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ESSENCE OF POWER

CHAPTER ONE: HEROES OF THE SHIELD

EPISODE 1
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The’d’r made it to the city or town called Heroes of the Shield with his brother Gr'g'r, who was named after their great grandfather who had wrote the book so long ago, just in time to see a death match between two gladiators. The strange thing about it was one of them was a woman. He asked an event official why he had a woman in the bout and was told that she was challenged for killing many other challengers in other bouts similar to this one. She was not favoured to win any of the other bouts just as she was not favoured to win this one. Her name was Delaigda. He was told that she had already won more than twenty sanctioned death matches, but everyone including the official figured that this would be her last bout. The’d’r was not sure who would win this bout even though the betting odds were lower for Delaigda. The other man was known as Garth “The Lion” Joba. 

It was said that he liked to dismember his opponent in the death match and keep them alive till he took off all of their limbs. Garth appeared to have a large two-handed double-edged sword. Much detail could not be discerned from The’d’r’s position up in the stands. Every once in a while someone would stand up in a lower seat and block his already limited view. He had no idea of what constituted proper attire for this type of event and could not tell the difference from a hauberk or a set of greaves and only knew enough to say that Garth was lightly armoured and Delaigda was moderately armoured. Her weapons were sheathed so they looked no larger than daggers to him, at least from where he sat anyway. Him and his brother each ordered a mug of ale just as the death match between the two combatants was being announced and missed what was being said ’cause of the loud cheers and him having to order their drinks by shouting. The’d’r put his money on Delaigda considering she paid out ten to one. Those odds were good odds to him because Garth only paid out three to one. 

His brother complained that he was putting too much money on the girl and should have bet that Garth would win, at least he did not mind when he had only spent one hundred platinum pieces on her. This match was like any other duel that she had had to fight. Garth had challenged her to a death match after he had found out that it was her that had killed his brother Gordon. Well, she still had Gordon’s diamond edged short swords. She kept getting better armour, but she was restricted to light armour for her death matches. Today she was wearing moderately heavy armour that her personal armourer had called brigantine. It was made from cured leather strips fastened over chain mail. She wore this armour because it was designed to blunt an opponent’s strike with a slashing weapon, thus it should do well against her opponent Garth “The Lion”. Delaigda looked up into the stands and could see many people looking down at her and her opponent. Their names were called and cheers went up as the number of bouts fought by each combatant was called out. Her two diamond edged short swords were still sheathed as she always preferred to have the crowd awed by the sparkling weapons and the fear creep up in her opponents when they saw them for the first time. This opponent was different because he already knew about the weapons after all he helped his brother make them.
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TO DELAIGDA GARTH LOOKED like a bull with his brows furrowed, bloodshot eyes and the bit of spittle sliding down the left corner of his mouth. He held his two handed sword in meaty hands as though it was a club and not a sword. Garth had no finesse in wielding weapons. Many times Delaigda only had to dodge to the left or right to avoid the clumsy ox’s swings. It was like he was trying to hack down a tree. Every once in a while, Delaigda would nick Garth in the ear or the cheek or any other insignificant place on him just to irritate him into making a move more stupid then he was already doing. Whenever Garth got close enough to her, she would taunt him. Calling him names and seeing his face get redder and redder with ire for her gave her the deepest pleasure. It was too bad that she had to end the fight because she had never had so much fun before. 

This match was taking more than half an hour to fight, in fact nearly an hour had gone by since they stepped onto the dirt floor of the arena. Her brigantine armour was very badly damaged, at least she still had most of the chain mail armour on underneath the leather strips that were just too battered to be usable and most of the pieces were on the ground from when Garth made two massive strikes across her chest and right thigh. Already, there was a black, green and red bruise forming on her right thigh where the chain mail and any other protection were removed from that leg below the cut. The cut in the leg was still leaking blood profusely from a possibly severed minor vein or artery. Her left breast would have been exposed if it were not for her wearing a soft pigskin sleeveless shirt. Delaigda’s right leg was numb and she had to put most of her weight onto her left leg, which gave her only a few options in avoiding Garth’s heavy handed swings. She was badly injured and because he had more bulk, muscle wise because he looked to have no fat on him at all, he absorbed more of her blows than she had originally thought of him able to do. He was leaking blood from various cuts she made in him. One of the cuts to the left side of his head was making his eyelid swell and shut and blood from a cut above his right eye made him blink from the salt in his tears and blood that dripped into it. 

His arms looked tired, he looked tired and Delaigda was tired. She knew this fight could not go on for much longer than it had already gone on for. Waiting for Garth to make a lunge for her could be a fatal mistake on her part. Her right leg was throbbing with pain and any sudden moves could spill her to the ground. She knew that once she was on the ground getting back up would be impossible. Timing was everything and Garth knew this just as well as she and was more experienced than his brother had been when she had killed him. Garth knew the strengths and weaknesses of the two short swords that she had. They were made more for thrusting and less for slashing, thus could not be used to puncture his heart like she did with his brother because of the protective ridge on his breastplate. Garth came in at a run like a charging bull, both of his huge hands were on his two handed sword. The sword blade was a good six and a half feet long, it had a much longer reach than Delaigda’s two short swords by at least four feet. That was a lot of tempered iron to avoid or bypass in order to get to her opponent. 

