hakra visions provided them with insights
into the future. As much as it might pain his male pride, both
women were far more valuable than he could have imaged before they
met.

While he watched his companions find their
usual places in the
cabin, Urith wondered when Fedelm’s visions would return. So far,
her dreams only held restful sleep for her as the ship rolled
in the waves. Fedelm needed to provide them
with guidance to reach the next piece of the Skool. Nothing she
told them recently gave them hints to the others seeking the
ancient weapon of the gods.

Fedelm sat on the hard wooden bunk that
served as a bed when they laid out their blankets. She began
tearing long strips of cloth from one linen shirt she still carried
from her past life in the Citadel. She tried not to remember her
time in blissful ignorance in the company of the Sacred Overlord.
At the same time, she sought to ignore
Oslaf who sat on a small bench across from
her. The young man kept looking at woman while he tried to think of
something to say. , but the woman remained focused on her work.

“What are you doing?” asked Oslaf, the words
tripping out of his mouth. Fedelm gave a slight sigh and looked
up.

“Getting us ready for when we land. You
Esterbluds have a great knack for leading us into fights. We will
need the dressings to cover our wounds.” She explained. “I plan on
getting herbs and remedies when we land to make sure we have a full
bag. You never know what might be coming.”

Despite the wit in her tone, there was
no humor in her eyes. During her time with the
men, Fedelm learned well from the brutal injuries caused by edged
weapons like the sword and ax. Each person within the cabin carried
scars from their recent travel. However, some like her carried the
scars on the inside. Since leaving her sheltered life in among the
satgerts, as the priests were called, Fedelm discovered
through bitter experience about the vicious ways of
humans and gods.

Convinced no one was listening into their
cabin, Urith moved away from the door to sit next to Mivraa. The
two lovers spoke quietly about their trip, talking about anything
they could think of while avoiding discussion
of the gods or the underworld. While he could not show his
affection for the demigoddess outside the cabin, the closeness they
felt for each other was still quite evident. It was a display that
bothered Fedelm, but she really could not
understand why. She tried to ignore it while she found things to
do. Oslaf forced himself to pay no attention to his uncle and the
goddess, trying to tell himself it did not bother him. Instead, he
took refuge in fantasies about Fedelm when he
caught glances of her green eyes and her slightly freckled face.
However, her continued aloofness grew tiresome, and Oslaf felt left out of the group.

Isolated within the little world of their
ship, their forced confinement in the cabin for so much long had
grated on their nerves at times. Originally, they came together as
a group seeking different things in the land of Ynyover. They
followed the same path in their search, forced into an alliance by
the actions of others. Each person became familiar with the habits
and peculiarities of their comrades. However, the comfort of that
familiarity was juxtaposed with the overlying tension with the
enormous burdens thrust upon them.

Urith supported the weight of the gods on
his large frame. Known among many of the lands as the Clovel
Destroyer, Urith now followed a path far removed from
his training. He bore the Shield of Skool on his back. While
incomplete, the Skool had the immense power of
the gods, capable of destroying whole armies. The stories told them
that, when complete, the Skool had the power to destroy the
realms.

Yet, the largest burden him was the question
of the ultimate objective. Each day, they sought to understand the
puzzle left to them. To what ends would this
god weapon he carried help the human race? Or was this entire
journey but a joke perpetrated by the Fates upon those who
inhabited the Kamin world. No one seemed to know the answer.

When the group left Uugaraa, nearly killed by the Cahmais king’s guards who
discovered them, they barely escaped. As their ship traveled to the
kingdom of Eernicia, they knew little beyond their planned travel
to the village of Ffestini. At the village, they
would give offerings at the temple in
Fedelm’s ancestral home in remembrance of her
father, Caestias. Consistent with her
Eernician spiritual beliefs, Fedelm believed
her father’s spirit flew among the Sky Realm, finding peace among
the warriors of Haligulf, Hall of the Slain. Despite her misgivings
at the priests and gods they followed, Fedelm continued to believe
good entities would guide the group to the next piece of the Skool.
It would be a fitting commemoration of her
father if she provided Urith the means to destroy those who chased
them. In particular, she sought revenge in the death of Lyncus, the
leader of the Aberffraw warriors, and the man who killed her
father.

“Not sure if I can take another night here.
I was tempted to swim across to that island,” Urith spoke aloud,
tired of the quiet in the cabin. He used the Aberffraw language,
continuing his activities as a simple peasant
as he stretched his massive arms.

“I see you still want to pretend you are
from Cahmais,” Mivraa teased him, speaking in his native Esterblud.
“I think I’ll have my servant bring me breakfast in the morning.”
She smiled, content to be with him and she enjoyed the warrior’s
attention. She was loath to admit it, but Mivraa had fallen for the
human. She followed the tales of Urith long
before she found him in the lands of Ynyover. Over the seasons, she
met the spirits of the dead which followed his battles, and his
reputation as the Clovel Destroyer fit him. However, his good
nature, intelligence, and focus upon honor
showed through during their time together. While only a human, he
proved himself worthy to be her companion. He could even be
considered handsome in spite of the long scar that ran across his
cheek to his ear, giving him a permanent sneer.

“I’ll remember that,” he said. “Just don’t
be surprised if you get a bucket of water in bed with it.” His gray
eyes twinkled in jest. Her hazel eyes flashed a momentary
glare, and then she grinned. Few men could
survive such a joke with the red-haired
woman.

“Anyway, I’ve spent too much time in this
cabin hanging about with nothing to do but try to keep out all of
the water leaking through the quarterdeck above us,” Urith told
them as he stretched.

Those in the cabin agreed with his
assessment of the trip since leaving the docks of Uugaraa. Almost
as soon as they left the harbor, the cuggle encountered sunrise
after sunrise of storms and rough seas. At first, they decided the
weather was a natural occurrence. However, as the rains continued, Mivraa believed there was something
supernatural involved. While she kept it to herself, she felt that
her brother god, Uugor, was making his
displeasure known. Unspoken as her fear that
the boundaries between the realms of humans and the gods strained
to the breaking point. Mivraa, as a warrior
goddess, knew well the intrigues of her half-brothers, and she suspected the sea god was looking for
Urith and the Skool like the rest. Word spread quickly among those
of the Sky Realm and the underworld. Each side
wanted the god weapon. Despite her father’s displeasure at her for
joining in an alliance with the humans, Mivraa decided she would
travel back to the Sky Realm to confer with Duwdamon. But this could only happen when their ship
docked. The gateways to the realm of Haligulf existed only from the
land at the base of sacred lellowtere
trees.

““I need to get on some
nice dry soil,” the auburn-haired woman told
him as she lay back on the wooden planking of
the hull. “I'm missed in Haligulf. I don’t like leaving the spirits
of the warriors to wander the lands seeking their
paradise.”

