

  




  [image: cover]




  MINOK EMPIRE


  BOOK 2:


  THE FALLEN GODDESS




  by




  MIKE PESKAR




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2012 by Mike Peskar




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-1-61160-319-4




  Credits


  Cover Artist: Gemini Judson


  Editor: Dave Field




  Printed in the United States of America




  Dedication




  I would like to give my appreciation to my early editors, Maryann Allred, and Leona Peskar for the effort and time they dedicated to this project. I need to mention my test readers Patrick Carey and Mark Miller. All of them are very good people and good friends. And to my comrade Patrick Presson who inspired the hearty character Brom Hoden.




  A special thanks to all the men and women of the armed forces. They give their lives to protect our way of life—to guard us from evil that surrounds us every day. I salute each and every one of them.




  Teodora, you are a true blessing to this world and you have yet to realize how significant and important you are.




  В сърцето ми




  Chapter 1




  The thick, almost congealed blood rolled to the back of Geoff’s throat. It was enough to quench his thirst for now.




  The dark-cloaked blood priest gave the Commander a deep bow. “A thousand pardons for disturbing you sire. Tamrin wishes to have an audience with you.”




  Geoff slammed the gold and emerald-encrusted goblet down, spilling the remainder of its contents onto the rustic pine table. It was the same goblet his friend, the late King Herculitus used while enjoying many sumptuous feasts. “That infernal wizard has failed me many times with his so-called visions and dark sorcery. If he has nothing of value this time, I will take great pleasure in eliminating his worthless existence,” he bellowed.




  He unfastened his breastplate and hung it above the stone hearth. The embossed Minok emblem of the rising sun glowed amber from the sputtering light of the dying fire. He loosened the leather thong, allowing his shoulder-length, wavy gray hair to frame his lean hawk-like features. He unsheathed his slightly curved short sword and gently laid it upon the table beside two candles. The wax flowed to one side and rhythmically dripped onto the cold stone floor below.




  “Show him in, Creznor,” instructed Geoff.




  The blood priest bowed, spreading his skeletal thin, pale fingers. “Yes, my liege, as you wish.”




  The Commander slouched back into a wide leather chair, cushioned with horse hair, resting his feet onto the table with legs crossed, awaiting the entrance of the mystic Light Elf. He hoped the elf had nothing to offer, since he wanted to test the recently-honed blade of his new sword.




  Tamrin entered the chamber carrying two ox-skin maps, one rolled under each arm. The tattooed Light Elf gave the Minok Commander a sardonic grin upon seeing a sharp blade openly displayed on the table. “Is that for me?” Tamrin mockingly asked, seating himself opposite the Commander.




  “That depends; you must not be so contemptuous, Tamrin. Many amusing ideas spring to mind seeing you again.” The Light Elf’s gray eyes seemed somewhat darker and colder, Geoff noted as Tamrin unrolled the highly detailed maps before him.




  Tamrin then presented an ancient vampire skull. He lifted the cranium cap revealing three ebony stones, smooth as ice. Then with bony fingers he removed one stone from the pure white skull, and tossed it onto the map. “Stones of Venusia—show me where Princess Eliana of Minok is hiding,” he summoned while closing his dark sunken eyes. He started chanting softly in a dialogue that was unknown to Geoff as the dark stone effortlessly glided along the map, stopping on the western edge of Akkadia, just south of the small town of Drennin.




  Geoff sat in silence, watching another stone land on the table.




  “Dark stone of Venusia—show me the key to ultimate power,” Tamrin continued, while whispering the strange dialect under his breath. The stone slid along the trails of the map, over the Minok Empire, past the Clarion Fields to rest squarely on Glenn Oaks castle. The third and final spinning stone fell onto the table.




  Tamrin cleared his throat. “Show me the doorway to this great power,” he commanded. The slick stone moved swiftly to the DoLuna Bridge and stopped cold, untouched by anyone in the room. Geoff removed his feet from the table, twirling the left corner of one bushy eyebrow with his thumb and index finger. He was intrigued. “What exactly is this key to ultimate power?” he queried.




  “Allow me to show you,” Tamrin replied, waving his hands over the ebony stones in a circle. All three stones levitated from the map and mimicked the Light Elf’s movements, spinning in a perfect circle. The dark stones gained momentum and a crystalline surface appeared in the swirling vortex. The Commander’s eyes widened as he saw the image of Glenn Oaks appear inside the shimmering rays of rotating rocks. He saw the Highland King seated on a small stool before two graves. The living picture cleared and he could now make out the inscription of the headstones—Jade and Renouf. Geoff then noticed the sword sheathed at King Keenan Kinkade’s hip.




  “Can this be Korvan’s sword?” Geoff muttered, in disbelief at this vision.




  “Yes. The Sword of Justice is the key to unlocking a power beyond your comprehension,” the dark-eyed Light Elf chided. “The very blade you sought to attain at the battle of Clarion Fields, but could not find.”




  “What mystical power does this sword have? What will it unlock?”




  “A doorway.”




  “A door you say? I am not an imbecile, Tamrin. Keys usually unlock doors. What is beyond the door? My patience is growing thin. I am but moments away from planting your head on the sharpest spike I can find to allow the crows to feast on your eyes.”




  “I do not know,” Tamrin admitted. “The stone’s power cannot break through the threshold of the door. It is guarded by an ancient force far greater than any earthly energy.” Tamrin shrugged, spreading his hands. “But if one were to obtain this mysterious weapon he would become supreme ruler of all lands. A King to rule all others.”




  Geoff peered into the mystical haze, seeing a white marble entryway. A heavy stone door blocked the vaulted passage which looked to measure forty hands high and thirty hands across. Hieroglyphics outlined the entrance in gold and intricately carved pillars of solid granite towered along the sides. “How can I believe this to be true?” Geoff questioned as he rose from his large leather chair. “You have failed me miserably in the past—these flying rocks had better not be a trick.”