It would mean her life or her death to make her every move count. Hopping from her left foot into a shoulder roll that took her out of the way of most of Garth’s lunge even though his sword did rip through her scalp leaving a trail of blood from where she was to beside Garth. She was conscious long enough to put the one short sword in her left hand through his abdomen and the other up through his chin and into his brain. He fell to the ground dead and she was carried off the arena floor barely alive. The’d’r heard the officials calling for a herbalist so he and his brother went to see if they could help the girl that was nearly dead from the recent bout that made him nine hundred platinum richer. Everyone bumped and pushed The’d’r and his brother as they made their way to the money changers, and then to wherever Delaigda was. 

*
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WHEN THE’D’R AND HIS brother got to a table that Delaigda was laid out on, The’d’r’s face went beet red when he had realized that she was completely naked. Her face was pale and she was still leaking blood from her wounds and he was not sure of what to do. So, he grabbed one of the books he had that were supposed to be about singing plants and people back to health. He flipped through the pages carefully until he found the song that he was looking for, adjusted his round, thick lensed, horn-rimmed glasses on his nose and dug his small hand harp out of his backpack and began to play the notes from the book that his brother held out in front of him. Shortly thereafter The’d’r began to sing in a language that no one heard about in a very, very long time while he placed his right hand on her left breast, “Oh Great and Mighty One, the one and only one. Come to us and bring your healing grace as I sing. This song when I am in need of you. This child in front of me, naked as when she was born. Make her whole again. I thank you for your wonders holy one, we all thank you for your wonders.”

Just as The’d’r finished singing the song of healing a bright light shone in the room from nowhere in particular and basked Delaigda in its light. Her wounds stopped bleeding and sealed themselves up without a trace of them ever being there. Everyone there except for The’d’r and his brother were in shock at what transpired in front of their eyes. Delaigda was getting dressed, oblivious to The’d’r’s staring. He had never seen a naked woman or touched one before he set eyes on Delaigda because that was one of the forbidden things that he was not allowed to partake in, unless he was married. Being always under the judgmental eye of the so-called druids. If they saw him singing the songs of the ancients the druids who professed that violence is evil would kill him on the spot. As his thought triggered the police of the past someone came into the room with dire news carrying a bundle of things obviously belonging to Delaigda and spoke, “Delaigda, word has spread about what has been done to you via these men. If you do not leave and take these men with you, all three of you will be hung in the arena until dead. I am warning you because you have made me a very rich man. I won’t be able to hold off the syndicate in their pursuit of you all. Delaigda your horse is ready for you in the stable. It is best to go while there is still time to do so.”

The’d’r and his brother followed Delaigda through an underground corridor to the stable. Once there The’d’r was amazed at the size of the horse that Delaigda had called Thunder. He did not know much about horses, but he knew enough to know that this horse’s shoes were relatively new and so was his saddle. Delaigda only had the one horse with two sets of saddlebags and a satchel that she slung over her shoulder. She was surprised to see that The’d’r and his brother Gr’g’r both had ponies and a pack horse each piled with books and various other items since they did not appear to be that well off. They left the stable concerned that the pack-horses may slow them down, but The’d’r was adamant that he needed what was contained on the pack-horses. Two days into their escape from being hanged in the arena and they had noticed that they were being followed.

*
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PURSUIT

Their pursuers were not making any attempts at covering their pursuit, which might mean that there would be more in the woods or far up ahead of them awaiting to ambush Delaigda, The’d’r and Gr’g’r. The’d’r and Gr’g’r had no knowledge of ambushes and if not with Delaigda they would not even notice themselves being followed. If Delaigda was by herself their pursuers would have no way of catching up to her, but she owed The’d’r and Gr’g’r for saving her life in the arena. She thought that she might be falling in love with The’d’r. Delaigda hoped that it was not just gratitude because he was not really that much to look at. She had the first watch of their camp. Posting sentries was her idea and she hoped that The’d’r was good with a sling and staff and Gr’g’r was good with the longbow and short-sword and dagger because one of them would have to take the next watch in a few hours. Delaigda expected that some of their pursuers would try to attack one of the brothers on their watch them being more fragile looking than her besides her having a reputation in the arena for her death matches. After Delaigda’s watch it would be The’d’r’s watch. This was the first night that everyone would have a watch and the other two were nervous before their watches. The’d’r watched Delaigda get undressed by the firelight while he pretended to add more wood to their campfire.
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HE HAD ALREADY SEEN her naked and did not understand why she took off everything and then got into a light leather tunic when he could clearly see she did not put on small clothes and then laid her bed-roll at his feet and got into it and fell fast asleep. She had a weapons belt within reach of her, which puzzled him because he was not expecting any trouble from so-called pursuers that she had said were following them. The last two nights he had seen no sign of pursuers and yet she insisted on sleeping with him. Sure they were fully clothed whenever they had slept together, but even that level of intimacy gave The’d’r goose bumps. Delaigda lay on her left side with her backside facing him, the curve of her hips calling to him. They were saying come and join us. It was his turn to keep watch and he included Delaigda’s hips in his watch and that made him have many lapses of what he was actually supposed to be doing. Sometimes he would find himself staring for the longest time at Delaigda’s hips and buttocks. 

