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Daelin had lived his life as the son of a fisherman in the city of Eltsport.  His real 
parents were unknown, having left him in a basket on the docks with nothing to identify 
him other than a ring.  He had never before tasted adventure or excitement, or seen real 
magic at work.  But when the famous heroes arrive in town, all that changes.  Daelin 
departs with them on a perilous journey to discover his own mysterious past, and gain 
powers the likes of which he had never before dreamed. 

Wizards and warlocks, elves and dragons; all of these will cross Daelin’s path, as 
he becomes… 
 
…the Heir to Heroes. 
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Prelude: The Wizard’s Vision 
 The king looked dispassionately down on his chief wizard, bowing at his feet in 
crumpled purple robes. He let the snake around his shoulders entwine about his raised 
arm, and he stroked its smooth scales. “Speak,” he said. 
 “Your majesty,” began the wizard, “my auguries have unveiled some unsettling 
predilections… a vision of a young individual who may cause you concern.” 
 “My brother?” the king sneered, scratching his blond beard. “He doesn’t worry 
me in the least. There is nothing he can do.” 
 The purple cowl waved back and forth. “I’m afraid not, your highness.” The 
wizard waved a scrawny hand, and an image appeared in the air; an image of a boy, 
perhaps fifteen, with brown hair and blue eyes, a cloak of glimmering leather on his 
shoulders. The king noticed a family resemblance at once. 
 “Could it be?” he said, his eyes narrowing, his mind not wanting to believe what 
he was seeing. He knew the child existed, but his whereabouts had long been unknown. 
“Is he returning home?” 
 The wizard bowed. “Once we learn if he is who we believe, I vow to see that he 
does not, my lord.” 
 The king sat back in his throne and resumed stroking the serpent. The wizard had 
never failed him. “Excellent. I leave the matter in your capable hands.” 
 With another bow and a flourish, the wizard vanished.
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Prologue: Daelin Anduril 
 
 It was a strange place for a ring to be, hidden in the folds of the baby’s blanket.  
In fact, the whole situation was strange to Jorn.  He hadn’t noticed the bawling infant a 
moment before, but there it was, right in his arms.  It was almost as if it appeared out of 
thin air.  One moment Jorn had been looking out across the docks, over the eastern 
expanse of Ocean.  He looked away to return to his task of repairing a net, and the crying 
started.  He looked back, and there, not five feet from him, sat a basket, within which lay 
a baby, not more than a week old, wrapped in a blanket. 
 Jorn picked up the baby to look it over, trying to figure out how it got there, and 
to whom it belonged.  Its sex wasn’t clear at first.  As he lifted the child in his arms, the 
ring fell from its place of concealment, bouncing off the wooden planks of the docks with 
a loud ringing.  Jorn nearly dropped the child as he lunged for the ring, snatching it up 
before it could roll between the planks and fall into the water. 
 He gently returned the child to its basket, and examined the ring more closely.  It 
was gold, that much he was certain, and from the looks of it fairly valuable. On the signet 
was an enameled shield, one half red and the other blue, upon which dueled a lion and an 
eagle.  There were other intricate carvings that Jorn’s eyes couldn’t make out.  He held 
the ring up to the morning suns to get a better look at it, and something else caught his 
eye. 
 On the inside of the band was an inscription.  It took Jorn’s untrained eye a 
moment to decipher the writing.  There were two words, each upside down as compared 
to the other.  The first word he could read, right side up to him, read “Daelin”.  
Shrugging, Jorn turned the ring over to read the other word.  After a moment of spelling 
it out, he deciphered it.  “Anduril,” it read. 
 He looked down at the baby, who still bawled loudly.  “Well, then,” he remarked 
aloud.  “Is that what we’re to call you?  Daelin Anduril?” 
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Chapter 1: The Heroes 
 
 Daelin had never known his real parents, but Jorn the fisherman and his wife, 
Marlea, had been as real as any parents could have.  They had raised him since he was 
only a week or two old, and loved him as their own son.  All he knew of his parents was 
the ring he now wore.  No one had ever been able to identify it, although he certainly 
never had the resources to have it researched. 

He had spent most of his sixteen short years in Eltsport helping Jorn in his fishing 
trade, usually doing little more than carrying crates or repairing nets and bent hooks.  
When he could, he helped other dockhands as well, loading ships bound for exciting 
lands beyond Eltsport.  On occasion, he even got paid for his efforts. 
 He had picked up a few other skills as well.  He liked to think of himself as a 
decent swordsman, having trained with the old sword he had been given as payment for 
guiding a nobleman and his wife from Witara around the city a few years back.  He cared 
for the blade meticulously, keeping its slightly curved steel edge sharp and gleaming, and 
made it a matter of personal pride to wear it whenever the opportunity presented itself.  
He didn’t know how important the noble had been, but he just felt distinguished with the 
sword.  Thus, he had taken every opportunity he could get to better his skill. 
 He also enjoyed drawing, although his subjects were not always very interesting.  
His collection, scrawled on discarded posters or fish wrappings, consisted mostly of fish, 
with a few ships and sailors thrown in for good measure.  On occasion, he would have 
time to journey away from the docks and sketch other subjects, like trees or interesting 
buildings, but those occasions were few and far between.  Besides, paper and drawing 
lead were not cheap or easy to come by. 
 So, Daelin spent most of his time working the docks at an early age.  He 
befriended many of the other workers, who were almost all much older than he.  When 
there was little work to be done on the docks, he would serve as a guide to visitors to the 
city.  Living near the docks made it easy for him to present himself to arriving travelers, 
particularly the wealthier-looking ones, and hire out his services.  Despite living at the 
docks on the eastern side of Eltsport, and the city’s considerable size, Daelin knew the 
city well. 
 However, he had never been outside of Eltsport.  Certainly he had heard stories, 
mostly from his clients as he led them around the city, but had never been on any 
adventures himself.  He had been happy enough where he was.  Still, there was a hunger 
in him, as in any young man pent up in a city for sixteen years, for adventure.  That was 
why he jumped at the chance when he heard The Heroes were in town, recruiting laborers 
for an excursion to a nearby ruin. 
 They were called The Heroes due to the many heroic adventures they had been 
on, although Daelin suspected the name was more due to publicity than actual heroics.  
He had heard stories of their exploits in far off lands, slaying dragons, saving kingdoms, 
and wielding powerful magic.  Their leader, a man by the name of Ervin, held company 
with monsters, it was said.  His party consisted of a most unusual assortment of creatures, 
of which he himself was supposedly the only human.   

Ervin was a mighty warrior, famed throughout the east as a war hero from the 
wars some fifteen years past, and honorary lord of half a dozen kingdoms and baronies.  
It was said he himself was over seven feet tall, and stronger than an ogre, swifter than a 
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cougar, and slyer than a fox.  Exaggeration, certainly.  Tales of the rest of his party varied 
widely, but the most reliable and consistent reports said there were five other members.   

One was a were-beast named Korrm, a huge feline man with a golden mane and 
six-inch claws, dressed in white robes.  He was said to be from a far off land to the south, 
where were-creatures were more common. 

The second strangest reputed member of the party was a savage lizardman by the 
name of F’Larr.  Gossip said nothing concrete of F’Larr, aside from that he was indeed a 
lizardman, from one of the uncivilized lizardman villages that supposedly worshipped 
dragons as their gods. 

Perhaps the most frightening member of the party was a dark elf woman named 
Izellia.  It wasn’t clear what her relationship with the others was, but her kind were all 
evil, or at the very least not to be trusted, and wielded great and terrible magic.  She was 
rumored to have been with Ervin longer than any of the others, and many wondered if 
there was some magic that kept her from betraying her companions for so long. 

In stark contrast to the Dark One, there was also in the party an elf, a woman 
named Kienneth.  It was rumored that she wore nothing but black, and could vanish into 
the shadows themselves.  Rumors spoke of her being an assassin, a grave robber, or even 
worse.  Daelin couldn’t think of anything much worse than an assassin, and was 
accordingly doubtful of the rumors. 

The final member of the group, and the most mysterious, was a warlock known as 
Zarenn.  Nothing was known of the man aside from the fact that he was a warlock.  Like 
all warlocks, he wore a black cloak, and rarely brought attention to himself, but had 
access to the most frightening of all magic, frightening simply because of its sheer power. 

Other dockworkers had brought the job to Daelin’s attention.  It was difficult to 
keep an event as exciting and unusual as a visit from the Heroes a secret, of course.  The 
central square of Eltsport flaunted a sizable job board, great walls of planks with a 
plethora of papers pinned to their surfaces.  The Heroes’ job had been one of the largest, 
and one of the best paying.  Nearly everyone in the city turned out for the job, which 
consisted of traveling with the Heroes to the old abandoned ruins a week’s travel to the 
west of the city, and loading up carts with the treasure said to be found in the vaults deep 
underground.  Pay was to be five gold coins, plus meals and shelter for the trip.  The 
poster advertised the need for between two and three dozen strong men, six carts, and 
enough beasts of burden to carry supplies.  Daelin suspected that the primary motivation 
for anyone interested in the job was not the pay, however; rather it was the chance to  
meet the Heroes in person. 

Daelin had never heard of any treasure in the ruins to the west.  He had heard 
travelers speak of ruins, saying they were haunted, cursed, or both.  Everyone knew they 
had stood for at least five hundred years, and there was even a rumor that the place had 
once belonged to a wizard.  Reliable stories said that monsters lived in the labyrinth of 
tunnels beneath the crumbling old castle, and few adventurers had ever bothered to 
investigate. 

The morning that the Heroes were to arrive, Daelin lined up at the docks with 
everyone else.  Well over a hundred men had turned out, and Daelin suspected that Ervin 
and the others would have to cull the group somehow.  Looking around, Daelin didn’t 
think he had much of a chance of being chosen, comparing himself to the others.  Most 
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were large, strong men, men who had worked the docks, smithies, or merchant houses for 
many years.   

He himself was fairly small, not fully grown yet.  He was a little stronger than the 
average boy his age, but not by much.  He didn’t stand out physically in any way.  He had 
short brown hair, blue eyes, and wore a plain blue tunic.  Of course, he wore his sword, 
just to look more impressive, but he didn’t think it helped.  His presence would be lost 
amidst this sea of towering, bulky men.  To maintain some sort of comfort, Daelin stayed 
close to his other dockhand friends, and waited nervously for the ship to arrive. 

The galleon pulled into the docks shortly after nine in the morning.  Daelin 
struggled to see around the others, to catch a glimpse of the Heroes.  It took a few 
minutes for the ship to settle itself on the pier, and then the gangplank was lowered.  
Daelin still couldn’t see anything, despite the excited muttering around him.  “There they 
are!” “Can you see Ervin?” “I see someone green!” 

Sailors onboard began unloading crates, scurrying about the deck and docks.  
Daelin managed to wriggle his way to the front of the group of men, in time to see two 
men descending the gangplank toward him.  On the right was a middle-aged man of 
average height, but considerably bulky build.  The man’s muscles, although mostly 
concealed by the dull blue armor he wore, still dwarfed those of most of the dockhands.  
His dirty blond hair was tussled and somewhat unkempt, and he had a short, well-
trimmed beard.  His deep blue eyes scanned the crowd as he talked with the other man.  
Just below his left eye, a horizontal scar ran along his cheek.  This, Daelin decided, had 
to be Ervin.  He wasn’t as tall as the stories said, but he certainly looked strong. 

The man beside him was rather nondescript, cloaked in black.  When the light did 
catch his face well enough to make it out, Daelin saw a pale, clean-shaven face framed by 
limp, shoulder-length black hair.  The man’s eyes were sunken, and he looked very tired 
and wisened, although he still looked to be in his mid to late thirties.  His eyes seemed 
unusually alert, though, and darted about the crowd, almost glistening with their own 
light.  This man had to be the warlock, Zarenn. 

The two stopped at the docks, before the crowd.  Ervin raised a hand to call for 
silence among the chattering hopefuls, and it took a minute or two for the silence to 
spread through their ranks.  Daelin, of course, had been silent the entire time, mostly out 
of awe. 

Ervin smiled.  “Greetings, people of Eltsport! I never expected such a welcoming 
committee!”  This was greeted by laughter and brief chattering from the crowd.  After a 
moment, the warrior continued, “It looks like we’re going to have to come up with some 
way of deciding who will accompany us, assuming you’re all here for the job.” 

Again, the crowd muttered and shuffled about.  Daelin still watched the two men, 
and occasionally looked back to the ship.  Standing on the deck, paying no attention at all 
to the crowd, was an elven woman with blond hair, dressed completely in black, ordering 
men on the boat around.  He noticed that her outfit seemed composed almost entirely of 
belts and buckles, with a loose-fitting black shirt beneath them.  She wore black gloves, 
and an assortment of pouches all over.  Daelin estimated that dressing herself probably 
took at least an hour.  It didn’t seem like an efficient ensemble. 

Daelin looked back to the two men before him, and caught the warlock’s eye.  
Those unusually intense eyes were penetrating, looking directly at his own.  Daelin found 
himself looking away nervously.  He had heard of warlock magic, heard that warlocks 
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didn’t even need to speak incantations, and there was something dreadfully unnatural 
about the man’s gaze.  Daelin wanted to avoid eye contact; sure, the Heroes were reputed 
to be good, but how much was known about this warlock?  He didn’t feel right to Daelin.  
He wanted to avoid becoming enchanted by some dark magic. 

Daelin hadn’t been paying attention to what Ervin was saying, something about 
testing each man’s strength and endurance, and seeing who needed the money most.  
Daelin was fairly certain that he wouldn’t make the cut in any case.  He had his parents to 
support him, and wasn’t nearly as strong as the others. 

The warlock nudged Ervin with his elbow, and jerked his head in Daelin’s 
direction.  The man looked over at him, a quizzical look on his face.  The two whispered 
between them for a moment, and Ervin again raised his hand.  “Would those capable of 
driving a cart gather to my left, please!  Those who can lift over two hundred pounds, to 
my right!”  The men began to shuffle about, segregating themselves as instructed.  
Daelin, unfortunately, didn’t meet either requirement, so he remained standing where he 
was. 

That was, perhaps, fortunate, since it gave him a clear view of the ship.  The men 
around him parted, and ceased their pushing and shoving, so Daelin could now easily see 
another group of people coming down the gangplank, between groups of sailors. 

In the lead was a dark-skinned, silver-haired elven woman, with attractive 
features.  All elves looked the same age to Daelin, around twenty, although he was sure 
she was older than that.  Weren’t elves immortal?  She didn’t look threatening.  Daelin 
had seen Dark Ones before, and usually steered clear of them.  They always wore scowls 
on their faces, and armed themselves well, traveling in groups.  Something about this 
woman was different, though.  She was beautiful, not uncommon for an elf, but looked 
about her with interest, not scorn.   

She wore her hair pulled back, revealing a gem-set tiara on her forehead, the 
diamond sparkling in stark contrast to her sapphire blue eyes.  She wore a simple white 
tunic and skirt, over which hung a leather vest and a white cape, lined with purple.  She 
walked with a grace befitting light elves, not her own kind.  

Behind Izellia walked an unusual pair.  Korrm, the were-lion, towered over her, 
standing at least six and a half feet tall, possibly more.  He looked quite impressive, his 
golden mane framing his leonine face and falling to his shoulders.  He wore robes of 
white, emblazoned with a blue circle surrounding a black paw print.  Daelin didn’t 
recognize the symbol, but figured it had something to do with beasts.  Daelin couldn’t see 
his claws, since the sleeves of his robes came to well below his fingertips, but even had 
they been visible, Daelin felt he would not have feared this creature.  There was a strange 
gentleness about him, a calm power. 

Beside Korrm walked F’Larr, looking much like a typical lizardman.  He had dull 
greenish-brown scales and glistening, slit-pupil golden eyes.  His dark green tongue 
flicked out, tasting the air as he walked.  Running down the back of his neck were spiky 
frills, many adorned with beads.  He wore no clothing aside from a tattered fur loincloth 
and a necklace of bones.  In his right hand he carried a long spear, which looked to be 
made of solid iron.  The blood groove in its tip glowed bluish-white.  Strapped to the 
spear for carrying was a small metal buckler, which looked oddly out of place.  Behind 
him swung his alligator-like tail, keeping him balanced on his muscular, back-bent legs. 
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The three newcomers stopped beside the other two.  Izellia and Korrm spoke with 
Ervin, while F’Larr and Zarenn both remained silent.  Daelin thought he saw Ervin 
gesture in his direction, but dismissed it as wishful thinking. 

Eventually, the small group around Daelin dwindled in size to half a dozen or 
less.  Many who had not joined either group had left altogether, knowing they would be 
of no use.  Daelin held more optimism, though.  Maybe they had a use for him.  Unlike 
most of the other men, he knew how to use a sword.  Perhaps the Heroes might need a 
guide through the city, or extra help in defending the caravan.  Daelin looked the Heroes 
over once again and dismissed that thought.  They could surely handle any threat that 
came their way, and any bandits foolish enough to attack them.  They had slain dragons, 
fought in wars, dueled with wizards, and traveled to the farthest reaches of known 
existence.  They would have no use for him. 

He sighed, and was just turning to leave, when a voice stopped him.  “Excuse 
me,” the man said, his voice commanding yet not altogether very deep.   

Daelin turned back, looking up at the speaker.  Before him stood Zarenn, the 
warlock.  The man looked down at him, his hood now pulled back, and smiled.  Daelin 
almost fell backwards, but managed to retain his composure.  “Um… y… yes?”  he 
stammered. 

Zarenn held out a hand.  “My name is Zarenn, although I’m sure you’ve heard of 
me.” 

Daelin reluctantly took the man’s hand and shook it, surprised at how normal and 
human it felt.  “Yes, sir,” he replied. 

“Good things, too, I hope,” the man went on. 
Daelin nodded.  “Yes, sir.  Very good things.”  In truth, he hadn’t heard any good 

things about Zarenn specifically, just of his group in general.  If anything, the stories he 
had heard of Zarenn were less than admirable.  He was, after all, a warlock. 

“And what might your name be?” 
Daelin suddenly realized his rudeness, and replied nervously, “D- Daelin.  Daelin 

Anduril.” 
The warlock raised an eyebrow at this, and muttered, “Really…” 
Daelin studied the man’s expression curiously.  That was a reaction he had never 

received before.  What did it mean? 
“You had been hoping to join our excursion?” Zarenn asked, cutting Daelin’s 

thought short. 
Again, Daelin nodded.  “Yes.  But I guess I’m kind of useless, aren’t I?” 
The warlock smiled again.  “No one is useless here, Daelin.  We’ll probably take 

along a larger group than we anticipated.  It can’t hurt, and besides, it will make 
everyone’s job easier, if there are more people to help with the work.” 

Daelin nodded, not sure of what to say. 
“So tell me, Daelin, what sort of skills do you have?”  Zarenn folded his arms 

across his chest, waiting for Daelin’s response. 
“Well,” Daelin began, “I can use a sword.  I know the city, and…” he trailed off, 

realizing just how limited his knowledge was.  “I can read, and I like to draw.” 
Zarenn nodded.  “Well, I’m sure we can find a use for you, if you’d still like to 

join us.” 
Daelin couldn’t believe his ears.  He was still going to go with them!   
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“I’d love to!” he exclaimed jubilantly. 
Zarenn smiled again.  It was a weak smile, but sincere nonetheless.  “Excellent,” 

he replied with a nod.  “We leave at noon today, from the western gate.” 
Daelin nodded, a broad smile on his face.  “I’ll be there, sir.”  As Zarenn turned to 

rejoin his companions, Daelin added, “Thank you, sir.” 
Looking back over his shoulder, Zarenn nodded and replied, “My pleasure, 

Daelin.  See you at the gate at noon.” 
Daelin turned and ran for home, too excited to even notice his surroundings.  He 

didn’t even realize, until he was standing in his parents’ doorway, that Zarenn had 
completely ignored the others who had stayed in the center group.  Why had he been 
singled out?  Why had Zarenn pointed him out to Ervin?  It didn’t make any sense.  But 
then, Daelin was never one to question gifts. 

Jorn was out in the sea fishing, but Marlea was excited for him, and wished him 
luck.  Daelin quickly packed up all he thought he would need until he got back: a gray 
wool cloak, blanket, knife, tinderbox, and of course his drawing lead and stack of paper.  
He expected that he would have plenty to sketch, if they were visiting ancient ruins. 

It was still an hour before noon when Daelin had finished his packing.  He ran 
out, kissing his mother goodbye, and headed for the center of the city.  He expected it 
would take about half an hour to get there on foot. 

When he arrived at the city square, there was a crowd of at least thirty men 
waiting, along with four carts and a score of horses.  Each cart was drawn by two horses, 
and the others were laden with supplies and sacks.  Daelin recognized two of his friends 
from the docks, Berik and Kentel.  He joined them, to wait for the Heroes to arrive.  They 
discussed the stories of their destination, Berik saying that he had heard of an expedition 
that had set out for the ruins three years earlier and never returned.  Kentel insisted the 
place was cursed, but trusted the Heroes to keep them all safe. 

Daelin found himself only half listening to the discussion, too busy thinking about 
why he had been included on this trip.  Why had the warlock singled him out?  He wasn’t 
nearly as suited to this sort of work as the other men here. 

His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the Heroes.  Each was riding a 
white horse except for F’Larr who sat astride a huge lizard.  At first glance, Daelin 
thought it might be a dragon, but after closer inspection he found it looked nothing like 
the pictures he had seen of such creatures.  Its neck was shorter, its features rounder, and 
it lacked a dragon’s wings. 

Ervin nodded to the men in the square, and gestured to the west.  “Let’s get 
moving, men,” he instructed in a commanding tone.  Obediently, the men obliged, and 
the caravan was off.  Those not driving carts were riding as passengers, something that 
would probably not be possible on the return trip. 

Within forty-five minutes, the troupe had reached the edge of the city, and began 
to follow the road through the sparse forest.  As they traveled, Ervin explained precisely 
what their mission was to be. 

“The ruins we’re heading for did indeed once belong to a wizard, but he hasn’t 
been heard of in five hundred years.  We visited the ruins last year, and discovered the 
treasure there.  But, as we said in our advertisement, there is far too much for us to carry 
ourselves.  Unfortunately, there are still quite a few monsters living in the ruins, but they 
shouldn’t be any trouble for us. 
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“So, our plan is to set up camp outside the keep’s ruin, and then the six of us will 
go in and root out the monsters.  When the ruins are safe, we’ll have you men begin 
loading the treasure into the carts.  I imagine that the whole ordeal will probably take 
three or four days, once we get there.” 

Daelin heard a remark from one of the other men in his cart, “That’s a lot of 
treasure!” 

Apparently, Ervin overheard the comment, and replied, “Yes, it is a lot of 
treasure.  The keep’s previous occupant was quite the collector.  It’s mostly gold, of 
course.” 

Kienneth, the elf in black, snorted and remarked, “I’ve seen dragons with smaller 
hoards.” 

This comment had a silencing effect on the men in the carts.  They had all 
suspected that the Heroes had encountered dragons, but having it confirmed seemed to 
put them all in a state of awe. 
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Chapter 2: The Cloak in the Dungeon 
 

The rest of the weeklong trip passed uneventfully.  The forest thickened, and 
eventually the land sloped up to a plateau, and the trees gave way to a vast estate.  At the 
nearest end of the estate was a mansion made of sturdy stone, its windows all broken.  
The stone was weathered as if it had stood on the spot for several centuries, and covered 
in moss, ivy, and other clinging growths.  The places where the roof still clung sagged 
precariously, and the windows that still held stained glass were caked with ages of grime 
and dust.  The house was large enough to be a king’s castle, and topped by a single tower 
that extended two stories above the roof.  Beyond the structure stretched out overgrown 
gardens, and what looked like an enormous hedge maze that had not been pruned in 
centuries.  It was clear that no one had inhabited the place in hundreds of years. 

The group stopped just inside the estate’s wall, whose gate was nothing more than 
a rusted heap of twisted iron.  The men began to set up camp and, since there were only a 
few hours remaining before dark, Ervin and his companions decided to wait until the next 
day to begin their trek through the dungeons. 

By the time the camp was set up and dinner was prepared, the suns were down, 
and the moon’s enormous blue orb cast an eerie dim light on the forest.  It was too dark 
for Daelin to draw anything, so he amused himself by listening to the stories that Ervin 
told of his many adventures. 

As Daelin lay on his back, looking up at the moon and listening to tales of far-off 
lands, a shadow fell across him.  He looked over to see Zarenn looking down at him, with 
two other figures on either side.  One of the two towered over the warlock, and was 
topped by a pair of leonine ears. 

Daelin sat up so fast that he nearly blacked out.  Clearing his head, he looked up 
at them nervously.  He was on the edge of the camp, where a commotion might be less 
likely to be noticed by the others.  “Um… hello,” he said cautiously. 

Zarenn nodded.  The dark elf on his left smiled congenially, and said, “We didn’t 
mean to startle you.” 

Daelin shook his head.  “It’s alright,” he said.  “Um… what can I do for you?”  
He stood up, half expecting them to have some errand for him to run. 

The warlock gestured to his companions.  “I don’t believe you’ve been formally 
introduced,” he said.  “This is Izellia of Elsyre, and this is Korrm, priest of Bekhest.” 

The dark elf continued to smile, and nodded politely.  Korrm extended a hand, 
which was indeed tipped with sharp claws.  Daelin carefully shook the were-beast’s hand.  
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the cat said in a deep, soothing voice. 

The voice itself eased Daelin’s nerves.  He looked over to Izellia as she added, 
“Yes, it’s an honor.”  Her voice as well was very soothing, very elegant. 

“The pleasure is all mine,” Daelin replied politely.  “Really.  It’s an honor to be 
on this trip, let alone to meet you all.”  His palms were sweating nervously, and felt 
clammy and uncomfortable beneath his leather gloves. 

“So tell me,” Korrm said, kneeling before Daelin so that their eyes were at 
roughly the same level, “have you ever been to the west?” 

Caught completely off guard, Daelin didn’t reply immediately.  The question was 
totally unexpected.  After a moment, Daelin finally replied, “No, sir.  I’ve never been 
very far from Eltsport.” 
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“Are you sure?” Izellia asked. 
Daelin still had trouble getting over the initial shock of how nice these “monsters” 

all seemed.  The dark elf seemed so gentle and kind, not as harsh and treacherous as those 
he had heard of. 

“I’m pretty sure,” he replied with a nod.  “My parents, or rather my foster parents, 
never took me anywhere.  They couldn’t afford to travel.  And I was with them 
practically since I was born.” 

“But do you know who your real parents were?” the woman asked, her purple 
eyes searching his. 

“I have no idea,” Daelin replied, involuntarily avoiding her eyes.  “My father 
found me on the docks, along with a ring.” 

“A ring?”  Korrm said.  “Do you still have it?” 
“Of course,” Daelin replied.  He took a moment to remove the glove from his left 

hand, then slid the ring off his middle finger and held it up.  “It’s how they got my name.  
We just assume that’s what the inscription means.” 

Izellia took the ring in her fingers and looked it over with a scrutinizing eye, as 
Korrm examined it over her shoulder.  When done, she handed it to Zarenn, who handled 
it in turn and returned it to Daelin.  “Hm,” he said abruptly, an expression of deep thought 
on his pale face. 

Daelin looked questioningly back at the Heroes, waiting for them to say more, but 
they said nothing.  He put the ring back on, and slipped his glove back over it. 

“Well,” said Izellia after a moment, “I guess we’ll be going into the ruins again 
tomorrow.” 

Korrm nodded.  “Right.  I guess so.” 
Confused by the sudden change of subject, Daelin looked among the three 

Heroes.  They all turned and headed back toward the rest of the camp, saying nothing 
further to him.  Daelin watched them go, wondering as they went if they were still talking 
about tomorrow’s plans, or him.  As they disappeared into a large tent at the center of the 
camp, he lay back on his blanket, his cloak rolled up as a pillow beneath his head, and 
gazed back up at the moon.  Ervin’s stories still went on, but Daelin found it impossible 
to pay attention.  All he could think about was what the Heroes had said to him.  What 
lay to the west?  Did they know something about the ring? 

He also found it impossible to sleep. 
 
Eventually, Daelin did fall asleep, but awoke far too early for his tastes.  The day 

was sunny, and by the time he rose both suns were well along their way through the sky.  
The Heroes were just giving their final instructions to the hirelings, now all gathered in 
front of the large set of broken double doors leading into the massive building.  He joined 
the others, finding a good spot near Berik and Kentel, just in time to hear Ervin 
announce, “Remember, no one is to enter the ruins until we return!  It is far too 
dangerous, even if you think you can fight!  There are many monsters inside, especially 
in the deepest parts of the dungeons, and we may end up driving them closer to the 
entrance.  We will send for you when the monsters have been taken care of.  Any 
questions?” 
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There were a few mutterings, but no raised voices.  Satisfied that his instructions 
were understood, Ervin motioned for the others, and they all turned toward the dark 
interior of the mansion. 

“Oh, one last thing,” Korrm said, turning to once again face the crowd.  His voice 
was loud and clear, and he didn’t even need to shout to be heard.  “If we do not return, do 
not send anyone in after us!  Anything powerful enough to defeat us will not be stopped 
by anyone else!  If we have not returned by sundown tomorrow, all of you return to 
Eltsport.  On board our ship is someone who can give you your promised payment for 
your services.” 

As a few more mutterings erupted from the crowd, Korrm turned and rejoined his 
companions, disappearing into the gloom inside the keep. 

Berik looked to Kentel and Daelin.  “Well, I guess that’s it for a while,” he said 
with a shrug.  “Not much to do until they get back.”  He reached into his pocket and 
pulled out a pair of bone dice.  “Anyone fancy a friendly game?” 

Kentel nodded with a smile.  “Sure, I’m in.  Daelin?” 
Daelin yawned, still not fully awake, and replied, “No, thanks.  I think I’m going 

to take a look around.  I wanted to see that garden behind the building here.”  He gestured 
around the corner of the keep, where an overgrown, tangled mass of roses had made its 
way around the worn stone. 

Berik shrugged again.  “Suit yourself.  Just remember what that beast said.  Don’t 
go in the dungeons.” 

Daelin nodded, then made his way back to his blanket and backpack.  He grabbed 
some rations he had in his pack for breakfast, and took a sip from his canteen.  He 
rummaged around in his pack, pulling out his drawing lead and a few sheets of paper, 
then stood and made his way through the now idle crowd toward the side of the keep.  He 
had to pick his way between the thorn-laden roses and a thick growth of trees, but 
eventually made it into the gardens.  Unfortunately, there was little of interest to sketch 
on the side of the keep, so he continued around to the back, which proved much easier.   

Attached directly to the rear of the square building was a deck made of stone 
slabs, about thirty feet to a side, in the center of which stood a now still fountain, adorned 
with what at one time must have been a beautiful carving of a winged woman.  She held a 
pitcher of water in her hands, above her head and tipped to the side, such that the 
fountain, when operational, would gush from the pitcher and into the pool surrounding 
her.   

Daelin peered into the pool, which was surprisingly clear.  Setting aside his 
drawing materials, he dunked his hands into the cool water and splashed some on his face 
and hair.  Feeling sufficiently awake, he stood up and looked around.  The fountain might 
make an interesting subject. 

As he stood with his back to the house, Daelin faced a stairway at the end of the 
stone patio leading into the hedge maze.  The maze stretched for several acres, but was no 
longer recognizable as anything other than a tangled mass of shrubs.  Beyond lay a high 
stone wall, and more forest.  To either side of his current position, Daelin saw nothing but 
more unkempt garden plants.  Some blossoms were unusual, the likes of which he had 
never seen, and he considered sketching them as well. 
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Daelin took about an hour to make a few sketches of the fountain from different 
angles, but soon grew tired of the subject.  Setting his drawing materials down on the 
fountain’s edge once again, he looked around for floral subjects. 

He headed around the fountain, toward the stairs, to get a better look at a 
particular flower that had caught his eye.  As he neared the stairs, his foot sunk into the 
stone somewhat.  Startled, Daelin stepped back and looked down.  One of the stone slabs 
had sunken down into the earth under his weight.  Curious, Daelin put his foot on it again 
and pushed down.  He could feel it give, but only slightly.  It almost sounded hollow 
beneath. 

He decided to put his full weight on the stone, to see if he could get it to budge 
any further.  Gingerly, he placed his left foot on the stone, beside his right.  The stone 
didn’t move. 

He jumped lightly, and thought he felt the stone shift a little.  He then jumped and 
stomped his feet down as hard as he could.  This time he could clearly feel the stone 
moving beneath him.  He jumped again, and heard the sound of stone grinding on stone 
as the slab slid downward.  Suddenly aware of the peril, he leapt from the slab, just as it 
sunk completely out of sight with a great stone-grinding noise, and then crashed to the 
ground below. 

Cautiously, Daelin peered over the edge.  The hole itself was roughly five feet 
square, and about twice as deep.  He could see where the stone slab had landed, and that 
it had cracked in several places when it struck solid stone below.  It looked like there was 
a tunnel running parallel to the keep, directly below the stone porch.  

Getting down on his stomach, Daelin shaded his eyes and squinted into the 
darkness in front of him.  He couldn’t see far, not with his eyes so adjusted to the bright 
sunlight.  He leaned over the edge and looked down the tunnel that led away from him as 
well, and could again only see a few yards. 

Daelin sat back up, and folded his arms to think.  This discovery warranted 
investigation.  But Ervin had said for no one to enter the keep, or the dungeons.  Maybe 
he didn’t know about this section.  The walls looked to be of rough-hewn stone, not 
bricks like most crypts.  He could wait for the Heroes to return, but that might take a long 
time, and he was too excited to wait for their approval.  Besides, if he just left it, there 
was the chance that others would come back here and find it, and go into the tunnel 
anyway.  From the beginning, Daelin had been worried that some of the hirelings might 
try to take a little of the treasure for themselves, and if there was treasure in this tunnel, 
he’d want to find it and keep it safe for the Heroes. 

That decided it.  He would go down.  If there were any monsters in such a narrow 
tunnel, certainly they would be small enough for him to fight himself.  He had his sword.  
Besides, the walls were rough enough for him to climb; he could quickly run to this hole 
and escape if it became necessary. 

But first he would need some light.  He ran back to the camp, carefully making 
his way past the roses again, and discreetly took a torch from one of the wagons.  He 
didn’t really draw any attention to himself, and he made his way back to the garden. 

Reaching the hole, Daelin readied his tinderbox.  It wouldn’t do any good to 
climb down with a lit torch, but he would need light soon after descending.  Sticking the 
torch into his belt opposite his sword, he looked around once last time to make sure no 
one was watching, then he let himself down into the hole. 
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Inside, it took a few minutes for his eyes to adjust, even in the light of his torch.  

He headed straight, away from the corner of the garden from whence he came.  The 
tunnel ran straight for a long way, beyond the extent of his torchlight. 

Amid the sound of loose stone crunching beneath his feet, Daelin thought he 
heard another noise from up ahead.  He stopped and listened.  Was it a voice?  He 
strained his ears to hear, but heard nothing.  He started to take another step, and heard it 
again.  Very faintly, he could make out the unmistakable echo of a voice.  He couldn’t 
hear the words, or tell the gender or species, but there was definitely someone down here 
somewhere, shouting. 

Cautiously, Daelin made his way forward.  He didn’t particularly want to run into 
the Heroes down here, and have to explain what he was doing, especially after Ervin’s 
warning.  After the Heroes had been so friendly, he hated to give them reason not to trust 
him.  He looked back over his shoulder, and could still just make out the light from the 
hole in the garden.  He considered dowsing the torch, so as to avoid drawing attention to 
himself, but then he would be almost blind, unless he could safely make his way through 
the darkness back to the daylight streaming in the hole. 

The voices seemed so far off, though.  They weren’t close enough to see him, 
were they?  As Daelin stood pondering his dilemma, he heard another noise, a very 
different noise.  This was a faint scraping sound, of small rocks moving against each 
other.  Daelin raised his torch and peered into the darkness, still unable to see anything 
other than the tunnel walls ahead of him.  But still the scraping continued. 

He took a few steps forward, as quietly as he could, listening carefully.  He 
thought he heard a faint grunting, almost like that of a pig, or perhaps a child trying to lift 
something heavy.  He continued forward another few paces, until the tunnel ahead of him 
opened up at the very extent of his torchlight.  He stopped. 

The sound had stopped. 
He stood perfectly still, afraid to even breathe, straining to hear the slightest 

sound.  From someplace up ahead he again heard muffled, echoing voices shouting.  He 
still couldn’t make out who it was or what they said.  He heard nothing else. 

He took another few steps, letting his torch cast its light into the chamber.  Soon, 
he could see the opposite wall.  The whole chamber was perhaps fifteen feet across, and 
not of any discernible shape.  The far wall seemed to be made of a pile of stones, not 
actually a true wall.  At the very top of the wall, he thought he could make out a small 
hole, maybe just big enough for a small child to crawl through.  And something glistened 
on the stone at the bottom of that hole.  Daelin moved his torch to try and get a better 
look.  He was still too far away to tell exactly what it was. 

Then again he heard the grunting noise.  He whirled to his right, casting light into 
the corner of the room, where there huddled a strange little creature.  It looked like a 
goblin; Daelin had seen pictures of them before.  It was bald, with long, pointed ears and 
a crooked, pointy nose that looked almost like a stalactite.  Its head was a little larger than 
expected, and its skin seemed to blend in perfectly with the stone around it.  In fact, he 
wouldn’t have even noticed it had it not been advancing on him, clutching a terrible 
wound in its side and dripping blood onto the chamber floor. 

Daelin reached for his sword, and the thing screeched at him furiously, charging 
him, a rusty old short sword clutched in its right hand. 
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Unable to reach his sword in time, Daelin swung at the goblin with his torch.  The 
flaming stick did little but force the goblin to back away for an instant, but it soon lunged 
at him again.  Daelin dodged to his left, narrowly missing the injured creature’s blade, 
and pulled his own free of its scabbard, dropping the torch in the process.  The creature 
whirled around to face him, screeching again.  Daelin could see a trickle of blood at the 
creature’s lip; it was seriously wounded. 

It came at him again, but this time Daelin was ready.  He swung his sword, a fine, 
sturdy blade, to counter the goblin’s rickety old weapon, which threw the creature off-
balance for an instant.  Shards of rust scattered from the impact, and Daelin was amazed 
the blade even held together. 

With another swift motion, Daelin struck the goblin across the chest with his 
sword.  He could feel the blade dig deep into the monster’s flesh, which, despite its stony 
appearance, was no harder than his own. 

The rusted short sword clattered to the ground, and the goblin staggered back, 
clutching its new wound and grunting weakly.  After a few long seconds, the monster fell 
to the ground, motionless. 

Daelin heaved a sigh of relief.  His heart was pounding, and sweat had gathered 
on his brow.  His hand shook, the sword casting flickering reflections of the torchlight on 
the chamber walls.  Daelin cautiously approached the creature and nudged it with his 
foot.  It didn’t move.  He couldn’t even see it breathing.  It was dead. 

He wiped his sword off on the creature and sheathed it, then went for his torch.  
His hand still shook, but his heart no longer pounded in his ears.  The danger had passed, 
he hoped. 

Looking around, he saw no way out of this room aside from through the small 
hole through which the goblin had wriggled.  Climbing the pile of rocks, Daelin looked 
through it, and listened for voices.  The tunnel was perhaps a yard deep, and very narrow.  
At the other end, he could see very faint light, presumably from the Heroes’ torches, or 
whatever magical light source they used, and he could make out voices.  Still he could 
not hear what was being said, but he recognized the booming baritone of Korrm’s voice, 
and the commanding force of Ervin. 

Daelin decided it would not be a good idea to draw attention to himself.  He 
backed away from the hole, through which he couldn’t possibly fit anyway, and decided 
to head back down the other way, past the hole in the ceiling. 

He made his way carefully past the dead goblin, and continued forward at a 
cautious pace.  What if this goblin was attempting to get reinforcements to fight the 
Heroes?  What if he was now heading toward a goblin stronghold?  There could be 
dozens more waiting for him.  But Daelin told himself that couldn’t be it.  The goblin was 
injured and just trying to escape certain death.  If there were other goblins up ahead, they 
would surely have responded to the sound caused by the stone falling into the tunnel. 

He passed under the hole, and continued onward, letting his torch light the way.  
This time he only walked a few paces before he found himself at a door: a wooden door, 
with a wooden frame, iron hinges and a latch, in the middle of the hall.  Was this what the 
goblin was heading for? 

Daelin looked at the ground at the base of the door and discovered that the goblin 
was certainly not heading for this door.  Lying on the floor was another goblin, 
apparently having died long before, nothing more than a skeleton now.  The face of the 
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skull was scorched black, and its right hand was severed just above the wrist.  From the 
door latch dangled the hand itself, clinging to the iron with two bony fingers. 

Daelin shuddered as he looked down at the dead creature.  Something had 
befallen it, a trap no doubt.  That meant that whatever was behind this door was valuable 
to whoever lived here long ago. 

Daelin carefully examined the severed hand, being sure not to touch it.  The cut 
was clean, and had gone smoothly through the bone.  Trying to discern from where the 
attack had come, he noticed a groove running along the edge of the doorframe, right into 
the stone of the walls and ceiling.  Still careful not to get too close, Daelin held his torch 
up and peered into the crack above the door, but saw nothing.  

As an experiment, Daelin picked up a leg bone from the dead goblin, and tapped 
the door.  Before the bone had even touched the wood, a blade the height of the wall 
swung down from a pivot directly atop the door, shearing the bone in two and tearing it 
from Daelin’s hand.  The blade vanished into the wall opposite the one it had swung from 
with the sound of a sword being sheathed, followed by a heavy clunk. 

Daelin knew he couldn’t possibly open the door, even with a bone, if the blade 
would swing down as soon as it detected anything approaching the door.  To confirm his 
theory, Daelin picked up the rest of the bone and tried again, this time aiming for the door 
handle.  Again, the blade swung down from where it had come to rest, hacking the bone 
from Daelin’s hand. 

He took a few steps back as he pondered a way to get past the trap.  There were 
plenty of rocks lying around, he realized as he looked about him for some tool to use.  
Maybe he could throw one at the door latch, forcing it open.  Maybe the blade only 
swung when the door was closed. 

He grabbed a fist-sized rock, and without further delay tossed it at the door latch.  
Just as the rock struck the iron lever, the blade swung down, impacting loudly with the 
stone, shattering it to many pieces.  At the same moment, the door itself erupted in flame.  
Daelin caught a glimpse of a glowing rune inscribed in the door’s surface before he 
ducked back and shielded his face from the heat. 

The flame subsided after an instant, and Daelin looked back at the door.  It stood 
open slightly, revealing darkness beyond.  His bone in hand, Daelin cautiously 
approached the doorway, and carefully extended the bone toward the portal. 

The blade didn’t fall.  He had gotten past the trap.  Something in Daelin’s mind 
told him that this trap wasn’t a serious deterrent.  If he himself could disarm it, such a 
trap would certainly do nothing to hinder the efforts of experienced adventurers like 
Ervin’s group.  But then again, Daelin always over-analyzed things.  The trap had kept 
the goblin out, hadn’t it?  The owner of the keep probably didn’t need to worry about 
anything more serious than goblins, especially if this passage had always been hidden as 
it was. 

As Daelin pushed open the door, an acrid, acidic stench met his nose.  He 
grimaced and tried to wave the odor away, but to no avail.  The entire room within was 
saturated with the smell.  He held his torch up, illuminating the interior.  It looked as if 
the room had once been an elaborate study, or perhaps a laboratory of some sort.  In the 
center of the room sat the rotting remains of a great wooden table, while the walls were 
lined with collapsed shelves.  A few unbroken bottles and jars lay here amidst much 
shattered glass and rotten wood.  Daelin saw the remains of many ancient books, apparent 
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only from their leather covers and metal bindings.  The room would have been an 
impressive sight five hundred years ago, but now it was nothing but a storage closet for 
useless, rotting garbage. 

But then something caught Daelin’s eye.  Toward the back of the room, directly in 
front of him, stood a cloak stand.  It looked to be made of brass, or perhaps even gold, as 
it gleamed yellow and showed no signs of corrosion.  Perched atop one of its hooks was a 
black cloak.  As the firelight from the torch danced in the room, glossy scales glistened 
on its surface.  It appeared to be made of snakeskin, or possibly something more exotic. 

Curious, and nearly transfixed, Daelin stepped into the room and made his way 
toward the cloak.  It almost felt as if the cloak itself were drawing him to it.  Daelin 
swore he could hear a voice, somewhere at the back of his mind, urging him on.  “Take 
the cloak,” it whispered to him.  “Take me.  Become one with me.” 

Daelin shook his head and looked around him.  The voice was gone, and that 
horrible, burning smell was still there.  At his feet, where the remains of the table lay 
crumbling and decaying, there was a flask that had apparently shattered when the table’s 
legs collapsed.  As a result, the flask’s contents had spilled out, dissolving a hole in not 
only the table, but the stone floor as well.  The spot was dry now, but the pitted floor was 
stained black where the acid had done its work. 

Daelin made his way around that spot, for fear that some of the acid was still 
potent, and finally reached the cloak.  Holding his torch in his left hand, he ran the fingers 
of his right along the cloak’s surface.  It was smooth, like polished leather, yet textured 
with small scales, each the size of his thumbnail.  He thought he heard the voice again as 
his fingers touched the cloak.  Just his imagination, he told himself.  There was no one 
else here. 

Or was there?  The room had suddenly grown unnaturally cold.  Daelin could see 
his breath in front of him, and he heard footsteps.  Footsteps!  Someone was here!  One of 
the Heroes?  Had he been caught? 

His fingers clenched around the cloak, and he whirled around.  The sight that met 
his eyes stopped his breath in his throat.  It was not one of the Heroes.  He didn’t even 
know if it was human. 

There was a man, or what looked like a man anyway, in faded, somewhat tattered 
robes.  The robes looked like they had once been elegant, but were now moth-eaten and 
threadbare.  They were adorned with dull gold and a large, smooth blue gem at the man’s 
throat.  His hood was pulled back to reveal a balding, skull-like face, the skin stretched so 
tight Daelin thought it would tear off at any moment.  The man’s lips were wrinkled and 
dry, his hair thin and wispy, and his eyes seemed to be black sockets, thin pinpoints of 
white light glowing deep within them. 

Daelin dismissed this last observation as a trick of the firelight, but was terrified 
nonetheless.  The air was freezing, and the man had an aura of fear, despair, even death, 
about him.  This was, Daelin said to himself, truly a wizard of utmost power.  Had he 
come back from the dead to protect his belongings? 

“Well, what have we here?” the man said in a dry, scratchy voice that sent shivers 
down Daelin’s spine.  “Are you trying to steal my treasures?” 

Daelin suddenly realized he was still holding on to the cloak.  He looked down at 
his hand, wanting to answer the man, to say he was doing nothing of the sort, apologize, 
and leave as quickly as possible.  But something held him back.  He couldn’t bring 
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himself to loosen his grip on the garment.  That voice, he was sure he heard it this time, 
spoke to him in a fierce, demanding whisper.  “Don’t let him take me.  Don’t let him 
command me.  I want nothing more to do with him.  Nothing!” 

Daelin pulled the cloak from its resting place, and tossed it about his shoulders 
with his right hand.  It didn’t quite settle on him, wasn’t properly in place, but it would do 
for the moment.  Whoever this terrifying man was, the cloak implied he was a 
wrongdoer, and Daelin wasn’t about to let him have his way. 

Daelin wanted to speak, but found no words would come to his mouth.  He wasn’t 
sure if it was fear or the cloak itself, but he moved his lips and no sound came forth.  The 
man glared at him angrily, his sunken eyes flashing in the torchlight.  Daelin suddenly 
found himself overcome with such fear, such abject terror, as he had never before felt in 
his life.  The withered old man reached a bony hand toward him, its skin gray and dry, its 
nails long and black.  “Give me back my cloak!” he hissed.  “You’ve gotten this far, but 
you will get no further!  It’s mine!” 

Daelin wanted to recoil from the creature, pull away and run, screaming.  To 
throw down the cloak, his torch, even his sword, to escape this vile wizard, but he 
couldn’t even move.  The man’s unnaturally steady hand grew closer, until it almost 
touched the cloak, but then it stopped.  The man pulled it back, and looked behind him, at 
the door to the room.  “So, there are others,” he muttered.  “You, child, are nothing to me.  
I will return to take what is mine from you.  For now, I must deal with your friends, who 
dare defile my castle by stealing from its vaults!” 

The man turned away, and with a flapping of his robes, vanished into nothingness. 
Daelin’s breath rushed back into him.  He had been too scared to even breathe, it 

seemed.  Or had it merely been the man’s magic?  The terror was gone, the paralysis had 
been lifted, and even the chill had vanished from the room.  That didn’t mean Daelin was 
no longer afraid.  The man had just left to deal with the Heroes.  The Heroes!  He had to 
do something.  He was sure that, no matter how powerful the Heroes were, no matter 
what magic a warlock, a dark elf, and a priest of Bekhest possessed, they could not 
possibly beat a creature like this wizard. 

He ran from the room as fast as he could, sprinting down the tunnel, throwing 
down his torch and fastening the cloak around his throat.  He had to reach the outside, 
and warn the others, organize a party to go into the crypts after the Heroes and help.  No, 
that wouldn’t work, but he had to do something!  He saw the light ahead, where the 
ceiling had collapsed.  He was almost there.  He prayed to the Suns that nothing stopped 
him, that the creature did not kill the Heroes. 

The ground all around him shook violently, as if a bolt of lightning had just 
blasted into the earth on the very spot he stood.  Stones cascaded down around him, 
showering him in dust, and the force of the tremor tossed him about.  Daelin managed to 
remain standing by bracing himself against one wall.  He coughed out some dust, then 
made his way forward once again, as quickly as he could.  He reached the opening in the 
ceiling, and thought he heard shouts coming from down the corridor, where he had heard 
the Heroes before.  But he couldn’t be sure because another nearby explosion rocked the 
stone around him and rang in his ears. 

Daelin covered his head with his hands, the cloak over them, as rocks rained 
down on him from the opening.  He could feel them pelting him, and one of them felt 
sizeable, but he felt no injuries.  After a moment, the rumbling stopped, if only for a brief 



 22 

time, and Daelin lowered the cloak to look around.  At his feet was a new collection of 
stone shards.  One rolled slightly away from his foot, and he could tell it was the big one 
that had hit him.  He was amazed that it hadn’t hurt him, as it was easily fifty pounds of 
solid granite.  No, he had to be mistaken, that rock couldn’t have hit him.  He was just 
lucky.  And he didn’t have time to think about this. 

He clambered out of the hole to stand on the stone platform once again, squinting 
in the now overpowering daylight.  Another blast rang out, this one caused by the 
immense bolt of lightning that slammed into the ground off in the hedge maze, sending 
earth, rock, and flaming pieces of vegetation flying in every direction.  The sound echoed 
from the tunnel for a few seconds before completely fading away. 

Taking a moment to look across the hedge maze, Daelin saw the result of two 
other lightning strikes: ten-foot holes had been blasted from the ground, each one leading 
all the way down into the dungeons, and surrounded by small fires in the bushes.  Daelin 
didn’t have time to assess the full extent of the damage though, as a huge section of the 
ground, a column of earth and rock twenty feet across and as high as the dungeon ceiling, 
lifted itself from the hedge maze with a great deal of grinding and scraping, and then 
dropped back down, falling to at least the dungeon floor and shaking the ground at 
Daelin’s feet even more than the lightning had. 

There was a faint explosion, weaker than the thunder, and Daelin caught a flash of 
orange light from one of the holes.  Then another column of earth tore itself free and 
dropped downward, followed by another and another. 

The tremor of this fourth column was followed, almost immediately, by an 
explosion, which sent dust and debris flying up from its hole, along with a body.  No, 
Daelin realized, that was no lifeless body, it was a person, still alive, and under its own 
power.  It was the wizard, the lord of this castle, flying out from beneath the ground.  He 
flew up impossibly fast, followed an instant later by another figure clad in a black cloak.  
Zarenn, the warlock. 

The Heroes were fighting back.  At least they weren’t all dead, Daelin told 
himself.  As long as one of them was alive, the wizard might still be beaten.  But if any of 
them were dead… 

Zarenn pursued the wizard straight up, followed in turn by two huge slabs of dirt 
and stone.  The wizard slowed his ascent, and Zarenn stopped altogether, thrusting his 
hands upward.  The two shards of earth streaked past him on either side, coming to an 
abrupt stop on either side of the wizard.  Instantly, they slammed together, creating a 
sandwich of earth and wizard. 

Daelin’s momentary elation was interrupted as the ball of rock burst in the sky, 
sending remains no larger than gravel raining down all around, revealing the wizard, still 
remarkably unscathed, hovering in the air.  He began to chant something, his hands 
contorted in a bizarre gesture, and Daelin looked back to Zarenn.   

The warlock was not moving, not saying a word.  He merely hovered in place, 
glaring up at the wizard as if concentrating on something very carefully.  It was difficult 
to make out details from this distance, but Daelin thought he saw a look of determination 
on the warlock’s face. 

With a final word, the wizard above pointed down at Zarenn, and an enormous 
ball of flame erupted around him.  Daelin wanted to shout out, but was silenced before he 
even made a sound as Zarenn waved aside the onslaught as if it were nothing more than a 
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passing wind.  Spreading his arms wide again, Zarenn still glared up at the wizard.  A 
flurry of gravel, pebbles, stones, rocks, boulders, and pointed stalagmites and stalactites 
whizzed past him, aimed directly for the wizard.  Daelin wondered how long the two 
would be trading magical attacks like this.  Was magic without limit?  Could the two of 
them keep it up all day?  He had heard that a warlock actually gained power with every 
spell.  Was the same true for whatever it was that the warlock now fought? 

Daelin certainly thought they were evenly matched as he watched, in dismay, as 
Zarenn’s assault bounced harmlessly off of an invisible, spherical barrier surrounding the 
wizard.  As the debris cleared, before the last had even impacted the wizard’s defenses, 
Daelin saw his clenched fists glowing with electric energy.  He thrust an open palm down 
at Zarenn, and a bolt of lightning flashed, accompanied by a crack of thunder.  Zarenn 
dodged the bolt in a move that Daelin could scarcely believe, and the wizard thrust his 
other hand downward.  Another bolt of lightning, another clap of thunder, and again 
Zarenn dodged.  This time, however, Zarenn flew toward the wizard, his hands raised 
above his head.  Daelin could hear him yelling. 

A bolt of pure black lightning followed his intended path, striking the wizard, 
passing through his barrier, and vanishing into the sky with a faint sizzling.  The wizard, 
however, was unfazed.   

Zarenn broke off his charge and swerved to the side.  Daelin found himself 
studying the warlock’s maneuvers, his motions, his very strategies.  Despite the severity 
of the situation, Daelin envied the warlock’s freedom, to fly wherever he pleased, to not 
be bound to the earth like everyone else, to fight his fights in the air as well as on the 
ground. 

With a sudden burst of speed, Zarenn was flying over the keep and out of sight, 
pursued by the wizard, launching fireballs after the warlock as he went.  Within seconds, 
all sounds of their battle had passed over the horizon. 

Daelin ran around the keep, forcing his way through the rose bushes and into the 
camp.  The thorns scraped at the cloak, but none harmed it.  In the camp, he found thirty 
very confused, frightened men, most of them watching the horizon for Zarenn and the 
wizard, the others looking into the open door of the keep.  Kentel noticed Daelin, and 
beckoned to him. 

As Daelin ran up to him, the man exclaimed, “Did you see what just happened?  
The warlock and some other magician were just fighting!” 

“I know,” Daelin nodded.  “I saw the whole thing.” 
“We were worried about you, you know, once the noise started.  Berik wanted to 

go see if you were alright, but we didn’t even get a chance.”   
Daelin wasn’t sure Kentel had agreed with Berik’s supposed suggestion.  Had his 

and Kentel’s positions been reversed, knowing what he knew, Daelin would have stayed 
put.  But he had bigger things to worry about now, like the well-being of the other 
Heroes.  He had brought this upon them, with this cloak, the cloak that had called to him, 
that had insisted that the wizard not be allowed to control it again. 

 
It was only a few minutes, a few long, torturous minutes, before footsteps could 

be heard inside the keep, accompanied by a faint silver light.  The light faded away as the 
remaining Heroes, Ervin, Korrm, Kienneth, Izellia, and F’Larr, emerged from the 
darkness.  Ervin looked fine, although sweat was dripping down his face and his sword 
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was drawn.  Kienneth looked as if she had been injured in several places, as her clothing 
was torn and tattered.  However, there were no marks on her exposed skin, and her black 
attire concealed any blood there may have been.  Izellia looked fine, as did F'larr, 
although the lizardman was repairing a break in his bone necklace as they all walked, his 
spear held under one arm.  Korrm was examining a number of tears in his own robes, one 
particularly long one running across his chest, sundering the emblem on his tabard.  
Daelin had never seen a lion frown before, and might have laughed had the situation not 
been so serious. 

The crowd surged forward chattering curiously, asking many questions of the 
heroes.  “Who was that?”  “What was that?”  “Is everyone alright?”  “Did you find the 
treasure?”  Daelin remained at the back of the crowd, drawing as little attention to 
himself as possible. 

Ervin held up a hand, calling for silence, with which the men quickly complied.  
“We’re all fine,” he announced, sheathing his sword now that the danger was gone.  
“Zarenn has driven the wizard off.  I’m sure he will return shortly.” 

This was met by unconvinced murmurs from the crowd, which eventually gave 
way to awkward silence.  The Heroes stood where they were, all clearly glad to be out of 
the dungeon.  After a moment, Ervin spoke again.  “The monsters have been nearly 
disposed of.  We’ll start loading the carts tomorrow.” 

The crowd muttered, and then began to disperse.  A few still remained, pestering 
the adventurers with questions.  Ervin tried to answer as many as he could, and the others 
headed into camp.  The dark elf noticed Daelin, who still stood several paces away 
unsure of what to do, and approached him. 

“Daelin,” she said, “are you alright?  You don’t look well.” 
Daelin nodded.  “I’m OK.  Are you?” 
Izellia smiled warmly.  “We’re fine, don’t worry.  We’ve faced worse.”  

Something in her eyes told Daelin she was lying, that this battle had been one of the 
fiercest the Heroes had ever seen.  “Zarenn will be back soon, I’m sure.” 

Her hand was on his shoulder, on the scaly cloak.  He looked down at it, feeling 
overcome with guilt.  “I’m sorry,” he muttered. 

“What?” the woman said, her expression becoming one of concern. 
Daelin looked back up at her.  “I said I’m sorry.  It’s my fault that… thing 

attacked you.” 
Izellia withdrew her hand.  “Don’t be ridiculous, Daelin.  How could it have been 

your fault?  We were the ones raiding the treasure vaults.” 
“You weren’t the only ones,” Daelin replied, clasping the edge of the cloak in his 

hand and holding it up for her to see. 
Her brow furrowed as she looked at the cloak, as if seeing it for the first time.  

“Where did you find that?”  she asked.  Her tone was still concerned; she hadn’t gotten 
angry yet, which worried Daelin.  Silent, concealed anger was something that always 
made him nervous. 

He did his best to explain what happened, while keeping his voice low.  The last 
thing he wanted was for the other men to find out what he had done.  He told her of the 
collapse of the tunnel, the goblin, the trapped door, the room, and even the voice he had 
heard.  By the time Daelin had finished the story, he was nearly in tears.  The entire time, 
Izellia’s hand had been on his shoulder, which served to comfort him only a little.  For a 
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dark elf, she really wasn’t bad at all.  She was quite possibly one of the nicest people he 
had ever met. 

She closed her eyes, and he could feel her grip tighten on his shoulder ever so 
slightly.  He could feel, rather than hear, a faint humming in the air around her hand, and 
saw her lips moving.  After a moment, she opened her eyes. 

“Do you want to take the cloak?” Daelin asked her.  “I know I probably shouldn’t 
keep it.” 

At that, Daelin could feel what he could only describe as mental choking.  It was 
as if he was being strangled from inside his head, but it lasted only an instant. 

“No!” the voice commanded harshly.  “I will not part with you!  Not now, not 
ever!  No more will I be a slave to the will of another!” 

Daelin staggered back a step, and Izellia tried to catch him but instantly drew her 
hand back.  She clutched her wrist, and muttered something in a language Daelin didn’t 
recognize.  It looked as if she had hurt herself, burned her hand on his shoulder.  Once 
again, that familiar acidic smell filled the air.  “Actually,” he said apologetically, “it 
doesn’t look like it will let me take it off.  Are you alright?” 

Izellia nodded.  Her injury wasn’t as serious as it had felt, but it still burned 
uncomfortably.  “I don’t want to take it from you, Daelin.  I hope it understands that as 
well as you do.  For now, you hold on to it.  Keep it safe, but let me know if that voice 
ever tries to make you do something you don’t want to do.  Is that clear?” 

Daelin nodded.  “Yes, ma’am.” 
At that, Izellia politely excused herself, and rejoined Korrm by their tent.  The 

two conversed, throwing glances back at Daelin.  He decided to go sit down on his 
blanket.  He’d had enough excitement, and he needed to think. 

As he sat down, he remembered that he had left his drawing lead and paper on the 
fountain behind the ruins.  He didn’t have the energy to go back for them; he’d leave 
them for now.  He lay his head back on his wool cloak-pillow, and looked up at the sky.  
He was only there for a few minutes when a shout from the camp made him sit up. 

“Zarenn returns!” someone was shouting.  “The warlock returns!” 
The crowd began to stir once again as the black-cloaked figure soared out of the 

eastern sky.  He landed gently in the center of the camp, looking strangely refreshed and 
energetic, despite the amount of magic he had expended in the fight.  Daelin couldn’t 
help himself.  He jumped to his feet and ran toward him, along with the rest of the crowd. 

Again, questions from the retainers bombarded the adventurers.  “Is he gone?”  
“Did you really beat him?”  “He won’t be back, will he?”  “I bet the treasure is cursed!” 

This time it was Zarenn who raised his hand for quiet.  His stature not as 
commanding as Ervin’s, it took a moment for the crowd to settle down.  Then, for the 
first time, he addressed the men.  “Fear not,” he said in his weak voice, “I have disposed 
of the wizard.  He will not return.  And yes, I am sure he is gone.  It was difficult, but I 
found a spell he could not resist, and utterly destroyed him with it.” 

The crowd responded with a wave of conversation once again.  Zarenn ignored it, 
and turned to face his companions.  Straining to hear, Daelin leaned forward, trying to 
block out the noise around him.  The warlock leaned close to Izellia and spoke. 

“The wizard will not bother us again, but I fear I may have a larger problem.  I 
drew far too much power in that battle.” 
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The look on Izellia’s face suddenly went from elation to dreadful concern.  With 
an arm around the warlock’s shoulders, she led him into the tent, beckoning for Korrm to 
join them. 
 

Zarenn remained in the tent the rest of the day, leading many of the men to 
speculate what had happened.  Rumors flew through the camp that he had been cursed by 
the evil wizard, or had sacrificed part of his soul to destroy his enemy.  Some believed it 
was common knowledge that warlocks gained their powers from demons, who demanded 
high prices if too much power was ever used.  Another rumor was that warlocks gained 
power naturally, every time they used magic, and would eventually destroy themselves 
once their bodies could no longer contain the energy. 
 Whatever the case, Zarenn remained closed in the tent while his other companions 
returned to the crypts to root out any stray goblins.  Daelin had wanted to speak to him.  
He felt a connection to Zarenn, probably since the warlock was the first of the Heroes to 
notice him.  However, he had been told, along with everyone else, to stay out of the tent.  
Ervin warned them that protective wards had been placed around the tent to discourage 
snooping.  Not wanting to deal with magic like the trapped door twice in the same day, 
Daelin kept his distance. 
 That night, Daelin fell asleep early, exhausted from the day’s ordeal.  He didn’t 
remove the cloak, since it had made itself clear earlier that it did not want to be removed.  
He didn’t know how long he had been asleep when he found himself consciously aware 
of surrounding darkness. 

He looked about, fairly certain he was dreaming.  But he never had dreams like 
this.  Was someone making him dream this? 

Again he smelled that acid, only it was far stronger this time, permeating the air 
all around him.  It was purer, stronger, almost liquid hanging in the air.  From behind 
him, Daelin heard a breath, a snort, and felt a burst of warm air. 

He turned around in the darkness to see a shape, a silhouette, outlined against the 
blackness.  The shape was enormous, and even darker than the darkness itself.  It towered 
over him, its long neck supporting a head twice as long as Daelin was tall, topped with a 
pair of curved, ram-like horns.  The base of its neck bulged at a pair of muscular 
shoulders, from which a pair of huge, graceful wings spread.  They were folded to the 
creature’s back, but Daelin could still judge their size.  The rest of the creature’s body 
blended with the darkness around him, except for the lashing tail that swept back and 
forth behind the monster.  It was long and flat, like F’Larr’s, that of a crocodile. 

The creature looked down at him with gleaming green eyes.  “You are called 
Daelin Anduril, are you not?” 

Nervously, Daelin stammered, “Y- yes, I am.” 
The head nodded.  “There was a time, long ago, when I was known by the name 

Solcrist.  You are my master now.  I will serve only you, for as long as you wear my skin.  
I have seen what is in your heart, and I will follow none but your commands.  For too 
long was I abused, my power used without my consent.  Never again will I serve such a 
master.” 

“Master?  I don’t understand.” 
“You do not need to.  The more you know of me, the more risk there will be that 

you will abuse my power.” 
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“What power?  I don’t understand!” 
“Just understand that we are one now.  You are one with a power beyond your 

reckoning.  You wear my skin, bound to my very soul.  With it, I will protect you, so long 
as you agree to protect me, as long as I am free from the slavery I have known in the 
past.” 

Daelin didn’t know how to respond.  He was no one.  How could he keep the 
cloak safe from creatures as powerful as that wizard?  “I’ll try my best,” he eventually 
agreed.  “You have my word.  But you need to agree to something else.” 

The head reared back and snorted.  “Agree to what?  Our deal has already been 
made!” 

Daelin lowered his head.  “You hurt one of my friends today.  She only wanted to 
help, but you hurt her.  I just want you to agree not to hurt any of my friends.” 

“Friends,” Solcrist repeated.  “Very well.  I will not harm any you consider a 
friend, you have my word.” 

“And if they need to be protected?  If something happens again like it did today, 
will you help them?  Er… are you able to?” 

The monster’s eyes narrowed.  “I will do whatever is necessary to protect you 
and our agreement, Daelin Anduril.  Nothing more.  If you are endangered by your 
friends’ danger, I will do what I can.  Otherwise, their fights are their own.” 

Daelin’s shoulders sagged.  He didn’t know how powerful this Solcrist was, and 
he certainly didn’t want to abuse any power the cloak possessed, but he also wanted to 
use any magic he might have to help keep something like what happened today from 
happening again. 

“Alright,” he agreed.  “If that’s all you can do.” 
 
Daelin awoke to the early morning sunlight the next day, the sound of birds 

chirping cheerily in the trees around him.  He had retired earlier than the other men, so 
awoke before most of them.  He sat up and looked around, rubbing his eyes.  The cloak 
was still on his shoulders, fastened by its rectangular golden clasp at his throat.  It was 
strangely comfortable, even to sleep in. 

Daelin stood and stretched.  Most of the camp was still asleep, but there were 
voices coming from the Heroes’ tent.  Curious, Daelin approached, stepping around 
sleeping men and burned-out campfires. 

He circled around the large tent to the door, to see the flaps open.  Standing in the 
opening was Izellia, and inside were Ervin, Korrm, and Kienneth.  F’Larr, Daelin knew, 
slept just on the edge of the camp, along with his giant lizard.  Daelin wondered where 
Zarenn was. 

Izellia noticed him, and her eyebrows rose.  “Oh, Daelin, good morning.  I was 
actually hoping we could speak to you.” 

“I’m not intruding, I hope,” he replied meekly. 
“Not at all,” Ervin’s voice boomed from within the tent.  With his enormous hand, 

the warrior gestured for Daelin to enter.  “Don’t worry, son, the wards are gone now.”  
Despite their hospitality, all the Heroes’ faces were grim.   

As he stepped inside, Daelin looked around at the chests and sacks lining the 
walls of the tent.  “Where’s Zarenn?” Daelin asked as he approached the table upon 
which Ervin sat.  “Is he going to be alright?” 
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Ervin’s unarmored shoulders sagged as he sighed.  “We don’t know,” he replied 
with a frown. 

From his seat on a cot at the back of the tent, Korrm stood and approached the 
table.  “You see, Daelin, Zarenn is a warlock, as I’m sure you know.  And warlocks wield 
a great deal of power, much more than Izellia or I, although it is not unlimited.  The 
major drawback to a warlock’s power is that if he uses enough of it, things begin to 
happen to him.  The immense power contained in his body begins to consume him, drive 
him to do things.  I’m not a warlock, so I don’t know the exact details, but Zarenn used a 
lot of power yesterday.  I’m afraid he started to feel it.” 

Daelin didn’t believe what he was hearing.  “So, you mean, Zarenn’s…?” 
Izellia sat down on a chair beside Ervin.  “No, Daelin.  Not yet.  He had a couple 

of mild nightmares last night, and he could feel the power overwhelming him.  He still 
has some time before he succumbs to it.  He left to see if there is anything he can do to 
delay that.  We know some powerful wizards, one of whom has been studying warlock 
magic.  Zarenn went to see him.” 

“He’ll be coming back, right?”  Daelin inquired.  He hadn’t wanted his actions to 
lead to the dissolution of the group of famous adventurers. 

Izellia nodded.  “I’m sure he will.” 
Whether he believed her or not, the dark elf’s reassurance made him feel much 

better.  He still wanted to talk to Zarenn, to know what had sparked the warlock’s interest 
in him back in Eltsport.  He wanted to get to know him better.  He wanted to know all of 
these people. 

“Well then, Daelin,” Ervin barked.  “Izellia tells me you acquired a souvenir the 
other day.”  He gestured at Daelin’s cloak with a faint grin. 

Daelin looked it up and down himself, then replied, “Yes, sir.  I hope it’s not a 
problem.  I didn’t mean to—“ 

Ervin cut him off.  “Nonsense.  It wasn’t your fault.  Izellia said you had been 
concerned that your presence in the tunnel had summoned that old wizard, but I assure 
you, there are more powerful and important items in the vault we uncovered that would 
have caught his attention had you not been there.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Yes, sir,” was all he could say. 
Izellia was next to speak.  “Remember what I said, Daelin.  Take care of that 

cloak.  Right now, I think it will keep you safer than we could.” 
Daelin raised an eyebrow at that.  What was so important about him?  He was a 

nobody, just an orphan from a big city.  Why did he need protection? 
“We’re planning on heading west after we finish up here, Daelin,” Ervin 

explained, standing and smoothing out a map that was laid on the table.  A heavy book 
covered the westernmost section of the map, but Daelin could see Eltsport on the 
northeastern tip of the continent; nearby, to the southeast, was a spot marked “Keep 
Forsaken”, where they now were camped.  “Zarenn told me you’ve never been to the 
west.  How’d you like to make the trip with us?” 

Daelin’s breath stuck in his throat.  “Are you serious?” he stammered.  “You want 
to take me with you?” 

Ervin nodded.  “Of course.” 
“But… why me?”  Daelin couldn’t believe he was being offered this chance just 

out of generosity. 
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Izellia was the one to answer.  “For one, there’s a wizard we know who might be 
able to figure out a little bit more about that cloak of yours.  From what you told me 
before, there’s more to it that any of us is aware.  And since it refuses to part with you, if 
we want to learn anything else, we need you to come with us.” 

Daelin wasn’t sure that was the only reason.  In fact, the dark elf’s explanation 
almost seemed to be more of an excuse than a reason.  The Heroes had some other plan in 
mind, but he knew he’d never get them to reveal it to him.  He decided the best course of 
action was to take them up on their offer.  It was something he had wanted to do anyway, 
and now he’d get the chance to not only see more of the world, but to travel with world-
famous adventurers!  Besides, he told himself, if there was any danger waiting for him 
where they were going to take him, he was fairly certain Solcrist could protect him, if 
what the creature had said was true. 

With a smile, Daelin nodded.  “I’d love to,” he replied cheerfully.  “And… thank 
you.” 

Ervin and Izellia both smiled back at him.  Behind them, Daelin saw Kienneth, 
the black-clad elf, turn away.  “Pff,” she scoffed,  “just what we need, another helpless 
tagalong.” 

Daelin decided he didn’t like elves very much. 
 
The rest of the day was spent carrying treasure from the keep to the carts.  A 

member of the outside group, Daelin was astonished at just how much there was.  He 
wasn’t even sure if it would all fit on the carts they had brought.  But with careful 
planning and efficient packing, after two entire days it was eventually stowed and ready 
for transport back to Eltsport.  Once there, the men would all be paid, and the treasure 
would be loaded on the Heroes’ ship.  The booty was to be divided up evenly between all 
the party, including Zarenn, and each would donate a sizable portion to his or her own 
worthy cause. 

After talking with Korrm the next couple of nights, Daelin learned that the were- 
cat was indeed a priest of Bekhest, the beast god, and had come from far to the south, 
where many more of his own people lived.  His village was poor, and needed much to 
make a good life for its inhabitants.  Throughout his adventuring career, Korrm had 
donated a fortune to various worthy causes, but now sought to return home and do what 
he could for his own people. 

Ervin himself was lord of a small barony given to him by the monarch of a small 
kingdom, which apparently lay a short trip to the west, and had plans to use his share to 
help his lands prosper.  He had been away a long time, having left a loyal friend in 
charge, but wanted to return soon. 

F’larr said little, if anything, of his plans for the money, nor did Kienneth.  The 
blond elf seemed to hold some sort of grudge against Daelin.  Of course, he often noticed 
her ordering the other men around, as if they were all beneath her.  He had dealt with 
elves on occasion in Eltsport, and recalled that they were, for the most part, rather snooty.  
Kienneth was the epitome of snootiness.  Everything was beneath her, and she could do 
as she pleased with her money. 