She turned to Urith, grabbing his arm. “Not
that I can do much about it right now.” Mivraa gave an evil grin.
“Well, my worthless brother, Wurms, can do the
work for once,” she said.

During their trip, she made it clear to her
giant lover that she despised her stepbrother.
Like Mivraa, Wurms could escort the souls of
the deserving warriors to Haligulf, although he was quick to avoid
any responsibility or the work. He preferred to hide in the shadows
of the Sky Realm, spying on the other gods for their father,
Duwdamon.

“Well, I hate to break up the fun, but I’m
hungry,” complained Oslaf, “that cabin boy better come soon.”

The others in the cabin exchanged glances
while Urith sighed. They had grown tired of the young warrior’s
continued grievances about the journey. Urith knew his nephew was
feeling left out by his growing closeness with Mivraa. Also,
he was aware that Fedelm was not showing him
anything beyond mere friendship which left him
visibly frustrated. Urith held sympathy for his frustration at
being cramped together on the ship. Urith stood up, thinking of
going to the door again. He too felt much like a caged animal. He
heard the familiar footsteps of the cabin boy bringing their food
in a small iron pot from the crew’s cabin. While they were
considered guests of the captain, travelers normally ate the meals
with the crew. Using their few remaining konions bribing the captain to have his cabin boy serve
them in their cabin, they remained anonymous. Urith watched Oslaf
circling around the food, reminding the warrior of greedy bird
waiting for scraps.

“Well, it’s a start,” said Oslaf to the
others, his sour mood cleared for the moment. “Hopefully, we can
get better food when we get back to land. Soon the Fates will be on
our side.” He pulled himself up and helped himself before the
others came to the small table. As the travelers gathered around,
Urith grabbed Oslaf by the shoulder, squeezing hard with his
vise-like grip.

“If you continue to complain, I think I’ll
have the captain drag you behind this boat for a while. That ought
to shut you up,” Urith stated. While his manner was joking, Urith’s
hard glance caught his nephew’s attention. Oslaf shrugged sourly,
resolving to keep his mouth shut for the rest of the night. He
could never be sure if his uncle would actually carry out such
threats.

~~~

It was near morning when the twin moons of
Kamin dropped from sight, leaving an inky darkness across the
water. Three small boats silently approached the cuggle. With only
a small thump from the padded bow and edge of the vessels, dark figures dressed in black quickly crawled up
the side of the hull and slipped quietly onto the deck. One
barefoot man sped across the bridge, climbing
up to the quarterdeck. Other raiders scurried
across the dark, open parts of the ship taking
up positions outside the crew quarters. The barefoot assassin,
peaking over at the helm, saw a sleeping watchman with his back to
him, lying against the rail. Two steps later the man in black
ensured the watchman never woke again, leaving the body to die
silently from a slit throat. Other marauders, dressed
in black, entered the crews’ quarters while two more entered
the cabin of the captain.

Urith awoke to the muffled sounds coming
outside the cabin. An uneasy feeling crept over him, and Urith quickly pulled his Clovel Sword from the
scabbard. Rising quietly from the bunk under Oslaf, he crept to the
door. He put his ear to the wood where he could hear the muffled,
weak sound of struggling in the distance. Urith slipped out of the
door; his padded undergarments appeared gray
in the dim light coming from a few oil lanterns strategically
placed on the ship’s rails. Then, he saw several dark forms
entering the crew cabin, and he moved out of
the shadows from under the quarterdeck.

Urith felt the blows as two men slammed into
his back, sending him sprawling down face first on the deck. Urith
hung on to his sword, trying to roll away while one of the men
grabbed at his legs. The other man stabbed at the giant warrior
with a dagger, digging into his side. However, the thin-bladed weapon failed to cut through the padded
layers of flax fiber the Esterblud wore. Urith slammed his
elbow into the man’s head, causing the
assassin to roll away. While Urith tried to pull himself away from
the man who had his arms locked around his legs, he saw the
attacker coming at him again. This time, he swung up his sword into
the throat of the man with the dagger. Blood
spurted across Urith as the man groaned and fell away, the
Esterblud slammed his sword pommel into the man holding his legs.
Soft footsteps ran toward Urith as he tried lifting himself to his
feet. A hard blow to the back of the head sent Urith into a black
pool of unconsciousness.

When Urith came out of the blackness, his
head throbbed. He was lying face down on the
hard deck, near the open hold of the ship. His
hands were bound at the wrists behind his back. Urith struggled to
turn his head, finding his nephew lying face down, unconscious and
bound as well. Footsteps came up from behind him, and he was pulled to his feet. Two robed figures,
their heads covered by hoods, dragged him along the deck while he
scrambled to get his feet under him. They passed by two men who
grimly laughed while they dumped at sailor’s body over the side of
the ship, mocking the unfortunate man as fish food.

Urith saw Fedelm and Mivraa on their knees
surrounded by a group of bandits in front of the captain’s
quarters. Relieved, they were still alive, Urith grew angry when he
saw them with their hands tied behind their backs and cloth rags
wrapped around their mouths.

He was brought before a short man with a
barrel like a chest standing at the captain’s
cabin door. Urith was forced to his knees, and
he glared up at the bandit leader who smiled at him. The man was
dressed in a long black tunic with its hood pulled back showing his
dark hair. A red sash that wrapped around his waist several times
held a single, large Regiussan battle ax.

“You should thank Uugor for your lives,” he
said in broken Esterblud, his eyes deadly cold. “It seems your
women must be of some importance. Or was that the intent of your
disguises, eh?”

Urith said nothing as he glanced over at
Mivraa, who, like Fedelm, wore simple white
linen bedclothes. The demigoddess was missing her black shawl which
meant the raiders had gotten to her before she
could change her appearance or retrieve her spear from within the
enchanted cloak. The bandit leader kicked Urith to
get his attention. Urith turned back to the leader. Even in
the thin veil of white moonlight that mixed with the yellow lantern
light from the quarterdeck, Urith could see the markings of the
wavy S scar visible on the man’s cheek. The bandit leader
carried the brand of a sea raider, at some point captured
because of his violent life. Urith regretted
those who caught this man the first time
failed to kill him.

“Nothing to say have you? Well, we can beat
it out of you, but I don’t think I will need to.” The short man
spoke in Esterblud as he walked over to Fedelm, putting his hand on
her head and stroking her golden hair.

“These women wear the delicate garments of wealth, but they have not been
cooperative with me. They tried to tell us that you and the young
one are humble peasants, helping them on their
travels back to Eernicia.” The man stepped behind the women, coming
between them. Urith noticed Fedelm’s frightened expression when the
leader placed his hand on her shoulder.

“However, my fighters found
the Esterblud armor and the symbols and colors of the
Geniht, King Penhda’s personal
guard inside your cabin,” the bandit leader said. “I’ve seen those
colors before when they invaded our lands here. I personally killed
an old savage who came before me in those colors.”

When he finished his words, he savagely
struck Mivraa across her face with the back of his hand, knocking
her to her side. Urith immediately jumped to
his feet, charging at the sea raider leader. He was able to take
several steps before the two men behind him slammed their sword
pummels into his back, knocking him to the deck of the ship. Urith
looked up to see Mivraa shake her head at him, her eyes telling him
to do nothing.

“Thulmare doesn’t like
those who lie,” said the leader as he slapped Fedelm with a
backhand as well. The girl glared back at
him; her expression filled with hate while
Urith fumed at the man’s words and the abuse of the women. He
remained silent.

“You see I’ve heard a tale of Esterblud
rogues wanted by their own King Penhda,” Thulmare told them. “Then
again, my men and I have heard stories from
the skalds about a disfigured Esterblud warrior that brought
dishonor and blasphemy to the holy sites in Cahmais. We would
generally welcome such a person
and honor them with a huge banquet.” He laughed heartily at
his joke, and some of his men joined in. Then
he stopped. “It appears you have a great price on your head, large
enough to make overlords of my kinsmen and me.
It fits that the great Thulmare should send
you back to this Sacred Overlord called Satres.” His men murmured
agreement with their bandit chief and his wisdom.

It took all of the Esterblud’s self-control
to keep from jumping up at the short man. He pulled on the rope
binding his wrists in the slim hope he might
break free. The action hurt his wrists and helped to steady the
rage that surged through him.

“Funny, I’ve never heard of you, so you and
your men must not be much of a threat,” Urith finally spoke up in
Esterblud, his voice a deadly low growl. “But, I’ve heard tales
that the sea lanes along Vulthnal had cowardly sea raiders like I
see on this boat, coming around like vermin in the night. If you
untie me, I will be happy to remove your head. After that, we’ll see how many of you Estercetus sea whores a
good warrior can kill.”

The group of men grumbled at his insult, but
their leader only smiled, nodding at a man
standing behind Urith. The man struck Urith in the back of his head
with the handle of his short sword. He went down on his side,
shaking his head, but refusing to yell out.

“You have a thick skull,” Thulmare observed
as he walked over to his prisoner. “It’s good for you that I, in my
great wisdom, think you have some value. Unlike the worthless crew
who now look to the gods as their bodies float in the sea, we will
keep you alive. We may return your whole group to those willing to
pay. Otherwise, these girls will bring some decent koinon when we
sell them as slaves or dockes in
the port we visit. Men of the ports always enjoy new women.” The
man squatted down close, playing with a souvenir in his hand. Urith
noticed the souvenir in the man’s hand was the Djeed or Bloodstone amulet given to Urith by his friend,
Dughorm. Without the talisman and his Clovel Sword, the Skool
Shield was useless.

Before Urith could say anything, the stout
bandit chief stood up and walked through his men toward the center
of the ship. As strode along, he signaled to his men, and they grabbed the women and Urith. Roughly
dragging them over to the edge of the cargo hold, the prisoners
looked into the darkness below that held the supplies the ship
carried. The bandits had opened the hatch to inspect the contents.
At the edge of the large square hole, they could smell the
musty odor of the grains below. Two of
Thulmare’s men dragged the unconscious Olaf to
the hatch, throwing him into the darkness below. From the sound of
the soft thud, Urith guessed he landed on the bags of zeam and vulgere, the food stock the ship was carrying.

“Perhaps we will have time to learn more
about you and your friends when we arrive at Casab,” said Thulmare.
“For now, I will let the women will keep you company since it would
not be wise to let my men have them first. The profit on slaves is
reduced after my boys get their turns.” The
bandits laughed while their leader beamed a great smile. When the
bandit leader gave the nod, Urith, Fedelm, and
Mivraa were pushed into the darkness below.

