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Foreword

 

 

When I was asked to write the foreword for Izaryle’s Key, not only was I deeply touched, but also more than a little nervous. I have known Samuel for many years and consider him a friend, peer, and an amazing storyteller.

The feeling of being deeply touched stepped in when I realized that he valued my thoughts enough to consider me his friend and peer; the nervousness reared its ugly head when I thought to myself, “Crap, what if I screw this up? What if I can’t convey my thoughts properly?”

The funny thing about my fears, about my nerves getting all jumpy, is that it is the same fear almost every writer faces when they sit down to tell a story. Those of us involved in this crazy industry have, at one point or another, questioned why they’re working on a novel, or an article, or on a… whatever.

To me, the act of writing is a daring adventure in and of itself. As authors, we get an idea in our heads. We plan out the trip our characters are going to take: What will they face? What will they overcome? What will they need to help them on this excursion? From idea, to planning, to executing; all of these are ultimately in our direct control. What happens after keyboards are finished clicking is another matter entirely.

We send our creation out into the world. We sit on the sidelines while people share in the journey with our characters, the children of our imagination. We take praise, but we also take criticism. We can be filled with pride, or just as easily feel our stomachs knot up when a reader points out an inconsistency with our tale that we missed. Every emotion the human mind can comprehend assails us during this entire process.

How can we separate the stress and unwanted, or unfounded, emotions from the joy we have while practicing our craft? The simplest answer is, use those feelings. Use whatever feelings you have to breathe life into the story; make the obstacles real to the reader. Make the elation of successes as real as the struggles themselves. Make the journey as believable as possible. If there are giant cows with wings in the fantasy world you are creating, bring them alive and send them soaring across the sky for your audience to see.

Levi Samuel has mastered these skills. He has overcome whatever fears on writing he may have had. His world is alive. It is a living, breathing environment with a history as rich as the one we walk around in during our daily routines. The struggles of his characters will pull at your heart. You easily find yourself cheering them on, hoping that they will find their own peace in a world torn by war and power hungry armies.

In this story there is a small group of friends that are struggling against the unknown. They each have their own skills and knowledge which complement those of their brothers-in-arms. They may bicker and chide each other, but at the end of the day they have their comrade’s best interest at heart. Together, they are not afraid to march into the future.

That also describes what it is like to work on a project with Levi Samuel. I trust the man with my life, the lives of my family, and with any task he says he will do. Honor is still alive. It is nurtured by Samuel and is imbued in his character and in his characters.

This series has held my attention and has made my work days fly by. The use of imagery allows the reader to exercise their imaginations in ways that will leave them begging for more. 

Something tells me that Levi Samuel is busying himself crafting more adventures for us to share in. Something also tells me he is fearless about the journey. I will happily march into the unknown with him anytime he asks.

 

 

Edward Gehlert

Author, Children of Enoch Series

8/10/17

 


 

 

 

 

I would like to dedicate this book to my brothers, Brian and Justin.

 

To Justin for staying up late with me after D&D nights to help me think through interesting plot twists and always encouraging me to keep working.

And to Brian for being an asshole who never likes anything I write. It’s your nagging that makes me question myself and inadvertently what makes me better.
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Chapter I

Dark Tidings

 

 

A sweet smoke drifted throughout the pub, filling the nostrils of all within. The barroom chatter blocked out coherent conversation more than a few feet away. Gareth tipped his tankard back, finishing off the golden liquid within.

“Maev, be a doll and bring me another.”

Without pause, she swooped the empty mug off the table. Giving him a telling smile, she turned and rushed off toward the bar.

Gareth watched her leave, studying the way her hips moved beneath the form fitting deep, red dress.

A moment later she returned, replacing the tankard. “You keep staring at me like that and you’re gonna’ have to buy me dinner.”

He glanced up with a hidden smile. “Who says we need dinner? I’m just here for dessert.”

“Follow me then,” Maev grabbed his arm and pulled him from his seat.

Gareth followed closely behind, anticipating the night’s adventures. I wonder how she’ll be? Reserved? Aggressive? Violent? How many came before? The questions piled, answers promised to come. Hearing a familiar voice around the corner, he slowed. Peeking through the cracked door, he paused just out of sight, searching the room under the stairs for the men within.

The young lord of Shadgull was wrapped in a black cloak, as was his best friend and adviser. Gareth thought for a moment, recalling the man’s name. Jam, Gem, Jem, that's it. They were locked in debate against a lowly looking man. The expression on his face suggested he didn’t wish to be in their company.

“Don’t play me for a fool. I've searched high and low. If it were here, I would have found some evidence to support your claim.”

Erik was growing tired of dealing with the rogue. He'd spoken to every low-life the kingdom had to offer and none of them had yielded the slightest creditable information. There was little chance this man was any different.

“Aye, My Lord. It is.” The rogue reached into his cloak.

Jem sprung forward, pointing a dagger at the man’s throat. “Do you know who you’re talking to? Remove your hand slowly.”

The rogue cautiously took a step back, slowly revealing a rolled parchment. The edges were darkened and burned away, suggesting it had been pulled from a fire.

“Forgive me, My Lord. I forget how quick I move sometimes.” His hand shaking, the rogue extended his arm and handed the scroll to Jem. Disarmingly, he backed away.

Jem unrolled the parchment and looked upon its contents. Shifting, he turned and showed it to Eric.

Gareth felt his heart skip a beat. The depiction of the kris was perfectly proportioned. Even the blended black and purple colors along the blade matched. There was no mistaking that weapon.

“How’d you come by this?” The young lord adjusted his stance, allowing blood to flow evenly through his legs.