Izellia said that she merely wanted to start a new life for herself, and her sister, 
whom Daelin was surprised had never been mentioned before.  Her plan involved 
establishing a peaceful place for her kind to live, where others could go to escape the 
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wars that raged between them and the light elves almost constantly.  She had admirable 
aims, but Daelin wasn’t sure such a utopian dream was possible to fulfill.  Still, her heart 
was in the right place.  Daelin also wanted to know more about her sister, but didn’t get 
much more of a chance to ask.  He could tell Izellia was uncomfortable discussing her 
past, or even her own people, and he didn’t want to pry; it wasn’t his place. 

 
Within another week, the group returned to Eltsport, missing only one of their 

number.  Payment was dealt with smoothly, and each man actually received ten gold 
coins, twice the originally agreed upon value.  Daelin knew this was to maintain the 
Heroes’ good reputation, and to also reward the men for not trying to make off with some 
of the treasure for themselves.  Of course, no one wanted to steal even a little of a 
treasure that was probably already cursed.  They had seen what the treasure’s former 
owner was capable of, and none wanted that hanging over their heads. 

Before accepting his own payment, Daelin ran home to say a last goodbye to his 
parents.  He knew he’d be back, just not when.  He gathered up the few belongings he 
thought he might need, kissed Marlea on the cheek, and ran off, waving to Jorn working 
on the docks. 

At the ship, he waited in line along with the last few men, and eventually accepted 
his ten gold coins.  He safely tucked them into his pouch, and was ushered onboard the 
vessel by Korrm.  His great adventure was about to begin. 
 



 31 

Chapter 3: Shelrisa the Shy 
 
The ship set sail at the end of the day, the gentle winds carrying it out of the bay, 

between the mainland and the delta of Eltsport Island, the rocky, uninhabited isle that 
pointed up the river.  The ship followed the coast to the west, beginning a journey that 
would lead them to Dockport within two days.  The group had some catching up to do 
there, Korrm had explained, and they needed to trade some goods they had acquired in 
Eltsport, as well as some magical items they had found in Keep Forsaken. 

Daelin watched the island in the distance for some time, content to merely stand 
and take in the sights, the gentle rocking of the waves soothing him.  He was used to the 
sea, and enjoyed the sensation.  He never understood how some people could get seasick. 

After a while, he decided it would be best to check out his temporary residence.  
Izellia had said she would prepare a spot for him in one of the cabins below deck.  
Walking past the many sailors that now worked leisurely on deck, Daelin headed below.  
There was a narrow hallway beneath the deck, lit in the ceiling by glass prisms that 
brought in daylight from outside.  On either side were several doors, all closed but one, 
near the end on the left.  Daelin approached it, hearing Izellia’s voice from within. 

He peaked in the door, and could see the dark elf sitting on the lower half of a 
two-tier bunk bed set in the far wall.  She was speaking to someone, evidently seated 
beside her, in a melodic, flowing language that Daelin couldn’t understand.  It almost 
seemed like the elven tongue Daelin had heard on occasion, but some of the syllables 
were harsher.  Not wanting to interrupt, Daelin waited for a lull in the conversation 
before knocking. 

“Come in,” Izellia said, looking up at the door. 
Daelin pushed it open gently, to find a small dark elf girl seated next to Izellia.  

She was short, probably six inches or so shorter than Daelin, and had the same deep black 
skin as Izellia.  Her hair was shorter, cut with bangs, and was stark white, which 
contrasted brightly with her skin.  Her round purple eyes looked bashfully at Daelin for 
an instant, before she quickly turned away.  She wore a simple ensemble, well-worn and 
patched but clean.  Her white shirt was patched on both elbows, and a tattered, mended 
leather vest covered it.  Her dark breeches were likewise patched on the knees, and her 
boots looked to be on their last legs.  In her lap sat a book of such size as Daelin had 
never seen.  The entire volume was bound in deep drown leather, hinged and clasped in 
iron, and decorated with numerous runes and a strange symbol on the center of its cover.  
The girl’s fingers had a death grip on it. 

Izellia stood, and the girl looked up at her questioningly for a moment, before 
realizing that Daelin was still looking in her direction.  She quickly looked away again.  
If a blush could be seen through such dark skin, Daelin was sure he’d be able to see it.  
“Hello, Daelin,” Izellia said, welcoming him with a smile.  “I’d like you to meet my little 
sister, Shelrisa.” 

Daelin bowed politely.  “How do you do, Shelrisa.  Daelin Anduril, at your 
service.” 

The girl nervously looked over at him, and nodded, holding her book up with 
considerable effort.  She seemed to be trying to hide behind it. 
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“She’s just a little bit shy,” Izellia explained.  Shelrisa hid her face further behind 
the tome.  “She’s never really been comfortable with anyone other than me, after all that 
happened…” she trailed off. 

“Oh,” Daelin said, responding in the only way he could imagine.  He didn’t want 
to pry, as obviously Izellia’s mysterious past was a painful memory for the younger girl. 

“She’s fourteen,” Izellia went on, “and has been with me ever since we left 
Elsyre.  She usually stays on the ship.  She likes to read.” 

Daelin smiled.  Clearly, the girl had her work cut out for her.  Daelin wondered if 
there were other books onboard, or if she had just been reading this one for the past 
couple years. 

“Well, I suppose you want to know where you’ll be sleeping?”  Izellia continued. 
Daelin nodded again.  “Yes.” 
Izellia pointed out the door, across the hall.  “I had your things put in there.  

You’ve got a room to yourself.  Shelrisa and I are in this room, Ervin and Korrm are next 
to you.  Kienneth is on our right, and F’Larr sleeps in the hold with his lizard.” 

Daelin didn’t bother asking where the sailors slept.  He had been on and around 
enough ships to know that their quarters was a single room at the end of the hall, strung 
with hammocks.  As for the captain, Ervin served as the ship’s captain.  Why he didn’t 
have the captain’s quarters, Daelin didn’t know. 

Izellia led Daelin to his room and opened the door.  It looked identical to hers.  
There was a double bunk bed, and a small shelf beside it, upon which sat an oil lantern.  
Daelin’s bag was neatly tucked under the bunk.  Daelin nodded his approval.  “This is 
great,” he said with a smile.  “Thanks again for bringing me along.  I can’t wait to see the 
rest of the lands to the west.” 

Izellia smiled back.  “I’m sure you’ll be pleasantly surprised by what you’ll learn 
on this journey,” she said.  “And remember, if you ever need anything, if the cloak gives 
you any trouble, you can always come to me or any of the others.” 

“Even Kienneth?”  Daelin looked at Izellia’s eyes, which still looked back at his 
own. 

“Even Kienneth,” she replied, still smiling sincerely.  “She takes some warming 
up to, but she’s really not a bad person.  She’ll help you as much as she can, if it comes 
down to it.” 

Daelin nodded.  He still didn’t like Kienneth.  Even F’Larr was better.  He didn’t 
say anything, but at least he wasn’t mean. 
 
 The rest of the day passed uneventfully.  Shelrisa remained in her room, while the 
others gathered on deck, staying well away from the sailors and their duties.  Daelin 
watched over the edge of the deck as the water passed by beneath it.  
 “Daelin!” he heard a shout.  He looked over his shoulder; it was Ervin, holding a 
mop handle over his head.  “Come over here!” 
 Daelin obliged, standing and approaching the man, who now wore only a 
sleeveless white shirt and his customary tan breeches.  It was unusual to see the warrior 
unarmored.  The man pointed at Daelin’s sword with the wooden rod in his hand.  
“That’s a nice sword you carry there,” he commented.  
 Daelin bowed his head shyly.  “Thank you, sir.” 
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 Ervin laughed.  “There’s no need for you to call me sir, Daelin!  Here, I’m known 
to everyone just as Ervin.  No ‘sir’, no ‘my lord’, none of that nonsense.  I get enough of 
it at home.” 
 Daelin nodded again, unsure of how to respond.  “OK,” he eventually said.  “Yes, 
sir,” didn’t seem like a suitable reply. 
 “Anyway,” Ervin went on, as the rest of the party began to move away, 
apparently to tend to their own matters.  “Do you know how to use that blade?” 

Daelin shrugged.  “I’ve used it a little bit.  I know I’m not as good as you are.” 
Ervin laughed once again.  It was a cheery laugh.  He seemed a very happy fellow 

at the moment.  “Well, then, let’s see what you can do!” 
He handed Daelin another mop handle that leaned against the ledge beside him.  

“Here,” he said as Daelin accepted it.  “This is now your sword.  Attack me.” 
“Attack you?” Daelin repeated, as if he hadn’t heard Ervin correctly. 
The knight nodded.  “Yes.  I’d like to see how well you fight.  Besides, I need a 

practice partner.  No one else here uses a sword.” 
With a shrug, Daelin took a step back.  “Alright, if you insist.” 
Gripping the handle with both hands near its end, as he would his sword, Daelin 

readied himself.  He knew he was no match for Ervin, but maybe the warrior could teach 
him a thing or two.  He felt so awkward, his meager skill pitted against one of the greatest 
swordsmen to ever live, but he was now left with no choice.  He swung the mop handle at 
Ervin, who still stood, seemingly unready, his guard lowered. 

With amazing speed and grace, Ervin parried the blow, sending the mop handle 
flying from Daelin’s startled hands.  It fell to the deck with a loud rattling.  Ervin tapped 
his handle back to the deck, and said, “A sword does you no good if you can’t hold on to 
it.” 

“I… didn’t expect you to do that!” Daelin retorted, stooping to pick up the rod. 
“You can never expect anything in particular from an opponent in a real fight, 

Daelin.  Injured stone goblins are one thing, a capable warrior armed with a good blade is 
another story entirely.  If you want to be an effective fighter, you need to anticipate 
treachery and the unexpected.  Now,” he raised his handle, like a sword at the ready, 
“let’s try that again.” 

Daelin swung a strike at Ervin’s midsection, which was parried once again.  This 
time, however, Daelin managed to retain his grip, despite the force of Ervin’s blow.  He 
narrowly dodged the warrior’s counterstrike, then swung again himself.   

The exchange of blows lasted only a few mere seconds, before Ervin’s mop 
handle collided soundly with the top of Daelin’s head.  Under the force of the blow, 
Daelin fell to his knees and dropped his own weapon.  Clutching his throbbing head, 
Daelin howled, “Ow!!” 

“Sorry about that,” Ervin remarked.  “I didn’t mean to hit you that hard… but if 
this were a real fight, you’d now have a blade in your skull.  You need to keep your guard 
up.” 

“But you’re too fast!” Daelin whined.  “I can’t keep up with you!” 
Ervin pushed Daelin’s mop handle closer to him.  “That’s why we’re practicing.  

Come on, get up.  I’m going easy on you, so don’t give up on me just yet.” 
Reluctantly, with his head still pounding, Daelin reached for the mop handle.  He 

shakily stood, and readied himself for more. 
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The practice lasted for another ten minutes, at which time Daelin was forced to 
yield, battered and bruised but not seriously injured.  The mop handles both showed 
serious signs of wear, dented and pitted from repeated impacts.  Daelin realized Ervin 
was holding back, which just made his own skill with a sword seem that much more 
inferior.  With a dejected sigh, Daelin stumbled away to rest and let the pain fade.  He 
was uncomfortably warm under the leathery cloak, but didn’t want to risk taking it off, 
lest he anger Solcrist. 

He saw Shelrisa sitting on the stairway that led to the helm, reading from her 
enormous book.  He made his way over to her, while Ervin wiped his face with a towel. 
 “What are you reading?” Daelin asked, seating himself beside the dark elf. 
 “N—nothing,” she replied nervously, clapping the heavy book shut.  She shifted 
uncomfortably where she sat, inching away from Daelin. 

Trying not to get discouraged, and eager to actually meet Izellia’s sister, Daelin 
went on.  “That sure is a big book.  What’s it about?” 

“Um,” the girl replied, looking away from Daelin’s questioning gaze.  “It’s… not 
a storybook…” 

“Oh.”  Daelin looked back across the deck.  Kienneth seemed to be watching him, 
from her perch in the crow’s nest.  Her job, he knew, was to keep her keen eyes out for 
storms or potentially dangerous ships, not to watch him.  Not only was she snooty, but 
she was nosy as well. 

Daelin looked back to Shelrisa.  “I’m not that bad, you know.  I don’t want to 
make you nervous or anything, I just thought you might want to talk.” 

Shelrisa said nothing.  She had the book clutched to her chest, and stared down at 
the floor, her chin and lips hidden by the book. 

With a sigh, Daelin started to get up, but pain kept him seated.  Maybe he’d stay 
here a little longer, until he could move without causing any pain.  Shelrisa was 
obviously uncomfortable by his proximity, but he really didn’t think he could move had 
he wanted to.  So, there they both sat, saying nothing, staring at the deck floorboards, 
until the suns reached the horizon.  

Shelrisa eventually stood and headed below, as Izellia called up from the galley 
that dinner was ready.  A number of the dozen sailors joined them all for dinner, which 
consisted of fresh fish, rye bread, some dried fruit, cheese, and rather fine wine.  The 
entire time, Shelrisa still said nothing unless directly addressed by her sister. 

 
After the meal, Daelin retired to his cabin.  He was worn out from the sparring 

session, despite its brief duration.  He also wanted to speak with Solcrist again.  He had 
felt a nagging sensation at the back of his mind all through the fight with Ervin, and he 
wanted to know what it was all about.  Was Solcrist angry?  Did he want to fight Ervin? 

Daelin closed his eyes.  He had heard the voice speak to him, and he wondered if 
he could initiate conversation.  “Solcrist?” he asked aloud. 

There was no response for a moment.  As Daelin inhaled to speak again, the voice 
sounded in his head.  “You do not need to speak aloud.  I can hear your thoughts.” 

Not speaking aloud, merely thinking the words, Daelin replied, “Oh, I see.” 
“What do you want?” 
“What was happening back there, when I was sparring with Ervin?” 
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There was no response for a moment, as if Solcrist were thinking of a suitable 
answer.  “I was frustrated that I was useless in your battles.” 

“I thought you said you didn’t want to fight anymore.” 
“I also said I did not want to see any harm come to you, lest it lead to my 

servitude to another.” 
“Then what are you saying?” 
“I protect you.  My scales cannot be harmed by normal weapons.  There is more 

to a fight than a simple blade.” 
Daelin thought about this for a moment.  “You mean I should use… you… as a 

shield?” 
There was no response. 
“I mean, is that alright with you?  I don’t want to abuse you.” 
“Such is no abuse.  It is protection.  It does not cause me pain, and even if it did, I 

have endured far worse.” 
“You have?  How so?”  Daelin wasn’t sure if his question was too personal.  At 

least this Solcrist was more talkative than Shelrisa. 
“I was alive once, you know.  Before being reduced to this scrap of skin.”  The 

bitterness was plainly evident in Solcrist’s tone, so Daelin pried no further. 
“Well, then I guess I’ll do what you suggested, maybe tomorrow.  Just let me 

know if it bothers you, or harms you in any way, OK?” 
Daelin felt a sensation akin to nodding, which he took as Solcrist’s agreement.  

Thinking of one more question, he added, “Is there anything I should know about your 
protective qualities?” 

There was another brief pause, after which the voice replied, “My scales resist the 
most caustic of solvents.” 

Daelin nodded.  “That could come in handy, I guess.” 
 
The next day, Daelin’s bruises had mostly healed.  At least they didn’t hurt; they 

had been reduced to ugly purple marks, but they would fade eventually.  Daelin 
approached Ervin in the morning, challenging him to another sparring session.  Ervin 
accepted, and they began with the same two mop handles in the center of the ship’s deck. 

Daelin could see the look of surprise on Ervin’s face when his first attack was 
parried by a swift motion of the cloak.  Daelin had been practicing the night before and 
early this morning, figuring out how to use the cloak as a shield, to swat away attacks.  
He quickly counterattacked, striking Ervin in the abdomen with the blunt tip of his mop 
handle. 

Ervin instinctively clutched the point of impact, and took a step back.  
“Interesting,” he said.  “You’ve been practicing that, haven’t you?” 

Daelin nodded with a smile, pleased that he had managed to surprise such an 
experienced warrior.  Ervin returned the smile, and readied his weapon again.  “Alright, 
let’s see if you can pull it off again!” 

This time, his attack was fiercer, although Daelin got the impression that he was 
still holding back.  Daelin blocked the first attack, which bounced harmlessly off his 
cloaked left arm, and swung with the stick in his right.  Ervin deftly parried the blow, and 
swung to Daelin’s right, unguarded by the cloak.  Daelin sidestepped and spun to the 
right, pushing the dowel down and away from him with his left.  He took another swing, 
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higher this time, aimed at Ervin’s head.  Ervin blocked this as well, and dodged back, 
narrowly avoiding another strike. 

This continued for several more exchanges, with neither one of the two gaining 
any real advantage.  Daelin was still very sure that Ervin was holding back.  His 
movements seemed rigid and slow, despite their swiftness.  He swung another strike at 
Ervin’s neck, which was parried with a resounding “crack”. 

Daelin’s mop handle snapped in two, shattering into splinters at the point of 
impact.  Ervin carried through with his swing, catching Daelin in the right shoulder.  
Daelin managed to move the cloak into place before the blow hit, but was still thrown off 
his feet by the sheer force of it.  For that one attack, it seemed, Ervin had not held back. 

Daelin tumbled unceremoniously to the deck, still clutching the splintered stump 
of a weapon in his right hand.  He looked up after a moment, to see Ervin standing over 
him, his own mop handle pointed down at Daelin’s face.  “I think I still win,” he said 
with a faint smile.  Had Daelin somehow annoyed him? 

Daelin sat up with a nod.  “I think so too.  I do still need a lot of practice.” 
Ervin extended a hand, helping Daelin to his feet.  So far Daelin had avoided 

bruises.  If this continued, however, he wasn’t sure how much longer that would last. 
 
By noon, when the suns were at their peak in the clear blue sky, Daelin was once 

again covered in tender bruises.  His cloak tactic had been effective at first, but with each 
match Ervin held back less and less, and Daelin suffered more and more.  The entire day, 
Daelin had only managed to land a single blow, and that was simply because he had 
caught Ervin off-guard.  He felt he was such a worthless swordsman, no match at all for 
someone of Ervin’s caliber.  He wondered how long it at had taken Ervin to get as good 
as he was.  And he wondered if there was anyone better. 

He ate lunch on the right set of steps.  Shelrisa, who had watched the morning 
sparring since almost the beginning, sat on the left, the enormous book still in her lap, 
eating her own lunch.  She looked over at Daelin once while she ate, but quickly looked 
away when she saw him looking at her.  Daelin smiled.  Maybe she was warming up to 
him. 
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Chapter 4: Dorian the Red 
 

Dockport lay on the northern coast, some fifty miles to the west of Eltsport.  It 
was considerably smaller than Daelin’s home city, but a great deal of trade still ran 
through it, mostly between the cities of Eltsport and Point Cape, which lay on the tip of 
Rhino Horn Point, another fifty miles to the west. 

As Dockport came into view, Izellia explained some of the city’s background.  
“Dockport was set up as a middle point for trade between the two major centers in this 
region.  The focus of power lies mostly in the Merchants’ Guild, which is spread all over 
the continent.  They have a lot of sway in the local government, and a lot of power in the 
city.” 

Daelin nodded.  The city, as it came into clearer view, seemed much taller than 
Eltsport.  The buildings were whiter, mostly made of stone, and square, with flat 
rooftops.  The typical building height, it seemed, was three or four stories, compared to 
the almost uniform two-story, slope-roofed structures of Eltsport.  The city was also 
considerably narrower.  Eltsport actually covered the land on both sides of the river, 
mostly concentrated on the western side, and spread for miles in every direction.  
Dockport seemed at first glance to be roughly a quarter the size of Eltsport. 

The ship pulled into port, and the seamen tied it down and began to unload a few 
crates.  “We have some business to tend to here, so we’ll be staying a day or so,” Korrm 
announced as he passed Daelin and headed for the gangplank.  “If you want to catch your 
land legs, we’re getting a room at the inn.” 

All the group save F’Larr and, of course, Shelrisa, marched into town, stopping 
here and there to inspect merchants’ goods or talk with old acquaintances.  They soon 
came to a clean-looking inn, with a gold-painted sign hanging over its door.  The sign 
was emblazoned with an open oyster shell, a pearl gleaming inside.  Above it, elaborate 
lettering read “The Sea Treasure Inn”. 

They group entered, Daelin bringing up the rear, and a hush seemed to fall over 
the crowd inside.  Apparently, the Heroes’ reputation preceded them wherever they 
ventured.  Daelin surveyed the room as Ervin picked out a table.  The gentle hum of 
activity quickly resumed, made pleasant by the melodic tunes of a minstrel who sat 
playing a lute near the bar.  To the right of the tavern was a stairway leading up to the 
second story, and the tavern itself was filled with occupied tables.  The clientele seemed 
to be generally human, although there were other species present as well, though not 
nearly as diverse as in Eltsport.  There were a few dwarves seated at a table near the 
Heroes’, and a gnome sat speaking with a were-rat near the stairs, but there were no other 
occupants of notable ancestry.  Most of the tables were occupied, and all by more than 
one customer, aside from one a few tables away, at which sat a lone figure draped in a 
black cloak and sipping a mug of ale. 

Sitting down, Daelin suddenly noticed that Kienneth was no longer present.  As 
he wondered when she had disappeared, a serving wench approached the table to take 
their orders.  Daelin requested the same meal as Izellia, and continued looking around, 
hoping to see where the elf had gone to.  All he noticed was that black-cloaked figure, 
looking at him; or was he looking at the Heroes?  Daelin couldn’t tell; the drawn hood of 
the cloak concealed all of his face. 
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Ervin and the others began talking about various errands they needed to run in the 
city.  Daelin didn’t pay much attention, though.  Not only was their conversation none of 
his business, but he found himself wondering again why they really wanted him along.  
He hadn’t had much time to think about it on the ship, with his sparring and talking with 
Solcrist and all.  Somehow the sea had eased his mind, kept him from worrying.  Now, 
surrounded by the familiar sounds of a busy tavern, his thoughts returned to his own 
concerns. 

Daelin was disrupted from his thoughts several minutes later by the sound of the 
floor cracking loudly behind him.  He, along with the rest of those at his table, turned 
quickly in their seats to see the gnome who had been speaking with the were-rat, standing 
near them, his hand outstretched toward Daelin but his gaze turned down at his feet. 

An instant later, the floor beneath him gave in to his weight with a loud snap, and 
he plummeted down into the basement with a yelp and a loud thud.  The tavern’s 
occupants fell silent for a moment, and the eyes of the Heroes conspicuously turned 
toward the figure cloaked in black, the only customer who had not reacted.  The figure 
took another sip from his mug, finishing off his ale, and stood.  He was not very tall, 
probably still in his teens and not fully grown, and did not stand with the confidence of an 
experienced man. 

He slapped a few coins down on the table and said, jerking his head in the 
direction of the inn keeper, who still stood staring at the hole in the floor, “This should 
cover the floor.” 

With a polite nod to Daelin’s table, directed at Daelin in particular, the young man 
turned and headed for the door.  Without so much as a word to the others, Izellia stood 
up, her hands on the table, knocking over her chair.  “Wait!” she shouted. 

The cloaked figure stopped and turned, looking over his shoulder.  Daelin caught 
a glint of light on the young man’s eye, but still couldn’t see his face.  Waiting for more, 
the man said nothing.  Izellia approached him, stepping around the overturned chair.  She 
stood before him, only slightly taller than he, and attempted to look him in the eye.  
Daelin had heard that elves could see in the dark, but wasn’t sure if she could see his face 
or not. 

“You’re a warlock, aren’t you?” Izellia asked him, rather tactlessly. 
Daelin saw the cloak’s shoulders rise and fall, and a slight nod of its head.  

“Yeah,” he replied, his face shrouded in shadow. 
The dark elf gestured to the table.  “I thought so, I recognized the power.  Won’t 

you join us for a few minutes?” 
Again, the warlock shrugged.  Saying nothing, he followed her to the table, and 

pulled a chair up between Daelin and Korrm.  Daelin cast an eye back at the hole in the 
floor.  “Um… thanks,” he said to the warlock. 

The warlock shrugged once more.  “No big deal.  I thought you might not want to 
lose whatever money you’ve got in that pouch.”  A hand emerged from the cloak and 
pointed at Daelin’s belt pouch, which was poking out rather obviously from his hip, not 
concealed by the cloak. 

Looking down, Daelin realized his folly, and quickly pulled his cloak down to 
cover it. 

“So,” Ervin said, looking to the warlock.  “I’m sure you’ve heard of us.” 
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The warlock nodded.  “Of course.  You’re Ervin, right?  I heard you were a lot 
bigger.” 

Ervin smiled, and introduced the others at the table, concluding with Daelin, “our 
newest member,” he added. 

Daelin blushed.  He hadn’t been aware that he was considered part of their team, 
and it made him very proud.  “Well,” the warlock said, reaching up to his hood, “then I 
suppose I should introduce myself too.”  He pulled the hood back to reveal his face.  He 
looked to be roughly Daelin’s age, maybe a year or two older, with light brown hair and 
deep brown eyes that glistened like Zarenn’s did.  He had angled features and a pointed 
nose that gave him an almost hawk-like appearance.  “You can call me George.”  

Izellia nodded with a polite smile.  Daelin didn’t think George was the warlock’s 
real name, but he didn’t say anything.  Let him be called whatever he liked.  “Well, 
George,” Izellia said, “we recently parted ways, albeit temporarily, with our own warlock 
back near Eltsport.” 

George motioned the wench to bring him another ale.  “I’m sorry to hear that,” he 
remarked callously. 

“He was a very integral member of our group,” Ervin said, looking George in the 
eye, his own fist clenched tightly around his mug. 

“What we’re saying,” Izellia went on, a hand on Ervin’s arm, “is that we’d like to 
have a warlock on our side, at least until Zarenn returns.  We’re heading west, taking 
Daelin to meet some friends of ours.  He’s new to the group, and might need a little 
backup now and then.  And a warlock’s magic is certainly a handy thing to have around.” 

Accepting his ale from the young wench, George laughed abruptly.  “Yeah, until 
the power gets to be too much and they go nuts.”  As he took a sip from his mug, he 
looked around at the Heroes, seeing them all eying him with concern.  He quickly 
swallowed, then added, “not that I’m anywhere near that point!  I’m not very powerful, to 
be honest.  I make my money by rescuing treed cats, and lifting timbers onto roofs.  And, 
occasionally, breaking floorboards.”  He gestured with his mug at the hole in the floor.  
Daelin thought he heard a groan from down below. 

“Well, anyway, our offer still stands, George,” Ervin said, leaning back slightly.  
“We’re asking you to accompany us for a little while.  We leave tomorrow, and we’ll 
certainly reimburse you for your trouble.  And if you’ve ever wanted to see more of the 
world you’ll get the chance.” 

George thought it over for a moment, taking another sizable draught from his 
mug.  “Okay,” he replied as the awkward silence around the table began to grow 
unbearable.  “You got yourselves a warlock.” 

Daelin wasn’t sure how much he trusted this George fellow.  True, he had saved 
him from thievery, free of charge and without request, but it seemed as though the Heroes 
welcomed him too eagerly.  There had to be a catch. 

 
They all retired to several rooms upstairs for the night, Ervin paying George’s 

way.  Whether George could afford it or not, as he obviously could afford to pay for the 
damage he had inflicted on the tavern floor, Daelin didn’t know, but he certainly seemed 
eager to take advantage of Ervin’s generosity. 

By the time they fell asleep, Kienneth had still not returned.  Daelin found himself 
hoping she was alright.  But she was one of the Heroes.  She could take care of herself, 
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certainly.  But she left without so much as a word, and had been gone for a long time.  
Daelin didn’t like her much, but couldn’t help worrying.  He managed to sleep, though, 
with the cloak hung on his bedpost, within reach at all times, as he had convinced Solcrist 
it was safe to do. 

The next morning, Daelin awoke to the suns’ light to find Korrm, his lone 
roommate, awake and praying before the east-facing window with his eyes closed and his 
paws upturned into the light.  Daelin could hear faintly whispered words coming from the 
were-lion, but couldn’t make them out.  It almost seemed as though they were some other 
language, perhaps the language of beasts. 

Daelin stood up, groggily rubbing his eyes, and made himself ready to face the 
day.  As he put Solcrist on his shoulders, there was a knocking at the door.  Korrm looked 
over at Daelin out of the corner of his eye and said, “That’s probably Ervin, could you let 
him in?  I need to finish my prayers.” 

Daelin nodded and went to the door, fastening the clasp on the cloak.  He opened 
the door and, as Korrm had suspected, there stood Ervin.  “Daelin,” the man said, still not 
wearing his armor, “Kienneth just gave us some rather disturbing news.  Is Korrm ready 
to go?” 

Daelin looked back at Korrm, who had not moved from his position.  “I think he 
needs a couple more minutes,” he replied. 

“Alright, we’ll have to catch him up later then.  Come on, we need your help.” 
Without another word, Ervin led Daelin down to the tavern, which was sparsely 

populated at this hour.  At a table in the corner sat Izellia, Kienneth, and George.  Daelin 
and Ervin approached and seated themselves as well.   

“What’s going on?” Daelin asked, feeling very confused.  They wanted his help? 
Kienneth looked at Daelin but said nothing.  Izellia eventually answered him.  

“Kienneth just ran into an old friend of ours named Dorian.  Apparently he now has in his 
possession an item that he should not have.  We need your help, and George’s, to get it 
back.” 

Daelin looked at George, who merely shrugged.  “But what can we do that you 
can’t?  I’m not as good a fighter as Ervin, and I’m not very good at sneaking around.  I 
don’t know any magic.  George, by his own admission, isn’t all that powerful.”  

George remained silent. 
Turning back to the others, Daelin asked again, “What can we do that you can’t?” 
Daelin immediately regretted his question and tone as Kienneth snapped, “It’s not 

your meager skills we care about, kid.  We need new faces.  Dorian knows all of us, and 
we’re kind of high profile to start with.  We need a couple of unknowns to get into where 
Dorian is and get back the item.  Don’t think you’re good enough to take any of our 
places!” 

Izellia put a hand on the elf’s arm gently, in her customary role as mediator.  
“Take it easy, Kienneth.  There’s no need to get angry.”  She turned to Daelin.  “So, 
we’ve already discussed this with George, and he’s willing to help.”  A nod from the 
warlock confirmed that, and she continued.  “Are you?  It would mean a lot to us, and it 
would make things a lot easier.” 

Daelin felt a little uneasy about the whole thing.  “Tell me about this Dorian 
fellow.  You said you know him.” 
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Ervin nodded, his eyes shooting uneasily between the other present Heroes.  
“Yeah, we’ve tangled with him a few times.  He’s a tough customer, a draconian 
mercenary.  Mean disposition, and muscles and claws to back it up.  But hopefully you 
won’t have to deal with him at all.  Kienneth knows roughly where the item is, you just 
need to get in and sneak back out.” 

“It’s in the complex of the Merchants’ Guild,” Kienneth explained with a sneer. 
 “You’re both young,” Ervin continued.  “You can pose as apprentices and make 

your way inside.  There’s to be an auction today, and Dorian’s supposed to be there, 
keeping guard for some of the merchants.  It should be fairly easy to find out where he’s 
keeping the item, and with him at the auction you shouldn’t have any trouble getting 
away without him noticing.” 

Daelin interjected a question.  “Why is this guy in the Merchants’ Guild?” 
“He’s got a really big reputation as one of the most reliable mercenaries there is.  

He always completes his contracts, no matter what they might be.  Always.  His current 
job, which I understand is expiring fairly soon, is related to the Merchants’ Guild.  From 
what Kienneth told us, he acquired the item on his own, and is storing it for safe keeping 
in the Guild.” 

“And what’s so special about this item?” Daelin asked. 
Izellia was the one to answer.  “It’s the orb of an ancient king, called the Orb of 

Ulseyr.”  She made a circle with her fingers, indicating the object’s size as slightly larger 
than Daelin’s own fist.  “It’s a gem-encrusted ball about this big around, with a tiny 
golden sword thrust into the top.  And let’s just say that, in the wrong hands, the orb 
could cause a lot of damage to not only a city, but an entire kingdom, perhaps this entire 
land.” 

That was a lot to digest, and they were asking Daelin to accept a lot of 
responsibility.  Not just him, George too.  Daelin wondered what the warlock thought of 
all this.  Looking at George, he seemed to be taking it all in stride, as if it were normal.  
He looked as relaxed as ever, and didn’t even seem to be paying attention.  His hood was 
up again, although not pulled over his face as much as the day before, and he looked 
casually out the window beside his seat. 

Daelin let out a sigh.  In his mind, he said, “What do you think, Solcrist?” 
“I care not for the matters of humans.  Do as you wish.” 
Daelin couldn’t let the Heroes down.  He looked up to them, and wanted to earn 

their respect.  Maybe if Izellia took stories of Daelin’s heroics back to Shelrisa, the girl 
would be more willing to talk, instead of hiding behind her book every time Daelin tried 
to make conversation.  He just wanted someone else his own age to talk to, although now 
there was George, but George seemed somehow detached, not truly Daelin’s peer. 

“Alright,” Daelin agreed.  “I’ll do it.  Just tell me what to do, and I’ll give it my 
best.” 

 
Izellia had conjured up a pair of false apprentice identification cards for Daelin 

and George, and sent them to the building closest to where the auction was believed to be 
taking place.  Kienneth explained that the buildings may appear distinct on the surface, 
but practically the entire city was connected by a series of tunnels and subterranean 
chambers, through which nearly every building was accessible.  The Merchants’ Guild 
was a powerful organization, which seemed to have its fingers into every aspect of life 
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here, and probably extended its control elsewhere as well.  Kienneth made mention of a 
city to the west called Condana, which was the headquarters for the Merchants’ Guild, 
although they would not be visiting that city. 

Just in case, Izellia had also cast a spell on Daelin which, she claimed, would let 
him communicate with her mentally if he were in danger.  She would be waiting outside, 
a short distance away, to lend assistance if it became necessary. 

Daelin and George stood in line outside the building, which was connected on 
either side to shops.  The wall they faced was nothing more than a square pillar of stone 
adorned with a single heavy door.  Outside the door stood an armored sentry, wearing the 
colors of the city guard.  As Daelin and George watched, the guard checked the cards of 
merchants who wished to enter, asking them their business inside. 

Eventually, it was Daelin and George’s turn.  George seemed fairly confident, 
Daelin thought, probably because of his magic.  Who could cause any trouble to him, 
when he wielded the powers of a warlock, the same powers Zarenn had used to defeat a 
mighty wizard? 

Daelin handed the guard his card, a red slip of sturdy parchment with a name and 
other information carefully scribed upon it in deep purple ink.  The guard took the card 
and looked it over.  Obviously, the guard could read.  No one would be stupid enough to 
post a guard, with orders to check visitors’ identification, who was illiterate.  “Daelin, 
huh?” he said, looking Daelin over.  Daelin had been hesitant to give his real name, but 
Izellia explained that the Merchants’ Guild was powerful magically as well, and may 
have safeguards against false names.  Daelin was under the impression that a person’s 
true name was very important, magically. 

“What business do you have?” the guard asked Daelin, still holding the card in his 
hand. 

“My friend and I are apprentices to Amerril of Eltsport,” Daelin explained, 
remembering the story he and George had decided on.  “We were sent to the auction to 
pick up some goods for sale in his shop.” 

The guard handed Daelin’s card back, briefly looked over George’s, and then 
nodded and rapped on the door.  The knock was placed at a certain position on the door, 
and consisted of a complex pattern of raps.  Daelin tried to remember it, just in case it 
became important later on, but was fairly certain he had missed something. 

The door opened inward, propelled by another armored guard inside.  This guard 
wore a sword and carried a crossbow, slung across his shoulder and hanging at his side, 
loaded and ready for trouble.  He nodded to Daelin and George as they entered, then 
pushed the door closed again, locking it shut with a heavy iron latch. 

Daelin asked him, “Could you tell us where the auction hall is?” 
The guard pointed down the hallway, explaining the route, then returned to his 

post, his back to the door, his eyes set with determination.  Daelin thanked him, and he 
and George made their way down the hall. 

The foyer they had first entered seemed to occupy all of the blocky building they 
had seen from outside.  The ceiling was high and flat, and the walls were hung with huge 
tapestries.  Ahead of them was a wide hallway lined on either side by glowing-tipped 
rods mounted in the walls.  On the sides of the foyer were doors, smaller than the 
entrance, each guarded by a man in attire similar to the main guard.  At their feet lay a 
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thick carpet, worn down the middle, of lush reddish purple fibers.  The edge was 
embroidered with gold, and the entire length led down the corridor ahead of them. 

The two intruders followed the carpet into the stone brick hallway and took the 
turns indicated by the guard.  The complex seemed quite large, the largest building 
Daelin had ever been in, but he knew this was only a small portion of it; the majority was 
below them, and that was probably their destination.  Their mission now was simple: the 
auction consisted of several sessions, and Kienneth was certain Dorian would be present 
at each of them.  Daelin and George were to attend the first session, watching for the 
draconian, and then follow him to wherever he might go between sessions.  With any 
luck, he would lead them to wherever he had the Orb stashed.  Daelin’s concern was 
getting caught. 

They soon found themselves at the auction hall, made evident beforehand by the 
commotion coming from within.  Inside, there were several dozen men and women, who 
all appeared to be wealthy merchants.  They all wore fancy clothes, and carried sizable 
purses.  Many also walked with bodyguards; Daelin knew a guard was a valuable thing to 
have when carrying as much money as they probably were.  He and George were 
carrying a stash of expensive gems that Ervin had given them, presumably from the 
treasure they acquired at Keep Forsaken.  George had said he could convert them to gold 
if necessary, which made Daelin wonder how much gold the warlock was really carrying. 

Just outside the room was a long table, at which merchants and apprentices were 
presenting their red cards.  In return, they were given larger yellow cards marked with 
numbers.  Daelin leaned over to George, whispering, “Do you have any idea how this 
works?” 

George shrugged.  “No clue.  Just watch and see, I guess.” 
Daelin nodded, and handed his card to a woman seated behind the table.  She 

looked it over, scribbled some information on a roll of parchment before her, and handed 
him back his card along with a larger yellow card reading “63”.  “You’re number sixty-
three,” she remarked, as if Daelin were illiterate, and accepted George’s card. 

The warlock was number sixty-four, and they both entered the auction hall.  It 
was a large room filled with rows of uncomfortable-looking wooden benches.  At the far 
end of the room was a stage, purple velvet curtains hanging on either side, filled with 
merchandise.  Several guards stood watch over it, again armed with crossbows.  At the 
front of the stage was a podium, a megaphone mounted atop it.  Merchants were milling 
about the room, talking amongst themselves or inspecting merchandise. 

Daelin and George made their way to the stage and looked the items over.  There 
was probably a hundred items or more, mostly fine paintings and other works of art.  
Daelin whistled in astonishment as he contemplated the value of these items.  George 
nudged him with his elbow.  “How much of this do you think is stolen?” he said. 

Daelin whispered back, “This is the Merchants’ Guild, not the Thieves’ Guild.  
I’m sure it’s all legitimate.” 

George laughed quietly.  “How do you think most merchants acquire their wares?  
These days, the merchants and thieves are practically the same thing.” 

Daelin tried to ignore the warlock, not cynical enough to believe the world 
worked that way, as he looked over a crate of fine silks.  There was a rainbow of color in 
the crate, which sat on its side, visible to the audience. 
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Eventually, Daelin and George managed to conclude that the orb was not present, 
unless it was to be brought out later.  Kienneth had said there was the possibility that 
Dorian intended to sell it at the auction, but Ervin seemed to think it was more likely that 
he would hold on to it, intent on using it for his own aims. 

There was still no sign of the infamous mercenary.  From the description Daelin 
had been given, he was positive Dorian would stand out from the crowd.  Looking around 
the room, he noticed a doorway on the left side of the stage.  The door was not guarded, 
nor did it look capable of being locked.  He wondered what lay beyond it. 

A man stepped up to the podium and rapped on it loudly with a wooden gavel.  
“Attention, please!  The auction is about to start!  Please take your seats, ladies and 
gentlemen!” 

With a great deal of shuffling and nudging, the audience settled down.  Daelin and 
George made their way to the very back of the room, so as to observe the workings of the 
auction and maintain a low profile.  After a few moments, the noise settled down and 
silence fell across the hall.  Daelin kept his eye on the door near the stage. 

The man at the podium spoke into the megaphone as he introduced the first item 
up for bid.  He gestured toward the crate of silks.  “Ladies and gentlemen, our first bid is 
lot number twelve.  This crate of fine silks was imported from Elgar, known for its fine 
silks and textiles.  There is at least one bolt of every color available from the city’s 
merchants, and I assure you the quality is exquisite.  The lot is offered as-is, complete 
with the crate you see here.  We’re going to start the bidding at two hundred gold pieces, 
that’s just two coins per ten-yard bolt!  Do I hear two ten?” 

Daelin sat back and watched the bidders, amazed by the speed at which the 
auctioneer rattled off the bids.  The man must have practiced for years, Daelin thought to 
himself.  He also realized how much of a markup the merchants put on their prices.  Two 
thousand yards of fine silks, selling for two hundred gold pieces?  Two hundred gold was 
a lot, but certainly not even a tenth the market value of those silks.  If the orb were for 
sale, maybe it would go for a fraction of its actual value.  Maybe the gems in his pouch 
might actually afford it! 

The auctioneer continued to speak, taking bids from the audience. 
“That’stwotwentydoIheretwothirtytwothirtydoIheartwofortytwofortytwothirtytwofortytw
ofortytwofiftytothetwofortytwofiftytwosixtytwosixtytwofiftytwosixtytwoseventytwoeight
ytwoninetythreehundreddoIhearthreehundredthreehundreddoIhearthreetwentythreetwenty
threehundredthreetwentythreehundred!  Going once, going twice, sold for three hundred 
gold pieces to number thirty-eight!”  The entire time, various patrons did little but hold 
up their numbered cards.  It all went so fast that Daelin wasn’t sure what their cues were, 
or whether the auctioneer even saw them all. 

There was a murmur in the crowd, and one of the bulky guards on the stage 
pushed the crate to the side.  He then picked up a painting of an attractive young woman 
dressed in exquisite clothes, and held it up for all to see.  “Next, we have lot number 
eight.  This is a one-of-a-kind painting of Lady Telsha, late of Carshe.  It was painted 
thirty-seven years ago by the famous artist Arnold Renais.  It was hanging in the palace at 
Carshe until recently removed by the new rulers.  This lovely work’s bidding will start at 
eight hundred gold pieces.” 

The bidding began anew, at the same frenzied pace as before.  This time, 
however, Daelin’s attention was broken by the arrival of another in the auction hall.  The 
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door near the stage opened up quietly, and a rather frightening figure stepped into the 
hall, carefully shutting the door behind him.  It had to be Dorian. 

Daelin had been warned as to how strong and fierce the draconian was, but it 
didn’t prepare him for what he saw.  He had never seen a draconian before, as they were 
fairly rare this far east.  Dorian stood at least seven feet tall, possibly more.  He had to 
duck under the door, careful not to catch either of his straight ivory horns on the 
doorframe.  His face was decidedly dragon-like, with a long snout lined with pointed 
teeth.  His skin all over was a deep red, and a pair of shimmering golden eyes gleamed in 
deep sockets just below his horns.  He had long, mule-like ears, the left one hung with a 
large silver hoop.  He wore naught but a pair of black breeches done up with a wide black 
leather belt, and a pair of black leather bracers laced to his forearms.  His muscled bulged 
and rippled, even as he stood with his arms folded in front of the door.  From his back 
sprouted a pair of red, scaly, bat-like wings, tipped with black claws, identical to those 
protruding from his fingertips. 

The monster’s legs were human, not counting the clawed feet that protruded from 
his pant cuffs, which came as a bit of a surprise to Daelin.  Since draconians were 
reptilian, Daelin assumed they were related to lizard men, and built similarly.  F’Larr 
essentially walked on his toes, his legs consisting of short thighs and shins, and jointed, 
elongated feet.  Dorian, on the other hand, walked as Daelin would.  Dorian did have a 
tail, of course, but it seemed more snake-like, not flat and crocodilian like a lizardman’s. 

Dorian’s narrow eyes scanned the audience, his reptilian face seemingly set in an 
eternal scowl.  The golden orbs with black slit pupils seemed to be calculating the combat 
abilities of everyone in the room, determining who was a threat and who was not.  As his 
eyes settled on Daelin for a moment, the boy found himself shuddering involuntarily.  
The draconian’s gaze was unsettling, if not frightening.  That was not someone with 
whom Daelin wanted to mess. 

The bidding continued for perhaps an hour.  Daelin had lost track of time, closed 
in the room and exposed only to accelerated speech from the auctioneer.  Eventually, the 
stage had been cleared of items and the auctioneer announced that the next batch of lots 
were to be brought out, and the patrons had a half an hour to inspect them. 

At that, one of the guards left his post on the stage and went to Dorian’s side.  The 
two whispered between themselves for a moment, and then the guard walked over to the 
auctioneer.  Dorian nodded as the man turned away, and he himself turned and opened 
the door.  Daelin nudged George, who nodded to him, as if anticipating Daelin’s next 
move. 

In unison, the two stood and approached the door. The other guard had just 
entered it.  Hoping the rest of the room’s occupants were too busy to notice, Daelin and 
George quickly slipped through as well. 

They found themselves in a narrow hallway, in which Dorian had surely had to 
stoop.  Ahead of them, in the same direction as the stage, the hall continued for some 
distance before splitting at a T.  They caught a glimpse of the guard turning the corner to 
the right.  Just ahead of them, on the right, was another door, which presumably led to the 
back of the stage.  A few doors here and there lined the hall on either side, and there was 
another door behind them, several yards away. 

Daelin pointed down the hall after the guard.  George nodded, and the two quietly 
headed after him.  As they turned the corner to the right, they saw the hallway continue 



 46 

ahead for quite some distance.  There were many doors on either side, but closer was a 
stairway leading down.  George seemed to be listening, his finger held up to keep Daelin 
silent, and after a moment he motioned toward the stairs. 

They crept down the stairs, moving as quickly as stealth would allow, hoping not 
to lose track of the guard or, preferably, Dorian.  The subterranean passage, lit by more of 
those magically glowing rods in the walls, seemed more like a maze than anything else.  
There were a great many stairways leading back up, presumably into other buildings 
connected with the Guild.  George seemed able to keep track of either the guard or 
Dorian, Daelin wasn’t sure which.  The warlock still remained totally silent.  Daelin 
found himself very glad he had George with him.  He’d be totally lost otherwise. 

After much winding around and at one point losing the trail of the guard, Daelin 
and George stood before a door.  The door was labeled with a strange symbol that 
obviously had some significance within the Guild, but which Daelin did not recognize.  
George nodded to Daelin. 

Daelin put his ear to the door.  Inside, he could hear what sounded like a heavy 
object being dragged along the stone floor.  There came a loud thud, and then heavy, 
bootless footsteps began to draw near.  Daelin’s eyes widened.  He turned to George, who 
pointed down the hall, to the next door on the left. 

Without wasting even a second, Daelin sprinted for the door, trying to step as 
lightly as he could.  He saw out of the corner of his eye that George kept pace with him, 
but wasn’t bobbing up and down as he would if he were running.  In fact, Daelin noticed 
that his legs weren’t moving at all.  The warlock was flying.  Well, Daelin thought, that 
was one way to keep quiet. 

Praying to the Suns that the door wasn’t locked, Daelin reached for the handle as 
he skidded to a stop.  As his hand met the lever, he heard a click from inside the door.  
Not bothering to cast even a questioning glance at George, he squeezed the latch, flung 
open the door, and dived inside.  George followed, and the door swung closed with a will 
of its own, latching silently. 

The two intruders leaned against the wall of the dark room in which they now 
stood, while Daelin caught his breath.  George wasn’t tired in the least bit.  In fact, he 
almost seemed to be enjoying himself.  Daelin thought he caught a hint of a smile on his 
face as he flew into the room.  Inside, there was no light, but Daelin found himself able to 
see clearly, albeit with a distinct lack of color.  He made a mental note to discuss that 
with Solcrist later. 

The door down the hall clicked and opened.  There was a faint treading of feet, 
and the door closed.  Keys jingled, and the door was locked.  Daelin strained to hear, his 
ear to the door, as the footsteps then receded into the distance.  Cautiously, he pulled the 
door open and peeked around it.  He caught a glimpse of the draconian as he turned the 
corner down the hall, empty handed save for a large key ring. 

Daelin whispered to George, “He doesn’t seem to be carrying the orb.  It must 
still be in the other room.”  He stepped into the hall, and walked quietly back to the door.  
George followed, closing and locking the door behind him.  Daelin didn’t know why he 
bothered, but he tried the latch on the door.  It was locked. 

As he pulled his hand away, he heard that same click again.  He looked at George 
questioningly, but the warlock just nodded, gesturing to the door.  Daelin opened it and 
stepped inside. 
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It was just a storeroom.  Even in the dim light that shone in from the hall, Daelin 
saw  large crates stacked all around.  The room itself was roughly fifteen feet square, and 
only a narrow path led through the crates to the far wall.  Chancing to speak, he said to 
George, “Now what?” 

The young warlock shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Search the crates, I guess.” 
Daelin inspected the nearest one.  “But they’re all nailed shut.” 
George smiled wryly.  “That’s not a problem,” he replied.  He raised a hand, but 

Daelin stopped him. 
“Hold it,” he said, “I didn’t hear anyone nailing anything shut, and he was in here 

a while.  If he went into any of the crates, he’d have to nail them together again, right?” 
George nodded.  Daelin noticed the warlock was still floating a few inches from 

the floor.  “Unless the crate he was looking in wasn’t nailed shut.” 
“Exactly,” Daelin agreed.  “Let’s see if we can find an open one.” He started 

looking around before he realized that the warlock probably couldn’t see in the dark.  
“Just let me get some light,” he added.  He quickly went out into the hall, grabbing the 
nearest glowing rod from the wall, and returned to the room.   

Without warning, the rod freed itself from Daelin’s hand.  He stumbled back, 
reaching for his sword in surprise.  “Take it easy,” George said, gesturing for Daelin to 
calm down.  “I just thought this would make it easier for us both to see what we’re 
doing.” 

The rod remained floating in the center of the room, nearly touching the ceiling 
and shedding light into almost every corner.  Daelin studied it for a moment, then 
nodded, releasing his grip on his sword.  “Good idea.” 

The two set about searching the crates, starting with those on top and most easily 
accessible.  After a brief search, they came up empty handed.  The crates were all still 
sealed.  After thinking for a moment, Daelin said, “I heard him move a crate, right before 
he came out.” 

“I guess that means we have to check all of them, then, doesn’t it?”  George 
looked bored, bordering on annoyed.  “Alright, then, let’s get to it.” 

Daelin had trouble moving the nearest crate even an inch.  The crates were all 
about four feet in any dimension.  Dorian surely would have had little trouble lifting one, 
with his size and bulk, but Daelin simply couldn’t do it.  He looked to the warlock for 
assistance.  “It depends on how heavy they are,” he remarked, studying the crate and 
judging how far Daelin had budged it.  “Like I told you before, I’m not all that powerful.  
I’ve never moved anything really heavy.  If I practiced for a few minutes, I could 
probably get it figured out, though.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Just don’t exert yourself too much.  I don’t want you to go the 
same way Zarenn did.” 

“The power?  Did it get him?” 
Daelin frowned.  Perhaps he had said too much.  “Not yet,” he replied.  “But I 

guess he was pretty close.” 
George laughed.  “Don’t worry,” he said with a smirk.  “I’m nowhere near that 

level of power.  I could juggle all the crates in this room all week before the power got to 
me.  I’ll be fine.” 

Daelin nodded, then stepped back to let him do his work. 
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It took a little while.  George started out by floating around the room and pushing 
on various crates, testing their weight.  He would then concentrate on a crate.  Lighter 
ones moved fairly easily, but heavier ones just shook in place.  But eventually, within 
twenty minutes, George had managed to rearrange the room’s contents.  The effort 
seemed to get easier with each crate.  Daelin was amazed at how quickly the warlock 
could extend and adapt his powers to something he had never done before.  It would have 
taken Daelin weeks to build up the muscles needed to move even one of the crates, and 
George had done it with his power in a matter of minutes. 

They searched the crates again, but still found none open.  Daelin sighed, leaning 
his elbow on a nearby crate.  “Well, that was a waste of time,” he remarked.  George 
frowned as well, looking decidedly unhappy now. 

Daelin began pacing back and forth.  He was afraid that they were running out of 
time.  The auction was getting close to concluding, and they hadn’t made any progress at 
all.  “We’ve got to be missing something,” he said as he stared at the floor under his feet.  
“I know I heard a crate moving along the floor, but none of them are open.  What could 
he have been doing?” 

George looked up from his brooding slouch.  “Maybe a crate was concealing 
something.  A trap door, perhaps.” 

Daelin looked back at him.  “I hadn’t thought of that,” he replied.  “Could we lift 
the crates and check under them?” 

George shook his head.  “I’d rather not.” 
Daelin looked back down rather unhappily.  “Alright, then, what do we do?”  He 

began to wander around the room, examining the crates once again.  The crate had been 
dragged on the floor.  The floor was fairly rough stone. 

That meant that the floor would have scraped some splinters from the bottom of 
the crate!  He began to search the floor, and examined the bottom of each of the crates, 
until he finally spotted a few splinters and a frayed edge against the far wall.  The crate 
stood alone.  Even before, there had not been one on top of it.  Obviously, that made it 
easier to move, to conceal a trap door! 

“I got it!” he exclaimed excitedly.  “Over here!  Let’s move this one!” 
He began to pull on the crate, moving it in the direction of the wood splinters.  

With a wave of his hand, George shoved the crate to the side, sending Daelin sprawling 
to the floor.  Not sure whether to curse or thank him, Daelin stood up, dusting off his 
backside.  Then he looked in dismay at the floor beneath the crate. 

There was nothing there but the stone floor. 
Daelin let out another sigh.  “Well, so much for that idea,” he whimpered.   
“No, you were right,” George said.  “Look, there, on the wall near the floor.” 
Daelin followed George’s finger to a gap in the wall, about three bricks from the 

floor.  “Well, what do you know?”  he remarked, leaning down to examine it. 
He put his hand in the hole, feeling around the edges.  There was a lip on the top 

of the hole.  He gave it a tug, and a door-sized section of the wall swung open, revealing 
a short hallway, perhaps five feet in length.  At the end stood a wooden door, light 
gleaming through the crack at the base of the frame. 

Daelin beamed back at his companion.  “We did it!” he exclaimed, perhaps a bit 
too loudly.   
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George put a finger to his lips, and glided over the floor, down the hall, and to the 
door.  It opened easily, swinging in and to the right, and they both entered the room.  It 
looked like a study of some sort.  There was a desk in the center of the room, cluttered 
with papers and small trinkets.  The walls were lined with shelves and cabinets.  A tall 
filing cabinet stood just behind the door, and there were a few maps and charts tacked to 
the walls where the plaster was not covered by shelves. 

Daelin couldn’t help but remark, “Wow.” 
George wasted no time.  “Let’s find what we came here for and get going,” he 

said, rummaging through the junk on the desk. 
Daelin followed suit, looking around the room.  He opened drawers and shuffled 

through boxes, but found nothing but papers.  He then spotted a metal safe by the wall on 
the right side of the room.  “I think the only place left to look is in here,” he said, pointing 
at the heavy metal box. 

George raised an eyebrow.  “Don’t even think about asking me to carry that out of 
here.” 

“That didn’t even occur to me.  Can you open it?” 
George smirked.  “Can I open it,” he repeated sarcastically.  With a wave of his 

hand, there was a loud metallic click, and the door to the safe swung open.  Inside was a 
pair of bulging pouches, presumably filled with gems or gold, and the orb.  Daelin 
reached in and pulled the orb out.  Holding it in both hands, he marveled at its beauty.  It 
was rather heavy, and made of solid gold.  Two parallel lines of diamonds, half an inch 
wide, ran from the north pole to the south.  Surmounting the orb was a cross-like sword, 
made of solid gold and adorned with an enormous ruby in the hilt. 

“Wow,” George commented.  “I’m impressed.” 
“Yeah.  This is it, alright,” Daelin said with a nod.  “Izellia, can you hear me?” he 

said aloud. 
The response came in his head, much like his talks with Solcrist.  “Yes, I can.  

Did you find the orb?” 
“Yes,” Daelin replied silently.  “We’re leaving now.” 
“I’ll be waiting for you outside.  Just get out to the street, and I’ll be able to find 

you.” 
Daelin stood up, tucking the orb into his pouch.  “Alright, let’s get out of here.” 
George nodded.   
Then they both heard the sound outside.  Someone was coming back.  Keys were 

fumbling around at the door outside the storeroom.  “Damn!” George hissed.  He swung 
his arm wide, flinging his cloak out of his way, and the crate at the end of the hallway 
slid back into place.  An instant later, the secret door slammed shut, followed by the door 
to the study.  Daelin noticed a problem a moment too late. 

“The light rod!” he whispered.  “We forgot about it!” 
George winced angrily.  “There’s nothing I can do now but let it drop.  Damn it, 

this is not good!” 
Daelin threw himself against the wall, next to the door.  “Get against the wall,” he 

instructed, waving with his hand.  “When he comes back here, we can try to sneak past 
him!”  Daelin was on the side of the door that would swing in, possibly trapping him 
behind it, but he saw no other option.  George complied, his face looking angry, almost 
frightened. 



 50 

Daelin heard the crate sliding on the floor again, and heard the secret door open, 
scraping on the floor and ceiling slightly.  The heavy, bootless footsteps drew nearer 
now.  In his fear, his heart pounding in his ears, it seemed to Daelin that each footstep 
came farther from the last, a slow, pounding death march, drawing ever closer. 

Daelin could hear grumbling on the other side of the door, and the jingling of 
keys.  As the key slid into the lock of the door, George mouthed to Daelin, “Get ready.” 

Daelin gripped his sword tightly, pulling it slightly from its sheath.  It might come 
down to a fight, and it was a fight he didn’t even want to think about.  At least he had 
learned a little in his sparring sessions with Ervin (mostly that he didn’t like getting hit 
with wooden poles). 

The door creaked open, concealing Daelin’s view of the warlock.  There was the 
sound of a footstep, and then a gruff voice boomed out, “How’d you get in here?!” 

Without a word or any sort of warning, George used the only power he could 
think of against the powerful draconian. 

The door exploded above Daelin’s head, sending a shower of splinters raining 
down on him.  He covered his head with the cloak, and drew his sword all the way from 
his sheath.  He heard a furious growl from the draconian, and a nasty crunching sound, 
followed by a faint gurgle. 

Daelin dove from behind the door and swung his sword where Dorian’s 
midsection should be.  Before he saw anything, Daelin felt his blade connect, and slide 
harmlessly off of the monster’s scales.  Spinning around, Daelin set his eyes on the 
draconian, who held George up by his throat.  The warlock’s arms and legs dangled 
limply, and there was blood running down his neck between Dorian’s claws.  George’s 
eyes were closed, as if he were asleep.  Daelin didn’t know if he was dead or alive, but 
hoped for the best and dove forward, yelling angrily. 

The point of his sword impacted soundly with Dorian’s side, but did not 
penetrate.  The draconian dropped the warlock unceremoniously to the floor, and swung a 
back fist at Daelin.  The strike caught Daelin in the face, and sent him careening to his 
left, where he smashed into the filing cabinet beside the door. 

As he struggled to stand back up, Daelin managed to think, “Izellia, help!” 
He heard her reply, “Get out, Daelin!  Run!”  But there was nowhere for him to 

go. 
Dorian took a step toward him, his muscles rippling, his maw sneering, his claws 

glistening.  Each step he took shook the solid stone beneath him, and with a sweep of his 
tail he slammed the half-shattered door shut behind him.  He growled at Daelin, who 
staggered weakly to his feet.  Daelin could feel blood running down the side of his face, 
but ignored it. 

“Give me one good reason not to give you the same treatment I just gave your 
magician friend, boy,” Dorian growled.  His voice itself frightened Daelin, who suddenly 
found himself shaking. 

“Solcrist,” he said to the cloak, “help me!” 
“There is no room here.  I need more room.  I can get you away if you can get 

more space.” 
“There’s nothing I can do!” 
Dorian reached for Daelin, attempting to grab him by the clasp on his cloak. 
As if speaking with a supernatural insight, Solcrist replied, “There is, now.”  
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The safe slammed into Dorian’s face, knocking him onto his back with an earth-
shaking crash.  The heavy steel box rolled to the floor with a loud clunk.  Daelin saw 
George, clutching his neck in one hand, his other hand raised, the fingers clenched 
around an invisible ball.  “Get out,” he gurgled weakly.  “Now!” 

Daelin didn’t want to leave George, but Dorian began to move and his instinct for 
self-preservation kicked in.  He vaulted over the draconian and tore the door open.  He 
took a step into the hallway, and turned to see Dorian leap to his feet with incredible 
speed.  The safe had only dazed him for an instant, and Daelin caught a glimpse of his 
furious, sneering face.  Dorian let out a beastly roar as he swung a fist down at the fallen 
warlock.  The strike shook the ground, and Daelin heard a loud cracking noise.  Without 
even looking down, he knew what had happened. 

With another shout, his eyes now stinging with tears as well as blood, Daelin took 
another swing at the mercenary with his sword.  This one slid across Dorian’s arm as he 
stood back up, glaring down at the human.  In desperation, Daelin plunged his sword 
once again into Dorian’s midsection, aiming for his stomach, but was once again 
deflected by the draconian’s natural armor. 

Dorian took a swing at Daelin with splayed claws, but Daelin barely managed to 
roll aside.  The punch impacted with his right shoulder blade, protected by the cloak, but 
it still sent him reeling back into the hallway. 

“Daelin, what are you doing? Get out!” Izellia screamed in his head. 
Daelin turned on his heels and ran.  He didn’t know how fast the draconian would 

be on his feet.  Something that large couldn’t possibly move very fast. 
He tore from the storeroom, and sprinted down the hall to the left as fast as he 

could.  He could hear the incessant “thoom, thoom, thoom” of Dorian’s feet pounding 
behind him.  “Where do I go?  Someone, help me!” Daelin shouted aloud. 

“Up!” Solcrist instructed him. 
“Get out of there!” Izellia commanded.  “Just find stairs, any stairs, that lead up!  

Get out now!” 
At the first stairway he came to, Daelin skidded to a stop, and scrambled up the 

stairway.  He knew Dorian was not far behind, but he didn’t dare turn around.  Taking the 
steps three at a time, he reached the top of the stairway and hurled himself at the door.  
Amazed at his own strength, Daelin smashed through the door and found himself in 
another storeroom.  This one, however, had a clear exit.  Wasting no time, he ran for the 
door and tore it open. 

He emerged into the kitchen of a rather posh-looking mansion.  A cauldron was 
boiling over a fire, and there were other preparations going on for a meal.  The cook, a 
portly woman in her forties, stared at Daelin in surprise, a cleaver in one hand, a plucked 
chicken in the other.  She let out a scream as Dorian came tearing out of the storeroom. 

“Get out!” Izellia shouted. 
“Go up!” Solcrist ordered. 
At the moment, Daelin had more faith in Solcrist than Izellia.  Solcrist had sworn 

to keep him safe, and said he needed only open space.  Although he didn’t doubt Izellia’s 
intentions of keeping him from harm, he didn’t think she would be any match for Dorian.  
The draconian had just killed a warlock without breaking a sweat.  He surely wouldn’t 
have any trouble with one dark elf, even if she had survived him before. 
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Daelin ran for the stairway, just visible outside the kitchen.  Grabbing the 
banister, he pulled himself up, Dorian close behind.  Daelin could hear the draconian’s 
claws dig into the wood floor as Dorian skidded to a stop at the bottom of the stairs.  
Each step seemed to crack beneath Dorian’s weight.  Still not taking the time to think 
about anything, Daelin continued up the stairs to the second floor.  He spun around the 
wall, and continued on to the third. 

The third floor was unoccupied at the moment, and seemed to consist of nothing 
more than a receiving room, a lounge open to the air outside.  “Run,” the raspy voice in 
his head commanded. 

Daelin ran for the edge, just as Dorian leapt into the room.  Stopping at the 
balcony edge, overlooking the crowded street, Daelin looked back over his shoulder.  
Dorian was no longer running, but approached slowly, his head hung low, glaring angrily 
at Daelin from beneath his eye ridges. 

“Give back what you stole, and I might let you live,” he snarled.  As if to add 
emphasis, he held up his right hand, the claws still glistening with George’s blood. 

“Jump,” Solcrist commanded. 
Still advancing, Dorian said, “You have no place to go now.  Just hand it over, 

you little thief.” 
Daelin looked over his shoulder at the street some twenty feet below.  The way 

was paved in cobblestones.  If he survived the fall, he doubted he’d be in any shape to 
keep running. 

“Jump!” the voice was louder, more forceful this time. 
“Last chance,” the draconian said, now almost within arm’s reach. 
Daelin knew it was his only chance.  He spun around, facing the open street, and 

threw himself into the air.  He held his breath, his eyes closed tightly, expecting an 
impact that never came. 

He soared straight out, over the street.  He looked down, astonished and 
speechless.  He looked back over his shoulder to see that the cloak had shaped itself into 
a pair of black, leathery wings, almost bat-like but somehow still looking like a cloak.  
What was more, he could feel them.  Daelin could feel the muscles and bones in the great 
wings, as if they were part of his own body. 

With a powerful flap, Daelin rose higher.  It took him a moment to figure out how 
to control his speed and direction. 

He heard an angry bellow from the house below, and looked down in time to see 
Dorian streaking toward him, red wings outstretched.  He was flying now too. 

Daelin dove down toward the street, narrowly avoiding a mid-air collision with 
the draconian, and swooped back up, gaining altitude and speed.  It took Dorian a 
moment to come about and follow, but follow he did. 

Daelin pushed his new wings as hard as he could, finding it hard to put any real 
distance between himself and the raging mercenary.  And what was more, using the 
wings tired him as much as running would.  But still he pushed himself.  It was either 
pain and exhaustion, or death.  The second option wasn’t looking too good at the 
moment. 

“Daelin, what…?” he heard Izellia’s voice say in his mind. 
“I don’t know,” he replied, trying not to break his concentration.  “Please, just get 

him off my tail!” 
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There was a rumble of thunder in the sky overhead.  Daelin looked up at the sky, 
which was now black with clouds.  He didn’t remember it being cloudy when he first 
went into the Guild; in fact, it had been a pleasant, sunny day.  He hoped stormy skies 
wouldn’t make his flight any more difficult. 

There was another rumble, and then the sky above him exploded.  A bolt of 
lightning crackled through the air, making Daelin’s hair stand on end.  He hazarded a 
glance over his shoulder in time to see Dorian perform a barrel-roll, narrowly avoiding 
the bolt as it slammed into a rooftop below. 

Pushing harder, Daelin swerved and headed out toward the sea.  He saw the 
damage caused by the single blast of lightning, and didn’t want to see more.  He knew 
Izellia, if she was actually the one controlling the storm, would do her best not to hurt any 
innocents, but he didn’t want to take any chances. 

He flew over a market, and another thunderclap boomed overhead.  An empty 
area of cobbled street exploded in the marketplace, and Dorian kept coming, circling 
around the blast.  He roared loudly.  Daelin was glad the rumors he had heard were false, 
and that draconians could not breathe fire. 

He continued to flap his wings, as Dorian’s immense strength and endurance 
brought him ever closer.  Daelin thought back to the aerial battle between Zarenn and the 
wizard.  He felt he could do it, he could avoid Dorian, fight him in the air. 

He took a dive down, circling back around.  Dorian flipped himself over and 
followed, weaving between buildings.  If Daelin could get him to crash, Izellia wouldn’t 
need to keep shooting the lightning. 

He pulled up at the end of an alley.  He didn’t look back to see if Dorian had 
collided with the wall, but he heard no crash, no cursing, just the wind in his ears and the 
rumbling in the sky above him.  He didn’t know why he should have been surprised.  
That was a predictable maneuver, and Dorian was surely more experienced in aerial 
combat than he. 

Daelin skimmed the rooftops, weaving around canopy posts and flagpoles, flying 
through open balconies and circling around towers.  Still, Dorian followed.  Daelin didn’t 
take the chance to look back, but he felt that Dorian was enjoying this. 

He headed for the docks, as another bolt of lightning crashed down.  This one left 
a sizzling sound behind, and Daelin heard an angry grunt.  That one had hit its mark, but 
Dorian still followed.  He pushed with every last reserve of strength and energy he had 
left in his wings and made it out over the rolling blue waves of Ocean.  “Hit him now, 
Izellia!  I can’t keep this up much longer!” 

There was no response in his head, but his words were met by two more 
thunderbolts that flashed out of the sky just above him.  He whirled around, intending to 
catch Dorian off guard if the lightning missed, and saw the result of the attack. 

Both bolts caught Dorian in mid-flight, slamming into him with incredible force.  
They almost seemed to force him down with them, and he slammed into the water with a 
great splash.  Steam bubbled up from the impact site, and there was no sign of the 
draconian. 

Exhausted, Daelin soared back to the docks and collapsed.
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Chapter 5: The Black Dragon 
 
“Do you think you killed him?” Daelin asked, his troubles once again eased by 

the gentle rocking of the ship.  He now sat in the captain’s quarters, which served the 
Heroes as their planning room. 

Izellia shook her head.  “We haven’t been able to kill him yet.  I’m sure he’ll be 
back.  But at least we got the orb, and you’re safe.” 

Daelin let out a sigh.  “But what about George?  He got dragged into the whole 
mess, and he paid for it with his life.” 

Ervin held the orb in his hand as he sat on the room’s only table.  “Unfortunately, 
there’s nothing we can do about him, Daelin.  I hate to say it, but it’s true.”  He set the 
orb down beside him.  “If it’s any consolation, and I hope it is, his death may have saved 
thousands of lives.  If Dorian, or anyone for that matter, had learned to control the powers 
of the Orb of Ulseyr, he could throw the world into war once again.  Ulseyr used the orb 
to end the wars a thousand years ago, but it’s power works in reverse as well.” 

Daelin hung his head.  “I guess that helps,” he lied.  He had only known George a 
day, but he missed him.  The warlock hadn’t been particularly pleasant or fun to be with, 
but he was a person.  And now his life was gone. 

Korrm knelt before Daelin and put a paw on his shoulder.  “Daelin,” he said, 
“death is a fact of life.  I know it’s hard to accept right now, but everyone’s life has to 
come to an end.  George’s time had come.  And from what Izellia tells me, he died quite 
an honorable death.  If it hadn’t been for him, you might be dead too.” 

Daelin nodded.  “I suppose,” he mumbled. 
 
The voyage would last two weeks, taking them away from the coastline, around 

Cape Point on the Rhino’s Horn peninsula, and eventually to the city of Witara, where 
Izellia and Zarenn knew some wizards.  The first two days, Daelin passed in silence.  He 
stayed in his room, brooding over the loss of George, finding himself growing more and 
more angry with Dorian every time he thought about it.  One night, he snapped at 
Solcrist, “Why couldn’t you do anything?  Why didn’t you save him?” 

The cloak’s response was long in coming.  “I saved you.  That is my concern.  
The warlock died helping me to complete my goal of keeping you alive.  For that he will 
be remembered.” 

Daelin gave up and just lay there on his bunk.  He heard footsteps outside, and 
saw that he had left his door open a crack.  A pair of purple eyes peered in at him, but 
moved away when he looked back at them.  Daelin had almost forgotten about Shelrisa.  
He hadn’t seen her since he got back onboard the ship, and she never drew any sort of 
attention to herself.  He had been so busy thinking about the events in Dockport that he 
completely forgot she even existed until he saw those pretty purple eyes. 

He sat up, putting his elbows on his knees.  He should go talk to her, he thought.  
But then he realized that she would just run away again.  It wasn’t worth the effort.  
Nothing seemed worth it now.  He let himself lay back again.  

He had possibly saved the world.  So why didn’t he feel better about it? 
 
On the morning of the third day, Korrm decided that Daelin had been brooding 

long enough.  He woke Daelin before sunrise and dragged him to the deck.  Sitting on the 
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bow, facing east, he knelt and turned his palms to the suns, as Daelin had seen him do in 
the Inn at Dockport.  Korrm commanded him, “Have a seat.” 

Daelin did as he was told.  Korrm seemed to be in a foul mood, and an angry 
were-lion is not something to be trifled with.  He sat beside the priest, not sure of what 
Korrm wanted him to do now. 

“Look at the sunrise,” Korrm said, his voice more calm and soothing now.  Daelin 
looked at him, to see his feline face calm and serene, his big golden eyes closed.  “It’s 
beautiful, isn’t it?” 

Daelin nodded.  “Yes, I suppose it is.  But I’ve seen it before.” 
“But have you ever appreciated it?” 
“What do you mean?” 
Without opening his eyes, Korrm continued to speak.  “Don’t you humans 

worship the sun gods, Maygeor and Mynor?” 
“Well, yes.” 
“And don’t your priests teach you to honor their light, rejoice in the colors of their 

waking, and love their beauty?” 
“Yes, I guess so.  I never really paid much attention.  Why?  What does that have 

to do with you?  You don’t worship them, do you?” 
Korrm let out a deep breath, as if giving himself a moment to relax and not shout 

back angrily.  “The Twins of Light shine upon all the world, and all the good gods.  
Bekhest is my lord, and he watches over all my people.  But the Suns watch over them 
too.  My faith tells me to honor the light of the morning as I honor Bekhest himself, for 
without it my people cannot live.  If my god and yours did not work together, all of my 
people would die.” 

“I guess that makes sense.”  Daelin still wasn’t sure where this was going. 
“So tell me what colors you see, Daelin.” 
Daelin looked at the clouds on the horizon, and the two red orbs of the suns that 

seemed to rise from the sea itself.  “I see red,” he replied.  “And… orange, blue, purple, 
pink… gold, yellow…” 

“There are a lot of colors, aren’t there?  A lot of beauty is hidden in the sunrise, 
and it’s a beauty few people are awake to enjoy.  You still have the chance to enjoy it, 
Daelin.  Don’t waste that chance.  Just because someone else no longer has that privilege 
doesn’t mean you should squander it.  George won’t ever get to sit on the bow of this 
ship and gaze at the rising suns, but you can.  You can do it for him, and for all the others 
who no longer have that chance.” 