  “The stones do not deceive, Commander. Each one represents a time, a place, if you will—past, present, and future. Together in harmony, they harness energy that can bend matter at will, splitting the space between the Nether. Apart the stones lose all mystical qualities and are nothing more than smooth rocks.”




  “I do not understand all this nonsense. You did mention Eliana and that she lives. Show me!” Geoff ordered.




  “As you command, my liege,” Tamrin replied, gesturing to the center of the spinning stones. There she appeared in all her beauty, nestled in the arms of Federo. Geoff watched unblinking as the Princess gave Federo a radiant smile as he kissed the nape of her neck.




  “This is outrageous!” Geoff barked. “She is supposed to be dead and yet she is happy, carefree in the arms of a traitor. What of Queen Shelia? I really must see what she is doing these days. She needs my undivided attention and will understand what misery is when I am finished with her.”




  Tamrin’s eyes widened upon seeing the face of Ogath, the Light Elf chieftain, stare at him through the Nether and the stones suddenly dropped, scattering across the map. The Light Elf hurriedly collected the dark stones and placed them reverently back into the skull cap with trembling hands.




  “What of Shelia?” Geoff asked, raising his arms.




  “Later, I am tired now.”




  “See something upsetting, Tamrin?”




  “No,” he snapped back. “I need rest. For every action there is a reaction; remember that, Commander.”




  Geoff gave a heckled laugh. “We will discuss the stones later,” he said, stroking his silver-streaked goatee. “I need to throw this new King Qasim a bone. He is still without a Queen. We must inform this young Akkadian King of Eliana’s whereabouts and tell him...tell him she has been kidnapped, taken hostage, whatever. If he still favors her we will have our alliance.” Geoff lifted the sword from the table and slid it back into his ornate scabbard. “How do you suppose we obtain this Sword of Justice?”




  Tamrin bowed deeply. “A solution is underway, sire.”




  “Hmmm...how so?” Geoff raised a brow.




  “Nemesis and Hovan are in the Highlands as we speak.”




  “Minok bounty hunters?”




  “The finest in their field I assure you. They have never failed to miss a mark or collect on a bounty. Their talents are meritorious. These bounty hunters are well renowned for their...abilities.”




  “We shall see, Tamrin. We shall see,” he replied with a cynical grin.




  * * * *




  Autumnal colors surrounded him in their splendor as he rested beneath the vivid orange and red leaves of the ancient oak. The gnarled roots snaked along the top soil greedily digging into the soft earth. A crisp breeze from the north touched the King as he stared miserably at the white-capped peaks of the Benula Mountains. He ran his fingers along the beveled edges of both granite headstones, removing a withered bundle of roses from each one.




  “It will be another cold winter without you, Jade,” he said and sighed, tossing the dead roses to the wide base of the old oak. He pulled the dark blue, fur-lined cloak over his shoulders and lowered himself to the tawny canvas-topped stool. His narrow eyes reddened, and were misty from peering at the two graves. The late afternoon sky faded behind a layer of ominous gray clouds, yet a small sliver of golden light snuck through, illuminating the gravestones.




  He brought the crystal ewer to his lips once more, though even the strong alcoholic bite of the Lakum failed to ease his internal anguish. He could envision no destiny, divine intervention, no righteousness, no order in this world.




  Only chance, Keenan thought while taking another voracious swig of the warming Lakum. The King gazed into the ewer, watching the light bounce between the intricate grooves and notches of the multifaceted leaded crystal. The piece had been crafted with great artistry. It was so flawless and fragile, that for a brief moment it reminded him of Jade’s beauty. He remembered the joy in Jade’s eyes when Renouf was born. He was a half-ling, more human than Light Elf, with translucent gray eyes that matched his mother’s.




  He’d watched in dismay while she held Renouf in her weak arms as the surgeons desperately tried to stem the bleeding. One kiss, one hug, one everlasting smile is all that she had with Renouf before her magnificent elfin eyes closed, never to open again. Renouf fell ill with fever three months later and never recovered.




  Why were they both taken from me?




  He silently cursed, feeling the crystal ewer shatter in the palm of his right hand. The shards pierced deep into his soft flesh, but there was no pain as the blood steadily stained his deer-skin leggings.




  “I must be cursed,” Keenan whispered. A burning fire fueled by resentment caused bitter gall to swell in his belly as nausea set in. He sank to his knees with grief. Jade was gone. Retching, he leaned forward to vomit just as a large hand rested on his right shoulder.




  “It troubles me to see you this way.” A gentle but strong voice resonated in Keenan’s ears. Keenan did not want Brom to see him in this condition: matted hair, untrimmed stubbles of a beard, shallow eyes, and a stench that would ward off evil spirits. “The Gods sometimes work in mysterious ways, my friend.”




  “Do not come here, Brom, speaking to me of Gods,” Keenan responded in an authoritative tone. “If there are such things they turned their backs on me years ago. If you value our friendship you will not mention Gods to me again.”




  Brom removed the shattered ewer from Keenan’s bloody hand, turning aside the sharp edges, and he took a small mouthful of the strong liquor. “It has been a while since I tasted this. It brings back fonder memories.”




  “Is it the same as you remember?”




  “Aye, liquid fire,” Brom replied, choking down the Lakum. “How long will you do this?”




  “Do what?”




  “Sit here talking to Jade and Renouf as if they are still alive, and drinking Lakum until you drift into a drunken stupor. It has been four years, Keenan. Jade would not want you here, still mourning for her.”