~~~

Across the sea within the Citadel of
Br-Ynys, the Sacred Overlord was meeting with King Asgurd, the
overlord of Cahmais. They sat in the grand banquet hall oblivious
to the frantic commotion of servants hustling plates of food from
the kitchen to the huge table filled with the king’s nobles and
advisors. Filling out the room was the citadel’s eclectic mix of
the priests along with their noble families. Coming from across the
lands, the satgerts within Br-Ynys provided the central authority
on matters of faith and reverence given to the gods. As head of the
Citadel, Satres acted as overlord of the temples throughout the
lands.

The sounds of wooden plates and full clay mugs striking the wooden table mixed with the
loud voices of men who rose to give honors and
thanks to their overlords. The two leaders pulled close to toast
cups of Aberffraw wine, brought in from Cahmais for the occasion.
They were giving honor to their latest agreement.

“I wish upon you a great fortune, my friend,” Satres saluted King Asgurd.
“Your wisdom and honor will continue to be sung about throughout
the lands. May the gods favor your great kingdom.”

“It is well we have come to an agreement
that will ensure our mutual needs,” the king replied. “I must say I
was skeptical at first, but the stories brought to me by my son,
Lyncus have swayed my thoughts. We cannot let this weapon of the
gods become a tool used by our mutual enemies. The Esterbluds
cannot get the Skool.”

The old king took a large swig of his wine,
waving over a servant for a refill while grabbing another large
piece of erba meat. His red face contrasted with his blue garment
and his thick neck poked tightly out of the tunic while his gray
beard hung down his broad upper chest. The leader of Cahmais had a
large belly and an appetite to match. After stuffing his mouth
full, he wiped his hand on his tunic, nodding to the
nearby servant to fill his cup. Satres sat patiently with
his beady eyes scanning the hall, seeking Lyncus, who had yet to arrive.

“I have spies telling me that fool Penhda
now states this Urith is a traitor to Esterblud,” Asgurd told him.
“The king of Esterblud turns inside a web of his own creation.” The
king drew in close to the Sacred Overlord. “No doubt Penhda is
waiting on this Urith to return with the
Skool. Now, have you and my son come up with a plan to rid us of
these Esterbluds and bring the god’s weapon to us?”

Satres smelled the foul breath from the old
man’s rotting teeth, but his thin face remained a mask. He nodded
his head as he caught sight of Lyncus pushing through the line of
people as he entered the hall. While the king’s son no longer had
his leg in the crude cast, he still walked with a pronounced limp.
Lyncus lost in his first encounter against Urith in Ynyover, and he blamed the man for his handicap. Dressed
in a blue robe, the second son of Asgurd appeared upset as he
approached.