Daelin pulled his gaze from the sunrise, which seemed to be growing more and 
more vibrant with every passing moment, to look at Korrm.  The lion’s face was lit 
orange by the morning light.  His eyes were still closed, and his lips were no longer 
moving.  His mane waved silently at a gentle passing breeze.  Daelin had nothing to say. 

“Bekhest, lord of the animals of the earth, the birds of the sky, the men and the 
beasts, the monsters and the spirits, I bathe in the light the new day brings.”  Korrm 
began his prayer, and Daelin felt it fitting to close his own eyes.  “I thank you for giving 
me life, for placing me on this world to see all I have seen, to do all I have done, and to 
help those whose troubles are placed before me. 
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“I ask that on this new day, you grant to me the power that I might use to better 
the lives of those who would serve you, of your children and my friends.  I ask for the 
power to calm my enemies, and keep my friends from pain.   

“My own body is of yours, and I thank you for the form my soul wears in this 
realm.  I ask you to show me the way, to show others the beauty that lies in your people.  
I ask you to forgive those who do not understand, and to give me the power to do the 
same. 

“I also ask that you give your blessing to Daelin Anduril, my young friend who 
still has much to learn of the world.  Show him that the death of another does not mean 
the death of himself, that passing from this world leads to the next, and that his life is 
important to more than himself.  Give him your love, as I have given him mine.” 

Daelin found his eyes beginning to open.  He didn’t know why; he had been 
content to keep them closed.  As they focused lazily ahead of him, they met an 
unexpected sight. 

There on the bow of the ship sat a lion, an enormous lion with glowing golden fur.  
Its mane sparkled with a brilliant radiance, almost brighter than the suns.  Its shimmering 
eyes looked at him.  Its stare penetrated his very soul, and filled him with not a sense of 
discomfort, but of happiness and love. 

“Look upon him, Lord of the Beasts, and watch over him.  Guide him on his way, 
and me along with him.” 

The lion looked out across Ocean, toward the rising suns.  Daelin strained his 
eyes, hoping to see what it was the lion was looking at.  It’s tail swished back and forth 
almost absently. 

“And I thank you again, my lord, for blessing me with your strength and your 
power, so that I might fulfill your will in this realm.” 

Korrm opened his eyes, and the golden lion faded away, leaving behind a faint 
golden radiance, glistening in the air.  On the wind, Daelin thought he heard the voice of 
a lion, but he couldn’t be certain. 

 
Daelin continued practicing with Ervin, and tried several more times to talk to 

Shelrisa.  At one point, he even asked Izellia if there was any way he could get her to 
respond to him.  Her response was, “She’s already responding to you better than anyone 
else.  It took her a year to react this way to Kienneth.  Actually, I think she’s quite taken 
with you.”  Izellia giggled, almost like a little girl herself, and Daelin blushed. 

 
It was the morning of the fourth day when the skies grew dark.  Thunder rumbled 

in the heavens, and the sea grew strangely calm.  Standing on the deck and looking to the 
sky, Daelin could see flashes of lightning high above them.  But there was something 
about the lightning that seemed unnatural.  At first Daelin thought it was just the pea-
soup color of the clouds that distorted it, but after watching for a few minutes and 
catching a clear glimpse of a bolt arcing between two thunderheads, he realized the 
lightning was indeed green. 

Kienneth was still watching from the crow’s nest, and shouted down, “I don’t like 
this.  The spirits in the water are acting strange.”  It was the first time Daelin had heard 
her mention spirits.  Did she have some magical connection with them?  He heard stories 
of elves being one with spirits, but she never showed any signs of such powers before. 
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Izellia nodded.  “I feel it too.  Something is very wrong here.” 
The sailors began to mutter amongst themselves as well.  Daelin heard mention of 

bad omens, and upsetting the sea god himself.  Daelin looked around, seeing that every 
one of the Heroes was on deck.  Even Shelrisa had come up from her room, still clutching 
that gigantic book of hers.  She didn’t seem to be making much progress in reading it. 

Daelin suddenly remembered that he couldn’t swim. 
Without warning, a bolt of green lightning slammed into the central mast of the 

ship.  It struck the crow’s nest and followed the mast down to the deck with a deafening 
crash, sending flaming splinters flying in every direction.  The two sail supports on the 
mast split and tumbled to the deck, crushing at least one of the sailors.  Everyone dove 
for cover as the blast rocked the ship.  Daelin looked over at where the mast had been, 
where there now was nothing but a smoking hole in the deck. 

Kienneth had been in the crow’s nest. 
Ervin grimaced, sparing only a second to think of Kienneth, then shouted to the 

others.  “Everyone get ready!  Someone’s not happy with us!”  The warrior stood and 
tossed down his mop handle.  As he reached for his sword, leaning against the edge of the 
ship, his armor sprung into being all over his body, with the sound of metal plates sliding 
on each other. 

Daelin got over the shock of that spectacle fairly quickly, and looked around 
nervously, his hand on his sword.  “What’s happening, Solcrist?” 

“I feel it,” the cloak whispered to him.  “He is returning.” 
Another bolt of lightning struck the water just to the port side of the ship, sending 

up a plume of water and steam.  The calm sea suddenly began to churn all around, and 
the rumbling in the sky grew louder.  Daelin saw F’Larr, who was rarely on deck, plant 
the tip of his spear in the planks at his feet.  For an instant there was a halo of electricity 
around him, but it faded with a crackle. 

Izellia had her hands contorted in a strange gesture, and was chanting something 
in a language Daelin couldn’t understand, even had he been able to clearly hear her over 
the roaring wind.  Korrm stood beside her, his hands in the same position he used for 
praying.  Sailors were scrambling about the deck, trying to tighten the sails and lock 
down the hatches. 

Ervin turned to Daelin, shouting, “Daelin, stay out of the way, just protect 
Shelrisa!” 

Another bolt of lightning exploded over the ship, arcing around it as if striking an 
invisible barrier.  Daelin could see Korrm wincing, struggling against the force of the 
lightning with that of his own will.  Another bolt collided with the side of the vessel, and 
met with the same resistance.  However, the barrier did nothing against the tossing, 
pounding waves that slammed the ship from all sides. 

Izellia’s chanting was now becoming louder, and Daelin could make out motes of 
light dancing around her, floating up through the deck at her feet, gathering from the 
waves, from the air itself.  He stepped over to Shelrisa, and put an arm around her 
shoulder, holding her, keeping her from falling and injuring herself.  His sea legs were 
better than hers, he was fairly sure. 

The dark elf girl gaped about in horror.  She still clutched the book to her chest, as 
if it were her breath.  She looked at Daelin, fear like he had never seen apparent in her 
eyes.  He held her closer, whispering, “It’ll be OK, I’ll protect you.” 
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Several more bolts of lightning impacted Korrm’s barrier, while the others all 
looked on helplessly.  Then Izellia’s spell concluded.  She raised her hands high, and the 
motes of light that had been gathering around her flung themselves skyward.  It seemed 
as though a waterfall of light was gushing upward from the dark elf, spreading out like a 
stream of marbles impacting the clouds above. 

As the lights faded in the sky, the rolling of the sea began to cease, the rumbling 
to quiet.  The clouds were still black as ink, though, and green lightning still flashed high 
above.  “That’s the best I can do,” Izellia said, wiping her forehead with the back of her 
hand.  “There is some powerful magic at work here.” 

The air crackled above the ship, and with a flash of light a robed figure appeared 
in midair.  Solcrist hissed in Daelin’s mind again, “It’s him!” 

The wizard looked down at them, as he floated some twenty feet above the deck.  
His dry, leathery face twisted into a sneer as he said, “I’ve come for what is mine.  And 
this time I don’t intend to play games.”  He raised his hand, pointing his palm down at the 
ship. 

Ervin whirled toward Daelin, shouting, “Daelin!  Get Shelrisa off the ship!  
Now!” 

Izellia waved her hand frantically, shouting a single word, just as the ship around 
her, Korrm, and Ervin exploded in flame.  The blast rocked the ship, and Daelin shielded 
himself and Shelrisa with his cloak as bits of burning wood rained down on them.  The 
sailors were frantically shouting and running about.  A few even jumped overboard, and 
Daelin wasn’t sure what became of them. 

With a deep snarl, F’Larr thrust his iron spear up at the wizard.  A bolt of blue 
lightning burst from the tip with a tremendous crash, and sliced through the air.  The 
wizard ignored it.  He didn’t seem affected at all; he seemed more interested in the 
clearing explosion at the bow of the ship. 

Daelin heard another yell, this time from amidst the smoke and wreckage at the 
fore of the deck, and Daelin saw a flash of metal as a sword flew through the air.  With a 
whoosh and a faint cling, the blade sunk into the wizard’s chest.  The impact made a 
sickening sound, like the faint crunching of dry leaves.  The wizard looked down at it, his 
facial expression unchanged. 

The smoke cleared, revealing the three Heroes standing on a tiny bit of scorched 
deck planks, supported undoubtedly by magic, although whose was not clear.  Ervin’s 
hand was outstretched, now free of the sword.  The others were still and silent, glaring up 
at the wizard. 

A smile parted the wizard’s dry lips, and the sword tore itself from his gut with 
the same dry sound.  It flew through the air, spinning, and splashed into the water some 
distance ahead of the ship.  “Fool,” he said, “your frost blade can’t harm me.” 

As he spoke, Izellia had begun to chant again.  He watched her for an instant, but 
his attention was disrupted by another of the Heroes. 

With a tremendous roar, Korrm tore from his robes as he transformed into a huge 
lion.  With a bound, he landed just below the wizard and leapt again.  The great cat 
collided violently with the wizard, and they both soared backward several yards.  Daelin 
caught a hint of surprise in the wizard’s face just before the impact. 

Wrapped around the still-airborne wizard, Korrm tore at him with teeth and claws, 
growling ferociously.  The wizard struggled for a moment, trying to free one of his hands.  
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An instant later, Korrm shuddered, then fell limply to the deck with a loud, heavy thud.  
The wizard made a series of curious gestures, glaring down at the lion, and Daelin began 
to feel a faint rumbling from within the ship. 

He noticed that Shelrisa was now flipping through her book frantically, searching 
for something.  He thought it was a bad time to be catching up on her reading. 

Izellia’s chant came to an end, and she swung her arms out to her sides.  With a 
final shout, she clapped her hands together.  Almost instantly, great pillars of water 
sprung up on either side of the ship and slammed into the wizard.  Daelin again shielded 
himself and Shelrisa with his cloak as water rained down on the ship.  Shelrisa seemed to 
have found what she was searching for, and began skimming the page, running her finger 
along the text. 

The water cleared above them, revealing the wizard, mostly unscathed, still 
hovering in place.  The attack had done little more than distract him for a few seconds.  
Izellia’s knees gave out beneath her, and she crumpled.  The tiny scrap of unscorched 
deck beneath her feet began to waver precariously.  Ervin caught her about the waist and, 
with a strong leap, carried himself and the dark elf to the relative safety of the solid 
portion of the deck.  Setting Izellia gently on the singed planks, Ervin raised his hand.  
With a whoosh, his sword flung itself from the water and returned to his grasp.  He 
shouted again, “Daelin, get to a dinghy!  Get away, now!!” 

That brought the wizard’s attention to Daelin and Shelrisa.  Daelin again found 
his breath stuck in his throat as he looked into those hollow eyes.  A shiver ran through 
his body, and his hand tightened on his sword.  What could he do?  He didn’t dare turn 
his back on the wizard, but nothing the Heroes were doing seemed to have any effect.  
What could he possibly do?  “Solcrist,” he muttered, “please, help!” 

Shelrisa began to read aloud from her book, reciting mysterious words that Daelin 
could not comprehend.  She focused all her concentration on the words, and Daelin 
thought he could feel something, a strange energy around her.  He looked back up at the 
wizard, whose eyes widened.  With a simple gesture, he turned away. 

Shelrisa cried out as the page she was reading burst into flame.  She dropped the 
book, which landed heavily on the deck, and shrank away from it.  Daelin caught her 
before she could go far, fearing she might fall overboard or make herself an easy target 
for the wizard.  He looked around frantically for a lifeboat.  A few sailors still scurried 
about, screaming and shouting.  Some were preparing to lower a rowboat into the 
churning sea, and another sailor made his way to Korrm, risking the proximity to the 
wizard, and was shaking the huge lion, trying to get him to move. 

The rumbling of the ship had not yet abated, and Daelin thought it was actually 
growing stronger. F’Larr seemed to notice it as well, and the lizardman’s desperation 
seemed to be growing with every passing moment.  The situation looked hopeless to 
everyone except the wizard.  With a guttural roar, F’Larr loosed his iron spear.  The 
wizard hovered to the side, narrowly evading the spear, and lifted a clenched hand 
upward. 

The deck beneath Korrm and the sailor exploded, and the two disappeared within 
a geyser of gold.  The air was filled with the deafening clinking of thousands upon 
thousands of coins, gems, and other expensive objects, ripped from the ship’s hold by the 
wizard’s magic.  The swarm of treasure swirled in the air, then swooped down toward 
F’Larr. 
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The lizardman braced himself for the impact as a flurry of coins slashed at him, 
pelting his tough, scaly hide and tossing him back.  He landed on his back and slid, 
growling in anger and pain.  The wizard turned his attention back to Izellia and Ervin as 
the treasure swooped skyward, then poured back down on the lizardman. 

Shielding his face, F’larr winced as the tons of treasure rained down on him.  
Coins riddled the deck with holes, sending splinters flying in all directions.  Daelin lost 
sight of the lizardman as the central mass of treasure tore through the deck, shaking the 
ship and leaving behind an enormous hole.  He heard the coins continue through the ship 
and into the sea with a loud splash that echoed through the hull. 

The entire vessel rocked and creaked with its new injury, and Daelin could hear 
water rushing into the hold.  There wasn’t much time; he had to get himself and Shelrisa 
to a lifeboat, quickly.  But he also had to do something about the Heroes.  It was now just 
Ervin and the wizard; Izellia was unconscious. 

Daelin looked about him anxiously, as a few more sailors jumped overboard.  He 
wasn’t sure they’d make it in the churning waves, and he certainly wasn’t about to 
follow.  He wished he had learned to swim. 

Shelrisa scooped her book up, which was no longer aflame, and held it tightly to 
her chest.  She looked pleadingly to Daelin, her eyes begging him to do something.  But 
what could he do?  “Solcrist,” he demanded aloud, “what can I do?” 

Ervin, still holding Izellia in one arm, his other stretched before him and grasping 
his sword, braced himself as what looked to be a forceful gale of wind bombarded him 
from the wizard’s open palm.  Daelin could see Ervin’s feet sliding on the planks of the 
deck, but the warrior remained standing, a determined wince on his face. 

Another blast struck Ervin, sending him and Izellia closer to the hole blasted in 
the deck behind them.  Daelin had no choice.  Drawing his sword, he leapt into the air 
toward the wizard, reflexively commanding the cloak to form itself into wings once 
again.  His blade connected with the wizard’s skull, and slid off of it with a dry scraping 
sound.  Daelin swooped backward, as the wizard turned his attention in his assailant’s 
direction. 

“So, you’ve learned to control some of the cloak already, have you?” he said with 
a dry smirk.  “Fortunately for me, it looks like you haven’t learned enough.”  He made a 
gesture, and spoke a few words, and a glowing ball of orange light formed in his open 
right hand. 

Ervin shouted, “No!! Daelin, just do what I said!  Now!!”  The warrior had pulled 
a small glass vial from somewhere, and now hurled it at the wizard. 

The wizard reflexively raised an arm to block the projectile, but the glass 
shattered on impact and burst into flame, covering the wizard with burning fire.  With an 
angry growl, the wizard directed his glowing sphere at Ervin.  The entire bow of the ship 
exploded in a flash of orange light, sending splinters, burning embers, and nearby sailors 
flying through the air.  The force of the blast forced Daelin back with a gust of hot wind, 
and sent Shelrisa sprawling to the deck. 

Again the ship rocked, groaning painfully. 
The wizard quickly turned his attention back to the boy.  “Now give me back the 

cloak!” 
The wings on Daelin’s back went limp, and the garment assumed the form of a 

simple cloak once again.  With a yelp, Daelin dropped back to the deck, only six or eight 
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feet below.  He wasn’t sure what had happened.  Had that been the wizard’s magic, or 
had he exhausted the cloak’s power already? He said to the wizard, “I don’t think I can 
do that.” 

“You don’t have a choice,” the unearthly man replied, his dried, cracked face now 
twisted into an angry scowl.  “There’s no one left to protect you.” 

Daelin looked back over at Shelrisa, his mind racing as he tried to think of some 
way to get away, and take her with him.  At the moment, he would have gladly given up 
the cloak, if it would mean that the wizard would go away.  “I mean I can’t,” he shouted 
back.  “It won’t let me!” 

“Then I’ll just have to kill you,” the wizard said, slowly raising his hand.  “Then 
he can’t do anything about it.” 

Sheathing his sword, Daelin did the only thing left.  He ran to Shelrisa, planning 
to jump, with her, overboard.  He collapsed to the deck before he reached her. 

His vision was swimming; the world all around him seemed to be going dark.  He 
could feel something; he wasn’t quite sure what it was, but it didn’t feel right.  It was 
deep inside him, as if his stomach and his soul were both being ground in a butter churn.  
He tried to gasp for air, but could not breathe.  A heavy weight was on his lungs.  He 
looked back to Shelrisa, who lay motionless on the deck before him; the blast must have 
knocked her out. 

He lurched, finally getting that gasp of air he needed.  He tried to think to Solcrist, 
but he got no answer.  With another lurch, Daelin could feel something on his back, 
where his shoulder blades were.  And his neck, it felt like it was being stretched, pulled, 
almost as if he were hanging from a noose.  He looked down at his hands, but they were 
no longer his.  They were now covered in black scales, tipped with sharp black claws.  
What was happening?  What was the wizard doing to him? 

His body spasmed again, and he threw his head back.  He could see the wizard 
above him, chanting a spell.  In the brief moment he had, Daelin thought he saw what 
might pass for desperation, even fear, in the withered old man’s face. 

The ship seemed to be dropping away beneath him, although he could still feel his 
feet in contact with it.  He felt his head being thrown back again, his voice a deafening 
roar, as he splayed his claws and spread his massive wings.  His tail lashed back and 
forth, sweeping through the air.  The ship, now nothing more than a tiny rowboat to his 
new body, rocked and creaked loudly; he could hear beams and planks snapping under 
his weight. 

He looked down at the wizard, who seemed nothing more than an insignificant 
housefly.  The wizard floated back a little, his sunken eyes wide in terror.  Daelin, or 
Solcrist, since Daelin was no longer in control, growled down at the tiny old man, “I will 
not bend to your will, nor anyone else’s!  Never again!” 

With that, he loosed a stream of acid from his maw, painting a boiling, acrid line 
across the deck and the wizard.  The acid splashed off of the wizard’s spherical barrier, 
but left a smoldering, singed line in the deck that bubbled and hissed.  It seemed to 
Daelin that every one of his senses was richer, keener.  He could hear the hissing acid, 
despite the winds and the waves and his distance from the deck of at least forty feet. 

The ship rocked beneath his weight, and creaked where it had now been further 
weakened by the potent acid.  The last few sailors dove overboard, screaming in terror. 
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The wizard launched a familiar ball of flame at the dragon, but Daelin didn’t even 
feel it as the flames licked his tough, scaly hide.  He felt his wings flex, then flap down, 
sending himself and anything not tied down flying through the air.  The wizard shielded 
his eyes as debris pelted him. 

Daelin felt his tail swing back, and then it whipped forward between his legs and 
slammed into the wizard, hurtling him backward through the air.  Without a pause, the 
dragon charged ahead, catching up to the wizard with a few flaps of his powerful wings, 
and slapped again with his tail.  This blow sent the wizard crashing into the waves. 

Flapping in place, the dragon let out a mighty roar.  But somehow, Daelin knew 
his opponent was not yet beaten. 

Within seconds, the wizard burst free from the waves, hovering angrily before the 
powerful Solcrist.  He opened his mouth to speak, but didn’t get the chance to say a word.  
With a dry crunch, a slash from the dragon’s right hand tore off his left arm and leg, 
which both tumbled dryly into the sea.  To follow the claw, the dragon immediately 
snapped at the wizard with his powerful jaws.  He deftly caught the stunned wizard, and 
chomped down.  Daelin could feel the old man’s brittle bones snapping in his mouth as 
he chewed a couple of times, then dropped the pulverized remains into the ocean. 

A loud groaning from the ship caught Daelin’s attention.  The dragon still glared 
down at the waves where he had dropped the wizard, but Daelin wanted to see the ship.  
The dragon reluctantly turned its gaze to the vessel, which was now creaking, groaning, 
and snapping.  The entire deck was splitting in half, weakened severely by the magical 
and physical punishment it had thus far endured.  Shelrisa, the only figure visible 
anywhere, still lay on the deck unconscious, her hand weakly draped over her book.  

The aft section would soon tilt and sink into the sea.  “Solcrist,” he said to the 
creature in his head, “help her!” 

The dragon shook its head.  “There is nothing more I can do now.  The threat is 
gone, and my power is fading.” 

With that, Daelin found himself falling.  He was himself again, only still in the 
air.  He let out a startled shout before landing awkwardly on the deck.  The ship was 
swaying precariously, more from its own instability than from the gradually calming 
waves.  

Daelin gathered himself up and hurried to Shelrisa.  He tried to wake her, but she 
was still unconscious.  A large, bruised and bleeding lump was plainly visible on her 
forehead, and her breathing was shallow.  Scooping her up in his arms, he looked around 
for any remaining dinghies.  The dark elf’s book flopped to the deck as he lifter her. He 
looked down at it, but thought better of picking it up.  He had bigger things to worry 
about than her book, like getting her and himself off the ship, and living long enough to 
set foot on solid ground.  A quick glance to the south showed that land was still several 
miles off. 

With a thunderous crack, the deck shifted beneath him, and Daelin stumbled to 
the side.  He caught himself, finding it hard to balance with Shelrisa’s limp weight in his 
arms, against the side banister.  He looked down over the edge at the dark sea, which 
seemed to beckon to him.  He swallowed hard, knowing he didn’t stand a chance in those 
waves.  He considered flying, but not only wasn’t sure he could fly with Shelrisa’s 
weight, but Solcrist had said his power had faded.  Did that mean all of his powers were 
gone?  And if so, for how long? 
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With another loud, creaking groan, the ship finally gave up its struggle to remain 
in one piece, and the two halves tore away from each other, reeling into Ocean.  Daelin 
was flung from his feet, free from the deck.  He almost yelled, but common sense took 
hold and he instead took a deep breath.  He hoped he could keep Shelrisa above the 
water.  Falling, he wondered if she could swim. 

He hit the water on his right shoulder, and the liquid swirled around him.  But he 
didn’t have the consciousness to pay attention; his leg struck something quite solid just as 
he hit the water, and pain filled his every thought. 

His mind clouded by the stinging agony in his leg, Daelin wasn’t even aware of 
what happened for several minutes.  Somehow, he had gotten beneath an overturned 
dinghy, and pulled himself and his companion above the water, holding tightly to the seat 
plank hanging above him, just a few inches from the water.  There he hung on for 
survival, clutching the unconscious Shelrisa in one arm and gritting his teeth.  The cold 
water eased the pain in his leg, but he still couldn’t move it.  

Eventually, he passed into unconsciousness as well, but not before he felt his feet 
scrape along the sand of the beach. 



 64 

Chapter 6: Lost and Found 
 
Daelin awoke in dim light.  His head throbbed, and his vision was blurry.  It took 

him a few moments to realize that he was lying on his back, on a solid surface.  There 
was something soft under his head, but the floor beneath him was wooden.  In his 
confused state, he wasn’t sure if he was still on the ship or not.  The events that had 
transpired were temporarily forgotten. 

His vision began to clear, as he blinked and tried to focus on the ceiling above 
him.  It was a ceiling, certainly.  The wood was old and gray, but the rafters were stout 
and solid.  He could hear waves rolling softly somewhere. 

He tried to sit up, propping himself up on his elbows, but felt a sudden wave of 
dizziness, and collapsed back, letting his head fall haphazardly onto the rolled-up blanket 
beneath it.  He certainly wasn’t going anywhere for a while. 

As his vision swam before him, and the rush of blood made his hearing fade in 
and out, he began to wonder where he was.  Where were Korrm and Izellia?  Ervin?  The 
others?  He let his head roll to the right, and he saw a table in the middle of the room.  
Beyond it, sunlight shone through an open door, and the sandy beach, lined with green 
trees, was visible outside.  He could now see from where the sound of water was coming.  
But why was he here?  Where was here? 

He slowly turned his head to his left, carefully, so as to avoid worsening his 
throbbing headache, and discovered that he was lying beside a bed.  The bed was made of 
wood, much the same color as the rest of the hut’s interior, with a mattress wrapped in 
faded blankets.  From his vantage point on the floor, Daelin couldn’t tell who, if anyone, 
was lying in the bed, but something told him someone was there. 

He turned his attention back to the warped, weathered boards of the ceiling.  What 
was going on?  How did he get here?  The last thing he remembered was being on the 
ship.  The waves were rocking the vessel more than usual.  There was a storm, wasn’t 
there?  He remembered the sky being dark, and hearing thunder.  It almost seemed to still 
echo in his head. 

No, it was no storm.  There was something else.  What had happened?  He found 
himself so confused.  He couldn’t think, couldn’t focus.  It was as if a fog had found its 
way into his head, and now refused to leave.   

Daelin closed his eyes tightly, letting the darkness focus his thoughts, trying to 
remember what happened.  He could almost see the flashes of lightning, the one that 
came so close.  It had struck the ship.  It hit the central mast, the one with the crow’s nest.  
The crow’s nest where Kienneth had been… 

The ship had been attacked!  The Heroes, they were beaten!  Daelin sat bolt 
upright, and then passed out. 

 
He awoke again to the sound of footsteps on the wooden floor.  He groggily 

looked over to his right, seeing that the door was still open, but it now showed the 
darkness of night.  An oil lamp sat on the table, casting a faint orange glow through the 
single room of the hut.  A fire crackled in the fireplace, and a man was crouching before 
the fire.  From the sound of it, he was stirring something in a metal pot over the fire. 

Daelin lifted a hand to his forehead, letting the blanket that had been draped over 
him fall from his arm.  Holding his forehead to lessen the pain, Daelin carefully propped 
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himself up, again looking around in confusion.  His memory returned more quickly this 
time.  He frantically looked around for Shelrisa, and sighed in relief when he saw her 
asleep on the bed beside him. 

A word from the man at the hearth caught his attention, startling him.  “So,” the 
man said in a voice that gave away his years, “you’re awake.” 

The man stood and approached Daelin, a crude wooden bowl in his hands from 
which wafted a lazy wisp of steam.  He knelt before the boy and handed him the bowl.  
“Here, have some of this.  You’re probably hungry.” 

Daelin accepted the bowl cautiously at first, looking the man over nervously.  The 
man was in his sixties, perhaps older.  He had short, gray hair and a rough, unshaven 
face.  His features were weathered and wrinkled, those of someone who worked the sea.  
Daelin could tell the man was a fisherman almost instinctively.  He wore a patched, faded 
blue tunic and dark blue trousers, with a weathered pair or short brown boots.  He nodded 
encouragingly.  “Go on,” he said, pushing the bowl toward Daelin’s lips, “eat up.  You’ve 
been out for at least a day.  You need some food.” 

At that, Daelin realized he was actually quite hungry, and he began to gulp down 
the watery fish stew.  It tasted delicious to Daelin’s hungry lips, and the flavor was made 
even more wonderful by the knowledge that, somehow, Daelin had managed to escape 
the destruction of the ship caused by the evil wizard and lived to see another day. 

Within a few seconds he had finished the bowl.  He nodded, saying “Thank you, 
sir,” to the man, who accepted the bowl and stood.  As the fisherman approached the fire, 
Daelin took a moment to more carefully examine his new surroundings. 

The hut was perhaps fifteen feet on a side, with a single unshuttered window 
straight ahead of him that faced the sea.  Before the window was an old, scratched and 
beaten chest of drawers, missing several knobs.  One of the drawers looked like it 
belonged to another piece of furniture. 

The bed on Daelin’s left nearly met the wall beside the bureau, and a post, 
adorned with a few shirts and a long, blue coat stood at its foot.  To the right of the chest 
of drawers was a large trunk, closed and draped with a tangled net and a few fishing 
poles.   

The wall to his right was comprised of the door, which stood open, letting in a 
cool evening breeze.  To the left of the door, Daelin could make out a framed painting, 
faded by the salty sea air but still legible.  It was of a woman holding a small child.  She 
was dressed in simple clothing, and the painting itself seemed to be of inferior quality, 
compared to the wealthier paintings Daelin had seen in Eltsport, but it was a handsome 
piece nonetheless.   

On the door’s right was a desk, stacked with papers and tin cans.  The desk looked 
quite old, although it was in better shape than most of the other furniture in the hut.  The 
table in the center of the room, set with two chairs and a stool with a mended leg, looked 
like little more than a slab of driftwood.  Daelin wondered if all of these things had 
washed ashore from various shipwrecks, or had simply been exposed to the elements here 
for many years.  The hut seemed to be right on the water’s edge, judging from how close 
the beach was when Daelin had seen it in the daylight.  In fact, the soft white sand of the 
beach came right up to the doorstep. 
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Behind Daelin, between the bed and the wall on which stood the fireplace, was a 
set of shelves.  From his vantage point, Daelin couldn’t see what was on the shelves, but 
he assumed them to be stocked with cooking supplies. 

In front of the stone fireplace itself hung several dried fish and an assortment of 
old pans and cooking utensils.  The man was slouched over the hearth again, dishing up 
another bowl of stew but saying nothing. 

Daelin felt a wave of dizziness coming on, and gently lay back down again.  The 
man had probably saved his life.  He had implied that he had found Daelin and Shelrisa 
the day before.  How long had Daelin been unconscious?  And what about Shelrisa?  He 
lifted his hand to the bed, seeking hers, but couldn’t reach, and didn’t have the energy or 
clearness of head to sit up again. 

The man approached, but this time did not offer the food to Daelin.  Instead, he 
leaned over the bed with the bowl.  Daelin couldn’t see what the man was doing, but he 
had a fairly good idea.  He could hear him speaking softly to the dark elf girl.  “Here we 
go, drink some of this.  You need to get something in you.” 

The man tried to feed the girl for several minutes.  Daelin wasn’t sure how much 
success he had, whether Shelrisa was completely comatose or not.  He didn’t hear her 
voice at all, and didn’t hear her slurping at the soup.  Perhaps giving up, the man returned 
to the fireplace and stirred the pot some more. 

Lying back, still weary from his ordeal, Daelin realized he was unarmed, and his 
cloak was removed.  A sudden panic washed over him, as the thought of losing Solcrist to 
someone who would abuse him swept through his mind.  After what had happened on the 
ship, Daelin realized the true power of the cloak.  Solcrist was a dragon, and a powerful 
dragon at that.  It was no wonder Solcrist had wanted to be free from the wizard; Daelin 
had no interest in using that terrifying power; it scared him more than it tempted him. 

But he saw the cloak now, draped over the foot of the bed beside him.  He 
wondered about his sword, but the cloak was a more important concern.  For a moment, 
he wondered how the old man had managed to remove it from his shoulders, when Izellia 
had burned herself on its acid.  But he then remembered how little power the cloak had 
after Solcrist had revealed his true form.  He wondered once again if the cloak would 
ever recover its power. 

The man seated himself at the table, eating from the same bowl himself with the 
spoon he had used for stirring and serving.  He said nothing, although he occasionally 
glanced over at Daelin, until he finished his own meal.  Gulping down a cup of some sort 
of beverage, the man stood up and approached Daelin. 

However, he ignored the boy and looked Shelrisa over.  After a moment, he 
stepped away from the bed and crouched to speak with Daelin.  “Whatever you two went 
through, it must’ve been pretty rough.”  His gray eyes looked Daelin’s tattered clothes 
over, and he then jerked his head back up at the bed.  “She took quite a blow to the head.  
She’s still alive, but I’m not sure how long she’ll be out, or if she’ll even wake up at all.” 

Daelin tried to sit up, but the man held him down.  “You still need to rest, too.  
Your leg is broken; I splinted it the best I could, just try not to move too much.” 

Daelin realized that his leg was held rigid by a pair of wooden splints.  It didn’t 
hurt, but he was sure it would have if he had tried to move, had the man not stopped him. 

Not sure how much to tell the man, or even who he was, he replied reluctantly, 
“Our ship was caught in a storm.  Did you find anyone else?” 
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The man shook his head.  “I’m afraid not.  Of course, I haven’t been looking.  
When that strange storm brewed up the other day, I got out of the water.  I found the two 
of you on shore yesterday, under a capsized rowboat.  I don’t know how long you drifted 
like that, but you’re lucky to be alive.” 

Daelin nodded, knowing how true that was, and how little the man really knew of 
what he spoke.  “Thank you, sir,” he said hoarsely. 

The man stood up, his joints creaking.  “Don’t mention it, son.  I don’t get much 
company here, so the change in routine was kind of welcome.  I just hope you and she’ll 
be okay.”  He looked over Shelrisa again.  “Never seen an elf like her before.” 

Daelin wasn’t sure what he could read from the man’s tone.  He didn’t know if 
the man was just commenting casually on the dark elf’s race, or making some 
disparaging remark.  Deciding to just go with the flow of the conversation, Daelin 
replied, “She’s a dark elf.  I’m not sure where she’s from.  I think her sister said they 
were from someplace called Elsyre.” 

The man nodded.  “That’s pretty far to the north,” he said thoughtfully.  “Where 
were you coming from?” 

“Our last stop was Dockport, to the east.  I didn’t really know where Elsyre is.  
I’ve certainly never been there.”  Although, after Zarenn’s suspicious questions of 
Daelin’s origins, he couldn’t be sure that was entirely true.  Maybe he was from Elsyre.  
He could be from anywhere, he realized; anywhere in the world.  After he had witnessed 
magic as powerful as he had, he knew that magic could have delivered him to Eltsport 
from anywhere.  “We were heading west, to Witara, I think,” he concluded. 

The man nodded again.  “Well, you’re about halfway there right now.  It’s a 
shame that storm beset your boat.  It was an awfully odd storm, came up out of nowhere.  
Foul magic of some sort, I’d wager.” 

Daelin said nothing.  He knew sailors and fishermen to be a superstitious lot, and 
he himself took after Jorn in that respect to some extent.  He decided not to elaborate at 
all.  Let the man believe his superstitions, even if they weren’t far from the truth. 

“So, anyway,” the man continued, picking his dishes up from the table, “you can 
stay here as long as you need.  I’ll be heading into town next week, maybe we can find 
someone there who you or your friend know.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Thank you, sir.  I really appreciate it, really.” 
The man shrugged.  “Like I said, I don’t get many visitors out here.  It’s just me 

and my boat.” 
Daelin wasn’t sure how to respond.  The man seemed lonely, and must have lived 

alone here for many years.  Daelin found himself wondering why he chose to live here by 
himself, if there was a town nearby.  He also wondered who the woman and child in the 
painting were.  Daelin couldn’t imagine the old man would keep a lone painting on his 
wall if the subjects were no relation. 

“So, do you have a name?” the man continued, washing the bowl out using a 
pitcher of water by the door.  “Just wondering what I should call you.” 

“Daelin,” Daelin replied.  “My name’s Daelin, and this is Shelrisa.” 
“Well, you can call me Ian.” 
And with that, the old man set the wooden bowl and spoon on the mantle, and 

strode out the door of the hut. 
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Daelin lay there, staring at the ceiling, still hungry and very thirsty, but unable to 
move without feeling intense pain in his leg, dizziness in his head, or possibly blacking 
out again.  He listened as Ian worked outside.  He could tell what the man was doing, 
each and every task familiar to him from his past sixteen years working on the docks as 
the son of a fisherman. 

The sound was soothing, and made Daelin feel like he was home, despite his 
unfamiliar surroundings and the events he and experienced.  Feeling strangely content, he 
drifted off to sleep. 

 
Daelin awoke the next morning, his mouth dry.  He carefully sat up and looked 

around in the morning light that poured in through the north-facing window.  Shelrisa 
was still asleep on the bed next to him, her face relaxed, her breathing shallow and slow.  
Ian was nowhere to be seen.  The door to the hut was closed, but Daelin could still hear 
the waves gently splashing on the sand outside.  He wondered where Ian had slept, if he 
had slept at all.  He strained to hear any noise outside, but heard nothing.  Ian must have 
left some time ago to do his fishing. 

Daelin turned his attention back to Shelrisa.  There was a cool, damp cloth draped 
on her forehead, and the soft blankets of the bed were layered heavily on her.  Her 
tattered, patched clothes were folded neatly atop Daelin’s cloak, and Daelin now noticed 
his sword as well, which was leaning against the foot of the bed.  He was relieved to see 
that it had survived the ordeal on the ship, but he would have been much happier if 
Shelrisa were conscious. 

Daelin found a small meal set beside him on the floor, consisting of an apple, a 
small piece of cheese, a dried strip of fish, and a pitcher of milk.  He hungrily ate, 
thinking as he did that he needed to give Shelrisa some sort of nourishment.  How did one 
feed an unconscious person?  After all that had happened, Daelin didn’t think he could 
live with himself if she ended up starving to death in her sleep.  All the friends she had 
ever had were gone, her sister with them.  He had almost died keeping her alive, and now 
here they were, both injured and bedridden.  She had to make it.  He knew she would.  He 
told himself she would. 

But what of the others?  They were all gone, Daelin knew.  There was no way 
anyone could have survived such a battle.  After all the adventures the Heroes had been 
on, after all the adversaries they had faced, Daelin was guilt-stricken to know that their 
fates were sealed by a creature he himself had released.  Maybe the wizard’s appearance 
wasn’t entirely his fault, maybe Ervin was right, but he still felt overwhelmed with guilt 
and despair.  It had been such a disaster, from the very beginning. 

Zarenn had left, on the verge of succumbing to the mysterious power that flowed 
through his body.  George had been killed by that bloodthirsty monster, Dorian, and 
Daelin himself had narrowly escaped.  And now the Heroes were all gone, blasted to ash 
or buried along with their stolen treasure at the bottom of Ocean. 

He lay back again, closing his eyes, trying to hold in the tears.  He couldn’t 
believe it.  He wanted to go home.  He wanted to forget anything had ever happened.  It 
wasn’t fair, he thought.  All these people he knew were gone, and he somehow survived 
it all. 

He stayed there, unmoving, for a long time.  He didn’t want to think about 
anything.  He wanted to get away from it all, forget it ever happened.  But he couldn’t.  



 69 

He had no choice but to lay there, doing nothing, until his leg was mended enough for 
him to walk.  That could take days, even weeks.  All he could do was think, and leech off 
of Ian’s hospitality.  It seemed like that was all Daelin had ever done.  He never took care 
of himself.  He lived off the generosity of his foster parents, who had no obligation to 
care for him; he accompanied the Heroes, free of charge, his room and board given to 
him; now he was relying on another man who had no clear reason to help him. 

He’d never been the target of such kindness and generosity before.  The travelers 
he had met in Eltsport were always so far above commoners like him, and even his 
friends were more concerned with their own welfare than his. 

These thoughts and more filled Daelin’s head as he stared at the ceiling for 
several hours.  It was probably noon when the sound of a boat knocking against the dock 
outside signaled Ian’s return. 

Daelin looked up as the old fisherman entered the hut, leaving the door open 
behind him.  “Ah, good to see you’re awake,” Ian remarked with a nod.  He took a quick 
drink from the pitcher of water on his desk, then approached Daelin. 

“How are you feeling?” he said, his voice concerned but his face still 
unemotional. 

“I feel better today,” Daelin replied.  “I’m not dizzy anymore.  I’m just worried 
about Shelrisa.” 

Ian nodded.  “So am I,” he agreed.  As he spoke, he held up a handful of leaves 
and began to sort through them.  “My biggest concern right now is that if she doesn’t 
wake up soon she’s going to get dehydrated.  These herbs should help.  They’re used by 
healers on patients who are asleep and need to swallow medicine.  They stimulate the 
swallowing reflex.”  With that, he stuffed a couple of the leaves into his mouth and began 
chewing them. 

After a few seconds, he lifted the pitcher of water, which he had brought to the 
table, and leaned over Daelin toward Shelrisa.  Daelin watched as Ian removed the 
mashed green leaves from his mouth and pushed them into Shelrisa’s.  Almost instantly, 
he could see her begin to swallow repeatedly, every few seconds.  Quickly, Ian lifted the 
pitcher to her lips and carefully poured water into her mouth. 

Soon enough, she stopped swallowing, and he pulled the pitcher back.  With a 
nod, Ian said, “That should help.  I just wish I could get her to eat something.  I’m 
thinking of heading into town ahead of schedule, to see if anyone there can help.  Maybe 
there’s a wizard or someone else who can wake her up.” 

Daelin nodded.  The plan seemed sound to him.  “How far is this town?” he 
asked. 

Ian returned the pitcher to its place on his desk near the door.  “It takes about half 
a day’s travel, on foot.  I usually take a cart of fish to trade for anything I might need.  I 
don’t really have enough quite yet, but I might be able to make the trip early.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Thank you again for all your help,” he said, “for rescuing us.” 
Ian looked back over at him with what looked like a forced smile.  “Don’t 

mention it, Daelin,” he said, and stepped out the door. 
 
Night came quickly, and Daelin ate another small meal, much the same as the 

first.  He had tried his leg a couple of times during the afternoon, and found it stiff and 
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numb from being forced into the same position for an extended period.  He felt no pain 
until he tried to move his entire leg, at which point he gave up. 

Ian fed Shelrisa some more water and soup broth using more of the herb, and then 
set himself to the task of mending a torn net while seated at the table.  Bored, and eager 
to do something to thank Ian for his hospitality, Daelin offered to help him.  He had 
helped his father mend nets on countless occasions, and certainly knew the skill.  Ian 
seemed surprised that Daelin knew his trade, and was grateful for the help. 

The two talked for quite some time that night, Daelin telling Ian about his life in 
Eltsport.  He was still hesitant to mention anything about the Heroes or the battle at sea, 
not so much out of distrust, but because he feared the fisherman knew of the Heroes and 
might be upset if he learned of their fate. 

But Ian never asked.  He seemed pleased just to have some conversation on a 
familiar topic.  He had lived alone for six years, since his wife had passed away.  Daelin 
didn’t pry for more information, since it seemed like a tender topic for the old man. 

Ian had built the hut himself, many years ago, shortly after he and his wife 
married.  He had been raised as a fisherman in Point Cape, to the east, and wanted to 
continue the trade for himself, but desired only self sufficiency.  His wife had agreed, and 
they were happy enough on their own.  The town with which he traded, about twelve 
miles from shore, was built in the midst of the forest of Trelganar, which began just 
behind Ian’s hut and ended at the edge of the Black Swamp, a few hundred yards to the 
west.  Because of the swamps, the town was not built on the sea, and of course no fishing 
could actually be done there.  The town instead subsisted on farming, trapping, and 
logging.  Ian mentioned that elves had originally founded the town, but left on their own 
accord once the humans began to move in. 

Ian’s bi-weekly deliveries of fish were the only ones the town ever saw, and he 
was a regular there, although he preferred to be alone in his hut, far from any civilization.  
Daelin didn’t want to ask why.  Ian decided that the next day, if Shelrisa showed no signs 
of improving, he would head to town after his morning fishing and seek help. 

 
The next morning, Daelin awoke the same as the day before.  Ian was gone, and 

the hut’s door was closed.  He ate his small breakfast, and sat up, looking at Shelrisa.  
She still slept soundly, although her breath seemed to be deeper than before.   

Struggling to reach her without hurting his leg, Daelin put his hand on her 
forehead.  She felt normal, but he thought he had heard that elves had a different normal 
body heat than humans.  She might be feverish, or terribly cold, for an elf, even a Dark 
One.  The compress on her forehead had long since dried up, so Daelin removed it.  He 
thought he caught a hint of a wrinkling of the girl’s eyebrows, as if she were dreaming 
and had been angered or upset, but when he looked again her expression was as blank 
and relaxed as ever. 

He tried his leg again.  It still hurt a lot, but he knew he couldn’t just sit here until 
it was completely better.  He had to know if there were any other survivors, even if they 
were only sailors, from the ship.  Perhaps other things had washed ashore. 

He was struggling to make himself comfortable, and get himself into a position to 
make himself mobile, when Daelin heard a faint moan from the bed.  He whirled around, 
and nearly fell.  Shelrisa was moving. 
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She turned her head slightly, shaking it ever so slowly back and forth.  Her brow 
was furrowed, as Daelin had glimpsed before, and her lips were moving.  A faint, 
wordless groan issued from her mouth, and her agitation seemed to be growing with 
every passing second. 

Within a minute, she had thrashed aside her blankets, revealing her almost naked 
body beneath them, and sat up.  She opened her eyes and looked around wildly, a 
terrified expression on her face.  She clawed at the blankets, trying to pull them back to 
her, as she attempted to comprehend her surroundings.   

Daelin pulled himself farther up beside her, reaching out to touch her, to reassure 
her that all was well.  He thought she looked paler than usual, although such an 
observation was difficult when her skin was black as ebony.   

He finally got his right hand around her right wrist, and her head snapped in his 
direction.  Her eyes were wider than he had ever seen them, their purple irises almost 
completely concealed by her dilated pupils.  “Daelin,” she said with a single word. 

She then went completely limp, and collapsed back to the bed, her breathing 
gradually slowing.  Daelin, stunned for a minute or two, finally pulled the blankets back 
over her, with some difficulty in his immobilized state, and sat back on the floor once 
again. 

He watched her vigilantly for several hours, hoping and praying to the Suns and 
Ocean that she would recover.  Ian returned close to midday, the same tangled, dripping 
net under his arm. 

Daelin told him what had happened.  Feeling her head, the old man replied, “She 
had quite a blow to her head.  She’s probably going to be lapsing into and out of 
consciousness for some time.  At least we know she will regain consciousness though, 
even if she’s delirious.  I don’t think there’d be much more anyone in town could do for 
her at this point.”  He looked back at Daelin.  “We’ll just have to keep her calm, and feed 
her when we can.” 

Daelin nodded.  But how could they keep her calm?  Ian seemed knowledgeable, 
although Daelin had no idea where he had learned so much about healing.  “I’ll be here 
the rest of the afternoon,” the old man added.  “If she regains consciousness, we’ll see 
what we can do.” 

 
Shelrisa gradually awoke two hours later.  Daelin spoke to her softly, trying to 

comfort and reassure her.  He told her where they were, and who Ian was, that he was 
trying to help them.  She didn’t panic this time, and didn’t seem to have woken from a 
bad dream.  Daelin continued to speak to her, holding her hand, as Ian fed her more solid 
foods.  She drank thirstily from the pitcher of water, completely draining it in a single 
draught.  But she said nothing. 

Daelin wasn’t entirely surprised by her silence; she had never spoken much 
before.  He was hesitant to tell her what had happened to the others, and she seemed 
unwilling to ask.  She probably wasn’t ready for what she knew the answer would be.  
After all, had her sister and her companions survived, would she and Daelin be where 
they were? 

She lay in bed, too weak to move, lapsing into and out of consciousness, until 
dark.  Daelin continued to talk to her, trying to keep her calm and unafraid.  At one point, 
while she was unconscious, Daelin asked Ian what other injuries she had sustained. 
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“She didn’t break anything as seriously as you did, but her injuries are more 
numerous,” he replied.  “I’m actually surprised she managed to sit up at all like you said 
she did.  She has some rather serious internal injuries, I believe.  And her left arm was 
dislocated at the shoulder.  She’ll be in bed for a while yet, I’m sure.  We just have to 
keep her fed and she should recover.”  Looking back at Daelin, Ian asked, “How’s your 
leg feel?” 

“It still hurts.” 
“Hmm,” Ian said, contorting his face in thought.  He said nothing more. 
 
The next morning, Daelin awoke to dim light.  It was raining outside, but Ian was 

still gone, doing his morning fishing.  He sat up and looked around, turning his attention 
to Shelrisa.  She was sleeping, her breath now normal, her head turned away from him 
and her right hand across her chest. 

Something else caught his attention, though.  There was a piece of paper 
protruding from beneath the mattress.  It appeared to have been stuffed in there, hidden 
away, but jostled loose when Shelrisa was thrashing in bed the day before. 

Reluctant at first, Daelin pulled the paper out.  On it was a drawing, a fairly good 
one, of a young man.  His expression was set in determination, full of vigor and energy.  
Whoever had drawn the picture knew how to capture feeling, even if the picture was not 
a perfect rendition of reality. 

Curious, Daelin pushed his fingers under the mattress and felt around, coming out 
with a handful more papers.  There were a score more drawings, of who looked like the 
same young man at different ages, and a small pile of letters.  Daelin didn’t want to 
invade Ian’s privacy, so he didn’t read the letters.  In stead, he returned all the papers 
carefully to their hiding spot.  Had Ian drawn the pictures?  Who was the young man?  
Maybe it was Ian himself.  Daelin discarded that thought, though.  Ian was certainly in 
his sixties, and the paper did not look old enough to depict Ian in his teens. 

Daelin’s attention again turned to the painting near the door.  He wanted to get a 
closer look at it.  The style seemed similar to the drawings he had found, but he wasn’t 
sure if he wanted to risk standing and walking to it. 

After debating mentally for many minutes, he decided to give it a try.  He needed 
a walking stick, something to support his weight so that he would not put too much on his 
bad leg.  There was his sword, several feet away.  There were also the three chairs; they 
could easily support his full weight.  They were closer, so Daelin decided on them. 

He rolled over, and dragged himself to the closest chair.  Pulling himself up onto 
it, he brought himself to a standing position, balancing on his good left leg.  Holding the 
chair tightly, he slowly shifted his weight, letting his right foot touch the floor.  Standing 
felt strange to his bare feet on the smooth wooden floor.  He had been lying for so long, it 
felt almost unnatural to be on his feet once again. 

His leg hurt, but he decided he could stand it, at least for a short time.  The bone 
had had time to start healing, and he was fairly sure he wouldn’t cause any damage by 
limping around for a short time. 

Lifting the chair and setting it in front of him repeatedly, Daelin slowly and 
noisily made his way toward the door, toward the painting.  It took longer than he 
expected, but he eventually arrived at his destination. 
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In the gray light that filtered in through the dirty glass of the window, the colors 
of the faded painting seemed even more washed out.  Daelin could, however, still make 
out details.  The woman was quite attractive, smiling warmly, while the young boy in her 
arms didn’t seem to want to sit still.  From his own experience, Daelin knew that art was 
a time-consuming process.  Getting a young child to sit still long enough to paint its 
portrait was nearly impossible. 

After close investigation, Daelin concluded that the young boy was indeed the 
same person as the young man depicted in the mattress sketches.  Was this woman Ian’s 
wife?  Was the boy their son?  Why hadn’t Ian mentioned a son, and where was he now? 

Daelin looked back around the room, and peered out the window as well.  He 
could see the narrow dock that extended from the hut.  There was no boat tied to it, no 
fisherman outside.  Ian would still be gone for some time, although Daelin wasn’t sure 
how close to noon it currently was because of the gray, rainy sky. 

His eyes next came to rest on the papers on Ian’s desk.  There were some sketches 
among them, he could tell.  He hobbled closer, and began to look through them.  Again, 
there were letters, but Daelin ignored them.  Beyond not wanting to be nosy, Daelin’s 
personal interest was in the artwork, his own passion, rather than the writing. 

There were many sketches, mostly of trees, fish, and clouds.  He also found a 
sketch of the hut, taken from just outside the door.  It showed the small building, several 
poles strung with nets to the left, and a wooden plank walkway that extended around it to 
the right, meeting up with the dock.  The detail was quite good, although Daelin could 
see some minor flaws in proportion. 

Daelin set the papers down as a spot of color caught his attention.  In a shelf in the 
upper section of the desk were several more sheets of paper, with color images in them.  
The colors were faded but probably once had been vivid shades of orange, pink, purple, 
and blue.  There was no green, perhaps because Ian could not find green pigments. 

The first image was of a sunset of striking beauty, probably rendered from the 
dock outside.  The clouds had been artfully rendered with charcoal, and the waves on the 
sea created in brushstrokes of blue.  Wonderfully flowing shades of pink, orange, and 
purple filled the sky.  The scene was so well done, Daelin could almost feel the air and 
hear the surf. 

The next image was of a bird, the likes of which Daelin had never seen.  It looked 
as if it was standing on a short wooden post, somewhere outside the hut.  From its 
position, and the detail of the picture, Daelin thought that it seemed like the bird was 
purposely posing for the picture.  Its feathers were orange, tipped with blue, purple and 
scarlet.  Its eyes were fixed on the artist, its head turned at a graceful angle.  Its long, 
downy tail trailed behind it, at least twice the length of its body.  It didn’t look like any 
sort of seabird Daelin had ever seen. 

From the context, Daelin figured the bird to be roughly the size of a gull, no more 
than a foot from head to feet.  The detail in the feathers was amazing, which led Daelin to 
believe the picture had taken a long time.  Why hadn’t the bird flown away?  No bird he 
had ever seen that wasn’t hand-trained would stay close to a human, and certainly no bird 
would ever sit still long enough to have its picture drawn with such detail. 

Curious, Daelin looked at the remaining papers in his hand.  The rest were all just 
tests and swatches of color, with some rough color sketches here and there.  There were 
no other pictures of people, or animals for that matter.   
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Hearing the splashing of an oar, followed by the bumping of a boat on the dock, 
Daelin carefully set the pictures down.  He cautiously made his way back to the bed, and 
seated himself next to Shelrisa.  His leg stung from the exertion, but moving around felt 
good otherwise.  His muscles had gotten stiff and weak. 

The door swung open, and a very wet Ian stepped inside.  “Oh, up and about I 
see,” he remarked casually as he closed the door behind him and pulled off the poncho he 
was wearing. 

Daelin replied, “I needed to get up.  My leg still hurts, but I think it’s getting 
better.” 

“Good,” Ian said with a brief smile.  He hung the poncho near the fireplace and 
stoked the fire, which had simmered to little more than glowing coals in his absence.  
“Cold out there this morning,” he remarked.  “And wet.  How’s Shelrisa doing?” 

“She’s still asleep,” Daelin replied.  “I hope she gets better soon.  She’s really got 
me worried.” 

Daelin could see Ian’s head bobbing in a nod, even as he added wood to the fire.  
“You care a lot about her, do you?” 

Daelin was taken aback by the question.  “Well,” he began, “I don’t know, really, 
I… haven’t known her for very long.  It’s just… after what happened, with the ship and 
all… her sister was on it.”  He wasn’t sure what more to say, so he concluded with, “I’m 
just worried, that’s all.” 

“Mm, I see,” muttered the fisherman. 
There was a brief pause, which Daelin ended by saying, “I saw that painting on 

the wall over there.”  He pointed as Ian looked up.  “I was just wondering, did you do 
that?” 

Ian nodded after a moment’s hesitation, staring at the painting.  “Yes, long ago.  I 
had aspirations of being an artist, but they never really worked out.” 

“Who are they?” Daelin asked.  “It’s really well done, their faces have so much 
emotion.  I wish I could capture feeling like that.” 

As if avoiding the question, Ian said, “Oh, you’re an artist too?” 
Daelin nodded.  “I’d like to think so.  When I set out from Eltsport, I had quite a 

few drawings, paper and lead.  It’s all gone now, I’m sure…” he trailed off, sorry he had 
mentioned it.  He remembered that all of his worldly possessions beyond his sword and 
Solcrist had been lost. 

“I had no idea,” Ian remarked.  “Had I known, I would have let you look at my 
other work sooner.  I’ve got plenty of blank paper as well, and some leads and quills if 
you’d care to do anything.”  He gestured at his desk as he approached it. 

“I don’t want to impose any more than I already have,” Daelin replied politely.  
“But that would be wonderful.” 

Ian picked up his stack of sketches and flipped through them.  “Did you see 
these?”  He held them up for Daelin to see.  “They’re not much, but they keep me 
occupied when I’m not working.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Yes, I saw them over there.  They’re very good.  The detail is 
amazing, much better than I could do.  I saw the color ones as well.  Tell me, what did 
you use for the pigments?” 
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Ian set down the sketches and pulled the color images from their shelf.  “Certain 
shellfish make excellent pigments, particularly purple.  The orange was from the pollen 
of a flower that’s very common in these parts.” 

“The colors are beautiful,” Daelin commented.  Ian seemed lost in thought, 
staring at the picture of the bird.  “And that one is really fascinating.” 

Ian looked up from the picture.  “Yes,” he agreed.  “A most intriguing subject.  I 
never did understand why it sat there, perfectly still, until I finished the picture.  It was 
like it was waiting for me to draw it.  When I finished, I held up the picture for the bird to 
see.  The darned thing actually seemed to approve.  I swear it nodded to me before it flew 
off.  I never saw it again, either.”  He let out a nostalgic sigh, and set the papers back in 
their shelf. 

A rustling of blankets and a timid clearing of the throat caught the attention of 
both of the humans.  They looked back at the bed to see Shelrisa awake and sitting up.  
They hurried to tend to her, getting her the water and food she needed. 

 
The next day, the rain had given way to sunny skies once again.  Ian woke Daelin 

early in the morning, informing him that some more wreckage had washed ashore over 
the past few days.  Daelin decided to investigate, again asking if Ian had seen any trace of 
survivors.  Ian shook his head sadly, but handed Daelin a long, firm stick, well suited for 
supporting his weight as he walked on his broken leg. 

Daelin decided to head out of the hut shortly after Ian left.  He made sure Shelrisa 
was comfortable before he went, knowing that she still had considerable time before she 
would fully recover.  Her periods of consciousness had been brief, and she still hadn’t 
spoken more than a dozen words.   

She didn’t seem as cold and silent as before, though.  Perhaps she was growing 
accustomed to Daelin’s presence.  She refused to be fed by Ian, when she was aware he 
was the one tending to her, and insisted that Daelin be the only one to touch her.  That 
made Daelin feel rather good, but he still worried that she was offending their gracious 
host. 

Leaving her sleeping soundly, Daelin limped out of the hut on his new walking 
stick.  He decided to take Solcrist with him, after having left the cloak untended for 
several days.  Upon donning the garment, he could almost immediately sense the 
dragon’s presence in his mind.  Solcrist said nothing, but Daelin was fairly certain that 
the creature was relieved to be in contact with him once again. 

Daelin made his way out into the morning suns, squinting in their bright glare.  
He looked up the beach to the east, following the white sands that snaked along the coast, 
and followed a line of trees around a bend and out of sight.  He decided to head that way 
first. 

It took him many minutes to reach the bend, traveling at only a fraction of his 
normal speed.  The pain in his leg was more than he expected still, and it slowed him 
considerably.  Around the bend, Daelin encountered a long expanse of driftwood, washed 
ashore from the wreck of the Heroes’ ship.  Not too far away was the dinghy he and 
Shelrisa had survived beneath.  It was still overturned, and there were two large holes 
visible in its surface. 

Daelin made his way carefully through the wreckage, investigating anything out 
of the ordinary that he caught his eye.  Mostly all he found was splinters of the deck, 
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scraps of sail, and pieces of barrels.  The wreckage seemed to spread for a mile ahead of 
him.  He stopped searching, deciding to head back to the hut with all due haste, once he 
made an astonishing discovery. 

He had found Shelrisa’s book. 
It lay open on the sand, the cover facing up, the elaborate runes adorning it 

encrusted with sand.  A drying piece of seaweed clung to it, but it seemed undamaged.  
With some difficulty, Daelin stooped and picked it up.  It was heavy, and Daelin 
wondered how Shelrisa managed to lug it around all the time. 

The pages that had lain on the sand were wrinkled, and there was one page burned 
from the binding, which had singed a few others, but Daelin was amazed at how the book 
was otherwise unscathed.  The ink of the mysterious foreign writing on the pages had not 
bled, even the smallest amount, despite the conditions the book had endured.  There were 
no torn pages, and the wet pages peeled apart far more easily than those in a normal book 
would. 

With a puzzled shrug, Daelin tucked the tome under his arm and hobbled back to 
the hut.  He was almost as happy as he was sure Shelrisa would be.  He suddenly realized 
that he and the book were all Shelrisa had left.  She had lost so much, far more than he 
had.  Even knowing how much the book meant to Shelrisa, he knew that having it back 
could only console her so much.  She could only hold it so tight, and it couldn’t bring 
back those she had lost.  It was at that moment that Daelin knew he had to protect her, be 
with her until she could return to those she loved. 

 
He set the book on Shelrisa’s lap, and gently tried to rouse her.  It took a moment, 

but she slowly opened her eyes.  She looked up at Daelin sleepily, seeing his beaming 
face, then followed his gaze down to the book.  Almost immediately, her spirits lifted, 
and she seemed to lose all sense of injury or weakness.   

She sat up and snatched the book up in her hands.  Clutching it to her chest, she 
looked back at Daelin, her eyes wide and glistening.  She said nothing, but the look on 
her face was all the thanks Daelin could have ever asked for.  He smiled back at her 
happily, and nodded. 

The dark elf immediately turned her attention back to the book.  She opened it, 
and began flipping through the pages.  She seemed just as amazed as he at the book’s 
condition.  It was still damp, but perfectly usable.  She looked to him again, as if to say 
something, but Daelin’s smile kept her quiet.  Her smile broadened as she began to read 
the text. 

Daelin stood, and made his way to the window.  He looked out across the sea.  As 
soon as their injuries healed, they’d set out.  They’d figure out what happened to the 
others, and find a way to reach Zarenn.  Things would work out for them, he just knew it.   

He looked back to Shelrisa, who had fallen asleep once again.  She lay on her 
back, her head on the pillow, the book still open in her lap.  Daelin returned to her side 
and gently closed the book, setting it on the floor beside her.  With a smile and a final 
gaze down at her, he turned and left the hut, ready to continue his investigation. 
 

Daelin followed the wreckage to its farthest extent to the east, finding nothing 
larger than the capsized and ruined dinghy, and certainly nothing of any use or value.  
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The search took him several hours, mostly due to his reduced speed, and he headed back 
to check the other direction.  

He continued to the west, past the hut and the dock and the rows of poles and nets 
and drying fish.  Several hundred yards from the hut, the beach ended, and the ocean ran 
into the land.  There were trees growing directly from the water, and the marsh extended 
inland as far as Daelin could see in the dense foliage.  Nearby, he saw the body of a 
sailor, days old, floating face down in the shallows between some larger trees.  There was 
nothing else. 

His exuberance having been transformed to dismay, Daelin limped back to the 
hut.  Inside, he found Ian seated at the table, sharpening fishhooks, while Shelrisa, now 
awake, read from her book.  The girl didn’t seem to notice his arrival, but Ian nodded a 
greeting.  “I see you found one thing,” he said with a gesture behind him, directed at 
Shelrisa and the book.  “Any other luck?” 

Relieved to be off his feet, Daelin seated himself opposite the old man and leaned 
his walking stick against the table.  “I found a dead sailor in the trees up that way.”  He 
pointed to the west.  “I guess that’s the Black Swamp, right?” 

Ian nodded.  “I didn’t think you’d find anyone else alive, not at this point.  I’m 
sorry about what happened.  I wish it weren’t so, but things like that happen at sea all the 
time.  I’m sure you know, having lived on the docks your whole life.” 

Daelin nodded.  He knew too well the fate that befell many a sailor.  Storms, 
pirates, sea monsters… they were all threats to any seaman.  Daelin just never expected 
to run into such trouble himself, especially under the protective eyes of the world-famous 
Heroes. 

Ian looked over his shoulder at Shelrisa, who was engrossed in her reading, and 
seemed to be completely ignoring the conversation.  With a snort, he faced Daelin once 
again and said, “You found that book washed up on the beach?” 

“Yes.  I still can’t believe it’s intact.  The only damage I saw was from…” he 
trailed off, remembering the pages burning away, the look on Shelrisa’s face.  The rest of 
the battle began to flood back into his mind. 

As the boy stared at the table, Ian looked at him expectantly.  When Daelin said 
nothing, he decided not to press the subject.  Instead, he changed the subject, and 
continued speaking.  “She likes reading, doesn’t she?  What are you reading over there, 
anyway?” 

Shelrisa looked up from her book, lifting its cover up and concealing the pages 
from the view of any possible curious eyes.  She gave the fisherman a very suspicious 
look, almost glaring at him, and shifted in the bed, moving slightly closer to the wall. 

Ian shrugged, and turned back to Daelin.  “You said Shelrisa had family on the 
ship?”  he inquired. 

Again, Daelin nodded, more hesitantly this time.  He replied very quietly, looking 
back at Shelrisa who now had her nose in her book once again, “Her sister was on board, 
along with her other traveling companions.  I still…” Daelin had trouble getting the 
words out.  “…can’t believe they’re all gone.”  He could feel his eyes burning, as he 
started to cry again.  He really hadn’t known any of them for very long, but they meant a 
lot to him.  Fearing that they were dead, knowing almost certainly that they couldn’t have 
survived, was too much.  He wished once more that he had never left Eltsport. 
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He lay his head in his arms on the table, in a feeble attempt at concealing his tears 
from the old man, and cried quietly.  He said nothing, and Ian remained silent as well.  
Daelin thought he was over his grief, but the thought of it, and speaking of it once again, 
brought the emotions back. 

He eventually calmed down and went to bed.  Shelrisa was asleep by that time, 
and he stared at the ceiling for quite some time.  Close to midnight, Ian extinguished the 
lamp on the table, pulled a ragged old blanket from the corner, and curled up in front of 
the smoldering fire.  Daelin tried to fall asleep, but found it hard with so many thoughts 
still running through his head. 



 79 

Chapter 7: The Lost Village 
 
 “Daelin.” Shelrisa’s voice woke him in the morning.  Her tiny voice was so soft, 

he almost didn’t hear it. 
“Daelin,” she said again, her hand hanging over the edge of the bed, brushing his 

shoulder. 
Daelin groggily turned and looked up.  The dark elf girl had her head peeking 

over the edge of the bed, her big purple eyes looking down at him.  Her white hair was 
tangled and matted from lying in bed for so many days, but it still fell down around her 
face as she leaned over.  “What’s up?” Daelin asked after clearing his throat. 

“What are we going to do?”  Her squeaky voice sounded so timid and frightened. 
“About what?  We can’t really do much until we’re well enough to travel.  Then I 

guess we’ll head to the town Ian said was to the south, and see if we can make it to the 
west, wherever Zarenn was heading.” 

“So you don’t think anyone else is alive?” 
Daelin looked away.  “I don’t know, Shelrisa,” he said sadly.  “I’d like to think 

they are, but I saw what happened to the ship.  I don’t know how anyone could have 
survived that.” 

Shelrisa disappeared over the edge of the bed.  She still spoke softly; Daelin had 
to strain to hear her words.  “Then I won’t ever see my sister again?”  Her voice began to 
waver, as if she were about to cry.  “Daelin, tell me I’ll see her again.” 

Daelin sat up and put a hand on her arm.  “I wish I could tell you that, Shelrisa.  I 
really do.  I just don’t know.” 

She looked into his eyes for a few seconds, as her own filled with tears.  With a 
sniffle, she turned away, pulling her arm from his hand.  Daelin slumped back to the floor 
with a sigh.  “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.  He didn’t know what else to say. 

He quickly ate the breakfast Ian had set out for him, similar to the previous days’, 
and made sure the crying dark elf was aware that there was food for her as well.  He then 
stood shakily, using the walking stick Ian had brought him, and hobbled outside. 

The suns were bright, peeking out from between scattered clouds.  Daelin looked 
up at the white bits of fluff in the sky for a few minutes, trying to judge what the weather 
might bring.  They all looked innocuous enough.  Just to stretch his legs and clear his 
head, Daelin decided on a stroll down the beach.  There was not much in the way of 
options that would keep him away from the wreckage, the horrible reminder of what had 
happened, but he needed to do something. 

A few paces from the hut, the trees lining the beach opened up on a wide, 
somewhat overgrown cart path.  Daelin hadn’t paid it much heed before, but this time he 
stopped as he neared it and looked down its length.  This was the road to town, which Ian 
used to transport his goods by cart.  It didn’t look like it got much use, but there was a 
clear path.  It snaked out of view a few hundred feet to the south, amidst tall evergreens 
and thick brush. 

Daelin decided that the town was the best way to go, and the sooner he was able 
to the better.  He contemplated walking to town; Ian had said it was only half a day’s 
travel, hadn’t he?  But his leg might be too much of a risk for such a journey.  

He made his way along the beach, investigating an interesting seashell along the 
way.  His trek took him to the overturned dinghy, which looked as if it had been dragged 



 80 

farther up the beach, away from the water, as its bow now touched the grass at the foot of 
the tree line.  One of the holes had been patched, and a hammer and cup of nails were 
present under the nearest tree.  Daelin found it interesting that Ian would attempt to 
restore what the sailors in Eltsport would have deemed a worthless wreck, and wondered 
if this was how the old man acquired most of his belongings. 

The sound of a bird’s flapping wings nearby drew his attention.  He quickly 
turned toward the sound, but saw nothing at first.  The sound had been close to the 
ground, behind him, but there was nothing there.  He thought he saw some birdlike 
footprints in the sand. 

He heard another sound, a squawk unlike any birdcall he had ever heard.  It was 
almost a squeak, or a yelp, but plainly made by a bird.  He searched the underbrush 
thoroughly with his eyes, but saw nothing until he heard the rustling of feathers once 
again. 

From someplace in the tall grass only a few feet away, a bird of brilliant orange 
fluttered to the sand.  It was the size of a rooster, although slender and possessing a grace 
and elegance Daelin had never seen in a bird.  Its long, scarlet, gold, purple, and orange 
tail feathers trailed behind it as it alighted on the soft white sands and cocked its head in 
his direction.  Its eyes were brilliant, emerald green, and penetrated him.  They seemed to 
possess an intelligence not belonging to normal birds.  This creature seemed to radiate 
grace, even beyond that of any mortal creature.  It opened its hooked golden beak, and 
again the squeaking yelp ushered from its throat. 

Daelin didn’t move, afraid he might scare it off.  He stared at it for several 
seconds, realizing just how well Ian’s picture had captured its likeness.  He opened his 
mouth to speak, almost expecting the creature to talk back, but without warning the bird 
spread its wings and took to the air.  Daelin stood, wary of his bad leg, and watched the 
bird vanish into the treetops.  He tried to hear any more sounds from it, but heard only the 
cries of gulls and the splashing of the surf behind him. 

With a dejected sigh, Daelin headed back toward the hut.  He felt disappointed for 
some reason.  He had seen a most amazing creature, and he wasn’t sure at all what it was, 
but the experience was cut short.  He was nearing the path to town when he heard another 
sound. 

Jerking his head in the direction of the path, Daelin spotted a figure approaching, 
making its way toward him.  The figure was still some distance off, so Daelin couldn’t 
make out who or what it was, but it moved smoothly, making noise only when it brushed 
tree branches or stepped on dry leaves.  It seemed to purposely avoid breaking fallen 
branches or pushing limbs from its path. 

Daelin remained where he was as the visitor drew near.  Within two minutes, 
Daelin was able to make out more detail, and the figure had clearly seen him.  It looked 
like an elven man, with golden hair tied in a ponytail, wearing a rich green cloak 
embroidered with gold.  Beneath the cloak, Daelin could make out a shirt of golden scale 
mail, and a sword on the elf’s side.  Still careful of where he treaded, the elf nodded a 
greeting to Daelin. 

Daelin waited for him to reach the end of the road, leaning heavily on his stick.  
His leg was bothering him more than usual, probably because he had stooped to examine 
the dinghy.  The elf stopped a yard or so from Daelin and sized him up with his pale 
lavender eyes.  The elf stood a few inches taller than the human, and had a thin body.  
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The arm that protruded from beneath the cloak was well muscled, but still elegant and 
unmarked by manual labor.  The man looked older than himself, although nowhere near 
as elderly as Ian.  But Daelin knew that an elf’s years were hard to tell unless the 
observer himself was an elf. 

“Greetings,” the elf said in a smooth voice. 
“Hello,” Daelin replied.  For some reason, he expected this elf to be like 

Kienneth, snooty and cold, but the man’s greeting seemed genuine, and his face was not 
twisted into a sneer. 

“I heard there was a dwelling at the end of this road,” the elf explained.  “Do you 
live here?” 

Daelin shook his head.  “No, my friend and I were the victims of a shipwreck, and 
the man who does live here,” he gestured toward the hut, “took us in.  We’re still 
recovering from injuries.  Did you come from town?” 

The elf didn’t seem to be paying attention to Daelin, and instead was closely 
scrutinizing the run-down hut.  “I came from what once was a town, yes,” he replied.  
“How long have you been here?” 

Confused and a little concerned, Daelin took a step backward, and replied 
nervously, “Just a few days.  Why?” 

The elf’s lavender eyes again met Daelin’s.  “Is the owner of the house around at 
present?” 

Taking another step back, Daelin shook his head.  He suddenly wished he had 
thought to bring his sword with him.  “No, but he should be back any time now.” 

The elf seemed to be sizing Daelin up, judging his strength.  He paid only 
marginal attention to the dragon skin cloak.  Daelin continued to back away slowly, not 
trusting the stranger.  His right foot met a rock jutting from the sand, and his bad leg gave 
out beneath him.  With a startled cry, Daelin crumpled to the ground, spraying sand all 
about. 

The elf leaned over him, his cloak pulled back over both shoulders.  “Be careful 
there,” he said, his voice still smooth, his eyes still moving all over Daelin’s body.  “Your 
leg…” he trailed off, as he examined the splint on Daelin’s shin. 

Daelin tried to wriggle back as the elf moved his hands closer to his leg.  “It’s 
okay,” the elf said, halting all movement and looking Daelin in the eye.  “I’m not going 
to hurt you.  Just hold still, I can make your leg better.” 

Tiny motes of light began to dance around the elf’s hands, and Daelin thought he 
heard the faint tinkling of bells.  He shook his head, dismissing the sound as a trick of the 
wind or waves, and then continued to stare at the elf’s hands.  He started to feel an odd 
tingling in his broken leg. 

