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This series is for those that love life…and all of its possibilities.
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PROLOGUE

 

ONE DAY I WILL BE FREE!

 

WORDS SPOKEN T O T HE WINDS…MEANINGLESS.

HOPES AND DREAMS UT T ERED T IME AND AGAIN…

…T IME OUT  OF MIND.



 

LOST  DESIRES FOR AN UNCERT AIN FUT URE LYING IN ANT IQUIT Y.

YET , T HESE WORDS ARE T HE VERY ST ORIES

THAT  SPARK OUR IMAGINAT IONS…AND OUR HEART S.

ST RIKING A CHORD DEEP WIT HIN US, UNT IL OUR VERY ESSENCE VIBRAT ES WIT H IT S RESONANT
ST IRRINGS.

 

WILL T HEY LEAD US T O SALVAT ION?

OR DEEPER INT O T HE VERY DARKNESS WE SEEK T O ESCAPE?

 

WHAT  SHALL COME OF T HEM T HEN?

 

INDEED…

WHAT  SHALL COME OF US ALL?

CHAPTER ONE: PRELUDE

 

“The boy must stay here!” The edge in his voice was tangible as these
words escaped Carness’s lips.  The constable glared across the darkened table
at the inn’s owner as he spat out these words.  His wiry frame leaned on the 
table for added emphasis.  Carness held Daffer’s gaze with his golden brown
eyes fiercely as he said each word to ensure his understanding.

“Why?  I owe nothing to you or yours.”  Daffer’s deep voice filled the 
hall with its reply.  All other conversations halted as Daffer all but rose from 
his seat.  His broad shoulders and massive frame towered over most of those 
assembled at his table.  Even seated he loomed like a brutish giant.  “You 
invaded my establishment, try to force me to aide you in this, to what end?” 
Daffer broke Carness’s gaze quickly as he responded.  “What is in it for me? 
Why would I want to open my home to my brother’s brat?”



“We approached you because you are our family, Daffer.”  Cerona said
from the shadows to the left of Carness. Her voice was calm and soothing as
she attempted to ease the situation as much as she could.

Daffer’s glare only deepened as his dull brown eyes bore through
Cerona.  “And the rest of you, you’re all just here to witness this then?” 
Daffer’s scowl deepened as he took all of the information in.  Everyone 
present could tell that something did not add up to him, he just could not quite
put his finger on what it was.

Before Daffer could object again, Kalta cut in.  “The council members 
are here to look after the town’s interest and to witness all that transpires 
here, including whether or not you accept my offer.”  His voice was terse and 
he wasted no time cutting to the point.  He knew his brother was going to be 
difficult to deal with.  Kalta just wished he did not have to ask Daffer for
anything, let alone this.

“What offer?” Daffer growled.  He did not like what was happening, but 
he could not figure out why.  His glare turned from Cerona to her husband,
Kalta. He hated the ease that settled around his younger brother’s lean and fit
frame like a cloak. The only thing they shared as brothers was their strong
jawline and the way they both tied their long brown hair into a queue.

“The offer is simple.  You provide food and lodging for our son while
Cerona and I are in Hornshir.”  Sensing his brother’s objection, Kalta 
continued hurriedly.  “Don’t worry, you will be paid.  I plan on sending you 
money to pay for Namir’s upkeep as part of our deal.”  Kalta paused as he 
waited for his brother to mentally digest the information he was given.  
Everyone knew that Daffer was not the fastest when it came to making
decisions and Kalta did not want to rush him in case he rejected the offer 
without really considering it.  “The other part of it is my council seat.”  The 
words were hard for Kalta to say.  He had fought so hard to have a nonelected 
seat on the council of their new town.  The other founders of Ellsted had 
agreed that there should only be two nonelected seats, the head of the 
merchants and the healer.  It had taken weeks for them to agree that Kalta
should fill the position as the head of merchants, now to lose it all for a trip
he didn’t want to take seemed almost too much to accept.

“You offer me something I don’t covet, brother.  Why would I want to 



take on this added responsibility and be stuck with your child?” Daffer 
retorted as he stood and paced the large room that he had turned into the 
main room of his inn, the Gathering Place.  Daffer was glad that he had 
ensured the room was well lit, yet shadowed at the same time.  Daffer found
that rooms with enough shadows allowed for customers to relax more and it
lent itself better to some of the shadier sides of his business.

“Ellsted may still be small, Daffer, but it will grow.  It will be the 
council that decides how this growth occurs and how it affects the town.”  
Armani added from his seat.  Armani rose slowly as Daffer paced past him.  
Although his lean body was easily dwarfed by Daffer’s large one, the newly
elected mayor paced a few steps behind Daffer as he tried to reason with him.

“So what?”  Daffer’s response held an edge that warned his patience
was wearing thin.

“So, as Ellsted grows its needs shall grow with it and bring you 
unwanted competition.  Other inns will invariably open and you will lose 
business.”  Armani’s long dark hair was already peppered with white and fell 
freely about his shoulders as he kept pace with the inn’s owner.  “In the short 
run it doesn’t sound bad, but in the long term your inn could lose enough 
business and reputation that it will be forced to close.”  Armani replied still a 
few steps behind Daffer’s hulking form.

“Besides, mine is a nonelected seat,” Kalta added, “which means you
could not only help shape where and when your rivals open, but you can’t be
voted out either.”

A cold smile pulled at the corners of Daffer’s lips as he turned to face 
the assembly.  He slowly walked back to the table as he formed his thoughts 
carefully.  Daffer only paused long enough to look at each person in turn.  
After he made sure that everyone present knew he was in charge of this 
agreement, he continued as he took his seat, “And when you return…then 
what?  Do I just step down as head merchant and you resume your title, or do 
I get to keep it as my own?”

“I would resume my title once I returned,” Kalta said, not breaking
Daffer’s gaze.

“Then your answer is no.”  Daffer responded with uncharacteristic



speed and started to leave.

“If I said yes,” Kalta stammered, “if I were to say yes, would you 
agree?”  The importance of the trip to Hornshir bore heavily upon him and
he hated to lose his title, but he knew it was worth the loss if Daffer would
agree to help.

The air in the room filled with tension as the two brothers glared
across the table from one another. The council members looked from one to
another as they tried to discern who would relent first.

“My question still stands,” Kalta asked after several moments had 
passed.  His inquiry only seemed to add to the building tension.

“You don’t leave me much choice, brother.  Just don’t forget that my 
acceptance of your position is only part of my payment,” Daffer all but 
growled across the table.  “Leave your bastard and go.”

“DAFFER!”  Cerona erupted to her feet as her voice filled the room.  
Her blonde hair cascaded off her shoulders and framed her seething face 
delicately.  “Never refer to my son like that again!”  Her fingers closed 
around the hilt of her dagger as she leaned into the table.  Her sky blue eyes 
fiercely held Daffer in his place.  Cerona’s unspoken threat hung palpably
between them.

Their eyes locked across the table as Daffer processed her intent.  He 
glanced from Cerona to Kalta and then around the room to each of the
council members and finally rested on Carness’s taut and ready frame.

“You have my apologies,” Daffer felt the eyes of the Ellsted’s 
remaining elders upon him as he replied.  “I spoke out of anger for the 
events of the day.  Just don’t forget to pay for his keep while he is in my 
care.”

“We won’t,” Kalta replied to his brother quickly in an attempt to diffuse 
the situation.  “We do appreciate your graciousness in this.”

“What is so important in Hornshir that makes the two of you reluctant
to take your child with you?” Daffer inquired as he tried to pry more out of
the two.

“That we cannot say,” Kalta answered as he and his wife rose to leave.  



“We will be leaving in a few hours, so please make sure Namir’s room is 
ready by then.”  Kalta exchanged glances with Daffer to ensure he
understood, then left the Gathering Place closely followed by the rest of the
council.

 

 

Daffer waited a few extra moments after the council left before he rose 
from the table and crossed the room to the fireplace.  He slowly lowered 
himself into the new high-backed chair adjacent to it and worked through the 
details of the agreement.  ‘I know it’s for the best, but I can’t help the feeling 
that I am going to lose in this somehow.’  His mind continued to race as he 
wrestled with his decision and the possible outcomes they brought with them.  
His wife’s screams snapped him from his turbulent thoughts.  

He leapt to his feet and practically flew to the stairs.  As Daffer bound
up the stairs he bellowed, “Get Saril NOW!”  His concerns shifted from the 
problems Kalta faced to those of his pregnant wife, Lysanta.

The first thing Daffer noticed as he burst through his chamber door was
how starkly pale Lysanta looked.  Her long ebony hair was gnarled and 
matted by the sweat that beaded along her scalp.  The oil lamps on either side 
of the bed bathed the room in a soft glow and starkly exposed her features.  
The look of pain that etched itself across Lysanta’s brow was almost too 
much for him.  Although Daffer knew little about the arts of healing, he knew
something was wrong with his wife.

Before he fully entered the room, he bellowed down the gaping
stairwell, “Get the cook up here…and anyone else experienced in birthing!”
Daffer’s fear was as plain on his face as it was in his voice.

 

 

Kalta fingered the note Aras had sent him requesting his presence in
Hornshir as he impatiently paced around Tipin’s inner courtyard. ‘What is 
taking them so long?’  Kalta wondered.  Try as he might, he was unable to 



shake the feeling that settled in his stomach like a stone.  Inside Saril, Cerona
and Allair made all the arrangements for Namir by plotting out the important
skills he may need to learn should their journey take longer than expected.

  The cool evening’s breeze pulled at his leather jerkin as he paced 
between the well and the main house.  Although night had fallen while they 
had been persuading Daffer, Tipin’s courtyard was well lit by the stark white 
stones of the well and the surrounding wall.  “I hate the waiting,” Kalta
muttered as he made another lap around the well.