She was a warrior and he was not much of anything. Granted he was not fat, but he was not muscular either. Practically a twig all of his seventeen years of life and a phony with the staff that he was carrying. He had actually never even used it for anything but a walking staff. The’d’r hoped that he would not have to use the staff in front of Delaigda and look like the fool when it was found out how much he really knew how to use the staff. At least his brother had some idea of how to use a sword and dagger even if it was just sticking the pointy end into the bad guy. The’d’r thought that he should not have too much trouble with his staff because it was not of the thick and heavy variety, but thin and light-weight with a small iron cap on each end. His weapon required an even use of both hands due to it having two main weapon edges, which happened to be where the iron tips had been placed on the weapon. 

Gr’g’r lay on the other side of the fire from his brother, half asleep. He had trouble sleeping lately, which was probably because he could sense someone watching him from the woods and the fact that he was usually too tired to rake the ground of rocks and twigs by the time they all made camp at the end of the day. His brother could be seen from where he was laying on the ground. Delaigda was pretty, but Gr’g’r could not understand why The’d’r’s brains were going to mush regarding her. Girls always puzzled him in how they could make the brightest man act like a clumsy fool. It only happened to him once, but once was far too much for even him to handle. For some strange reason no bats or insects or even owls prowled the night and no crickets played their musical legs, not even one.

*
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AMBUSH

A branch snapped under the weight of something in the forest and then another and another snapped. The’d’r stood ready with his staff, Delaigda was up with her two short-swords. Gr’g’r rolled out of his bedroll shirtless holding onto his short sword and dagger. They all did not know what they were up against, but they hoped that they were ready. The twang of crossbow springs and bowstrings were heard a moment before arrows and bolts were rained in on them. Their camp was not well fortified, actually it was not fortified at all, but the forest protected them from most of the bolts and arrows. Some arrows did get passed the canopy of trees and one bolt even stuck in The’d’r’s staff. His fingers still throbbed with the impact of the bolt. Delaigda inspected his staff and it was not damaged too much. 

On a closer look at the weapon she saw symbols of an ancient origin. In fact, after she had taken the bolt out of the staff it appeared to heal itself as though it had been made out of living wood. She also could have sworn that the bolt should have gone into The’d’r’s head, but the staff moved of its own accord to intercept the bolt. Gr’g’r’s weapons had the same rune markings as his brother’s. This battle was bound to get very interesting and she thought she was protecting them. It may end up being that the two brothers would protect her instead. A few moments after the arrows and bolts came down they were surrounded by men and women dressed in black from head to toe. The fire had gone out in the confusion of missile fire and thus the type of weapons could not be judged by the trickle of moonlight coming through the treetops into the camp. None of them had ever seen people in assassin’s garb till tonight. If they survived a professional attack on their lives they still would not know where to go where they could not be found. It was hard to figure out their assailants’ numbers and could only focus on who was attacking themselves and not their companions. They got into a triangle formation back to back to back so that the fire or what used to be their fire was in between them. Of course they were distanced enough from each other to be able to wield their weapons efficiently enough without whacking each other with them. 

The’d’r was surprised at his skill with the staff he was using especially since he had never had any training. For some reason he knew his opponents weaknesses and movements before they did them. He could see so well that he knew what part of the body and how much force or strength to put into his strike to get an end result that he needed. The fact that he and his brother had found the weapons in the ruins might have something to do with it. Five assassins came at him, two at a time. The’d’r raised his staff vertically and caught the first assassin in the chin and twisted the staff clockwise and put the tip into the same assassin’s throat. Pivoting to the left, he shot the other end of the staff into the second assassin’s left temple. As the first two assassins crumpled to the ground, the other three rushed up with weapons extended. He disarmed the first with a tap to the wrist that produced a crack and a wail from his assailant. 

While the first assailant of the second wave of assassins held onto his right broken wrist, The’d’r blocked the second assailant as he ran his head into the face of the third assailant as though he was a raging bull. He heard his opponent’s skull split as he came into contact with him. Head butting the third assassin brought The’d’r passed the second assassin, who was about to strike him in the back with his sword. Swinging his staff in a two handed club fashion back and to his left The’d’r brought the one end across the back of the assassin’s neck and into the back of his skull sending the assassin forward into a half somersault landing on his back. It was very obvious that four out of the five assassins on The’d’r were either dead or so severely injured that they would be dead soon. Recovering enough from his broken right wrist to pick up his sword in his left hand, the last assassin on The’d’r lunged at him in a way that he bypassed The’d’r’s guard or some of it because The’d’r was able to deflect the attack from his heart. It was not a complete deflection because the assassin’s blade went in just under the right side of his collarbone. The blade broke off in the wound as The’d’r fell to his knees as the poison seeped into his blood stream.

* 
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WITHOUT A WEAPON THE assassin stooped down over one of his comrades, picked up a sword and took off into the forest assuming the poison would finish off the poisoned. Gr’g’r was not as surprised as his brother was with the two weapons that he had gotten from the ancient ruins since he used them from an early age to keep nosy people out of the ruins. Of course he had killed those that ventured too far into the ruins and they use to be friends of his, including the kid that he got exiled from Al’k’n for making his nose bloody. The so-called druids of his birth town could not understand when things happened as an accident. Since then, he drew blood on purpose. Understanding the irony of life, he did not and did not expect anyone else to understand it. Being use to his weapons, he let them use him to defeat the six assassins that came for him. His short-sword slashed at the assailant to the right of him, opening his jugular. At the same time his dagger entered the sternum of the assailant to his left ripping up through the heart. As the first two assassins fell to the ground, two more jumped over them to find a dagger and a short-sword disemboweling both of them respectively before their feet reached solid ground. 