“Yes, this is quite a break,” the elf muttered.  “Shouldn’t be too hard to fix, 
though.  It’s already started to heal nicely.” 

The tingling in Daelin’s leg grew in its intensity, until his leg became numb.  The 
numbness soon gave way to a burning pain, and he could hear a faint crunching sound 
coming from his injury.  Just when he thought he was going to feel real pain, the elf 
withdrew his hands.  The motes of light flew out of Daelin’s leg and back into the elf’s 
hands, and any unusual sensation in Daelin’s body was gone. 

The elf held out a hand for Daelin.  “How does that feel?” he asked with a faint 
grin. 
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Daelin accepted the elf’s hand, and stood.  His leg felt perfectly normal.  He felt 
no pain, no lingering sensation at all.  He shook it a few times, just to test it, then nodded 
with a smile.  “It’s as good as new now.  Thank you very much.”  His suspicions of the 
elf were not completely alleviated, but they were lessened. 

“My name is Dar,” the elf announced, shaking Daelin’s hand rather awkwardly 
before releasing it.  “I am from the forests of Trelganar, and have traveled far.” 

Daelin bowed politely, responding, “I am Daelin Anduril, of Eltsport.  I, too, have 
traveled far, and my situation of late has been far from desirable.”  He knelt to remove 
the splint from his leg, and asked, “That magic you just worked, could you use it on my 
friend as well?  She was injured much more seriously than I was, and still isn’t strong 
enough to leave bed.” 

“Is she inside?” the elf asked, again turning his attention to the hut. 
“Yes.”  Daelin stood, tossing the splint aside. 
“Perhaps,” Dar said.  “It depends on how serious her injuries are.  I healed you 

using the sprites that dwell in my own body.  They are limited in power, since they 
sustain me, much as those in your body sustain your life.” 

Daelin had heard of sprite magic before, but didn’t recall ever seeing it.  The 
motes of light did remind him of the spell Izellia cast upon his cloak, though.  He knew 
little of how it worked, but recalled Kienneth’s mention of water sprites.  Did that mean 
all elves had this magic?  Could they all heal injuries?  If so, why hadn’t Shelrisa healed 
herself? 

“I would greatly appreciate any help you could offer,” Daelin said humbly.  
“We’re in a really bad situation, and need to continue our journey as soon as possible.” 

“I see.”  Dar drew his cloak about him, and began to head forward.  “Please, lead 
the way,” he said, almost as an afterthought. 

Daelin fell in step ahead of him, and led him to the door of the hut.  As he walked, 
he tried to satisfy his curiosity with questions.  “This magic you use, sprite magic, what 
else can it do?” 

Still looking forward, Dar replied calmly, “That depends on who the user is, how 
much royal blood is in his veins.  Those of the royal family can control nature itself, and 
hold a great deal of power.  The spirits of every living thing respond to their commands, 
and they can even shape things that are not alive.  Water and natural stone have lives of 
their own, beyond the comprehension of races such as yours.” 

Daelin didn’t care for Dar’s tone in his last statement.  However, he noticed that 
the elf seemed to be honestly trying to be pleasant and civil, an art which had clearly been 
unknown to Kienneth.  “What about those who aren’t of elven royalty?” 

Dar stopped and faced Daelin, as they now stood at the door to the hut.  “They 
can communicate with the world around them on a basic level, and heal many injuries, as 
long as they are not injured themselves.  Every sprite that dwells inside a creature 
assumes every injury or illness the creature does.  Healing an injured creature is a simple 
matter of healing its sprites, but that task is made very difficult if the healer’s own sprites 
are injured or weakened.” 

That would explain why Shelrisa couldn’t heal herself, if she possessed such 
magic at all.  Her own sprites were injured, and she couldn’t heal herself beyond the 
condition of her own inner spirits.  Daelin found the topic fascinating, and wanted to see 
more of this sprite magic. 
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Dar interrupted his thoughts, gesturing to the door.  He was waiting for an 
invitation to enter.  “After you,” he said. 

Daelin pushed the door open and stepped inside.  “Shelrisa,” he said, “we have a 
visitor.  He might be able to help you.”  He saw her eyes go wide as she looked past him 
at the elf.  Daelin, oblivious, turned toward Dar.  “Dar, this is Shelrisa.” 

Dar’s hand was on his sword.  He seemed to be consciously resisting the urge to 
draw it.  His face was twisted into an expression of inner struggle.  He turned to Daelin, 
saying, “She’s okay, you say?  A friend of yours?” 

Daelin looked at Dar, confused.  “Yes.  What do you mean?  She won’t bite, if 
that’s what you’re asking.” 

Dar nodded, reluctantly releasing his grip on his sword.  “If you say so,” he said 
and visibly relaxed. 

Wondering at what sort of tensions existed between their two peoples, Daelin 
looked back to Shelrisa.  She had wriggled into the corner between the wall and the shelf 
at the head of the bed.  Her book was clutched to her chest, and her eyes were wide with 
terror.  She looked to be shaking all over, and her mouth was locked in a terrified gape. 

Before Dar could approach her, Daelin ran to her, putting a hand on each of her 
shoulders.  “It’s okay, Shelrisa, it’s okay!  Take it easy, he’s going to help you.” 

He heard the elf’s footsteps, signaling Dar’s approach, and Shelrisa shook her 
head slowly.  She was still shaking violently, ignoring the pain of her injuries, her eyes 
bulging, her mouth unmoving.  She didn’t make a sound; she merely clutched her book 
more tightly. 

Daelin turned back to Dar.  “I don’t know what the problem is,” he tried to 
explain.  “She’s really shy, but I’ve never seen her like this.” 

The elf raised his hands to indicate he meant no harm.  “I’m not sure either,” he 
said.  “I mean no harm, Shelrisa.  Please, just let me look at your injuries.” 

Shelrisa shook her head violently, clamping her mouth shut, her jaw set in 
determination.  She refused to allow the elf to come any closer.  Daelin rubbed her bare 
shoulders.  “Shelrisa, what’s wrong?  Just calm down, he won’t hurt you!” 

Her head continued to swivel back and forth, tossing hair into her face.  She 
ignored it, staring at the approaching elf unblinking. 

Dar stopped walking, and took a step back.  He pulled a chair from the table, and 
seated himself.  Apparently, he was willing to wait it out.  Daelin was rather surprised at 
their reactions to each other.  Dar had seemed to act at first in defense, but then took 
Daelin’s word that she was no threat.  Shelrisa, on the other hand, was still terrified.  
Daelin resolved to ask her at some later point what had happened to her before, that 
Izellia had hinted at, that upset her so much.  Had it something to do with elves? 

He looked back at Dar.  “Maybe now isn’t a good time to do this,” he said.  “I 
don’t know what’s wrong, but I don’t want to scare her.” 

Dar nodded, his eyes fixed on the dark elf with curiosity and a hint of concern.  
He stood and turned for the door.  “I’ll go outside, then.  I would still like to speak with 
you, Daelin, if you don’t mind.” 

“Sure,” Daelin replied.  As the elf left the hut, the boy turned back to his 
companion.  She seemed to visibly relax when the elf vanished from sight.  “Shelrisa, 
what’s wrong?  Are you alright?” 
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Shelrisa stayed silent for a moment.  Her eyes met Daelin’s, and seemed to beg 
him to help her, protect her, keep her safe.  “Don’t let him hurt me,” she mumbled, 
almost whispering.  “Not again.” 

Daelin wanted to know what she meant by “again”, but he didn’t press the 
question.  Instead he put his arms around her, consoling her with a gentle hug.  “Don’t 
worry,” he whispered in her ear.  “I promise, I won’t let anyone hurt you.  Dar just wants 
to help you.  He made my leg all better, see?”  He pulled away and stood, shaking his 
right leg.  “All better!  He used sprite magic.” 

Shelrisa looked at his leg with an expression of concern, as if she thought the elf 
had some ulterior motive in helping them.  She still said nothing though, and continued to 
clutch her book tightly. 

“He said he came from the town to the south,” Daelin went on, seating himself 
beside her.  “Or what’s left of it, he said.  I’m not sure what that meant.  You aren’t aware 
of any wars going on here, are you?” 

Shelrisa shook her head. 
“Well, anyway, he can help you, and then we can get going on our way.  Maybe 

we can find Zarenn, and find out what happened to the others.”  He still held on to the 
hope that they weren’t all dead. 

Shelrisa looked down into her lap.  She looked like she was uncomfortable, 
physically as well as mentally, with her injuries still persisting.  But she wasn’t willing to 
relax her guard, not with the elf just outside. 

Daelin put his hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her down.  “Come on, 
Shelrisa, just take it easy, lay back down.  If you don’t want Dar to heal you, you need to 
rest so you can recover on your own.”  When she was once again on her back, her head 
resting on the pillow, Daelin brushed some hair from her face with his fingers.  “Can you 
just try to trust him?” he said, looking into her eyes.  “I promise, I won’t let him hurt you.  
I’ll get my sword, and if he tries to do anything, I won’t hesitate to use it.  He seems 
honestly interested in helping us.”  After a moment, for final emphasis, he added, “Trust 
me.” 

Shelrisa looked away, her eyes darting to the door.  She took a slow, deep breath, 
which caused pain to run through her chest and stomach.  Daelin knew she was still in 
pain, still weak.  She had no choice, really.  He didn’t know if her injuries would ever 
heal on their own.  He had heard of many men who had suffered similar injuries and 
lingered in bed for months before finally passing away. 

Shelrisa seemed aware of her condition as well.  “Okay,” she eventually said in a 
hoarse whisper.  “I’ll trust you.” 

With a smile, Daelin stood.  “Good, I’ll go get him, then.”  He grabbed his sword 
and fastened it to his belt.  Looking down at his tattered clothes, he realized that he 
needed some new ones.  But that would have to wait until he reached a town.  “I’ll be 
right back,” he assured Shelrisa, and turned away. 

Outside, Dar leaned against the hut, just outside the door.  He stared down the 
beach, trying to make out what looked like a large concentration of driftwood just around 
the bend, beyond the trees.  The door opened beside him, and he turned to face Daelin.  
“I’m sorry if I startled her,” he began to apologize. 

Daelin shook his head.  “I don’t know what it is.  I don’t think it’s your fault.  
She’s really shy, and doesn’t trust anyone.” 



 85 

“I shouldn’t have gone for my sword,” the elf said with a sigh.  “It was just a 
reflex.  I’ve never met a Do’Une that wasn’t my enemy.” 

Daelin didn’t recognize the elven word.  “A what?” he asked, a confused 
expression on his face. 

“Oh, sorry,” Dar apologized with a wave of his hand.  “A Dark One.  There have 
always been tensions between our peoples.  I’ve always been taught that they are 
enemies.  It never occurred to me that your friend would be a dark elf, and when I saw 
that she was it didn’t occur to me that she wouldn’t be evil.” 

“She’s the farthest thing from evil I think I’ve ever met,” Daelin remarked.  
“Really, I don’t think she’d hurt a fly.” 

Dar looked back across the sea.  “That’s really interesting,” he commented.  “I’ve 
been learning more and more that the world isn’t as my elders always taught me.  Gentle 
Do’Une, who would ever have thought such a thing existed?” 

Dar had obviously never heard of the Heroes, or if he had, he hadn’t believed the 
stories of Izellia.  Daelin decided not to mention them but instead changed the subject.  “I 
think she’s willing to let you heal her now.” 

Dar faced Daelin again.  “Are you sure?  I don’t want to upset her.” 
“I’m pretty sure.  As long as I stay close by.” 
Dar nodded and stepped away from the wall, turning to face the door.  “Well, 

then, let’s go.”  He gestured for Daelin to once again lead the way. 
They both entered the hut, where Shelrisa now lay on her back on the bed.  She 

was rigid, and still seemed to tremble.  Daelin quickly approached and took her hand in 
his.  “Don’t worry,” he said softly.  “I’m right here.  It’ll be okay.” 

She didn’t look at him.  In fact, she didn’t look at anything, but instead closed her 
eyes tightly.  She didn’t want to see the elf approaching. 

Dar knelt by the bed and held a hand close to the girl.  “Just relax,” his smooth, 
flowing voice urged.  “This won’t take long.” 

As he promised, Daelin put a hand on his sword as he stepped away, giving the 
elf’s magic room to work.  He watched as the sprites again gathered around Dar’s hand, 
sparkling in the air.  They grew in strength and number, soon swarming all over 
Shelrisa’s entire body.  He could see that she was still terrified, her eyes clenched shut, 
her lips pursed, her shoulders rigid.  The air around her glowed and seemed to tinkle with 
the sound of faint bells. 

The sparkling lights faded, absorbed into her body.  She tensed up even further, 
and Daelin could hear her grunt as she did so.  The tinkling sound had faded to an almost 
imperceptible level.  Dar still remained in the same position, his eyes closed.  He looked 
to be struggling as the time dragged on. 

Daelin estimated that it was two minutes before the sprites began to leave Shelrisa 
and return to Dar.  Both the dark elf and the light elf relaxed visibly, both exhaling great 
breaths, when the magic had finished its work.  Looking flushed and worn out, Dar 
opened his eyes and stood.  His brow was moist with sweat; whatever he had just done 
had clearly taken a great deal of effort.  Still, Daelin’s concern was for Shelrisa at the 
moment. 

He returned to his place beside her and again took her hand.  “How do you feel?” 
he asked her. 
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She opened her eyes and turned to look at him.  The pain and fear seemed to be 
gone from her expression, and she managed a weak smile.  “It doesn’t hurt any more,” 
she said softly. 

Daelin smiled back.  “I’m glad.  See what happens when you trust people?” 
Shelrisa didn’t look back at the elf, but she squeezed Daelin’s hand.  Then she 

closed her eyes again, and relaxed. 
Daelin stood, pulling his hand from hers.  Turning to Dar, he said, “Thank you 

very much.” 
Dar shrugged.  “It’s no problem.  It was interesting to learn that dark elves aren’t 

all bad, like I said.  Besides, I still wanted to talk to you a little bit more.” 
Daelin nodded.  “Outside, then?” 
They both left the hut once more, and walked down the dock.  Once they were a 

safe distance from the hut, Dar asked, “How much do you know about the man who lives 
here?” 

“Ian?” Daelin responded.  “Not a whole lot.  He’s been out here all by himself for 
a long time.  I get the feeling there’s something in his past that he doesn’t want to think 
about, and I think it has something to do with his son.” 

“Hm,” Dar mused.  “And how long has it been since this ‘Ian’ was in town?” 
“I don’t really know.  He said he goes there every other week, I think.  He said he 

wasn’t planning on going for a few more days.” 
“And there’s nothing unusual about him?” 
Daelin shook his head.  “No, not really.  Nothing out of the ordinary besides 

living on his own here.” 
Dar nodded, as if to himself.  “They probably wouldn’t bother with a lone 

hermit,” he mumbled, “but it can’t hurt to check.” 
“What?” 
Dar ignored Daelin’s question.  “When do you expect him back?”  His own eyes 

searched the water, looking for the fisherman’s boat. 
Checking the position of the suns, Daelin replied, “Pretty soon, actually.  He 

usually gets back from fishing around noon.” 
“Then I’ll have to talk to him,” the elf said. 
 
It was another half an hour before Ian returned.  Daelin introduced him to Dar, 

who shook his hand in a very human way.  Daelin knew that humans and elves had very 
different customs, especially when greeting each other.  It appeared that this elf was 
trying very hard to do things the human way.  From their conversation, while they waited 
for Ian, he got the impression that Dar was trying to learn more of the world outside his 
elven forest.  Daelin never managed to get any details, though, particularly who Dar 
really was, why he had left, or even where his home truly was. 

Dar gave the fisherman a scrutinizing eye, and Daelin caught a flicker of light 
near his fingers as their hands separated.  Within a few moments, Dar’s expression 
relaxed.  “How long has it been since you were in town?” he asked Ian. 

“Oh, I’d say it’s been about eight days,” the old man replied thoughtfully.  “Why 
do you ask?” 

Dar’s expression grew thoughtful as well.  “I was just wondering if you noticed 
anything out of the ordinary when you were there.” 
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Ian shook his head.  “Nope, can’t say I did.  It was business as usual.” 
Dar looked away, his gaze following the road to the south, past the hut.  “Then it 

must have been recent,” he muttered.  “You’re not one of them.” 
Daelin interrupted Dar’s thought.  “Excuse me, Dar, but isn’t it about time you 

told us what’s going on in town?  You said there wasn’t much left of it when you first got 
here, and now you’re talking about ‘them’?  What happened?” 

Dar sighed.  “I think it would be better to show you.  It’s too hard to put it in 
words, since I don’t know exactly myself.” 

Daelin looked to Ian.  The old man seemed indifferent, merely saying “If you 
want to go there, go right ahead.  I have work to do here still.  I need to take care of 
today’s catch.  I’ll be heading to town in a day or so.” 

Dar lowered his head.  “I would advise against going alone,” he said.  “At this 
point, I would advise against going at all.  There is no reason left for you to go there, if 
you only go to trade.” 

Daelin asked Ian’s question before the old man had the chance.  “Why, what 
happened to everyone?  You’re being rather cryptic about this.” 

Dar cast a glace toward the hut’s door, seeing if Shelrisa was present.  “Like I 
said, it would be better to show you.  The exact circumstances are still a little uncertain.  
All I can really say is that there is no one left to trade with.  No one at all.” 

“No one at all?” the fisherman repeated, searching the elf’s face for more 
information.  “How can that be?” 

“Again, it would be best to show you, if you think you could deal with seeing 
what we found.”  The concern was clear in Dar’s face.  Daelin began to notice more and 
more differences between Dar and Kienneth, even the other elves he had met.  Dar was 
making a conscious effort to be agreeable, and was concerned for the feelings of 
“inferior” creatures like humans. 

Ian seemed to consider the offer for a moment before he looked away.  “No,” he 
said flatly.  “I’ll take your word for it.  If there’s no one left, then I have no reason to go 
there.”  He turned and took a step back toward his boat. 

“Ian,” Daelin said, stopping him with a hand on his arm.  “Are you sure?  What 
about your son?  Was he in town?” 

Ian looked down at Daelin, his eyes suddenly filled with sadness.  “No,” he 
replied shakily.  “I had no family in town.  My son died many years ago.” 

Daelin withdrew his hand.  “I’m sorry,” he said softly. 
Ian turned and continued toward his boat.  As he stepped into it, rummaging to 

find the end of the net that held his catch, he shouted, “You’ll probably need some better 
clothes, yours are rather tattered.  I did my best to patch Shelrisa’s, but yours were in 
worse shape.  In the trunk by the window there are some of my son’s clothes.  They 
should fit you, feel free to take what you need.” 

Daelin was reluctant to accept Ian’s offer, even though he knew his own clothes 
were not travel-worthy.  The mere thought of Ian’s son had upset the man.  Was it really 
right for him to take what once belonged to him?  Daelin knew the clothes were of no 
practical use to Ian, and he believed Ian to be a practical man, but still, the thought of 
taking something of sentimental value disturbed him.  “I can’t do that,” he finally said. 

Not looking up, as if doing so would make him change his mind, Ian replied, 
“Please, take what you need, Daelin.  My son’s clothes are doing me no good.  I’d feel 
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better if I put them to use, gave them to someone who could use them.  Please, just take 
them.”  He seemed quite sure of his decision. 

Hesitating for a moment longer, Daelin eventually nodded and turned toward the 
hut.  Excusing himself from Dar, he entered.  Inside, Shelrisa had already dressed herself 
in her own clothes, which had indeed been mended by the fisherman.  Even had they not, 
they were still in a better state than Daelin’s own.  She looked up at him as he entered, 
while she tucked her shirt in.  She nodded shyly, indicating that she had heard what was 
going on. 

Daelin went to the chest and opened it.  Rummaging through the sparse clothes, 
he found a simple tunic and breeches that fit him.  Ian’s son looked to be about the same 
size as Daelin, and he wondered if the boy had died at roughly his own age. 

He dressed himself, attached his belt and sword, and adjusted his cloak.  He 
realized he was now without money or any other supplies.  He’d have to see what he 
could pick up along the way.  He gestured politely to the door, and Shelrisa obliged.  Her 
heavy book in her arms, she snuck out the door, and he followed. 

The farewells were brief, but Daelin was thankful for that.  He told himself that he 
would see Ian again, but wasn’t sure if he believed that or not.  However, the shorter the 
goodbye was, the easier it would be.  So, with a final wave, he and Shelrisa followed Dar 
down the path to the south.  Ian watched them go and, once they passed out of sight, he 
sighed and returned to his work. 

 
Dar said very little as they trudged down the path, beyond the fact that they would 

arrive at the town shortly after dark.  He tried to avoid disturbing Shelrisa, who remained 
close behind Daelin throughout the journey.  She still kept a watchful eye on the elf, and 
seemed to rely on Daelin to defend her should anything go wrong.  Daelin thought for 
several hours how to best phrase his questions regarding her past, but decided now was 
not the time.  He could wait until she was more comfortable.  She seemed to trust him, 
but he didn’t know if that was for the lack of anyone else she knew.   She was still quiet 
and shy, and understandably melancholy. 

They arrived at the town two hours after sunset, having stopped once along the 
way to eat some dried rations from Dar’s pack.  He mentioned that he could restock his 
supplies in town, so Daelin and Shelrisa were free to eat all they wanted.  Both were 
ravenously hungry, having eaten little since being on the ship, and never having more 
than two meals a day under Ian’s care.  Shelrisa was reluctant to eat the food, but 
followed suit once Daelin ate his. 

The town was nondescript, consisting of a wide dirt road running down its center 
and a number of simple buildings.  They were all wood and plaster, some with stone 
foundations, not all stone like many of the buildings in Eltsport.  The town, Dar had 
explained en route, was built around the well the elves had dug centuries before. 

The east side of town ran alongside a brief expanse of farmland, and there was a 
fence beyond that Daelin could make out with his newfound night vision.  He had no 
doubt the two elves with him could see equally well, since neither of them mentioned the 
need for a torch.  He wondered how their vision compared to his now. 

At the center of the town was a large fire, which burned brightly and sent sparks 
flying into the sky.  They vanished in the light of the full moon overhead, carried away 
by the gentle breeze that blew through the air. 
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The town was completely deserted, save for the sound of horses in the stables 
behind the inn, a few yards from the bonfire.  The only light other than the blaze was 
from a number of lanterns burning inside the tavern, in the lower floor of the inn.  Dar led 
them in that direction. 

It was an unusual experience for Daelin, to enter a tavern completely devoid of 
sound and patrons.  The only occupant was a single dwarf who sat at the bar, nursing a 
sizable mug of ale.  He wore scale mail, like Dar’s only gray and dirty.  On his back was 
a large axe, notched along its blade from wear and stained with old blood.  The dwarf’s 
bald head gleamed in the light, but Daelin could still see a thick, braided beard protruding 
on either side of his face.  Beside him on the bar sat a rather elaborate, ornate helmet, 
which appeared to be much better maintained than the dwarf’s armor.  The dwarf 
grunted, and emitted a loud slurp as he took another swig of ale.  Dar nudged Daelin with 
his elbow.  “Make sure you compliment his helmet,” he said with a jerk of his head.  
“He’s really proud of it.” 

Daelin gave the elf a questioning look, but nodded his agreement nonetheless.  He 
knew dwarves to be eccentric at times, particularly concerning their beards and weapons.  
Shelrisa peeked out from behind him, nervous of the whole situation. 

“Bort,” Dar called.  “We have visitors.” 
The dwarf turned and looked over at the newcomers, a trickle of ale running down 

his beard and spattering on the floor.  Looking down, Daelin noticed that a great deal of 
ale had dribbled from the dwarf’s chin; there was a deep puddle of brownish liquid at the 
feet of his stool. 

Bort slammed his mug down on the bar and hopped from his seat with a loud, 
guttural noise.  Grabbing his helmet and slapping it atop his shiny head, he staggered 
forward.  “More monsters?” he bellowed, his hand on the handle of his axe.  He squinted 
with one eye as he looked Daelin and Shelrisa over.  The dark elf, of course, made this 
very hard by continuing to position Daelin between herself and the dwarf. 

Dar held up his hands to calm the dwarf.  “No, they’re not monsters, Bort.  
They’re alright.  I brought them here to see what became of the town.  They’re trying to 
get to the west, to Witara.” 

Bort’s hand relaxed its grip.  “Hmm,” he grunted, looking Daelin in the eye.  He 
was fully grown, and stood about as tall as Daelin, counting the ornament surmounting 
his helmet.  He had a sloppy face and bad breath, but Daelin remained where he was, not 
willing to insult Dar’s friend.  For some reason, he found this pair an unlikely traveling 
party.  He always heard that elves and dwarves hated each other.  Of course, Dar seemed 
to contradict every stereotype Daelin had of elves. 

“I took care of most of ‘em,” Bort barked to the elf.  “Just the one in the stable 
left.” 

Dar nodded.  “Very good.  I’ll take them there to show them.” 
Bort grunted a careless reply, and whirled around, intent on returning to his drink.  

As he stumbled away loudly, Daelin called after him, “That’s a very nice helmet you 
have, sir.” 

Instantly, the dwarf whirled around again and stomped up to Daelin.  He wore a 
broad smile on his face, and stared Daelin in the eye.  He laughed, then slammed his open 
hand into Daelin’s shoulder, sending him staggering to the side.  “You’re alright!” the 
dwarf shouted.  Laughing, he returned to his seat and snatched up his ale once again. 
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Rubbing his sore arm, Daelin muttered his thanks to the dwarf’s compliment, then 
asked Dar to lead the way.  Before they reached the exit, however, Bort had once again 
slammed down his mug on the counter, now empty, and announced, “I’ll come with ye!”  
Daelin cast him a nervous eye, but had no choice in accepting his company. 

They left the tavern and circled to the side of the building, heading into the 
stables.  Lying in the middle of the straw-covered floor was a body over which was 
draped an old blanket.  Dar began to explain, “Last night, Bort had a bit too much to 
drink, and fell asleep here in the stable.” 

The dwarf protested.  “There’s no such thing as too much drink!” he shouted, 
much too loudly.  “I had a healthy meal, and came in here to sleep it off!  But the 
monsters wouldn’t let me sleep.  Tried to kill me with me own axe!”  He waved the axe, 
which Daelin hadn’t even seen him draw, over his head. 

Dar cleared his throat and continued his own account of events.  “He woke up 
around midnight to find a perfect duplicate of himself in the stable here.  The duplicate 
had stolen Bort’s axe, and tried to kill him with it.”  Dar lifted the blanket up, not yet 
letting Daelin see.  “Bort got his axe back, and killed the creature, but not before more of 
the town was alerted.”  He tossed the blanket aside. 

Laying on the ground, a ragged axe-blade gash running from its groin to its 
sternum, was a very unusual creature, the likes of which Daelin had never seen.  It was 
humanoid, for the most part, with slimy-looking gray, hairless skin covering its entire 
body.  It had little in the way of a face: two all-white eyes bulged from its head, insect-
like, and the only other feature was a narrow slit for a mouth.  Long, pointed ears jutted 
from its head.  Each hand and foot had four digits.  Its blood seemed red enough, though, 
and had stained the dirt a deep, rich reddish-brown. 

“He won’t bother no one ever again,” Bort said with a satisfied grin, just visible 
through his thick beard. 

“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Dar inquired, still holding the blanket. 
Daelin shook his head. 
Shelrisa tugged his sleeve.  Once she had his attention, she whispered into his ear, 

careful not to let Dar hear.  “I’ve heard of creatures like this,” she said nervously.  
“People call them doppelgangers.  They can change their shape into whoever they want, 
and use telepathy to choose the best form.  They steal a person’s identity and life.” 

Daelin thanked her, then relayed this information to Dar, adding, “they seem very 
dangerous.” 

“They are,” Dar agreed.  “They had overrun this entire town, killed everyone who 
lived here and replaced them.  They would have done the same to me and Bort, too, if 
they had the chance.” 

“What did you do?”  Daelin asked. 
“We killed them,” Dar replied matter-of-factly. 
“What?” Daelin exclaimed.  “All of them?  The entire town?” 
Dar nodded.  “I used my sprite magic to identify them all as monsters, and we 

hunted them all down.  One or two tried to run, but they didn’t get far.” 
“They were no match for me, once I knew they was out there,” Bort added with a 

triumphant nod. 
Although he was horrified by Dar’s cold-blooded ruthlessness in dealing with the 

creatures, his common sense concern was paramount.  “Are you sure none got away?” 
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The elf shrugged.  “It’s hard to say.  There were only two of us, against a whole 
town.  We fought most of the armed ones right here, when they came to investigate the 
commotion.  At first we thought the one was on its own, but when the others attacked us, 
even after seeing what the thing that Bort killed really was, we knew.  We hunted down 
the ones we didn’t kill here, going from house to house, killing them in their sleep when 
we could.  I suppose it’s possible that one or two got away, if they really can assume any 
shape.  They could have become birds or something, and we’d never have known.” 

Another tug on Daelin’s sleeve, and he looked down.  Shelrisa shook her head.  “I 
don’t think they can become birds,” Daelin said. 

“Just people,” Shelrisa added, speaking loudly enough for Dar to hear. 
“Hmm,” the elf mused.  “Then it’s possible, but unlikely.  Bort and I are going to 

stay here a little while longer, to clean up, make sure there aren’t any survivors, human or 
monster, and set up signs warning travelers.”  Bort punctuated the statement with a nod. 

“You’re staying here?” Daelin asked as confirmation.  After Dar nodded his reply, 
he continued, “I see.  Well, I guess Shelrisa and I will continue to the west then.” 

“Don’t feel you have to leave right away,” Dar urged, tossing the blanket over the 
corpse once again.  “At least stay here tonight.  And I’m sure you can find any supplies 
you need here, and maybe some money.” 

“I don’t know,” Daelin replied uneasily.  “This place gives me the creeps, now 
that I know what happened.  Besides, I couldn’t take things that belonged to the people 
here.” 

“They’re dead,” Dar said with a shrug.  “They don’t have any use for anything.”  
Ever the efficiency-minded elf, Daelin thought. 

“Are you sure they’re all dead?” Daelin asked, wanting to be sure.  He still 
couldn’t believe an entire town had died. 

Dar nodded solemnly.  “We found where they were keeping all the bodies.  It was 
quite a gruesome sight.  From the look, and smell, of things, these creatures overran the 
town a good week ago.  We didn’t count them all, there were far too many bodies, but 
there seemed about the same number of dead as we found monsters.” 

Daelin looked about, aghast.  “Did you send word to any other towns?  We’ve got 
to let people know!  Maybe people here had families elsewhere!” 

“That’s why I followed the path to where I found you,” Dar replied.  “The only 
other settlement in this region is quite some distance away, alongside the river to the 
south.  Then Shilarazan, the elven capital, is farther to the east.  I took the shorter of two 
roads.  We plan to go south, when our travels take us there, although that is where we just 
came from.” 

“We aren’t going back there any time soon,” Bort added.  Daelin thought he heard 
the dwarf mutter something about evil priests, but he wasn’t sure. 

Daelin let out a deep sigh.  So the only town in the area was farther to the south.  
He’d have to travel for a while, on his legs that were still weak from misuse, in order to 
find any way of contacting Zarenn or reaching Witara.  It looked like he had little choice, 
though.  He’d have to set out as soon as possible, but he did need some rest, and perhaps 
a good meal. 

“I’m going to have to sleep on all this,” he said eventually.  “I’m just not sure 
what to do.  Is there still any good food left in the inn?” 
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Bort nodded aggressively.  “There’s plenty in there, been checking the stores me 
self!”  Beckoning, he led Daelin and Shelrisa from the stables and back into the tavern.  
Dar followed a few paces behind. 

Daelin and Shelrisa both ate in silence, while Bort drank and boasted of his battle 
accomplishments and women with whom he had had his way.  Daelin ignored him for the 
most part, although it was difficult considering the dwarf’s volume.  He glanced 
occasionally at Shelrisa, knowing she was thinking the same thing he was.  They needed 
to get to the town on the river, and find some way of contacting Zarenn. 

Since the inn was empty, they had no trouble finding rooms for the night.  Daelin 
had suggested that Shelrisa take the comfortable, posh accommodations of the master 
suite, but she refused to stay alone.  Daelin had intended on taking the room next door, a 
more typically furnished apartment, but decided instead to stay with her.  She still said 
very little, and seemed to keep her distance even from him, but neither of them had any 
trouble getting to sleep that night, tucked beneath the down quilts of the enormous four-
post beds. 
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Chapter 8: Secret Society 

 
In the morning, Daelin and Shelrisa awoke late, both exhausted from their travels 

and still recovering from the stress of their injuries.  Daelin thought the dark elf girl had 
moved closer to him during the night, but couldn’t be sure. 

Downstairs in the tavern, they found Bort asleep at one of the tables, snoring 
loudly with several empty liquor bottles scattered around him.  Daelin had heard that 
dwarves drank to excess, but Bort seemed to take this one step further. 

Dar was standing by the bar, counting out a pile of coins and placing a few into a 
small pouch.  He looked up as the two youngsters stepped down from the stairs.  “Good 
morning,” he said with a smile.  “I trust you slept well?”  Daelin and Shelrisa nodded, 
and he went on, “There’s some food for breakfast over there, and I was just counting out 
some money for your trip.” 

“Trip?” Daelin repeated, drawing closer.  The coins were all gold, and there were 
perhaps fifty of them altogether.  He assumed this was the total of the coinage Dar had 
come up with after ransacking the town. 

“If you’re heading to town, you’ll need money.  You said something earlier about 
going to Witara, right?”  He handed the pouch, laden with at least ten gold pieces, to 
Daelin.  “I think your best chance is to hire a boat in the town on the river that I told you 
about yesterday, see if you can get a ride to Point Cape.  It’s quite a ways off, but it’s the 
only place you’ll find transport to Witara.  The towns in this area don’t see much trade 
with the west.” 

Daelin peered into the pouch, counting twelve coins.  “Um,” he began, still 
uneasy with taking the money of the dead, “thank you.”  He’d heard superstitions about 
ghosts coming back to haunt those that knowingly stole their possessions. 

Shelrisa made no comment, but simply hid behind her book. 
Dar gestured to a backpack on the floor near the bar.  “I also packed some 

provisions for you.  The trip should take you maybe three days at the most, if you don’t 
get lost.  There should be enough there for a week.” 

Daelin looked down at the backpack, which was open at its top flap, revealing a 
pair of canteens and a sizable store of trail rations.  Raising a quizzical eyebrow at the elf, 
Daelin asked him, “Why are you doing this for us?” 

Dar handed Daelin a plate of bacon and eggs and replied with a sincere smile, “I 
was thinking about what you said last night, about telling people in town about the 
disaster that struck here.  I thought if you were going to town, you could deliver the 
message, and I’d do whatever I could to help you along.” 

For a moment, Daelin felt an overwhelming suspicion that Dar was not being 
totally honest, and had some hidden agenda.  Maybe he and the dwarf hadn’t killed 
monsters at all, but people, humans, the rightful inhabitants of the town, and now he was 
just trying to get Daelin to leave without asking any more questions.  He shook the idea 
off as absurd, though.  Dar had come looking for anyone to inform of the town, and had 
helped him and Shelrisa.  Why would he seek out contact if he wanted to hide the truth?  
Besides, Bort had seemed honest enough, and agreed with all the elf had said, and Daelin 
had never seen a drunken man lie very convincingly.  

Then there was the matter of the monstrous body in the stable. 
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“I’ll pass the message on, of course,” Daelin agreed, returning Dar’s smile. 
 
Daelin and Shelrisa decided to leave shortly before noon.  They both wanted a 

bath, which was easy enough to prepare in the vacant inn.  As Shelrisa bathed, Daelin 
pondered taking a horse or two, but thought better of it.  He had never learned to ride or 
care for such a creature, and didn’t want to complicate the trip.  He was comfortable 
walking, and Shelrisa looked too small to effectively ride one of the enormous 
workhorses that seemed the typical size in town. 

Once they had refreshed themselves, they double-checked their supplies (a 
process which consisted of Shelrisa poring through her book while Daelin counted the 
money and rations once again, and made sure the pack contained sufficient utensils, 
tinder, and bedding). 

Outside, Daelin hefted the pack and asked Dar to point them in the right direction.  
Their journey would start by heading west to the region where the river met the Black 
Swamp, and would then turn south for two days.  Daelin was anxious not to reach the 
town, but to get back to a larger city, such as Point Cape, where he could hire a wizard to 
contact Zarenn or seek out the others.  He wasn’t sure how much such a service would 
cost, but he hoped it wouldn’t be more than the gold he now carried.  He didn’t dare ask 
Dar for more. 

Dar extended his hand, and Daelin accepted it.  As they shook hands, Dar said, 
“Good luck to you, Daelin.  I hope you find all you’re looking for.  And thank you again 
for accepting this task on my behalf.” 

“Thank you for helping us as you have,” Daelin replied. 
Having said the proper farewells, Daelin turned to Bort.  “I like your helmet,” he 

commented as a parting remark. 
With a cheery smile spread across his bearded face, Bort once again slapped 

Daelin in the arm and bellowed, “I like you!”  Guffawing heartily, the dwarf stomped 
back to the tavern. 

As he rubbed his arm, Daelin turned to be on his way, Shelrisa in step behind him.  
With a final look over his shoulder at Dar, he said, “Thank you again.  Good luck here.” 

Dar waved, and watched as the two walked out of the town. 
 
For the rest of the day, Daelin and Shelrisa walked in silence.  Shelrisa bore the 

burden of her large tome with noticeable strain, but Daelin knew better than to offer to 
carry it for her.  He had done so once on their way to the Lost Village (he noticed a 
makeshift sign placed by Dar at the edge of town as they left), and she had steadfastly 
refused his help.  Whatever was in the book, it was a secret Shelrisa closely guarded.  
Daelin suspected it to be magical in nature, a suspicion reinforced by what happened on 
the Heroes’ ship. 

They made camp in a thick spot of woods just outside the swamp.  They could 
hear the frogs and other swamp creatures ahead of them, and Daelin could also smell the 
odor of rotting vegetation and swamp gas.  He pitched the simple lean-to, and he and 
Shelrisa lay back on the wool blanket he unrolled inside.  As their campfire burned itself 
out, Daelin looked up at the sky from the edge of the tent.  Between the clouds he could 
see the stars speckling the jet-black sky amidst the blue glow of the moon. 
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He hadn’t spoken with Solcrist in a while.  He wondered if the dragon was even 
conscious, or if he was still weakened from his transformation. 

“I am fine,” the cloak spoke into his mind.  “Do not concern yourself with me.  If 
my abilities are needed again, they will be ready.” 

Solcrist wasn’t much of a conversationalist.  Daelin sighed.  Of all the people to 
be traveling with, he had to end up with the two least talkative souls in the world.  Trying 
not to think of his friends, or the Heroes, or home, he rolled over onto his side and tried to 
fall asleep.   

Sleep did not come easily, and morning came too soon.  Daelin got up, fixed 
himself and Shelrisa a simple breakfast of dried ham and half an apple each, and packed 
up the tent.  They spent the day walking in silence, broken now and then by Daelin trying 
to make conversation.  Any reply made by the dark elf was brief, and even open-ended 
questions were answered in the least number of words possible.  He even asked her a few 
questions about magic and monsters, of which she did seem knowledgeable, but she 
seemed reluctant to share any knowledge with him.  He thought she would be over her 
shyness by now.  Perhaps she just missed her sister. 

They reached the river shortly after midday, and began to follow it to the south 
after eating lunch on its banks.  Daelin let his sore feet soak in the cool, flowing water as 
they ate.  The river was not very wide; more of a large stream, actually, but it was 
peaceful and secluded. 

He looked over at Shelrisa, who sat there on the large rock beside him, chewing 
on her beef jerky while reading.  Apparently she didn’t share his interest in the scenery.  
She had surely seen more impressive rivers in her travels with the Heroes.  Daelin wanted 
to inquire about her adventures, but thought better of it.  Doing so would undoubtedly 
remind her of what had happened to the Heroes. 
 

They continued on their way for the rest of the day, and made camp in a small 
clearing just over a tiny ridge beside the river. The bank here was rocky, and the river 
was wide and shallow.  Daelin managed to catch a few crayfish, which he cooked over 
the fire.  Shelrisa seemed to enjoy it, and when asked she said she had never had it 
before.  The crustaceans made a nice addition to their dinner, but were far too small to 
make an entire meal.  Daelin made a count of their supplies before they retired for the 
evening, finding that they still had several days’ of food left, if they continued at the same 
rate they had been, just as Dar had said. 

The next morning, Shelrisa decided to bathe in the shallow waters just over the 
hill.  Daelin agreed to remain at camp while she did so, packing up their things.  He 
thought it was strange of her to take her book with her.  Did she really not trust him, or 
was she just so used to having it with her at all times?  Daelin decided on the latter 
option.  It was clear she trusted him, even if she was still quiet. 

Daelin finished breaking camp, and sat on a fallen log to wait.  She seemed to be 
taking an awfully long time, but he didn’t want to go looking for her, for modesty’s sake.  
If she was still bathing, the situation would be awkward, at the very least.  So he 
continued to wait. 

And wait. 
He waited for another ten minutes, at least.  She had been very prompt about these 

things before, why was she taking so long now?  Daelin strained to hear her, listening for 
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splashing, footsteps, or a voice.  Unfortunately, the rustling of the trees and the faint 
burbling of the water drowned out any other sounds. 

Finally, throwing modesty aside in favor of concern, Daelin stood and headed 
over the hillock and down to the water’s edge.  There on the bank was the book, neatly 
resting atop Shelrisa’s clothes, folded in a neat bundle.  But a quick survey of the water 
indicated that Shelrisa was nowhere to be found. 

Daelin’s heart began to race.  She was gone!  What had happened to her?  He 
hadn’t heard any shouts, or any sort of struggle.  She hadn’t been that far away.  Maybe 
she was somewhere in the underbrush, relieving herself.  Maybe she was just playing a 
trick on him. 

Frantically, Daelin shouted out her name.  His voice echoed through the forest 
around him, but was not answered.  Again he shouted, and again he heard nothing but 
echoes and nature.  He stumbled along the bank, his eyes darting to every shadow or 
large tree, searching for her.  He couldn’t lose her, he thought.  This wasn’t happening, it 
was a dream, a nightmare.  He couldn’t lose her! 

Nearing the far side of the shallows he shouted for her again.  This time, his shout 
was answered by a faint rustling, emanating from the foliage halfway between his current 
position and Shelrisa’s belongings.  Focusing all his attention on that spot, Daelin hurried 
toward it.  The rustling stopped quickly, but that did not deter Daelin. 

As he neared the site of the movement, he glanced over at Shelrisa’s book.  He 
thought for a moment, wondering if he should take it with him to search for her.  She was 
very attached to it, and had lost it once before.  It must be important. 

As quickly as he could, he ran through the shallow water, soaking his tattered 
boots, and scooped up the bundle and the book.  Whirling around, he screamed louder 
this time, “Shelrisa!” 

In the distance, he thought he could make out more shuffling in the trees, and he 
ran toward it.  Scrambling up from the rocky bank and into the leaf-strewn forest, he 
made his way around shrubs and tall grasses, occasionally shouting for his companion.  
After several minutes, when he thought the trail had grown cold, he stopped, catching his 
breath and looking around.  He was now completely lost.  He wasn’t even sure he could 
find his way back to the river. 

A sound caught his ears, a sound that was distinctly a voice, albeit a hushed one.  
His head snapped in its direction, and he strained his eyes to see any movement.  It was 
several seconds before his searching was rewarded.  There was someone there, just a few 
yards ahead of him. 

Throwing caution to the wind, Daelin hustled forward, barreling through the 
foliage that blocked his view.  He came crashing into a small clearing just in time to see 
several figures disappear into the underbrush on the opposite side.  Ignoring any sense of 
concern for his own safety, Daelin charged across the clearing, still clutching the book 
and garments tightly to his chest. 

With his cloak over his head, he threw himself into the underbrush and continued 
to run forward into the forest.  He heard more voices, but at the moment saw no one.  The 
trees here were all coniferous, and close to the ground.  He had to weave his way around 
them, sliding on the carpet of dry pine needles on the forest floor and nearly losing his 
balance several times.  The voices were still there, somewhere, just out of reach, just 
beyond his vision. 
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He shouted again, and this time there came a response to his words.  Only, it 
wasn’t the response he was looking for. 

A crossbow bolt embedded itself in a tree near Daelin’s head.  Acting almost 
instinctively, Daelin threw himself to the ground, feet first, and slid several feet on the 
pine needles before coming to a stop at the feet of a small group of people.  At least, 
Daelin thought they were people, from their feet. 

Still clutching the book and clothing, Daelin looked up, straining his neck to see 
from under the hood of his cloak.  Glaring down at him was a party of dark elves, well 
armed with crossbows, spears, and various light swords.  They glowered down at him 
angrily, and Daelin swallowed. 

He heard more footsteps to either side, and quickly glanced about to see several 
more Do’Une archers step out from hiding.  Once was reloading his small crossbow, and 
they all wore angry grimaces. 

Behind those directly in front of him, Daelin could see that the forest opened up 
into a clearing, populated by some weathered-looking stone buildings.  Before he could 
get a good look at the group that was making its way into the citadel, to see if Shelrisa 
was among them, the dark elf directly in front of him spoke. 

“Get up,” he said, his rapier pointed down at Daelin.  The man was about as tall as 
Dar, with the typical dark elf black skin, and shoulder-length hair of gold.  His eyes were 
amber-colored, and his expression was one of extreme distaste and annoyance.  He wore 
what looked like black leather, fitted loosely to him, and had a hand crossbow slung at his 
side, just behind the wooden rapier sheath on his belt. 

As he stood, Daelin quickly looked about, assessing his potential adversaries.  
There were an equal number of men and women, more or less, and they all wore dark 
clothing of varying shades of green, brown, and black, which enabled them to blend into 
the shadows of the forest.  Some had golden embroidery on their garments, and most 
wore jewelry; earrings at least.  Their faces were all distinctly elven, although much 
angrier.  Daelin found himself quite scared.  He felt a nagging murmur at the back of his 
mind, telling him they were no threat to him, not when he wore the cloak, but he tried to 
ignore it.  He didn’t want to cause any trouble by using Solcrist’s power, and besides, he 
thought it was better to fear an enemy than to be fooled by a possibly false sense of 
security. 

Standing, Daelin had a better view of the structures behind his captors, and he 
could clearly see a small group of Dark Ones making their way toward a massive 
structure at the center of the complex.  He could see Shelrisa, draped in another’s cloak, 
among them. 

Suddenly unable to worry about the armed dark elves before him, Daelin shouted 
to her, and lunged forward.  He didn’t even know if she saw him, as he was thrown 
backward by several Do’Une men.  They quickly surrounded him, saying nothing, and 
took from him his sword and Shelrisa’s only worldly possessions.  He tried to resist, 
particularly when they grabbed for the book, but he could not put up a sufficient struggle.  
They had the advantage of numbers, as well as their weapons. 

By the time things settled down, the group in town had vanished into the large 
building.  The dark elf man who had first spoken to Daelin commanded, “Come with us, 
now.” 
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Daelin obliged, walking cautiously along with the group that now completely 
surrounded him.  Several of them spoke to each other in the same language Daelin had 
heard Izellia and Shelrisa speaking.  The woman carrying Shelrisa’s book seemed 
especially interested in it, as did the man who looked over her shoulder as she flipped 
through it. 

The group entered the town, which consisted of many rounded, once-ornate 
buildings of gray stone.  They all looked very old, and any roads or walkways had 
vanished with the passage of time: the ground was well-trodden dirt.  The canopy of trees 
seemed to close the little town off completely from the sunlight overhead.  As they 
neared the large building Shelrisa had been taken into, Daelin discovered that the town 
actually continued on quite some distance beyond it, and it was not at the absolute center 
as he had originally thought. 

The structure was three stories tall, the tallest point being a domed, windowless 
tower.  It looked more ornamental than functional.  The front of the building was marked 
by an arched stone entryway, twenty feet deep and ten across.  Beyond the hall was a 
large room, which stood directly beneath the tower.  The only light was that which 
filtered in from outside, but Daelin knew none of the dark elves had any trouble seeing 
clearly.  He certainly had none.   

He looked up at the ceiling, to see that it extended all the way to the dome of the 
tower.  Standing all around were dark elves, and at a large stone chair facing the entrance 
sat a dark elf woman, older than most, clad in deep red and purple robes.  Adorning the 
interior wall was a mural that ran the entire circumference of the roughly circular room.  
The scene depicted was of a war, although details were hard to make out, having faded 
and crumbled with age.   

It appeared to be a battle between dark elves and light elves, the Do’Une side 
surmounted by a decidedly spider like woman, a dark elf towering over the others dressed 
in web-like robes and holding forth a great flanged mace.  The light elf side was led by a 
woman of similar stature, only she seemed to radiate light and beauty.  At the center of 
the fray, just above where the stone throne stood, was another dark elf, also a woman, 
silhouetted atop the shining blue disk of the moon, who seemed to be trying to stop both 
sides, her hands held up against each force of warriors.  Daelin knew little of religion, but 
he was fairly certain the scene depicted three of the elven goddesses, although he didn’t 
know their names. 

Daelin’s captors stopped before the woman, who looked to Daelin like she had 
just been seated at the throne within the past few minutes.  Her robes looked thrown on 
almost haphazardly, if such a thing could be said for such elegant people as elves, clasped 
together with a crooked brooch of silver shaped like a spider, and she had an impatient 
expression on her aged face.  At her feet, Daelin could see several other dark elves, and 
Shelrisa, talking to her in their own tongue.  As expected, Shelrisa was remaining 
completely silent.  She looked like she was shivering, although Daelin wasn’t sure if that 
was from fear or cold, since she was still unclothed under the light cloak on her 
shoulders. 

As their conversation slowed to a halt, the leader of Daelin’s captors called out to 
the old woman, and he and his entire party bowed respectfully.  One of the warriors 
behind him pushed Daelin down, making him bow to one knee.  “Show respect to our 
priestess,” he hissed with a heavy Do’Une accent. 
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Daelin did as he was told, under some duress.  He looked up at the woman with a 
glare.  Her stark white hair hung down on either side of her face; beneath it her red eyes 
glared back. 

The woman pointed a finger at Daelin.  “Give me one good reason not to kill you 
right now, human,” she demanded. 

Daelin caught a startled reaction from Shelrisa.  She struggled against her own 
captors for a moment, saying something in her own tongue in a soft, squeaky voice.  The 
woman on the throne ignored her, and instead continued to glare at Daelin.  He didn’t 
answer her right away, mostly because he couldn’t think of a reason. 

“You are the only human in our history to ever set eyes on this place,” she 
continued.  “And only one of half a dozen others.  None have left here with the 
knowledge of this place.” 

“I don’t care about this place,” Daelin retorted, his anger suddenly flaring up, his 
courage building.  “You kidnapped Shelrisa, I just want her back.” 

The woman scoffed, and Daelin heard murmurs from the others around him.  
“And what claim do you have to her, human?  What reason could she possibly have to 
willingly travel with you, and not be with her own people?” 

“I make no claim to her,” Daelin replied, standing up in defiance.  “I swore to 
protect her, and that’s what I plan to do.” 

Shelrisa stared at Daelin.  She said nothing, but shivered again under the cloak she 
held to her with her hands. 

“Protect her?”  The woman’s expression changed from scorn to disbelief.  “Why 
would you say such a thing?  Do you actually expect me to believe you?” 

Daelin’s anger was growing greater with every passing moment.  He didn’t know 
why he was getting so angry, but he knew he could destroy the entire village.  He almost 
wanted to.  All he had to do was… 

He closed his eyes.  Something was wrong.  Were they doing this to him?  
Clouding his mind with magic in an attempt to force him to attack them, so they could 
kill him in self-defense?  Did they just want a fight?  He knew dark elves were a warlike 
people, but would they go that far just for a brief battle? 

“I don’t know what I can say that you will believe,” Daelin said, pulling his 
thoughts back to the situation at hand.  “It seems like you don’t want to believe me, no 
matter what.  All I can say is that I want only to protect Shelrisa.  She’s already lost more 
than even I can imagine.  I’m not going to let any more harm come to her.” 

The woman smirked.  “Such devotion.”  She turned to Shelrisa, and in Daelin’s 
own tongue she asked, “Tell me, girl, for how long have you been enslaved to this 
human?” 

Shelrisa pulled her stare from Daelin, and glared at the priestess in what Daelin 
could only describe as defiance.  “I am no slave,” she said, her tiny voice hardly audible 
in the enormous room. 

The old woman looked back at Daelin.  “It looks like you even have her 
convinced,” she remarked. 

“There’s nothing to convince her of!” Daelin shouted at her.  “If she was my 
slave, or my prisoner, don’t you think I would have kept a closer eye on her back by the 
river, to make sure she didn’t run away?” 
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“If your story is true, shouldn’t you have kept a closer eye on her to make sure no 
harm befell her?”  The priestess’s words were true, and Daelin’s gut wrenched as she 
spoke them. 

“It won’t happen again,” he replied through gritted teeth.  The anger was 
returning, seething within him.  He tried to fight it. 

“Please,” Shelrisa pleaded.  “Don’t!  I don’t want to be here, let us go!” 
It was unusual to hear such forceful words from the girl. 
The priestess raised an eyebrow, but kept her attention focused on Daelin.  “What 

sort of loss has she suffered that you feel you are worthy of redeeming?” she inquired. 
“Her sister, and her only family… They were on a ship that was lost at sea a week 

or so ago.  She and I are the only ones who made it to shore.”  Daelin shot Shelrisa a 
glance, to see if his words were upsetting her.  Her big eyes glistened in the faint light, 
and tears seemed to be forming, but he wasn’t sure if they were for the Heroes or for him. 

“Her sister?” the priestess asked. 
“Her name was Izellia.  She and Shelrisa came from Elsyre Isle.” 
The priestess leaned back in her stone chair.  It looked quite uncomfortable, but 

Daelin thought it would keep its occupant attentive.  “Elsyre, you say?”  She toyed with a 
strand of hair between her right thumb and forefinger.  “Is this true, girl?” 

Shelrisa nodded. 
“And this boy has been protecting you?” 
Shelrisa looked at Daelin as she dabbed a tear from her eye with the cloak, and 

nodded again. 
“And why do you feel it is your duty to protect her, human?” 
Daelin tried to ignore the anger slowly creeping into his head as he replied, 

“Because I’m the only one who can.” 
Shelrisa sniffled. 
“And why is that?” 
Daelin resisted the urge to make threats, saying he had the strength of a great and 

powerful dragon at his disposal.  Trying to stay calm, he replied uneasily, “Because I’m 
the only one she has left, and I care what happens to her.  Do any of you really care about 
her at all?”  He looked around, suddenly wondering how many of the dark elves present 
could understand his language.  Their faces seemed to indicate that they could, but he 
was no expert on reading elven expressions. 

“She is one of us,” the priestess snapped.  “She belongs with us!” 
“Is that all this is about?” Daelin shouted back.  “She doesn’t belong here any 

more than I do!  This isn’t her home, and you’re not her people!  Her people were lost on 
that ship, and I’m the only one she has left!  If she wants to leave, why don’t you let 
her?” 

The priestess remained silent for some time.  Her eyes shifted from Shelrisa to 
Daelin and back again several times before she finally spoke.  “It’s too late to let you go 
now, even if I believed you.  You have seen this place, our home, our only sanctuary 
from our enemies, from the La’Une, the light elves, who would see us all wiped out.” 

Thinking back to Dar’s reaction to Shelrisa, he wondered if this was really true.  
Did the two peoples really hate each other that much?  Was there so much tension, so 
much prejudice, built into each society, ingrained into each child from birth?  Daelin 
couldn’t comprehend hatred of such magnitude.  He almost pitied these Dark Ones, 
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hiding in the shadows of the forest, afraid for their lives lest they be discovered by the 
elves of Trelganar, living with hatred and fear of their light-skinned cousins. 

“I have no interest in your hiding place,” Daelin replied.  “And I have no plan to 
tell anyone of it.  I assure you, your secret is safe with me.” 

Again, the priestess didn’t believe him.  “You assure me?  What good is the word 
of a human, one of the races that sides with the La’Une in every conflict since the Great 
Divide?  What good is your word?” 

Daelin bowed his head.  “It’s all I can give you.” 
The priestess looked at Shelrisa, who was now quietly crying, her face in her 

cloak-covered hands.  The priestess gave the situation some thought, and looked at the 
man who had brought Daelin in.  He in turn looked at Daelin with a scrutinizing eye.  
Daelin heard the mutterings of magicians casting their spells somewhere in the crowd 
around him.   

The dark elf man turned back to the priestess and nodded. 
She said, “Girl,” directing her words at Shelrisa, “Shelrisa, you do not wish to 

stay here?” 
Shelrisa looked up, pulling her hands away slightly, and shook her head. 
“And you would stay with this human?” 
Shelrisa nodded, wiping away a tear. 
The priestess stood, shaking her hair from her face.  “Very well then,” she 

announced, her voice now sounding official.  “You are both hereby banished from these 
parts.  You will leave this village, and never look back.  You will forget it was ever here, 
and will speak of it to no one.  If you ever return, either of you, you will be killed on sight 
with no questions asked.”  She waved her hand and the dark elves in the chamber roughly 
escorted the two visitors out of the chamber. 

The sudden turnaround had confused Daelin, and he looked around at the dark 
elves.  They were now treating Shelrisa with the same roughness they gave him, pushing 
and shoving them both from their village.  Within three minutes they all stood at the edge 
of the settlement, and the guards had dwindled to a mere handful.  The man in charge 
shoved Daelin’s sword and the book back into his arms, and another pulled the cloak 
from Shelrisa, dropping her own clothes at her feet.  The group then stepped back, 
forming a line between the intruders and the village. 

Shelrisa quickly dressed herself, again shaking visibly.  This time, Daelin thought 
it could be from any number of reasons: cold, fear, or embarrassment.  He looked away 
until she stepped over to him, clutching his arm.  She looked back at the guards, looking 
very frightened.  She didn’t say anything, but her grip tightened on his arm. 

They began to walk away.  Daelin didn’t look back, as he had been instructed not 
to.  He didn’t want to risk getting shot with a crossbow for disobeying the priestess’s 
orders.  Instead, he stared determinedly ahead, marching straight away from the village as 
much as the dense trees would allow.  He whispered to Shelrisa, “Is that what your home 
was like?” 

“No,” she replied shakily.  “Those people worshipped the spider goddess, who 
wants them to keep fighting the La’Une.  My people, on Elsyre, worshipped the goddess 
in the center of that mural, who wants peace between the dark and light elves.  My people 
were all good, these were all followers of a dark religion, an evil goddess.” 
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Daelin looked down at her.  She still stared back behind them, even though they 
were well away from the village.  She certainly couldn’t see the buildings through the 
trees now. 

Daelin didn’t think the priestess had been speaking literally when she said he 
would forget about the village’s whereabouts, but he suddenly found that he had no idea 
where he was.  He had lost his way getting to the village, but now he was completely lost.  
He stopped and looked around.  As if confirming that a spell had definitely been cast 
upon them both, Shelrisa asked, with a tug on his sleeve, “Daelin, where are we?” 

Daelin shook his head.  “I have no idea.  I don’t recognize any of this.”  Turning 
back the way he had come, or the way he thought he had just come from, he found that he 
didn’t recognize anything there either.  The path was gone, the trees were unfamiliar, the 
very forest itself seemed foreign to him.  “I don’t even know what direction to go,” he 
said, growing very worried.  Which way was the river?  Had he come this direction when 
he was following Shelrisa’s captors? 

He took a few more steps, and found that he immediately forgot taking them.  
Some magic was working on his mind, and he had no choice in the matter.  He hoped that 
he wouldn’t accidentally walk back to the town.  The priestess’s warnings were still all 
too clear in his memory. 

Still holding the heavy book, Daelin took Shelrisa’s hand and pulled her forward.  
He had to choose a direction and keep going, hoping it would take them farther from the 
village.  He couldn’t waste any time; the dark elves could be following them, making 
sure they were indeed leaving.  He just hoped they would reach the river.  Then, 
hopefully, the spell would end and they could find their way to the next town to the 
south. 
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Chapter 9: The Killer and the Protector  

 
It took several hours, but Daelin and Shelrisa found their way back to the river.  It 

was dark by the time they found their camp, so Daelin again unpacked their tent and 
food, and they ate and retired. 

They awoke the next morning, once again aware of their location and 
surroundings.  The spell that had affected their minds seemed only aimed at preventing 
them from remembering where to find the village, and not at keeping them hopelessly 
lost forever.  Staying close together this time, they packed up their supplies and headed 
south, following the river.  They walked, as usual, in near silence.  Shelrisa now carried 
the book herself, despite Daelin’s offers to carry it for her.  This time her refusal was not 
absolute, but rather she said, “You’re carrying that heavy pack.  I can carry my book.”  
She even added, “Thank you.” 

The river passed through a rocky area, where the banks were very high, steep 
cliffs, carved out of the earth by millennia of running water.  Daelin and Shelrisa kept 
away from the cliffs, choosing to walk a hundred yards from the river itself.  The ground 
any closer was treacherous and rocky, and here it remained smooth dirt, blanketed by a 
carpet of leaves. 

The journey was almost boring, Daelin thought as they trudged along.  It was 
nearly noon, and they had lost an entire day already.  The forest was nice, but unfamiliar.  
He preferred the sights and sounds of the busy city.  The green was beginning to hurt his 
eyes; it was everywhere.  The constant, endless dull blue of Ocean he could handle, but 
this brilliant green gave him a headache.  Or perhaps his headache was caused by fatigue; 
he wasn’t sure.  In any case, he felt irritable and tired. 

The two travelers trudged onward in silence for the rest of the day, and settled 
down in a small clearing, far from any streams, for dinner and the night’s camp.  The next 
morning they awoke and continued on their journey after a small breakfast.  Daelin said 
nothing about the dark elf town, but tried to make small talk with Shelrisa.  She still 
avoided eye contact with him. 

It was shortly before midday when the town came into view.  It was larger than 
the last town Daelin had seen, yet still far smaller than Eltsport.  The village lay in a 
shallow valley, straddling the river.  The travelers now stood atop the hill overlooking the 
village.  From this distance, they couldn’t make out any activity or details in the town, 
although it was certainly not deserted like Daelin’s last stop.  There were boats moored at 
the docks on both sides of the river, and a tall, arched stone bridge connected the two 
halves of the town.  There were clearings all around, which were the apparent work of 
lumberjacks, clearing the way for expansion and timber.  There were no roads leading to 
the town, since all transit was by means of the river, but inside the town’s bounds wound 
several paths and streets.  Nearby, a path led from the cemetery, which climbed its way 
up the hill toward them, into the center of town. 

Daelin took a deep breath, and a step into the lush green grass of the graveyard 
hill.  “Well, let’s see if we can get a ride up to the city Dar told us about.” 

Shelrisa did not follow him as he started toward the town.  Her gaze was turned 
upward, her brow furrowed, as if she were looking for something.  “What’s wrong?” he 
asked her. 
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“I don’t know,” she replied softly.  “It’s like someone’s watching.” 
After a moment’s thought, Daelin responded, “Maybe it’s just the dark elves, 

making sure we’re far away.” 
Shelrisa said nothing.  She continued looking around, even turning to look into 

the trees. 
“Come on,” Daelin urged her.  “Let’s keep going.  The sooner we get to Point 

Cape, the sooner we can find Zarenn.” 
Shelrisa silently nodded her consent, and they trudged down the slope and into 

town.  Therein, they passed many villagers going about their daily business.  Some gave 
them odd looks, and one elderly woman visibly shrank away from the dark elf, but no one 
stopped or questioned them.  In fact, Daelin had to pick out a passerby to ask directions.  
“Excuse me,” he asked a man pulling a cart laden with weathered planks, “we’re trying to 
get passage to the north.” 

The man stopped and looked Daelin up and down, then sneered at Shelrisa 
cowering behind the boy.  “What of it?”  So far, Daelin didn’t get a good impression of 
the people in this particular village. 

It took him a moment to recover from the man’s rudeness, but Daelin replied soon 
enough, “Who might we talk to about hiring a boat?” 

The man turned away and grunted as he hauled his cart down the street once 
again.  “Try someone on the docks.” 

Daelin thought he heard the man mutter something about elves, but paid the man 
no further mind.  He grabbed Shelrisa by the hand and headed toward the center of town, 
where he had seen the docks before. 

Just behind the tall, rectangular stone building near the town’s center, which 
Daelin took for the town hall, they came upon a row of small, weathered docks.  Boats 
clattered against the planks, and nearby children stood on the bridge, looking down at 
them.  One of them, a young girl, shouted something and pointed at the visitors.  Daelin 
made a point of ignoring it, assuming it was another elven-prejudiced remark. 

Seated in one of the nearby longboats was a fisherman, mending a net.  Daelin 
knew such a professional would have no time or desire to ferry two travelers down the 
river, so he looked around.  A few docks down was a boat he took for a ferry; it was 
covered, with a small sail and several push-poles, definitely a river transport.  He led 
Shelrisa closer. 

As they neared the boat, Daelin could hear movement from within.  He peered 
into the darkness inside, and called out, “Hello?” 

A face emerged from the gloom, belonging to a clean-cut, shaven-headed man of 
middle age wearing a faded red tunic and breeches with holes worn in the knees.  His 
wooden clogs clapped loudly on the deck.  “Yes?” he said at first, in a friendly enough 
tone.  A moment later, he spied Shelrisa, who still tried to stay out of sight behind 
Daelin’s cloak.  The man’s face changed to a far less congenial expression, but he said 
nothing more. 

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but my companion and I are looking for 
transportation to the North.  We were told there might be someone in this town who 
could take us to Point Cape.” 
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The man turned away and tended to the single sail on the small riverboat.  “There 
might,” he replied gruffly.  “Depends, though.  Is that your companion?” he jerked a 
thumb at Shelrisa, who shied further behind Daelin. 

Daelin looked from her to the man.  “Yes,” he replied firmly, “she is.”  After a 
moment, he added, “It’s very important that we reach Point Cape, as soon as possible.” 

The man stopped what he was doing and faced the two travelers, his hands on his 
hips.  For a moment, Daelin thought he had convinced the man to help, but the man’s 
words said otherwise.  “Important, eh?  What sort of business do you have up there, with 
one of those?”  As he spoke, his eyes never left Shelrisa. 

Daelin felt himself growing angry.  “What business is that of yours?  Will you 
take us there or not?”  He regretted his confrontational tone, but not much. 

Without so much as a moment’s thought, the man replied flatly, “no.” 
Daelin’s jaw dropped.  “What?” he stammered.  He couldn’t believe the man’s 

audacity! 
“Not with one of those, anyway,” he said.  “We have enough trouble in these parts 

with Dark Ones, we don’t need to court danger by carting one of them around.  If her 
own people don’t come for her, her enemies might.  These woods are full of elves, you 
know.  Without her, I might consider it, although from the looks of things you can’t 
afford the trip anyway.” 

“In that case,” Daelin said, preparing the depart, “can you direct me to someone 
who would be willing to accept our business?”  He knew money was a tender subject for 
nearly any businessman, especially one not currently working. 

“Seeing as I’m the only ferryman available right now, I don’t think so.  But even 
if there were others, they wouldn’t travel with her.” 

Daelin’s hand touched the pouch at his side, still heavy with the gold Dar had 
given him.  He needed that money to hire a ship in Point Cape, and perhaps a wizard, but 
if he couldn’t reach the city it would all be worthless.  He pulled the pouch from his belt, 
and slipped his hand inside, taking count of the coins inside.  Twelve.  Gold was 
valuable, and a ferryman probably made no more than a few silver coins on a trip such as 
this.  Gold would certainly be a good incentive. 

“I’m sure, whatever you’re asking, I can pay,” he announced.  He felt Shelrisa’s 
grip tighten on his arm, but he ignored her for the moment. 

The ferryman scoffed at that.  “I already said I’m not going to do it.” 
Daelin let his temper cool for a moment.  He didn’t remember getting this angry 

before, even with difficult people back in Eltsport.  He took a deep breath, and went on, 
“How much would the trip cost, for normal travelers?” 

The ferryman looked the two over once again, as if calculating their monetary 
worth and determining a price they couldn’t pay.  “Four silver.  Apiece.” 

Daelin knew enough about business and water travel to know that the estimate 
was grossly overpriced, probably double the going rate, but he didn’t argue.  Eight silver 
pieces was just shy of one gold piece, and he could certainly afford a single coin.  But he 
needed to make a convincing argument.  Slipping some coins into his hand, he replied, 
“I’ll give you two gold coins to take us there.” 

He saw the man raise an eyebrow at that, and for a moment half expected the man 
to lunge for the money and agree.  However, the ferryman quickly regained his 
composure.  “I said no.  I don’t travel with dark elves.  No way.” 
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This was the answer Daelin expected, so he opened his hand to reveal the total of 
four coins he had withdrawn.  “Then make it four.” 

Daelin could see the turmoil in the ferryman as he struggled between his greed 
and his prejudice.  Daelin could almost sense the moment the man’s will broke, and he 
managed to pull his hand away just before the ferryman could snatch the coins from him.  
“It’s a deal,” the man said, casually running his hand across his shorn head. 

Daelin smiled, handing two coins to the man.  “Then what are we waiting for?  
Let’s go!” 

 
The ferryman had little trouble convincing Shelrisa to remain under cover 

throughout the voyage, since she preferred to huddle in the cabin and pore through her 
book anyway.  Nonetheless, the man seemed rather nervous having her aboard, but he 
acted far friendlier now that he knew the color of Daelin’s money.  Daelin thought it best, 
in any case, to withhold the second two coins of the payment until their safe arrival in 
Cape Point, and the ferryman seemed to have no problem with that. 

The boat’s accommodations were adequate for the two travelers, since it was 
designed to comfortably transport half a dozen passengers down the river, and Daelin 
spent his time equally in the cabin with Shelrisa and on deck.  The swaying of the waves 
beneath him was a comfort after those long days of walking through the forest, and even 
though the river was smaller than Ocean, he found it pleasant to watch. 

On the second day of the voyage, the ferryman began to ask Daelin questions 
regarding his trip.  It had become obvious that neither Daelin nor Shelrisa harbored any 
ill intentions, and curiosity seemed to have gotten the better of him.  Daelin explained his 
adventures, carefully avoiding his own involvement in the Heroes’ defeat; he knew they 
were popular, and didn’t want to be blamed for their deaths, even if he still felt somewhat 
responsible.  The ferryman seemed genuinely interested once he heard the Heroes were 
involved. 

The voyage was pleasant and uneventful, and on the afternoon of the fifth day, as 
they followed the Rhino Horn Point peninsula to the North, the city of Point Cape came 
into view.  Daelin remembered passing it with the Heroes, when traveling from Dockport, 
and was relieved to at last see a decent-sized city again. 

The riverboat docked at the southern pier, alongside fishing boats and barges, and 
the ferryman lashed it to the dock.  “This is it,” he said with a smile, helping Shelrisa step 
ashore.  Once both passengers were ashore, he climbed onto the dock himself and held 
out his hand.  As he accepted the second half of his payment, he said to Daelin, “If you’d 
like, I know a couple people here, I can look into ships bound for Witara.” 

“That would be wonderful,” Daelin replied gratefully, “but it’s not necessary.” 
The ferryman held up his hands.  “Don’t mention it.  A friend of the Heroes is a 

friend of mine.  In fact, there’s an inn down the way that I stay at here, called the Diving 
Pelican.  The food is good, and the rates are decent.  Why don’t you get a room there, and 
I’ll drop by and let you know if I got in touch with my friends.” 

“Really, it’s not necessary,” Daelin said.  “I don’t want to impose.” 
The ferryman shook his head.  “I need to talk to these fellows anyway, and like I 

said, that’s the inn I always stay at.  It’s no trouble.”  He slipped the gold into his pouch.  
Daelin knew the money had something to do with the man’s sudden generosity. 

Finally, Daelin accepted.  “Alright,” he said, “thank you.” 
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With that, the travelers departed.  It took Daelin a few minutes to gather his 
bearings and hunt down the Diving Pelican, but within half an hour he and Shelrisa stood 
beneath its swaying, weathered signboard, depicting a pelican diving into the sea.  They 
entered, and Shelrisa immediately shrank back behind Daelin.  He suddenly remembered 
that she always had stayed onboard ship when traveling with her sister and the others; she 
had probably never seen a tavern before. 

Most of the patrons were sailors, and quite inebriated.  They spoke loudly, and ate 
messily.  The décor was respectable, and the floor fairly clean.  A handful of serving 
wenches scurried about, trying to tend to all the rowdy customers.  Daelin wondered how 
often the inn was this busy; Point Cape seemed a fairly prosperous city, but did ships 
come and go steadily or in waves?   

Daelin looked around for the innkeeper, and finally spotted a large, overworked 
woman drying a flagon behind the bar.  Holding Shelrisa tightly by the hand, he made his 
way through the crowd and up to the bar.  She looked down at him, shot the dark elf a 
glance, and asked, “What can I get for you?”  Her tone was friendly, but betrayed how 
tired she was. 

“I’d like a room for the night, if you have any, and something to eat.” 
The woman looked around behind the bar, and came up with a heavy iron key, a 

wooden tag dangling from it.  “We only have a few rooms left, you’re lucky you got here 
when you did.  The room is two copper per night, meals are extra.” 

Daelin placed a gold coin on the counter, and the woman gave him his change 
back, significantly increasing the weight of his pouch.  He made sure to keep a hand on 
his pouch at all times, a habit picked up since the incident with the gnome in Dockport.  
He took the key, and the woman explained, “It’s room twelve, just up the stairs on the 
right.”  As she spoke, she gestured up the stairs at the left of the room.  “If you can find a 
seat, one of the girls will be with you soon.” 

Daelin nodded his thanks, and led Shelrisa to a small table in the corner, where 
they waited for a wench to take their order. 

 
Hugh hardly noticed when the two young travelers arrived.  His view of the 

tavern was obscured by the stairs over his head, his table shrouded in shadow.  He 
preferred it that way, and didn’t really have any interest in the goings-on of the tavern.  
He was here for a job, the details of which had yet to be revealed to him.  Nothing else 
mattered. 