“I saw it myself. ‘Bout a year back.”

“You comin'?” Maev leaned over the banister, impatiently awaiting the bald warrior.

Gareth took a deep breath, stealing a final glance at the dooming image. Such dangerous rumors circulating wouldn't help him or the Order. Demetrix would want to know about this as soon as possible. But at such a late hour, there was no sense in waking the lad. And he had pleasures to attend. I'll tell him first thing in the mornin'. Smiling at the bar wench, he pivoted on heel and rushed around the railing after her.

Eric glanced at the door, hearing movement too close for comfort. Giving a subtle nod, he said everything he needed to.

Jem approached the door and pulled it open just enough to peer out. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, he closed and latched the wooden barrier. Returning to his lord's side, he gave a reassuring nod.

“You say you saw it yourself. Where’d you see it?” Eric raised an eyebrow, awaiting his answer.

“Marbayne, My Lord. The day the dreuslayers returned. It was tucked in the big one’s belt. I was gonna’ take it when they walked through the parade but I couldn’t get close enough. Too many wardens guarding ‘em.”

Eric rubbed the stubble growing on his shaved chin, processing the information. “Marbayne, you say?” Glancing at his oldest and most loyal friend, he gestured. “Do it.”

Jem sprung forward, thrusting his dagger beneath the man’s chin. He was dead before he hit the ground.

“It seems things just got a lot more complicated. Jem, contact the Black Lotus. Have a two-thousand gold bounty placed on Demetrix’s head. Pay half up front and half when the job's done. I don’t foresee them succeeding, but it should keep the dreuslayers distracted enough to slip a spy into their ranks.”

“As you wish. What do you want me to do about this one?”

“Leave him. We were never here. Release one of the thieves from the stocks and backlog his release two days ago. When people demand justice, we’ll hire the border wardens to pick him up. I’ve no problem letting Marbayne clean the mess up for us.”

“Do you think it wise to bring them into the mix? I’ve seen some of their methods. I doubt they’d willingly execute a man claiming to be innocent without complete certainty.”

Erik's eyes beamed, daring the man to question him again. “Did I stutter? The more stress we put on Demetrix, the easier it's going to be to get someone close to him. But if it makes you happy, pay the thief enough to keep him happy the rest of his days. When the charges are brought, tell him we’ll clear his name if he confesses. All we have to do then is turn our backs.”

“What about the money, My Lord?”

“What money?”

“The money to pay the thief. Won’t people question where he came up with it?”

“He’s a thief. Everyone knows where his money comes from. He simply scored a good haul, and probably murdered this man for it. Thief to assassin isn’t a far leap.”

“It shall be done, My Lord.”
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Maev opened her eyes, stealing a quick glance upon the sleeping man beside her. His snoring was deep, yet peacefully rhythmic. She carefully sat up, hoping he wouldn’t wake. Placing her bare feet on the cold, wood planked floor, she stood and grabbed her dress. Shaking the wrinkles free, she quickly tossed it over her naked form and laced the bodice. She sat gently on the edge of the plush bed, giving him a light prod, ensuring he was still asleep.

Gareth snored louder, refusing to budge.

A sadistic smile formed on her lips. She didn't expect the sleeping powder to work so quickly. Leaning over the unconscious man, she removed the false jewel set into her ring, exposing a tiny needle. She would have to be quick and precise to prevent rousing him. Selecting the soft skin on the underside of his arm, she carefully pricked his flesh, watching a single drop of blood roll from the wound. Keeping the needle lodged, she fumbled with her coin purse and retrieved a small glass vial from the near empty compartment. A faint red liquid rested in the bottom, sloshing against the sides from the minor movement. Pulling the cork stopper from the top, she retracted the needle, bringing a drop of blood with it. Carefully, slowly, she watched it fall into the liquid and dilute throughout. Replacing the stopper, she swirled it, mixing the two together. The liquid turned a faint golden tone and released a soft radiant glow. She wiped the excess blood from his arm, holding pressure to stop any future bleeding.

Maev waited a few minutes, content it had stopped. Quickly, quietly, she rummaged through the dreuslayer's belongings, searching for the one item he carried at all times. The round leather badge was easy to identify, sewn onto a sash made of dreualfar skin. Maev poured the golden liquid over the etched trident, letting it soak into the material. No sooner than the last drop disappeared into the leather, the badge let out a faint glow. It faded away in no time, leaving it as it once was. She tucked his belt away and bundled his clothing to look as if they’d never been touched. Confident in the ruse, she quickly made for the door.
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Footsteps echoed along the ashlar hallway, slow and methodical. He walked the abandoned corridor without concern, taking in the bare walls of the citadel. Running his fingers along the rough stone, he brought his hand up and swept his lengthened silver tinted hair behind his slightly pointed ear. The massive doorway loomed ahead, awaiting his entry.

The masterfully carved twin doors swung open and crashed into the walls on either side, inviting him in. Stepping into the room, he kept his eyes locked on the shadowed figure upon the ornate throne at the far side. A single beam of light shown through the round window near the top of the wall, depicting a demonic face onto the stone floor.

“The infamous Ra'dulen. I wondered when you’d come for me.” The voice was pleasant to hear, yet the authority behind it commanded respect.

“Well, I’m here now. Since you know who I am, you know what I’m here to do. Your fortress has fallen, Tycondus. Your sharliets and orcs have been defeated. It’s just you and me now.”

The newcomer drew his blade, letting the curved edge slide against the sharpening stone in its sheath. It echoed throughout the grand chamber.

“Perhaps. But I didn’t get where I am by working with others. Rezerik and Inyalia were weak. Do you really think you can single handedly defeat us all?”