The last two were smarter, but not by much, than the first four that went after Gr’g’r. These two assassins circled around Gr’g’r so that one was to his left and one to his right, facing his back. Reversing his weapons so that he could do a reverse thrust to the back of him, he rammed his short-sword into one of the assassins, but when he went to reverse thrust his dagger into the other assassin, it was parried. Turning around to face the last remaining assassin, Gr’g’r gave him a kick to the inside of his right knee with the heel of his left foot, snapping it as he thrust his short-sword through his opponent’s heart while he parried his opponent’s short-sword with his dagger. Wiping his weapons clean on the assassin’s shirt he noticed The’d’r going down as an assassin was running into the woods. No time to draw an arrow into his longbow, he threw his dagger catching the assassin in the back of the head. Gr’g’r ran to his brother.

*
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DELAIGDA WAS BOMBARDED with more assassins than the other two due to her slight notoriety within the arena in her death matches. More than fifteen assassins surrounded her, so much that she could no longer see The’d’r or Gr’g’r and could not hear them either. She assumed her fighting stance and waited for their approach. Unlike Gr’g’r and The’d’r, she did not have weapons that fought for her, however, she was far better than those weapons could make Gr’g’r and The’d’r. Her diamond edged short-swords were not her only weapons. A two handed sword, the one that she got from her last death match, was strapped between her shoulder blades and daggers, six of them, were sheathed in various places about her body. As the assassins made their way to attack Delaigda, she quickly killed them with a thrust here and a slash there. Each wound meant death to her opponents. A punctured lung, severed jugular and any other important arteries or organs were her main targets. 

Hair flinging wildly as the clasp was broken from a stray strike of her enemies’ weapons made her look like she was a spirit especially with the slight vicious fear in her eyes. One would be frightened of her at this point, considering her height of six feet and four inches. Thrusts, kicks, slashes, punches, head-butts, elbows came from her in a blur over and over again and all that could be heard was the melancholy crack, snap and pop of bones, joints and flesh. It would take its toll on anyone not of sane mind and body and then again it would take its toll on even the sanest of us all. After all even the inflictor of damage, damages themselves eventually. It seemed only mere moments had passed from the time she began fighting the assassins to the time she had finished them all, but a fair bit of time passed. So much time that Gr’g’r already drew out the poison from his brother and had bandaged him up satisfied that his brother would live with some rest. Proper rest in an inn would have been best, but any rest would have to do. At the end of Delaigda’s fight she passed out from exhaustion, her light leather tunic was cut to pieces in the battle long ago so she lay on the ground naked and exhausted. Cold it would be tonight and his brother would need some heat, so Gr’g’r hoped that what he had to do next would not be regretted. He dug a hole in the ground and made the hole big enough to allow for two people and made the ground soft at the base.
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PUTTING A COUPLE BLANKETS down in the hole, he stripped his brother of all of his clothes. Then he picked up a naked and exhausted Delaigda and put them both together in the hole. Placing blankets on top of them, he then put sand from the hole over the blanket to keep them nice and warm. The fight began near the beginning of Gr’g’r’s brother’s watch and ended before his watch was over so Gr’g’r had to finish his brother’s watch and do his own watch. He was tired without much sleep, but not as tired as his brother and Delaigda obviously were. In the night he restarted their campfire and built a bench out of an old log that he had to keep ants from crawling up his leg. It was a minor variety of ant that squealed and popped as he dropped it in the fire, small and light red was its colour.
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CHAPTER TWO: MEMORIES

EPISODE 2
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When Gr’g’r and The’d’r were a lot younger they enjoyed playing in the sand and burning all types of ants with The’d’r’s spectacles. For some reason after one ant was burnt more of them would come and try to recover the ant’s corpse until they had a field of burnt ants. Them were the days when they were free, now they would have to run as long as they lived. Even if they did not run in fear, they still would have to battle out everyday or night as last night proved. They were barely able to fight the assassins this time, but next time they would send more assassins that would be better than the last ones that were sent. The guy in the arena had mentioned the syndicate. Who was the syndicate and what kind of operation and people were they up against? Gr’g’r knew very well that someone with the connections that the syndicate seemed to have just had to have some enemies. He just had to find out who those enemies were. From where he was from there was a saying that the enemy of your enemy is your friend, he just hoped that there was at least an ounce of truth to that statement or they would be in deep trouble worse than they already were in now. Morning was opened with the rising of the sun. Under any other circumstances it would be a beautiful time watching a sunrise, but with it came the realization that the bodies of the assassins were still around. 