“As do I,” Tipin answered unbidden.  “Let me read the letter again,”
Tipin asked as he stretched his massive arm toward Kalta. Tipin’s long black
hair was pulled into a queue in a way that revealed the silver streaks that
seemed to capture the moon light and eerily redirect it onto his surroundings.

“It makes little sense,” Kalta said as he reluctantly walked over to his 
old friend and handed him the already worry worn parchment.  “It instructs us 
to meet him at the manor in Hornshir as fast as possible.  He mentions the 
horses he sent us and urges us not to stop for any reason.  He makes a point 
to inform us that only Cerona and I make this trek, and that we do not bring 
the child with us.”  Kalta shook his head unconsciously as he repeated the 
contents of the letter aloud from memory.  “Aras knows we named the child
Namir, why wouldn’t he use his name?  And why can’t we have the pleasure 
of your company, Tipin?”  Kalta’s furrowed brow betrayed his confusion as 
much as the worry in his voice did.  “You and Allair know just as much about
Namir and his origins as we do.  This summons doesn’t make sense.”

“I am as unsure as you, but Aras knows what he is doing, he always has.”  
Tipin confided as he grasped his friend’s shoulder.  

Whether it was the unspoken truth of what Tipin said or the amount of
trust Tipin displayed towards Aras that made Kalta feel as if Tipin knew more
than he shared he did not know.  Kalta only knew it unsettled him.  “If Aras 
hadn’t served with us in the army defending Watch Keep and the queen’s only 
escape route…and if his skills weren’t so well honed, I’d be doubtful of his 
intentions.”  Kalta watched Tipin’s reaction carefully as he tried to discern 
what he was not sharing.  There was an odd sense of loss about Tipin when he
spoke of Aras that Kalta had not noticed before.

“Aye, but Aras is all we have in this situation.  Only Aras has the ability 



and connections to find out more about Namir’s true lineage.”  Tipin
responded, his steely grey eyes holding his friend’s brown ones as if to instill
strength in him.

“I’m not sure I want to know anymore.”  Kalta said more to himself than
his friend.  He glanced up and saw Tipin about to reply so he raised a hand to 
silence him.  “It’s just that Cerona and I have started to think of him as our 
own.  It’s hard to let that go.  That’s one of the reasons I wish you could come
with us and why I wish I knew more about Aras,” Kalta confided to Tipin.
“Why does he need to be so surrounded in mystery?”

“I’m sure he has his reasons.”  The tone in Tipin’s deep voice held a
certainty that only added to Kalta’s confusion.

“What do you know of him?”  Kalta asked with the sound of concern
deep in his voice, “aside from what you told me four years ago when you
introduced us?”

“Nothing…” Tipin’s response was cut short by the sounds of his door
being pounded on and frantic screams issued from the other side of the white
washed walls separating his courtyard from the rest of the city.

 

 

“YOU ARE SURE THEY WILL COME ” The voice was less than a whisper, yet clear
to everyone present.

“They will be here; you can rest assured of that.”  Aras said as he lifted 
his goblet to take another drink.  “I have known these two for far too long to 
not know this much.”  His reassuring tone did little to ease the looming 
oppression in the room.  Aras sighed deeply as he pulled his still mostly 
blond hair into a queue before continuing, “I have sent word to them and I 
have been assured that they will be here as soon as they are able.”  Aras 
looked around the gathering and made sure to catch the eye of everyone 
present with his own grey ones.  

Although the manor was not overly large, this room had been built to 
accommodate a large amount of people for meetings such as this.  As he 
scanned the room, he was a little amazed at the diversity he saw.  He let his 



grey eyes glide from his elven wife, Alequa, to her guard Jerine, then to the
divitain twins from Freeport that had vowed the service of their ship to his
cause, then to Natlia, the maid that had already helped him hide a few of the
items of power, and finally to the devanargari shrouded in shadows.   

“I have also sent them steeds so their journey here can be swift. The
only thing I cannot guarantee is their safety once they leave the sanctity of
their home.” Aras’s stormy grey eyes darted around the room again to gauge
the amount of faith he still commanded in his compatriots.

“I fear the ills that will befall them when they do leave,” Jerine’s voice
was melodic, yet firm and managed to convey the sentiment felt by everyone
in the room.

“I fear that as well, Jerine, and I hope that Patiun and Faesin will guard 
their steps until they arrive.”  Aras’s words and tone were so reverent that 
everyone fell silent.

“AND IF THEY DON’T ARRIVE; WHAT THEN?”  The shadow walker’s voice shattered 
the silence completely as he asked his question.  The worry in his voice was a 
little alarming to everyone present in the room. The shadow walker rarely
let his presence be known amongst them in the past, now he seemed to be the
most vocal.

“If they don’t, we will just have to come up with another plan.” The lilt
in Alequa’s voice soothed most of the nerves in the room and allowed some
tension to dissipate.

“No, the plans have changed too much as it is,” although Aras was
getting on in years, the air of authority in his tenor voice still rang true. “If
they do not show, for whatever reason, we shall proceed as planned. I will
continue to track down as many of the Items of Power as I can and I will keep
them safe until the time is right for their rediscovery.” He slowly rose from
his chair as he said this and turned to face the rest of his co-conspirators one
at a time in order to read their expressions.

 “If you fear their arrival, why don’t you use your unique talents to go 
get them?”    The twins spoke almost as if they were one.  They turned to the 
shadow walker as each one completed the others’ words almost unnoticeably.  
Their red hair moved in eerie unison as if the subtle breeze in the room 



affected both of them as if they were the same person.

“I SHALL.” His response was swift and left no doubt to those in the room
of his intentions as his features faded into the shadows once again. Only the
most astute amongst them felt the slight chill take hold in the room.

 

 

Daffer’s fist was the first and last thing Saril saw as he entered
Lysanta’s room.  The unexpected darkness that accompanied the punch was 
welcomed as he felt his limp body slam into the wall a few paces away from 
where he once stood.

“Wake him up!” Daffer bellowed to the cook as he watched the healer’s
frail frame hit the wall with a loud thud.

“With what?”  The shrill voice of the cook erupted over his shoulder.  
“We need everything we have here ‘cept that pot on the fire!”  Her glare 
only managed to make Daffer madder and she realized it too late.

“I don’t care!” He bellowed as he spun to face her. “You’re just lucky I
need you awake or you’d end up like he is!”

“Sorry but, I’ve got me hands full over here trying to save your
daughter!” She spat back at him angrily. “Why don’t you make yourself
useful and wake the sot up yourself?”

Daffer growled angrily as he yanked the scalding pot of used rags and
water off the fire and splashed it directly across Saril’s eyes.

“What the ‘ell do you think you’re doing?”  The cook shrieked from 
behind Daffer. “We need him alive! I know precious little about birthing a
child and what I do know I used up an hour ago!”

“I don’t know!”  Daffer yelled at the top of his lungs.  Someone wake 
him up!”

The stable maid quickly let go of Lysanta’s pallid hand and scurried
over to Saril’s writhing body.  She quickly took some salve from her pouch 
and spread it across Saril’s eyes and face as she lightly patted his cheeks 



gently with her other hand.  When she saw him start to rouse, she quickly 
whispered, “Do not open your eyes.  You’ve been burned and the salve will
seep in if you do.”  

Saril only nodded as he attempted to sit.  “What’s happening?”

“The mistress, lady Lysanta, is birthing her child, but something’s
wrong.” The stable maid offered quietly.

“What?”  Saril asked as he regained some of his senses.  “What’s 
wrong?”

“I don’t know!  But what I do know there is lots of blood and the baby is 
not moving!”  This time it was the cook’s shrill voice that responded to
Saril’s question.

“Fine, I will see what I can do.”  Saril said hastily, “but I am not sure if it 
will be enough given my current condition.”  He shot his comment in the 
direction he thought Daffer was in as he set about his work.

 

 

Kalta looked over at Cerona cautiously as he entered the room.  “What 
happened and where did Saril rush off to?”

“The Gathering Place,” Allair responded before Cerona had a chance 
to.  “Evidentially there is an emergency that needed his attention.”

“Should we go as well?”  Kalta felt as if everything was slipping away
and he hated it.

“No.”  Tipin replied unconsciously.  “We need to get Namir and your 
things ready.”  Tipin put a hand on Kalta’s shoulder reassuringly as he said 
this.  “Besides, you can find out what happened when you come home.”  

“Always the task master.”  Cerona smiled at Tipin and Allair as she said 
this.  “It is still alright if we just leave from here, right?”  Her uncertainty 
barely masked the fear in her voice.

“Of course it is.”  Allair responded with a smile.  “In fact Namir can stay



with Nurn for the night.”  Her smile hid her concern for her sword sister 
elegantly.

“Good.”  Kalta responded.  “Then we should leave.  The horses Aras 
sent are tethered to the racks in the smithy.”  

Kalta and Cerona hugged Tipin and Allair one last time before they
walked down the hall to Nurn’s room.  A smile creased all of their faces as 
they saw the three boys playing on the floor.  The three boys looked up as 
their parents entered the room.  Kalta motioned to Namir and the boy 
dutifully rose to his feet and walked to his parents somberly.  The look of 
disappointment on his face was almost too much for any of them to bear.

Cerona knelt down and scooped Namir up into her arms as she kissed
him on the forehead, “We have to go…but you can stay here with Nurn for a 
while then you will stay with your uncle until we get back.”  She gazed into
Namir’s steel blue eyes as she said this hoping he would understand.