The seated figure stood, revealing his full height. Stepping into the beam of light, his elven form towered nearly a foot over the trespasser. His muscles flexed beneath the scaled shirt, stretched to capacity by the bulk beneath. Two thick horns protruded from his forehead, curving up and toward the rear, much like those of a ram. The elven nightking reached down, drawing twin daggers from his waist. The jagged blades glowed green, highlighting the many hooks in the razor-sharp edges. They were clearly made for inflicting as much damage as possible. “If you’re ready for death, let’s begin.”

Ra'dulen leapt toward the massive figure, bringing his curved longsword down in a single, powerful strike. Anticipating the nightking's reaction, he let the momentum carry him. Tumbling over his right shoulder, he sprung back up, delivering a second attack.

Tycondus flicked his wrist at the last moment, easily deflecting the strike. Spinning around, he crossed the twin daggers, locking the longer blade between them. Rolling his wrists, he forced the sword low, exposing his attacker’s chest. With blinding speed, he unhooked the sword, letting it hesitate against the change in pressure for the briefest moment. Refusing to delay, he sliced with both blades, watching them tear into the molded armor. The hooks ripped several large gashes in the thick, blackened leather, but it wasn’t deep enough to reach flesh. The nightking hissed. He hadn’t expected the armor to be enchanted against such attacks.

Ra'dulen felt the pressure against his breastplate. He knew another direct hit would result in its complete failure. He had to get his opponent at a distance. The shorter weapons would hinder the use of his sword and he was no match for the demonic elf's speed. Tumbling past the mutated creature, he rolled his wrist, twisting the curve of his blade upward. Seeing the opening, he raked it across the older nightking’s leg. Finding his footing, he spun around and positioned his sword in front of him, gaping the distance.

The keen blade cut deep into his leg. He felt the streaming blood trickle from the wound. It didn’t hit any arteries, but it would slow him drastically. Anger threatened to overcome him. But such emotion would provide no favors. Forcing it aside, he stepped toward the man, daggers unthreatening, at his sides. The younger nightking was over-stretched, making any sort of thrust impossible. Tycondus casually walked toward him, feeling the curved tip of the sword press against his chest. The metallic scales of his shirt bunched beneath the pressure, rendering the blade unable to penetrate. Continuing forward, he rolled his wrist, hooking his dagger over the spine of the blade and pulled it to the side. Stepping into the man’s threat range, Tycondus lashed out, aiming for the weakened breastplate.

Ra'dulen watched his sword go wide, unable to separate it from the hooked dagger. The elf was upon him before he could recover. Anticipating the attack, he blindly drew his own dagger, throwing it up to block the incoming blade. To his relief, he heard the metals ring out. Refusing to waste the opportunity, he rolled the small blade, dislodging both from their owner's hands. The weapons hit the ground, breaking away from one another and sliding across the polished floor. Ra'dulen broke free of his enemy's hold. Wasting no time, he dropped and spun on his knee, extending his sword. It sliced into the nightking's other leg.

Unable to withstand the force of the blow, the demonic elf’s leg buckled, and he toppled to the ground. I’ve had enough of these games. Catching himself, he slammed his fist into the ashlar, unleashing his god-like powers. The force carried into the stone and mortar, sending a wave of energy throughout the room.

Ra'dulen felt the power erupt, rippling out toward him. Straining against his perception, he spotted the energies inside the stones, moving too fast to be blocked. The weaves spider-webbed out from the source, diluting the further they traveled. They were like bolts of lightning shooting through the sky. It smells of arcane! Springing from his knees, he leapt into the air, flipping his sword around. Applying as much force as he could, he stabbed deep into the base stones, burying the blade several inches. The web crackled outward, jumping to the embedded weapon. The young nightking watched the energies hit the edge of his enchanted sword and shoot wide. As if his weapon sliced through the blast it split in both directions, missing him entirely. He ripped his sword free, displaying an unnatural amount of strength. Tumbling toward the immobile nightking, Ra'dulen closed the distance and brought his sword down to finish his opponent. The unwelcomed ring of steel against steel sent disappointment through him. His eyes focused, finding the parried blow. The larger elf strained the single hooked dagger overhead. It was locked against the edge of his heavier blade, forcing the sharpened metal into the mutated elf's hand. To his surprise, the exposed flesh wasn't bleeding. It was clearly wounded, but no blood pooled around the ever-growing gash.

The elven nightking's arms trembled beneath the force, weakened moment by moment. He felt the burning in his hand, but there wasn't much he could do about it. The weaker he became, the closer deadly edge moved toward his skull. He had to do something and fast. Setting his feet, he forced the damage from his mind, choosing to ignore the pain. Lunging forward, Tycondus slammed into the younger man's chest. The bite of steel called out from the back of his legs. He hadn't been fast enough to avoid the blade’s fall, but it was better than death. His sturdy horns pressed into the younger nightking, carrying him toward the far wall.

The curved sword slipped from his grip, leaving him empty handed. Ra'dulen, helpless to the force carrying him across the room, brought his fist down against the muscular elf’s back. It was no use. He couldn't get any leverage. And that made his enhanced strength next to useless. Crashing into the wall, air escaped his lungs, forcing panic to set in. Instinctively, he held his breath, calming his mind in preparation for his body to reclaim lost breath in short spurts. A second blow from the thick horns slammed into him. Had his breath not already been lost, it surely would be now. Sucking in through his nose, he recovered from the initial impact, regaining his composure. He hadn't noticed the lack of pressure against him. From the corner of his eye, he spotted a wicked green blade rocketing toward him.