“Yes, my lord,” Satres told Asgurd. “Your
son is working quite closely with me on this. As a liaison between
our lands, he is unmatched.” Satres waved the Aberffraw noble over
to the open chair next to the king. “I’m sure he has more to share
about our plans.”

Lyncus arrived, bowing as he greeted his
father, his blonde hair fell over his broad shoulders when he rose.
King Asgurd noticed Lyncus’ long face as his
son scowled at the cup of wine given to him. He took a sip before
speaking, calculating that his father was sufficiently drunk and
happy in his indulgence.

“My lord, I’m sorry to say I don’t have any
better news,” Lyncus told the king. “The Esterbluds appear to have
escaped the port of Uugaraa. They were trapped by the city guards,
but they managed to avoid capture after they burned down the food
stock warehouse. The latest news from my messenger claims the
guards wounded them, and they are still
searching the area.”

“So, are you going there, my son?” asked
Asgurd, his eyes staring at a young, brown-haired servant girl who
brought them large loaves of split bread.

Lyncus shook his head, “No, I have reason to
believe they left the city on a ship. They cannot remain there, and
a ship left on the night tide to Eernicia,” he said. “I believe
they are going to the port of Damicia. I understand the traitor
called Caestia and his daughter came from
Eernicia. It is my belief the wafaoils must be going to
Esterblud through Eernicia.”

He looked over to his father as the bearded
man’s attention remained on the girl. “Yes, that is not good,” the
distracted king told him. “It would seem you need to catch up with
them. This confounded weapon must not get to King Penhda. Yet, our
friend, Satres, has good news for you. It comes as part of our
agreement.”

Lyncus glanced at Satres, who smiled back as he held up his cup
slightly.

“Yes, I have excellent news for our young
friend,” the Sacred Overlord stated. “I’ve persuaded our
fealharan friends to join you in our search for the
Esterbluds and that docke who claims to be a
demigoddess.”

The king laughed when Satres called Mivraa a
prostitute, his deep voice carried over the din. He jokingly
reminded the Sacred Overlord that he should
watch out if the goddess got wind of such disrespect. Mivraa might
decide to place his head as a trophy on the steps of the Citadel.
Satres smiled broadly, offering no apologies. He told the
king that his priests believe the gods of the
Sky Realm had even less respect for her. The Sacred Overload
glanced over at the quiet Lyncus, realizing he took the news of the
fealharan badly. Satres understood the reason. The feared death
creepers were specialized assassins and not in the young warrior’s
plans. While they would be a perfect group to take out the small
band they were hunting, Sates surprised his young friend with the
news. Although the assassins failed to kill
Urith during their first encounter, they would have another
opportunity. Plus, they took orders from those paying their
fees, and the Sacred Overlord made sure this
payment came from his treasury. It was a masterstroke designed to capture the Skool, kill the
Esterblud, and keep the weapon from ending up in the hands of a
filthy king who sat next to him. King Asgurd
and Lyncus remained the leaders of the Aberffraw tribe which
dominated Cahmais and, by extension, Ynyover. He knew he could not
trust Lyncus to return this powerful weapon to Ynyover, despite
their nightly intimacy. The death creepers would be Satres’
assurance against any treachery by his friend while keeping control
of the situation.

“Of course, you will have full authority
over these mercenaries, just as your father required,” Satres told
Lyncus, keeping his voice sympathetic. “The king felt it wise to
keep Cahmais from becoming too well known in the foreign lands you
will be heading to. I must say that I agree with such a
decision.”

The son of Asgurd raised his cup to his
father, then the Sacred Overlord. “I drink to your wisdom,” he said
while thinking just the opposite. He knew the fealharans were suggested by Satres. Such a plan was far
too devious for his father.

Well, two can play this game.

Lyncus turned to his father.

“My lord, perhaps we should allow Tuncel to
join in this important work?” he suggested. “His judgment is second
to only yours, and I could use such wise council within the foreign
lands of Eernicia. His work there as our envoy to their king could
be useful.”

The Overlord of Cahmais immediately turned
his gaze away from the serving girl to his son. He brightened at
the thought of his children working together.
While surprising given their differing ambitions, he quickly
agreed.

“Lyncus, you make a bold and wise
suggestion,” the king told him. “Tuncel would be a great value to
your work there. I shall have a scroll sent along. Go with my
blessing.”