There was one difference though, Gr’g’r was so deep in thought that he did not notice the bodies had been taken away in the middle of the night including the one that was right at his feet. Fortunately, when he looked at where he had placed his brother and Delaigda, they were still fast asleep. Gr’g’r noticed that the assassins had left no marks when they took the corpses of their comrades. It was an eerie feeling that he had about the corpses disappearing without a trace. The birds were singing, robins, blue jays and a few sparrows and some hawks could be seen far up in the sky scouting out the territory for a rabbit or any other rodent. Possibly a fish because Gr’g’r could hear the sound of a river in the distance. Soon his brother The’d’r and Delaigda would get up and he would probably have to explain why he did what he did. He hoped that there would be no regrets and knew that they wanted to do this for some time. They were taking too much time to figure out whether the other one felt the same about them and would have regretted it down the road if nothing happened between them. Of course he was considered rash sometimes, most of the time. To him there was no sense being wishy washy with what you knew that you wanted already. No sense at all. Better to be blunt instead of going around the bush without any apparent destination in mind. 

In the traveling sense, it meant that you were last. The’d’r awoke, still tired from the previous night. It did not take long for him to notice that he was sleeping next to Delaigda. He could feel her naked body pressed up against his, in fact she was holding him real tight. Their bodies were all sweaty and sticky from the heat generated from the night and the morning sun baking them beneath a blanket of earth. He could not remember much from the night before, only that he did have a fever from poison introduced into his bloodstream from an assassin’s short-sword. The’d’r still felt like vomiting but was better because of the heat generated from his still sleeping companion and himself. Delaigda was still asleep and looked at peace. It was hard to understand how Delaigda and him had gotten under the ground. Someone, not him or Delaigda, had to have dug a hole and placed them in it and then put sand on top of the blanket. His brother had to have done this, which might mean that Delaigda did not know about it yet. Hoping that she would not react to this too negatively, he nudged her awake.

*
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DELAIGDA AWOKE WITH a start when The’d’r nudged her awake, her face was full on blush. She was obviously in somewhat of shock or what seemed to be shock to The’d’r. Looking over at The’d’r, Delaigda appeared to be thinking of something to say, opened her mouth, closed it and opened it again to only close it again. What could she do now that she was in bed with The’d’r naked? She was not sure of her feelings for him and not sure how serious her relationship with him could get. It was a nice day and she started it all sweaty with her naked body pressed against The’d’r’s naked sweaty body. This was too much for her to handle at this time. Disappointment hit at her lack of commitment, but she needed to control her desires before it ruined both of them awkwardly crawling over The'd'r's naked body probably was not her best idea ever. Getting up she grabbed a few clothes, a towel and some soap and headed to the river she could hear just a little ways from their camp.

The’d’r did not see Delaigda leave because he was too busy concentrating on getting up after she climbed over him in her rush to get up. He was sore all over and the wound made by the sword of the assassin was black and flaking. That could not be good, he thought. It smelt bad, but when he touched it puss did not come out and he felt nothing as though the skin around the wound was already dead. He went down to the stream where Delaigda was taking a bath. The’d’r could not see much of her, but because of her height the tops of her breasts were sticking out of the water. Maybe they were buoyant, The’d’r was not sure so attempted to banish that silly thought by shaking his head. Setting his clothes next to Delaigda’s clothes he waded into where she was with a bar of soap in his hand. The water was cold and he could feel his manhood shrinking. It was uncomfortable when that happened, especially when he was around someone like Delaigda and always caused him great discomfort when his arousal threatened to rip out hairs of his pubis. The’d’r washed all of the grime from his body as he watched Delaigda finish and walk out of the stream, dry herself off and put her clothes on. As he got out of the water he stubbed his toe on a rock and caught himself before he cursed due to the pain. Delaigda did not seem to notice and just kept on walking up the river bank towards their camp. Falling over a few times trying to dress too quickly for himself, he gathered his stuff and climbed or limped up the river bank after Delaigda. When they had reached the camp, Gr’g’r was asleep. He still looked like he was on watch, but his eyes were closed. Delaigda and him waited until Gr’g’r had some rest and then dismantled camp. They did not think it was that important, but Delaigda cleaned up the camp to leave no trace of them being there.
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EVERY FEW METERS OF them traveling they would clear their tracks and make it hard to follow them. It should have been hard for someone to follow, but not when someone watched them from the safety of a tree branch far above the road that they were traveling on. She stayed out of sight to make sure that the syndicate did not have anyone trailing them. Candis had told her about the assassins in league with the syndicate.

*
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SYNDICATE

The syndicate were a powerful enemy of the underground and anyone strong enough to kill syndicate assassins was worthy of contact from the underground. Candis’ underground needed good allies to defend against the syndicate and defeat them. It would take time to contact these three because Veronica or Veri as others had called her had to watch them closely and make sure that they were approachable. Veri watched Delaigda, The’d’r and Gr’g’r for more than a week now and she saw them kill many assassins. They were getting better at it every day and Veri felt like she was falling for Gr’g’r. It hurt her when she thought that he was killed one day and she nearly broke her cover when she went down to check on him. He had been knocked unconscious and she was delayed after bandaging him because four assassins wanted to finish the job.

She was only four feet tall and weighed about eighty pounds, but she was very strong and swift. Their throats were all slit from ear to ear before they even realized that it had even happened to them. Veri loved to use small razor edged knives, the smaller they were the better. Razored knives were attached to her boots, knee pads and elbow pads. So sharp were her blades that she could slice into arteries in ways that would only cause internal bleeding. It was a good thing that the others did not notice her, even though they did notice that Gr’g’r went down. By the time they finished their fights and made it to Gr’g’r’s side she was up in the tree and Gr’g’r had come to. At some point she would have to show herself to them and get them to a place that they could be safe from more assassination attempts. She knew that they could handle any danger that they had to face. Maybe not her, but she was not a danger to them. Not at the moment anyway. 