  Keenan suppressed the anger rising at the core of his soul. “You come here speaking of Gods and now you assume to know what Jade would want! Is there a point to you being here or should I call out the guards?”




  “Yes. You are my closest friend, Keenan, but I will take the chance at your hating me for saying this. Live again, man! You have not died yet.”




  “No...not yet. Oh how I welcome that day. Death follows me like a shadow. Everyone I held dear to my heart seems to have vanished. I am half tempted to ban you from Glenn Oaks. You will be much safer not being close to me, my friend.”




  Brom shook his massive head. “Your guards and walls could not stop me from getting into your castle.”




  “No. I suppose they could not, big man.”




  “My son, Gunther is getting married next month. She is a hearty girl, comes from good stock. I would like it very much for you to attend.”




  Keenan cleared his raspy throat. “Congratulations. I am delighted for you. Your son is welcome to have the wedding here at the chapel.”




  “Gunther and Mia wanted it to be a small affair, something simple. I believe they would prefer to have the ceremony at my old farm in Gray Stone.”




  “Give them both my best.” Keenan hesitated, fumbling a hand into a side leather bag. He removed a small canvas pouch, knotted at the top with a thin leather draw string, and tossed it towards Brom.




  “What is this?” Brom queried, feeling the heavy weight for such a small pouch.




  “It’s a start.”




  Brom untied the knot seeing the shine of Highland gold. “There must be at least thirty gold pieces in there. It is more than Gunther could make in five years farming.”




  “A good start then, aye.”




  “I did not come here for your gold, Keenan. This is far too much. It will spoil the boy.”




  “Take it. It is merely a wedding gift for your son. Purchase land, hire some laborers, whatever; have him do what he wishes with it. It would give me some happiness knowing I could help your family.”




  “He will be grateful indeed for your overwhelming generosity,” Brom said, placing the sack of coins under his tan goat skin jerkin. “There is one other thing.”




  Keenan shifted in his seat and forced his gaze away from the graves, looking at Brom for the first time. “What is it? As you can see I am quite busy.”




  “Leave this castle for a while and come with me. I am taking Gunther and my daughter, Amilia, to Cutlers Run. I want to show them the beauty of the coast before the wedding. They have never seen the ocean. It will do you good to get away and it will only take a week of your time.”




  “I...cannot. I have urgent matters to attend to here. There are distant rumblings of war once again.”




  “There are always talks of war. That I am sure will never end,” Brom replied in a sullen tone.




  “Thank you for the offer, Brom, but...no.”




  Brom placed the small wooden soldier that Keenan had carved as a child on Jade’s headstone, and left it in place to stare at his friend. “Let it bring you some fonder memories and a morsel of happiness.” Brom took the King’s arm in a warrior grip and gazed into his glazed eyes for a brief moment. “I will be back after the wedding.”




  Keenan gave a wry smile. “What makes you so sure I will allow you entry on the castle grounds?”




  Brom’s laughter was rich and full of life. “You have no choice, my King. The north wall is parchment thin. A strong fart could topple it. And you know the kind of winds I am capable of producing.”




  The King chuckled for only a moment, watching the friendly giant stride away.




  * * * *




  “Is it true what they say about brother Vars? That he was an assassin,” the young priest asked Abbot Zane.




  The balding Abbot half smiled. “What happens in any man’s past does not dictate his future. Rumors can be an infectious disease that soils a man’s mind and can raise even more contemptuous questions. Remember, brother Inlow, we must not pass our earthly judgments onto others. One can atone for the sins of his past; our God, the creator, is a loving God. He wishes us to prosper, to succeed, and to spread the word of faith.”




  Inlow smiled and bowed his head in agreement. His blond hair fell forward covering his high cheek bones and narrow chin. “Will you be joining us in the dining hall tonight, brother Zane? I believe we are having soft goat cheese, rye bread, and a sliver of smoked ham.”




  “Unfortunately I must decline. I cannot this evening. Brother Vars has a visitor,” Zane replied. The Abbot tried to keep the concern from his face.




  His brow line was thick and cheeks slightly rounded, usually sporting a jovial expression on his friendly face. The Abbot was only of average height but he walked with confidence wherever he strode, thus giving him a larger than life appearance. He was highly regarded at the monastery, being known as man of conviction, a thinker, and above all else an ardent listener. He was also a problem solver and a dear friend to most of those who had the pleasure of making his acquaintance.




  The Abbot stood rubbing the ever-growing bald spot on his head, checking the leather strap holding together what few strands of long hair he had left. “Go in peace, brother Inlow. We will have prayer at dawn.”




  Inlow rose. “May the creator be with you.”




  “And also with you,” replied the Abbot while leaving his sparsely furnished room.




  Zane retrieved a marble pitcher of apple juice and two matching stone goblets then made his way down the long russet-colored clay-tiled hallway of the monastery. At the end of the hall he came to a thick oaken arched doorway. He pulled open the heavy door and set the tray of juice to the side. The Abbot watched in silence as Johan Vars finished a workout on an iron pull-up bar. His jerkin was tied at his waist, his upper body was drenched with sweat, and it was easy to see the corded muscles in his thick arms. Zane noted the wide scars running along Vars’ sides and two old arrow marks at the middle of his back. He wondered what stories those old wounds contained and how he was able to survive them.




  * * * *




  Vars finally felt the burn in his shoulders and biceps as he lifted his chin over the bar again and again. He welcomed the pain. It made him feel mortal again.




  Without turning Vars dropped to the floor and stretched his neck from side to side. “Was there something you needed, Abbot Zane?”




  “How long did you know I was here?”




  “I sensed you before you opened the door.”




  “Remarkable,” Zane replied, filling both goblets with juice and handing one to Vars. He nodded and drained its contents in one swallow then handed the goblet back to the Abbot.




