Prologue

Flames surged across the surface of the Earth. Great tongues of fire matted down whole
forests like a cat licking tufts of bristled fur. The first wave passed buildings, shattering windows
and spraying molten glass shards every which way as steamy gedrdye planet like fog.
Mighty sky scrapers wavered, rippling, squirming as they reached up towards the sun that had
betrayed then. Animals and people alike were swept off their feet, their lungs filled with
smoldering air.

But it was the second wave tl@@insumed all, swallowing the world up like the mouth of
an angry GodDestroying everything from the flattened forests to the liquefied glass pillars,
monuments to thgargantuarities of man nothing stood, nothing survived. All that was good
and all that was evil perished, hand in hand, cremated and tossed out into the atmosphere.
After only seconds the Earth had been reduced to a smoldering coal, a glowing ember twinkling
in the wake of the death of its beloved sun.

AH® herel! o

Sweat drippé off curly locks of grey hair that dangled across the forehead of the speaker.
The mixture of water ansaltpouredfrom the jagged hook of his nose to splatter the glossy
marble tiles beneath his slippers as his cry echoed across the room. The lifiédl todmns
knees and his palms slapped the flitian he arched his back and lifted his head to face his

audience once moréhe oldKknomé& s mout h opened, ready to bl abl
interrupted.

A pointy eared council member threw back her seathse st ood, demandi ng
you get in here?bo0

TheKnome starechis mouth still ajarThe council squinted back. Their golchmed
glassesaton their glaresike picture framesThe Knome coul dndt help but
always looked like that.

Another politician rose, this one being of a furred race. Tufts of brown fluff protruded
from the gaps between his buttons. The edges of his suit were strained, not by his fur but by his
belly. It seemedthebeah adndét qui t e us edorWimer laberhatian.tHst h e 6 d
snout was so pudgy it was inseparable from his cheaks. He looked like a stuffed animal with an
extra serving of stuffing, wearing a suit tailored for an elf.

AYou dondt belong here! d He crowed.

The Knome ¢ o uHladthey not iead me2hekeng aff his panting, he
cleared his throat and articulated as best he

AWe heard yow tthe Hearsndd iwver,ds started as
A IKkome..0

There were assorted grimad¢bsoughout the chamber.

The standing elf repeated her query, AHowo

The little man stood helplessly slack jawed.

AWhat 6s this blooday countray comin too?0
AGodai Knomes in the VokarbsedockCRiommsi h a
Honor Knights stirrin up riots in the streets
i A ytlee,irony!lHonor Knights 0 A nlegisldioesrhook t heir head, HfABu

in metal é0



As the rest of the oligarcliambled onthe rigid elf andyaudybearn exchanged
enfurat ed gl ances then | eft their place behind t
them move. He didndét hear their comradesd com
the image of the disdainful stares and the ridiculous demand that érathleecouncils response
to his warning.

AHow did | get in here?0 He murmured as he
shaped hat which he had removed out of respediack over his curly clump of sweat soaked
hair. He was no longer panting, but his chest was surely swelling. He took a great big gulp of air
and then bellowed:

AHOW DI DINHERET 0o

A few of the council membetsaned baclandaverted their gazesvhispering remarks
of shock at the violent ton€ome simply stared on, occupying the slow moving hamsters
running the wheel in their heads by loudly sipping at the rims of their wine glasses. They were
uncomfortable buundaunted. Most were content to wait pateintly until their democratically
enslaved guards came to escort the tiny crone off to the labor camps, but not all. Two were
indignant. The scrawny elf and thieubbybearn had come around the edges of the cosigresd
table and now their brows bore down upon the rude little. man

AWho ar e vy o uVokadurracd dnr essusc ht h@ibe bearn deman@ed.

AWho am | to addreesoTheKn ome 6 s | i p cur lteygdowb@dck t o rev
snaggled e e Yoo?, 0 A

His heart beat as it had before. This time it was not due to exhaustion but rath8piiage.
pooled behind his quivering lip as words swirled inhishéadlh o ar e you t o addr €
Vokar burrock i Hespuiterdd with a treenhlingechuéidnd nearly fell back to
his knees.

Meanwhile, the slendeif drewsaber from the sheathlarhip and approached the
Knome. The bejeweled hilt glistened in the sunlight pouring in through the windows before
them. The blade was slick with the very satoat of oil it had first been oiled with. The Knome
scoffed beneath his breath as the congresswoman raised her weapon above him.

Whirling around and drawing his dagger he
could reach his throat.

AYou2o t he Kinedne @The s coun dtoiesdldsers bflthairtstatast r i p p e
to sell their swordand shield$o sabatuet®

He spun un his heels and threw his knife. The bearn behind him had raised a handgun and
aimed it at the Knomaedpuhdbggi mheAsrilggecoundie
tiny sword struck the pistol and knocked the barrel up so that the fat wad of iron blasted the roof.

AYou?0 the Knome crowed, fAThe wretches tha
rightsandrevenuefre your residents! o

Bounding forward, the Knome caught his pinwheeling dagger by its pointy tip then
lobbed it again at the politician. This time, the blade hit the shaft of the firearm, yanking it from
the fat mands fury gr twalllike thentad onpaidonkey. Mhg bearh  t o t
fell on his ass as the Knome turned back to the elf.

AYou?0 the Knome howled, AThe crooks that
killing your constituents with cool carel essn
The legislator had reasieback, aiming a kick at the jabbering jaw of the Knome, only for
him to see it and duck. Yet, it wasnbét just a



that let her ankle soar over his spine as his legs spun up over his head to &iitkkigking leg
in the calf. She tumbled to the floor below the congressional table.

AHow would you have me address you?0 The K
Crooks? Shall I mash them all up together and call each and every last one of you a load of godi
goppin crows?o

He paused to take a breath

One of the represent dheCongeesoHflacloadtthe t abl e sp

AThe Vokarburrock. o Another chi med.

The Knome said nothing. He turned his back on the legislators. The wall before the
congressionaible was made of broad windows that bulged out to overlook the city of Zviecoff.
Magic-powered tracks zigagged through the city, some elevated above the streets while others
slipped underneath them, but the trolleys were nowhere to be seen. Couhtgafdsried out
like mushroom caps sat on top of tightly stacked apartments where families clustered like insects
in hives, but not that dajroweringice sculptures rose from street corners like stalagmites,
depicting | cel oad 06 sdenw.iTheseetdtues reeyet melted, sot evendh thiath e i r
particularly hot month of May. The frozen heroes stood in defiance of an angry sun and, on that
day, they did not stand alone.

Parades of blue andhite flowed inthe streetscelebrating the closing &pring and
coming of Summer. It was the one time a year in which the people of Iceload would come
together to laugh and party and forget their problems, to celebrate what they had and not what
theydd | ost. Yet, somet hi bragionvlhese wdsijoly ihthegire nt abo
chants but it was not that of carefree jubile
changing. One by one, the glossy opal flags were replaced by bold onyx banners that bounced
alongside the royal blues.

Up in the castle, the Knome smiled.

ASay it!o

The elf and bearn were back on their feet,

AAddress us elpdemapded. | y. 06 The

AThe Great Congress of I ceload! o The bearn

The sunwas setting, the little man noticed as he looked up to the horizon. Indigos melted
into waves of crimson thélossomednto vibrantauburn and sprawled oaver the mountains
beforeZviecoff like a blanket.

The Knome whispered beneath his breath.

A Wh a t @ hearrilshapped.

The legislator was ignored. The Knome was focused on a tiny black speck, rapidly
growing larger as the sldarkenedaround it.

AWhat did ¥mowoameaRedlfhisskdstoapihgeso thathe could grab the
i ntr uder Oesboreyhfingers pinehing hirhs she turned him around.

The Knomesmirkedi b aiYdo,u mean t he | ate great Congr e

Glass exploded into the room as the window shattered. Cold wind whipped through the
chamber, spraying the tiny glass shards akfilm of rain, slicing and scraping the rich
politcians The el fd6s hand was t osherwasfsiamnmdtothee Kn o me o
ground beneath the talons of a black scaled foot.

Midnightb | ack scales rippl ed ac oakisgpurglennrethegr e a't
light of the setting sun. Veins bulging, the curlheaddikatwings reached out, extending to
their full potential before pumping three large gusts of air through the room to steady itself. The



dragondés head r e amakedke beakwhtil italmashscrapedshe twenty oot
high roof. This made it easier for it to observe the council before it. It roared, shaking the room
and those that sat in it and if the citizens
mi ght 6ve heard the triumphant call as wel |l

The little Knome walked out from beneath the dragon, unharmed and smiling with his
hands on his hips. He casually leaned against the leg that was pinnskgtheelf to thefloor
and, without paying theelhay att enti on, addressed the congre
welcomethe Mystvokar: KingTal | oome | cel ore. 0o

The dragon rider, who had been hidden behindjfingoyleesquewnings, now was
standing next to thknome. TheKnome, standing the height othild next to the six foot six
man, madéhe Kingappear eventallet. f hi s stature didndét intimid
his dark eyes and the hook of a smile on the edge of his lips surely did. His grin was framed by a
neatly trimmed goatee which wasswnded by black dragons, carved into his cheek bones by
pigment. The darkattoolike vines curled across his face, separating him from the elves and
bearns at the table before him. He was a nellaf. One of the indigenous peoples of Iceload, one of
the laces not represented at the congressional table.

Talloome bowed and then faced the Vokarburrok to speak.

A E v eygdvaernors| suppose you have all met my dear friend Unluaky

The knome bowe

AHI s name il $oryquthat iegGrahtedf this #gdt | uck, now i s
or call it justice, butvhat goes around comes arowardl the fifteen of you have been fortunate
for quite sometimandlfeart 6 s | ong since been someone el sed

Al suppose you expedmakeahrore? |Butu st hiblene rneh ame? o
old bearn askedhervously looking from Talloome to his comrade still pinned to the ffoof,0 u
take our money, rob our graves, sell-the

AMoney?0 Tall oome interrupt ednyturiwitoyoud ve mi s
fortune it is the peoplebdbs turn. | dondt care ab
care about is this country and the fact that it is going terheso

A Bgrows hemeansydo Unl ucky interjected.

Al's one dictator bett @arfurredmamaskgdddimgar upt ed ¢
contemptuous, fAmy Lord?o0

Al t 6so aT asltlacd mAlsitndtd ugged,

Al ndeed. 6 Unlucky concurred, striding out
approachthe ndi gnant bearn, waving his index finger

voice of the people to change his mind than i
The Mystvokar cleared his void@\nd 0, my deagovernors| have but one question
beforel begin. Why did you notheedtt o me 6 s warnings? You coul dév

larrivedo T al frooredne AUnl ucky did warn you, didndét he

There was silence for a moment and then th
a cougthtoughe wWedd st e knea noe 7a0

Talloome shook his head.

AYou see, this is why we needypshameq me trhew
dragonslowiyl owered its head untiil it was | evel wi t

you, i1s it not?o0
The dragon hesitated for a secamdil Talloome noddedhen itremoved its front paw
from the downed elf.



A H e | The elbicrawledbackwards, éreyes neveleaving the dragon. Blood could
already be seen soakingriblue andvhite robes from where the curlhead had pinneddithe
floor, Cdinrades hel p! o

Cyphrus watched th&woman crawl as a cat would watch a mouse.

AWait, no! Pl e a s ell scrdamdd ashedranticallly aitempled/td getta h e
herfeet, armdloppingandf | ai I i ng, all signs of arrogance a
mout hs to feed! o

AAnd sbo Tdad Iloome repli ed.

Cyphrus reached out anaws,biting doarhse tthat dllin¢he el f 6 s
room could hear the loud snap of thema n 0 tibias and fibulas. Wit

Ci

u
S [
elfmakinglers | i de across t he il e and come to a res
head was directly @ve the congressoma n6s gut .

ANo! God! Somebody help me! o

Thelegislatorsstared, no one moving so much as an inch towards their companion as the
dragon began tontangleherentrails Tal | oome watched the express.]
comrades with a gliiess smirk Then, as the woman continued to scream, Talloome cleared his
voice and addressed the Great Congress of Iceload.

ANow, |l seem to recal |l VoKardurockten oat pffifeemv e s om
congressmen vote for it,o0 the dragon rider sp
besidehim Bl ood spl attered his cheek but he didno
and pulled out a asamatoérbéacRodagger, Al s th

Thelegislatorsd i dndét move.

Talloome stomped hisootand glared at the cowerimgngressmehefore him With the
dagger raised in his right hgrite barkedfi| asked a question! o

AYou ar-6 correct

As soon as thgovernorf i ni s hedc drhree omod dT &l | oome t hrew t
small blade pin wheeled across the room until it stuck into the breastaididio had spoken,
puncturing the furredvoman through the heart. The bearn slumped forwanchdad hitting the
congressional table wita thwump.

Cyphrus looked up from her meal, slurping a thread of unidentifiable intestines up
between her teeth. It seemed the skinny elf, now still and silent, had only just appetized the great
reptile. The Mystvokar raised a hand to his steed andthesmioer sat t hough her
leave the dead council member behind the table.

fiDo not withhold the truth from me again, governors. T a | wamedihés eyes

scanning the politicians, ANot even fordb a sec
An elf impulsively interjectedif Ten of us must agre&e on a pro
Tall oome nodded, AGood, | goweanersl bawerar e c t . I n

proposal to make. As our monarchy ended years agahdttieath of my fathet believe our
monarchy will begimragainwith me asvlystvokatr. | propose that you, good gentlemesmd
nobleladiesmake a new proposalo

The room was silent but for the eerie moan of wind brushing in and out the shattered
window and the impatieldn o me 6 s f 0 o he stbna flopri N® gne poticed that the
parades and festivals couldndét be heard from
window, they would have sedimat the white banners had completely vanished. Black flags had
replaced them, waving alorige the proud Iceloatlue, toted no longer by civilians but by
soldiers in similar dark cloaks to the one dr



women lined the streets with the peoplehe observer had a keen eye they might have even
noticedthe occasional black garbed soldier lifted up by his comrades, preaching to the citizens
and, ever so often, jerking a hand towards the castle whekantivee, thevokarburrock and

the soonto-be kingstood.

Tall oome di dndt mi nthistiné lde wassaiting clistdnidgsfor ise s i t a't
cue to come from theeople. The Congress had no grasp of the extremity of the situation. It
wasnodét the Knome and dragon rider that had th
entire nation of Iceload hadrned against them and they would soon learn this from the mouth
of the people themselves.

AWe have a proposal to make. o

Talloome was yanked out of the confines of his mind.

AWe wi |l el ect a king. | t plung bearrpaused rao f t
second, Atwo undecide®, to elect, as King o

The Congressman stopped talking, a frown replacing his sullen glare as he cocked his
head to the side. Thehsr officials looked at him with confused expressions before they too
caught on to whatever had bothered the first. [€geslatorsstared out the broken window. The
Knome clappednce before he stopped himself to let the melody have full reins. Cyphrus
accidentally snapped the femur she was idly chewing on as she too heard the rumbling.

Tal |l oome 6 s ngnevralanost nmagiaca) r i

The chants started off as quiet, simply bu
maki ng t hem wo nangthing in fhe firshptage fatleast,airtirtreey heard it again.
The second time, the chant was louder, and by the fifth icommpletely intelligable

AMYSTVOKAR! 06 t he c¢cr oMVMEEVOKARE 6T ed, 1

Unlucky ran over to the window, his fingers wrappediatbthe jagged edge of glass as
he watched. The lines of black figures were leading the crapdise glaciacity towards the
castle, chanting as they marched.

AMYSTVOKAR! 0 t h e MYSTYOKAR] ,0 i

Tall oome hadndot | ooked bdrectedattheecOudciLkiept hi s
didnét matter that theydd elected him, that w
mind to ease, Talloome knew that wasnoét why h
was for this, this glorious revolution,abke excited citizens feeling that rush of being a rebel,
feeling that rush of fighting for their rights, and associatirgwonderfulcelebration anthis
day one could never forget, with the crowninghd MystvokarKing Talloome Icelore. The
citizenswould love him. The people were his and that is what made him king. And that is why
he had confronted tHate Great Congress of Iceload

He was victorious.

hi
f

As the people of Iceload cheered and marchedching with glee as their new King
painted the Crown Gardénthe overlook fabelow the Vokarburrock Rooinwith the blood of
their prior governor$ on that ame hot Mayevening, a storm brewe@n the other side of the
planet flashes of light explded through the air and thunder rolled down from the heavens.
Heavy droplets of rain pelted the mighty islestdtek nown as Goddés [ sl and. H
magnificentcastle theCathedrglthat reached up into the heavgpsnetratinghe storm clouds
like a blade It was the tallest buildingeneath Solaris. Fearless, proud, half asslthe world



itself and at the top of the building in the midst of thggearof 1926 s gr e ait,gatah st or m
equallyold man.
Thin silvery strands of hair whippedteel f 6 s f ace as the wind tor
warm precipitation ran through the wrinkles of his face, running around his scarred, pointed ears
and over his thinning eyebrows. Rain soaked the leather patch that covdedioelyis. He licked
his lips, tating the water. He listened to the pipatter on the cathedral, the storms very pulse.
He felt each individual droplet, soft and comforting, like a pat on the back, surround him as they
soakechis humble robedde watched the jagged bolts of energydithemselves across the
evening sky like frightened crickets.
GodOos amdrzatehn c e 6.dereveladac | e
The storm raged and he sat within it, calm like the eyehaoirricane. The old man, in his
rainsoaked ragged garments, in his war scars, itrdmsgjuil state of being, was the king of
Godd6s | shé Bmperopfahe drinity Nations. Theéalfe | f 6 s name was Saint
Something was comingdHecould feel it Taste it on his lips, smell it in the air, and hear it
in the stor m. itHt clpseddis one goodlegen 6t s e e
The wind picked up, the rain skipped a beat, and a bolt of lightning struck the castle
rooftop three feet in front of e8dnestaredahtee s at .
spot where the lightning had strutwenty four names were scribbled into the stone roof,
separated into three groups. The old king stood@wiced at the title that separated the first
twelve names from the others.
Saint read it aloud, AThe Mystakle Samur ai



PART ONE; THE BATTLE



Chapter One: The Thief and the Smith
The colors of the setting sunods ,aslithadow eve
364 times sincehatferocious stormocked the Cathedrélsincethe bloody slaughter of the
Iceloadic politiciang but as the stars sprawled out across the sky like snow flakes floating
across the sea, the tension in the air remained. Quiet had returned after the abrupt revolution, but
peace had not. The air remained taut &ghtning was abat to strike.The world was wrapped
in a strained silence, listening for the distant whispers of thunder.
The waves of the Aquarian Ocean were reluctant to rise but relieved Daider than
the night tide and barely visible in the moonlight, a sipifided over the waves. The crew
dozed, ears vigilant as their minds dreamed. Magic quietly operated the blaekdaiiagic
adjusted the ropes. Tlheatswainthe oneman crew that worked throughout the night, stood
beside his captain at the wheel.
The Captain was a stern man and, like the quiet determined pace of his ship, he trudged
steadily through life. Black scales, rare for his race, covered his body. They were almost
iridescent, twinkling like the constellations in the twilight. He wore a giasirwals that hung
loosely to his hips, tethered by a thick leather belt which also held his sword. No shirt covered
his chest, his well toned muscle was covered only by flesh and scale. His dome shaped face
like that of a reptiles, though without tteothy snout gazed into the night as if he had asked
the darkness a question and was growing impatient to find the answer. The chidra breathed in
and the taste of the air alerted him of the intruder.
AYou are not wel come upngtothecyeatsrdbelpnd hemHe st a
without turning to glare at it.
ADresdan? Are you going to make me, an ol d
raspy like the wind.
AWhat do you want?0 Captain Dresdan demand
Al want you to kild/l King Duifeen. o
Theboatswairimmediately moved to leave.
AStay, Drakken. o0 The Captainbs g
sqgueeled. Then he released it and s
Drakken, a thinly furred old moleman, did so with a nod.
Dresdan did not turn to the intruder, instead he strode past Drakken at the helm and
claged the banisters on the starboard side of the bridge. A thorny stem fell from his pocket as he
walked away from the unwanted visitor.
AToni ght 6s asnygotad kseak gthhe asews. 0 Dr esdal
arendt wo rscipley of Darkndss or theePach y mor e . 0
The robed alien took a step forwards and grabbed the flowstiEssfrom the floor
boards. Its claws penched the thorns until blequirted from its thumb and index finger. Words
whispered beneath its cowl began to freeze the symbolic plant. When it dropped the stem to the
floor, it shattered like glass.

rip tighte
tepped bac

Al 6d heard of your change of heamwst. o0 |t sn
pill aged his last port, sold his | ast sl aveél
your belovectontrabard,d6 it snorted with a smirk, Abut | h
snake himself. Why?o0

APeace of mind, oAnfDoesmancrsawdampd amns gl, f . 0O
The intruder was silent. Only the sound of water lapping at the sidles Gfbsidian Salil
pierced the night sky. Finally, Dresdan broke the silence.
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AWhy do you need me to kill the Kirng of Ba
captains in your debt, not to mention the man
easily do it yourself. Why?09o

Another silence fell over them. Then it replied.

APeace of mind. o

Dresdan chuckled.

AThatdos it then.o It asked.

Dresdan nodded.

fiBeing with Antipa now, 0 it began, Athat ma

Ailt does. 0 Dresdan stated.

AThen pray we never meet again.o

And with that, the intruder left, disappearing into the thin air. Dresdan stared into the
night, midnight was approaching, the day wiasast over, and he knew in his heart, prayer or

no, this wouldndét be the | ast he would hear o
ADresdan?o
AYes, Drakken?0 t kaera@eapt ain turned to his
Alf 1 6m not i mposing®, might |1 ask who that
ATheydre from the Dragon |Islands. o0 Dresdan
of the Tiger.o
AAh, boatswaiemut t er ed, Al knew she was a necron
Dresdan frowned, AShe?o0
AAye, 0 the man shuddered, fAwhatdds her name
Al knew tphaeunséedd . Het hen started over, Al knewvw
ATrut héd Drakken caught his tongue before

Dresdan looked back over the ocean.
ATruth i s, Drakken, 0 Dresdan sighed, @Al th

Theearthelf slipped shoulder first deeper into the crowds. His left hand was held low,
flat and pointed forwardsplitting his way through the scores of static shoppdisright hand
tickled his hip, like a cowboy clawing at the handledfolstergevolver inthe long drawn out
seconds before the start of a duel. Though not a cowboy, he was in a duékaralcowboyi
his feud was with the sheriff aris goonsand tese officers of the lawauld soon be upon
him.
Finally his fingers found it. A penny pol slapping the thighs of a tradesman, tethered to
their belt by a loose knot. His right hand struck like a snake. He pinched the ttaeleet] it
and pivoted. As he did, his left hand retrieved a caribeener froowiibelt. He shoved the
sharp end othe clip through theackand therlatched itto the belt ofa stranger bgide him.
Continuing torotate hefaced back he way h e 0 dffjbstas hisv@mtdrnesfpe d o
accuse the unsuspecting fool he left behislthe tradesman blamed the strangfee policemen
pursuing the theifook the baitTheearth elfhad wonabrief reprieve one he shoul doév
exploited to escapeut instead he ventured deepepitite market®f PortYelahi tempted by
the charming sirends call of the bayside baza
The salty sulfurous scenf the seaut through the must of the multitudd$he waves
whapping the wharfs drowned out the dronorighedroves.Despite the chaos ated by the
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crossword puzzle of piers and the crowds packed in upon them, the smell and song of the ocean
T made of the same recipe and melody as that which had been fértageghtthe illusion of
order to the baysi de nidatbfastgrm.| i ke a sirends ca
The docks dipped below and twisted around one another. Jetties used overpasses as
awnings. Promenades were turned into rooftops over concave caverns carved into the cliffside
short to make more room for pie&hops crowded onramps, sgaged on a first come first serve
basis though there weaefewvenders that had spots reserved. Spots pidatenot seigeand
police need not protecthese were reserved for the kin of thezenl and6s gr eat dyna:
Descendants of the ancestoratthad logged the pinewood to constructrttercantildabrynth
t hat made up Ev¥retheadaguks skirtadrthese stalls, especialiotibelonging
to theSentry. For though the Senfsywere smiths, forgers of the finest swords beneathiSolar
the current heir hadgunon her hipi and she never missed.
Whilethe theifwas smarter than a seagqgull, he didno
however, recognize their merchandisbe sabers shone in the sunlight like the opal glaciers
atop the Medll Mountains to the nortfOne blade in particulatrew hisdark amber stare. His
glare was so powerful it seemed like a blade itself. The smith could almost hear it strike the
sword it bore down upon. When her golden eyes found his, he almost forgbttebaeapon.
MAh6ve shot strangers for softer stares
Heflinchedihe hadndét even realized t hiddithehedd mac
di dndét bl i hokk.awall ®espite thd titeatdthere was also an offer in those eyes. Her
hand moved from her holster to the hilt of the sword that had initially drawn him.
ftbutthssteel cal |l s t o you. 0O
She lifted the weapon, balancitige bladdflat on her index finge
iYfou a bl ademast é®@20dSman®onti nued,
He reached for the weapon. With a flick of her wrist she tossed the sword up and caught
it with the same handthe edge of the blade was hardly a centimeter from the hifs of
fingertips.
A A mutea8kéd. Sh
ATou Fetheifsaid. T
AThat a name or a noun?o
Smirking, she twisted her arm and spun the sword so that the hilt lay in her palm and the
blade ran up her arm. It was sharp enough to shave with, but she was skilled enough to keep it
from slicing the soft flesh of her arm. She let the smirk slide into a warm smile, nodding for Tou
to take the weapon.
ATabuh Sentry. o0 She sduttle 0AAnd the swordods
Tou took the sword and weighed Fuuregddn hi s h
Al't was made tandpc uTta bauvha yechtahbee rpaausetd t h@ f ut ur
There was a bit of a crowd gathering around the stall. The smith was well known in the
city, but rarely known to hand off a sword. There was nothing in the harbor mameserg@than
a Sentry Sword and the only people in all of Iceload that could afford one were celebrities of
some kind or another. This Tou Fou was not. As a matter of fact, among the cagtaiiened
hearts of the street folk gathered around the boatihntiorning, this Tou Fou looked a bit like a
rogue. Someone you might should check your pockets after padsingas an obvious
foreigneri dark skinned earth elves were few and far between among those ongheries of
Iceloadi and dressegdeculiary Ther e wasndédt so much as a stai.
the rolled up cuffs of his slacks. There wasn
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poking out of his dark green tudor cap. His leather beweteunmarred and unscuffedut it
wasthe bootshat gave him away. They werenodt the boo
were bulky, belt banded combat bo@sire, theyi like the rest of his attire appeared to have
been acquired mere hours pr i eseweredaotsthatborlyg wer e
withstand the elements and outlast the years, these were boots that could run.TRaddilyet
Sentry handed hirthe sword.
With all the attention, Tou had the space to shadpar a bit with the saber. Tabuh put
her palms on theatinter and leaned over the rest of her weapons with a crooked;egeaht
grinThe young mands swordplay was novel . I't was
had never seen someone use a sword in such a way. His swings and slashes were@fl a part
single fluid dance despite the abruptness of his transitiblesmoved like a feline closing in on
a mouse.
She cocked her head to the side, AWhere di
Tou cut a figure eight in the air so fast that it shot a breeze that ruffled pesdiaove
Tabuhdéds head as he replied with a preoccupied
There was a murmur of laughter from the crowd, a murmur that Talewced with a
brief chuckle of her own
AHa! 0 T a b urhe waads®¥ek, fdncy tliiatMr. Woodsmanforwaeéd r e | oo ki n
for a new swordsman fahe Woodsmeii assuminy ou ar enét the tahpe that
sword wae maht could figure out a payment pifayou can make the tagtmwer e do you pl
to bae tomorron®
A S a@yr Miss Sentay. 0
Another murmur rushed through the crowd as a shadow moved to loom over Tou Fou.
Despite the Sentry accent, the man was not elven. He was & gi\aari for his racé standing
over eight feet tall. His muscles were so profuse that he had to use twapkte®r were most
woul dove had one. Tufts of fur stuck out from
race, and of all the bearns Tou had ever encountered, this one seemed like the Aikstdiear
them all.
fiMr. Woodsmaris to bae in Southbadyah waeks end o
A black tunic hung like a bib from around his neck, the symbol of a rose frozen in a shard
of ice was blazed across the cen&imilar bibs hung from his comrades, though these fit them
far better. The Sher igédfimecroivd)therarmgspreadt® st uc k t
legitimize the space that had already existed before. The giant bearard@wsachatyle
claymorei a sword made to be wielded with two haindsd brandished it ihis left hand. The
tip of the swordbointed athe back of. Touds head
Al f haiet hmeatkTeésSheriff growled.
Tou turned back to lock eyes with Tabuh

AYoudbre under arrest for thaevaray. o
Tabuh extended her palm out to Tou, noddi n
Ahdm sorray Mimss kedt héb8hemihf bel aeve that

vokar . o
Excuse me?! 0 Tabuh excl ai med.

The crowd took a collective step back, despite the three deputees having done nothing to
influence such. Theey es wer endt on t he eodoldeneywsofthe t hey we
smith behind the countebut she took a deep breath and let her shoulders slump. Blinking her
rage away, she put on a taut smile.

My s

o B 1
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The bearnés |l ip curled a bit more, making
AEvi denceéMi ss. 0

AYou mustbae a few arrows short of a quivef. a b u h | Whaghappehed tof
Sheriff Andras?o

AAh caato$aktehlyay with Mr. Woodsman i f youboc

The mur mur that swept through the crowd th
curledas her posture stiffened. When she spoke, her voice was colder than the water that rushed
beneath themAgain the shoppers took a step back.

ASheri ff Andras was a good man. o0

AHae was a traitor.o The Sheoriff snapped,

BANG!

Even though Tou had been starimHgsawar ai ght
flash like lightning followed by immediate thunder. His eyes slammed shut and he staggered

away from the smithodés booth, toppling backwar

BANG!

When his butt hithe pavement, his eyes bounced back open. Smoke wafted from the
barrel of the revolver, a gun as gothedhouths t he
of the weapon in the wake of the fat chunks eflle

BANG!

The firearm hardly pitched iner grasp as she adjusted her aim. The cylinder turned, her
finger squeezed, and the hammer struck. With the very same precision she used to pummel a new
blade into existence, she drove a fourth bullet from the barrel.

BANG!

Tou could see in them the seebehind himn her wide open eydsnamely,the figure of
thegiant bearnumbling forward From the ground, Tou dove headfirgtlling into the facade of
the Sentry StallHe came up facing therowdjust in time to see the Shergfamshoulder first
onto the cobblestoneHis shoulder armor had been punctured right where two plates overlapped.

Hi s knees had been hit tforthose e livasohis bovlegged b |l a me
stance that &wed Tabuh to plant slugjust behind thdoulb of steel that cupped his kneecaps.

The bearn reached for his sword but his arm stopped short and he writhed forward onto
his stomach, smashing the brick with his fistaming at the mouth, he roared.

A GETTHE M! ©

AFOR THE MY S Hig @GRulieR tried.

As the officers an electric elf, nellaf, and a norrssiked bearii charged from the edge
of the crowd, Touhopped upHe winced as he turned to Tabuh but saw thatjinewas back in
its holster. She wdsusy packing up her swords.

AKaep those thrae back whahl ah pack up. o

Toukept staring at her

Tabuh looked upollinghereyes Har e6s ybor trah out

Tou whirled around, took a lunging step forward, and raiaédrein an arching swing
to collide with the blade of the first officer. With both their sword arms above their heads, Tou
hit the elf with a karate chop to the throat. As the man staggered back, Tou pushed his blade off
of his and bound towards the néxhe nellaf. This time it was thafficer that parried his attack,
but Tou drove his fda®ds ngwerent douldese pagye eIl
beat him to the pundhliterally. The nellaf punched with his free hand but Tou leaned out of the
way and gr ab bwist. Them €ou slid-utuaenpdhsr blade, slicing her forearm all
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the way up until his saber stopped at the lip of her shoulder plate. Before she could cry out in
pain, he yanked her by the wrist he still held and pranced past her.

Avyard fromhisboowas t he Sheriffds sword. The Sheri
shimmy to it. Hi s face trembled with rage as

AYou foarakin

Tou droppedcutureand, wi th both hands, took the bea

his heels before even lookjrio see if his suspicions were correct: they were.

The third depwt had circumvented Tou, going straight for Taliuhabuh who was still
fixated on packing her goods. This third officehearn, was almost to the booth when Tou
picked up the sword, wl is why Touhad pickedt up spinning. A threesixty gave him
enough momentum to lob the massive blade. It pinwheeled acradsdhagi nearly clobbing
the two deputees Tou had already bestadd slammed into the bearn, square across his back,
craking his spine through his chainmail. The bearn went down, hisochincing offthe edge
of the boothas he collapsed.

Tabuh looked u@as she snapped shut the clamps of her trunk

A Mr . Wo o Hesgesturethebind hier where the top rungs dédder could be seen
poking up above the edge of therpishfa | | wae ? 0

Tou noddedike a bug had landed on his nose

With a heave, she tossed the sword case down. A loud THUMP was followed by muffled
yelps from the shocked victims below who would soentg comfront the prankster that had

startled them, for Tabuh hopped down to the dock underneath and landed on her sword crate. Her
gol den eyed gl are was enough to cool the temp

begun to mosey on by thiene Tou landed beside her.

fiWherenow” 6 He asked.

She drew her pistol and pointed it above her despite turning to face Tou. Without even
pulling the trigger, the copper that Tou had karate chopped in the throat hollered bloody murder
and jumped from the ladder into the bay.

AThe Den! 0 T d&BGetthe otersatida i me d

The two hopped off the trunk. Tabuh took the front handle and led the way, dragging the
case a few inches before Tou could follow suth the back handlét took him a second to
slide the saber between his belt and his britchdswiturning his pants into a pair of
bottomless chapsY.et, no sooner did Tou shedtatureand grab hold of the handle than did he
see more blackunic brutes rushing their way.

ATabuh! 6 He yel ped.

AShut up! o She hissed over her shoul der.

His head ocked to the side and his right eyebrow pitched.

Her golden eyes bulgedancing from the police now passing themto Tou and back.
They do mMdutrealizadAsuwne police hustled on past thehollering at some other poor
fools, one of their ranktopped alongside them. Tabuh yanked the case and Tou scuffled on
along with her but as he did he waed the last officer out of the corner of his eye. There was a
little red dragon on his shouldero larger than a lizarayith tiny heart shaped wingis neck
snaked around the jaw of the man so that it
quick puff of smoke.

S

A shield dragonTou choked on his own spit as he saw the message coded in the scent of

the |little r ept rdereidthe nenthaf kseecipiands hiseyea tureed back tm
Tabuh, he saw that she saw it tdbey know!
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The guard turned to Tou, his lips parting to call out to his comrades, but his shout never
left his throat as Tou dropped the sword case, grathigecop by his jersey, and tossed him over
the side of the dock or rather, he tried. The officer landed in the fortunate grasps of two
unwitting passerbies.
AOof! o0 One grunted, grabbing the cop by th
AHey! 0 The ot her Vyieflaiinglkhnd. cat chi ng hol d of
The deputy clung to them for dear life as momentum continued to drag him towards the
edge of the dockl'he two townsfolks needed only a second to realize what he was but that was
second enough for him to call out
i O ¥ Then, cursing th state underneath their breathes, the two shoppers let him go and

he tumbled backwards into the sea, hollering,
Tou looked down the dock as the other two policemen looked up.
BANG!

One of the guards flew backwards, a ribbon of blood sguftom her shoulder. Her
comrade hesitated but after a secondébés gl ance
she decided to tend to her fallen partner instead.

ACOMEOND Tabuh roared.

T o uhgad was yanked back around to Tabuh who was dragging the sword case by
herself into the throng of people with little success, her gun already back in her holster. Nodding,

Tou retrieved the handle and together they rushed ypehe

It was dark and dap in the underdocks. Thetheclamoroverpoweredhe comforting
sounds of the sea. Chaicltnked as ships tugged and slackertgayines belloweds they
cooled or ralleyed back to life.garsrang as they wound up the heavy steel cords that lifted
elevdors and lowered bridges. Sailors swore across splashingaliatgs as they fought for
theirdingy s ri ght away through cramped intersect.i
the harbor and into the shadowdlikesiwealtel ahds un

AThe Mystvokar has no power down hare!o Ta
commotion as they pushed further.

fiDoyo 6 Tou asked.

Tabuhds gri mace was not.the answer Tou was

fMAhéve got t woShk baos momtiTauftotcnanme har megk so that she could
see where they were goThat @lsl t ghetyDamsoutf d | teldle oD«

The gangway beneath them shifted as it was hoisted up into thi@eseamen on the
modest rowboats on either side of thridge cheered and applauded as passage had been finally
granted while those on the rising scaffolding snorted and stomped, conceding but complaining
nonethelesslabuh shoved a bit with her shouldénser golden eyes bound to the stationary
dock justeyondibut t he f ol ks behind her werendét budgi
snarl at her. Cursing foreignasaderher breath, she turned back to Tou. He was nervously
observing the people above them. There was an intermediate level slipped embtbisve
underdocks and the uppiestumpy shacks hid out in the crevace there, the fumes that seeped
from the gaudy stalls stung the earth el fbs n

ADon6ét braethe too hard, Mr. Woodsman. oo

The grumpy reptilians rolled their eyes at Tabuh as gjoeff the lift. The tweeny
docks had the air of an insect layer. Patrons literally crawled about the place, mostly due to the
lowness of the ceilingbdtor many it was out of i nebriated n
tweenydocks, but here Knomeisrived. Despite having nothing in his trousers other than what
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the good Lord had given him, Touboéhmttedhmeps itche
dipping in and out of view. Tabuh, on the other hand, likely had gold in her belt purse &nd, wit
both their hands occupied by the sword case, Tou trained his eyes on her waist.

Tabuh smirked, AAssume your watchin mah po

Toubs dark skin hardly helped to hide his bl
AYou got friends at the Den?o0

ANo0O She admitted, ABut nor do ah have ener

With an abrupt jerk, the bridge began to desc@&atiuh sighed with relief. Tou gulped.

fWhat if they heard about the Sherdf?

AHope t hBEapuhshnaivcekPallay bahu si a baer . 0

Tou wasnoéil il aulgdhi oagpsod6l |l go after you, what

AHagodsta point, |l ass. o

The hairs of their napes stood at attention as the owner of the deep, gravelly voice came
into view. He was perpendicular to the lift, standing in a dinghythaatfar too small for a bearn
of his size. His head nearly scraped the roof of the underddiskappearance sent a second
wave of chills down Tou and Tabuhds spines, f
very Sheriff they had just recenttyippled.

They dropped the case as their hands shot to their weapons. The heavy trunk shook the
bridge, thoroughly antagonizing their fellow
diminished further when they saw the two were pointing a sword and & ¢jug nice bearn
waiting in a rowboat before them.

He was shirtless, but that hardly appeared
chest so broad it seemed likely that there were few shirts beneath Solaris made to fit the poor
behemoth. A thick befroad high up his bellthough it was hardly visible beneath the assortment
of weapons strapped at his waist. Despite his hipside arsenal, his hands were empty and folded
into his armpits as if in an attempt to restrain himself. His lip was curled. oat§ but rather
to smile. The warmth he exuded made both Tou and Tabuh suspicious.

AWel |l t hat 6 sHeaaf udl Wearye ryuad er.a@i sed i n the woc

AiYou knowaeclot her 270 Tabuh asked, not taking her

ANo. 0 TohGYsairo

ANo. 0 Tabuh stated.

AWae will soon enough. o0 The bearn promised

The platform rattled as it stuck back in place along its initial dock. A wave slapped over,
splashing the bootsf the theif and the smith and splattering the trunk of swords between them.
There were two dinghyoés behind the one dedica
ducklings behind their mother. When the lift landed, the bearn raised his hands emchtades
on the boats behind him hopped onto his dinghy and then onto the dock on either side of Tou and
Tabuh. Their fellow lift passengers quickly departed.

AThey take another step towards wus, your d

The bearndés buds hhyi sbrgorw nr awisdeedn eadn, A That so,

A tiny red head wiggled out from the thick curls of fur along his bare shodldsender
stream of smoke trailed from the Ilittle drago

AA | il bi radbany atyolgdbt maevoy shots | eft. o

AWhat dot ?y00 uT anbaunh demanded.

AiThe Captain woul d | aTfhkbearexplaimeeinmi ssi on a bl a
ATel | him to get in | ahn. o Tabuh snapped.
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AAh, but madam, 0 the bearn cockeadkiphthes head
l ahne. 0o
Now it was the electric elfds head tha
ASmiths across Solaris are vahin for t
Her golden eyes narrowed to be as gler her blades.
AThis wonodtswhrdaaed j ust anay
He raised his left hand to calm his audience as his right fished into his pocket. He pulled
out a slender black box and tossed it to Tabuh. She caught it in one hand without lowering her
gun. Keeping heglare on the bearshe held the box out to Tou. Tou reluctantly Slidure
back tween his belt and his pants then took the box and opened it.
Bl ue Ilight it up the underdocks, spraying
was a vial of radint sand, pulsating and whispering unintelligible words as if though tiny fairies
were hovering by his ears singing ancient alien songs. Tou had no clue what he was looking at
but when he turned to Tabuh he saw that he was alone.
AVodust! 0O She gasped.
fiHuh?0 Tou remarked, turning to the bearn f
The bearn chuckled, bowing | ow before them
Obisidian Sail 0

t
hi s

Above the interwoven branches of docks that crisscrossed the bay like a canopy, a facade
of arches separated the main streets from the marina. A row of narrower arches lined up above
these and it was among thékat the hustle and bustle of the harbor was finally eluded. Though
open to the ocean air, the shady second floor was strolled by stedpped soldiers. hang but
the breezgassed them without permission, for it was only through them that one could access
the floors above. No dragons would fit through tlaéistrarialike slit windows that split the
upper walls with such frequendywas as if the architect had sought to see how many they could
possibly fit. Then, atop the boxy upper chambers, was a vast dome which so overlapped its
rectangular base thhttle turret towers had to descend to support the circumference.

These towes, which hung beneath the dome like Atlas beneath his globe, had once bore
the banners of the brave citizens that had opposed their governor. Nearly three hundred years
ago, a mutiny made Yelah independent of the greater Sentrakle.riegias a periodfo
faltering factionalism and rising populisrfter all, less than a decade after the Yelah Mutiny,
the people of the city swetheir allegiance to the Mystvokar, the First Mystvokadne monarch
that laid claim to not only Sentrakle but the entire aait upon which Sentrakle residé&tbw,
three centuries latemder the Second Mystvokeontinentalrule, theMagistrateof Yelahwas
faced with a similar dilemma.

Onotna Sentry was not only the Magistrate of Yelah, but alsBatike Admiral of the
Imperial Navy.Onotnaruled a city that belonged to the Mystvokar, kistvokar being the
King of the continent ofceload, buODnotnacommanded ships that served the Empefadne
Trinity Nations, a rival alliancef surrounding continent$le could smell the rot of factionalism,
but was it regional ocontinentaP And the incoming warm front of populishwas it national,

did it stop at the throne of the Mystvokar? Or did it extend across the oceansnangheowns
beneath th&rinity Nations? These were the questions Onotna mulled over as he leaned out an
arrow slit. Questions that were of little concern to the producers and profiteers in the port before
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him. For the people of Iceload, armies and authoritiesecand wentt wastheir appetiteshat
stayed the same. Neither kings nor councils seemed to serve them supper. That reality was on the
forefront of6sOmnbatmmdemidgs Vvi sitor
Commander Shaprone Ipatiwas as fond of the Magistrate as he whthe task at
hand: pacifyinga petty squabbléetweerthe police and a powefpledestrianThe only reason
he was chosen for the job was, in fact, the only reason he was willing. Had it been anyone else,
he mightddve pref er r eldadshoriorableghote, bdt alasetiwasinat.nt ov er
was Tabuh Sentry.
AShe shot your new sheriff. o
AAh beg your pardon?! 06 The Magistrate whir
Commanderhis head spinning far faster than his bulky girth could marfadgae did no such
thang! o
AFour times. 0 The Commainahcenotorydid shd runoff,Then s
she ran off with a suspected thieithe very theif thaBheriff Kakal was attempting to arrest
when she fauhtimés ohi mé
ASi r! o @nHis bellyaas cotundeas the great dome atop his palace, tremored with
such gravity it rustled the contents of the chambbevja h daught er was ki dnapp
Shaprone raised a blonde eyebrow, AdAKidnapp

i B a hObsidamn Saib Onotna nodded.

ABy ed?2@tHi s brow fell

A E n e malestate@if. 0

BattleAdmiral Onotnd s v oi ce was suddenl wshggawei f . Hi s
back out the arrow slit at the bay, as if he wamembering some traumatic battle. Rolling his
eyes was all Shaprone could do to withhold a

away, then his melodramatic antics made it clear: the Battle Admiral was not a soldier. His
talents hid abovhis shoulders and, even there, he kept them well hidden from view.
Shapronesaid i E n e miyauisstate, hot mineMagistrateo

AThey sell 1l1llicit materaials in your stat
paper laden desk and snatched sgiany folder. He opened it, revealing neatly packed
documents. There wasnodot even a mar in the | ay

Onotna had brought the folder with him to meet Shaprone, yet still he picked through the pages
as if double chcking. Finally, his index finger shot into the air and he drew out a sheet of paper
T it just so happened to be the sheet at the front of the folder: a mugshot and short bio of a
brawny | ooki ng bfetalr en . KGakdd ritstdatelof CaptainaDsesdan

Otubak of theDbsidaian Sail the bearn was saen laeving the harbor with mah daughter and

your thaif. Tell mae again, what was the name ofyow | | et ri ddl ed sheri ff ?
Taking the sheet, the Commandeswered AJustin Kakal . 0
Bl ood br oAdmimresx.pd ailmeed, ACoinci dence?0
Shaprone closed his eyes, |l est -6e roll t he
Al t s MatjeAdtmi atae¢ , Commander . 0O

Shaprone kept his eyes shut. He cleared his throat. Then he startgdbM@&rg i st r at e
BattteAd mi r al Sentry, Sheriff Kakal was shot by 'y
AWhah would shae attack an officer of the

AThe same reason every other Sentry attack
assaults a dalyin Yelah alone, not tomention the rest of Sentrakleland you know Tabuh, do
you really thinko
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ADo you raellay think telling Yelah that m
Commander ? Let the papers run with thaad stor a
the folder back onto the table and a plume of dust rose up behind him like a mushroom cloud.
Spreading his hands out before him to frame t
Sentrakle Shoots Sheriff Four Tahnmieis h i n k t h\aahldéce agaimsiete gtatesor
encourage & 0

Shaprone shuffled his boots and grunted in concession.

ATell them it was pahrates. Ah hate pahrat
Onot na c¢ €ommobmeneeay, h &t 6 s h o whiswae s @ediu ©e

A knock on the doooffered Shaprone an escape from his surrender as outrage oncemore
became an appropriate response. His hand shot to the hilt on his hip, but Onotna raised a calming
hand.

ABehand that door | a lagoodifaitti donatienrto the soluton oha e t o
thisficklepi ckl e waedbdve of ound ourselves i n.

Shaprone rustled his curled mustache with a discontented snort as the door swung open.

A full suit of armor strode first into the room, all that was visible of the individual
bene#h were a pair of silver eyes that glared through the slit in her helmet and the long silver
strands of hair that wrapped her chestplate like a sash, carrying a strap where her bow could lie
across her spine had it not been in her hand. The armor araddm&rwould not have identified
her, though it did narrow down the possibilities. Metallic eyes like hers could belong only to the
translucent race of ghostlike beings known as spirits (though they were, in fact, very much alive).
These people normally dsged in clothes as transparent as their flesh, but a certain vector
of their kind adorned a fashion quite different. Disciples of the Woodland Ridge Monastery left
thar holy hills armored from head to toe, donning the family name Shisharay.

Yet Shagrone knew immediately who she wéswas the bow in her handn intricate
compact bowthat identified her beyond race and ethnicltlge handle clamped in her gauntlet
glowed blue, hued like a glaciar lake beaming in the light of a mountain sun.imbesehked
through blossoming vines that twisted around the lirmbslecorated was the artifact that it
could almost convince admirers it was a novelty and not a wéaipoit for that sapphiric
energy. Beautiful yet threatening. Though there was mgstner right hand pinched the lotus
dressed tail of an arrow that sat above where her thumb curled around the handle.

ALal mly Shisharay and, 0 Shaprone bowed his
that he coulkeep his eyes atie door where heas suréner partner would socappeary fiZar i a
Ein?0o

ACommander . O

Zariacurtsied. She was in full formal uniforrpolished high top boots, pressed blue
slacks, and dark navy blazer held taut over her torso by fat golden buttons. Her arms were
hidden bemath a heavy maroon overcoat, though the right shoulder had slipped off to hang on
her upperarm just low enough to reveal the golden Hleafeclover above the anchor insignia on
her shoulder mark. Her hands where shrowded beneath the maroon ovenveatpath the
sword and firearm on her hip.

Despite her respectful salutation, Zariaods
decency. The little yellow doigstocky, due tahe unfortunate cuteness of bieed, but fit
emitted a low growl as it plopped onto its fluffy white rear end, perching on the steel plated tip of
the Strategy Admiral 6s boot .
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Shaprone echoed the sentiment with a snar./|
permitted in the Mutiny Palc e ? 0

AThe |-vatl pudddi s an honored guest. o0

Onotnaas far as his wideberth would allow so that he could tempt the dog over for pets.
The dog didndét budge.

Zaria winced at the ni CawbatheePjrateKillevig,indi ng hi

fact, Lalmly and | 6s personal guard. o

Als that so0o?0 Shaprone grunted.

Al ndeed, commander. o0 Zaria smirked. She ro
tear Onotnads attention back to her dark brow
Sentry, | heard youbve got some pirates that
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Chapter Two: Th e Obsidian Salil

Something rolled into him. He resisted the urge to open his eyes, complying instead with
his desire to remain asleéphat is until a hot, damp stench fell across his face like a heavy
blanket. Recoiling with a groan, he sat up and looked

The smith, Tabuh Sentry, lay in bed beside him. Her long blonde hair was pooled around
her like the tentacles of an octopus. Her soft, pink lips were parted and it was from between them
that the pungent hehadwafted.

Holding his breath, Tou slippexuit from under the sheets, taking the same amount of
precautions as he had to steal the clothes heiwand still worei from the day before. He was
nearly free when Tabuhds mouth snapped shut a
made aarren cower and iso shocked Tothat he tumbled off the side of the bed and hit the
floor boards with a loud thud.

No sooner did his butt hit the ground than did Tabuh land on him. She shot out of bed
like a tigress, pinning him by his shoulders with bloéimds as she snarled.

AWhereds mah gun?o

I f not for her vice grip, he woulddbve shru
Her golden eyes shot down to his hip.

AAnNnd mah sword. 0o Looking upTainad éwhoeurned a rhee
swordsi Wher e are wae?0o0

This time, as she got off him, he was able to shfogether, they took in their
surroundings. Striped sheets peeked out from
beneath, polka dotted pillows were strewn about at theofabe bed after having been expelled
from the mattress when the rabid women had pounced on him. The head board was made of
tarnished bronze, gerrymandered tddithe polished oak bed frani@espite how comfortable it
had been to sleep on, the bedlftaas almost painful to look a@&nd the rest of the room had
been decorated quite the same: a red leather couch, a green little coffaevtasieols.and
orange curtains that billowed around opendulit barred windows.

When t he t wo thebavserstibe wengoess theg laeads turned immediately
for the door but as they moved towards it the door flew open and in marched the hulking bearn
theydd met in Yel ah.

AMorning. o0 He grinned before cu
attention to be directed towards t
Captain Dresdan Otubak. o

The man was dark as the sails of his ship scales so black and yet simultaneously
shimmering with iridescent rainbows in the low anbght of the enertomb lantern hanging
from the ceiling. Hi s eyes were purple, 1like
above his gaze. Hstarewas tight, crossed by his narrow-tiae pupils, and fixated on Tou.

His furred compatriostraightened upright and gave reason to the glare.

Al t appe aTos Fouila® ho syaager tine Obsidian Sail 0

Tabuh shoved past Tou and tore the captain

rtsing into
he individu

AGood to haer yoall a rthat saemgito hiave nothimgltedood s h e
withmaeinor does it saem to have anaythang to do
jabbed at the windows, AAh agraed to forge a

ANot drugged, madam, 0 nt hha sb ebaceandsyg recyeelsk d ¢di. a

AWhat in the crimpsin taiadeo
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But Tabuh let her own complaints dwindle as a third visitor entered the chatider.
hat 6s point was flopped over I i ke the Captain
scarletphrygiancap, one often worn by the moon miners of Batloe, and like the moon miners he
was Batloeri a moleman. His snout was shriveled so much so that some of his teeth poked out
from under his gray lips, giving him a bit of a goofy grin. The hat and musisle, @he old

manodés | arge eyes reeked of wisdom. Hi s brow w
was behind his back, the other held a book open before him.

Al apol ogi z&j rD&me, Senthey mol emaforysuai d, b u
safety. o

Al ndaed. 0 The bearn nodded, AOur swain enc
denahabilitay! Well éat | aest for you, mabdam. o0
ourcrewad Captain that naeds denahabilitay from t

Tou began to pull a heavy breath in through his nose but before it could be expunged, the
stoic Captain rolled his shoulders back and spoke.

AFar be it for pirat®s elsidhe vaido sbandali
and the blood you spilt, Sir Fou, was it to borrow or to burglar? All is fair beneath these sails.
The former can be repaid with labor, however the latter costs at least@ limb.

ALahf dependi n bearnirtenfestedpr ahce. 0 The

Tabuh el bowed Tou in the gut, demanding th
t hem?0o

Tou shrugged and flinched simultaneousl vy,

ANor did wae, 0 Theubearargi cmialne dh,arfebwctandade f

The mol eman nodded, his oakeal egeisneagixgmnaitgiu:
stolen so much in his young Ilife, 1t wasno6t h
nabbed something from one of thadksailed buccaneers.

Dresdan continued, AThat sab-ér was more th

AHey! 0 Tabuh crowed, AThatdés mah sword! o

Dresdands eyes grew wide. Hi s chest swell e
teeth ground against one anothettwguch furosity that the sound made both Tou and Tabuh
cringe. The scaled mandés furred comrades step

nostrils flared and he turned his indigo eyes upon the interrupting smith.
Tabuh gl ower ed biascokn,eri2Z2m ah your pr

AYou may very well be. 0 He growled back.
The bearn cleared his throat and tiptoed b
honorable man. The raespect hae grants you, h

Both the chidra and the electric elf sirarad, beams of light were almost visible
connecting their eyes from across the room.

AThe bars and | ocks are for your own safet
taht ship hare, but wae are pahrates. Manay a crew member is none too fortseatiténg and a
few have a bone to pick with this hare Fou. Wae may not tolerate aggression against our guests,

however, waeb6éd rather praevent the crahme t ha
you to us dead?o0
ASo then webreatkedee t o | eave?d0 Tou
AThe | ass owe Wwutl gloaur sar i mb. 0 The bearn
Touds shoul ders fell i n submission.
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Tabuh was still skeptical, ASo Whemedswher e

mah swords@®

ASafelay stowed awaWae slahve Haevaryowrhamdclde d

figured-o

AYour brother?0 Tabuh asked.

AThe Sheriff. o He grinned.

AYoubre a Kakal ?o0

He bowed, fAJason Kaye=zlr, ppdtedarrbdhed i bfotoierye

AYour weapons wil |l b esaidh taking doratrbl bféghet o you, 0 D
conversatias epenmaseweficome to an understand

AThe magic sword. o Tabuh nodded.

ACan you do it?0 Dresdan asked.

AAh6ém no magician. o Tabuh shrugged.

AYoubre a Sentry. o Dresdan countered.

AThat ahhsh. 0 Tabu

He gestured to the mol eman, ADrakken wil/

AAnd payment 20 Tabuh asked.

ARoom and board until completion. 0 Dresdan
my head. o

Tabuh cocked a golden eyebrow, AHowdés that

AThe Captainbds r et araedsthat swordt@atahama fewiloodee d, @A H
ends. 0

AOnce | have the weapon, the ship is yours

iwhat?b Tou and Tabuh gasped.

AThe Empire c¢claims webve ki dnapigherthanyou. 0 D
your father i f you turn this ship in to Godos

AWi t hout a crew?0 Tabuh scoffed, AOr are vy

AThere will be a crew. o0 Dresdan promi sed,
wi || be stocked. o

fiHow?0 Tou and Tabuh again asked in unison.

AThe | ess you know, the better. o Dresdan a

APl ausi bl e denahabilitay. 06 Jason grinned.

fiWebre on a tight schedule, we must start t
extended a hand towardsbfa h, A What do you say?o

Tabuh and Tou exchanged blinking looks.

ANo offense, 0 Tabuh said, turning back to

AFair enough. 0 Dresdanés hand didnét | ower

Tabuh tilted her head, as if dumping her skepticism obeogar before turning her head
back wupright with aachardcetamake afimagictsword, youfdralywed d and
hard bargain, Captain.o She took his hand and

Then all eyes turned to Tou. Dresdan stepped before him

Al assweneen bletf e, | imb, and | abor youdd pref

Tou nodded.

Alf we were to hire you on as the personal
youdd be up for the job?o

Tou looked over at Tabuh and she said what he was thinking.
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Chuckling A Aheaipdpte the offer but ah dondt nae
AAh, but mabdéam, 0 Yeaasfahne shotubutpfad o eb ok imor efi t h
seven foes, you naed someone watchin your back whahkye | oa d . o
AA batt | éthaBattlec mD rnegys deadranddfithis skiamishl will
disappeai along with my crewYou two will remainin charge of the ship and those unfortunate
souls that will be defeatethd left behind to take the place of my Obsidians in the prisons of the
Empire We will fight alongside youin the Battlebut when we depart, you would be wise to
have an ally by yoursideone shoul d never go into a plot al
Tabuhdéds eyes narrowed, flt sounds | ahk ah
been promised. 0
AYou ar e on®tr ewdamg @Bt ttteel pay i s generous
Her squinting sapphire glare turned into a wink as she smiled, looking over at Tou, she
asked, AWhat do you think, Mr. Woodsman?o
Tou shrugged, fAiCan | keep the sword?0o

A lafcankke p t he gol d. 6 Tabuh said.
Tou pursed his lips, glancing from the smith to the three pirates then back as he mulled it

over Finally, he stepped forward and took Dr
ADeal . 0
AWel come aboard Sir F dandandbokes spdt@abow attkd e a s e d
both of them, fAnDame Sentry. I f we pull this o

elves that capturetthe Obsidian Sail 0

The sack hit the table tgmd flattened out like a pancake before bouncing back to a
bulbous balloon then flopping over again to flatten. Its njhy@aded nossle spinning around like
a dizzy chicken, the sack was going to roll right off the edge and slap down to the floor had a
man not dove to catch it. This was no small feat, he was standing in the doorway and the table
was a good three yards into the room. He launched off from a still and upright position, his legs
extending |li ke a frogos, Hxeegt utlikecgat hedandedonng i n
his back, cradling the flask in his belly where it hit and thrust the air right out of him.
AOne paida. o0
The voice of the speaker seemed not to realize the cost of their actions, considering the
fact that she could ka just sat the sack down gently. In fact, there was no reason for her to drop

it in the first place, sheb6bd been sitting bef
coffee table and she I ikely di drandidered gur e t ha
necessaryi n fact, she still didndét figure it had

instead to speak with indifference. Something she did often.

Though one sapphiric eye did gi védechavwray a s
the other was as dul |l as hiewhich, iofack is whHattpeoplee s a s
call themi and full of an even darker substance within: shadows, the merky energy of the dead.

She normally kept her head bandaged, hiding v etye, but she did not have to hide in her
customerb6s company. Especially not considerin
enough hallucinogens to put her away for life.

Replacing the gallon sized flask on the coffee table, the gentlsatan the miniature
stool across from her. Skievho had to stoop to even fit beneath the ceilifigllowed suit.
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APeedi . 0 He said.

She cocked her head to the side.

APai da means something else entirely

Al said paida. 0

A EXx aicittpégsi 0

AiThat 6s whato ahédm saying

AKrysotyna

Suddenly, a gaseous substance poured out from her crow eye. It curled around her head,
wrapping around her neck like a snake, reaching her shoulders before the man had even finished
her name. He very quickly chokedself on his tongue, correcting himself as his big brown
eyes stared at the darkness slowly shrowding his host.

ASkar! o

She simmered. The shadows loosened, but still hung around her shoulders like the
popped collar of her duster. Clearing his throat spporting a weakened smile, he got back to the
business at hand.

AThis is just a guzzle?o
She scoffed, AWant mae to squaeze some out
ANo, madéam! Not at all! o He | ooked at his

there was a bit of dirt studkere though even his oeged counterpart could tell that his
fingernails were immaculate. Still, the manicure was all he needed to regain his composure and
get back the sense of confidence that people knew and loved. Turning back to Skar, he grinned
through his words, Al wounrhedan éd eh & op lsayaeyd awidt hc ht
his mustache and winked at his heoese, fiyou Kkno

More shadows spilled out from her eye, so much so that they could no longer hang
around her shoulders. They descended to the other side of the table, waiting around her fingertips
which tapped on the table as she glared at her customer.

fiBUTa gentl eman never i mposeséeven when stru
of-0

Normally,t hi s woul débve been enough to send Skar
been John Pigeon, she wouldodove I|ikely attacke
young piratdo live. She had plan®r him and his Sea LordStill, she interruptebecause she
saw something he did not.

Cr ow ey enb stateoeneidgly, they can see it. This allows shadowmancers like Skar
to see through walls, which she currently was, and doing so she could see that $otweone
people, in fact, were heading towards her humble shack.

ASomeoneds ¢ o miaealydore@pershereobésan ma thait tatally distracted
Johnny from the urgendyand snatched the white cloth she used as a head bandage to hide her
cursed eye, nGo! Now! O

Aln Knomel oe? Really?d6 Johnny didnd®Ve budge
can take a goelh

AGo! NOW! o

This time her command registered in the pi
his stooli unfortunately so fast, however, that he smashed his head on the {approgriate
sized ceiling.

AFar-aki n
N GO! o ro&ddar
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Snatching the guzzle of drugs with one hand and clutching the growing goose egg on his
temple with the other, Johnny took off. Despite never having been in the house before, the exit
was easy enough to find. It was a simple shotgun house, meharagvas only one way you
could go. The reason such houses were called such was because the rooms were stacked one
behind the other, like cars on a train, and if you opened all the doors you ¢balateticallyi
fire a shotgun from the front door askdoot someone out the back. Now, this fact helped Johnny
to get out fasbutit also increased the risk of him not getting out in time. After all, it appeared
that one of Skardés new visitors was carrying

Ast he backdoor sl ammed behind Johnnyds rear
first intruder was a little yellow dog. The vallhund rushed in only to skid to a halt as it was met
by Skar Gesy eidc ys,t aornee. Next came heisistofmranertHadr 6 s b o d
there been actwual flesh in the armor and not
self then there was no way they woul ddédve been
impressive. Behind the beteting juggernat, came another woman. Though she was shorter
than both the armored soldier and the bpale of a drug dealer, she was still a tall woman and it
was just as hard to fit in the Knors&zed doorway as it was to squeeze next to her bodyguard to
sit acrossrom the minitable from Skar. The poor earth elf had to remove her shesitto sit
flat on the stool, |l aying it on the table in
peaceful offering or a threat.

Fortunately, Skar was not annoyed by the &bt was, however, annoyed by the
unscheduled visit and for that she kept her lips pursed in a flatline and her biutheymly
one still visiblei squinting with silent rage.

Zaria immediately recognized her old friends expression. She responteal smiile of
gritted teetwanedd We shoul dove

Lalmly, the bodyguarding bowman, took it upon herself to not only protect the Strategy
Admiral 6s physical Dbody but also her mental h
situationsinwhichZasa was being far to apologetic. She i
are moving fast. o

ATBattl e?0 Skar asked.

The two women across from her nodded.

Skarés glare hadndét di minished, AJohn Pige
Now Lalmly sported gritteds mi | e, t hough hers was hidden
Zaria resorted backwarnedyayp oll &rgbysyourknd¥ehow h ou |l d
it is. We candét risk anything being intercept

that andhe other 0
Skarrolled her eyebutrelaxed her eyelids.

ADresdan kidnapped Tabuh Sentry. o0 Zaria sa

AiThat 6s some godai taiad, ifiThat ewemameaoul d
banshee with a bullet. o

AWi | I ing or theoObsidan $addndiherdasheronmboss want s her of f
Zaria continued, il ecban only push it off for

AWhah?o0 Skar pressed.

AiThe Mystvokar 6s LUalalyioteriecte¢ @ Coamdnbey, &hapr o

Cowboy growled low, rumbling the table fraamderneath.

AH@oNnd&t iinterfereéeveMmabuhhloa\gydivitdstertsto®oki n | o v
|l i ke wedbre-of arakin this wup
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The Mystvokar would | ove to one up the
And get rid of zirra deeders while they
A nthee Obsidian Saiimay be full of some of the most forbidle pirates beneath Solaris,

but if you take a murder of trained Iceloadic dragorstab at on t he hi ghseasédcd

Skar nodded, Altoéd burn upacapgraesdoer t han

Cowboy wimpered and sllnked an inch back towards the door.

RosetohoSknar and Lalmly concurred.
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Ainod Qh.b Skar sighed.

AWe shoul d gad mloy Bsattaltoeed.,0 Al mmedi at el y.
Zaria nodded. The two women moved to get up as up as they could considering the

restraints of the Knomish architecttirbut were paused as two pale hands shot out to catch

theirs. Though one eye was hidden away behindeWd@ndages, her right eye bore into theirs.
Switching from Zariads amber eyes to Lal mlybo

iSel u to you, sisters. o0 She said.
ASelu to you, too, Skar. o0 Zaria said.
ASelu to you, too.o0 Lalmly said.

Then she let them leave.

AWhoyawue o
The air was hot with sun roasted tobacco smoke floating thick like a ribbon of fog

wrapped around the deck, trailing off with the ocean breeze only to be continually fed by the

filter sucking lips of the crew. Aside from a few spits and snorts,réhe was quiet, shifting
their weight between their feet or squatting to squint at the greenhorn pacing around their
captain.

So wae mBavtet luep. ot hSek ar sai d, AAhO6I 1 t el
Thank you. o0 Zaria bowed her head, fARoseth

cur sed, fSomet hi

Dr

n Skar added, fAOne | ast thing. Dresdan
and Lal mlyds heads cocked to one
bone bender Truth contacted him about
0O Lal mly mut tnertehde, Waur moifn g hteo T4 agreira
iNot l
t he
n?0 Lalmly was taken aback, AHeds
st eaodghadodBhkgpgrodadns on the verge

si d

0 |

mur

ngo

n

The first bead of s weHldisgripdshifteé dnthe emeraldhilt ofT o u 6 s

Future His brow was furled in a scowiough his mind was not so certain. His thoughts flopped
around like a fish inside his skuls this a duel or an executioi?fh e t wo wer en ot
poles. The Captain had given Tou back the
himself helda massivetusachsastyle blade. The weapon was three times as wide as the one
sided saber in Touds grasp. | toseqgradwdy scar l
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hands. Extending the blade so that the tip pointed atDi@sdarpivotedon hisheels as Tou
prowled around the circle made by the audiencamadggy pirates.