Kalta kissed Namir on the cheek as he took him from his wife and
added, “We love you Namir, know that always.”  A sinking feeling filled the 
pit of his stomach again.  “We are going to Hornshir, so we won’t be gone
too long.” Somehow, he felt like he was lying, he just did not know why.

 

 

Daffer brooded as he looked across the table at the mercenaries that 
glared back at him.  “I need it to look like a robbery, nothing more.”

“Fine.”  The brigand to his right responded nonchalantly.  Her sultry 
voice made Daffer a little uncomfortable with its hidden innuendos.  “Why do 
you want him dead?”

“That is none of your business.”  Daffer glared at her defiantly.

“But it is,” the other one responded as she cleaned her unusually long
claw-like nails with the tip of a throwing knife. Her words came out in more
of a growl than actual speech. “Because if we don’t know why; we won’t
work for you.”

“Besides,” the other mercenary cut in, “we are curious why the owner 



of the only inn in this town would need to have anyone killed.”  The 
mercenary’s brown eyes played along Daffer’s muscles as she coyly twirled a
lock of her brown jasmine scented hair.

Daffer focused his attention on the gruffer of the two women to shake 
the awkwardness he felt as he responded.  “Let’s just say I need to assure the 
future for my establishment and my son.”  Daffer nodded toward his son,
Jaconis, as he said this.  Daffer was sitting in his new favorite chair by the fire
with Jaconis seated beside him and the table he had used to meet with his 
brother and the council separating the two women from them.  “So do we 
have a deal?”

“One more thing,” the woman with the long fingernails purred from
under the hood that shrouded her features. “Is there any penalty for killing
anyone travelling with him?”

“No.”  Daffer’s response was unusually cold.  “I thought that was a 
given when I said I want it to look like a robbery.”

“Good.” She said as she licked her lips and an unusually long fang. “We
will take our money first and we will not be back.”

“Fine,” Daffer replied as he tossed a bag onto the table.  “Now be 
gone!”  As the two women in dark leather armor left, Daffer looked into his 
son’s jade green eyes.  A pang of loss crept into his voice as he said, “I only 
do this for you.  Now that your mother is dead, you are all that I have left…
and all that I have will one day be yours.  Do you understand me?”  Daffer
smiled when Jaconis nodded his head without hesitation.  “Good.  Say nothing 
of this meeting to anyone…ever.”  These final words bore an edge to them
Jaconis had never heard in his father’s voice before and it scared him.

 

 

  “THEY ARE GONE!” All of the shadows in the room erupted with his voice
at the same time.

“What do you mean they’re gone?” Aras was the first to recover from
the stunning sound of the shadow walker’s voice.



“I MEAN THERE IS NO SIGN OF THEM…NOT IN THEIR HOUSE…NOT ON THE ROAD TO HORNSHIR…NOT

EVEN WITHIN THIS CITY’S WALLS!” He seemed to materialize in the shadows as he
entered the room in a huff. His black hair streamed like the shadows
themselves and played across his alabaster skin as he strode towards Aras. He
stopped abruptly a few paces away from Aras and held out his left hand balled
into a fist with a medallion dangling from it. “THIS IS ALL I COULD FIND ALONG THE

ROAD FROM THEIR TOWN.”  

“Let me see that,” Aras replied as he reached for the dangling
medallion.

With a quick twist of his wrist, the shadow walker concealed the
medallion in his fist artfully. “YOU MAY NOT TOUCH IT.” The shadow walker leveled
a dark glare at Aras. “IT’S ENCHANTED AND THOUGH YOU ARE UNIQUE AMONG YOUR KIND, YOU

WOULD STILL BE ENTHRALLED BY IT.”  

“At least tell me what the symbol on its face looks like.”  Aras felt 
somewhat foolhardy and slightly irate.  He knew the devanargari would have
offered it to him if he believed it were safe instead of just holding it forth.

“IT‘S A HAND CLEFT IN HALF BY A DAGGER ” His tone was flat and somewhat more
detached than normal.

“Is the tip of the dagger up or down?” Aras found his friend’s
detachment odd and it bothered him.

“UP. LIKE THE DAGGER IS AN EXTRA FINGER ON THE HAND ”  

Aras scrutinized the shadow walker as he described the symbol.  
Something was wrong; Aras just wished he knew what.  “It is as I feared.  The 
Followers of Transcendence, the Dark Travellers of Lotevilar.”  Aras’s face 
darkened as he thought about the implications.  The dark travellers make up
the inner echelon of Lotevilar’s faith here in Cennicus.  Aras knew there 
were powerful forces aligned against him; he just was not prepared to find 
the queen of darkness and pain as the one spearheading the charge.  It made 
sense, however, when he thought about it.  The increased sightings of her
nassarid and only proved her interest in his actions.  Aras looked over the 
shadow walker once more, as he thought about the ramifications of
Lotevilar’s involvement with the items of power. Aras’s eyes widened as he
finally saw the burn marks on the shadow walker’s cloak.



“Douse the lights!”  Aras’s order was more barked than spoken as he 
threw himself at the nearest sconce and extinguished it.  Thankfully, the 
others in the room followed suit and in a matter of moments the room was 
enveloped in utter darkness.  Complete silence engulfed them and the only 
sound anyone could hear was the sound of Aras fumbling for something in his
desk.  After what seemed like a hours, the room was bathed in a soft blue 
light emanating from a box Aras held as he walked back over to the
devanargari. “Why didn’t you say you were attacked?” Aras’s voice betrayed
his fury and concern as he spoke to his longtime friend.

“IT WASN’T IMPORTANT ENOUGH TO MENTION ” The shadow walker replied gruffly.
“I’VE BEEN ATTACKED BEFORE…THIS IS NO DIFFERENT ”  

“But it is. It means the dark travelers know how to hurt you.” Aras’s
worried look conveyed his emotions far better than his words could hope to.
Unfortunately, his concern only managed to upset the shadow walker further.

“I WILL BE MORE CAREFUL THEN ” The soft blue light accentuated a slight hint
of pain was engraved starkly on the shadow walker’s face. “THIS IS NOT THE FIRST

TIME AN ENEMY OF MINE HAS LEARNED ONE OF MY KIND’S WEAKNESSES AND I DOUBT IT WILL BE THE

LAST ”  

CHAPTER TWO: BEGINNINGS

 

To be completely free, compelled by none to do as they wished; that 
was his dream.  Namir smirked as he thought of this fantasy.  Unrealistic as it 
was, he felt the necessity to hope it could be achieved.  

The cool spring breeze blew along the tall grasses of the glade and
played through Namir’s golden hair.  In the distance, a wren chirped 
melodically.  Times like these always brought him here, to sit and revel in 
nature’s glories.  ‘Why can’t Ellsted be this peaceful?’  Namir sighed as he 
felt the cool breeze enter his lungs.  He breathed deeply and savored its 
crispness.  His gaze flitted from the pleasant mountainside onto Ellsted itself.  

The sleepy little town lay nestled between its crops and the surrounding 
hills, lying precariously close to the river.  Every year they wondered if the 



rains would swell the river too much and if it did who would become the 
unlucky ones claimed by it.  The light reflecting off the river glimmered 
along the dew covered thatched roofs of the outlying houses and caused 
various shadows to fall onto the cobblestones beneath them.  These little 
glints of lights played and danced with the shadows that they created amidst 
barrels and sacks stored on the side of the lane.  Already people were rising 
and starting their chores.  Watching the town awaken was always a treat he 
savored.  Namir grinned as he saw the stray dogs meander down the roads
away from the more permanent building of Ellsted’s center plaza.  The 
morning’s light played across the brownstone structures lazily as he watched.  
‘Soon the whole town will be either toiling in the fields or plying their trade 
in the vain hope of reward.’  Namir thought to himself lightly.    

‘This peacefulness won’t last; in a few days the rains will start again.’ 
Namir mused wistfully.  ‘A few weeks more and Belanui’s feast will pull the 
whole town into a bustle of cooking and dancing.  With the fair being setup 
and travelers flocking in from all points of the shire, Ellsted will become a 
very busy place.  Every year it’s the same, with only one difference…fewer 
travelers.’  Namir had noticed the problem early last year and so had the town 
fathers.  ‘Hopefully I can live up to their expectations, Ellsted’s continued
wellbeing counts on it,’ Namir thought bitterly to himself.

His thoughts drifted from Ellsted’s concerns to those of his childhood.  
Before he knew it, he was reminiscing about the grand adventures he had 
created for his friends and the wonderfully exciting exploits that always 
seemed to get them into trouble.  It seemed to Namir as if just yesterday he 
was running his little menagerie, standing outside the blacksmith’s trying to 
figure out a way into the pub unnoticed.  Stealing barrels and flasks of ale and 
going down to the river to drink them; always avoiding his uncle and his 
uncle’s friends at all costs.  Life seemed more exciting then, and there was 
always a new adventure just waiting to be pursued.  A tear crept into Namir’s
steel blue eyes as he thought of these things.

The valley seemed to hold its breath as Namir stood slowly and 
stretched his wiry muscles and broad shoulders to keep them from cramping.  
Already he felt the morning’s chill setting in as the dew seeped through his 
black canvas breeches.  Namir was not an overly tall lad, but he was well built 
and pleasing to the eye.  He brushed his golden blond hair from his eyes as he 



hunched forward feeling his overly taut back muscles loosen.  His hair settled 
back into place obediently as he righted himself, falling down to the edge of 
his jaw on either side to silhouette his face perfectly.  He smoothed his tawny 
colored tunic under his belt before he turned to take on last look over the 
town.  Then with a wistful sigh, Namir allowed his feet to carry him home.  
“One day I will be free,” he muttered as he reached the trail at the bottom of 
the hill that meandered towards town.  