The nightking thrashed his head back and forth, slamming his horns into the man. If he could disorient him, he could land a solid blow while he was defenseless. Seeing his dagger lying at the man's feet, he snatched it up, ready to land the final blow. He stabbed in, aimed for the man's ribs. Moments before impact, crushing pain shot through his wrist. He glanced down, seeing the man's reddened knuckles locked around him. He was much stronger than he looked.

Ra'dulen squeezed, hearing bones crack beneath his grip. Twisting, he rolled the elf’s wrist, watching Tycondus’ fingers loosen.

Unable to keep hold, the nightking felt the blade slip from hand. His free hand launched for it but it was too late. The man already had it in his grasp.

Lost in the comfort of the grip, Ra'dulen stared at the ebbing green blade. It fit his palm perfectly, cupping his fingers in the semi-soft leather wrap. If there was such a thing as perfection, this blade qualified. Rolling the perfectly balanced weapon, he struck. It passed through flesh and bone as if it were cutting air. Had he not seen the hand hit the ground, he would have believed the attack a miss. Freeing himself from the wall, Ra'dulen laid a shallow slice along the elf’s collar bone. The wound cauterized instantly, refusing to shed a single drop of blood. Several thin, jagged lines spread from the wound, wrapping their way around the elf's neck and shoulder, disappearing beneath his clothing.

The pain was unbearable. It wasn’t the ordinary pain he’d grown accustomed to over the years. That was child’s play. This was much worse. It felt like his flesh was being burnt from the inside. Like his insides were boiling everywhere the magic spread. He couldn’t think of anything except the pain, unable to give it voice. A sickening pop echoed from his legs and he collapsed to the floor, helpless to the man towering over him. Tycondus could feel the magic coursing through his veins, spreading beneath his flesh, working ever closer toward his heart. He knew he didn’t have much time. Once it reached his bloodstream, he was done.

Ra'dulen casually encircled the dying nightking, laying another shallow gash across the elf’s back. The scales and rings split apart as if they were cloth, revealing pale-white flesh beneath. The throbbing veins of blackened liquid spread before his eyes. Ra'dulen laid another slice along his shoulder blades, watching a greenish-black ooze seep from the fresh wound. It quickly scurried back inside, escaping the air and sealing itself inside, as if it were alive.

Leaning over the nightking's shoulder, Ra’dulen whispered into the long, pointed ear. “Three down, four to go.” A smile formed across his lips, celebrating victory over the defeated demon-elf.

Quivering against the pain, Tycondus glared up at the arrogant man. How dare he mock me? I am a nightking. Even in defeat, I'm due respect. Forcing every ounce of will into his final words, he spat his defiance at the man. “Izaryle has graced me. Another will take my place!”

Ra'dulen encompassed the fallen nightking, taking position in front of him. Staring into his fading eyes, he took pleasure in his success. “And I’ll kick his ass too!” Springing forward, Ra’dulen laid a deep gash across the nightking's throat, holding his head upright by the thick, curved horns. He closed his eyes and inhaled softly, sucking through his perched lips. A wispy gray substance rolled from the sealed wound in the nightking's neck. It floated upward, drifting toward the young nightking. Sucking inward, Ra'dulen took the essence into himself, feeling the power wash over him. Dropping the dead nightking, he watched him collapse to the floor.

Shivering from the surge of energy, he shook the tingles down, letting the chill in his spine settle. Stepping over the body, he grabbed his sword off the floor and returned it to its sheath. Looking around, he located the dagger's twin and his own. They rested across the reflected face in the floor, scattered where they'd fallen. Quickly securing them, he took a final look around the throne room. There was nothing left to do here. Glancing up at the single window overlooking him, he waved his hand. The window shattered, destroying the depiction of Izaryle. Colored bits of jagged glass rained down over the room, brightened by the rare beams of sunlight through the parted clouds.

Ra'dulen turned, finding annoyance in the growing rays. Passing the carved doors, he gestured, letting them seal behind him.

 

[image: Image]

 

Smoke lingered in the air of the broken battlements. The battered citadel doors creaked open, revealing a lone figure at their center.

Looking out over the field of victory, Ra'dulen stepped through the damaged doors and onto the rubble littered landing. Descending the hundreds of steps toward the slate embedded road at their base, Ra’dulen watched the massive armies celebrate their victory.

Humans, elves, dwarves, and a select few orcs scurried about, obeying their individual commands. Piles of headless bodies lay strewn about, ever growing from the fallen combatants. The dark warrior glanced toward the headsman, hoisting the guillotine blade into position for the next execution. He thought it an archaic practice, but he couldn’t fault them. The god of death didn’t exist in this place. That meant there was no one to claim the souls. Beheading seemed to be the only way to ensure they didn’t rise again. And even that it wasn't a guarantee. The corpses of this land were extremely resilient. 

Ra’dulen quickly made his way down the dark-gray steps and onto the trampled road leading from the citadel. The embedded slates were cracked and broken in many places, leaving the surface uneven and rough. Stepping onto the softer, but equally disturbed dirt, he watched a young human rush toward him, duty fresh on his brow.

“Lord Ra’dulen, we’ve received word of a counter attack amassing at Faeorun. The scouts barely made it back in one piece.”

Ra’dulen continued walking, ignoring the young man.

Seeing the commander march past, he turned and followed, eager to continue his report, “Do you want to meet them head on or use one of your other tactics?”

Ra'dulen stopped and turned to address the man. “Send the Sleepers. Have them circle behind two miles out. They can group up and flank from the inside.” He handed the pair of jagged daggers to the young human and walked off, leaving him to his commands.

The young man stared a moment, watching him move away. Memorizing the orders, he turned and rushed off to add the blades to the other artifacts they'd claimed in the assault.