AYoubre fromDt ke dwafoldstatvehdo are you?0o0

Tou grunted in affirmatioto the first part but shrugged in response to the second

AWho trainedcogtioued? 0fi Dhe stdaeme s ? 0

Tou lunged. His arm shot forward like a piston, putting the tiputéire well past where
Dresdandéds head had been. The Captain hadndét b
Yanking the Dbl ade back, @&ceiwngas wa npseed asahg Gaptain f o r
leaned further back, back pedalling, but then Dresdan stopped. Planting his feet, he rolled his
torso forward and drewuphisas si ve sword to bat back Toubs t
again but this time he spuntits knees and swunglowai mi ng f or the pirateo
Dresdan, having just lifted his blade to the sun, then used the weight of the weapon to bring it

down with a swiftness, stabbing it into the d
Tou snaled up at Dresdan from his knees.
Dresdan smiled back, AOr the beasts?o0

Tou shot up from the floor. Dresdan yanked his blade free with tremendous force,
spinning his body to get the mighty weapon around and ready to attack once more. The move
wassofasttat he was ready to attack again before
however, he pushed his planned attack into a
Holding his saber above himo keep Dresdands f r,teoroveckedancd i ng d
twisted around, pulling both their weapons out from between them so that when he finished his
turn and they were face to face again he found Dresdan open for attack with his free hand

But Dresdan also found Tou open for attack. Before Tou couldpuPresdan had
ki cked. No sooner did Touds brown eyes meet D
face.His feathespinned green cap flew into the crowd as he tumbled back.

The crowdcrowedbutDr e s d a n  dhisdictadyti notyletade sbod his ground
and waited, continuing to interrogate his adversd@¥yp u 6r e a | e glowyaiknow ou kno
what they call you back honiein Westport®

Tou got back upHe stabbed his saber in the ground and whiehand guardiggled

back and forthhendi d t he buttons of his tunic. I n res
my home. O
AThat 6s right, 06 Dresdan smiled, fibecause vy

Tou threw his vest to the ground then went after the buttons of his blouse.
ABarr ens Wwdodsiein iomZowidos ét t hey? Monstrous be
addressed the crowd t o expl abigrenougitolfeatehgmtdowar f Db

with horns that would make a minotaur | ook |
must 6vemsgreawithg up, yes?0

Tou unlatched his belt then latched it back a knotch tigHegrabbed his sword and
asked, AWhat do they call me in Westport?o

AThe Beyroebr 8sdan smirked.

With a snarl, Tou attacke®rawing his saber up from below as if tad eusash of blood
across Dresdands bare chest but at the | ast m
with his free hand. Hol ding it bacsghmar ds, h e
Dresdan jumped. His heels clearing the assaulé désamed into his own swiriga swing that
woul dbve taken his opponentds head cl ean off
flat of the blade that collided with the youn
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Futurewent flying off into the crowd.
Tou hit theground.His head reeling and his body seemingly spinning beneath it even as
he lay completely still on the floor of the deck. There was a roar in his ears, like that of the
barrens he used to know, popping like thunder and growing louder and louddrfuratilyi
stopped just a notch before it became unbearable.
AGet wup! o Dresdan demanded.
AGet dAolitlengirldemanded.
He coul dndot see her, all he could see was
There were fireworken the inside ohis eydids.
He lay flat against the deck. He knew that. But at the same time, he was somewhere else.
hGet up! o
Get down! o
AZouéo He whispered.
His voice traveled in his head | ika it was
|l east, he wasnoét theQbsidiak $aif ge wasrenterbering axaftde one f
more great burst of light, suddenly he was seeing.
It looked like waveacross @ angryseai the rolling shoulders of an army of barrens.
Their backs were arched to fit the muscles tipyled around the biceps as their paws
obliterated the cobblestone beneath them. Tou remembered thinking it looked like a flash flood
sudcenly storming down the city streelswould leave a similar wake of destruction.
There was little Tou: stark naked and standing between the horns of his adopted mother,
his chest puffed out and his eyes wide and reveling at the dighfirst sighti of the city. Then
there was |l ittle Zou. She was a tad bit
saw them in that moment. She was hiding
beneath the mane she shrieked to her brothe
AGET DOWN! 0o
Little Tou refused, but soon the universe would bring him to heel. He saw it the second
before it happened too. A line of armor on the rooftop and a row of bows knocked and drawn.
His eyes met with the eyes of a soldier. Maybe the oneithain) maybe not, but either way
they both saw each other and in that instant they both wished they had used the seconds prior to
stop what was now inevitable.
The town guards fired.
An arrow struck little Tou in the shouldérhe force yanked his hanfilem the horns. He
teetered back onto one fo&br a moment, he hung there in the air with his feet slowly pealing
of f his motherds head and i towardbaspdce tlihewowdde ndi n g
soon be filled with a trampling beast thaégardless of its intent to hurt Tou or lack thereof,
would not be able to stop.
Little Zoulungedf r om t he shel ter of her motherdés hu
with one hand and her motl@srhorn with the othethen yanked him back onto the am 6 s
back and shoved him beneath their mothero6s ma
AGET DOWN! 0o
AnGet wup!o
Tou was back onboattie Obsidian SailPlacing his palms on the deck, Tou pushed
himself up.The sweat that poured from his temple was now mixed with blood. [ihefbrce
of the blow had busted open his forehead. On his knees, he faced Dresdanheg@iaptain
held Futureby the blade, offeringhe hiltback to Tou. Even as Tou reached for it, his world was

ot S
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still spinning around him. There was no way he could handle another back and forth just yet, he
needed som@me to regain his composureat least a couple seconds. Luckily, whether Dresdan
knew thisor not, he gave Tou a break.

AYou seem quite civilized for someone rais
cool but not sharp. Il ndi fferent but not i nsul
fiz o uHe &aidtakingthesword fimy si ster . O

ATou and Zou?0 Dresdan asked.

Tou noddedand t made his brain reslb he kept the nod singular.

A T cmdZoufrom Tou Zou, Tadloe 6 Dr esdan asked.

Toudi dndét nod this t,ivog,0 i nstead he concurr

There was snickering amongst the crew. A spike @é @erced through the cloud
obscuring TouHes wasncemtirmtamni.nstant . Hi s bl ac
Though Dresdan continued to play, blocking and attacking, over and over, it was obvious the
Captain was now distracted. No longeswaDr esdan taking the windows
continued to open u@resdan was taking other openings insieddu was finally opening up.

AWhyéd you | eave the woods?0
ABecause | |l ost her. o
Tou beat baclb r e s dswond@vith such force that the Caiptéost one of his grips on
t he weapon. The chidra had to back pedal, | ea

Though it was his curiosity that distracted him, it was now his curiosity that brought him back to
the fight. Stopping his retreat, bepped in.

With one hand he r eac hmedéwingJouamppedbisswgrdyt Tou
trying to catch it in his other hand and counter Dresdan but Dresdan too had dropped his sword.
Balling hissword handnto a fist, he caught Tou hard just below the ribxesdan released him
and the earth elf staggered, clutchimg gut and gasping for air &siturefell on the ground
before the Captain.

ASo youdre | ooking for her. o0 Dresdan c¢omme

Tou, with his hands on his knees, kept his eyes on the Captain.

Picking upFuture, Dresdan helditbynte bl ade and offered the hi
you tried a mapwor k?0

Without a word,Tou took the weapagrstraightened back yand rolled his shoulders

Dresdan raised a scaleybrow i Or ar e you referring to a di

Touchargedand wung with every intention of slici
bet ween his taily mustache. He figured hedd m
swing to bring the blade futlircle, back up over his head and down again. He did miggshe
go, Dresdan limbed out of the way for that one, and he missed the second as Dresdan pivoted
his limbo. Tou was poised to go for a third but the cocky manner in which Dresdan was playing,
simply leaning out of the way instead of parrying with helel, irked the earth élfand he had
already been previously irked.

He moved as if to takeuturein a full rotation once more but then he pivoted the blade
out away from him, stopped his arm, and flicked his wrist to whighlagpedge of the blade
bak around and hurtling towards Dresdanés bl an
He def | ec befoledringmrghidl ade f ace doextendedforedim.uds ove

Crying out in pain, Tou hopped back but he

The phccid expression of the Captain broke for a momeatsagcker escaped his lips
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Tou jumped forwards with a mock swing. Dresdan leaned out of the way as he had
before, exactly as the earth elf had hoped, and this allowed Tou to attack again with another
quick hopstep forward and a real, full range swing. Dresdan ducked right undsicihg
saber, spinning as he did and releasing his sword to hold it in one hand instead of two. His spin
and T o-gtéphadlput ihem rather close together. Too close. For as Dresdan came out of his
pivot, he sl iced f oreanihiginf@ms hiflsstattack aridis swerd &érm wa s
was still fully extended there was no way he could block in time. All he could do to save his
shins was jump straight ufh.may have spared his legs, but it put his chin on full display
directly above Pesdan, who had over extended with one arm but had his left hand free. The
Captainds |l egs shot him up from his stooping
square in his chiseled jaw.

Thecrew burst into hoops and hollers but the Captaireddmss bloody knuckles to
silence them. No sooner did Tou land flat on his back than did he hop back up. Dresdan could
tell he woul d. Hedéd caught him good, but not
come to that point in the fight where he wasibegn i ng t o see Toubds strate
implemented possibly before even Tou knew what he was about to do. Years of fighting made
it easy for the chidra to predict what an amature would do. There were only so many ways an
opponentcould respondt hi s assaults without dying. And h
The frustration. Not just from their fight but from whatever demons his interrogation had
released. It was time to end the battle.

Dresdan still held his sword in one hand. He hietdlilade back, his grip upside down as
if he was hiding the giant weapon behind him. Tou bound up from the floor and Bwiung
over his shoulder with all his might, attempting to cleave the Captain from the collar bone to his
hearti though of course th did not happen. Dresdan stepped in, pivoted, and swung so that his

broadsword his Toubs saber hardly even an inc
sofiercethalouds arm i mmedi ately gave. It fell out
crashing down on Tou oncemore. Again, the fl a

head, knocking him immediately ortés ass.
Dresdan stood over hirhjs crosshilted sword pointed so that the tip rested against the
nape ofT o un@ck.Somehow;Tou had stayed consciousness this time, although with the lights
currently blinding him he wasnét sure how | on
AWe will train you. o0 Dr e dhd@bsidias Satoone, ABy t
will be able to knock you down. Noven I. Youo0
AWHAT I N THE FARAKI N GODAI HELL IS THI S?!0
The crowd parted like as though they were the Red Sea and the speaker was Moses.
Though the speaker was most definitely not Moses, the tone of her exclamation assured all those
present that she was meathan willing to bring the holy fury of god down upon them. Tabuh
stormed across t he deck;sparaypedfiglr@amndlthemtbar nt i ng at
clutching her beloved golden revolver. Behind her, trailed Drakken. His head was bowed in
shame antie avoided eye contact with the Captain who most definitely had not given the order
to return the firearm to the markswoman now approaching him fully loaded.

AWell 20 She hissed.
Dresdan pulled his glare away from the swain and softened his scaley expressio
shrugging, ATraining.o

ATRAI NI N?! 6 Tabuh i thoughlstedlid ltblster her andgum whéch
caused the entire congregation to quietly sigh with réllegfore kneeling to help Tou get up.
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Al 6m fine. o0 He grunted.

Tabuh cocked an eyebrowamr@ib k ed of f by an inch, saying,

Tou strained to rise but could hardly get his shoulders an inch up off the ground before
falling back. Not only did his head feel like it weighed a thousand pounds, it felt as though it was
spinning faster thaMystakle Planet was as it orbited Solaris. Abandoning the recovery effort,
Tabuh turned from the concussed earth elf to the idaaled chidra. Her face said it all but she
said it nonetheless.

Howds hae to protect mae apptnaihm®20 canodt

How i s DeesdarnpodcarediiHedbdetlthere with timeéWe wer endét f

=]

a
i ni

1
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The hwede@ily@tuTabuh crowed.

ATabuh. o Tou said.

Tabuh looked down at him. Blood and sweadtedhis face. His forehead would soon be
bulging as if he were sprouting horns. Yet, squinting through the swelling and smiling through
his busted lip, his voice was deep and calm.

Altds okay. o He continued in a iwhi&gper so

She stared at him for a moment with her golden eyes. He squinted hard to keep that view
in his sight. Then she nodded.

ACan ah help ya up?0 She asked.

Tou grunted in affirmation.

Gently cradling his shoulders, she hoisted him back up onto his fest.she slid his
arm over her shoulders and they faced the Captain again together.

AHaebs done for the day. o0 Tabuh stated.

Dresdan bowed his hea#l wave of grumbles spread through the crowd of pirates as they
shuffled off back to work. Dresdan stepped ela® the two elves so they could hear him over
the clamor of the dispersing crew.

ATomorrow. Jforsywru.wi IHHe samel t o Tou, then he
Drakken for you How did you |i ke the accommo

Tabuh scoffed, siwdhr dc owiltdh nmaa kleo tt hleessé 0 Then
l ingering out of the way but still loppydan e wi t h
do the magic. o0

AShe i snbét wrong. o Drakken admitted, stepp
magicans have successfully been able to use-woid

fiEveryonde s capabl e of greatness, Sir Drakken. o

Drakken turned and marched off.

Alf everyone can, then why do so few?0 Tou

ANot everyone has a teacher. o0 Dresdan smil

AMhm?o0 Tabuh rolled her eyes, AAnd not eve

Tou and The Captain ignored her, their eyes were lockeell, as well as they could be
locked considering the lumps now bulging out ovey ue§yes. Tou was lookinfpr the catch.
Why does this man want to train me so badly? | stole from him and my punishment is training? A

pirate,adrugdealer a mur de rTehre,r eanwdA sy entoé | i e i n the mant
none that he could see.

ACome on, Tou, 0 Tabuh said. With him | eani
much say in the maenedr upiilbet s go get you <cl a
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They stooped t othesandtheo staggemd off theldieck. Hes baaly was
pressed close to her side and as their hips bumped together, his thieving senses picked up on
something peculiar. Tabuh had been dressed in a tight fitting get up when he met her on the
docks of Yelah. A gt up she still wore. Her arms were bare, showing off enough muscle to rival
Touds own, and her top was strapped to her ne
loose fitting corset (loose for a corset but likely still tight compared to the vagtdtbeen
wearing). Only a Sentry could get away with bare arms beneath the cold sun above Sentrakle, but
now her outfit was far more suited to the war
Which was the first clue that something wasioshe now wore a shawl. Unless the garment had
particularly caught her eyes, there was no practical reason for her to have thrown one over her
shoulders. Unless, that is, she was hiding something beneath. Her money pouch was there,
jostling against him from stplace on her belt, but he felt a second weight benedtete was
something new ithe pocket of hertrousers 't shi fted with the money
and when Tou incidentally pressed against it, it seemed to smush.

The voiddust.Tourealized. His eyes shifted to hers. Hers were trained ahead, focused on
getting back to their chamber without dropping the elforhisseeata k ed ¢l ot hes. To
be sure. It coul déve been any n Whmtweritis,gfe t hi ng
doesndét want anyone to know.

ASince waedbre roommates, 0 Tabuh noted as t
up . Dondét know i f f ol ks ptattieing soge personal ipahjaeme. f or e s

fiMy woods sme#da lot beter thanyourY e | arbau.shot back before asking md ts i t
|l ocked?o0

ACan ya stand?0 Tabuh asked.

Tou nodded and slid his arm off her shoulders. She handed him his sweaty rags and
slipped her hand in herpocket he opposite poclsbngereddveitohe one T
withdraw a key.

AThat swain is a push over.o0o Tabuh winked
in handay. o

The bathroom was no master bhtlt it was far better than one would expect on a
smuggl erds ship. Tfhtedwih emedosnb enchantomeritsehich both s or t s
elves hoped meant it could flush out to sea, but seeing the incense and matches on the counter
beside the pot didot give them much hope. Along with the magjmavy, there was a sink and
faucet with a mirror above &nd a rack of clothes to the sideéutno shower.

Theireyes met in the mirror.

fiTaket ur ns?0 Tou asked.

Tabuh shrugged, AGrab the stools. o

Tou walked like he wakeadingo his grave. ki sweat had just begun to slow since the
duel butnowthe floodgates reopened. He picked up the stools and slowly made his way back to
the bathroom door. With his eyes on the floor, he sat the stool dpherteeti now bare
and set his own just outside the doorway. He kept his eyes trained on the floor boards. That is,
until a thick leather belt whipped out and slapped him on the inside of his upper thigh.

Flinching, he looked up and frozder lips werewisted in a crooked smile. One slender
brow was raised higher than the other. Her golden eyes squinted over her cheeks, pushed up by
that mischevious grin. The eyebrow bounced and, as if she had cast some sort of spell, his eyes
fell to her figure.
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Shewa n6t naked, but she didndét need to be 1t
almost hidden her figuréler hipswereswung to one side and her should@isstoopedss if she
were about to nudge him with her elbow aetchim inon someansidejoke. Hertorso was so
taut it seemed as if her abdominal muscles were flexing to hold her body tighter than the corset
she had taken afHer hips and thighs were thidder psture force one leg taulge with sleek,
round musclevhile her other leg was relaxed and soft

He wanted to feel her. Any bit of her. Even just her fingertips or the golden hair that
cascaded down to tickle the small of her bat& wanted nothing motéan to run his hand
along the curve that ran from her ribs, just below her breasts, down to her waist and then pull her
body againsthisbut he woul dndét dar e.

He gulped and brought his gaze back to her face.

Yet her eyes di dn o6 inhaneva spechacles Tou sfilhhad owldass t a k i
pants, but his shirt and vest lay in a pile on the floor. There was no fat visible from his belt to his
chest His abs like hers,seemed almost to l&rainingi though now, as he stared at Tabuh in
shock, theymay have been but his breast bulged with musskaatwould feel like a pillow
beneath her cheek. Two pyramids of brawn attached his shoulders to his neck, one side half
shrowded beneath his dread lochs that ran down his chest and hung off his pexeés like
medals. His veins showed up like long ridges of mountain scapes down his bicepts and forearms.
She imagined running her fingers along them, as if she were tracing a route on a map, and then
grabbing his wrists and wrapping herself in his arms, pulingaround her like a blanket.

She caught her breath. Thewt his gaze.

Altés fahne, Mr . ,Wiwdcsamnstoarsenei fsmaH eadan. o

Tou took an instinctive step back and topp

Tabuh burst out laughing and turnedward to sit on her stool.

AWae maht shoul doddesphi sebhek jfoybatctkhis f
tone that she wasnodot just | aughing at him, do
pants off and ahoél |l hand you a rag. o

Havingrecovered, Tou did as he was told then sat down on his stool. Back t@back,
coul dnét Tabeheould watch theuback of his head in the mirror. They scrubbed at
themselves in silence for a while. Both trapped in their own heads. Tabuh escsipbreking
the spell.

Wae still could use a bl a

Af ter al |l t hi s.
t eam?0

The sports
Mhm. o
Mm. 0O
Mm? 0
Tabuh looked over her shoulder and nudged Tou. He looked back at her.
AYour rag. o0 She said, offering a new one,
Tou nodded and handed his over. It was half red with blood and brown with $aieaih
fought past her gag reflexes anar, & moment, it seemed that the act of bathing side by side
might actually save them from the potential awkwardness of the pathéirantitual attraction
might direct them down, but then Tabuh began to rinse the cloth out in the sink and as the filth
slid down the drain so too did heiscomfortas her eyesseback to the mirror and rested
the earth dl Glsoulders.
Shehadnét just happened upon the duel when ¢
seenearlyt he entire fight. More i mportantly, sheod

I S ! S S ! e 1}
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AWhat was Zou | ahk?o

She saw him stiffen in the mirraas if he was hding his breathHis hand, scrubbing his
arm, stopped. Then his shoulders fell hdek sighedand continued to wash.

AStrong. O

Tabuh looked away.should stopBut she almost immediately looked badke 6 r e st uck
togetherl 6ve been a dmdemrow olr6mostithedge maninthe t hi s ms
worl d that isnét an i ncieasnsdanltd ni [joums to fg ovionngi ttion
maintain a wedge betweenasarak that! Setting her brow and giving herself a nod of
confidence, she pressed deeper.

AWere you raellay raised bah barrens?o

AYes. O

She took that gentle prod and replaced it with aten footpdej d you Kknow your
parents?o

Immediate hesitation. A longer spell than before. He turned his head, craningks®nec
that his right eye could observe her face in the mirror. Her eyes were wide, her lips slightly
parted.What is she doindie wondered, yet, despite his confusion there was one thing he felt
was true. Just as he felt that Dresdan was sincere, habelhTas tobdut it had been so long
since anyone had cardtath e coul dndét hel p but be skeptical
wash himself, but decided to answer.

ANo. O

ADi d Zou?o

AShe said she did.o Tou shrugged, fAShe kne

fiShae wa oldeRo

AMhm, 06 Tou nodded, fAby a couple years. o

fiDid steeevert el | you what happened to em?0

Tou chuckled, .®A hundred ti mes

He tried to stop thehuckle stooping over and grabbing his stomach as if he could clutch
the giggles and smother themawaywlt he coul dndét. He wasnot amus
l aughi ng. Hedéd never told a soul this before.

in his emotional control room on and off in a futiteemptto find the right oneAnd there was
right one but Tou refused itStill, he continued down that path.

AShedd al ways | i e. EvadiffeyentihimgEach ed lieansre s he 6 d
epicthanthelaste x cept the first. That was the only 1
disappeared, but for a while there she had stuck withdt..

His brain had found the right switch. Like a kid standing before a fire alarm, smelling
smoke but still too scared to flip it, he froze. Tabuh had frozen too. She could sense the strain,
butsheca | dhelphter sel f. Shedéd broken into the vault.
she also knew she couldnodét stop.

fiWhat was i? 0

AShe said they sai d o hHey wwaesr eu pgroii gnhgt taon d crei
mouth movedfiThat they told her tgtay andlook after med

He turned to watch her with his right eye again.

iShe didndét want to | ook after me, she | ove
country, surrounded by woodswoods full of critters

With a shrug he turned away again.
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fiSo she bundled me up and left swthat she could gmatch dinnei | east t hat 6s w
she said she was doing

He chuckled again but it was a dry lauilwas as fake as it was involuntary.

fil was a trouble makerofababy east t hat o6s what |s hweo uw odunlddt
still. Without her there to hold me down, | broke out of my cradle and went looking for her.
Only, when I did, | knocked over a candle.

Tabuhds eyes bor eheadnSh@acedhiereag inahe sink antl twistedu 6 s
so that she could place a hand on his shoiilthert she paused. Her hand hovering just over his
arm.May b e | dSheo heltreimblédt Her hand instinctively fell to clasp. The
trembling stopped. Heeaned into her grasp.

fiShe found me crawling outsidéhe house up in flames behind mé

His head leaned over so that his cheek rubbed against her hand. Gently and slowly. She
squeezed his shoulder.

fiWe went back for years. | remember leaving notesoittiés. My oldest memories were
thereéby the time of my first, my ol dest memo
exactly as we left them. As if the trees above had refused to let the wind and the rain budge them
Not even an inchl started ® doubt that there had ever even been a house there. Not long after

that, she started refusing to go back. And |
living with the barrens by then and | was a happy kid despite it all. | thought the world was a
wonder ful wooded placeéebo

Sitting back upright, he placed his hand over hers, then gently peeled it back.

fiDo you beheve thatonés t he true one?0 Tabuh asked.

Tou thought for a moshefitistue bbepbosardti meéet b
started to dubt partsofib He pau d again. The lump in his
passed after a momenttowo an buh gave hidonotmet hiHek c®un
went to Iceload

AYou thinkéod but Tabuh reahdtzedamwthat o TOay 't

He sal ddondgt Gt h ppoywhersdoh e y

Now it was Tabuh that had a lump in her throat and tears budding in her eyes.

Al dondt thinkothey | eft the cabin.

Silence fell over them. This was not the awkward silence that falleebatstrangers, but
the shared silence that envelopes partners. The loud thundering silence that signifies the sharing
of a burden. It was Tou that broke the spell this time.

AWe should get some sl eep. 0O

Tabuh nodded, shaking her head to clear hermimmibed as ki ng, HAAI |l ¢l ae

AMhm. o

They stood up. Together they crowded the sink. They rinsed out the rags, wrenched them
out, then draped them from one of the bars on the washcloth rack. Tou took the stools as Tabuh
made her way to the bed. Without a woliltg got into bed. Slid over to the far side and lay
thinking. Tou turned down the lamps in silence. As the light disappeared, so too did any noise
from the earth el f. Tabuh Shel fditdmadugHto olke d/ es
heard a thumprothe floor beside the bed.

ause
d Ta

ATou?o0

AMhm?o

AWhat are you doing?bo

There was a pause and then a question, nGo
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AOn the floor?0 she shot back i mmediately.
AUheéo
AYou got baet the godai taiad up teoday! o T
AYou aindét sl aepin on the floor!o
After another pause, two brown eyes peaked
AHeh, 0 she scoffed. She | ifted Aheraipnidltl ow
worraed Ah sl aep with mah finger on the trig
Now Tou was hesitating for an altogedt her s
She roll ed her eayebse,d mWNaiht hae rs tirsa nsghearr.ion
Tou stood up but didndét get i n bed. He ask
Tabuh smiled. She moved tatghe gun on the windowsill beside the bed and left it
there, fAiYou know ahdm a quick draw anayways. o0

ATrue. O
She laid back down, rolling over to give Tou privacy as he got in. He did so delicately.
Just as he had gotten out of the bed in the morning.ahy sudden noise or shake might startle
the marksman and lead to either his death or his expulsioh@ntsidering the wracking pain
still spinning in hisbraiis | eepi ng on the wood fl oor woul dbév
than a quick bullet tdhetemple But he made it in. Under the covers. Mere inches from her.

They | ay there in complete silence for a w
Trying to read into each shortened irdahd each drawn oeixhale Tabuh shifted. She wiggled
closer to the middle of the bed. She thought it was a bold move but she did not expect that Tou
would make that exact same move at the exact same time. That made both their bold moves quite
bolder as suddenly they were pressed right up next to each other.

There was dead quiet.

A gentle hand ran down Tabuhdés side, start
above her hips. Toubds hand wo uescdpmseparatechand away
caught it by the fingers. Adjusting her grasp, Tabup ul | ed Touds arm over h
pulled him close and he held her tight.

The quiet returned but it was far from cold and dead. It was warm and new. And shortly
thereafter they fell asleep.
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Chapter Three: The Princess and the Guard

The waers were rough. Waves rolled up to narrow peaks then crashed, slinging the light
dinghyinto the middle of the next wave. Bursting through the surging sea water, the little
vessel 6s basin clapped against theThasalot ri dge
was drenched and his stomach was churdegpite his discomfort, he held his usual posture.

Leaning into the storm with his arms crossed and hands tucked into the pits of his arms. His
furred snout was twisted in a discontent snarl andussybrow was furled as he glared through
the rain to scrutinize the individual on the dock ahead of him.

AFarak. o

He recognized the figure, despite hear nondescript appearance. Black robe, blue eye,
blonde hair: your typical electric elf standing in the rain. The defining feature was the banadage
that cut diagonally across her face and covered her left eye.

The bearnbés eyes bvsibleae, dtempting to disceon hér enotives,i n g |
for he did not think she was supposed to be there but he knew that she was only ever where she
was for a purpose. His fingers twitched beneath his armpits as his mind thought of which weapon
to reach for fisti his belt was loaded. A mighty sword was slung over his back, two sabers hung
from his hip, an entire set of daggérmmcluding a macheté crowded those hilts not to mention
a revolver, a folded up crossbow, a mace, a whip, an ax, and a chaindikgiapproached
the pier and he quelled the motor, he chose to keep his philanges from his arsenal. His trust was
in part due to the fact that he knew Skar could likely best him regardless of which weapon he
reached for, but also due to the fact thabhae never done wrong by Skar. Nor hlaeObsidian
Sail. And he believed that if Skar had come to interrupt this deal then she had done %o in his
and his Captilestmerashd cr ewds

ASkar . o

He jumped onto the dock. The dingy slammed againshé&.wWaves smacking it from
behind wedged it so that it pushed beneath the pier at such an angle that it began to take on
water. Soon, it would be submerged but the sp
for his little raft.

Alt6s ahesawlt up. o0 S

Thebearn cocked his head.

AWal k and tal k?0 She asked.

Jason nodded.he wood sagged beneath his lumbering weight but the sound of squealing
planks was deafened by the thunder booming overhead. No one else was in thie mair Hoat
it was a pdicularly large one to begin with. They were on the shores of Kilko, a timstitg
island that was a peculiar mix of tax dodging wealthywadant evading exiles. The only folks
with enough money to own a boat on the island did not do so out okiigéies h ey wer en ot
fishermen or shippeiisand so while the docks were packed with spectacular crafts, the boats
were abandoned to weather the storm alone. All but one, that is, although it most definitely did
not belong to the warrant evading exiles oaral.

ADresdan has somethan for ya. o Jason state

AHmM, 0o Skar aske®d, Ahand it ov

AAh aindédt got it on mae! o0 Jason scoffed.
Skar rolled her eye.

Jason rolled his eyes,yaivBlow wasnahbseppase
She shrugged.

AWhah are ya hare?o0
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Ther eds a hkatexpainedab thegneateahe yacht S
Haebds alJegsachmr aswWhegged, tihere not ?20
AA rael one. 0 Skar snapped, AThe Empahr. o
The gangplank stretcheulit to the loungey deck of the stern. Wicker chairs and couches
were draped in raincovers that stretched taught, hiding their form, and yet despite that two
fishfolk sat uncomfortably ontop. Thestender bludodies were naked down to their britclies
like Jason and their feet were bare, swinging beneath them as they resisted the urge to fidget on
the trampoline |Ii ke seating arrangement theyo
Thase hooligans better hope they got some more intimidating fellas idesse,
chuckled to himself athey strode past the two blue doormen without so much as a nod. Once
out of earshot or rather, tympanumshotJason turned to ask Skar.
iSae Lords?0o

1 B 1

A N d&Racist ass Sentrakie. Skar roll ed her eyes, AYa sae
i magine iethéSaelpmd t a ba
AWel |l , thato ainét the only

Al t éds at haagantgroaly! 06 Skar bar ked.

Her holler just cleared the stairs they were heading up. Their heads were level with the
maindecknow wel | , Jasonds was and thekahimdborswesec al p was
sprawled open about five yards from the top of the stairs. In the space in betweeatiweaseca
set of five boots. Jason and Skar stopped midstair and craned their heads to scrutinize the faces
of the folks that would very likely soon be theiefo

In the middle was a bearn woman, who not only wore aishintike Jason but wore a
thick chestplate of bulging armor. There tech
submerged in massive gauntlets of shingled metal with raised ridggsthe knuckles. Her
fists, balled at her sides, looked like maces.

On either side of the bearn,wasan&h e eart h el f | ooked | i ke
shop. His taller female comrade had dressed for protection, he did so likely only tadiltiliibl
norms. His gimmick was the L shaped staff held half behind his back. Wedged in the knook of
the L was a pale gray stonehe same sort of stone that powered the appliances in Tou and
Tabuhos bathroom. 1t was a mtroked lyytheimaginatianofs ol ar
the elementalist that weilds it. The electric elf, on the otherside, had a Sentry style sword
sheathed on each hip. The pale elf was more armed than her darker skinned comrade, with
leather donned head to toe, and from hetyre and stare both Jason and Skar identified her as
the main threat.

Especially cause, next to her, was a yellow robed individual. Though Skar wore robes
andwasawarriot, hi s womands robes seemed to be cut of
fantastical coloration or the clover patterns that covered it, but the way she wore it. While the
bearn and elves seemed to lean forward, this chidran woman leaned back. Her head was tilted
ever so slightly, as if she was revelling in the rain, letting dtsgl across her bright red scales
and drop to turn her robe a shade of orange.

Jason and Skar exchanged a confusedesydd glance after analyzing helealer?They
both thought. Medics wereno6t c mfachonadicsne mber s o
werendt commonly seen o ukheyshdggeda off, knawmgredl Would et t i n g
soon be revealed

Theylookedto the fifth and final membeHlis eyes looked to be the size of dinner plates
what with the way his glasses magnified them. Cradled against his chest was a book which
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must 6ve weighed more than the Ilittle human hi
brown and bland. He wagther cold or frightened, either way he was shivering so bad that his
teeth chattered with such ferocity he coul dnd
Now Jason and Skar exchanged a full glance. Both seeing they had the same thought in
each ot hrhisbarsbf logligass.is a joke.
ACome on up. o0 The armored bearn commanded,
Jason and Skar followed orders. The healer and the book boy stepped aside as the bearn
lead them into the cabin. The swordswoman and the elemefdaliéisted on either side of Jason
and Skar. As they entered the chamber, the healer and book boy closed the doors. The geek stood
thereto one sidef the doorway while the chidra took a seat in a club chair, crossed her leg over
the other, and leaned back to watdgth a gleam in her violet eyes.
The room was full of club chairs, they lined the walls, blocking off the shelves that were
full of books and scrolls. At the other end of the chamber was another set of double doors. A
semicircle of curved couches surroud@eglass coffee table in the center of the calinvas
on the otherside of that table that the bearn stopped and turned.
ASo?0 She asked.
Jason turned to Skar, speaking in a whisper that was polite but definitely not inaudible to
a ny o n eJustthe €£mpahoiithe Mystvokar toa?®

ABot h. o Skar responded, not even bothering
AFarak are yobdall taédking about. o The bearn
Still, they ignoYathdk heme asf Jamolmals&e dt hdés
ANo way, o0 Skar scoffed, fAl ook | ahk entrepr
Jason gagged, then turned back to the bear
AHEY. 0 The ar medadahd dowraon the ceffeeatable. It immediately

shattered. The woman stepped through the debris to stand a mere yard from Jason. There she
snarl ed, AWhere is it?o

Jason winked at hélnenplacedhis index finger and middle finger like a peace sign
aganst his neck iraninternationalSolarin gestureneaning i F u c Her eyes grewowide
and her snarl turned into a rohyt thenSkar stepped in.

The bandage around her eye had fallen, revealing that next to her sparkling blue eye was
a dull black marke. From this marble, her crow eye, a ribbon of blackness extended, like
shadows stretching across the floor except these shadows cut through the air and they shot like a
striking snake down the throat of the gaping bearn. Her hands immediately wenbffatoeit
stream but before they could dlkéere Skar had hopped out of hdoakand wrapped her legs
over the shoulders of the armored beheniah the while driving her dark, searing energy
down her opponento6és throanweighVaes hat pbytocatkl gf
warriori she easily knocked the bearn off balanceShe di dnét get off ei th
so that her weight ©plus the wei ghhtbearflandedr ene
on the skeleton of theotfee table, Skar still riding on her breast.

As Skar tackled the bearn, the other bearn in the room turned to face the comrades of his
fallen foe. He heard the sound of swords leaving sheaths as he turned and so he knew he had to
turn and draw. In thaijpéit second, he scrolled through his options. There was a swordswoman,
an elementalist, a mage, and a mystery helateget the haeler. The mage can wait. The
swordswomaii he drew his machete with his left haindnd the elementali$tand took his
revdver in his right.
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When hecompleted his pivothe looked first at the elementali$he man stood as if he

was holding a lightningrodand i n a way he was: the el groono
yellow and sparks were already starting to burgeon when
BANG!

Jason shot the enertomb right as it was about to unleash a whip crack of lightning. The
stone exploded like a grenade of electricity. Tiny darts of lightning shot out in all dire¢tions
striking both Jason and the swordsworsainging for his thro but more importantly
striking the elementalist. He caught an entire half of the electric explosion. It lifted him up off his
feet, his body writhing as the energy coursed through him, and threw him against the double
doors.

The electrocution hurt, baiso likely savedasonas it caused the swordswoman to
freezeand gave him time to turn from the elementalist and raise his machete to block her first
assaultStill, she wielded two sabers, and as his blade hit her first, her second came cutting in for
his gut. He raised the revolver, his finger rocking back the hammer as he did, then fired.

BANG!

The bullet bounced off th@wvordand shot through the ceiling. It threw her left arm back,
but her right arm still held her first blade against Jason. Asda8 s mi nd went t o fi
shot, she twisted herhokthds t e pped out of t he.Thisdrewthedumbhe bea
pirate to follow her with his guh even as she slid her saber, which was no longer aimed at
Jasonds body,ightbicdp whica swure rightanto pdsitios asrhe tried to get

anot her shot. Rat her than another BANG! there
arm and slid on through.
And now the el fds | eft arm haddcomogpvered.

down fast t o dilke@meemnewo.JAatsedantSesond) & dock of shadows smashed
into her chest and threw her across the wall. Jason roared again as the blade was torn free from
his arm, but Skar s Wehndhen. sti |l | cut through h

ATHE MAGE! 0o

Jason cursed.

His arm hanging limp below him, Jason turned to see the mage nigh done with his spell.
The book was wide open in his arms, the letters scrawled therein were on fire, as if they were a
trail of gun powder. He moved ftine gun only to find his right arm uncooperative. With little
time and no better idea, he drew back the machete and flung it at the wizard. The poor
bookwormés eyes were on the scripture, the fI
d i d ned see iecoming. The machete struck his sternum, broke through, and pushed further.
He looked up from the book as he dropped it, gasping for breath. The poor human turned to the
healei who hadndot moved f r omi,whohadeutishbrebutshantfelli n t he
onto his back to convulse.

Jason and the healerdés eyes met but they w
him again.

ATHE SWORDSWOMAN! 0o

Jason whirled around. Skar had not yet killed the bearn. Her shadows were still coursing
through her open maw, seeping down into her intestines to slow cook her, but that was the
probl em. It was a sl ow death. The pain did ha
tank of armored muscle, the woman was still able to give Skar quistrtiggle. Meanwhile, the
shadowblasted swordswoman was back up and running into the mix.
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This time, Jasonds good arm could reach fo
left handed. Lunging for the revolver, he flung himself onto the grouadi;ised it, and rolled
over to face her.

BANG!

She swatted the bullet out of the air with a sword like it was a fly.

BANG!

Again, she deflect it. This time, the bullet shot right back at Jason. It hit him in the
shouldeyright above the bloedushingwoud i n hi s arm. Jason didnot
at his opponentdés skills. I n fact, if his bra

stupidity in picking the gun. It seemed that seeing Tabuh make a cripple of his brother had gotten
him stokedon the idea of trying to prove his own marksmanship. Unfortunatehjike on
Eathiguns are a | ot harder to beat swords with
quickdraw that you used to l@d your opponent is actually proficient in theivn form of
combat. Despite not having the timebisk Jason wound up wasting valuable moments bruding
in frustration at his failure and by the time he got ahold of himself, the swordswoman was
coming down on him with two blades.

AFarak. o

AJASON! 0o

Her arms stopped. Shadows had curled arouhde s wo r ¢hlowdersiand they
tightened around her arms. She was leaning over Jason, her arms extended, both blades a split
second away from slicing open his stomach.

BANG!

He put one right through her temple then rolled out of the way as the shadows withdrew
and $e fell. The swordswoman hit the ground as Jason hopped to his feet. Skar had saved his ass
but in doing so she had let her guard down on the still struggling bearn she had tackled. As Jason
got to his feet, he was already taking aim. The bearn had fyreaiked Skar off her, she had one
girthy arm wrapped around Skardés neck, the ot
could snap the el fds neck | i ke a twig. Skar w
bearnéSkardéds struerdgarlong.g woul d not save h

Turns outJason thought as he pulled back the hamithegs the raht choice after all.
then fired.

BANG!

The bull et brushed so close to Skards face
cheek, entered t hrekeibtelerskull amd rioechéte ofttieiinner wals
until her brain had been whipped into a spaghetti sauce.

BANG!
It wasndét Jasonds gun this time. Jason jer
rose with him and he found himself aimingla¢ bpen double doors just in time to see the top of
the el ementalistés head as he dashed down the
AThat 6s good. O
Skar, rubbing her neck, came to stand besi

AYea, 0 Jason nodded buduthod stered his gun,
The mage was still seizing up on the floor by the doors, but before Jason could go get his
machete, both he and Skar found their gaze pulled over to the chidran healer that still sat calm
and collected in the corner.
fivyera hael er. 0 Skar asked.
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The didra nodded.

AThyemgonnahael mah friend hare. o0 Skar stated.
Al n exchange for what, Civ?0 the healer as
A

I n exchange for

Skar cut herself off as she took a stomping step towards the corner, shadows already
unfurling out around her crow eye, théfore she could take another step, the chidra moved her
foot to lift the fabric that was draped from the seat to the floor. This revealed a metal box
beneath. Though Jason could see it, Skar could &®eall it was. She saw thenergy trailing
fromthe box up to a l|little device that had been
both Jason and Skar saw there was a little red button atop the cylinder.

AA bomb. o Jason mur mur ed.

ASome haeler. o Skar grumbl ed.

AWe all die orl ewe amirkede, @dathei eai f you

AYou werenod6ét hare for the bountay?0 Skar a

The chidra snorted, Al woul dndt haWa minde
in jail T for zirrai when da bounty passed drough.

AWher e?app&kar sn

ASwampville. o

Skar shrugged.

ATadl oe, 0 the healer continued, Ada bounty
gestured to the dead, fAAs you can see, Civ. D
of fered me a cut. o

AARhuUstice. 0 Skar rolled her eyes.

Al was just gonna eat up all dere food any
for any more crackheads in Swampville. o

A Acrackheadl oct or . 0 Jason remarked, AWho woul da

AWhobés bomb is e®hat, then?0 Skar ask

The woman beamed, Al made it, Civ.o

fiGodaitaiad 6 Jason spat.

Folding her arms, she shrugged off hisdodtpo u 6d be sur pri sed what
da floor of dem Foxloe factories.D®€i vi | i st activists donét pl ay,

Jason gave her a nod &eglid have a point.

A We l | itds not mah zirra and ités not mah
itdés all wup to you. Ahdm gettin thase shadows

AWhatdya say, Civ?0o0

Jason turned bacikitloolbig8rownt-q A That bomb

AOh yeah. o6 Skar said, without | ooking away

AAnd youandi dodtwath mae?! 0 Jason crowed.

AHow the hell ?!0 Skar | ooked up, her eyes

thought it was an engine or soioe

AUNDER A CHAI R?! 0

ASORRAVMH DI DN6 T HAHAER KBABSITTIN ONABOMB? ! 0

ACri mpsin t ai,amingdacktatheochrales i g h e d

AY o u 6 r edladbsidiamSail 0 t he cbmdr ki sgaasedshe got sp
Gi anh@pnp 3he nod®dBdetdo aits Skhaa? 0 i

AXriend. 0 Jason grunted, AWho are you?o
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ANatalie Peshkova. o
Jason was a bit stunned by the honesty. Skar even looked up from her shadow sucking.
ADere are only so wgMisty achobdyaacbealkesr $r wimt
Nat al i e e x pdivameda drra, dénll ieal yoararm, and we all make it out of here
and go our separate walystyou still got beef wid m®2Not much | can do. | gotta recorddia
Cagirent, IceloadjaE mpi re. 6 She shrugged, fAEven da Bl ack
it all hang outif II6dlismak e hyduelrgdt woesdeaets ah md, i s tr
Civ, trusto
Jasonds jaws had half openedngtdaubledeocsspond wh
demanded his attention. The two scrawny fishfolk were there on the landing. Having likely just
got done talking to the desheveled el emental.i
else dead (well, dying: the magician was gfiltgling blood on his back) aside from Natalie.
Their big black eyes took one look at Jason,thenSiah 0o s hands were dancir
swor dswoman, pulling the bl ack, l' i quid Iike s
even check to see whatchhappened with the chidra before they turned around and sprinted
right back down the stairs.
Skar went back to foraging for energy and Natalie turned back to Jason. Jason, on the
other hand, had just been hit with a bit of wooziness. He staggered ahadide before
stopping but even once he got his feet under him, his head continued to spin.
Al dink itdéds time you hand over da zirra,
AMhm. 0 Jason grunted.
Looking up, Skar coul dndot hel pchadwith agr ee.
blood. It was dripping off his fingertips like they were stalagtites in a cave. Turning to the chidra,
who wasstill sitting on the bomb, Skaoldher Al t 6s i n his pants |l eg. o
Jason took a step, another grunt, and then
onto the floor.

AEven the most p o weZarfagadasshegeewedthetoige wor | d,
cylindrical Valentine Barrel onto her beloved Black Gunfihba $ nal si de. 0

Al spot tsaid. 0 Lal mly

Cowboy, with his head resting on his paws, cradled between the slots in the parapet, let
out a quiet chirfpout the two womenignorddh e v a fematku nd 6 s

AWhere?0 Zaria asked.

The spirit clomped overtothedart el f t o show her. Lal mlyoés
them the clomping came from her boo&anding on the roof oftawnhouse that clung to the
edge of a cliff, a fully armored spirit would

both thefriends and foes they supervised far below them. Considering the narrowness of the
bridge upon whichthemar ched, a t empor ar ythdiralled#umblihg si ght
over the edge towards the desert gully far below in the basin of the Rift.
TheRift hadbecome a symbol @he separation between ttieh and the poor, theld
Town (Vare) and the New Town (TleWare). The indifference of time and the discrimination of
power slowly segregated the communities and the poor were pushed out {garwhile the
rich stayedehind turning the geographic phenomenon into a metaphor for the gap between the
socioeconomic clas3he bridge between, upon which the marchers now paraded, was not a
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bridge in the symbolic sens®wever Despite its physical chacteristics, the bridge was a wall
T a gate for which only thevealthypossessed the keys to, keys whichwioekers werdinally
demandhg.

Though thewvorking classvasnot alone, amongst them was an untraditi@oahrade
the youngest daughter of tkimg, Princess Daffeega Shelba. She marched just rows behind the
leaders of the march, doing her best to blend in even though it was her very significance that
made the demonstration possible. Such civil disruption would not be tolerated by the capitalist
lords of feudal Batloe, but Daffeega was the daughter of the pandreven if th&ourgeoisie
betrayed their king and tried to thwart ieshe was the greatest magician in the world and
would not be easily subdued. Plus, she had friends in high places.

Lalmly pointedto an elevated veranda, shaded with a mosaic dome, that crowned a
hypostylerectangulastructurein the square just beyond the end of the bridg@ld Town,
Vare.

Al €0 Zaria murmured, raising t theas&s$smck Gun
Aégot him. oo
Lalmly nodded, Al 6l1 get the other.o
Cowboy barked.
AHush! 6 Zaria snapped, focusing on the gun
Stomping around the rowdy pup, Lalmly took her place in the rut between the ridges of
the ulwark. Her silver eyes squinted.he sandstone courtyard that extended beyond the Rift
crossing bridge was a giant sun dial. A forty foot statue of the Guardian of Batloe, Uthemarc
Shel ba, acted as the hands of ¢adwasadlodouk . Just

temple, the Registrar of the Royal Sacred University, raindrop shaped domes were globbed ontop
of nearly every rooftop connected to the structure. Sky piercing obelisks impaled every corner of

the many tiered mountainous structure. Aoratance of balconies and towers spiraled out from
the building, offering many a vantage point from which to observe the Rift Bridge and it was
upon one of these that stood the unwitting
Herfingers tickled an invisible string thatetched from one end of her bow to the other.
Flowering vines twisted around th&ueshaft, as if camoflauging the weapon though the
disguise was not very effective for as Lalmly drew back the magical strirmptihbegan to
shine like young star.
A Nw! 0
The spirit released the invisible string and anvarmressed in lotus petalsaterialized
out of thin aironly to disappear a moment later as it zoomed through the air. Lalmly had barely
finished her single syllable command before the BANG! of slaga r i f 1 e bl urt ed
bullet. And before either of their projectiles met their mark, Cowboy cried out once more.
ABRK! O
AFarakin heiol, Cowboy, w h
Zaria stopped short when her amber eyes
her. His hed was wedged between the caditte wall of the rooftop, his brow furled and his
floppy ears perked as his big ole eyes glared with a rare ferocity at the bridge. Just as the
Admiral realized that her right hand man was not simply being needy, butdathgrhis job, so
too did Lalmly. Both women turned to the dog and then looked to each other with wide eyes.
Neither need speak. Their eyes whipped back to the overpass and quickly spotted what
the hound had been hollering about: a third assasaiia pulled back the hammer, Lalmly
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curled her fingers around her invisible string, but neither could get a behd scrawny figure
qguickly slipping through the crowd towards th

AYou candt fire.o Lalmly warned.

AWebve got to!od Zaria snapped through <cl en
AYouo6d | hit

ASheé&l | be

Cowboy turned away from the ledge and hid his eyes beheapaws.
A commotion rippled through the marchers.
across the Rift, but then came a second cry. Raucous applause.
Lalmly lowered her bow, Zaria her gutincesdaffeegaShelbahad turned, no longer
facing Vare, but rather New Town. In one hand, she held a staff while her other hand slowly rose
into the air. As it rose, so too did a figure from the procession. His body was wrapped in an
indigo haze. It swirled around him, slowly constricting his writhing baslyre was lifted higher.
In one hand was a dark black dagger but it evaporated as the purple smog swallowed his
clenched fist.
ASo much for a blind side.o0 Zaria murmured
As the crowd went wild once more, Daffeega Shelba turned so that she gazed flae over
Tlow-Var e side of the bridge from whence theyod
the two ladies that had sought to protect her from thesRi& rooftop, though they knew there
was no way a mol eman coul ddheeaganpshewagtde t hem f r

worl dés greatest magician. And just as they b
she convinced them with a smirk and a wink.
Al think ités time we join the march. o Lal
By the time the Admiral, her dpgnd her right hand woman had made it across the
bridge and into the Old Town, the actual mar c

dispersed. Most of Vare was none too fond of the idea of letting the working class back across
the Rift, that is, asie from those that employed the working class who commuted into Vare
every morning. The bars and cafes were thrilled to have customekséwahow to treat service
workers back under their roofs and there are few better customers than folks amped up afte
fighting for economic justice. And the foolish restaurants that resisted were quickly converted
into allies when they saw the profits of their competition.

Neither Zaria nor Lalmly knew exactly wher
would findt h e m. Even i f Daffeega wasndét a woman of
molish ears that a Imperial naval officer and a Shisharay were wandering through the venues of
Vare. Thus, the two strode into the first establishment that permittedthe@ay Jackal
Saloon

The place was on of the first to ditch the ritzy Old Town clientel in exchange for the
parched protestors. In fact, it had so embraced the rowdy nature of the revolutionaries that it had
converted the bar top into a dance floor upon tvisiervers could earn extra tips and customers
could sweat off the last round before refreshing themselves with the next. It was packed full of
moles and chidras, even a few Knomes snaked in and out around the grinding hips and stumbling
feet of the beligemts. Zariaordered an affable appleozenuthemarcaritdrom the bar between
the pivoting ankles of an amped up anarchisile Lalmly watched for dooBy the time the
earth elf hadtarted on her seconltink, Lalmly perked up.

AShebds here. o
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Daffeegaentered the inn with an unconsensual entouoaglrygianwearing common
folk. They acted as though they were guértsough none had done a thing to protect her on the
bridgeIn real ity they were something <Hhesckirdndt pa
di scourage it either, after all, as thdf Peopl
there was any doubt in this matter, it could be cast aside by the sight of the silly red cap she wore
to match her comrades.

Standing les¢han five feet, her stature still seemed commanding. Though her legs were
crippled by an ancient family curse, she stood upmglitdid not staggeBtabbing her staff into
the sud stained floor boards, she mardoedard, hiding her limp behind a slowsggering
pace. Patrons bowed as they parted to let her pass. Zaria and Lalmly bowed their heads as she
approached but Cowboy threw formality to the wind and ran to greet her, hopping and yowling
in circles around her.

Within a yard of the two ladies atdlbar, Daffeega knelt to console the hyped up hound
then faced the Admiral and her Shisharay. The
werenodt beady. suldireckgemskiér snkut vead lonlg,iwkiskers sprouting
from either side like a faint mustache, giving her stiagthed grin a comedic warmth rather
than a threateninchill.

ADoes the Emperor now order extrajudicial

Zaria gulped.

Lalmlyrespone d, A They woul ddéve killed you. oo

AWould they? How do you think I &édve come th
the bar, Aroaming amongst the people?0 The pr

necromancer . 0
AThe man you csaapitdu,r efidh,ed0 waasl mal ymancer ?0
Cowboy flopped onto his back, positioning his furry white belly towards the magician.
Daffeega complied and belly scratches commenced. Still, she kept her eyes on the Imperials
above her.

AShadowmancer . 0 Daffeega nodded.

Altshi s a wusual occurrence?0 Zaria asked.
ANot wusual . o0 Daffeega said before admittin
ABecause youbre a princess, o0 Zaria pressed
AThe | atter, typically, o0 Daff eergisedtaseswer ed

a mancer siding with the bourgeoisie. o

AWebve got reason to believe he wasnét. o L
Daffeega smirked, dAWell, | etds ask him, sh

Zaria and Lalmly jumped up from their bar stools.
The mol eman pr i nc e sckebasshmiedcked withim hereabe andht o a
pulled out a tiny little furred humanoid. The two women fell back onto their stools as they stared

at the monkey dangling from Daffeegadbds hand.
order to sniffthetinyilt t | e pri mate. One of the unconsciou
the other was black as a crowbs. Daffeega hel
staff in the other as she rose to stand.

AYouéo Zaria stammer erdo,nkfeyc?d turned him in

AThatos il legal .o Lalmly stated.

Wi t hout Daffeega eountered

Lalmly didndét budge, AWith consent, it 1is
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AMy dad i Dagtfielelgakismgugged, @Al figure heodd
being dead. 0

ADead?0 d&aria aske

AThe pun rasdassieating a hember of the royal family is a swift short cut to the
great beyond. ThardiagZariad fiswhee tgylpawearleddy have a tr
them off . 0

AThey were assassins!o Zaria crowed.

AOh vy es , httébafdednsaisadimigquisitivebrow,i Now r e mihatd me,

againwer e you?o0

Frowning, the Admiral passed the baton to Lalmly.

ACan he un dhe spsithsked.d us ? 0

AHe c¢ an é o0 snackddher stajf an the wooden floor. It looked like a typical
walking stick made out of whittled wood except for the purple gems that budded out like knots
all up and down the shaft. It was almost as if there was a core of glossy, lavender stone within
that sought to burst from its oaken prison but was constrainedhétever magic charmed the
powerful weapon. Once she struck the floor, she began to whisper words in the Sacred Tongue

and the grape colored jewels came to |ight wi
eyelids flickered and rolled back into ptaas she broke off the spell and returned to common
tongue to say, fAénow. O

The monkey gave one violent thrash before it realized where it was. It recognized Zaria
and Lalmly with its biological eye and then realized their immense power with its saceifieed
The little chimpcousin gulped.

AWho sent you?0 Zaria demanded.

A Who ?wdohal! o

Zaria and Lalmly turned to Daffeega.

AHe canét speak quite yet. o The magician a
complicated spell . o

Both womenodseshadmastl i ds fel |l t

Daffeega raised her s tcanfudderstand ybid ré6 do vard vd esfee ry
or no questions. 0

They turned back to the af@n.

iDid Truth send you?0 Zaria asked.

The monkey gulped. Its good eye looked back at Daffeega.

Daffeega smiled warmly at the Ilittle critt
little friend, you have no one to fear but the blade of the executioaer

The monkeybs eyes grew wide.

fiHowever, the date of your introduction to said blade can laye@ldepending on your
willingness to cooperate. D a f dffexeel g a

Turning back to Zaria, the monkey nodded.

Zaria | ooked back to Daffeega, ATruth is a
AThe necromancer ?0 Daffeega asked, ASheds
AYou father.. 0 Lalmly said

AMy f?ad hbaffeega excl ai med.

Zaria nodded, ADo you trust his guards?o

AYes, but édo Daffeega paused. She | ooked do

and Lalmly time to exchange anxious glances. The monkey, still dangling from her gragp, turne
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from the Princess to the Admiral and Shisharay then back again before Daffeega looked back up

and continued, AMy father is sick, why woul dé
AYou tel/l us. 0 Zaria shrugged.
AWhy would they seek to kill meiAnaftersheyer
Suicine, too?o0
AAsk the monkey?0 Zaria said.

The monkey threw up his hantl®r rather, threw down as he was dangling from his
anklesi to declare his ignorance.

fWould Truth and th®isciples of Darkneswant to stop the movementalmly asked.

Atandt see how that woul d bfieNwoerf ictant hle ns.eoe [h
el iminating Shelban rul e would. o

ACan you take us tofdBbei mMagnPaviarmi al agked

AOf course. 0 Daffeega nodded.

Zaria and Lalmly got up, but Daffeega stopped th@fith her monkesholding hand, she
gestured towards Zariads unfinished uthemarca

AAre you going to finish that?o
Zaria chuckled, AAll yours, your highness.
Daffeegabs r od, atsHownwBhtadrillibnt lavéndedhugheasnidifted

the glass up off the bar, |l evitated it directdl

liquid into her open maw. Licking her lips, she set the glass back and sent a handful of golden

coins on a purple cloud to create a nest around it. As thtefiders applauded, the three women

|l eft. The monkey still dangling from Daffeega
skippingtonipattheea ssassinés new found tail

Light poured into the hall, shaped into trapezoidshgrow of rectangular windowthat
let it in. It splattered onto the marble stairs and bounced up to shoot out the wall of windows on
the eastern side. On either side of the V made by the beams of light, more stairs crawled up
against the wall, underneath the grand glass panes, traveling up &xtlileor where a broad
chamber of crosbottomed columns rose to lift concave domes.

The creatures of Batloe sprawled across the arched ceilings. Giant ground dragons with
their barbed hides of futirown-mensized spikes soared over brave battleditlearing their
soldiers into war against an off screen foe. Not all the beasts were militant. There were murals of
landscapes with scrawny legged cloudwalkers perched on cliffsides, their beedy eyes squinting
over their beaks at the colors of the sunsdtfdta legged snakes bathed on flat black rocks
beneath Solarisé unrelenting gaze. FI annel <ca
bushards circled overhead. The artwork was beautiful, but often left unapprécsigetially
now. The chamber wadosed. The king was bedridden. Leavinggnsateguard to stroll the
grand stairwell in lonely silence.

Yet, it wasnbdét quite si |l evoidesechdingupffomore even
of the lower levels. Despite being covered in armor fhaad to toe, he was able to creep down
the stairs without making a single sound. His defenses were so well fitted and his body perfectly
used to the hall in which he marched that the
the jabbering intruds. The closer he got, the more he could tell.
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Foreigners.He notedDree of demWhat was strange though was that one sounded like a
child and another sounded | i keéwell éhe coul dn
ring to it. The third h&new for sure. The third voice was most definitely a Knome. And if there
is one kind of person, one race upon Mystakle Planet, that a security guard hopes not to
encounter while on the clock, then it would most definitely be a Knome.

The guard drew hisswr d sl ow. He was so smooth that t
noise as it slid from his sheath. As he listened, he leaned over the banister and took his first look
at the three tresspassers as they rounded the bend and began their way up the stairs that r
parallel to those he had been coming down.

he chidra has now killed the | ast mol emart
Which one is that?0 Asked the Knome.

The moleman? The rapist.o The child respo
Thank the universe! o ®Bheé hKememehcdowsd)| efi
|l ndeed. 0 The odd one said.

The strange speaker seemed to nod, though
speaker appeared to be nothing more than a he
if he actually nodded af the little boy that carried him simply rocked his noggin forward. The
guard woul doV eell merealarnmed a thenfiactdhat a child was seemingly
cradling a talking head, but the head did not appear to be alive. Rather than skinifikeitees
or scales |li ke the guard, the head was made o
and glowing yellow |Iike charged up enertombs
any more basic beingo6s smgldlarpoint@lmesrlikelaflagenedn st e a d
beak. Having grown upn the floor of a factory, the guard knew a machine when he saw one.

Still, what was this robotic head doing in the hands of a ciAifdPwhat are all dree doing in my
castle?!

The kid continuedo speak A T h eer, mutrhdeert hei f, and the anar

The Knome hopped up an extra step before turningtdisyi nger s cr ossed f o

AThe ohEhéeé?boy stoplhpadd ijjmushi £ atursac ko,udi e a

A Wh adt ?7T'h e K n o, nTeh ad&adssgpkobit 0

The human seemed quite unconcerned at the accusation, continuing to criticize his
similarly sized friendi Why not t!lbe anarchi st ?

A S h e semelmtipaanarchish) t he Knome fsohledéesd ah icsr iampnssi,n
arsonist!o

Above them, the guard rolled his eyes. He raised his blade and slammed the hilt down on
the banister. Both the Knome and the boy jumped. The boy was startled so bad he dropped the
electric head.

ATi ad! 0o He yel ped.

ALanguage! 0 The Knome snapped.

Both scuried after the falling machine as it bounced down the stairs.

The guardds eyes narrowed. Wi th one hand o
|l anded with a heavy thud on the stairs above
head wherthey heard his heavy boots smash the marble steps behind them.

~—+

0t 3 3t 3N ?1

AFREEZE. 6 He commanded, ATurn around, sl ow
The two did as they were told, the robot c
AWhat 6re you doing here?o0
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The child had turned white as th®ne that staired the hallit the Knome suddenly
became indignant. His little hands went right to his hip, his chest puffed out, and his nose
crinkled with rage.

AWhat 2 Knomes-0ar enot all owed
AfANo onedoasa all owed
AThen why are youpgegere?0 The Knome sna

The guard tilted his head to one side but suppressed his rage. While there would surely be

no consequences, he always made an effort to be a good Civilist and Civilists strove to reduce

their implicit biases. H e ggledvetiwKnbmeophebalscau@dt p e r f

very wellbe that his fuse had been shortened by the race of this little law breaker. Instead of
resorting to force, he took a deep breath and responded calmly.

Pointing to the bat engraved over his heart, he introduced @ | f , A SMWar p Ot ub
Ki ngo6s pr Dishaltiseoff lgnitsaCivgeven to ddRoyal Guardless you got permission
to be here. You got permission?o

The Knome bl ushed. He turned to the boy, A

The kid shook his head, ASorry. o

AWhat si?799 dSharp asked, marching the rest of

The old Iittle man swept off his cap and b

AKenchi Kou! o

fikenchiKou? 6 Sharp stopped.

AMhm! 0 The boy nodded, raisesngstAel asbot h

Again the head rolled forward as if to nod

AOnly what, Civ?0 Sharp asked, continuing

AThe only gl obework. o Kenchi said.

ALI ke a mapwor k?o0

A Mhm! o

AThe chil d i s togetthe data in.regy last meh. Netqust lgesbgraphy.
Even this very hall is being documented as we

AOh, Civ, o0 Nogard said, sheathing his swor
be. o

Al't 1 s! 0 Kenchi procl ai med.

AWell it better stop being Mr . Kou. 0 Sharp warned, AfAWe ca
out da royathambers Ci v , specially a Sondoran. o

AWoul d you sayé Kenchi | ooked to the Knom
At hat 1t might beeillegal’?c‘)

Sharp kneltbkeor e t he boy and offered a sympathet.i
sayin, Civ.o

AThat 6s great! o

AHuUh?O

AYea, uhéCivéyea t hidenthsKoyjyeat sebdly beotbees
Pyramid games the Gladiator ones, ya know!but only crimim | s can pl ay, cause

life and death and ail so we could have him do the rest of the mappimgiget him in the
Gladiator Pyramid games all in oheo hard feelingsl

Sharp looked from the boy to the Knome only to see the exact same excited, open mouth
grin. Staying down on one knee, he slid off his helmet and ran a gauntlet through his head tails.
Even without his menacing metal uniform and his nighesiga-half foot stature, Sharp was
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guite an imposing figure. His scales were black as night, something likely only he and the
infamous Captain of th@bisidian Sailshared in common. His chin was decorated with dozens
of gently squirming tails that reached up and achis$ip like Medusaesque goatee, these he
stroked for a moment before hedlly said something.

AY@ureal | y Tenchi Koubés kid brudder ?o0

A Mhm! o

AKid brudder of da weil der of da Mystak BI
AYup! o

AYoubre second to.aa heir of da Kou CIl an

Theboylooked to the Knome then back to the armored chidra and nodded.

AWhat in da godi gop are ya doing here wid
gesturing to the one andorsomddipgg!Adt | as, HADat din
Kenchi snickered, winking attteoncer ned swor dsman, HANot yet

Unl ucky, Al got Unlucky for protection. o

Sharp looked from the boy to the Knome. The little man wore a floppy cone hat, slippers,
andaone piece tunic. There was a dagger with a pretty golden handleegibetween his hip
and his belt, but that was A& Knome with a knife named Unluékd a br ot her of da n
wanted man in all of Sondor is wandering around Batloe willy nilly wid nuddin more to protect
him dan a Knome wi d a Kk e atreek.Shapnpet this Helmétbackk y é di s
on and stood up.

A Mr . Kou, Mr -0 Unl ucky, Atl as

AThe one and only. o0 Atlas chi med.

fi f you dondt want to spend da night in da
of fered a sympat heiteime angtroubleaen | gofthaget you anfescyrtout. ¢
] gotta get you an escort out, den youdll spe
some ambassadors downdntr straighten dingsout. dondét want to do dat.
brudderwul d | i kely have a dragon if | did. So |
sneak back out whatever way yodall snuck in.o

Unl ucky and Kenchi conferred with each oth
sprinting around the armored mi@r standing twice their height, but before they could, their
third member spoke up.

AExcuse me, Mr. Otubak, o Atlas interjected
sneaking in the way we just snuckmlbunudgingeaded

fromtheirnaturé as t heydve just passéddwduldappearghbyase phy si
Sspirits.o
ASpirits?0 Sharp asked.

Al n Batl oe?0 Kenchi asked.

AThat s why there were bows in the vents!o

fiBows?d S has pdndheve® ! o

AWe passed b o wsowseandqtivetsd wken a i explained, t
nlucky, AThfok ubetpubrénée dleback t o Sharp, @AWho
there?o

fiDaKi ng! 0 Sharp excl ai mewtrthe fwGehild sibed intluders, He hc
still addressing té¢los&ani matronic skull, AHow

ACl ose. 0 Atl as stated, AEntering the Hall

AFar ak. o
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Sharp drew his sword and began a brisk march down the rest of the stairs. Without

turning his head, dawhistled to the only other organism that wapposedo be in the chamber.

The critter came to life with a squeak, swooping down from somewhere far up above and landing

with a near silent plop on the chidrads shoul
Al nt r WaHearlsl ionf Pil |l ars. 0o dBbwsporeported, S
The bat nodded, gave another squeak, then took off.