“And one day I’ll be king,” came a mocking voice from over his right 
shoulder, “or at least the pub’s owner.  Besides…what would you do with 
freedom, eh Namir?” The person posed in a nasty nasal tone.

Namir stopped and slowly clenched and unclenched his fits as he replied
without turning.  “I would be free of you and yours at least.  That is freedom 
enough for me, Jaconis.” With this said, he renewed his trek back to his
uncle’s pub.

As Jaconis followed Namir home, he watched closely as Namir 
threaded his way through the growing throngs of townsfolk.  ‘Namir will not 
shirk his duties today if I have anything to say about it.’  Jaconis thought to 
himself quickly as he ran his fingers through his well-oiled black curls.  
‘Hopefully the town fathers will decide to send me to Hornshir instead of
Namir.’ He worked his dark thoughts around in his mind as he padded quietly
behind Namir.  “If only my father would support me in this,” he muttered 
hopelessly, more to himself than to anyone nearby.  Jaconis knew that his
father had eagerly anticipated any way to rid himself of Namir ever since he 
had been thrust upon them as a young child by the death of his parents.  Now 
that Namir had come of age, Daffer grew even more restless.  ‘This fool’s 
quest Namir dreamt up is the perfect way to accomplish my father’s goals.  
The problem is,’ Jaconis mused, ‘it’s not a fool’s quest.  Unfortunately, Namir 
is correct.  Ellsted needs more supplies.  It also needs renewed interest in our 
fair in order to survive the coming winter.’  Seeing Namir veer into the
opening of a building broke Jaconis free from his thoughts and hurried his 
step.  He did not wish to brave his father’s wrath should Namir choose to 
forsake his chores again.  As Jaconis surveyed the building, he realized that
Namir had taken refuge in Tipin’s Smithy.  

The smithy was one of the older stone buildings just on the outside 
edge of the town’s center.  Its brownstone walls were almost black from 



years of soot that had been deposited by the bellows of the forge.  The 
opening to the main work area was sheltered under a low roof and consisted 
of a mixture of stout wooden beams and the dull tan ceramic clay shingles 
common to the area.  There were no walls, just thickly hewn beams and what 
little boards that were needed in order to create shelving to house their 
wares.  Just inside the opening, a large man was working with something on 
the polishing wheel.  His large muscular bronzed arms strained with his task 
and seemed oblivious to Namir slipping through the cramped area behind 
him, easily dodging the open coals of the main forge pit.  The man’s exposed 
chest glistened with his exertion and his dark brown hair pulled back into a 
queue was soaked with sweat as well.  As Jaconis saw the tattoos on the side
of his head, he recognized him as Tipin’s eldest son, Nurn.  To Nurn’s right 
was a trough full of water.  Immediately behind him was the large coal bed of 
the forge and the huge bellows laid to his left.  The glittering fruits of the 
forge hung all around him, polished metal pots and pans were interspersed 
with horseshoes and a wide variety of cutlery.  Rising up behind the work 
area was Tipin’s house, built with the same sturdy construction techniques 
used in the forge’s construction.  A low rising wall made from river rocks 
enclosed their private courtyard and helped to create some space from the
other encroaching buildings of the town, not to mention the temporary tents
of transients and gypsies pitched up against them.

 

Nurn looked up from the finishing wheel as Namir walked in and he
saw the hungry look in Namir’s eyes.  Nurn immediately understood all too 
well what needed to be done.  He let the corded muscles of his right arms 
relax a little to let Namir pass.  Although Nurn was Namir’s elder by two
years, there was nothing Nurn would not do for him.  He proved this time and 
again throughout their childhood.  No matter what it was Namir needed, Nurn 
did without hesitation.  

Nurn was a quiet youth, big in frame and long in patience.  He stood 
easily a span or two taller than Namir, who was tall for his age, and was 
doubly as wide in his shoulders as most grown men were.  Although Nurn had 
lived to see ten and nine rebirths of the sun, many believed him to be far 
older.  Some attributed this to his silence, while others claimed that it was the 
way he wore his brown hair.  Nurn kept his unruly brown hair long on top and 



pulled loosely into a queue that fell to his shoulders from the top of the back 
of his head.  The rest was not only clean-shaven, but ornamented by the dark 
tattoos of his faith.  The most interesting thing about Nurn was not his great 
size and strength, but his beliefs.  He swore his allegiance unto the Calanari 
gods and would not sway from them or their teachings no matter who railed 
against them.  Like Namir he was not from Ellsted, neither was he from the 
Three Rivers Shire.  Instead, he was birthed in the sweltering heat of the 
Burning Lands, only to move to Ellsted shortly after his fourth year.  His skin,
colored the hue of pale gold in the winter and a burnished bronze when 
tanned, indicated his Calanari descent in a way that his tattoos never could,
yet his brown tufted hair and cold black eyes screamed of his Ellstedian
heritage.

Nurn turned slightly away from the wheel and lifted the broad blade of 
the axe’s head that he was polishing.  He placed it into the trough 
momentarily as Namir moved deftly around him and darted into the shadows
of the shop just as Jaconis entered.  Nurn briefly glanced at Jaconis’s slight 
build before he hefted the axe head back up and onto the wheel again.  Nurn
pretended not to notice Jaconis enter the smithy.  However as Jaconis was
about to brush past him, Nurn let the axe slip from his grip and slam into
Jaconis’s right knee.  Jaconis collapsed to the flagstones of the shop hard
enough to jar the wind from him, his dark blue woolen cloak bunched up
enough to stop the back of his head from smacking the granite floor.

“Are you alright?” Nurn asked sardonically.  “I am so sorry…I didn’t 
see you come in.”  Nurn fought hard to keep a smile from spilling onto his
lips as he crouched beside Jaconis.

“Lea…Leave m…me be!”  Jaconis spat gasping for air.  “I know you 
saw me enter!”  His breath returned painfully as he struggled to rise.

Placing a hand passively on Jaconis’s shoulder easily stopped him from 
his feeble attempts at movement.  “I am sorry that you feel I meant you harm, 
young master.”  Nurn nodded mockingly.  “What boon would come to my
father’s smithy had I acted purposefully against you?” He let his smile play
across his lips, half hidden in the shadows of the shop.

“To your father’s smithy none; to my cousin, your friend and 
companion, your actions could be a great boon indeed!”  Jaconis roared as he



attempted feebly to remove Nurn’s massive hand from his shoulder.

Squeezing Jaconis’s shoulder lightly Nurn felt the fibers of Jaconis’s
cloak press against whatever cloth Jaconis wore beneath it.  Nurn could not 
restrain his smile as he continued.  “You injure me to imply that I would harm 
you, isn’t your father the owner of the only pub in Ellsted?  Isn’t he also one 
of this smithy’s most notable patrons?  If I intended to harm you, my father 
would lose money and services.  This in turn would not only upset my father, 
but it could force him to demote me back to junior journeyman!  Why would 
I risk my family’s livelihood and my own for your cousin’s gain?”  Nurn
glowered deeply into Jaconis’s pale green eyes.  He tried to let his smile turn 
into a frown as he shook his head mockingly, but instead it took on a 
maniacal quality.

Jaconis shrank from Nurn’s icy stare and his bottomless black eyes.  “I 
will tell my father of this,” he hissed, “you can count on it.”

“I think not.”  Nurn rumbled as he started to stand.  Nurn hefted Jaconis 
to his feet by his left shoulder as he stood.  “That is if you wish to ensure 
your continued health.”  At this, he pressed his fingers into Jaconis’s shoulder 
hard.  Jaconis’s shoulder gave too easily for Nurn’s liking and he had to stop 
quickly in order to keep from dislodging it from its socket.  “If any word of 
this incident spreads past here I will not hesitate to clear my name and call 
you out.”  Nurn slowly rotated his hand clockwise, “Do you understand?”

Pain shot across Jaconis’s comely face.  He felt Nurn’s grip harden and 
a fiery sensation ripped through him.  Jaconis was unsure if it started in his 
shoulder or his knee, either way the pain made his head swim as he felt the 
burning sensation flow through his body and up to his head.  He heard Nurn 
clearly, yet felt completely unable respond.  A new pain welled up in his chest 
from stifling his screams for so long.

Nurn held him up a few moments longer, to allow the depth of the
consequences to fully sink into Jaconis’s thick skull.  “All you need to do is 
nod once.  If you do I will release you.”  Nurn spoke slowly to add emphasis
on the gravity of Jaconis’s situation.

Nurn’s voice echoed in Jaconis’s ears.  He felt the blood flow from his 
head as he struggled for consciousness.  Limply he acquiesced and felt his 
head nod forward once and hang there useless.  Blackness closed in around 



the edges of his senses and brought with it a feeling of weightlessness and 
serenity that seeped through his very being.  An eternity free of care and pain 
seemed to pass all too abruptly before he was ripped from it and thrust back 
into the waking world.  A sharp pain erupted in his head and strange noises 
buzzed loudly around him.  Slowly everything refocused as a bright light 
burned through his eyes and etched the images of reality into his brain once 
more.  He saw a burly shirtless man kneeling over him and was instantly 
afraid.  The man easily dwarfed him in size and stature.  The giant’s golden 
skin gleamed painfully to Jaconis’s acute senses and his silver mane hung in a
loose queue that cascaded off his left shoulder and hung down over Jaconis’s 
chest as the man stooped over him.  His clean-shaven face and temples
jogged Jaconis’s memory.  After a few moments, the distinctive tattoos on 
the side of Tipin’s head became clearly visible.

“He is coming to,” Tipin declared.  “This is a sore accident.  You need 
to practice more care Nurn.  Remember, you must always be aware of those 
around you, even if they are not where they belong.”  This last part was 
directed at Jaconis, his cool grey eyes held Jaconis’s green ones in an
intimidating stare.