Ra’dulen paced through the battle-torn lands toward a large tent constructed near the center of their forces. He pulled the flap to the side and entered, spotting a fair elven woman inside. She was dressed for battle, wearing dirt covered leather. Though the only weapon she carried was a single dagger at her hip. Her other weapons rested on a stand beside the entry flap.

“Lady Elalon. What can I do for you today?” He gave a graceful bow, showing respect for the elven commander.

“I see you’ve managed yet another impossible feat.” Her voice carried like a song in the breeze, recalling simpler times to his memory.

“At this rate, the nightkings will be gone by spring. Maybe then your people can experience life without constant fear.”

“Many already do, thanks to you.” She gave a gentle bow, unmatched in elegance, “Had you not overthrown Idenfal and sent me word, I fear we would still be huddled in the forest city, awaiting a time to attack.”

“Nobody should have to live in fear. I’m happy to help where I can.”

She froze, lost in his sight.

Taking notice, Ra'dulen stared blankly at her. “What’s wrong? Do I have blood on my face?”

“No. You’ve been consuming their essence again, haven’t you?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Your eyes are glowing.”

Grabbing a platter of fruit from the table, Ra’dulen poured the odd shaped stack into a bowl and angled the polished silver to show his reflection. To his surprise, his eyes had a dull gray hue radiating from them. “That hasn’t happened before.”

“You need to be careful. I doubt the nightkings were born evil. They were corrupted by the energies you’re consuming.”

“I’ll be okay. My people are forged of magic. It’s my responsibility to manage it.”

“I don’t doubt your strength. I just don’t want to see you lose yourself and, by extension, our friendship.”

“I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine. It’s nothing I can’t handle. If there ever comes a time when I doubt my ability to control it, I’ll stop.”

“Okay. Just remember who you are and what you’re doing. You mean too much to the resistance. You mean too much to me, to lose you over something foolish.”

“Hey!” Ra'dulen snapped. “Before I came into the picture, your people were still hiding in caves. Don’t forget that!”

“My apologies. I don’t mean to upset you. I just want you to be careful. Demetrix would tell you the same thing.”

He took a step back, regaining his composure. “You're right. And no, I’m the one who should apologize. You didn’t deserve that. I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. I’d just like to rest a—”

A cramping pain shot through his stomach, knocking him to the earth. Clenching his midsection, he stared up at her from the ground, uncertain how he ended up on the floor.

“Are you okay? What’s wrong?” Worry showed on her face.

Ra’dulen pulled against the table, getting to his knees. “I don’t know. It’s a pain deep in my gut, like someone’s summoning me and I can’t answer. I felt it a few weeks ago, but it wasn't like this. This feels like I have no choice but to respond.”

The pain shot through him once again. Keeping himself upright, he turned toward the tent flap. Unable to stop them, the energies wrapped around, swallowing him whole. He stepped through the flap, seeing an entirely different place than he had moments before. He was standing in a dilapidated temple, staring into the ancient mirror. Looking around the room, he checked the thousands of runes he’d scribed in the event of his failure. If he was unable to stop the nightkings, he wanted to ensure they would never be able to step foot into the mirror room. 

The pain was nearly gone so close to the mirror, yet it still called to him. He felt an unfamiliar presence radiating from the reflective surface. It felt like a spell of some sort. But none he’d ever seen, or felt. But in these lands, that was no surprise. Only the strongest were even capable of using magic, in large part to the oppressive grip of the nightkings. Casters were hunted and executed. Those in power couldn’t risk them rising up.

Focusing on the radiating energies, he found the threads, woven together in a way he’d never seen. Yet he knew what the spell was doing. For the first time since he’d taken the mantle of nightking, he was free of this prison. Taking a deep breath, Ra’dulen stepped through.
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Chapter II

Desperate Measures

 

 

The stench of dirt and stagnant air lingered in the enclosed space. The black stone walls jogged his memory of the chamber, telling him exactly where he was. An unfamiliar presence drew his attention toward the ancient doorway.

“Thank you for joining me. I apologize for the manner in which I gathered your attention. I thought it best I remain in this realm.”

Ra’dulen glared his annoyance at the dark dressed figure, seemingly comfortable in the constricting room. Blackened plate mail covered him from ankle to neck, padded and reinforced at the joints. An engraved hourglass displayed bright against his left shoulder, seemingly alive as if the finite specks of sand traveled from one side to the other and back again.

The young nightking locked his gaze on the broadsword sheathed at the man's left hip, narrowly hidden beneath the partially wrapped cloak. There was no obvious threat. Trailing back to his face, he noted the man’s wavy, brown locks and lengthened facial hair. He appeared to be little more than the average warrior, save for one exception. A shimmering aura pulsated around the man. A white beacon in the dark underground, though it didn't put off light. Ra’dulen vaguely remembered his father saying something about a white aura once. But that was so long ago, he couldn't recall the exact words. Fortunately, the library beneath Eisrin was managed by one such as him.

Ra'dulen took a step toward the man, feeling the walls pull at him. He couldn't shake its crippling grip, stronger than any he'd felt before. It was as if the stone was siphoning his essence, slowly draining him. “Speak your purpose, d'zhuni. I’ve matters to attend.”

The armored figure gave a respectful nod. “I thought you’d like to know your brothers have fallen into a trap. There’s no stopping it, but this doesn’t mean they’re helpless. With your assistance I can redirect it, preventing their certain doom.”