  “That is fine cider.”




  “I agree, Miljan always sweetens it with honey. I believe it makes all the difference.”




  “I am sure you did not come here to serve me honey-laden cider. I can see something else is on your mind, Zane.”




  “This is true, my friend. You always have a good eye for things. There is a woman here to see you. She wishes to deliver a message to you in person.”




  “Did she give a name?”




  “No, but she claims to be a Keita sage. She claims it is most urgent that she speaks to you alone.




  “I am not familiar with any Keita sage. Please give her my apologies and show her the door.”




  “Very well, I will ask her to leave. Although she did mention a mutual friend, Bram...no, Brom I believe.”




  Vars’ knitted brows showed a growing interest. “Show her in.”




  “Use caution, brother Vars, sages have a way of obscuring the real truth,” Zane warned as he left the room. Vars sighed, moving to the window and opening the warped wood shutters. The frosty mountain air cooled his moist skin. He gazed over the jagged steppes of the Benula Mountains and took in three deep breaths. His nostrils widened, taking in the scent of the Keita sage. She smelled of wood smoke and spiced incense.




  The sage entered the room and after tapping the thin wicker chair with her walking stick seated herself on it in the middle of the now cold room. She removed the hood of her dark green woolen-lined cloak. “Are you the one they call the Arbiter?” she asked bluntly.




  “What concern is that of yours?” Vars replied, turning to the old woman.




  Her coiled thin braided hair was silver and her eyes were milky white. “I am Sada Javette from the waste lands,” she said, her voice deep and throaty.




  “You have traveled far, old woman. Abbot Zane said you had news of Brom.” He waved a hand in front of the elderly woman’s face.




  “I am blind, Arbiter, but I see many things. I saw what you once were and what you have become.”




  “You speak in riddles. My only concern is Brom!”




  “Events we cannot control are taking place. Your friend Brom will be in dire need of your talents. Geoff now sees the Sword of Justice through Tamrin’s eyes and understands its significance. With that key they could rule the entire world. Their reign will be no less than hell on earth.”




  “What does this key have to do with Brom?” he queried.




  “Brom knows a great many things about the Highland King. With such knowledge there are consequences.”




  “Where can I find him?”




  “Search for Brom near Cutlers Run. Even if you make haste it may already be too late.” The old woman leaned forward, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Let the gods be with you, Arbiter.”




  She raised her frail frame from the wicker chair, pulled the hood back over her wrinkled face and with carefully measured steps exited the room.




  Vars watched the sage leave then removed an oak chest from beneath his cot and placed it onto the down mattress, unlatching the brass locks.




  Abbot Zane entered. Vars slid on black knee-length riding boots. He’d donned a dark doeskin jerkin with chain mail shoulder guards and reinforced leather elbow padding. He belted on his scabbard and raised his saber from the chest.




  “Going somewhere, brother Vars?” Zane questioned, already knowing the answer.




  “It appears to be so,” Vars said plainly while looping a baldric of dark brown leather around his right shoulder. The baldric had three throwing weapons fastened to the interior lining. Each one resembled a star, with four deadly serrated blades.




  “You have come a long way here with us at the monastery. It would be wise to stay clear of trouble and pray for guidance in whatever may come.”




  “Prayer did not save my family. Prayer will not save Brom. I am no priest, Zane. You have been a good friend, taking me in knowing what I am and keeping my past hidden. For that I thank you, but now I must bid you farewell.”




  * * * *




  Zane shuddered seeing Vars’ ice-cold midnight blue eyes. It was a brief glimpse into the face of a killer. A side of the man he’d not yet seen. “If you truly must leave I will go with you.”




  “Where I am going, a priest will not be needed. Your talent is better served here,” Vars said coldly.




  “None the less, I will go. I must see to it that you stay on a righteous path and follow it to enlightenment. I believe the creator calls to each man in his own way.”




  Vars shrugged, removing two small ebony-handled crossbows from the chest. He tethered each one of the uniquely crafted weapons to the sides of his wide leather belt. “Your place is here, but if you choose to come your life is in your own hands. I will ride hard and fast and will not slow if you fall behind. I have no time to protect you. Understand?”




  Zane nodded. “All life is in the hands of the creator. I leave all worries to him. Now I will have two of our finest horses prepared. When do we embark on this journey?”




  “Now!” said Vars.




  Chapter 2




  The thunder clap sound of wood-chopping echoed across the frost-bitten valley as the graying clouds brought the promise of an early snow.




  “One more pile and we will be done for the day,” Federo said, turning to Nyram.




  The fair-skinned boy sighed, looking at his blistered hands. “Where is Praxis, Father? It always seems that I am the one doing the brunt of the hard work. It’s not fair.”




  “Praxis is doing what he excels in.”




  “Fishing again?”




  “Aye, do you not enjoy the trout he brings in for us every evening?”




  “It’s just...fishing is pleasant and even relaxing.”




  “You had your hand in fishing—remember? You came back with a turtle and two rocks.”




  Nyram smiled and chuckled at the memory until the stinging returned to the palms of his hands.




  “Now I suggest we finish splitting this wood so we can return to a warm fire.”




  “As you say, Father,” Nyram replied while chopping another beechnut log.




  “Good. An honest day’s work makes you strong and builds character.”




  Nyram noticed his father give pause and raised his head in the air, flaring his nostrils. “What is it?” the boy asked, seeing concern on Federo’s face.




  “Trouble,” he replied. “Run back to the cottage; warn Eliana that riders are approaching. Take off through the back door if anything happens.”




  Nyram’s gaze drifted towards the trail. He saw the silver armored and white-plumed helmets of the riders galloping over the crown of the hill. He counted eight riders as he sprinted down the slope towards their home.