Pain wracked Jaconis’s body again as he attempted to sit up.  He let his 
eyes slowly focus on everything around him as his hands wandered over his 
stomach and belt deftly assessing his belongs.  Jaconis was about to chide
Nurn in front of Tipin for his actions when he felt Nurn’s cold black eyes cut
into him from over Tipin’s shoulder.  Instead, he slowly ran his right hand 
through his oiled curls again trying to decide on what to say.  After a few 
moments, he found enough courage to speak.  His lean frame shook as each 
word passed his dry lips haltingly.  “It was my fault,” he eventually muttered 
hoarsely.  “I thought I saw Namir in here so I thought to hurry in before he 
could run away again.  I was evidentially mistaken,” he added.  “May I have 
some water please?”  His parched throat ached as he uttered each syllable.

Laughing robustly Tipin motioned to a tawny haired youth standing
silently in the smithy’s entryway to fetch some water for Jaconis.  It was not 
until Jaconis saw the boy’s grey eyes that he recognized him as Nurn’s
younger brother, Halin.

“You shall have your water, boy.  All you needed to do was ask.”  Still 
smiling Tipin turned to Nurn, “have you apologized to him yet?” His voice



held a lethal edge that his smile masked perfectly.

Nurn lowered his head and slowly shook it.  “No father, I have not.” 
Nurn lied ruefully.  “He passed out as soon as the axe blade knocked his feet 
out from under him.”

“Well, there’s nothing to be done about it now, then.”  Tipin remarked.  
“You have your chance, go to it.  When you’re finished I will be going 
through the work for today.”  His deep voice held a promise that made Nurn
flinch.

“Yes father.”  Nurn’s reply came acridly to his lips.  He waited patiently 
for his father to leave.  When he was certain that they were alone, again he 
turned his full attention to Jaconis.  “I deeply regret my actions, young 
master.”  His voice, laced heavily with sarcasm, lashed into Jaconis and each 
word stung as they struck his ears.  “Please take my apology with you when 
you leave.”  

 

 

Halin sped off through the house muttering darkly, his short cut tawny 
hair blew fiercely in the wind.  ‘Why didn’t he have to get the water, wasn’t it 
his fault.  Shouldn’t Nurn be getting it instead of me?’  He stalked into their 
inner courtyard so lost in his thoughts he did not notice Namir sitting beside
the well.

“Is he gone yet?”  Namir inquired softly as Halin almost stepped into
him.

Halin jumped, his already pale skin becoming more pallid as he looked
at Namir’s lean form in surprise.  He was speechless.  He found himself 
staring dumbly at Namir as the sunlight played through his fine golden hair.  
All his wits fled him.  It was not until Namir reached out and shook him
lightly, patiently repeating his question that Halin came to his senses.  “I…I…
I’m s…sorry.  What?”  He stammered.

“Has Jaconis left the smithy?”  Namir quickly reworded his question,
hoping that Halin would follow it easier.



“No…he has not.”  Halin stated, regaining more of his composure as he 
replied.  The color slowly returned to his cheeks.  “What happened?”  Halin’s
tinny voice made him seem even younger than he was.

“I think I should ask you,” Namir baited the youth, but instead of waiting
for Halin’s reply he launched into his own explanation.  “Jaconis was 
shadowing me again.”  He waived an unconcerned hand to make light of the 
situation as he continued, “Deciding to evade him I ducked into the smithy 
and let Nurn handle Jaconis in his own austere manner.”  Namir could not
hold back the tinge of pride from his voice as he thought of what Nurn may
have done to Jaconis.

“Why do you never trust me to do this stuff?”  Halin whined.  “I could 
do a great job at something like that.  I know I could.”  The pout that came to
Halin’s lips forced Namir’s smile to broaden.

Namir slipping one arm around Halin’s shoulders as he reassured him, 
“You are like the little brother I never had.  Besides, Jaconis is easily twice 
your size and he is more skilled at evasion than you know.”  Looking into
Halin’s mist colored eyes he added.  “When I get the town fathers’ 
permission to go to Hornshir, I would like you to come with me.  Maybe on 
the way Nurn and I can teach you a few things about fighting and stealth.”

“I would love that!”  Halin burst in energetically.  “That would be great.  
I can see it now,” Halin slipped from Namir’s grip and easily leapt onto the 
edge of the well nimbly as he spread his arms wide.  “The three of us 
bounding across the countryside, freeing damsels in distress and fighting 
rogues along the way.  That would be a great adventure.”  Spinning quickly 
he grasped Namir’s tunic tightly to keep from falling.  “You will take me 
with you right?  I mean…you weren’t just saying that were you?”

Filled with mirth by the boy’s antics, Namir laughed.  “Yes…yes you 
will come with us.  I promise.  We need to have someone with us to make the 
journey seem shorter.”  Still smiling broadly he said as he regained his 
composure a little, “What did you come out here for anyway?  Surely it 
wasn’t only to jest with me and brighten my day.”

Halin gaped as his original task rushed back to him.  “No.  I am 
supposed to be getting your cousin some water.”  He realized that Tipin 
might be upset at his delay.  Halin could just imagine his father’s hulking 



form pacing the courtyard waiting for him, selecting the toughest chores a 
boy his age could do because of his tardiness.  Halin could imagine Tipin’s
silver hair as it caught the morning’s light to reflect it back onto his 
surroundings to fill the courtyard with an eerie dancing light.  Halin shivered
as he thought about Tipin’s ire.

Watching Halin’s face fill with regret, Namir eased the young boy’s
thoughts by placing his hand on Halin’s shoulder and handing his own water 
skin to the boy.  “Here take this to fill Jaconis’ glass.  He won’t know the 
difference between water from the inn and water from your well.  When he’s 
gone, come back and tell me what happened in full.  I have faith that you can 
get me all the information I seek from Nurn.”

“What of my chores?”  Halin lamented.  “Certainly my father will 
assign me some for today.  What should I do, forget about them?”

Shaking his head Namir countered, “Tipin knows what happened, I am 
sure of it.  The thing to remember is that there is no love lost between Tipin
and Daffer.  Besides, he likes Jaconis less than we do.  Simply tell him that 
you need to talk with me.”  Namir made sure to keep Halin there a moment 
longer by gripping his shoulder a little tighter as he added.  “I have already 
told him that I would like Nurn and you to accompany me to Hornshir.
Besides…”

“He knows?”  Halin interjected before Namir could complete his 
thought.  “You already told my father that you want me to go with you?  Why 
didn’t you tell me?”  Halin sniveled.  “And what do you mean ‘Tipin knows
what happened’?”

“Easy…calm down, Halin.”  Namir soothed the boy and cursed himself
mentally for forgetting that Halin had only witnessed ten and four rebirths of 
the sun.  “It isn’t bad that Tipin knows.  When I asked Tipin about Nurn 
coming with me, your father suggested that I take you as well.  I was going to 
tell you, it just slipped my mind.”  Namir allowed himself another grin as he
continued, “Besides this way I get to hear you complain about it.”

“I have to go.”  Halin whirled away from Namir abruptly freeing
himself from Namir’s grip and darted back towards his house.  Fuming as he 
went, Halin muttered crossly, “I wish…just once…someone would consult me
before agreeing on what I’m going to do.”  With that, he pulled down a cup 



and filled it for Jaconis before he discarded Namir’s water skin and hurried
into the smithy.

Halin slowly stepped into the room, his lean form gracefully darting out
of the shadows that surrounded them and handed Jaconis a glass of water. 
Jaconis drained it and slowly rose as he found his footing carefully.  Jaconis 
looked around the smithy again as he carefully resituated his clothing by 
straightening the creases and flattening the folds.  Once this was all done he 
stalked away gloomily towards home without Namir.  

This encounter was far from over…and Nurn knew it.  Nurn squared his
well-muscled shoulders, after he was sure Jaconis was well away from the
smithy, and sought out Tipin for his share of the day’s work.

 

 

Jaconis hurried home; his jade green eyes darted down every alley and
crevasse as he tried in vain to catch a glimpse of Namir.  He became more 
and more irritated as he went.  The realization he would have to face his 
father’s wrath for yet another failure sank in.  Reflexively Jaconis twisted an 
oily lock of his pitch-black hair through the fingers of his right hand.  ‘If I tell
my father I failed to find Namir he might lose faith in my ability to lead the
expedition to Hornshir as well,’ Jaconis brooded gloomily.  His long legs 
seemed hobbled by the meandering gait he chose to make his way home with.  
The overall effect was that of churning anger and he more stalked his way 
down the street than anything else.  Jaconis was completely mystified with
what he was going to say about Namir’s absence to Daffer.  No matter what 
he said, he knew his father would be angry.  Slowly Jaconis worked his way
through the brief conversation he had with Namir.  He hoped to find some 
small piece of information that he could use to his advantage.  After this 
proved useless, he went over his thoughts about Namir and inspiration struck 
him.  ‘I can use Namir’s delinquency in my favor.’  Jaconis’s stride
lengthened almost to a run as he started to plan exactly what he was going to
say to Daffer.

Jaconis had just closed his hand on the cold brass knob and pushed the 
solid oak door of the Gathering Place open as he worked through the last few



details of his scheme.  As he entered his father’s inn, Jaconis was immediately
assailed by both the warmth of the fire in the main hall and the wonderful 
aromas that wafted to him from the kitchen.  It took every ounce of his will 
to resist the urges of his stomach to satiate it with a bite to eat before 
speaking with his father.  The old chestnut boards creaked welcomingly 
under his feet as he hung his cloak on the wrought iron hook near the door.  
He quickly surveyed the large expanse of the main hall to see if his father 
was by the fire as usual.  He was.  Jaconis’s brow furrowed in anticipation as
he scanned the rest of the room eagerly.  Thankfully, it was deserted at this 
early hour.  ‘All of the serving wenches must be in the kitchen helping the 
cook with her chores,’ he thought somewhat relieved.  ‘At least something is 
working in my favor.’  Jaconis strode briskly toward his father with a visible 
determination.  He quickly glanced into the stairwell making sure it was 
vacant as he passed it to ensure their privacy.  