AA mail bat! o Kenchi whispered, nudging Unl

AKnome, 0 Sharp growl ed dachildtakgdovergbehindad ed t ee
column. o

AYou hear that Kenchi, you and Atl as

AThe one and only. o0 The anamatron interjec

fitake cover behind a column, Mr. Otubak and | will haridle

AiKnome o

Sharp whipped around, his jaw unclenching this time to permit his roar, then he stopped.
The Knome now held elaymore. It had the same intricate golden handle as the butter knife
Sharp had spotted in his belt prior, only now it was about a dozen timegeh# was actually

guite amazing that the weight of the weapon d
Before he could ask, the robotic head in he
AThey stopped up ahead. 06 Atl asosaid, Al wo
AFARAK! O
There was no more time to fret about protecting the-mtniders. It was time for Sharp
to do his job or die. Whirling back towards the hall that sprawled out before them, Sharp dashed
for a column. The hall extended to an intersection of &her columned halls. The grand
pillars, spanning at least as wide as three Skhogolderspans each, marched in pairs to this
confluence where they met their piers to form a circle.
Slamming into one of these columns, Sharp turned to call oves t;mfortunate allies.
Unl ucky and Kenchi had made it to the pillar
seen. Kenchi dés wide brown eyes answered the q

the poor bodyless bot bouncing on down the ¢@atifirmed his suspicion. Peaking around the
edge of the gaudy cylinder he hid behind, Sharp cried out to the machine.
Wherde yar &
Thirtdy yards
The poor anamatronés words were drowned ou
AAt | as! dhrieked.nc hi
A muffled, AThe one and only. o6 Echoed afte
stopped him face down. His echo was followed by the echo of little barefeet as the tiny human
child took off after his beloved toy.
The Knome and the chidrarsed in unisoas they pealed their backs off the safety of
their shelters and rushed after the kid. Though both men could not yet spot the ephemeral
assassins, they could hear the twang of the second volley being released. Fhrainecdeyes
honedin on the zooming projectiles.
AGET DOWN! o0 Unlucky and Sharp shrieked sim
They paired their command with action. Sharp lobbed his blade and it pinwheeled across
the chamber. It passed the boy and, as it did so, it slapped an arrow righthauiair. Then,
Kenchi dové this was not exactly what Sharp had meant when he had commanded the lad to
get down, thiswas infactsauchn ot t hat it ruined the chidrads

A
A
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sliding belly first directly in his path. It forcddm to jump over the human and hurdle the
Knome that was rushing beneath him. Unlucky, with his tiny little legs and seemingly ancient
knees, somehow got ahead of the sliding child and wa$ atité one swing of his now
gargantuan bladeto cut the seaad shot out of the sky as he came to skidding halt in front of
Kenchi Kou and his globework.

There was stil/l a third projectile. Fortun
stop the expert warrior from doing his job: Sharp landed across lfr@ivoly and the Knome as
his sword struck the column before him. It hit just right so as to pinwheel back the way it came
right into Sharpbés hands. He caught his bl ade
enough t o c hansgpae thetsadety ofchis mew Biendsa nd a

Now, both Unlucky and Sharp spotted the spirits.

The marksmen were unclothécs was necessary for them to walk through waliat

they did have bowst hat some traitor must 06vlaredwithinthe ed i n
confines of thi translucent blugorsos, the life force of their kind, and without anything
physical to protect them it wouldndét take muc

T but they still stood twenty yards away and theiws were already locked and loaded for a
third onslaught.

ALEFT! 0 Sharp commanded.

Again, he and the Knome moved in unison. This time, even Kenchi came along,
however, it was not of his own free will. Sharp snatched the boy up by the back of hasghirt
dragged hini and his robot with one hand while toting his weapon with the other. As the third
volley whistled by the napes of their necks and they pressed their backs back against the cool
safety of the round stone cylinder, Atlas updated them.

AwWo are staying back, one is flanking. o

Sheathing his sword, Sharp took off his helmet and set it by hié fE#hg so in a very
stiff way so as to ensure his body didndét pok
went to unstrapping his guets.

AAre you surrendering?0 Kenchi yel ped.

Sharp rolled his eyes, explaining, ADeydre

Unl ucky caught on, AEven a rock can kil a

AWhy doamawe a bow?0 Kenchi asked.

Laying his gloves by his feet, he began malo his boots, responding with a shrug and,
ADond6t need one, Civ. |l 6m da greatest guard b
smirked at the |ittle boy, ruffling his greas
to defend da ng?o

n

Unl ucky

Ki
udged Kenchi 6swihieepesitmngggfiKinggtDb
meetsincehended t he

Moon Mining Contracts. 0

AMoon Mining Contracts?0 Kenchi asked.

AHush, 0 Nogard snapped, Apay attenti on, Ci

The chidra slapped a chestplate ineth K nomeds chest. Unl ucky ca
AOOMPF. 0O

AWedbre bout te roll out and drow

Little Kenchoi gasped, fASelwu

ANot you.o0 Sharp barked, jJjabbing a finger
okay?59o

Pouting, Kenchi sléuwomped to his butt, AOkay
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The robot in his | ap |l et out a short puff
sigh of relief.
AKnome?0 Sharp asked.
Unlucky nodded.
AOn o ne. Dr e
The Knome leapt out into the middle of ttieambey hollering bloody murdehis arm
swinging clockwise like awindmilland | obbed t heattheuveorsgrilsshatbadide st p | ¢
held their ground near the start of the hall. Cursing, Sharp followed. As the chidra threw, the
Knome spun around and ran back for more ammunition. As Unletiyned for his second
pitch and Sharp rushed for his, the spirits took a step forward. They easily sniped the lumbering
projectiles out of the sky, pinning the armored plates to the pillars of the hall as if they were
memos on a bulletin boar8till, Shap had a lot of armor and it made for a lot of ammo, so the
chidra and Knome continued to dash back and forth, throwing overhand and undieyiramtb
dupetheir far too accurate foes. Kenchi watched, peaking around his pillar, and saw the flaw in
hismomr adesdé6 plan before it came to be.
The spirits arenotiehey argndg wor gieedaals o
flung at t he m,Unluchkyarddhe guarilomshe spiaitdlanking gdis head
whipped around so fast that igin had to stop spinning before he could see: the other spirit,
the one Atlas had warned about, would soon be parallel to Femak.
Kenchi stood up quietly, so as not to worry his companions, and hoisted Atlas up over his
shoulder.
He whi spaséoed, AA
AThe one and only. o Atlas whispered back.
ftl 6m sorry! o
Then chunked the animatronic noggifhis wasa fantastic move. After all, the spirit
di dndot see it coming. He rounde dandiwvaseadgto! umn w
releasehis arrow right as the machine hurtled towards him. The problem was, Kenchi was a kid,
the machine was heavy, and it was not hurtling. It arched a good three to four feet from the boy
then hit the floor hardlThough, one of the elements that made this ni@av&astic, was the fact
t hat Kenchi had programmed Af¢elpars butitalid reaeztaSot t o
as it hit the hard marble, it hollered.

A OW! o
The spirit, coming fronthe wooded mountains &Manaloe (as most spirits do) was no
used to machines, especially not talking mach

and then rolled to a stop a yard before the assassin, the spirit saw a speaking orb and figured it to
be more of a threat than it really was. Rather thanmpgtti an arr ow bet ween Ken:
brow or in the back of the chidrabés head or t
the spirit turned his weapon on the bouncing ball of metal and fired. The bolt struck Atlas
between the eyes and bounced ng @aver, backhe way it camé& shooting straight through the
indigo flames of the very fool that had fired it.

The one and only Atlas watched the tealored translucent shape of a person evaporate
before its robotic eyes as the bow fell to the grawnstopa u t o maoll. dhe 8p&it was gone
but two remained.

And these two had seen their comrade fade out of existelageng their laid back
strategy with him. Suddenly, their bows stopped aiming for the flying metal. Both stepped
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simultaneously way, dodging the next round of armor plates as they took aim at the flesh of
their foes.
No sooner did a curse simultaneously slip off the tongues of the Knome and the chidra
than did those arrows cut loose. The two dove for the pillar behind whiclurtihenhchild hid.
Their reaction was fast enough to save their lives but not quick enough to spare their hide. Both
men were struck in the shoulder. The pain hit twice as they landed behind cover, jostling their
arm and shifting the bolts deeper into the ateisThey christened their fall with another curse,
then looked to each other.
AOQuta dings to drow, Civ.0 Nogard admitted
AOn the contrary, o Unlucky protested, hopp
ADat 6s0 a godi
Sharp was cut off as two arrows whizzedhyfoot. The very tip of his big toe was
sticking out from behind the pillar. The soft cotton of his sock was split the arrows shot by so
close. His eyes whipped from his foot back to the Knome and he finished his sentence.
ffgood idea, Civl!lo
The black scaled chidra, now clad only in the soft padding of his underarmor, hopped to
his feet beside the Knome.

AYou throw me, then charge. o Unlucky state
Sharp nodded, ATry and keep one alive. o
AfCan you even throw wi ndhiaszkddat arrow in you
Sharp winked, AAmbidextrous, Civ.Oo

AYou can breathe underwater?! 0 Kenchi excl
ANo, son, o0 Unlucky rolled his eyes, Ait me

Two more arrows zipped by. These clipped the side of the column, taking chunks of
stone wih them. The display of force made both the tall man and the little man wince at the
thought of what the arrows in their shoulders had done to their bones. With a gulp, Sharp turned
to Unlucky and offered hi sUpheHoppd. Saomas hidlitlee K n o m
green kilt graced the black scales of Sharpos
the momentum from his spin, he flung the little old man down the hall.

As he flew, he drew his dagger. The magic weapon grew in hig grdi$ the edge of its
blade scraped the floor, stuck fast, then pole vaulted him over the two arrows the spirits had just
sent his way. As they knocked their next round, Unlucky landed between them. Finally, the itty
bitty blade master had the rangerscigse. With a quick whip of his now gargantuan sword, he
cut through their bows before they could fire again.

Both spirits hopped back, hol dihagalastnl vy t he
ditchweapon. Though they were typically gasebable to slip through solid objedts h ey 6 d
coatedtheir weapon#n copra oil. This oiwas typically used on their own cloudy bodies,
however, slicking their weapons with it produced a similar effect: it &ltbtheir ghostly forms
to grip solid objects. Where ever a spirit touched copra oil, their body suddenly seemed solid.
Therefore their hands, now smeared with the substance, could be restrairiédhlucky had to
disarm them first.

He spun around, keepig t he spiritsé stabs at bay.

The stabs never stabbed. Instead, both spirits turned and ran.

AFarak! 0o Unlucky cursed.

ADa quivers! o Sharp holl ered.
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The chidra had charged after throwing the Knome, but still had some distance to cover.
When he saw the twapirits, bowless, decide to bolt, he immediately threw his sword. The blade
spun like a circular saw from his grasp, flying flat like a frisbee right over the lumpy green hat of
the Knomelt continued ori directly in line with one of the ghastly assassi

The tip of the blade missed the quiver on
spinning so that the hilt slid through his immaterial shoulderblade, snagged the shoulder strap
|l i ke a shepherdés staff hooks ran Unforeueately,thand vy a
sword was big and bulky and so too werfe the p
the flames that, if touched by a violent object would be immediately smotharetias he was
thrown off course, those flames lappedhat edges of that hilt and POOF! He was gone.

In the meantime, Unlucky had shortened his sword back into a knife. His beady eyes
squinted at the final assassin. He took one stride forward, like a pitcher on the mound, then
threw. Unl i ke Shakpyds wespobinnyUnThe bl ade mis:
through the blue gas and stuck the strap that
her feet as the quiver was nailed to a column.

As she struggled against the quiver, Unlucky, Bhand Kenchi rushed over. They got
there just as she slipped out. She woul dbéve s
on her skin. She whirled around to find herself surrounded by the three, her only weapons pinned
to the pillar ten feedbove her head.

The three froze upon arrival, forgetting even to demand her surrender, as thety stare
perplexed at her eyes. Spirits were known for their silver;ldaneyes. This woman, however,
had an indigo gaZeas if they were covered in a plegilm i and neither Unlucky nor Kenchi
had ever seen nor heard of a spirit having such. Sharp was a bit less bewildered but equally
surprised. He immediately recognized it for what it was.

AMagic. 0 He movedithngwaridse yto@re, umrdeer contr o

AWhods?0 Kenchi asked.
fLord, forgivemé &ven as the cry | eft the womanbds |
Her fire had ceased to flicker as soon as she

ground, her color faded to a gray then a mathHer fire fizzled to naught. And those purple
eyes blinked out of existentee avi ng behind only the echo of a
Shi sharayéo

AWhat the?! 0 Kenchi yelped.

ACiv killed herself. o6 Sharp rsta@thkae , t diirSped it
Knome, ADough | dondét dink dat was her own wi

ANo, it wouldnét seem so.0 Unlucky nodded,
corruption. o

ANo easy spell, eider. o Sharp nodalcktad, ATak
corrupt dree Shisharay at a ti me. o0

AThey were Shisharay! o Kenchi excl ai med.

AHer | ast words would surely suggest so. o0

Sharp concurred, AAnd dey sure shot [|i ke i

ACompany! 0o The <call camehaflrlo,ni ii@m@dmBibeost i ¢ Vv o

The three turned from the empty space where the last assassin hathie@esyes were
drawn to a shadow that was expanding across one of the great panes of glass alon{ tiee hall.
window shimmered like the surface of a lakppling as if a stone had been cexdo it, and then
something burst through. A long boat like object with a roaring cannon mounted on the end with
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fire frothing from itébés mouth. The fl ames sim
the vesskessunk slowly to the floor of the chamber.
On board were threiefive if you included the houndnd the monketied up on his back
T andthey hopped off before the ship even touched the ground. The lead figure staggered when
she did, catching herself Wiher staff before collapsing. The other two, an earth elf in military
dress blues and, her partner, a figure so well armored that she offered no other discernable
features, rushed to aid their stooping leader only for her to wave them away and strgighten
Magic flowed from the gem on her staff, glowing as gorgeous a lavender as the eyes of the foes
that had now disappeared, and wrapped around her legs like constricting boas. Smacking the
blunt bottom of her staff on the marble once more, she marchedrtbr
Sharp immediately dropped to one knee, slapping both the Knome and the boy on the
back of their heads with such force that they fell into formation of no will of their As/ithey
bowed, they hedrmarching thundering down the halls behind them.l|A t hr ee coul dnoé't
scoff at the timely arrival of backup. With their chuckles out of the way, they began td latish
least the two with pale skin didas they anticipated the impending declaration of royal
appreciation.
AWhere are ademandkd Daf f eeg
The smiles on their lips stiffened as they tentively looked up from their bows.
She gestured to thveeaponsscattered about the room.
Sharp swall owed -and began, fADeyodre d
ACri mpsin tiad! o Daffedghe howtekodaplbatvhb a l i ng
them any longeonly to find herselttaring aZaria and Lalmlyi an equally guilty paif behind
her. Turning her snout to the archedlings s he c¢cried, AWhy candét you
restraint?! o
AThey were spirits!o Unlucky cried.
Daffeegads normally beady eyes suddenly | ook:
back around to eye the Knomdutthe Knome did have a point and the princess realized that a
split second into her glarenurmuring A Spi ri t s?0
Tearing her eyes from the disdad archer paraphernalia, the armored woman, Lalmly
took up the gauntlet Daffeega had discarded, offering the three kneelers a hard, wigkysdver

stare. This because there was a question on h
guestiorher comrade asked for her.
Zaria strode up to the plate, AShisharay?o
Sharp begantonod butstoppea dd a di scl ai mer, fAWe dink s
fOne cried out to 6Father Shisharayd. o Ken

St S

| mpossible. o Lalmly whispered.
ACompany. 0 Zaria noted.
Thedoors sprawled open at the far end of the Hall of Pillars and an armored entourage
began to march in: The Royal Guard. Unlucky and Kenchi winced at the sound of their
approaching footsteps, as one would expect tresspassers to wince, however Shargagd Daff
cringed as well and one would not expect the bodyguard and daughter of the King to have such a
reaction to the Royal Guaidt hat i s, of course, I f you didnot
pushed her problems with them out of her head, though,daguard she did trust was before
her and bleeding.
AAre yoall okay?06 Daffeega asked.
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AFine. 0 Sharp shrugged, while Unlucky si mu
be able to raise my sword again, madam. 0

Daffeegads opinionnl ahestomwewweueaeded mMhenwed
you two to someo healers. Webve got

fiDat can wait, Civ.0 Sharpksatdwadlawanhsyiyd

Sharp glanced over his shoulder. Rmyalshadcomein large numbers. Thegame to a
stopten yards backn formation,andwaitedfor Daffeega to address them. Their Captain
avoided her eye contact, instead he scowered theasidlhe might find another hidden
opponent. Sharp woul ddeeecomcered witihe posdidity tkayamys h a d
one of the dozen behind him might be the under cover agent responsible. Turning back to the

Princess,théd mi r al , and her protector, Sharp el abor
APurple eyes! o Kenchi c¢chi med.
AAnd weeaiprons were stashed in da vents. o0 Sha
chidra, tired of mole rule, but deydd have to
AWhy candédt a chidra be an insider?0 Zari a
Sharp laughed before abruptly cutting himseidf of
Daffeega fill edenoe fiBle68CiFo&soen.
AfDa Batl oen chidras | ike me about as much
AGodi r aci sanmd&ariaswoeein umisgn
AAinét it.o The Knome concurred with a sig
Zaria pressed forward, No Bat |l oen chidras work in the p
ANone that could hide the amount of magi ca
Daffeega said, fiBut some t hiati emi gt manwclyd ohi d
AMancy?0 Sharp, Unédsimktagneousynd Kenchi burp
Daffeega changed the subject, reclaiming h

are these peopl e?d

Kenc hd Kou

KOU?! 0 Both Zaria and Lalmly crowed.
Mhm! 6 Kenchi beamed.

Youbve got no guard! o Lamly excl ai med.
Unl uck yadrsd ! noy séigeun ¢ h i

Unlucky took a bow.

AA KNOME?! 6 Zaria and Lalmly crowed.

ARACISTIO U n lexclaikngd

Lal mlyds shoulders fell, AMy apol ogi eséo

Zaria turned to Sharper hand just a knotch above limust enough to gesture at the
little boy,A He O6l/-0r e a

Sharp was already nodding.

Daffeega was not pleasdder staff stood erect on its own as she let go of it so that she
could place her hands on her hips as she turned to scowl at the guard as if he were her grandson,
A Shéahl @n ewhat are you doing Imging out with Knomes anchild-refugees on the clo@k
| c-anot

ABRK! O

The Peopl ddautare viPagpaused as sllsthivse present turned to look at Cowboy.
The little yellow dog had not followed the three women to approach the three kneeling, instead
hedéd gone straight to the met al orb with the

1 S | e ) Jun ! Jn 1
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the air, tdi wagging ferociously, with his chest pressed to the floor so that his snout could lay flat
on the ground, allowing his big brown eyes to takhéenglobe shaped robot in its entirefne
monkeyi who had not so long ago been an assassias straddling the stumpy yellow dog,

eyeing the mechanical ball with equal intrigue.

AFarak is that?0 Daffeega demanded.
AAtl as! 0 Kenchi excl ai med.

A T loreo

A BRK! BORKIBORK! 0

frand only! o

AFarak?! 0o Daffeega yel ped.

AA gl obewor k! 06 Kenchi procl ai med further.
ALi ke a mapwor k?0 Zaria asked.

A Mhm! o

A

He snuck in here, o0 Sharp | unipasidefrdmada k i n,
slipping drough wallsiad i wid dis Knome and dat robot so dat dey could h@palaced
AYou | mapthepalad@d! 6 Daf feega crowed.
ANo, Civ!d0 Sharp cried, Al was telling dem
Once again, Daffeega found herself a tad bit embsedas
AYoubre the only guard protecting my fathe

Sharp pumped his chest BespguardibdeadSoe€i v, | 6 m
AGodi tiadéo Daffeega cursed.
Zaria nudged Lalmly, explaining, AWt hout

cutting corned
AZzaria! o0 Daffeega hissed.
The admiral stopped mid syllable.

ADa King is safe. o6 Sharp shrugged, Al I i s
ANo, Sharp. 0 Plasfndtedal gherewillbp merel , 0
The black scaled chidra gave another, undaunteggshru il céan handl e
AYou can handle taking out Mr. Kou andeéo
AUnl ucky! o
AéMr . Unl ucky. | 6ve got to go speak to my
whil e the other went to her brow &dvisorsandc hec ki
god knowswhoelse06 She shook her head, comhavemtwi ng t o
have mancer testing,t@dShar p, keep your eyes out for any
AOf cour se, Princess!d Sharp nodded vigorou
AWedl |l send ayoumgaeithat arnolookey at and goti getof these
goof ball s. |l 6d |I'i ke to speak further but <cons
began turning around towards the Adtvaisrosr,s éndu mb
|

APrincess! o Sharp blurted.

Daffeega stopped.

He glanced nervously at the Knome and then the boy, not turning his head but just
| ooking out of the corner of his eyes, then a
meaneéo

ANO | DONOGT WANT HER@WYouThihk IKvantyiou tdkill the godi kid

brother of the weilder of the Mystak Bl ade?0
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Her holl er seemed to scoot Sharp back an i
denéout da back door or do | have to process
AYou t hi nkoailrestiuha critmpsin tiad, gadi kid brother of the weilder of the
Mystak Bl ade?! Tenchi I's close friends of the

Sharp nodded though the nod lasted longer than any in the chamber felt comfortable with.
As it continued, his indigo eyes slowly fell over onto Zarthe Strategy Admiral of the
Imperial Navyi and then they snapped quickly back to Daffeega, saying in something near a
whi s Bu protocdi would be&

AZariads a farakin AmMobneg, oi Dakcf ¢egeae.l0aBdre
AAdmi ral, can we | et the Kou boy slide?o0

Zaria shrugged. Daffeega turned back to Sharp.

ATake Mr. Kou and WMindtheUestiheaters y Tiaware anadtéll Var e
them to bill thePalace, thenell these two goonsot to step within a godi selim of thigace
without written permissi omn Hearonme yres wer e idrtaewr
yet somehow i mpatient Royal Guardslsuppose | | wai
the Advisors 0

AWhat about the Emperor?0 Kenchi pi ped up.

Daffeegads shouhedarps groaw dmidgi chedmd but cur
gritted teeth, AOr the Emperor. o

ACool .0 Kenchi smiled.
He and the Knome exchanged a behind the back high five.
ABRK! O

Cowboy the Vallhundind the Monkey Assassitad arrivedCowboy ha been hard at
work rolling the asymmetrical sphere down the chamber. One nudge sent it one way only for its
beak like upper lip to alter its course and launch it in a different dire¢fmding onto his ears
and stroking his head, the monkey did his best to motivate his mightyGteed.b oy wasndt ¢
togiveupandwi t h 't he mo nk e théglobesvhepept oeededtodoe g ot
AZzaria, Lalmly, o0 Daffeegawnadded,hef isntalilrys,
me to see my father. o
The two agreed with a nod though hung back a second.

Zaria said, ANice meeting you, Sharpébo

AOtubak. 0 He shrugged, fAGeneric name, Ciyv,

Zariabs face r e ma ofheelgs ddicueve ima smideuBefore turainge d g e s
to foll ow Daffeega she said, AGood work today
Navy. o

Sharp scoffed, AProbably pay better too. o0
Lalmly gave Sharp a nod, but said nothing. Sharp was the orfesttdter back.

Aldm sorry, Civ.o He said, AWe tried not t

AShebs Shisharay?0 Kenchi whispered to Unl

ALooks I i ke it.o Unlucky nodded.

AYou did your job, sir gualharShisharaylarmiwsy bowe
hurt quite a bib

AYou eard right, Civ.o Sharp smiled throu

A the Knome do

t he harder to heal . 0

h
You ought to get heal ed when
e
Danks, Civ.0 Sharp bowed.

5t
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Then she turned and marched after Cowboy anddneral as they trailed the Princess
up the steps. Finally, Sharp, Kenchi, and Unlucky got up off their knees. They probably could
have before but it was quite an intense confrontation they all had tacitly decided to exchange the
health of their kneecapsifthe mercy their posture might afford them. As Sharp went about
gathering his armor, Kenchi and Unlucky pestered the guards still in formation in the hall behind
them. Whether they had gathered whatever information the captain was acting like he was
gattering or it was in fact pure annoyance that ushered the other guards out of the Hall of Pillars,
the captain and his silent men had left by the time Sharp was back in hig argitrshoulder
plate excluded

AShall we, Civs?0 Sharp asked.
They headed oudf the Palace, the backway. Unlucky rambled on and on about
somet hing Sharp wasnoét | istening too, while K

Normally his imagination was running wild while touring strange and new places, but on this day

histhwghts werend6t on the miraculous architectur

conversation hedédd just heard between the Prin
Finally, he decided to ask aloud, AWhatos
AARRaict . 0 Unl ucky e xAntlNewhedot,. ciSpeci fically,
ADat OlevBldck CrownPagd S har p @ RgupsaatedntCdeaton Live

and da Queen of Darkness to come Hamk da Void. Waneveryone to be mancers or undead

or some odder tiad

MAnarchists. o Unlucky nodded, AAnd not the
ivea, Civ.0 Sharp agreed, fibDa Antipa are da
AHow are they anarchists i f they work for

AWid, Civ. Not for.o0o Sharp corrected.

Al ndeed. 6 Unlucky chi med.

ABut that elf | ady was in the I mperial Nav

Unlucky and Sharp paused, both looking at the child then back at each other before
turning their gaze back on the kid.
ADat 6s pretty good, Civ.0 Sharp admitted,

AFi ve. 0

Sharp | aughed, AHa! Dat s a I|lie. o

ANuh uh! o6 Kenchi whined.

Unlucky gotthen back on track, AZaria was Antipa b

Nations. O
They began walking once more.
Al sndét that a bit of a probhkeemfdl FOritbe EmM

anarchist?0 Kenchi asked.

Alt 1 s, 0 Un buright yow pedpteiare maadworriegi about the Pact than
theyarethe AtPact . o

fils that fair thougfo

ASomet i méisi svhéatt 6hat 6s right. o6 Sharp patt ec

Als it | egal ?o0

Unlucky patted Kenchi on the other shouldeh i s per i ng, AMaybe donét
what 6s | egal or not wuntil web6re out of his ju

AAhhheo
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Kenchi drifted off i nto hiBatloé, heovaggfromh s once
Sondor. Unlike Batl oe, ticheindowawadn Oitandiyet hteh & mp
his big brother, Tenchi (Athe weilder of the
Emperor. Kenchi had even met the Emperor on multiple occasions in his short life. Juxtapose
that relationshipwithhand hi s brotherés relationship with
Zion Cage 5 who actively sought to kill Kenchi, his brother, and anyone else that claimed the
Kou nameThe law in my land would have me deldd.thoughtThe law in this land would &

me arrestedébut people |Ii ke my brother and Sh
what 6s right. Whatodés a | aw anyways?

(As a five year old, haonesthywa s n 6t sur e. )

Al think 1 édm Antipa now. o0 Kenchi stated.

Sharp and Unlucky smiled, patting him oppositeshouldersonce again
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Chapter Four: A Drop of Blood

Shimmering galaxies of coral spawn danbetlveen the neon branches of the submarine
forest known as the Wobniar Woods. While the graveyard canopynbbraipolyps hid the
night sky from the sea floor, the luminescent glitter of the sparkling gametes twirling with the
twilight tide produced a sight spectacular enough to make the heavens ehliggaesmass
spawning events once inspired vast festivals e/ineermen celebrated the health of the great
reef that filed half the Aquarian Oceanbut nowonly the creatures of the coral were left to
enjoytheglories of theNobniar Wood The Second Agquarian War on Mancy had led the
Aquarian monarch to ban travedtiveen the rainbow branches, for within the forbidden forest
hid the terrorists known as the Soldiers of Shelmick.

Despite the alleged danger, the rich and the royalty of Aquaria could not afford to
sacrifice any inconvenienc&heir vacation plans coultbt be impeded by wartime lawhus
the wealthiest and most powerful fishfolks made the pilgrimage to see the lights. This disturbed
the creatures that had proliferated in the absence of people. The beasts watched from the
shadows as seasteddwhich hadonce been their wild comrades and now were little more than
domesticated robotsblundered by, churning up sand and crushing coral, painted in the glitter of
splattered spawn.

This was an invasion of the wilderness and the culprits were not ignothrg fact.

They came for the view but also for the hunt. Their disruption was strategic, call it bait or
provocation, they sought to anger the wild and tame it with the cold, hard shackles of death.

Onecaravarroad ahead of the othef®his brazen expiction shot through the very
heart of the submarine jungle like a flareldby carving its own pathEight seasteeds trampled
up the bulbous bloom of a liveef. Their fins beat upward, pushing their hooves down so that
they stabbed the soft flesh oktpoor polypas they climbedThe reef popped and hissed as each
hole was puncturedHot glowing crimson poured out in stacks as entire generations were
obliterated with each step. Then came the wheels of the heavy syagomf them cutting
rivets in the rounded side of the coral colony and leaving streams of emerald luminescent like
contrails in the sky.

There were four seasteeds, ebelng ridden, per carriage. The equestrians on the first
two were heavily armoredRound shields hung like capes froneir shoulder blades, a scimitar
and a harpoon gunwith white glowing enertombs were holstered on their right hips. Behind
these guards, came hunters. Hardly as armored by far more armed. Not only did they have the
sword and the gun, they had an agsent of daggers and a collection of razor toothed frisbees
(affectionately called fishcuses buy Aquarians). These fishfolk had two other tools too that

werenodt weapons: a conch shell and goggl es.

other huntesi but also contact home. In the underwater world of Aquaria, large-speaking

porpoises known as callphins had been trained to transport information when it reached them at a

certain sound frequency, essentially acting as a radio network for treesaa floor civilization.

The goggles, on the other hand, were far less environmentdlporative. They were a

creation of Space City: high tech, enertomb poweiasses that allowed the hunters to see

energy as if they had the eyes of a shadowmaiibés typically gave hunters an insane

advantage over the wild animals of the Wobniar Wood, but on this particular night, amidst the

down poor of coral spawn, turning on their
The crew on the seasteeahirror the crew on the carriages though one of the guards road

atop each covered wagorhis guard having a conch shell like the hunteasid one rode

inside. There was also one more exception: in one of the carriages, rode the Prince of Aquaria.
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He was the reason for the armored guards and-egeipped hunters, in fact, he was the reason
for the incredibly inconsiderate route they were taking,iafgially i he was the reason that his
caravan was being watched by something more than a beast.

The huner was being hunted.

Though he was not a merman but a fishfolk, you might assume that he was. He stood
stark naked aside from the weapons on his belt and the guantlets on his hands. His chest was a
pal e cerul ean, hi s b a c kththis cdnepkexon,iasmeimgnoare, thise wa s
coloration came from time in the wilderndsa submarine tan, if you wiil and it worked to
camouflage him like the sharks he swam amongst.

He stood atop a umbrella coral that plumed out from a tall stalklé&eead of a
mushroom. The base of this polypbdbs trunk was
running. Opening a large pouch on his belt, he removed fouedged fishcuses.

ABarro, 0 he whispered, Athis is for Cas. o0
Then he dove. He pumpéds legs whith such force that he descended as if in freefall and
as he did he thretwod i s k s . Now, he didndédt know which <car

delay being discovered for as long as possible, he picked theuddyfirst. Of the firstouggy,
he decided to start with the guard riding on the roof.

One disk hit the man on the top of his helmet. It rattled the metal but ultimately bounced
away, floating into the abyss. The guard whirled around just as the second disk striigk him
the chesi it too bounced off after doing no more than possibly bruising the flesh beneath the
armor. However, as the guard turriegun drawn and he cran&d gap in his armor was
revealed a thin space between his collar and his rieakd the assassin stiad two more
disks.

But the guard had a gun. As the assassin reared back with his third fishcus, the guard
swung his preeharged weapon up to aim. The weapon shot silent in the submarine environment,
as silent as the disk the assassin through. Rathert|poi ng f or t he kil |l , het¢
disk struck the harpoon hurtling towards him, just enough to allow him to twist out of the way.

The assassin was almost to the carriage. The guard had a split second decision to make:
reload the harpoon gwor sound off the alarm. Due to the rapturous romping of the seasteeds and
clammoring of the carriages, no one had heard the razor blades bounce of his helmet or clatter
against his chest. No one would likely even hear him if he holleesgecially not wh the
muzzle of his metal visdr and so he could either try and reload his gun and kill this naked
assailant first or give his life and assure the demise of this likely terrorist. This decision was
made before the split second had even stértezlhad gpregnant wife at homé, may have
been treasonous, but hedd be damned if hedd d

The fourth discus hit him in the throat. The blade went so deep that it cut halfway through
his spine. The poor soldier had onlytus g ot t en hi s second harpoon ir
eye still thinking about his now widowed wife. It was she he saw as the e®anphins kicked

in and she her rotund belly he saw as he topp
hadtheasassin not arrived to catch him. The sigh
his happy little deatmigh.
A metal scar stretched down the assassinos
AGi |1 é06 the guard woul dbéve gasped had he b
Paud, the assassin, took his armored fist and punched the fishcus through, severing the
soonto-be f at her 6s head and | aying his body down

fingers, Paud retrieved the gun and finished loading the harpoon. He thed tadlie edge of

65



the carriage. On either side, the walls had three slits cutting acrdasgipgparallel to the

ground. Now these werenoét slits that he coul d
shoot through, as they were designed foséhinside to be able to shoot out of. If the Prince was

in this carriage, he could finish his job with the pull of a trigger.

Hol ding onto the decorative cornice that ¢
cover, Paud leaned over and aimedtagoon gun through the first slit he could with his free
hand. His dark, shatlike eyes swept over the passengers. There was one armored like the guard
hedd just killed, two armored | ike the hunter

As if he had never been there, he pulled himself back onto the roof and held his gills shut
T listening. A moment passed. There seemed to be no commotion. Paud let out a deep breath.

Then they hit a bump.

If the assassin was a spexwith eyelids, hie y es woul ddove grown wide
merely stared as the head of the dead guard bounced up off the roof of the carriage, down once
more, and then right off the front of the wagon. There, on the front of the buggy, there was a
little trough of a seat wdre a guard could sit if they so chose. Behind this trough, there were
more slits so that the passengers could look through and shoot if they so desired. While, they did
not so desire to shoot, they were looking through and when the head landed onhhgitieac
thump, all three men in the buggy saw it.

ABarro. 0 Paud cursed.

Two conch shells sounded off from inside the carregeh at the same moment, Paud
shot the harpoon gun. The harpoon hit the guard on the front left seasteed in the back df the hea
splitting his helmet like pumpkin and splattering the contents of his skull across the inside of his
visor. This happened just as his comrade, riding alongside him, turned at the sound of his

companiond6s horns. He t urehadhm. Theughdnedhuntehe t wo
didndét finish his turn for, as a | ess armored
fishcus. Yanking it from itds place beside th

got him right where the bridggo hi s nose woul doév e-fabed fishfolkh ad he
Two down, two more to gb not to mention the three inside the buggy.
And now there were two harpoon guns aimed right at him.
Paud got back and ducked, getting low on all fours to tlieranf the wagon, as if he
might try and scramble of the back. He could hear dead silence in the buggy below him and that
encouraged him to absolutely not try and scramble off the back. There were likely three harpoons
locked and loaded waiting for himtbo s o . Il nstead, he chose to su
the front. He grabbed the headless body of the guard, took a gargantuan gulp of air through his
gills, and then shot to his feet and off the front.
Two harpoons almost immediately struck thadlenan he held before him. The impact
of such hits was enough to slightly through him off balance, pivoting his body as his front foot
reached the front lip of the carriage. He gave in to the momentum, spinning with it and flinging
the body when he camedkaaround at the hunter. As the hunter dodged the corpse of his
comrade and the guard on the seasteed before him reloaded, Paud landed on the seasteed across
from the huntef where the other hunter, with the split face, was still strapped to his beast,
bouncingto theside like a banner waving in the windot only was he still strapped in, but the
harpoon gun in his holster was still ready to fire.
As the guard reloaded his harpoon, Paud grabbed the dead hunter. Looping one arm
around the dead fishfol kos, he turned back to
his back like a knapsack. In the same motion, he drew the harpoon gun froofstee and
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aimed it back at the carriage. When he fired, so too did the guard on the seasteed behind him, but
his foe only hit the dead hunter while Paud, on the other hand, drove a harpoon through the slit in
the front of the buggy and bashed in thechefthe armored guard there. The guard fell back,
arms sprawled out, and knocked the hunters in the carriage back with him.

Paud didndt have ti me -machstllealvehunteronthei s vi ct
seasteed parallel to him had finally gattee headless corpse off him, reloaded his harpoon, and

was taking ai m. | f Paud adjusted the dead hun
shot from the last remainingguardd ut i f he di dndot, the hunter b
him. Then again, he didnét have much of a choice.

He pivoted, pulling his meat shield between him and the hunter, then pointing his empty
harpoon at the guard on the front steed. To his amazement, the guard flinched.

Paud cocked his head in confusion.

Thena shadow descended over him. So close was this great vessel that the current nearly
knocked him off the horse. He dropped the compseat s hi el d he Gddtheeen hol
gun heo6d sahdoclurg ontofthe seasteadtas the great dark magsphstbim like a
giant missile’ and like a giant missile it hit the guard on his beast like a bomb. Samdand
coralfilled the area like a fireworks explosiohhe other seasteeds shrieked and took off in
separate directions, causing them to tumhbktangle in their reigns. Then the carriage hit the
crater leftin the wake of thenowygoneguar d and ti pped overThe I't di d
coral theyodod been climbing was a giant gl obe
down the rtund side of the giant living reef, taking its passengers and tied up beasts of burden
with it.

As the seasteed Paud clung to began to be dragged down the slope, he shook his fist.

Three blades shot from his knuckles, like the extendable claws of g tetthéne reached back

to slice through the reigns that bound it to the wagon. Those cut, he moved on to the bellyband,

but he had to be more careful so as not to split open the side of the animal. Even has he tried to
focus, they were been pulled over gide of the reef. With wild eyes, his sapphiric horse utilized

both fins and hooves and fought against it but the wagon would surely win this fight. Still, Paud
didndét |l et the intensity disrupt him, aad t h su
the beast and snapped it free. Immediately; boeind forward, charging up the slope to

freedom.

Atop the bulbous reef, Paud retracted his claws and went about stroking the seasteeds
finny-mane as it pranced about panting and gaspmbig wild e/es stared down at the glittery
destructiorof the still plunging carriage and crew. While it watched its comrades descend, Paud
kept his eyes up. Scowering the neon heavens for the return of what for him and his new horse
had beenabitofaDeusexMawhi f or t hough it seeibceddvéero be a 7
easily become a ADiabolusd, and he did not wa
Though he was a Gill, the only beings such be
the legndi at least not until the opportune moment.

The great ghostlike behemoth appeared to have departed. Though Paud felt its presence
was surely still near, he would have to tolerate the risk. He had a job to finish. and that job was
rushing away at highpgeds.

ATi ngshe. d Paud commanded.

He slid off the amphibious horse and directed it to wait in a crevace between a large
umbrella polyp and a vast disk shaped coral. Petting its snout one last time, he left the beast and
ran after the fallen carriagelis claws and empty harpoon gun would not be enough to stop the
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second carriage. Scavenging the wreckage would give the Prince ample time to get away, but not
enough time to escape the Wobniar Wood, and Paud had a feeling they would have to make
camp. For th@reat vessel of a beast that had saved his life, would not be satisfied with one man
and their steed. It would hunger for more. And as the King of the Ocean, this monster would not
lower itself to pick through the debris of the wrecked waigdrwould se& the fresh, warm

blood of the part of the caravan that had gotten away. There would be a stand off. And if Paud
put himself in the right place at the right time, he could use the monster to his advantage once
more.

The conch had been soundetivoinfadciand t he call phins woul dé\
message back to the capital within hours, but the Prince was deep in the Wood. There were many
ot her caravans in the same region, out for th
together to the defense df &  r o yiabludts ncorty t hi s ti me. After al/l

Even if he were, the tide had turned against the current monarch. Prince though he was, he was
not considered the heir to the theoMo, that honor went to the General. Not becauspédbele
preferred him, but because the people feared ramd for good reason.
General Lacitar T&aryt, who had become commander of not just the military but also
the police, killed all those that opposed him. Whether they be a peasant or a priGeandha
knew no bounds, and in the midst of this part
the Prince. As the night drew to an end and the silence of the sea floor became deafening, the
Prince began to realize that.
Theydd f orallcaveifoerad im the caral. 3hair carriage had been backed in,
the huntersd6 daggers mounted to the fa-ade to
the wood. Instead, they left out the seastéeafferings to the true King of the Ocearn hopes
that help might come if they could hold out long enough. Two guards lay beneath the wagon,
their harpoons loaded and charged, while two more lay atop it, their backs protected by the lip of
the coral cave. I nsi de t begthecheadsroftheigharpoodisour hun
poking out separate slits in their carriages.
Hours ticked by. The light of Solaris began to pierce through cracks in the rainbow rocks
of the coral canopy hundreds and hundreds of feet above. The glittery spawns wege settl
covering the ocean floor like mica along a riverbed. And then, just when shadows once more
became possible, a great long lumbering shadow began to crisscross the narrow clearing before
them. The seasteeds paced anxiously. Their eyes wide and tleeupjamed.
|l f fishfolk could sweat, their trigger fin
With a terrible shriek, the darkness rushed through. Coral and sand lifted up from the
ground like as though an asteroid had struck. It hung in the air like a wall, bldakimgiew
anything beyond the clearing before the coral cave that the carriage jutted out of. All that was
between them and this wall of debris were the two last seastéeel®thers had been taken
away.

AHow much can they eatdhd0 A guard whispered

AEntire regiments. o A hunter replied.

AAnd thatdés just one. o6 Another hunter said
of the carriage, Al see three. o

And then he saw no more. No sooner did the last vowel sound leave hisaithegul
jaws than was he grasped in the shafipethed jaws of a behemouth. Ignoring the bibdeed
facade of the carriage, the great beast had shot down from the surfaceeaf dmel smashed
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into themwith jaws wide open. One hundred rows of teeth obliterated the front of the andgy
shredding two hunters with it as the massive
The other$ four guards, two hunters, and the [egi fired their harpoons and they
didndot miss. How could they. The entire mouth
underbelly of the enor mousitrickliglasitmigjht boondh st r eam
deep splinter in your tokeas the master pulled its face up from the impression it had made on
the floor of the ocean. The fishfolk that survived scurried as far back as they could, but this one
was done for now. It rose up and swam out of the way, leaving them to look out the gaping
orifice it had left behind.
The sand and crumbs of coral had settled from where the first monster had swallowed up
two of their amphibious horses, allowing them to see further beyond the two remaining seasteeds
i who were pulling at their reigns and howlingthe heavens for deliveranteand the morning
light finally alotted the privilege of revealing their hunters true color and shape as they circled.
Giant sharks. The size of sailboats. Three fins rose from theirisgieedefining feature of their
creatue. These were sumarii. The true Kings of the Ocean.
AWe have to run. o A guard stated.

AYou candt run. o0 A hunter argued, AWe have
AThen why are they still here?06 The guard
AFi ne, run, happedTheckunii8ee what happen:
ASi |l ence! 0O The Prince commanded, ANo one i

The hunters, holled up beside the Prince in the back of what remained of the wagon,
abided. The guards on the other hand: the two underneath tiagealid as they were told. The
two above took one look at each other and then bolt. Sliding down the sides of their carriage,
they made for the seasteeds.

Cursing, the Prince strode forward and took aim.

FWOOSH!

His harpoon stuck fast in the back of ai¢he guards.

The other made it to one of the seasteeds and then

FWOOSH!

A sumarii swooped by and gobbled all four up.

The Prince retreated back into the confines of what remained of their shelter.

AWebve been set up. o0 He stated.

ABy t he wAHunes scoffeds s ? 0

I f the Princeds gun had been | oaded, he 1|
instead he settled with providing a grumbling explanation and reloading his weapon in the hopes

of a second offense, fHAHbowl p8nYgvhage drd whespDy
AHel p will come. o0 A guard assured him from
persevere. o
AThe sumari. arendt alone. o0 A hunter warne
through the roof oh sbevcaediage, fAThe assass
A We | | he better hurry. o Another guard unde

A sumarii was swooping down in the distance makinglm&for the cave. It rushed
down between the great rainbow branches of the polyps like a bullet slidingardbamber.

Al f we-0osplit up
AlF WE SPLIT UP | 6LTlheBEPrNMURRERED!iceked, fANoO\
harpoons unless you want to get one in the ba
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As his hunters and guards did as they were told, the Prince opened thi®baokthe
carriage. It could only open half a foot before hitting the rugged back wall of the coral reef, but it
was enough for the slender young man to slip out. Closing the door behind him, he cowered. His
harpoon was loaded but there was no rooneaaly it and so he held it to his chest like a toddler
cradles a stuffed animal and there, he waited.

Whi spers of, ABarro, o0 this and, ABarroo th
popcorn in a microwavé.his was it. They had just enough time tokea@iece with themselves
and their savior and then CRASH!

The sumarii slammed into the carriage. Its jaws spread so wide that when it crunched
down it took half the mouth of the shallow cave and a good two feet of the sand beneath with it.
The hunters in the carriage and the guards on the ground were choppickdrid an instant by
the rows and rows of blade sized teeth. Their armor, their weapons, and their flesh were all
swallowed up with the sand, the coral, and the wood. The entire cave was left more like a small
indention in a cliffside of broad polyp, agat which trembled the Prince.

And as the sumarii pulled away, someone took its place. He came from above, jumping
from the roof of what was once the coral cave. Landing before the Pringeaithed The Prince
took one look at the diagonal scar acresgorsoand cursed.

AYou godi eel . 0O
The Princeaimed the harpoon and fired. The spear stuck fast in the armored grasp of the
assassin. Hed6d caugahsgsadgsiomuds ofnarhli nclwased . T

AYoubdr e wlherGkneral gowfrcer yhe @&iAce growled.
Paud took slow strides, closing their distance. The Prince threw down his gun and
squared his shoulders, puffing out his chest as he glowered at his impeding death.

AYou want him to replace the Ki fgbtngforot | ?
a sword to replace a dagger! As King | could hold my father and the General accountable for
what t heiyié vaen ddree only one who can! Il am your

Al 6m not here for justice. o

He grabbed the Prince by his leathenar, ripping from his attempt at an intimidating
stance and lifting him off his feet.

Al &m here to get paid. o

Paud swept the royal s feet out from under
Prince sat there, looking up at Paud with a mixture of fiedmoaitrage. Behind Paud, the sumarii
swam by. They inched c¢closer as Paud inched cl
It was cursed blood a magical substance similar to something like molten steel. It would melt
t hrough any lesbinamanktant)iewouldgeden eaf through the thick skin of a
sumarii if they were foolish enough to bite d
gotten far. Underwater, his blood would quickly harden once outside of his cursed veins.
Protectinghim from being crunched by those rows of teeth and searing the beast that was foolish
enough to attempt to. The heat that emanated from his flesh, warned the wiser predators to keep
their distance. The flashy scar across his abdomen was a shiny warolicer toredatorsas
some were centuries oldeminding them exactly who he was. A Giline of the few
descendants left athompthou Gill the first fishfolk to ever have slayed a sumarii.

The Prince gestured with a nod at the sharks lurking behirakdaessin.

AYou going to feed me to them, huh?o

ANot vyet.o Paud said, Al need you. OO

For a moment, the Princeods fiAiceearried a
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ANO. O
Paud shook his right arm and three long blades slid out of the knucklegjatihitet.
AJust your head. o

Taking out another ofivhite nugget, Jason flattened it to the tabletop with the slender
blade of a dagger. Then, turning the blade, he carved at the pancaked powder, shaving off
crumbs of tiny pale specks that he coillen scrape over to join the two long lines that sprawled
out before him and his new comrade, Natalie Peshkova the Healer. After licking the dust off the
knife, he turned to the chidra and winked.

AYou gotta god?0 He asked.

AHa! o0 Natali € scbised, CivoémWa dondt believ
Jason shrugged, dWell ah do and this is ma
Her reptilian eyes rolled, fl dought dis w
AAh onl ay pay Christians. 0 Jason growl ed.
Natalie threw her handstothee avens, procl ai ming, ALawd Je

slamming her head down on the table, with one finger clamped tightly over her left nostril, and
snorting up the line Jason had straightened out in front of her.

Jason glowered at her, but lightenedsggd a swift prayer, then took his line.

Behind the two at the table and the mound of zirra that rose between them, Dresdan and
Skar watched with muted amusement. They shook their heads.

AHe i sndét even Christian. o0 Dresdan stated.

AZirra. o Skar noted.

Al ndeed. 0O

Dresdan movefack tohis desk and sat in the large, leather chahind it. The back of
the chair rose high like a throne, though the base was wheeled as if it belonged in an office. This
fit, as the room was half office, half throne roomngavindows striped the sides of the wide
chamber, the room stretched the entire widtthefObsidian SailThese windows were mostly
hidden behind brief ishaped mazes of bookshelvesalf stocked with reading material and half
with drugs: bottles of ba®, gallons of gogo, ziplocked satchels of zirra, and totes of tobacco. A
cross of space cut through the middle of the
door and the side windows allowed light to pass in the hall that intersected thie padsgage.
Jason and Natalie were down oneside of the middle passage, Skar and Dresdan had walked out
of view to leave them to their vices while they discussed actual business. Skar sat in a chair
before the bureau, leaned back and plopped her bootsthp oaunter. Before her heels hit the
sur face, Dresdandéds hand whipped out from his
across the desk to catch her feet and protect his precious furniture.

AConsidering your pomp o uaningto rotdedtssiannoyanoe, 0 Dr

out in his tone, fil assume you come bearing f
AAh saved your boyds | ahf. o0 Skar stated, i
Dresdandéds head tilted, his long purple hat
Skar knew the look. She took heefeff his deskand gotto the poinff You ki dnappi n

Sentray is raellay farakinup tipel an, Captain. 0
AShe came of her own accord. 0o Dresdan st at
AThat truth dondét raell ay matter though no
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ASheds making daesaih B®ord. cadDrlksl|l | Truth. o

AYou saeraious?0 Skar al most started to | a
| nst ead,Whatlamut heaBattkeo N

AShe may very well be thered

ATrut hds going to bae atthshobketheBasthiswoed® ! 6 Sk a
really sank in, she rocked back even further
jumped t ®héhe¥Yod eketgwiiwho Truth i s?o0

Al 6ve got a guess. O

A Who?o

ADondt want to bi as y o usdanireaches sawn anaédpenedn . Ho
one of the larger drawers in his desk. He withdrew a masoh yeas nearly empty, aside from
what lookedike crumpled ugoush clippingsThe crumbs of somerigéd dead plant material.
Sitting it on the desk top betweenthdme | eaned back and expl ained,
Skards one visible eye grew wide.

fiWhet her or not shedol |l be at toheDrBdasididhine, we
back, tilting his head towards the ceiling and taking a long breath throughchist r i | s, Aél 6
guite sure she wild|l be. | f eel it. o

AAhéo Skar rolled her eyes, Awell, faelins

wants us to move the Battle up. o

Dresdan sat back up right, frowning.

Skar shrugged, raising her hands up wigheon pal ms, A Not mah fault
bossé daughter. o

Dresdan glared.

Altdés a matter of tahm baef ofrikeyoutgbtthe My st v ok
entahr Ahceloadic navayailing you, our lil plot will bae a whole godai lot harder to pull off
now wonodét it?0

AHow soon?0 Dresdan asked.

AThis waek?0 Skar replied.

AFarakinéod Dresdan cursed, |l ooking away to
be done. 0

Skarleanedd r war d, AAre you sure?o

Dresdan bowed his head in a solemn nod.
Rosethorn. 6 Skar sighed.

Roset horn. 0 Dresdan concurred, then he as
Ah know. o0 Skar sai d.
And | want you t o t ak tpTruthetheb theoEondiremuwst Zar i a

0O Dresdan stated.

ead to the side, AfWhat 6s
th dangerous magi c

au

I

up the challenge.

kar cocked her h
Sheds playing voi
I

(2]

Oh yeah?0 Skar ghed, AWho dakmagtta gues
Not dar k magi c. dondét di,yauofialhpeoplat e agai
should knowthat 0 Dr e s d hefore caolmgimticead explanatidhn,Danger ous
experiments. Teleportation. Portalsavel to other worlds. Worldshereenemies of this planet
may be waiting 0

AThis some Void taiad your on about?0 Tho
voice admitted to her actual concern, AYou t

—
QD
=~
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o C

72



Or worse. o Dresdan whispered.

The QUbhaeknefss. 0 Skar mur mur ed.

Look at the rise of the Mystvokar, Tall oo
Sondoé T r ut h toill tipelsioktKing ofBatloe will likely lead to some other bad actor with
acroonNot t o menti on, wunidng arougdahe Trinity dlatidhe causiRga c t
mayhem while the Empireds Kings alhtdkeQQaereens f u
came back tomorrowéo

ot 3t 3D

AAhGlI 1 take the blood to the Admiral. o Ska
AThank you, Skar. o iBresdan offered a wary
Skar gave a tired grin back, AAnay cl ue wh

The door to the office opened. From the far end of the ¢ralésan old moleman strode
in. Though his shoulders were hunched and his robes a bit dingy, he moved with the sort of sure
footed steps that only an honest man can conjure. The red cap on his head was as bright as his
amberbrown eyes, driving home the point that though you might be able to toss him in a tumble,
the old crone would not falter in a war of woidkis head was itip top shape. This was in part
thanks to all his reading. Reading was required of magicians of the book, but Drakken also read
for recreatiori keeping track of all the major events going on beneath Solarnd as he
marched down the hall of bookshelypast the oblivious zirra snorting hooligans, and up to the
desk of the Captain, he held before him the front page dfliylstéakle Times
ATerrible news, Captain.o The swain warned
Both Dresdan and Skar were speechless.
AiTeh Woodl and Ridge Monastery, 0o Drakken cont
The Woodland Ridge Monasteinthe birthplace of the Shisharawas essentially a
convent of killers. Spirits took an oath to train under the atriarch, finally becoming a Shisharay
upon graduation and then they were cast out of the Monastery to chase their warrior calling.
Though strict Christians, the Shisharay believed in the Samurai Principle: that violence is never
justified, no matter how necessary, and thus in order to prbteainocent and save them
from necessary violendethe Shisharay took it upon themselves to devote their lives to fight for
the righteous. They took on the burden of sin to stop other sinners so that others would not have
to.
The only Shisharay in thdonastery was the atriarch, in this case Father Shishanay
atriarch was a lifetime position, the Father had served for centuries. As a spirit, age was not a life
threatening factor. Aside from murder, only a major heart break could extinguish thefirerpl
life force within the chest of a spirit and it was highly unlikely that Father Shisharay, as the
leader of this highly disciplined group, was not of stable mind. Then again, it seemed just as
unli kely that this great warrior coul dodove bee
AAnd three Shisharay tried to kill the Kin
Drakken laid the newspaper on the desk between the two but rather than looking at the
print, the two looked at each other.

ATruth. o They spoke in unison.

AThe | i fe cel ebw.ad i rna khkeeggn nfsi niosmoea d .o

ANow ah know where to fahnd Zaria and Lalm

AManal oe is on the otherside of Mystakle P
now. 0

Skartook the jar of the bloody rose stem crumbs goidup.

Dresdan rose and bowed to his comrade, #fASe

73



A&l u to you.o0o Skar bowed back, turning to
Drakken. o
With powder covered noses and wide dialated eyes, dabNatalie peaked around the

bookshelves, asking simultaneously, AWhat hap
ANat, you coming with mae or stayin with t
skipping a beat as she headed for the door.
AShae godai hell aSkadbt stayin!o Jason assu
Nat hissed at Jason then turned to Dresdan
Al't was your pay. o0 Dresdan nodded.
AWait for me, Civ!o Natalie hollered after
rushed back over to the table, scraping the white pointtethe jar they had dumped it out
from, ADon6t | eave me wid dese crimpsin tiad

Jason took it upon himself to escort the healer out.

Meanwhile, Drakken and Dresdan sat down at the desk.

AThe Battl e wil/l be this week. 0
AThis week?0d. Drakken gaspe

Dresdan nodded, fiCan the sword be ready?0o
The mol eman gul ped, Al &m Dorry, Captain, b
Reaching across the tabl e, Dresdan cl asped

do your best. o
AWhat about the Fou boy?0 Drakken asked.
Dreshn smiled, admitting, Al candt promise t

Ash continued to scatter as wind whistled by, scraping at what remained of the
Monastery. Empty doorways, stubborn arches, and lone standing fragments of wall rose from the
black debris like abstract tombstones in an unorganized graveyard but there Wvedeeso
buried beneath. The only soul lost in the wreckage had evaporated off the face of Mystakle
Pl anet . Fat her Shisharayodos fl ame had gone out
and away, through the atmosphere and towards Solaris A@archased after his essence,
floating from the eyes of the spirits gathered below the hill and raining upwards towards the
heavens.

The Monastery sat at the top of the Woodland Ridge which was a narrow blade of a peak.

Great pines lined the edgesbfé¢ r amped <cl i ff. Wi thout their ro
since eroded away, and it was in an effort to protect them from the flames that the Shisharay had
failed to protect their beloved temple. This

gospel was very clear that life came before property. The dead, dry wood that built the
Monastery had been allowed to burn as the sisters and brothers of the Shisharay defended the
living, green trees that held their mountain together. The Monasteryuwvashilding, their

home was their family. Sure the church had provided shelter, but the trees provided the oxygen
that fueled their flames.

Indigo fire raged in a pit, the same shade of purple as the fires in the chests of the naked
spirits that dancedround it. As it spat sparks to the heavens, the spirits tears rose alongside
them, extinguishing the little embers with quiet hisses as they collided. The bonfire was in the
courtyard the sprawled out in the brief, flat valley that separated the Monfasterthe village.
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A tile path created a dancefloor around the flames, the ceramic stones were decorated with
emaculate designs of flowers and vines, mirroring the gardens that walled the patio. The fire, the
courtyard, and the garden were what was knansptrits as a lifepyre. As their race left behind
no bodies to bury, their kind held life celebrations by fire light instead of burials and it was at
these funerals that they made new life as well.

The spirits didnodot | us tthegdancedehroaghthermd t he m
Having discarded their translucent garments and washed themselves of the oils that gave their
flesh a sense of solidity, they strode into the fire and splashed through one another. Lovers found
each other in the heat of the indimferno and when their chest flames wrapped around another,
if their | ove was pure, sometimes a new chest
with a new little spirit in tow. The congregation would celebrate and all those present would
promise to take responsibility for the child, but the lovers that made the little spirit would still
primarily take on the role of parentiiigexcept for when it came to naming. That was a
communal affair. The chil dbés fsoulssthatinspred¢he c a me
pyre. The r est I aftéennunberinganthe dozehsomae feom tha rest of those
present at the celebration for not only were they responsible for the child, but the child would be
responsible for them.

Lalmly was born of a lifepyre, though she did not go by her first name as there were
twelve others born alongside her. She picked Lalmly from one of hetitiynames when she
graduated from the Monastery. And as a graduate, she was not to dance in the joyrgesny

She could not commit to raising a child, shebo
ADid you know Lalmly?06 Zaria asked.
They stood on the hill above the pyre, on

Zaria stood. Lalmly was in héfepyre uniformi her birthday suit and so she appeared to
levitate just a few inches above the ground.

ANo. 0 Lalmy replied, AShe disappeared year
get | ost and simply fade away. 0

ADi d she everd gZeatr ioan ea sokfe dt.he s e ?

ANo. o0 Lalmly sighed, AAfter all, she may b

Cowboy plopped his head down between his front paws, sulking with a faint whimper.

ASad. 0 Zaria murmured as she knelt to pet

Lal mly noddoendl,y fAhOmnpee csatne prefers solitude. ¢

AWhyo6d you pick her name?0 Zaria asked.

ASo it wouldnodét die. o Lalmly answered.

AThat 6s sweet. 0 Zaria stated.

AAndéo Lalmly admitted with an embarrassed

Zaria chuckled and stood back upd pi t e Cowboyds protestation
likely continued to get louder had he not been distracted when he noticed people approaching
from behind. There were plenty of people coming and going. The slope between the ruins and
the pyre had been signated as a place for nparticipants to pay their respects and witness the
Fatherds | ife celebration. However, one of th
than all those gathered there. She had a particulariseesrhell that no mortalgssessed and
one that few mortals can sense, few-ganine mortals that it.

Cowboy whirled around, his lips already curling as a low growl emitted from his barred
teeth, but then he stopped. His lips dropped, his jaw opened, and his tongue rolleceout so h
could offer a goofy, panting grin. Both Zaria and Lalmly turned to see what was the matter.
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While those guests around them recoiled away from the new arrivals, Zaria and Lalmly
strode up to meet them. There was good reason for folks unfamiliar withithie pe
concerned. After all, one was engul fed in spe
after all the being beneath the fire had no more flesh than Lalmly. She did have bones, but if
anything that made her appear more threateningskéteton was wrapped in tight leather
armor, blood stained and worn white at the creases, and an assortment of ranged weapons were
strapped to her shoulders and her hips. Though terrifying, this undead warrior had once helped to
save Solaris. Had she bemtognizeable, the others on the slope might not have been so
alarmed. That said, her comrade didndt have m

Hewasagiaitwhi ch wasnot abnor mal for his speci
abnormal for his spées was that he was covered in blood. He was dressed in a similar leather
garb as his comrade but his was nearly torn to shreds. The blood that stained it was fresh and still
oozing out as he hobbled forward, leaning heavily on a walking stick that lbookekle he dd | u s
recently snapped off from a nearby tree. One eye was clamped shut by a bulging bruise and the
other was drooping slightly as it appeared he was struggling to maintain consciousness.

Zaria and Lal mly ski ppedswhemgthey notwedshe stateh e, i
of their undead friendds guest. Attempting as
shock, they confronted the two.

AWhat the godi hell 20 Zaria whispered with

overtoofferer body as support for the struggling be
AMy assistant. 0o The skeletal woma@ shrugge
AFor a healer?d6 Lalmly asked as she hurrie

on so that she might have enbyghysicality that she could help Zaria in supporting the dying
bearn, AHe candot wait til Munkl oe! o

AHeb6s tougho, hedl | be fine

Zaria maneuvered beneath the weight of the man so that she could set her eyes on the one
eye that he stikayhasdi open, AAre you o

All that came out was a grunt and a nod.

ACri mpsin tiad, Einna! o6 Zariads tone was b

AWebve got to get him into town.o Lalmly s

ANow?O0 Thewhe Wkas dppatentlpEinfiaa s ked, fAHebds a tough
pull through til the end of the ceremony. 0

The bearn offered another grunt and a nod.

AEi nna! 6 Zaria crowed.

Now the congregation on the slope was | ess
and more alarmed. Strangeeghn to stare daggers. Lalmly, now dressed, but oiling her long
silver hair addressed Einna with a whisper.

AEi nna. These ceremonies go for hours. o

A We | | it must bed hal fway over by now

AEinna. o Lalmly tried again, tesowr friend

Though Lalmly couldnét tell, due to Einnab
rolling her eyeso, fAHedés a tough | ad, he

AWebre taking him to town. o0 Zaria stated,

can stay and watehtakipguhiwemnt nbott wedr o
Einna said nothing. Her flames surging displayed her annoyance sufficiently. Neither
Lalmly nor Zaria cared. Together, they helped the bearn hopped through the wreckage that was
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the Monastery. They wo ubnab feletheghadaemomentdousspace. b u t
Cowboy followed them, shaking his head at Einna as they passed.

ANo respect for ceremony. 0 The skeleton gr
the women escorting her assistant, fASacril egi
As theymarched through the debris, Lalmly and Zaria were able to speak louder to Einna

behind them.
AWho is this assistant of yours?06 Zaria de
ASni per. o Einna explained.
Now it was the mortals that rolled their eyes. Einna avkd of things, one of whitwas
the boss of a group of assassins known as the
new generation of vigilante heroes that had come to be known as Antipa, the Golden Dagger was
T for all practical purposésan Antipan group. As the bos$iespicked the jobs and she rarely
picked a job that conflicted with the interests of the Empire. Her assassins were kept anonymous,
referred to only by the nicknames she assigned them, even though many of the members of the
Golden Dagger quickly becameanmous. The fact that she referr
meant that he was not merely some secretary she had hired to help her with her taxes, but rather a
new membeof herteam of swordgor-hire.
AAnd whoo6d yodall | usataskedet finished killing
ASome genoci dal governor in the Cagirent. o
so | was on my way to get him top knotch healing in Munkloe when we heard th@news
AON YOUR WAY?! 0 Zaria crowed, @Woaieal oe i s
halfway across the globe-to

AAh, ah, ah! o6 Einna interjected, Al am a b
through the timeless realm of Total Dar kness.

AYes, but canét you only teleport once a d

AThat i s dmitece. 0 Ei nna a

AAnd Munkl oe is a dayoés flight from here. o

AThat is also true. 0 Einna conceded.

ASo what was your plan?0¢6 Lalmly finished.

Einna said nothing for a moment before fin

AYoubve | gewedi t. 0 Zari a

ALong ago. 0 Einna agreed.

Lalmly cleared her throator rather, she made a noise as if she was clearing her throat.
As a spirit, she had no throat to clédp interrupt the two before they devolved into incendiary

banter, fAlt enay Ibeswitsler ¢ @t e mikng f orm, Mrs. Y
ATheydbve already seen me. 0 The banshee cou
silence, she conceded to the spiritds wishes.

behind them, the skeletal archer wunlninto a redeathered bird of prey. She was as large as an

eagle, but her body was less aerodynamic. Her head was crested with a crest of up curled

feathers and similar furled decorative feathers -@aisssed her body, wings, and tail. Her beak

was hookd and sharp, ready to stab and snap her prey, and if her beak missed then her gnarled

claws could surely finish the job. While less threatening than a immolated skeletal warrior, the

foxbird form Einna had taken would still draw eyes and instill feanasé that passed by. When

the birdés beak opened, the voice of the woma
AYes. o0 Lalmly and Zaria said together.
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They trudged through the rest of the monastery in silence. The quiet was broken only by
the engine of their zoomer ontteey climbed aboard and the gurgly coughs of the bearn bleeding
all over the backseats as they took off.

Leaving the top of the ridge, they circled back towards the village that climbed up the
slope beneath the Monastery and the lifepyre. The littledtamas protected by the Shisharay,
thus they too were commemorating the loss of the church and the Father. Candles sat on
windowsills, reefs hung from the doors, and the spirits of the town went about their chores in
dark, black garbs. They parked the wtsg a dead end that overlooked the Storming Ocean. The
distant horizon was lit by flashes of lightning. A gargantuan storm swirled far out at sea. The
group recognized it as the lahtro Stdrihe hurricane that perpetually traveled the water ways
of Solris, controlled by a man as old as Einna, another immortal cursed to take on a ghastly
form, another witness that had come to show their respect to the lost Father Shisharay.

AHe better keep his distance. o0 The foxbird

Zaria and Lalmly helped $wer out of the zoomer, rolling their eyes at the old banshee as
they did.

She continued, Al 6l1l shoot him out of the
ASave that fight for | ater, Einna. o0 Zari a
Sniper down theesthealter siAre therRi ege?0
Lalmly nodded, fAThere is one. We Shisharay
Someti mes, Munkl oe isndét a fan of those who w
AlLead the way. o0 Zaria said.

Cowboy was had been trotting alongside them but sudderdgden to skip in circles
around them, barking at the sky. Einna pulled her gaze from the hurricane on the horizon and
rushed over to the slow moving three. Her great wings nearly bowled them over when she
swooped over head. Landing, she beckoned for tbheorn around. Craning their necks, Zaria
and Lalmly did so. Even Sniper, delirious as he was, turned his head to glance.

Behind them, a dragon was soaring down to land.

AA mancer. 0 Einna warned.

AWe know her. o Lalmly and Zaria chi med.

Cowboy growled

The dragonwas acurlheddh s | arge a beast as the zoomer
wingspan of twice that. Their name came from the crest that rose from their forehead and curled
back against their neck, creating a spiral of flesh almost like thaiofatt | v r ol | ed r am

This particular beast was a deep blue, blending with the dark clouds of the storm far behind it.
One of its riders was garbed in black, her entire body covered in robes except for her pale face
which was rapped with a bandage asrone of her sapphiric eyes. Her short blonde hair was
frozen behind her from the cold of the night sky and the speed with which they had traveled.
This was the individual Lalmly and Zaria recognized, her partner, however, was new. The
second rider woreobes as well but hers were a bright shade of yellow with a floral pattern of
green clover shapes. Like their steed, she was of a scaled race, though her scales were as red as
the foxbird that scrutinized her.