  Federo gripped his heavy ax in his right hand and pulled Nyram’s smaller ax clear of the scarred stump with his left hand. Thus armed with both, he walked towards the trail and waited in plain sight for the Silver Swords.




  Breathlessly, Nyram flung open the front door, startling his mother. She dropped a pewter dish.




  “What is it, son? What is wrong?” she asked, gripping his shoulder.




  “Eight riders are coming. Father said to warn you,” Nyram said, taking in a deep breath.




  Eliana yelled a word Nyram had never heard before as she ran to the rear sleeping quarters, taking Federo’s hunting bow in hand.




  “What is happening?” Nyram asked, noting the distress in Eliana’s hurried actions.




  “I am not sure yet. Stay here!” she warned young Nyram. He watched his mother step outside, notching an arrow with a dual-pronged steel-barbed tip. Eliana swiftly made her way toward Federo as the knights encircled him.




  * * * *




  “I told you before I am done with war and I choose not to fight in your army! I have no more taste for killing, especially for ideals with which I do not agree,” Federo growled, smelling the strong odor of three vampires in the group.




  One husky knight tapped his mount forward, removing his helmet. A sarcastic grin graced his square features. “We are not here for you, Federo. I am Arnoz Striborg, captain of the Silver Swords. I bring orders from King Qasim. He demands that Princess Eliana Toron of the Minok Empire be turned over to us at once. All those who oppose the order shall be put to death immediately.”




  Federo stood, unwavering, locking onto Striborg’s icy gaze.




  “Step aside!” Striborg demanded. “The King has put claim to what is rightfully his.” The captain cursed aloud seeing that Federo’s posture was unchanged. “Don’t be a fool,” he continued. “You are outnumbered eight to one. What is your next move then, ax man?” The rest of his patrol laughed in mockery.




  Striborg chuckled heartily until he abruptly stopped, eyes widened; he slumped to the left side of his saddle, rolling off his mount, an ax blade splitting the mid of his skull. A second ax cut through the air, catching another knight across the neck. He too fell dead. Two more Silver Swords lowered their visors and charged forward with sabers at the ready, pointed at the now unarmed madman.




  The other four knights saw a female standing alone with an arrow notched and thundered towards her. Federo had taught her how to hunt large game with the bow, but this was far different. She did her best to remain calm as she rested the thumb holding the bow string against her cheek, taking in two deep breaths. She gently loosened the shaft, striking her target through the neck. The knight fell from his mount, holding his throat, blood spewing from the wound.




  Federo rolled to his left, dodging the first of the two charging knights and removed a long sword from the scabbard on Striborg’s corpse. He rose and deflected a powerful downward slash that would have beheaded him. He backed away from another wild hack, pulling the rider from his mount. His silver helmet came loose and Federo pounced on the downed knight, ramming his blade through the upper chest hilt deep, then twisting it clear. A piercing pain shot through his left hip. Spinning, he saw the attacker who’d struck him. The Silver Sword dismounted, raising the visor of his helmet, and pointed his long sword at the injured warrior.




  “You fight quite well. It will almost be a shame to kill you. You would do well as a Silver Sword,” the knight said. More blood spewed from Federo’s side, drenching his leggings.




  The Knight thrust forward, leading with his blade. Federo wheeled back and parried. Again Federo defended another skillful strike, but he was becoming winded and realized that this younger swordsman was well-trained. They circled each other for several moments, with Federo breathing heavily.




  “You look tired, old man. Would you like a rest before we continue? There is no urgent rush to kill you,” the silver-armored knight said with a victorious smile. Federo’s fangs extracted as the adrenalin fueled his body. He threw himself at the knight, sending them both to the hard earth. They wrestled desperately to gain advantage. Federo trapped the knight’s sword between his own armpit and chest. He sank his fangs deep into the Akkadian swordsman’s throat, ripping away flesh and cartilage. Nothing but a gurgling whisper could be heard as blood glistened from the sides of Federo’s mouth. Panic engulfed Federo when he saw three Silver Swordsmen engaging Eliana. A fourth one lay on the ground vainly trying to stem the bleeding from an arrow lodged into his neck. He took up the reins of a gray mare and forced the beast forward, watching Eliana back away from the knights with a bow in hand.




  Nyram raced to his mother’s side, wielding Federo’s heavy broadsword.




  “No!” Eliana shrieked as her hands missed grabbing the back of Nyram’s thick woolen tunic. Time slowed for Federo as he saw the crossbow bolt let loose. It thudded home squarely into Nyram’s chest. He fell, unmoving.




  Federo’s blade met the neck of the crossbow man, severing the head clean from the shoulders. He then reversed the grip of his sword, driving it down the back of the second attacker with prolific force. The third Silver Sword shed his helmet and battle gauntlets, scrambling for the nearest mount. He raced to the woodline without chancing a look back.




  Eliana dropped to her knees, cradling young Nyram in her arms, sobbing hysterically. “Why, Federo? Why?” she belted out with large tears welling in her eyes.




  Raising Nyram in his arms, Federo moved him into the warmth of the cottage, placing his lifeless body on the cot. There was no heartbeat and his chest never rose for a breath. Nyram’s life force was gone from his corporeal body.




  A fire fueled by hate and vengeance burned in his gut as he forced Eliana to him. “He is gone, Eliana,” the warrior said with an anguish-stricken face.




  “No!” she cried out. “He was only a child. This can’t happen!”




  On entering the cottage, Praxis heard the grieving whimpers of Eliana and saw the shaft lodged in his brother’s chest. The dark-headed boy dropped his long string of trout and stumbled outside the front door. He saw all the mutilated and disfigured bodies of silver-armored knights sprawled along the trail and started running. He wanted to flee from the images now etched into his mind. Federo tackled Praxis and held him tight until the storm inside young Praxis subsided.