He looked down again at the note in his hand, crumpled from being in his sweaty 
palm for so long.  “Night Hunter,” it read, “get a room at the Diving Pelican, and wait.  I 
will contact you at night with the details.  You will be well paid.” 

Hugh didn’t like taking time out from profitable work to sit around and wait for 
potential customers, but business was down lately.  He’d only been in Dockport a few 
days, and hadn’t had a decent job since his arrival.  He wasn’t exactly pressed for time, 
but he was pressed for money, and at least there was some possibility of money in this 
job.  If not for his name and reputation, he’d probably be begging on the streets right 
now, or more likely stealing.   

He sighed and stuffed the note back into his pocket, where his finger touched the 
lone gold coin that had accompanied the note.  The coin was pressed with the serpentine 
insignia of Condana, the merchant kingdom to the West.  If his mysterious potential 
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employer was indeed from the Merchants’ Guild, Hugh was certain he’d be paid well.  
That is, if they didn’t have him killed once his job was done.  He always hated working 
for the elite; they placed their selfish desires above anything else.  If Hugh had learned 
one thing growing up the son of an abusive city guard, it was to put survival first 
(followed closely by money).  He sipped his ale and waited.  It would be dark soon, then 
he would retire to his room.  If his mysterious employer didn’t contact him by morning, 
he’d leave and seek other work.  He wasn’t too happy with his room number, though.  He 
wasn’t a superstitious person, but the number thirteen still gave him a sense of 
discomfort. 

The two travelers, in their dusty, tattered clothes, ate in silence.  They seemed 
very out of place here, although the boy looked much more confident than the dark elf 
girl.  Hugh wondered if they were supposed to be his contacts here.  They were the only 
ones who could possibly afford his services, a fact which Hugh could only estimate by 
the girl’s huge book and the boy’s fine leather cloak.  He continued to watch them for a 
while, casually nursing his ale, until a bald sailor entered the tavern and approached 
them. 

They exchanged words for a few minutes, and then the boy and the dark elf stood 
and went up the stairs.  The sailor followed shortly, after getting a key from the barmaid.  
Hugh listened to the footsteps echo over his head, and finished off his ale.  No one had 
approached him yet, and he didn’t plan to seek anyone out just yet.  He waved to a nearby 
serving wench, but couldn’t catch her eye, cloaked in shadow as he was.  He could have 
lit the lamp on the table, but preferred the darkness. 

The wench passed him by, and he tried to get her attention again, this time 
shouting to her.  She looked up at that, but didn’t notice him.  The raucous din of the 
tavern had reached its drunken apex, and a group of sailors, headed up by an enormous, 
broad-featured man who nearly had to stoop to stand in the room, had broken into song.  
Their off-key chorus grated on Hugh’s nerves, irritating him even further.  That damned 
wench still didn’t notice him there, and he was hungry. 

As soon as he had a clear shot, he hurled his empty flagon at her, striking her in 
the back of the head.  She staggered forward, dropping her tray and spilling three 
tankards and a bowl of greasy stew into the laps of the singing sailors.  It took them a 
moment to notice what had happened, and their singing died down.  The wench, now in 
tears, knelt on the floor, trying to pick up the tray and mugs and using her apron to soak 
up the spilled drinks.  Between sobs, she apologized to the sailors. 

“Hey!” Hugh’s voice roared over the fading din.  As the wench looked up at him, 
along with the eyes of nearly every sober customer, Hugh’s shoulders raised in a 
questioning shrug.  “Can I get some service here?” 

The barmaid, the owner of the establishment, glared at him, but said nothing.  She 
knew enough about this particular customer to keep her mouth shut.  The enormous sailor 
glared at him as well, and seemed more willing to cause trouble.  Hugh sent him an 
arrogant smirk.  The wench sniffled and stood, wiping a tear from her eye.  She 
approached him shakily, her lip quivering, her head pounding from the impact with the 
oaken mug.  “Y—yes, sir…” she mumbled. 

Hugh seated himself, and straightened his cloak.  “I could use another drink, and a 
bowl of that stew.” He gestured to the substance that now clung to her apron. 
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The wench nodded politely.  “Yes, sir.  Right away.”  With that, she skittered 
away.  

Hugh shook his head.  He’d never been the victim of such horrible service. 
 
Hugh retired soon after eating, leaving only half the cost of the meal at his table.  

He gave the evening’s events no further thought, and slipped into bed after locking his 
door and securing the window.  He had only just closed his eyes, letting the darkness 
consume him, when he heard a voice.  “Night Hunter,” it said in a deep, grating voice. 

He sat up, looking around wildly and reaching for the knife beneath his pillow, 
only to find it gone.  In fact, even as he looked around, he saw no light, no room at all.  
Even the bed on which he sat was gone.  He was hanging in darkness, no longer even 
seated on the mattress, but suspended in nothingness.  Directly ahead of him materialized 
a figure, strangely illuminated, draped in a purple cloak, its face concealed in shadow.  At 
its throat, Hugh could make out a golden brooch upon which was inscribed the insignia of 
Condana. 

Hugh had a pretty good idea what was going on, but he still had to ask.  “What do 
you want?”  He didn’t bother to ask the man who he was, or how he was doing this; 
wizards were quite capable of nearly anything, and the man’s shadowy cloak was 
evidence enough that his identity would remain a secret. 

Wasting no time with pretense or further explanation, the man replied, “I want 
you to follow someone.  Or, rather, accompany him.” 

“That’s not my usual work,” Hugh replied warily. 
The cloaked wizard nodded.  “I know.  Your reputation precedes you.  I may have 

to call upon your… unique skills in the near future, but for now I simply need someone 
placed under observation.” 

As long as the man’s money was good, Hugh wasn’t going to argue.  He knew 
wizards didn’t need spies to keep an eye on anyone for them, but the man surely had 
reasons.  “How much are you paying?” he inquired, getting straight to the important 
matters. 

“I will provide for your expenses on your journey, and another ten gold Condas 
right now.  Your passage on the Blue Marianna has already been booked; it leaves 
tomorrow at noon.”  He waved his hand, and the darkness shimmered into light to his 
right.  The light rippled and coalesced into the image of a face; the face of the young man 
Hugh had seen with the dark elf girl that same day.  “This boy is your target.  Follow 
him, earn his trust if you must, but stay with him at all times and, for now, keep him 
safe.” 

Hugh nodded.  This wasn’t his style, and it might even hurt his reputation, but he 
couldn’t back out now.  Disgruntled wizards were known to habitually kill those who 
reneged on their agreements, especially when those agreements involved murder.   

“We have a deal, then.”  As the wizard’s final words echoed through Hugh’s 
head, the scene around him brightened, and he found himself sitting in his bed, with a 
pouch of coins in his lap. 

 
Thrün had kept his eye on the young man in black, only a boy really, who ate 

beneath the stairs.  The young man’s outburst of rage, unnecessarily directed at the poor 
serving wench, had caught his attention.  After getting a good look at him, and hearing 
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some whispered words between his peers, Thrün realized who he was.  He recognized his 
plain looks, his black hair tied back in a stout ponytail, and the black cloak lined with red.  
He was called the Night Hunter, in shadier circles, and despite his young age of eighteen 
he already had a reputation for greed, temper, and brutality.  It was even said that the 
Night Hunter was spoken of by mothers, to get their children to eat all their vegetables.  
“If you don’t do as you’re told, the Night Hunter will come and get you in your sleep!” 

When their gaze had met, Thrün wondered if his own reputation had registered 
with Night Hunter.  He himself, a half-giant from the Wolfspaw Islands, was known 
throughout the coastal cities as a powerful warrior, a protector of the innocent and hunter 
of pirates.  He and his legendary axe had seen many ships safely from port to port over 
the years.  But he doubted his reputation extended into assassins’ circles.  And for some 
reason, Thrün found himself concerned for the two youngsters who came into the tavern 
alone, the boy and the little dark elf girl.  The assassin had been watching them from 
beneath the stairs.  But Thrün realized he worried too much, and read too far into things.  
It was probably just his imagination. 

But in the morning, when the assassin came down just after the youngsters, and 
kept his eyes on them, Thrün reconsidered.  As the assassin returned to his spot beneath 
the stairs, Thrün hefted his axe and approached the two travelers.  He noted the sudden 
surprise and hint of fear in the boy’s face as he approached. 

“Pardon me,” he said, in his most pleasant voice.  His natural gruffness was 
occasionally a hindrance in polite society, although it certainly helped intimidate his 
enemies and shout commands in battle. 

Daelin cleared his throat nervously.  He’d never actually met a half-giant, which 
is what this man obviously was, as evidenced by his wiry brown mop of hair, sloping 
brow, broad features, and immense girth.  They had a reputation as well; they often 
inherited more than their size from their giant parent, and tended to start, and finish, a 
great deal of brawls.  “Yes?” he said as bravely as he could manage. 

“May I?” the man gestured to the empty seat at the small round table where 
Daelin and Shelrisa sat. 

Daelin cast a glance at his companion, whose face disappeared behind her book.  
With a sigh, Daelin replied, “Sure.” 

The wooden chair creaked beneath Thrün’s weight as he seated himself.  After he 
leaned his battleaxe carefully against a table leg, he rested his elbows on the table and put 
on his most congenial smile.  “I should probably introduce myself,” he began.  “My name 
is Thrün of Gantra, master of the Axe of Legend, bane to pirates across Ocean.”  He 
stated his title as if Daelin should recognize it immediately. 

Daelin stared at him blankly. 
Thrün’s smile faded slightly, and he cleared his throat.  “Anyway,” he continued, 

“I was just concerned about a couple of young travelers such as yourselves.  There are 
less than savory characters in these cities who might cause trouble.” 

“I grew up in Eltsport,” Daelin explained.  “I know how to handle myself, but 
thank you anyway.” 

Thrün gestured with his thumb over his shoulder, indicating where the Night 
Hunter still skulked beneath the stairs.  “I just thought you should know that guy’s been 
watching you.  And he’s a known assassin.” 
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Daelin had to force himself not to stare at the young man who glared back at him 
from the shadows across the room.  An assassin?  “What would he want with me?” he 
stammered, now assuming a hushed tone. 

The half-giant shrugged.  “I have no idea.  I know nothing about you, young sir, I 
just thought you should know.” 

Daelin slouched in his chair uncomfortably. “Well, thank you.  I guess it’s good 
we’re leaving soon.  I don’t know what anyone would want with me, and I’d rather avoid 
dealing with any assassins.” 

“Where are you headed?” Thrün asked, shifting his posture to block the assassin’s 
view of Daelin. 

“We’re heading to Witara,” Daelin replied.  “We’ve already had passage booked 
on the Blue Marianna.  It leaves today at noon.” 

Thrün smiled, partly from pride and partly from the coincidence.  “That happens 
to be the ship I’m signed on,” he said, straightening up.  Even sitting, his head was well 
above those of the men who walked into the tavern.  “I’d certainly be happy to show you 
where it is.” 

“Um,” Daelin mumbled, “thank you.  But, if you don’t mind me asking, why are 
you offering all this?” 

With a shrug, Thrün replied, “My job is to protect people, primarily passengers on 
my ship.  The whole protection thing has become somewhat of a habit, I guess.  Seeing 
you all alone here just got me concerned, especially when people like the Night Hunter 
are around.” 

Daelin nodded, and took a sip from his drink.  “Well, then, thank you,” he said 
again after swallowing. 

“So what are your names?” the half-giant inquired as he waved a wench over to 
the table. 

“My name is Daelin, and this is Shelrisa.”  Shelrisa peeked over her book, but 
quickly looked away as her gaze met Thrün’s.  

“Daelin?” Thrün repeated.  The name sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t 
quite put his finger on it.  “Do you have a title?” 

“I have a last name,” the youth replied.  “Anduril.  Daelin Anduril.” 
Now Thrün knew he’d heard the name before, but he couldn’t remember where.  

Deciding not to worry about it at the moment, he ordered a sizable breakfast.  He cast a 
glance at Hugh, who was no longer watching them but was instead standing and heading 
for the exit.  Thrün watched him go, and glared at him as he stopped in the doorway and 
looked the two young travelers over one last time.  Thrün made sure his axe was still 
within reach before he turned his attention back to his new charges.  In an attempt to 
make small talk, he inquired, “What takes you to Witara?” 

Daelin nervously looked to Shelrisa before answering.  “It’s a long story, and I’d 
rather not go into it right now.  We’re supposed to meet someone there, that’s all.” 
 Thrün nodded, and didn’t press for more information.  Once his meal arrived, he 
ate it casually, and spoke of his many adventures on the sea, of the pirates of the 
Wolfspaw Islands that led him to his current line of work, and how the Axe of Legend 
came to be in his possession. 

Soon, though, it was time to head to the Blue Marianna.  The trio stood, paid their 
bills, and headed out.  Daelin had hoped to see the ferryman one last time to thank him 
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for his help, but the man was nowhere to be found.  Thrün led the two young travelers 
back to the docks, to where his ship was moored on the pier.  The ship was a sizeable 
transport galley, trimmed with bright blue.  Its many sails towered high above, 
embroidered with blue stars.  The last of the cargo was being loaded, and the ship’s few 
passengers milled about on deck. 

As he approached the gangplank, Thrün froze.  Standing on deck, glaring down at 
him, was the Night Hunter.  Daelin peered around the half-giant to see why he had 
stopped, and likewise noticed the black-and-red-clad assassin.  He looked to Thrün, who 
said, “I don’t know why he’s here.” 

Hugh took a good long look at his target, and the massive man guarding him.  Did 
the boy know that he was being watched?  He must be somewhat important, to have a 
bodyguard of such size and apparent strength, and a wizard interested in him.  Perhaps 
getting close to him would be harder than he thought.  Of course, even a half-giant could 
be taken care of fairly easily.  That’s what poison was for.  Hugh smirked and turned 
away. 

Thrün motioned for the others to follow him, and he led the way onboard the 
vessel.  “Come on, I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.  I’ll try to keep you as far from 
him as possible.” 

They made their way below deck, passing Hugh who stood, his back to them, 
looking out over Ocean.  His black cloak waved gently in the breeze, revealing a short 
bow at his side and a quiver of arrows on his back.  Daelin watched him for a moment, 
then followed Thrün below to inspect their sleeping arrangements. 

The departure went without any troubles; Hugh’s room was across the hall and 
down two doors from theirs, and Thrün slept in the crew quarters with the other sailors.  
Daelin kept a cautious eye on Hugh, when he saw him.  The assassin kept to himself for 
the most part, although he did send glances Daelin’s way when their paths crossed. 
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Chapter 10: The Open Sea 
 

The first day, as the Blue Marianna set sail, Daelin stood on the deck, leaning on 
the railing, gazing out over the same Ocean as when he departed Eltsport with the 
Heroes.  Shelrisa stayed below deck, in their room, just as she had before.  Daelin let out 
a sigh, reminded of that fateful journey.  So much had happened since then… 

Thrün joined him as the ship left the docks and headed west.  “You’ve sailed 
before?” he inquired. 

With a nod, Daelin replied, “Well, I lived in Eltsport.  My father is a fisherman, 
so I was on his boat a few times.  When I left, it was really my first time on a big ship 
like this one.” 

The railing creaked under the half-giant’s weight as he leaned his elbows upon it.  
“Does the sea frighten you?” 

Daelin looked up at the man, who still carried that massive axe, now hanging on 
his back from heavy black leather straps.  He gave the question a long thought, 
remembering his inability to swim, which had never bothered him before the Heroes’ 
ship was sunk.  “No, not really.  I just…” 

Thrün watched the boy’s expression turn to sadness and concern.  He placed a 
meaty hand on Daelin’s shoulder, and said in as soothing a voice as he could muster, 
“Don’t worry about it.  Forget I asked.” 

Daelin looked him in the eye.  “It’s just… something bad happened, and some 
friends of mine were lost at sea.” 

Thrün withdrew his hand and leaned again on the railing.  He had lost his share of 
companions to the depths, but somehow this seemed different.  He felt a tinge of guilt in 
Daelin’s voice. 

After a moment’s silence, Daelin said softly, “I keep hoping that they’re still 
alive, at least some of them.  But I don’t think it’s possible.” 

“Miracles happen,” Thrün replied.  “Especially when the sea is concerned.  
There’ve been plenty of shipwrecked sailors, given up for dead, who’ve washed ashore 
and were just fine.  In fact, just a week ago there was talk of one of the Heroes showing 
up in Point Cape after a really nasty shipwreck.” 

“What?!” Daelin exclaimed, sounding a bit more astonished than he intended. 
“Yeah,” Thrün explained.  “The lizardman, F’Larr, I think his name is.  Some 

folks saw him wander into town, looking all kinds of beat up but still in one piece.  He 
didn’t stay long, just picked up a few supplies on his credit, and headed west.  Said 
something about his ship being attacked.” 

“I don’t believe it,” Daelin muttered.  “He’s alive?”  After he said it, he realized 
how incriminating his words sounded.  He looked back up at Thrün, and hurriedly 
explained, “He was one of my friends… I was traveling with the Heroes when their ship 
got attacked!” 

Thrün’s concerned expression turned into a smile.  “Well, then,” he said, “it looks 
like you got your miracle.” 

 
The voyage continued westward, following the coastline from a distance of 

several miles.  Thrün kept a constant watch with his spyglass, ever vigilant for pirates.  
Although attacks were more common to the Northwest, closer to his homeland, they 
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weren’t unheard of in these parts.  On the morning of the journey’s third day, he spotted 
something unusual, but not in the open sea; it was on the shore.  He called Daelin up from 
below decks, shouting, “There’s something I think you should see.” 

As Daelin and the dark elf girl scrambled on deck, Hugh peeked out from his 
room.  This was something he should see as well, he decided, and quietly followed them 
up. 

The day was clear and warm, and the suns shone brightly overhead.  Thrün stood 
on the starboard side of the deck, facing south and pointing toward the distant shoreline.  
He handed Daelin his brass spyglass.  “Can you see it?” he asked, as Hugh drew close 
enough to hear their conversation. 

Daelin gasped.  Lowering the spyglass, he proclaimed, “We have to stop!  I have 
to see…” 

Thrün folded his arms.  “I can try to convince the captain, but I don’t think it will 
be easy.  He’s on a schedule.” 

“But the Heroes…” Daelin pleaded. 
Thrün nodded.  “I’ll see what I can do.” 
The half-giant had just begun to turn when Shelrisa grabbed Daelin’s sleeve and 

made a short gasp.  Daelin followed her gaze to see the Night Hunter standing a few 
paces away.  Thrün saw him as well, and glared at him suspiciously as he made his way 
past him. 

“What’s going on?” Hugh asked Daelin as he stepped up beside him. 
Daelin turned away.  “Nothing,” he replied. 
Hugh looked carefully at the shoreline, his keen eyes searching for any 

abnormalities, until he finally spotted the only thing that could have been the subject of 
concern. 

A ship lay on the sandy shore, tipped on its side and clearly split in two.  “A 
ship,” he muttered. 

Daelin eyed him dubiously, not sure how the young man was able to make out the 
ship from such a distance.  Certainly none of the other passengers or crew had noticed.  
But now there was no point in hiding what was obvious.  “That’s right,” he said.  He 
didn’t want to get mixed up with this “Night Hunter”, but thought it would be better to 
stay on his good side and not be outwardly rude. 

“What’s it doing there?” Hugh inquired. 
Daelin said nothing, and shot a glance at the girl at his side. 
Hugh turned back to the shoreline, carefully studying the wreckage.  He couldn’t 

make out much from this distance, but he certainly had no need for a spyglass.  If he was 
to get a better look, he’d have to get up close. 

Within a few minutes, Thrün returned.  He purposely stepped in between Daelin 
and Hugh, keeping his back to the assassin, but always keeping a ready hand on his 
weapon.  “The captain isn’t happy about it, but he agreed to stop here for one hour.  He’s 
not changing course, but we can take a dinghy to shore.” 

Daelin smiled.  “Great!” he said happily.  He wasn’t sure what he would find on 
the wreck, but his spirits were lifted by its presence and the knowledge that F’Larr was 
alive. 

“When do we go?” asked Hugh. 
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Thrün rowed the small boat, his powerful arms carrying the tiny vessel and its 
four passengers far faster than any two others could have.  He kept Hugh at the stern of 
the dinghy, and maintained a constant glare at him.  Hugh simply sat, smirking back at 
him with his arms folded across his chest, his bow across his lap.  Daelin and Shelrisa sat 
at the bow, behind Thrün’s back, watching the shoreline draw nearer. 

They ran aground after twenty minutes, and Daelin quickly scrambled ashore.  He 
stumbled in the waves, now accustomed to the rocking floor of the ship, but ignored his 
own clumsiness.  He had to get to the ship. 

Thrün assisted Shelrisa out of the dinghy, and then demanded that Hugh 
disembark and walk first.  He didn’t demand any further explanation for why the assassin 
was interested in the wreck after the original statement, “I’m curious.”  He didn’t trust 
him at all, and if Daelin was friends with the Heroes, he might be a target for 
assassination.  Still, Thrün preferred to have the Night Hunter close, where he could keep 
an eye on him, rather than running amok back on the Blue Marianna. 

The ship’s keel faced Ocean, and it seemed that every piece, even the splinters of 
the blasted central mast, were meticulously recovered and placed in roughly their proper 
places.  The ship itself was riddled with holes, the larger ones scorched, and its two 
halves were separated by several yards.  The hull was dry, evidence that it had been 
ashore for more than several days. 

Daelin spent his few precious minutes investigating every corner of the ship, 
aided in the darkness by Solcrist’s enhanced night vision.  He could find nothing.  Every 
last piece of treasure, every adornment, every item from the ship was gone.  Who had 
pulled it ashore, and for what purpose?  He felt fairly certain he knew the answer to both 
questions, and it sent a shudder down his spine.  The wizard was still alive. 

Hugh whistled as he completed his survey of the wreckage.  “What could have 
done this?” he asked, running his hand along the coin-riddled hull and peeking his head 
in the hole left by F’Larr’s body.  

Daelin scowled at him from within.  “A very powerful wizard,” he replied angrily, 
hoping the statement would cow the clearly overconfident assassin in some way. 

Instead, Hugh smirked.  “This was the Heroes’ ship, huh?  And I’d heard they 
were tough.” 

Daelin fought back the urge to retaliate, and stalked back out of the wreckage.  
There on the sand waited Thrün and Shelrisa.  The girl stared wide-eyed at the ship, as if 
recollecting the disastrous encounter with the wizard.  Thrün asked Daelin, “Anything?” 

Daelin shook his head.  “Nothing aside from being able to see just how much 
damage was done in the attack.  It’s really amazing F’Larr survived, if that really was 
him back in Point Cape.”  He pointed to the hole straight through the ship.  “That’s where 
he…” 

Seeing Hugh step around the ship, appearing beneath the bow, Thrün said 
abruptly, “We should get back.  We have just enough time.” 

They clambered back into the dinghy, and again the half-giant rowed back to the 
ship.  As soon as they were onboard, the captain wasted no time in raising anchor and 
again setting sail.  Thrün mentioned to Daelin once again that the captain was not happy 
with the delay, however brief.  “He also mentioned something about you two traveling on 
a discount, which he says makes matters even worse,” he explained. 
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They continued on for two more days.  Thrün and Daelin took turns scanning the 
shoreline with the spyglass, while Hugh idled about nearby, keeping an eye on Daelin.  
Daelin still hoped to find some further clue of what had happened, although he wasn’t 
sure what that clue might be.  It was nearing mid-afternoon on the second day when 
Daelin spotted a town, still near the horizon to the West.  He pointed it out to Thrün, 
asking, “What town is that?” 

The half-giant frowned.  “That’s Varg’Larr, town of the lizardmen.” 
“Lizardmen?” Daelin repeated, again peering through the spyglass.  “Is that were 

F’Larr is from?” 
“I believe so,” Thrün replied.  “He’s the least known of the Heroes, but this is the 

only real lizardman settlement in the area, so I’d assume it’s where he calls home.” 
“We have to stop,” Daelin said as he lowered the telescope.  “He might be there 

now.” 
Thrün shook his head.  “There’s no way the captain will go for that.  Not only 

would it be another delay, but the lizardmen aren’t always exactly friendly.” 
“If F’Larr’s there, he’ll remember me,” Daelin argued, not even believing his own 

words entirely.  He hadn’t spoken directly to F’Larr to at all.  “Besides,” he added, 
“we’ve got Shelrisa with us.  She traveled with him for years, and I’m sure she’s been to 
this town.  They’d have to remember her!”  Of course, there was still doubt in this claim.  
Shelrisa was below deck, as usual, and not present to back it up. 

Thrün let out a deep, rumbling sigh.  “I’ll ask the captain, but I don’t think he’ll 
go for it.  It does concern the Heroes, but still…” 

“I’d appreciate it,” Daelin said gratefully.  “I’ll ask Shelrisa if she can help talk to 
them.” 

Hugh watched the two head off, pondering the situation.  He’d certainly have to 
go with Daelin if the captain agreed to stop; lizardmen could be dangerous, and if he let 
them kill Daelin he’d never see any more money for this job. 

 
Daelin managed to convince Shelrisa to come on deck, and she eventually agreed 

to go ashore if possible.  She had in fact never been in the town before, but had visited it 
twice, remaining on the Heroes’ ship both times.  She did, however, know F’Larr quite 
well, and he would be glad to see her for certain. 

They met Thrün and the captain back on the deck.  The captain, a stern-looking 
man with graying brown hair and tired eyes, glared down at them over a bulbous nose, 
his blue jacket-clad arms folded across his wide chest.  “What’s this I hear about you 
wanting to make another stop?” he demanded. 

Daelin bowed his head politely.  “Please, sir,” he begged, “I had been traveling 
with the Heroes when their ship sank.  I think F’Larr might be here, and I have to find out 
what happened to the others.” 

Unmoving, the captain replied, “That’s your problem, not mine.  My route is to 
Witara.  If you want to visit lizardmen, you can find transport from there.” 

Daelin looked nervously shoreward.  The Black Swamps extended to the horizon, 
and beyond them lay the mountains that divided the land between Witara and the swamps 
for miles and miles.  “But Witara is so far away… it would take weeks to get back here!  
This may be my only chance, before it’s too late!” 
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“Look, kid,” the captain said in a patronizing tone, “I agreed to take you and your 
friend here on at a reduced rate as a favor to a friend.  I didn’t agree to all this extra 
trouble, and extra time.  I’m already an hour behind schedule thanks to your stop the 
other day.  I’m not stopping again, and that’s final.” 

Daelin struggled to think of a convincing argument.  “But,” he stammered, “what 
about the Heroes?  Don’t you care about them?  Haven’t they done enough great things to 
at least warrant some attempt to see if they’re OK?  I won’t just give up on them, and one 
of them is Shelrisa’s sister!” he put a hand on her shoulder, as she looked away from the 
captain shyly.  “I owe it to her to find them… I owe it to them!” 

Daelin thought he caught a hint of compassion on the captain’s face, but it faded 
quickly as he shook his head.  “Forget it.  I have obligations too.  If the Heroes are so 
great, they can take care of themselves.  If the girl’s sister is alive and wants help, she’ll 
contact her, I’m sure.  Now just forget about this silly waste of time and try to enjoy the 
rest of the trip quietly.” 

Daelin felt himself growing angry.  “Solcrist?” he said under his breath. 
“Yes,” came the reply.  Daelin wasn’t sure if the dragon understood Daelin’s 

intentions, of was simply acknowledging him, but he said nothing more. 
Putting an arm around Shelrisa, Daelin stepped over to the side of the ship and put 

a foot on the railing.  “If you won’t stop, we’ll just go on our own!” he shouted, feeling 
perhaps a little too bold in his frustration. 

Hugh watched this all silently, but knew he would soon have to intervene.  It was 
becoming clearer what Daelin’s importance was, and finding or helping the Heroes might 
result in a sizable reward as well.  As he watched Daelin standing on the edge of the 
deck, the wind blowing through his cloak and hair, Hugh thought for a moment that the 
leathery black cloaked looked like a pair of spread wings. 

Thrün took a step toward Daelin, a hand outstretched.  “Now Daelin,” he said, 
“calm down, there’s no need to be brash!” 

Before another word could be said, Hugh stepped up to the captain.  “You’re 
going to stop at this town,” he demanded in his most intimidating voice. 

The captain glared back at the assassin, who was probably not even half his age.  
“What?” he said. 

“Don’t you care at all about the Heroes?” Hugh hissed, poking the man in the 
chest with his finger. 

Without flinching, the captain replied, “As I said, it’s not my problem.  They’re 
strong, they can take care of themselves.  I’ve heard the stories about their adventures.” 

“Well, then,” Hugh went on, getting right in the captain’s face, “how about your 
‘obligations’?  Don’t you have an obligation to make sure all your passengers get to their 
destination safely?” 

“My obligations are to be on time,” came the reply. 
“Well you’ll have a bit of a problem if he jumps overboard,” Hugh said, gesturing 

to Daelin, whom Thrün was trying to convince to come down from the railing.  “Or 
maybe you’d like to swim to shore with him.”  He clenched his fist tightly on the 
captain’s collar. 

“Are you threatening me?” the captain said, narrowing his eyes. 
“If I needed to threaten you, you’d be dead already,” the Night Hunter said with a 

sneer.  “Now are you going to stop or not?”  
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The captain looked over at Thrün, and Daelin, then at the little dark elf, who was 
crying but attempting to hide her tears behind that enormous book she carried.  He looked 
back at the black-clad young man before him and the hand clenched at his throat.  With a 
sigh, he replied, “We’ve had a pretty good wind so far, so we’ll probably arrive ahead of 
schedule.  Besides, I’d have a lot of explaining to do to Fen if I lost his young friends.” 

Hugh released his grip on the captain’s coat and smirked.  “Excellent decision.” 
Thrün looked over at the Night Hunter as he helped Daelin off the ledge.  What 

was the assassin doing?  Why was he so interested in Daelin’s journey?  He obviously 
wanted to go ashore with them again, and again Thrün knew he’d have to let him come 
along, to keep an eye on him. 

 
The Blue Marianna dropped anchor a short distance from Varg’Larr, and Thrün 

rowed himself, Daelin, Shelrisa, and Hugh ashore.  They docked at a simple, run-down 
pier loaded with primitive canoes, while a crowd of lizardmen looked on.  The whole 
town seemed to have gathered at the arrival of the ship, and many of them had armed 
themselves. 

Daelin climbed onto the rickety dock, holding Shelrisa by the hand, and the other 
two stood behind him.  He eyed the crowd warily, scanning the reptilian faces for F’Larr.  
He suddenly realized that he couldn’t tell a single one of them apart; they all looked the 
same to him, even the males and females.  The only thing that seemed to differentiate 
them was their clothing; some wore nothing, some wore tattered loincloths, some wore 
simple tunics.  Many had primitive bone or shell jewelry and beads adorning their neck 
frills, and most wore necklaces and bracelets of bone, teeth and wood. 

“Um,” he croaked, “I’m looking for F’Larr.” 
Some murmuring and grunting surged through the lizardman ranks, none of it in a 

language any of the visitors could understand.  Daelin wondered if any of them 
understood him.  Surely they had caught the name F’Larr. 

The crowd began to shift, and parted as an aged lizardman hobbled forth.  He was 
hunched upon a thick, gnarled staff, and wore a soiled, tattered robe of furs on his 
hunched shoulders.  One of his golden eyes was glazed over, blinded by an old injury that 
had scarred his face.  He approached the visitors, and both Thrün and Hugh gripped their 
weapons tightly. 

“You seek F’Larr?” the lizardman said shakily, in a growling voice, heavily 
accented. 

Daelin tried to look unshaken, and replied, “Yes.  I was traveling with him when 
his ship was attacked.  Is he here?” 

The elder made a gesture unfamiliar to Daelin and replied, “He gone now, left for 
Sunset.  Look for friends.” 

Daelin looked to Shelrisa, who appeared quite terrified. “How long ago did he 
leave?” 

“He come five suns past, leave two suns past.  Take boat, go to Sunset.” 
“He headed west,” Daelin surmised.  “Maybe he went to Witara too!”  He looked 

back at Thrün.  “We might be able to find him there!” 
The half-giant shrugged.  “Maybe,” he replied, “but it won’t be easy.  It’s a busy 

city, especially at this time of year.” 
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Daelin turned back to the lizardman.  “Thank you,” he said with a smile (an 
expression he knew was lost on the lizardmen).  The lizardman said nothing.  “If you see 
F’Larr again, please tell him Daelin and Shelrisa are OK, and we’re heading to Witara.” 

“Will tell,” replied the elder. 
“Thank you again,” Daelin said before turning back to the rowboat.  He didn’t 

want to waste any time getting to Witara. 
 
The trip took another week, for two days of which it rained, although the water 

stayed calm.  On the second rainy day, two days from Witara, as the boat passed along 
the Bleak Cliffs, the sailor in the crow’s nest sighted a creature flying above the 
mountains.  Thrün examined it with his spyglass, and then handed it to Daelin.  Far off in 
the distance, high above the mountains, soared a black, reptilian shape, with enormous 
wings.  Through the telescope, Daelin recognized the creature as a swamp dragon, the 
same breed as Solcrist.  Hugh saw it too, and fitted an arrow to his bow, just in case. 

 
The Blue Marianna arrived in Witara under cloudy skies, with a warm breeze 

blowing from the East.  As they neared the port, Daelin noticed several unusual things 
about Witara.  First was its size; he had never seen a city so large.  It stretched for miles 
on both sides of the docks, of which there were at least fifty, all crowded with ships.  
Above the city itself, the clouds were parted in a huge, perfect circle, letting sunlight 
stream down on it.  In the dead center of the city, or rather above it, floated an enormous, 
glittering, translucent, golden sphere, easily a quarter mile across, possibly more (from 
this distance it was hard to tell).  Around the sphere hung various objects which Daelin 
couldn’t make out, although some of them were moving.   

Below the sphere, in the slightly raised center of the city, much bustle and 
excitement could be seen.  Colorful banners hung from buildings, and the crowds were 
unimaginable.  Even Hugh was astonished.   

Daelin looked up to Thrün and asked, “What’s all this?” 
“Every two years, the city holds this grand game called ‘K’kree-zhan’, which I 

guess is Avian for ‘freeze flock’.  It’s a great tourist attraction, and draws magicians and 
fliers from all over the world.  It’s really amazing to watch.” 

“What’s it like?” Daelin asked, trying to get a better look at the sphere. 
“It’s sort of an aerial dodge-ball obstacle course,” Thrün explained.  “I’m not sure 

on all the exact rules, but I don’t think there are very many.  It’s just fun to watch.” 
“And expensive, I’m sure,” added Hugh. 
Daelin ignored him.  “I’d love to see it.  When does it start?” 
“I’m not sure,” Thrün said.  “Pretty soon.” 
The sailors tied the ship down, and the travelers gathered their things and 

disembarked.  Daelin took one last look at the Blue Marianna,  then followed Thrün into 
the city to find a good inn.  A look over his shoulder told him that the Night Hunter was 
still following him, from a short distance.  He hastened to keep up with the half-giant. 
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Chapter 11: The Game 
 

It wasn’t easy finding lodging; most of the inns near the docks and the center of 
the city had no vacancies.  As they wandered from inn to inn seeking a room, Daelin 
marveled at the game-related displays.  There were posters advertising it on every street 
corner, and every shop peddled game-related wares.  These ranged from K’kree-zhan 
balls and figurines of past players, to illusions of past games and crystal balls for 
watching the game’s action up close.  Not a single store didn’t offer tickets to the game, 
ranging in price from a few silvers for standing room in the city square, directly beneath 
the arena, to several hundred gold coins for seats in the bleachers near the top of the 
sphere. 

Even Shelrisa seemed awed by the bustle of the city.  She stayed close to Daelin 
and Thrün, mostly hidden by her book and gazing around, her mouth gaping.  Daelin shot 
occasional glances over his shoulder, when he remembered, to see that the Night Hunter 
was still following them.  Amidst the sights of Witara, Daelin found himself most 
interested in finding a wizard who could help him find the Heroes, but Thrün had 
convinced him that lodging was more important.  The wizards in Witara weren’t going 
anywhere, but the decent rooms were. 

After nearly two hours of wandering, they came to a fairly empty inn, on 
practically the opposite side of the city from the docks.  Over the door hung a weathered 
signboard reading in gilded letters, “The Golden Swordfish”.  They entered to find the 
tavern mostly empty, save for a young man staring at his half-empty flagon of ale at a 
table to the right and a pair of robed old men chatting quietly at the bar.  Thrün led the 
way to the barkeep. 

As the half-giant spoke, Daelin’s eyes wandered the room.  It looked like any 
other bar below an inn he’d been in, although all the walls were adorned with small 
tapestries depicting scenes from the game.  The man sitting alone looked up at him for a 
moment, but soon turned his attention back to his drink.  He was unremarkable in 
appearance, with sandy hair and dark eyes.  He wore dull blue leathers, which looked to 
have, at one time, been in good shape.  Daelin also saw a crumpled piece of paper near 
the man’s hand, colored with bright inks. 

The two men at the bar both had long, braided gray beards; one wore a dark green 
robe, and the other wore robes of deep maroon beneath a blue tabard.  A carved staff 
leaned on the bar beside each man.  Daelin couldn’t hear much of what they were saying, 
but he was fairly certain they were wizards discussing the game.  The innkeeper, standing 
behind the bar, was a short, wiry man with a sharp jaw and dark hair cut close to his head.  
He looked small standing before Thrün, but also looked easily capable of handling most 
rowdy customers. 

Daelin heard a footstep, and looked to the door to see the black-clad Night Hunter 
enter the tavern, casting a wary eye around at his surroundings.  Daelin figured he was 
looking for another shady table to skulk at beneath the stairs, but there were no such 
booths in this establishment. 

“The game is always great for business,” the barkeep explained to Thrün. 
“Actually, we’re not here for the game,” Thrün replied.  “We have other business 

to attend to, and that business would be greatly facilitated by a room inside the city.” 
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The barkeep set down the wooden bowl he was drying and picked up another.  “I 
do have a room left, but only one.  If you’re willing to pay, I can offer it to you.  It’s the 
honeymoon suite.  Big, with all the furnishings.  There’s three of you, right?” 

“Four,” Hugh interjected, seating himself at the bar next to Thrün.  The half giant 
scowled at him angrily, but Hugh simply smiled dryly back.  Setting a pouch of coins on 
the bar with a clink, he said, “We’ll take it.”  As he opened the pouch and extracted 
several gold coins, he added to Thrün, “If there’s only one room left, we might as well 
share.”  He gave the innkeeper four coins and ordered an ale.  “Make it strong,” he 
demanded. 

 
As soon as they got to the room, Shelrisa immediately seated herself at the ornate 

desk near the large windows that faced toward the game arena and resumed poring 
through her book.  Daelin lay back on the bed, which was easily the most comfortable 
he’d ever experienced.  He felt almost like falling asleep right there. 

Hugh cautiously examined the room, noting potential entrances and exits, paying 
special attention to the windows.  As he did this, Thrün’s eyes never left him.  Even when 
he went into the attached bathroom, complete with tub, running water, and room-service-
summoning sphere, Thrün watched him.  Only after the assassin returned to the main 
room and seated himself on the floor, looking out the window, did Thrün relax.  Sitting 
on the bed beside Daelin, he said, “So what’s your plan now?” 

With a sigh, Daelin replied, “I guess we look for wizards to help us.  I want to get 
a message to Zarenn, and maybe to F’Larr too.  And I’d like to know if the others are 
OK.” 

“That could prove difficult,” the half-giant replied.  “I’m sure every wizard worth 
his salt is busy making preparations for the game.  The arena, seating, souvenirs, 
everything, is made by the wizards.  And any wizards that aren’t working on that are 
probably preparing to participate in the game.” 

“Hmm,” Daelin mumbled in reply.  “Does that mean we have to wait until after 
this game?” 

Thrün shrugged. 
“How long will that be?” Hugh inquired. 
Thrün didn’t want to answer, but the assassin had paid for the room.  After a 

contemplative moment, he replied, “It starts in a few days, and could go for a day or two, 
depending.  I’d say a safe estimate, after everything is torn down and settled, no more 
than a week or two.  Unfortunately,” he added to Daelin, “my ship leaves in five days, 
heading up to the Wolfspaw Islands.  My service there isn’t up for a few more months, so 
I can’t stay longer than that to help you.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Daelin replied, sitting up.  “You’ve done more than I 
could ask to help already.  I’m sure we’ll manage.  Although…” he trailed off, his gaze 
settling on the Night Hunter. 

 
After settling their meager supplies into the room and determining sleeping 

arrangements, Daelin went back to the tavern, hoping to speak with the two wizards.  It 
had grown slightly more crowded, with three tables occupied and a young girl serving the 
customers.  The man from before still sat alone at his table, but the two old men from the 
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bar were gone.  A soft hum of conversation filled the room, and no one seemed to pay 
Daelin any attention. 

He stepped out into the street and looked up.  The sky was visibly darkening, as 
dusk was approaching. Daelin estimated another hour of light, and decided to make the 
best of it by scouting out the area in search of wizards. He headed down the street toward 
the area where he could see many preparations being made for the game.   

He walked for several minutes until he found himself on a street marked 
“Wizards’ Street” that terminated only a few hundred feet away in a large square, 
swarming with robed figures.  From nearly every building hung a sign proclaiming the 
great powers of a wizard of some sort: Seldren the Seer; Medner the Magus; Ardrel, 
Warlock Extraordinaire… the signs went on and on.  And every door was closed, every 
shutter shut, every drape pulled.  Obviously the magicians had more important things to 
do than keep up their businesses at this time of the year.  A man in a long golden robe 
floated past, a few inches from the ground, engrossed in a scroll in his hands.  Daelin 
quickly tugged the man’s robe, calling to him, “Pardon me, sir.” 

The wizard stopped and looked down at Daelin.  “What?” he asked sternly, 
obviously not in the mood for the troubles of a young boy. 

“I’m trying to find someone,” Daelin explained.  “I need a wizard who can help 
me locate him, or at least send a message.” 

The man’s facial expression grew even more impatient. “I don’t have the time to 
deal with you right now, boy!” he shouted.  “Wait until the game is over!” At that, he 
floated off down the street, more quickly than before. 

Daelin cursed the man’s rudeness under his breath, and turned away. He hoped all 
the wizards weren’t going to be so rude. It was just a game, surely someone could spare 
just a few moments to cast a simple spell or two. Mustering his courage, he decided to 
take the chance and begin knocking on shop doors. 

He visited several shops with no response, aside from some shouts from passersby 
to the effect of: “Don’t you know that no wizards are available right now? It’s time for 
the game, stupid kid!” 

After several more minutes and ready to call it a night, he came to what he 
decided would be his final door. Above it the placard read “Medner the Magus”. Daelin, 
no longer expecting any sort of assistance, sighed and knocked.  After several silent 
seconds, he turned away. His foot had just touched the street when the door creaked open 
behind him and a man in his thirties peered out at him. “Can I help you, son?” he asked. 

Daelin was so surprised he almost choked on his own breath. He whirled back to 
look up at the man, clearly the Medner mentioned in the signboard. In the dimming light 
he could see that the man was clean-shaven, with short, dark hair, and bright blue eyes. 
He wore a simple tunic and breeches, with a short red cape fastened about his neck with a 
shimmering golden brooch. “Uhh,” Daelin stammered, no longer even recalling why he 
was looking for a wizard. 

The man cocked an eyebrow at him. “I really do have quite a bit of work to do,” 
he said, much more kindly than the last wizard with whom Daelin spoke. “Is there 
something I can do for you?” 

“Yes,” Daelin replied, finally regaining his wits. “I need to find some people. It’s 
very important.” 
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“Find some people?” the man repeated. “Well, divinations happen to be a 
specialty of mine. However, I’m in the middle of preparations for the game. Can it wait 
until after that?” 

Daelin looked down at his own feet. “It’s really important,” he said again. He 
wasn’t sure how much to tell this complete stranger in the street, whether he should 
mention the Heroes or not. 

Medner sighed. “If it’s that important, then I suppose I can help. You have 
money, of course?” 

Daelin rummaged around in his pouch and counted out his remaining gold coins. 
“Yes, sir. I have some.” 

“Well, depending on the difficulty of the spell, the cost might be upwards of four 
hundred gold pieces.” 

Daelin nearly fell over.  Four hundred gold pieces?! He didn’t have nearly that 
much! “I’m not sure I have that much,” he eventually replied. 

Medner sighed again. “Well, I’m not sure what I can do for you then. I can’t work 
for charity, especially with the expense involved in the spells I use. I never skimp on 
clarity or detail, and always use the most reliable spells, which can be expensive. I can do 
what I can with what you have, but judging from the look on your face, if the person isn’t 
in the city I won’t be able to help you.” 

Daelin looked back down at his feet. “I don’t know where in the world any of the 
people I’m looking for are.” 

“Well, then,” Medner said, pulling himself back into his shop, “I’m sorry.” 
Daelin turned away sadly. “No, I’m sorry for wasting your time.” And with that 

he headed back to the Golden Swordfish. 
 
By the time he arrived in the tavern, it was completely dark outside and the inn 

was bustling with activity. Daelin noticed that the same man still sat alone at the table, 
apparently still staring into the same mug of ale. The colorful paper was crumpled into a 
ball near his hand, but had not yet been discarded. Daelin made his way through the 
crowd toward Thrün, whom he could easily see towering over the other patrons, even 
seated at the table as he was. The half-giant sat beside Shelrisa, who looked very out of 
place in the tavern, and glared across the table at Hugh, who was calmly eating a bowl of 
steaming stew. 

Daelin sat down between Shelrisa and the assassin and propped his head on the 
table with his hands. He let out a long, dejected sigh. Shelrisa looked at him with an 
expression of concern. “No luck?” Thrün inquired. 

Daelin shook his head. “I can’t afford a wizard. I had no idea they’d be so 
expensive.” 

Shelrisa looked down at the heavy book in her arms. 
“I’m sorry,” Thrün said, and he truly meant it. He placed a meaty hand on 

Daelin’s shoulder. “Maybe we can find some way of earning some money. I could see 
about getting you hired on my next ship.” 

Daelin slumped forward to rest his chin on his hands, folded on the table. “I don’t 
think that will get me enough money. I need to find a treasure like Zarenn and the others 
did. I need hundreds of gold pieces.” Hugh’s eye’s widened at the mention of that 
amount of money. “And I need it fast,” Daelin added. The longer they delayed, the worse 
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things might get. It had already been weeks since the Heroes were lost at sea. He had to 
know what happened! 

Hugh set down his mug and waved over the barmaid. He wasn’t sure if she saw 
him. “Ya know, the prize for the winners of the game is a pretty big chunk of gold.” His 
implication was to steal from the winners, but Daelin responded in quite an unexpected 
manner. 

“How do I enter in the game? I assume all the players have already registered. It 
starts in just a few more days, right?” 

Thrün nodded. “Four days, to be exact. And registration is done months in 
advance.” 

Hugh waved for the barmaid again. He was afraid he’d have to throw his mug 
again, but he noticed the half-giant’s expression and decided to let it go this time. “Can 
you fly?” he added with a smirk, intending to be sarcastic. 

Daelin didn’t look up as he replied, “That’s not a problem.” 
I hope, he added to himself. 
 
The next morning, Daelin awoke to find Thrün gone, Shelrisa sitting at the desk 

studying, and Hugh seated, cross-legged, in front of the window. He recalled going to 
sleep with Hugh in the same place; had he moved at all? He stood and walked to the 
window himself, looking out across the city and up at the shimmering yellow arena. He 
glanced back at Hugh; the assassin’s eyes were closed, but he still sat rigid, as if 
concentrating on something. 

Not wanting to disturb what seemed like the Night Hunter’s meditation, Daelin 
silently went into the bathroom and washed up. He emerged feeling refreshed and awake, 
renewed and ready to resume his search. After fastening his cloak, he stepped up behind 
Shelrisa and gently put a hand on her shoulder. “How’s it going?” he asked her. 

She looked up at him and smiled, but didn’t say anything. Daelin smiled back and 
nodded, then looked over at Hugh, who was now watching him. “The big guy went to 
find out about entering the game,” the assassin said. 

“Oh, OK,” Daelin replied. “Thanks. I think I’m going to get some breakfast, does 
anyone want anything?” 

Shelrisa looked at him and muttered, “Um.”  
Hugh said, “Yeah, I could use something. I’ll be down in a minute.” 
Daelin leaned over to whisper in Shelrisa’s ear, “I’ll bring you back something, 

unless you want to come with me. That guy makes me really uneasy, I’d rather not leave 
you alone with him.” 

Shelrisa, who seemed now to be covering up her text with her arm, shook her 
head vigorously. “I want to stay here. I’m almost ready.” 

“Ready for what?” Daelin asked her. 
She said nothing, preferring instead to continue reading. And still, she shielded 

the words of her text from Daelin’s sight.  He stood up and looked back over at Hugh, 
who watched the two of them. “Why don’t you come down now?” he asked the young 
man. 

Hugh stared at him a moment longer. The boy and the dark elf girl were close, 
even if the girl was shy and quiet. He knew he had to earn the boy’s trust somehow; he 
couldn’t go on like this. And the way to do that was through the girl. Earn her trust, her 
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“friendship”, and the boy would have no choice but to trust him. To do that, he’d have to 
spend some time with the girl, preferably alone. But that would be hard to do, especially 
while being watched like a hawk by both the boy and the half-giant. 

He stood up calmly and shrugged. “Alright,” he conceded. “Let’s eat.” 
 
The two young men went downstairs into the tavern, which was as empty as when 

they arrived the day before. There was one aged wizard at the bar, and the same young 
man sat alone at his table, as if he hadn’t moved all night. The one difference was that 
Thrün now sat across from him, and the two were engaged in what looked like a very 
lively conversation. 

Forgoing food for the moment, Daelin heeded his curiosity and approached the 
table. Hugh followed, although he was more inclined to get breakfast. “Thrün,” Daelin 
said, announcing his own presence. “Good morning.” 

The half-giant looked up and smiled. “Daelin, I’m glad you’re here,” he boomed. 
“Have a seat. We may be in luck.” 

Daelin seated himself, and Hugh sat across from him and motioned for the 
bartender. “What’s going on?” Daelin asked, looking from Thrün to the stranger. 

Thrün gestured to the man and introduced him. “This is Jaimen. He’s a participant 
in the game. Or at least he was.” 

Jaimen nodded to Daelin and Hugh. He still slumped sadly, but seemed to be in 
better spirits than the day before. “Jaimen,” Thrün said, “maybe you should explain.” 

“Alright,” the man replied. With a sigh, he began. “I’ve been playing the game for 
eight years, and before that my father was a player. I’ve been getting better and better 
every game, and last time I won a big share of the prize money. I used it to buy a ring for 
my fiancée, Licinnia. The problem is, there’s a noble by the name of Baron LeSerre 
who’d been after her for a long time. Last week, he hired some thugs to jump me one 
night and rob me.” He trailed off, having difficulty explaining his predicament. Daelin 
could see that the matter was very upsetting to him. 

Before Daelin could stop him, Hugh interjected, “What’d they take from you? 
The ring?” 

Jaimen shook his head. “No,” he replied. “They took my flying shoes.” 
Hugh laughed outright. “Flying shoes?” he shouted, and then began sniggering 

uncontrollably. 
Thrün stood up, pounding his hands down on the table, and Hugh promptly fell 

silent. 
“I’m sorry,” Daelin apologized. “Please go on.” 
Jaimen stared nervously at the Night Hunter for a moment before continuing. 

“Those shoes were my father’s, and they were the only way I could be in the game. 
LeSerre knew that.” 

“But why doesn’t he want you in the game?” asked Daelin. 
“Well, there’s more,” Jaimen replied. “He also kidnapped Licinnia, and gave her a 

love potion or something. She’s in love with him now. If I could get into the game, I 
could win enough money to get an antidote from one of the wizards. But there are still 
two more problems: first, Licinnia is with him now, and he’s keeping her safely hidden 
away until their marriage after the game. And second, I’ve heard that he’s hired some 
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tough goons to play in the game and make sure that I don’t come out of it able to interfere 
with his plans for her.” 

There was a moment of silence, until the proprietor stepped up to the table and 
asked, “What can I get for you?” 

Hugh actually had to tear his attention away from the man’s story to respond. 
“Breakfast, whatever you got, but make it good. No leftover pig slop or cold hash, 
alright?” 

The man nodded, holding back an expression of resentment. “And for you, sir?” 
he said to Daelin. 

“I’d like the same, please. Two plates, if possible.” 
The man nodded again. “Sure. And Jaimen,” he added, “business is picking up, so 

if you’re finished crying over losing your woman to a better man, I’d appreciate it if 
you’d pay your tab and vacate this table today so my paying customers have a place to 
sit.” And with that, he turned away. 

“You see why I can’t even do anything about LeSerre?” Jaimen asked as he 
glared at the barkeep. “He’s a noble, and I’m just a commoner, a former merchant’s 
apprentice. He’s got the law and standing on his side. I can’t do anything about it.” 

“That’s where we come in,” Thrün proclaimed. “Master Daelin, you said you had 
some way of entering, didn’t you?” 

“Well, sort of.” 
The half-giant picked up the crumpled piece of paper on the table and flattened it 

out. “This is a registration ticket. Jaimen is already registered to enter the game. If you 
can fly, like you said, then you could enter in his place. We can get the name on the 
registration changed pretty easily. Then, if all goes well, we can use the money you win 
to get Jaimen his love potion antidote and hire a wizard to help you find your friends!” 

“I’m not so sure about that, Thrün,” Jaimen added hesitantly. “That’s an awfully 
optimistic plan. He’d have to do really well to get that much money. I can teach him all I 
know, but still, if the talent isn’t there, there’s no help. And we also have to get Licinnia 
away from LeSerre.” 

Thrün looked down at Hugh. “I think we can handle that part, too.”  Hugh looked 
back at him quizzically.  “So, what do you say, Daelin?” 

“Wait a second,” Hugh interjected. “Why should we help this guy? It’s his 
problem, not ours. I can think of much easier ways to get the money we, er, Daelin 
needs.” 

“I’ll do it,” Daelin said, ignoring the Night Hunter. 
“What?” Hugh burst out. 
“Really?” Jaimen stammered ecstatically. 
“Why?!” Hugh was shouting now. 
Daelin looked at him and shrugged. “I don't know, it just seems like the right 

thing to do.” He turned back to Jaimen and his expression went from one of friendliness 
to one of seriousness. “Assuming, of course, that you’re telling the truth.” 

Jaimen held up his hands. “Of course I am! Look, here’s the proof!” He held up 
the ticket, which clearly indicated his name as the registrant. “And what’s more, how’s 
this?” He pulled a locket from beneath his tunic and opened it. Inside was a tiny painting 
of a beautiful young woman, with golden curls and glimmering blue eyes. She looked to 
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be of upper-middle class, not a peasant but also clearly not a noble. “This is Licinnia,” 
Jaimen said, gazing at her portrait, his eyes beginning to water. 

Hugh let out a noise of disgust and leaned back in his chair. “Alright, alright,” he 
mumbled, “if we’re gonna do this, let’s get on with it already.” 

 
That afternoon, Daelin began his regimen of training for the game.  Jaimen would 

coach him in the stables, teaching him the game’s maneuvers and drilling him on rules.  
Daelin relied on Solcrist’s wings to keep him aloft, and was gradually becoming more 
and more comfortable in the air.  At first, the dragon had seemed reluctant to help Daelin 
fly for what he called “a foolish game”, but he conceded with the remark, “we shall 
discuss this later.” 

The others remained in the room, where Shelrisa continued to study her book 
diligently.  Hugh watched her carefully between his meditation sessions, waiting for 
opportune moments to befriend her, but she had an uncanny knack for shutting out the 
entire world.  While playing solitaire and dice alone, Thrün kept a careful eye on the 
Night Hunter, still not trusting him.  They had agreed that at night Hugh would procure 
the maps necessary to infiltrate the area where Licinnia was supposedly being held. 

Hugh occasionally watched out the window at Daelin’s practice.  At first he was 
startled by the boy’s cloak’s transformation into leathery black wings, but he now 
marveled at the grace with which those wings kept him aloft.  Such a garment would be 
ideal in Hugh’s own line of work, able to make good an escape from a murder scene with 
ease, or even carry out contracts from the air.  Hugh decided that if he was ordered to kill 
Daelin, he’d keep that cloak for himself. 

 
Daelin lay back in his head that evening, his belly full and his muscles tired.  

Despite its magical nature, the cloak still used his own strength and endurance to keep 
him airborne, and he was feeling the side effects of that now.  He looked over at the cloak 
hanging from his bedpost, glistening in the blue moonlight that streamed in the window.  
A shadow passed over him, and he looked to the window.  The Night Hunter stood before 
it, looking out into the city.  Daelin stared at him for a moment, then lay back again.   

He reached back and touched the cloak.  “Solcrist,” he thought. 
“Yes?” came the reply, the dragon’s gruff, rumbling voice echoing through 

Daelin’s mind. 
“I didn’t mean to force you to let me fly today,”  Daelin explained.  “I should 

have asked first, I know.  I’m sorry.” 
The reply was long in coming.  “You… are apologizing?  To me?” Solcrist 

seemed honestly flabbergasted. 
“Well, I remember you said you would never be a slave to the will of another, and 

I sort of forced this upon you.” 
Daelin felt the creature sigh.  “You have not yet forced me to do battle, to slay 

armies, to topple castles and lay waste to entire countrysides.  There was a time when 
those things would be a joy to me, but too soon came a time when they were forced upon 
me.  Your wishes are benign.” 

Daelin expected Solcrist to say more, but only silence followed.  Daelin closed his 
eyes and let his hand relax so that only his finger still touched the glossy scales of the 
cloak.  “Thank you,” he thought, as he drifted off to sleep. 
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The next day was much the same: Daelin and Jaimen continued their practice, this 

time with an old K’kree-zhan ball.  Jaimen instructed Daelin in the proper techniques of 
dodging, catching, and deflecting attacks.  If a ball connected with his body and he didn’t 
hold onto it, he would be immobilized until a teammate could tag him back into action.  
The trick was to catch incoming attacks, immobilizing the attacker, or to deflect their 
attacks with a ball of your own.  Jaimen explained that there was typically one ball for 
every three players in the game, and if an entire team was frozen, the game was over.  
However, teams were limited in size only by the number of participants, and games had 
been known to go on for days. 

Hugh continued to watch Daelin practice, wondering why the boy was so willing, 
no, eager, to help Jaimen.  It wasn’t his problem.  There were easier ways to get money, 
or even just the information he needed.  But the boy seemed honestly concerned about 
helping Jaimen.  It made no sense.  As his mind began to wander, he caught a glimpse of 
someone peering around the corner of the stables, watching Daelin.  The figure was 
cloaked, and moved with the practiced dexterity of a spy or assassin.   

Hugh fingered an arrow from the quiver beneath his cloak and cautiously fitted it 
to his bow.  Ever so cautiously, he pushed the window open and put a foot on the sill, 
balancing himself for a clean shot.  He lifted his bow from beneath his cloak and took 
careful aim, just as the cloaked figure below darted back behind the stable and out of 
sight. 

Hugh muttered a curse and lowered his bow.  As he turned, he nearly collided 
with Thrün, whose face bore a look of scorn.  Hugh looked him in the eye and smirked, 
stuffing the arrow back into his quiver.  “Problem?” he said as he shut the window. 

“Just what did you think you were doing there?” 
Hugh turned his back on the half-giant and looked back out as Daelin swooped 

past the window.  “I wasn’t aiming for your charge, it that’s what you’re thinking,” Hugh 
replied.  Muttering, he added, “there’s someone else watching him.” 

 
That night, Daelin went to bed even earlier, even more exhausted than the night 

before.  He didn’t notice that the Night Hunter never came up to the room after dinner, 
and didn’t hear the silent footfalls on the roof over their heads.  Everyone in the room 
was fast asleep by the time the window slowly creaked open and a black-gloved hand 
pulled itself up to the windowsill. 

Eyes concealed beneath the hood of a black cloak scanned the room, spending 
several long seconds examining each occupant.  The runes on the half-giant’s broad-
bladed axe lit the room with a faint, eerie blue glow, but the weapon’s master slept 
soundly on the floor.  Behind him was the game-player.  No threat at all.  The young girl 
was asleep, her arm draped over her enormous book.  And the only other remaining 
occupant’s chest rose and fell with his breath, a leathery black cloak hanging from the 
post near his head.  He began to pull himself in, his attention focused on the boy. 

A distant “twang” echoed across the rooftops, followed shortly by the heavy 
“thunk” of an arrow embedding itself in wood.  The rope from which the intruder hung 
snapped, severed by the arrow, yet he managed to keep his hold on the windowsill.  
Looking around frantically, the stranger cursed himself for missing the room’s fourth 
tenant.  Looking back over his shoulder, he caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure darting 
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across the rooftops, making its way swiftly toward him.  He’d forgotten about the other 
one, and now he’d been seen!  Not losing a moment, he dropped from the windowsill, 
landed deftly on the ground in the stable yard, and dashed off behind the stables. 

Hugh skidded to a halt on the roof peak just above the window, a new arrow 
knocked to his bowstring, and quickly fired a parting shot after the intruder.  As always, 
his aim was true, and the arrow connected solidly with its target.  Noticing that the 
stranger didn’t stop, Hugh scowled.  Perhaps his aim wasn’t as true as he’d hoped.  And 
now he’d lost his quarry.  At least the night hadn’t been a complete waste; he’d acquired 
the maps they needed of the Merchants’ Guild tunnels, and some sketchy information on 
where the girl was most likely being held.  He’d also managed to corroborate Jaimen’s 
story through careful gathering of information.  He didn’t want to go through all this 
trouble if Jaimen was making the whole thing up. 

Daelin groggily looked around.  A loud noise had awakened him.  He heard 
footsteps outside the open window, and then saw Hugh climb into the window, hanging 
from a rope and shaking his head.  Daelin sat up, as did Thrün.  “What happened?” 
Daelin asked, rubbing his eyes. 

Hugh closed and locked the window.  “I’m not sure,” he replied.  “Let’s try to 
keep the windows locked from now on, though, alright?” 

 
The last day before the Game arrived, and Daelin and Jaimen returned to their 

practice.  Hugh and Thrün spent the day inside, while Shelrisa continued her studies.  
Thrün spent his time playing cards, and even allowed the Night Hunter to play a quick 
game with him.  Otherwise most of the morning Hugh spent memorizing the maps he’d 
stolen the night before. 

Daelin was really getting the hang of flying, and practiced dives, climbs, and agile 
maneuvers, all under the coaching of Jaimen.  He thought he had an excellent chance of 
at least winning some money.  Prizes were awarded based on which team won as well as 
each individual’s performance, earning several gold pieces for each successful “attack”, 
and losing a like amount each time he was struck.  Bonuses were awarded for tagging 
teammates back into the game. 

Hugh sat by the window, having bested Thrün in a game of cards, and divided his 
attention between Daelin outside, and Shelrisa reading from her book at the desk.  The 
sound of dice clattering on the wooden floor every few seconds kept him from 
concentrating, but he was reluctant to confront the half-giant about it. 

Shortly, the dark elf girl turned her attention away from her book.  Her gaze met 
Hugh’s for a moment, but she quickly looked away nervously.  Hugh tried to soften his 
expression, but realized he probably grimaced instead of smiling.  The girl swung her feet 
to the floor and placed the book in her lap, her finger on a line of text in its pages.  Hugh 
noticed she was only at the beginning of the book, perhaps ten or twenty pages into its 
hundreds of leaves.  Very softly, she began to read the passage, her finger tracing along 
the words.  Hugh strained to make out what she said and, although he could hear her 
whispers, he couldn’t understand them.  Her left hand began to make odd little gestures in 
the air, in time to her words. 

The air between her raised hand and Thrün’s dice shimmered, and pale motes of 
light danced around her fingers.  Then, with a faint tinkling sound, the pair of bone cubes 
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on the floor floated upward.  All three of the room’s occupants stared at the dice as they 
hovered before Thrün’s nose, none of them fully believing what they were seeing. 

The silence was broken by a gasp from Shelrisa, and the dice clattered to the floor 
again.  As Thrün reached down to examine them, Hugh quickly regained his composure 
and jumped to his feet.  “You did that?” he exclaimed to Shelrisa energetically. 

The girl nervously put the book back on the desk and flipped the page.  “Mm-
hm,” she nodded. 

“That was amazing!” Hugh went on, stepping up beside her. 
“And still so young,” Thrün muttered, rolling one of his dice between his thumb 

and forefinger while examining it closely. 
“Can you do it again?” Hugh asked the girl. 
She shrugged.  “I’m… not sure,” she replied softly.  It was the most excited and 

forthcoming Hugh had ever seen her.  “I can try,” she went on, flipping through some 
pages in the book.  “I… think I saw another spell in here that’s a little more interesting.” 

Hugh watched over her shoulder as she skimmed the pages, finally coming to rest 
on a passage labeled “Merrel’s Uncheatable Dealer”.  Shelrisa read the passage over 
twice, silently mouthing the words, which were written in unintelligible runes.  She then 
looked up and pointed at the deck of cards sitting on the bed beside Thrün.  Contorting 
her fingers in a series of bizarre gestures, she spoke a few short words.  Again, there 
came a shimmering in the air, and the cards seemed as if they were suddenly being 
shuffled by an expert dealer.   

Then, without warning, a fizzling noise sounded from the cards, and they sprayed 
across the room.  Shelrisa let out a startled squeak and shielded her face with her hands as 
cards pelted her harmlessly. 

“Well,” Hugh remarked, “it looked like it almost worked.  Want to try it again?” 
As he began picking up his scattered cards, Thrün interjected, “Are you sure 

that’s wise?” 
Hoping he sounded sincere, Hugh replied with a smile, “It’s great that she’s 

learning magic!  And how else will she get better if she doesn’t practice?” 
Eying a hopelessly bent and mangled card, Thrün replied, “I suppose.” 
Hugh put a hand on Shelrisa’s shoulder.  “OK, try it again.” 
Shelrisa concentrated intently as Thrün placed the cards on the bed, closer to her 

this time.  As she spoke the incantation this time, even Hugh could see something was 
going awry.  The sparkling motes of light were redder and brighter than before, as if 
burning with anger at being used again for such a petty task.  As Shelrisa finished the 
spell, a bolt of red light shot from her fingertip, impacting with a loud pop against the 
ceiling and singing the wooden rafters. 

Shelrisa was emotionless with shock.  With a nervous grin, Hugh stepped away 
from her and said, “Maybe Thrün’s right… I think that’s enough for today.”  As he sat 
back down on the edge of the bed, he found himself most concerned over whether he’d 
be expected to pay for the damage to the room. 

 
By dinnertime, Daelin felt confident in his game-playing skills, and was ready for 

a hearty meal and a good night’s sleep.  He met the others in the tavern, massaging his 
tired shoulders.  He noticed that Shelrisa seemed unusually happy, and was conversing 
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with Hugh and Thrün.  As he approached the table, Shelrisa saw him and stood up.  
“What’s up?” he asked.  

Thrün replied, “Shelrisa did something quite incredible today.” 
Daelin raised an eyebrow.  “Oh?” 
Shelrisa nodded happily.  “I did magic!” 
“Magic?” Daelin repeated.  Then he speculated, “from your book?”  She nodded 

again, and gave him a tight hug.  “Wow, I’m really proud of you,” he said.   
As Daelin and Jaimen sat down, Hugh remarked, “Although I hope that book 

contains spells that are useful in situations other than gambling.” 
Shelrisa jokingly shot him an angry glare, then replied, “There are more.  Those 

were just the simple ones.” 
His mind suddenly racing, Daelin asked, “Are there any spells in there that could 

help us find the others?” 
Shelrisa’s mood suddenly dropped, and she looked down at the table.  “Yes,” she 

replied weakly, “but they’re too hard for me to even try.” 
Daelin put an arm around her shoulder to console her.  “I’m sure you can do it.” 
She pulled away, shaking her head defiantly.  “No I can’t.  I almost set our room 

on fire trying to shuffle some cards.  I can’t do anything… nothing that powerful.” 
Daelin wanted to say more, but didn’t want to further upset her.  The entire 

group’s spirits seemed to have suddenly fallen.  They all ate in silence and retired early.  
The game, and Jaimen’s plan to rescue his love, would be starting early in the morning. 
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Chapter 12: Dangerous Ventures 
 
Tensions ran high the morning of the game.  Daelin was nervous about the game 

itself; Jaimen and Thrün were nervous about the rescue plan.  The Night Hunter didn’t 
seem bothered at all.  Instead, he gave Shelrisa money to get a good seat from which to 
watch the game. 

Daelin was beginning to wonder why the assassin was acting so polite toward her.  
He certainly still didn’t trust him.  But that was a concern that could wait; Hugh couldn’t 
be a threat to her, sneaking around beneath the city while she sat in a crowd. 

The two groups went their separate ways early in the morning, each side wishing 
the other luck.  Daelin then went with Shelrisa to the arena, which now buzzed with 
activity. 

Spectators were not allowed into the sign-in area for participants, so Daelin and 
Shelrisa parted ways at the gate.  “I’ll meet you right here after the game, OK?” Daelin 
said to her. 

With a smile and a nod, Shelrisa turned and headed toward the bleachers; the 
money Hugh had given her was enough for a spot in the upper seats of the ground-level 
bleachers, as well as a day’s worth of refreshments.  Once he had watched her disappear 
into the crowd, Daelin turned and entered the sign-in area.  He handed in his registration 
ticket, and was given a number and assigned to the black team, then ushered into the 
large tent hung with a black banner.  He noticed the neighboring tent, displaying a banner 
of red, as he entered. 

The black team consisted of eight other players: two middle-aged wizards, who 
appeared to be seasoned veterans; a young woman with a small pillow tucked under one 
arm; three avians, their birdlike eyes looking about alertly, their graceful, angelic wings 
folded on their backs; a young elf with a confident look to him, and a tired-looking young 
woman in simple brown clothing.  All were introduced to each other, although Daelin 
was too nervous to remember any names, and they were given half an hour to don their 
black team tunics and discuss strategy. 

All too soon, a fanfare of trumpets signaled the end of the preparation session and 
the start of the opening ceremony.  Players from both teams were led to the stage: a raised 
wooden platform positioned directly beneath the arena.  Daelin looked up through the 
shimmering amber sphere, which seemed to extend a mile upward.  He swallowed a 
nervous lump in his throat, and suddenly found himself very thirsty.  A gasp from one of 
his teammates turned his attention to the red team as it was led to the opposite side of the 
stage. 

Each of the members wore a bright red tunic, if they were not clad in red already.  
The first to appear was a vaguely humanoid creature the likes of which Daelin had never 
seen.  Its entire body was covered in what appeared to be a red exoskeleton of spiky 
plates.  Its clawed hands and feet looked deadly.  From its back sprung two pairs of 
wings: one feathered black, the other like a bat’s.  Its head was human, with dark skin, 
black hair cut short, and brilliant, emerald-green eyes.  It bore a look of disgust as it 
surveyed the black team. 

In contrast, the next six red team members looked fairly harmless.  There was a 
gnome who looked very excited and even now floated a few feet off the ground (bringing 
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him to eye level with the others), and five wizards of varying stature.  Then Daelin saw 
the last member of the red team, and his heart nearly stopped. 

Just as frightful as Daelin remembered him appeared Dorian, the red-scaled 
draconian. 

 
Hugh, Thrün, and Jaimen stood outside the gate to LeSerre’s mansion, a 

glimmering building of white marble atop a perfectly sculpted hillock of green grass, 
ringed by a forbidding fence of wrought iron.  “Well,” Jaimen remarked, noting the 
cheers and fanfare from the arena far behind them, “this is it.  Are you sure you 
remember the way?”  he asked Hugh. 

Hugh glared at him impatiently.  “Of course I remember,” he snarled back. 
Thrün nodded, saying, “let’s get started.” 
Then, with a grunt and a pull from his powerful arms, Thrün yanked the front gate 

open, tearing the bolts from the heavy lock on its latch.  The trio stepped inside, and he 
pulled the gate shut again, letting it rest without a working latch.  Hugh had his bow 
drawn and an arrow ready.  He expected guards, and wanted to be ready for them. 

“So we head into the corridors through the basement, and follow them to the 
holding cell where LeSerre is keeping your woman,” he said to Jaimen, more thinking 
aloud than actually confirming the plan. 

Jaimen nodded.  “That’s right.  Everyone should be watching the game.  I doubt 
there will be any trouble.” 

They circled around to the rear of the mansion, where first-floor windows were 
concealed from open view and could be easily reached.  However, no sooner had they 
turned the corner, than a pair of black dogs burst from behind the hedges and raced at the 
intruders, barking and snarling an angry alarm. 

Jaimen froze in terror, and Thrün quickly stepped in front if him, hefting his axe 
in one hand.  A twang sounded from Hugh’s bow, and the nearest dog, still a dozen paces 
away, fell to the ground, an arrow in its skull.  Thrün shrugged off a sudden twinge of 
remorse as the other dog pressed forward. 

Another twang, and the second dog fell, not even half a second after the first.  
Thrün looked down in a mix of horror and amazement at the assassin, who already had 
another arrow ready.  Hugh ignored him and said nothing. 

Thrün stared for a moment, then shook his head clear.  Placing a hand on 
Jaimen’s shoulder, he urged, “Let’s get moving.  Hopefully no one heard the dogs.” 

As the trio crept around the corner of the mansion, Jaimen, whose eyes stayed 
fixated on the two dead dogs until they were out of sight, muttered “Did you really have 
to kill them?” 

Hugh shrugged.  “Us or them,” he replied in a hushed tone. 
Jaimen held his peace until they reached the back patio of the mansion, which 

overlooked an elaborate garden that spread all the way to the rear wall of the grounds.  
Great glass windows, shrouded from within by elegant silken curtains, blocked all view 
of the mansion’s interior.  The entrance: a glass door, centered in the windows and tightly 
locked. 

With a sigh, Hugh removed a handful of small metal pins and tools from his 
pocket and swiftly worked the lock open.  With barely a sound, he inched the door open 
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and stuck his head through the curtain.  After a quick survey of the lavish interior, he 
turned back to his companions.  “It’s all clear, there’s no one inside.” 