Skar bowed her head as she left her beast, pagy, A Roset horn. o

ARosethorn. 6 Zaria and Lalmly echoed.

The foxbird rolled its eyes, cursing und
ve got somethin foréd Skards words t
he two womesni wetraei dd!fa i SIlge theCrned to
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The two dragon riders rushed over. Natal i e
wounds while Skards single blue eye switched
ANewest member ofotBer i GaldeowDadgesi de eye
Skar turned to the-Obanshee, AThat makes yo
Al 6m not but a bird. o Einna snapped, shoot
Lalmly was watching Natalie as she poked and prodded the lacerations that striped the
bearn.L& ml'y asked, @AAre you a healer?o
Natalie | ooked up with a sly grin, AFor a
Lal mlyds brow furled. Had she not been sup

reached for her bow. Zaria also gave the chidra a snail,unlike LalmlyT she had a one
handed weapon. As her glare hardened, her free hand fell to the gun on her hip.

Al woul dnét do dat iif | were you, Civ.0 Na

Al believe shebs wrapped in explosives. o T

Natalie | ooked from the foxbird t#en back

Alt is.0 Skar nodded, fAEinna Yel kao. Guard

ASeeel uéedo Nat mur mur ed.

ARevel | at &r ZaWe @r s ntappyed, her hand stil]l
going to help us or are we going to find out

AShaedl | hel p. 0 Skar assured her.

Al will ?20 Nat asked.

AAhOGI | pay. 0 Skar said.

AWi d whares8ed. Nat p

Skar took a deep breath and Natalie decided to give her new friend a bit of faith. Turning
back to the bearn toting women, Natali e nodde

ALal mly, 6 Skar asked, Ais there a mapworKk

AYes-0 but

ACoul d whaaeldiongdg htethere?06 Skar asked.

Al suppose, but

Skar pulled out the jar of rose stem crumbs. Both Lalmly, Zaria, and Cowboy cocked
their heads to the side.

ATrut hds bl ood. 06 Skar expl ained.

Lalmly turned back to the street before th

As they traveled into the Woodland Ridge, Skar explained the situation. How she had
gonetosave Jasént he KakaliCtapt ai n Dr es dainforsasetiugdughand m
deal and met Natalie Peshkova. Having witness Nat heal Jason, she could vduah fohte al er 6 s
ability to fix up a bearn. Jason took thentlieObsidian Saiwh er e t hey 6d t ol d Dr «
Zaria and Lalmly had told Skar: that the Trin
that the Battle would have to be sooner rather thten. Dresdan had then given Skar the jar

with the plant refuse that, supposedly, had T
Zaria. Having heard of Father Shisharayods dea
flew immediately for Wood and Ri dge, Manal oe and saw Zari ab

Then Zaria and Lalmly explained how theyod
tried to assassinate Duifeen only to be stopp

Sharp Otubakhad claimed that the Shisharay spirits had been corrupted and had been helped by
an insider of the palace. Zaria and Lalmly we
heard that the Father had died and the Monastery had been burrit bdothat oty furthered
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their suspicion that Truth was behind it. Then they ran into Einna Yelkao at the life celebration.
The old undead had decided to put off healing
t this AS

the Father, only for Lalmly and Zariatopretée out of f ear t ha
within the hour iIf they didn6ét get him help.
Skar and Natalie arrived.
Alf this Truth is hiring assassifoxisird, t hen w
asked.
AYoubre Antipa. o Zaria answered.
AAM not! o0 The bird protested.
AYoudbre friends with the Emperor. o Lal mly
AAcquaintances at best! o The bird squawked
AWerendt you a Guardian?0 Skar asked.
The bird puffed onwtt Henrow hehsatt,. 6 They d
AHow do you know, Civ?0 Natalie chuckl ed,
Zaria agreed with the chidraés |l ogic, Alf
there is a chance they know. 0
Einnaldikendthat, but she settled to, AHMmMphO

A kind, albeit shocked, spirit met them at
too fond of letting a bloodeeping bearn lumber into his office but as the bearn was being
carried by the Sategy Admiral of the Imperial Navy and one of the most respected daughters of
the Shisharay, he ultimately consented. Hospitality then took over what initial resistance he had
felt. He brought over two large chests that they could put together beforapmeork for the
bearn to lay back on as Natalie got to work. He even offered to send for food and drink for as a
spirit, he had none on his person, but he knew of an inn that catered to more fleshy folks down
the street that could cater. Lalmly turned tfferodown before anyone could accept, feeling
guilty enough already, and assured him that they would call if they needed assistance and so the
man left them in the mapwork room to do their business.
The mapwork took up an entire wall. It was made of Wdttvood, carved to depict
Mystakle Planet. The mountains were choppy ridges, the forests rounded bumps, and the rivers
and oceans were sleek, rippling indentions cut deeper into the map than the land masses that rose
around them. A jerry rigged mechanieam extended from theeiling before the majnural,
hol ding a small glass cylinder in its robotic
that gently cradled the tube, electricity could be seen bouncing through the little marbles like
angry bes trapped in tiny spheres. Zaria went up to the cylinder and dropped a pinch of the rose
crumbs in. Humming, the orbs began to light up. The little bouncing bolts of electricity began to
expand as their confines took on their color.
Ah dondt hah eTrsutam dwown 6thempel? ©t Skialr | atsthke dKi r
Maybe they tried. o Lalmly suggested, fAThe
Haebs a swordsman against a bone bender. 0
Donét doubt da power umf da bl ade, Civ. o0 N
Zaria and Lalmly whirled around to glower at the healer. She quickly turned away,
returning her focus to the limp body before her. Once the spells started flowing off her lips and
her hands began glowing again, the two women turned back to Skar.
Alits odd. 0 Zaria admitted.
AMaybe Truth candét stomach the task. o0 Einn
AHa! 0 Zaria crooned, ADid you hear how the

o0 3 3O N
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AYou said they were an insider. o Einna con

Zari a andzebharbwad.y 6s g a

AYou thank Thet Klianuggbhstneer so?f0 Skar asked.

The foxbird shrugged, then gestured with her beak at the map.

There, at the bottom of the map, on the-twiaged continent of Batloe, cradled between
the Rift Mountains and Fireake, was a red smudge. The smudge sat just north of Ve
The scarlet hue was pulsating not just on Vare, but on the palace itself.

AThat dorsthiénte creesasnar i |y one of Dui, fé@édm@gs da
just means Truthisintheap ace . 0

fiTrue 0 Ei nna albwdan & necdomanéeBwaltz around the Batloen palace
without one of the si st dordotthk meswbeingnittohey dr e a

A What dtandttoh egy@kiaraskei The el dest éo

A Sui cZariaieserted.

ASuicine wild/ inherit the throne when her
youngesto

ADaffeega. 0 Lalmly inserted.

AWondt baecome Quaen i f her father dahs ba
concluded.

AYou forgetthe Trinity Nat i olnhesc6l ar at i on of Democracy. o Ei
AWhy does that matter?0 Lalmly asked, AWhe

repl acement must be elected. o
AWhat do you think the Triniduyntedati ons wi l
ANotghion Lal mly confessed.
Al f King Duifeen is slain, o0 Zaria hypothes
nati onal emergency. That an el ection must wai
Al f t ha tSkahrapegted lnesqueastion from beforefi wh i ¢ hd ss itsd ega isrn 7ac
ASuicine. o0 Zaria said as Einna simultaneou
All eyes turned to the foxbird.
Ruffling her feathers, she explained, #dalf
The peopl e idalikéthey llke DafeeegDaffieega could likely win an election!
But if Suicine gets the crowh,hat woul d add fuel to the fire o

ifSo Daffeega wants to have her father murd
Zaria scoffed at the idea.
The f oxbbaak dd adwmm,t AWhat would Suicine gair
Again Zaria chuckled, AShedd be queen! o
AAnd you think Suicine wants that?0 Ei
AMaybe youbre wrong. o Zaria shrugged,
revolution. They claimits a nati onal emergency and crack do
AAnd you think Suicine wants to stop the r
Zaria shrugged again.

nna
nlf

Lalmly came to her aid, ARnShe certainly 1isn
AUnl ess itdsaaargesedo EWhat 6re the protest
AThe working class. 0 Skar answered.

With a wave of her wing, Einna beckoned for more.
AUhéo Skar scratched her head, AVotingéhea
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AExactl y! 06 Ei nn a coodldlosetteed powedi iBBidoe becosnessat er s
democracy and, if the protestors succeed, the neghich includes both sisterswill lose their
monopoly on magi c. Both sisters | ose unless B

ATheyodod have to | ezanaexchimedl. Tr i ni ty Nations!

AYou think theydd abandon the Empire?o0 Lal

Alf one of thedm i s a necromancer

AOr aeven if theyodére jus workin with one. o

firthen they likely wanted out before their father got sick andrbefo t he pr ot est s
Ei nna c olnér udecetd , s aiy i inbgt it sutely is jsist d3 BkEly t@ e gem as it is to
be her sister.o

AOr both. o Skar nodded.

AOr both. o Einna concurred.

Zaria and Lalmly looked at each other. Both beset with frowns. Zaria finally looked away
and approached the vial to retrieve the crums of the rose stem. Lalmly turned to the foxbird and
the electric elf.

AWe st ikdowi tdoinsbtone of the daughters. o

ATrue, 0 the bird al most s e & mwrealrfiteoratieie s mi r k
what do you think?20o0

Again Lalmly frowned.

Skar decided this was as good a time as any to bring up one of the things the Captain of
the Obsidian Saihad told her that she had left out of her previous syndpdisy e sdan t hank s
Truth is a woman. o

Lalmly and Zariadbs brows raised.

AAnd that Truth will showilup Dati ftaleen Batntglse
T and if that amani boday guard you were talkin about holds his grdutigtre maybae a rael
gui ck answer to our mystery.o

inaweek. 0 Zaria grumbl ed.

AJust have da sisters tested. o0 Natalie sug

Again, Zaria and Lalmly turned to stare daggers at the healer It iyne their eyes
fell on the chidra she was back at her magic work as if she had never said a thing to begin with.
Her hands were glowing a brilliant gold. Snip
lacerations were resealédis fur and skirand muscle retethered with fresh flesh. The giant
man had even begun to snore. The admiral and her right hand woman turned back to Skar and
Einna.

iNo use i n t estareven eithéroaoitinoeiy ® r aimbied turther.

AThey hmaivbgtheAdbvirsors since the King iIs incafy
AAnd I f a sisteAdviissoirns omayi th,e sausr enweyl |t.hoe

AWoul dndét aeven bae able to trust the resu

iSo you wait. o Einna stated.

Al f onl ay tdeeeateaiwWweerde meoprveor ks. 0 Skar sigheo

Cowboy yipped and Zaria and Lalmly turned. He yipped again and their eyes grew wide.

They turned to one another and exclaimed in u
Now it was Skar and Einna that exchanged g
ATheu Kbooy! 0 Zaria excl ai med.

AKenchi Kou!o Lalmly filled in.
AHeds making a portable mapwork!o Zaria ex
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AWe caught him mapping the halls of the pa

AGodai Taiad! o Skar crossed her ar ms.

AWe didndt see bhfemssadti 6bad Zarspokel! 0

Alt spoke?0 The foxbirdés head was twisted
down, AThe mapwor k?o0

AGl obework. 0 Zaria corrected, #AAtl as. o

AThe one and only. o Lalmly snickered.

AWhere is it?0 Skar asked.

Zaria turned to Einna, AYou know the Kous,

AHa! 06 Einna crowed, fATheydre in hiding!o

Zaria rolled her eyes, AYoubre the Sondor a
the Mystak Blade and his Ilittle brother. o

AHe haisr@anaemy. 6 Lal mly concurred, f@AHe can:

Einna |l et out a noise as similar to a sigh
before your |ittle Battle. o0

AWedl |l be busy preparing anywayYeuol Zafiads
Kou boy and take us to him.o

The bird thought for a bit, glanced back at Sniper, then turned back to the Admiral,
ADeal . |l f nothing else, out of curiosity of t
Both women let out a deep breath of relief and slumped bazkhe chairs that had gone
unused the entire time. Skar followed suit in an opmpshair. They spent the rest of the time
theydod paid to rent the mapwork room going oV
were too worried about the foxbiridtening in. After all, as much as she acted as if she were
unaffiliated with the Empire, she had been on
of Darkness herself. She may disagree with the Emperor and the Trinity Nations but no more
than Zarisand Lalmly and Skar did themselves.
The six (plus Cowboy) eventually got a room in the nearby inn (the one that offered food
for physical beings). They were even able to park their zoomer out back and house their dragon
in the stable. Natalie was stillorking on Sniper by midnight, but the other women were happily
warming themselves by the fire and sipping on the stockpile of beverages left over from previous
patrons of flesh (except for Einna and Lalmly, of course). They would split up in the morning.
Zaria and Lalmly and Skar heading off in different directions to prepare for the Battle. Natalie
would leave as well, but not with Skar. Einna had taken her under her wing. As an undead, she
had little use for a healer, however, as the figurehead of aoj@sgassins that often wound up
looking like Sniper had she had plenty of use for oren@ plenty of gold with which she could
buy plenty of zirra to pay off said heal er).
intrigued by the tale of the Koboyi the child inventoil and as a bomb manufacturer, she had a
feeling that this small child coukgach her a few tricks or two that might could come in handy.
It was fortunate that Einna Yelkao found a new recruit to join the Golden Dagger, after
al, that same day though she did not yet knowshe lost one of her greatest.

The room was dark when she entered, but she could hear his quivering breathes. The
brief, sharp inhales were a feeble attempt to hide his presence, but they osdytsetraw more
attention to him. It was the darkness that tr
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that he was simply sharing the room with her objective, but that was not the case. He was right
were he was supposed to be and his fears vezyevalid.

When the door closed, no lights came on. He could hear her move close. Had his hands
not been bound to his feet, he might have scurried away but as it were he was too afraid to
wiggle out of her path. He was too afraid to move at all.

Alncamell your fear, | ittle mouse. 0

Sweat dripped from his nose. His tongue rolled out his mouth as he gave in to the need to
pant. His eyes were wide but he could see nothing in the darkness.

AWhy are you so frightened] oamfle continued

Something cold and dry wrapped around his snout. The grip was tight and knobby, the
bumps bruising his nose and pinching his lips as it clamped his mouth shut forcing his teeth to
cut into his tongue. More, similar, appendages rose from the flag®and wrapped around his
body, digging into his back and pulling his arms apart despite his hands being tethered to his
ankles. All that escaped him were muffled gro

The lights came on with a lions roare ias initially blinded, but after a second his eyes
swept the room. Shelves lined the chamber, stockedarvitiscrolls and books with worn out
seams. Glass cylinders and vials fizzled in between the literature, some bubbling over while
ot her s o6creepedup ke gues Opaque stones, some glowing and some dull, sat among the
shelves, each carved with runes the poor observer could not interpret. He knew the symbols were
of the Sacred Tongue, which he hapiviegewabad t he
actually why he was there on the floor in thi
streets for such a privilege, not only for himself but for all, when he was arrested. He considered
himself a revolutionary, but those that goverigs state saw him differently. And those that
have the power have the final say. He was not a revolutionary. He was a traitor. And he found
himself, laying on his belly, staring straight up into the eyes of

AThe next Queen of Batl oe. 0

His eyes were y&ked from the woman as excruciating pain wracked his body. His
bindings were not inanimate, nor were they artificial, they were bone and they were very much
so alive. If their grip had been tight before, then this was something other than tight. His skin
began to peal apart and give way to the skeletal claws. They cut through his muscles like butter
and scraped against his own bone I|ike fingern
relief as the undead hand around his mawehgdp so tight ihadbegun to displace higeth.

AYou wanted to die for our country?06 She h
furry, clawed hand atop his head. She shook him, trying to demand his gaze but the pain was too
much. His eyes rolled around inhissockets i f t hey6éd been cut | oose
further enraged her and her grasp tightened. A white gas began to rise from his flesh, rushing
over to the woman as if blown by a wind, and as it left he endured a pain that made the previous
agonyloxk | i ke nothing. He writhed about in silen
the Queen. o

Truth released him and he crumpled to the ground completely still. The boney
appendages that had bound him evaporated into a ephemeral liquid that floktedtbaic
master in goopy droplets like moths to a light. She absorbed the ivory energy through her flesh
and her head rocked back as the high hit her in the nose and then surged through her body. After
a shiver she collected herself. Spitting out a fesvds in the Sacred Tongue, a mirror jumped
off the wall and rushed over to hover before her.
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The mirror did not reflect her, instead it showeddshipi or at leasthalf of a ship. It
sat at the bottom of the sea. Only the shape of the structuratrpadsible to identify it as a
vessel for every inch of the boat was coated in a layer of mossy coral that curled over the edges,
tucking in the tanker like as though it were a blariketrainbow quilt of pulsating life. Long ago
it had transported dedigh across the ocean surface, now it gave live fish a place to reproduce
and raise their young on the ocean floor.

With the front end of the barge long since wrenched off, discarded elsewhere in the great
Wobniar Woodthe broad front to this makesh#bode gaped open like a gargantuan carport.

Beneath the roof, was a workshop. An assortment of tool cluttered tabletops and turning turbines
created a maze to the entrance of the severed sunken ship. Though it was on the sea floor, it was
beneath an Aquem Dome. The atmosphere was damp, but the salt water that flowed into the
Dome became a mystical gaseous substance that allowed both land lubbers and sea dwellers to
breathe and move about almost as if on land. The fires in the furnace were blueptedtthgic

at the table could still strike hot metal against an anvil as if he were back in Foxloe.

The man was bulky. His arms rippled with muscles but his pecks her hidden beneath fat.
The sweat that beaded along his scaley forehead immediately evdporate the enchanted
sea water that swirled around him like a heavy, yet transparent mist. Beside him, was a long
torpedo shaped machine. Though not quite the gargantuan size, it shared the three fins of a
sumarii. It also bore the enertorpbweredengie of a zoomer, yet it was
aft-end of the boat like a canon, instead it wasitioned in the rear of the tubular vessel like the
rocket engine of a spaceship. The chidra wiped his brow, an unnecessary act underwater, and
turned to wieome the homeowner.

AShayu Shua. o6 The engineer winked.

The homeowner was a fishfolk. His eyes were as black as a sharks. So even though he
roll ed them at hi s ctlim$haadvas an Aquasian cussewodikcbe coul d
Abastardo, fAShayu Shuao b eihoweves imthie caseiitwas his i k e,
codename. As a member of the Golden Dagger, Paud was supposed to keep his identity discreet.
That said, as a barkested assassin with a long sash of a metallic scar across his chest, it was
guite obvious that the naked fishfolk was a Gill &rat this time' there were only four Gills
still alive.

fBaba. 0 Paud bowed. Strai ghtrmthemaghinb,dec k up,

asked, AHow | ong?bo
ANot | ong. o6 Gear promised.
ALess than a week?0 Paud pressed.
AEasy, Civ. 0o Gear winked again.
Paud patted the man on the shoulder then turned towards the front door but Gear reached
out and grabbed his shoulder.
iYou got company. 0 He said in a hushed tone
The fishfolknodded and Gear | et him go. Hi s compa
stepped inside his home.
ANIi how, Sheenshong Gill .o

He recognized the voic&he had the distinct accent of a southern Agnawhich made
her a merman. Though the two races were essentially the same, there were some physical
differences. kit flesh had been tanned by time exposed to théltead light of Solariswhile
shehad been born with a deep indigo back and soft teal fibiire y e s woul ddve been
same, black as a shé@skbut her right eye was something different: an enchanted stone. She was
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a shadowmancer. Not just any shadowmancer either, she was the greadest slinger to leave

the sea floor in centuries. If there was any doubt, the fact that she was captain of the greatest fleet
of pirates on Mystakle Planet was prddhder her leadership, she and her goons had cut the
competition in half and createdight cartel, a fourway monopoly on s&aring crime in the

Southern Hemisphere. The Obsidians got zirra, the Reds got tobacco, the Goldies got laundering,
and she and her Sea Lords got all their@éstluding anything and everything that had to do with

the notorious Disciples of Darkness, the shadowmancers and necromancers of the New Pact.

Paud emitted a | ow gurgling growl, ACaptai

It was who he had thought it would be, but who he thought it would be was not supposed
to be thereNot onlywas sle not supposed to be there bbehadused his real nam&hen, to
add insult to injury, when he walked through the doorway to facestetpssed him a bag of
coins

AYou know how this works Baud tossed the bag back to the pjratef Thi s goes t o
Bi rd. o

AThis i sndét foallkithamggolhede Wemthctto coveri.
tab. 0o Ching smiled, AThis is an advance payme

He turned his back on the merman. The wall by the door was lined with weaponry.

Taking his backpack off and setting it before the impressive display, he went about putting up his
murderous tools. First back on the wall went the Claws, his {dqdipped guantlets, having

been cleaned and poli shed s bsom @ithttheregutottlieo k o f f
way, he could reach said head. Pulling it from his sack, he turned back to the Captain.

He threw her the wrapped head of the Princ
Take it up with her. o

Ching caught the head agdt it on the table beside her, her smile not wavering. She
jostled the bag of change in her hand.

ADo you know which factdon sees over your

The cursed blood in his veins began to heat up. His shoulders squared, his jaw set.

Al t tiheen &mpire or their secret | overs in An
expression slowly changing as her upper lip pealed back from her gums, showing off her fangs,
AShe i sndt kept alive by the regi me8Whkich | cel o
magicians is it that you turned to?0

Shadows began to seep from her right eye, swirling around her body and sizzling as it cut
through the wet atmosphere of the submarine world. She could see the assassin itching to return
to his bag of bladesijs knuckles clenching out of reflex as if he still wore his armored gloves.

For a moment, she almost hoped that he had forgotten his place. That he had forgotten who she
truly was and what she was capable of. But then she pushed her pride aside ahdrdeotre
deal.

AYou came to us out of necessity, Shayu Sh
tone, AYoubre sister has been cared for, but
will not only pay handsomely, but it will offeryaund your ki n a way out . o

AWhat do you mean?0 Paud growl ed.

ASereibis. o Ching said,ithebestdealdrsihtheowoildof Mo d
where the doctors are protecteddyil law. Where debt collectors charge interest, rather than
demand bod ©

Paud shook his head, AHow 1 s that possi bl e
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Ching ignored his question, AYou wondét hayv
work for me, ever again. You wonodét have to go
Paud took a step towards her. She immediately strengthened her shadows, coating herself
so thick that she appeared like nothing more than a silhouette.
Agai n, Paud askedow»snarling this ti me, A
AfBecause youol | be working for me. 0
Paud whirled around.he voice came from his left. There on the left side of the room,
between two bookshelves and above a door, was a wide round mirror. It normally reflected light
from a sunroof that caught the rays that made it down through holes in the great reefidut it h
grown dark. So dark that it cast an unnatural shadow upon both the sea people now staring up at
it. In that black screen, however, Paud could see a hand. Furry gnarled fingers clamped around a
rusty scarlet stone, the head to a staff that extended vigva
And who are you?0 Paud demanded.
Truth. o The mirror replied.
I know of you. o0 Paud snappwidbealléwedimo can yo
Munkl oe?0
The figure in the mirror leaned forward. A black hood became differentiable from the
darkress. Paud could make out the faint outline of a snout beneath the cowl.
Alf you do this for me, 0 she said, Athen |
Paud turned back to Ching Shih. Her shadows were still out and ready. His weapons were
against tie wall and still tucked in his bag. There was even the possibility that the necromancer
in the mirror could attack him for all he knew. Gear Baba would come to his aid, but he could
not be quick enough. The poor chidra would likely lose his life too. Mieather or not he
could over power Ching and Truth, it would all be for naught. His sister, in a black market
hospital hidden somewhereintbeé s ci p | e s Doafon Blandskwoeldsssrély pay the
price for his trouble making.
He had no choice.

ot 3t DN

Ahave one | ast job to complete before the
yours. o

AWonder ful .o Truth snickered.

AWhat is it you want me to do?0 Paud asked

Pale, white teeth became visible from beneath the hood. Sharp and grinning.

Al wangi yeumeot he Batl oen throne. 0 Truth s

ABy killing he who sits on it now?0 Paud a

The faceless necromancer nodded.

Paudoés gills flared as he | et out a sigh.

He turned to Ching and held out his hand. She tossed him the coin purse. He turned back
to the mirror, but the darkness was gone and the faint Solarin light once more poured in. Much
like the mirror, when he turned back to the merman she too was gone. His front door ajar.
Outside his house, he heard Gear wail on the metal anviloncé ragrei® t hat he hadnbo
heard sincée entered his home.

With the metal still ringing, Gear holl ere
ANot hing new. 0 Paud muttered.
ADat guardsman, for da King of Batloe, 0 Ge

Paud rolled his shouldersen went back to unpacking his equipment.
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Chapter Five: Calm Before the Storm

Sol ari s gl ared 1 n dwvsienifdegkep his eyee apeh aldaohe n o
clamped them shut. He di dndt needtheQ@bsidame. Th
Sail, the incessant trainirtgad thrown him up and down, left and right, all over the ship so much
sothathefeltasf hedd been there for ages. Hi s bare f
he stood, the little rivets and splinters beneath the pads of his toes acted like some form of brail
to his surblinded mind. And just as well as he had come to know the Ishiphe come to know
the foe before him.

m
(0]

Jason Athe Gianto Kakal. He coul dndt see t
it in his voice as he slidlayful threats imo his educational sermen

ATahm to rtessitl ygyance, Mr. Woodsman. 0

Tougup e d . Hi s right hand shot up al most as i

face too many times by blunt objects in the last five days that the universe itself had decided to
start giving him some form of premonitions. Sure enough, his hand cauglad@nvpole that
woul déve clunked him in the head a moment | at
APain. o0 JasidMahouwmbdbivhered, Fou. o
Scoffing, Tou adjusted his gripain?T h e r e aJildesohmuscle in his body that
hadnét been torn. His hands were covered in b
gut as his metabolism burned up everything it could. The only agony Tou lacked was
dehydration as the boatswain, Drakkenysefl to let the crew go without fresh clean water even
if the Captain felt that all other forms of strain made the body strohgat.said, all other forms
of agony had very much so beéeANthapeudgrinMe gul ar pa
Woodsmarthoughtto himself:ld m not paif.r ai d of
APai nds b urdeldarakiraraell b mt you get to choose ho
What Tou was afraid of was the impending length of the anecdote that was swirling
around i n Jas oamélavlyblip @i ohhjs slgbberyesnoiit.shadsvofell over
Tou and he heard the Giant ds Wetihg htth ec rneaankd st hsei
eclipsing Solaris, Tou was able to oges eyes and looked up at the furry warrior. While Tou
hadone, Jason held two polésand his were knobbyrhis whipped the scofffo Tou ds f ace
he swallowed it down with an audible gulp. All that separated him from the incoming onslaught
was whatevetale Jason was about to telaybe he could stomach thesy.
AWhen ah was uh wenbtd saedmall itndeomBadiae was a greath
zirra farmer, aeven greater zirra snorter, an
the grass. Had been for a whahl too. Found him rottin in a pablofg e r . 0
AWaiti Rottingd
Jason nodded, fAHae wa s Ahslal dll rotled aut oittisdnead wa e g
and a whole flock of maggots had made an entahr godai civilahzation outa hts maw.
Tougagged so hard Hell to one knee
Those among the cretlvat hadbeenclustered around thereageto watchthe next stage
in T o utdrtaroustraining, quickly shuffled off. Whether they knew the story or not, they had no
intention of hearing anymore. Tou wasnot sure
ready for him to get therget doneand get on with the pain.
AWhol e ahl and s B5dbatdh ewo r caeveriabdmahiing tahno
dig a hole. Town Master made us take him up the hill in a whael barrow and toss him off the cliff
into the sae. Whole way upcean braeze was just blowin his funk raht down mah snout. Ah tell
you, that stank was so streng
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He poked Tou in the gut witmoe o f hi s sticks, producing a,

AYou ever smelled death?0 Jason asked.

Touds | ip curled as he nodded.

AMmM. 6 Jason grunted, fAWell ah swear that s

Touds stomach cl| en cunaaly) he had nothingirahis édllyyworthor u n
heaving.

fiFortunatelay, mh Pawas helpin us. Hae set us straigla.iSd, 61 t d st 6jsu sr aae | s, n

butthe partojat hat t hank it ds .bad 2 alshhant psut) wsott ha hfi ese
so he ould lift Tou with his free hand. Once the earth elf was back on his feet, Jason tapped his
noggin gently with a pole, expl &Sameiwaygtsaysi Yer b
yerwoman smells lahk flowers whahl the rest of us thank shadssiikelcrimpsin taiad, ifya
know what ah maemothin stanls anaymore than it smells godd t &aslin. And you can
change those. Wil power . Mahnd ovuh matter. o
Jason rolled his shoulders back and puffed out his chest, grinning down at Tou with a
podure that was a tacit query for feedback.
AYou cand6t change your feel
WACK! Jason came stapwih ohesof his staffa and, asuréus
recoiled, he brought down the other. WACK!
AFARA Tou coul dndt even finish his curse be
WACK! WACK!
Tou was on the floorboards. Stars exploding on the inside of his eyelids.
AMaybae you couWlacdmodmt girrowtl reed , p &ibtu,tdo you bett
Get up!'!o
Fearing the next onslaught, Tou had already been in the process of rising to his feet
before he had been commanded to do so.
AAhO6Il |l strahk ya with mah | edfasimphisn and you
domi nant hand. Lowering his |l eft,ohe raised h
Through gritted teeth, Tou grumbled, AndANd
AFarak around and fahnd out. o6 Jason snarl e
Tou responded with a submissive curseunderhbr eat h t hen braced hi
give him much time. With his gargantuan stature and wingspan, his left caught Tou so far back
on his thigh that it was nearly his backside. The blow swept the leg right out from under him.
Even as he fell, Tou &d to reach up and stop the next assault but the pain soaring through his
body, surging up from his laterals like an upside down lightning bolt, not only blinded him but
simultaneously froze his joints and slackened his muscles. His raised staff bemnrdiyhany
resistance and Jasond6s then smashed down on h
Once his head stopped ringing after cracking against the floorboards, the very next sound
he heardwathebear nés cackl e.
ANot hard enough?m Riatsomabmaeklead, AAh ca
ABet. o Tou growl e
Suddenly, all that pain from prior days of training seemed to have dissipated. In fact,
even the agony of Jas on 0 sonmpares tdiscurrent siate enthed q u i
floor. Nonetheless, Tou took a ddaeath. Holding it, he forced his limbs to lift him to his fate.
Once halfway there, he put his wooden sparring sword beneath him and used it as a crutch to get
the rest of the way up.
ThenJason kicked the pole right out from under him.
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Al f Go dyatoreveta thiddlegdewoul da bl essed ya at birt!l
Tou groaned.
AGet up on yer owagati memgth fore ah hit vy
This time, Tou got up faster. As if he was already learning the lesson of the day, he
embraced the suffering and powered through. But lenwwvédt even fully upright
struck at him again. However, the elf was still prepared.
One knotted staff swung low for his shin. Tou braced himself for impact but otherwise
ignored this attack, instead forcing his eyes to look away and notetheeanggp f t he bear na
hand as it swung the second rod. Before the first landed, Tou raised to parry the second. That
way, as the initial blovbounced off his shin and his vision went white as his brain seared with
pain, all he had to do was keep swingamgl hold fast to his weapon. With a pop, he beat back
his foeds second bl ow.
Glaring until his sight returned, Tou gave Jason a triumphant nod.
AThought you could hit harder?0 He said.

Jason smil ed, AGettin there Nbrreach&®8dtsods man.
paek. o

Toubs shoul ders fell

ANow, this tahm around: take a hit, bl ock,
commanded, ifGot it ?0

ADonum. 0 Tou muttered.

The one Brightside was the fact that there was an end in sight. With every WACK!, Tou
trained his eyes on the sky and prayed that Solaris might rise just a little bit quicker. In the
meantime, his muscles were mashed down to the bone and his dark, ebdrgcakne almost
iridescently dark as bl ood pooled beneath. Ea
flashed across the membrane of his mldarred ruins of the home he neerew, littered with
unread messages tucked in untouchetiles.His sister, Zou, shoving him down beneath the
mane of their beaghother as he writhed in pain and clutched the bolt in his shoutteheat
away these painful thoughts. The discomfort of his past encouraged him to charge head first into
thetorur e awaiting him at present, but even Toubod:
a bonk on the head that he could not rise from.

Down he went. Down upon the deck. But also down into that dark place that haunted him
in nightmares, a heart wramaog memory and yet one that he cherished. The last time he saw
Zou.

Zou was trembling. Tears were streaming down her cheaks, washing the dirt from her
brown skin. These tears flew from her lips with the spit sprayed by her shrieks. Her fists were
clenchedoy her hips, her shoulders heaving with each shout. Each time she cried out, he cried
back. Shaking the same as her. Neither listening to what each other was saying, as both knew
there would be no minds changed that night.

Dark beasts loomed around thefihey watched with black eyes, their snouts turned
down to the earth, their lips creased by frowns.iiTheund like backs looked burdenous
between their shouddt blades as they watched their adopted children fight. This was not a fight
like their kind knewthere was no barred fangs and no bloodshed, only heartbreak. Their mother
flinched with each insult flung. Though she coufitdmpletely comprehend, she knew her heart
would soon be wrenched in two.

Zoudemandedheyleave.lt was finally timeto go tothe cityi to stay She wanted to
rejoin civilizationi she was no longer a child of the woods and she wanted to be a woman of the
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world. Not only that, but the woods were dying. The elves of the city were encroaching. The tree
line was receding. Their h& had tried to raid the city, to discourage the people, but it had only
hastened their spread. If they went to the city, Zou argued, then maybe they could convince the

elves to stop and save theirbedsa mi | y6s way of | ife.

Tou was terrified. He was yogre r . He di dndt remember the be
civilization was the wound in his shoulder and the fear he had felt as he had almost fallen to his
death. The woods were safe, in Toubs mind, fa

his blood-families home. All it harbored for him was pain. They had no choice, Tou argued, they
had to stand their ground and defend their new family with their new family deep in the Tadloen
forests.

The barrens watched i n endhi@dmercteleaveTbuteahgy di dn o6
knew Zou was right. Eventually, beasbther got up and separated them. One of the younger
barrens escorted Zou to the edge of the herd, away from Tou, whilenheifistr had Tou lie
down to sleep beside her. They normaklypstogether, curled up against their monstrous
mat r i ar c hhids, bubtiiey eédeddspace that night.

Tou watched her walk away. Her shoulders still trembling with both rage and fear. Her
dark hair bouncing behind her until she dissolved into tredews.

A tiny bit of his consciousness, looking back on this memory as he lay on the dkek of
Obsidian Sailreached out to hércalled out to her in this blufbrce-induced day dream. He
coul dndét have known as a hewould rebver seethér agais. Atan adu
midnight, the hunters of the city would come for the herd and, in that commotion, he would flee
with his beastmother and she would not be there when the herd returned.

He extended his hand and opened his mouth to say

WACK!

Jasonds pole swatted his knuckl es and his
He was back. Fully conscious. Staring up at the ftona Solaris until it was eclipsed by
Jasonds bulbous head.

Tou sat wup, asking, AHow |l ong was | out?o

AToo Dasomgrowed.

AThat 6s enough for today. o

Both the bearn and the elf turned to bow to the approaching Captain. Dressed as dapper
as eveii his head was topped with a droopy witch hat, his chest completely bare so that his black
scales glistened in the sunlight, and his baggy britches were blown tight against his waist by the
ocean breeZze he walked with the air of a king with both hands behhis back. As he
approached, Jason reached down to help Tou to his feet (allowing him to use his staff as a crutch
this time around).

AThe Battle will soon be upon us. 0 Dresdan
ASoon?0 Tou | ooked from the Capt sioront?®@ hi s
Jason scratched the back of his head with

cause the big day is coming up doesndt maen a
AYou dondt think youdll be ready?0 Dresdan
Touds KWedddbaek around to the chidr a, ANO si
AGood. 0 Dresdan rolled his shoulders and s

them as he continued, fAln three days, comrade
I f t he f ol klseengpayinglattention bdefard, théytwere now.
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AThe Sea Lords. o Dresdan explained, #fATheir
be meeting God or Barr o obeforethe surhsets threetddysfrora | | m
now. 0

Sealed lips suppssed the gasps of disbelief while the eyes of the crew gave away their
obvious alarm. The Sea Lords were the most powerful pirates on the sea and had been for years.
There was not an illicit business that did not involve their greedy palms and even fewer
conspiracies that werendt made possible by the
Captain Ching Shih had haunted the oceans as much as the lahtro Storm itself and the idea of
stopping her seemed tantamount to challenging a hurricane to a fistfight.

Al t hough, i f anyone could tussle with a ty
AWe wil |l not be alone. The allies that wil
Emperor himself and as feared as anyone whoos
indigo eyes to the sky, daring Solarishersef he concl uded, AWe will d

then disbandhe Obsidian Sail It will end the Pirate Wars and we will retire, redeemed, as
|l egends. o

With one hand grasping the tongs, she reacpeshd cranked the lever down. The
furnace roared as a great metal arm descended from within to squash the plates of amber steel
beneathCracks split as the separate plates combined, cutting through the stack like yellow
glowing lightning bolts. Flakes arahips crumbled off like the sweat that was pouring from her
temple. Thermabuh relented, raising the lever and the arm witghi¢ adjusted the plates with
the tongs. The plates had been welded together to form a firm stack of cards, but they had not yet
become one malleable block, and so again she pulled down the bar, which dropped the great
cylinder, and mashed the steel together harder. Over and over she did this, flipping the material
to subject another side the crushing machinadjusting how deejp sat in the furnace to put
different sections of the cube under the heavy arm of the compréksoe was a gentle
firmness to her technique, a patient strength that had been partly inherited, but mostly learned.
Hergoldeneyes were protected frometieat and light in the belly of the forge behind
the magical panes of her smithing goggles, but they burned nonetheless as she resisted the urge
to blink in an effort to remain absolutely focused with the task at hand. So possessed was she by
theprocess he di dndét hear Drakken enter the room b
loud enough as it was. Though magical exhaust ports had been installed and the floor, walls, and
ceiling had been extensively fireproofed so as to make it possible to havaee on a mostly
wooden vessel, nothing had been done to protect the ears of those in the forge

Drakken didnét interrupt her. He waited fo
work station behind the oven, content to watch in silence. Bdifion, on the desk, was a skinny
bl ack box. Thatés what Tabuh noticed first wh

the chest but she brushed it off. Lifting her goggles, she approached the table but did not sit
down.
AMr. Drakken. 0 She state
ADame Sentry. o0 The mol eman bowed his head.
For a moment, the only sound in the room was the furnace. Still choking on thsoon
be sword. Once it became obvious that Tabuh w
pressed her
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AiDo you know whyDresdan wants this sworal?

Tabuh rolled her eyes, AFor o6the Bat

AYes. 0 Drakken nodded, AMore specifi
Battteihave you ever heard of Truth?o

AWer e they o0ne awmddthd Bmpahrrmah®aer ©ft hdote Tahger ?

Again Drakkennoddedi Tr ut h hired wus to aid the Empir:«

AFahn choi ciealtlhatto wairc wawhi ch tahrant got t

tl ed?o0
cal l vy,

scoffed, ATr ade dandmatdeaahwboterhell bfa lot olbpahwaiel balhdoing
S0.0 She shook her head until her frustration
to return to the conversati omomepddrdoolloresdan wa
Truth?o

ATo kill Truth herself. o0 Drakken stated.

Tauh6s head cocked to the side.

fiWe deal in drugs, beneath these Obsidian s
taking off his Iittle r eadDixiplgsof®arknésmeuptmt up s
no goodo

fwith anamelahk hat , who wod | Tdabvueh grueemsasrekde?d .

firand Dresdan feels personally responsible

AAs hae | ahklay should. o6 Tabuh interjected

Now it was the mol eman whodés head cocked t

AWas he not in charge of or Empersrdr BHei agkede
Alf anything Onotna Sentry wasore responsible for the war than any pirate, Pacter, or Antipan
associated with the conflict?0 biaswambttie t he at
managed to avoid coming off asnfrontational. He was sincere. His chest puffed out with
concern, not bravado, and his brow furled by

as much a chance for Dresdan to absolve his c
Tabuh wanted tbe mad, but she also wanted that chance. She was not a big fan of piracy
ishe had seen the price of theiltrsbegvasalsdnet Ob s i ¢

a fan ofthe current state of politics. She had witnessed as much evil causedupticorand
incompitance in office as she had by criminals. The plagues that terrorized Sentrakle had been
ignored while foolish foreign campaigidike the War of the Tiger seemed only to enable and
empower the very groups responsible for the troualetk home. I n the end, ¢t
calmed her.

Shehabegun to wonder why she was sdidustahd t her e
ran. Was this it? Her hesitation was fate, not failargipan pahratesshe chuckled to herself,
Mystakle Planesure is full of surpahseBushing her pride aside, she smiled at the moleman and
answered his questions with another.

AAre you ready?o0

AMadam?o

She gestured back towards the furnace, ATh

The conf usi o faceeanfuseditlee eltasvell. n 6 s

ABut eéo He stammered, reaching for the bl ac
it A | came h®re to convince you

Tabuh blushed. Reaching into one of the pockets on her tool belt, she retrieved an empty
pouch, ftARnlygaed od heart. o
AWhy ?0 Drakken asked.
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AThank Mr. Woodsman. o0 Tabuh shrugged, AOr
Embarrassed, she turned from the moleman and strode back to the oven. Removing the
smashed steel with the tongues, she held the glowing roctfmwether for him to see. Sapphiric
sparkles glistened amongst t@nge shine of nearly molten metal. The blade anddwast had
been merged, now it only needed activation from a magician and then the weapon could be
beaten and sharpened into its fif@am.

AAh6ém glad ah stayed. o6 Tabuh admitted, dar
ahdove ran from purpose. Been so busy runnin f
stopped to make mah own. o0 She saewhkretlistakes t he s
mae. 0 No |l onger embarrassed, she was back to
ASo again, ahém askin. You ready?0o0

Theshipthrobbed like a blood pumpirgrgan Tou felt as if he resided in the belly of the
greatbeast that wathe Obsidian Sail or maybe in a lonely vein or arteljyst close enough to
the heart to hear and feel the vibrations but not near enough to see the action. His room was some
inclosed organic vessel within the greater bbdlye windows ceered, the door closed, the
lightsdimihe was a tumor that wasnét supposed to b
ot hers on board shared. | f this wasnodt obviou
while the celebration sprawled owgrieath the stars above.

Wrenching out the rag, he hung it over the faucet and limped back to the bed where he
coll apsed witt hi sannb,t Al Qokfe. olhe adroitted td hindsaleBvend mya ny wa y s
legs still worked. Plus considering the fadhat the party above was patrtially to celebrate the
crewbs coming retirement but mostly to encour
be able to be sold beforethe Baitle dondét need any zirr a, Il need

Yet, just as his eyes began tos#, the door was flung open.

Tou shot upright as if he thought Jason was storming in with his knobby pole.

AShaaall wae dance?0o0

Tabuhflitted across the room, tugging at the seam of her britches as if they were a ball
gown Tous mi r ked at first but as she continued to
A curve took hold of the edge of Hips and his brow arched up. His fasas contorted with
concerni a concern that escalateden furthemwhen her golden eyes met his and she winked.

Gesturing to the thumping above, she continued to sing.

AOn a braht c¢cloud of music, shall wae f 1l ah

Hi s expressi on didd. Sherolleddhdr eyéstso hard that hefheddu h 6 s
rolled with them. Prancing back across their room, she paused bgdtepoke thébarren

With hands on her hips, speodced,i Wh at 6s your probl em?0

Tou pulled himself up off the bed and hobbled over to the bathroom. In the doorway, he
examined his naked torso and the beautiful splotches of blacks and blues that polka dotted his
flesh, providing just a hint of the absolute mush that had been made osinwdistles. He
looked over his shoulder and, meeting her gaze, he saw that she understood Astairs
if he could strip his tone of any emotion, he stated as monotonely as he could maviamey 6 r e
in a mood. O

AAh .0anshe s puniAgoodoneo $he playfullyslapped him on the
shoulEhgro,y it whahl it |l asts. o
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Again, with as dead a tone as he could muster, hef®&d, finishedt he swor d?0

Al ndaeSh.e twirled away from t heiNavdanceway, sk
with mae. o

Toud i d n 0 tHewatched her waltz in the mirrand his expression began to soften.
Though he thought he guarded his thoughts, his big brown eyes following her behind him gave

him away. As Tabuh spun around, s htdakecharught gl
long for her to read him like a booRhefroze.
AYoubdtamce, can you?o

AThe braustofolgetoteachmed Tou sai d.
Tabuh frowned, but even as she did she grooved with the tunes above them. Rocking
with the bass as she thoughtlas she thought she noticed that Tou too had begun to move with

therhythml t i s ndt sheldecidedhwes tc atntbat, he hasndt .
AYou know how to hun3he rashked Mri HWWo otdes neatna?l
Tou nodded.

She winked at hinagain fiThen ¢alkma e . 0
He flinched at the thought and she chuckled.

AMove when ah move. Foll ow mae. Lahk waeor
to bounce a bit on the balls of her feet with the regular thunder rumbling the ceiling and
fl oorboards, yiowucamanddmdd. 0
Still, Tou remained glued tihe bathroom mirror
Tabuh flung her hands up, ATou! o
He whirled around, fAWhat! o
iDond6t bae a coward! o Sbhe snapped, fHAGet wup
Tou started to march towards her so abruptly that Tabuh instinctively back pedalled.
AWhereds the | imp?0

ATeach me to dance. 0

She smirked as she altered her pace so that her strides matched &isild@tiatcrept
across her lips quickly spread fronr e him. The beat was quickening above. There was
wrapping on some sort of shrill drym fast slapping that had Tabuh taking swift half steps back
and forth almost as if she was faking him out, like a sparring partner attempting to trip up their
foe or make them flinchFortunately, Tou was a fighter and his brain recognized the slight shifts
in the angle of her hips and the twists in her steps intuitively. Just as he could anticipate a
wooden pole swinging for his shin, he could anticipate where shgoirag and his body

instinctiviely responded. Hewas clumisp f cour se, as he wasnodot wused
movements but hecaughton fast and Tabuh was thrilled.
AOkay, Mr. Woodsman! o She excl ai med.

His dark skin hid it, but he was blushing.

They both paused as the tempo changed again. The focus was taken off percussion, now a
twangy string instrument took control of the
into the role of the teacher.

fiTake mah hands. S h e s nat c hgeéich mhch ef an optiont, theg askéiau
can count, raht. The baests taught you number

Tou rolled his eyes but they barely had time to stop rolling before Tabuh started moving.

AOne, two, thrae, o0 she said, fAand one, two

AOne, twomunrhureed, 0 fm@&nd one, two, threeéo
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Hand in hand, they waltzed around the bed chamber, twisting and swaying. As they did,
Toubs furled brow slowly sl ippéeHbestompedlso upon hi
abruptly he nearly tripped over his own feet.

AWat 6s wrong?o

He gave herhiseye8, Thi s | s-dabdng @anci ng

She frownedfiwhat do ya maemf?

He opened his mouth but his tongue flopped limp and he looked away.

AComed on

Releasing heleft hand,he grabbed her wajgbulled her closeand then metdr gaze
again.

1

Ob She gasped, bl u,orlyithe gedih hekckeeks stoodaatcdbon b e f or
her pale skin so much so that she al most seem
Right 2?0 Tou asked.

Oh yesmied She

They were frozen there, pressed close toammher, and her blush was very quickly

o B 1

spreading to Touds cheeks. After a moment, he
AWel | ?20
AOh yes! o0 Tamkdh Iflloiwn ontaeed 0
Tabuh didnét count this time, she watch hi

breath. The por boy was focusing harder than he had when he was being pummeled by Jason
earlier that day. Each step he took possessed as much effort as each hammer blow she struck to
the blade she had only just finished forging, but each step he took made him nfidkencais
well i more willing to trust his intuition and give in to the flow of the muffled melody. As he got
more and more comfortableis mind began to wander. Not away from Tabuh, but closer. He
had revealed so much to his roommate over the past wedlatigottenso little timeto
investigae her. Once he was sure enough of his groove to trust that herwasiiep on her toes
T or his owni he met her eyes.
fiHowdéd a smitholearn to dance
Tabuh took his hanbdackin her own as she reminded hinAhé m a Sentray f i
foremost . 0O
She curtsied with a smirk and in doing so
right hand so that he was turned around with his back to her. She whispered in his ear, as if
joking, even though the dread in her voice could not be cloaked.
AMah Dbl ood defahnes mae baefore mah brain
Twirling him back around, Tou faced her once emdaidauntedhe pressed further.
AWhat does dancing chave to do with nobili it
Tabuh shrugged, Nahihgbutttaidn g,i omNot hi n.
iSo dance®loweragrnéetmpt ed to mimic Tabuhds mat
up and yanked her right but got stuck on his own angles halfway through. She gracefully slipped
from his graspspun around anslid her hands down his wridis let go and takkold of his
waistTou croaked out tHHien@wd of his question, i
Tabuh smiled, AThey were, butitak mere was al
ALIi ke what ?0
Suddenly, Tabuh yanked Tou so close he hopped out of his planned step and slammed
into heri nearly knocking heralvn had she not planned for such disruption. Instead, the move
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ended with her back bent nearly parallel to the floor and Tou trembling ovas herstrained
not to collapse upon her
AThere was a man. o0 She whispered.
AA man?0 Tou gul ped.
Straighteningbak up, she twirled Tou again as she
AA boy@rinted ou
AWhen ah was a girl .o
AAh. 0 Tou came out of his twirl and gave t
thanks to Tabuhds congeni al age, tgpewdeas@oces
AA half hearted atShetookhis.victoryTaaddeclled@orinsreaser e d
the difficulty. The tempo above was changing anyways. She quickened her pace and dragged
him bumbling around after heerisscrossing her feet as sheated the roonand elaborated,
AMah father i sndt a b ataehadmo marechoice mitthdniabut was t
after ah made it c¢cl aer ah had no intention of
manay more dances. 0
Al s e eated, stiuggling to listenand keepup A Tr eat y ? 0
ATwaen the Sentray and iButtenRedampiion@ay. 06 Tabu
happened anaywayo
He tripped over his feet but caught hi msel
AThe r ahysstofokare. M SHeotohtelli merbayesat: T
AAh. O
He sighed. Not due to her explanation but due to the fact that he had finally mastered her
grapevine. But then, of course, she switched it up agsithe music slowed once mofad
allthewnhile, he still had tosten
AMhm. After t htarhedorthd niobilimy CorSideretemteaikots éor
wanting to budday up with the new regeai me. 0
Tou was better at the slower style. Taking short steps, the focused muaistonm
around one another and he was able to focus more on her words.
AWhat did you want ?0
A T @o something for maeo
She was |l ooking away. Not at anything in p
really looking. Nor was she really hearing eitl&ne was listening to Tou, but no longer to the
music. Tou noticed this, as the beat above no longer seemed to be slow enough to match their
gait. His eyes scanned her face. It waslser, though her brow was stern. It was as if she was
pondering the questin he had asked even before he had asked it, so he asked another.
ALIi ke what ?0
Anayt $hashgiggéd iAhdve got too much talent to
Smithing?o
Or shooting. o
MAs a sol dier?o
Turning back to look at Tou, sisaid AAh s ai yhgop.d\btdor someskand or
g u a eHer.ears caught back on to the music abovetlay moved a little quicker. Not by
much, they still danced slow enough to remain close to one another. They could feel one
anotheroés breath, only a thinfipgldntoghhcetmmahai r se
own baet. Ah dwowmat tkmatw veaklahk viesdghargdare gaing
AHere?0 Tou was barely able to withhold hi

ot 3t N
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AYes, Tou, 0 She smiled, Aahdm happy. Ah | a

Tou grilidowoodd, 0

They stopped dancing. It seemed as if the maistve had stopped. The ship ceased to
rock as if the ocean itself had calmed and flattened out like an pane of glass. Around them, the
room fell dark, but the dim light that shrowded them brightened to make the two glow as their
bodies pressed togethersHleep dark eyes were locked on her big blue eyes.

He asked9o ACan | Kk

She kissed him.

For a monolith of a man, he limped into the room with a slouch that made him appear
half as tall. His shoulders were slumped like a child caught lying. Hssdragged on the floor
as he made his way to the chair and plopped down before the Commander.

ASheri ff 20

He certainly no longer looked the part. Melting in his gaudy frame like as though he was
meant to be a Knome and nodwosal kitdedarbiof theBoldt t h e
flame that had burned within him when he had held the title of Sheriff. Swallowing his misery,
he raised his gaze and fadbd man for just long enough to make eye contact before he bowed
his head.

ACommander | pativy. o

AThat | imp, 0 Shaprone wrapped his fingers
his own, Ayou havendét heal ed?0

ACommander é0 Justin hesitated, fAthe haeler
capital .o

Where his fingers had once wrapped, his rdacthmed palm down. He hit his desk with
such force that his chair shifted back an couple inches. Unlike the bearn, Shaprone still had
plenty of fire in his soul. For a minute, the electric elf bit his torigiegced to look away from
the pitiful shell ofthe once proud, law enforcer before him.

AWedl |l get you fixed. o He murmured before
properly serve your <city, staggering around I

Again, Justin hesitated. Finally, he cleared his throat and said in as tpnee as the
behemoth could manage, he said, AThey raepl ac

Shaprone shot out of his chair.
AWho? Magistrate Onotna? Wi thout the Mystyv
That flame Shaprone had initially tickled within Justin was now being fanned by the
Commamler 6 s outrage, for this was an oulNowage Jus
Commander Shaprone Ipatiya noble and able, sgndcoming star of the new Mystvokar
government was sitting across from him and sympathizing with his situatiorpitiéaith in
the fuming elf before him and sat up straighter in his chair.
AThey said ah was in no state to servel!o
ACause they botched your haeling!o
All Justin could do was nod.
Cursing, Shaprone sat back down in his chair.
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A We 61 | get hyapu omealpged.mi sd, his eyes as bl
you that. o He shook his head and | ooked away
your brother. o

Il f Justin wasnot wupright before, he surely
Commander doubt his loyalty to the Mystvokagspecially not because of his blood ties to that
bastard Jason Kakal, fAHaeds no brother of mah

Shaprone pressed deeper, AA drug deal er ?o0

AWor se than thati,Gogliarn. Anl was tpian owar ned,

AAnti pa?0 Shaprone asked.

AFarakin Rosethorn.o Justin confirmed.

ARosethornéd Shaprone whispered, cocking h

Trinity Nations, corregtthe Imperial Navy and &l 0
AWIith?0 Justin scoffed, 0
AFor 20 Shaprone | eaned ba

gestured for the e$heriff to continueil F o ro exadtly? o
AThe | mperi al Navy. o Justi n istheMagptped, 0 May

Onotna Sentray butforthe e t hat work for him sure. They be

the War of the Tahger. o
Now it was Shaprone who was a bit nervous. He knew the answer before he even posed

the question but nonethel ess he Zgioas e ni.to: A Wh
AAbsol utelay. 0 Justin crowed.

Again, Shaprone slammed his hand down on the desk. This time with such force that the

desk hopped up off the floor an inch and poor Justin flinched in his chair. Shaprone nodded to

hi msel f in shaneent fAZYeorui &k naofw etrh elya bsu h. 0
AAh6éd heard. o Justin stated.

AYou think theyore

J

or . o
k, taking the fr

in cahoots?0 Shaprone a
ustin answered truthfully, AAh do. 0
Shaprone cursed again.
Justin went out on a | imb, AThose Sentray.

Shaprone looked up, raising eyebrow.

Justin gulped but continued, AThink they ¢
Commander, not under the Mystvokar. There is law and ardbis countrynow, justice,and it
dondédt matter what kahnd of blood you got in vy

Foramorent, Shaprone said nothing. Justin was
but something about the Commanderds stare tol
Finally, he pealed his black and blue bruised hand from the top of his desk andextémde

Justin. Justin wouldbébve been sweating had he
fiHow would you |i ke to serve in the Army of
AAh would, sir!?!o Justin exclai med.

AwWell then, Justin, welcome aboard. o

Shapr one r el thickueed handaad stoad o&alute him with his hand
across his heart. Justin shot up out of his chair and did the same.

AYoubre goi ng t theGbgdiapSaime Sthhamptr odh@ewms mi | ed, A
to bring every single last one of them totios. Whethetheirname is Jason Kakal or Tabuh
Sentry. 0 T hgeowl& thislans semtenge as if the villains were standing beforg him
AThere is | aw and order in this country now.o
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Chapter Six: The Deicide

The wind whistl ed b ycapeandtugding ihlzack sowasdhe@ d Dr e s d
Obsidian SailHe stood on a plank that extended out over the gentle sea, stretched between his
ship and that of his adver sary @shestobdybuthe was a
looked beyond her for a moment. His eyes traveled south, his gaze skiing up the waves and
jumping from one frothing crbetwderthe distabthdges.ne xt u
Not far beyond that point, the ocean was swgphwa gargantuan gusthere the sea itself
became a padf the great column of weather that churned on the horizon, connectisegthe
the sky The hurricane seemed almost to bend, as if bowing its head in recognition of the
Ca pt aye bubtbe mabn was so faint that no one would know whether or not it was real or
all in their head. Dresdan smiled before turramgayi though he did not yet face his opponent.

Instead he looked north, as if intent on taking in the setting of the cite so thattte mig
never forget this specific moment. While a storm waged to the south, the peaceful island of Oreh
waited to their north. The high bluffs of its eastern edge were colorful, each story of stone
painted by nature to depict a separate millenia. The gcétftop grasses were hidden by the
ships of the Sea Lordkags. It was just before her shores where they created their circular
perimeter. Dresdan stood at the nexus of this ring of vessels. Standing in opposition of his foe,
t hough s he c osuré al thednaturdroh hisgostore against her. It was now near time
that she found out.

He turned to face Ching Shih.

She was not smiling. Her eyes woul dbébve bee
instead her gaze was made stern by the musebasdlin her temple. Her tongue split her snarl
to lick her sharlike eyes. The breeze nipped at her sarong, pulling at each of the three leaves so
that they flapped | i ke t hey iotmegwerehha thgslofeaieor e s
Muddy, the TriRace Rogues, and the Davivo and she wore them like a warrior wears scalps on
their belt. There were only four major flags left to collect and khd arrangetb obtain oneof
those foutthat day

The flag was as black as the sails it belongeébtded nicely intcatriangle displayedn
the hands of Jason the Giant. The fact that the gargantuani Hdeaded to the gills with

weapond§ di dndét split the plank was amazing. Dresd
shifted his weight. Desie being on a separate plank, parallel to the two Obsidians, John Pigeon
couldnét stop himself from cringing. Johnny,

because of his size. Whilee Obsidian Sailwas a diverse lot, the Sea Lords consistetbat
completely ofblue-skinnedmermen and fishfolklohnny was sundried human from the great
plains of Sondor. Unlike Jason, however, Johnny appeared to carry no weapons. All he held was
his gaudy belt buckl e, a s nsond dandtigat wasweapem 6 s h e
enough.

While the calm breeze yanked at both Dresdan and Ching, Jason and Johnny stood in
opposition to it. They leaned towards the Sea Lord shighie&@bsidian Saiwas tethered to:
theHongChitr Agquari an for the AMaroon Flago. Though

certainly wasnot the only thing. Theseaentire v
blues. These were the Sea Lordds si@nature co
surrounded the two bound shif$e entire Sea Lord armada circled the meeting, promising the
Obsidians no escape if they were to go about

have a shot in the dark to make it to the circumference ifrdregged. Two crews worth of Sea
Lords leaned over the banisterstid Hong Chj chomping at the bit for a chance to scrap with
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the legendary onship fleet that wathe Obsidian SailThey hung from the rigging of the sails

and masts, straddled the ragg) and peaked out the portholes beneath. The Obsidians mirrored
their intimidation. The ship sat uneven in the sea as the entire crew crowded the starbdard side
amongst them, Tou, Tabuh, and Drakken.

Drakken, in his own tacit way, tilted his snout sas two characters across the gap and
drew both elvesd eyes to them. One was a wel |l
around his flesh though most of his skin was hidden beneath the layers of what was at least twice
the pieces of a three pesuit. The man looked almost like a turtle with how scrawny he was
from the collar up and how thick he was layered in garments beinagflearing weaponless as
well, both Tou and Tabuh instantly assumed he was hiding something of value in the many coats
and vests hiayered upon himself. Aside from his peculiar garb, he was of no more note to the
couple. However, the figure beside him they instantly recognized.

They had never seen her before, but for some reason they instantly knew who it was.
Eveniftey had seen her, it wasnot | ike she was v
Grim Reaper and revealed a similar level of flesh. A hooded black cloak. As if she were nothing
more than the cloak itself. Her face was hidden in the shadow obwieEven the shape of her
body was hidden by slumped shoulders that made the robe fall around her without a crease. Still,
both Tou and Tabuh instantly figured who she was: Truth.

The two elves exchanged glances out of the sides of their eyes, gupiriuseously.

Then their attention was pulled to the captains facing off on the planks.
Captain Otubak. o6 Ching smirked.
Captain Shih.o Dresdan stated.

| see youbve got a new sword. o

Her crow eye, that cursed magic marble that sits in one @yiisockets of every
shadowmancer, was fixated on the blade behind his robe. Dresdan slipped his hand to the sheath
and drew out the saber. The mermands | eer the

AThe work of a Sentry. o

Al &m tradi ngsmhehsbdi pPresdanthaei d. Hi s voic:
forcedly unemotional, there seemed to be a hint of a threat within it. Especially when he turned
his gaze upon the nellaf watching from Chingo
Iceloadicmbi | i ty. o

The overdressed nellaf took a step back from the banister. His comrade in the dark robes
seemed to loom forward in response.

Ching enjoyed the banter. Gesturing to the cowering man, she introducédhiact
which caused him to trembiesay n g, A S o rigduagdrothec af theoMystvokar and
twin brother of the Master of Oreh Islandinfortunatelyt hough hedéd makhe a f an
is nota Sea Lord. Merely passing through, a plus one of our esteemed, mutual aquaintence. A
felowvet eran of the War of the Tiger. o

Ching turned to smile at Truth.

Truth, the hooded figu
magic. 0 Her body turned f
parall el shidpstéki ng, #AV

Drakken said nothing, he gave a single nod.

Al can smell it.o0 Truthds shoul
from beneath her elusive cl oak, n W

ot 3t DN

re, spoke from benea
rom those on the pla
oi d

ders seemed
hat power s

102



Before Draklen could answer, Dresdan raised his free hand towards the necromancer.
There was a silent wave of awe in response to the act. Both crews were taken aback for both
crews knew of Truth. Though she was no Sea Lord, she was no joke in her own right. The
Obsidands silencing gesture was blatantly disres
didndét even grant her a glance, he kept his e
the tension, he spoke again with his cold, bland tone.

ACapt ai metipged His.hat in the direction of the storm which engulfed the
horizon, AWhile we have the calm, we should c
ways. o

Again, Shih licked her eyes. Then, for a moment, she turned to appraise the lahtro Storm.
| ¢ ddouds were already so sprawled out across the sky they would soon block the face of
Solaris. She could feel the vibrations of distant rumbling thunder, like the sound of a distant
battle, and smell the damp scent of the impending downpour. It tasteghlikp wood on her
tongue. Yet she could sense something else in the air and, finally, as she stared at the storm, she
saw it with her crow eye.

Glowing silhuettes, like constellations in the shadowy distance, desstiath the cover
of | aht r as@canopgortte soutpOnde dhey broke free of the wall of clouds, she could
make them out with her living eye. It was a dalvary. An advancing armdule-bfeathing
dinosaursBefore the Sea Lord Captain could turn on Dresdan, however, the soundtof con
shell horns called her attention.

The northern mos$ea Lord shifin the fleeés circumferencevas pitchedike a
breaching whalstruck with a spell of slownesBefore the sight could sink i€, h i nageat®n
was drawn to the vessels on either sifithe capsizing ship. They were leaning drastically, like
a drunk slipping off a barstool, and the crew was scurrying about like the ants of a disturbed pile.
The icing on the cake loomed just beyond the three distressed ships, peaking out from the edges
of the island bluffs of Oreh: an I mperial shi
flapping galliantly as the galleyallopedacross the waves towards thawho knew how many
more lingered behind?

The Sea Lords were surrounded onhibezontal plane and trapped in half of their
vertical options thanks to the approaching dragons, but there was still the otfiethbalf
submarine half. Ching didnét even blink (gran
on her heels, turniniger back to those that had betrayed her, and dove from the plank, between
the two great ships, into the Aquarian Ocean.

The second her feet left the bridge, both crews exploded. Weapons are drawn
immediately. Fingers found triggers, tongues tickled spatid swords slit ropes as the two sides
prepared to board and battle to the de@ttere was hardly half an instant before there would be
no going back, but somehow both shipsé first
froze. It seemed evehe wind had ceased. The tide itself had fallen limp, letting the waves sink
to a still so that neitheéhe Obsidian SaihortheHong Chishifted in the sea.

Johnny stood where his captain had and Jason where his. Johnny had one hand raised to
his crew,the other gripping his belt buckle which was now beginning to glow a scarlet hue.

Jason also had a hand out to his mates while he held an even more unconventional weapon in his
other: a chain. In that brieioment otfhesitant preparation, Jason had whiptedchain down

below his waste. It slapped tplank andwrapped around it twice. The end Jason held hung

|l oose with slack. Johnny didndét much focus on
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plan, instead, his eyes darted between Jason andddie6 or t he t wo hadndt | u:
places. Dresdan had actually moved to stand clogbetdong Chi, notthe Obsidian Sail.

AWhat 6s the deal 2?0 Johnny demanded.

AWae aindébt hare for you.0 Jason growl ed.

ATheyodre here for me. o6 Truth hissed.

Truth had &epped oftheHong Chiand onto the plank. Though her face was hidden in
her hood, her glare seemed to radiate out from the darkness with a fury that was nearljtvisible.
was dissolving the tension that had frozen both parties of pirates. Musclesdéuam, lungs
were beginning to inhale, i f one side didnot
ignition, but as Truth took another step along the plank Dresdan surged forwards in a flurry of
motion.

With a twirl, the black scaled swordsmannituthe newly enchanted saber at the
necromancer. The blade pinwheeled towardd leerwhere she had beérfor just as the hilt left
Dresdandés hand, Truthdés robes dissolved into
sea, it stayed togethake a gue as it split itself in the center to let the mystical weapon spin
through.

And before the blade hit the floor thife Hong Chj both sides erupted.

The Battle had begun.

Her silver eyes squinted as her armored fingers, ever so gently, pulled back the invisible
string of her magic bow. Her target was so far away that no normal archer could expect to shoot

true. In fact, even an ar c htaer mark Withatthenl y 0s t al
El ement al Weapon i n he rbeenmnpossible.dMitrotme Gustbbme f e a't
however, the worl dds greatest archer became S
mi ghti est marksman in the world could fall vi

ABor k! o

Stripping her eyes fronhé distant deck ahe Hong Chj Lalmly glanced over at
Cowboy. He sat on a barrel beside her, leaning dangerously over the side of the galley as it
careened across the sea towards the nexus of the battle, but despite the wind resistance, his eyes
were upin attention mode.

