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  Prologue 





  My name is Keel. I was born in the year 9.315 of the Nelfarian calendar. Who I was and what I did changed the history of my world. However, what has been told about me is less than the truth. After centuries, the truth, the facts, they seem to be of little import. What is left is legend and fragments frequently focusing on the worst of it.




  My name for many centuries was associated with acts of madness, cruelty and tragedy. An uncommon name I had. Being the son of sailors, I was given a named related to boats. Many ignore the fact that most words related to sailing came from human languages. My ancestors, the high elves, are blessed with no tradition of sailing, not in oceans, not even in Rivers. I didn’t share my ancestors’ luck and was born in an accursed land, but at least it was touched by the compassion of the great Goddess Ectarlissè. I was born under her moon, Gallzareth, and received a name related to the part of a sea vessel that provides equilibrium. My story goes far from balance and peace. I was born during the Great War, the most terrible war ever seen! A war that lasted for centuries and one in which I fought for centuries as well.




  It’s curious to watch myself, after thousands of years, remembering and telling these experiences. At some point, I thought my life was over, but I was wrong about that. The history of my people is amusing. It’s a curious fact how close we came to extinction and how long it took the war’s wounds to heal.




  My life was long and rich in experiences and detail, if I was to tell everything about it I think, dear readers, you might miss my point. After all, I lived nearly four hundred and thirty seven years. If I were to tell all of it, perhaps a full year wouldn’t be enough time for someone to read my story. By the way, if I go on like this, this hardly would be an interesting tale. So, allow me to tell you the story of my life, as if it were a novel, with a beginning, development and an ending…




   




  Book 1


  Before the Sword 





  1


  Air Raid


  When my first heroic act came to be...






  My heart was beating madly and I felt like throwing up. My mind was clouded by tension and anxiety and this wasn’t related to sailing in bad seas. It was the first time I was actually frightened. My arm was grasped and twisted by the nervous hands of my sea mate, Págoras. The sailor was panicking and giving in to despair as he said in tears – We’re gonna die Keel! We’re all going to die!




  Just a short time ago, we were looking at the same horizon, as the sun was about to go down and sink beneath the ocean. But before this happened, darkness came strangely soon. Some of us thought it was an eclipse, but soon we could see better as that dark cloud grew and covered part of the sun. The cloud began to scatter into points as if it were a blanket of locust. Minutes after that, it had grown to a great mass that covered part of the horizon and the whole sun. The night came upon us quickly as we faced the greatest demon horde I had ever seen.




  Págoras was going mad and I found strength to tell him – That’s not for sure, Págoras. But if our fate is to die today, let us face it with courage and pride.




  I unsheathed my sword and looked him in the eyes. He had the eyes of a common sailor, just as myself. His body was a bit bigger and he had short blond hair.




  - Come on, friend; let us prepare to defend our lives!




  He wiped away his tears and focused on the incoming attack.




  They were upon us. Our fleet made of seventy-six ships was engulfed but the flying demon horde.




  - Defense positions! - the captain screamed from the main deck, just below.




  - Keel, Págoras - captain Zidaios ordered - move! Help to put the sails down.




  We complied without a second thought. Our captain gave us confidence. While we did our jobs, he went on bombarding us with orders to put the ship into defense position. Our gazes crossed. His eyes had a faint shine inherited from our ancestors, one that wasn’t present on the young, such as myself and Págoras. Neither of us had yet completed our first hundred years. And in that war many youths did die. Captain Zidaios Lazeth was tall and strong; his body was built with perfect constitution maintained through constant physical training that only few crewmembers could keep up with.




  After a brief moment, the beasts were upon us. They were grotesque wrinkly-skinned monsters—dirty and rough. The skin color was red or brown covered with tumescent thorns. Their faces were pure evil with pointy, disheveled teeth, eyes black as pitch and long muzzles filled with putrid snot. Their skeletal thin bodies lifted by long featherless wings.




  - Watch out Págoras! - I adverted. The demons swooped to strike with their rugged spears. The sailor escaped at the last moment as I stroked the beast’s left wing. The demon lost control of its flight and crashed into the ship’s rigging.




  A line of archers close to the bulwark shot down great masses of them before they reached the ship. But more and more of them came like an insect swarm. As their dead bodies were piling up on the decks, the intoxicating smell of the dark blood of the beasts caused me to retch.