“They're more than capable of handling themselves. I don't have time to babysit. My responsibilities are in Irayth.” Ra’dulen stared into the man's face, his concerned expression somewhat troubling. It was as if the man saw something he did not. “I don't know what you were hoping to achieve. The nightkings must fall. That’s the only way I can weaken Izaryle enough to ensure he doesn’t come to this world. I cannot weigh the lives of my brothers against every soul on Ur.”

The armored man exhausted a heavy sigh, comprehending the young nightking's reluctance. “I understand your concern. Were I in your position, I'm sure I'd make a similar choice. But this is not a simple matter of rescuing them and returning to your throne. If you don’t intervene, more than their lives will be lost.” He casually approached the nightking and extended his hand. “Let me show you.” A moment's hesitation passed, awaiting permission to touch him. 

Ra'dulen nodded, feeling the grain of the leather gloved fingers contact his forehead. Thousands of images flooded into his mind. Worlds clumped together, twisted between realities. Timelines and locations intertwined, losing him almost immediately. Small bits began to collect, forming into a single cognitive thought, though not his own. This belonged to someone long dead. And then another took place beside the first. One by one they fell in line, filling his mind with moments long past. The revealed memories played out in his head, leaving a cold sweat clinging to his face. Processing what pieces he could fit together, the young nightking found several conflicting points.

One set of events revealed the world as he knew it, trailing linear from the dawn of Ur to its present day. There was entirely too much detail to fully comprehend what he was seeing, but the highlights were easy to pick out. It was as if those were the key moments that defined the world. They were unique moments in time that the rest of reality was founded on. And just as its comprehension began to settle, everything changed.

Another timeline overlaid the first, tainting its reality. Ra’dulen watched the known events fade away, replaced by the altered variants. One by one they disappeared, carrying him toward destruction on a scale unfathomable to his understanding. Feeling the cataclysm wash over him, the visions faded, leaving him panting and exhausted.

“What the hell— was that?” Ra'dulen asked between labored breaths.

“That was but a glimpse of the danger to which I speak. Your mind is not capable of processing the full extent. Even the fraction I showed you was potentially too much, but you’re stronger than most.”

The fatigued nightking stood in silence, gathering his strength. Between the room and the visions, he could barely lift his arms. His mind racing, he exhaled softly, calming himself before he spoke. “If I don’t go, everything comes crashing down?”

“In more ways than one.”

“And if I go?”

“Aside from rescuing your brothers? Should you succeed, everything will be restored as it should be. Though, you’ve no need to return to Irayth.”

Ra'dulen arched an eyebrow, studying the man's statement. “Oh?”

“There's nothing further you can achieve there. The resistance has established a foothold in the northlands. The tide has turned. Without you, they’ll continue to grow in strength. But if you return, you’ll only stifle their advancement.”

“Why would my presence slow them?”

“Ravion, for all you've learned you're still just a pup. You've defeated three nightkings. That's a feat in of itself. No one could have predicted that. But let me ask you a question. What do you think is going to happen when that power you've been sucking up starts to change you physically? What happens when you lose control?” He paused a moment, letting his words sink in. “I can’t say whether you’ll hold for a thousand years or you'll fall tomorrow. The exact moment eludes me. What I can say is people often respond poorly to one in your position. Many already believe you've been corrupted. Agents of shadow hope to exploit you. And the resistance fears you. I urge you to take a step back and let the events happen as they will.”

“I see.” Closing his eyes, Ra'dulen straightened his posture. Sighing heavily, he continued. “What do you need of me?”

“It’s not just you that needs to act. Your brothers will have their parts to play as well. However, we've hit a small pocket of luck. This is one of the rare instances where you simply have to be in the right place at the right time. Everything else will fall where it belongs.”

“Listen here, d'zhuni. I get that you churchy types like to be rather vague in these types of encounters. But bear in mind that you summoned me, not the other way around. So please, can you be a little more specific? If I’m going to take you on your word I’d at least like to who or what I’m looking for. And let's not pretend that I don't recognize the sigil of Ozmodius on your shoulder.”

The armored man smiled slightly, thinking through his response. “I work for a group that— surveys certain events.” he paused, picking his words carefully. “A particularly powerful being has found a way to evade my organization. This in and of itself is of minor concern. The problem comes in the fact that he's using his knowledge to 'stir the pot', so to speak. Hence the threat we've already discussed. I don’t necessarily need you to capture or defeat him. In fact, the less you have to do with him the better. What I need from you is to do what you do. You and your brother have certain specialized skills that few others possess. Therefore, being in the right place at the right time with these skills will be enough to flush him out. From there I'll step in and deal with him.”

“Why do I have a feeling that this isn't going to be anywhere near as simple as you say?”

“I’ll give you one word of advice. Don’t linger on what was. Such thoughts tend to hinder what is and what will be.”

“What’s that supposed to mea—” A golden light wrapped around him, blocking out all other senses. It grew brighter, near blinding. Spreading out, Ra’dulen saw shadows in the distance. Then it faded, revealing his brothers staring up at him.

Demetrix had puffy bags under his eyes, as if he hadn’t slept for days. His shoulder length hair was unkempt and his facial hair had grown unruly. He seemed somewhat out of place in the elegant, green and brown armor wrapped around his restless and crippled form.

Gareth, on the other hand, seemed well rested. He wasn’t wearing his customary armor, but his twin cutlasses remained ever at his sides. Something caught his attention, something potent and magical. He could taste the lingering effects of the spell. Searching for its source, a familiar scent wafted past his nostrils. His eyes locked on the kris, completely stealing his focus.

Why does he have that? It should be locked away. Forcing his mind away from the welcoming blade, he sniffed out the magic he'd felt. How they hadn't noticed it was a complete mystery. Its stench was that of honey, begging to be tasted. If that doesn't scream trap, what does? Stepping from the light, Ra'dulen found himself standing on the council table.