ABor k! o

Foll owing the vall hundds doughy brown eyes
just Lalmlyés body guard, after all, he was i
Zaria Ein wasno6t on tidves ridiagiaynagspbwened zaomertacrossa | ml y
the sea at a speed that made their own vessel
alone, she had a legendary member of the Rosethorn there with her: the tall, electric elven
shadowmancer known &kar. The two were some of the most formidable fighters one could
find on Mystakle Planet. In fact, the only place you might be able to find a fair fight against them
would be on board one of the two ships they were zooming towdhdse, and in the sea
beneath them. For as Lalmly had seen, Ching Shih had abandoned ship.

Shedi dnéotHafdl ¢@a?mly been of a fleshed race,
silver eyes honed in on the sea between her comrades and the Battle. There was a darkness
benedh the surface and it was rushing towards them. Look a little further, Lalmly saw a few
more Sea Lords abandoning ki to follow theircaptainl know she woul dndt r
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drawing blood Lowering her bow, she gave Cowboy a quick scratch behind the eansole
him.

AThank you, Cowboy. o0 She cooed, ADondét wor
Gustbow and screwing her eyes down to a tight

webve got their back. o

Just as the stoneinJoRn geondés belt shone, same as the
zoomer engine glowed, another brilliant prism had been hard at work beneath the surface of the
Aquarian Ocean. It had been propelling itbs v
Shooting likea spaceship through the night skye Zoomarii stalked its prey in much the same
manner that ités organic twin did: |ike a sha
dozen times, as if herding a school of fish, before it had gone in for th&hée@ilot Paud Gill,
remained tucked behind the hydrodynamic watershield that maned the nape of the robotic
Ssumar i i llewvasmet thébite T h e | aeittser. TWwebiteavashdpassenger.

The passengerhEseus Icespedreld tight to the thee fins of the mechanical beast and
when they soared close to the bilges of the b
harpooner dives. His harpoon was a mystical spesaafted by the same smith that crafted
Lal mlyds Gust bovanaguivdleneamduotwieanieand it cht through the
current with ease, striking his target dead on. Once the keel was struck, Theseus arrived. He
straddled his weapon and grasped it with both
spread from wherhbis spednead was imbedded in the boat. Not only did it creep along the
bottom of the ship, it froze the water around it and created a bulb that was stretching out towards
the weilder himself. Once it got too close to his own fimige for comfort, Theses wrenched
the polearm free. The spell broke and the ice shattered. As he kicked off and the Zoomarii shot
up to catch him, the ocean punched through the hole he had made in the hull.

Before Captain Dresdan addressed Captain Ching on planks stretaliedrb#teir two
ships, Theseus and Paud had made it almost halfway around the circle of Sea Lord ships that
surrounded them. Neither knew exactly whenBhaéle would startlt all depended on what the
Sea Lords saw first, a ship capsizing or a dragom dibping below the cover of the edges of
the lahtro Storm, but both men onboard the Zoomarii were pretty sure they had a good estimate.

And so, when theydd gotten about halfway arou
Thiswasnotapadcf t he plan. Well éit was not a par:
the Rosethorn hadndét hired Paud Gill. Theseus

Bird nor did Dresdain Theseus had been the onerteet with the Bird antlire a memberfahe
Gol den Dagger. Hedéd arranged for PlHekdewhind hi s
agenda didnot f it i n,noticdnpletdytatdebdtoothey wantedtoAnt i p a
destroy the entire fleet atdkethe Hong Chiand, as fate would have the Hong Chiwas the
only ship Theseus wanted to destroy.

Maybe he could have convinced them, but he had decided not to take that chance. As a
King, he knew it was better to ask for forgiveness than to ask for permissionh@husy
through their sabotage of the Sea Lord fleet, Paud turned the Zoomidn@téong Chiand they
shot off like a torpedo.

Both the minotaur and the fishfolk kept their heads on a swivel, switching between the
center of the circle and the northenost point of the circumference where they had begun.
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Though they couldnét tell when the first of t
they might could see when the first Sea Lord vessel would give Ching Shih their tell. Whether it

was luck owisdomt hey6d nearly made it to the middl e v
A moment later, a figuré shrowded in shadowisplunged into the water between the

t wo vessels. Theseus coul dndét speak, his snou

could

AChing. 0 He shouted over his shoul der.

She saw them. Pausing to glare as the shadows that engulfed her took the form of a
serpentine dragon. Then she shot off, heading north.

AZaria. o Paud mur mur ed.

The Gill slowed their approach for a moment, buttcared when a large, furred hand
grasped his shoulder. Behind him, Theseus removed his mouth piece but it was pointless. His
underwater musings came out in garbled syllables. They were nearly there anyways. More
Aquarians fled the ship, hitting the waterd zipping off after their leader and plunging further
to hide amongst the reef far below. None seemed remotely interested in interfering with Theseus
or Paud and Theseus seemed equally as concerned.

Paud did as he was t olhika littlehlessemgohthetold hemo ul d n 6
Such a desire for revenge, on an inanimate object noRes&l understood revenge. There were
many throats he longed to slit. But to seek vengeance on an object. He simply did not have the
luxury of such extensive mgution.] 61 | do myill€Choep, t hen 1 061 |

As he put the breaks on the Zoomarii, slowing them to a virtual halt under the thal of
Hong Chj something new smashed its way below the surface from between the two ships. This
object was far greaterdh those of thgypical Sea Lord$ fishfolk and mermen tended to have
small frameg and the way it thrashed, hiding itself in a flurry of bubbles and furry, it became
immediately obvious that it was not from the sea floor.

Again, Theseus belched a unintelligible command. Turning to him, Paud got the message.
The minotaur took one last breath thedferedPaud his oxygen devise and gestured to the north.
Pauds hook his head, AKeep it for him.2o

Theseus nodddtien leapt fromtte back of the mechanical shark towards the flailing
individual.

Paud turned the Zoomerii and cranked the machine up to full speed.

AYougorma ove this. o0

Skar had taken off the bandage that she kept wrapped around her head to hide her crow
eye. There was no need to hide it from her comrade nor from the foe that was rushing towards
them for this enemy suffered from the same curse. The two shared more in common than their
types of mancy, both practiced similar forms of shadow manipulation. Weeyshape shifters.
Skards appearance was a spell, a manifestatio
that wasshooting through the sea towards them was also not in their original form.

Als that a shamoo?0 Zaria asked.

Zaria was behind the wheel of the zoomer.
the water | i ke Skardés crow eye, she could sti
surging towards them. The creature moved with such a force thathevemtes, far above its
barbed spine, split in two in its wake.
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ANot just any shamoo. 0 Skar stated.

AFarak. 06 Zaria muttered, AChing. 0

The Strategy Admiral wasted no more time lamenting. Stepping back frdmltheShe
snatched the infamous Black Guorh its holster and the Valentine Barrel that was sheathed
beside it on her hipAs shebegan to screw it grékar took her place at the wheel. She
immediately turned the zoomer but before they could complete the curve and start zipping back
towards the n&y ship, Zaria stopped her.

ASkoar

AZarial! o

Zaria spun the wheel back the way it was and the vessel swerved sharply.

AShaeds got back up. o Skar warned.

Zaria |l ooked Skar up and down, fAAs do | .0
AWaebre doing this?0 Skar asked.
AYes maodaan. d, Zf@aMow tsake the wheel . 0

With a shrug, Skar conceded. They switched places again and Zaria raised her gun to eye
level. The shamoo was massive, likely fifty feet from head to tail, at least five times as long as
the zoomerwith a serpentine head anti@ned crest like a triceratops. It was this crest that
Zaria took aim at as she pulled back the hammer with her thurght in the flat space between
the three horns. Even before she pulled the trigger, she knew the shot was too good to be true but
nongheless she went ahead.
BANG!
The bullet flew true. 1t struck the beast
than piercing the flesh the flesh exploded like a burst of ink from a squid. Unlike ink, however,
the darkness continued to sufgewards. It dissolved into a separate squiggily shapes and took
similar forms as it had before, only smaller. Now, instead of one gfi@moo swimming at
them, there was an entire school of babiesl they were mere yards away.
ABetter?0 Skar asked.
Zaria didnoét put wup her gun, but she did d
AAh gotta ahdaea. 0 Skar warned, AHold on. o
Zaria did not hold on. Her hands were full. All she could do was spread her legs, brace
herself, and watch as the shapeshifting pirate queen breeched the surface as two dozen, sharp
toothed, draconic sea snakes. They arched through the air like a valegws$ but as their
flights crested just as they began to curve down upon their prine ship beneath them
twisted.
Skarslammed the throttle as far as she could forwardamed the whedll the way to
the left The zoomer pivoted, turning so aptly that it rolled over onto its side so that both
women were standing nearly parallel to the waves they road across. The only thing that kept
them from being launched off the ship was that Skar tkepship moving. Not forwards
towards the Battlé nor backward$ towards the naval fleétbutin a circle and after she
completed on orbit she kept going. Instead of diving onto the zoomer, the shamoos dove back
into the whirlpool that Skar was making with the ships wakei aalthey did Zaria fired.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
Each reptile she struck exploded in a poof of shadows, then the rest hit the water.
Spinning the wheel back the way it wasarly knocking Zaria into the sea after the school of
shamoos. Zaria tried to focus on the shadow beneath tee buatwith the way the waves where
being whipped up by the now figuegghting zoomer, she totally lost sight. Fortunately, Zaria
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was just as bamboozled as their opponent by S
again she shot out of the sdifectly in front of the zoomer.
She was back in the shape of the giant three horned shamoo. Had her thick scaley neck

been made of flesh, the zoomer woul dbve struc
incorporated blood into the transformationh e f or m mi ght 6ve been solid
zoomer headverk e e | . l nstead, the zoomer burst throuc

herself into. In place of blood and guts, an explosion of spent shadowy energy filled the space
where she had ke as the vessel shot through and then she landed on board before the two
woman, back in her true merman form. That sai
to get punched by the bow, Ching adjusted immediately. When she was popped out of her

reptilian shape, she hit the ground running and the ground, in this case, was the short deck of the
zoomerthus her run was actually more of a spin.

As she spun, her weapon materialized in her hands. It was a halberd: long handled like a
spear but with a wiie, one sided blade like an ax. The spin was meant to end with the blade in
Skaré6s face, but she had | anded between Zari a
block the assault on Skar with her sword and was, in fact, in position where sheuoaihiel r
pirate queen through, she chose instead to fire the Black Gun once more. For if she had gone for
the kill, her comrade I|i kely woul dove endured
long Valentine Barrel at the shad@pear and poppetllike she had the shademvade shamoo
babies.

Though her weapon had been dissolved, the merman finished her spin. She turned her
back on Skar and faced Zaria.

Zaria had already gotten the hammer pulled back and the cylinder had rolled over to
ready anothebullet.

BANG!

Poof! 1t wasnodot the real Ching! She burst
had never been there. The real Ching had been in the shamoo that Skar had driven head first
through, but she had not returned to her normal mermame sisaphad seemed. In that split
second she, hidden in the darkness of her own brokentsktireated two things with
shadows. One being a clone of herself and the other being another disguise. Just as she had taken

a serpentine form beneaththesuefac s he t ook one above. Slitheri
up on Skar who had been mostly distracted by the @ikag before her and the task of driving
the zoomer. However, that was only mostly. Sk

naticed in time to save her life as well, but not in time to stop Ching completely.
When Zaria fired and popped the fake Ching, Skar let go of the wheel and whirled around
to face the real Ching. The snake had crept up behind her and then took her trae foem
ri sing from the floor with a shadow hal berd i
manifest a shield or a weapon to parry out of her own shadows, but even if she had she had little
time to block the surprise attack and the momentum Cladgcbmbined with the speed at
which they were zooming |ikely wouldoéve throw
parrying, Skar madthe executive decisioto save her shadows and submit to the inevitable with
only one modification: she yankéde throttle back up, killing thengine then she jumped off
the side of the ship leaving Zaria to face Ching alone.
ASuicide. o Ching snick
AHa! 0 Zaria scoffed, 0
throat. o

ed, AMy Lords wil/
e

er
S h e &d ske me Blinygpur prettyu r e e |

108



AWhich one?o0

Ching split herself into four identical clones.

BANG!

Threeidentical clonesThe Chings snickered despite tage oftheir dopple ganger.

They spoke in unison.

AOut of bullets®

Zariarolledheey eGuyt fiof shadows?0

The Admiral pulled back the hammer and fired once more but the long Valentine Barrel
was just barely knocked asi de Thgbuletnekedtlzer t hr o
side of the vehicle before disappearing into the $ha Chings were right, Zaria was now
empty. She had more ammo in her coat but no time to reload, still the steal of the barrel was long
and strong enough to be useful. Plus, she assumed the Cluogsy as they were were still
concerned that there wanother slug waiting in the cylinder of the Black Gun. Raising the rifle
over her shoulder as if it were a police baton and pointing hesidad Otusachatyle
(claymore) at her foes, she set her feet.

The third Ching stayed back, reforging their hatbeut of shadows, but the other two
charged. On her left, the merman brought their{bagdled ax down as if aiming to cut off her
epaulette Zaria blocked with the rifle, smacking the shaelaade aside and using the
rebounding momentum to then bounke barrel off the weapon and rap the head of her
opponent. As she dithis, she swung her sword at theldade of the opposite foe who was
aiming at her hi ps-polebdrm upt Zamagucketh down ahddee heersfeets h a d o w
slide out fromunderme as she continued push the Chingods
from the floor of the zoomer, she aimed the Valentine Barrel at the Sea Lord Captain.

Despite the gun being empty, the merman flinched away.

But the other merman had recovered fromadbiek on their head and they were stabbing
for the gut of the downed admiral.

FWAP!

The halberd fell from their hand. A flower dressed arrow protruded from their temple. It
stayed there for a moment, then it fell to the floor as the body of the clone dissolved into thin air.

lloveyoulLalmlyZari a di dndt r ev e lforlong. Infaetrevemnasvi or s e
she thanked the heavens for her friend, sheodd
before her. She finally dropped the Black Gun and used that hand to help her hop back up and
press her foe with the gaudy, esided Sp e g e | Sword. Shedd hardly ev
however, before she noticed the third Ching coming in on her left. Now it was Zaria that was
flinching away, ducking out of her assault and diving blindly backwards. Had she done so a
moment later, hédr ace woul déve been split in two. It wa
her temple above her left egad continued to carve all the way down to her right cheek, scating
across her eye. Zaria screamed instiockor t he pai n h asthedsensationefn ¢ o m
the metal slicing her fadeas she tumbled backwards, over the console of the vehicle and into
the floorboards behind.

FWAP!

The Ching that had scarred her face dissolved.

The final Ching saw the lotedecorated arrow fall where tfigkeChi ngés body
woul débve coll apsed. She gl ainnmagbdevenspotartg Lainye app
with her crow eye, a glowing silhouette onthetiownd knew shedd made a mi
should have ran when she had the chance. Who knevbensag still had the chance? But she
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certainly couldnét spend another moment stand
the next victim of a Shisharay. So, she spun on a dime and dove overboard.
Overboard, an entirely separate war had been wagihgn Skar had jumped off the
zoomer, she knew that more Sea Lords were coming their way. She also assumed these to be
mancers of some kind, or at least magicianth@bklong Chiwas quite a ways away and far too
far for any normal being even an Aquaani to have managkto swim. With this fact
understood, Skar expect a squad of Sea Lords in some similar form as that which their Captain
had taken but she, like their Captain, was also a shadowmancer. Not only that, she was a master
of disguise as wellAnd so as she plunged into the sea, she immediately manifest a fake form
around her with heiSplitting her palms with that dark magic, she mixed blood wittshadows
and gave herself a new physical form | t  wriokthér ébesdotong, but it wouldoe enough
to get a head start on a fight in a setting where she was a fish out of water.
They saw her morphing from far away, but the three shadowmancers saw her only as a
distant glow and the necromancers smelled her only as a powerfull Hengoweibeing along
t he same pot e nicplus, she hadctakenraghiage Ching pften took, that of a giant
three horned shamo8.he woul d have the advantage of the
have the same supply of shadows as Ching to qmui.fShe was Rosethorn, Antipa, a vigilante
with a conscious. This meant she was always low on shadows, after all, it was difficult to
ethically acquire the energy of WMiiegbldodad. She
with her shadow shaping,slf6 d commi tted to this new form. Th
transformati on. | f she didnét achieve victory
The necromancers were faster than their comrades. The three shot through the water on
bonemade wedges. The vehiclegre like rockets witlshields like the crest of a shamoo and
they hid tucked in behind them, as if they we
want them first, she wanted the shadowmancers. They came too, but slower, the two countering
hershamoo form by taking on the shapes of the giant, three finned sharks known as sumariis.
Staring at the two faugumariis, Skar noticed a thibehind them, catching uft also mimicked
asumarii, butti wasndét a di sgui se. abhadowsitlsen lbwas beinggani c
driven much like the boreockets, with the pilot tucked behinblut it was most certainly not
bone.
Wha in theé
Though the necromancers were closing in, this figure on thisfdeelshark intrigued
her. They were familiato her, yet she was sure she had never met something like them. Their
body glowed like a crow eyieas if it contained energy that burned within every part of their
bodyi yet they did not seem to be a mancer. Thies figureof the pilot reared up justaoely
above the crest of the machiffiédhough still far awayhe was close enough for her to be able to
makeout a defining feature wither one living eye.
He was an Aquarian. Either a merman or a fishfolk. What defined him, however, was the
metallic scathat sliced from his shoulder blades to his hips.
Shayu Shuak ar di dndét know i f he was there for
was sure, if he was there for her then there was no way she would win against five mancers and
this legendary assassin Thi s mi ght 6ve frozen other fighter
t o ease SAkba dhibadhistamdd he woul déve shrugged had s
ofagiantseaserperwae 6 | | turn t heased@d &éadn bl eddwi t h th
Finally, for it felt like far too much time had passed despite her analysis taking only a
mere moment, she initiated. The fiedtthe necromancers had arrived, he was the point on the V
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formation in which they jetted. With a suddenness like a viper, Skar snapped on the foe.
Snatching him off his rocket as her fangs sev
were fastapproaching. Ducking her head and twisting her tail of a body, she pivoted so that she
could get her horns underneath and buck the Sea Lord on her right. But as he spiralled away, his
compatriot cut in and dove off his ship. Skar saw and squirmed ifahtefdodge the merman
but he caught ahold, grabbing her by the ridges that protruded from her spines.
No sooner did he touch her than did she begin to lose control. A fierce weakness came
over her. It was a sensation similar to that which one has thkgrstand too fast, a dizzy
deliriousness, but paired with a numbness in her muscles. She knew exactly what it was. A
common albeit effective necromancer technique called chilled maltroxais quite a wordy
spell but one that could be cast well beforettbuch in preparation then, once your foe it
touched, they lose control of their body, allowing the necromancer to finish their assault and
deliver a murdering strike.
That said, the victim maintains control of their mind a while longer. Even though Skar
could not open her mouth to utter magic, she was a shadowmancer. Her magic was powered by
the shadows in her eye and her imagination which, though slowing, was still capable of lashing
out. Shadows poured from her reptilian eye like a snake. It curleddalaur body and grabbed
the necromancer 06s wr i s-inadedaggerentofher scpleyhided t o di g
Before either could make their next move, however, the third necromancer returned. He
shot by, peppering Skar with a barrage of boregle dag. They splintered her softer underbelly
and she flinched, weakening her grasp on the necromancer that had mounted her from behind
and allowing him enough leeway to overpower her shadows and drive his dagger into her spine.
She didndét f eeHladdevered aNertebiab e ¢ h &alsitbécause of his own
spell. The chilled marrow still seeping from her back to engulf the rest of her oldgd
already numbed her dorsal finlets. 't hadnodt
spur ed her, but shedéd already flinched through
back, she gave one last surge of shadow enestrgngthening the black tether she had on his
arm and then tearing it off her. The force was so much thatitganke he poor mer mano
of socket as it threw him off hdieaving his dagger imbedded in her hakk he tumbled
through the water, warmth returned to her flesh, and she surged forward to chomp down on the
dartthrowing necromancer that had just ziggeack around.
Without the numbness, the pain of her wounds began to grow, but she fought through it

and turned to | ook after the back stabbing Se
her. With one arm dangling beside him, he scooped witbttier, diving as fast as he could
towards the sea floor. |l f reptiles can sigh,

before looking back towards the Battle to check the progress of the shadowmancers and the
mysterious assassin.

The shadowmarers were nowhere to be seen. The assassin, on his mechanical sumarii,
however was nigh ther@he fact that he seemed to have done away with the other Sea Lords
boded well for Skar , Haacouldbaeihdrdforalloffussieoul dn ot
scrutinized what she would come to learn was the Zoomarii, the pilot she had ident8lealyas
Shuareared up. He raised one of his infamous guantlets and pointed right at her.

Skar wiggled into a more intimidating searpent posture.

Wai lt & wa &iting right ptdier, he was pointing right above her!

Whipping around, Skar saw whghing was plunging towards her. It was like looking in
a mirror. The Sea Lord Captain was back in he
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appearanceswasthebld oozing from Skardéds back and bel |
fighting in the form of the great sea serpent
what with her wounds. But Skar didndét have to
enaugh for the Zoomarii to arrivie she just had to survive this initial attack. And she knew
exactly how to do it.

She hardly had any shadows left, but so too did her foe. She could see how much dimmer
the sea serpentds eyeWmdawe agotshlkersoaurdou mndvad .
slow her down and stay alahv@ek ar 6 s shamoo di sguise was not m
was blood in there. Such a magical illusion was more powerful than your typical sheabev
apparition. It could take a blowt ¢ould bleed. And very rarely anything more than a death
dealing blow was capable of jarring a shadowmancer out of such a manifestatbiis, aside
from their own will. See, Skar had torn her flesh out of its previous appearance in order to take
onhat of the three horned shamoo. While her pr
been the same as the flesh she had been born with but returning to that flesh was possibly just as
painful as the dagger that had cut into her spine. However, Skaa swavivor and she did what
she had to do.

As Ching surged forward, her snake like body cutting through the water like a spear, her
fangs wide and ready to clamp down on the throat of her foe, Skar returned to her birth form
man.Fortunately, sex angender matter little in battle. What mattered was that she was no
longer a giant sea serpent but instead an average sized electric elf and as such, Ching totally
missed her throat. Instead, she shot on below Skar, missing her completely and leaviok her ba
T nearly forty feet of tail open and unguarded to her.

Ripping the knife the Sea Lord had left in her spine from her back, Skar drove it into
Chingbés ridged back and Il et it carve as far a

An earsplitting scream filled the sea and Ching whipped around in her draconic form
ready to tear Skar to shreds, but when she did she saw the approaching shark. The Zoomarii and
the assassin upon it. Like Skar, she recognized the Shayu Shua. Unlike Skar, \@ikinttpeir
last encounter still fresh on her minadvas sure that he was not there to aid her.

Rather than falling prey to the murderous fishfolk, she chose not to seek revenge on the
transwoman treading water above her. Instead, she shot straigiardg the surface. She
coul dnét out pace i hohundeavater at easibut hes coutddlyc alway nifeshe
could hijack the Admiral 0s.

The Admiral had recovered from her tumble over the console of the zoomer. Though
blood was pouring downehn face, her right eye was still unobscured. The moment Ching had
jumped off the zoomer, Zaria had set Tabout re
only one bullet in fact when Ching Shih broke the surface of the Aquarian Sea, towering over
thezoomer as she attempted to land back on boaransubullet was all the Admiral needed

Rai sing her weapon, Zariabs one good eye met
interrupted by the Valentine Barrel.
BANG!

A massive curling f | ameshgpédbeitbdwtkleppurichingf J o hn
forwards like the blunt end of a battering ram, aiming to knock hig fi@son the Giarntfrom
where he stood on the opposing plank and though the assault missed, didigotyaat he
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wanted. Jason jumped off the plank before the fire could force him. Holding the chain in his right
hand, he dove backwards off the boandl flipped around in ao use it like a rope swing in

order to sling himselback up behind the busaeer with the magic belt. Though he was as agile

as a Knomé his dive and flip being of Olympic levélhe still was the size of bear just about to
begin hibernation. The plank his chain was anchored to sagged even more than it had when his

feethadbeeon i t, so much so that it began to splir
flame dissipatedinthe c ean breeze, his beltdés amber gl ow
boulder materialized before him, levitating over the bending plank paialet own.

ASay hi to a sumarii, o0 Johnny muttered, th

Theplank burst in two with as loud a snap as the guttural roar that followed from below.
After Jason jumped off the plank, no one else had gotten on. Pirates ordestkrsgw better
than to test the board and figured theydd hayv
via the loose rigging ropes dangling around the sails. Dresdan had made it off the bridge before
Jason had taken his dive, for the Captaievkine only had so much time.

The sword Tabuh had forged, after Truth evaded his throw, had clattered to the floor of
theHong Chi.While the rest of the Sea Lords on the deck were busy scrambling to get across to
the deck othe Obsidian Saibr strugglirg against Obsidians that had already made it over to
their ship, threevere waiting for Dresdan. One held the traditional merman trident while his twin
held an equally traditional blade, similar to that of a kopis but far more rigid than the smooth
curvedkopis type blade you might find in Ancient Greece. The third, the apparent leader of this
little squad, was abnormal. For one, she was a wandremale Sea Lords were about as
common as human onélhe otherreasowas t hat she held Tabuhds ma

AFarak. 0 Dresdan cursed.

But he wasno6t wunar med. -hHitedtwo-handed Ruehangg hi s i n
across the deck, he drew his blade, raised it over his head, and brought it down on the golden
trifurcated weapon of the first SeaLord. Hsgngt h was such that that t
raised trident was knocked down wuntil the pol
that the edge of Dresdané6és weapon dug into hi
Dresdan spun in for the neixthe woman. The woman blocked his blade with an upward swing
T as Dresdan had hoped. He released his hilt with one hand and grabbed her wrist just as she
instinctively spun away. This left her entire forearm quite open, ready to be chopped clean off,
but Dresdan knew her third mate would run him through before he could, so instead he merely
yanked her off her feet and let her go as he turned to push his blade through the gut of the third
merman.

The Sea Lord took the stab with his arm raised, his anguaimitar posed ready to cut
down on Dresdan. Instead, it tumbled out of his limp hand. Dresdan released his own sword,
allowing to fall with the dead or dyingi swordsmaras he caught the falling kopis, twirled, and
threw it at the woman who had stolkis magic sword. Just as the weapon caught her in the ribs,
knocking her to the ground, Dresdan himself was caught.

He didndét feel it at first -weilNiogtmermant i | he t
rushing towards him. For when he triedto moveouof t he way, he coul dndt
not only stuck as if they were frozen, but they were freezing as well. In no time at all, the chill
swept over his body halting even his chest from lifting to breatheo that all he could feel was
that icynumbness, as if he had been standing out in a blizzard.

Chilled marrow!Even without being able to look down and see, he knew what was there.

Truth in her nequified statethe same state of white goop she had transformed herself into to
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originally dodgethe magic sabdr had slithered across the deck and wrapped around his ankles.

She had beaten him to the punch, but it wasno
When JasonbésJphankodésnappéder didnét fall w

elementalist continued to mold the stoStretching it out, he created an entirely new bridge. No

sooner did one side touch the other than did both sides hop on. A line of Sea Lords charged

across frontheHong Chiand, fromthe Obsidian Sail stepped on one lone Tou Fou. He strode

foowmardand wi st ed si deways to dodge the first fish

than cutting his blue flesh open, Tou raised his sword and rapped the man on his head with the

butt of the hilt. As he fell from the bridge, the next cansicing downward with a scimitar.

Tou brought his sword up, catching his foe with his arms over his head, leaned into his pary, and

brought a knee up into the Aquariandés groin.
saber down to slit his throat and tosslaff the bridge.
ATou! Your |l eft!o

Tou looked left with but a moment to spare. A giant ice sickle was shooting like a spear
for his gut. Without another thought he jumped backwards, but his foot slipped on the trident of
his first aggressor and he félt onto his butt. His attention was still drawn to the left. Not
because there was another projectile dmsausdd o hnny dés bel t was stil
had when hed6éd shot the ice, but br ownheas I
other waving to Tou as he snickered.

ABye e, dirt el fl!lo

He could feel the rocks shift beneath him. Looking back towards the ship, he could see
the earthen bridge disintegrating where it was attached to the sleQifsidian SailAgain, he
heard Tabuh cry out.

ATOU! GET DOWN! o

Get dowr?! Tou silently balkedAnd fall into the sea?

Turning to look back down the bridge, he sée& mernen rushing to get off the bridge
and back on their ship. He also saw two merman alreatlyedtong Chiwith crossbows aimed
right at him Scrambling, Tou spun around and made a wild-b@afor the deck ofhe
Obsidian Saibnly to see an abnormally wigsyed Drakken staring back from behind the
banister, shaking his head as his tongue and lips flew. A book was open in his hands, the letters
on the pages | it as if theydédd been inked with
around the wats seemed immun@n indigo beam of light floated like a ribbon through the sky,
extending from Drakkends book towards Tou.

Crimpsin tiad,Tou cursed. The bridge was dissolving far too fast. He was not going to
make it back. He had to put his faith in thld boatswainSkidding to a halt, heurned to face
the crossbowmen.

Il g
t h

BANG! BANG!
Tabuh was above Tou, stil]l back on the shi
sooner was because shedd i mmedi atel ymthet abou

side of the ship and cut diagonally up towards the tops of one of the masts. Whaw she

Dresdan make a mad dash otiteHong Chj she immediately sought a vantage point from

which she could get a shot off and back up the Captain. Especially sestige worm like

white fluid oozing its way after the Obsidian. Her attention had been drawn away when she
noticed the white gl ow aoreofdce lemadygonstructeckiman and t
attempt to impale her friend. Shortly after that, she the crossbowmen.
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But she couldnét just shoot them. There wa
shots before they off theirs and, i f she didn
with a bolt in his chest.

AGod, gi vkee nke naniam ol iShe whi spered, then she
go off when he whirled around to witness his fate.

BANG! BANG!

Even the bowmen were surprised. Their lives had been spared. It was only seeing Tou
unharmed that alerted themtotherealty Tabuh hadndét missed. Shedd

the sky after theydéd fired. They were so stru
up at the woman hanging from the rigging.

BANG!

One fell to the ground. The other reached for anotbkloit was too late.

BANG!

Now she could turn her attention back to the Captain. After all, Tou had not only been
spared from the fate of the crossbows, hedéd b

spell had finally been finished. The purple eddin solidified into a more opaque trail, like that
of a liquid, as it wrapped around Tou and hoisted him above the disappearing peninsula of rock.
Tou was so shocked he nearly droppeture Fortunatelyhe gathered himself and did
so in time to see that Drakken was not pulling him back to safety but rather setting him in
immediate danger. For he was set down right in front of Johnny.
Thefirstmat e6s nostrils fl ared @lsbudklewithlmihk a st ¢
hands, and released a blast of electricity. It shot across the plank like a lightning bolt, but it
missed Tou. Drakken had known better than to set the elf down and cut him loose. Seeing the
gl ow of Johnnyods ewerdtyomgl,neTdw hadpi.ndti wotuil d
get him out of the path of danger had he not
Tou shot into the sky. The spear of violent energy shot on to strike some other unluckier
Obsidian while Tou laded on the otherside of Johnny.

AGot a baby sitter, |l see. 0 Johnny snapped
AMagic against magic. 0 Tou shrugged, fiSeem
Twisting his head to crack his neck, Johnny took theibaitwell, he attempted to act as
though he did. His belt shone withat warm red brightness it had before and a slender thread of
flame came to |Iife in Johnnyds right hand. It
pulsated and waved like fire. An elementalist could make a burning blade and fight with such as
if it were any other sword, but Johnny hadnot
outside, the inside was molten | ava. 't had s
likely have to recharge if the fight went on too long, but he wismwio bet that his magma
filled weapon coul dherorldjusthbld aipéarsy fof d coupis of sesoadb. e r

He di dntéhtatk nTfoowm6s saber was no ordinary swa

Gesturing to Drakken with a backwards nod,

Tou glanced over, nodding to the swain and raising his hand to reassure him.

AAl right then. o6 The human smirked, AEN gar

Surging forwardst hei r t wo bl ades collided. Tou expe
blade and its spectacularily sharp edgetdc r i ght t hrough Johnnydés ri
aimed for his finisher from the startihsNot f o
real weapon: the belt.
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Future cut through the fire sword as if it were butter. The magma withirskspthas the
top half of the sword disappated. It even spl
being flung off onto the plank at their feet. The only sign it had ever toltede was in the
red glow left behind, the more significant impactiué trickery was how the droplets
i mmedi ately caught flame on the wooden bridge
pirate had twisted out of harms way, Tou still managed to catch his side just enough to slice
through the leather strap around Wsist.

Both men hopped backwards as the fire flared with the doesmze

AThat sword?! o0 Johnny vyelped.

ASentry. o Tou grinned.

Johnny had no more time to revel, for not only was the fire growing between them but his
belt had just slipped right off. Wehgd by the heavy enertorfinickle, it plummeted for the sea.

Stuck between the flames and the enemy ship, Johnny had no choice but to dive after it.
Meanwhile, Tou had no choice but to run tiee Hong Chibefore the bridge he stood upon was
burnt in two.

After Tabuh blasted the bowmen and saw that Drakken had Tou safely wrapped in a
magical, translucent band, shedd scurried a b
theHong Chiin search of the Captain. No sooner did her sapphiric eyasgfati his black
scales than did she witness the meriingme one he had knicked on the shoulder before Truth
had paralyzed him rush towards him witttheir trident low; aimingto dig all three prongs into
Dresdandés chest.

ACri mpsin taiad. o Tabuh mur mured.

She only had three shots leftinthe cylindend s he coul dndét help but
nellaf Truth had brought with hérSorelac Iceloré had a book out looking incredibly similar to
the one that Drakken hel d. Wksawer@burnimg allexceptas t h
for the last sentendethe flames quivered with impatience. But there was no time to speculate

nor time to conserve, for if she didnét do so
golden prongs would soon puncture har@t ai nés heart.
BANG!

The Sea Lord went down as Tabuh turned her golden gun on the white fluid seeping up
Dresdandés wai st.

BANG!

The nequified Truthhrashed, pealing off Dresdan and lashing out in a dozen directions
like an enraged octopus, but still shanaged to hold fast to his ankles and still the Obsidian
remained frozen.

ADonum. 0 Tabuh cursed and as she did she f

BANG!

The bullet struck the goop and finally it was enough! The pale white sludge was blown
of f Dresdanods | esgthe decklbemre Bim, freeezing feeireg $eadards m their
tracks. No sooner did she leave his flesh than did he dive away. Pivotting and tackling-the void
dust sword Tabuh had crafted that still lay beside the dead Sea Lord that had stolen it.

As he wemfor the weapon, Tabuh hastily reloaded. Her eyes drifted back to the nellaf
wizard as she did. His lips were moving again and so were his flames, inching along the text of
his book once more.

Dresdan had recovered the saber. He turned back to whereghigied foe had been
blasted’ she was half back in perséorm. The deathly gunk was coalescing and rising and as it
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did it took on the color and texture of her dark black robds.ough Tabuh coul dnoét
so far away, Dresdan could already harmurmurings of her escape spell spilling out of her.
Throwing himself to his feet, he sprinted for the necromai@tes raise@ne ghastly arm, half
sludge half sleeve, aradbarrage of dartspewedorth. Dresdan sliced as he ran, but his arms
were about as effective as windshield wipers would be in the absence of a windshield. The
slinder splinters peppered him, stabbing him all over, some only stopping as they hit bone, but
Dresdan did not relent.

Her baly had finally fully solidified, as she uttered the last syllable of her spell but at that
exact momeni or perhaps a split moment befér®resdan loomed over her. As that last word
left her snout, he plunged his sword into her flesh.

There was a suddexnd drastic silence. The salieat least, the bit of it not driven deep
into the necromancers fleshglowed with a blue as brilliant as the heart of a scorching flame.
Truth glowed with a similar mystical flare, though her shade was that peculiar intfigaolor
of the Sacred Tongue. Just as her body had turned white when she nequified, her body now
turnedviolet Wi t hout the sword in her abdomen, that
and then she woul dbéve snafgisappdared offthe detkthe hat spa
Hong Chiwith her spell being compleiebut it was there. Had Dresdan driven it through
sooner, before the last syllable had left her tongue, then there would have been no hesitation and
there would have beennospetbt he hadnét . Il nstead, the unive
spell locked in a split second stalemate. That is, until the tie breaker.

The over dressed, scrawny mage off to the side, the nellaf of noble blood with the words
burning on his spell book had faed his spell the instant after Dresdan stabbed Truth. He had
been casting that very same spell asisb&sting it for himself, but seeing the course of events
he had changed its target from his owAnd hi de t
so, after that brief moment ahiversehalting conundrum, the Sacred Tongue rolled out of his
mouth and the sudden and drastic silence was obliterated with an ear splitting screech.

Both sides of the Battle cringed. Wincing through the noise, mibs filaeir knees. Not
Dresdan. Covered as he was with the barbs of his foe, bleeding and in terrible pain, he stood like
a statue with a face as blank as one at complete peace, sound asleep. He was not at peace,
however, he was filled with such anextreme ust r ati on that his body s
react. It had malfunctioned much like the universe had a second prior. For before Captain
Dresdan was no longer Truth, but instead the broken shards of his enchanted sword and Truth
was nowhere to be see

With a sound like the whip crack of lightningthack column of water burst through the
floor, pummeling the ceiling and then crashing down in all directions to rush down the hallway
like ariver set loose by a dam. Within that torrentialgillthrust up by the ocean, shot two
gargantuan men. They smacked the ceiling and were yanked with the rest down the hall, though
one managed to fight tleairrent

Scramblingagainst time and the tide, Theseus Icespear spread his arms. With one palm
flat on the wall to his left and his knuckles pressed hard against the wall on his right, he stopped
himself and got his hooves underneath him. Rearing up like ram preparing to charge, he stabbed
his oxlike horns into the ceilingThe minotaur was sotall, eoul dnét even get cl
upright but that made it easier for him to stop the current from gripping\Nom thathe could
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move his hands. In his right, he held the Vanian Sp&am whence his family got their narie

but he needed his left hd as well to work with speed and precision. Taking the weapon, he

drove it into the water still punching in through the hole in the hull, harpooning the inverted
waterfall he had created. And just as he had created it, he cealed it: ice began to@prdas fr
spearhead. It grew out like a sphere, spreading in all directions. His eyes bounced back and forth
between the growing ice and the rising water level. His hooves were sliding, splintering the

wood beneath him, just as his horns were dragging amth¢edeep divets in the ceiling. Soon

the water would be above his kilt and then even he might not have the strength to resist it.

ACome on, you Kor!o

The gl obe of ice at the end of his spear h
hard to hold if it was being bobbled by the flow of ocean water lustfully pouring in, eager to drag
theHong Chidown to the bottom of the sdut the ocean would have wait, Theseus had
work to do. With gritted teeth and a muffled roar, Theseus slammed the sphere of ice down,
plugging the hole, and holding the spell just a moment longer so that the ice would lock itself in
place as it crept along the inside and alésf the ship. With that complete, he delicately
twisted his spear and pulled it free with a grace that kept the entire frozen plug from shattering.

AObsi dian! o

He hollered this before even turning to look. When he did, he cursed.

ABack eel s! o

The Obglian was hardly visible. Once his limp body had gotten itself weddes head
stuck in a doorway and his feet in anothére had sunken to the floor and lay there stretched
across the hall, the current of the sea water still surging through the ladttioenship, seeking
to fill every nook and cranny so that it could climb higher, tugging at his fur and weapons. But
beyond the Obsidian, were the eels: Sea Lords
being alerted by the noise and thengbdden appearance of water rushing in from the cargo
hall. It took them a minute to fight their way towards the source of the leak. Even though all five
were Aquarians (two mermen, three fishfolk), the water was rushing against them with such
vigortheyca | dndét si mply duck dowhhawddswniny | bhey &
into the hall when Theseus turned around.

ABack! 0 Theseus roared again.

Digging his horns out of the roof, Theseus began to march down the hall. The Sea Lords
didnot tbudhee d so didndt get back. The hall w
before having to decide between fight or flight. Hopping back out the door they came, they
lingered there plotting in the Aquarian Dialect. Theseus narrowed his eyes as ifchstilcaee
them and they could still see his glare but they would have to wait for later.

AWake up, Obsidian! o

Hedéd made it to the sunk eamedbelaheiftedti@r abbi ng
shirtless pirate from the hali@ll hallway. Stabbing tb Vanian Spear into the floor before him,
he used his right hand to slap the bearn once and then again with the back hand.

ACome on, my friend!o

No avail. Theseus sighed. The fAeelso had r
AGodi eel s, gesdausroaved. of here! 0 Th

AWebre not eels! o One shouted, waving thei

~

ACow?! 0 Theseus howl ed.
Turning back to the Obsidian, he slugged him hard in the gut. Finally, the bearn gasped
back to life. Water burst from his mouth and noseiliked from the giant leak Theseus had
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burst in the hull. The bearnés eyes met These
came out was another gasp. At least there was no water this time.
AYoubre Jason the Giant?0 Theseus asked.
The bean, Jason, nodded.
ANi ce to meet you, my friend. o0 Theseus bow
already stooped position. The bottom floor of a Sea Lord vessel was anything but accessible to
both the titans of men. They hardly fit next to each oth#érerhall. Theseus continued with a
gesture to the pirates wading their way down
eels myself while you get your breath back 1in
With that, Theseus turned and lobbed his spear. It shot through tvayhatd
harpooned the first fishfolk with such force that he was thrown back against the second. The two
beside these two rushed to their comradesdo ai
one of the Sea Lords tried to pull the spear out offometheless. The other helped the second
fellow back up. Meanwhile, the fifth passed the four, figuring now was the time to charge the
giant minotaur as he had just discarded his weapon. The merman lost some of his opportunistic
vigor when he saw the vigin his opponents eye, rushing through the water with the current on
his side. The merman paused to lick his eyes then sheathed his sword and drew theslgeazor
disks from his belt.
AFi shcus, 0 Theseus smirked, emtatkedwitHat i ng hi
curling index finger, Abring it, my friend. o0
The merman threw all three, one after the other, so that if they failed to stop the giant he
would still have time to draw his sword. Theseus caught the fitgtut into his palm, but his
hand was roughly three times the size of the weapon and the cut likely the softest battle wound
the centuries old warrior had ever acquireshddeflected the second with the fiteen
seemingly let the third stick into his bare chest. Blood began tocosgép stain the fur around
the wound, but aside from that Theseus seemed not to notice. His entire snart was twisted in a

snarl . As the merman raised his sword, Theseu
swiped at it and missed. It struck himthechest and, unlike the minotaur, the merman felt it. It

woul débve thrown him to the ground if the grou
Still he flopped back, his sword flung in the

caught it and plunged it down through the belly of the fallen foe who dropped it.

The fishfolk that had been knocked back by the first victim was now back up, trident in
hand. His comrade, a merman, bore a sword and shield and a sharp toothed snart. thegethe
stepped up to take their turn. No sooner did the trident weilder step forward than were they
knocked back again with half a fishcus sticking out of his head, protruding from between his big
black eyes. Undaunted, his merman partner attacked.

Having just used the razorblade that was stuck in his chest, THeskadessentially
weaponless. Dressed in the traditional war garb of his people, which was coincidaatally
formal wear, casual wear, and anythingatween garb of his people, it appeaedne
unfamiliar with GraiLord culture that all the minotaur had to defend himself aside from his skirt
or his horns was the massive metal plate that protected his lower belly ant lgubithat was
not the case. Beneath his flannel tartan, all sditaiwes and daggers were strapped to his thigh.

| f the merman had known, they |ikely woul dbéve
shoul déve fl ed. Because though Theseus was ar
beloved sharp objectstoe dar k rushing water and, to be ho
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The mer man stabbed upward, aiming to pierc
belt clasp but Theseus swatted it away, smacking the flat of the blade with his knlic&l&ga

Lor do6sanhke abrutt she di dndédt give up quite yet, he
behind it as Theseus brought down a fist like a hammer. Forced to squat under the weight of the

Grai Lorddés bl ow, the merman madenbhaubéstl ef.
one swing he cut a deep gash into the side o

f
With a roar, Theseus grabbed hold of the S
It was strapped to the Aquariands @amermanso he w
slammed flat against the wall and Theseus then pinned him there by the throat. He raised his

sword but Theseus grabbed his wrist.

AYou actually werendt half bad. o Theseus |
Jason. The Giantwas holdingangy he had it pointed at the Sea
Theseus said, fALet this one |ive, my friend. o

ASaeraiousl ay?bo

AKeep the gun on him though. o0 He turned ba
youbdl!l survive this. o

The merman lickedlis eyes then gave a gentle nod.
Theseus threw him behind him and turned to face theAadte did, the fishfolk finally
finished prying the Vanian Spear from the aiijiing body of his comrade. Triumphant, the Sea
Lord turned to Theseus with the witlesharkiest smile the minotaur had ever seen.
ADon6ét be a fool, eel. o0 Theseus warned.
AEel !0 The fishfolk exclaimed, fAYou cow! o0
Rushing forward, he stabbed with the myst.:
it. He did, however, catch it befotiee spear blade could reach his snout. The fishfolk
i mmedi ately yanked, attempting to first wrest
and tried to stab the minotaur despite his firm grip. Seeing that neither was going to work, the
Sea Lord dcided it was time to run. Letting go of the spear
He coul dndot | et go. Looking down at his ha
wrists. His big black eyes turned back to Theseus just in time to see Theseus take the spear in
both hands and wrendhfree. It was like shattered glass. His forearms exploded into shards of
frozen flesh. Blood began pouring from his stumpified arms as he screamed to all the gods he
could imagine. Hopefully, he got the right one. For Theseus very quickly spun thaspest
and put him out of his misery.

ABrutal .o Jason noted from behind him.
Theseus shrugged, AYou ready, my friend?09
Jason kept the revolver on the merman as he waded backwards down the hall to Theseus.
Theseus spoke to the spared SeaLordoncemor i That i ce there wild.l
and this ship will sink. 1 suggest you make vy
The mer man bowed his head, AThank you, Gu a
ADo yourself a favor and seek the Sofl diers
with them than these New Pact, Di sci ples bast

Not rising from his bow, the merman nodded.

Jason, now behind Theseus and ready to go
just smirked and | ed the way .ordsiohthgrwayupdn ot en
those they did turned tail pretty fast. Nor could they hear much from above. The leak was still
making quite the rackétbreaking into new rooms, slapping in to fill up untouched airpockets,

c
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tossing furniture around as the currelmaieged with the new water levieAnd so they had know
way of knowing what to expect until they got closer to the stairs that would take them above
deck. In the stairwell, they began to make out the clamor above. It was still rowdy, but not rowdy
enough fo battle. The battle had been won. And by the distinct absence of much of a crew below
deck, they had a good feeling about the outcome.

Solaris still stood strong and tall, fighting to keep the sky blue as thelgirapeyclouds
of lahtro continued to @i north dragging their column of wind with its lightning veins along
with them The ocean breeze had been replaced with a whipping wind that was becoming slowly
stronger. It seemed the Battlshort and sweét had ended right on time. The Sea Lordtflee

was in disarray. Hal f the ships had toppled o
been | it on fire, thanks to Theseusdé dragon r
theHong Chj but that ship would not remain loingitheses 6 | i ttl e i ce plugged

temporary solution and it was absolutely not a part of the plan. That said, the plan had depended
heavily on Theseus and his people, the GraiLords, and if there was anything to be said about an
alliance with the GraiLordg was that they did not exist. The minotaurs of the Blue Ridges had
been betrayed by every state and nation to claim power on Mystakle Planet, the GraiLords did
what they wanted. Alliances were more like acquaintances.

Though Theseus had sabotagjf@eHong Chi, hehadallowed one ship to survivéhe
Monoceros It was currentlysurging northwest towards the western side of Oreh Island. This was
a risky move, considering the fact that the Imperial Navy was sailing around the eastern side of
Oreh, but likelya good gamble. After all, no one yet knew that Theseus had thrown his Vanian
Spear into the spokes of the wheel of the plan. However, they were about to learn. For Dresdan
had just noticethe Monocerossneaking away in the distance. Then, before he qmiid it out,
Theseus and Jason emerged from below deck.

ACaptain!o

The wateflogged Jason the Giant bound forward, shaking the entire ship as he rushed to
hisboneb ar bed Captaindés si de.

A sigh of relief temporar i IsworgedywlsaktoDr es da

t he Wobniar Woods. 0
Jason beamed, puffing out his chest and pointing to the egogliyyminotaur behind
him, fAThe Asspaer saved mae! 0

Als that why youdre here?0 Dresdan lsftee med

Jason adturned to suspiciowhen his indigo eyes hit Thesetis witch-like hat rocked back
as his bare shoulders rolled. The blood leaking out the crags in his scales seemed only to
highlight the intensity ddyould® & sl ow ri sing

AWat | came to do, my friend. o6 Theseus di

forward from the stairwell, the Obsidians stopped what they were doing. Even the fishfolk and
mermen they were accosting, transferring @avptank (the third to have stréed between the

two vesselsjo tie up and stow away dhe Obsidian Sailstopped resisting to pay the legend his
due attention. He stopped just close enough to Dresdan to make the @abtaip to him
(which wasnoét v e hons exclasighat he stoadsertdcefeet higleer).

Theseus continued, tiieHongw@hs oof fered revenge on

Tou, Tabuh, and Drakken had joined Dresdatheitiong Chishortly after the Battle
was wonDrakken had hurried to take the spell book from Sorelac Icéltdre mage that had
made Tr ut hos i then baa Poa keppohsnssuibbukede Tou had done this by tying the
mandés hands behind his back, dedk)yandrkeepingafootf | a
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on him, with his he e ldressedtshoeldemblades and tinedog of bis a n 6 s
boot on the base of his skullabuhj oi ned as fast as she could but
considering the fact that hearswerestill ringing from the shots she hersk#dfired. In fact,
her temporary deafness threatened to be outright troublesome. Especially whenesheo Tou
and asked a &bei twatnaos Ircewdelnyg,e foHh a boat ?o0
Whether Theseus heard this or not, hedide@ar at e, fiShalis Skull sum
brother on this very floor. o He stomped his h
the hour. o
Dresdan held his breath to avoid a sigh, he looked past the minotaur to awoidhisl|
eyes and barked ut orders to avoid snappirag the GraiLorgd Obsidians!Change of plandFill
the brig, then | eave the resttheSal 6t hExphbecdsngn
hesitation as his crew would likely rather sit and be enthralled with the #&& Gaurdian stood
amongst t hem, Dresdan added, fAAny sl acker get
Tou perked up at the threat and his torso swerved before his feet could even start
propelling him back to the ship.
ANope. 0 Tabuh snapped, tokkeptheadlffrogn bidgirgHe c h e st

dug his heels into Sorelacbés spine to keep fr
Captain, however, growlingi Wae 6 r e st aying raht hare til wae
on. Ah made a damn sword expeain

Dresdan whirled on her, AAnd | expected it

ADonum. 0 J &isayes ogied thepsbadds of the saber betweenthént, di dnoét
wor k. o

ANot mah fault! o Tabuh shr i edovendttherntelas hand
if herindexfryer hel d the same threat egodaiAsdsiore barr el
zapped her out to god knows where!o

l gnoring the excuse, Dresdan turned back t
went with a monotone oretheMofioddiop di d your dal va

Al cespears do not r en eThpe Monogerobvasigieentdth® These
Disciples to pay off my brotherdéds debt, to re

Clymene. 0
fivat rusted the Pact?0 Jason scoffed.
Alightsparkel i n Theseusd eye and Jason took an i
Al trusted that they knew the consequences
the destruction in the distance around them. Then, with a nod, he directed their attention to an
incomingdragn and sai d, A Ndbhatthey understand what kas talen place
here today. 0
The dragon was massive and as it swooped low, it was the closest Tou had ever been to
such a beast. Hedd seen sky dragmoessofdraMayr e, s
they were hardly more than specks against the sun. Up close, sky dragarskunk dragons,
as minotaurs often called thénwere massive. Five stories from head to tail, with wingspans of
twice that. This particular steed had bdidye scales, a mix between the receding sapphire skies
and the crystal waters of the Aquarian. The beast swept by in a flash. Tucking its wings, it dove
down to pass by close to the ship. Upon its spined back was an intricate leather saddle with two
seats onre ridden by an armored minotaur, standing in his stirrups but leaning low over the horn,
the other one empty.
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Theseus marched slow then bound from the deck of the ship. Even with his wounded leg,
he cleared the banister by more than a couple feet. Whbit the saddle, the dragon dropped
another couple feétenough to fall out of view for those on the dethe crew still on boarthe
Hongrushed to the side just as the dragon veered right, spread its wings, and shot up back
towards the heaverischasing aftethe Monoceros

AWhat a dick. o6 Jason grunted.

AHe serves his people. o6 Dresdan sighed, AT
ast he Pact. o

ATwo wrongs dondét make a raht. o Tabuh r emi
raht the promise you made us?0

Whether or not Dresdan was about to answer, the electric elf would never know. The
perfect excuse for ignoring her interrogationweed in quite a dramatic fashion. Those by the

railings were so distracted, still watching T
zoom up before them. 't mustove took a near n
ship, forwhen t popped up 1itdés hull was all that was

deck, the Spac€ity-made vessel leveled out and lowered itsdilke a car parallel parking to
rest parallel witthe Hong Chi.

If the sudden arrival of the vehiclesvan 6t sur pri sing enough, the
captivated the attention of those there to wi
washed her wound in the sea then wrapped it with the bandage that was normally wrapped
ar ound S kthebandagehthatavds normally white but now as dark a maroon as the red
and blue checkered flags thie Hong Chi Her dress blues actually looked quite Sea Lord for
much of the blood had stained HAheStraegyat bef or e
Admiral 6 s presence alone wouldobéve garnered the &
bloody condition commanded it.

While she drew eyes due to her status, Skar drew eyes by her strangeness. Skar was quite
recognizeable to Obsidians. As the founder oRbsethorn, she was well known among
Antipan pirates. It was odd that her bandagaedana was not covering her shadowmancer eye,
but Dresdandés goons already knew of her crow
appeared so different. None could guinpoint what exactly had changed about her
appearance, but she certainly did not look like the Skar they knew. It was almost as if a stranger
was in costume in a eerie attempt to portray her. The only reason they believed she must in fact
bethe Skarthy knew was because she was in the Admir
peas in a pod.

The third intriguing quality that came with the zoomer was the third member of the team:

a mermartanned fishfolk. Now, this was not necessarily odd. After adly there on the

Aquarian Ocean so Aguarians were common. Plus, it was unlikely that a normal fishfolk would
be an ally, as the Aquarian government was anything but. Mermen were most commonly against
the Aquarian state and that opposition typically manitestehem joining either the Pact or the
Antipact, so a fishfolk tanned like a merman would fit right in around other Aquarians that might
be amongst an Obsidian. What was rare about this fellow was his blood and his audience knew
this by the metal scardhhe wore like a sash across his chest.

The entire deck seemed to murmur his nickn

Paud, the Shayu Shua, did his best to repress a cringe.

ACaptain. o Zaria nodded.

AAdmiral . o Dresdan nodded.
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AWas t hatZafalaskede us ? 0

Ailndeed. 0 Dresdan stated.

Zaria turned to watch the sky dragon continue to fly away with a hiss of rage.

AHae hah jacked the plan?06 Skar asked.
AYup. 0o Jason said before an exaggerated si
Turning back, Zar i a iagtHe ®lkidianfBaflo u hreen ?root s ur
AAfraid not, Admiral. o Dresdan answered.
AGodi é0 SheThadongnbk edavéd to do. o

Al tadlsi 3. 0 Jasdmswprareedsunk it.o

A

Farakinéo she whirled around tstoppisgthexr e out
tongue as if she had to save her swears for later.

ADid Truth show?0 Skar asked.

ACame, 0 Jason | aughed in the way only a go

He pointed to the shards of the saber on the deck beside him.

All eyes went to Tabuh and Tou.

Tabuh was furious, AWhat in the godai tai a

Zaria turned to Skar and Skar turned to Pa
his black fishfolk eyes, he could look wherever he wanted and nowauid know the better. He
was actually scrutinizing the rigging work of the sailshefHong Chj nigh oblivious to the
conversation being had, but as the attention turned back to him, he simultaneously finish his
observations and figured it was timehiead out.

He glanced around. Unaware or unconcerned with why everyone was staring at him again
and bowed, fASelu to you all. o6 Then he turned
and dovedown into the sea.

AWho was that?0 Tou whispered to Tabuh

Fortunately, Tabuh coul dnét hear him what
ears. She was preoccupied anyways. Giving up on the Admiral providing an answer, she turned
back to the Captain, ADresdan. What the hell

Dresdangve her an honest shrug, fAWe are going

A low growl emitted from Tabuh. She took a slow firm step towards the chidra as she

reminded him, AAh thought wae got to turn in
the Admirayy ybedskbi pakba ah raepaet: what the
and Tou, fAdoing now?o

AExcuse me, Dame Sentry. o Drakken stepped
burgeoning rage and his interjection reminded everyone that there wasgdéstical mind
available to save the day, AThe ol d offer may

turning to the Captain or the Admiral, he turned to Tou. With a wincing smile on his snout, he
requested of Tou, wiiPzlaeradsogs ulsitpgi fntee n au pnoame ntt h &

Tou stepped off the nellaf. The nellaf gasped as if he had been holding his breath.

ASir |l celore, 0 Drakken began, dAyou will su
now enemy of the EmpitZaia. 0 Drakken | ooked over

Zaria looked over to Dresdan.

Dresdan nodded.

Zaria turned back to make eye contact with Sorelac.

AYup. 0O She said.

AUnl ess, 0 Drakken said, still Il ooking at Z
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gain, ZariSarceamfirmed,

And cooperatioacé& DoakbeR OownedtbSorel ac
ing us where you sent the necromancer. 0

he nellaf gulped.

Tell them we tortured you if
AWae can make it aesaer and do
The ndlaf gulped again.

A
A
t el |l
T
A have to.

you
the torturi

ANow would be a good time to answer. o Dres
AMunkl|l oe. 0 Sorelac whispered.
AThat 6s a whole godai continent!o Jason cu
ASereibis. o Sorelac specified.
AThe biggest farakin citay?0 Skar scoffed.

Groaning, Sorelac o n f e $he Katrialdod
AWhat 6s that?06 Tabuh demanded, AA ship?0o0
A Aellbruteshipthat might as well haveiplomatic immunityin Munkloe King Ruse
sent a letterlemur to us just before the Battlking for help b Zatia,paused, turning from
Tabuh to wink at DrEmgrdcaann, tfonuoc hs eirtv.aont of t he
ASo what now?0 Tabuh asked.
ALeave with Zaria, 0o Dresdan of
AAnd waeodll get to turn in the
iYes 0 Dresdan promi sed.
Tabuh groaned. She turned to Tou.
Tou didnét have to think I ong, he only had
fight a bunch of sl avers?o
Dresdan nodded.
Tou turned to Tabuh, AWant to g
Tabuh shookhédnead but gave in, fAWaeobr

f e
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The wind was still calm on the high bluffs of Oreh Island that overlooked the Battle. The
lahtro Storm had a ways to go aheé Obsidian Saivas only just pulling away frorihe Hong
Chi. Two men stoodhere on that cliffside park, sticking out from the rest of the civilians for
their stoic nature which had first set them apart. When they arrived, they were the only ones on
the grassknoll without smiles on their faces. All others present were picrgcirsight seeing
or something similarly recreational but all that stopped when the ships of the Sea Lord fleet to
the south began to sink.

It wasndét at all odd to see pi r-eereddkef rom t
other sesside cityfolk whalewatched. Especially with the prevalence of Sea Lords in the
Aquarian Ocean, <citizens of the island kingdo

would not have thought much of it. However, the sight of the greatest pirates in ther&outh
Hemisphere sinking and burniinghow that was a spectacle.

The crowds on the cliffs became ecstatic, oohing and awing as they squinted to see the
Battle taking place. This made the two quiet men sharing a telescope on the edge of the bluff
stand out ke sore thumbs. Not that their lack of excitement was anything illegal, it just made
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them easily identifiable as certified party poopers which, incidentally, gave them the privacy
they desired.
As the conflict wrapped up, the two began to whisper.

ATha&tadd oomeds brother. o Shaprone stated.
AThe Master?0 Justin asked.
ANo, the Masterés twin brother, Sorelac. o
AThe magician. 0 Justin realized, AWhah is
AThe Myskivno kaarrebnsbt as i mmune to I mmorality
Justin, AThat said, they are stil]l his kin an
Antipan pirates that Tabuh Sentry has herself
AThey have a imanscaird,ht ofioT. hoo ulguhstEmph at . was i | |
Alt is but this is the Rosethorn we areéo

He had seen the mancer that was riding with Zaria on the zoomer from the start but had
ceased to pay her much attention. Only, wsiile stood on the deck itle Hong Chj he
suddenly realized that she looked familiar. The problem was, she lookedtieone who he
had heard of seen mugshots éfthat was not a she, but rather a he.
ASkarbek?0 He mur mured.
APrahvate Sk aarsbkbell?, @ MYy as$ tei Skar bek?o0
Shaprone lowered the telescope from his eye.

APrivate Skarbek is a wanted man. 0 Shapron

AA terrorist!o Justin concurred.

AThe Empire will have no choi we dhuthi Dted emaln
a villain such as thatéeébo

AAn act of war, one maht say. 0 Justin sugg

AOne might. 6 Shaprone agreed, fA0One might,

The Commander twisted his spyglass and an opaque ring that split the two collapsible
cylinders lit up. The devickegan to hum as he put it back to his eye. Focusing it on Skar, he
twisted the enertomb band oncemore. With the sound of a snap, the light flashed then dimmed
back to its prior state and continued to whir. He slid the spyglass into the holster on duigl belt
turned to his comrade with a smirk.
AWhat now?0 Justin asked, fiWae tell Onotna
AOh no, 06 Shaproinkeydmo® kh drin Bo hierag , a it error i ¢
the Mystvokards brother. o0 He patted the teles
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PART TWO z DOG CATCHING
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Chapter Seven: The Dog Herder and the Stray

Solaris grinned upon the Marble Plains of Dogloe, sending soft winds whistling through
the weeds that stood and stooped like waves crashing acreeatBetween the reeds,
bouncing andliving like dolphins in the tide, herds of hounds romped around. The songs of the
prairie birds were drowned out by the yips and barks of the wild dogs, singing their happy hyena
hymns while the dog herder watched from the hill.

His crooked staff, berat a right angle so that it was shaped like an L, rested on his criss
crossed legs as he sat. The gym in the nook shone like the sun, slurping the solar energy from
Solaris and storing it for | ater wused¢an The st a
el ementalist. For him, it was but a shepherd?o
and the glow reminded him of hisothet

A cloud crept over Solaris and Ben looked up. Sunlight still touched the plain, bursting
through a hole inte clouds to stab the planet with a single ray of lighere werdour horses
in the sunbeam and there were people ridipgn theni riding towards him and his flock.

fiyak Habba helpmed6 Ben muifmenede jumped to his fee

Ears flopped up and tails went sharp. Though his hounds had gone rigid, he himself was
struggling to keep from trembling. Still, he planted his hooves in the dirt and kept his voice firm.

He pointed his short,-shaped staff in the direction of his cavendstly, the body language and
tone was enough, but nevertheless he gave his command verbal reinforcement.

AHome! O

Their ears went backnd their tails fell as they jerked their heads in his direction, as if
jump starting their charge, and rushed for the cavern. His own tail wattiiddoehind him like
a large mouth bass on the end of a fishing line, as if it sought to snap offn@ssgislither off
to safety with the rest of the herd, but Ben had to hold his ground until his flock was all
accounted for. He counted them by name as they zoomed by and, in between identifying his
own, he squinted at the approaching marauaedscursedhimself for having neglected to buy a
new pair of glasses after his last trek into the city.

Be strong, Berthe gmoat told himselfy o u6r e a Fast hoof amd youd
the plan!

As the last mutt moseyed into the cave, Ben turned his baitleaaiders and followed
his furred comrades in. There was a dark, dry chamber near the rear of tHewasédit of a
maze to get to, but he and his herd had the maze memorized. They flowed like water rushing
down a ravine and stopped when they madethe bunker. Theréjlhe 6d f as hi oned a w
gate with fallen limbs and hemp rope. The younger pups were whimpering and theaittigd
lamentations weighed heavy on his soul but then his gaze found the deep dark brown eyes of
those older dogs thahew and trusted him. They immediately set about to calming their younger
kin and coaxing them out of the way so that Ben could fit the fence in place.

He whirled aroundHow long do | have®lis hand snuck up to matt down the hair around
the crooked hornthat shot up out of his head as he mulled over the plan. Then, as if his brain
was controlled by two separate operators, he flinéhedidentally slapping himself in the head
i anddashed offNo time to dwell!

With thebloodtingling in his veins he took off. His hooves click clacking as he bound
back through the | abrynth. He didndt return t
|l edge hedd car vedAmamhoo @le stretehedtfrbmeonesside af thencave .
celingt o t he other, just b ecar@veas wound aroubdshe poteanid. A t
at the other end it was tied to a bucket of heavy stones. It was a simple trap. The bamboo axel
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had four poles shooting out of it, perpendicular to the axel, eastdavith hanecarvel spear
heads. When the bucket was dropped, the hemp would unwind, spinning the axel and swinging
the four speardown on who ever happened to be walking through the entrance of the cave.
This was not the nerewous young gmoatos fir
Two spears lay biis side. They were hastily made, bamboo poles carved at both ends so
that they could easily be used to pierce flesh. Ben mentally made note of where the spears were
in case he needed to grab one in a hurry.
At the sound of a horse wimying, he strapped he&dgrooninto his backpack and
grabbed the buckets with both hands. There were four men in all and he knew that even with the
best |l uck his tr agill twomode dencéutd ged thevbattatbhe ¢ould seeu r
of the ground below him was the small hole where he could drop the bucket, and so he waited.
Thethugshesitated at the front of the cave for a monteibreone stepped forward.
Ben watched him walk past the hdlet kept waiting. The man walked out of rarafethe trap
and now stood completely visible to Ben, standing about where Ben had when he climbed up to
his secretive ledg&ilently, theintruderturned back to his comrades and beckoned them
forwards.
Ben stood as slowly as he could, holding the bubketeen his legs and over the hole as
he prayed to the Guardian Yak that the first
until he saw what looked to be a head moving beneath him and then let go.
WHAM!
The bucket sl amme ddhecrumbledtioitre flooranés head an
AWhato t he
The trap spun into action, spears spinning down from the roof.
WHAPOW! WHAPOW!
Two more thieves gasped as the blades sl id
luxury of bathing in his success, there wals stie man standing. Grabbing a spear, the gmoat
leapt off his vantage point and tackled the baffiaddit As they fell, their limbs in a tangled
heap, thena nhead it a rock, bounced up, and smacked Ben in the forehead. Stars exploded
i nt o B ewHis bodywwerst limp for a split second, his arm flopping like a noodle and his
fingers unfurling to release his spear. The rogue was less stunned then he and got the next move
off first. Grabbing him by the throat, the theif slugged him across the jagvhit was hard
enough to knock Ben off the intruder. His head was still spinning, pain ricocheting off the insides
of his skull, but Ben caught himself before he hit the rough floor of the cave. Gritting his teeth,
he struggled to his feet. His mind thing only of getting up and getting the spear. But again he
was too slow. He took a kick to the gut that toppled him over onto his back. Chuckling, the
intruder loomed over him.
AFarakin mutt. o He spat, wthaawokiei ng on t he f
Benrolled away in pain and the theif grabbed the spear. As the gmoat got onto all fours,
the bandit drew back the spear. Ben could see his silhouette. He doubted he could take much

more pummelling, but he knew f orlikeskebfbaHist t ha't
flickering monkeyt a i | suddenly whipped t aug-éatssnagpedk e hi
back.