Lyncus held his cup aloft and nodded his
thanks. He could not miss the change in Satres’ expression despite
the overlord’s attempt to suppress it. It gave him satisfaction to know he was learning the ways of Satres.
No doubt he would hear more when they would meet later. He smiled
as he wondered what his brother might say if he knew the son of
King Asgurd would be busy in bed with Satres while his father kept
company with a serving wench. He was aware
that his earnest older brother had
little stomach for the web of intrigue and deceit needed to achieve
power within Cahmais. That was the reason Tuncel went to Eernicia.
And now, King Asgurd just delivered his crown to Lyncus without a
clue. Lyncus took another sip of the warming wine and shifted his
attention to the merriment going on around him.

~~~

The next morning, on the docks just outside
of the harbor town of Casab, the sea bandits dragged up their
unfortunate prisoners from the hold of the merchant cuggle. Dumped
to the deck amid the sound of laughter from the bandit crew, the
men whistled at the sight of the two women while cascading crude
remarks concerning their fate. Urith struggled to his feet, only to
be stomped back down by a man called Vitmus
who enjoyed strutting around. The dark skinned man appeared as
loyal second in command to Thulmare, barking out orders to the rest
of the crew. The pirate wore a long shirt of blue, gray canvas
pants, and no shoes like many of the raiders. The prisoners noticed
that none of the original ship’s crew remained. All were
killed, and their bodies were thrown overboard before the pirates sailed to the nearby
port.

“Keep your face down, you stupid rangifer,” Vitmus spit out the words
as he stamped his foot on Urith’s head to humiliate him. “Thulmare
will lead our slaves ashore. He enjoys the
crowds of our adopted home.” After the bandit removed his foot, the Esterblud glanced up. It was hard
to see his face under the wide-brimmed leather
hat he used for protection from the sun. But the warrior recognized
the S mark on the man’s face, the same mark as his leader.
Around his waist was Urith’s belt with the Bloodstone talisman
hanging from it, Thulmare gave the spoils of the
battle to his loyal crony.

Urith spate at him, receiving a swift kick
in the face for his trouble as the Regiussan bandit leader walked
to view is prisoners. The new captain of the Shackle wore similar
clothes as his crew, but he wore the blue wool hat of the former
one. Now adorned with the feather of a black krill stuck in the band in pure
sea raider custom. Hanging from his leather waistband was the
Clovel Sword, inside its leather scabbard. The short man let the
sword scabbard drag on the deck. He walked up to his captives with
a wicked gleam in his eye.

“You will be taken to the cages in the
public square for display. I decided your females will be sold to
the slave traders since they like pretty young women. Since the
Sacred Overlord offers many koinons for you, I told my men
that we will see who pays more, your king or this man called Satres
for your hides.”

“Take them,” Thulmare commanded. His crew
swarmed the prisoners, forcing them to their feet. They led the
prisoners down the gangplank where a small army of gawking
merchants, traders, and other bandits lined the path. The crowd
inspected the merchandise whenever a new ship entered the Vulthnal
harbor. The Esterblud warriors stood head tall over most of the
people, causing gasps from a few who scurried into the shacks
nearby. Soon more onlookers came out to witness the spectacle. The
crowd noise mixed with a few hawkers who offered pints of heathmead
the sailors as they went into the village of Casab. A dumpy looking
bearded man wearing a trader tunic stepped next to the female
prisoners. He unexpectedly groped their breasts and butt, vilely
making an offer to Thulmare to make the women his slaves. Urith
smiled when Mivraa head-butted the foul man. A
chorus of hoots and laughs swept through the crowd.

The captives were led into a
public square where they were presented to a small group of
town leaders waiting for them.

“Welcome, Thulmare. Again,
you bring us great tribute,” said a middle-aged man wearing the purple robes of the
mear or town leader. The man was
perspiring in the chilly morning. Thulmare
stepped forward with a few of his men while the town elders backed
away, bowing in respect. While the territory of the township was
ostensibly under the control of the weak Vulthnal overlord named
Barcal, the sea raiders ruled over much of the coastline. Through
the use of threats and bribes to local officials, the marauders ran the ports and kept stolen goods flowing
into the kingdom.

“Yes, we return to our home with a good
haul,” Thulmare told his audience. “During our
celebration, your merchants will be allowed to make their bids for
our merchandise. Put these prisoners in your
cages. Keep the two large ones together since they are not for
sale. The women will be sold when we find a suitable offer.

The town elders quickly sent over a group of
four guards, each armed with short swords and padded leather armor.
They marched the prisoners in front of several small iron cages
near the public square. Oslaf attempted to
kick out as the guards pushed him into the large square cell of
banded iron. One of the Casab guards struck him with the flat of
his sword, enraging Urith, who barreled into
the surprised man. Despite the fact his hands remained tightly
bound behind him; he rammed his shoulder into the guard. It took
two villagers to help along with the other guards restrain Urith.
They pummeled him with sticks and the pommels of their swords.
Finally, they pushed the two warriors into the cage. The cage was
barely wide enough for one of them, and they
could not stand. As they tried to find a way to sit, the men
watched as Mivraa and Fedelm were thrown into separate, smaller
cages nearby. The crowd pressed in closer to look at the new
trophies of Thulmare. Dirty-faced children stared at them from
outside the bars while the people talked about their fate. A man
reached into the cage of Fedelm, trying to pull her robe away. He
received a savage bite from her for his effort, much to the delight
of the crowd. It was an unfortunate world where captured humans
were sold to others.

Thulmare and a few of his men pushed
their way through the crowd to gloat about
their prisoners while the crowd listened to the bloodthirsty tales of the pirates killing the crew.
Having assured himself that his prisoners were trapped, the stout
bandit grabbed a nearby woman. Dressed in a long light blue robe
and wearing the yellow girdle of a docke around her waist,
the tall blonde woman laughed lightly as he led her off to the mead
hall to be his companion for the night. While such practice was
frowned upon by those who ran the temples, as long as the koinons
flowed, the people who wore the yellow belt would provide whatever
pleasure the money holder wanted.

Vitmus stood nearby, staring at Mivraa with
an evil grin under his broad hat. She watched him turn away,
heading to the tavern. Mivraa spat in his
direction, vowing to remove that foul grin from the human’s face.
However, her shawl was gone, and even her
muscular strength would not move the iron bars
that held her. Fortunately, none of the outlaws and those in the
town recognized her. While the bandits might fear the gods, they
resented any thoughts of the warrior code. Capturing the goddess of
Haligulf would be a great prize for these men who would not easily
let go of her. Even at the risk of Duwdamon, her father’s wrath,
the bandits would become a showpiece for their
cruelty. Mivraa recognized the Sky God would never come down
to save her. Despite their powers, the gods seldom protected their
human offspring, considering it unworthy of their position.
Unprotected by her powerful family, her best hope was becoming an
unrecognized slave like Fedelm. At least, if
she were sold to a trader, Mivraa would have a
greater chance to escape.

After a while, the
crowd quietly dispersed. The villagers had grown bored with the
captives who continued to look down, apparently paying little
attention to the events outside their cages. As the shadows of a