  - Keel! - Págoras shouted as he was surrounded by three or four. I battled, cutting off their heads, cutting straight through their thin necks. I cleared the area but I couldn’t save him. A spear was lodged in his chest. I knelt down to listen to him.




  - Damn it! He barely could speak - My centennial... was so close...




  He died within moments. His final words brought memories of a conversation we had days earlier.




  - Keel - he said - there are only two years left until my centennial.




  - Truth! As for me, there are still twenty-eight years to go.




  - I heard that we are approaching Tleos. There are chances of staying there for years. In this case, I’m finally going to get married and have kids.




  He was excited by these thoughts. For me this was still a distant reality.




  - Yes, the birth law... What are your expectations?




  - To find a good spouse, I suppose. And having a good year of rest from this damn war that never ends.




  - I hope that this alliance is finally sealed. Maybe then, we can turn the tide.




  Págoras and I were cousins by one of the youngest of my half-brothers. Fathers would die in the war, and the widows were forced to marry again. Our people were dying out and the birth law was just one example of how we were desperate to survive. Another example was that unclean alliance we were after.




  - This alliance with the humans... It will never work out! They are damned, treacherous and undisciplined. Traitors! Greedy!




  I hated them.




  - Traitors or not, by now we are on the same boat.




  I could not afford to daydream in the middle of the battle. My thoughts were suddenly replaced by pain. A spear pierced my thigh. I felt a hot and sharp pain. It was my first combat injury. My reaction was to split the demon’s face in two with a fierce sword slash.




  I was on the aft deck, the highest part of the warship. I was shocked by what I saw coming. A large demon with wings that would make a dragon envious landed on the deck, near the forecastle. His muscular arms where as thick as lumber and his lizard-like paws could crush an elf like an egg. His long muzzle, big mouth and long sharp teeth made me shudder. He carried a mallet with spiked blades. With it, he crushed a sailor who tried to flee in horror. With his draconian strength, he projected the fellow into the air and then started saying something unintelligible in that obscene demonic language.




  - Prax trorrgh menzurk ZIDAIOS! – he roared sounding hideous.




  The captain replied using the demon thong. By his side came the best warriors on board to face the beast. Two sorcerers shot small bolts of lightning that struck the demon without great harm. It seemed only to piss him off. The one on the left was brutally crushed by the huge morning star. The creature lunged forward, killing foes and destroying parts of the ship as it advanced toward the captain. The two masts were knocked down, each with a single blow of the powerful weapon. At this point, much of the crew had perished and the remaining ones yielded to despair and threw themselves into the sea.




  The main deck was almost completely demolished. Zidaios Lazeth, our captain, his woman, Merluisse, and Aerdiir, the ship’s first mate, began battling the beast.




  The captain’s consort warned - Xastzar’s acid!




  I was petrified and thought. “Xastzar? Lord Xastzar? One of the four chief-lords of Duke Marlak’s hellish horde?”




  From the tip of his horrendous nose came two jets of green viscous liquid that struck Aerdiir’s body. The mate writhed in agony while the strong acid dissolved his chest. Irrationally the woman advanced against the demon in a suicide attack. With precision, she buried her blade into a small gap between the thick skin plates of the monster’s abdomen. It groaned and bit the woman in return. Merluisse shielded her face with her left arm and shield. Both shield and arm broken in a single snap like a dry leaf trampled on. The monster chewed the shield and the arm of the warrior girl. Screaming, shortly thereafter, she lost consciousness.




  The captain took advantage of the distraction and attacked him from behind. The monster spun striking the captain with his thorny elbow shooting him away towards the ship’s bow. The warship was sinking. With the creature’s back turned to me, I could see that Zidaios’ sword was stuck in the crack between Xastzar’s spiked armor skin. That hide would also make the strongest of dragons envious. His reptilian tail was prickly and heavy. The monster began to laugh. The sight of the captain’s face, once beautiful, covered with blood and disfigured, made me sick. Dazed, he tried standing up without success. While Lord Xastzar laughed, I could see better the back of his huge head filled with thorns as long as spears.