This is it!

The intruder thrust the speait,haBtensthiiltl twhoetl
gotten him stuck instead ke lowered himself, as if preparing for a pushup, and then pushed off
thegroundandbarrelol | ed fast i nto the mandés shins. Th
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with such a force that when he sl ammeptiouti nt o t
from under him. The man tumbled forwards. As
It stuck fast in the crags of the cave floor before the falling felori dvadl he had a harder belly

Tit woul dove st oppradnstead,stslifl tarbugh his abklenema splk apartka st a
pair of vertebrae, and burst out his back as he slumped to the ground.

The oncechuckling thief was now wimpering away his last breathes, sounding an awful
l ot | i ke the puppéd sc ome Btem 6psi Iffleorcck t hat he

Ben, on the other hand, shouted a few unintelligible syllables triumphantly as he bound to
his feet, only to remember that the creep had not come alone.

A Y darakin mutt o

Benspunaround. One of the bandits stood befioire, ahand clamped therbleeding
ribs, the other holding a crooked dagger. The dog herder took a step back as the thief staggered
forward.

A Y ccumpsintiagé 0 twomang as p e d s slugded hereadddknocked the air
out of her, but it wasndét him, it was her wou
fingers as she staggered on. She was hardly a threat in that state, but Ben waslisocsieell
thati inthatmomentt hey mi ght 6ve been @odgodiq u al pl aying

PAP! PAP! PAP!

Thewomankeeled overShewoul déve fallen onto Ben if th
thewayl nstead she fell onto the spear protrudincg
pieced meat to the kebab. Breemarradvghat nodvétuckeout efthe | o o k
t h u g 0,%is dyes evére forward towards the mouth of the maze.

ALooks like you were in the dog house there for a secand

Four figures stooceclipsing thelight r om t he cave entrance. Ben
enough that he could make out some of the characteristics of these individuals. Specifically, that
of the fourth who stood before the other three. Each detail he diséeimoed the patch
enclosing his righeye to the marble crown that framed his tenipiattled his nerves, shaking
his consciousness nearly as muchasthehead t hedd received mere mon
was fluttering like the wings of a butterfly as he attempted to name his savior.

He st ammé&ked, fAK
ACatch. o0 The man strode forward, extending
fiKingp 0 Ben croaked, fACatch Eninac. 0
The King nodded once, then shrugged, sayin
Ben didno6ét take the hand, instead he fell
ANo n e e aCdtcb chuckldd,aurning his shake request into a helping hand as he
hoisted the herder back onto his hooves. Ben was trembling. Catch smiled, his white teeth
seeming to glow in the shadows edvetonA cave,
fortunate coincidence. 0
Agai n, Ben felt t he iyetgemledgraspwowddmotallowiit Cat ch
Al 6m here to thank you. oo
Ben6és head cocked to the side, one ear up
The King gestured to the darkness beypidle her der, fFor protect.i
AHuh? o

AHe means wus. 0
This was a new v @jnorene oflthe thneeasghougttes thahséll stbad n g
motionlessbehind him This voice came from behind Ben and, not only tihagme frombelow
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him. Thepoor gmoat was in such a state of confusi
turn and face the speaker. Instead, the speaker stepped out fromHaehand joined théing
before the gmoat.

The speaker was a dogne of the elders of the herd.

Ben instantly forgot the last couple of minutethe fightandthe royalty before hini as
his herding instincts kicked in, but as the words spilled out of his mouth his mind caught back up
with the situationiYyou 6 r e supp &ldH!d t oéwai t |

fiThis, 0 theaKindofDogloe r el easi ng Bends shoul ders s
stroke the pooch at his sidés finy father 0

Ben looked from th&ing to the ragged dog at his fekle had finally lost the ability to

Ahuho at this point. Hi s tongue sputtered.
iNot sure how well you know your history, oo
thatlamnotinfacafulh uman, but rather a dog. o
Al thought that was saréwhatBechadthowltlitwas. & iwah e wa
a myth, or simply something people said, it d
the nobleman and his family. If anything, it was an insult. He suddenly felt embarrassed for even
having heardofsuh a rumor, yet, as he had just found
AAs you can see, it liésm voenrlyy tprawet.idalQayt chhu nsa

AHeb6s omigefpetygent! o

Another new voiceame fom behind the gmoal his speaker joined the last the
Ki n ¢ 6nse again, it was a member of his pack that he had cared for since he first took over
the herd.

AiThis is my mothea TheKingexplaing, A Youdve been guarding tF
youbve been doing such atogvewoda gromobtion. Bsoenddgi gur e d
herdertodogceh er . We need you to catch a stray: my

Ben opened his mout h, -@guwbutdppalrestlythead r el oade
ammunition was a blank. All that came out was a wavering exhalation and théhmp h o as he
slumped off his hooves and collapsed forwards onto the monarch and his furry parents.

Ben woke up with little more than a thought. Consciousness came like a slap to the face.
His body shot up into a right angle as he gaped, almdktegmilsed, at the structure upon which
he lay.
AA bed! o
His eyes swept the room. Leading to another horrified realization.
AA ROOM! o
He nearly tumbled off the meager cot that, to him, represented the lap of luxury. The poor
I poor in more ways than onmindyouidog her der hadnét feund hi ms
walled confines of a room in at least a year if nobaple(unless, of course, prairie caves
count). And this was a room to behold. It was obviously some sort of nursing chamber, hence the
cot, but the setting was anything but hospithlc. The walls were marble. The floor and ceiling
was marble. There was a chandelier overtiemad@dhandelierOggling the hanging candelabrum,
Benb6és brain finally switched back on his shor
ATheg!Kd nHe gasped.
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Sliding his legs off the bed, his hooves hit the blapkckled marble and he approached
the broad facade of glass panes that windowed the exterior wall. More shocking than had been
his presence within a building was the fact that he apgearee three stories up. The last time
hedd been this high had been when hedd been f
ball. Fortunately, he was all out of gasps by this point. Besides, the courtyard he looked down
upon was familiar. Hisnother had brought him here as a young child.

The Marble CourtyardHe began matting down the hair around his hdrn8.m i n
Doggenham. | 6m in Doggenham!

Swatting himself on the top of the head, he twirled around to face the door. No sooner
had he spun thamas the door push open. Not by a person, but rather by a dog. A familiar dog. It
was the rugged black furred fluffer that had
King back in his dog herding cave.

AHel | o Mr . Fasthoof .o

All out of shock, Een instead fell prey to skepticism.

A Mr . Eninac, 0 he bbisbewneyeshisandsshppirng bp tesresui nt e d
onhishi ps, fAHow come | 6velleataloneyip andyetierdyeusared y ou
speaking common tongue?o

Thedogcodndé6t quite shrug, -orierded shauldérblades,sback of
instead he stretehl Exhibiting the old fashioned downwal
much to say on the plains. o

ACan everyone el se hear you?0 Ben asked, i

The pooch glanced around the room then tur

Al mean, | bumped my head, right?0 Ben expl
hall ucination?o

AThis would be quite an extenagalyve hallucin
hall ucinated before?06 The dog pressed.

A No Wel |l é1 donét think so?0 His fingers i
crowning his horns, fiHave you?o

Al dm a dog! o6 The dog yipped, fAHalf of what
tumed,h s tail fanning as he trotted back towar ds

AThe King?o

ANo, the other one. o He scoffed.

AArendét | supposed to be hunting him down?

AAh, see! o0 The woofer winked, fAltdés all <co

AWaitlexcBean med, AMy herd?! o

ATheyodre fine! o The dog assured him, pausi
thehafdog ki ng would | eave a herd of dogs wunatte

AFair. o Ben admitted and, with tappingtwitch
through the synaps of his brain, he foll owed
assumed it was a rumor. o

AWe | i ke to keep it that way. o The dog nod
so itdéds best not pgeewoplpeg eaan@tnyhamdiltédrsnuadocsd, t
critical thinking capacity they had as ani mal
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Despite the dig at <civilization, Ben coul d
exact manner in which a man became a dog (or vice vardapaing still a bit too concussed to
curb his tongue, he asked.

ASo how exactly did your f ami

l' y become par
The dog paused, | ooking over hi

s shoul der,
interspecies
ANo! Of ¢ omexdasmed)ttHer asBhe dog turned back around and started
|l eading him through the halls once mor e, Ben

your son married to a human now?o
AHed&s al ways I(haetheyd at hldiitdtol getbedssiikriikpypeaple that
elected him. Not dogs
Ben smirked and quieted down. He hadnot be
Citadel, it was called. Now he was back and, not only that, he was being herded around by a
former member of his hérWhat a bizarre turn of events.
AOur gr eat anicoechdrnoed, rathari®ngagoThsee Emper or 6 s f at
fact Etamladip Eninac al t hough he was cursed after he an
A Stohe Emperor isnb6t half dog?0 Ben asked.
AWel |l é0 the dog replied, Athat depends on
Having no opinion whatsoever of the Ipativy, nor hardly any clue as to who or what they
were, Ben snickered at the jab and secretly prayeditis response would not offend. Then both
men were distracted by a soft yip down the hall. The scraggly yellow dog, that had revealed
herself to be the Kingds mother, was waiting
she came trotting overheir tails beat back and forth like windshield wipers at max speed until
t hey paused t o s niidfalvingad cloge gheymeadytkissed, rosrils flasirgye s

AHel | o, Ben! 0 The mother excl ai medlt papei n
to stoop to pat her head, AExcited for your m
Ben gul ped, ANot sure.o

The two dogs began to march downstairs, shooting their herder glances over their
shoulders as they continued to chat. Ever so often they passed a guard or a diplemat, n
seemed to bat an eye. It may have been a myth that the royal family were canines but it surely
wasno6t to those with access to the Citadel.

Al &m still not sure why me. 0 Ben stated,

A
al | , bwhty 6sdtllihdet té live all the way out on the plains with the other dogs? It
doesndt seem | i ke yypyou ombocéheofhea pearetebneoee

AOf course! 0o The father crowed, AWhat real
APl us, 0 t hef ymouobhreer aa dcdeelde,br ity in the dog c
AHuh?0 Ben yel ped.

AYoubdve got T 108 five staes.\ND dogssurt, hardly any fights, n
runaways aside from us, of course
AYou guys ranaway?! o0 Ben excl ai med.
AOnly for bgevaeresmémt The mot her promi sed hi

ADondt f eel bad. o0 The father assured him,
nine yardg point is, you should be proud. Thdyo n 6t make dog herders | ik
At the base of the stairs,theehbh was f ar more popul ated. It

fuller. Many of those they passed did cast the two pooches an odd Qlesypecially after
hearing common tongue escape their snbiist folks were busy there. Rushing to and fro on
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this task or tk other, attempting to tie up any and all loose ends before the last minutes of
business hours shriveled up. Ben had to twist and skip to keep up with his shorter and stouter
guides who cut easily through the crowd, until finally they strode out intanthedate Marble
Courtyard. Taking a breath of fresh air, he sighed.

AWhen our | a sitandithank theunivecse for &ikhe dtimatelydecided
you would be next. o The mother explained, AThH
onymade things better. o

ABarel yéo Ben remar ked.

ABarely?0 The father asked.

Ben shook his head, even though his guides
diagonally across the courtyard to a rdund ch
guarded by a halbetidolding soldier who bowed gently to them as they entered. A short set of
stairs took them to a long, damp alley with seemingly nothing aside from the light of the exit at
the end. Ben was attempting to concoct his answer but aardsshpped up to tuck the hair in
around his horns, his tongue flopped uselessly like the tail flickering behind him.

The mot her ans wer ewhskilledwherhhie wagustfhiHders 0 mot her

AOh yeaédo The fat her muehinddimashe comtinusedtd a i | cu
move forwards. He pepped up, trying to pep Be
Ben sighed, ASo | hear éo
The dogs could hear his feelings in his tone. They could seemingly smell it in the air. As
they trottedonupandoatf t he tunnel, they glanced at one
mistakenNo more talk of dead mothetbat was the message they tacitly sent to one another,
they werenét the dogs for the job. Now, dead
AYou gtherwatkiledtoo, di d you know taddding?0 the f at
AAssassinated, actually. o
Ben was shocked. N oith ea td i tdhned t p ceovcehnd skspnaouwd ahciis
he wasndét offended, he was | Gwhohismothgrhadsed t o

never mentionedhad been someone worth fAassassinati ngoc

AHuh?0 He croaked.

AYour grandmother was once Emperor. o The m
webve ever had in the Empire of the Trinity N

ASerious!l gd?20 Ben yelop

AFi gure your mother didnét want it getting

AHet erice Fasthoof. o0 The mother proceeded,

in the lahtro Stornii centuriesagdbs he was a great woman. O
Theyod f iedtlellightyat the eral oflthe tunnel. Up another brief flight of stairs,

Ben found that theydd brought him to a stable

caves Ben had spent his teen years sleeping in, lined the hall. They marched pdassed th

steeds and went up to the second floor were the more scaley variety awaited them. These stalls

were far larger, each fitted with a grand balcony so that the winged beasts within could depart for

the skies rather than having to fit down the narrbeyahat their passengers strode downe

King stood by one of the pins, talking to a dragon ritlerwasa tall man. Higlark brown lochs

looked a touch cleaner and far nedlemn those of his furry parentsn eye patch slid across his

face, coverindis right, and the crown cut across his forehead above it. His garb seemed half

ceremonial adorned in the baby blue of the national coloasd half for battle, though the lack

of marks on his plates hinted that his attire was definitehcpndlict. As they approached, the
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two dogs ran up ttheir son, taking their pats, then settling down by his #&eg Catch Eninac
thanked the dragon rideut waited tospeakto Benuntil the man had walked out of ear shae
was just in time to say somethibgfore Ben could kneel.

fiNo need forthat Ben, a friend of myolksi s a fri end of mine. o

Ben froze mid squat

Al figure youdve gosuggested ot of questions. o
Webve told him about his grandmother. o Th
And t hathehehdesr dqeuri.téee the mot her added.
He was indeedi.DiogCatecldi mmgdded,a humbl e occu
Ha! o The scoff burst forth from Bends mou

0
[

1 S ! S S 1

himself.

AHumbl e, huh?enickerece f at her dog

But this was what the King had hoped for,
mother and like your moth@rs  m © likehnadl Dogloen mothersy oudve got the her
Butyoubve payed your dues on ttihoen polfaitrhse. bYoauwd vse

Both his parents snorted at the phrasing but did not interrupt further.

ANow it is time that you win the admiratio
your place before the legacy of your mother grahdmother 0

B e n 6 s wawmredling, but still there was enough clearness in his consciousness for him

to piece together all the information hedd be
his cave. The | ast t hi ng fhFe ohma dd ohgalahcadhatbeer f ar e
We need you to catch a stray: my brother. o
AWhat 6s this have to dp WwWWhbargous bedBdher?
AMunkl oe. O
AMunkl oe?0 Ben asked.

Catch nodded.
Al dondt know anything about MuonkhbehenBé&n
AAh, but they know of you.o0 Catch raised a
your Grandmother and they know of your Mothkedy ou know dogs. O
So?0 Ben crowed.
They need dogs. o0 Catch answered.
Huh?d Ben Ineedggbgd?0fiWho
Hey! 0 Both canine parents exclai med.
en cringed out an-0apology, #fASorry, | mean
atch inMeanceptkedunds. O
They want mancer hounds?0 Ben asked.
No, bneadthenh @ y Caaswerdd
Again, Ben was perplexed.
Catch raised his handsnce again pleading for Ben to hush and trust, as he elaborated,
AAt a banquet the other night, my brother, Fe
Princess Lenga Ruse. 0
And?0 Ben asked.
My brother is a fugittowhk, 0AYxau ehe@,0i ag ea
Part dog. o0 His father inserted.
Mostly dog. 6 His mother corrected.

SISIO T St S
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Catch continued, Al wasnodot able to take th
shadowmancer. My brother then turned my sister and myself into shadowmancetsis® th
could join him. We were able to exist under the radar fatl@w h i Ithenéhe Tornados of
91. 0

AOur son saved a hundred |ives before the
dog proclaimed.

AToget her, our fambhy tetalemétenettheasthbo
mother dog added.

AThat 6s how I got elected King of Dogloe. 0

crowds eye. o
ABut you were a hero!o
AStill, mancy is il legal. However, you are
shipped off to live on the Dragon Islands, under the Order of Mancy, and that | deserved to serve
my peopleé and the Empiré as King of Dogloe. Thus, he offered rmied my siblings an out.
Yak Habba the Guardian himself replaced my eye with an enchanted enertomb that allowed

me to retain this form and remove my crow eye
AFetch and Shakira didnét dyake the deal . 0o
AThey were forced to go to the Dr aghen 1| sl a
continued, AThough both did escape, theyodére n
AThen howdd he meet Lenga?0 Ben asked.
Catch shrugged, fAHeds &dhmakyfaamaddwhijieé hel §
mi ssed him. o
AAnd now heds gone back with Lenga?o
Al ndeed. 06 Catch sighed, AKing Signan of Mu

an entire band of nefarious mancer svanttdvhi | e we
ruin relations between us and our ally. Therefore, we want you to fly to Munkloe as a Dogloen
diplomat and offer them a team of taptch mancer hounds so they can scower Sereibis and

sleep tight knowing the city is clear of any mancers of ang kiro

ABut your brother is there, right?2?09

AHe is.0 Catch nodded, #ABut he will be gon

AHow6és that?o0

AYoudl !l bring him back with you. o

AHow?! 0O

AfHed6l |l recognize you. He spent tirkmmwin you
he can trust yoandh e 6 | | know | sent you. 0 Catch said, 0

ABut é0 Ben was stumped

AAre you afraid of flying?o

Al am! o

AHow afraid?o

Ben stood, eyes emphasizing his words as h

ATher edl | be ang eiwsartdhatalyod 6tnr ya.s& i

AExcuse my frankness, but itdéd have to be
dragonback! o

A Of c o thres &,i n gta s tme 1 e Wripveshave p ak afted dogs adain
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Thin-ringed chainmail jingledown the hallway, splattering sweat with each barefooted
stompNo swords hung on their hips, that woul doév
were strapped by massive, kikaped shields that surely weighed more than any sword and
sheath a nmnal soldier might carry. Stillheir fur was even heavier than theeapons and
armor, sopping wet with perspiratiofhe entire structure seemed to shudder with each extra
stride until finally they stopped. None of them spoke, their jaws still lknogg like fish gasping
for air, but they did exchange defeated glaraetheileaderplaced his hands on the double
doorsdé handles. There were deep breathes all
moment to appreciate the beauty arounditidoonlight twinkled through the branches of the
trees, bouncing off the damp jungle leaves and shining through the windows of the great tree
house palacélhe building shifted with the wind like an anchored vessel in the tide and the
sound of the wind rainded the bearns of the ocean.

Their breathes expelled, tiaptainopened the doors and strode in. Cackling flames,
bouncing from their mounted torches, mocked t
only added to the humiliation. There was no tatimg jungle breeze in this chamber, the
windows were shut, shuttered, and covered by drapes. More of their &intbred guardsmen
stood by these plugged orifices, but they were not comrades for their blank expressions poorly
masked the sneers hidibgneath. The leader of the approaching guards took a knee before the
King and his compatriots followed suit behind him.

AYour mahéeéstygaze hitttimg tthree pfall aaxre,. 0AHe i s

The King was not on his throne. He stood midway through tleskearing into the
swirling fires of one of the torches that lined the walkway which split the chamber. In the auburn
light, his blue skin looked almost purple. His long white hair, glossy and reflective, seemed
almost like a mirror in a lighthougeglowing i much like his eyedn the same way that a
shadowmancerds crow eye appears totally bl ack
long since consumed them. Turning away from the fire, his eyes dimmed, and he turned to face
his daughter. Shasin his throne.

She stooped forward, but not too far. She
lap. A ragged looking dog. His fur was as curly and knotted as the fur of the guardsmen that had
just spent the day sprinting about the Capitle stroked the sleeping pooch affectionately, but
the dogpettingenduced endorphins were not enough to calm her. Shifting in the royal seat, she
said nothing but her posture and regulated breathing expressed her concern.

fiHave yousearcheaveryroom Captain® tKimgeaskedHe still looked away from

t hem, but his blind eyes no | onger |l ay on his
kneeling behindhimi Every | ast one?0o0
AYes, L o r €CapRiorepked r@sisting the urge to glanoger at the throne
room guards glaring at him, fAevery room but t
The throne room guards shifted in their boots but their King shot one a dirty look and the
rest froze as if hed6éd cast a spell . iKnhsg Sign
hands, shaking his head.
AA di pl omat from Dogloe is arriving tomorr
I offering us the tools thunt down the criminaheyhad the audacity to harbor in the first
placeo

The dog yawned in thigrinces 6 | a p agualtd of theeseailcheteach looked up for
the first time since he took a knee. righs t he h
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eye opened and stayed open as he | aidthhi s hea
Captan0 syes narrowed to a glare.
The King continued, iiddeeydant & Heterca ahd thegsona F a s

of her daughter Merciadoy et he i s neither a politician nor
This oddity stoleghe guards attention away from the miuthe turned back to his King to
ask, ASir, then, what is he?0
AA dog herder. o The King scoffed, not at h
sending a dog herder. o
ATheyor e up ThecCaptaisstated hi ng. O
AExactly. o0 Thé8KKepganoegaroedt his O6Benj ami
Eninac hasnét | eft Munkl|l de,hdecaovull dndntaklkelap plot

scof f bef oriehediplamat! Ifwd letmim escape, then no foreignor will respect our
laws eer again. We must do everythingwecante si st r epl acing our shie

AYes, 0 The bearn rose to | eave and as he d
Princess and her mysterious lapdog, maintain his leer on the animal he finishédt¢ht® $as
king and | eft, ALord Ruse. 0

Ben scrambled off the scaly back of his salamansiegd. When his hooves hit the soft
sod of the jungle floor, he lunged forwards. Catching himself with his hands, he was only able to
complete about three fourths of a push up before the nausea overwhelmed him. He reared like a
dragon about to spit firend vomited a glorious emerald stream, fertilizing the fungi that dressed
the roots of théorest

Wiping his mouth, he straightened upgmhis knees and saw that the contents of his
belly was now flowing between a pair of war torn leather boots.

Al suppseyou enjoyed the ridé

The man in thgaloshedook a step back as Ben expressed his appreciation for aviation
once moreAfter that, the dog herder determined for that to be his last spew (of the day)
Steeling himself, he wiped his mouwthd clenchedtiis teetithenfaced the booted man once
more.

Paler than the face of a Doom Watrrior, he forced a tight lipped smile and nod as he spoke
with a voice so faint that none could be sure if there was actual vocalization behind the

mout hing, #Alt was great. o
The stranger | aughed and st uwithdrelwhisshandand ou
an inch as he paused. His eyes fell to the puddle and then returned to the heideru k e, Puk e

Green. o

Had he been anything other t htthecoiacidehoeg her d
for a second, butlas,Ben was Ben. Plus, he was more embarrassed than he was sugicious
the momentBen spat, swallowed, and then forced himself to stand and reach out with his clean
hand. The man switched hands and they shook.

AiBnjamin Fasthoof. O

Ben stared at the stranger for a mom&he gentleman was humamot a common race
among the water elves and bearns of Munklaad so Ben assumed he was Dogldenontact,
he thought as he met t he |[dnaaathérscragglyowvdukedade s as
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an oily mop of curly black hair that sat lopsided on his head, covering up his left eye. His apparel
matched his hair. Loose and not altogether fresh.

fiLong time no se® P wddenly soughed so violently that it sesirhe might live up
to the name, but he recovered almost as ubruptly and continuedgvithidnd, | I show you
through Sereibis 0

This oddity did not escape Ben, but before he could comment he was interrupted by the
dragon rider.

fiThat it ther? o

Thepl ot 6s tone said what his words hadnoét. E
pockets for coins, giving Puke eyes in his desperation only for the human to shrug with such
exaggeration that Ben felt sure the man had some cash on him. In the end, thioteddzfew
in the pouch on his backpack. Not enough to please the rider but enough to satiate him.

AThanks for the ride! o Ben yelped.

Both the man and the beast snorted at that, but they turned around and left it alone.

Turning back to Puke, Benaske fA Have we met ?0
D o u bRukeiarchedbis only visibleb r ow, fAHave you ever been
No. O

| 6ve never been anywhere but Munkl oe, 06 th
across the jungl e rcil ghatr i thp , tplbdBrod ,ecdd ad th dt Aes e de
0
e

ot 3t 3N

suppose youoOdmas ayl hlad sa wijhwan g Img  §ot moee judgke ins a y .
himt han t he water el vAndafta alldhesk gearsshusp poocsmeb it rheedy.6&
right. o

Ben followed the strange maslowly becomingmore curioughannauseous A Yo u 6 v e
got to be one of the only humans out here. o
Or closBPuke mnodded, AWatch out for dragon
Uh?0 Ben mumbled as the two strode past a
termite hill, it stood waist highThe nauseaeturned.

He took in his surroundings to distract himself. Dragons stood all around while even
more circled over head. Strips of clearings had been carved out of the jungle, the upturned dirt of
ruffled greenglisplayed the heavy usage of the Sereibis airfields. Ben momentarily puzzled over
how the | andings had beenispacdiallythesse ihtheitrdetop e ar d
cities like Sereibis di dnoét kil I, not even ayyhgarsinassensef hey we
folks more willing to fast than to take anoth
particular, more so than other citizens of the Empire, distrusted mancers: shadowmancers and
necromancers cano6t fyydthedeadis ene that mustibersgularly or t he
guenched. His pondering was paused as he nearly walked directly into a pile ofRlukey
saved him with a quick yank out of the way.

A
A

AfSaved your | ife. o0 He grinned, AYa owe me.
AThankséo Ben giismhgd bhekh wlseé¢e hey continu
they make these | anding strips?o0

A Pat i Rukeeeplained, gesturing to the vast trunks around them he elaborated,
AThey wait for the big boys to pastemaway and
elsewhere. | suppose they had to transport a few of the big guys too to be honest, after all, these

giant fellas live centuriesa f t er al |l , theyodve held Sereibis u
Did you know that Theseus Icespear, the Guardmm,h ded t hi s city?0o
AfReal |l y?0 Ben asked, AThe minotaur?0
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AMhm. o Puke nodded, dlt was a fortress whe
against the Queends disciples as they tried t
sni cker ed,n oiw uynonuyd waoxers aalingadhe Enchantment Vaccination
Proclamation tyranny when once folks fought a
Shaking his head, he concluded, ARepublics cr

Just as his nausea had distracted him from his suspicion, now his respect for his guides
knowl edge had taken pr i miahroyw fdooc uyso u AKATrocew ysoou nau

~

Al 6 m aPukeoriedaak if adfended, though his grinthen returned asheatlt e d, A |

date the Headmaster of the Munkl oe School of
AWoh. 0o Ben gasfed, AShe must be
AThe worl dés greatest healer?0 Puke inter|]

Then he gestured to the structure before them and had Ben come to a compléthestop.
trunk was massive, girthy enough to fit a large building inside and tall enough to compete with a
mountain, and it had to be, after all, the canopy that the tree and riadescreated held the
entire city of Sereibis. A spiral of flat spines twisted up the trunk, overlapping one another and
extending far enough out that half a dozen people could stand side by side upon them without
someone having to stray too close todlge. Still, there were no railings and, though the tree
was ol d and the spines worn by many a cl i mber
they gave way to the weight of those climbing up them.

Al know youbre not aabfiedlaughocdaspind Bem am the kiack,P u k e
ABut how do you do with heights on your own t

Ben gulped.
Puke grinned, ADondédt worry. The cardio wil
And his guide wasnodot wrong. What conversat

as they huff and puffed their way up the wide spiraling stairs to the elevated city far above. Ever
so often, a spike would extend out and meet a branch. Ben would see people joining their tree
trunk stairs from ot her Dbtheathao tha. dNot with any detaie ¢ o u |
atleastMaybe Pukeds gi r | Herchuskladdo honaelf asiiheyaclimbedyYete y e s .
despite his disability, his head still spun on a swivel. His brown eyes squinting as he eagerly
attempted to make out tlogty as they approached.

They ultimately took one of the offshooting bridges and, from there, they began to
navigate the spideweb of branckmade overpasses that connected the trees. Rope bridges
attached parallel branches, sometimes even being staitayselves, bound together and hung
from above. As they wandered this elaborate maze, they never once breached the real surface.
They passed a few shops, hugging the sides of tree trunks, and homes formed out of knots and
holesin tree sides, but that wabout it. Even though the distance was a blurry mess, Ben was
sure they werendét on the mai nisnbpaled, 0. There w
government buildings only the shadows dhe city, blotting out Solaris like the canopy they
hid amongs Puke was definitely guiding him around, B#gnc oul dnét heWherebut wo
is he guiding me?

Just as he was about to asHKK, sRplhoams eod 6hrie
el ementalist, right?o

AHuh?0 Bends hand shobuindl Wi sohbuok RA®Oht ne
herder . o

ADog herder! o6 Puke barked, whirling around

AWel |l , 0 Ben wi ncedtthe famethirpe honest , | thoug
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But the stafift hhat yo uvaightbalckmpaa k,
Ri ght myb unto tdhted © s
She never taught you?0 Puke f| ng his han
He turned to the wide expanse before them and
herding son a magical weapon and never taughthimtoas€ ! 6 Tur ni ng back to
hands on his hipfjJuked e manded, fAWhat was she waiting for
Ben took a step back. His hoof hitting the plank of the rope bridge with a loud clink.
They weré as far as he could tell without glas$aa the middle obne of the longer bridges
theydd gone across, thus though his guideds t
want to start an argument with this exciteable stranger three hundred feet from the jungle floor.
AShe died. o0 Ben stated.
Pukebwemtacas pale as Bends had been when t|
steeled himself against anger. Taking another deep breath, he slid one strap off his back and
pulled the elgroon from its place on his pack. Putting his pack back on, he heldfthetstaén
them in both hands.
Al know how it works, | just neverééo
He wanted to | ook down at his hooves but d
down at the distant ground below him and, having avoided that since they began their climb, he
knew bette than to start looking down now. He kept his eyes on P he noticed
somet hing beyond Puke, compktelynhke & outswithohis Eydsgitr . He
it seemed like people were heading their way. Fortunately the bridge was wide tarquegple
to pass, but it seemed like quite the line considering the fact that their approach seemed to
correspond with a gentle vibrating of the rope railiagd bobbing of the wooden slats.

ot 3t 3D

u
r

r
y

Al 6m sorry, Ben. 0 Puke saidhoal dapitngpakiemg
riled up. |l tés just thatédo you think you cou
Ben stopped squinting over his shoulder and cocked his head at the human before him.
AHuUh?O
ATry. o

ATry what ?0 Ben asked, shrugging with the
The vibratiing and bobbingf the bridgevas escalating.
AYea, try i tHaadk PAukoeu skhnrouwg gheodw it wor ks! O
AYeda 06 Veffed Awhat do you want me to try and
The vibrating and bobbing had become rumbling and bouncing. AshRskigy glanced
over his shoulder, Ben became sure that the approaching-fogttgrs were approaching
precisely because of them. Glancing over his own shoulder, Ben saw a similar procession, only
this group was closérclose enough for him to make aubit of what they were wearing: armor.
Guards!As Ben ripped one hand from his elgroon to clench the railing as the bridge
rippled like a jump rope beneath his feet, all the suspicion that had initially invaded his mind
when he first met Puke on the gla floor returnedAnd with that suspicion also came the
nauseaYak Habba help me.
He knew what was up before the guards painted it in black and white.
ABenjamin Fasthoof, o0 the column behind him
column behind Pukdi Fet ch Eni nac, oDONOTMQVERbe n t oget her , i
l gnoring the approach of the | aw, Fetch <co
catch us. o
ANo. 0O Bends eyes weridmeanFetehi Faentdc hb,u | ngoidn gl, 6 viieP
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APUT THE STAFF DOWNSIRD
The bridge temporarily calmed as both lines of guards skidded to a halt. They gave the
pair a good ten yards of distance on either side. Fetch, a known shadowmancer, scared the
pacifist brigade and Ben, an unknown visitor but the son of one gfdlagest elementalists of
all time, was holding a powerful weapon. I f t
definitely wanted to wait for a scrap until the bridge stopped shaking. And while one seemed
willing to submit soon as he gained hiddrece, the other was obviously still unconvinced.

Fetch | eaned in to whisper, AYou know how
AFetch, 0 Ben hissed back, fldm adopted! o
Fetch shrugged it off, AWhat i s Igbtheod anyw

soul in your brainro

AWhat 6s that even mean?! 0

fi t s fate! o ¥Feuchrpranol al emdnt al i st! o

APUT THE STAFF DOWN LAST WARNINGI

ASorry, Fetch. o

Ben stooped so as to place the staff flat on the wide bridge slat beneath his hooves.

AMe too. O

Fetch wapped his arms around Ben and leapt off the bridfesther it was the heave of
Fetchds embrace or the sight of the ground, t
the bright light of Solaris in the afternodrpiercing like a blade through tlegty above and the
canopy it sat nestled within to strike Ben in the face as they tumbled head over heel and hooves
towards the jungle flodr Ben passed out. His consciousness darted quesént timdout got
stuck in the memories of his past beforeoitild escape.

He was no longer in Munkloe plummeting to the leave laden forest floor nor was he
anymore the grown man that he had become, he was little Benii.

i Mo r nBemji.gQ

Beno6s e yopdniliniag sledp &om his eyes. Merciado Fasthoobdtm the
bedroom doorway. Dust twinkled in the morning ligtween thentike stars in the night sky
and she was the shining milkyway beyond th&men his eyes met her crooked grias
crooked as her postuiiehetore off his blanket andove for heihooves Despite her stoop, she
stood as firm as a tree. As heepedhis cheek tahe rough deninof her leggings, she matted
the fur around his groimg horns.

AHappy birthday! o

AiYou came badk dittle Benji squealed.

AOf course! o0 Merciado excl ai med.

He flopped onto his back, sprawled out like a star fish, beaming so wide that his cheeks
rced his eyes shut. Wi th a sigh of joy, he
me . O

Alt 1 sndt ever ythreegn ®ehcadokneithefoledigp tAwrorus t hi nk
miss this?o0

Had Ben not been exuberant, he mightoéve me
not only did that seem irrelevant at the moniehé could hardly think of anything other than
the present and, more specifigalthe presence of his mother. His tail flopped beneath him like a
cat os tail | usmnanmesEWhendat whipped arouncandiskapped his face, it
seemingly jogged his memory. His mind switched from present to future: birthday meant gifts!
He sat up at an ubrupt right angle.

f o
t i
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Merciadd smile had been swapped for a more serious stare.
AThere is something serious | need to talk
A chill rushed through Ben from his hooves to his horns. His tail fell kirgohead
slowly nodde@nd his eyes kept getting wider.
AThirteen is the age mostotherggive their boys sword, ut most mot her s do

sons as special as you, Benji.o

Ben gasped.

A N o ,! Nori gouget something bettéd she pulledanL shaped staff out from behind
heback, fADo you know what this 1is?0

Ben nodded, slackjawed
AThi s has saved .iiyasbaved the lives of many, eanyg others tote s

and it will save the |Iives of many, many mor e
AMy hand?06 Little Benji mur mur ed.
Merciado tapped his temple with her index
She handed him the elgroon and he took it in both hands.
Alt runs on sunlight and i magination. And
getting ol d, Be njhatitusedto bé buaypurs? ¥dummaginationisas6t w
strong as the sun and as wide as the sky, my

Ben came back to the preseadardly a second had passed. His vision was a blur of the
jungle floor and the afternoon sky, blue andegr, blue and green, as they continued to tumble
downwards. Thguardsmen yelled after them but the wind, whipping past their ears, blotted out
all soundiromabove Bené6s arms fl ailed and his stomach
Thank t he Gu a thihg etsets spéviden thoughtobeforenooe thought
replaced that and refused to share any mental space with any other possible MUSingR: E
GOING TO DIE.
ACLOSE YOUR EYES AND FOCUS, DONb® EETcBO OF
roared cl inging t ot Bey ol WAhAREAR B EMEBTALIST 0
Al &m net an el e
fWEOG RE GOIDNEGOTO
AFarak. o
The fugitive was right. They were going to die. So whether or not Ben was an
el ementalist, he was about to be nothing if h
Ben closed his eyeblere it goesHe visualized the treieunks and branchethe dense
clumps of brush below, and thedge sprinkled with guards abovean control the elements.
He wasnodét falling. Not anymore. Wi th his eyes
hovering with Fetch still clinging to his lumpy backpack.
The wind stopped.
A We haveu aa mgydofdk of bisynotherranginhisears il magi nati on. 0O
Thebaseof the greakapoktrees shudderetheir trunks seemed to twist and moan, and
then their rootsipped free from the earth and shot up from the jungle floor likéhihé&ngers of
a giantreachingout of sinking sandlheywrapped arouné&etch and Bercompletely encasing
the two then slowly lowering them into the tangles of underbrush as otrediersiabers held
back the briars and thorns.
AAnd in this worldjaipagwemfatli oweapgom. &veapo
AThat 6 s Fetoharwrimuared. 0O
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Ben opened his eyes. They stood on the soft jungle dirt. Thick tangled walls of weeds
surrounded thenwalling them into the clearinglimbing up over them to block out the sun.

Ben glanced at the L shaped staff in his hand, the stone at the arch glowed emerald green.

Al diBen whispéred.

Fetch clapped the gmoat on the shoulder.

Al knew you®dl|ddviet !dreetamtaclegust reathecup and
snatched us out of the air, o0 Fetch jumped aro
was the tree, fAangdt hkoaadtas®®lkdo on t hose guard

Ben fell to his knees.

Al 6m an aéli sme

AA godi good one tdo 0

The stone began to dim and the green faded back infaimgrey.

AYou know it takes training for most peopl
You totally just went with it anddude it was great. | meaGrimpsintiadwe woul dove di e
Fetchpaused theshook his headnd starteghorancingaround once more A We woul d have
died! o

ARealBlemnd& voice was suddenly gruff.

Fetch skept skipping, blissfully unawafe)y &a

Bengrowledfi You di dnét Bha®e a back up pl

AYou wéaclkup angd front dowplan,brotherb F @roctaimed

Ben rolled off his knee®nto his backand closed his eyeble discarded his frustration
and exchanged it fordespdir,You ér e i nsane. 0

AAnd youdre my hero, 0 FastlidHhis@ancingmoibecauses udden
of Bends assertion, but rather beb&6Budaeysamhbt h
that ?0

AWhat 2?0 Ben g rflatamthe fungi carpeted floostaripg antlyeeiling of
branches above.

AAj i ngling noise. o

Ben turned his head and listened. He could hear the wind comb the canopy, the clashing
melodies of birds, and ¢woice of guards overhead echoing their way from tree trunk to tree
trunk, but no jingling.

AWhat does it sound | ike?0 Ben asked.

AJingling. O

Ben rolled his eyes and asked again throug

AChai nmahbdaoadFestbpped staring off into th
a happy young deer, he now stood hfimkzemelyiok e
chasing us. o

AiTheyore down here already?! 0 Ben gasped.

AHush! o

The twowerequiet for a while holding their breathes.

AWait & sBeeappedchoppingtohmoves fAChasing us? They s
chasingyouy, notus. 0

iHushb Fet ch held up a hand and continued to

Ben would not hush, he moashonfiLi st en! | di dndt do anything
bridge! o

AYou hel ped FHmMmehispded Bgvauwsho
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No! @&eBemds eyes were as wide aisfected s vei n:
d coursingDdybureagh yhithim&kdy hefydre after m
| 6d suppose so. 0

Youbd s uppos eRardiahshslp més 6sne mi ovadd !t Beedn nbaeng a n  t
rub at the hair sticking up around Whyddlhor ns,
leave Dogloe. Wi di dndét we | eave Munkl oe?! 0 Ben yanke

bl o

o031 0 D

Fetchds shoul der , Whdye méiindln ity wen laemawerhadk on t
metmeéfryou know | 6m he?oe to take you home
Al 6ve got busi o eB drally ded hint, lns expressibresurgrisingly
stoic.
APrincess akkedhga?0 Ben
Fetch nodded.
Ben rolled his eyes, i
AFrom where?0 Fetch sn
A We l | |l 6d rather not d :
AThen stick with me! o Fetch sho back, M@ANo
Fetch turned to make a run for it but stoppe@mvhe got the feeling that his new found
friend wasnot going to follow him. Glancing o
back on his backpack, his arms crossed, and his hooves planted firmly in the sod.
AWhat if | turn myself in?0 Ben asked.
Fetch shrugged, fAiYoudll go to prison. o
ABut Catch sent me! 0 Ben excl ai med.
Fetch nodded, fAYea, he sent you to do some
and turn my brother in too, ifyouwatMay be youdél |l get tohelxan cel | m
apologizetoyothenBut | 6 m r unni ng.Now,itybu cenre withime,thenut y ou
we ol | bot h have aandthetefore abetterclance ef gettingtout bf. héeer e
Ben grumbled under his breath but stopped when his eaybtdhe faint sound of
jingling chainmail.
Al f we ever get out Benfrometh i s, | 6m turning vy
AYea, sure.o0o Fetch scoffed, fANow come on,
This time Ben followed and together the pair trapsed off into the jungle.

wr

Y
a n |
i

DQ n
o o

ou ¢ ju
pped Dr a
el o ort

—+

AYour majestyy ou wer e right . o

The Captairwas once again kneeling at the foot of the king, except this time before his
throne.ThePrincess was not there, nor were the other barefoot guards of his team. Only the
royal guards joined them in the thronerqgusted by the shuttered windows. Aside from the
cackling torches and the muffled sounds of wind whistling through the tree tops outside, the
room was silent athe Captairpaused before finishing his confession.

AENi nac s h oandingfield whengFasthoohaeived. We followed him and
trapped him on a bridgethenh ey j umped. O

The kingleaned forward in his chair and covered his blind eyes with his hand, dragging
his fingers down his face as if he were wiping it clean

fiDid Eninac use dark magto stoptheirf al | ? 0
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A N &qrd Ruseit was FasthootHe had hi s morhefCaptaiesplamddgr oon. O
shaking his head, Al canodot believe the Dogl oe
to something sending the dog herder, but conspagagnst our authority so
bl atantl yédonuméo

Signan Ruse whispered to himself, Alt seem
The Captaiwi nced at his Kingbs despair. Gather.i
bowed position and met his masterds blind eye
Vvoi ce, AYour majesty, we have guards on the g

ANo. 0O Tilmmakdedn g c

Again, the bearn flinched.

ANo. 0 Signan reached out and held the guar
the merno

AYour mbgsesatnynear ed, A We T my dudrds knawpthheyungée, t h e m
they can handle the creatures of the nigletmust do our job. We cannot-et

ACaptain. o0 Signands voi ¢éd ewdshaldenwowand f i rm

tighter,i Al | l'ife i s sacred. I owi || not have our p
hunt under the moon. Send out ldtter mur s, wi t hdraw t hem. 0

The Captaib owed, fiYes, Lord Ruse. 0

AThese foreigners may not respect our | aws
us. 0 Signan continued, releasing the Captain
talkingtohimse f as he was to the guardsman, fANo Munk
shadowmancer. Our peoplieadd wdf etuy ipeogure dmsai ny
precious as my own daughterés, Captain, and a

The Capain bowed lower, his blood hot with humility, had his face not been furred his
bl ush wouldobéve | it up the room.

AWit hdraw the guards and watch the ramps t

the night, then t heyo0le Théreis ndvehere@te nurairt Sereibisco e s c ap
Nowhere but up. o
AYes, Lord Ruse. O

Even thouglSolarishad just begun to set, darkness badsumedhe jungle. The dense
cloud of foliagerobbed the sodden floor of daylight, time beneath the branches bent between
evening and twilight. Even on a clear, full moon night sky, only slender spears of silveulight
through the canopy to shine upon the underbrush. Outside of the pale p¥Maas niothing but
shadows, like diving beneath the surface of a mirky lake, had it not been for Fetch then the two
woul débve been solely dependant oibusFetehnt and s
could see.

His left eye had been sacrificed wheméd been converted into a ¢
longer saw color, but rather energy. Whilee eye saw beams of moonlight, his other saw the
brilliant glow coursing through the vast shafts of the kapok trees. The soft turf beneath them was
a carpet of shimmeng crystals’ each fungi and fern radiating with what modest energy they
possessed. With his right eye closed, he felt as though they were wading through the milkyway
as they pushed past bushes and briars, leading Ben onwards.
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AShoul d we e op?0 Ben ask
Fetch stopped. They stood in a ray of moonlight. Fetch opened his right eye and blinked
as he readjusted to the brightness. Cocking his head to the side, ha\dsked,
Ben nodded back towards the way thehe had c
gestured to the direction they were headed, i
ABut the guardséo Fetchés words trailed of
They wiggled in his sockets, eager to perk up like they would had he been in his natural form,
andlig ened, fATheydre gone. O
Again, Ben was fortunate that he had Fetch for there was no way hisgraoats coul d 6 v
picked up the sound of jingling chainmail in the commotion that was the Munkloen Thginé
was a vibrant cacophony of noise. Hungry creathoegping and hollering, shrubs shaking and
sticks snapping, all wrapped in the constant rattling snare of insects that crescendoed in waves
|l i ke a downpour in a gal e. It was beauti ful b
out one sound frorthe next. Whether it came from here or there, above him or behind him. And
he knew that those making the noisenuch like Fetch with his bestial edrgould. Though he
wasnoét a jungleman, he was a pl ai nsaohthe . He kn
jungle knew exactly where he was and, whether or not he was the apex predator in the situation,
he had yet to prove that to the wild. It was only a matter of time before that wild decided to find
out.
ASo we should stop?0 Ben asked.
Fetch shruggg,l isuppose we might as well, try and
Their eerie silver spotlight shone upon a twisted quilt of roots that rain or rodents had
stripped at least two feet of which naked of dirt. Neither Fetch nor Ben being particularly large
adults, tkey saw it as enough space to slip into and potentially thick enough to protect them from
anything large enough to gobble them up. Ben took off his backpack and they squirmed beneath
the tangle of tubers, rolling onto their backs to stair through theliketsrisoners through the
bars of their cell.

AYou can hear | ike a dog?06 Ben asked, MAEve

AMhm, smell too. o0 Fetch nodded, though Ben
sit up and |l ook at one adatshem. 0OFetch continu

ABut you tackled me off the bridge?o

AWel |l ,alenh i §hasion. o0 Fetch frowned, Altos
bit physical .o

AHuh. 06 Ben mur mured, ASo if you get stabbe

ADepends omtwlhdradad. 0 dFdett ch answered, AAnd h

AHave you been stabbed before?0 Ben asked.

AOf course! 06 Fetch crowed, chuckling a bit,

AOh, righté&o

AYou?0 Fetch asked

Ben thought for a minute, then responded,

AWhat ?0

Al 6ve been oHtabbed by teeth

ABy teeth?d Fetch interrupted, AYou mean vy

AYea. 0 Ben said.

AThat 6s not being stabbed. 06 Fetch stated.

AwWell €0 Ben argued, dit is kind of worse,
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AHow i s it demande@ ?! 0 Fet ch

Altds | i ke being stabbed a whole bunch at

ABy a whole bunch of l|little blades! 0 Fetch

AWho said they were |ittle teeth?0 Ben sho
that stabbed you! o

AHow bi @gyweéhent hhuh? This bl ade was at | ea
silent,then whimpered A Far ak. 0
All thought of debate flew out the window as Beaven with the ears of a gmdactould
hear theroublei n Fet c hBle ¢ ioHe o2e So muchisothat he even held his breath
as he waited for Fetch to elaborate.
AThese teeth, 0 Fetch whispered, fAmay be bi
Ben gulped.
AA ri diggeohacketch gul ped, fAThree. o
As if the humarshaped dog had cast a speinBcould now hear the creatures crushing
through the brush. He felt as though he could even feel the turf rumbling beneath them.
AiBen. 0 Fetch said, fAiGet out your elgroon. o
He opened his mouth as if to say what he was thinking:d o n 6 t- bukevem his i f |
mind cut himself off before he could finish t
encountered ridgebacks on the plains of Dogloe. The beasts humped spines peaked out at a
hei ght twice t haandtreifbutylsheodes anel gaady aecks gavedGhem the
strength to swing their tusked snouts hard enough to crush the stone walls of the caves Ben had
spent much of his life camping out ifhe Guardians only know what they could do to these
roots.Ben thought. Then he wenbaut retrieving his elgroon from his pack which was smushed
between the ditch and the roots past his head.

Alf you can kill one, then | can take its
continued. While Ben was wiggling around trying to retrithestaff, Fetch was scurrying
around coll ecting stones that sat in the bott

stones into a dagger orsomething6d suppose wedbve got Talkeomut eno
it ds Heedt i me.

It was nearly as difficult task to get his staff off his pack as it was to reach down to grab
the rocks Fetch had gathered, but he pulled it off. Laying them in the dirt alongside him in a line,
he rolled back to lie flat and clutch his elgroon to his chdssiy his eyes, he brought his
surroundings back to life in his head: the rough knobby roots twisting overhead, the soft black
soil beneath, the weeds that shooted up from the ground to weave the underbrush and the roots
together, and finally the pebbl#sthe line beside him.

Theyore soft as do uleloldhirseliwheh gressed tagetihpess of do
t hey easi | y asthekwerdssnthes miad traileddo#, images took their place and
manifested as the shape of his thoughts. Withyes elosed, he watched the stones melt
together, stretch, and flatten out, then he opened his eyes.

A sharp, short rod of rocsat in the place of the stones.

But Ben had no time to celebrate his success. The insects had stopped chirping. The
breezeshtf ed and a putrid must swept over them, on
water. Without speaking, Ben slid the weapon down to where Fetch lay. Fetch took the spade
|l i ke bl ade and squeezed Bends hamds,t opfrfoevriidneg
verbally, then went about slowly escaping their nmatde bunker. No sooner had he slipped his
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head and shoulders out from inbetween two fat arms of tubers than did a heaping shadow lumber
into the small clearing that sat half lit by moonlitpefore the tree they hid beneath.

It was only a few yards away and, though it was small for its kind, it was still taller than
Ben even as it stood on all fours. The beast shuffled slowly towards the tree, dragging its face on
the ground and plowing thearth with its tusks. Bits of sod and plants were flung up by its
snorting and grunting. It had moved into the beam of moonlight that shown down on them. The

silver gl ow spl att eireeadc ho ftfh et hsei zneo nosftidhatdgsr oswpni kn
ined itdés steeply arched spine. 't st.Bgnped t he
and Fetch didnét dare move. They could hear t

beyond their little clearing. The creature seemed almost toldmats breath, just like them,
but then another breeze swept through.

The jungle rustled.

The ridgeback turned and stared at Fetch.
frozen just after getting his arms out. He was propped up on hisglblmtching the dagger
Ben had made, and staring into the beady eyes of the beast hardly two yardssaveayike
snout huffed, nostrils flaring, as it turned its head to the side.

If Fetch can smell like a do@en wonderedjoes he smell like a dog?

Fetch scooted forward but then stopped. Half his body was now free, but his hips were
caught by the odd bends of the roots he was squeezing out between. Keeping his hand clamped
around his dagger, he dug his knuckles into the dirt and pushed while leel ebthie ground
with his free hand. Meanwhile, the boar was done hesitatihstepped forward.

ABEN! 0O

Ben clamped his eyes shut, clutching hisHaped staff. The gem began to glow green.

Fetch continued to squirm biat no avail The ridgeback tooknother strideThe monster now

loomed over the fadukuman. Its jaw hung loose, globs of slobber glistened in the moonlight as
they oozed from its |ips |Iike magma from the
gargantuan fangs. It reared badkotving its crescent shaped tusks up towards the canopy, but

as it did the roots around the base of the tree splayed open and flung earth and moss through the
airi peppering the ridgeback as it launched Fetch to freedom.

Fetch didndét go far. He roll ed figighupr d and
undet he beast és neck as its head prepared to co
into the dirt than did his arm jut up and thrust the stone daggehmurissly neck of the
animal. Then down came the head the left tusk struck Fetch like a golf club, lifting him up
off the ground and throwing him into the bushes.

As Fetch landed, Ben got up. Though his blood still ran cold with adrenaline anlgefear,
was calm. It was similar, in a way, to what had happened back on the bridge. He was absolutely

terrified and yet, at the same time, he was ¢
It paced around the clearing, doing a lap but never tatsreyes off the gmoat.

ABen, run!o

Bencould vaguely hear Fetch croak from the periphery as he scrambled to get up, but he
could clearly hear his motherés still, warm v

AYou can6ét outrun a wolf. o0

He closed his eyes. He could still see the ridgeback snarling befoieth@stripes of
blood and black that crisgossed its fur, the spiraling fangs sopping wet with stinking saliva,
and the makshift dagger wedged between the fiends jowl and shaoulde

AYoucanot themmt swn what do you do?60
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The ridgeback charged.
ABen! o
Hedi dndét hedirdrhé&tt chivermrHereal |l y hear the hoov
him, but he wasndét oblivious t o féeinaureeqgursingr on me nt
around him. He could sense the wind shifting through the branches, the ants crawling through the
soil, and the worms tunneling far beneath. He may not have heard the beast, but he felt the
vibrations of its pounding hooves reverberating thiohig body as if it were charging down his
spine.
AWhat do you do?o0
AYou .Of i ght
Benrosehis elgroon his brown eyes seeming to glow like the stone in the nook of his
staff, and a bolder shot up from the ground just as the ridgeback ran over mniteslahe
dagger, like a hammer striking a nail, submerging the-bba#te so deep into the flesh of the
fiend that it split its spinal column in two and continued on to shoot out the otherside of its neck.
The force of the blow was so much that it pickecet monst er 6s heavy torso
Momentum carried it forward as its muscles failed and it flopped on its side, sliding to a stop
mere inches from Bends hooves.
fiSelu Ben! 0 Fet c hhobeledavératéopirg dverais wonreled belfy,Y o u
sure youbve never done magic before?bo
ANot tha#® | know of
Fetch dove towards Ben, tackling him to the grounthaotheitwo ridgebackgoined
them in the clearing, bursting through the brush as if expecting to crash head first into foes of
theirown size. As théhree thousand pound monsters skiddedhal&the two young men
hopped back up
AYou distract em then 106l take care of em
AGot it.o Ben grunted as he closed his eye
Fetchscurriedover to the dead ridgebaekBen stepped forwarth stand between his
companion and the two snarling beaStisemonstersyed him, looking from him to their fallen
commadeand t hen back again, huffing andesHeorting
kept them clamped shut and his mind focused.
| am an elementaliste filled his imagination with his surroundindken opened his
mind to let some of his memories seep in
Merciado stood by the fireplace, theshapped staff hooked goofily aroumer neck.
With a wink, the logs in the hearth roared to life.
One of the ridgebackgave a brief roartthe other pounded the ground as it charged.
WelbMom | et d6s see what | can do.
Opening his eye®en pointed the corner of the elgroon at the charging beasts. The orb,
that had glowe@n amber browbefore, suddenly shori&e aruby in the suri cutting through
the twilight, moonlit clearing and it launched an equally radiant blast of crimson fléorta
from the rod. The fire engulfed the charging monsters, hitting them with enough blunt force that
they lost two paces in their charge. neered off skippingfrantidy in circles as the fire burnt
its way throughts fur, rushing to roast the harded hide beneatfihe otherhowever, did not
veer. Itcontinued its chargeespitethe flames flickering arounid.
Closing his eyes once more, Ben scowered his memory. Ice began to crystalize around
his free hand as thoughts of summer snowmen camenth mi
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Little Benji stared widesyed at his own reflection as he scated out across the lake, tip
hoofing, his eyes glued to the ice beneath him.

AMom, it wondét hold!o He yelped.

ASon! 0 She hollered, AAs |l ong aa&s |Istkeelp. 0t

When he opened his eyes, his free hand was fully engulfed in a blade of solid icy. Just
beyond his upraised hand was the burning head of the third ridgeback, reared back and swinging
down. Ben ducked and the flames whooshed past, singeingdadykhort brown hair. But
though he had ducked, he hadnodét | owered his h
the beast as it swung for the kill. Ben clenched his teeth to hold it steady but his imagination had
forged a blade so sharp thatfewni t hs coul déve matched it. 't c
butter, melting off his knuckles as the hogos

Beyond the burning body of the headless ridgeback was its steaming comrade. While Ben
had sparred with the third, the seddrad finally stopped romping about and had thrown itself
onto the damp jungle floor and rolled until the flames extinguished. When Ben straightened up,
shaking the blood and water from his hand, the last ridgeback turned to face him. Blistered and
charred the beast snarled as it tore at the ground with its hooves and snorted.

Al got.othis one

Fetch stepped past Ben. He strode towards the monster with his hands up and palms out.

He was painted in the scarlet light of the burning corpse beforebBeayen in that flickering
shadowy light, Ben thought he could make out a swirling darkness taking shape before his hands.
Though he saw it, his foe did not. Having stepped around the fallen fiends, Fetch was now wide
open to a frontal assault from thadl beast or so it may have seemed. Scorched and furious, it
charged. Fetch dug his feet in, leaning so far forward it seemed as if he had to be leaning against
something, then thrust his arms out as if he were pushing against an invisible wall. Aofacade
darkness rushed forward to meet the charging ridgeback and when they collided the poor
creature was turned upside down. Its haunches lifted up over its shoulders and it flipped over to
land on its back. The great kps protrudingrom its spine stuckt in the ground like stakes. Its
charred, slobbering jowl gaped and trembled just mere inches from where Fetch still stood.
iIShadowmancy. 06 Ben mur mur ed.

More darkness twisted and twirled around F
theycametotak t he shape of a |l ong sword in his gr as
and raised the shadow blade above its throat. Though the beast likely could not see Fetch from
the angle at which it was nailed to the ground, it stopped struggling. Justéghthiead become
silent, so too did the creature. It took one last breath and then a deep sigh before closing its eyes.
Fetch turned the blade so that the tip pointed down and then drove it through its neck.

Ben flinched. It was as if the moment theethirhad been eliminated, his brain suddenly
opened back up for freer thinking. Thinking beyond live or die, thinking beyond thé now
thinking about how the now might hinder their future. ThinkMge just killed three creatures of
Munkloe.

Kneelingbhyhe dead ridgeback, Fetchds hands were
extended. His posture was like that of a cold camper holding their hands out to theibonlfire
this ridgeback was no longer aflaniéat said, a flame like material did begin to lessdody.

It shifted through the air | i ke smoke but wit
material flowed out from the flesh of the bea
arms to finally slip into his dark, black eye.

We just killed three creatures of Munkloe and stole their shadows.
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ANow wedre totally faraked. o0 Ben stated.
Fetch trembled, reeling back from the beast and falling onto his butt with a sigh of relief.
Then, after a brief pause, he turnedtothe lastscerp he 6d yet to scavenge.
flickering around its haunches.
AFetch! 06 Ben excl ai med.
Blinking as if woken from a good dream, Fetch turned to Ben, dumbfouHded.
expression was apparently contagious, cause suddenly Ben found himself withas!
Fortunately, Fetch caught on.

AWe already killed them, whatds wrong with
gestured to the ridgeback hedd sl ain, ADonoét
Come in handy?06 Ben scobouejdltimeiitieasme i n han

4
MunkI| oe. 0O

AMhm, 0o Fetch nodded, then he pointed to th
shadows from, fAand who killed this one?bo9

Ben sputtered.

Fetch pointed to the ridgeback bskingt he knot
AAnd that one?0o0

AWe hladBeéw excl ai med

AAnd | had to get more shadows! 06 Fetch exc

AWel | €0 Ben figerddrifteceup ® higiséatp, he pointed to theshadow
depl eted corpse with his elgroon, @Al eave that

Fetch rolled his one good eye, shaking his

AThe | ess desecration the better?0 Ben shr

AThe |l ess, 0 Feotrcht madmrexti rqand esfiwédbebecr al
make it through the night. o

Ben sighed, but heénokcangphtehh letchwnaas right, in a sense.n g
After all, the night wasnoét even ddThesee t o hal

would be no recharging his elgroon until the sunrose and as aeferobntalist he had no clue

how much ammunition the enertomb in the nook hadBeftthis entire situation was
unnecessary. First off, Fetdhedi co@tl ddavwe | ted t
Fetch met him at the airstrip. And third, wel
concoct one, Fetch went ahead and started draining the third corpse.

But Ben didnét even have to fst d\yothibm,c aFuetec
argument had suddenly made sense to him, but because he heard something. No sooner did he
stop and perk up than did Ben hear it too. The ground itself had begun to tremble.

AFetch. o Ben mur mured.

Fetch nodded, A Mosrceo.utls tohfi nskortthse sbe wer e

Ben rushed over to the retaéingled ditch beneath the tree trunk but Fetch caught ahold of
his pants leg to stop him.

ATheyoll smell us. o0 He stated.

Ben was exasperated, AThen what do we do?

ANo weOo cRaentébcth admi tt ed.

The two fell silent.

A new sound triggered them. A snapping and thwapping from above. Both men looked
up and then dove out of the way as a large branch slammed into the ground between them. The
limb was nearly as thick around astheywe. But the size wasnodt what
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amount of leaves on the twiggy extrimititispugh they only had moonlight and faint glimmers

of flame still tickling the sides of the last ridgeback, the leaves looked plump and green.

ARAre ehwvese &l i ve?0 Ben asked.

ATheydbve got energy. o Fetch nodded. Lookin
|l ered, fiHey! Whob6s up there?!o

h! o Ben yelped, grabbing his shoul der
Fetch shook hea sd arekande s ss qwiiitnht i bhnigs icnrtoov
t hem. o

| ped, ADo they |l ook friendly?o0

hol

ugged, compl aining,

r meanédo t hey
g, Fetch noted, AThey
0

Al
6re ar med. O

ed. Then he sugges d
Fetch gl owered, i
n

a shadowmancer [
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Fair enough. 06 Fetch conceded.

Theyboth turned their gaze back to the branch blotted sky. They could now hear the
distant grunting and grumbling of the heard growing nearer. Time was surely running out.

AHel p us! o Fetch cried.

APl ease! 0 Ben added.

It was quiet for a moment, althoughwiais hard to tell whether it was actually quiet
above or just quieter than the rising clamor coming from the jungle floor that was quickly rising.

Fetch had just about had enough, opening his mouth to holler once more, when a rope fell from
above and landedaetween the two men. It coiled on the ground like a snake while the rest, the
neck and head of the serpent, remained hidden in the darkness of the tree tops.

Fetch and Ben exchanged anxious glances, then Fetch approached the lifeline. He gave it
atug.t hel d. 't was t hi ark and ewghLike the s@tofoopenydu as Fet ¢
might expect to find on a seafaring vessel, something that could anchor a ship.

Al 611l go first.o Fetch stated.

Ben rushed to the roots to pull his backpack fronmtless.

AiBe ready to go for the elgroon, o0 Fetch sa
we fall .o

AOf course. 0 Ben nodded.

With no time to spare and no alternatives, they left it at that. Fetch took the rope in both
hands, wrapped his knees aroum@inched it with his feet, and began to inch his way up like a
caterpillar. Ben gave Fetch a good head start and then tightened the straps on his pack and
grabbed onto the rope. For whatever reason, h

AAfteiIrs, youol |l never have to |l ook after de¢

He chuckled a bit to himself, thinkingihe work of a dog herder never ends.
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Chapter Eight: The Bounty Hunter and the Freedom Fighter
She crawleabne limb at a time through the canopy like a chameleomv8gd out to
spread her weight and slanovingso as not to cause a rustle, hearing did her a lot better than
seeingn the dark nightshade of the kapok pavilion. Ever so often her leer caught a gap in the
leaves, following a moonbeam, and she could maike¢he two men below. When the moonlight
failed her, the flames from their charred victims did their, gaut still they were so far down it
was hard to really see them. Even their words only came in bits and pieces. For as she tried not to
jostle the braches, her chainmail still jingled with every move she made. Her sweat soaked fur
tried to muffle the rattling rings, poking through the frestagn holes of her undershirt to be
painfully pulled by the shifting links of her armdirwas because of onagicularly harsh pinch
of a tuft of fur beneath her armpit that caused her to flinch and lean on a branch she had yet to
test. No sooner did she put her weight on it than did she recoll, ignoring the chainmail tugging
her hair, and collapse back on theigbs she already knew to be safe but that little mistake had
been enough.
With a thunder | i ke crack, the branch sheo
the canopy, r i c-attacbed eomiadegas i fluimmeted t she jangle fldde.
limb hit the ground hardly a yard from the men she spied.ufiteydove out of the way then
sprung back to their feet, craning their necks to squint up at her.
AHey! Whods up there?!o
Can he see meShe knew the one that hollered was a shadowmancdr,bs he wasnot
exactly the expert on mancy. She knew he could see energy, but from how faCandy® see
me through all this foliageShe stopped that train of though, scoffing it av&yen if they can,
what can they do. Thewmyhaemoét get up here, not
The two were murmuring to one another in h
didnét help that the boughs she held on to ha
bark, she could hear the approach of the ridgeback herdistptinmough the underbrush
towards the clearing in which the two m&ood staring up at her.
What a pity She thoughtThat shadowmancer could be useful.
A He | pThaiskadawmanceried

His elementalist friendddeda, fA Pl ease! 6 for good measur e.
Sheshrugged, can al ways ki | Ither chept down the bbughetoy 6 r e t r
where shedéd | eft her boots and backpack. Ther
pocket, |li ke a sort of crowbs nest in the can

the night. There amongst her bajings was the massive coil of rope which she and her
comrades had dragged up the vast trunk, it was still wrapped around one of the larger limbs and
securely knotted in a true sailords fashion.
muse ashe heaved it up and over the lip of the branch made basin, mulling over the potential
risks of letting the strangers up to her spot. Finally, with another shrug and a smirk she dropped
the rope and stood out of the way as it slithered to the jungle Tibey may die before | even
have a say | hope they know how to climb.

While both men did know how to climb, they had never before climbed sa high
especially with nothing else but a rope to hold oR&ich was quite sure that his musaleere
aboutto pull free from his borgby the time he started passing the base branches of the giant
jungle treeFortunately, these limbs were lifelines. The slender finger tips of the nearing boughs
offered short reprieves from their perpendicular peregrinatimut they still had a ways to go
before any branch was bold enough to bear their weight.
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|l f their c¢climb wasndét bad enough, there wa
halfway through their journey. The entire jungle was bouncing by the beaiohtoves, not to
mention that not only hung from one of the quivering trees but that kept getting its tale end
caught in the dumigaping jaws of the mindless herd storming through below. While Fetch had
been willing to weather the storitpossibly to hisswn demisé Ben had immediately taken
action. Clinging with his thighs, knees, calves, and ankles, he leaned into the bouncing and
squirming rope with his chest so that he could use his arms to pull up the thread beneath them.

He di dnodot palktre waypgustenolgh to get theuail off the ground and a couple

loops stuck in the lower branches of the kapok around them. Still, this was as much a work out as
the cl i mb. Benb6s arms felt |like theamredibones w
hedéd fall and face the neverending heard of t
complete and he took a break, his legs spreadljkenpingjack, his hooves balancing him on

two springy branches that had generously decided to trade Ilgktieick and forth. He craned

his neck and looked up. All he could see was shaddat outlings of branches as the cord

impaled the blackness between thieand Fetch was not amongst them. A sinking coldness

slipped into his heart, seeming to weigh lidown even more than he already was, as the reality

of his situation sunk in.