 
As the trumpet glare announced the start of the game, Daelin could think of 

nothing other than the look in Dorian’s eye when theirs met.   The glare from those 
glittering golden orbs pierced Daelin’s mind and soul, and sent a shudder of fear down 
his spine.  The look from the draconian spoke loudly to Daelin, without even saying a 
word: “I will kill you.”  Daelin felt rage and vengeance in that stare, and suddenly felt 
he’d made a terrible mistake participating in the game. 

Daelin was so shaken he didn’t even see the first ball that slammed into his chest, 
sending him backward several yards before he froze in midair.  He looked around, 
winded, to see where the attack had come from, but the arena was now a chaotic, swirling 
mass of flying players, of which he could hardly make any sense at all. 

After a moment, for which Daelin was thankful as it gave him time to get his 
bearings and clear his head, the young woman in brown, now wearing a black tabard over 
her clothes, flew up to him and tagged him back to mobility.  “Stay awake, kid,” she said 
as she flew off.  “Remember, we’re supposed to be a team.  No daydreaming.”  And at 
that, she took a sharp dive and disappeared behind a barrier. 

Daelin set his jaw and focused his mind.  She was right: this was a team game, 
and he had money to win, for Jaimen, and for himself and Shelrisa.  He didn’t see Dorian 
anywhere at the moment, not that it mattered.  He just had to play.  He knew his 
maneuverability was easily a match for the draconian.  He just had to hope his reflexes 
were as well. 

With a determined flap from Solcrist’s mighty wings, Daelin soared into the 
center of the arena, seeking a free ball with which to engage an opponent.  He weaved his 
way between barriers, passing an unarmed opponent, and tagged a frozen teammate back 
into action.  As he rounded a barrier, he was taken by surprise as another opponent 
seemed to suddenly appear in his path.  The human wizard shouted as he hurled his ball 
at Daelin.  Daelin, however, managed to react this time, and much to the wizard’s 
surprise he caught the ball.  The wizard cursed as a golden aura flickered into being 
around him. 

Daelin grinned.  He’d do just fine.  He flapped his wings again, and head upward, 
to find a victim. 

 
The entrance to the tunnel network was easy to find, and the three intruders had 

no difficulty making their way through LeSerre’s house and down into it.  Hugh led the 
way through the tunnels, after getting his bearings, and the others followed as stealthily 
as they could.  The hallways were well lit by magical torches lining the walls.  The 
torches never burned out, and gave off a gentle yet brilliant white light, giving the 
impression that the entire tunnel system was exposed to broad daylight. 

As they traveled, they could make out the distant trickle of running water.  Jaimen 
explained quietly that the tunnel network intermingled with the city’s sewer system and, 
even as he spoke, they crossed a narrow stone bridge over a deep, fast-flowing stream of 
dirty, smelly water. 

It wasn’t long before they heard another sound as well: the small, tinny voice of a 
man describing the action of the Game.  Hugh stopped the others, and strained to hear:  
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“Daelin of the black team gets out his fifth red player, and heads to unfreeze Arlea.  The 
red team is making quite a dent, with both Dorian the Red and the maginn Nioseff 
demonstrating their natural flying talents and each having scored eight points already.  
Dorian has two balls, now, and is heading with determination straight for young Daelin!” 

 
Daelin’s eyes darted to and fro, scanning for incoming threats, but he didn’t even 

see Dorian until it was too late.  With his great strength, Dorian hurled a ball straight at 
Daelin’s head.  The world became a swirl of pain and confusion as the leather ball 
slammed into Daelin’s face, stunning him and throwing him backward.  He could feel the 
blood trickling from his nose, and his senses rung in shock.  Before he even had a chance 
to recover, or even become frozen by the Game, a second ball slammed into his stomach, 
doubling him over and sending him into an uncontrolled fall.  The fall only lasted an 
instant before he was frozen, but that instant was enough to turn his shaken nerves into 
complete terror.  He didn’t even have a chance for pain. 

He caught a glimpse of Dorian as the draconian caught the second ball he’d 
thrown and soared off after another black player.  That was when the pain kicked in. 

 
Hugh peeked around the corner.  Between him and the rest of the hallway was a 

small square room.  In the middle stood a small table, and around it sat three men.  They 
all stared attentively at a crystal ball on the table, the source of the Game’s announcer’s 
voice, and within which the entire sphere of the Game could be seen. 

Without a word, Hugh pulled the arrow back on his bow and took careful aim at 
the man most directly facing him, all the while keeping himself well hidden around the 
corner.  A meaty hand on his shoulder stopped him for an instant, and he looked back to 
see the questioning look on Thrün’s face.  Carefully lowering his bow, he signaled with 
his hand the presence of three guards and, without awaiting a response, again raised his 
bow and loosed the arrow. 

The seated man fell backward instantly as the arrow penetrated his throat with 
point-blank precision and power.  The other two were stunned for an instant, as was 
Thrün.  A second arrow flew, striking the man on the right in the side of the head, and 
Thrün leapt to action.  He raced for the third man, his axe already in motion, with the 
intent to render him unconscious before the assassin had a chance to end his life as well. 

Hugh swore under his breath as he lowered his bow, another arrow already 
knocked, annoyed that the half-giant was now blocking a perfectly clear shot.  The man 
shouted in surprise as he reached for a sword on his belt, but his scream was cut short as 
the flat of Thrün’s blade collided with his head.  With a thud, the man collapsed to the 
stone floor, breathing but unconscious.  As Hugh and Jaimen entered the room, Thrün 
glared at the Night Hunter.  Hugh ignored him, and walked past.  Kneeling beside the 
fallen guard, he quickly drew his dagger and slit the man’s throat. 

“What are you doing?!” Thrün bellowed.  “You don’t have to kill them!” He 
raised his axe threateningly. 

Hugh glared back at him as he carefully retrieved his arrows from the other two 
corpses, and fished in their pockets for coins.  “He saw your face.  He could identify you.  
Killing them was the easiest way to get past.” 

At that, he reached for the door and swung it open.  Thrün and Jaimen both stared 
at him, silently appalled at his utter disregard for the lives of others. 
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Daelin clutched his bleeding face as his head swam.  He tried to make sense once 

again of the chaos swirling around him.  He saw Dorian freeze another two of his 
teammates.  He knew that if he was freed he’d have to keep Dorian in his sights at all 
times, or, better still, freeze him and keep him that way.  But he couldn’t see any of his 
own teammates flying around now.  He knew that as soon as all of one team was frozen, 
the game would end.  Yet he heard no end-game trumpets.  The black team still had a 
chance. 

And if he could get free, he knew he could give them a fighting chance.  He had 
scored more points than any of his teammates, he knew, and they congratulated him as 
they passed by.  But none passed his way now.  He took the time, in which he could do 
nothing anyway, to rest and concentrate, forcing himself to ignore the pain in his face and 
head.  His nose was swollen and numb now, and blood still trickled over his lips.  He was 
sure to have a bruised visage if he lived to see another day. 

Another two or three minutes passed, and he felt a slap from behind as one of the 
avians, the young man with long golden hair and sparkling blue eyes, tagged him back 
into action.  He thanked the man with a forced smile, and flapped Solcrist’s wings to get 
himself back into the fray.   

This time he tracked down Dorian first, and concentrated on him.  Dorian froze 
two other black players, and weaved among players and barriers alike, his face set in a 
determined scowl.  Daelin followed in his wake, never allowing himself to come close 
enough to present himself as a target, and always staying out of Dorian’s sight.  He knew 
Dorian would target him again in an instant.  As he pursued the draconian, he tagged his 
frozen allies back into the game, and dodged several attacks from red players, caught one 
attack, and used it to freeze another opponent.  The four-winged demon creature seemed 
to be wreaking as much havoc as Dorian, and he knew that if the black team were to win, 
they would both have to be immobilized. 

Catching up to the young woman who sat atop the flying pillow, Daelin said to 
her quickly, “We need to get those two out, and keep them that way.”   

She nodded in agreement.  “I’ll tell the others to concentrate on getting them,” she 
replied.  Then, she added with a smile, “You just keep doing what you’re doing.  You’re 
doing great!” 

His pain forgotten and his confidence renewed, Daelin beamed, and flew off to 
confront the gnome, who flew by some distance away. 

 
Hugh continued to lead the small expedition through the tunnels.  He found 

himself thinking about that game, and wondering how Daelin was faring.  He wished he 
had thought to bring the crystal ball with him, but realized it would be a distraction, and 
the noise would draw attention from other guards that might be wandering the tunnels. 

Even as those thoughts came to mind, he caught a glimpse of movement ahead, 
and quickly ducked behind a corner, readying his bow.  Thrün stopped him forcefully this 
time.  “What is it?” he asked in a harsh whisper. 

“Guard,” Hugh replied quickly, and pulled away from the half-giant. 
“Hold it,” Thrün hissed back, and peered around the corner.  He saw a lone guard, 

clad in light armor with a sword at his side and a crossbow in his hand, patrolling a 



 137 

stretch of hallway at a T up ahead.  Thrün pulled back and said, “We wait for him to go 
down the hall, then we sneak past.  There’s no need to kill anyone unnecessarily.” 

Hugh sighed.  What a sloppy way to do things.  He looked at Jaimen, who nodded 
his agreement to Thrün’s words, then sighed again, leaning against the wall.  “Fine,” he 
said. 

 
Daelin counted his points at eighteen.  He noticed a pair of black players teaming 

up on the demon-creature and freezing him, then carefully guarding him from his other 
teammates.  Daelin had managed so far to avoid Dorian’s further wrath, but his pride had 
turned to cockiness, and he flew too close to the draconian to un-freeze a teammate.  
Dorian caught sight of him and roared, hurling a ball at him.  Daelin managed to tag his 
teammate back in, just in time to see the incoming ball and narrowly avoid being hit.   

Unfortunately, the attack struck his teammate square in the face, and Daelin had 
no time to tag him back in before fleeing for his life.  Dorian swept toward him, a vicious 
gleam in his eyes and an expression of murder on his face.  Daelin knew intentional 
physical contact was banned, as was killing opponents, but he didn’t know how far the 
draconian was willing to go to exact his revenge. 

He swooped up and began flying as fast as his tiring wings could carry him, trying 
to shake Dorian.  He managed to put some distance between himself and his pursuer, but 
Dorian made up for the distance with determination.  Daelin looked over his shoulder at 
one point, to catch a glimpse of Dorian slamming into one of his own red teammates, 
snatching the ball from his hands, then hurling it with a roar in Daelin’s direction. 

Daelin ducked, but could feel the wind in his hair as the missile rocketed past his 
head.  He decided looking back was a bad idea, and dove downward, seeking cover from 
a drifting pair of barriers. 

 
Hugh sighed.  This was getting annoying.  They’d been wandering these tunnels 

and avoiding guards for nearly an hour.  He had agreed to take on this job merely as a 
way to gain Daelin’s trust, and the futility of it was quickly wearing on him.  His 
impatience grew and grew, until finally he saw a door ahead: the door to the room where 
Licinnia was being kept. 

The door was wood, of typical construction, with an iron latch and lock.  Hugh 
knelt by the door and peered through the keyhole.  Beyond was a short stretch of hallway, 
which opened at a T, in the middle of which stood another door.  Leaning against the wall 
beside it was another guard, dressed in a similar fashion to the others they’d evaded.  This 
one, however, wore a tabard over his armor, upon which was emblazoned the seal of 
LeSerre.  He held in one hand a long, slender, clay smoking pipe, and in the other a small 
crystal, from which emanated the voice of the Game’s announcer.  There was no way to 
enter the hall without being seen, and there could be more guards that Hugh couldn’t see.  
Hugh noticed the unloaded crossbow slung at the guard’s side; at least he’d have to load 
it before he could fire.  Hugh knew he was fast enough to get him before he could fire, 
but there was still the possibility of other guards. 

“What do you see?” Jaimen inquired in a hushed voice. 
“One guard.  There could be more.”  Hugh tested the door, to find it unlocked.  “I 

can get him, but we’d have to deal with any others before they could sound an alarm.” 
Jaimen looked up at Thrün.  “What do we do?” he asked pleadingly. 
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Thrün shrugged.  “I’m not much of one for sneaking around.  I fight pirates.” 
Hugh sighed again.  This was his element, and it was up to him.  He just hoped 

Thrün and the whiner wouldn’t stop him from killing the enemy again, because it was 
absolutely necessary this time. 

“Alright, Giant,” he said to Thrün, “You open the door, and I’ll take the guard.  
Then I’ll run down and catch any others, hopefully before they can sound any alarms.” 

Thrün nodded reluctantly, clenching his axe in his right hand and reaching for the 
door with his left.  “Quietly, now,” Hugh hissed as he readied his bow. 

All in the party held their breath as the half-giant pushed the lever on the door and 
pushed it open.  No sooner had the guard become visible, than a twang sounded from 
Hugh’s bow and an arrow struck the guard through the eye.  His head snapped back, the 
arrow embedding itself in the wall mere inches behind him, and his arms went limp.  The 
crystal and pipe both fell and shattered with faint tinkling noises, and the guard’s legs 
sagged, but still he stood, held upright by the arrow protruding from both his head and the 
wall. 

The guard’s possessions had barely touched the ground in the time Hugh dropped 
his bow and was down the hall like a falcon.  He listened carefully for any reaction up 
ahead, and watched just as carefully.  Hearing a hint of a startled response, he skidded to 
a halt, bracing himself against the wall beside the dead guard with his foot, and propelled 
himself back again, straight at the other guard just around the corner of the T, who was 
just reaching for a sword. 

Thrün and Jaimen rushed forward just after Hugh, and could make out the 
sickening crack of Hugh’s swift foot colliding with the man’s head, followed shortly by 
the noise of a body falling to the stone floor.  They arrived at the T in time to see Hugh 
loot both bodies.   

He ignored their presence as he examined his arrow, hopelessly embedded in the 
stone wall.  With a sigh and a shrug, he casually sauntered back down the hall and 
retrieved his bow. 

As he did so, Jaimen, excited to be so close to his goal, carelessly pulled open the 
door beside the dead guard.  Hugh only heard Jaimen’s scream before he grabbed his bow 
and fitted another arrow. 

 
Daelin pulled up in time to see a red player, one of the wizards, as he approached 

with a ball.  Daelin had faced this opponent before, and wasn’t too worried.  What 
worried him was Dorian, still tight on his tail.   

The wizard threw his ball, and Daelin caught it with considerable agility then 
turned to face his pursuer.  Dorian roared toward him, a ball in each clawed hand.  He 
zoomed past Daelin, but Daelin knew better than to throw his only means of deflecting 
any of Dorian’s attacks.  Instead, he waited, ready for anything.  Dorian looped around, 
charging at Daelin horizontally.  Building speed, he unleashed the ball in his right hand.   

Daelin moved his ball, held tight to his chest, to intercept.  The force of the 
impact threw him backward, dangerously close to the disqualifying outer edge of the 
arena.  And, much to his surprise and dismay, the collision also wrenched the deflecting 
ball from his grasp.  The two leather spheres careened off in opposite directions, but he 
was still in the game.  In the game with a furious draconian bearing down on him, a 
draconian with a weapon, and he with no means of deflecting it. 
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Dorian roared again, a deep, infuriated sound like a beast from hell, and hurled 
the other ball at Daelin. 

 
The first of the two creatures leapt at the first thing it saw: Jaimen as he opened 

the door.  With amazing reflexes, honed by years as a protector, Thrün grabbed the young 
man by the collar and hurled him back, tossing him to the floor. 

With a sound like a hissing snake crossed with a roaring puma, the beast skittered 
to the ground, and its companion leapt for the half-giant.  Thrün didn’t have a chance to 
react, and the creature, the size of a lion, slammed into him with claws and teeth flailing.  
Together, the two staggered back against the wall opposite the door, the beast snapping 
for Thrün’s throat as he struggled to free himself from its digging claws. 

Hugh raced forward as the other stalked its way toward Jaimen.  Still running, 
Hugh fired an arrow.  The projectile whistled through the air, following a straight and 
true path to the creature’s neck.  It sunk deep, but the creature did not drop.  Instead, it 
roared in pain, and its reptilian eyes narrowed as it chose its new target. 

Hugh skidded to a halt, knocking a new arrow to his bowstring, and sized up the 
monster.  It was large, and looked to be a cross between a crocodile and a lion, with a 
slender, feline body, a scaly, pointed tail, and a long head with golden slit eyes and a 
mane of brown fur.  It moved with astounding speed on its muscular legs, and its mouth 
snapped, revealing a row of sharp teeth, with an especially dangerous-looking set of 
canines.  From the muscle above its left shoulder jutted his first arrow. 

Hugh gritted his teeth.  He should have expected more guards.   
The creature pounced as he loosed his arrow, and both collided with deadly 

precision.  His arrow sunk deep into the creature’s heart, and it met his neck with its 
deadly jaws. 

But it didn’t have the life in them to bite down. 
The two fell to the ground, the breath knocked from Hugh and his bow thrown 

from his grasp.  Still retaining his bearings, the ever-calm Night Hunter could hear the 
struggle between the other creature and the half-giant.  Part of him told him to get 
through the door and get the girl and get out, but another part of him knew the giant 
would die if he didn’t help.  Not that Hugh cared, but he’d have to deal with the creature 
at some point anyway.  Better to kill it while it was occupied with another opponent. 

He wriggled out from beneath the dead creature atop him, and sprung to his feet.  
He’d never used his unarmed skills on a non-humanoid before, but given that his bow 
was halfway down the hall, and Thrün was barely keeping the creature from tearing out 
his throat, he had no other choice. 

With a high leap and a spinning kick, the Night Hunter collided with the monster.  
A resounding “CRACK” echoed down the hallway, and it fell from the half-giant with a 
howl of agony.  It rolled on the floor, but righted itself and prepared for another pounce, 
its right front leg now useless, its shoulder blade shattered. 

Thrün ignored his own wounds, concentrating instead on the more immediate 
threat as the creature hurled itself awkwardly at Hugh.  In a single-handed swing, the 
half-giant brought his axe down on the creature in mid-leap, burying its rune-etched blade 
halfway into the creature’s spine. 

With a jarring slam, his attack hurled the pouncing creature straight into the hard 
floor, and a gout of blood issued upward from the wound.  Then the creature lay still. 
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Daelin’s breath was forcefully expelled from his lungs him once more, and he 

closed his eyes as he flinched.  He felt himself pushed back yet again.  Then he looked up 
to a sight he’d never forget. 

Dorian the Red hovered before him, frozen in space in a shimmering amber 
radiance, his reptilian face twisted in an expression of complete, resolute fury. 

Daelin looked down at the K’kree-zhan ball in his hands, then looked behind him 
at the edge of the arena, mere inches from his back.  With a grin, he soared around 
Dorian, and prepared to defend the draconian from any of his teammates who might 
come to his aid.  The game was as good as won. 

 
Hugh stepped into the room, ignoring the other two.  The room itself was rather 

small and shallow, with another door on the far wall.  In the corner was a large metal 
bowl of water, from which the guard creatures had clearly been drinking.  Otherwise, the 
room was featureless and empty.   

Carefully scanning the walls and ceiling for traps, Hugh made his way to the door 
and listened at it.  From inside he could hear the announcer for the Game, but no other 
voices.  The door was locked: a problem that he remedied quickly. 

As he got the latch undone, Jaimen and Thrün stepped up behind him.  Thrün’s 
ragged shoulder was bandaged with the torn scraps of his own shirt, and Jaimen looked 
shaken but otherwise unharmed.  Hugh peered through the keyhole, seeing inside a 
comfortably furnished room with a door on the left wall.  On the wall opposite Hugh’s 
vantage point was a full-sized mirror, which clearly reflected the areas of the room Hugh 
couldn’t see, revealing a total absence of additional guards.  Seated in an overstuffed 
chair in front of a heavy oak table sat a young woman, her hair in golden curls, garbed in 
a lavish dress.  She watched the Game on a crystal ball with interest, but occasionally 
shot a concerned glance toward the door.  Had she heard the commotion?  

Jaimen gave Hugh a questioning look, and Hugh nodded.  “She’s in there, alone,” 
he replied. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Jaimen threw open the door, shouting, “Licinnia!” 
The girl stood, shocked to see the new arrivals, and took a step back.  “Jaimen,” 

she muttered, her eyes narrowing.  “Stay away from me!  You shouldn’t have come 
here!” 

Jaimen rushed forward and pleaded with her.  “Please, my dear, don’t be like this!  
I’ve come to take you back home!” 

She shook her head defiantly.  “I love LeSerre now.  It’s over, Jaimen.  Just go 
away!” 

Thrün and Hugh exchanged glances, then simultaneously advanced toward her as 
Jaimen continued to plead, tears streaming down his cheeks.  She screamed as the giant 
reached for her, and fell back over the chair.  Thrün circled around the table and grabbed 
for her, as Jaimen shouted, “Don’t hurt her!  Stop!” 

The half-giant managed to get hold of her arm, and lifted her to her feet amidst 
her ardent protests.  Hugh, circling around the other side of the table, muttered, “Shut up, 
you’re going to attract attention.” 

She screamed again, and Hugh reacted in the only way he knew.  In an instant, his 
fist flew forward, and she slumped into Thrün’s arms, unconscious.  Jaimen emitted a 
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startled yelp, but then fell silent.  Hugh jerked a thumb toward the nearby door.  “Let’s 
get out of here, quick.” 

His companions nodded, and they headed out the door and up the stairs leading to 
street level. 

 
Daelin defended Dorian’s frozen form, amidst curses and threats from the 

draconian, very well.  The other red players knew quite well that Dorian and the maginn 
were carrying their team, and concentrated their efforts on freeing them.  But with the 
black team now all mobile and split evenly between the two frozen players, the reds were 
outnumbered, and soon all were frozen.  After just over an hour, one of the shortest 
K’kree-zhan games in the history of Witara was over, and fanfare announced the black 
team’s victory. 

All the players made their way to the stage, amidst a roar of a cheering and 
applause from the fans.  The first order of business was awarding prizes to the winning 
team.  Each player on the black team was presented with a medal and a sack of coins.  
The game trophy was then presented to the team leader, the player who scored the most 
points. 

Daelin held the trophy high over his head, his face beaming despite its swollen 
redness, as the announcer called out, “This year’s K’kree-zhan trophy goes to the black 
team, led by Daelin Anduril!”  Raucous applause and shouts erupted from all around, and 
Daelin held the trophy up for all to see. 

Soon his arms were tired, and he lowered it amidst the back-patting of his 
teammates.  Across the stage he could still make out Dorian, whose eyes never left him.  
The draconian glared at him with more ferocity than ever before, but there was nothing 
he could do now. 

After the main awards settled down, awards were given to individual players 
based on their points earned.  They were called to the center of the platform one by one, 
where they lined up in order.  “Dorian the Red, with thirty-seven points!”  Dorian 
accepted the bag of gold he was handed, and waved casually to the cheering masses. 

“Nioseff, with thirty-five points!”  The demonic-looking winged creature 
accepted his bag of gold, and smirked at Dorian, who nodded back at him.  The creature 
ignored the cheers of the fans. 

“Daelin Anduril, with twenty-nine points!”  Daelin didn’t realize he’d been called 
at first, until one of his teammates nudged him on the shoulder.  He sheepishly scampered 
up to accept his prize, his arms now full with two bags of gold and the trophy.  He 
grinned awkwardly as he looked around at the cheering throngs.  He’d never had so much 
attention before, and while it made him uneasy, it also filled him with pride. 
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Chapter 13: The Heroes’ Fate 
 
Hugh and company emerged from a small textile merchant’s shop and onto the 

street, where the cheers from the Game could be heard.  They cast their eyes upon the 
golden sphere, which was now devoid of motion and occupants; the Game was over.  
Jaimen turned his concerned gaze from Licinnia to the others.  “It’s over already?  I guess 
we got done just in time.” 

Hugh nodded, but wasn’t concerned with Jaimen’s words.  They still had to get 
back to the Golden Swordfish, and catch up with the others.  If Daelin hadn’t won enough 
money, the entire venture would have been pointless. 

It took them several minutes to get their bearings and make their way back to the 
planned meeting place, and fortunately Licinnia still hadn’t awakened.  Safely in the 
room, Hugh proceeded to tie the girl securely to a chair, and gagged her, much to 
Jaimen’s protests.  Then, they waited. 

 
Daelin made his way through the crowds.  The after-game ceremony and 

congratulations had taken another hour, and the trophy was eventually taken to be placed 
in the K’kree-zhan Hall of Fame until the next game.  He found his way back to the 
entrance where he and Shelrisa agreed to meet, and finally managed to track her down 
amidst the crowd.  But when he did, his heart nearly stopped in his chest. 

There she stood, her heavy book in her arms, but she wasn’t alone.  She was 
looking up with a smile as she spoke to an elf.  A blond elf, wearing black.  Kienneth. 

Shouting her name, Daelin ran forward, nearly dropping his two bags of gold.  
She raised an eyebrow at his approach, then smiled casually.  “Daelin,” she said with a 
nod. 

Catching his breath, Daelin said, “I thought you were dead!  How did you…?” 
The elf smirked, then held up her left hand.  On her middle finger she wore a ring 

adorned with a swirling blue gemstone.  “In my line of work, I’ve learned the value of 
being prepared.  I picked this ring up a while ago.  It teleports me to safety, back home on 
Elsyre, if there’s a danger that severe.  I just made it back to port here before the Game.”  
She lowered her hand.  “Now as for you, I’m surprised the two of you made it.  Shelrisa 
was telling me all about your adventures so far, and what happened to the others.” 

Daelin nodded.  “We heard that F’Larr was still alive, too.  But if you’re alive, 
that must mean the others…” 

Kienneth shrugged.  “I don’t know that for sure myself.  I hope they’re OK.  
Shelrisa said you’re planning on hiring a wizard to find out where they might be.” 

Daelin nodded.  “That’s right.  I should be able to afford it now.”  With a grin, he 
hefted the sacks of gold. 

Kienneth smiled back, eyeing the sacks carefully.  Then her expression turned 
serious.  “I’d suggest you do what you need to then get moving quickly.  Take a ship west 
as soon as you can.  Just get away from here.” 

Daelin’s smile faded as well.  “Why?” he asked. 
“Let’s just say you’ve drawn unwanted attention to yourself.”  She carefully 

scanned the crowd.  “And with Dorian around, I’m even more worried.  Just be careful, 
and keep a low profile.  Keep moving as soon as you can.” 

Confused, Daelin said, “What about you?  Aren’t you coming with us?” 
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She shook her head.  “I need to pick up some money from the bank and my 
contacts here, and see if I can track Zarenn and F’Larr down.  I know where they went.  
We’ll catch up to you, don’t worry.” 

But worrying was now something Daelin couldn’t help but do. 
 
Daelin counted out the money for Jaimen’s love-potion-remedy, as well as some 

traveling funds.  Despite Hugh’s protests (and amidst the Night Hunter’s greedy coveting 
of the money), Daelin urged Jaimen to take enough money to see him to the nearest town, 
a village called Zonaria to the south.  Jaimen was appreciative beyond words, and swore 
to repay Daelin’s kindness.  He purchased the potion, administered it to Licinnia, and the 
two took off under the cover of darkness that night, Licinnia seemingly back to her old 
self and deeply in love with Jaimen. 

The next day, Daelin counted out his remaining coins.  After his gift to Jaimen, he 
had six hundred and four gold pieces, including the money he had brought with him.  
That should be enough to pay Medner to find the others and contact Zarenn.  He decided 
to give Hugh some money, if any was left over after their trip to see the wizard.   

Things were starting to look up.  Shelrisa was learning more of her magic, half the 
Heroes were still alive, and he had the money he needed. 

As if to dampen his spirits, Thrün informed him that morning that the Blue 
Marianna was leaving port to head back to Point Cape at noon.  That meant they had to 
part ways.  Daelin thanked him for all his help, and gave him twenty gold pieces.  Thrün 
at first refused the money, saying “I did nothing to earn that.” 

Daelin pointed at his injured shoulder.  “You call that nothing?”  With a smile, he 
added, “You’ve been very helpful, and a great friend, Thrün.  I’m really glad we met up.  
Please take it.” 

Thrün sighed and accepted the coins.  “You’re too kind and generous, Daelin.  I 
hope that doesn’t become your downfall some day.” 

Daelin smiled.  “No kinder than you.  And you seem to be doing just fine.” 
The two shook hands, and Thrün wrapped Shelrisa in a giant hug.  She was trying 

not to show it, but Daelin could tell she didn’t want him to leave either.  Then Thrün 
turned to Hugh.  Their eyes met for several long seconds, then Hugh turned away.  
“You’re leaving, right?” he said with a snort. 

Thrün extended his hand.  “Just keep an eye on Daelin, alright?” 
Hugh looked at that huge hand for several seconds, then took it.  They shook 

hands, then parted ways. 
 
On their way through the city to the Wizards’ Street, they saw many new 

mementos from the game.  There were crystal balls replaying the game, and even small 
figurines of players, and many shops displayed fancy signs such as “Top winners of the 
game, get the set of all three!”.  Daelin stopped at one shop window to look at row upon 
row of tiny statues of himself in various poses, some standing with the trophy, some with 
wings spread and a ball in hand.  He was amazed at how quickly the collectibles had been 
produced, and how accurate they were.  Magic was a wonderful thing, and he decided to 
pick up a figurine or two before leaving the city. 

Daelin knocked on the door to Medner’s shop.  Medner himself answered the 
door shortly, and smiled cordially as he admitted Daelin, Shelrisa, and Hugh.  “Welcome 
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back, son,” he said, gesturing toward the deep red couch near the window.  “Please have 
a seat.  I’m glad you decided to come back.  And congratulations on your performance in 
the Game.” 

Daelin returned the smile and thanked him, then seated himself beside Shelrisa at 
one end of the couch, while Hugh sat on her other side.  “Now, tell me about who we’re 
looking for,” Medner began. 

Daelin took a breath and prepared to explain.  He shot a glance at Hugh, who had 
insisted on going with him, and decided there was nothing he could do now.  The assassin 
already knew Daelin’s relationship with the Heroes. 

“I’m trying to find the Heroes, if you know who I’m talking about.” 
Medner’s eyebrows raised.  “The Heroes?” 
Daelin nodded.  “Zarenn, Izellia and the others.  They’re… friends of mine.” 
Medner nodded.  “They happen to be friends of mine, as well.  In fact, I just saw 

Zarenn a few weeks ago.” 
Daelin didn’t believe his ears.  “What?” 
Medner nodded again.  “Yes, he said something about running into some trouble 

at Keep Forsaken with an undead wizard, and pushing his power too far.  I helped him 
research a temporary cure to the warlock power overflow.” 

“Then you know where he is now?” 
Medner shook his head.  “Not exactly.  He’s fine, though, I know that much at 

least.” 
Daelin’s shoulders slumped, and he continued to explain.  “Well, after Zarenn 

left, the rest of us headed west on a ship, and that same undead wizard came after us.  He 
sank the ship, and Shelrisa here and I were the only ones who escaped.  Or so I thought.  I 
guess F’Larr made it out OK, and we just ran into Kienneth yesterday.” 

Mender reclined in his chair, rubbing his cheek thoughtfully.  “I see.  Hmm.  
That’s a problem, isn’t it?”  His eyes reflected a sincere concern.  “Well, given the 
situation, I’ll tell you what I can do.  Since Zarenn is a good friend of mine, I can send 
him a message for free, and I’ll only charge you for the materials and insurance on the 
spells I’ll need to cast to locate the others.” 

Daelin cocked an eyebrow.  “Insurance?” he repeated. 
The wizard nodded.  “Yes, I have a spell that can ask some questions of a higher 

being, but it’s very dangerous.  I stand a chance of going insane or dying outright, if 
anything goes wrong.  Part of my Guild membership agreement is to insure my work, and 
myself.” 

Daelin nodded.  “I understand.”  He hefted out his three pouches of gold and held 
them in his lap.  “How much money are we talking then?” 

Medner thought for a moment, then replied, “Three hundred.  That’s using my 
best spell.” 

Daelin nodded.  “OK.” 
Hugh began to protest.  “Come on, we can get a better deal than that!” 
A glare from Daelin silenced him.  “We’re already getting a deal, and I don’t need 

all the money I’ve got anyway.  Don’t worry, I’ll give you a sack of gold once we pay 
Medner.” 

Hugh folded his arms and slouched back in his seat.  At least he would get 
something out of this whole venture. 
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Medner stood, saying, “I’ll go and prepare the spell.  I’ll be able to ask seven 
questions, and can only get very simple answers, usually yes or no.  While I’m getting 
ready, you think of the questions you want to ask.  I’ll be back in about twenty minutes.” 

 
Those twenty minutes passed too quickly, filled with heated conversation 

regarding the exact questions and phrasing.  All too soon, Medner returned from his 
study, set a tray of odds and ends on the table, and seated himself in his chair once again.  
“Are you ready?” he inquired.  “I’ll need the payment before we begin.” 

Daelin nodded, then counted out three hundred gold pieces and put his pouches 
back beneath his cloak.  “We’re ready,” he said. 

It took a couple more minutes for Medner to arrange the various components he’d 
assembled, which included incense and some strange-looking crystals, an ornate wooden 
bowl, and a silver knife.  Then he began chanting mystical phrases while performing odd 
gestures with the components.  Shelrisa watched attentively as he worked, her fingers 
tightly gripping her own precious spellbook. 

After nearly three minutes, Medner finished, and suddenly lurched back in his 
chair.  He opened his mouth, and the voice that ushered forth was not his own.  It was 
deep and resonated throughout the room, speaking in a fearsome language Daelin had 
never dreamed existed.  Medner spoke a sentence or two, in which time the room’s other 
three occupants stared and scarcely even breathed. 

Then Medner lowered his head and opened his eyes, now nothing but glowing 
purple orbs.  In that same voice, he said, “Speak your questions.” 

Daelin uneasily fidgeted in his seat, and took a breath.  “Is Izellia alive?” 
The presence possessing Medner replied, unmoving, “Yes.” 
Shelrisa visibly relaxed, letting out a sigh of relief.  Daelin asked his next 

question, keeping count on his fingers.  “Is Korrm alive?” 
Again, Medner replied in that otherworldly voice, “Yes.” 
“Is Ervin alive?” 
There was a brief pause this time, and Medner replied, “Unknown.” 
Daelin looked at Shelrisa, and she stared back blankly.  Daelin returned his 

attention to the wizard.  He still had four questions remaining.  “Are all the missing 
Heroes together?” 

Again there was a pause.  “Unknown.” 
Daelin was beginning to get worried now.  Exactly what “higher power” was 

Medner consulting? 
“Is F’larr’s intention to meet up with the others?” 
 “Yes.”   
Daelin was relieved to hear a definite answer.  He still had two questions left, and 

decided not to deviate from the questions he and the others had planned, even though he 
had more in mind after hearing the two “unknowns”.  “Is the undead wizard who attacked 
us still a danger?” 

Again the answer came quickly.  “Yes.” 
Daelin swallowed, and asked his final question.  “Will we see the Heroes again?” 
The pause this time was not as long as before, and Medner replied, “Yes.”  
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The wizard then blinked, and the glow faded from his eyes.  He shook his head to 
clear it, then straightened up in his seat.  “Well,” he said, breaking the silence, “I hope 
that was informative.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Somewhat.  Do you have any idea why some of the questions 
couldn’t be answered?” 

Medner shook his head.  “There are a couple of possible reasons.  I consulted one 
of the lesser gods who deals with knowledge, so his realm of influence extends far and 
wide.  However, there are places he cannot see, and certain spells he cannot penetrate.  
Another possibility, more remote, is that I didn’t contact whom I intended to.  But I 
assure you, that is a very remote possibility.” 

Still, Daelin wasn’t reassured. 
 
The trio began the trek back to the inn.  As they walked, Hugh mulled things over 

and over in his mind.  Questions kept surfacing, more and more of them, questions to 
which he’d been wanting the answers for a long time.  He had to ask them.  So he did. 

“You just won a huge amount of money,” he began.  “And what did you do with 
it?  You gave it away, and you spent it to ask some useless questions about people who 
probably don’t care if you’re alive or dead.  Why?” 

“They do care,” Daelin replied sourly.  “And I care what happens to them.  That’s 
why I did it.” 

Hugh shrugged.  “Why do you care?  If I were you, I’d have taken that money and 
gone off to find someplace to settle down.  You could probably even do that right here in 
this city.” 

Daelin glared back at the assassin.  “You could, maybe,” he said.  “I want to make 
sure my friends, whom I care about, are alright.  And I want to do whatever it was they 
wanted me to do, go wherever they wanted me to go.  And Kienneth said to go west.” 

Hugh shook his head.  “Hmpf,” he muttered, “Why do you care?  From the 
sounds of it, all they did was cause you trouble.” 

Daelin looked the Night Hunter in the eye and replied, annoyed, “They’re my 
friends.  Don’t you understand?  They started to show me the world.  They care about me, 
why shouldn’t I care about them?” 

Hugh stopped walking and stared at Daelin as he and Shelrisa continued walking 
up the street.  Hugh couldn’t understand this boy’s reasoning.  He’d never met anyone so 
selfless, so concerned about others.  Why should he care?  Why would they care? 

He hastened to catch up, just as the three of them turned a street corner leading 
back to the Golden Swordfish.  However, they all stopped immediately, as they were 
greeted by not only a dense crowd, but fiery plumes of smoke billowing from the 
windows of the inn. 

Shelrisa gasped, and clutched her book tightly as she looked to Daelin.  He took a 
few steps forward to try and see better, but his view was blocked by other onlookers.  
“What happened?” he shouted over the spectators’ din. 

“Daelin!” he heard a shout.  “Daelin Anduril!”  He hopped up to see a hand 
waving at him from the middle of the crowd, and an unfamiliar young man making his 
way toward him. 
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Gregory of Condana had simply come to Witara for the game, to watch and learn.  
Maybe one day he’d be a skilled enough magician to participate.  He’d been learning a 
lot about magic at the various schools his father had sent him to, but his unique gift for 
magic was different from what most schools could teach.  Besides, the game was a 
welcome diversion from the problems back home. 

As soon as the game began, though, he was astonished to learn a young boy 
named Daelin Anduril was participating.  Was that name just a concidence?  It couldn’t 
be, considering the circumstances.  And he knew his brother was looking for just such a 
person.  The publicity here at the game could only make matters worse.  As soon as the 
game was over, he set off to find Daelin.  Maybe he could do something to put an end to 
his brother’s foolish plans. 

It had taken him until the next day to find where Daelin was staying, having been 
unable to catch up to him after the concluding ceremony.  So he went to see him.  It was 
almost noon when he arrived at the inn and asked the innkeeper where the boy was 
staying. 

As he neared the honeymoon suite, he thought he heard raised voices.  As he drew 
nearer, he was certain.  There was shouting inside.  Now, far be it from Gregory’s 
business to interfere on a private conversation, or even to eavesdrop, but one voice 
sounded too familiar to be ignored.  He couldn’t make out the exact words, but the heated 
discussion seemed to be reaching a climax. 

He raised his hand to knock on the door.  A second later, he was thrown back 
against the corridor wall as a searing burst of flame exploded from within the room, 
shattering the door and sending a wave of heat through the hall.  As Gregory lowered the 
hand instinctively shielding his face, he saw nothing but flames before him.  He 
scrambled to his feet and ran back down the stairs as the flames licked at his heels, 
having no time to think of anything but his own safety. 

He then stood outside, letting what had happened sink in.  Was Daelin now dead?  
Had his brother’s wizard succeeded, if that was truly his mission?  A crowd, both from 
within the inn and out, had gathered around to watch the building burn.  His eyes 
searched the crowd over and over, hoping that somehow Daelin had not been in the room 
when the fireball erupted. 

After only a few long, painful minutes, he spotted him turning the corner down 
the street.  He recognized his black cloak immediately, and began pushing his way 
through the crowd, shouting to catch the boy’s attention. 

 
The man stumbled up to Daelin, finally emerging from the crowd, and stopped to 

catch his breath.  He had sapphire blue eyes and golden hair, and stood at average height.  
He wore fine silk clothing, a purple shirt, blue pants, a red sash and a golden cape, and on 
his belt hung an ornate short sword: obviously from a very wealthy background.  Daelin 
estimated he was in his early to mid twenties. 

Gregory ran his hands through his hair, wiped the sweat from his brow, and said, 
“I’m glad I finally caught up to you, your highness.” 
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Chapter 14: The Prince of Two Kingdoms 
 
“What?” Daelin asked, almost casually, not sure he had heard the man correctly. 
Gregory looked back at the inn.  “I came to find you, and I thought you had been 

killed.  I heard talking in your room.” 
Forgetting his first question, Daelin turned his attention to the inn.  “You mean 

there were people in our room?  Someone might still be in there?” 
Gregory searched the boy’s eyes, filled with deep concern.  “Yes.  I doubt he’s 

still alive, though.” 
Daelin pushed past the man.  “We have to help him.  He might still be alive.” 
Hugh watched as Daelin slowly but frantically tried to push his way through the 

crowd, and suddenly made a decision that surprised himself.  Two things crossed his 
mind.  First was that he wouldn’t get paid if Daelin died in a foolish attempt to rescue 
someone from a burning building.  Second, and more startling, was the second thought he 
had: to help whomever was inside.  He didn’t care about anyone.  No one had ever cared 
about him, so why should he bother with anyone but himself? 

He grabbed Daelin by the shoulder.  “I’ll go,” he said with a determined 
expression.  “You stay here.” 

Before Daelin could even say a word, Hugh was off, weaving his way through the 
crowd and making his way toward the stables.  In less time than it took for Daelin to get 
back to Shelrisa and the stranger, Hugh had scrambled to the roof of the stables.  Acting 
reflexively, from years of training and practice, he deftly leapt to the inn wall, caught the 
roof, and pulled himself to the window of the honeymoon suite, the very window at 
which he had stood several times before.  The window itself was open, or rather smashed, 
as if exploded from within.  He could see flames flickering from within the black smoke, 
but didn’t have time to waste.  If someone was alive inside, they wouldn’t be for much 
longer unless he did something. 

He swung, catlike, into the window and rolled to the floor, trying to stay below 
the smoke.  The heat was overwhelming, and the smoke immediately made him cough 
almost uncontrollably.  He searched around the room, noting the positions of the 
furniture, which was all thrown from the center of the room and charred black.  In the 
middle of the floor was the epicenter of a fiery blast.  Scorch marks radiated outward 
from a burning inferno, and the floor creaked and cracked precariously under his weight.  
He scrambled to the edge of the room, and began to crawl along the wall.   

The flames licked at his clothes, and the strong smoke singed his nostrils.  Why 
had he offered to do this?  There couldn’t be anyone alive inside.  But someone had to 
have been in the room.  He knew the sort of spell that caused the fire.  It wasn’t the kind 
of magic one would use on a vacant room.  He scrambled along the wall, his eyes 
stinging, holding his breath and stifling the urge to cough.  As the smoke wafted from 
view on a current of hot air, he caught a glimpse of something in the far corner.  It wasn’t 
a piece of blasted furniture: it looked like a person. 

Was someone actually there?  He scrambled forward, tumbling over an obstacle 
course of flaming floorboards and furniture.  Soon enough he located a body, a man, who 
seemed uninjured.  Hugh couldn’t believe it.  There was soot on his fine clothes, but no 
serious burns.  He wasn’t moving though. 
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Hugh coughed again, and hefted the man to his shoulder, then bolted for the 
window, or at least where he remembered the window to be.  He heard a cracking 
beneath his feet, and leapt forward just as the floor gave way. 

 
Daelin flapped his wings and headed after Hugh as soon as he had the room to 

take off.  He neared the building just as Hugh vanished into the smoky window.  He 
knew he couldn’t fit through the window with his wings spread, so he waited, circling 
and hovering outside, for some sign from the Night Hunter. 

He was waiting for nearly a minute when he heard a cracking noise, and saw, only 
for an instant, a form moving toward the window.  Without a second thought, he dove 
toward it and grabbed for it.  The weight of the limp body was a surprise, but he 
managed, barely, to pull it safely from the window, just as the room echoed with an 
enormous crash.  Flames spewed from the window, and Daelin flew back and landed in 
the stable yard with the unconscious man. 

Shortly, Shelrisa and the blond-haired man arrived as well.  “Where’s Hugh?” 
Shelrisa asked, looking with concern back at the burning inn. 

“I don’t know,” Daelin responded, checking the man for injuries.  He seemed 
unharmed, but dirty and unconscious.  It was amazing he was still alive.  He tried to make 
the man comfortable, then stood to await Hugh. 

As he watched the building continue to burn, as the roof collapsed, Daelin felt the 
irony of the situation.  Hugh, the Night Hunter, a feared assassin, killed while rescuing a 
total stranger for no pay.  Why had Hugh insisted on being the hero?  It wasn’t like him at 
all. 

A window on the first floor shattered, and Hugh burst forth, rolling on the ground.  
The end of his cloak was on fire, and smoke poured from his clothes.  He weakly 
coughed, and began to drag himself from the building.  Daelin and Shelrisa ran to him, 
and Daelin stamped out his flaming cloak. 

“Hugh!” Shelrisa shouted, more loudly that even she expected.  “Are you 
alright?” 

Hugh stopped his coughing, stopped moving altogether, and looked up at her.  He 
stared at her eyes, which quivered and shone with tears.  “What?” he asked. 

“Come on, Hugh,” Daelin said, pulling on his arm.  “We have to get away from 
here, the entire building is going to come down!” 

Hugh didn’t move.  “What did you say, Shelrisa?” he asked again. 
Without answering, she helped Daelin drag him from harm’s way.  Eventually, he 

began to walk, and came to rest beside the unconscious man in the stable yard.  There, he 
caught his breath, but continued to look curiously at the young dark elf. 

Daelin took a more careful look at the rescued man.  His dark hair was combed 
back, and his short beard was well trimmed.  His clothes were of fine make, similar in 
richness to the blond-haired man, but of different design.  His tunic and breeches were 
blue with gold trim, and he wore a black satin cape.  The brooch fastening it at his throat 
was gold, enameled blue and embossed with an eagle. 

In the streets, the crowd continued to buzz with conversation until the inn finally 
came crashing down.  Daelin felt bad for the innkeeper, and hoped no one else had been 
trapped inside.  Hugh didn’t say much; he seemed stunned. 
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The noise seemed to arouse the rescued man, who groggily opened his eyes, and 
sat up with a groan.  He looked around, getting his bearings, then met the gaze of Daelin.  
His eyes immediately went wide.  “Oh, thank the gods, I found you, your majesty!” 

Daelin glanced back at the blond man, the other one who had referred to him as 
royalty.  “Alright,” he said, “I need to know.  Why do you people keep calling me that?” 

Gregory looked at the man, and the man looked at him, then the two both turned 
their gazes to Daelin.  “What do you mean?” the man asked.  “You… don’t know?” 

Daelin shook his head, his face twisted in a confused expression.  “I have no clue 
what you’re talking about.” 

Gregory knelt beside Daelin.  “Daelin Anduril, right?”  Daelin nodded.  “Is that 
name just a coincidence, or what?”   

Daelin stared back absently. 
The other man suddenly noticed the ring on Daelin’s finger, and grabbed the 

boy’s hand.  Before Daelin could react, the man said, “This ring proves it!  It’s true, as I 
thought!” 

“You know something about this ring?”  Daelin grabbed the man by the shoulders 
and asked him, more forcefully, “You know who I am?” 

The man nodded.  “You are the rightful heir to the throne of my kingdom, the 
nation of Daelin, and to the kingdom of Anduril.” 

Hugh suddenly realized what his job was all about.  It all made sense now.  He 
stood up.  “We should find someplace else to discuss this,” he growled. 

Daelin nodded.  “I… think you’re right.” 
Gregory stood and gestured down the street, away from the crowd.  “I have a 

place here.  It’s safe enough.” 
Daelin looked questioningly at Hugh and Shelrisa.  The Night Hunter nodded, and 

they quickly made their escape. 
 
“My name is Kergmar,” the bearded man explained as they walked.  “I am a 

regent wizard from Daelin.  I had traveled here to see the game, but when I heard your 
name, I knew I had to find you, my lord, before the agents of Condana did.” 

The blond man added, “I’m afraid it’s too late for that.  Everyone in the city 
knows about him, now.”  He produced a small figurine of Daelin from his pocket.  
“These are all the rage now.”  Daelin looked at him in surprise, and he shrugged back 
with a smile.  “I needed to make sure I knew what you looked like.” 

Soon they came to a lavish if small house, with a small, well-tended garden 
surrounded by an iron fence.  Gregory swung the gate open and gestured for the others to 
enter.  “Welcome to my Witara home.” 

Daelin had never seen a wealthy home before, and even this small city cottage 
was a wonder to him.  He looked at the flowers, all well cared for, and the leaded glass 
windows, and the clay tile roof.  Hugh, not impressed, simply walked past Daelin and 
stopped at the heavy wooden door.  Shelrisa positioned herself at Daelin’s side, and 
Daelin said to the blond man as he approached, “Who are you?” 

Gregory, fumbling for a key in his pocket, replied, “Gregory of Condana, at your 
service, sire.” 

Daelin turned away, suddenly very uncomfortable with all the official titles the 
two strangers were throwing at him.  “Please, don’t call me that.” 
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Gregory shrugged.  “Alright, suit yourself.”  He unlocked the door, after pushing 
past Hugh, and opened it.  “I’ll explain more inside.  Sir Kergmar, please,” he waved the 
wizard inside, and the others followed. 

The furnishings within were even more opulent than the exterior.  Fine silk 
curtains hung over the windows, animal furs padded the floor, and paintings and murals 
adorned the wood-panel walls.  A fire sparkled in the fireplace, and a broom seemed to be 
cleaning up the hearth on its own accord.  Gregory waved a hand casually to it, and the 
broom leaned itself against the mantle, and a silver tray whisked itself into the air and 
floated toward the guests.  Laden with crystal goblets and a silver pitcher of wine, it came 
to rest on a small table, around which were placed half a dozen chairs.  Gregory urged his 
guests to sit. 

“This place isn’t much, but it was all I could find in the area of Wizards’ Street.  
I’m somewhat of a magician myself.” 

Kergmar scrutinized the décor.  “Gregory, you said your name was?  You 
wouldn’t happen to be the Gregory of the royal family, would you?” 

Gregory stepped back and performed a low, sweeping bow.  “One and the same,” 
he said.  “At your service, Sir Kergmar, your majesty Daelin Anduril, and…” he turned 
his attention to the others.  “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” 

Hugh stepped closer to Daelin.  “No, you haven’t.  How about you make it very 
clear what your intentions are, first?  Or would that be too much to ask of a king?”  
Daelin wanted to say something to the assassin, but thought better of it.  Didn’t Kergmar 
say they wanted to avoid the agents of Condana?  If the Merchant Country was after him, 
he needed to watch who he befriended. 

Gregory sighed.  Taking a seat and pouring himself some wine, he began to 
explain.  “My brother is the king of Condana, that’s true.  I am second in line for the 
throne, but I don’t particularly want the position.  Before my parents died, they left me 
with a sizeable fortune and all the ranks and privileges of princedom.  They left my older 
brother in charge of the kingdom.  I decided to go out and learn to develop my 
considerable magical talents, and leave the politics to him.  But I don’t really agree with 
the way he has been running things.” 

“Condana is a kingdom of merchants, right?” Daelin asked. 
Gregory nodded.  “More of a vastly organized guild, really.  The Merchants’ 

Guild is centered in my home country, and its chief officer is the king.  Essentially the 
entire kingdom runs on trade.” 

“What does that have to do with me?”  Daelin asked, pointedly refusing a drink.  
“And further,” he went on, turning to Kergmar, “you still haven’t explained what’s going 
on with me and these two kingdoms I’m supposedly the ruler of.” 

Kergmar held up a hand.  “All in good time, my lord.  I believe it is important to 
hear what Prince Gregory has to say, first, so we can determine if we can trust him.” 

Hugh whirled on the wizard.  “How do we know we can trust you?” 
Shelrisa flinched at the outburst, and Daelin held up a hand.  “Take it easy, Hugh.  

Let’s just hear what they both have to say.  If we don’t like it, we leave.” 
Hugh relaxed somewhat, but remained standing with his arms folded across his 

chest.  He was growing more and more concerned by the minute by the politics he’d 
gotten himself into. 
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“What this all has to do with you,” Gregory continued, “is that for centuries the 
kingdoms of Anduril and Daelin, both just down the river from Condana, have been at 
war.  And that war has been very profitable for Condana, which controls all trade on the 
river.  Condana has been supplying both sides with weapons, food, and even magic, for 
years.  My brother doesn’t want the war to end.” 

“And you…?” Hugh lead. 
Gregory stared into his goblet as he swirled the wine in it.  “Selling things to your 

customers to help them kill each other off is bad business.” 
Daelin relaxed.  Gregory seemed honest enough.  Still, he knew appearances 

could be deceiving. 
“So,” Kergmar interjected, “Condana now knows of your existence, your 

highness, and would be very happy to see you dead.”  Before Daelin could ask why, the 
wizard saw his expression and went on, “You are the unifying force between the two 
kingdoms.  If you return home, both armies will be bound to obey you.  If you so decree, 
the war will be over.  And that would spell disaster for Condana’s current economy.  
That, of course, assumes you want to end the war.” 

“Of course I do!” Daelin exclaimed.  “War is never good.  What is the fighting 
over, anyway?” 

Kergmar and Gregory both shrugged.  “No one really knows any more,” Kergmar 
replied.  “It’s been going so long now that it’s more of a tradition than anything else.” 

“What about my parents?  Are there no rulers in either kingdom?”  Daelin found 
himself absently playing with the ring on his finger. 

“The royal families on each side had one child in their last generation.  Your 
mother was the princess of Daelin, and your father was the prince of Anduril.  Through 
some twist of fate, the two met and fell in love, much to their parents’ disapproval, and 
vowed to put and end to the war.  When your father’s family swore to disown him if he 
continued to see your mother, he left, eloped with your mother.  They have been missing 
for a long time, although the sage of Daelin, Jahennameth, is reputed to have been of 
assistance to them in their… escape.” 

“So…” Daelin mumbled, “my parents were royalty… and I’m the heir to both 
their kingdoms.”  He looked at the signet on his ring, and then at the lion on Kergmar’s 
brooch.  “I always thought the words on the ring were my name.  I never dreamed they 
were the names of two kingdoms.  This was their wedding ring?” 

Kergmar shook his head.  “No.  Jahennameth said the ring was created as a 
symbol of their hope for peace and unity, as was their son.” 

Daelin’s eyes lit up.  “That means…” 
“Jahennameth was the last to speak with your parents before they disappeared.  I 

can only assume they sent you someplace they thought was safe before whatever fate 
befell them.” 

As Daelin pondered all this new information, Hugh inquired, “So what about the 
kings and queens?  Daelin’s grandparents?” 

This time it was Gregory who continued the explanation, as the history of the war 
was common knowledge for his people.  “Each side blamed the other for the 
disappearance of their heirs.  Both families were outraged, and took the marriage as a 
personal affront.  Each side, almost simultaneously, staged a daring attack on the other’s 
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royal family.  All members of each side were killed.  So, quite literally, you are the only 
ruler in both countries,” he said to Daelin. 

“Well, who’s been running them all this time?  Is it just anarchy now?”  Hugh 
asked. 

Kergmar shook his head.  “No, the generals of each side have taken over not just 
the military operations, but the day-to-day affairs of the kingdoms as well.  That’s been a 
wonderful boost to Condana’s economy there, since every bit of our budget goes to the 
war now.”  He glared at Gregory.  “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was Condana that killed 
both royal families.” 

Gregory shrugged.  “That was during the early years of my brother’s reign.  To be 
honest, I wouldn’t put it past him.” 

“So what is it you want with my king?” Kergmar, still staring angrily, asked 
Gregory. 

Gregory met his gaze.  “I want to see him safely returned home, where he can put 
an end to this stupid war.  I want my country to make money off more reputable ventures 
than the business of killing people.” 

Hugh scoffed.  “It’s paid my bar tab so far,” he remarked under his breath. 
“So,” Daelin went on after a moment’s thought, “Kergmar, what were you doing 

in my room?  How did the fire start?” 
“Ah, that,” the wizard replied.  “I have to say I was quite lucky to have survived 

at all. And if it weren’t for your help, I surely would be dead now.” 
Hugh looked away, feeling self-conscious.  “Just answer him,” he said irritably. 
Kergmar sat back in his chair and took a sip of wine.  “After asking around, I had 

tracked your majesty to the Golden Swordfish, and meant to speak with you.  I went to 
your room and knocked, and noticed that the door was slightly open.” 

Daelin looked hesitantly between Shelrisa and Hugh.  They would not have left 
the door open. 

“So I went in, fearing the worst.  Inside was a man.  A wizard, to be sure.  He 
wore purple robes, his face mostly concealed in shadow.”  A flash of realization sparked 
in Hugh’s mind.  His eyes lit up, but he said nothing.  “I demanded to know who he was 
and why he was in your room.  He refused to answer me, and simply asked where the 
young prince was.  I demanded more loudly this time, and he shouted back that nothing 
he told me would matter once I was dead.  Instantly I knew he was an enemy of the 
throne, so I attempted a quick offensive spell, but the magical bolts simply passed 
through him.  Then he began to cast a spell.  I recognized it at once: a familiar fire spell.  
It was all I could do to conjure a protective barrier against the flames in time, but the 
blast itself was far stronger than I anticipated.  It threw me back against the wall, and 
that’s all I remember.” 

Gregory had stopped drinking his own wine, and now said, “Purple robes, you 
said?”  Kergmar nodded.  “I know that man.  It’s as I feared.”  He focused intently on 
Daelin.  “Condana has found you, your highness, and sent a very powerful wizard after 
you: my brother’s royal advisor, a man known as Rendel.” 

Hugh listened with great interest.  So that was whom he’d been dealing with at 
night.  The man who had hired him to watch Daelin was Condana’s royal wizard.  He 
began to mull things over in his mind. 
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Gregory’s home had ample accommodations for everyone, and they all decided to 
stay the night there, to avoid risking further exposure.  Kergmar needed the rest, and had 
developed a severe headache from his battle.  He planned to return home the next day by 
means of a spell, and announce the return of his sovereign.  The others would journey 
incognito by boat. 

During the day, as usual, Shelrisa continued to study from her book.  She 
practiced a couple more simple spells, and even received a few pointers from Kergmar.  
Gregory observed them with interest, more interested in how wizards cast their spells 
than in the actual spells themselves.  He had always had trouble learning spells from a 
book.  The magic he used seemed to be almost a perversion of spells he’d been “taught”.  
His magic flowed from within, and the spells came out as they felt right, not as they were 
taught.  He’d spent a few years at an exclusive school in Erdrinn, far to the east, with 
other magicians of his kind, and his teachers had told him that he would have trouble 
picking up the magic of wizards and other magicians. 

That night, predictably, Daelin could not fall asleep.  Too many thoughts still 
swam around in his head.  He was a prince.  No, apparently, a king now.  Why hadn’t 
Ervin and the others told him?  He understood their sense of urgency in getting him 
home, and their secrecy from outsiders, but why did they keep the secret from him as 
well?  He felt foolish, having made his name a household word by participating in the 
game.  All the Heroes’ hard work, keeping his existence covered up, had gone to waste.  
But even amidst these thoughts, and those of the two new strangers he had met, mingled 
one other: he thought again and again about his parents.  His birth parents.  Why had they 
sent him away?  Where were they now?  What did they look like, sound like?  And, he 
realized the most important question on his mind, what was his real name? 

Daelin took these restless hours to converse with Solcrist.  Their conversations 
had been brief and distant in the past few days, and he wanted some sort of consolation at 
this fragile time.  The dragon was little help in laying his tortured thoughts to rest, 
though, and merely seemed curious as to why Daelin cared so much about such things.   

“I have many offspring, none of whom know me, and none of whom I have 
named,” the dragon said callously.  Daelin could get little more from the dragon, but was 
at least relieved that Solcrist was not displeased with him for using his wings again that 
day. 

While Daelin quietly lay, unable to rest, Hugh struggled to stay awake, his 
thoughts haunted by the purple-robed wizard.  He insisted on staying in the same room 
with Daelin and Shelrisa, to keep an eye on them not only as he had been hired to do, but 
also to protect them.  They’d begun to grow on him, and he didn’t particularly trust the 
Condana wizard. 

But try as he might, Hugh eventually dozed off.  And no sooner had the darkness 
swallowed him than he heard a voice: a familiar, gravelly voice, emanating from all 
around him.  He felt quite awake and alert, suspended in the darkness. 

“Night Hunter,” the voice said from nowhere and everywhere.  “You’ve done 
well so far.  Your presence has been much appreciated.  We may still have a need for 
your target, but it is of utmost importance that he not reach the kingdoms of Daelin or 
Anduril.  See to it that he does not leave.” 

A bag of coins materialized from the darkness, held aloft by a bony hand.  Hugh 
took it, then began to speak, only to find that no sound ushered from his lips.  “That is 
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your job,” the wizard said.  Hugh thought he could make out the outline of his cloaked 
figure somewhere in the darkness before him.  “Now sleep, and in the morning do 
whatever it takes to prevent the young man from leaving this city.  I will contact you 
again when we have decided on a plan of action.” 

Hugh found himself sitting in his bed, pale blue moonlight streaming in the 
window, a bag of gold in his lap.  Greed taking hold of his judgment, he quietly opened 
the bag and counted its contents: fifty gold pieces, again stamped with the seal of 
Condana.  He cautiously checked to see if the others had woken, which they had not, then 
replaced the coins, shoved the bag under his pillow, and went back to sleep. 
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Chapter 15: Talent for Hire 
 
The next morning came, and a bright and sunny morning it was.  Gregory was 

gone when Daelin awoke, but he had left his invisible servant with orders to serve 
breakfast to all his guests, and a note saying to meet at dock seven at noon.  Daelin 
conversed pleasantly with Kergmar, asking what his kingdom was like, and if he had ever 
met his parents.  The land of Daelin had supposedly been very nice once, but now was 
ravaged by centuries of war.  The little farmland left was infertile, and troops marched 
and trained everywhere.  The castle itself had withstood several sieges, the most recent 
over forty years past.  Each young man was required to enter the military at the age of 
fifteen, and even after several years of service most were expected to stay on unless 
apprenticed to a craftsman or farmer who could provide to the war effort.  Just as 
Condana’s kingdom ran on business, it seemed Daelin, and Anduril, both ran on war. 

Hugh spent the morning watching Shelrisa study, thumbing the significantly 
larger pouch of gold that now hung from his belt.  He had been struggling to come to a 
decision since he woke, and it still tore at his thoughts. 

The large clock in the sitting room struck ten, and Kergmar stood.  “I should be 
going, your majesty.”  He bowed, then nodded to Hugh and Shelrisa.  “I will see you all 
when you arrive in Daelin.  I wish you good luck, and regret that I cannot take you with 
me, but my spell only allows me to travel alone.” 

Daelin nodded.  “I understand.  We’ve made it this far, we’ll be fine.  I’ll just 
keep a low profile.”  He then thought to himself that even if he were in danger, he could 
rely on Solcrist to keep him safe.  The dragon had, after all, sworn an oath. 

“I hope so, my lord.”  Kergmar bowed again.  “Be sure to show your ring to those 
you meet in Anduril.  That should be proof of your identity.  And lay low if you travel by 
way of Condana.  That is perhaps the most dangerous place you could be.” 

“I’ll be careful,” Daelin replied with a smile.  It felt good to have so many people 
concerned for his safety, even though the danger was quite real. 

Kergmar made a bizarre, contorted gesture, and said a single word, then vanished 
in a puff of blue smoke interspersed with golden flecks of light. 

 
Gregory sat at the curtained table in the corner of the Thirsty Dragon, one of the 

rougher taverns near the docks.  He had given the journey to Anduril and Daelin a great 
deal of thought, and knew the young prince would need protection.  He also knew of a 
very famous mercenary, one who had never broken a contract, and always completed a 
job.  The mercenary, like any other, was of questionable morals and temperament, but 
was still well-known for his dedication to a contract. 

Gregory looked up at the mercenary as he finished his ale, a double-sized tankard.  
Leaning beside the table, still concealed from the rest of the tavern by the drawn curtain, 
was a large dufflebag and an enormous sword.  The sword’s sheath was little more than a 
long, wide strap of leather wrapped around the blade and belted at the hilt.  The hilt itself 
was stylized to resemble a great winged lizard. 

The mercenary belched and slammed the empty tankard down on the table.  
“Now,” he said gruffly, his eyes cogently meeting Gregory’s, “since we’ve gotten the 
first drink out of the way, let’s talk business.” 
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Mustering all his courage and pretending not to be intimidated by the draconian, 
Gregory nodded.  “Yes, mister Dorian, let’s.”  He waved out from the curtain for another 
ale.  “Your reputation, of course, precedes you.”  Dorian nodded.  “And from what I 
understand, your job here is finished.”  Dorian nodded again.  “So,” Gregory said, 
leaning forward, “I’d like to offer you a job.”  Dorian stayed silent, letting the human 
explain before he began to ask questions.  “It would pay well, I promise you, but it would 
also be dangerous, and rather long-term.” 

Dorian raised an eye-ridge. 
“One year and one day,” Gregory said, noting the draconian’s curious expression.  

“And the job is simple: protection.” 
“You want me to be a bodyguard?” 
Gregory nodded curtly. 
“What’s the pay we’re looking at?”  Dorian folded his hands behind his head.  He 

knew as well as anyone how boring bodyguard duty could be. 
“Expenses for the duration, plus a thousand gold.  Half now, half when the job is 

complete.” 
Dorian’s other eye-ridge went up.  “A thousand?” he repeated, just to make sure 

he’d heard right.  A huge winning in the game was one thing, but bodyguard duty was 
rarely half that much.  Of course, the duration was unusual… 

Gregory set a small pile of Condana bank notes on the table.  Dorian quickly 
appraised them: there looked to be ten fifty-gold notes.  “A thousand,” Gregory repeated. 

Dorian put a hand close to the money and idly tapped a claw on the pitted wooden 
table as he thought it over.  “Where are we going?” 

Gregory slid the money a little closer to himself.  “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that 
until you agree to sign on.  The destination’s secret is part of the protection.” 

Dorian nodded.  “I understand,” he replied.  If there were two things he could 
appreciate, they were secrecy and professionalism.  He took a deep breath.  “Alright,” he 
said, snatching the money from the human.  “It’s a deal.  Who am I protecting?” 

Gregory smiled, proud of himself.  “I think you’ve already met, actually.  Let’s go 
meet up with him.  We leave for Condana in just under an hour.” 

 
Daelin, Shelrisa, and Hugh stood at dock seven, several minutes before noon, 

waiting for Gregory.  A small ship was moored at the pier, its center sail emblazoned 
with the circular purple and gold snake of Condana.  Daelin watched the boat nervously, 
remembering all too clearly the warnings he’d been given about Condana.  But Gregory 
had assured him that his private ship, manned with personally trusted and well-paid 
sailors, would be perfectly safe.  The threat would come when they had to pass through 
Condana on their way down the river.  Daelin suggested a land route, but Gregory 
insisted the sea route was faster and safer.  Daelin wondered if the prince merely wanted 
to travel more comfortably. 

Hugh had been quiet all morning, thinking over and over about what the Condana 
wizard, Rendel, had said the night before.  He knew Condana had something deadly 
planned for Daelin.  If he were in the wizard’s place, Daelin would be dead already.  Why 
were they waiting?  The sooner Daelin died, the sooner the war’s continued existence 
would be ensured. 
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But he didn’t want to let that happen.  He liked Daelin.  And Daelin and Shelrisa 
both had been concerned for his safety.  He still couldn’t understand that. 

Several times, Hugh took a breath and turned to Daelin, as if about to say 
something, but thought better of it.  Finally, on the fourth attempt, his words came out.  
“Do you have sixty gold?” he asked the young prince. 

Daelin looked at him, an eyebrow raised.  “Yes,” he replied. 
Hugh held out his hand.  “Can I have it?” 
Daelin’s expression became even more confused, but after a moment, he reached 

into his pouch and produced a fifty-gold note and ten coins.  He stared at them in his own 
hand for a moment, contemplating, then handed them to Hugh.  Hugh quickly stuffed the 
money into his own pouch, as if to get the money out of sight before having second 
thoughts about taking it, then spoke quickly, almost nervously.  “You just paid me more 
than my former employer.” 

Daelin stared at him blankly. 
“I work for you now,” Hugh elaborated after appraising Daelin’s confused 

expression.  “And I think you should know that the Condana wizard wanted me to keep 
you here, by any means necessary.” 

Daelin’s eyes narrowed.  “You’ve been…” he muttered, his hand touching the 
handle of his sword. 

Hugh held up his hands apologetically.  “Listen, I didn’t know who I was working 
for.  I just realized it when that Condana prince mentioned his brother’s head wizard.  All 
he’d been wanting me to do so far was keep an eye on you.  I had no idea why.”  He 
lowered his hands and shiftily looked to either side.  “Now that I know, my interests have 
changed.” 

Daelin thought Hugh looked like he meant to say something more, but the Night 
Hunter fell silent.  Daelin’s gradually growing trust in the assassin seemed to have 
suddenly vanished.  How long had Hugh been keeping this from him?  How did he know 
he could trust him now?  He was, after all, an assassin, and apparently a spy.  Hugh’s 
statement that he was working for Daelin did little to reassure him.  He had noticed on 
several occasions the assassin’s blatant greed. 

Despite his growing concern, all these thoughts were instantly wiped from his 
mind as he saw Gregory of Condana approaching.  With a scowl and a quick step to the 
other side of Shelrisa, he drew his sword.  Walking casually toward him was none other 
than Dorian the Red. 

Seeing Daelin’s action, Hugh reflexively brought his bow, with an arrow now 
knocked, to bear on the approaching two.  Daelin muttered under his breath, to Solcirst, 
“Get ready.” 

Dorian and Gregory continued to approach, although Gregory shot a hesitant 
glance up at the draconian.  Dorian ignored him and, in fact, ignored Daelin’s drawn 
sword too.  The two of them stopped walking, at Gregory’s signal, five paces from the 
others.  Hugh had, of course, recognized Dorian at once.  He didn’t know why Daelin 
bore such instant hostility toward him, but took his new self-given task seriously. 

Dorian glowered at Daelin, a thin sneer parting his scaly maw.  Gregory looked 
between the two of them, then said to Daelin, “What?” 

Daelin shifted the weight of his sword, suddenly recalling the blade’s previous 
inability to penetrate Dorian’s scaly hide.  “What’s he doing here?” he demanded. 
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Gregory let out a sigh.  “I didn’t think you’d still be upset about the Game,” he 
said dejectedly.  “It’s only a game.” 

Dorian, unmoving, said coldly, “This has nothing to do with the game.”  He and 
Daelin stared silently at each other for a long moment.  Then, Dorian turned to Gregory.  
“Why didn’t you tell me it was him?”  The way he said “him” only infuriated Daelin 
further. 

“Gregory,” Daelin said, almost shouting, “answer me now!  Why did you bring 
him here?” 

Before the prince could answer, Dorian said, “Gregory here hired me to guard 
your life, Daelin.”  Again, he placed the same sarcastic emphasis on Daelin’s name that 
made his temper rise even higher.  Images came to Daelin’s mind of George’s demise, 
the chase over the streets of Dockport, and the game, where Dorian acted upon his grudge 
with great vengeance.  Daelin tried to stay focused, to not let his rage take control.  He 
found himself thinking to Solcrist, “It’s OK, this will be fine.”  He thought the words 
more to reassure himself than the dragon. 

“Why him?” Daelin demanded, still addressing Gregory, not Dorian. 
Gregory shrugged, although his face betrayed a far-from-apathetic expression.  

“He’s the best there is.  Look, I figured you’d appreciate it.  I had no idea there was a past 
between you two.”  He looked over his shoulder at the red hulking form of the draconian.  
“Will this be a problem?”  Dorian’s slit-pupiled golden eyes met his own.  “You can keep 
the half I already paid you,” he added. 

Dorian seemed to give this serious thought, then shook his head.  Meeting 
Daelin’s glare once again, he said with forced calm, “I have accepted a contract.  I am not 
about to ruin my reputation now.  The past will not interfere with my protection of this 
young man.”  Daelin didn’t like the way Dorian had to force the word “not” from his 
mouth. 

Gregory looked to the young monarch.  “Your highness?” 
Still not lowering his sword, Daelin nodded reluctantly.  “Yeah, fine.”  He knew 

that, if he could actually be trusted to keep his word, Dorian would be one of the greatest 
allies to have on this dangerous journey.  His mind raced as he contemplated the options, 
and decided it was better to have Dorian along.  Partly, he would rather have Dorian on 
his side than hired by Condana to hunt him down, a job the draconian would be sure 
enjoy. 

Daelin slowly lowered his sword, and Hugh likewise relaxed his bowstring.  A 
wary eye still on the draconian, Daelin said, “Let’s go then, shall we?  Everyone keeps 
telling me to keep a low profile.  I’d feel safer if we got underway as soon as possible.” 

He waited for the others to board the ship, glaring furiously at Dorian as he 
walked by.  The draconian met his glare as he approached, but then continued to look 
ahead as he headed up the gangplank.  Daelin gave Gregory a reproachful look as he 
passed, then made to sheath his sword and follow up the gangplank. 

“Not so fast,” said a voice that chilled Daelin to the bone.  He looked around, as 
did the others.  An arrow was again in Hugh’s bow. 

The sky, the water, the very air itself seemed to have grown darker, the air cooler.  
The waves no longer splashed lazily against the ship and the pier.  The gulls no longer 
cried overhead.  Unnatural cold, dark silence had befallen the entire dock.  Shelrisa 
tensed, and Gregory made sure his hands were free, ready to work his magic if necessary. 



 160 

Daelin saw almost at once the source of the voice, even though it had emanated 
from all around him.  A dark, robed figure was slowly approaching them from the city.  
Behind it he could see the stares of several onlookers, one of whom was shaking with 
dread.  He looked into those sunken, pinpoint-glowing eyes. 