Right now they could be a danger to her and to find out if they were a danger to her or the underground, she would have to get closer to them while she was following them and listen to their conversations. Delaigda was tired of the fighting and the running. They needed to get somewhere where they could rest properly. Between them they had fewer than four hours of sleep for each day of their travels. A lot of their time was spent bickering or looking into the woods at something that was never there. Gr’g’r kept saying that they were being followed because he always felt someone’s hungry eyes watching him. The time he could not explain the four deaths of assassins that obviously were not from his blades, but on closer inspection were from smaller and sharper blades. On many occasions Gr’g’r was about to be killed by an assassin and the assassin just died. They had to talk about it because it was bothering everyone.

She was the first to speak, “It has been tiring for all of us these last three weeks of fending off all of these assassins. We are all weary and this syndicate does not seem to be giving up even after the countless dead assassins that we have left behind. I hope you guys are not thinking of us joining another faction. Hard it will be to discern what their motives would be in involving us in their organization. It is understandable that we will have to keep running if we do not side with a group, but what would we be required to do in that group?”

Gr’g’r interjected before Delaigda had a chance to say anymore and got a dirty look when he did. She still did not forgive him for putting her and The’d’r in bed together naked, even though they had slept together at least half naked ever since that night. He had to spend his time alone with himself ever since he did that to them and it was lonely being by himself all the time and lonelier now that they spent so much time mooning over each other. “I do not know about you guys, but I am alone and am very tired of our bickering. There is no fun in looking over your shoulder all the time wondering whether this is the day that you die. It would be nice to be a part of a group that has people to watch out for you. Also, there are benefits to having an army to fight off an army of assassins. How long do you think that we can last when we have to fight off assassins every night and every day? Have you not figured it out yet that we most likely are being followed by both the syndicate and another faction looking to bring us into their fold. So many encounters with a near death situation I have had where someone assisted me in staying alive. I can see that the person is probably an agent of some other faction and needs to be sure that we are worth their effort of bringing us into their group. Maybe to them we are a threat or they just want to make sure that we are not a threat. Sure, mysterious things have been happening for at least two weeks now, but we have to give another faction a chance to approach us.”

He paused for a moment and then continued, “It is our only chance for survival. So far you have been quiet my brother, The’d’r, but it is time that we had your opinion on this or are you both still mad at me for putting you both together that one night you would have died from lack of warmth. It is time for your silence to be over. I only did what needed to be done, nothing more and nothing less.”

The’d’r was both upset about what his brother did and glad that it had been done. It was Delaigda that had kept him so occupied that he did not have time to talk to his brother, even if he wanted to. His brother was impulsive sometimes and that is what he liked most about him. Unfortunately, he would have to side with his brother on this subject and hoped that Delaigda would not be mad at him for it. The other faction would have to be contacted before they were too tired to fight anymore. All of the assassins so far were not too hard to fight, but that was because someone was following them and helping them. They needed to contact whomever it was that was following them. “I am not really mad at you my brother now knowing that you had done it because you thought that it was the only way to keep me alive.” 

He looked at Delaigda and then continued talking. “It is understandable that we cannot last much longer against the assassins given that we are never completely over one fight in respects to recuperating from injuries or even from being tired. Eventually we will be too tired to fight back and what will we do when that happens to us. Granted we do not know who this other faction is that may have an interest in us or how we get in contact with them. Of course I could probably find a song to sing us to health, but look at what that did to us in the first place. It may even bring them down to us even faster than they already are coming after us. At least we know that they are not totally aware of our location given the fact that they have not been successful in assassinating us or singling out one of us at a time with distance shots from bow or even a blowgun. Maybe the person or persons that are with the other faction are stopping this in some way or another. We do not know. So far, Gr’g’r and I are agreed on at least contacting the other faction and hearing them out, let alone joining them. When we do contact them, if you are in agreement with us Delaigda, after hearing what they have to say we will have a vote on whether we join them. You will probably both agree with me that we should all stay together, no matter what. We all have fought together and know that none of us will stab each other in the back or plan to get rid of one of us.”

Delaigda looked at them both and then spoke, “Okay, I will agree that we should meet with this person or persons, but we don’t agree to anything unless we are all in agreement with what they say. It is not certain how we should meet with them, but it could be that they are listening to us right now. The fact that the assassins have lessened a bit in the last couple weeks probably means that they have to kill them in order for them to keep in the open more to listen to us talking. In my opinion that is kind of underhanded to not show yourself when we are in need of help from assassination attempts on our very lives, but I guess that there is nothing else that they could do in order to find out if we are worthy of their attention.”