  “I want to help you kill whoever did this to my brother,” Praxis said with a heavy heart, straining to speak.




  “Retribution is coming. I promise you that, son,” Federo replied as a lone tear streaked down his bloody cheek.




  * * * *




  The two newcomers scanned the tavern. It was warm and the stench of over-ripe meat and unwashed bodies hung in the air. Hovan and Nemesis found a small table at the rear of the dimly-lit room and ordered two malt ales.




  “Is this the place?” Hovan asked, his voice deep and gritty.




  Nemesis nodded, keeping the gaze from his dark eyes fixed on the crowd. A busty barmaid returned, placing two tankards of frothy ales on the table.




  “Four coppers, gents,” she said with a friendly smile.




  Hovan flipped one silver coin on the table. “Keep it,” he remarked, bringing the mug to his lips. The barmaid’s eyes lit up and she gave a gracious bow. It was the largest single tip she’d ever received by just serving drinks in the dilapidated tavern.




  The bar room chatter and jeers in the mix of the drunkards became ominously silent as the locals gave six new arrivals a wide berth. The leader slammed his balled fists onto the table, almost toppling both mugs.




  “Remember me, Nemesis?” the wide-shouldered man roared through rotting teeth. His left ear was missing and a jagged scar grooved his neckline.




  “Cravin,” Nemesis replied with no surprise in his tone. “Who could forget someone that has a face like a horse’s ass?”




  “When you kill a man you had better make sure he is dead,” Cravin said and sneered.




  “Such good advice coming from an inbred goat, and all along I believed you had no formal schooling.”




  Nemesis saw the intent in Cravin’s bloodshot eyes before he finished his reply. A skinning knife licked out across the table. The bounty hunter swayed back, latching onto Cravin’s knife hand and securing the blade. Nemesis elbowed Cravin’s thick forearm and reversed the razor-sharp knife back towards his attacker. The blade sank deep into Cravin’s already scarred neck. Wrenching it clear, he readied himself for another attacker. This time Nemesis finished the job as Cravin collapsed to the floor, choking on his own blood.




  Hovan flipped the table at two other henchmen; knocking them back, he unsheathed his short sword, running the tip downward into the upper chest of his nearest opponent, who fell away writhing in death throes.




  Nemesis stepped back, drawing his saber and eyeing the four who remained standing.




  “Enough!” a low raspy voice shouted over the commotion. “I am Hefron and you have just killed my best knife fighter. Put away your swords—we must speak.”




  Seeing the other four attackers back down, the bounty hunters sheathed their swords and followed the short man through the rear door of the tavern. The two bodies were dragged off and the atmosphere in the small tavern was as if nothing had happened. Hefron walked with a slight limp as he led them through a narrow passage between buildings and into a private courtyard.




  “My apologies to you both,” Hefron said, taking in a breath. “I should have become wary when Cravin showed interest at the mention of your name, Nemesis.”




  “I have had warmer welcomes, but my enemies are as numerous as the hairs on my head. Let us get down to the purpose of us being here, Hefron.”




  “Information,” said Hefron. “Or should I say the extraction of it. Five hundred gold coins each when the job is completed.”




  “Such a large sum for a simple task,” said Nemesis, stroking the ends of his sideburns which extended to the outer edge of his jaw.




  “Just who is this man that we seek?” Hovan asked. “I want to know every detail about him—his traits, his history, kin. I don’t like surprises.”




  “Of course—of course,” Hefron said with a wide grin that crossed his flat features. “I will tell you everything you must know.”




  * * * *




  The King rubbed his temples and closed his eyes. All the bickering was reminiscent of the shrill Minok war horn he’d heard at Fort Briarwood. Commander Radcliffe and Commander Kade were seated to his right—on his left sat General Colin and chief military advisor Falcor.




  “Our Verdii scouts have spotted large numbers of Minok troops mobilizing near Camp Lowna. What injuries we inflicted on them in the first war have obviously healed,” Commander Radcliffe said as he adjusted himself in his blue velvet horsehair-padded chair.




  “We can no longer remain idle, my King,” General Colin interjected. “My feeling is that we need to draw first blood this time. Give them the taste of battle on their own land, among their own people. Drive the sharp end of our swords right up their asses.”




  “We are doing much more and you know it, General Colin,” Falcor replied with irritation. “I knew your father, Mangus...may the Gods rest his soul. You come from a mighty class of warriors. I admire you for that, but hear me out—all of you sitting here at this table,” said Falcor with meaning, pausing to look into the eyes of each man. “The fortifications of Fairfax have been completed. It is now a highly defensible position and we have doubled our cavalry. Give me another three years and I will see it tripled.”




  “That is all fine if we deal with Minok alone. What about Akkadia?” Commander Rad queried.




  “Akkadia is an unknown threat,” said Falcor. “We know little about its military strength. If we attack Minok will Akkadia aid them in battle?”




  “You spoke of a steady increase of cavalry, but what of the infantry?” Colin asked. “It is growing at a snail’s pace. A strong infantry is the backbone of our army.”




  Keenan Kinkade rose, clearing his throat, pushing away a goblet of mulled Hulan red. “Our military coffers are nearly empty and I refuse to impose a new tax on the Highland people. Many people are protesting that they are over-taxed as it is. So...the Highland army grows slowly but steadily. We will discuss matters in another month and reevaluate our economic and military situation. Good day, gentlemen.”




  Garrison Commander Kade and General Colin bowed as they exited the King’s chamber.




  “Did I miss something?” Keenan asked Rad and Falcor, aware of their hardened stares.




  “Did you forget?” Falcor asked, seeing a perplexed look on the King’s face.