 

 

Aves glared at Jaconis as he ran down the street and almost knocked 
her down.  She had narrowly avoided him by stepping into the open doorway 
of Mistress Clara’s clothier at the last minute.  Aves swore an oath under her 
breath as she watched him vanish into the gathering crowds of the morning.  
Aves knew from the way Jaconis’s handsome face was clouded and twisted 
that he was up to something.  Knowing Jaconis, it was probably a plot against
Namir.  His jade green eyes gleamed fiercely, which forced Aves to believe 
that he was bent upon some form of mischief or another.  The fact that he was 
not skulking about in the shadows like usual and that he did not try to hide his 
movements only assured her of this.  Aves took a moment to gather her 
skirts carefully into her hands as she slowly filled her lungs in preparation of 
the run that awaited her.  Aves’s crimson hair caught in a light breeze as she
turned her hazel eyes upon Jaconis’s path.  Aves could easily tell that he was 
heading home to the Gathering Place.

Following him unnoticed proved easily done, although she had to run 
like the wind to keep up with his long strides.  While perusing his fleeing 
form, Aves realized Jaconis’s haste bode ill for Namir.  ‘This discovery of
mine just might be significant enough to win Namir’s gratitude and possibly



Nurn’s as well.’  She let a hopeful sigh escape her lithe form as her feet 
nimbly led her towards the inn.  A few moments later she saw Jaconis hurry
through the door as she slowed her step.

Before her stood the third largest building in Ellsted and it was 
impressive.  It stood four stories tall and, unlike any of the other buildings in 
town, there were no tents or carts leaned up against it.  The outside of the inn 
was made completely out of heavy beams of oak that created an artistic 
latticework towards its shingled roof.  All of the outer walls were plastered 
and whitewashed to create an almost otherworldly effect.  The Gathering 
Place was not just an inn located in Ellsted; it was the only inn and it had
served as the original meeting hall for the town fathers.

Instead of entering the inn, from either the main door or the kitchen 
entrance, she turned her steps towards the front left corner.  As she neared it, 
she hastily looked around and once she was sure no one witnessed her 
actions, she swiftly pried at the boards where they met the granite chimney.  
After a few brief moments of toil she managed to pry open a niche in the 
outer wall of the inn.  She squeezed lightly into the little area behind the 
pealed plaster into a very tight area almost no bigger than she was.  Here she 
could easily see and hear everything that happened in the pub’s main hall.  
Aves quietly allowed air to seep into her lungs slowly forcing her ample 
bosom to heave against the confines of her narrow surroundings.  She almost 
cursed as her stomach grumbled quietly at the smell of fresh baked bread that 
wafted to her from the inn’s kitchen.  

The heady scent brought back memories of the first time she had 
discovered this spot, although calling it a spot was almost ludicrous.  It really 
was not much more than a crack in the outer wall of the pub.  The boards 
forming the outer wall had buckled slightly from where a runaway cart 
collided against it.  The outer boards lay slightly awry after that and bowed 
away from those forming the pub’s inner wall and although the main room on 
the other side became drafty, it proved to be a useful vent that allowed the 
aromas from the kitchen to draft out into the streets and gather people in to 
sample the food.  It worked so well, in fact, that Daffer never even bothered 
repairing it, especially since it was hardly noticeable from outside.  Aves was 
certain that if Daffer had known Namir and her had used it as a rendezvous 
point from time to time, mainly as a place they could go to shirk their duties 



or to spy on the local townsfolk, he would’ve boarded it up long ago.  Thus, it 
had become their little secret and they guarded it dearly.  

CHAPTER THREE: HUNTED

 

The old man ran down the tunnel blindly plunging into the darkness.
The sounds of battle pursued him as he fled deeper into the endless labyrinth
of caverns and tunnels. He could tell his pursuers were getting closer and he
had run out of ideas. His once white shirt now hung from his frail form caked
with filth and sweat. The gashes caused by his escape still felt fresh. The sting
of the open wounds caused him to wince as the slight breeze in the tunnels
blew across it. He rounded a corner and, in his haste, collided with another
wall. The force of his collision pushed all thoughts of his wounds from his
mind.

Winded, he stopped and scrapped the gleaming blade of the sword 
along the floor of the tunnel causing just enough sparks to illuminate his 
surroundings.  He allowed his eyes to dart from one tunnel to the next as he 
got his bearings.  ‘Which path should I choose,’ he wondered as he vainly 
attempted to discern where each path might lead.  The absolute darkness had 
closed in around him again and he recalled the first time he had been in these 
tunnels.  Lost and alone, not like now.     

The sounds of steel on stone compelled him back into action.  He 
plunged wildly into the closest tunnel and stifled an exclamation as he 
collided with another wall unexpectedly.  He winced as he pulled his arm 
away from the jagged wall and felt the sticky warmth of blood seep into his 
sleeve.  He took a few more moments to feel along the wall to determine 
which way the tunnel went, then threw himself along it as fast as he could.  He 
felt his tunic and breeches catch and pull as the narrow walls clawed at him. 
Carefully he held his left arm extended in front of him in an attempt to 
navigate the narrow tunnel as deftly as possible.  At times, it seemed as if the 
winding tunnel was trying to hamper his movements.  Its sharp corners and 
abrupt dead ends forced him to retrace his steps too often for his liking.

“He went this way!”  The words were more barked than yelled and 



somehow motivated him to run faster.  His pursuers sounded as if they were 
only a few yards behind him.  

“He can’t have gotten far, the blood is still fresh!” Another barked

The old man practically fell to his knees in fear as he felt another wall
lurch forth from the darkness to block his way. He spun frantically around
desperately searching for an opening to duck into, anything that would allow
him to avoid detection. They were too close and he knew it.

“There he is!” The darkness before him started to get a red tinge to it.

He closed his eyes and prayed for mercy as he urgently swung the 
sword at the wall to his left.  He felt the now familiar jolt as the sword bit 
through the stone.  The shining blade caused the wall to crumble where it hit 
and revealed a gaping black hole.  Frantically he dove into its welcoming 
darkness as he heard his pursuers’ bowstrings sing arrows towards him.  He 
heard the arrows meant to take his life as they clattered against the wall he 
had stood against a few moments before.  He plummeted into the impossible 
blackness that engulfed him and fought against waves of nausea as he 
continued to fall.  He grasped the sword tightly as he stretched out his limbs.  
He hoped to grab something to slow himself down.  His fear consumed him 
as his outstretched hand felt nothing by emptiness.  He desperately spun
himself around as he scrambled to touch something…anything to no avail. He
hit the ground with bone breaking speed and his impact forced all of his fear,
and breath, out of him. The darkness wavered and shifted about him as he
tried to move. He was unsure if it was the normal blackness of the cavern or
if it was caused by his impact. He did not care which, he was safe for now and
that was all that mattered.

“He went through here!”  The guttural voice raved overhead 
somewhere in the darkness above him.  

“Then go get him!”  This new voice he recognized from his 
nightmares, Morcant.  Although it hurt, he felt his body shudder involuntarily.  
Morcant’s demand was shortly followed by several thuds as a few of his
minions threw themselves through the opening and hit the ground lifeless.

“Aras, I know you’re in there!”  Morcant’s deep growl rolled off the 
cavern walls.  The old man noticed the darkness above him light up from the 



unnatural red glow emanating from the nassarid’s eyes.  “Did you really think 
your puny elven guards could keep you from me forever?”  Morcant’s evil
raspy laugh peeled off the walls and completely surrounded him.

Aras ignored the pain that racked his body. He groped for the sword he
had kept away from the foul beast looming above him in the darkness. Aras
feebly pulled himself along the ground as he searched for it. His left arm was
mostly unresponsive, as was his right leg. ‘To many broken bones,’ he
thought hurriedly as his frantic search continued.

The familiar twang of bowstrings drifted down to Aras’s ears as a new 
pain blossomed just behind his left shoulder.  He stifled a shriek of pain.  He 
could not afford to alert Morcant of his location.  More arrows skittered 
around him as he slowly moved a little further continuing his desperate 
search.

“I will find you!”  Morcant shouted again.  “Loose more arrows!  I want 
the floor of the cavern littered with nothing but arrows and blood before I 
descend to claim my prize!”  Morcant’s hybrid troops nodded as their doglike
hands fired another volley into the cavern’s depths.

 

 

The tent flap flew open as she strode in with a determined look on her
face. Although her golden waist length hair was hastily pulled back into a
ponytail, the look in her azure eyes only added to her deadly charm.

“Can’t this wait?” The melodic voice bore his impatience heavily in its
tone.

“No it cannot.” The lilt in her voice, normally soothing, was more
abrasive than anything he had ever heard.

“What is so important then, Alequa?” His patience was at an end. Ever
since he had agreed to let this healer and her husband stay in their
encampment, it had been one issue after another.

“Your guard says that you are not going to send anyone after them…is
this true?”



“Aye, it is.” He slowly leaned away from the troop reports he had been
poring over for the last hours as he said this.

“Why won’t you?” Her disgust was as evident as his lack of sleep.