Can | make this climbPle suddenly became aware of the hardness of the elgroon on his
pack.Should | magic my way up? N&ho knew what threats waited in the canopy above, he
neded to save it. He wasnot done yet. He coul

ABen! ®@sFetodlte came down from t he fleawveasth
endo

| can do this!'Ben determined. His calluses were all lopsided, slipping ofpdaks of his
palm, blood running beneath them. His legs were rubbed raw even beneath his slacks. But the
end was in sight and it was time to get it over with. He took a deep breath, prayed to the
Guardians, then started back up oncemore.

Though Bmrespondvertallyy Fetch got a response. Not from below but rather
from above.

AiHowdy .0

The voice seemed feminifdhi ch shoul dndét have surprised
feminist, but he did not expect to find that a woman was scaling kapok ttbesvevibattle axes
at her sidé and for what? Yet, to be honest, a woman with a battle ax was as rare as Munkloen
with a battle ax and so Fetch didnét know wha
energy with his crrofwindegpalark shadds of grayehe woald seeétiie f a
rope wrapped and knotted around the gentle ergliayy of the branch above and it was upon
that bough that she posed.

Time to discoverourfaté.et ch gul ped,iasayitm@ankipMowdy ma o :

He inched his pinched knees up another-faat but before he could reach up further
with his hands, his potential savior stopped him.

ANo f.ua ther

A tiny sliver of silver light glinted off a blade shaped like the shadow of a crescent moon.

Atitswides point, its edge, it icfronudhidto foreheadlarslav ed F ¢
still had room to cut through a modestly sized fedora had the shadowmancer been the hat
wearing type. Although this was Fdtherbasos f i r st

she was showing him her &it could more than easily snip his lifeline from the branch upon
which it knotted.
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fiNo furtheri absolutelyd F erbakdd. He glanced down, again unable to see with his
' i ving eye but mapwardigchiogglow viatle ms@rew eyd. Thenl hg lpoked
back up to the woman that may or may not be t
shadowsd

fiTiaddo t he woman

snapped and 0vet slteemh @k esch aaro \
outof shadowsthey woul dndt have

made nowhal kwaw Upve

mancer and a |iar asking for me to trust them
dangerously cl dseutghtFdatoc kho pf ywas, diown ri ght

Al 6m sor ry orelgig mom'medHeexetaimed Al swear ! Now, wi
need me to do before | can get off this rope?

AA guarantee 0

Al guarantee. 0

AWhat do you guarantee?o0

AUhéo Fetch snickered, adjusting hid hands
kept |l oosening his hold, ANot to try and kil

ACri mpsin tiad. O

Fetch cursed himself under his breath. The bright side of the hold up was that he could no
longer feel his hands, but that was also the dark side. After all, how long could hedmarg fr
rope with numb hands before those numb hands stopped hanging on. But what the hell was he
supposed to say®he let us get this closés she going to make us force our way up? iNo
thought,| just have to find the right thing to say.

AYou savéadrlvweygitlriufse us, we wonoO6t hurt someo

toiwho would? Can you trust in good will 20
ANo. O
Fetch groaned, fAFair enough. Want wus to cl
The ax slipped out of the moonlight for a momé&whether that was a good sign or not,

Fetch didndét know. But Ben had arrived beneat
AWhat 6 s golamentegln ioVhBermr endt you moving? Are
AWel IO, see
AHer e. o

Fetchds head whi pped bac kskulpearlyboppedodffbisove hi
spine.A handextendednto thesilver beam above dark, sweaty, furred hantitook every
human instinct within the deman to keep from leaping off the rope and onto the hand.
Somehow, he resisted for but a moment.

A Y o undtroféthe hook justyetd t h ewarnal,gemchingdfarther down so that

Fetch could grabfutherhp |l ler édwe b6l | di scuss
Fetch took her hand and was yanked up off the rope and slung against the cold smooth
wood of aqueensizedtree branh. It was so broad he coul dndot e\

his first instinct, but instead he lay flat and spread like a star fish. He was still and safe and with
something solid beneath him. A breeze ruffled his hair like a master petting thelr giter a
good long hunt. He sighed deeply.
Ben was similarly hoisted, set down in the pocket between the branches where the
woman had stashed her belongings. He was as reliefed and exhausted as he was over enthusiastic
to thank t he ieaknelsebut cather humilitymlaasbnodght thesgmoat to his knees.
AThank you so much! We wouldndédt have | aste
you S0, S0, SO
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ADond6t thank me yet
Rolling over,Fetchslid down his branch into the little tree togoby. It was only a little
larger than a bathtub, just big enough for the two boys to squeeze in alongside each other and
face the axveilding woman.
Al mgoeddeasoh o trust you two, otherwise | 6m g
andtossyouregchn ks down to the feed the ridgebacks. 0
fiSuré 0 FsenitkedhThe shadowmancer rolled his shoulders then leaned back against

the shaft of the tree behind him, AOne, weodre

AA good reason. 0 She interjected.

ATwo, you already |l et us wup.o

ANot a reason. o0 She snarl ed.

AAnd three, 1 t06-8 now two against one

AFetch! 0 Ben yelped. He jumped up to stand
before him only for him to yank them back as
w 0 n Ortyouhwe mean no harm

Fetch yanked the gmoat back, Ben woul dbéve
there to support him. Fetch glared hard at th
have magic, Youbve got an ax

The woman shiftetier posture and it became apparent that she had arhartyang
from her belt.

ATwox eséo Fetch hesitated, but caught his c
chest reinflated and his I|ips caught uklhe curv
one of wus, the other wild!/l have killed you. o

ANope. 0 Ben stated.
Fetch pivoted so he could side eye the dog
stood with his arms crossed.
AHeb6s on his own. o0 He gl ower etdiméotthe beare h u ma
Al dm not gonna threaten the woman that just s
The woman stared at the two for a monlenty enough to make both young men
guestion their position. Finally, she budged. Having stood on the lip above the little-bradeh
crater, she stepped into the Kadden basin and joined them in their tight quarters.

AThough 1 d6m still convinced I could kill vy
nonet heless. 0 She nodded to the dar k padoradows
canodt survive alone in this jungl e atstlini ght
youdre wel come. 0

AThanks. 0 Ben sighed.

AYea, thanks. o0 Fetch grunted before scowldi
you, Ben. o

=]

Fetch, 0 Ben hi s sthakidgebmakk and thecbddgaptuiérvge tah imo,st
got me killed three timesow in just one day
A Wa s orwas in@ad lucked0 F g@aveBenasmirkandawinkVés it f ate?o0
AFate? Wait a sahamtodisear aBitarbugshadgupt flosvd into it and
whi spered him a sedaemgsBhgpustoqpofaatemessage
you! o He gasped, shaking his head, Al suppose
Fetctbs dirdmét hd nmiwmrimmend back to the furred wc
AHuh?0 the bearn asked
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He gestured at her get up, fAYoudbre wearing
tree and youodrWhaaldls atlhoenest ory?o
Al 6mounty hunteit hough on this -pi-hge b6 Bhmoraeswer an
AOut here | ookiong for an escape
A escapeeFromwhere8 Ben. asked
Prison. o0 She explained.
Benwas surprisedl di dnbeyhakapowsbn i n Munkl|l oe?0
ANot @aerproifsarmhe Empire. o She swunpgckdier ax d
besideher and sat on thieeebranch lip behind heff We wer e transporting a
Sondor to Il ceload. o
ASondor to |l ceload?0o0
AMunklI| oe |l ess than a
ybéall to sailing al/l
ADi dn | say, O6esca
Fetch hrew up his h
Sheshrugge, fnBesi des, I
along for the gold. o
AMust be paying you pretty well to get you
She unclasped the harness that crisscrossed her abdbenene that habeen carrying
her double sided ax, then pulled her sedosohgle sided ax from the ring on her beln the
rare threads of moonlight that | it their nest
scarlet. Her company wondered whetherairthat was in fact its color or if it simply had not
been cleaned since the last time it had been used. Laying the ax head down on her other side, she
sighedfiThey didnét . o

F énta ruly dagikecfasteod, hi s head
ay from Sondor. You c
he way down the Serei
ee
n d
on

o o0 O

?0 She snapped.
AFair enough!
s h

S
k
t
t :
t sail t he

0

d
t
Y
a |

d I p. L

o n o

APay Wweatch dsked.

ASend me Tahloawrgenh, 06 She a d meleither. dhey sertimeewith di d n 6
two of their crew but they didnét | ast | ong. o

AOh. 0 Fetch gul ped.

After brief silence, Ben quiet-by offered h

ANah. 0 She spat over her shoul denrbastaidsen | oo
than they were idiotsAnd they were idiotsG o d i gops thought 16d hol d t
my, 0 she batted her eyes and curtsied with he
doesndét matter what youidtvec gmds bted weleinmlyiorug 4d

Al 6d suppose i f a monkey dasohdthought , anyone

Now it was the woman that cocked her head

AOh no, 6 Fetch yelped, #fAl didndt meanéodo He
far to exhausted with coming to his rescue by this point, leaving Fetch to tumble some sort of
excuse for his comment, fiListen, l 6m not sexi

The woman took a deep breath.

AfBesdi es, | 6m not speci esitl 6an tphaart. dlog@grh ono't

Finally, he was offered a |ifeline as the
bitch?0o

Fetch caught his breath as he fought the urge tootdéese.

Ben decided to diffuse the tension, fAHe re

AA dog thatés a shadowmancer. 0 Her eyes na
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Al suppose thhex doFéscbunodtietheHe extended
AFetch Eninac. 0

Bloodwass t i | | dripping from his palms but she
regardless. She then took her sweat and blood soaked hand and extended it to Ben. Unlike her,
Ben wasndét a big fan of mixing his bldoioddn &wi t h
want to insult their new comrade so he winced and shook away.

ABenjamin Fasthoof. o0 Ben grimaced.

|1

AMar vell of the Ax. 0 Marve cringsaniaxi, AMhr et us
Pride 6 and then the doubl e bl aded, obsidian ax,

iMar vell of the Ax! 0 Fetch excl ai med, AYouo

AWas. o Marvell sighed, ANo sports in wart:

AWarti me?0 Ben asked.

Mar vell began to | augh but stopped as she

AThe Pirate Wars. loShe ewgouperFplsa heod,f ?20W

AJust a dogherder. o Ben stated.

AwWait. A dogherder and a stray dog. o0 She b
she could whil e bWaithDdidn gD ofgrl oone Isaewnglh tae rd,ogfher de

Ben patted the haaround his horns as he nodded.

Fetch took a deep breath and decided to me
me and my family actually being dogs quiet. My brothiee,King | i kes t o keep it

Marvell respectfully curbed her snickering,o ugh she coul dndéfilcut o1
think youdve got bi gger Spreolploe mg etdham kheirn g wa
his, ATheydve got youiy duabcree pwasn teedd dfl@lr| omgerrte Sg
formy prisoner! 0

Fetch and Ben were quiet for a moment. Marvell revelled in their pasty anxiety.

ADondét worry.o She finally assured them,
Mystvokar, yea®here mancy is decriminalized? The crew would never let me turn yiou in
especially knomgt he types of farakin crows |1 0m workin
Mystvokaro

Again, Fetch and Ben were quiet, but this time for an entirely different reason. Their
heads slowly turned until they were looking at each offtegir expressions seemed to be a
mi rror of each otherds. Yanking their faces b
they exclaimed in unison, ACAN WE COME! o

ATo I ceload?0 Marvell asked.

AYes! 0 Ben excl ai med, 0AWwkldemvfeve @udisnebkontgy et Fe
your boat, heéd be safe in I ceload! o

Al have a few | oose ends to tie up here, o
down to help us!o

Marvell twisted her lips into a frown, itching the fur of her chinfona me n t6,| | A hel p
you, i f yoall hel p me, deal ?0

The two didndét even have to confer, they s

AThen itds settled. o0 She hopped up, snatch
men flinched, but ss hpe edii dhrgd tu pn catbioovee. t Slkeem,wes ay
watch. Get some sl eep. o

The fellas didndét fight back. They were ex
as he had gotten very little sl eep ibedten s f | i
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yards before she could hear them snoring bene
before she found her spot. It was marked with blood and quttrategy she had learned as a
child on hunting hikes with her father.
ABeasts weakmesSsdmealhle whi spered to hersel f.
After her comradesd demise, she could hear
than waiting for them, shedd sought them out.
subdue it one on one. Theshe carved out its organs and draped them across the branches above
her nest as if she were decorating a gory Christmas tres. 8heer ed t he f el i neds
it into the carcass, using it to paint a broad line in the boughs above where shedexdi tdec
spend the night. The more extreme the spectacle, the less likely any other creatures would test
her. Still, it would have been only a matter of time had she fallen asleep.
Il nsects werenodot afraid. A tr deftbehimdf bul bous
marched in a twirling ribbon up the limb she clung to. Each of their round body segments were
as fat as her finger tips. She put her thumb against one that had strayed from the line, pressing it
against the smooth wooden bark of the kapok ttesgjuirmed. Its legs wiggled in all directions,
its pinchers gnashed, and its stinger slid in and out of its posterior. A tiny bead of crimson poison
clung to the end of the needle.

She pushed her fatheros | essbthaseofherccrew.her h
She could see Angine and Garfield snickering atfhdér.a d y s,i ttthenygédd cal | ed t h
assignment. And it di dotd@rtintogravkseThdironocgerytoor t hei r
threats. She woul déve reaparthersleeg should baveesenimpea ny o f
alone She wound up that way nonetheldd@a w i s it t heanbuthemnéliafs t r ust 2
were too scared to brave the jungle without a Munkloen?

Her fatherds voice came cr asseswitgthdseack, ove
knotted memories she wish she could for get. She squinted into the darkness, lest she close her
eyes and see his face. Still, she heard hiswirde ast s can smel liaweédkness
no difference in the wild. o

Marvell presseddow har der on the insectds thorax, h
Anot her ant crawled over to watch. Their ante

away. It abandoned its comrade and hopped back into line.
Altés okay litctbeednt idoMadwedt need anyon

Her father had wanted nothing but a son. W
She didndét hate Marvell, but Marvelndodeardas made
see eitheranymoreler departure only seemed to prove Ma

Womenarewealshe scoffed. For a moment, she | et
bursting, the bug seemingly sighed. l'tds | egs

Women arewak?Y et every suiter her father brought hec

Daddy that had the bruised knuckles. She grin

drained from the men shedd pummihebbysltegaoto t he f

resent her. As did her fathiehad he not resented her from the beginniihgomen are weak,

then no one is stronigShe smiled. Marvell had long sense learned how to find comfort in her

own confidence, aft er road.ilbecauseme dnelis strengeethanimee en p
She plucked the ant up from the tree and it began to squirm once more. The line of ants

behind it finally stopped as more left rank and wandered over to look anxiously at their comrade,

suspended in the air byree giant, superior being.
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Daddy is deadShe thought, banishing his voice from her h&ultoo are Angine and
Garfield. Her eyes fell down to the shadowy shapes of the sleeping men Beldwow | have
newf r i e n dladysitterg. 8he fifted the antip to her eye level. For a bit, it froze there
pinched between her thumb and index findfanas as if they were staring at one another and it
was tacitly pleading for its lifa//hy would these men be any different than any others?

In one swift motion, sktossed the ant up, let it fall into her palm, and then balled her
hand into a fist doing everything but clamping down and squashing out its life like one might a
dying match. The ants that broke line clicked and squeaked, but they waited no lomgeing_li

over on another, they began to construct a br
hand.

| t 6 s theMarridldoit ®n 6t going to | ceload. When t he
Towi when they learn my prisoner is an escaped slaveh ey 6 | | HBvenasissheon me .
frowned, her fist began to open up. The ant d

from the tredrunk hesitated, unsure of what this furred giant was plankvagid they be
wrong?

Holding her hand flat, she waited until the ant gave in to hope. It inched forwards a few
steps, then it dashed off her finger tips and dove into the loving grasgoffitades. But no
sooner did the insects begin to chirp with joy than did Marvell swat at the arm with the back of
her hand. The column of ants broke and scattered like sparks emitted from an explosion, raining
down from the tree tops to land on separedeés and twigs. Somehow, the original ant
managed to stay on the trunk she clung to. It stood there, alone, the line severed and its saviors
displaced, staring defiantly back at Marvell. Then, it shook its head and scurried off.

With a sigh, Marvell saback against an opposing branch. Shutting out her thoughts, she
scanned the heavens above for thréatscasionally glancing below to be sure that those who
claimed to be her new allies hadndét woken up

The Captain led thevay, fighting the urge to march at his usual brisk pace so that his
officers could keep up. His entourage of barefoot bearns was just a tiny bit more diverse that
night and it was that diversity that was slowing their stride. His two most trusted men and
women hoisted a foreigner up by his shouldeos at least attempted to. Bearns are rarely less
than seven feet tall and this presented a problem for the guards trying to assist-thfestanet
visitor for not only was he not a beabut he was a dwarlronically, though he stood just less
than four and a half feet tall, this little asylum seeker made up for his lack of verticality in
horizontal leaps and bounds of brawn and belly. The man was as strong as an ox and as heavy as
one too. If you askedhte t wo guards trying to help him dow
was at least as heavy as they were combined (chainmail and shields included). The old dwarf
was seemingly skipping through the palace as the bearns hobbled. The guards dippeé under th
burden until the dwarf sagged low enough to kick off the floor bdaedl®wing the guards to
rise back upright only for gravity to regain control and drag them back down.

I f the palace hadndét shudder ed ungldtefr t heir
May 29", and the dwarf was well aware of it.

ARnAye, |l addae, | assae, ya cun set mae down,
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Hi s aids couldndét have responded if they w
they were coming seriously close to needing meditah&bn before they could ever open their
maws again. The Captain answered for them.

Al t i snodt e ppated to Wadkrbackwsrdsrbefare the dwarf, pointing to the
bloords oaked bandage wrapped around hwakinghle ad, A We
you s out again and hit your head, the Pri

pas

The Princess! o

he dwarf nearly hopipvehd chtc ool ddvee ghueae nd Ofse

bound forward and tackled the Captaibut somehow, no doubt duetteeir impeccable

training, the guards held strong, granted the
AShaeds hare, Captain?!o0o The refugee excl a
The Captain nodded, AOn her way as we spea
ALardéo the ol dcameddownuto both theegdn andtleagrin of his

carriers. Going limp meant no more helpful kicks off the ground. Instead, his guards had to stoop

at an awkward angle as his old callused toes dragged along the polished wooden floors. He

continuedtotalkkb t he Princess, fAHavendét saen har 1in s
now, aye?o0

AYes sir, well é0 The Captain hesitated, fa
father éo

AAye, they nevar grow up Gotutasa, ob?Dhey?0

AShedasdmast er . o

ASael u?! 0 Hvarerxacddddmed, 0

ANO. O

AByfriend?o0

AWel |l €0 Again, the Captain was a bit stump

AOh Lard, o0 the dwarf chuckled, fAshae got a

AUhéo The Captain cleared hige tbubdt mandges
do not wish to tread on your rightodos of expre
but | might advise you not to bring up the ge

A Aaelbadladaye®d The dwar f mut t emoddihgtotheQaptainng hi s
even as he made up his mind aloud, @AO0i got so
When they made it to the double doors, the Captain and another guard strode forward to
hold them open so that those hoisting their guest could érstefThe boot wearing throne room
guards flinched at the sight of the dwarf before jerking back to stand still and upright. Even the
flames seemed to gasp, flickering as the doors sprawled open. The guards finally let the dwarf
down, though they huedbehind him and paid close attention just incase he might fall again as
he strode down the emerald carpet towards his old friend, the King.

ASignan! o He shouted.

ABol dari an! o

King Signan Ruse bound out of his chair and rushed forward. The ancient eitclikd
ancient dwarf on his knees, embracing him before he remembered his royal manners. After the
hug, he stood and steppedback He r an t he back of his (ths ngers
woul débve been odd, but r anmdétedwarigowaadybackK Hemg 1 s
hand didndét go far, he nearly i mmediately fel
stopped with a gasp.

AYour! chead
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Not only was Bolddés head bandaged, his han
appeared tbe stuck into mittens had blood not been slowly dying the gauze a deep Sedrlet.
before the dwarf could offer any explanation, he was bombarded by yet another tight embrace.
No sooner did the King back up than did his daughter come dashing int@theStee held her
robes up at her waist so that they fluttered about her calves as she sprinted down the carpet, her
hair flowed behind her, sweat droplets twinkling in the torch light like amethyst beads amongst
her indigo lochs. She skidded to a halt alaanmed into the refugee, her hair spilled forward to
cover him |li ke a cool bl anket as she clasped
forward had his two carriers not dove to his side, supporting his chest.

fiPapaB o | d ! exclaBriede

Bold seemed to melt in her grasp, ALiIl Len

Rel easing him and stepping around to
climbing a kapoko

AUhctuall ayéo Bold scratched-blansabar e A®Ocaf
befar,unnin from the slavars. o

ASIl avers. o The King frowned. He | ooked wup
fiThe Marrialdd® o

The Captain let the double doors close and strode up to stand besideBdlé@ di dn o6t h
to nod to answer his Kingt, wasmore of a rhetorical questioBveryone in the room knew it
had to beéhe Marrialdo T h e s loyapto teea snitydNations and it happiyorkedwith
all the Empireds enemies. It was not wel come
was the pacifist King to do? His hands were tied and double knotted.

fMarraialduh? 6 Bol d asked, turning from the Capt e
humangoight® He turned back to th€aptain i O know tthamgladobotv oi ol enc ¢
poiratesinyar@p i t ol ? Cunét yaa-€c¢ol |l Tadl oe ar Dogl oe

Al t jususd60t The Captain si gherdlRusefind mattenaawt er h o
much even the Emperor despises them, toudhialylarrialdo would be an act of war that our
allies are not willing to make. 0

fiThe Marrialdoserves the Cagirent of Sondor, the Mystvokar of Iceload, and the
Sovereigns of Vinnum Tow. 0 The King el aborate
and their blood is spHb

ifThar 6d bae somethin | ®i Beoka dtwiidioWaro on ar

AWe wil |l keep you saf e fswoeem iithedMdarialdB ol dar i a
will not |l eave this continent. o

Bol dbébs jaw al most dropped but he sthel d hi s
saw a glimmer that had not been thereysiars agoThere was something swirling in his milky,
white gaze and it made the dwarf a bit uneasy
hold back a, AHuh?Woabtt heake hewdrderebmuwncoddh hent |,
we even get aay with thati nonviolence aside®@nlike the bearn and the dwarf, the water elf
beside her father had no problem expressing her concerned confusion.

AFat her éd she murmured, fAwhat do you mean?
AExactly what | s airdentlynlgsmg leevsboulder HeN cavs,s ur e d
pl ease, | ook after Mr. Drahkcords wounds. o

AAh, comeognlLaod! 06 Bold smil ed sbareteepi shl vy,
midnoight enertombGi ve mae a bed and some bread and oi ¢
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Apromised to keep you saf e, Bol darian. o6 Th

my wordo

Bold rolled his eyes but consented, turnin
took. His warmth helped her stomach settle as she decided to ignore theatropB of her
f at her 6 sWhatcao hdo angnaysshe told hersell, 6m a heal er, thatoés

And Papa Bold needs healimge nt | y t aki ng tihswolleh woenrtheidbwountisar ge p
and enlarged by their wrappings so much so thatesiily was only pinching his index finger tip
T they turned towards the double doors. Immediately, the guards jumped around them.

ACaptain!o

Everyone froze.

ACapt ai n, ThekKingtheh gebtureldd. @ he Capt ainds men, e
that hadbeen paralyzedmihove to | i ft the dwarf, AReturn tc
nightly surveill ance. |l wondédt hold the Captai

The two stooping for Boldarian straightened up like flowers turning to the sun. Their lips
coul dndét haesl pt hbeuitr scrnhielset s heaved such heavy si
but take it a bit personal. Quickly turning f
dualkfile line of their barefoot comrades and marched from the throne room l&fman could
change his mind.

The Captain possessed a similar scowl as his men and women strode towards freedom

with a bit too much abruptnress, he addressed
The old elf raised a hand to sitingnce hi m,
daughter and our esteemed guest. o His blind e
for him, alrf hear that his feet so much as
of the Captainds men ringitolthe pokitton of roytallg@ardp r i vi | ege
Understood?090
Gul ping, fAYes, my Lordods escaped the guard

debate over who the two victims would be. The Captain turned to stare and the decision was
made. Two stepped forwardéamade their way over to Bold. When Lenga saw them begin to
struggle, she decided to stroll on ahead of them and lead thie lestyshe watch awkwardly as
they grunted and groaned and gritted their teeth.

AGoodni ght Father! 0o $%bneangdsridipgesiowiybdewnthe e whi r
emerald carpet, ACome on, gentl emen, l 61 | | e a
AThe rest of you will wait outside the thr

private. Understood?o0

With more relieved, ndrgwgyardsigllonkedtiedwas and hi s t
the Headmasteyut and happily shut the doors behind them. Only the King and the Captain
remainedAs the air cleared, the two looked at one another. Even though Signan Ruse was as
blind as a bat, elptbitteel€®anpt ai n coul dndt h

Sighing, the King offered a brief smile then turned and ambled back towards his throne.
The chair was a living thing, a shrub gently molded by magic. The twiggy bramblesrossed
to make the back and seat like spiderweb wickerthicker brancheis polished by timé
curved around to trim these. Twisted all around it, like ribbons of royal cloth, wergtewiined
vines with luminescent, raindrggetalled flower$ these organic ornaments illuminated the
King as he slumped downtb his chair.

Al didndét want to say awhembeeofharycohdraistendinger wa
tothe MarrialdooHe sai d, AThe spirit, Setarca Petara.:c
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AThis is a ploy to disguise their true int
TheKings hrugged, AThat i s awhat | need you to
AYes, your majesty. o The Captain bowed his

could bounce back upright, ready to go, his majesty continued.
He scoffed. Not at the bearn, to be honest the Kingppvias even sur e what h
laughing at. It was the very fact that it was untangeable that made him chuckle in the first place.
As his Captain cocked his head to the side |1
these mysteries intersectingato e . 0
AAhéo the guardsman muttered, AENninac and
Al a stheuMareaddowas here for therm that they planned to traipse through the
jungle and sneak out through the hatbbrut t hen Bol dari an showed up
AA convenient daidowinenrceea . foo rT hteh eCaspt ai n no
A B maybe a coincidence nonetheless t h e had beenrtwirkng His long wiat
hair as he musetut now he suddenly stopped. Sitting upright in his seat, his brow furled and
again his cloudy eyes seemedtobelprini nt o t he Captainbés very sou
be another coincidence. Not tomorrow, but the next day, in the harbor, andtatdvidrrialdo
wi || be no more. o
The Captain gulped.

AThe commotion wil/l be i mme Brénac.isthot dapteedK i n g
by then, he will surely escape in the chaos.

AMy Lord, 06 he bowed once more, dal wild/l do

Al know you will, Captain, thank you. o0 The
eeting with hi s o rhohgimtee moriimyybgfore sheegoed  the prates,f i r s
then use the rest of the day to catch that bl

AiYes, Ruteod d

AUh narsaray?o

The room was | it with an organic chandeli e
with glowing flower blossoms. They slowly turned as if on a timed dial, each stem moving like
the hand of a clock, spraying different shapes of neon light on the walls as they intersected with
one anotherds rays. Toys | itstoendssivelstaffedwdaagonss, f r o
smiling despite being draped in a layer of dust, all oriented towards what lay beneath the
fortulaca flower lights: a crib.

AAh expected to bae behbaed but this is ne

In her defense, the crib was large enoughtferdwarf. This was the royal crib. It was
circular and had a diameter | ong enough that
woman, thus there was plenty of space for a d
room, but this room had tteglded benefit of being next to harsdthe crib had the nicest
mattress in the palace.

AYou should try Iying down before you comp
guards that had carried him in and went about ushering them away.

AShoudidnodltaen up farst?0 Bold asked, hesiteé

ANo need. 0 Lenga said, closing the door an
can heal wounds, Papa Bold, we can do away wi
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AFehr enough. O

With a heave ba breath, the dwarf pulled himself up and onto the #4zdai/then rolled
over onto his back to exhale with a winded sigh.

ASehftay. o0 He mur mured.

Lenga knelt by the edge of the cot and slipped off her satolsale, she retrieved a
leather binder that was nigh as thick as the mattress before her. It took her quiet the heave to
remove too. Straining, she managed and she sat it down on the bedthesidarf.

As she moseyed through the pages, she said
meéhe thought you didndét get out ?0
ATow. 0 Bold took another deep inhale and e

ones to know oi escehped. Gadagi separehted inthe Under. He s at up so abrupt
nearly tore out the page she was fingering as she flopped back onto her butt with a yelp. Bold

exclaimed, Als the Fifth hare?!o
ALay back down! 0 Lenga de manmasenkthibgefitter e s hi
more bedsidenannery, fAYour son is safe, but he isnoét
but ybéalkd 6s friends
AThe Knome?0 Bold asked, defiantly |l aying
Lenga gently grasped his shoulders and forced himbackbont al , AYes, that
and the other Antipa folks, they got them somewhereisafe me wher e mapwor ks c a
bar somewher e, | believe. He and Zachias both
ASel uéo Bold murmured, finally fl at oncemo

If it was possible, her gentle tonegrewen gentl|l er as she continu
news. 0

ATow. 0 Bold cursed.

Lenga bit her | ip, then went aheaddagnd bro
Saying theyoll cont i nfareverydwarfitiat washineoivédithe mur der e
Revolt.Andt hey 6re | i kely calling any dwarf in the

The old dwarfdés | ips parted as i f to curse

could accurately describe his damnation for the situation.
AThe Ermpirrieouiss the Emperor especially, but

as performative as ever.o Lenga continued, AT
slaughter, but they wonét go to war.o

ATen dwarves doie adlthehmtropnanhar iml pacay h
growled, fACarse twentay a deh doesndt mehk th

Lenga slumped away from her book and the side of the bed. Her hands folded over her
knees where tears began to fall on them.
She whi §meseoedr yilb

AYar the | ast who should bae sorray, Lil L
mae and moy son. Yar a haelar and a taechar, a fraedom foightar in yar qudowwelyar part.
Lard, youodve sartainl ay rmowihovieddn nmmaurn ndiwa rav ecnr ilnop

deficit.o

ThePrincess smeared her tears across her cheek and sniffled as she straightened back up
and smiled at the old man sprawled out before her. He was staring up at thecflaneelier,
his facecontorted with a scowl.
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nltoll bae sometoi me f ar i can convince m

0
he turned his head and smil ed
C

at the heal er,

do the Empahr a fehvar and talk aboutlargee s f ar a hange. How are vy
Lenga smirked, half at Boldodés snide remarKk
actually was, AWell éldm in a bit of an odd si
AThe Captain told me.o0o Bold winked, fABoy t

She woul ddavtee thought af thé guards gossiping about her to such a father
figure had the deep darkness of their prior subject not still hung around her heart like a fog, still

t hough, mention of the fiboyod made her bl ue ch
iwhat 6 d ?lbe Shae asked.
ANot hin ofcarse, hae no sooner mentioned vy
to nevar spaek of it agehn. o Bold chuckl ed.
Lenga observed Bol doés expression for a mom
thenshewentaheada t ol d him t he trfiomboghygedatybke RKilnome

brot her . o

AWho is the King thar now?0 Bold asked.

ACatchéo She hesitated again, AéEninac. 0

AEni nac?0 Bold muttered, AHuman?o

AYesébut see, that iisndét the probl em. o

AWel $hoold hope it isnbét. o

AfSeeéhebdbs a shadowmancer. 0O

AOh | ard, Lenga?0 Bold jerked upright agai

Al didndt know! o0 Lenga admitted.

AEhNn&é6t they partay obvious?! 0 Bold crowed,

AHe had it covdered! 0 Lenga yelpe

ALoi ke a poirate?! o0 Bold guffawed.

ALIi ke anyone who covers their eyel I di dnod

ASarry, lass, sarry, o0 Bold I et his posture
aggressively. He took adeep breadhe d | et it out sl ow, asking, i
happened?0

AApparently, he came here. o0 Lenga said.

AApparrentl ay?0o
AHe di dnodt a eytandtexplaisvehyg he waskbi m& and why he had come
because someone found tltre was a shadowmaer in Sereibigind told Daddyand he totally
freaked out 0
ALar deéeo
AYou know how Daddy feels about shadowmance

AHow everayone faels, raellay. o Bold said

AAnd now Ki nganGnadroover dbghesder sneak Eetch out of the
country.o

ACatch and Fetch?06 Bold snickered, AnYar bo

Lenga shrugged, saying through cheeks that
was cute. o

Bold rolled his eyes, moving pastittodigi o t he next weird part o
sent a doghardar ?o0
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AUndercover. o0 Lenga nodded, fAActing as tho
Hi s name was Benjamin Fasthoof .o

AWeht .o Bold held up a hand. inbtThewaoshadst i | |
gotten so distracted catching up that theyod
t h

his hand, Lenga was reminded, but hearing e
had made Bold even more distracted than bekgey slowly, as if he were speaking to
someone new to Common Tongue, Bold asked, Al s
Lenga nodded as slowly as Bold had spoken.
ASael uéo he murmured, | ooking down at his
fiPapa Bol d?0
ALiI | ! Lo hdgcwhipped back around to face her. With wide, amber eyes and a
ridiculous smile stretched across his lips, Boldarian Drahkcor the Fowtc | ai med, AYaodv
to introduce mael! 0
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Chapter Nine: The Day After the Deicide

There was an odd indention in the ground. It was shaped like a spade as if a trowel had
been smashed into the ground, but not by the edge of its blade but rather by the flat. The back of
this hole was nearly three inches deep where as the front was lnhgsddillow. Both Ben and
Fetch scratched their heads as they stared at it dumbly. It was certainly unlike any footprint
theydd ever seen.

ADid they have some sort of strange prosth
Fetch snickered, fAYou couldndot catch a cri
AHeasmm 6t a cripple. o Marvell snapped, AAItF#

She raised her finger to point at the dent
it was nowhere near the size of those that ©bo
poor plant had toppled over, nearly falling flat to the grougfdde it had been stopped by some
tangle of branches further up the trunk. This made it nearly parallel to the jungle floor, hanging
only four feet above the mysterious footprint, and theovalthat divet was another divet, a dent
in the dying trunk that looked like it had been left by a cannon ball.

Then she pointed to a fern that sat near the footprint and the boys now noticed droplets of
dried blood al ong i t d@lishéadand flsflat annhid baekx \Wherahie n e d
got back up, he was bleeding. o She shrugged,
it

wasndt enough to i mmediately stop hi m. | f
jungl e. 0 Shteeads hdicckv eregr damn bush has spots tha
spent all day trying to track him dowbutyour y ouér e a shadowmancer, yol

with your crow eye
A Ri ght , Ferchmgrindred as he ran his fingertips overitigertion in the fallen

tree trunk, fil just candét get over the size o
And how he hit his headéo Ben concurred,
Thatodéos a foot too high for a Knome. 0 Fetc

I concurred wi ethoudghbhee 6ssh aad cdwwaar nfc. edor , i

A dwarf ?0 Both chi med.
What ?0 Mar keeHand tigdkledahe headdof the red ax that hung from her belt,
boys gotta problem with that?o
Ben gulped. Fetch smirked and slapped the gmoat on the back with enougio gusto
knock the breath out of him had his backpack
dwarf before. o
Marvell took her hand away from Pride and crossed her arms tight over her breast, this
new stance seemed just as imposing as the first, buoffelned them a way to reduce the tension
with aTethawdgs yiouxr | ucky day
ANot luck, fate! Weol Il catch your dwarf an
grinned, keeping his eyes on Marvell nas he nu
privately for a second, before we get start8d@, | have a few errands to run before | leave the
countryibut you need me for my, o0 he picolhdvetd at hi
have Ben run those errandsowhitlhesle relrmnydsu,an
bit personal , 06 Fetch blushed, hol ding a hand
Airel ationship drama, 0 then continued with a b
shit, HAso | 0 tetweertkineandlioandd e ehpa vtehdm ask him i f he
andtherwe 61 I come back and thaikyeu ksow,wihhim sneakinge o k ay
back into the cityand all while we hunt down your dwdrbecaus¢e don 6t want t o ru

g
A
Mar v el
A
g
u
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secretbhy you if Ben winds up saying, o0 he threw h

that did not sound anything |Iike Ben, A ONo F
abandon said errands but at least my selieevnly with one separakeoul , 0 he gestur e
then to Marverekdd, fiand not two.

Marvell 6s arms unfolded. One hand retrieve

the other reached back to snap Joy, the double bladed obsidian ax, off the harness on her back.
Smiling with one half of her face, she gave the two a nod of approval and took a step back.
AWedl |l just be right over there. o
Fetch twirled around, ducked under the fallen tree, and strolled swiftly a dozen yards or
so from the dually armed bounty hunter. Beas so caught off guard by the immediacy that his
head jerked from Marvell to Fetch then back to Marvell.

ASorry, be right back! o He assured her, th
join his halfhound human.
They beganto skitaroundavas k apok, but Marvell holl ered

see you!o
With a couple curses under their breath, they looked back between the brush to give
Marvell an acknowledging glantkenstayed on her side of the tree. Standing close together,
with their readshalf turned in case she could read their lips, they discussed in hushed tones.
AWe candét help her. o Fetch stated.
AThe dwarfdéds a slave?0 Ben asked.
AHas HEwerbeheard of a Fetkhdwauf dbdbmeSondwedc«
have to whisper.
Ben agreed, And w
Fetch nodded nThe I
Mar vell grunted | o Fetch
sprained his neck. Giving her a friepdl wa v e , sttglvesuaa ndnuteof
He turned back to Ben, AWedbve got to think
Ben already was, but unfortunately for Fetch, the brains of their new duo was not
thinking of a solution to their problem. He was thinking about his méthesre specifically, a
letter, one he got over half a decade ago. When he blinked he could see the mM@iggers
trembled as if it wasnét Summer on the plains
and falling down past his hand to staire leather pouch as he reached in and pinched a pale
envelope from within. He hesitated for a moment. The postdog that wore the satchel was so still.
Il ts head wasndét turned, but A®Beerenofedihalaterbi g br
the dogdail slowly curled to tuck underneath his belly.

hey be taking
y here to tak
0

s head whipp

oul d
t ot
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It wasnodét his motherdéds words. The | ast wor
thirteenth birthday, weeks prior, but instead it was the words of a stranger. Had those words
written anything else, hemighv e been thrill ed by the fact tha
handwritten, from the Emperorhimselb ut it di dnét matter that t he

On that hill, surrounded by his herd, standing above the postdog, the author was nothing more
than a stranger telling him that his mother was daadthat he should be proud.

She died in Vinnum Tow fighting alongside the dwarves.

But there was no space in his heart for pride on that day. Instead, he fell to his knees and
embraced the postdog. Astioened his head to the heavens, wailing, so too did his herd. They
drowned out his weeping with their howls, mourning with their hestaring his pain.
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Blinking, he turned back to Fetch, wonderiligas hehere that dayPoes he kno®But
this Wwasnhnibmett o ask, Fet chos T Whichcgostitabausall r unni n
the effectivenessithadtosparand Mar vel | 6s patience was runni
ANot onl y c ar yowknowcause fdrak slgverjoe et ch conti nue
literal y candét help her. o

AHuh?O

AMYy crow eye sees energy, not blood. o Fetc
AMaybe if it was fresh blood, but dried bl ood
his eyes back to Benqg rhen.concluded, fAWedve go

ARun?0 Besnhomhtiesdh,eriWhat i f she chases us?0

AWith all that armor and those axes?0 Fetc
the jungle for wus she could never keep up!o

AAnd i f she throws one of those axes at us
Fethh shrugged, ADuck. 0O
st
h

AWhat i f we ju tell her the truth. o Ben

AThat we wonot el p her?06 Fetch scoffed.

AYea, we wonodét, so it i1isné6t | ike she wildl
the deal is off, and we go our separate ways.

Fetchf r owned, Alf we run, we get a head start
then what?/ou ready to kill her@

Ben | ooked over at Marvell. She seemingly

time she cocked her head to the side. Hecoubt see her boots behind t
assume she was tapping one foot and counting the set¥rdé.r e goi ng t o have t
0

She is working for the Vinn butéam | ready t
Without noticing it,his hand had snaked up to tuck in the hair around his horns.

Fetch swatted his elbow, AWell ?0

Ben sighed, AWe run. o

Fetch nodded, AReady?o0

Ben nodded, fiCount down. 0

AOkay, on three, 0 Fetch whispered, fAOne. 0

AAl right, yéall, o Marvell called, ATIi meds

She started marching their way. She may have been heavier but she was also taller and
her steps meant a | ot more than did the boys.

boydés eyes grew wide as they saw her stoop to
ATWO, HH&REFetch yelped.
The boys took off in separate directions, each attempting to rush around the great facade
of the kapok they stood before so that when t
have another trunk between them. Unfortunatelynvélawas no fool. Not only was she a
warrior, but she was an athlete. As arvéarcourter, she was more than used to making snap
decisionswheap | an went south. Before the swtcednd syl
from stooping to sliding like a baseball player coasting into homeplad@d no sooner did she
come back into view of the two men than did she lob Pride and Joy at them.

The axes pinwheeled through the air. The b
by a hairi literally slicing off a chunk of his greasylochd ut t he red ax, it di
hooves were just a bit s Inabiswside, pinnimgpghim tdtleetgredt 6 s f e
kapok tree. It happened so fast, Fetch might
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he skirted around the roots, having made it to the otherside. Though the broad trunk of the tree
had a gl ow,r ointg vaa g otw aass sat per sonds would be,
Benés shape barely a yard from where theyod t
He skidded to a halt.
ADondt pull it out!o He roared from the ot
Marvell had already madeit®e n6s si de.

ADondt come back around here! o She shouted

Fetch could hear Benbds strained voice, a s
his current situati on, ATi ad, tiad, ti adéo Hi
handleof t he ax wunti |l Marvell 6s gloved hand cove!

ADondt move. o0 She warned, #@AYoudll kill you

Ben gave on slow, trembling nod.

AHow bad is it?0 Fetch call ed.

ABad as it can be. o She snarl ed, fSo donot

ASo much f or hFansutthtoeorfeédd, Ftehtecn he r ai sed hi s
die, then youb6re going to have to kill me too

Al dondt mind. o Marvell yelled.

AYou | et me help him, then 16l help you, o

AHe needs aelhleadteat.eod Maifrlvhe dwar f |l 6m | ook

A dwar f t h &etch mlledahis bye¥eh, e léarn that in Sondo8ill, if she
let him leave, he did know a healer. In fact, contacting said healer had been his plan from the get
go. And oree he left, he could return with backup, get Ben fixed up, and make her pay. No
matter what happened, he knew he needed to get to Ben fast first. Pinned to a tree by an ax,
Fetch couldndét i magine how much bl odfdr t he gmo
permi ssion, AWe got a deal ?0

A deal?Shescoffed, yanking the ax that had missed the shadowmancer from the tree, she
glowered at the mark it left as if it were the man who had dodgedkit smell your lies from a
mileawayi youb6r e a survivor with a proclivity for
Shadowmanceheérgrbamaierd,c oul dnhéandlimgyhave thatinhe f ac't
commonAnd that wasnodot t he o n kilyothboundtgone amaher. Is har e
they didnét trust each other, then theydédd bot
come around sl ow. 0

Ben was breathing in faint, weezing whimpers as he did his best not to shift. He was on
the tips of hihooves, like a man in a noose trying not to slip off the stool. Despite being in

shock, havas nét one of the | ucky onfateverybitiofhe br ai n w
pain.There was a heavy, constant tugging pain from the wound then theamethsr type that
came in waves and washed over his entire body

balance on his hooves and his tail was too busy holding the hilt of the ax to help it from sliding
out of him. When Fetch came around, seeiing flor the first time with his real eye, he nearly
fainted.
After the initial gag, he made eye contact with Marvell. With the slightest of nods, she
signall ed he could approach the gmoat. Steeld]|
A Amo |
Il peomi sed, Al can stop the DbIl e
oat and forged a dagger of sha
the wound. o
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He worked as fast as he adtaspendadatdf histfdtust wa's
keeping from shaking himself. Ben was losing his resolve too, his trembling was getting worse.
So much so that Marvell actually slapped her ax back into the harness on her back and stepped in
to help by holding the ax steadynce Fetch was able to see the wound, he let the dagger
dissolve and cursed.

AWe have to pull it out.o Marvell guessed.
Fetch nodded, ANot sure why | thought ther
Al 6 m g oi Arigetotdefenchorirecamp tonightwarway s. 06 Marvel |l sai d
ASpecially sense | doubt heoll be climbing an

AAl right, | ustothigki ¥ eFentecla sa&iced.nd

Tears were streaming down the gmoatds chee
who himself cald hardly find it in him to face Ben again. He kept his head down, watching
blood seep out the wound. It was about level with his belly button and it very nearly had made it
as far overls it all the way throughPetch cringed at the thougtititis,th er e s Heo way é
wiped the thought from his hedd;an do this!He got his mind to hunker down and think strictly
about what he had to do, like a dog on the trail of a smell, nothing else mattered.

AHI s st omach¢émayb é&etchroumared havingecalléciedhhinsedf.o

fiForget those, leave thofmw theh e a | e r . shattdedrhig redolve, shaking her

head, fAStop the bleeding, if Pride got one of
ALi ke veins and arteries?0 Fetch asked.
Fetchds qubrgalkwbngdMapvell 6s false confide

Fetch groaned.

AFetch. o0 Ben whispered

Fetch forced himselftb ook ed Ben in the face, expecting
will and testament, but there was a twinkle of hope in that feekeitr stare. Though his jaw
quivered, it was set. Clenched and stubborn. Every breath he took sent tremors of pain shooting
up and down his body, but he kept breathing.

ADo it.o Ben demanded.

A frown as curved upwards as his brow was furled down, Fetathedod

AYou got the ax?0 He asked.

Ben mouthed the word, AYes. o0

AMarvell, hold him so he doesné6t fall .o Fe

Marvell stepped to stand over Fet8iine was nearly two feet taller than Fetch and Ben,
this allowed her to lean over the mancer andBgn to the tree by his shoulders. Ben winced but
keep his torso relatively still, screaming through his grinding teeth. As he lamented the pain of
the adjustment against the trunk, Fetch took that as his que. Without allowing another moment of
hesitation ¢ slip in between him and what he had to do, he grabbed Pride and yanked it from the
tree and his friendds body. Blood spurted for
ax to the side and thénbefore that split second could turn over iattull second he slid his
right hand into the woungbushing the organs that so very nearly spilled out back in where they
belonged

This time, Bends roar escaped his grinding
time, even with the giant beaholding him tightly, his entire body convulsed as his cry made
every living creature in the vast vicinity tremble.

Not only did the gmoat have to endure the pain of being stabbed once more, and this time
by a far blunter objed¢han the scarlet a@butFet chdés hand was engul fed i
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shadows. He flexed his dark energy, making sure not to expand the aura too far but instead to
intensify it at the edges, rapidly cauterizing everything he touched. Slowly, he removed his hand,
continungtoburnBnés belly as his hand | eft so that h
but a sealed, slab of scar tissue.

When his hand finally | eft Bendés side, Fet
pressed to the tree DbowlyMaeredlen tb asgtingsppsitianphtgg gr as p
limp-noodle legs sprawled out in a V so that Fetch could still kneel before him. Huffing and
puffing, Fetch reached forward. Wi th a hand,

pulse. It was there,thymi ng awayeébut for how | ong?

ACri mpsin tiad. o Fetch | amented.

ADonum. 0 Marvell agreed.

AHIi s | ife energy is way | ess than it was b
to his forehead. Again, black energy seaped out from his hand, althoughmthisti t wasnot
steaming. It slipped from his fingertips thro
over, wincing as if his body were cramping. Then he straightened back up, a bit out of breath.

AThink hedll hang in there?d6 Marvell asked

Al 6uwe nppo cl ue. 06 Fetch shrugged, #ABut | supp

They were quiet for a moment, then Marvell said in a tone lighter than she had used since
theydd met, fAPeople can survive incredible th

Fetch turned to her with a scowl thatwasrf mor e i n character for
should kill you right now | should tear your body limb for limb| shouldo

Mar vell picked up Pride, .Besodfdibloaod agteil gk
have enough energy ¢m afterthe dwarfo

ANo point in saving shadows to fight you i

AExactly. o Marvell | ook ed Andlthakyou besaggti nar y
movingo

Fetchds hatred for Marvel |l wa snetlsingddilanl!l y ov

to humility, as the enraged hostage remembered that he and his comrade were only still alive
because the very tall threat with two axes thought that one of them could be of service
Fortunately, this realization struck with another wavshadowwithdrawal and so he was
doubled over when his frown went from anger to oopsie.

He had no way of getting the dwarf, but he did know how to get a healer. Remaining in
his fetal position, he watched Marvell out of the corner of his&ye.e d lbagesankidotv.

Wondét weigh on my conscious. Who giespecigllya godi
not after she tried to kill my friend smirk slid across his lips, but that smirk died as the bounty
hunter repeated herself.

ASeri ouslcyhuweckMaeedv,eldAnot only is Bends cl ock
well | can defend a wounded gmoat on the floor of the jungle by myself for an entire night. You
think you can find that dwarf before the sun

Fetch straightened back up, tamkleep breath, and got one foot back underneath him

With his serious face back on, he turned to Marvell, demandiktgp w d o | know you
abandohimand make yourself another nest up there?
ACause without that dwar f, |l m dead. 06 Maryv

the Marrialdoget t he satisfaction. o She gestured to -
myself up to Mother Nature. o0 Sheemditntge o elir iug
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already. Il &m the one with no reason to trust
feel bad for the kid.o
AYou and me both. o Fetch sighed. He got hi
straight, sayingariibBMakeea fdowe.once So
ASure. o Marvell said, Altoll hel p keep the
ANot t oo ibnnaghavelywmugaltier rivdut the smell of smoke will help me
find you. o0 Fetch explained.
Mar vell gave a fake half | augh, #AYou real/l
AThetter half.o Fetch nodded and then, wit
turned back to the jungle and dashed off.
ASelu to you. o0 Marvell muhertgaze feldbackt®o Bem,h e wa't
Afand to you, poor man. o

Then, capitalizig on the time she had before Ben woke up, she began to stroll the
perimeter, spiralling slowly further out from their little clearing as she gathered stones and fallen
limbs. Not just for the fire she would eventually need, but for the defenses thathweoceNeén
more i mportant if Fetch didndt make it back wu
capable of building a fort, and she needed to hurry because when Ben woke up he would need
some physical and emotional support. Marvell knew that despald kill a soul twice as fast as
the wound itself while hope could trick them into persevering.

The opossum snored, each exhale shifting the first couple loose leaf pages on the stack
thatshedangled overSheslept upside down withertail wrapped around a beam supporting a
shelf that carried even more stacks of pa@eseither side of the hanging marsupial were more
sheets, towers of them all stacked Heakardly so that if one was removed then the others would
surely all collapse. Thisavs t he opossumdés greatest fear and,
species had a keen sixth sense for what they feared most.

Her jaw dropped with a hiss as her beady eyes leered. A spectral hand protruded from the
wall behind her. It dipped its fingens a plump ja of goo and then went about flipping through
t he pages under t he o0 ploagsstunamae thao stleréandtiee s ni pp
hand responded with similarly symbolic aggressfianxs wat t i ng at the critte
anotherefiant hiss, the opossum uncurled her tail and plopped down on the stack. The hand
went limp then slipped back through the whdhving a layer of goo on the wood where it passed
through. A moment later, a futlodied ghost stepped througjltwisting toavoid the gunk on the
wall, and striding on pashe stack and the opossulihcame to stand in the middle of the room,
wading through the papers as if they were watke body was biologically feminine, as evident
by her stark nudity, fortunately forgtchaste opossum, her physical transparency provided some

modesty. She wasndét a ghost, but rather a spi
Planet, with a jovial purple flame dancing about within her breast.
With a hand on her gaseous hip,#hve man r ol |l ed her silver eyes
Laza hissed.
ALaz a, | 6m running | ate. o

Another hiss.
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Another eye roll. This time, when her eyes came to a stop, she closed theaisedan
hand letting her fingers slowly rise with them untegytpointed at the pissy opossum, then she
mu r mu Nen ah S@ari, meered luhr arrasha tim ronim taerg kadal

The pages rustled as a tight ribbon of wind manifested around Laza, lifting her up and
onto a separate stack. Though it was hard to noticeoduetth e beedi ness of t hen
grew wide and then she fell limp. By the time she was put down, rigormortis had already set in.
This was not the first time Laza had appeared
to it that antandye blh idsteade doewaded backrthrough the stacks of paper
to the stack that Laza had been protecting. She dipped her fingers into the jar of goop once more
and hurriedly went about | ooking thrmeeng@gth t hos
it for a minute when there came a knock at the door.

AFarakinéd Doc groaned.

She wiped her hand on the wall then stepped to the side and passed through it. The main
room was simple enough: coffee table, L shaped couch, and, ofcourse, just atatispf
paper as had been in the room that had once been used as a study. She scooped a invisiworm silk
robe off the sofé it was just translucent enougfat when combined with her translucent
nudity, she was covered up enough to not make a-é&ediblood person blush slid it on,
wrapped it around her, and then stuck her head through the door.

The Captain jumped back, reaching for the shield on his back before stopping himself.
Clearing his throat and forcing a smile, he gave Doc a formal bowsked as he straightened
back up, fASetarca Petara, Il 6m with the Munkl o

AMy friends call me Doc, Captain.o Setarca

His bare feet shifted, creaking the floorboards of her stoop, but he kept hseyesh e r 6 s ,
ry, Docéo he corrected himself, AWe can s
What i f | prefer notheadocockedpgctielside, h€rehairt ai n ? o
aded down wel | beneath where her, toes wou
ping through the wood |i ke smoke. She ask
Sebd a
Doc.
Doc.
Il kn
We d

ighedoumYe®u O0a

e said, Al dve done no

force you to do anyth

Of co fed, Al dondt see how

Il woul d | i ke o ask you a few quest
The Captain raised his hands,malup, pleading. Her silver eyes leered at him and he
didndét cower from their gaze. I nstead, he wat
being playful or hateful but to no avail. He was unfamiliar with spirits, Setancdoc, rathei

was he only spirit he knew by name and that was about all he knew about her. That and that she

could heal and that she had been seen going and leavinghiedvtarrialda Doc, on the other

hand, knew quite a bit about bearns and she knew just about as mutthal@aptain. One of

those factoids about the guardsman wasitlatieast so folks claimeédhe was a good person.

Then againshe thoughteveryone in this universe forsaken jungle claims to be a good person.
Still, she gave iens,t isoanysi?nog, AFine. What qu
AWhat i s youtheMaruakli?iwme ShewiCtalpt ain bl urted hi

it seemed almost as if he feared Doc would soon change her mind. Even he was a bit

embarrassed by it but luckily his fur hid the fact that his blood wésnmiso fill his cheeks.
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Doc snickered, fiWhat do you think?o0

ADid they come here to seek your services?
AWhy does that matter?0 Doc asked.

The Captain shifted his wait as he considered what information he could offer. Hoping

thaths of fering might be reciprocated, he deci de
he associated wittihe Marrialdd? o

Al dondt know, 0 Doc s hrmnu@eég bkedshoulddishehodthet he C
cl osedhedbosora sithad®wmancer, right

The Captain nodded.

AThen he could be. o
Now it was the Captain who was cocking his
AWhat 6s in it for me?0 Doc asked, Al snitc
the I ovely Munkl oe \VGualralnc e.iad at es donét mi nd
He hesitatedso Doc helped him make his decision. She slipped back into her home,
|l eaving the Captain alone on her doorstep, an

long before he hollered from the otherside with his offer.
A A sis mytduty to protect all the citizens of Munkloe, | must warn you that there is a

storm coming. 0 He stated, speaking plainly as
intercom, Alt wondt be safe to be on that shi
Doc 6s h e adkthpegh theeddor. She winked at the stern faced bearn then said,
Al dondt know i f youheMarmldogd olvmantcewobnbhdndét ebet
all, 1d6m healing a necromancer . 0
The bearnés eyes grew wisd eav,o r asALciroguclitdh leefijau e
ATr ut h.nischwvotustsmikDocdisappeared back behind her front door,
shouting over her shoulder, ANow get out of h
AThank -yolme Skeodked on his t onfgtulregnkisa,stbhdco! a
ADonét mention it!o Then, as she slid off

whi spered to herself with an anxious giggl e,

It took her another hour to find all the pages she wanted. Setarca Petara \abby dhgu
best healer beneath Solarig the very least she was tied witeadmastekenga Rusé but
she had nearly flunked out of Munkloe School of Modern Healing due to her regular tardiness.
Whether or not she was the best healer, she was absoluelytmost unor gani zed.

t hat this particular gig was one of the most
avoddust enchanted wound. Shedd managed to r ema
the necromancers body thaydbefore, but now she had to remove the curse. Most healers

woul dndt h aremoviegraeurse,tespecially oveused by such a powerful blade,

would not be easy but if magic could create something, then magic could destroy it.

The sun had rehed its peak high above the canopy by the time the spirit set foot on the
floorboards othe Marrialdo.Sh e dd dawn e d | owyxlatqgtheereliaf bf the h e s
conservative Laza the Opossiinn a hopeless attempt to reduce the jeers of the crew as she
made her way below dedkthe Sondorans and Vinn, far from home and waiting for their
contraband to be returned to them, had been allowed to indulge in other forms of contraband,
making them even bigger scum than they had been before. The fact that Daspwasad had
no warm flesh to cuddle made no difference to the inebriated pirates, a pretty face was a pretty
face. She smirked their advances off easily e

177



she was healing, Truth, was a woman and Dacahizeling that, once healed, Truth might
decide to make a few examples of the metherMarrialda
Honestly thinking of a few pages she had back home and the lexicon of pain inducing
vocabulary she had tucked away in her héad,mi ght i f shedd | et me.
Truth was being kept in the Captainds of fi
too fond of this. However, Truth was either Queen or segéorabmmand for th®isciples of
Darknesd sharing authority with Shalis Skullsummbmand just ashe Marialdo served
Iceload, Sondor, and Vinnum Tow, they also served the New Pact. If the Captain were to anger
the shadowmancers and necromancers by not catering to one of the most important members of
their cursed cult, then he would surely lose favorwithsh ot her fri ends and th
be another soul on the planet that would care to come to his defense.
Even i f they di dihehal migséddis thancEhaamorningbas s | ow
Doc was being questioned by the Captain of the Munkloer @& a guard had arrived tre
Marrialdot o | ook after the wounded necromancer and
stood in the corner of the office. She was short but her height was hardly noticeable because one
could hardly do morethanglaeac i n her direction before theyod
away. Her deep chocolate colored eye stared with an energy that could be felt like cold fingers
creeping up your spine, the Captain himself privately thanked the universe that her hair was thick
enough to cover her right eye for he coul dnodt
CaptainSmidt Cormadad a similar effect on people. The sight of him did instill
di scomfort but it wasndt out dadrskmmyyoutsathera of f
lumpy fellow. His gut hung out but his chest recessed, his calves engulfed his ankles but his
thighs were little more than skin and bones, his neck was as skinny as his wrists and yet his head
was the size of a watermelon. Therasva good chance it weighed as much too, the supposed
leaderofthe nt ol erabl e group of pirates apparently

was so | aden with grease that it dripped, eve
hesweated incessantly). The man appeared const a
must that he reaked of but mildewot op it all off, he coul dndt he
smack his tongue and lippsas if savoring the last bit of flavor fromi@ng since devoured meal.

The man was so repulsive that it athemost had t

Marrialdo for years.

When Doc arrived, she made sure to advert her gaze and instead gave the man a nod then
went right to work layingouthe pages on the coffee table next
made for Truth on the floor.

AOur savior returnséo Smidt grumbl ed. He s
chair leaned back as far as possible so that his edtvmlong-boots couldest on his desk,

AAny sign of our sl ave?bo0

fiWasndot | ooking. o0 Doc said cooly.
AHow | ong wuntil I can cast?o0
Though Truth had asked the Dber beedy eyes were on the CaptBoch the same as
it was with the other two, Doc didnét mind no

if anyi had ever seen Truth without her hood aside from those now in the room. There were

three ways she saw out of her current situationt,Sh& could fail and pray Cormac and the

guard let her escape. Second, she could succeed and Truth would get up and turi tellinto
spirits dondét have bones, so Truth would I|ike
Truth would keep herraund. She could make as much gold as Léngfee could become the
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Lenga of the world outside the Empire, that meaategold than LengaAnd that was why she
was there.
With her pages spread out, Doc wal ked arou
looked her over again careful not to pass her eyes over anything but the gash in her gut. The
wound was doing well magic, curse part asideso her life had been spared, but still it glowed
like a sapphire lightningbolt. The energy within it pulsaf@eke fur around it bristled with each
wave of azure shine.

AAt | east a day. o0 Doc admitted, Al ve neve
today succeed, then youféddr bheoudrrs.eo in a | itt]l

Alf not?d Truth growl ed.

Doc forced a good hearted smife,T hen it 61 | be back to the | a

Al dondét know how I ong you think | have. o
pain it mustodédve caused her, she didnasshef |l i nch
smrl ed, fAYou were due here this morning.o

| f Doc wasné6t a spirit, she mightoéve gul pe

breast did a little flip. On the outside, her anxiety was perfectly cloaked. As someone habitually

latei experienced in therbof nearly flunking and creating excugeshe was more than capable

of keeping it together, especially because not only did she have an excuse this time around but

she had something to offer as compensation. After a metaphorical deep breath, sheraised

silver eyes to meet Truthos tiny black | eerer
AThe Munkl oe Guard knows youdbre here. o
The Captain perked up so fast that he found himself standing on his desk.
Truth, on the other hand, didnét buege a

way to stand in front of the office door, Truth clenched her jaw and waited for the elaboration.
AThey have mancer hounds, 0 Doc | ied, dAit w
AGodi tiad, that is! 0 The Captain crowed.
AQui et , Smidt! o Trcoudeverssoop herselftwordsrof the Sdcred e s h

Tongue began to fly off her tongue. Shedd har

her belly lit up like a lantern in the dark. The entire office went black except for Hzagig

wound This time,Truth flinched. She flopped back to lie horizontal, her body seizing up as the

curse punished her for her lack of self control.

5

Before she could regain control of her mus
shadowmancer brother of King Catch Eninac is ivefereibis. The king sent mancer hounds as
an apology to help them hunt him down. Unfort
yoal l . | don dt yokspezifically, irath, aré here,out thay knew there are

mancers on board. o
Stillgri tti ng her teeth, she coul dnot
ATheyor et icad npadinfi sts, 0 he shrugg
pl opped back down in his seat, At he hell t hey
The guard spoke up from the corner, saying only one word and an abbreviation at that,
AAntipa. 0

CO)

Doc nodded, Al waesé owasrhnee dp.a uTsheedy, ttoulrdnim g b a
eyes as her tremors finally ended, Anot tomor
not to be on boarthe Marrialdo 0

Al better have my godi sl ave back by then.
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Truth twisted a bitn her bed of pillows and closed her ey&fter a deep sigh, she said
only, AThen you better hurry.o

Lemonade light stretched like a tree branch into the room. The window was angled so
that the leafiltered light struck the crystal ornament thasdended from the middle of the
room. It had been carved by magic into the shape of a monkey, dangling by its tail and contorted
in such a goofy position that it raked the room with lazers of sunshine as it spun slowly around. It
was astepup fromthmby 6 s g | o wiimtle chamberpexedband it always made the
Princess smilé well, almost always.
It was afternoon and there was still no word. Not from him, not even from the Guard.
He 6 s sifetoldkerselh e 6s escaped the jungle before.
Se6d spent the better part of the night he
finally laid down to sleep, the sun rose mere moments later. She was more than okay with this.
She planned to sleep until Solaris sat back down or, hopefully, uati@ lcame swinging in
through her open window with some kind of news on the whereabouts of the fugitive. Yet, as
noon passed by, she couldnét keep her eyelids
them off, and received them again. The poor paipeedelivering the bad news that there was no
news. No one knew if Fetch and Ben had survived the night.
After the | emur | eft, she couldndét go back
the missing dog from her comfortéissing boyfriend, missg dog.Lenga shook her head.
Maybe Patches is out there looking after him.
APatches?! 0
A mass of swirling blackness bound through the open window, hitting the floor and
tumbling across the room like an asteroid smashing into the surface of the planfeirbBil hit

the wall, bounced back, and rolledtoitsfeetr s houl d | say, #APawso? Tl
panting profusely, his tongue lolling so far out his maw that it looked like it might fall out of his
throat. His furi already curly andnattedi was covered in dust, | eaves,

regained his composure enough yet to shake himself clean. It was most certainly the dog she had
adopted, the dog she had named Patches. She had named him this because his left eye never

opened. Whenshetha t ri ed t o see about healing the poor
from her and, in as peaceful a manner as a do
but no thanks. o This is all to sawtuneithat shoc

scruffy canine was the fact that his left eye was open wide.
And dark as midnight.
Now it was Lengadbs eyes that were wide ope
to keep from shouting. Finally, after a couple moments of hyperveaotijathe was able to curb
her expression down Fewh®dan exasperated whisper
The dog had begun to grow, its limbs stretching as its tail shrunk. The fur melted into
cloth, discarding the jungle junk that had covered & replacing the debris withtight
leather tunic and even tighter britchéslong robe formed around his shoulders, unfurling down
to his boots and stretching up to covered his head in the shadows of a cowl. As he straightened
up to full heighthuman fingers slipped out of his slesvHis dusty, callused hands reached up
to toss off his hood and reveal the mischievous smirk that had won her attention time and time
again.
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AHey baby. 6 He gave her a wink.

Leaping from the bed, she tackled him to the floor. Knocking the breath out efshshe
peppered him with kisses. He was still catching his breath when her smooches began to slow and
she began to realize.

AWait a secondéo placing both hands on his
her assaul t, AweriemggdDa Patches the entire t
Wit hout any oxygen in his lungs, al/|l he co

As fast as she had flung herself onto him, she flung herself off.

Gasping for breath, Fetch rolled over onto all fours.

AWhat the f ar ak?! daspihéaeharel pverlher mooth,cherbyed or e
darting over to the wall that separated her room from the nursery where Bold slept. Again, she

reiterated, fAFetch, what the hell ?0

Al thought, 06 he panted, fAyou knew?! o0

Al f | knew-sthoshedwh iilg jpheve caled ypu favakio
OPatchesd6?!0

ANot sure why you called me Patches even c
muttered.

Trembling to avoid reashouting, Lenga clenched her teeth and spoke through them,
ABecause. You. Had. One. Eye. o

ASo 6tdhantake me 6Patchdé. o0 Fetch flopped over
ANot oOPatchesd. o

AFet ch.swappedck ng a

ALenga. 0 Fetch shrugged.

AExpl ain. o0 She demanded.

AYou know how your dad wants me dead now?0o

ANot dead. o0 ée¢épeaga iShaedwmamcy is illegal
to the Dragon I sl ands. 0

AWhich is a death sentence. 06 Fetch continu
plan to reveal myself in such a way that would win his approval so we could be tayether
the meantime, | still wanted to be with you.o

Lenga hesitated. On the surface, this appeared to be a decent answer. Then again, on the
surface, Fetch appeared to be a human. When in reality, heeneagood, dirty, twefaced, lying
dog. She needed a little more information before she could buy into the romanticism in his
excuse. She asked, AWhat was your plan?o

AWel |l eé0 Fetch cleared his throat, scratche
was going to buy you fl owers. o

Lengads face went sl ack.