*
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FOREST

All at once they looked behind where Gr’g’r was into the forest when they barely heard some branches crunching under someone’s feet. They all prepared themselves for the worst because they expected more assassins and were relieved when a very short girl or what appeared to be a little girl, stepped out from the woods. She was all in black and was hard to see no matter how close she got to them. Weapons could not be seen on her, but she did not appear to be afraid of them and she radiated an air of confidence that they had never experienced before now. Fast she was because she appeared to be going to attack Gr’g’r but at the moment she had reached him she hugged him and Delaigda had to clear her throat for her to let go. Gr’g’r’s face, for some reason, had gone red. Maybe it was because he found out that she was not a child, but a small attractive woman. It was also because he had found out that she was the source of the hungry eyes on him these past two or more weeks.

Veri was glad that she did not have to hide in the forest any longer. Their conversations regarding the mysteriousness of her stalking them bothered her, she did not feel like a stalker. She was to find out if they were a viable group to approach and did not want to risk herself if they were hostile and attacked her. When they began to talk about contacting whatever faction had been helping them from a position of safety in the woods, it had been as good a time as any to come out and talk to them. She could not hold back when she came out she had to grab a hold of Gr’g’r and give him a good and long kiss. His face went red and his friends did not see the kiss so did not know what had happened, it had made her blush as well because she did not expect the kiss to be so good or him to respond and kiss her back. It made her the happiest that she had ever remembered being. Her love for him seemed more real to her now that she could actually spend time with him and he would not be lonely anymore.

* 
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AFTER HER EMBRACE WITH the man she loved, she spoke to them and introduced herself to them, “I am Veronica, but most people call me Veri. The syndicate will keep sending assassins after you because of the songs that one of you sung. They do not like anything that exhibits the magic of the past and have been searching for anyone or any object that has these properties and they will destroy them. All of you are unique in being the only group that has not only defended themselves against them, but has killed their assassins every time they have come to kill you. The underground, the organization that I am with, looks for these items and individuals as well but we try to preserve them because we feel that something terrible will come that will need their skills and abilities to defend this planet from total annihilation. Even with our vigor in locating and having many people of your natures join us, most of what was left of the old magic ceases to exist. It is unfortunate that this does happen, but our agents cannot be everywhere.”

She paused for a moment to catch her breath and then continued, “Fortunately, I am here to assist you in getting to one of the bases of the underground where assassination attempts will be impossible. If you are ready, we could leave now.”

Delaigda thought that it was strange that this girl was an agent of the underground and that she happened to be the one trailing them. It was also weird that she had a thing for Gr’g’r and even gave him a kiss that was probably thought to not be seen by anyone but Gr’g’r. They would have to go some distance from her in order to make an appropriate decision of which Gr’g’r was probably already in agreement with Veri. “Before we decide to go with you to a base of the underground we will have to make a decision between us. If you will excuse us for a moment while we discuss this out of earshot of you and when we come to a decision we will come back and tell you.” 

As Delaigda spoke the last words of her discourse, she dragged Gr’g’r and The’d’r a ways away to discuss whether they will go with Veri or not. Veri sat down beside the fire, crossing her legs and began to play with a twig in the fire. Delaigda spoke to Gr’g’r and The’d’r after looking back to see if Veri was trying to listen to them. “What do you guys think? I am not sure of her motivations and her playing around with Gr’g’r bothers me. Have you ever met her before Gr’g’r?” 

Gr’g’r shook himself for a moment. It was hard to get out of day dream land once Veri showed up because he kept thinking about how life would be if he could spend the rest of his life with her. He was vaguely aware of Delaigda asking him a question and he barely remembered what it was. His mind was made up that he would go with this girl and make a life with her no matter what life that would be because he was tired of being alone all the time. Both Delaigda and The’d’r were looking at him, and so he spoke, “I have never met her before, but I do like her a lot and it is not just that she kissed me. There is love in her eyes for me and it is hard being alone especially when I am traveling with you two who stay with each other all the time and I feel like the third wheel. It is my decision to go with her wherever she is going. That way I will have someone to share my life with. Of course this may seem strange to both of you because I have only met her today, but I feel like she was the source of the hungry eyes on me for at least the last two weeks. All those times I had a close call with death, I am sure it was her killing them for me. If we inspected her all those mysterious deaths would be found to be caused by her weapons. So, I will join the underground with or without you, but I would rather both of you join with me because we have to stick together.” Gr’g’r hoped that they would join the underground with him because he could not see how he could do without his brother and knew that his brother could not be without Delaigda. 

He knew that if they did not join the underground, they most likely would eventually be killed. They were too young to be killed at this point in their life.  The’d’r was puzzled by what his brother had said because it contradicted what they said earlier also because he could not see his brother leaving him. 

“I am not sure of what to say because I do not want to leave you brother. It is understandable that you are lonely and this girl does show a lot of affection for you. Some of the reasons that we have not been talking to you, is the fact that you put us both together naked. Sure we are closer now because of it, but at least you should have told Delaigda what you were doing at the time. That is mostly behind us now. You are right in thinking that we should stick together and I do not want to leave you either, but can we trust this underground organization?” 

Gr’g’r interjected before his brother or Delaigda could say anymore, “There is one thing that we can trust in, well actually more than one thing, but I will mention the major reasons for going with the underground. One, we are very tired and will not be able to withstand too much more of their attempts on our lives. Two, the syndicate will not stop till we are dead and the items that we carry are destroyed. Do you want to lose those artifacts we took from the ruins, your books, the other weapons, and especially the book that only one person could ever read? That person is not known to us yet, but you heard what Veri said about them taking in other gifted people like us. If the syndicate knew about the items that we carry, that not even Delaigda knows about, they would send more than a hundred times the assassins that we have already encountered. Third, for the safety of this planet we must join the underground.”