  “What?” asked Keenan, simply.




  “He forgot,” Falcor replied, turning to Rad, throwing his hands in the air.




  * * * *




  Rad shook his head, seeing the emptiness upon Keenan’s face. Rad had full command of the elite group of Verdii warriors, one hundred strong now, doubling in size over the past ten years. He was considered the King’s champion, being one of the finest swordsmen in all the Highlands. He was loyal to his King above all others, but he often wished Keenan had more of the departed King Korvan’s traits. He truly admired Korvan’s courage in the face of certain death in the Minok war. He was a heroic man who fought to the bitter end at Clarion Fields—a true leader. Keenan possessed some of King Korvan’s traits, but at times they were difficult to see in the young King.




  “Will you do me the honor of walking with me, my King?” Rad asked, already striding towards the brass-hinged oak door.




  Keenan and his Verdii Commander moved down the length of the hallway, out the main doors passing four sentries, and onto the battlements of Glenn Oaks castle. He hoisted himself onto the crenellations along the north wall and made himself comfortable. “Take a look out there,” said Rad, almost demanding as he gestured to the open Highland plains towards the Benula Mountains. “Tell me what you see.”




  Keenan adjusted his gaze, obviously not understanding the purpose of Rad’s request. “I see...trees, hills, and a white-capped mountain.”




  “No!” Rad barked, his voice rising, choking back the urge to curse. “It is your kingdom, the land of your ancestors and forefathers, torch-bearers that lit a flame of righteousness and kept the Highland way of life safe. I have remained silent far too long watching you drown yourself in pity. It is time to wake up and take hold of the life you still have for the good of the Highlands. This land, these people, are deserving of a ruler who can lead. Your father, Korvan Kinkade, was a great leader. I see a great deal of him in you.”




  * * * *




  The anger mounted inside Keenan, but in the far reaches of his soul he knew his Commander was right. He could find no malice or overwhelming fault in Rad for speaking the truth. “Did you bring me all the way up here in this cold to scold your King?” Keenan asked with no spite in his tone.




  “Only in part. A golden opportunity was presented to us a few short months ago that will strengthen the Highlands. I can only assume that it has slipped your memory.”




  Keenan shrugged his shoulders, attempting to recall what Rad was referring to, but his thoughts escaped him.




  “King Herud offered his daughter, Princess Nathifa, to you,” Rad continued. “This marriage would unite our people and bring two nations together. The alliance would be of great benefit if we were to find ourselves at war against Minok. Princess Nathifa will be arriving in two weeks with a royal entourage for a customary first concord. You must at least try to see this through.”




  “I know nothing of this Sadierian woman and I find the whole idea troubling, Rad,” Keenan replied. “To make a sacred vow to a woman merely for a tactical advantage in war is disturbing.”




  “My King, you need to find a way to overcome your initial feelings on this matter and accept this gracious gesture from King Herud. Welcome the Princess to your kingdom, build a rapport with her and find out if your interests are compatible, before you shun the proposition completely. Even if she turns out to be a toothless, one-eyed whale you must accept this proposal. It is for the good of the people.”




  The King gave a wide grin. “If she turns out to be a toothless whale then I will give you this sword and you can be King.”




  Rad had a hearty chuckle, patting his King on the shoulder. “Well said, my King. Now with your permission I will lead a small detail of ten Verdii to escort Princess Nathifa from the port of Dulaney Heights to Glenn Oaks when the vessel arrives. It will be only proper to have an elite guard—Highland’s finest—accompany the Princess on her journey to Glenn Oaks Castle. She is no doubt used to such royal luxuries.”




  “Very well, Commander Rad, make it so,” Keenan replied with a nod.




  * * * *




  “May I ask where we are traveling, brother Vars?” the Abbot queried. Zane was falling behind Vars’ quickened pace. The Shadow Wood Forest seemed to stretch forever, with endless rows of towering pines and bunched thickets of evergreens. The sprawling overgrowth sealed the forest floor in eternal darkness. All sense of time was skewed, giving the duo an unsettled feeling.




  “To find Brom at Cutlers Run,” Vars said.




  “The southern Highlands? He must be an important friend for such a long journey.”




  “He was a soldier, a talented blacksmith, and has two grown children. And yes...he is a friend.”




  The Abbot’s back was starting to ache as he guided his mount forward. He was not accustomed to such long hours in the saddle. Normally it was a six-day hike from the monastery to Altuic without any roads to navigate. However Abbot Zane guessed it would take them only three to four days to clear the forest at the pace Vars was setting.




  “The horses need a rest,” Zane said in a pleading voice, knowing that his back wouldn’t last much longer.




  “I agree.” Vars cantered his mount off the deer trail. Zane was relieved as Vars dismounted near a narrow stream. The ice-cold water was the crystal-clear run off from the Benula Mountains. Zane stretched and knelt down near the edge of the stream; cupping some water into his hands, he drank greedily.




  “Start a fire and water the horses,” Vars ordered while handing the reins to the Abbot. “I will be back shortly.”




  Zane smiled and did his bidding. He searched the area for kindling then collected a handful of thick branches. Returning to the camp site, he rolled six thirty-pound stones into place making a half circle and set an abandoned bird’s nest at the center. The dried nest quickly took to flame as Zane worked a flint and steel over the top. The fire brought warmth to the Abbot. He rubbed his hands near the dancing flames, and once again the feeling returned to the tips of his fingers. An uneasy sensation consumed the Abbot as the forest towered around him. At times he believed the tree shadows would come alive and swallow him.




  Where is Vars? he wondered.




  It had been close to an hour, Zane estimated. He sat beside the fire and covered himself with a woolen blanket from the saddle bag, feeling the weight of his eyes.