AWhat 20 Fetch asked, ALi ke a bouquet?o0
Again, with a | oWek eddo néatw,d os hbéo uhg usestesd,, HFiet c h
AWel |l éewhat about potted fl owers?0o

Lenga sat down on the bed with a sigh.

ALIi stenry] 6mFsebch finally apologized, Al d

Aln your defense, 0 Lenga admi tSheldokedhfimher e
in his eyes. One was sweet, warm and brown. The other empty, cold and black. His crooked grin
wascontagioss. As her | ips twisted into a smile, she
Fetch Eninac. o
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Fetch got up to his feet with a groan. Not a groan in response to Lenga, but rather to his
creaking musclesde had to stretch a bit before he could hobbler é@ the Princess. When he
did, he clasped her face in his hands and got down on his knees to kiss her.

Al | ove you too, Lenga Ruse. 0 Pulling back
come with me. o0
Al know. But before you go, if you have ti

She slipped out from under him, scooting further back onto the bed. Fetch paused for a
moment. His good eye glanced out the window, gauging the sunfight d on 6 tHishave ti
brain said. Unfortunately, blood was quickly rushing away from his brain aadmtter of
moments that truth was an after thought. Suddenly, there was nothing more important than
crawling up onto that bed with the woman he loved.

The steady flow of blood had diminished to a thin trickle, coursing through riverbeds of
coagulated liquid, gluing his hands to the gooey fur of the hound. The adhesive was unnecessary,
Ben wasndédt going anywhere. Hi Islayeryitesde atbis e t r ai
knees, one chestnut eye staring at the bumpy cavern Bradisso often, its eyelids would flutter
then droop and Ben would raise his voice.

Hedéd already been prattling on, incessantl
change gears and remind the pooch, AStay awake
A faint whisper escaped the dogods | ips. It

herd, gathered around t heanditwhdabkeadyneartybig n Benods
enowgh to choke hirii but he kept his voice strong and he did not let his gentle pressure relent.

AYoubre going to survive. o0 Ben promised,
the dog beside hifina shaggy, old feller, saying with a sureness that iédquestion in his eyes,
AHel p i s al most here. o

The wooly woofer nodded and Ben turned back to the hurt hound.

AThe healer will arrive, weodll seal you wu
continued but the poor ,guiyWaskwee guepse bagangt ohél
tiger for you, no one gets a taste until you take the firstibtstd ay awake. 0

Suddenly, the dog turned. Ben felt a moment of panic, but it left as quick as it came.

This isndét real.

ABen, 0 the dog wakied,upiy oSutbavye agwa k et .00

He sat wup straight. The motion was so abru
even notice the dizziness as the sharp pain in his gut broke the damn of numbness and extreme
agony flooded back over him, slamming him to theugobas all his muscles clenched in a
foolhardy attempt to power througtsomehow.

Marvell, kneeling over him, gently clasped his shoulders.

ALet it hurt. Try and | oosen up. o

Her words only enfuriated him but then again that enfuriation was quickly@verpd
by the excruciating pain. His eyes were clamped shut but light was beginning to fill his vision.

He coul d feel his mind skipping as it tried a
across his conscious, as if his brain was flipping thmoug he channel s, but he
Somewhere deep inside, he knew Marvell was right. He had to stay present. He had to stay
conscious. He couldné6t trust his unconscious

2
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eventually, he regained contrdVhether the pain had subsided or he had just gotten used to it, he

was finally able to Aloosen upo. He took a | o
AHow | ong has it been?0 He asked.
AHours. o0 Marvell sai d, AFigure it 1 s | ate
Openinghis eyes, he took in his surroundings. Though he was in the same place where he
had been before, not at all far from the tree

Marvell had been hard at work. There was something like a roof over his healle@ion of

branches had been stabbed into the ground, their offshooting branches split and split and split
again, reaching uand curving over to be twisted and caught in the twiggy ends of their

neighbors. It was all folded over into a dome and lgbbovered with leaved.arge leaves

|l eaned against the broader boughs that sheodd
between them and the jungle.

Al't may rain this evening. o0 Marvell expl ai
nodced towards a pile of sticks that Ben could barely make out from where he lay, flat on his
back, Al 6ve got to start a fire | ater. o0 She s
AFetch is getting a healer. o

AYou | et him go?0 Ben asked.

Marvell noddel.

Ben didndét have to say anymor e. For a mome

remark, wondering that Marvell might not have thought the same thing. Fortunately, she had
already dealt with that thought.

Al 611 stay as | onmgg aladk cain. BelShwi staia, wily
fool . I 61 1 be gone before Fetch gets back. 0
AWhere will you go?0 Ben asked.

She shruggedheMarNot hlaadls for sure. o
ASorry. o0 Ben sighed.
Marvell laughed. The short, burst of a lawgyhiprised Ben so much he flinched. That
didndot help his situation. The flinch escal at
positionT and it triedi but curling only made things worse. All he could was flatten out and bear
it. Marvell shak her head.
AYea, Ben, |l &m pretty sure that | 6m the on
The poor gmoat could hardly hear her kedbed confession. His hands balled into fists,
pounding the ground at his side. His hooves dug in with their heels, carvitg iditiee soft
soil. Beneath him, his tail squirmed like a severed worm, the tuft on the end jerked of to the side
as if trying to escape the tepee.
AGranted, 0 she continued, fydéall shoul dnodt
For the first time since he woke wgmotions began to overpower his agony. Weilding
that rage within, he calmed his body and slowly pivoted his head so he could glower at the bearn
as he ground his teeth.
She raised her hands in self defense, #fAl s
Again, slowly, ter turned his head back to stare out the gaps in their leaf ceiling. Marvell
took that as acceptance and went about doing

shedd check on him. It took Ben aboutbcalms much

his fury, but finally, he was calm. He existed in a state of absolute discomfort, but he had found

the resolve to tolerate itéat | east for now.
Al dondt want to die with hate in my heart
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AYoudr e ndite.goo iNagr vteol | had returned. She he
face was contorted with a stern assuredness, furled brow, flared nostrils, and eyes with a spark of

fire behind them, AYoubre going to drink this
A third sensation suddenly captivated Bent hi r st . He hadnodét had al

they left their treetop campsite and his body had lost quite a bit of liquid since then. She gently

put the nossle to his I|ips, keeping the sack

he nod@&d then she lifted the bladder and let water slowly pour into his mouth. It hit his throat

like a crisp beer after a long week, like a downpoor on a drought plagued desert, and it provided

a brief period of relief that momentarily saved him from everytkivag was wrong with his

current situation. Then, before his thirst was even fully quenched, the pain and anger came right

back.
So much for dying without hate in my he&®n silently lamentedsuppose | do have to

stay alive Despite the veryrealgrudg, pl ant ed about as deep i n h

been in his belly, Ben didndt want to hate h

have fallen prey to the many beasts that were no doubt looming nearby, slobbering for a chance

to feast on the helpless herdérhy is she still hereRs Marvell finished the sack herself, Ben

asked A Are you really |l eaving before Fetch retu
Mar vell chuckl ed, ADo you really think Fet
ANot denpBiemgaskBatred her, AButéthenéwhy are
Acting as though she had to put the bladder up somewhere, though it very clearly just

hung on her belt, Mar vell moved out of Benoés

guesti oni ng, rethdt MaBvellmadwleeady thaughtituhrough. She had to have a

reason. And while it would be convenient for her to just be congenial person, someone that

i
e

couldnd6t bare to abandon a stranger in their
himm in two so he had a feeling that wasnét the
AFetch may not be back for hours for all w

wandering through the jungle alone and unprep
Marvell was quiet for a moment. A long moment. A momeng enough that Ben got a

|l ittle nervous that she mightdéve not already
then slipped out of the ledn, and headed out, but he though he could hear her lips moving. As
if she was opening her mouth to akeghen changing her mind, closing her mouth again, and
thinking. When she finally answered, she answered with a question.

AWhy did yoéall run?o

Now it was Ben who fell gui et. What was he
| avery. 0 Thennoasgairnut ht.h aFte twahsé sBet r ut h may hayv
Shadowmancers candét track dried blood. o Eith
fortunately, Benbs pause was inconspicuous. C
recently soldexd back together, speechlessness was not abnormal.

S
A

Al 6m tracking a dwarf. o6 She continued, #@ACoO
dwarves are enslaved in Vinnum TowNeithebod!| | fi g
yoall wer e dwhateverthecosty daltl slbwmol t ed, yea?o

AfYea. 0 Ben stated.

AWel l , thatés why 1 6dm stil]l here. 0 Marvell
frowning down at him with her eyes while she smiled awkwardly with herlbeasnout,

ALiI st elnbm Baggnblowmtter , not some farakingl 6mberot a

trying to get torkeepdroofovey my hpaads tL otorkyiinngg up at t he
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above them, she chuckled a bit. She seemed to be as uncomfortable divulgmfgriation as

Ben was with the i nternal bl eedi n ¢patgobdasta was s

roof when you 7TAandlgan starlach a lpt ofaviblenibéi Ggvhee got no pr ok

taking a check to chop crimpsin tiad rapists aneétkills i n hal f, thatds the t

dreamsi but when it comes to hurting good peopl eé
Ben tried to inject a goebearted laugh but it hurtaanuch before he even got started so

it came out as more of a croak, AThanks. o
AWasndt talking aboqofuThegtoudwarMa,r vied |i smaétp pjel

Bol darian the Fourth. Do you know who that is
His jabhad costhimabrfe s pi ke i n pain. He coul dnodot r ec

tried. Fortunately, Marvell took his silent writhing to be anegatimei ch woul déve bee
answer anyways.

AHeds the dwarvesd best bet of eved be
trust me, they arendét paying me enough to
hundred years. 0 She shook her head, fAThe t
and then | run i ntabhergelf u i & a gssnow reazingthatoa gugsh e d
maygive me a chance et out of this 0

Ben clamped his eyes shut and swallowed his spit, pushing the pain down for just long
enough to respond, AWi sh youdbéd realized that

ASame. 0 MaowkéBoguemt uck, huh?29

For a moment , B e radh.Stayawakghetold himsealfsiag awbkeHeb | e
focused on Marvell 06s voi ce f oMardviesltlrdasc thieocand, wa
directly over his, staring down at him intentl

fiWedbre going to get you healtbedMaraalddandgeten we 0
you guys out of Munkloe.

Ben frownedHe was §ll in too much pain to comment but his expression was enough to
tell Marvell what he was thinkingghe herself knewerplan sounded a little lofty.

AThere are dwarves on board. ohMadseblrebhamhm
They 6 goethem chained up to enertombs, manually charging those tliimge y 6 r e our e s«
plan.l f you c¢r ack o0 nraisedfer eyebrons,enuociatempas to0 nosaketn
yell to emphasize, ABoom! o

B e n 6 s lessenedvThe plan still seemed lofty, but also now seemed possible. The
problem now became trusting the bounty hunter. She had a similar problem. She had more than
enough reason to believe that when Fderranh r et u
escape from Munkloe combined with the fact that this plan entailed liberating more dwarven
soulsi something that might redeem her for having agreed to hunt down one such a soul in the
firstplacei mi ght be enough t o c ultwasas loftyagamiEledaswamanc er
the plan itself, but she didndt see many ot he
forgiveness than on the mercy of the juriglgolaris would soon be setting.

She got to her feet.

AWhet her orwnpd® WMéeVeblresdghed
gets back. Can | |l eave you for fi
to fildl up before dark. o

Ben nodded. Stooping, Marvell lumbered over to slip out between thd keaf flaps but
stopped halfway out when she heard Ben try and speak.

AYou okay?0o0

S i ng
0 set
W o

t

Y, 0
he

D D
> O

, nl ove g
ftee 0 s
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He nodded again, his jaw jutting out as he
gets backél 6l trust you. o

Mar vell grinned, fAAnd what about your dog?

Despitehip ai n, Ben managed to reciprocate the ¢
be. 0o

She giggled at that, fFatemmnmentinggtdhherBefasThen s

she wal ked awayw,dtdirHokiend hartobrod up t here. o

Solaris had not yet set, but the curtain of the canopy had already begun to close over her.
The rolling hills of foliage had become a black amorphous blob, split only by that last blade of
sunlight that thrust forth from where the sun smashed into thedmoi$olaris was the hilt of the
sword that stabbed the evening jungle, above which cascading colors of auburn and crimpson
gathered beneath encroaching storm clouds.
King Signan Ruse reached out, raising his hand to eye level and curling his fingers
arownd the descending sun as if he might lift the sword of light and weild it like a real blade.
Then he watched as Solaris continued to slip down below the treeline. Though the sunset had not
turned into a sword, he did have a sword in his left hand. Noahever seen the King with a
sword. Few had ever seen a Munkloen with a swdhibse who had, reported such and the
swordsman was deported to Godébés I sland to be
state, not since Signan became King, andhgge he was, basking in the bashful light of the
setting sun on his balcony, breaking his own ban.
AYourdo ntahere was a chokec¢r ackionwguhyelamd @ hen
maj esty?!o0
Signan didndot turn around. snitlkontisfacee 6t want
Al got your | emur. o The King said.
The Captain dragged his eyes away from the sword. Thoughts were racing through his
mind at a million miles a second/hy does he have a sword? Is he going to kill him¥eH{
does he have sword? k he going to kill me? Why does he have a sworti@!Captain thought
he knew the King well, but never before had he seen the-birexd oldman brandish a
weapon. He nervously | ooked over his shoul der
no guards had come through behind him.
AA shadowmancer i s romping thr h
in our harbor. o6 He shook his head, The Empir
while those outside the Empire havetherw wi t h us. 0 He ed to fas
was good whileitlasted but | ém afraid i f we su r it any
I f the sword hadndt been enough to dry the
t hen t h erdskame gtdims toash the job. From his position, on one knee, he simply
stared up at the white eyes of his Lord and waited. His Lord seemed still to be thinking. Staring
down at him but blind, so truly looking past him and musing. Meanwhile, thengvenorus
began to rise behind them. Howler monkeys chanted, night owls hooted, and the white noise of
chirping insects began to fill the dir,i ke t he band at a pep rally, i
Then came the next assault.
AWhat i s your name?0o0

our jun

186



The question nearly bowled the Captain over. None, in the Munkloe Guard, had names.
Once you donned the chainmail, you left your name at home. Even if you knew the comrade next
to youT If you grew up together since gradeschiogbu did not share one anoth® s n a me s .
When you got home at night and went out for fruit beer, you did not talk about your jobs. You
worked for the King and there was nothing to talk about that. If the Guard had names, then
theydd have personalitilkeeydotdfhaheyr dhdtipension
relationships, then they would have relationships with their King and their King might then have
mercy on them when they stepped outside the laden they utilized violence to do their jobs
T andthatwouldgoagains t he mandate set in place on King
hundred years ago. Munkloe was militantly nonviolent and laws were meticulously followed.
The more power you wielded, the more precisely you were expected to follow said laws. And yet
now, hee before him, was a King that he should arrest, a crirhinatriminal with a sword.
AWhat 6s your name, Captain?0 The King dema
AMy Lord, if | tell you my name, Il must re
Alf your name could save Munkloe lives,thenwbulr e si gn? 0 The King as
The Captain didnét hesitate, AAbsolutely. o
Sighan Ruse took the sword in his hand and held it by its blade in his hands, extending it
to the Captain so that he could examine it as if it were a piece of jewelry and the Kindea jewe
It was an impressive blade. It appeared old. The metal was blotchy and speckled with darkness,
though it didndét appear to have been har med i
The hilt was | i ke that ali muahlasgartfoethetblmde wagiohgh a h
and wide enough at the end that it looked like it might require two hands to hold. As the blade
widened at the end, it suddenly stopped at the tip. There were four divets, two small parallel
indentions and then the @thtwo just above them that narrowed the point of the sword into a
spearhead like tip.
AThis is the sword of Ben Dreb. o6 King Sign
leaders of the Rationals in the Munkloen Civil War, he defended our jungles from tiopBis
You know of the Battle of Drathernan?o
The Captain took a deep breath. He coul d t
whether or not he approved, but he was a loyal servant of the state and so he entertained the
King. He an s wals andithe MiystakieeChrigtiahsiwere cornered by the extremist
Thorans and Delians in Dratherniathe extremists being puppets of the invaders from Icdload
and they knew they were bound to lose. The leaders of the movement made a deal with the
invaderssurrendering themselves so that their peogideth their soldiers and their civiliains
would be spared and the war would be over. o

Signan nodded, AThe Bishopry took their 1| e
happened to their peopl e?0

Bowinghishead t he Captain said, AThey were sl auc

AYou know, before Ben Dreb surrendered, he

tip of the bl ade, @ Condéepmayngrhgthig sacrifice mighemakee nd o r

life better for those hieft behind. Ben Dreb survived his execution, he escaped, and reclaimed

this weapon. He sharpened the broken edges and reclaimed the sword. Do you know what people

said he thought about pacifism before he died
This the Captain did not know. The legentditof Ben surviving, but he had not heard of

Benés sword, hedd only heard of Benés song. T

Drathernan, was the story of modern Munklaae fact, it was their national anthem. But it said
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nothing ofthemahns per sonal opinions. Although, to be
remember the words.

AfPeace in the face of conflict is violence
stopped a mere inch from the Cahepeapledcbs chest,
Munkl oe must be protected. What will you do?0

The Captain turned his head up to acknowledge the King as he took the sword.

AMy name is Thomas Hobbes. 0

AA storm i s comi ragy dw moegaadw?0 Thomas,

AYes, Lord Ruse. 0

He woke up with a start, but no sooner did he sit up and look around than did he realize
he had no clue what it was that had woken him in the first place. His dark eyes squinted as he
scanned the stuffed animals and miniature war machines that surroumdet,tas if some
witch or wizard mightoéve disguised themsel ves
him. There was one critter in particular that rubbed him the wrong way. It had the rainbow beak
of a toucan but with a hook on the end likeeagle. Broadchested like a rooster, it had webbed
feet like a duck.

AOi got chyoda Byoa df abroauknidn out of bed, tackling
tearing its head from its buddy. Foam and fluff went everywhere. Now, as Bold looked around,
he looled not to be sure that there were no threats but to be sure there were no witnesses,
muttering, AThot was embarrassineéeo

Then he heard it agaifthe noiseHe jumped back to his feet. There was no need to scan
the room this time, he knew exactly where #sxcoming from. The room nextddoL e nga 6 s
room. Despite being a nigh half tonlmdne and muscle, he was still as quick and quiet as a
mouse as he dashed over to the wall that separated their two chambers. He pressed his head
against the wall and heldshbreath.

The noise hadndt st op pUhdcrasmTheclaenentatonshad hear
continued, muffled but growing in sequential bursts to be lowder and lowder as if whatever woe
they were in response to was becoming more and more immediatelstamt_ i | Lengabs i
danjar!

Boldarian hopped back from the wall, then charged it. Like the ridgebacks stampeding
the jungle floor, obliterating anything in their path, Bold lowered his shoulder and barreled
through the wall. Wood splenters explodedwits entrance as he skidded to a halt on his heels.

There was the intruder, smothering the poor, innocent Princess

Weht, whot?

They werend6t smothering the Princess. I n f
intruder. When Bold burst through lilkecrimefighting Koolaid man, the two separated as fast
as two positives poles of a magnet. Lenga tumbled over onto her back, on the side of the bed
furthest from the dwarf, taking the blankets with her to wrap herself up like a burrito. The
Ai nt r utkethed handnlurched to their feet and charged towards Boldariaheftluzled
dwarf was still struggling to comprehetite scende had just barged intbut this strange figure
was now descending upon him. So as the stranger dove off theddedtrode forward into
themaybea s s ai | ahanddeliveredagioemh at t eri ng uppercut dire
face.
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AFETCH! o
Fetch flopped back onto the bed. Lenga dare not unwravel, but sheoncted over to
her unconscious lover.
iOh | ard, 06 Bol d botheddgeloh s sheade psnbbingald.

mehkin behbaes maenwhoile oidm roight next da
Snaking an arm out of her comforter cocoon to grab a pillow that she theto useer
Fetchodos stildl guite upright extremity, Lenga

Turning his back on the couple, Bold gagged so hard he fell to one knee. Clenching his
stomach to keep from wretching, he straighted back up but made sure to keep facing the hole
through which hedd come and not the two on th

AGuess ya got uh good one, then, huh?o0

AWhat 6s | eft of him. o Lenga said, cooing i

His brow furled and he returned to reality with an explosive moan. Vision still eluded
him and his brain felt as though it was still in the process of being pummeled, but Fetch had
endured enough hangovers to be capable of powering through even the worst of all headaches.
Keeping his eyes clenched shut, he groaned,

AThawas Papa Bold. o Lenga smiled down at
we | eave. o

ALEAVE?! 0 Bold and Fetch expl ai med.

As the shadowmancer jerked uprigihtuch to the chagrin of his headBoldarian
whirled around, both men equally alarmed.

Bood took a step forward, demanding, fAWhar

Fetch wouldéve flinched at the sight of hi
Lenga to demand an answer for himself, AYouod

Lenga averted her gaze towards ¢hgstal chandelier, her jaw jutting out as she
answered both men, Al decided to | eave with F

Mai ntaining his glare on the shadowmancer,

AHol d on, 0 Fetch finally turnedaffom Lenga

AAnd yar uh shadowslingar. o0 Bold growl ed.

ATheydre |l ooking for you!odo Fetch exclai med
forget about the resounding excrutiation still pounding against the inside of his glalthost
nearly led him to forgettmut the pillow covering his groin as he bound out of bed with a
moment of eureka, fAl d&d&m | ooking for you!o

His joy was quickly dashed as that realization led to a wave of memories that he had

0 D

conveniently pushed asi de wistacewenepaldandHei d i nt o
staggered back to sit on the side of the bed,
AWhot is it, | ad?0o
AWhat, Fetch?o
ABen. 0 Fetch stated, | ooking from Bold to
Maintaining the bundle of blankets around her, Lenga wiggled sh#ilcould sit up next
to him, AWhatds wrong?o
AHe 6 sbhadh wr Fet ch expl ained, his eyes once ag

saved us from a ridgeback stampede, but then demanded we help her hunt you down. When we
refusedéo
ATow. 0 BoJllodkf ngwdedwn at his feet, ALiI | Ben
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AShe sent anéaheakesayiesgs hgodd | et me get Ben fi x
youback but | wasndt going to get yotuindal was goi
healer at the school, then go backhwahough shadows to kil
Fetch! 0 Lenga gasped.

=]

AShe tried to kil Ben! o Fetch excl ai med,
killed him by now. o6 He | ooked back up to Bol d
overpower her and save Ben. o

ATheg)e is too danjarous at n0| ght! o Bold

Fetch agreed, fiYea and for tha reason, I 6
come with us whether we |ike it or not. o

Lenga nodded.

Bold frowned, ALi/l Lenga, you trust this |

Al do, PSh@pmomBean.l d . 0

The old dwarf grunted, AA bountay huntar,

AA bearn woman with two axes. o0 Fetch said,

AWe arendét going to kill her. o Lenga state
him to the dwar f poiveVe savelBengamd sengl her liack éo avheeever she
came from. o

Fetch and Bol dbés eyes were |l ocked. They di
stared into each otherodés eyes for | ong enough
somehing along the linesoive 61 | do what we have to do so t h;

stop us from doing what we have to @ibey glanced over at Lenga and then back to one
another, again, tacitly vowing togethbio matter what, nothing will happeo Lenga.

AYOoall naed to get dressed. o0 Bold stated,
mar ching back towards the nursery, AOi 61 gat
ADo you feel wup to climbing?0 Lenga called

Bold nodded, nOoymyboi sboul ddobdagaworried a
Fetch laughed but was caught off as he cringed. Clutching his head as he winced, he

smiled back at Lenga, dal oll be fine. We donoét
He wasndét wrong. As i f ni ghuaghélnderwager t he
rumbling in the distance. A storm was surely coming. The jungle floor was destined to be a dark,
dark place. I f they didnot Hhiotfollowihesmeloh gl e f | o
smokei might was away with the downpoukVould the weather hold off until morning? Fetch
wasnodét even sure if theyodéd be able to find Ma

The lovers got dressed and Bold returned from the hole in the wall. Most of the rooms in
the palace had massive coils of thick, clintbrope as fire precautions. Even the nursery had a
set of two in a chest. Beneath most of the windows were cleats, mounted below the sill like you
mi ght find them mounted on a pier for boats t
window, thenaot her one to Bol dbés. The couple cl ai mec
descend faster, but in reality they were simply afraid that thedralhass of dwarven muscle
might be a little heavy for them to all three share a rope. Fetch and Bolelecy, Lenga
climbing down after Fetch.
As the three moons that circled Mystakle Planet peeked over the unfurling clouds,
attempting to spot the three between the branches of the Munkloen ct@ojpig prayed
separate prayers to the heavens. Fetoyeprthat Ben would hang in there until they arrived.
Lenga prayed that there would be no more violence that night. And Bold prayed that the two
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starcr ossed | overs werené6ét further entangling t1l
complicated their déir.
One such knot was only getting tight€he Captairi or soon to be, eLaptain, Thomas
Hobbes had been pacing the more private halls of
sleek rectangular case, bounced against his side as he wandergt theohalls. He needed to
get back to work, hunting down the shadowmancer, but all he could think about was his
conversation with the King and what his majesty had asked him to do tomorrow.
A gap in the overcast skies let a single ray of moonlightheatigh the canopy, slip
through a window, and strike a door just before him. As if the silver light were a solid beam,
Hobbes came to a stop. As the clouds shifted, the light did too. It slid down the door. Wind
whistled by from within the room and a tirjlack hair was blown out from under the gap
between the door and floor. For whatever reason, the hair $timacks curious. Distracting him,
for the first time in hours, from his bruding. The Captain knelt and picked up the hair, holding it
up to his eys and inspecting it.

AFur ?0 He whispered, sniffing it, ADog fur
He turned to |l ook at the room I't was the
AShe must dédve found her éo

He jumped back to his f eetHeadmdstéeponkloed ed on

Guard, may | come in?o

There was no response. The Captain cursed. He stepped away from the door, leaned back,
and delivered a barefoot kick justed beside the door knob. The door flew open and he rushed in.

The room was empty. The window was open. A rope was tethered to theCciesang
again, he made a quick scan of the room. There was a giant gaping hole in the wall. The nursery
was empty too. Another curse. Returning to the bedroom, he went to the bed and there he found
what he was afraid he would find. Not just one of thieat,dozens if not hundreds. The entire
bed was covered in fur.

Hobbes had found his distraction. As thunder boomed in the distance, he rushed to find a
letterlemur. His troops had been kept from the jungle floor the previous night, but this was their
lag night to catch the shadowmancer and now it seemed clear. The mancer was in cahoots with
the slavers, not only was their asylum seeking freedom fighter in danger but so too was their
Princess. Though the Captain had been unsure of his stance befone, tednm question. As
he ran through the palace, his grip tightened on the sword case at his side.

The fire did not help keep the beasts at bay. It burned in the center of the tent Marvell had
fashioned, the column of smoke being sucked up tlieest the top of the tepee like it was an
inhaling nostril. Shedd pulled back some of t
around them so that she could keep her eyes on the shadows that lingered just beyond the light of
their campfire. Thre were the normal noises in the darkriege calls of nocturnal creatures
but in betweenst them she could hear sounds that raised suspicion. They were typically hidden
beneath the howlingf primeapes and the humming of insects, but ever so oftératisgressors
would slip up and she could hear them clearly. A snapping twig, a crunching leaf, a gentle pur
between compatriots.

APant hers. o0 She stated.

Ben perked up, fAiPanthers?o
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Turning to her patient, she immaddedthink:She di

Panthers should be the least of yourworridee  di dndét | ook good. He was
being coated in a |l ayer of thick sweat. Hi s f
glare on the Marble Plains, was as white aghhee moons far abov&hen againshe realized,
youbve | asted this | ong.
AHang i n t he rseuriedBwemq the edda of thesldartbefore pausing
fMAre you religious?o
ANot really. o0 Ben whispered.
ATrust in the Guardians?0 Marvell asked.
Ben attempted a scoff but it came out as m
Marvelnodded in agreement, fAWell, just wish S
backéo

Ben groaned. The pain was honestly easier than it had been since she had first cleaved
him halfway in half, now it was more of a nausea and a brutal numbness in his gut that seemed
somehow responsible for the pounding bolder of throbbing in his skull. Despite the respite from
agony, the discomfort was as extreme as ever.

ADonum. 0 rMart wal,| Agel u to you, too. O

Crawling out from the tent and dragging her axes with her, her hazel glare met a pair of
glowing eyes, twinkling like stars, from the shadows. Then they were gone. Her guests were no
longer attempting to be discretd shewas6t sure whether that was a

The battleground was set and she had homef
of pikes around the perimeter of the clearing. The spears were little more than branches snapped
in half, a full grown haned panther would burst through them as if they were nothing more than
t wigs, but they werendét there to iIimpale the p
cats would avoid her walls and attack through the opening she had made.

With Pride ad Joy in her hands, she waited for them.

AHere kitay, kitty, kit

It came from the darkness as if it were the darkness itself. Its fur was such a perfect shade
of black that it was nearly darker than the shadows, only its wide yellow eyes gave ihaway
time for Marvell to prepare. The beasts paws were outstretched, claws the size of the curved
edges of her ax blades, its ears back, and its lips curled to reveal the fangs thtt creade
look like daggers compared to the swords that lined its maw. Even bigger than the teeth were the
massive, obsidian horns tlatrvedkout from t he felinebds furled br

Marvell felt the roar in her chest, but sh
came fist. She pivoted so that her left shoulder faced the pouncing lion. As she moved she raised
the ax, bringing it over her head and down directly into the face of the monsterd s ent i r e
mouth fit around the blade and, as the poor beast was unable toidteapPridecleaved its
mouth in twoand drove it head firstintotheground | f Pr i de hadnét been er
woul dbve been. Ma ravned |s pruenl eaarsoeudn dt hteo rberdi nagc J oy
t he ¢ ou(d atnkidgbetWeeratlte mos and splitting the skull like it were a pumpkin. A
defiant spraw of blood struck the bearn, but the cat was done.

Lifting Joy, the blade still firmly wedged in the head of the panther, she was able to pull
Pride free from the monsters mouth. Then, yagkioy out and receiving another spirt of
crimson war paint, she twirled around and hopped back towards the tent.

AWhobés next ?0

192



The jungle was quiet. The night sounds that had become like white noise had been
replaced with a deafening silence. Marvell taolother backwards step towards the tent as her
head jerked from side to side, squinting into the black.

She shivered. A breeze hadnét passed throu
cursed under her breatNew lights appeared beyond the treelinee th wer endt massi Ve
yellow |i ke the cats6é, but they did glow. The
diamond shaped. Dancing abdauwit not in pairs of twé Are they even eye3hey looked like
energized enertombs ready to spoutfiegni ¢ | i ke the gem on the el gl
backpack.

Speaking of Ben, hedd gotten up. When he s
attack. She whirled halfway around, ready to chop him again, before managing to stop herself as
her brain regjistered who it wasStill, the speed at which she turned was demonstrated when the
blood still dripping off her axes splattered him in the face.

AHIi sses. 0 Ben croaked, ADondt move.o

ABen, 0 Marvell whispered, fAlay back down. 0

He shook hisheadashestagged f or ward. The poor gmoat w
ground had Marvell not hopped closer so that he could catch her arm and lean on her.

Al know hisses. 0 Ben continued, his head b

bear their btraim¥You deatdt aveligdk e m. o
AWhat are you talking about?o0
Marvell turned back taheck the progress of the hovering diamoridwere were more of
them. They danced just outside of the light like fireflies, seeming to blink as they passed behind
tree trunks anghrubbery. A wisp extended out into the light. It was gray, like smoke, but it
wasnot smokey. It reminded Marvell of a spiri
shape like a solid and as it journeyed further into the light, Marvell reatines a hand.
Gnarled and curled like the talons of a giant bird of prey and disconnected from the body that
followed it into the clearing.
AFarak me. o Marvell gasped.
ANoO. 0 B eindéspite hisoneadeath deliriousnesswas solid as a rock. Thewas
a deepness that Marvell did not expect from the gnttateleased her arm and stepped towards
her makeshifwvall, standing between Marvell and the ghastly figure. He was unable to stand
straight, but even in his crooked posture he did notseemdfrfddy n 6t show t hem f ec¢
Marvell gulped but then choked as she tried to stop herself midwaycreature was

now fully out in the open. The scarlet luminosity was not in fact theieges wel | , it di d
appear to be because it was not located wheravonkl expect the eyes to be but rather smack
dab in the center of the ghoul 6s head. There

Descending down from the slope of its brow was a long toothy snout, like that of a dragon or
crocodile. The fiend was sldyhovering towards them, others of its kind now leaving the

darkness too, and Marvell repressed another gasp as a wave of chills made her fur stand on end.
The things were little more than heads, floating reptilian gheatls with disconnected claws
clerching and unclenching with anticipation.

T haeydrawntony f a Benimyrmuwed.

St

ASome ki n dVaregell asked.r s e ? 0
Al was adopted. o Ben grunted.
AThen |l ucky you. o0 Marvell muttered.
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Staggering a bit further, he grabbed hold of the edge of thdip&éat Marvell had
made to defend their little campsite. One of the hisses was now right before him, less than a yard,
l evitating up to eye | ev e landpdssithroughthimdkeegimgbt st o
only the jewel implanted in its noggin above so that it drifted between his horns over the tufts of
his short, sloppy hair.
AThey protect us. 0
Marvell held her ground but her eyes shifted quickly from the disembodied alltgat
the back of the gmo&t head a gmoat that she had nearly killed and that may still yet die who
was now telling her to just let the thing float around hiefk. hey pr ot ect us. o Am |
that? Or am | something they need to protexi from? Then again, ithey sought to kill her,
there wasnét much a chance shedd survive if s
panthersin fact, yoon their arrivalthe entire jungle seemed to hold its breath. Now dozens of
the creatures were floating tokga her, like a fog sweeping across the rain forest fldemeeds
me,she told herselh e woul dndt sell me out to these fien
She rolled her shoulders and kept her eyes open. Bobbing in the air, they converged
around her. One of their ruby crystalsighed her cheek. It was hot and sharp, slicing through
her fur |ike a razor, before pulling away. Sh
were passing through her and one another, but the longer it went on the less disturbed she
became.
AAIt @ ey é maheiask@ddBen.
He had turned around, still using the spear to support his weight. He shrugged as much as
he could, explaining,hfeMy waeotethaeamiumadéd ttdagadwe
We | | of Youth. o
Leaning forward, he started stagger back towards her and the tent. As if taking his
movement as a cue, the creatures began to depart. They drifted away from Marvell without

| ooking back. Their ghastly snouts all pointe
pike-fence, Mavell strode forward to help Ben hobble back into the tent.
Al thought you werendét religious. o0 She sta
Ben tried to shrug again but his body could hardly manage to walk let alone emote.

A We 61 | be safehpowebpEHd &amdlay back down
Marvell smiled. She turned to watch the red lights dance on the periphery. Nodding she
giggled a bit to herself, AFarakin selu indee

AOne thing | hate aboutg tudo paudged Bhmkingdsa h u m
well as a human could before giving up to pou

While his wiggle had been unsuccessful compared to the sort of shakes he could pull off
on all foursthe motion had still expungedcloud of shedded fu©ne that elicited a sneeze and
a glare from the dwarf beside him.
AThat 6 s what wrirdkladther moaesas she pluekadgaddfrter tongueand
flicked it to add to the hairs slowly rainimgpwn to the jungle floor.
Bold gagged at the thought of his Lil Lenga and hertleas reputable lover but quickly
switched gears back to the matter at hand, giving the shadowmancer a gentle nudge in the back.
ANoO toi me to leeop loan.golog, | addae, Kk
Craining his neck and tilting his chin tow
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AYou really can smell ,enthrddled a dog?06 Lenga m
Fetch looked down, smirking at the Princess. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his

neck until itpopped A Even amongst dog-®, | 6ve gotta hell
ADogrs ltaer too, conbét they?0 PBofildaemtthdte?d
Now, as Fetch turned his head to the heavens, so too did Lenga. Holding their breathes,

they listened. Shouting. Thatas the first thing they heard, but then they focused further and

heardthe faint sounds of folks clamoring across the rope bridgesmpanied by the jingle of

chainmail.

ATheyodore following us. o0 Lenga gul ped.

AAye. 0 Bold nodded.

Al't i snbeedhem werry about. o Fetch warned,
came, fAiThereds Guards down here coming after

AOn the jungle floor?!o Lenga excl ai med.

AMy father would neveréo Lengads words fad
AAI t hari dseh ,waedve got ta move. 0O Bold state
AAye. 0 Fet,ceflexively laticering orrethick faux-dwarven accenfThe

sudden realization that meimed his new, harflsted friendspurred him on tthe task at hand.

Rushing forwards, he beckoned b@npaniong o f ol | ow, AThi s way! 0
The rainforest was dark, very little moonlight made it through the unfurling clouds and

even less found its way through the vast web of leaves and limbs that held Sereibis above. Still,

there was lightFireflies flickeredon and off as they frolicked betwetre phosphorescent fungi

that furredthe fat foremasts of the kapoksy-bitty brooks bent around the brobadughs

hooking left and right like jagged lightning bolts, reflecting the blinking bugs and the bright

braclet polypores. The neon lights splattered as the gang romped through and, as the fireflies

dove for cover in their wake, they left behind them a trail of darkness
But it was all bright to Fetch. With his crow eye opened wide, it was like running through

the Milky Way. Entire galaxies of lifeforms surrounded them, carpeting the floor, twinkling in

the air, and spiraling up the gargantuan tree trunks. Yet, despite his heightened senses, he was the

first to nearly fall prey to the beasts of the night. It wesgai stumbling half blind behind him

T that sensed something was wrong. Fetch may have had an advantage with sight, smell, and

sounds, but Lenga was a natigbehad afeel for the forest.

To an alien, the way the fireflies bounced about seemed rabdbta an indigenous soul

there was a chaotic synchronicity to it. The constant scraping of the cicadas rose and fell like the

sea crashing upon a beach and, like a beach, someone from the inland might not understand why

some waves hit the shore biggeariothers, but someone from the céashile they may not be

able to explain it they could sense what the next tide would bring. The the wind whistled as it

coursed between the kapoks and ruffled the un

eas.

She stopped abruptly. Bold woulddéve ran he
pass. He begantoskidtoatialut bef ore he coul d Lenga tackl ec
hardly hit the damp jungle floor before she jerked her head up th Wwatdover with wide

purpleeyes.
AFETCH! o
As Fetch spun around, his crow eye spun ev

brightest light in the sky and so his cursed eye was able to see around the glow of his brain and
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spot the brilliant mass roeking towards him. He swept his own legs out from under him,
allowing him to flop onto his back and let the-yetidentifiedthreat soar over him.

AGET UP! o

His upside down dive had launched him between the last twodeém®a clearing.

Clearingswe end6t common in Munkloe rain forests, in
on the other hand, existed merely because it had been the rally point of a ridgeback stampede the
night before and though it still smelled of the filthy bovines, Fetclairtigt caught a separate

scent. A feline ond-de hopped back up.

The cat hit the ground and twisted around then froze. It leered at him, shifting its weight
from shoulder to shoulder as tail whipped spastically behind it. The creature was the size of
the curlhead dragons Ben had flown in on and it had upturned barren like horns sprouting out
from between its back turned ears. The panthe
while the rest of the body melted into the twilight darkness, its gimved like a harvest moon.

With his crow eye, Fetch could see the pre
prairie, strategizing with one another through their body language. It felt almost as if its tail was
dancing | i ke a rganzingthe accompadynforhuaately for,theat Fetch
was more than familiar with the language of felines.

AFet ch. o

This time, it was a whisper. Lenga and Bold had cregtlopgside him.

ADondét Kkill it.o

Fetch clenched his teeth for asecond eforl ooseni ng t hem enough t
|l 6ve hardly -@any shadows | eft

ADono6t ki lepeatadt . 0 Lenga

ALad, 060 Bold jumped in, fAhow manay wae got

fiFivee. 0 Fetch stated.

ALard. o Bold | amented.

ASi x incduding this

Just as Lenga had a feel for the jungle, Fetch had a feel for the beasts. There was a
subconscious part of his brain that registered every little mannerism from the flicking of the tail
to the twitching of the ears to the dancing shift of weight from boelder to another. When the

jaguabs hair began to rise along its spine, so t
neck. Just as two dogs can go from sniffing each other to simultaneously attackingstant
Fetchdés <cani néhouhesitation. ki cked in w

AGET BACK! 0

Bold may not have been a beast but he was a battle worn veteran. He was bounding back
towards the treeline with Lenga thrown over his shoulder beforeptigarhad gotten off the
ground. Bol débs eyes were on the kapok trunks,
following them. He was running towards the pouncing predattre f el i neds maw wa.
wi de, ready to catch Fet chwanutfbatthen Faetahdlidtothea c k o
ground. It seemed more |ike the catds jaw was
one leg out, like a soccer player stealing the ball, Fetch slipped beneath the monster and then
pushed himself back to hiset with the leg folded behind him. Jumping back to bipedal, he
twirled around and managed to just barely gra
what shadows he had left, he surrounded his arms with the gooey black energy and uised that
with his momentuni to give him the strength to yank the beast back.
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He wasndt itbabkloeer hisbeady some kind of tatbased suplexyut he was
abl e t o 4 alegphdafaa@dmightenalke Lenga the new target of its lunge. When
Fetch hit the soft earth of the clearing, he fell to his knees. His shadows dissipated from his arms
and sudden wooziness swept over him. The cat, on the other hand, was furious. It was ready to
whirl around and chomp its original target in two. Only, it mey& the chance.

When Lenga saw Fetch running towards the ¢
was up, slid her off his shoulder, and spun around to charge back in. This was jusbagdne
and Fetch slammed back down to the ground, Fetsh fle saw the shadowmancer hit ldned
and fall immmediately to hiskneeB.h e | ad 6 s dhen thgag Absolditelywesraged. It
had forgotten all about going for Bold and Lenga and was ready to turn back ontdtfessh
soblinded by thatrage hat it di dshdulderes Bad bouhding dack tcowadds it
with one alreadhpruised fist cocked back and ready to

POW!

His punch lifted the panther up off the ground and when it came back davn,d n 6t ge't
back up

ATehk the & hRdlod&wvsholllagired before turning be¢

Her violet cheeks had paled to a pink. As

beer from a tap, Fetch did as the dwarf commanded. Holding out his hands, he called to the
murky energy within therumpled cat. It rose from the corpse like steam, then floated over to
wrap around him |Iike a shawl before slipping
much energy as beings,lue ast s di dndét require as nmahish ener
disguises, Fetch was more hound thanhuméni | e he drained their fall
listened. The jingling of chainmail in the distance was now louder than it had ever been before
and, not only that, Fetch could now see the glowing shapte guardsmen rushing through the
woods towards them.
Donum He hopped back onto his feet and was about to take a quick sweeping glance
around the clearing to see where the other panthers were when his eyes got trapped in the blood
curdling glare othe PrincessHer leer struck him like a blade of ice even from where she stood,
a dozen yards away.
ANo more dead cats. 0 She stated.
Donum.Fetch looked to Bold.
Bold shShagged,sthubbarn as wuh rock dwar f, i
As Fetch turned back lcenga he sav that all the sterness had been wiped clean off her
face. Instead of a furled brow, she had wide eye® moreBefore she could cry out, Fetch
already figured what was up.
AFETCH! o
He dove forward towards theni but that was the wrong move as he daght into the
swinging paw of a swiping feline. It caught him in the gut, the claws scraping across his belly
before sending him on his wayead over heelskippingoff the groundike a smooth stone
slung across the surface of a lake finally cameo an abrupt stop under the paw of a separate
panther. It reflexively reared its giant head back, roaring victoriously to the.mbmprovided
a crucial moment for its prey to concoct some manner with which to prevail.
No more dead cats?etchgrumbledto himself Does sherefer a dead ddg
As its roar finished, the beast brought its head back dofmisb Fetch but Fetch was
gone. With an embarrassddgh-p i t c he d, jaddarlomsredits hedddurther, looking
underneath g belly, just in time to see a scraggly black dog rushing out from between its legs.
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Fetch had planned to keep running, but beyond the haunches he saw yet another panther
prowling. The only thing worse thanone on one with one of these giant cats would be a two on
oneihedd rather be swal |icandedhedetided to keephtratrbeastatr n i n
bay by keeping his current combatant combative. Rather than zooming out from under the
horned panthe he jumped up and chomped down.

As a medium sized dog, Fetch had some gnarly chompers. However, to a giant, dragon
sized wild cat, his chompers werendt very i mp
to sink his teeth into to do any real dayedo the feline. Fortunately, two particularly weak spots
dangled right above him. It seemed that this it, was biologically male.

The cat howled anids back legs kicked off the ground, flippifigover sait could get at
thehoundhangingfrom its testales.Fetch let go and dashed up the belly of the beast, dodging
the swiping paws as shadows poured from his crow eye. The cat had missed with its paws, but
Fetch didnét expect it would miss a second ti
guarters Fetch needed to get some space to come up with another assaullpkhe wanted
to check on Bold and Lendaso the dark energy that had spilled from his eye did not lash out
and attack the cat but rather coated his body so that wheonupgarthrashed, flipping off its
back and turning around so as to pounce on the confused canine as it tumbled off its belly, the
canine turned into three and confused the cat.

Poof! The panther hadnoét -clomeslsredth itspatvstlour us h e
as a shadow clone it was little more than a 3Bvartk that evaporated into thin air when
smashed. The other two pooches rushed onwards

come,squinting to catch a glimpse of his friends.

He nearly tumbled thover ears as he came to an immediate stop. The setomel
poofed away without even being hit, | eaving t
worriedi not about the jaguar, anywaykheir little dog and cat fighivas over

Above where hedd been standing moments before being blindsighted by the paw of a
panther, near the corpse of tie-finishedfeline thatfirst attackedhem, two cats hunigmp,
suspended in the aifhey rotated slowly, like shawarswan vertical sps. The similarites
didndét end there. The creatures were being sl
long spiraling strips. Rivets were cut through the naked Besleathclumps of muscle torn out
and discarded to the growing pile of gore below. Feteidceardly make out the culprits with
his biological eye, but his crow eye could see them plain as day.

AHI sses. 0 He whispered,

Hisfurst ood up along his spine but other than
hi s s e s doneadisassedhling the two felines, but some had started to leave, hovering back
down to the clearing and drifting like an oncoming fog towards Fetch. fiépilianjaws
opened and closed slowly as they bobbed above the groundtalbeilike hands,lbating near
their bodies but seemingly detached, curled and unfurled. The diamond shapedloubg
gems in their temples shone with fierce brilliargigjng their gray gaseous material a blgod
hue.

Dondét move. Dondét move. Donodt

With a roar like rolling thunder, the bdlittenjaguarsurged past him. It dove head first
into the phantom phalanx, ready to thrash around and avenge its mutilated kin, only to be
instantly overwhelmed. The slow moving hisses suddemiypped into actig their bodies
immediately donning the crimson color of their jewielso longer was it a mere hue, the color
became so intense that the diamonds in their temples were no longer discernable from the rest of
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the eldritch shapésas they lifted their ferdbe into the air. Their claws slashed and scraped,
pealing off flesh like a bar tender peals the rinds of a lime. Their jewels slipped in and out of the
cat like sewing needles, leaving steaming bilge-like orifices. Instead of thrashing, the
panthemwrithed. Its roar had become distorted and choppy and eventually gargly as blood began
to spurt out from between its gnashing fangs. Then it went siégaving the only sound in the
night the hawlike screeches of the macabre monsters.
Fetch stillhadd t  mioexcepd for to breathe. He fixated on his breathing. Though his
eyes were open he tried to ignore what he was seeing, even as a batch of the demons tired of this
third victim and returned back to the surface of the planet to seek out aifalifting ever so
slowly towards himHe refused to think of anything else even as subconscious fears darted about
his brain like a hornet trapped under a giagsars not only about himself, but his two missing
comradeslest he reveal any sort of weaknésshe monsters approachinghithe di dnodt kno
which story about hissdwe believedi whether they were demons from the Well of Youth or
aliens from one of the three modnbut he put his faith in the single fact that both stories
corroboratedHisses Wi kill you for fury or fear, only the brave do they revelfetch mentally
recited,Now breathe.
Their diamonds scraped his flesh, burning and splitting his fur where they touched him,
but they continued on. He diofithed teavingpo Wwminghet i | h
saw the panther, the one that had been |l inger
into the jungle. The three mutilated carcuses thwumped to the ground behind him as the hisses
joined those that had just testechhin chasing the last cat.
AWai t €0 Fet cllhereisonme mord¢ietdrned back to look across the
clearing, back the way they had initially carAad the guards!
It appeared that half the hisses had stayed. Not for Fetch, nor for arjgocaes but for
the beings beyond the boughs of the kapok trees. Turning their ghastly backs on Fetch, they
floatedpastthe treeline where Fetch could see the glows of Lenga, Bold, and the Munkloe
Guard.
Before the hisses had arrivedter Fetch had been swattadross the field, Bold stepped
up to the plate to face the felinetinh e s h a d oplace.Rumeing towasds the wild cat as
its head turned to watch the humansidhped hound soar, Bold leapt into the air and grabbed
hold of its right horn. Though thiwvarf was strong enough to likely yank the keratike from
the feline skull, throw it to the ground, and mash it into a jello puddy, he instead let his weight do
the damage. Smashing the catés chin idaxo the
like horn with another hand, Bold dug his feet into the earth and pivoted with a torque that
woul débve given the gears of Foxl oebs greatest
pant her woul dove moved t o sfolleweditBledddandis it had
limbs were yanked helplessly along with the rest of it.
ALENGA, 0 Bold roared as he swung the beast
Whether Lenga wanted to abandon Bold or not, she had little choice as she stood directly
in the path whictBold had just begn to slingthecalf hi s wasndét just to mot.
Headmasterthis was actually because Bold had seen that the cat which slapped Fetch halfway
across the prairie had also been tailed by another eager killer kitty. This jaguar wag irushi
its comradeds right fl ank, had Bold not sl ung
Princess and showed her exactly how violent nature can be. Fortunately for her, Bold had slung
its peer in the way. The two slammed together and leartowards the treeline in a jumbled
me s s . Bold rushed after t hem,Ileskonegetiawagtodoe c o ul
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after the Princess but his efforts were in vain, for even though the Headmaster took his advice
and dashed off into the dar&kthe kapok labrynth from whence they came, the sixth prowling
panther slinked off into the shadows after her.

Her instincts were firing off in all sorts of directions. She had the keen sense that she was
being pursued by one of the beasts but she wasashing towards a ragtag group of Munkloe
Guards that exuded a vibeeven from a distandewhich made her uneasy. And there was
something else too, rolling in like the storm clouds above. Their natural audience had long since
departed the songs ofite cicadas and owls had ceased, the howler monkeys had called it a
night, and not only had the lightning bugs turned off foreeningbut even the luminescent
fungi had seemed to dim as if hopimmggo unnoticed. Something was wrong, of that Lenga was
sure, and she was caught in the middle of it.

APrincess Lenga! o

They appeared to be as shocked to see her
necessarily the fact that they were tjusy that
they.They were armed. A dozen of them, mostly bearns but a few water elves, draped in the
typical chainmail and barefootasusualbut ar med to the teeth as if

access to the armory that had been locked away for centuries. And, jidgiogm t he Capt ai
sword, Lenga was suddenly quite sure they hachdttdéthe Sword of Ben Dreb.

ACaptain. o She mur mured.

Between them was a brief gully, padded with mosses and feathered with ferns. On either
side of the ditch were great knots of kapo&tso Lenga had frozen in one of these tangles when
she saw the guards and theydédd stopped at the
gathered around their own kapok. When they saw her, they expected to see the shadowmancer
next. Their hands had immiately gone to their weapoiignost of them crossbovisbut when
Lenga appeared not to be followed they froze up. Unfamiliar with their bloody tools and also
temporarily stunned by their own shame at having joined the Captain in betraying their
nonviolentvows. This was unfortunate, because crossbows can take a moment to load and,
though the dog wasnodét chasing Lenga, a cat wa

ALenga! 06 The Captain exclai med.

No sooner did he holler than did it pounce. It had slinked around the kapok tree and
spotted thérincess There was no time for Hobbes to hop over the guhis leap would not
beat t he (giibatthére wastime to dors@rething. Before her name left his tongue, he
had his ancient sword cocked back and just as tuajgumped he threvhe broken blade.

His weapon struck the cat in the side of the head, pinning its ear to its skull and slamming
it against the hard jungle tree. The gargantuan melon of the beast bounced off the tree while its
rear end still carried it forward with the montem from its leap. Its tail end tumbled over its
head and led the way, flopping over Lenga to smack against the side of the ravine and slide down
to the bottoni dead.

ACaptain! o Lenga shrieked.

Sliding down the side of the ditch, Thomas Hobbes werddeive the gift her father had
given him, saying, Al 6m no | onger the Captain
hed and tore the sword free then faced her, fl
return home. O

Lenga slid down tgoin the bearn in the bottom of the gully. As he took his fébtre
face of the feline, she knelt down beside it to cradle its massive Tilnguards on the ridge
shifted their feet. Hobbes gulped.
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Stabbing his sword into the ground, he squatted deevalb de her , sayi ng, #
is not the night and tomorrow is not the day

ACaptéo her words petered off.

AThomas. 0 He said.

AThomas. 0 She | ooked up at him, AYoudbre no

With a deep sigh, he bowed his head. Affetame nt , he whi spered, naP
wi || not go to the harbor tomorrow. O

Lenga frowned, AWhy?O0

Hobbes | ooked up, his deep brown eyes meet

Al candét. o She stated.

Their conversation woul dtualyeracked ant wamadeher. He

of the impending conflict that would take place at the river port. Instead, something caught his

eyes. A whispy whiteness. It was on the peripheral of his vision and it jerked his attention away

from the Princess out of instit His initial thought was smoke. But then, when he turned, his

heart sank down into his gut as he recognized the devils that were approaching them.
ANobody move! 06 He commanded, before freezi
Hisses were floating around the kapok Lenga haaldsito front of moments before. They

poured down into the gully, surrounding Lenga and ThoMastcontinued up the otherside

towardstheexCa pt ai nds a nbutioreeaarse td acsiog betwesime bearn and the

water elf. Their gazes metonce mdiertough t he haze of the gaseous

a constrained emotion in both of theyres, knowing fullwell they could not express any sort of

fear but ultimately revealing their apprehension in the glossy films that coated their eyeballs and

shut out their expression. Both nativern citizens of the capitol city had been well educated,

they knew the peril they were in, but what th
behalf of. This question would very quickly be answered.
Thescagt di amond in the center of the reptild]

Hobbes. The hiss had completely turned its back on the Headmaster, in fact, no more hisses
remained on her side of the gully. A slow fizzling series of clicks seemed toremittie

creature as the jewel slowly inched closer to the biedmawing so close that it kept its head

turned down so that itacessantlygnawng |j aws di dndt t dthissgentahe f or
clear message.

Matching the measured pace of his aggoe, Hobbes leaned back and then rose from his
kneeling position. The shining crimson stone bobbed, clicks resounded from the spectre as it rose
with him, then it rose one of its disembodied hands. The hand was twitching ferociously, like a
fiend desperaly attempting not to reach for their vice, but it managed to uncurl its claws for
| ong enough to motion for Hobbes to turn away
crew.

Now he knew why the hand of the hiss was trembliiing furred faces anmgst the team
were poofed, every little hair standing on edge, and the blue faces were as pale a blue as the sky

on a sunny day. They quaked | i ke the hisses a
increasing.
No.Hobbes could say nothing.Heaw | dndét even dare emot e. He

man and woman gathered their behind thin@y were more than competeHe trusted them to

be the first Munkloens in centuries to engage in some semblance of a battle in less than twenty

four hours.Retrievig t he Princess was to be a chore in
face off against the beasts of the night, but
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hunting trip with their friends while growing up in the treetop cities. They were feadhat.
He picked them because he believed they were even ready for the battle waiting for them in the
harbori but hisses? All it took was a flinch and then

One of the guards, a young man with a scimitar, flinched.

The hisses surged. Their subduatlle became a screeclike banshee thunder,
wrenching metal, or blade scraping slates their smokey shade became a bloody fire. In an
instant, thg amalgamated where the bearn had been standing. It was like watching an inverted
explosion. Instead afxpanding out, they condensed, their diamonds all penetrating the poor soul
at once so that no one square inch of his body was connect to another. Blood, flesh, and bone
spurted out in all directions, minced down into itty bitty mushy chunks. He neveget/ém
raise his weapon, but his comrades did.

Instinctually, the rest of the guards drew arms against the hisses and though they realized
their mistakes as their friend®osDoneamttatiens spl a
first flincher, themob of monsters spread out amongst the othkesshrapnel escaping the
confines of a grenadlpisting them into the air as they whittled them down to unrecognizable
carcasses. Weapons and chainmail rained down with the blood, their shrieks mixie with
unholy chorus of the screeching hisses, and all this beforetha@vering eyes of theelpless
Thomas Hobbes, staring up from the gully.

One of the hisses descended from the atrocities to linger before-@agpeain, testing
him once more. The swoaf BenDrebwvas st uck i n the mud just bef
his eyes shift to it. His eyes swelled with tears, obscuring his vision as he refused to let them spill
over and wet the fur of his cheeks. He moved only to breathe.

The hiss was impreed. It ceased testing him. Instead, it flew around him, ingraining his
details in its mind. The other hisses, as they finished with his followers, dropped the lifeless
shells of what once were members of the Munkloe Guard and joined their sibling ingwirli
around the lone survivor. Blood still dripped from their diamonds. As they twirled around him,
creating a ghostly tornado, blood sprayed him like a light drizzle. The hisses were marking him,
adopting Im under their dark wing of protection whether hanted it or nat

His stoicism wasnoét all due to his urge to
sense of guilt. A growing throbbing pain in his heart, like a tumor, that had first started when he
took the sword and would now haunt him forever méielence was not the way, the fate of his
fellows was all the proof he needed to be sure of that, but now it was his way, his baptism in
their blood had sealed his fate. As he stood their, enduring the presence of the ghastly demons,
he wished he had steggh out with the others for he now felt like an alien in his own home.

While Hobbes watched the massacre, Lenga had been forced to watch as well. Even
t hough the hisses had | eft her, she stildl kne
As a hrealer and Munkloen, pain and death were her enemies. She felt as though nature was her
ally 1 she its defenddr and yet now here it was, brandishing the most extreme of examples of
pain and death to defend her. She felt sick, but she dare not gag.y®desstatill as Hobbes,
remaining where she had been before, kneeling by the head of the dead panther, as the blood of
the Munkloe guard vigilanties began to drain into the gulch.

Just as her resolve began to waiver, a calloused hand gently graspeslldsgrsh

AL | Lenga, 0 Bold whispered, Athey | et ya

She rose, holding her breath so tightly that even her heart was afraid to beat. Bold took
her hand and they climbed back up the side of the ravine, around the kapoks, aruitbat int
clearing. There she finally doubled over. Leaning on her knees, she heaved up the last royal meal
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shedd enjoy for a long ti me. Her tears spille
over, still in his canine form though now he had the shadffour panthers in him. His crow
eye spotted the dimlit corpses of the once bright shining guard members, but he quickly averted
his gaze to ignore the temptatiohtheir shadows He tur ned hi s good eye
The dwarf 6s inagoscerneélmee pur sed

AWasndét ar fault, | ad. o He stated.

Fetch bowed his head. Though he was a dog, he was ditthg more tharhalfi and
such a thing was only possible thanks to an old family charm. Part of the magic allowed him to
speak common aslife had the vocal cords of a beingne of many elements of the charm that

|l ed some to claim it was more of a curse than
not the night for jokes about his novel existence. Circumnavigating the puddfesd Lenga
was still adding to, he knuzzled the pit of h
suppose. 0

ANo one soul i's i mpartant efnmrugyha.t® Rdled nas
speaking to both the dog and the elf, AFehr b
thar . o

He then slapped Lenga in the small of her back and clapped Fetch on FHieaded
noggin ushering them on across the clearing; o me on now, | etds not | et

Solaris cause of whot waebve saen har tonoigh
AiBen. 0 Fetch nodded.
Lenga spain a futile attempt to remove the taste of bile from her mduthshenodded
to the otherslt was time togoSher an a hand down Fetchods spine t
started across the field. Fetch followed her closely, his crow eye scanning the jungle but no more
beasts would come for them that night. The creatures of the rain forest around Sereibis would
remainquiet, only the rumbling of the storm clouds spreading above them broke the
contemplative twilight silence. Bold followed the two with furled brdwey trudged onwards
without words
By the time mortal eyes could spot the flicker of fire in the distance, a slight drizzle had
begun. Their bruding quiet was now replaced with an equally muted anxiousness, one that
increased their pace. Before they knew it, they were sprinting aroundgbkss hopping over
ravines where creeks were slowly coming to life, skagppranches and bushes aside as they
rushed towards the campfire. Fetch, on four legs, got there twice as fast. He bound into the little
clearing and skidded to a halt before Makrvéls makeshi ft tepee.
ABen! 06 He bar ked.
Marvell rolled out of the tent, yanking an ax from the floor behind her and wielding it
before her to keep the hound at bay. No sooner had she than did she lower it.
AFetch?0 She yelped.
Undaunted, Fetch slippedbghr and sat hi mself down by Ben

head over the gmoatds parted | ips. Hi s breath
With a deep sigh, Fetch lifted his head and turned to address Marvell.

AHed6s alive. o

AFor now. a@.Mé&érhwe lhladsnadit crawled back into t
the woods, squinting nto the darkness from w

i
He got off his butt and gl ared at her back
coming. o
Now Marvell peaked into the tent, her voic
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Fetch shrugged as good as a dog can, saying nothing but keeping his lips curled back
from his fangsA fury began to well up inside her and, as if Mother Nature was trying to cool her
down, the light drizzle turned into a steady rain. The fire hissed between the two furry foes but
before their scowls could spark into violence, the healers arrived.

No sooner did Lenga and Bold enter the clearing, than did Bold put himself between the
Headmaster and treexwoman Marvell was surrounded. She traded glances between the dog and
the dwarf before ultimately deciding to give the far more infamous fellow her full attention.

AWhar is the Fasthoof, | ad?06 He demanded.
AJust inside. o0 Marvell stated.
Boldtookastomp i ke step towards her, AOuta the we
ANo. 0 Marvell snapped.

Lenga wanted to scream. From what theyod h
he had time at all. She was already half drenched and it seemed the rain would ottlpdpe ge
strongefit her e was no guar a-dotweuld withbtand thessmrmmar@aimdsti t t | e
no chance that her fire would survive the rain now pouring in the chitikeegxhaust hole
shedd | eft open alielihgladalidean pnanovhile €xposed ® & torventialu r e
down pour would be like trying to empty a lake with a bucket. But instead of she and Bold being
able to rush to the gmoatods side, the dwarf a
were going to kill each o#r. The healer had had enough violence for the Synping with a
fierceness that made sddtdéngastsodelbetween theeedomofigheer | o o k
and thebounty hunter.

AKi |l each other in the rafinbdmfggygiomng |t &keheo:
Benjamin. o

Marvell grumbled something under her breath but she got out of the way (reaching back
to grab her other ax out from under the tent beforehand, how8edd)slid his backpack bhis
shoulders and handed it to Lenga, stublyoamoiding hemglare. As she stooped to enter the tent,
Fetch sought to slip out, but he stopped when
side in an instant, gently helping him bear the weight of his head as he strained to get his eyes on
his anine comrade. Fetch froze mid step, turning to watch Ben.

ATrust her. O

ThenBenwent limp again. Lenga lowered his head back down to the soft earth. She and
Fetch exchanged glances, then he walked out into the rain and she got her healing book out of
thebag to get started.

AShae sehs wae SBbldsaid as Fdtch lefsthetenter , | ad. 0

Fetch bowed his head, fiYea, well, so does

AWhot 20 Bold grunted

Marvell shrugged, @Al kept him safe, didnot

AAfter you nearbakedki | | ed him!lo Fetch

AMe?! 0 Marvell cr owed, i RhutWhRelaxeng om the plameof bef or
Dogl oe, babysitting your kind, safe as coul d

AFirst off, dogherding is not an easy | ob.
off-0

Bold cut him off,his deep voice resonating likethessotd i st ant t hunder, iy
slavars. Godai hell brutes! Aeven i f ya hadnot
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AYou try and kil me, 0 Marvell r othdtthed her
fl ats of their bl ades were on full di spl ay, f
them wil |l be cause of me. o

Bold frowned but said nothing.

Fetch took the bait, AWhatodére you talking

fiThe Marrialdowas payed in slavestotcca h our fri end here. o0 Mar\
slaves are being worked to the bone to charge
turned back to Bold, fiHow | ong can a dwarf wo

ALongar t halassag ®u @otedh an k

AAnd how | ong are you willing to | et them

fiWae dondédt naed yar help. 0 Bold snarl ed.

AAgain, o Marvell said, Ayou dondédt have a c

Fetchds mouth opened but then hnmbarmassiagl i zed

t

whimper escaped his jaw before he could clamp it shut.
glowered at the bearn.

He looked up to Bold, the dwarf still

Bold cracked his knuckles, saying, AWhot h
you turn on us theteb, H&Whedkedatdban &bDi Ght o
thar! o

AWhat happens when you try and storm the s
think the Munkl oe Guard is going to go with vy

ANot after tonighteéeo Fetch mur mured.

AYou ¢ an 0 te shipi adt thestvwo@fryon. Bven the three of us is a bit of a risk,
but we can do it, because | know the ship and

AHow do ya plan to snaek a dwarf and a dog

She nodded to Fet chmedhdddmmohsjuo er mey po cked u

ANot enousgahi.dd bFeeftocrhe | ooking back,the way t
AiThoughh know where | could get some moreéo

AThere ya have it. o Marvell shrugged, fAHebd
toyourcomradsit hat 6 s a dozen exthanab/belbobled/ f hgh
smithereens with their own enertombs. 0

Fetch scoffed, fAThereds no way this planodl

Marvell scoffed right back, gesturing to t
crazer schemes?0o0

ACaamayp out the ship?0 Bold asked.

AOf course. o0 Marvell nodded.

AAnd the oorewstybbhem. 06 Bold asked.

Al can describe them. The headcount. Their

no magicians, but they do have sommlented swordsmen and marksnienh e t ur nover r a
hi gh, most of them | ook.Soyekhgcan diveyutbeaumdt even
down. 0O

AYou really think this is a good idea. o Fet
ALiI | dBdetotjustlars 0 B o | adiay fraandHhera lobth, staring up into the rain,
AYou didndt know his motharéshae was somet hin
wet dog beside him, AAnd shae was nevaa wrong

a plan. o
Marvellcockeder head tSowt e ogdi?de, 0
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AFar now. 0 Bold nodded, ne¥sa ksitlalr ty aa ctta nma rfruc
Marvell slammed an ax down into the mud so that she had a free hand to extend to Bold.

AMar vell of the Ax. 0 She said.
ABol dar i an
AOhnolw.k She smiled.
AWel | , i f ya kne Wok®lhisharéexterioraonoffenthecaxwBroah d
good hearted smitk inot shar whoy ya couldndéta built a
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