“I have a few reasons.  First, I have very limited resources.  I explained 
this to you when you and your husband demanded sanctuary here.”  He rubbed
his temples deliberately in an attempt to control his emotions.  When he felt a
modicum of restraint, he continued.  “Second, he told me not to.  Your 
husband asked me for some men.  He specified that he only needed twelve 
men to escort him to where he needed to go.  He also requested that I do 
nothing if he fails to contact me again.”  His crimson eyes bore through her 
azure ones as he stated her husband’s request.  So you see, hebasii Alequa, I
cannot do more on this matter.”

“No, Landolin, you mean you won’t.” She scowled at him as she watched
the way his crimson hair fell about his shoulders. “No matter that he saved
countless elven lives during the war, or that he is a decorated hero.”

Each word stung as Landolin felt her contempt for him deepen.  “What 
would you have me do?”

“Help him.” The way she stated it, everything seemed so simple.

“You would have me go against your husband’s wishes?” He was aghast
at her daring, yet moved by her sincerity.

“Aye,” she looked at him over her shoulder as she turned to face the
flap as if to leave. “After all, he told you to do nothing more if he failed to
contact you. What of your soldiers, are you to ignore their reticence?”

Landolin stifled a laugh as she said this.  ‘I may have misread her,’ he 
thought to himself as he watched her leave his tent.

 

 

Aras first saw the red glow from Morcant’s eyes swirl and dance with 
the shadows along the length of the blade as he neared it.  As his eyes 
adjusted to the unexpected light, he noticed the sword hilt laying at the base 
of the cavern’s wall with its tip partially embedded in it.  He made his way to 



the sword slowly.  He timed each volley so as not to be hit by any more 
arrows.  The blade was almost in his grasp, as the room grew quiet.  Aras 
slowly reached his hand toward the sword one more time and was pleasantly 
surprised to feel the sword’s hilt slide into his hand.

“I am coming down Aras and I hope to find you waiting.  I yearn to kill 
you in full resistance!”  Morcant threatened as he glared into the darkness
below.

“Patiun and Faesin guide my hand and protect me,” Aras prayed as he 
pushed the sword deep into crack at the base of the wall.  He pushed as far as 
he could and hoped no one would see it until it was needed again.  The now 
familiar tug pulled at his consciousness as the sword slid into place, 
completely hidden from view.  Aras rolled over and waited.  Morcant would 
descend into the cavern soon and it would all be over.  A strange calm passed 
over him as he let the darkness consume him.

 

 

Landolin held his breath as they crept toward the encampment.  
Although there were signs of life, nothing moved within it.  He motioned for 
his men to surround the camp.  He only hoped they were approaching the 
camp as cautiously as he was.  Landolin mentally went over the details of 
Aras’s last report.  According to it, Aras and his men used this place as a base 
of operations while Aras explored the nearby caves.

Landolin looked over the deserted camp again, something was wrong.  
His gut roiled with anticipation as his senses screamed danger.  He waited 
silently for his men to make their way to the outer edge of the camp.  He did 
not like this feeling, but there was nothing he could do about it.

He slowly drew a black arrow from the small quiver tied to his right
thigh. After a few terse moments, he nocked the arrow and gauged the 
distance to the small bucket in the center of the camp. The sunlight gleamed 
off the sharp magnesium tip as he loosed it.  He held his breath for a few 
moments as he waited for the arrow to hit its mark.  

Suddenly the bucket exploded in flames as the arrow hit it.  Landolin 



instantly sprang to his feet as he pulled a regular arrow from the quiver on 
his back.  He was pleased to see his men react the same as he did.  In a matter 
of moments, the camp was secured.

“Report,” Landolin’s voice was scarcely louder than a whisper, but it
was easily heard throughout the encampment.

“There is a body in the tent at the far end of camp and another two in
the tent to your right,” his guard replied dutifully.

“Then the total count is six,” another guard replied as he motioned to
another three tents.

“Are all of them ours?”  Landolin already knew the answer before he
asked and grim resignation overshadowed any hope that he may have held.

“Aye,” his guards replied in unison.

“What killed them?”  Landolin asked as he moved to the first tent so he
could see the body for himself.

“They were mauled.” One of the guards replied coldly.

Landolin motioned to his guard to keep the tent secured as he entered 
the tent.  The body was mangled and laid as if some creature casually tossed 
it aside.  Whatever killed his men was not interested in them as food.  “They 
were murdered in their sleep.”  Landolin said as he exited the tent.

“Where is the sentry?” Another guard asked in response.

“Which tent had two bodies?” Landolin asked as he studied the silent
camp again.

“Over here,” the guard that had reported initially replied as he made his
way over to it swiftly.

Landolin carefully entered the tent his guard had indicated.  He moved 
through the tent slowly, careful not to disturb anything.  He scanned both 
blood soaked cots and scowled.  “I found the sentry.”  Landolin said coolly.  
“We need to find Aras…now!” 

 



 

“Ready the ropes,” Morcant instructed to his animalistic minions.  He 
felt a twinge of pride take hold as he saw them jump to his orders.

“The ropes are ready,” the hyena-like beast spoke as he bowed deeply.  
The sound of awe in his voice was unmistakable and it irritated Morcant.

“Good.”  Morcant growled as he stalked away from the groveling 
creature.  “It is a mistake to worship me.”  Contempt laced his every word.  
“Lotevilar is the only being you should worship!”  Before his minions could 
react, Morcant caught the pathetic creature by its throat and lifted it above 
him.  “She is a jealous goddess and refuses to share Her place with anyone.” 
Morcant stepped precariously close to the hole that Aras had dove through.  
“Do I make myself clear?”  He scanned his minions’ faces to ensure they 
understood the gravity of his words.  Once he was sure of their complete 
attention he carelessly released his grasp of the beast’s throat and watched it 
plummet into the awaiting blackness.  The beast howled in fear as it fell and
Morcant reveled in its cries as it plummeted towards his prey in the utter 
darkness.  A satisfying thump resonated up to them as the beast’s body was 
impaled on a stalagmite.  Morcant’s tongue flicked across his wolf-like teeth
as he faced his remaining minions, “now I want the rest of you to descend
into that pit and make sure Aras is still alive.”

The mouth of the cave was a few hundred yards away and the elves
covered the distance in a matter of moments. They darted across the lush
landscape as if they were shadows. Their senses tingled as they strained to
detect any threat as they all but sprinted to the entrance.

Landolin motioned to his personal guard to stay alert as they entered 
the cavern.  He would take no chances this time.  Already six of his seasoned 
soldiers were found dead and there was no sign of what killed them.

The five of them fanned out as they allowed the darkness to envelop 
them, their keen elven eyes instantly dilated to allow greater visibility than 
normal.  Each of them moved in unison along a deliberate course to hold 
their v-shaped formation as they explored the main opening.  It was paved 
and much cooler than what they had been used to.  Landolin moved closer to 
one of the walls and noticed how smoothly the paving stones fit together to 



form the slope of the wall.  He reached out, touched the smooth granite, and 
marveled at the artistry needed to carve a stone of this size.  The last time he 
had witnessed construction like this was in the dwarven city of Rock Helm
and even then, it had amazed him.

“Over here,” the statement was more of a whisper carried on the 
breeze than it was spoken.  Landolin turned and saw where the guard had 
pointed.  “The passage branches off here.  I think Aras and the others fled this 
way from their pursuers.”

“Why do you say that?”  Landolin replied as he made his way over to
his sentry silently.

“One of the creatures that pursued them died while trying to get at 
them.”  The elf replied matter-of-factly.  He waited until Landolin was closer
before he rolled the corpse onto its side.

Thickly matted hair covered the creatures exposed arms and chest.  Its 
build lent itself more to that of an animal than it did a man of any kind. 
Landolin delicately traced the broken arrow shaft that had buried itself in the 
creature’s throat.   It was elven.  He looked at the helm that covered the 
beast’s features and signaled to his men that he was going to remove it.  
“Let’s see the face of our enemy, shall we?”  

Landolin carefully reached down to touch the side of the rugged 
looking helmet.  As he did so, his men set up a hasty defensive perimeter to 
ensure that there were no more unplanned surprises.  Landolin carefully 
unfastened the beast’s chinstrap and slowly tugged the helmet off of the 
hyena-like face that lay beneath it.  His closest guards gaped at the beast in 
awe and fear as a thin wisp of smoke appeared from the top of the furry 
forehead.  Within moments, flames were visibly licking across the things 
features.

“What’s happening?”  Landolin shouted as he dropped the helmet and 
attempted to smother the flames with his gauntleted hands in vain.  

The helmet hit the ground with a dull thud and rolled slowly towards 
the feet of the beast. As the helmet rolled across the floor, a trail of clear 
smoldering liquid followed in its wake.  Almost instantly small plumes of 
flames sprung up along the flagstones where the trail of liquid had been.  



The guard at the tail end noticed the trail of flames and sprang into 
action.  He covered the distance between himself and Landolin in a few 
steady strides.  He tucked his shoulder and braced himself as he hit Landolin’s
side with enough force to send both men sprawling across the floor.  He felt 
his full weight as it impacted the wall through his right shoulder and 
screamed, “Get down!”

He heard the rest of the guards as they threw themselves to the ground 
in unison, almost as if planned.  Thankfully, their training had taught them to 
react to any command shouted by their compatriots for just this reason.  The 
guard looked down at Landolin’s face and instantly hated himself for causing 
the contorted look of rage that consumed it.  He held his general tightly as he 
felt the shockwave hit them.  The initial blast was followed closely by a 
second wave comprised mostly of blood and gore as the beast exploded.

“How did you know?”  Landolin asked shakily after his guard released
him.

“During the war, my family was killed by a nassarid hunting party.”  
The soldier recounted emotionlessly.  “When I was finally able to catch the 
first of them I ripped its helm off before killing it.  It exploded into a ball of 
fire before I could cut its head off for the crimes it committed.”  He locked 
his gaze with Landolin as he continued, “When I saw the flames on the floor I 
had to act.  It’s odd that this one had flames first, but I’m glad for it.”