  His somber mood brought back the conversation with Miljan before he left the abbey. Miljan was familiar with these woods and warned him of giant boar and behemoth-sized brown bears. Miljan also believed the Shadow Wood Forest was enchanted with mischievous wood nymphs. He believed they were the protectors of all the trees and creatures within the forest. Miljan had never seen one but often heard stories from traveling merchants. All folklore, the Abbot surmised with a half-smile, and dozed by the fire.




  Zane awoke moments later, staring into the eyes of a huge beast with a broad head. He shed his blanket and rose, hearing a low rumbling roar. He could see now that it was a bear twenty paces from him as it stood on its haunches, some twelve feet tall, sniffing the air. It lowered, turning its immense head and wide shoulders toward Zane. The Abbot fumbled as he took his staff in hand. Being mauled by a bear was not a way he’d thought he would die, but then again he’d been wrong about things before. The bear charged at its meal on all fours as Zane backed against the trunk of a pine. He couldn’t outrun this beast and he was no tree climber. His only hope now was for a quick death. Zane braced himself, saying a brief prayer as a flash of silver split the air. The bear let out a horrible growl, swiping a giant paw at the empty space around him. Just then another bolt followed, hitting the exposed underbelly of the animal. It thrashed again at its invisible enemy as a third bolt thudded home near the base of the neck. It staggered to one side and dropped. Vars stepped into the open, removing his cutlass. He swiftly ran the blade across the bear’s thick neck, ending its life.




  * * * *




  “What a magnificent beast,” Vars admitted, almost saddened by his having to kill it.




  Zane sat resting his back against the pine, hands trembling, taking in rapid shallow breaths. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you again, brother Vars.”




  “It looked like you had everything well in hand, Abbot. I suppose prayer saved you,” Vars said with a rueful smirk.




  “Yes...I believe it did.”




  Vars removed a copper pot from the saddle bag and used it to catch the fresh blood oozing from the downed animal. The pot slowly filled and Zane watched as Vars drank the thick crimson liquid. Not quite as satisfying as cow blood but far better than horse or goat blood, with a rich earthy after-taste. Vars drained the entire pot. He felt renewed as his senses instantly came back to life. It had been four days since his last feeding and his carnal vampire instincts would have been unleashed if he’d waited much longer for a blood meal. There was a price to being immortal and Vars inwardly loathed what he’d been turned into.




  A narrow line of blood trickled down his chin and Zane made a motion to wipe his face. “Does this appall you? Watching a vampire drink,” Vars asked.




  “No,” replied the Abbot. “We are all creatures of the Creator; vampire, Light Elf, human. All of us must eat in our own way to survive. It is the way of nature, for everything there is a harmonic balance.”




  Vars shrugged, removing his bone-hilt hunting knife. He reversed the blade, handing it to Zane. He then pointed to the back strap of the bear, the choicest cuts of meat on this animal. “Once you have removed the flesh from here to here,” Vars told Zane, “wash it thoroughly in the stream then cut it to thin strips and heavily salt both sides. Pack the meat together tightly then salt again. This should give you enough salted meat to last a week. Do it quickly—the wolves are thick in these woods.”




  While Zane went to work making his first hesitant cut into the thick flesh of the animal a distant howl echoed to his ears along with a lone screech of a great horned owl. Vars saw the Abbot work more swiftly and smiled. Removing his boots, he stretched his legs beside the fire and pillowed his rolled cloak. “So... Tell me, Abbot Zane. Truthfully now, why do you feel the need to accompany me on this journey?”




  “It is the Creator’s calling, I suppose,” he replied.




  “Rubbish!” Vars exclaimed.




  “You are armed more than a soldier preparing for battle and I believe I could be of some assistance. Vars, I have known you for seven years and still you are a mystery. You did well with the young priests over the years. Miljan spoke of you highly. Training them how to use a bow effectively along with the basics of swordplay. Admittedly I was against it at first. The thought of preparing to use violence angered me, but I now realize the benefits of having such skills.” The Abbot cleared his throat. He removed a chunk of the bear’s flesh from the carcass. “I surmise one could say that I am traveling with a friend.”




  Vars was silent for a moment with eyes shut and arms crossed over his chest. “Why did you not train with the other priests?” he asked.




  “I have no real use for swords or bows. I carry a staff. That is all I need.”




  “You may change your mind when we reach Cutlers Run. We leave in three hours. I suggest you get some rest.”




  * * * *




  Julkeva’s heart raced as he knocked lightly on King Qasim’s solid oak door. He nervously waited for permission to enter. He was very worried how the king would react to being disturbed from his midday nap with disappointing news. The reinforced oak door slowly swung open and the King finished belting on a loose-fitting purple velvet robe. He ran a hand through his short curly dark hair, giving a deep exaggerated sigh.




  “Julkeva, this had better be very urgent,” Qasim said while gesturing him into the bed chamber.




  The messenger warily stepped inside with a bow, cautiously watching the lean chisel-faced King who sat beside the hearth in a wide black leather-bound chair. His gaze wandered towards the King’s magnificent bed with highly polished brass posts, where two exquisite beauties rested—partially covered in white silken sheets. Julkeva looked away from the bed and sat opposite the King, noticing an iron poker glowing bright orange in the embers of the newly-stoked fire.




  Qasim adjusted a gold sapphire ring on his index finger and spread his hands. “What have you, Julkeva?”




  He bowed his head low, leaving his gaze fixed on the decorative marbled tiles. “I am afraid to inform you, my King, of some troubling issues.” Julkeva could sense Qasim’s hardened stare tearing at him as the heat from the fire caused beads of sweat to develop just above his brow line.




  “Well...Julkeva, indulge me. You have my undivided attention.”
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