The undead wizard grinned, an evil, emotionless grin, displaying his ghastly, 
unnaturally white teeth.  He stopped walking, standing twenty paces from them, and 
opened his mouth to speak.  The voice that ushered forth was familiar to Daelin, but 
seemed to shake the others.  Dry, cold, and foreboding, the voice creaked, “After all the 
trouble you and your friends put me through, I’ve finally managed to account for all my 
possessions.  All, that is, save one.”  He pointed a bony, wretched finger at Daelin.  “My 
cloak, if you please?” 

Daelin’s sword was drawn before he even realized it.  He felt, rather than heard, 
Solcrist in his mind.  No words penetrated his thoughts, though; all he felt was a deep 
anger, and a refusal.  A refusal to go with the undead creature.  But Daelin knew they 
were no match for the wizard. 

But then two things happened.  Daelin hardly even saw it, and Gregory, who had 
been readying a spell, never even got the chance to complete it. 

There was a twang from Hugh’s bow alongside the sound of an enormous sword 
being drawn, followed closely by the hollow “crack” of the arrow penetrating the 
wizard’s chest and the heavy “thud” of a dufflebag hitting the deck of the ship.  Before 
either of those sounds had registered, before the wizard even had time to react, Hugh and 
Dorian were both moving, Dorian airborne, the human in a nimble sprint. 

The wizard seemed shocked, as if he had prepared for anything Daelin and 
Solcrist could throw at him, but not for this. He let out a startled, throaty yelp as Dorian 
came down on him, his immense sword whistling as it cut through the air, while at the 
same moment Hugh’s foot met his dried-up skull. 

Daelin saw, for an instant, a shimmering of faint cold light around the wizard as 
first Hugh’s kick took his head from his shoulders, and a second later Dorian’s sword 
cleaved him neatly in two.  Time seemed frozen for an instant, Dorian kneeling, his 
sword tip embedded in the stone street behind the wizard, Hugh standing, perfectly 
balanced and poised for a second strike. 

The sudden silence was broken by the hollow skull of the wizard clattering to the 
ground a dozen paces away, and the two dusty halves of dried-up dead wizard peeled 
apart and collapsed to the ground.  A moment later, all the remains turned to dust, and 
vanished in the returning breeze. 

Hugh and Dorian exchanged impressed glances, both now seeing the other’s 
reputation was well-deserved.  Gregory, who had been holding his breath, exhaled and 
lowered his hands.   “Well,” he said as the two returned to the gangplank.  “Shall we go?” 

Daelin stared blankly at them.  They had both moved so fast!  And they had 
defeated the wizard so easily… even Ervin and the others had not been able to do it.  
Surely the wizard had made some mistake, not been as prepared as he had been the last 
two times Daelin saw him.  Now shaking, more confused than angry, he sheathed his 
sword and silently boarded the small ship. 

 
By the middle of that day, the weather had taken a turn for the worse, growing 

dreary and wet, as if the weather itself were reflecting the undead wizard’s anger at being 
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defeated.  Daelin knew he would be back, it was merely a question of when.  No one 
asked him who the wizard was, or about his and Dorian’s past.  He kept quietly to 
himself, now reminded of more than Dorian’s ruthlessness.  He had to keep telling 
himself the others were alive and well, and that he would see them again.  His pessimistic 
side, however, thought of worst-case scenarios.  Maybe in the short time between 
Daelin’s meeting with Medner and the brief battle, the wizard had met and dealt with the 
Heroes.  Daelin tried to shake those thoughts from his head, trying to dismiss them as 
paranoid and nothing more. 

The weather over the next few days changed little, nor did Daelin’s mood.  The 
weather seemed to reflect now what he felt.  On the second day of the trip, as Daelin 
stood in his usual place on the edge of the deck, watching the coastline lazily drift past 
and Dorian and Hugh both found relatively large, empty areas to do their lone practices, 
Gregory approached Daelin and leaned on the rail beside him.  On deck, the half dozen 
sailors manning the small ship shouted to each other and performed their usual duties. 

“Shelrisa is practicing her magic in my cabin,” Gregory said, also watching the 
coastline, just visible through the wet haze to the south.  “I have sort of a small lab and 
practice area down there.  Our magic is different, but I guess practicing it still has the 
same requirements.  She seems very devoted to her wizardry.” 

Daelin nodded, but said nothing.   
“Does she always carry that book everywhere?”  Gregory asked, turning to face 

the boy and leaning an elbow on the rail. 
Again Daelin nodded silently. 
“Look,” Gregory began, shifting uncomfortably and looking down at his feet.  

“I’m sorry for hiring Dorian.  I don’t know what happened between you two, and I’m not 
going to ask, either.  I just thought you would appreciate the added protection.” 

Daelin continued to stare at the sea for a moment, not wanting to say a word.  His 
wandering thoughts were pulled back to the presence of the draconian mercenary, and a 
deep anger seethed within him.  He turned to focus his gaze on Dorian, who was going 
through the steps of a practiced, choreographed swordplay routine, swinging his massive 
blade around with amazing finesse.  He’d had no trouble with the draconian on the 
voyage so far, but had given him a wide berth.  He often found himself glaring angrily at 
him, but the mercenary seemed to have gotten over his own feelings and was doing his 
job. 

Daelin sighed.  “I know,” he said.  “I… I do appreciate it.  I just… don’t know if I 
can forgive him for what he’s done in the past, and for the sort of work he does.  Stealing, 
killing…” he trailed off, his gaze having drifted to where the Night Hunter was doing his 
own practice.  Hugh did the same things for a living, didn’t he?  But he seemed to have a 
strange detachment from his work, a callousness that Dorian didn’t.  Dorian took things 
personally.  Hugh simply didn’t care. 

He looked back to Gregory.  “Thanks,” he said resolutely. 
Gregory smiled in return, then began wandering the deck, shouting orders to the 

sailors, who all seemed content to ignore him and do their jobs as they knew how. 
Daelin continued to watch the coastline, little more than a green line of grass, 

float by on the horizon.  After not too long, he heard Dorian’s practice come to a stop, 
and then heavy footsteps approached him.  The rail creaked as Dorian leaned against it, 
his huge sword resting across his shoulder. 
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He stared down at Daelin for a moment, as if examining him carefully.  Daelin 
avoided meeting his gaze.  Eventually, Dorian said, “You know how to use that sword?” 

Daelin looked down at the handle.  “A… a bit,” he stammered hoarsely.  He could 
feel himself starting to shake, though he wasn’t sure why.  A flood of emotions was 
pouring through him.  “Um… Ervin was teaching me, before…”  He looked up at Dorian, 
his own eyes narrowed, expecting to see an angry scowl on that crimson reptilian face.  
Instead, the draconian stared back at him blankly, almost curiously. 

“What happened to them, anyway?” he said. 
Daelin looked away.  “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“Was it that wizard I killed?”  Dorian mused. 
Daelin snapped back, “I told you I don’t want to talk about it.  Besides, you didn’t 

kill him.” 
As if Daelin had said nothing, Dorian went on, “The way I figure, it’s easier to 

protect someone who knows how to protect himself.” 
Daelin ignored him. 
Dorian stepped away from the rail.  “Let’s see what you can do,” he commanded. 
“No thanks,” Daelin muttered back. 
The deck shook as the tip of Dorian’s blade embedded itself six inches into the 

wood.  “That wasn’t a request, boy,” he barked, turning all the heads on deck.  “I take my 
job seriously, and in order to do it well I need to know what you can do.  Aside from 
thievery and flying away,” he added, almost insultingly. 

“Fine.”  Daelin felt his own hand draw his sword from its sheath.  He’d been 
itching for a chance to use it again on Dorian, but always knew he would be no match for 
the draconian.  Now, Dorian had to protect him.  Daelin felt a surge of smugness.  If 
Dorian hurt him one bit, he’d be in violation of his contract.  When they first fought back 
in Dockport, his sword had been useless against the draconian’s scales.  But maybe if he 
got in a lucky shot… 

Daelin suddenly found himself sprawled on the deck, the sword a short distance 
from his fingertips.  He looked up at Dorian, eyes wide in surprise.  Dorian stood there, 
his arm outstretched, having just shoved Daelin from his feet. 

“Standing there grinning won’t keep you alive in a real fight,” he growled.  “Now 
get up and take this seriously.  I want to know what Ervin taught you, and what I have to 
correct.” 

Hugh had approached and asked Daelin from a few feet away, “Is there a problem 
here?” 

Daelin stood, readying his sword.  “No,” he replied.  “No problem.” 
Trying to throw aside his feelings, his rage toward the draconian for what he 

knew he’d done, Daelin focused on what Ervin had taught him during their brief lessons 
so many weeks ago.  It had been a long time since he’d even held his sword, he realized, 
but the feeling of it in his hand brought the memories flooding back to him. 

He lunged forward, plunging his blade toward Dorian’s heart, a good foot above 
his own head.  Dorian casually stepped aside and, his sword still planted in the deck, gave 
Daelin’s shoulder a shove, sending him once again skidding to the deck clumsily.  As 
Daelin glared over his shoulder at him, he said coldly, “We’re going to keep doing this 
until you get it right.  If anyone trying to kill you is as careless as you are, this job surely 
won’t be worth what Condana’s prince is paying me. 
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Hugh glowered over at the mercenary.  “Take it easy,” he growled. 
Dorian shot him back a warning glance.  “I haven’t seen you teaching him to 

defend himself,” he snapped.  “If you think you can do better, be my guest.  But you’re 
not even carrying a sword.” 

Hugh folded his arms.  “I can use one just fine,” he said with a scowl.  But he 
made no move toward Daelin. 

 
By the end of the day, it seemed Daelin had been forced to forget everything 

Ervin had told him.  Every time he applied a concept the famous warrior had taught him, 
Dorian shouted at him, telling him to do it differently.  “Ervin is a big man,” Dorian said 
at one point.  “He is slow and strong.  You are fast and weak.  Play to your own strengths, 
not his.”  Daelin wondered just how well Dorian knew Ervin.  He seemed to recognize 
and counter every move Ervin had taught him. 

The day was long, and Daelin collapsed against the mast, ignoring the annoyed 
glares of the sailors who worked around him.  Hugh continued to watch silently.  Daelin 
looked at the sword in his blistered hand; the blade was now nicked and scratched after 
repeated clashes with Dorian’s.  Daelin found the lengthy sparring matches to be totally 
different from the ones with Ervin.  First, the weapons they used were no mere mop 
handles; they were real, deadly blades.  Second, he liked Ervin.  He hated Dorian.  He 
longed for nothing more than to sink his sword to the hilt in the draconian’s chest, and 
watch him breathe his last breath. 

Dorian tossed him a canteen of water, which he let fall to the deck beside him 
before taking a drink.  He glared up at Dorian, not sure if he should be angry or grateful 
for the chance to practice and improve.  He had to admit, he had learned a thing or two 
that day. 

Dorian leaned against the mast.  “I have to say,” he commented, “Ervin taught 
you well.  I’m not sure how long he had been teaching you, but when he was your age he 
wasn’t much better than you are.”  Daelin found his eyes looking up at Dorian.  He 
wanted to ask how long he had known Ervin, but was too tired to get the words out.  This 
training session had been longer and harder than anything Ervin ever put him through.  
He realized, after all this, that Ervin had perhaps been a little soft on him, even as he 
recalled the multitude of bruises he’d suffered. 

He went to bed early, and dropped in on Shelrisa, still studying diligently in 
Gregory’s cabin.  The results of her work were scattered about: small, obviously 
magically created objects glistened here and there, and he saw one fade away before his 
eyes; a stopped flask swirled with an unknown liquid; a couple of pillows were scorched 
and marked with holes.  Shelrisa herself was reading aloud a passage from her book of 
spells as he entered.  She stopped what she was doing as she saw him enter and smiled.  
“You look tired,” she remarked. 

Daelin nodded, and seated himself on the bed beside her.  “Dorian was training 
me all day.” 

She looked down angrily.  “Why is he with us, anyway?  My sister hated him.” 
Daelin didn’t know how to properly answer that question, as he’d asked it himself 

many times.  “He’s supposed to be helping us.  He is strong, and supposedly good at what 
he does.” 
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“Good at killing people,” she muttered.  She looked back at him, her eyes 
sparkling with anger, a look he’d never seen in her face.  “Why didn’t you tell him to 
leave?  Tell Gregory to take his money back?” 

Daelin looked down at her spell book and didn’t immediately answer   He knew 
how valuable an ally Dorian could be, and how dangerous an enemy.  All he said was, 
“We got him before Condana did.” 

 
That night, Hugh retired shortly after Daelin.  Merely watching the practice 

seemed to have tired him.  But he had to agree that Dorian’s methods were effective.  He 
knew what the draconian was doing.  If he were assigned to protect an old man, or a soft 
noble, he would make due with his own strength.  However, teaching a young, healthy 
man to defend himself was perhaps more protective than simply watching over his 
shoulder every hour of the day. 

Hugh settled into the hammock near Daelin in the tiny room they shared with 
Shelrisa, who had not yet returned from Gregory’s room.  He dozed off almost 
immediately, and found himself again in the familiar black surroundings.  The voice of 
Rendel, the Condana wizard, echoed from the darkness. 

“I am not pleased, Night Hunter,” he said angrily.  “Not pleased at all.  I expected 
you to have more scruples, more honor, than to do what you did.” 

Hugh had grown tired of these interruptions to his sleep, the way the wizard pried 
into his mind at night.  “I work for the highest bidder,” Hugh snapped.  “That’s just 
common business sense.  I’m not doing your dirty work for you any more, so shove off.” 

Hugh could hear the wizard chuckle softly.  “Very well,” he said.  “We know 
where you are headed.  I have to say, your thoughts are unusually difficult to read, almost 
impossible, but your destination is obvious.” 

So the wizard had been prying into his very thoughts, had he?  Reading his mind?  
Hugh’s rage grew.  “What are you playing at, anyway?  Why don’t you get to the point?  
We’re all tired of the suspense.  If you want Daelin dead, go ahead and try yourself.” 

He heard the chuckle again.  “In good time.  My king wanted more information 
first.  He wanted to be sure…” he trailed off then sighed.  “Why am I explaining this to 
you?  I’m taking my money back.  We no longer have any use for you anyway.” 

He snapped his fingers, and Hugh awoke, painfully aware that his entire money 
pouch was now gone.  He swore loudly, waking Daelin and Shelrisa, who had fallen 
asleep in her hammock only moments before. 

Daelin mumbled incoherently for a moment, before asking, “What’s wrong?” 
Hugh clenched his fists.  “That bastard took all my money.” 
Daelin and Shelrisa exchanged baffled looks in the dark, then promptly returned 

to sleep. 
 
The next day, Hugh sat on the bow of the ship, stewing in anger and 

contemplating the multitude of vengeful punishments that came to mind.  If he could just 
get his hands on that wizard Rendel… 

Daelin left Shelrisa to her studies, wondering if she’d ever get tired of them and 
why she was so devoted, and went to his usual place on deck.  The weather was cooler, 
and still dreary, but it had not yet begun to rain.  The journey would take another three 
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days, three days he was sure would be filled with more infuriating sparring forced upon 
him by Dorian.  He massaged his still-sore muscles as he stood next to Gregory. 

As if to echo his own thoughts on Shelrisa, which were waning as he boiled in 
anger at Dorian, Gregory said, “Shelrisa’s still studying, huh?” 

Daelin nodded, happy for a chance to get his mind off Dorian. 
Gregory shook his head.  “I never understood how anyone could devote so much 

time and effort to something like that.  Reading and studying is so boring.” 
Facing the blond-haired prince, Daelin asked, “I was wondering, what exactly is 

the difference between what magic you know and what she does?  I’ve seen lots of 
different magicians so far, but I really don’t understand the difference.  You said you 
have a talent for magic, but you don’t study spell books?” 

Gregory smiled smugly.  “That’s right.”  He leaned back against the banister, 
looking up at the gray-white sky as he began to speak, as if his words were practiced.  
“There are different sources of magic.  Some magicians can draw power from outside, 
manipulating the magical energy around us through words and gestures, which they have 
to study.  Those are called wizards or witches, usually.  Kergmar was one, and Shelrisa is 
on her way to becoming one.  Others draw power from some other sentience; some 
priests can channel magical strength from their god while others call upon… darker 
powers, like warlocks.”  Daelin knew this last part to be false, but said nothing, letting the 
prince continue.  “Some are born with an innate connection to magic.  Elves, for instance, 
have close ties with nature spirits, or sprites.  Others, like me, can manipulate the same 
magic wizards use, without study.  It just… happens.  We have to learn to control it, of 
course, but it doesn’t take as long to master as wizardry.  Some scholars call us ‘spell 
born’, and some claim the blood of dragons flows in our veins.  I, however, like to have 
more faith in the power of humanity.  I’m not descended from any dragons that I know 
of, and no one else in my family has the gift.” 

Daelin intended to ask more questions, but Dorian had stepped up beside him, 
holding a mop handle in one hand and a large two-by-four in the other.  “Here,” he said, 
interrupting Daelin as he opened his mouth, and handed him the mop handle.  “Ervin 
used to train with one of these, and they’re less dangerous than a real sword.  Come on.”  
He jerked his head to the middle of the deck. 

Daelin glanced nervously at the two-by-four the draconian clutched like a sword 
in his other hand.  With a resigned sigh, he took the mop handle and followed Dorian to 
more practice. 

 
It rained almost non-stop the next two days, but Dorian still forced Daelin to 

suffer through endless sparring on the drenched deck.  Even the sailors limited their time 
above-deck, but during every waking hour the two could be seen having at each other.  
Hugh decided to ignore them, and stayed below, offering occasionally to help Shelrisa in 
her studies. 

Daelin was always stiff and sore by sunset, and retired early.  The training was 
even tougher and more painful than it had been with Ervin, but by the time they docked 
in Condana he at least felt he had learned something. 

They had agreed to keep a low profile.  Fortunately, no one knew Dorian was 
traveling with the two princes, for he drew attention by his mere presence.  Daelin and 
Hugh kept their hoods up, making them look like a mysterious pair of black-clad 
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magicians or doomsayers.  Gregory, too, tried to disguise himself somewhat, not wanting 
to be seen by one of his brother’s agents and questioned.  Hugh had found some clothes 
for Shelrisa, which he had bundled around her, concealing her heritage, but she still 
dragged her book with her as they departed the ship and followed Gregory into the city. 

Every step on hostile ground brought apprehension and fear to Daelin, but he had 
no choice.  He just had to reach Anduril, the next kingdom to the south from Condana.  
That meant hiring a river barge to carry them across Serpent Bay and upstream nearly 
two hundred miles, and then making it through the ranks of war-ready soldiers to reach 
whoever was in charge.  Daelin was beginning to have anxious doubts about the whole 
plan.  He couldn’t take charge of two entire kingdoms!  He didn’t know a thing about 
being a king, and certainly couldn’t simply demand that the generals in charge relinquish 
command to him, a mere boy! 

He was so concerned he hardly even noticed the surroundings in the city.  It 
looked much like Dockport had, although the Merchants’ Guild presence was even more 
pronounced.  Everywhere hung banners displaying the purple and gold Condana seal, and 
nearly every store sign bore the same symbol.  The docks had been crowded with goods-
laden ships, and the bay was littered with vessels carrying supplies upstream and to the 
two smaller towns across the bay.  The streets swarmed with carts and wealthy-looking 
individuals. 

Gregory led the group to a small tavern, out of the way of regular city traffic.  
Dorian recognized the place, and picked a table in the corner, out of sight of customers 
entering and leaving.  “We’ll get some decent food here,” Gregory explained, “then get 
passage to Anduril.” 

They ordered a meal, and ate in silence.  Daelin stared out at the other patrons 
from beneath his hood, noting how many more humans there were here than there had 
been in previous cities.  They finished eating, and stood to leave, but Dorian stopped 
them as a small group entered the tavern.  The group was unusual in that all the members 
looked decidedly non-human.  A squat, broad-shouldered, green-skinned man with large 
tusks jutting from his lower jaw led the way, followed by a scarred man resembling 
Thrün with shaggy dark hair and a patch over one eye.  Squeezing in the door behind him 
was what looked to Daelin like an upright hyena.  It wore tattered remnants of armor, 
seemingly patched together from pieces taken from fallen enemies.  A plethora of 
weapons clattered on its back, and it drooled profusely onto the floor.  The group brought 
with them a swarm of flies, and cleared a path before them by their mere presence, or 
perhaps their odor. 

They ignored all the other inhabitants of the room and headed straight for the bar.  
Dorian held a clawed hand to the others, hissing, “stay here.”  At that, he approached the 
three creatures. 

They seemed to recognize him, and they talked in hushed voices, which no one 
could make out amidst the casual hum of the tavern.  None of Dorian’s acquaintances 
looked toward the table, which relieved Daelin and Hugh.  After a few minutes, Dorian 
turned away from the three and jerked his head toward the exit.  He said, “let’s go,” and 
they all left together. 

“I know those guys,” Dorian explained calmly as they walked down the street.  
“I’ve worked with them in the past.”  Daelin wasn’t surprised to hear that, having seen 
their seedy appearance.  “I asked them if they’d heard any rumors flying around or any 
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jobs we might need to worry about, and they said they hadn’t heard.  I also told them to 
keep quiet if anyone asked them about me.” 

“Do you think you can trust them?” Gregory asked. 
Dorian nodded.  “I have in the past.” 
They made their way through the city in search of passage down the river.  

Gregory seemed to know where he was taking them, so Daelin followed silently.  As he 
trekked through the bustling streets, though, he felt as if all eyes were on him.  He grew 
more and more nervous the more time they spent in the city.  How many people knew he 
was here?  How many people had he alerted his existence to by playing the game?  That 
old woman in the booth selling cloth, was she looking at him because she knew who he 
was?  The gnome that bumped into him as he ran past, did he do that on purpose?  He 
pulled his hood down over his face. 

He looked to Shelrisa, who also seemed nervous.  Of course, that was normal for 
her.  Hugh also was alert, his eyes darting around, his body tense and ready to leap into 
action.  Only Dorian seemed unflustered. 

It took another hour of winding nervously along crowded streets before they 
reached their destination: a large complex of buildings and docks at the southwest corner 
of the city.  Whereas the ships in the bay were all designed for cargo, the boats moored 
here seemed to be passenger barges, intended for transportation up the river.  The party 
waited outside as Gregory went into a building to book passage.  He emerged a few 
minutes later with a handful of yellow tickets, then led them to a nearby dock. 

There was a small, flat-bottomed barge with a covered canopy waiting for them.  
A few crewmembers milled about, and a handful of passengers sat in the comfort of the 
canopy upon straw-stuffed seats that served as benches and, apparently, beds.  None of 
the passengers looked very wealthy.  Hugh asked Gregory, “I thought you liked to travel 
in style.” 

Gregory simply said, “The lower our profile, the safer we’ll be.” 
Passage had been booked on the ship that left soonest, and within the hour they 

were under way.  The crew was only four, the passengers nine.  The boat seemed 
propelled by magic, as there was no sail, no oars, and it traveled against the current, yet it 
still moved along at a decent speed.  The whole boat was perhaps forty feet long, with a 
simple, flat-bottomed, rectangular design.  The covered area was located roughly mid-
ship, and the rest of the deck was open.  One of the crew stood at the aft, operating the 
wheel while another served food and made sure the passengers were as comfortable as 
possible. 

There was little to do or look at as the barge floated upstream, but Daelin 
occupied himself by taking in the sights of the kingdom of Condana.  Mostly all he saw 
was the riverbank, with occasional settlements along it that served as supply and trade 
depots.  Much of the rest of the shoreline seemed to be swampland, forest, or a sticky 
combination of the two.  Seeing the swamp reminded Daelin of F’Larr, and he wondered 
where the lizardman was.   

These thoughts eventually led to ones of Zarenn, and then to Kienneth.  What 
were they up to?  What business did they have to tend to that prevented them from 
contacting or joining him?  Why had no one told him he was a prince?  Did they want to 
protect him from that knowledge to keep him safe from potential enemies?  Or was it 



 168 

simply to prevent him from abusing the power and privileges associated with the title?  
They never knew him well enough to fully judge his character, he realized. 

The first night, the barge docked at a town along the river, and Daelin inquired as 
to the time remaining in the journey.  The crewman he questioned replied that in another 
three days, the passengers continuing to the edge of the warlands would transfer to a 
merchant cargo barge.  Ships could not freely dock at Anduril’s capital itself, but would 
dock at the northernmost Anduril city of Soldier’s Ferry.  Only hired mercenaries and 
merchants were openly welcomed beyond its outskirts, where soldiers trained, fought, 
and died for their country. 

For his country. 
And somehow he had to get through to the capital. 
 
The next day the barge set off again, following the swampy shoreline south.  

Daelin spent his time staring at the black, dead trees as the barge drifted lazily past.  
Their course kept them a good fifty feet from the muddy shore, but he could still easily 
make out the details of the swamp. 

It was mid afternoon when one of those details caught his eye.  He had noticed his 
perceptions had been steadily improving since he first donned Solcrist, even more than 
just his newfound ability to see in the dark.  He could pick out more details, see farther, 
smell better, hear better.  That’s how he saw the small band of black-cloaked men 
skulking along the shore, all armed and looking in his direction. 

He had barely brought his companions’ attention to their presence when the attack 
came.  The entire event passed so quickly, Daelin hardly even noticed.  Simultaneously a 
hail of crossbow bolts flew from the half-dozen hiding men and rained down on the 
barge, Dorian interposed himself between the attackers and Daelin, Daelin drew his own 
sword and felt his own wings unfurl, Hugh loosed an arrow from his bow, Shelrisa 
screamed, other passengers shrieked in terror and surprise, and Gregory pointed a finger 
at the attackers. 

An instant later, as the arrows pelted into the deck and off of Dorian’s hide, there 
was a splash from the water surrounding the barge, and a trio of fish-like creatures, 
humanoid in shape but hunched in stature, began pulling themselves onboard.  One of the 
attackers on the shore fell from Hugh’s arrow.  Gregory said a single word as another 
word was shouted from the swamp.  With a flash of light and a loud roar, a ball of flame 
erupted atop the attackers, boiling away the muddy sludge around them and shattering the 
surrounding trees.  A wave of heat swept over the barge, even as distant as it was. 

Gregory’s spell was not quick enough, though, as a small black cloud coalesced 
above the barge and began raining gobs of acrid green slime down on it and its 
passengers.  Dorian winced as he shielded Daelin from the acid rain, but Daelin wriggled 
free and swung his blade at the nearest fish-man.  The acid slid harmlessly off his cloak 
as his blade met the side of the creature, who tumbled back into the water with a loud 
gurgling scream.  He heard a twang from his left, and another creature fell back into the 
depths, an arrow in its skull.  Daelin whirled to face the third creature, which was still 
pulling itself onto the barge.  With a shout, he slashed down with his blade, shearing the 
creature’s fingers from the deck rail.  With a howl of pain, the creature slipped back into 
the water. 
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Daelin stopped and took a breath, perhaps his first since the attack began, and 
looked around.  Gregory had quickly worked a counterspell to stop the acid rain, and 
there didn’t seem to be any injuries other than a few mild acid burns among the 
passengers. 

Still stunned, Daelin looked around.  “What happened?” he asked absently, 
thinking of nothing better to say. 

Gregory began to tend to the wounded innocents, while Shelrisa just looked 
around nervously from her seat under the barge’s cabin roof.  “Someone wanted to stop 
us right here,” Hugh muttered, stepping up beside Daelin and dabbing a spot of acid from 
his shoulder, which still smoked slightly. 

Dorian spread his wings and, hefting his sword, announced, “I’m going to find out 
who, if there’s anything left.”  And with that, he leapt skyward and soared over to the site 
of the fireball. 

Daelin overheard the barge’s captain talking excitedly to Gregory, while the 
prince tried to ignore the noise and work his healing spells.  “I can’t believe this, 
attacked… and by a wizard! If you hadn’t been here, I’m not sure what we would have 
done.  It’s odd, barges are hardly ever attacked, especially in this region!”  The rest of the 
man’s words were drowned out by Daelin’s concentration as he watched Dorian. 

The draconian landed in the still-smoldering crater, now several hundred feet 
away and growing more distant by the moment.  Daelin could still see his bright red 
scales as the mercenary sifted around in the swamp.  Seeming to have found what he 
sought, he hunched over and struggled to lift something large, black, and limp.  He fussed 
with his find for a moment, then became airborne once again and returned to the barge. 

He landed beside Daelin and held up a black chain mail shirt and a scorched bit of 
black cloak fastened to it with a metal brooch.  Upon the brooch was etched the symbol 
of Condana.  “I’ll give everyone one guess at who was behind this.” 

Hugh, Gregory, and even Shelrisa crowded around his find.  “I should have 
expected this,” Gregory muttered,  “My brother must be really desperate to do something 
as blatant as this.” 

Dorian nodded.  “Those men were soldiers, no doubt about it.  Condana special 
troops.  They knew right where to find us.” 

Hugh shrugged.  “Guess we’ll have to be more careful now.  They know where 
we are and where we’re going.” 

“What can we do about it?” Daelin inquired, sheathing the sword that he suddenly 
realized was still drawn. 

Dorian tore off the brooch and thrust the armor at Daelin.  “Put this on for starters. 
It’s better protection than the clothes you’re wearing right now.” 

 
It was a while before Daelin was accustomed to wearing the black mail.  It was 

heavy and tiring, and restricted his breathing, but he knew Dorian was right.  It was safer.  
Still, he felt somewhat uneasy wearing the armor in which another man had died, 
especially one of his enemies. 

The barge docked without further incident at Soldier’s Ferry three days after the 
attack, and all disembarked.  The crew was still thankful for Daelin’s group’s 
involvement in repelling the attack, and no one had the heart to tell them the attack was 
not the fault of mere bandits. 
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They decided to travel even more discretely now, disguising themselves further 
with new clothes and some makeup tricks Hugh had picked up in his line of work. 

The party left the pier and headed into town, seeking not only lodging, but also a 
means of making their way deeper into war-torn Anduril territory.  Soldier’s Ferry was a 
small, run-down town of tall stone buildings and unkempt streets.  Few merchants 
wandered the roads, but there were many blacksmiths and armorers, who probably made 
their living not off of individual commissions but by constant supply and repair of the 
army’s weapons and armor.  The center of the town was occupied by an extensive 
encampment of clearly inexperienced soldiers-in-training, which seemed to have 
gradually encroached its way outward into the rest of the town over the years.  It was 
packed with sturdy, weathered tents and small lodges of simple stone.  Nowhere in sight 
was an inn.  And, of course, none of the travelers had ever been to Soldier’s Ferry before, 
so none knew where to stay. 

So they wandered aimlessly for some time.  All were hesitant to ask directions, to 
avoid direct contact with anyone who might be a threat or lead danger to them.  Finally, 
as they neared the Eastern side of town, where trees grew heavily between the buildings, 
they made out the sound of a lute and a man singing.  A minstrel was playing.  And 
where a minstrel played, people dined and slept. 

Momentarily, they found a sturdy stone inn nestled among a grove of old maple 
trees, its door open, from within which ushered the sound.  The man’s voice was high and 
well-practiced, his instrument nicely tuned.  Daelin considered the sound of the 
performance for a moment, and wondered why a man of such obvious talent would be 
doing performing out here in the middle of nowhere.  Bards of lesser talent made a decent 
living back in Eltsport. 

They stepped into the inn, which was small and cramped but filled with a soft 
warm glow and the smoky smell of meat cooking over the fireplace.  Worn wooden 
tables and chairs packed the tiny common room, and at them sat perhaps a dozen patrons.  
Seated in a chair on a tiny raised stage against the right wall was a young man in elegant 
but faded clothes of purple and green.  Over the back of the chair hung a wide-brimmed 
green hat, from the band of which sprung a long, red-tipped orange feather.  The man sat 
cross-legged on the chair, a lute in his lap, and played a pleasant melody.  He seemed 
content to provide background music for the inn rather than hold all the patrons’ 
attention, and sung softly.   

Daelin stood and listened to the man’s song for a moment.  The melancholy tune 
touched something in his heart.  The words spoke of sadness and of a time when peace 
would ring in a land plagued by endless wars, a land whose people had never known 
anything but violence. 

 
I looked to the east and saw naught but war. 
I looked to the west to the same as before. 
I looked to the north and I looked to the south, 
The words of despair only came to my mouth. 
 
The times have been grey and our lives have been black. 
We live every day under fear of attack. 
Our children have died and our sisters have wept. 
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The dreams have been nightmares we saw as we slept. 
 
Our foe has been strong and our people are stronger. 
But we know in our hearts that the war should no longer. 
Be a plague on our land and a weight in our hearts. 
We’re brothers and sisters yet we stand apart. 
 
Hear the bells as they ring in the valley and mount. 
They ring loud of peace after years beyond count. 
Our children they smile, our elders rejoice. 
All look to the heavens and sing with one voice. 
 
Peace has come to our land and we know it is good. 
Why was it not sooner, as we knew that it should? 
Our land it will change, our lives will turn round. 
Where blood once did flow, crops spring from the ground. 
 
The laughter of children will echo the street. 
Old enemies now as our friends we will greet. 
We throw down our swords and we cast off our shields. 
The lands once of battle are now great green fields. 
 
So hear the bells ring, hear them far and them wide. 
The peace has come now we can live side by side. 
 
Daelin had almost forgotten his companions when Gregory elbowed him in the 

side and motioned to a table.  He took his eyes off the bard and sat down beside Shelrisa, 
helping her stow her spellbook beneath her chair.  It took several minutes before a young 
man in an apron came to their table to take their orders. 

As he ordered, Hugh kept an eye on the minstrel.  The man’s song had given him 
an idea.  He wasn’t even sure why inspiration had struck, and the very idea in his mind 
seemed foreign even to him.  But it grew and grew the more he tried to ignore it.  It was 
what Daelin needed, and he felt a need to do something else for the young king. 

As had become the habit recently, the group all ate in silence.  No one seemed to 
pay them any attention in the inn, and Gregory paid their bill and got a key for one of the 
rooms upstairs.  As they all headed up the narrow staircase on the common room’s left 
wall, Hugh separated from the group and approached the minstrel, who was now packing 
up his instrument for the evening. 

Trying his best to sound friendly, remembering how Daelin treated strangers with 
respect and that still-too-unfamiliar kindness, the Night Hunter greeted the bard.  “Hey,” 
he mumbled. 

The man looked up at this new, dark-clad stranger, gave him a quick, suspicious 
once-over, then replied before an awkward silence could set in, “Well met, traveler.” 

Hugh avoided the man’s eyes, and instead kept his own gaze trained on the lute.  
“Yeah, um, well that was some nice music you were playing there.”  He hoped his 
compliment didn’t sound as forced as it felt. 



 172 

The bard cocked his head to one side.  “Thanks.” 
“I was wondering,” Hugh went on, adjusting his cloak at the neck, “if you’d like a 

better-paying job.” 
 
Daelin stared at the cramped little room the five of them had to crowd into.  There 

were two beds, and not nearly enough space on the floor for more than one person to 
sleep.  The only window was tiny, higher than Shelrisa’s head, and almost completely 
obscured by the leaves of one of the trees that had long ago grown around the building.  
At any rate, it didn’t look like it would open, and would most likely shed barely any light 
in the morning, despite the fact that it faced East. 

The others looked at him quizzically, as if they hadn’t been able to reason a 
solution to the problem and they expected him to do so.  He counted them, and the beds, 
and them, and the beds… no one could fit in a bed with Dorian.  Which meant he or 
someone else would sleep on the floor.  There were four of them, and two beds… Then 
Daelin realized someone was missing. 

“Where’s Hugh?” 
The others looked around, as if counting themselves.  Dorian leaned his sword 

against the wall and folded his arms, looking very cramped in the tight quarters.  “Great,” 
was all he could say. 

“He can’t be far,” Gregory said soothingly, but Daelin could tell he was worried 
that some ill had befallen their companion. 

Shelrisa shifted her weight uncomfortably, trying to squeeze her book into the 
space in which she stood between Daelin and the bed closest to the door.  Dorian peered 
out the window, which was surprisingly close to his eye level.  “Do we go look for him, 
or assume he can take care of himself?”  He sighed, then went on, “I can’t allow myself 
to go, or Daelin.  I wouldn’t be doing my job.” 

Gregory nodded.  “I’ll go look for him.” 
The young prince had hardly reached the door when it swung open, bumping into 

him.  He peered around it, squeezing past Shelrisa, to see Hugh and the minstrel from 
downstairs standing outside.  “Oh!” he exclaimed thankfully.  “There you are!”  

Hugh noticed at once how cramped the room was, so he didn’t even bother trying 
to squeeze through the door.  “I’ve got a business proposal for you two princes,” he 
began instead. 

Daelin peered out at him, almost falling on top of Shelrisa.  “Another one?” he 
asked dubiously. 

Hugh gestured to the bard.  “This is Silvren,” he said.  “He wants to write your 
song.” 

 
The group met once again in the common room, where they could talk more 

easily, if not more openly.  They kept their voices hushed to evade eavesdroppers.  “I’d 
been thinking,” Hugh explained, “that what Daelin needs is some publicity.  Not to go 
public with his identity right now, but someone to tell his story, and spread it around, 
gain support for him not just here but in other kingdoms.  And Silvren was pretty good, 
and knows this whole war thing firsthand, so I figured I see what he thought.” 

Silvren nodded and brushed aside a lock of dirty-blond hair that fell into his face.  
“It would be an honor to tell your tale, sire,” he said earnestly.  “Your companion here 
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has told me all about your tale so far, at least as much as he knows, and it’s the sort of 
song every minstrel dreams of singing.” 

Daelin smiled apprehensively.  Enthusiasm was one thing, but he had a nagging 
doubt in his mind.  A doubt that made him ask the question, “Forgive me for asking, 
Mister Silvren, but your songs were very good, and really touched me.  Why is someone 
like you seemingly wasting your time here, in the middle of a soldier town?” 

Silvren sighed and leaned back, his handsome face changing from enthusiasm to 
somberness.  “There are people, your highness, who feel a calling.  Call it the 
whisperings of a god, the echo of a past life, knowledge of the future, or whatever you 
like.  But some of us are destined for some purpose, told what that purpose is meant to 
be, whether by a deity’s voice or some other… feeling.  For as long as I’ve been able to 
carry a tune, I have known that my destiny, my calling if you will, is to sway people from 
war with my song.  I have always felt, known, that my songs could end this war if enough 
people listen.  And what better place to start that mission than the place where soldiers 
come to join the army?” 

Daelin nodded, and looked to Shelrisa.  They both knew someone who felt that 
same calling: Korrm, their werelion friend, priest of Bekhest.  Shelrisa’s eyes met his, 
and she smiled faintly.  She was thinking the same thing, he knew.  “I know what you 
mean,” Daelin said softly.  “One of my friends was guided along a similar path.”  He 
shook his head.  Korrm wasn’t gone.  “He still is,” he added. 

Gregory leaned forward, folding his hands on the table.  “Let’s get to the point 
here, Hugh, Silvren… how much are we looking to pay for these services?” 

Silvren shook his head and held up his hands as if to push Gregory’s question 
away.  “I ask for nothing but the sole rights to your story, and expenses while I travel 
with you.  Nothing more.” 

Unconvinced and always the economist, Gregory turned to Hugh.  “What did you 
offer him?” 

Hugh looked back with an expression of hurt on his face.  “I didn’t offer him 
anything,” he retorted, not very convincingly.  “I just asked him if he’d like to be the one 
to write the greatest tale ever!” 

Gregory raised an eyebrow.  “Sure,” he said.  He noted Silvren’s expression, 
which seemed to say different from Hugh’s words.  “Well, anyway, Silvren, if we bring 
you along, maybe you can help us.” 

Silvren shook his head.  “I won’t fight.  Hugh said there may be danger.” 
Dorian scoffed.  “I don’t think we need any more swords than we already have.” 
“I agree,” Gregory said.  “What I’m asking of you, with Daelin’s agreement, of 

course, is for you to help us get through the army to the south, and get to the Anduril 
generals.  You know this country, none of us do.  You must know a way to get to the 
capital.” 

Silvren relaxed.  “Ah, a guide… yes, of course, I’d be happy to do that.  But I will 
not fight, I must make that clear.  Never will I harm another.  I have vowed to use only 
my music.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Sounds fair to me.  We’ll be very grateful for any help you are 
willing to give us.  If there’s trouble, you don’t need to get involved.” 

“Then I think we have a deal,” Silvren said with a grin. 
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Chapter 16: Northern Army 
The group, now one member stronger, set off in the morning after a somewhat 

uncomfortable night:  Dorian had slept on the tiny strip of floor between the beds, Daelin 
and Shelrisa shared a bed, and Hugh and Gregory begrudgingly shared the other (neither 
slept particularly well).  Silvren stayed in his own room, a single bed on the second of the 
inn’s three stories, which was given him free of charge in exchange for his services in 
bringing patrons to the inn with his music. 

They tried in vain to acquire some horses to quicken their trip, but any available 
horses were used either for farming the sparse lands around the town or for war, and even 
Gregory’s money couldn’t convince anyone to part with but one of the animals.  As they 
hunted around for transportation, Hugh noticed a recruiting poster, and suggested the 
party join the army, perhaps finding a legitimate way to reach the generals in Anduril.  Of 
course, Silvren immediately declined, and Gregory shook his head.  “Getting anywhere 
after joining the army takes a long time,” he explained.  “We are in a hurry, and as 
soldiers it might take months, even years, to get anywhere close to Anduril.  The war is 
fought all over the surrounding countryside.”  Silvren seemed relieved that this option 
was discarded. 

The bard led the group through the town, around its outskirts, and down the road 
to the south, well-worn and widened by decades of marching soldiers and caravans.  Rain 
would certainly be upon them before long.  Silvren said the journey to Anduril, under 
ideal circumstances, would take five days on foot, but getting through the army would 
take time and planning, and he didn’t know what other sort of difficulties they might 
encounter.  Daelin noticed the brilliant feather in Silvren’s hat.  He knew he’d seen one 
like it once before.  “That feather,” he said just outside Soldier’s Ferry, “I’ve seen it 
before.  May I ask where you got it?” 

Silvren smiled, and looked back at Daelin, shifting the weight of his lute and 
backpack.  “Curious creature, the phoenix,” he said.  “It loves art in all its forms.  To 
have it visit you is one of the greatest honors an artist could ever hope for.  To receive its 
blessing, the gift of a feather from its tail, is something a humble artist could never even 
dream of.” 

He returned his attention to the road, softly humming a pleasant tune and leaving 
Daelin to contemplate his words.  Before long, the minstrel began to ask questions of the 
party, learning all about each member.  Daelin listened to the others’ explanations with 
interest because, despite their time together, he still knew little of any of them. 

Gregory had been second in line for the throne of Condana, and decided to pursue 
developing the magical talent he had showed from a young age.  There was little else to 
tell, aside from his almost inherited skill with money and numbers.  His goal, he 
reiterated, was to end the war and get his brother not out of power, but into a better 
business than promoting pointless violence.  He insisted it was simply a sound business 
decision. 

Hugh spoke vaguely of his past as an assassin, insisting that the profession was 
definitely in his past.  He had traveled from town to town, honing his skills and making 
his living.  He claimed to be the son of a town guard in Dockport, motherless, and did not 
speak highly at all of his drunken father.  He finally explained the full story behind how 
he came to be traveling with Daelin, and his meetings with Rendel in his dreams.  Silvren 
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wrote all of this down as he walked, and would occasionally pause and tap his quill on his 
scroll as if deciding on a tune or rhythm. 

Then he turned to Dorian, who said even less than Hugh.  His home was far away, 
his kin scattered.  He stated that he had been on many adventures, oft times the foe of the 
Heroes, and mentioned that his sword was acquired on one such adventure.  He 
mentioned first meeting Daelin in Dockport, but omitted the details of their encounter.  
Just hearing mention of that first meeting made Daelin’s blood boil.  As he stewed, he 
actually missed the rest of Dorian’s tale. 

His concentration was broken, though, by Silvren asking Shelrisa her story.  As 
expected, she didn’t answer, but instead stepped behind Daelin.  He thought she had 
opened up a little, befriending Hugh and seeming somewhat open with Gregory and 
Thrün, but Silvren was a new person, and her shyness had once again taken over.  Daelin 
put a hand on her shoulder, and said, “Maybe she can tell you her story later.” 

Silvren shrugged.  “Fine with me.  Now, then, your highness, how about you?” 
 
Daelin spent the next cold, rainy day telling his story in as much detail as he 

could, leaving out only the parts he forgot and the time when he saw the orange bird at 
Ian’s.  He made a particular point of explaining in exacting detail his first encounter with 
Dorian.  The draconian didn’t seem to react to the story, despite Daelin’s attempt to get a 
reaction from him.  He wanted Dorian to know just how much he hated him for what he 
had done.  As his story went on, he thought he saw an involuntary wince from Hugh 
when he mentioned the village wiped out by the doppelgangers, but when he looked to 
the assassin again, he saw only a face rapt with interest in his tale. 

That night the rain let up, although the air was still cold and damp.  The party set 
up camp a hundred feet from the road, gathered around a fire, and set up night watches.  
Daelin, however, couldn’t sleep.  His anger at Dorian had been slowly swelling in him 
since he retold the story of Dockport.  He sat against a damp tree and drew his sword.  He 
began to scrape a whetstone along the blade, hoping to smooth out some of the gouges 
Dorian’s sword had put in it, and that just made him even angrier.  He looked down at the 
blade, the firelight reflecting his own face in it, and remembered the feel of it in his hands 
as it had first slid across Dorian’s scales.  His anger grew more and more, the event 
replaying itself over and over in his mind.  George was killed.  His own sword was 
useless.  All he could do was run.  Run from that bloodthirsty savage… 

He looked over to where Dorian, now on watch, stood, gazing through the trees 
toward the road.  Dorian, noting the sudden stop in the sound of Daelin’s sword-
sharpening, turned back, and for a moment their eyes met.  Daelin looked away, and tried 
to distract himself with his sword again. 

Dorian walked over to him and looked down.  “You’re doing that all wrong,” he 
said quietly.  “You’re going to make the blade even duller like that.  Hold it at more of an 
angle.” 

Daelin scrubbed harder.  “Go away,” he mumbled. 
Ignoring him, Dorian forcibly grabbed his sword and the stone from him and 

began sharpening it himself.  “Like this,” he explained, holding the blade so Daelin could 
see. 

Daelin ignored him, feeling himself only grow even angrier.  He could feel a 
twinge in his mind, and heard Solcrist’s voice.  “We can kill him.” 
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Daelin shook his head angrily.  There was nothing more he wanted than to see 
Dorian suffer.  Suffer for what, though?  For being so cruel in the game back in Witara, 
for killing George, for having the Orb… for being the enemy of the Heroes?  But he 
couldn’t just kill him.  He hated him, but he realized how valuable the draconian could 
be.  If he could be trusted. 

After a few minutes, Dorian handed the sword back to Daelin, handle-first.  
“There, it’s better now,” he muttered. 

Daelin glared at it angrily for a moment, then snatched it away from Dorian, 
hoping he might manage to cut the monster’s fingers with the blade’s edge.  Dorian 
ignored the boy’s anger and turned away.  Daelin glowered back at him angrily, but said 
nothing. 

“That was an interesting story you told today,” Dorian said eventually, breaking 
the silence. 

Daelin said nothing. 
“It’s hard to hear that Ervin and the others were beaten by that wrinkled old man.”  

Dorian still faced away, so Daelin couldn’t make out his expression; he could tell nothing 
of Dorian’s mood from his voice.  “But you heard some of them are still alive?” 

Daelin wanted to know how Dorian knew them, what their past was, but was too 
angry to ask.  He still kept silent, gripping his sword tightly and staring down at the now-
smooth blade. 

“But,” Dorian went on, “I found your interpretation of our first encounter in 
Dockport somewhat interesting.”  Daelin looked up at that. 

“What’s to interpret?” Daelin snapped back.  “You had something that didn’t 
belong to you.  You killed my friend.  You tried to kill me.  I wish Izellia had managed to 
kill you.” 

Dorian whirled to face the boy, his eyes set in a deadly serious gaze.  “Did it 
occur to you, ‘your highness’, that you were the one stealing from me?  You broke into 
my office, took something I was keeping from falling into the wrong hands.  I had no 
idea who you were, and I really don’t even know what Ervin was thinking I was going to 
do with the Orb, which, by the way, is probably now in the hands of that wizard who beat 
him.  There are laws against thievery; laws I hope you manage to understand when you’re 
king.  Don’t blame me for what happened, you little thief.” 

Then he turned away, leaving Daelin staring at him, dumbfounded and unable to 
even think of a reply.  His anger was still simmering; he wanted to get up and shout at 
Dorian.  He wanted to call upon Solcrist, take the form of that huge black dragon again, 
and tear Dorian apart.  But something held him back.  Something… 

Dorian was right.  Daelin had broken in and stolen something from him.  Dorian 
had been acting perfectly within his rights… maybe Kienneth didn’t have all the facts.  
Or maybe she did, but her hatred for Dorian was such that she herself didn’t tell the 
others all she knew.  Maybe it was Ervin; maybe he had a grudge against Dorian.  They 
knew each other… but how?  And how well? 

Daelin slumped back against the tree.  He couldn’t bring himself to say what he 
knew needed to be said.  He understood why Dorian was so angry, why he had been so 
vengeful in the game.  But he couldn’t say he was sorry. 
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After a little under an hour of travel on the third morning, they saw smoke on the 
horizon.  They were drawing near the Anduril army’s backup forces, and from the smoke 
and noise they could hear, even so many miles away, the army was vast.  “Silvren,” 
Daelin asked, raising his voice over the sound of the chill rain pelting his scaly cloak, 
“Can you do anything to get us through the army?” 

Silvren shrugged.  “I play music.” 
Daelin thought for a moment more as the group slowly came to a halt.  He 

couldn’t think of any witty way to do what had to be done.  He could only think of one 
thing to do.  “OK,” he said after a moment, his jaw set and his eyes focused on the road 
ahead.  “Let’s go.” 

“What are we going to do?”  Shelrisa whispered, still struggling to keep her book 
covered from the rain by her cloak. 

“We’re going to walk into the camp and talk to whoever’s in charge.” 
Dorian shook his head.  “There’s no way it could be that simple.  Wanderers on 

these roads are detained, or simply killed, as potential spies.” 
Daelin glared back at the draconian.  “Then you’re just going to have to make 

sure they don’t kill me, aren’t you?”  He found himself growing irritable and angry.  
Maybe it was being so close to the war, seeing a town of nothing but soldiers training to 
kill.  Maybe it was his thoughts dwelling on Dorian, and himself.  Maybe it was Solcrist.  
The two of them hadn’t spoken in a long time, and he often felt that Solcrist was growing 
bored or impatient. 

“I’ve walked these roads before,” Silvren said.  “I was questioned several times, 
but my profession is clear.  They don’t simply attack on sight, but they will be suspicious, 
and probably detain us for some time while they work out who we are.” 

“Is that a risk you’re all willing to take?” Daelin asked his companions. 
Gregory thought for a moment.  “Maybe we shouldn’t all go in.” 
Hugh shook his head.  “No, because then we’d be separated, and might never be 

able to find each other.” 
Dorian nodded agreement.  Shelrisa looked questioningly at Daelin.  “I agree, we 

should stick together,” he said.  “I don’t think there’s any other way.  In fact, the more 
suspicious we all look, the better a chance we’ll have of seeing someone in charge.” 

 
Within a couple of hours the rain had started to let up, becoming a misty drizzle 

instead of icy drops, and the army came into view.  The forest had been cleared for miles, 
and the entire area had been turned into a permanent encampment for the rear guard.  
Thousands of soldiers milled about in the camp, which stretched off into forest far away.  
Many large fires were scattered about, around which were gathered many troops.  Others 
trained in open areas, from which the sounds of clanging steel could be heard.  To the 
west was a fenced-off yard filled with hundred of horses.  In the distance, Daelin could 
see a suite of log buildings from whose chimneys issued great clouds of black smoke: 
blacksmiths.   

What drew the travelers’ attention most, though, was the elaborate set of tents, 
colored in stripes of alternating red and gray.  From atop the largest one in the center flew 
an enormous red flag bearing the silver lion of Anduril.  “That’s where we want to be,” 
Daelin remarked unnecessarily. 
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They drew nearer to the camp, noting the copious guards who patrolled the 
outskirts on armored horseback.  Before he could rethink his bold plan, Daelin led the 
group straight toward the nearest squad of approaching guards.  As they drew near, the 
guards unsheathed their swords and readied their crossbows.  Hugh and Dorian kept their 
weapons away, and Daelin swept his cloak aside to reveal his only weapon sheathed at 
his side.  Then he stopped, and they awaited the guards. 

Dorian and Hugh both stayed close to Daelin, while Gregory and Silvren stayed in 
the back of the group.  Shelrisa remained close behind Daelin.  Gregory quickly readied a 
spell, just in case things went poorly. 

“Hold, strangers!” the lead guard, an officer of some rank, shouted.  Their horses 
clopped to a stop a few yards away.  “You have entered the rearguard camp of the Army 
of Anduril.  State your names and business here!”  Five of the nine guards, armed with 
crossbows, trained their weapons on the travelers. 

Daelin cleared his throat, suddenly feeling quite intimidated and unsure of this 
plan.  “We’ve traveled far,” he managed to say eventually.  “We must speak with your 
generals.” 

“And what business do you have with them?” the officer sneered. 
Daelin held up his ring.  “My name is Daelin Anduril, and I hope this ring is 

reason enough to speak with them.” 
The officer peered down at the ring, his face unchanging.  He then examined the 

others carefully, sizing up Dorian and taking note of the dark elf.  He then motioned to 
his subordinates, who quickly surrounded the group.  “Take their weapons, and we’ll 
bring them to Captain Balris.” 

Daelin unsheathed his sword and presented it to the nearest guard, and Hugh 
gladly handed his bow and quiver over, knowing full well that he was still armed.  A 
quick but thorough search by the guards turned up no additional weapons aside from 
Dorian’s enormous and impossible-to-conceal sword (which the guards had trouble 
carrying), and then, without any sort of courtesy at all, the travelers were led into the 
camp. 

As they walked, Daelin looked around with great interest.  He now got a closer 
view of what he had seen from afar: soldiers practicing formations and combat 
maneuvers, sitting around and talking, playing cards, and so on.  He noted the unusually 
and unexpectedly high number of female soldiers in the ranks, as well as the 
concentration of young fighters, many not much older than himself. 

Here and there he saw non-combatants as well: horse trainers, messengers, 
workers, and very many robed figures.  Some wore tabards emblazoned with fancy 
symbols, much like Korrm’s symbol of the beast god, while others were more military in 
their garb, probably wizards or other magicians.  A steady stream of red-and-silver robed 
wizards came and went through a black door near the armory; a door attached to no 
building.  In fact, as they passed it, Daelin eyed it with curiosity, seeing on its back 
nothing to distinguish it from a mere door that someone had simply propped up in the 
middle of the road.  So engrossed in these sights was Daelin, that he walked into the 
leading guard when the arrived at their destination: the guard house. 

 
Captain Balris was a short, powerfully built man, small in size but large in 

leadership.  He sported the most impressive mustache Daelin had ever seen, and his thick 
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brown hair was cut like a bowl atop his head.  He wore armor, tarnished but cared for, 
and carried a sword at his side, as he paced before the visitors. 

They now sat on rickety chairs in the tent of the captain of the guard, surrounded 
by Balris’ men.  Balris examined them each in turn, and took care in going over their 
confiscated belongings.  He closed Shelrisa’s book, which now rested on the table beside 
him, and looked to Daelin.  “OK, boy,” he said in a gruff voice.  “Now tell me why you 
think you need to see our generals?” 

Again Daelin brandished his ring.  “My name is Daelin Anduril, son of your 
former king… er, prince.  I’ve come…” Daelin trailed off for a moment, suddenly 
realizing how his next words would sound.  “…to put an end to this war.” 

Balris stared at him.  Daelin wasn’t sure if the man was taking him seriously, or if 
he was about to laugh.  After a moment of thought, Balris took Daelin’s hand and 
examined the ring.  He took it from Daelin’s finger and examined the band as well.  “I’ll 
take this to the generals and see what they say.” 

All but Shelrisa and Silvren instantly stood at those words, and all began to shout, 
but Daelin’s words were clearest. “No, you’ll give it back to me, and take me to the 
generals.”  His voice was more commanding, more resonant, than he expected.  He felt a 
strange sensation in the back of his mind; perhaps Solcrist.  He had to have a chat with 
the dragon again soon. 

Balris looked at Daelin out of the corner of his eye, seeing exactly the reaction his 
words had caused.  Daelin could tell the man didn’t want trouble.  Dorian’s mere 
presence was enough to ensure that, despite the presence of over a dozen armed guards.  
The captain swallowed, and handed the ring back to Daelin.  As Daelin slid it back on his 
finger, he said, “Thank you.  Now please, I really think it’s important that we see them 
right away.” 

Balris returned to the table.  “I’m not sure how possible an immediate meeting 
would be.” 

“But…” Daelin began to retort, but Hugh cut him off. 
In an instant, the assassin was at Balris’ throat, bending the captain’s back over 

the table.  The guards didn’t even have a chance to draw their weapons before Hugh 
spoke.  “What’s your problem, old man?” he screamed.  “This is your king here!  Don’t 
you get it?  We need to see those generals now!” 

As the guards swarmed toward their leader, Daelin grabbed Hugh and pulled him 
back.  He heard a warning snarl from Dorian as the guards closed in.  “He’s just doing his 
job,” Daelin said as calmly as he could manage.  “I’d be just as careful.” 

Hugh glared at Balris, who righted himself and readjusted his armor at the neck.  
“Well, he’ll be sorry when you’re sitting on that throne.”  He thrust a finger at Balris.  
“Just remember how you treated your king, ‘captain’.” 

“Hugh…” Daelin began. 
Hugh shouldered his way past two guards and returned to his seat, where he 

folded his arms and glared back at Balris.  The captain met his gaze for a moment, then 
turned his eyes back to Daelin.  “Well, if we can avoid any further outbursts, I’ll see what 
I can do.”  He motioned for a guard from outside, and quickly scribbled some writing on 
a piece of parchment on the table.  He rolled it up and handed it to the soldier, a young 
man in light armor with no weapons, and said, “Take this to the Circle right away.” 

“Yes, sir,” the boy said, saluted, and ran off. 
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“Now,” Balris went on, looking over his mustache at Daelin, “We’ll see how 
quickly the Generals’ Circle of Anduril wants to see you.” 

They sat in the tent, staring at Balris, who stared right back at them, for about an 
hour, before the same messenger came back, breathing heavily.  “Captain Balris, sir,” he 
said between gasps for air, “they want to see them immediately.”  As he spoke, he handed 
Balris a scroll, which the captain took and quickly read.   

He nodded, then turned back to Daelin, a stern look in his eye.  “Well, it seems 
they’re interested,” he said, stone-faced.  He motioned again for guards.  “Take them to 
the Circle right away, but don’t let them out of your sight.”  

The dozen guards in the room all responded, and quickly gathered around Daelin 
and the others.  Soon they were on their way toward the enormous tent at the center of 
what Daelin could only now call a town, if not a small city.  Shelrisa continued to look 
over her shoulder, her arms strangely empty.  Daelin put a hand on her shoulder.  “Don’t 
worry, we’ll get your book back when this is all cleared up.  I can understand them 
wanting to be cautious.”  He added with a smile, “think of it as a good chance to lighten 
your load for a little while.” 

She smiled back at him, and Daelin noticed Hugh break a faint smile too.  They 
weren’t totally defenseless, even without their weapons.  Hugh was a weapon himself, as 
was Dorian, and Gregory hopefully had plenty of spells up his sleeve.  Silvren, calm and 
quiet so far, plucked a few notes on his lute as they walked.  The guards kept them at a 
hurried pace, and they were standing outside the tent within mere minutes.  One of the 
guards showed the scroll to the tent guards then stepped inside, and a moment later he 
returned and motioned for the others to follow. 

Within, the tent was humming with activity, which amazed Daelin since he could 
hear nothing from without.  In fact, it seemed as though, in passing through the entryway 
to the tent, he passed through a wall of silence.  There were many tables and shelves lined 
in neat rows, and officers and men and women who were most certainly wizards stood 
around conversing or going over papers and books. 

Daelin couldn’t get a good look at anything anyone was doing, but did see where 
they were being led: at the center of the tent was an open area surrounded by short stone 
walls, over which he could clearly see.  He figured the walls were more for separating the 
center from the rest of the tent than for privacy, but again, when he passed through the 
gateway to the inner circle, the sound seemed to abruptly stop. 

Inside was an immense circular wooden table, atop which sat an enormous 
colored map, marked with hundreds of small, colored wooden pegs, as well as many piles 
of parchment.  Seated around the table were the generals of Anduril: twelve men wearing 
highly decorated armor or tunics and capes of red and silver.  Most were older men, their 
features worn by age and battle.  Daelin studied them each in turn as they all stood at his 
approach.  Their eyes all met his, as if they all looked into his soul for some hidden 
secret. 

The man most directly across from him cleared his throat.  He was the eldest of 
the men present, with a full head of silver-white hair and a wiry beard.  His gleaming 
silver armor was enameled with an ornate, leonine red design, and seemed almost to 
glow.  Without any preamble, he said abruptly, “Word has reached us that you claim to 
be the heir to the thrones of Anduril and Daelin.”  As he spoke, he looked intently at 
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Daelin, not addressing him by name or title, but clearly not speaking to any other member 
of the party.  “What proof of this do you have?” 

Daelin was somewhat taken aback by the man’s forwardness.  He nervously 
stepped forward, painfully aware that more than a dozen eyes were fixed upon him, and 
held up his hand, displaying the ring.  “I have my parents’ ring,” he said in a voice too 
nervous to be properly heard, even in this silence. 

A man to Daelin’s right, a hunched elder with long, thin hair wearing ornate 
leather armor, hobbled forward.  On his left eye was a black patch, but his right was alert 
and studied Daelin carefully.  He looked the boy in the eye, and said in a voice both 
shaky and loud, “He does bear a striking resemblance to prince Therris.”  A slight 
murmur went around the table, and the man took Daelin’s hand in his and examined the 
ring.  “And this ring…” he trailed off. 

The old man looked the ring over carefully, respectfully sliding it from Daelin’s 
finger and examining the inside of the band.  “This is authentic,” he said with a nod.  “I 
believe…” he looked Daelin in the eye again and concluded, “our prince has returned.” 

Another murmur went around the table, and several of the generals began to bow.  
The first general held up his hand for silence.  “Begging your pardon, Uramir, but I 
would prefer if we confirmed that beyond all doubt before we all bow to him.”  He 
looked disrespectfully at Daelin as he spoke, as if too proud to bow to his king, or even 
admit a young boy like Daelin could be his ruler.  “Bellos, if you please.”  He motioned 
to the first man on Daelin’s left. 

Bellos was pale-haired and younger than most, wearing a fine robe and a cape of 
red and silver upon which was emblazoned the Anduril lion, surrounded by stars and 
surmounted by a crescent moon.  He stepped up to Daelin, and nodded politely.  “One 
moment, if you please,” he said. 

The others kept a careful eye on the man as he began to chant strange words, 
contorting his fingers over Daelin.  Gregory, in particular, paid close attention to the 
wizard, readying himself to counteract his spell if it proved dangerous.  Bellos finished 
chanting his wizardry, and closed his eyes.  After a moment’s concentration, he said, “His 
bloodline is true.  The ring is no forgery.  And… there’s something else…” 

Daelin heard Solcrist speak in his mind.  “They do not need to know of me.” 
Daelin quickly spoke, interrupting the wizard.  “Well, then, does that mean you 

believe me?  And we can put an end to this pointless war?” 
A murmur washed around the table, and Bellos immediately sank to one knee.  

“Your majesty,” he said. 
The general in charge spoke again, ignoring the voices that were slowly growing 

in volume around him.  “Be that as it may, one word from a young prince cannot simply 
end an age-long war,” he said with a faint bow. 

“What Tezran means to say,” a man in black and silver armor on Daelin’s right 
said, “is that we have been running this kingdom in your father’s absence for many years.  
The people count on us for leadership now.  Reinstating a king after so long would be… 
difficult, to say the least.” 

Daelin eyed all the generals as he replied.  “So you all want to just keep fighting 
this war?  I just want to end it.  I want to bring both… um… my… kingdoms together, 
and put all this senseless fighting behind.” 
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Tezran, who had been biting his lip as Daelin spoke, exploded.  “What does a 
child know of this war?  Your parents weren’t fit to end it, neither are you!  We have kept 
this country alive while our enemies have waged war on us!  Where have you been for 
sixteen years?  You expect us all to simply bow to you right now, just because you have 
materialized out of nowhere and just tell us all to stop what we’re doing?” 

The man on Tezran’s left put a hand on his armored shoulder, but the general still 
shook with anger.  Daelin could feel his own blood boiling.  He hadn’t expected this to be 
easy, and didn’t even feel comfortable becoming a king.  He never wanted the power or 
responsibility, but he had to end the war.  This general, maybe all of them, seemed like 
they wanted to keep fighting, keep killing people.  Were the people of Anduril really 
content to live with the war?  Did they just accept it as a way of life, or did they want it to 
change? 

“What would he have to do?” asked Gregory after a lengthy silence.  “He is the 
rightful ruler of both this kingdom and Daelin.  What would he have to do to regain the 
seat given up by his parents and unite both countries?” 

Daelin swore he saw Tezran’s hand move to the hilt of his sword.  “Such a thing 
is impossible,” he replied angrily.  “As far as I am concerned, Prince Therris forfeited his 
own right to the throne, and that of his heir, when he fled his country in her time of need.  
We are the rulers now.” 

“The laws of this country can’t be changed at your whim,” Gregory snapped back.  
“I happen to know how the rights of succession work.  This kingdom is Daelin’s, and he 
is your rightful ruler.  The laws of heredity state that he rules, or you challenge him in a  
coup.” 

Dorian added, “Which would be your own death sentence, right here and now, if 
that is your choice.”  Hugh nodded. 

“So,” Gregory concluded, after Tezran had stopped twitching angrily, “unless you 
can produce an authentic document, signed by a rightful heir to the throne of Anduril 
giving you and your circle of generals absolute rule in this country, you have no claim.  
And I suspect that there is no such document, and you all simply took charge of matters 
when you had no other choice, what with the war going on and all.” 

“And just who are you?” the man on Tezran’s left asked the Condanan prince.  
“And whose interests do you represent?” 

Gregory folded his arms.  “I am on the side of peace and my friend, and I 
represent the best interests of my own kingdom, which has made a living off of blood 
money for far too long.” 

“Condana?” the general mused. 
Gregory nodded.  “That’s right.  I am prince Gregory, next in line to the throne 

after my brother.  But I don’t think he’ll be vacating that post any time soon, which, 
honestly, suits me just fine.  I just want to see things set right.  I doubt you realize just 
how much of a role Condana has played in keeping this war going.” 

The elderly Uramir, still hunched over in respect for his king, said firmly, “We 
know they supply our side as well as Daelin, and certainly have their own interests at 
heart.” 

“But who gives you the intelligence telling you what your enemy might be 
planning?” Gregory asked.  “Who gives you information, nothing more than propaganda, 
that keeps you willing to fight?  My brother has been behind it for many years, I assure 
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you.  I’m sure there are many things I could tell you that would open your eyes.  Things I 
have seen in my admittedly limited time at home.” 

Daelin stepped toward the table and held up his hands.  “Please,” he pleaded, 
addressing all the Circle but fixing his gaze on Tezran, “I just want to make peace.  I 
honestly don’t want the job of running two countries.  I’d still need all of your help.  I 
just want to stop the fighting.  If there’s a way I can put an end to people killing each 
other for no reason, I’m going to try.” 

“And you would do this by assuming both thrones, that of Anduril and that of 
Daelin?”  Uramir inquired. 

“Yes.  That’s what I expected had to be done.” 
The Circle was silent as they all contemplated his words.  Only Tezran seemed 

more concerned with retaining his own power rather than doing what Daelin felt was 
right.  After a moment, a thus far silent general on the right said, “That would require 
more than just assuming both thrones and calling a halt to the war.”  All eyes turned to 
him, and he cleared his throat and went on.  “Too many wheels have already been started 
turning.  We have many armies advancing upon one another, fighting even as we speak.  
And then there’s our strike plan…” he trailed off, looking around at the others, knowing 
he had just said something that he should not. 

“Strike plan?” Daelin repeated. 
Uramir sighed and sat in his chair.  “Our intelligence led to planning a pincer 

strike on the main forces of Daelin, situated on the west bank of Lake Silence, before 
they can amass enough strength for a frontal attack on our capital.  But regardless of that, 
you would have to convince not only our forces, but those of Daelin, to cease hostilities.  
We would need an official end to the war, and some way of reinstating you as our ruler.  
This whole situation is most unprecedented.” 

“Alright,” Daelin said with determination.  “Then if I can get Daelin to back 
down, will you call off this strike, and initiate whatever needs to be done to call off this 
war?” 

Silence hung in the air for several long moments, until Uramir finally broke it 
with his words.  “You have my allegiance, your highness.”  As he spoke, he stood then 
dropped to one knee, an act that looked painfully difficult in his old age. 

“And mine,” replied the wizard Bellos.  “If you can get them to back down, I 
swear to have all my forces withdraw, and swear to uphold your rule.” 

“You have my allegiance as well,” said an aged general on Daelin’s left.  “The 
cavalry and footmen of the Southeast Guard will withdraw if you so command.” 

“Now wait a minute here,” Tezran bellowed.  “What’s to keep Daelin’s army 
from agreeing to the same terms and attacking us anyway?” 

Uramir began to stand, and Daelin rushed to his side to assist him.  All the 
generals seemed astonished at this act of kindness, especially Uramir who had trouble 
getting out his next words.  “Th… thank you, your highness,” he said incredulously.  
Then, clearing his throat, he went on, “We will have the oaths of Daelin’s generals as 
well.  If we can follow our true king, then so can they.” 

Tezran glowered at Daelin.  “I suppose there’s the chance he’ll just be killed as a 
spy.  Very well, I call for a motion to give our young ‘king’ nine days to convince our 
enemy to stand down and send us word.  If such a feat cannot be done in that time, we 
will continue with the strike as planned.” 
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“So moved,” said a general. 
“Second,” said another. 
“Then it’s in agreement?” Tezran said with a smirk as he looked around the table 

at the nodding heads of his fellow generals.  “So be it.  Your majesty, you have nine days 
to send proof that Daelin’s forces are standing down.”  Then he added with a sly grin, 
“you’d best get moving, your highness.” 

 
The next leg of their journey would take Daelin’s group south to the capital of 

Anduril, where the main forces of the army and much of the kingdom’s population were 
situated.  The city had been besieged many times in the past, a feat the Andurillians had 
never managed to accomplish on Daelin’s capital, but it had always endured.  Their path 
would then continue south, through the warlands, and behind “enemy” lines, into the 
heart of Daelin itself.  Once there, Daelin would have to convince his mother’s country to 
lay down their arms. 

Try as he might, Daelin could not get any specifics on the planned strike.  Tezran 
insisted that even though Daelin was king, he couldn’t be trusted with such vital 
information.  Daelin tried to memorize as much as he could of the great strategy map on 
the Circle’s table before being escorted from the tent.  His two staunchest supporters, 
Uramir and the wizard Bellos, were his guides through the great camp.  As they walked, 
Uramir explained, “This outpost was established as a gathering and training ground for 
our armies, the next step after unit assignments in Soldiers’ Ferry.  From here, far behind 
the lines of battle, we can coordinate and lead with minimal risk.” 

“But what about the capital city?” Daelin asked. 
“The capital is well protected,” Bellos replied.  “We’re not sure what the 

enemy… er, the Daelinites knows, but for many years we have believed that they think 
the Circle is located in the capital palace, although the possibility of that has decreased 
significantly over the years.  But our armies are still centered there, and it is well-
defended.  In times of attack, the citizens can retreat inside the castle walls.” 

“What about citizens outside the city?”  Daelin was concerned with all the 
inhabitants of his countries, not just those in harm’s way.  After all, in a war of such 
scale, harm’s way was everywhere. 

Uramir responded this time.  “We have few settlements surviving outside the 
capital, unfortunately.  All of our young men, and some of our women, are drafted into 
service at the age of fifteen.”  He took a moment to look Daelin over, assessing his age.  
“That leaves no one to farm the land.  We rely on Condana for nearly all our foodstuffs.  
The situation in Daelin is similar, although they also receive imports from the south and 
the east.” 

“So how are we going to get to where we need to go?” Hugh interjected.  “I’m 
fascinated by all this, but it can wait.  We’re on a time table, aren’t we?” 

“Of course,” Uramir nodded.  “The road to Anduril City is open but well-
patrolled.  You’ll just go down and give this letter to the commanding officer on the 
northern front.”  He handed Daelin a scroll bearing the Anduril seal, signed by all 
members of the Circle. 

“I’ll do my best to expedite your journey,” Bellos said, “once we’ve recovered 
your belongings.  I’m afraid transit has not been something our war wizards have focused 
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on, and few warlocks have joined our ranks, but I still know some spells to get you there 
quickly.” 

“Once you deliver the message,” Uramir went on, “you will meet up with The 
Courier, who will guide you to Daelin.  We’ve already sent word to have him available 
upon your arrival.  In his hands, you should reach the city safely, I assure you.” 

Daelin nodded.  “I understand.”  
They had reached the guardhouse of Captain Balris, and Bellos entered to recover 

their weapons and Shelrisa’s book.  “Just one thing,” Daelin mentioned to Uramir as they 
stood waiting outside in the damp afternoon air.  “Tezran, can we trust him?  I know he 
doesn’t want to follow me, and to be honest I don’t expect him to keep up his end of the 
deal.” 

Uramir’s shoulder sagged.  “Tezran is headstrong and fiercely patriotic, my lord,” 
he explained.  “He was in charge of the royal armies when your father left and your 
grandparents were killed.  He feels your father has neglected his duty.  Also, consider all 
our positions if this war came to a sudden end.  A great deal would change here, not just 
for us in the Circle, but for the common folk as well.  But at the same time, Tezran has let 
his power go to his head.  Relinquishing it to you, just a boy, will be difficult for him, but 
if the Circle decides something, even Tezran can’t countermand it.  And we have 
decided.  There will be no attack if you are successful.” 