Landolin looked at his soldier approvingly as he stated, “very well.  We 
shall proceed with more caution.  I want you in the lead with me.  It seems 
you have more experience with these nassarid than I.”  Landolin grasped his 
soldier’s arm as he said this and turned to look over what was left of the 
creature.  ‘I wonder who Aras has angered to get a nassarid hunting party sent
after him,’ Landolin’s thoughts raced as he looked over the grizzly remains.  
Memories of his own encounter with a nassarid played before his mind’s eye 
unbidden.  ‘If these nassarid are anything like Skara, then I fear for Aras and 
my men.’  He thought as he quickly banished the memories. 

 

 

Morcant watched as the last of his followers slipped into the darkness 



and down the ropes.  He could barely contain his excitement.  ‘Soon Aras, you
will be mine.’  Morcant thought anxiously as he looped his own rope through
the metal ring his minions had fastened to the wall.

He stared at the ring absently as he tied his rope tightly to it.  “They 
must be at the bottom already,” Morcant muttered as he saw the ring fall
slackly.

“NO…THEY ARE NOT ”  The voice whispered from the darkness behind him.  
“They are dead.”  The finality in the tone sent chills down Morcant’s spine.

Morcant spun to face the darkness as he crouched in anticipation of a 
blow that never arrived.  “Who are you?”  Morcant growled.

“YOU KNOW WHO I AM ” The reply was almost instant and its tone held an air
of menace that Morcant usually gave to others.  “I am the reason your 
minions burst into flame when they are killed.”  

“Shadow walker,” Morcant snarled.

“YES, COME INTO MY REALM…IF YOU DARE ”  The shadow walker’s tone mocked
Morcant as he stared into the darkness angrily.

“This doesn’t concern you!”  Morcant snarled at the darkness like the
wolf he was.

“IT DOES. I HAVE ONE MESSAGE FOR YOU. LEAVE ARAS ALONE OR FACE MY WRATH ”  

“I’m not afraid of you.”  Morcant lied.

“YOU ARE ” The shadow walker all but laughed as he said this. “BUT THAT IS
OF NO MATTER. THEY COME. YOU ARE TOO LATE.”  

“Who?”  Morcant took a deep breath and filled his nose with all of the 
surrounding scents.  “Damn you shadow walker!”  Morcant exclaimed as he 
caught the scent of elven armor heading toward him.  The shadow walker’s 
laugh pursued Morcant as he deftly severed his rope and bolted down the
corridor.

 

 



Aras lay silent and still in the darkness for hours trying to stifle the pain
that wracked his body from his wounds. His head swam and he was certain
that every passing moment would be his last. The scraping sound of metal
against stone confirmed his worst fears and forced a chill down his spine
painfully. He was going to die; he just hoped it would be swift. More time
slipped away as the sounds of steel shod boots hovered ever closer to his
soon to be corpse. Aras closed his eyes and mouthed a prayer silently.

“YOU ARE SAFE, ARAS ” the voice was less than a whisper and seemed to
emanate the darkness all around him.

“Who are you?” Aras asked as he peered into the darkness that
surrounded him. The voice seemed hauntingly familiar to his pain wracked
brain.

“He’s over here!” The reply that echoed from a hallway somewhere to
his left forced Aras into renewed silence.

“A FRIEND…ONE THAT YOU HELPED IN THE PAST AND NOW RETURNS THE FAVOR ” the voice
replied again softer than it had been. “WE ARE NOW EVEN ”

“What of Morcant and his troops?” Aras asked as the sounds of metal
on stone erupted into the cavern in which he lay.

“Morcant fled and there is no sign of his nassarid.” The melodic reply
came from the mouth of the cavern to Aras’ left causing him to start again.

“Who’s there?” Aras’s voice cracked as he tried to develop an air of
authority and failed.

“Landolin, and as you know, the commander of the elven royal guard
and general of the elven war contingent lent to Hornshir,” the melodic voice
replied succinctly. “Alequa summoned us to your aid, Aras.  I am just glad we 
made it here before Morcant had a chance to finish you.”

“As am I,” Aras responded. “Any chance I can get a hand up, or are you
and I all that are here?”

“Bring a torch and a few hands.” Landolin ordered to his guard in
response to Aras’ subtle hint.

 



 

Elven arrows clattered past Morcant’s ear as he darted down a side 
tunnel.  His steel shod paws sprayed sparks as he slid across the flagstones 
and into a wall.  Instinctively he pushed off and continued his mad flight 
through the cavernous tunnels.

Another volley of arrows clattered against the walls around him as he 
changed his path again and dove into the awaiting darkness of another tunnel.  
He cursed under his breath as he yanked a few arrows out of his cloak. 
Morcant frantically searched the cistern he was forced into for any means of
escape.

‘There’s my exit,’ he thought to himself as he threw himself at another 
wall and deftly scurried up it toward the faint glint of light emanating from 
the ceiling.  Morcant had just barely gasped a handhold on the ceiling as the
sounds of Landolin’s guards forced him to freeze precariously.

An eternity seemed to pass as he waited for them to leave. Only the
briefest whispered noises from their armor allowed him to realize that they
had not left. He clung impossibly stuck halfway between the wall and the
ceiling tenuously as the elven sentries searched below him.

The elves searched meticulously in complete silence only occasionally
trading glances to relay their findings. Almost spontaneously, the elves left
and continued their search further down the tunnel.

Morcant forced himself to wait a few more moments before he allowed 
himself to let down his guard enough to continue his ascent.  He forced 
himself to focus only on getting out of the cavern, instead of allowing his 
mind to dwell on new plans to get Aras and his accursed sword.  Several 
hours passed as Morcant squeezed his way through the precarious cracks that 
promised freedom.  After several agonizing hours, he finally clawed his way 
to the surface and took his first breath free from the dirt and stale air of the 
caverns.

“THINK YOU ARE SAFE?  THINK AGAIN ”  The voice was a ragged whisper that 
seemed to fill the air around Morcant.

Morcant spun around and desperately searched his surroundings as he 



turned in place slowly.  “Where are you shadow walker?”  He growled as the 
question slipped passed his barred teeth.

A whispered laugh filled the air all around Morcant as he replied, “I AM

EVERYWHERE ”  

“That isn’t true and we both know it.  Save your parlor tricks for the 
weak and show yourself!”  Agitated, Morcant stopped circling as he scanned
the open clearing all around him for some clue of the shadow walker’s
location.

With a deft flick of his wrist, the shadow walker cut the medallion free
from Morcant’s neck as he materialized behind him.  “IS THIS PROOF ENOUGH?”  He
asked as he swiftly brought his dagger back around to Morcant’s neck and
nestled its tip against the beast’s jugular.

“Aye,” Morcant grunted.

“GOOD ” the shadow walker replied, “NOW LISTEN CLOSELY. I DON’T WANT TO KILL,

NOT YET, THAT IS UNLESS YOU FORCE MY HANd ”  

“What do you want then?”  Morcant all but spat as he voiced his
thoughts.

“LEAVE ARAS ALONE ” the shadow walker stated bluntly. “IT WOULD ALSO BE WISE

IF YOU LEFT THIS PLACE AND RETURN TO YOUR MISTRESS ”  He waited for Morcant to 
respond.  “NOD ONCE IF YOU AGREE TO THESE TERMS.”  

“And if I don’t,” Morcant snarled.

“I KILL YOU NOW AND SEND MY REGRETS TO YOUR MISTRESS ”  He waited as Morcant 
contemplated his response.  “WELL?” The impatience in his voice was 
unmistakable.  Morcant obliged the shadow walker’s raising impatience by
nodding.

 

Alequa leaned forward and placed her hand on her husband’s chest as 
she closed her eyes.  To her dismay, nothing happened.  A look of fear and 
confusion creased her lovely face.



Aras smiled up at her with a knowing smile as he took in her beautiful 
features.  The light from the torches danced through her golden hair and 
forced him to remember the day he first laid eyes on her.  She had seemed as 
much an angel to him then as she did now.  

“My love,” Aras sighed, “I am past even Tayant’s skillful aid.”  A tear 
crept into the corner of his eye as he said this.  “My end approaches faster 
than we thought.  Have we summoned the boy?”

“But there may be something my order can do for you…” Alequa
interrupted, but was immediately cut off by a cough that racked Aras's frail
frame.

A sad look filled his grey eyes unbidden as he responded once he was 
able to, “we both know I won’t survive the trip to your temple in Strait.” The 
tenor of his voice echoed and resonated against the walls of the tunnel in a 
way that eased her fears.  “Perhaps if Saril, or one of his students, were here
it would be different. I fear I am past the confines and tenets of magic. My
body can’t take the stress of it any longer.” More blood flecked his lips as he
stated this. It was the finality in his voice that ended any further discussion
about his fate.

“Let us at least get you back to our camp,” Landolin interjected as he 
rejoined the couple.  “Once we get you safe, we can see about finding where 
we are with the boy you spoke of.”  Landolin added trying to change the
topic.

“Agreed,” Aras and Alequa responded in unison.  “But I have a favor to 
ask.  Please send someone to my manor in Hornshir, I need to have a letter
delivered to an old friend and there is an artifact in my study that will allow
me to do that.”

“I will do it,” One of Landolin’s guards responded.  Her soft voice 
almost betrayed her emotions.

“Very well Haradine, but be quick.”  Landolin replied as the motioned 
for his men to assist Aras in rising to feet again.  

Aras watched as Haradine walked off and said a silent prayer for his
daughter as she set out to do his bidding.
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