nearby tree moved over the cages of Fedelm and
Mivraa, they were quiet.

“Urith, what are we going to do?” whispered
Oslaf, his face perspiring from the discomfort of his position in
the cage. “We can’t go back to Ynyover; Satres
will kill us. They are saying that our king calls us traitors. How
can we explain to
Penhda?”

“Our king had no choice but to call us
rogues after we landed on that beach outside of the Citadel of
Br-Ynys. But as we knew already, he sent us on
a mission to die or be captured.
This Thulmare is quite bright. He’s
playing both sides to get the best price,” Urith quietly spoke,
trying to adjust his body to relieve the pressure on his leg
muscles which were cramping up.

“I think the Sacred Overlord got the
word out among his messengers and
satgerts. No doubt he put a bounty on our heads after we
nearly killed him at Du-Rinell to spread the word quickly,” Urith
said. “I’m willing to bet that’s how the guards back a Cahmais
nearly got us. Thulmare knew about us when he saw our tunics and
weapons in the cabin. For the moment, we’re fortunate that they
must keep us alive for the money.”

“What about Fedelm and Mivraa?” Oslaf
asked.

“I’m not sure,” Urith told him. I guess they
will be sold off as slaves in this foul place.
It appears their fate will be turned away from us if that happens.
I doubt Penhda will try to outbid Satres. It would be better for
him to let us die at the hands of the Sacred Overlord. We are pawns
to his plans, whatever they are.” He suddenly growled out in anger.
“But I’m not playing as a pawn anymore. We have our own path now.
We have to survive to return to our home with the Skool in hand.
That will be our future.” Urith tried to sound convincing at the
words, but he was unsure where the Fates were leading them.

Oslaf grew quiet at his uncle’s words. There
was little comfort in them, but the talking kept their attention
away from the cramped confines for the moment. He concentrated on
trying to loosen his wrists, still bound behind him by a thin rope.
However, it was a fruitless endeavor given the knots tied by
pirates.

“The locks on these cages will be too stout
for us to break without something to force it and we have no
weapons,” Urith told him as he looked over the cage again. It
appeared no one was watching them now.

“Mivraa, how about you and Fedelm?” He
raised his voice slightly. “Can you try the locks on your
cage?”

Mivraa shook her head. “No, I can’t get my
hands free yet, so we’re locked tight as well.
We will have to think of something else. Do you know where the
Skool is?” She asked.

“I think I know,” Fedelm spoke up. “I saw men carrying weapons from the
cuggles into that shack by the dock. You can see a guard still in
front of the building.”

Urith looked over where she indicated. “I
noticed that little sea bandit has my sword and the one called
Vitmus has my talisman,” he replied “From the sounds in the mead
hall, I’m guessing that those pirates are getting quite drunk. That
could be an advantage for us later.”

They grew quiet, thinking about their
situation. Each person tried to disregard their imprisoned
discomfort. They searched for a way to escape. Urith remembered the
words of Dughorm, his mentor who died at the hands of Satres. His
mind kept coming back to the Djeed talisman.

“The words of the gods, engraved upon the
sword, have great
influence through
vessels of stone.”

The old man’s words kept popping up into his
thoughts, and he focused upon the engravings
on his sword to distract himself from the heat of the afternoon and
cramps of his muscles caused by his confinement. When he mind
struggled to focus, Urith turned his attention to his thoughts
about how he would make that little bandit leader pay. As a Geniht
of his king, Urith took his easy capture at the hands of the
thugs very personally. To emphasize his need
for vengeance, he struck at the cage his head in frustration. The
others looked up, and a nearby villager turned his gaze to them at the sound. Urith
growled a curse in Esterblud to the man who proceeded to speed up
his pace, looking ashamed.

Listening to the loud voices that arose on
occasion from inside the mead hall, the prisoners gradually
realized the pirated goods from the ship were being sold by the
bandits in some type of sale. Since their cage was closer to the
building, Fedelm and Mivraa could hear more about the exchanges and bartering. Then, they overheard someone say
that the slave girls would be sold off the next morning. When
Mivraa relayed that information to the Esterbluds, Urith cursed the
sea raiders and spat in the direction of the
hall. He watched as a few traders slunk out of the ramshackle mead
hall, talking among themselves about their collection of goods they
would resell up the coast. The merchants called out to several
young boys standing nearby, instructing them to round up extra
hands to begin unloading the stores and cargo from the stolen
cuggle.

After the sun finally set in the eastern
sky, the sounds coming from the nearby tavern started to change.
The voices filled the air with laughter, cursing, and general mayhem as the sailors and
townspeople enjoyed the full flow of
heathmead. The tavern keeper came out of the hall to light two of
the oil lanterns on either side of his door. The lamps cast a pale yellow light only a few steps away from
the entrance, leaving the nearby prisoners in the shadows of the
night. When opened the thick door to re-enter, the captives could
fully hear the depraved songs in tribute to the sea raider’s god
they called Kriell. The song immediately
caught Mivraa’s interest. The ancient god’s name was taboo in the
realm of her father, the sky god. It was a name never uttered by
humans under pain of death by the kings and their satgerts.
The sea bandits were using the song as a direct affront to Uugor,
her brother, and god of the oceans.

“What are you thinking?” Fedelm recognized
the concentrating look on Mivraa’s face.

“I am listening to the song,” Mivraa said.
“I know the realms are in upheaval, but those humans are singing
praise to an old god cast out to the Great Void. It might be
nothing but it’s strange they speak of the ancient god as if he has
returned to help them in their evil ways.”

Mivraa wanted to say more, but she returned
trying to release herself from the tied rope. With a grunt of
pain, Mivraa finally freed one bloody hand.
She heard the door to the mead hall open with several sea raiders
falling out into the dirt street. All but one staggered to their
feet with drunken laughter and stumbled into the darkness, their
voices fading as they moved down the street toward the ship. The
solitary figure stumbled back to the doorway, pulling down an oil
lamp and he turned toward the prisoner cages. As he got closer,
they could see the broad-brimmed hat of Vitmus
as he staggered toward them. He stopped at the box holding Urith
and Oslaf, thrusting out his large silver mug.
It was stolen loot, far too expensive for everyday use in a
tavern.

“It is unfortunate you missed our
celebration, Esterblud spawn,” the pirate said, using their native
language with a thick Regiussan accent. “I drink to the koinons you
will bring us. Thulmare has sent word to the Sacred Overlord and
your king about your capture. So we wait and celebrate.”

After taking a melodramatic swig from the jug, he spat the
heathmead into the cage, covering the Esterbluds. Laughing as he
walked over to the cage holding Fedelm, delighting in her attempt
to back away to the far side of the cube.

“Fear not, little one for I’ll have you
later,” he told her before he turned to Mivraa. “No, I want this
redhead under me first. Solid and well built,
our leader believes you will sell for a good price. Not as much as
we will get for the little blonde girl, of course, but you are fair
and will breed well.”

He staggered over to the cage holding the
demigoddess, leaning over to peer in at her as he held the lantern
close.

“Yes, you look mighty tasty,” he told her.
“I will have you before you are sold. Perhaps, if you are good to
me, I’ll outbid the rest to make you my little bed slave.”

“You worthless pitshog, may the gods turn you into a cruicad,” growled Urith as he hoped Mivraa would