  For a moment, everything seemed to freeze and I realized—there’s a gap! There was a flaw in the spiky hair of the monster. I grabbed a spear from a fallen comrade and jumped from a higher deck to grab a rope hanging from the rigging attached to the main mast. Even before doing so, I pictured the whole maneuver. I somehow managed to see myself making the pendulum motion, gaining incredible speed and hitting the gap in the beast’s nape with the spear. My vision became reality, except for one detail: when I buried the spear into Lord Xastzar’s neck, dozens of hair’s thorns penetrated my arms, legs, abdomen and chest. The spear penetrated his neck, passed through the brains and came out expelling its left eye. It was the end of Lord Xastzar. What followed the death of the horde leader I could not witness because of my severe injuries. But I was told chaos took over the horde. The horde left, leaving a few ships to continue the trip to Tleos. Under that bloody sunset, I had sealed my fate.




   




  2


  Rendezvous at Tleos


  When I saw strange people and strange things...






  The ship was docked in that huge, smelly city. We were at Tleos for two weeks and I was still trying to get used to it.




  - Captain - called one of the sailors.




  - Captain! - he insisted. I was fingering my scars, distracted.




  - Captain Keel, are you all right?




  It was only then that I realized the sailor was calling me. After the battle only a few ships remained. Most of the fleet sank and many officers perished. Only four ships and three captains remained. Zidaios took the fleet’s command and because of my performance in the fight against Lord Xastzar he appointed me captain of one of the remaining vessels.




  - Captain - repeated the sailor - Admiral Lazeth requests your presence. A council meeting was hastily convened.




  “So soon?” I thought, “Such a meeting should only occur within two or three days.”




  - What happened? - I asked out of curiosity.




  - Nothing sir.




  - So let us go.




  I got off the ship and joined Tleos’ port guard, our escort. In that city, elves were tolerated but not well seen. The wounds of the past war against the humans had not yet healed. We elves also had no love for humans, especially those from the eastern civilization. But increasingly, the war against the demonic forces was cooling off that disagreement between the two species.




  We crossed bustling streets under unfriendly gazes, insults and protests. It was my first contact with a human town and I noticed that the buildings looked rough, but seemed somewhat robust. An old city filled with temples, Tleos was founded more than three thousand years ago. Soon, we reached the governor’s palace, one of the most beautiful buildings in the city. It was a huge construction with very high ceilings decorated with art, weapons, armor and colorful frescoes filled with figures of an eccentric style according to our people’s aesthetic sense.




  In the antechamber of the council room, I was impressed to find a huge mirror. Large mirrors like that were a rarity and I had a chance to contemplate my image for a while. This memory of my image as a young man still with a soft heart is good to describe myself. It was taller than most humans. My eyes were big and brown and my nose was thin and delicate like my mother’s. My hair was long and curly like my father’s, as I remember from my childhood. My skin was tanned from sun exposure and I realized that my expression was serious. Many people I met during my life told me that it was rare to see me smiling. My eyebrows were a bit thick; this was an unusual attribute among elves and contributed to my unsmiling face. My clothes I inherited from one of the captains who died fighting against the hordes. They gave me a distinctive appearance, unlike before when I used to wear simple sailors’ clothes. I wore Khaki pants, brown boots, a thick belt of the same color and a white jacket. My neck was covered with an orange scarf. Over the head an elegant captain’s hat, of khaki color and details in red. I could not avoid feeling some vanity; I stood contemplating myself for some time while waiting for the preparation of the boardroom.




  From behind me came a hideous creature and my first impulse was to draw my sword. However, I was unarmed. Knives and swords were left with the guard at the entrance of the palace. For a moment, I saw it as a demon. It was a strange a bipedal figure sleek and with a scaly skin. His eyes were cold and expressionless and it had a long swinging tail and sharp claws. It resembled a winged demon, except by its scaly skin of blue and green stripes. The humans called them lizards, but they called themselves Inikutz. Before the war, their race was unknown, but many strange races gathered in Tleos to discuss an alliance against the invading hordes.




  The doors opened and several guards and templars gave passage to foreigners. Distrust between humans and elves was almost insurmountable. With both fronts, human and elven being defeated, human sorcerers used dangerous magic to bring aid from other planes. Thus came people like the inikutz, rheta, dwarves and catmen.




  - Out of the way, elf! - came the voice of an angry, rude, ugly big-nosed dwarf taller than his comrades that followed him. His red beard was plentiful and shone in tones of bright orange. Beside him, an elder with a long and smooth white beard, milky skin and pale blue eyes.




  - You could say excuse me... - I complained.




  - Excuse me, out of the way... it’s all the same... - he causally replied with a frown.