Delaigda was surprised that The’d’r and Gr’g’r had kept information from her. She thought that she could trust them and they trusted her, but they had kept a secret. What was on those packhorses that could get the syndicate to kill them even faster than they were already trying to do? If the items on the packhorses were that important then they really did not have a choice like Gr’g’r was saying, but to join the underground. “Alright, I agree. With this new information about the items on the packhorses we will have to join the underground organization. You are the only one that has not made their decision The’d’r and you know more about these items than we do. In fact, if the syndicate knew that you were the source of the singing you would be in more trouble than either of us.” The’d’r thought for a moment and came to his conclusion.

*
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UNDERGROUND

He needed to find the chosen one. It was not certain whether it would be male or female, but one sign was that she or he would be able to read the books that he had that no one else knew how to read. No one in fact could read them in the last thousand years. To find that one in the underground would make joining it worth while. “Okay, we will join the underground, but no word to anyone about what we are carrying on the packhorses. Just say that I am a scholar and they are needed for my research. It is not far from the truth, so it will fit for our purposes.” Delaigda, The’d’r and Gr’g’r all went back to the camp fire and told Veri that they would be joining the underground. They packed up their camp while Veri went to get her stuff from the woods. When she got back they all left the road and followed her to a cave. Veri went back out and made sure that their tracks could not be found. She did not have a horse, so everyone decided to pull their horses along instead of riding. 

*
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THE CAVE WENT DEEP into the earth and when they had thought they could go no further down, Veri pushed on a part in the wall and a slab of rock rolled back to reveal steps down. Everyone climbed down the steps as Veri made sure that there was no sign of them going through the stone door. Rock was heard sliding on rock as the door closed shutting out all light that they had had when the door was first opened. Veri grabbed a torch out of the sconce on the wall and lit it with something. They did not know how she had lit it. The torch gave off only enough light to vaguely display the steps, three at a time and everything else was still dark as though the darkness was trying very hard to swallow the light that the torch did produce. After climbing down the stairs for several hours they came to the bottom or what was supposed to be the bottom since the bottom of the stairs was in some way connected to a bridge that spanned a chasm so wide that the other side of the bridge was not in sight. She placed an object into the stone before the front of the bridge and everyone heard metal gears as though something locked into place. It was difficult to get the horses to move over the bridge when it looked like it was made out of glass. To them it was as though they would fall through it anytime and walking on air with little light was not natural to them. The only horse with little problems was Delaigda’s horse Thunder and even the people had problems crossing the chasm. 

A rock was dislodged from the bridge and it had never hit the bottom of the chasm, even when they were halfway across the bridge. Once on the other side of the bridge, Veri put something into the stone before the bridge and metal gears were heard again, but this time it sounded like something was unlocking. They all continued to walk, but up a steep incline instead of down some stairs. When they got to a stone door, Veri knocked three times. Waited, knocked three more times, waited and then knocked once. After a few moments there were four knocks, a pause, then three knocks, a pause and then one knock. Veri then knocked five times, paused, knocked five times, paused and then knocked once. 

Five minutes passed and there was one knock and Veri responded with two knocks and then the door opened. “Hello, Veri.” 

A broad shouldered man with a chest larger than a barrel and arms the size of an average man’s legs greeted. “You brought the three with you that is good. Candis is awaiting you and made sure that no one would be following any of you by having some people posing as the three going in a direction away from this secret passage. There are more agents hiding around them to get rid of the assassins so that we are not putting them at risk. We have found other talented people on this planet and one that will be hiring others to join us that saved Candis from certain death a few days ago. Rooms have been set up for all of you. We were not sure how your arrangements were, but there is a room for each of you individually. If we need to arrange things differently, we can do so and give couples larger rooms than what we have as singles.”

*
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DELAIGDA AND THE’D’R expressed their wish to be together in the same room right away, likewise Veri and Gr’g’r asked for a shared room and in fact asked for some iced wine to be brought to the room. When Veri and Gr’g’r had both asked this, Delaigda and The’d’r smiled and asked for a bottle of iced wine as well. It was late in the evening and Candis expressed her wish to see them all in the morning. The’d’r got all of his stuff brought to his and Delaigda’s room and put his books on two shelves in the room. Surprising Delaigda with more than one hundred and fifty books, of which The’d’r professed only to be able to read a few of. He said that the other books were what the chosen one was to be able to read because they were written in the original language that has not been used for more than a thousand years. Inspired by the king sized soft mattress and three bottles of iced wine that she had shared with The’d’r for the last two hours, Delaigda got out of all of her clothes and jumped on the bed. The’d’r also with a heavy buzz from the wine, got out of his clothes and got on the bed close to Delaigda. The rest of the night was a drunken blur and then they fell asleep in each others arms not aware of what they had actually done. They would not know for years of what they had done this night until reflection years and years from now. Veri and Gr’g’r once in their shared room forgot about the iced wine and got undressed and joined each other in bed. Their mothers and fathers would not approve of whatever they had done during this night. In the morning they got up, not from slumber because they were up all night and went to the table in their room after grabbing a robe. It is this time that they had some wine.
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