strike the drunk with some power he did not know about.

The drunken sea raider placed the lantern
and his mug on the top of the cage, oblivious to the words Urith
cursed at him. He pulled an elaborate key from a bag hanging
from his belt and unlocked the cage, putting
the key back in the bag.

“Now, you Esterblud scum, I do this for your
entertainment.” Vitmus swung open the cage door as he drew the long
bladed dagger from his belt.

“Come here slave,” he commanded. Mivraa
pushed to the back of the cage, appearing terrified of the long,
shiny blade. Her hands remained behind her.

“Ok, you make me come inside,” he wagged his
dagger at her. “This is not what your new master wants. You
are very bad. So, I’ll make sure you are
taught what rough means.”

He knelt down and carefully crawled into the
cage on his hands and knees, his sinister grin filled with
excitement. He kept staring at the terrified woman as he drew
close. Then, he saw the iris of the woman’s eyes suddenly grow
black with fury. Before he could react, Mivraa grabbed the man’s
wrist holding the dagger, while she kicked out with her foot into
his stomach. She kicked him twice in the groin while savagely
twisting his wrist. Vitmus yelped in pain, dropping the dagger.
Stunned by the attack, he tried to crawl over her as she scrambled
for the weapon on the floor of the cage. Unfortunately for the
bandit, the demigoddess was faster and stronger. She grabbed the
dagger handle with one hand, expertly rolled over on top of his
back. Using her free hand, she grabbed the man’s hair, pushing him
face down into the dirt, then she drove the long blade into the
back of his neck. The woman felt him convulse beneath her as he
died almost instantly.

“That’s what deserve, filthy offspring of a beorh,” said Mivraa as she spat, immediately wishing she killed the man slowly. Pulling
out the dagger and wiping the blade on the back of his shirt, she
paused long enough to pull the key from his waistband and crawl out
of the cube. Pushing his feet back in, she closed the cage. Swiftly
she opened the other cage doors, releasing the captives.

“Open your hand,” Mivraa instructed Urith
after she cut the rope from his wrists. The warrior stood up, his
muscles straining at the long confinement. He held out his
hand, and he felt the rough hand of the
demigoddess who placed his amulet in his palm. He draped the
cold stone around his neck and gave her a
quick peck on the cheek. He thought he could see her blush slightly
at the gesture.

“It’s good that I keep you around,” he
softly joked as she smiled. She offered the
dagger to him, but he declined.

“It’s your souvenir,” he said before turning
to the others. “We need to find the Skool and get the Clovel Sword
from Thulmare. Let’s start with that guarded building first and get
our weapons. Then, we get some revenge.”

Urith blew out the oil lamp, leaving it
on top of the cage and the group moved through
the darkness along the path to the docks. As they approached the
building where the weapons were stored, they saw the faint outline
of someone sitting in the shadows near the corner of the large
shack. Urith motioned to the group for them to
stop.

“Stay here,” he whispered to his comrades
before he crossed the road to come up behind the shack.

Urith snuck around the corner and froze when
he noticed a guard sitting on a barrel which lined up against the
wall. The guard’s head was nodding down into his chest as he dozed.
Urith came next to the man and wrapped his muscular arm around the
guard’s neck. They fell to the ground where Urith choked the life
out of the pirate. The death struggle was brief and quiet.

He pulled the dead man’s sword from the body
and searched for a coin bag. Pulling the leather bag, Urith smiled
to himself at finding the expected spark rocks used for starting
fires as well as a few coins in the bag. He moved to the front of
the shack and motioned to the others. The door was unlocked, and he entered, finding an oil lamp just inside
the door. He used the spark rocks to light the wick. Urith told
Oslaf to keep lookout near the door while they searched for their
armor and weapons. The Shield of Skool was found first by Mivraa,
lying under several other shields. Fedelm noticed the woman pause
momentarily when she reached for the god weapon. Instead of picking
it up, Mivraa pointed Urith to the shield. Fedelm came next to her,
handing Mivraa the mystical shawl, which she gratefully took before
swinging the black cloth around her shoulders. It fell down her
back, and Mivraa pulled out her silver spear
from its magical recesses. Despite seeing her use the shawl many
times during their journey, the magical
clothing still impressed Fedelm.

The Esterblud tunics and chain
mail were thrown in the corner along with other weapons
dumped there by the sea bandits. Urith decided to take the extra
time to put on his armor while he considered their options. Mivraa
pulled on her leggings while Fedelm glanced at Urith. She
recognized the grim hardness in the warrior’s face along with his
silence. He was not thinking of escape.

After sliding over his tunic, Urith put his
amulet around his neck, absently feeling for his missing sword. He
kept the smaller sword he took from the guard, sliding it in his
belt. He swung the Shield of Skool over his back and was turning to
leave when Mivraa stepped up to hand him his battleax. She said nothing when their eyes locked for a
moment. He simply gave her a grinning death sneer from his
disfigured face.

“Do you have a plan?” she asked.

“Not really,” he confessed. “I’ve just
decided I’ve had enough of this place and these people. These thugs
deserve a particular spot in the underworld
with Caruun. I will see they get there.”

“Since when do you play
like a god?” Fedelm asked. “The Skool
said justice when we found it. Are you the god of justice now?”

“I will be on this night,” he spoke gruffly as he let Oslaf pass by him. Urith walked
back into the darkness and Mivraa followed
him. Fedelm pointed Oslaf to his tunic and chainmail, telling him
to hurry as she left the building. Fedelm joined the others by the
edge of the road. She overheard part of the whispered argument
going on between Mivraa and Urith; he appeared intent on destroying
the village with the Skool. Oslaf joined them he handed Urith his
black battle helmet. He also gave his uncle one of the black robes
the sea raiders wore when they attacked the cuggle.

“This might get us in closer,” Oslaf told
his uncle who reluctantly accepted the garment.

“You might have something at that,” Urith
agreed as he thought about Thulmare. He glanced over to Mivraa and
Fedelm who were whispering.

“Fedelm gave me an
idea,” Mivraa told the men. “You put on the robes and follow
us. We have a plan now.”

Before Urith had a chance to argue, Mivraa
set off with Fedelm toward the mead hall. As the Esterbluds pulled
the garments over their tunics, they hurried to catch the women.
The loud sounds of drunken raiders still rang from the thin walls as they slipped
around the back of the mead hall. They followed the rough wooden
walls to a corner where Mivraa stopped to explain.

“We cannot wait too long before they
discover we have escaped,” she told them, staring at Urith in the
thin light. “You can’t just run in there destroying everyone with
that shield. Instead, I’ll use my power to lure Thulmare to
us.”

Before anyone could say anything, Mivraa
whispered a spell as she drew the shawl up to cover her head, then she let it drop back. In an instant, the
tall, muscular woman with auburn hair turned into a seductive woman
with long blond hair. She appeared to be a younger sister of
Fedelm. The dark fabric turned into a yellow girdle of a
docke which she wrapped around her waist, indicating her
availability for the night.

“As I watched this stinking place, I noticed
how the women bring their men out through a side door taking them
to the building across the alley,” she said. “I’ll bring Thulmare
and the Clovel Sword into this alley.”

Mivraa didn’t wait for any discussion while
she disappeared around the corner, slipping
inside the door at the end of the building. Fedelm whispered she
was following her.

“Stay out of sight,” she told the
Esterbluds. “If anything goes wrong, I’ll let you know.”