“What the hell are you doing here? And what’s with the hair?” Gareth studied him, lost in the event.

“As usual I’m saving your asses.” Ra'dulen jumped from the table and approached the bald man. Reaching beneath his cloak, he ripped the dreuskin sash off his belt. The carved badge, stained in gold and green flashed into his memory. He'd forgotten that he once wore it as well. Studying the badge, he waved his hand over the sigil. A golden rune boiled to the surface, displayed brightly for all to see.

“How’d that get there? Nobody ever touches my badge.”

“You went to bed with a girl last night. Did you think to lock it up before hand?” Ra'dulen stated coldly, recalling the lingering images of his brief history lesson.

“Well, no— I was a little exhausted afterward,” Gareth paused, thinking it over, “Damn it, I liked her too.”

Demetrix couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t take it personally. It’s hardly the first time a girl has tried to kill you.”

“No one asked you!” Returning his attention to Ravion, Gareth continued, “What's the rune do?”

“I'm not sure exactly. It's crude, made in haste.” He sniffed the badge, as if it were a fine wine giving off hints to its secret ingredient. “It was made with blood from both of you. My guess, it was supposed to activate when the two of you came into contact.”

“How’d they get my blood?” Demetrix scratched his head.

“I can’t say.” Ra'dulen reached down, pricking his thumb on the edge if his sword. Feeling the metal bite in, he pressed the bloody thumb into the badge binding himself to it. Tossing the cursed item onto the table, it disappeared into the glowing, golden light.

Casually, he turned and walked toward the window overlooking the courtyard. Peering out, he studied a bluebird, frozen in mid-flight just outside the window. Its wings were outstretched, ready to carry it elsewhere were it not for the magics holding it stationary. It was close enough to snatch out of the air if he so desired. Ignoring the bird, he looked at the people below, wondering if they were aware of the world around them. It was unlikely. He'd seen the aftereffects of time magic before. Those affected by it never seemed to take note. 

Turning away from the stone and wood trimmed window, a statue, carved to his likeness, stood against the wall behind his chair. Slowly approaching, he took in the details of the drastol figure, studying the cold face.

Feeling his brothers’ gaze on his back, he spoke. “The curse has already taken hold. There’s no stopping it now. However, there is a solution. An alternative you might say. This thing looks nothing like me. I hope you didn’t pay to have it constructed.” His gaze shifted to the other two statues resting behind their empty chairs. Malakai and Krenin looked near identical to their memories.

“What’s the alternative?” Gareth asked, a newfound concern in his voice.

Looking up from his thoughts, Ra'dulen turned to face his brothers once again. “Alternatives don't mean much if you don't know the original path. I don’t know the specific details as to how it will happen, but the short form I was able to gather says that neither of you will survive. Shortly thereafter, our world will be lost.”

“That’s kind of deep. Are you saying the two of us are responsible for the world’s survival?” A light smirk formed across Gareth's face.

“Don’t be a fool. This is merely a byproduct of your incompetence. The only benefit it offers allows us to reach the core of the problem!” Ra'dulen snapped, marching toward them.

“Call me a fool again and you and I are going to have a long, hard talk.” Gareth felt his powers aching to be set free, though he didn’t want to use them against his friend and brother.

“Both of you calm down. He didn’t know she was going to curse his badge. We’ve all made mistakes and we’ve always found a way out. What do you need us to do, Ravion?”

Ra'dulen glared at the larger warrior for a moment longer, daring him to refute. It felt so long ago that they'd fought together. Redirecting his attention toward his younger brother, he let his irritation wash away.

“The details were fairly vague. Basically, we're going to piggyback off the curse. Using its power, we’re going to go somewhere else. I don't know where. I just learned of this a little while ago. Either way, it'd be a good idea to grab your gear. I don't know how long we'll be gone.” 

Ra’dulen glanced at the glowing light, feeling the portal begin to weaken. “We need to hurry. The portal is about to fade.”

Demetrix pushed off his cane, limping toward the weapon rack beside the door. Securing his quiver and bow he double checked the arrows and swords concealed within. Snatching his cloak off the hook, he pulled it around himself.

Gareth flung open the wardrobe, letting each moment chew at his anger. He'd nearly forgotten what it was like to let loose. Pulling his armor overhead, he tightened the buckles and snatched his pack off the floor.

Waiting for the others, Ra’dulen pulled a crumpled and folded piece of parchment from his cloak. The black waxed seal was cracked around the edges, but the sigil of a raven remained clear in the center. Silently reading the name one final time, he laid it on the table. Watching them approach, he glanced at the wavy blade tucked into Gareth's belt. Trailing up, he found the larger man's single blue eye. “The dagger has to stay”

“What if we need it?”

“We won’t. It’s too dangerous to risk taking with us.”

“We can’t risk leaving it. Erik is searching for it. How long do you think it’ll take before he comes knocking on our doorstep?”

“It doesn’t matter. I will not allow it to go with us. I’d risk him finding it before allowing it to fall into the hands of an enemy we don’t know. Erik is limited by his imagination. He can be manipulated. Some enemies cannot.”

Gareth sighed. “Fine!”

Pulling it from his waist, he flicked his wrist as if he were going to launch it into the floorboards from where he stood. To his surprise, it froze the moment it left his hand, floating harmlessly in midair.

“You’re not going to need your cane either.” Ra'dulen gestured to the gnarled wood supporting his brother.

“But, my leg?” Demetrix stared in confusion. “The healers haven’t been able to mend it.”

Ravion extended his hand, letting a green light flow from him. It wrapped around his right leg, encasing it in the mystical energy. As soon as it fully encompassed the appendage, the energy faded from view.