  The mob of dwarves proceeded noisily leaving behind a trail of rancid stench.




  I walked backward distracted, upset and outraged by that kind of treatment until I touched something that felt like a furry rug. The immediate response was a menacing roar. I turned and was face-to-muzzle with a representative of the bad tempered catmen. It was big and strong with chest and back covered with a red cloth fastened by a large silver button. It was not exactly proper clothing. Its mane was huge and well combed; his eyes stared at me with hungry glazed look. I sweat cold with fear and felt I could be skinned or bitten at any time.




  - Please forgive him, Great Rur – Raastad, an import elven general and member of the imperial council came to rescue me.




  The corpulent and tall lion-like-man stared at me and his nostrils were opening and closing as if he wanted to memorize my smell.




  - Okay, but one who walks so distracted is an easy prey - the feline said half roaring and went on followed by other smaller catmen of different colors and coats.




  - Captain Keel, is it not? - asked Raastad.




  I gulped and said - yes sir, general! - It was the first time someone so important spoke to me.




  - Come on lad, you better take your position before you get yourself into some kind of trouble.




  - Thank you




  Dressed in fine clothes, I watched him walk with a very elegant posture. Raastad went on to meet with Admiral Lazeth, just ahead. I joined the other captains, sorcerers and important figures in the back rows of the boardroom.




  A sorcerer, sitting beside me, commented - These meetings are boring and do us no good. As we speak, outside we’re losing the war.




  Maybe it was true, I reasoned, but before I could think about it any longer, the gate opened and a large delegation of priests and guards entered escorting a mysterious figure, covered by a thick mantle. It had a strange way of walking full of missteps.




  Within moments, the big cat roared enraged, showing his sharp claws and teeth in a threatening pose. His reaction was just a foreshadowing of the reaction of others. When the stranger stopped by the head of the table and removed his hood, the reactions were a mixture of hate, fear, surprise and disgust. It was a demon; his face was horribly misshapen, yellow teeth, black tongue, red eyes blazing as hot coals and a horned head. Two dwarves had to be stopped rather aggressive by guards and priests. One of the Tleos’ priests took the opportunity to talk.




  - It is better to respect the Tleos’ law. This is a neutral zone and this should be respected, otherwise...




  - How can you bring such a fiend here? Are you crazy? - Manifested the red-bearded dwarf, with his strong accent.




  - Calm down! Please calm down gentlemen! - asked the priest.




  The monster in front of everyone seemed very uncomfortable and suspicious. It faced us elves with a frown out of hate, perhaps with a mixture of envy.




  A human with different clothes and carrying many jewels said - I think that the hordes are well informed and aware of our meeting. Thus, the best thing to do is take the opportunity to hear what he has to say.




  His comment appeared to relieve the tension for the moment.




  The counselor, Raastad, agreed - Well said, noble Nemöl. Let the creature speak.




  As the creature spoke with a its dreadful voice, the room felt silent.




  - The great master, great lord of heaven and earth, stars, water, fire and ice sends his greetings to his courageous opponents.




  The red bearded dwarf replied with contempt - Get his greetings and put them in his a...




  He was reprimanded by his elder fellow with only a gaze.




  - I am Mardikh, disciple of Lord Kaalzegorge and servant of the great Duke Vetzla, destroyer of worlds, the first Duke of...




  The red-haired dwarf had his face so red it looked like it was going to explode - Cut the crap! You big shithead! Tell us what he wants! – he shouted expelling a considerable amount of drool on the table and some of the served dishes. I also shared the desire to at least curse at the demon.




  The monster ignored the dwarf and seemed to smile with delight. He looked at me in the eyes and said - Duke Marlak, sends his compliments for defeating Lord Xastzar. He also informs that Xastzar is already preparing a new body to return and seek revenge.




  My heart sped up and jumped as if it would come out from my chest. I lost my temper and said angrily - Tell that bastard, he can come back and kill him as many times as needed!




  Under that revelation, a murmur filled the great hall. Many were amazed. Others said they could not believe that an elf so young could have defeated a hell lord as powerful as Xastzar.




  - Great! Now let’s get to our business! The Great Master and his four Dukes want me to tell you that they don’t consider you as their enemies. And they wish you no harm.




  The redhead said with sarcasm - Besides being talkative the lil’ shitty demon is also a joker! That’s a good one! They mean us no harm...
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