Inside, Mivraa made her way through the
crowd. She expertly slipped through the arms of a drunken man as he
tried to grab her to sit her on his lap. He
was too incoherent to follow her as she pushed through a group of
men holding their whores. The room was dusky from the feeble light being given off by the little oil lamps and
the smoke from the large hearth in the middle of the chamber. The disguised goddess soon spotted Thulmare. The
leader of the pirates was sitting off in a corner at a rough-hewn table with the blonde docke he took with him
earlier. He held a large mug in one hand and watched over his
crew’s antics with the smug reassurance of his control over them.
Then, he noticed the new beauty stepping toward him.
He gave her a smile, appreciating her assertive glance back
at him. He licked his lips when she came to the table. The tall
blonde girl sitting next to Thulmare rose defensively.

“It looks like we have another to help
entertain us tonight my dear,” Thulmare told his companion as he
slapped her on the butt.

“She is not of this village,” the girl said
spitefully.

“This is true,” said Mivraa as she strolled
to the table, moving close to her target,
ignoring the girl who stared daggers at her. “I’ve heard of the
great leader named Thulmare, and I came from
my small village to meet this person.”

“Is that so?” he asked thoughtfully. “You
are quite adventuresome coming from a small village. Do I know you?
You seem familiar somehow.”

“I’ve been around some,” said Mivraa.
“Enough to know those who lead are worth far more to me than the
weak people who follow them.”

She gave the man her best smile while licking her lips, hoping he would accept her
lies without further interrogation. He looked her body over again,
pleased with what he saw and ignoring his initial suspicion.
Fortunately, the girl next to Thulmare broke the questioning when
she interrupted.

“She is not worthy of a great leader like
you, my lord. Come with me and let me show you things that only
Henther can do for you.” The woman tugged at
the man’s arm. He didn’t budge. Instead, his
grin broadened.

“I should have you fight each other for my
attention,” he thought aloud, seriously considering the idea for a
moment.

He rose from his chair. “However, tonight I
feel generous. Come, I’ll take you both with me,” he declared
loudly, slamming his large silver mug on the table. He grabbed the
disguised Mivraa around the waist, steering her to the back door as
he slapped her butt. Henther gave them an evil look, but ran up on
the other side of the man, joining them. She smiled evilly at the
interloper, vowing the smaller woman would receive nothing from
Thulmare in the morning.

The trio pushed through the drunken men who
still stood while others of his crew were face down on the few
tables. Thulmare pushed through the door into the night with his
two women. In the dim light, a sudden movement caught the bandit’s attention,
but he had no time to react before Urith slammed into his side,
tackling him. They fell to the ground with the stout Regiussan able
to roll up onto his feet, trying to pull the Clovel Sword from its
scabbard. The bandit leader yelled from the
jolt his hand felt when he grasped the sword. Urith took advantage
and slammed his shoulder into him, and they
both fell out of the alleyway between the buildings. They fought
near the muddy road that ran in front of the mead hall.

The sudden battle caught the rest of group
off guard. The docke next to Mivraa tried to scream for help, but she backhanded Henther. Mivraa swiftly changed
back to her real appearance. While the prostitute stared in
amazement at the transformation, Mivraa whipped out her silver
spear from her black shawl. She pointed it at the neck of the
girl.

“Another scream and you die,”
Mivraa whispered, her face grim as she pulled the woman
into the fight.

Oslaf moved forward to help,
but Urith told him to stay out of the fight. Fedelm and
Mivraa looked around to see if the noise of the battle would bring
the bandits from the nearby buildings.
Fortunately, there was no movement by the raiders to join the struggle. The fighting could not be
heard over the singing and bellowing inside.

“You will die tonight, Esterblud,” the
pirate said, then he attacked Urith. The
Clovel Sword struck the Shield of Skool, sending sparks into the
night sky like shooting stars. The intense light blinded Thulmare
for a moment, allowing Urith to swing his battle ax. The pirate
anticipated the move and was already moving as he countered the
blow with the sword. He repositioned himself for another attack on
Urith. Thulmare swung the sword again, cutting through Urith’s
battle ax handle and sending the ax head
flying off into the night. The move convinced Urith that his
opponent was fast and strong, a skilled fighter.

When Thulmare swung at him again, Urith used
the shield to fend off the stroke, sending more sparks into the
night. Urith pulled in close to the Regiussan, grabbing the short
sword from his belt. He tried to impale the bandit. Thulmare
recognized the move, and he backed up giving
himself some distance from the bigger man in
front of him. Both men were breathing heavily now, but Urith held
on to the vengeance still pouring through him,
and he attacked again. His short sword swing was parried by the
pirate. However, Thulmare didn’t see Urith suddenly bring up the
Shield of Skool, using the edge to slam into the enemy’s jaw. The
action sent him flying back. Urith pressed his attack. This time, his sword found its mark as he struck Thulmare
in the groin. The sea raider screamed in agony, taking a wild swing
at his opponent again. Urith did not give the man another chance as
he deflected the Clovel Sword using his shield, and
then he jabbed his weapon into the man’s thick neck.
Thulmare fell on his side into the muck on the road. His hands
grabbed at his neck, trying to stop the bleeding.

“Die and tell Caruun how unworthy you are,”
Urith spate on the bandit leader who trembled and gasped before
dying. The pirate’s open eyes stared at the feet of Urith who
picked up his Clovel Sword.

“Now, we can leave,” he told the others.
Grimly satisfied, Urith leaned over to wipe the bloody sword clean
using the dead man’s robe. He pulled his scabbard from the dead
man’s waist.

“Do you know how to leave?” a deep voice
asked from the shadows. A robed man stepped from the gloom of the building next to the mead hall.

Urith spun around with the cat-like quickness of the vicious
baters that prowled the highlands.
Oslaf was nearly on the stranger before his uncle stopped him with
a quick growl. Urith recognized the man he had seen earlier that
morning as the town leader.

“I’m here to help,” said the man desperately
looking at Oslaf’s sword pointed at his
throat.

Urith stepped toward the man, joined by
Fedelm and Mivraa, who still held Henther with
her spear pointed menacingly at her face. As they approached, the
man shifted his feet nervously, his eyes darting across the dark
landscape. While he stood as tall as Mivraa, somehow he appeared
smaller despite his large pot belly.

“Explain yourself,” Urith snorted as he
stepped in front of the stranger.

“My name is Dacca, and
I was the leader of this village before the sea raiders came,” he
told them. “I’ve come to thank you and offer you a way out.” The
man’s nervous eyes darted
back and forth at the people surrounding him.

“After our treatment here, how about I just
burn this place down?” Urith watched with some pleasure as Dacca
nearly choked at his words.

“No, you can’t do that,” he pleaded. “These
are decent people. It was the sea raiders who
did this to you.”

“No, you and your people are just as
involved.” It was Fedelm who spoke up now. “I watched your people
trade with that scum as the sun filled the sky. Not one of this
village came to us to offer water or food. You sit on your fat butt
and only come out now to collect the spoils of this Clovel
Destroyer’s victory.”

“I agree with Fedelm,” Urith said, smiling
at her. “But let us hear what this man has to say before we decide
his fate.” He turned back to the man. “What are you offering?”

OEBPS/cover.jpg
STHREE REALMS

<

CLOVEL SWORD CHRONICLES
BOOK 2