Demetrix felt the pain recede. It was still present, but less demanding of his attention, as if his leg had been carefully compressed to pull everything together. Slowly testing his weight, a renewed excitement washed over him. For the first time in over a year he put full pressure on it.

“It’s not healed, but it should allow you to move unhindered.”

Extending his arms, Ra'dulen let the golden light surround him. It spread to the others and engulfed them all.

“My Lord? I just—” William's voice echoed through the empty room.
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Candle light flickered off the canvas walls of the large tent. Several figures stood in the low-light, surrounding a thick table covered by a huge map. Small statues made of aged brass rested in various locations on the marked terrain, denoting occupied areas.

General Tygrell stood at the head of the table, staring intently at the hydralfar directly across from him. His thick, muscular arms bulged against the sleeves of his fitted tunic. His hair was cut short, trimmed flat across the top and tapered to fit his square jawed face. “You realize how insane that sounds, right?”

“I understand it’s a lot to take in, but I assure you it’s entirely true.” The hydralfar reached into his pack and retrieved a thin tome.

Laying it atop the map, he pushed the glimmering black cover across the table, knocking over several of the positioned statues. “General, I’ve traveled to the far reaches of Ur and back again to bring this book to you. I wouldn’t have done all that if I wasn’t completely certain in my claims.”

Tygrell took the book, gesturing to one of the other dreualfar to repair the damaged markers. Flipping to the middle seemingly unconcerned about what he would find, he stared at the thick, blank pages. Returning his gaze to the figure before him, he closed the book and laid it to rest. “This doesn’t offer proof to your claims. For all I know it’s simply a blank book. But let’s say I believe your story. How does this change anything?”

“If we find the ones who can read it, it'll give us detailed instructions on how to end this war. Once that happens your people will have no need to fight. Izaryle will wash over this land and your enemies will cower in fear before his might. You'll be revered as the general who brought an end to the war and gave your people the status they deserve.”

Tygrell looked the pale figure up and down. His clothing was unlike any he'd seen before, but he was extremely fluent in their dialect. That meant he’d spent time with the dreualfar. That was enough to warrant an audience. But to allow him free reign among his army? He was delusional if he thought he could simply walk in and demand such. The hydralfar were no friend of his. They’d spent the last hundred years in a constant state of war against them. No, there was no way he could trust him. Even if he was dreualfar. It wasn't their way. He couldn’t trust his own son. How could a stranger expect any different? “I’m sure you believe what you say. But you still haven’t answered my question. We free Izaryle, great. The war is over and my people look to me to lead them. That’s all after the fact. You can’t expect me to redirect my armies on the word of a hydralfar. To do so on no more than that would have me overthrown and executed long before anything you have to offer can come to pass. But I’m not without reason. As ludicrous as your theory sounds, I’ll allow you ten men and two weeks. Bring me proof of your claims and I’ll reconsider my position. Fail me and you’d better hope my men kill you before I get to you.”

The hydralfar smiled. The general was clearly not stupid, but his intelligence was irrelevant. It was his position that was required, not the man himself.

“I see you're no fool, General. I respect that and, please, call me Jorin’otth. I am, after all, trying to build a friendship here. I understand your reluctance. But I can do you one better. Once I’ve offered proof, I’d like a temporary position as your advisor. Give me three months in that position and I believe you’ll see the value in what I have to offer. If you aren’t confident and seeing drastic results by then I’ll lay my head on the chopping block and you can execute me as a traitor.”

Offering his own life for failure? This could work. I wish more had his assurance. Taking a deep breath, Tygrell considered his options, “Bring me proof and we’ll discuss this further.”
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Sunlight beamed through the dark green leaves, scattering random patterns on the forest floor. The warm spring day felt peaceful and bright. It was as if the energy of the day was fuller than it had been, like the season was less exhausted.

Demetrix listened intently to the sound of the leaves in the wind. Searching for any evidence of danger, he froze catching an unusual occurrence. “Do you hear that?”

Gareth glanced around. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly. A nice sunny day like this. This place should be full of bird chirps and cricket songs. I can’t hear anything.”

“Maybe our arrival spooked them away?”

“I don’t think so. It would have scared them, but even squirrels will stop at a safe distance to bark.” Demetrix knelt, picking at a few grains of dirt. Sniffing it, he put a small amount in his mouth. The minerals were heavy and strong. Spitting the remainder out, he brushed what was left off his tongue. “Strange. This dirt is richer than any I’ve seen before. Wherever we are, it’s a pretty safe bet that we’re not in Dalmoura.”

“It doesn’t matter. We need to get moving if we’re to find civilization by nightfall.” Ra'dulen straightened himself. Hearing a twig snap behind him, he spun around drawing his curved longsword.

The volume was instantly intensified. Thousands of black-skinned alfar roared into view. They paused at the peak of the ravine, seeing the three at its base. Worn and rusted blades caught the briefest reflection of sunlight, disappearing in the dulled metals. Refusing to delay, they charged the steep floor, rolling toward the lone warriors.

Gareth reached across his body, drawing his twin cutlasses. A wide smile found its way to the forefront, baring his teeth for the approaching horde to see. “This is more like it!” Excitement and rage fueled him. He swung at the first to reach him. Intent directing the blade, it cut with ease, sizzling as it passed. His target burst into flame the moment the blade made contact.

The dreualfar screamed the moment the flames reached his skin.

Gareth brought his other sword across, slicing into the wounded creature’s chest. It fell silent in the burning rags. Without pause, the one-eyed combatant spun around, stabbing both burning blades into another of the attacking foe.
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