Daelin smiled.  “Thank you, General Uramir.” 
 
In possession of their belongings, the party took up position just outside the 

outpost, near where they had been apprehended by Balris’ guards.  Bellos had begun to 
ready a spell, chanting his mystic words and weaving intricate patterns in the air with his 
hands.  After several minutes of this, a hazy, dark purple rectangle, akin to a doorway, 
appeared before him.  Looking deep into it, Daelin saw only faint, swirling, dark shapes.   

Bellos stepped aside and bowed with a flourish to the doorway.  “This will take 
you as close to the outskirts of the capital as I dare send you.  Any closer, and I would 
risk not only startling our guards but also invoking a response from the Daelinite wizards.  
Their transit magic is far more powerful than ours, and they have been known to 
occasionally intercept our spells.” 

“You’re sure it’s safe?” Hugh asked. 
Bellos nodded.  “Of course.  I would not endanger my king.  As I said, it is as 

close to the city as I dare safely send you.  If I did not have other pressing matters to 
attend to here, I would accompany you.” 

Hugh scoffed.  “I’m sure you would,” he muttered under his breath. 
“Well then,” Daelin said.  “General Bellos, General Uramir, thank you both for 

your help.  I’ll send word as soon as I put an end to the war.”  And then, as if to indicate 
his trust in his general, he stepped through the purple gateway. 

Shelrisa followed quickly behind him, then Dorian.  Gregory and Silvren both 
bowed politely to the generals before stepping through, and Hugh was last, saying to 
them, “You guys better hold up your end of the deal.  I don’t forgive easily.” 

And the portal closed behind him. 
 
Once inside the portal, Daelin didn’t have long to take in the sensation of magical 

transit.  Purple mist swirled around him, and he had the sudden sensation that he was no 
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longer standing on firm ground.  But before he could become truly disoriented, he found 
his feet planted on moist earth once again. 

The capital city was a dismaying sight to its future king.  The palace, even from 
this distance, was in a state of visible disrepair.  Several miles from the palace, where 
Bellos’ spell had sent them, was little more than bare earth and dead vegetation.  Most of 
the trees had long ago been felled for their wood, and now the area was occupied only by 
patrolling squads of soldiers.  In the distance, inside a run-down cobblestone wall, Daelin 
could see many small huts, and people going about their daily activities.  Outside the wall 
was nothing but a writhing mass of soldiers and tents.  The gray sky overhead only 
served to make the whole scene more depressing. 

“So we’re supposed to meet someone called the Courier, huh?” Dorian 
commented as they began to approach the city. 

Gregory stepped up beside him.  “That’s what he said.” 
“How do we find him?” the draconian inquired, eying the nearest squad of guards 

carefully as they approached. 
Daelin stopped walking as the guards drew closer.  “I think he’ll find us.”  He 

took Shelrisa’s hand and drew her close, and waited for their next line of questioning, the 
message given to him by The Circle in his other hand. 

 
Soon enough they found themselves amidst the massive army surrounding the 

city.  And it wasn’t even all of Anduril’s remaining forces; still other armies traveled and 
fought around the countryside between the two capitals.  The entire kingdom, and 
presumably that of Daelin, was dedicated to nothing other than fighting this pointless 
war.  Daelin’s heart sank as the sheer number of soldiers, of people, men and women, 
who could be living lives and producing for their country, surrounded him. 

One of the soldiers’ superiors (Daelin missed both his name and his rank) took the 
note and left the travelers under guard in one of the elaborate guardhouses situated in the 
army encampment, where they all now sat in the corner.  As they waited, Silvren sang 
softly, idly plucking strings on his lute.  Daelin watched the bard, wondering what was 
going through the young man’s head.  Silvren didn’t seem bothered by the things going 
on around him.  Daelin felt depressed and even a bit frustrated, and he could see 
impatience in Hugh.  Dorian seemed stone-faced, consumed by his duty and little else.  
But Silvren seemed detached from everything.  He wanted to end war with his song… but 
was that really it?  Had his travels through these war-torn lands desensitized him to what 
he saw?  

Shelrisa, as always, was nervous, if not frightened.  Daelin put an arm around her, 
and she leaned her head on his shoulder.  He looked at her book, which lay in her lap, and 
thought about the magic she had been learning.  He suddenly felt even more depressed.  
He had missed every spell she’d cast so far, training for the game, and under Dorian’s 
sword… 

He looked back up to see Hugh watching him and the dark elf.  Hugh nodded, 
then looked away.  Daelin stared at the assassin for a time, wondering what he was all 
about.  His story had come out: he was hired to watch Daelin, and his attempts to get 
closer to Shelrisa were undoubtedly meant to gain their trust, but what was it exactly that 
made him change his mind?  Was he really working for Daelin now?  Or was Condana’s 
wizard Rendel still behind it somehow? 
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The door to the guardhouse creaked open on its crooked hinges and its edge 
scraped the dirt floor.  In walked the officer with whom Daelin had spoken, clutching the 
scroll in his right hand, along with two guards.  Behind them walked another man draped 
in a black cloak.  The four stepped up to Daelin and his companions, and the officer and 
the man in black bowed politely.  “Your majesty,” the officer said, “my apologies for our 
treatment of you.  I’m sure you understand in these times we must be careful.” 

Daelin stood and said, helping Shelrisa to her feet, “Yes, it’s alright.”  He looked 
to the man in black, who had bowed much more deeply than the officer. 

As he pulled back the hood on his cloak, Daelin examined him carefully.  He was 
tall and thin, with sharp features and a very long, pointed nose.  His eyes were deep 
black, with irises almost unnaturally large, but sparkled with wit and alertness.  His black 
hair was stiff, combed straight back from his forehead, and jutted off the back of his head 
in short, feathery spikes.  He wore a short, well-groomed mustache and goatee, and 
despite the appearance that he was in his late twenties, his goatee was streaked with a 
white stripe on his chin. 

The man wore a blue tunic beneath his cloak, and black breeches.  He carried on 
his side a black leather pouch, but no weapons.  He shifted his cloak over one shoulder 
and surveyed the travelers.  His head jerked in quick, excited movements which, in 
combination with his long nose, gave Daelin the impression of a bird.  The man cocked 
his head to the side.  “Your highness,” he said in an unexpectedly high voice. 

Daelin nodded.  As much as the title made him uncomfortable, he was beginning 
to get used to it.  Not that he enjoyed it. 

The officer held out a hand, gesturing toward the man.  “This is the Courier.  He 
will be your guide into Daelinite territory.” 

The Courier bowed again, sweeping his cloak aside with his hand.  “It is my 
honor,” he squeaked.  

Daelin nodded back, having to mentally keep himself from bowing in return.  
“Thank you,” he said, unable to think of anything better. 

Hugh and Dorian both eyed the man with suspicion but said nothing.  Gregory 
bowed and held out a hand.  “Gregory of Condana,” he introduced himself.  The Courier 
took it and shook it lightly.  Then Gregory gestured to the others.  “This is Hugh of 
Dockport, Dorian the Red (perhaps you’ve heard of him?), and Silvren the Minstrel.”  He 
looked toward Shelrisa, who was hiding behind Daelin.  “And her name is Shelrisa.” 

The Courier nodded deeply in that same jerky head motion to each member of the 
group as they were introduced, and said to Shelrisa, “Very nice to meet you.”  He looked 
back to the others, and added, “all of you.”  He cocked his head to the side and gave a dry 
smile. 

The officer handed Daelin back the scroll and said, “This letter from The Circle 
says you wish to move quickly, so I won’t keep you any longer.”  He turned to the 
Courier.  “They’re in your hands now,” he said.  “Take care of them.” 

The Courier nodded with a jerk and replied, “Yes, sir.”  He then turned and 
strutted from the building.  Daelin fell in behind him, bringing Shelrisa alongside by the 
hand. 

Hugh couldn’t place his finger on it, but there was something about this Courier 
that bothered him.  He was concealing something, Hugh could feel it.  Certainly he could 
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tell the man was a spy, but there was something more.  Something he could sense.  He’d 
have to keep a close eye on him. 

The Courier led them through the city of Anduril without speaking much.  Daelin 
said nothing either, instead taking in all the sights of his run-down capital.  Here and 
there he could see the foundations of buildings long-ago removed to make way for the 
army.  There were newer buildings: barracks, mess halls, armories, smithies, store 
houses, stables… but no civilians anywhere.  Daelin heaved a sigh of dismay.  This was 
the kingdom he had inherited.  No wonder his father had given up on it. 

As they neared the center of the city they came to small plots of land tended by 
farmers.  The farmers were mostly women or the elderly; those not expected to serve in 
the army.  Daelin had seen plenty of female soldiers in passing, but from what he 
understood only men were drafted into service; women could serve if they chose. 

The state of the civilians’ lives made Daelin even sadder.  Their lands were small, 
and they seemed barely self-sufficient.  It really was true that most of the nation’s goods 
were imported from Condana and other nations.  He looked back to Gregory, who 
seemed to be observing with the same reactions. 

They circled around the heavily fortified palace, with its broken ramparts and 
decaying walls.  The only thing that seemed maintained was the great banner of the silver 
lion on a field of red that waved ceremoniously from the highest tower.  “Who lives in 
the castle?” Daelin asked their guide. 

The Courier jerked his head around to face him as he walked, and Daelin almost 
cringed.  No one’s neck should swivel that far… 

“Very few live there, your highness,” he replied.  “It is used as a fortification in 
times of attack.  But it has not been maintained properly to support tenants.  It is 
occasionally used for meetings between The Circle and their commanders.  Every few 
months there are field reports that are delivered to them all there.” 

Daelin looked up and saw soldiers patrolling the walls, and catapults and other 
war engines positioned for defense here and there.  But no one came or left. 

After another hour they reached the southern outskirts of the city.  The ground 
was trampled hard, and lifeless.  The Serpent River, which ran along the western side of 
the city, gradually cut to the east, widening and becoming Lake Silence to the south.  
They followed the river for a way, and then crossed it by means of a wide, sturdy stone 
bridge, heavily guarded.  The bridge was relatively new, and clearly used for transporting 
troops in formation.  It was perhaps a hundred feet wide, and spanned the entire width of 
the river, which here was nearly half a mile.  The guards nodded to the Courier and his 
group, but said nothing.  Clearly he came and went regularly. 

“Why aren’t we taking horses?” Gregory asked him as they stepped off of the 
bridge’s stone cobbles and onto moist earth on the river’s western shore. 

“We will be carefully skirting the many battlefields between here and Daelin,” the 
man explained.  “Horses are swift, but large and noisy.  In my line of work, I have found 
stealth to be of more value than overland speed.” 

“And what exactly is your line of work?” Hugh asked. 
The Courier eyed him with those dark, sparkling eyes.  “I relay messages,” he 

replied.  “My trade is information.” 
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“So you’re a spy,” Dorian remarked, stating simply that which Hugh already 
knew.  But, Hugh wondered, which side was he really working on?  Hugh trusted those in 
his own trade as far as he could throw them, and spies even less. 

The Courier shrugged.  “Call it what you will.”  He turned back to the road and 
continued, “Our goal is three days south as the raven flies.  However, we must double 
that time as we circle around to the west to avoid confrontation.  I’m afraid we may come 
dangerously close to some active battlegrounds, but I assure you, we will make it.” 

Daelin looked back, seeing Lake Silence between the dark trees.  The water 
stretched off to the horizon.  He remembered the map he had seen on The Circle’s table.  
Anduril and Daelin were almost directly opposite each other across the vast lake.  “Why 
aren’t there any boats on the lake?” he asked.  “I’d imagine they’d be used in the war.” 

The Courier shook his head.  “Neither of our countries has a navy, landlocked as 
we are, nor do we have the money or resources to build one.  Besides, no ship of war has 
ever been able to safely sail the lake.”  

Daelin raised an eyebrow.  “Why not?” 
The Courier shrugged, an unnerving quick twitch of the shoulder.  “No one 

knows, but it’s said the island is cursed.  All we know is that Relic Isle, in the center of 
the lake, is home to many monsters.  They say the monsters do not want visitors, so they 
sink any ship they see approaching.” 

Daelin looked back to the lake and swallowed.  He was suddenly reminded of his 
own battle at sea, and imagined the Heroes’ ship sinking into the depths of the lake, the 
undead wizard floating over its broken hulk, laughing.  Images of dark tentacles pulling 
the wreck under worked their way into his scenario.  He shook his head to clear it, and 
noticed the Courier had led them off the road.  The second step of their journey had 
begun. 
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Chapter 17: Southern Army 
They walked through heavy brush and soggy earth for the rest of the day, 

carefully avoiding any well-traveled paths.  The next day was the same, although the 
weather had improved.  The clouds overhead had parted, and warm sunshine shone down 
on them.  A gentle breeze wafted from the lake occasionally.  At one point in the late 
morning Daelin thought he heard the sounds of swords clashing on the wind, but he 
couldn’t be certain. 

He still hadn’t gotten used to wearing the chain mail, and its weight gradually 
grew uncomfortable and tiring.  He tried to occupy himself in the long walk by asking 
questions of the Courier regarding his kingdoms.  Anduril was the poorer of the two 
nations for several reasons, not the last of which was Condana’s monopoly on trade.  The 
kingdom of Daelin seemed to be doing well monetarily, although their army was smaller.  
Courier attributed this to their more balanced trade agreements with countries to the south 
(although they did trade for weapons from Condana).  They had been leading a mostly 
defensive war for the better part of a decade, expending their resources halting any 
Andurillian advances, with the occasional counterattack.  Courier also mentioned rumors 
that Daelin’s chief advisor, a legendary figure known as Jahennameth, was unbelievably 
wealthy, and personally kept the kingdom’s treasury stocked.  The name Jahennameth, 
Courier presumed, was little more than a title or namesake, as it had been uttered in 
legends and gossip for centuries.  Daelin recalled Kergmar mentioning the name as well. 

“What are your feelings on ending the war?” Gregory asked over lunch that day. 
Courier shrugged his twitch of a shrug as he pecked at some bread.  “Information 

is always valuable,” he explained.  “If the war ends, I don’t think I’ll be out a job.  
Besides, no one I know really likes the war.  On either side.  Everyone wishes they had an 
excuse to stop.  Everyone, that is, except the generals.  But you didn’t hear that from me.” 

 
They continued to travel the rest of the day, and Daelin had few questions left to 

ask.  So Silvren began his line of questioning, asking the Courier his story.  The spy 
shook his head curtly.  “I have little to share with you,” he said, twisting his head around 
to address the bard.  “My trade is information, as I’ve said, and the less information the 
world has about me, the better.” 

Silvren looked momentarily dejected, but quickly recovered and took to singing a 
song in a melancholy tune. 

 
Our swords are dulled from the fray. 
Our bodies on our tired feet sway. 
Our battle is won 
Long aft it begun. 
We return home to rest on this day. 
 
My heart it longs just to see 
My home as it used to be. 
The road it is long, 
My heart it is strong. 
I return home to know it is free. 
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The fires burn now at my back, 
The homes of our enemies black. 
They fled from our blades, 
Though we fought for days. 
We return home to stay and unpack. 
 
I look and I see far away 
A black smoke does rise as to say 
That which you fled 
Leads back to the dread 
Of more fires that burn to this day. 
 
We walk on the road to our town. 
Our eyes now will only look down 
For we know what we see, 
And just how it could be, 
That the battle had spread all around. 
 
My feet now alight on the stone 
Of the road that once led to my home. 
But my house is now embers, 
My heart it remembers, 
My family now who are gone. 
 
I search in the ruin for my wife, 
But we know that amidst all the strife, 
Not a voice can be heard, 
Save the call of a bird, 
In a land where the war is its life. 
 
The song touched Daelin far more deeply than its mere words, and he wondered 

how possible it was that Silvren really could sway entire armies.  His music seemed to 
have a magical quality to it. 

 
On the afternoon of the third day, the sounds of battle were more than tricks of the 

wind.  Up ahead a skirmish was raging: swords clashed, soldiers shouted, and horse 
hooves could be heard.  The ground now was dry, and the area of forest had given way to 
rocky earth.  Through the scant trees the travelers could see the violence.  Courier 
stopped them and motioned to the right, planning to circle around and avoid the danger.  
Daelin was more than ready to oblige, and Shelrisa seemed very scared.  He took her by 
the hand and followed Courier closely.  He contemplated drawing his sword, but thought 
better of it.  The less armed he was, the less of a threat he would seem to either side 
should he be spotted. 

Hugh stealthily made his way between trees, breaking away from the group and 
keeping his bow drawn and ready.  Once the Night Hunter had snuck off, Daelin lost 
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track of him.  He hoped this wasn’t Hugh’s plan all along, to lead them into an ambush.  
Something in his heart told him, though, that Hugh was covering their backs. 

Dorian ducked low, trying to conceal his massive, blood red frame from the sight 
of the soldiers.  He kept his sword low and concealed, but ready to be used at a moment’s 
notice.  Gregory remained close to Daelin.  Silvren, however, stood where he was.   

Daelin looked over his shoulder to account for all his companions, and saw the 
bard standing where he had been left.  He was carefully fingering his lute, and seemed 
focused on the battle ahead.  Daelin motioned for him, but the minstrel ignored him and 
began to walk forward, straight for the battle.  “What’s he doing?” Daelin whispered to 
Gregory. 

The Condanan prince shrugged.  “I’m not sure… it looks like he thinks he can 
stop the battle!” 

“He’s crazy,” Daelin muttered.  A glare at the minstrel from the Courier told 
Daelin the spy agreed. 

“He’s going to draw too much attention.  We can’t get involved in this battle,” he 
hissed excitedly.  “I can’t be seen here.” 

Daelin looked to Gregory.  “Can you do anything?” 
Gregory thought for a moment, then replied, “I know a spell that might help, but 

we still need to get him to come along with us.” 
Daelin gently pushed Shelrisa toward the Courier.  “Do it,” he said.  “Dorian, we 

need to grab Silvren.”  The draconian nodded. 
Keeping silent, Gregory concentrated for a moment, wiggling his fingers at 

Silvren.  The bard seemed ready to strum his instrument and sing out loudly.  Then a 
strange silence passed over Daelin, and the world fell quiet for an instant.  Then, just as 
quickly, the sounds of battle returned. 

Silvren opened his mouth and strummed his lute, but no sound came forth.  A 
moment later, he was slung over Dorian’s shoulder, struggling futilely and trying to 
protest.  The draconian returned to Daelin and the others, and again the silence returned.  
Daelin started to speak, but gave up when he realized that he too was unable to make a 
sound. 

Courier jerked his head and began to move again, this time followed by all the 
others.  They circled around the site of the battle; two traveling platoons had apparently 
encountered one another on a seldom-used road running to a town to the North, and battle 
had broken out.  Aided by the surrounding silence, the travelers were able to sneak past 
unnoticed, but Daelin took note of the carnage: his first real look at war.  Shelrisa covered 
her eyes, and shook visibly.   

Dead and wounded littered the clearing where the battle wore on, and the brutality 
of it all was something he would never forget.  These men, and women, killing each other 
simply because they were there; a chance encounter caused so many deaths, between 
people who, soon, would be of the same nation.  Daelin felt anger and sadness 
simultaneously well up inside him, but he fought down any urges he had to take action.  
He would put an end to the war.  He swore it. 

 
Once a safe distance from the battle, and ten minutes after Gregory’s spell had 

faded, the group stopped.  Dorian dropped Silvren roughly on the ground, and Hugh 
immediately took aim with his bow.  “That wasn’t part of the deal,” he growled. 
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Silvren looked down at the lute in his lap.  “I’m… sorry,” he muttered.  “I… I 
thought I might have had a chance to do something.  To stop them, save all their lives.” 

Daelin knelt before the minstrel.  “We can’t save anyone if we get caught and 
killed,” he said, his anger having long since faded.  “Your song will sway them all, once 
we get safely to Daelin and have a full story to tell.”  Silvren didn’t meet his gaze.  
“Look,” Daelin went on, “I wanted to stop it as much as you did.  I hated seeing what we 
saw.  But now is not the time to interfere.  We’d just be killed if we tried anything.” 

“You don’t know that,” the bard retorted, for the first time losing his calm 
demeanor.  “I could have stopped them.” 

Dorian nodded.  “We could have stopped them, one way or another.”  He shifted 
the weight of his sword, its sheathed point on the ground, its hilt under his arm.  He 
looked like he was itching to use it. 

Daelin looked over to Shelrisa, who was still close to Courier.  She stared down at 
the ground.  Daelin could see tears on her face.  He stood up.  

“Come on, let’s keep moving.  Silvren, I understand your calling and all, but we 
can’t take risks like that.  Not now.”  He held out a hand. 

Silvren took it and stood as well.  With a reluctant nod, he said, “I understand.  I 
just felt… like that calling was stronger than ever.  I needed to act then.” 

“You’ll get your chance,” Daelin said with a reassuring smile.  “I promise.” 
He then abruptly went to Shelrisa and took her hand.  He whispered to her ear, 

“Are you alright?” 
She shook her head, then rested it against his chest.  He put his arms around her.  

“Come on, let’s keep going.  We can talk about it if you want.”  And the group set off 
again. 

 
Courier seemed more cautious to avoid potential trouble now, and continued to 

lead them even farther west before circling to the south again.  “We’ll be adding another 
day to our journey,” he explained, “but that should keep us out of any skirmishes.” 

Shelrisa said nothing the rest of the day, or that night, even when Daelin tried to 
talk to her.  She occasionally fell into fits of crying, though, and kept very close to 
Daelin, her arm hooked around his while still carrying her book.  She even neglected her 
studies while the group camped at night, and instead stared at the fire, or the ground, or 
the sky.  Daelin didn’t think she slept at all. 

The next night she finally spoke, after Daelin again asked if she wanted to talk 
about it.   

“It was… like before,” she said softly as she stared into the campfire.   
Daelin moved closer to her and put his arm around her shoulder.  “What do you 

mean, ‘before’?” he asked. 
“Home,” she replied.  He watched her as she took a breath and built up the 

courage to finish her thought.   “On Elsyre.  When Izellia and I escaped.” 
“Escaped?”  Daelin repeated.  He raised an eyebrow as he looked at her.  Her 

deep purple eyes looked back into his, and were now shining with tears. 
“The La’Une found us, and came for us,” she said.  “We had never done anything 

to them, but they came anyway.”  Then she stopped, still staring at Daelin. 
“Came?” he said.  “For what?” 
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She quickly turned away, burying her face in her arms folded across her knees.  
“To kill us,” she muttered, and let out a sob.  “There was a battle…” she trailed off and 
resumed crying. 

Daelin hugged her tight as she shook with her sobs.  Nothing he could say could 
possibly make her feel any better.  She was just a child when it happened.  Memories like 
that couldn’t go away easily, and nothing could make them less painful.  He had come to 
realize how much the two elven peoples hated each other, but such brutality… only now 
was he beginning to see how truly brutal the world was. 

There the two stayed for a long time, until the fire began to die down and the last 
of the firewood was tossed in.  Daelin looked around; his other companions were asleep, 
even Courier, who almost seemed able to sleep while standing.  He whispered to Shelrisa, 
“It’s over now.  I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” 

She stared into the glowing embers of their fire.  “Izellia found me in the middle 
of the massacre,” she mumbled quietly.  “I was trying to get my mother to move… Izellia 
found me, and took me… she told me my mother was dead, and that I would be too if we 
didn’t run.” She paused, recollecting, as if the glowing embers reminded her of the fires 
of her burning village.  “So we ran.” 

Daelin had assumed that the relationship between the two dark elves was that of 
blood.  He never considered that they were adopted sisters.  Izellia had rescued Shelrisa, 
taken her in, made Shelrisa her sister.  And Izellia was gone.  And the battle they had 
seen… images flashed through Daelin’s mind of what it must have been like.  What it 
must have been like for a child, a small, innocent child, to lose everything, her family, her 
home, to attackers who wanted only to kill.  He hugged her tighter.  No wonder she had 
feared Dar so much.  No wonder she was so shy… 

 
The journey took them through the forest and past distant audible battles for 

another three days.  It was almost a week when they finally reached the impenetrable wall 
of soldiers and magic that surrounded the capital of Daelin.  And it couldn’t have come 
sooner; everyone was quite tired of military trail rations.  Hunting was impossible in the 
lands they had been traveling, as the war had driven away all edible wildlife. 

The forest gradually began to give way to open, rocky plains.  Between the trees, 
Daelin could see sunlight and distant buildings and other signs of civilization.  Overhead, 
the trees were filled with birds, mostly crowing ravens and small brown sparrows.  Here 
and there crows pecked at the ground as well, making way for the travelers but not 
fleeing from them on sight.  Their constant chatter drowned out all distant sound, and the 
travelers nearly had to shout to hear one another. 

“This is it,” Courier said.  “I can go no further.  I need to keep my identity and 
presence a secret from the Daelin army.”  He nodded with a jerk to Daelin.  “Even if our 
nations are soon to become one, your highness.  I prefer to keep my anonymity as long as 
it might remain necessary.” 

Daelin nodded back.  “I understand.  And thank you for guiding us this far.” 
Courier bowed deeply.  “It was my pleasure, your highness.  And I hope we meet 

again.  I must say, it would be an honor… a pleasure to have you as my sovereign.”  He 
gave a quick smile.  “Just beyond these trees you should find the army.  I hope you won’t 
have any trouble getting through to Daelin’s leaders.” 
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A sudden noise caught the party’s attention, and sent the birds flapping skyward.  
As black feathery shadows flocked past and around them, a greater shadow passed over 
them.  They looked up to see a trio of horse-sized, winged lizards, long-necked and two-
legged with large black eyes and slender horns, descend upon them.  Saddled on the 
creatures’ backs were armored soldiers, each armed with a spear, a crossbow, and a 
sword.  Daelin quickly looked back for Courier, but the spy had vanished with the birds. 

The wind from their wings kicking up great clouds of dust, the three wyverns 
landed in formation, surrounding the travelers.  The rider at the front, directly blocking 
their path to the city, was a woman with long blond hair riding a reddish-brown wyvern 
that snorted and bucked its head as it landed.  She lowered her spear and addressed 
Daelin, at the head of the group.  “Lay down your weapons and identify yourselves.” 

Daelin held up his hands.  “We’re not looking for any trouble.  My name is 
Daelin…” he suddenly realized how strange his name must have sounded to these people.   
“Uh… Anduril.  I was hoping to speak with your leaders.  I think they might be interested 
in what I have to say.”  He removed his ring and held it up for her to see.  She leaned 
closer for a better look, and seemed to think for a moment. 

She barked to the man at Daelin’s left, a bulky man who sat astride a dark green 
wyvern, “Take their weapons.”  Then, to the man on the right, who was of average build 
and rode a olive-green wyvern, “Take up the rear.  And watch the draconian.” 

The first soldier dismounted and began to collect the travelers’ weapons.  Dorian 
was hesitant in handing over his sword.  Daelin thought he could hear the enormous blade 
humming with power as the guard took it to his mount and strapped it to the beast’s 
saddle.  He looked to the draconian whose expression was unreadable. 

“We’ll take you in,” the woman said, “but we’ll see whether they want to see you.  
Let’s go.”  She wheeled her wyvern around and spurred it forward.   

Daelin was almost amused by the unnatural-looking gait the wyvern had as it 
waddled forward.  Its legs were not meant for extended walks, and the creature simply 
didn’t look comfortable on the ground.  Still, it hobbled at a decent speed, and could 
probably keep pace with a trotting horse if necessary.  It’s long tail swayed back and 
forth as it walked, and its strutting head gave Daelin the impression of a huge goose. 

They made their way through three walled rings of defenses, manned with 
hundred of soldiers and a fair number of magicians, from what Daelin could tell.  Here 
and there, the blue and gold eagle flag of Daelin waved in the breeze.  Soldiers gave the 
visitors strange looks as they passed, and some whispered. 

Almost at first glance, Daelin could tell that this kingdom was better off than 
Anduril.  The city walls were well-mended, the soldiers clean and fed, and farmland 
stretched out on the west side of the city, many miles away, at the center of which 
towered the castle, situated atop a high, gently-sloping rocky hill.  The city was built 
around the river, just at the point where it opened up to Lake Silence.  A series of heavy 
stone bridges crossed the river here and there.  Civilians milled about in the streets and 
surrounding lands, certainly more numerous than in Anduril but still not as populous as in 
a peacetime city like Eltsport. 

Inside the third wall, the wyvern-riders stopped at a fortified building and 
dismounted.  They motioned inside with their weapons, and four guards at the door 
admitted the visitors.  Inside they were shoved into a large, iron-barred cell, and the gate 
was slammed shut.  “Daelin Anduril, you said?” the woman said, acting slightly nervous 
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as the jailer stepped aside.  After Daelin nodded, she replied, “That ring you showed me, 
I’d like to take it to my superior.” 

Daelin looked at his friends.  They’d made it this far, and losing the ring now 
would be the least of his concerns.  He sighed and took it from his finger.  “I really need 
to get it back,” he said. 

The woman nodded.  “I’ll do my best.”  With that, she turned and left, followed 
by her two men. 

Perhaps it was the better living conditions, but Daelin thought the soldiers here 
were much more pleasant than in Anduril.  Or perhaps it was something else. 

Hugh sat down in the corner and surveyed the rest of the jail.  It was nothing more 
than a single room filled with a grid of ten-by-ten cells, three on each wall except near the 
entrance, and one in each corner.  The other cells, at the moment, were unoccupied.  
“Nice reception,” he remarked.  “Guess we just wait, huh?”  As he spoke he eyed the 
jailer who had locked them in. 

Daelin patted Shelrisa on the back and sat down at her feet.  A moment later she 
sat down as well, positioning her book carefully in her lap.  She seemed relieved that it 
was not taken this time.  The Daelinites either did not suspect her book was magical, or 
they were confident of their defenses.  Daelin replied to Hugh, “I guess so.” 

Hugh sighed impatiently.  As he spoke, his words were directed at the jailer.  
“After this is all over, everyone is going to be really sorry they kept locking up their king, 
huh, Daelin?” 

Daelin looked back at him,quieting the assassin with his eyes.  He said nothing.  
The last thing he wanted was trouble or to give the impression that he was a vengeful or 
petty ruler.   

Silvren seated himself near the door and began to sing a song of an innocent man 
wrongfully jailed.   

 
O how my heart yearns to be free. 
These walls they press in upon me. 
The bars are a dark shade of gray. 
My jailer, he just turns away. 
My pleas to him  fall on deaf ears, 
For he has heard many in years. 
I do not belong in this place. 
The Suns never shine in this space. 
The stone is cold here on my hands, 
That worked honestly on the land. 
The deeds for which I stand accused 
Are false and my freedom is bruised. 
But none will hear my soft words, 
For here I am alone. 
 
The jailer returned to his business, and seemed to be actively attempting to ignore 

the minstrel’s song.  Dorian paced around the cell, clearly uncomfortable.  Perhaps he 
had spent too many days in a cell and was reminded of unpleasant memories.  Gregory 
seated himself in the corner near Daelin. 
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“Well, we’re getting close to the end of this journey,” the prince said. 
Daelin nodded.  He just wanted it all to be over.  He was tired of the war, tired of 

traveling, tired of trouble and danger.  His thoughts began to drift back to his home in 
Eltsport.  He realized he never thought to send word to his parents there.  They should 
know what had happened to him, and what he really was. 

His thoughts were suddenly shaken from his mind as the door to the jail burst 
open and the wyvern-rider woman entered, behind a man that Daelin immediately 
recognized. 

Kergmar stormed up the jailer and bellowed, “Release them at once!  That’s your 
king in there!”  He held in his hand Daelin’s ring.  

The female officer continued to apologize profusely to the wizard as the jailer 
hurriedly fumbled with his keys.  As the cell door swung open and its occupants stood, 
Kergmar, ignoring the woman’s posturing, stepped in and helped Daelin to his feet, 
pressing his ring into his hand as he did so.  “I’m so sorry about this, your majesty,” he 
said.  “I had told our officers to be expecting you.  I had hoped to be informed before you 
were incarcerated.”  He shot the woman an icy glare.  “Come now,” he went on, brushing 
from Daelin’s cloak dust from the dry, dirty cell floor.  “The Council of Commanders is 
very anxious to meet with you.” 

 
Their weapons were hastily returned to them, amidst many obsequious apologies 

from the guards, and Kergmar hurriedly led them toward the palace.  The castle of 
Daelin, towering over the countryside from atop the rocky hill, was a real palace; its 
walls gleamed with polished white stone, and its towers were topped with brilliant blue 
shingles.  Flags hung from every rooftop, and guards were positioned at every secure and 
ceremonial post.  The travelers, led by the Regent Wizard of Daelin, were admitted 
without question.  

 Daelin marveled at the palace.  He’d never seen anything so amazing, and never 
dreamed he would be within such regal walls.  And this was to be his home.  Well, one of 
them. 

The main gate, a high, stone arch in the keystone of which was carved the signet 
of Daelin, led to a great marble staircase which, in turn, led to the main door to the 
palace.  The steps were each ten feet deep, and the stairway itself was at least twenty feet 
wide.  Hugh counted fifty steps, always attentive to details that might be vital in the event 
of a forced escape. 

The main door was enormous: as wide as the stairs and taller than ten men.  
Daelin meant to ask Kergmar why the door was so big, but the wizard interrupted the 
thought.  “The Council is waiting in the High Tower right now.  This way.” 

Inside the door was a grand entryway.  The vaulted ceiling sported a crystal and 
silver chandelier, and a thick blue and gold carpet cushioned every footfall.  Directly 
ahead at the end of a short hall was an elaborate gilded door, guarded by two heavily-
armed men in gleaming golden armor.  The two men dropped to one knee as they saw 
Daelin enter.  He felt a surge of pride.  They were bowing to him.  Their king.  An instant 
later he realized how quickly this feeling could go to his head, and he understood why 
Ervin never told him he was a king.  To the left of the hall was another corridor, as large 
as the main door, which led into darkness down a set of stairs.   
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Kergmar led them to the right, down a tall, narrow hallway that led deep into the 
palace.  The right wall was dotted with high, narrow, stained-glass windows that faced 
east, letting in shafts of sunlight.  Each window depicted a different scene, all seemingly 
famous kings or heroes from the kingdom’s history.  The left side of the hall was lined 
with blue doors.  Along the way the group passed soldiers, guards, officers, and various 
palace staff, all of whom bowed graciously as they passed. 

Kergmar stopped near the end of the hall and opened one of the doors.  Inside was 
a spiral stairway, lit by barred windows and glowing iron rods set in the walls.  “After 
you, your majesty,” the wizard said with a sweeping gesture.  “All the way to the top.”  
He let all of Daelin’s companions enter before he followed, quietly closing the door 
behind him. 

Hugh lost count of stairs in the tower.  It seemed like they climbed for an hour.  
The steps circled round and round the enormous tower, passing doors every story, until 
finally there was no higher to go.  A simple blue door stood at the culmination of the 
staircase. 

Daelin pushed it open to reveal a circular room containing a round table and many 
chairs, very much like the one he had seen in Anduril.  A window on the south wall was 
open and through it ushered a pleasant breeze.  And, as in Anduril, a circle of generals sat 
around the table.  These generals were very different from those in Anduril; they were 
clad in fancy blue and gold uniforms, but not armor, and they all seemed even older than 
those in the northern kingdom.  They all stood as the door opened, and bowed.  Most 
dropped to one knee with utmost respect, but a couple out of the nine gave less formal 
bows.  They seemed to be the most skeptical or resistant to his return.  He wondered if 
he’d have to do some convincing again. 

The closest commander, one who had only given a precursory bow, said, “You 
may go, Kergmar.  We’ll send for you if you are needed.”  He reminded Daelin of a very 
old Ervin. 

The Regent Wizard bowed out the door, and closed it.  Daelin heard the click and 
knew this was the moment of truth: the last step in his quest to end the age-long war 
between Daelin and Anduril.  He took a deep breath and began. 

“I want to end the war,” he said resolutely.  “There’s no reason to continue it.” 
One of the generals nodded.  “With a single ruler, a war would be senseless.” 
“But don’t you see that the war is already pointless?” Daelin pleaded.  “Does 

anyone even know what the war is about?  From what I understand, the reason was lost 
long ago.  It’s more of a principle now.” 

Another general shook his head sadly.  “Many of us have grown weary of the war.  
Anduril seems to push on, even beyond the capabilities of their resources.” 

Daelin nodded.  “I could tell.  Just comparing the two cities is enough to realize 
that.” 

Gregory interjected, “I’m afraid Condana is most likely responsible for that.  The 
Merchants’ Guild provides many supplies for this war, and they’d lose a lot of revenue if 
the war ended.  They are the ones who have been providing false information to Anduril, 
perhaps even to you.  They are the ones keeping this war going.” 

“Ah,” the first general remarked.  “Gregory of Condana.  Regent Kergmar told us 
you were traveling with our king.  Yes, we’d be very interested in hearing what your 
brother has been up to.” 
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Gregory replied, “I’m afraid I won’t be able to provide much information.  I 
haven’t been in the castle in a long time.” 

The closest general, the one who dismissed the Regent, said, “So then, young 
master, what exactly do you plan to do to stop the war?” 

“Well,” Daelin began, “if I assume the throne of both kingdoms, the war would 
have to end wouldn’t it?” 

“Just like that?” the general replied, folding his arms.  He gave Daelin a look 
saying he was a fool.  “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but what experience do you have 
with ruling a kingdom?  There is more to ending this war than simply saying ‘I’m in 
charge, now everyone stop your fighting!’” 

Daelin set his jaw and narrowed his eyes.  “Then just tell me what I have to do.” 
The general stared at him with angry eyes.  Eventually, he said, “Ever since your 

mother ran off with that boy from Anduril, and your grandparents passed on, I’ve been 
managing most of the affairs here, along with the rest of my council.”  He gestured 
around the room at the other commanders.  “I’ve kept this kingdom alive while the 
leadership in Anduril has let their entire nation flounder.  You may be the heir to our fair 
kingdom, young master, but you are not its ruler, and as long as I live and breathe, you 
never will be.”  As the man spoke, his face grew redder and redder, and his white 
mustache seemed to bristle.  The other generals stared at him, their jaws gaping.  “Now,” 
he said with a wave of his hand, “leave us to deciding matters of war.  All we need now is 
a figurehead, and hardly even that.”   

Hugh clenched his fists.  He had gained a great deal of respect for Daelin, even 
though he wasn’t sure why.  The boy had been acting in ways the assassin had never 
experienced.  He was kind and just, and if anyone was meant to be a good ruler, it was 
Daelin.  But this general, this fat, old, pompous noble, was slapping Daelin in the face.  
Hugh felt compelled to break the man’s stocky neck, but he held back. 

Daelin looked at the rest of the Council.  They all stared at the general, shocked 
by what he had said.  Daelin simmered inside.  Both kingdoms seemed more similar than 
Daelin had first thought.  Just like in Anduril, this man had taken control, clearly, and 
now fancied himself the kingdom’s ruler.  “If I leave this to you,” he said, his teeth 
gritted, “more people will die.  Anduril has planned a massive strike.  I don’t know any 
details, but if I don’t send word back to them with a resolution in the next three days, they 
will attack with what they assured me would be very deadly force.”  He looked away.  “I 
don’t know what their plan is, exactly, but I know that I can stop it, if I can just do what I 
was meant to do.” 

The Council seemed to contemplate Daelin’s words.  Several of the men turned 
their attention to the standing general.  “Lord Gellis,” a scrawny man with a long white 
beard said. 

Gellis looked back to him.  “Have I ever led this nation astray?” 
The old man sighed.  “No, but we’ve never had such a warning.  And our king has 

been missing for sixteen years.  Now he has returned.  Perhaps he is right, and it’s time to 
end this war.  This is the perfect opportunity.  With one king uniting our nations, there 
will finally be peace.” 

Gellis pounded the table with his fist, but remained silent. 



 200 

“How does the council vote?” the old man said.  “All those in favor of our king 
taking his rightful place on the thrones of Daelin and Anduril, and bringing this war to an 
end, raise your hand.” 

Eight hands lifted to the ceiling. 
Gellis’s face turned an even brighter shade of red.  “He knows nothing of leading 

a nation!” he exclaimed. 
“I know I don’t!” Daelin interjected.  “I can’t just start leading… I don’t want to!  

I’d still need you, all of you, to help me.” 
Hugh heard a faint noise.  His assassin’s senses felt something.  His eyes shot to 

the window, and his hand went to his bow, but he did not draw his weapon. 
“I’ll say it again,” Gellis bellowed.  “I’m not giving up all I’ve worked so hard for 

to this boy!  We can end this war our own way!” 
Hugh heard another sound.  A footstep, faintly scrunching on the windowsill.  But 

he saw nothing.  Still, his instincts kicked in, and his bow was drawn and ready in an 
instant. 

But an instant too late. 
A sharp twang rang through the room; a split second later, Gellis emitted a loud 

choking gurgle, and toppled backward.  Hugh let his arrow fly as soon as his senses had 
registered the attack.  His arrow struck its target in the shoulder, just as the assassin fell 
back out the window.  A commotion arose in the room, and amidst much shouting, Hugh 
leapt over the table and sprung for the window. 

Arrow drawn, he flew out into open air, high above the castle.  Below him he saw 
a fleeing, black-cloaked figure, its hood tossed back, scurrying down the side of the 
tower, supported by a rope.  Hugh released his grip on the arrow, letting the missile fly 
true to its target.  The fleeing assassin dropped to the ground, some thirty feet farther 
below.  With his free hand, Hugh grabbed the rope and slowed his fall.  The rope was 
woven from smooth silk, and he slid a way before coming to a complete stop. 

As he hung fifty feet from the earth, he kept his eyes trained on the attacker.  The 
assassin was clearly dead, a crumpled, black-cloaked figure on the ground, with two 
arrows protruding from its broken body.  Hugh shouldered his bow and pulled himself 
back up to the window.  He quickly noted the heavy crossbow bolt that anchored the light 
rope to the overhang of the tower roof and wondered how he hadn’t heard it.  He mulled 
this over in his mind, realizing there was more magic in the world than he had ever 
realized.  Gregory had cast a silencing spell; perhaps the bolt had been similarly 
enchanted. 

He seated himself on the windowsill, his face calm and unemotional.  Inside was a 
scene of shock and pandemonium.  The Council members scurried about excitedly, 
shouting to one another and to any guards who might hear.  Dorian stood, sword drawn, 
between Daelin and any danger, and had pressed the young king against the wall.  The 
draconian’s golden eyes scanned the room and alit on the Night Hunter. 

One of the Council members, kneeling over the fallen Gellis, looked up.  “He’s 
dead,” he said in a voice too calm to be rational. 

Another Councilman said, “But was that arrow meant for Gellis, or our king?” 
Hugh jerked his head out the window.  “Check the body for clues, I guess.  He 

won’t be killing anyone else.” 
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Kergmar, the closest wizard, was brought to examine the body of the assassin.  
The man was young and fit, garbed in black.  He was unarmored, but had been armed 
with a crossbow, and a lightweight, black cloak.  The body was laid on its back on a 
stone table in one of the unused rooms in the castle proper.  Kergmar arrived, showing 
great concern for the fallen general and his king. 

He could tell immediately that the assassin wore an invisibility cloak.  He tried to 
explain the magical function of the garment to those present, explaining how the magic 
renders its wearer invisible as long as the hood remains over its wearer’s head.  He even 
demonstrated it.  But the other generals were more interested in the assassin’s identity. 

Kergmar worked a spell, then touched the corpse.  As soon as his hand left the 
body, the assassin sat upright, his eyes wide and glassy.  All those present, including 
Daelin, shrank back in surprise.  Hugh readied another arrow, but Kergmar held up a 
hand.  “It’s alright,” he said reassuringly.  “He’s still dead.  I’ve just allowed us to talk to 
him for a brief time.” 

The assassin did not move, blink, or even breathe.  Hugh lowered his bow, but 
kept it ready, just in case.  “Who sent you?” Kergmar asked the corpse. 

Its dry lips moved, and a voice ushered forth.  First it was just a hoarse whisper, 
but as it spoke it got clearer.  “Anduril,” it said.  “Anduril sent me.” 

“And who was your target?”  Kergmar asked. 
“General Gellis of the Council of Commanders,” the body replied. 
“Why?” Daelin asked the body angrily, forgetting for the moment that it was 

dead. 
“To shatter the Council’s ability to coordinate and command, in preparation for 

the strike.” 
Daelin looked to the other generals.  They all wore grave expressions, and some 

seemed to be growing angry.  Daelin heard one mutter, “Anduril will pay for this.” 
Daelin said, “Now do you believe that Anduril is planning an attack?” 
The scrawny, elderly general nodded.  “There was never any doubt of your word, 

your majesty,” he said.  “It is now merely a question of what we are going to do.” 
“What you need to do,” Daelin said, his temper flaring up as he looked at the dead 

body sitting on the table, staring off into space, “is send word back to Anduril that the 
war is over.  Tell them that I am assuming the throne here, and in Anduril.  They’ll call 
off the strike.” 

“Are you certain of that, your highness?” another general inquired.  “They might 
be using you to get us to lower our guard, meet with them and put down our swords, only 
to be slaughtered in their strike.” 

Daelin sighed.  “Trust is the first step, I think, to uniting with your former 
enemy.” 

“Trust,” said the elderly general, “is something that will not come easily after so 
many centuries.” 

Daelin looked at Shelrisa and knew the old man was right. 
 
The Council of Commanders reconvened in their tower, and Daelin and the others 

joined them.  Proper introductions were made, although Daelin could only remember a 
few of the names.  Then he and his companions sat by (he got Gellis’ seat at the table 
while the others sat on the floor) as the Council deliberated what to do.  All were clearly 
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in agreement regarding putting an end to the war, and in support of their returned king, 
which was a welcome change from the reception in Anduril.  Kergmar must have done an 
excellent job convincing them of his identity. 

The only point of contention was how to go about informing Anduril that they 
were willing to end the war, while still safeguarding themselves against treachery.  The 
trick, they concluded, was to ensure that their young king could be properly and safely 
placed on the throne of both kingdoms, and that the Andurilians would follow him. 

Hugh remained silent, now content that the pompous Gellis was dead.  But at the 
same time, he was confused at the others’ reactions.  The general had deserved to die, in 
his opinion, but everyone, even Daelin, was upset by his death.  They all felt bad, even if 
they didn’t like him.  Even if they hardly even knew him.  Should he feel bad as well?   

Shelrisa seemed to have been very upset by the attack.  During the deliberations, 
Hugh whispered to her, “Why are you so sad that Gellis was killed?  You didn’t like him, 
did you?” 

She stared at him, wide-eyed.  “But he was a person,” she said, her eyes welling 
with tears. 

“So, I should be sad then?” 
She continued to stare at him, unable to think of a response. 
Hugh clenched his fist.  “Then I’m sad!” he exclaimed in a whisper.  He wasn’t 

sure why he should feel sad, but again, he realized Daelin had made it this far, and earned 
Hugh’s admiration and respect, by caring about others.  Perhaps it was time for him to 
start caring too. 

“Then it’s settled,” Curtis, the scrawny old general, stated, bringing Hugh’s 
attention back to the conference.  “We will take His Majesty to see Jahennameth without 
delay.” 
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Chapter 18: The Great Sage 
Daelin was shown to the royal bedchamber, which had been made ready for him 

upon his arrival.  His companions were given separate rooms, but Shelrisa was reluctant 
to leave Daelin’s side.  For that matter, Dorian and Hugh felt the same; they were there to 
protect him.  They were assured, however, that Daelin would be perfectly safe in the 
royal bedchamber, and guards would be stationed at his door at all times.  In the 
meantime, a messenger was sent to Jahennameth. 

After being shown to their rooms, the troupe feasted in one of the castle’s smaller 
dining rooms.  They all welcomed the fresh cooked food after their week of jerky, dried 
fruit, cheeses, stale bread, and water. 

“So what does anyone know about this Jahennameth?” Daelin asked after eating 
his fill. 

Gregory shrugged, casually nibbling the crust from a piece of bread.  “All I know 
is what we heard from Courier.  The name is all that seems to matter now.” 

“He’s probably just a really old guy,” remarked Hugh between swigs of wine.  
“Maybe a wizard or warlock or something.” 

“Warlocks aren’t immortal,” Daelin stated.  “I don’t know about wizards though.” 
“There are magicks in this world that can enable a magician to live forever,” 

Gregory said.  “They are expensive and difficult, though.”  He chuckled.  “To be honest, 
I’m dying to get my hands on one of them.” 

Everyone stared at him, and Shelrisa shifted her book nervously.  The Condana 
prince looked back at the staring eyes and said quickly, “Well, who doesn’t want to live 
forever?” 

No one answered. 
“I don’t know,” Daelin said eventually.  “This ‘great sage’ sounds like more than 

a man, even a wizard.  I just get a feeling.”  Every time the name was mentioned, he felt a 
twinge of consciousness, like an echo of a memory deep within his mind, a memory 
nearly forgotten by Solcrist.  The dragon knew something. 

 
When they retired, Daelin asked Solcrist about the name. 
“It is something I vaguely recall from long ago,” the dragon replied.  “I cannot at 

this time remember more.” 
So Daelin carefully hung the cloak on the bedpost, and tried to fall asleep.  The 

bed was very comfortable, but he felt uneasy.  It had been a long time since he had slept 
alone in a room, and he had never slept in a room this large.  Its vast stone walls, while 
draped with colorful tapestries, were still cold and inhospitable.  The dressers and desks 
and couches in the room cast spooky shadows here and there as the blue moonlight 
streamed in the window.  He thought he saw movement, but then it was gone. 

Daelin pulled the covers close about him, and tried to keep his eyes closed.  But 
then his mind saw not images of an unfamiliar room, but of the events he had 
experienced that day.  His mind reeled from all he had been through, and pondered at the 
unknown future.  Was he going to be able to stop the war?  One kingdom had accepted 
him readily, while the other had practically cast him away.  A brief thought flashed 
through his mind, a vision of himself leading the Daelinite army against Anduril, to crush 
the opposing army and take control of his own throne by force. 
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He shook his head.  He wouldn’t do that.  Absolutely not.  Eventually he drifted 
to sleep. 

 
A rapping on the heavy door woke him the next morning.  Sitting up groggily and 

feeling that morning had come too soon, he looked around, taking a moment to recall 
where he was.  Sunlight now streamed in the window, and the tapestries were even 
brigher in the daylight.  It wasn’t as early as it felt. 

Again there came a knocking at the door, and then it creaked open.  One of the 
guards peered in.  “Begging your pardon, your highness,” he said, “but word has arrived 
that Jahennameth will see you now.  Regent Kergmar is waiting to take you to see him.” 

As Daelin got out of bed and washed his face, he found it strange that he needed 
permission to meet with this Jahennameth.  “Jahennameth will see you now.”  The words 
echoed over and over in his mind.  This sage almost seemed more important, more 
powerful, than the king. 

Daelin dressed in the new clothes that were laid out for him, donned Solcrist, and 
ate the breakfast that had been set in a silver platter on the nightstand.  He asked a guard 
to show him the way to the place he was to meet Kergmar, as the castle had gotten him 
lost already, and before long he was standing in front of the gilded door he had first seen 
when he entered the castle.  The others were waiting for him, as was Kergmar. 

The wizard bowed.  “Good morning, your majesty.  Are you ready to meet with 
Jahennameth?  He says he is very interested in meeting with you, and that you have much 
to discuss.  He also invited your friends, which is why they are here.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Sure,” he replied. 
The Regent gestured to the left of the gilded door.  “This way, then, if you 

please.”  At that he led the way down the hall. 
Without stopping, he turned and led the group down the wide, high-ceilinged 

stairway that Daelin had seen when they first arrived.  It was dark, although he had no 
trouble seeing at all.  No torches lined the walls, so Kermar conjured a floating ball of 
yellow light with a snap of his fingers.  The light floated over his head as they walked. 

“So what exactly is a Regent Wizard, anyway?” Daelin asked him. 
“I am the intermediary between the Council of Commanders and the Wizards’ 

Guild,” Kergmar replied.  “I represent the Guild’s interests to the Council, and vice 
versa.” 

“And what are the Guild’s interests?” Daelin said. 
“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say entirely,” Kermar said sincerely, “even to 

you, my lord.  But the Guild’s main concern in the war is regulation of the use of magic.  
Each wizard in the army reports to a commanding officer, but at the same time adheres to 
the rules set up by the Guild, dictating his or her position in the army.  Magic is a 
powerful thing.  The Guild wants to make sure its power is not abused by those who do 
not know its secrets.” 

Daelin nodded, forgetting the rest of his questions as he noticed that the stairway 
continued to go down steeply.  They were gradually circling to the right, and the air was 
growing noticeably colder.  Even his augmented vision could not see the end of the 
stairway. 

They descended in silence for several minutes.  But eventually Daelin could see 
the stairs give way to level ground.  There also seemed to be a dim, distant blue light.  
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Kergmar led them onward.  “I must warn you,” he said as they reached the level floor, 
“meeting the Sage might be a bit of a surprise.  I urge you all to show the utmost respect 
for him.  He is very wise and powerful, but values his solitude.  Ever since Princess 
Rebecca left he has seen almost no one.” 

Daelin’s eyes went wide.  “My mother?” he said.  It was the first time he had 
heard her name. 

Kermar smiled back at him, his face illuminated a faint blue by the light in the 
passageway ahead, and accented by the bright yellow from his magic.  “Jahennameth will 
be able to tell you many more things of interest to you.  The two of them were very 
close.”  Then he continued on. 

The corridor was still as spacious as the stairway, dozens of feet high and just as 
wide.  The only sound to be heard was their footsteps as they all walked onward.  Their 
breath issued from their lips in clouds that seemed almost to sparkle in the crisp chill of 
the air.  Daelin wondered what sort of sage lived in this cold.  Hugh, meanwhile, 
wondered how powerful this sage was, and if he could be killed.  Just in case. 

The passage continued straight for many paces.  Up ahead, Daelin could see the 
source of the eerie blue glow; another passage to the left.  Overhead the ceiling was 
studded with dark, shining protrusions.  Daelin couldn’t tell if they were stalactites or 
icicles; they shimmered like wet rock or ice.  As they continued to walk, Daelin began to 
hear a deep, repeating sound, like a rush of wind… or a breath.  No one else seemed to 
notice, although Daelin could see that Hugh was alert, his hand on his bow. 

The breathing grew louder and louder, a slow, rumbling cold wind.  Kergmar 
stopped the group at the passage on the right.  Daelin felt like he was standing at the 
mouth of an enormous cave.  Rocks and ice formed a jagged entrance, and inside was a 
huge chamber, easily a hundred feet high, pocked with a multitude of additional passages.   

Hugh scanned the cavern quickly, noting the cabinets and bookcases lining the icy 
walls.  The cases were huge, consisting of dozens of shelves each, all filled with books.  
Here and there were pedestals for reading, and a cabinet, and a collection of odd 
materials and devices on a great slab of ice.  Against the right wall was what looked like 
a pile of snowy debris, sparkling white in the blue glow that filled the room with no 
discernible source.  The rumbling windy noise echoed through the cavern, and he could 
feel its baritone in his chest.  Just beyond the pile of snow and ice he caught a glint of 
gold.  He craned his neck to see better, and saw what he thought was a pile of treasure, 
glittering gold in the blue light. 

Daelin looked around, searching for this Great Sage.  He figured the man must be 
in one of the side chambers, but when he turned to ask Kergmar, he saw that the wizard 
was standing still, his hands folded politely before him, with his gaze directed at the pile 
of snow and ice.  Daelin followed the man’s eyes and watched the white heap, and to his 
surprise he saw, albeit almost imperceptibly, that the mound was rising and falling as the 
breathing wind rumbled through the cavern. 

“O Great Jahennameth,” Kergmar announced, “I bring before you His Majesty of 
the Throne and his Companions.” 

With a great sigh and a sound like an avalanche tumbling down a mountainside, 
the heap of snow and ice shuddered, then rose up.  Hugh’s heart stopped in his throat.  
Shelrisa clutched her book tightly.  Gregory nearly lost his balance, and Silvren simply 
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stared, mouthing the words to a song that Jahennameth’s majesty had begun to inspire in 
him.  Dorian folded his arms and waited. 

Daelin gaped as the enormous creature towered over them.  Its long neck, slender 
and elegant, rose sixty feet toward the ceiling, culminating at a reptilian head with 
gleaming ice-blue eyes.  Ridges and horns resembling frosty icicles sloped back from the 
creature’s brow, and its long snout displayed many icicle-like teeth.  The dragon shifted 
its weight with its pillar-like front legs, and unfurled its tail in a grand sweeping motion, 
all with the creaking sound of great blocks of ice grinding against each other.  Its scales 
glistened in the pale moon-like light like snow on a crisp winter morning.  Its wings 
shuddered as the dragon stretched itself from sleep, and its shining eyes surveyed its 
visitors. 

“I present,” Kergmar said to Daelin, “The Great Sage, Frost Dragon 
Jahennameth.” 

A shudder ran through Daelin’s mind, to be replaced a heartbeat later with a surge 
of anger and fury.  His gaze of awe became a glare of hatred, hatred he did not want to 
feel; hatred from the back of his mind; hatred from Solcrist.  He could feel the cloak 
twitching on his back, the wings straining to form, his entire body shuddering, longing to 
take the form of the Black Dragon.  He gritted his teeth and in his mind muttered, 
“Solcrist, no.” 

Jahennameth’s head lowered itself to mere feet above Daelin’s own.  He could 
feel its icy cold breath, and it sent a chill down his spine.  “Yes,” a voice said, but not to 
his ears; the voice came to his mind, much like that of Solcrist.  But this was different; 
Solcirst’s words came from within, this came from without.  Daelin could tell.  “He does 
resemble his mother so.”  The voice was deep and strong, but still calm and kind. 

Daelin tried to concentrate and hold back the burning rage within him.  His body 
stood rigid, his fists clenched.  “It’s an honor to meet you,” he managed to say between 
clenched teeth. 

The dragon reared back and again surveyed Daelin’s companions one by one, but 
said nothing.  They all stared back in awe, fear, and other sensations Daelin could only 
guess at.  Hugh, whose mind had been focused on that pile of gold shining on the 
opposite side of the cave, could no longer think of the money.  The dragon’s presence had 
filled him with fear, and terror of punishment for even thinking of stealing the treasure. 

“This is quite a group you have assembled, young one,” Jahennameth said.  “It 
has been long since my eyes have seen a Dark One, or the Younger Cousins.”  This last 
part he said as he looked at Dorian.  The draconian nodded back to him respectfully.  
“Many questions you have, I am sure,” he went on, returning his attention to Daelin.  “I 
have long awaited your return to this kingdom, and have long thought of your mother and 
her final words to me.” 

“What were they?” Daelin choked. 
His gaze unwavering, Jahennameth replied, “My son, tell him his name.  Tell him 

Ethaniel.’” 
 
The shock of this revelation was too much for Daelin’s resolve.  He felt another 

lurch in his mind, and a roar of anger from Solcrist.  Fearing he couldn’t hold the dragon 
back any longer, he whirled around and pushed his way past the others.  As fast as he 
could, he ran, stumbling, from the cave and down the corridor, until he finally collapsed 
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on the icy stone.  His eyes watered from the mental and physical strain of holding Solcrist 
back, and his breathing came in sobs.  He tried to focus, but all he could feel and think 
was confusion.  Solcrist wanted to get free, to kill Jahennameth, and struggled with all his 
might to do so.  Daelin had a real name… Ethaniel: the name given to him by his real 
mother. 

He shook with another lurch, and a sobbing sound ushered from his throat.  There 
he lay, shaking, on the cold ground, his mind reeling, his thoughts resonating with the 
roars of Solcrist and the words of Jahennameth.  He didn’t hear the words of his 
companions, their concerns for him.  He did, however, feel the hand that touched his 
shoulder. 

Daelin looked up at Shelrisa, who now knelt beside him.  Her book was nowhere 
to be seen.  “Daelin,” she said softly.  “It’s alright.” 

Daelin opened his mouth to say something, but only another sob came forth.  The 
girl put her arms around him, comforting him as he had done for her so many times.  “I 
know how you must feel,” she whispered.  “It all must be a shock.” 

“I’m sorry,” Kergmar said from behind Daelin.  “I should have realized how 
much this would all be for you to handle.  I shouldn’t have rushed so much.” 

Daelin couldn’t say anything even had he wanted to.  They didn’t understand.  
But it was probably better that they didn’t know that he was holding back an unstoppable 
creature bent on killing the Great Sage.  He lay in Shelrisa’s arms, not speaking, simply 
trying to focus and regain his mental strength.  No longer in Jahennameth’s presence, 
Solcrist had calmed somewhat.  Daelin could still feel the anger and desire to destroy, but 
the will was no longer forcing itself against his.  Exhausted, he let his breathing calm 
down, and he closed his eyes, squeezing out the tears of strain. 

 
Daelin decided not to return to speak with Jahennameth that day.  He would speak 

with Solcrist that night, and go to see the Sage the next day, after clearing his head and 
leaving the cloak behind.  He knew time was growing short, and that he had to send word 
back to Anduril to call off their strike, but the Council had urged him to consult with 
Jahennameth first.  But he was insistent when he met with Curtis and the other 
Commanders at lunch. 

“I want you to send word to the Circle in Anduril, tell them that you’ve accepted 
my return.  I can’t wait like this.  There are too many lives at stake, I want to end this war 
now!”  He was growing more and more agitated and passionate about his mission with 
every passing second. 

General Yutian, a man in his sixties with a jolly pink face and bald head, replied, 
“We all want it to end as well, your majesty.  But assuming control of two kingdoms is a 
delicate process.  We know that your mother, and your father, both met with 
Jahennameth before they disappeared.  That much he told us.  He knows of a way to 
ensure your sovereignty, but he has refused to share that information with anyone but 
you.” 

Daelin looked down at his lunch of stew and fine bread.  “I can’t talk to him again 
today.  Please, just send word.  I know you don’t trust them, but maybe it will at least buy 
some time, and I can see Jahennameth about this tomorrow.” 

There were grumblings among the generals, but they eventually conceded.   
 



 208 

Afterwards, to get his mind off a great many things, Daelin asked to be shown 
around, given the grand tour and a review of the troops.  Gregory and Silvren remained in 
the castle, both interested more in speaking with Jahennameth.  In fact, neither of them 
had left his lair since they first entered it.  Gregory was fascinated by the magical 
knowledge the dragon could impart to him, and Silvren wanted stories: fantastic stories 
he could sing, stories of the past. 

Daelin suggested that Shelrisa leave her book behind when she insisted on joining 
him, and she eventually agreed.  It was an unnecessary burden to carry, and she seemed 
happier with her load lightened.  Hugh and Dorian accompanied them out of duty.  Hugh 
had been having a strange feeling all day, ever since they left the cave, that Daelin was 
being watched.  He felt danger. 

The tour took them through the castle, with the first stop being the throne room.  
The expansive chamber, while well-tended, had not been used since the kingdom’s 
former rulers passed away.  The gilded oaken throne upon the dais at the room’s end was 
enameled with blue and stylized with many eagle sculptures.  Along the walls hung blue 
and gold tapestries, and curtains of like colors flowed from the vaulted ceiling.  The 
chamber had ample space for holding court and entertaining, but Daelin thought the 
throne looked horribly uncomfortable, too much like the seat in the Do’Une village. 

The rest of the castle tour was uneventful, but Daelin began to get a feel for the 
place.  He began to feel less concerned about getting lost.  The tour then went outside, 
where he was introduced to the captain of the guard and his men.  The captain seemed 
particularly proud of his troops, and insisted on showing Daelin his grounds and 
procedures.  All the while, Hugh kept a wary eye on everyone they passed or met.  He 
still felt a nagging suspicion at the back of his mind, that something wasn’t right. 

The captain handed Daelin off to one of the captains in charge of the castle’s 
surrounding troops.  The soldiers were well-fed and armed with the latest equipment, but 
they crowded into the relatively tiny space surrounding the castle.  The ground just 
outside the castle walls, at the base of the rocky hill atop which it stood, was dry and 
stamped flat by centuries of use, and the thousand or so troops that defended the palace 
spent their days there.  Most of them here were considered “elite”, but few had ever seen 
actual combat.  Most of the fighting took place far to the north, and never reached the city 
at all.  

The captain was explaining the emergency procedures, and Daelin was trying to 
stifle a yawn, when there came a whistling in the air.  Hugh heard it, but a second too 
late.  He tried to react, pushing Daelin aside, but the arrow still hit its mark. 

Daelin felt a body slam into him from behind just as he caught a glimpse of a 
missile streaking toward him.  The arrow collided with his side, and he could feel its 
sharp tip, but the dragonskin cloak he wore was more than enough armor to prevent it 
from injuring him.  Instead, the arrow bounced off and struck the nearest target in its 
path: Hugh. 

Hugh winced as the arrow sunk into his right leg, and almost cried out in surprise.  
Within an instant, he felt a surge of pain, fiery pain, coursing through his veins.  With a 
howl of agony, he dropped to the ground. 

The shout caught the attention of the surrounding soldiers and their captain.  
Hundreds of swords were drawn with the sound of sliding metal.  Dorian positioned 
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himself in front of Daelin, his own enormous blade in hand.  Excited voices began 
chattering all around, as the inexperienced soldiers started to panic. 

With a faint twang, another arrow barreled toward Daelin.  Not knowing quite 
where it came from, Daelin reflexively shielded himself with his cloak, and felt the arrow 
collide with it once again.  He quickly lowered his cloak and looked around.  Dorian 
scanned the crowded surroundings as well.  It was impossible to tell where the attacker 
was in the mass of armored soldiers, and matters were only made even more difficult by 
the disorganized panic of the crowd.  The captain shouted to them, but his voice was 
drowned out in the noise. 

Another arrow whistled through the air from somewhere up ahead, and narrowly 
missed Daelin.  He heard it strike a soldier just behind him right in the throat.  Not even 
turning around, Daelin swore under his breath.  “Shelrisa, stay down!” he shouted.  And 
with a single flap of his wings he was airborne. 

“Daelin, what are you doing?” Dorian shouted up to him. 
“It’s me they’re after, obviously!  I’m drawing their fire!” 
Dorian now cursed as well, and leapt skyward. 
Shelrisa dropped down beside Hugh.  He was gritting his teeth in pain, and 

clutching his leg.  With shaky hands he pulled the arrow free, and blood issued from the 
wound: black, poisoned blood.  “Oh, no,” Shelrisa quivered. 

Daelin flew higher and higher, hearing another arrow whistle past his head.  He 
hazarded a look down below, and saw nothing but a writhing sea of shining armor.  
Another arrow came, and he narrowly dodged it.  And even with his enhanced sight, he 
could not pinpoint its origin.  There were no attackers down there.  Just soldiers and tents 
and campfires.  The soldiers seemed more confused than anything, and all shouted to one 
another.  Daelin could barely make out the voice of their captain, but knew the man’s 
commands were useless.  And so were the soldiers now. 

Dorian flew up between him and the stream of arrows.  “How do you expect me 
to guard you if you put yourself into danger like this?” he growled over his shoulder. 

“I would rather be up here, free to move and away from other possible casualties,” 
Daelin replied.  “Do you see anything?” 

Dorian shook his head.  “No.  Just stay behind me, and stay alert.” 
Shelrisa wracked her brain for a moment, while Hugh continued to feel the pain 

growing in strength.  His head was swimming, and despite the pain he felt an 
overwhelming desire to sleep.  He tried to move, but waves of pain and darkness flooded 
his head and vision.  He could feel the hot blood seeping from his wound and over his 
hands as they clutched his leg.  He tried to open his eyes, and could just make out 
Shelrisa kneeling over him, muttering something softly. 

The dark elf placed her hands on the assassin’s wounded leg, and finished her 
spell.  Dancing motes of light swarmed around the wound, and coursed through Hugh’s 
bloodstream.  An instant later, he opened his eyes wide.  “The poison’s gone,” he said 
incredulously. 

Shelrisa nodded.  “I remembered that spell.  I wasn’t sure I could do it though.” 
Hugh smiled up at her, grateful that she saved his life.  But still, his leg pained 

him, and he doubted he could stand. 
“Hold on,” she said as he began to sit up.  “Let me try to heal you.” 
“Try?” 
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An arrow hissed through the air above her head and struck the captain of the 
guard square between the eyes.  He toppled back onto some other soldiers, who 
immediately screamed in terror.  Word swiftly swept through their ranks, and their 
growing panic soon grew to total chaos. 

“I don’t see anything,” Dorian growled.  “Another invisible assassin, maybe?” 
Daelin circled higher.  He said nothing, slowly being overcome with anger.  He 

had seen the captain fall.  This had to be stopped, but how? 
Shelrisa chanted again.  Hugh noticed this time that she seemed less sure of 

herself.  Was this spell she now cast less familiar to her?  Or had the death of the captain 
shaken her too much to concentrate properly? 

He could tell immediately that the spell had gone wrong.  Instead of swirling 
motes of light, her hands were ringed with fire.  In an instant of heat and pain, his leg 
burst into flames.  Hugh screamed, and batted her away with his hand.  “What are you 
doing?!” he bellowed. 

She shrunk back and fell onto her bottom at the feet of some nearby soldiers, a 
look of fear and concern on her face.  “I’m sorry!” she wailed.  “I can’t remember my 
spells without my book!”  She clutched her face where Hugh had struck her. 

Hugh quickly regained his senses, despite the pain and anger, and wrapped his 
cloak around his leg and rolled on the ground, smothering the flames.  Burning pain filled 
every move and every thought, and he didn’t even look at his leg.  He knew the damage 
would appear even worse than it felt.  Trying to focus his mind and ignore the pain, he 
lay back, resting his head on the hard-packed earth.  “Focus, focus… remember the 
meditation training…” 

Two more arrows, one after the other, flew into the air.  Daelin dodged them with 
little difficulty, but still could not find his attacker.  Dorian swooped this way and that, 
trying to distract the assassin while searching the crowd.  The soldiers were growing 
more and more confused, and many swords now were dropped, and some were fleeing.  It 
was impossible to make any sense of the chaos below. 

Hugh cleared his mind, focusing on empty darkness behind his closed eyes.  The 
pain was there, but separate from his thoughts.  He had to focus hard.  Daelin was in 
trouble.  He concentrated, trying to remember the trajectory of the arrow that had hit him.  
He blocked the sounds of the soldiers from his mind and focused even deeper.  He heard 
a twang as another arrow shot upward.  He opened his eyes and looked up, watching the 
arrow fly toward its target.  It grazed Dorian’s shoulder and richocheted off into the air.  
The draconian scanned the ground with angry eyes. 

Another arrow was released.  Hugh followed its trajectory back.  He closed his 
eyes and concentrated.  He could feel something.  Instinct, training, he wasn’t sure. 

“Shelrisa,” he growled, sitting up, “help me stand.” 
The girl scrambled over to him, apologizing over and over.  Ignoring her words, 

Hugh unshouldered his bow and slipped an arrow from his quiver.  Leaning on the girl, 
he took aim.  He closed his eyes and let that feeling take over.  He knew where the 
arrows were coming from.  In his mind’s eye, he could see it.  It seemed as though he 
could see through the eyes of the attacker.  He pointed his bow skyward, his eyes still 
closed.  “Account for wind… right… there!” 

He released the arrow and the twang from his bow seemed to be the only sound in 
his mind. 
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Daelin saw another arrow flying toward him, this time from another origin; from 
the small clearing in the mass of soldiers, where Hugh now stood.  But the arrow was 
wild, not aimed for him at all.  Dorian saw it as well, and moved to intercept it, but 
realized quickly that it was no threat.  Another arrow whistled past, and he missed it.  
Hugh’s shot had distracted him, and the arrow got past.  Daelin shouted as he narrowly 
avoided an arrow aimed for his head.  Dorian quickly turned his attention back to the 
ground. 

Hugh’s arrow reached the peak of its flight, and turned earthward.  It gained speed 
as it fell, whistling loudly, until it came to an abrupt stop. 

A drop of blood fell to the earth. 
Dorian dove down.  Soldiers saw him coming and screamed in terror, diving out 

of harm’s way.  His sword sang as it cut through the air, and with a ferocious snarl he 
cleaved the assassin in two. 

Invisible halves of the would-be killer’s body toppled to the ground in a gout of 
very visible blood, and all fell silent. 

 
It took another hour, but eventually the assassin’s invisibility wore off.  The 

cloven body was set on a table beside that of the Anduril assassin inside the castle, for 
inspection by the Circle of Commanders.  Kergmar was again summoned, but his spell 
was not even needed to determine the second assassin’s job. 

She was in her thirties, and wore the colors of Condana.  Gregory sighed as he 
looked down at the broken, bloody corpse.  “This was a bold attempt by my brother,” he 
remarked.  “I wonder how long she’d been waiting to make her move?” 

Hugh, with his arms folded and wearing a frustrated expression, said, “All 
morning it felt like someone was watching us.”  He now stood painlessly; as soon as the 
panic had settled, a royal priest was called upon to heal his wounded leg. 

On the body they found a vial labeled “INVISIBILITY: 4 HOURS”, and a very 
accurate drawing of Daelin on a square of parchment.  She had also carried a quiver of 
arrows, and a vial of highly toxic poison.  “What do we do now?” Daelin asked. 

“This is a serious affront,” said Curtis.  “This may as well be a declaration of war 
by Condana.  We should mobilize our forces at once.” 

Daelin shook his head.  “No, absolutely not.  No more war, no more fighting.” 
Gregory said, “This was an attempt at preventing Ethaniel from assuming the 

thrones and ending the war.”  Daelin was startled by the use of his given name.  “If the 
war ends and the kingdoms are united, Condana won’t have much left to do.  Bringing a 
war on itself would be suicide; Condana doesn’t have much of a military.  I think once 
this is settled, my brother will have no choice but to give up.” 

“Then let’s settle it!” Daelin said forcefully.  “Generals, has word been sent to 
Anduril yet?” 

Curtis nodded.  “We sent a message via wizardry a short while ago.  We’re 
awaiting a reply.” 

By this time it was growing dark.  Dinner was served, and Daelin retired early.  
He still had to speak with Solcrist.  And the next day he wanted to meet with 
Jahennameth, and actually speak with him. 
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He lay in his bed, in that cold, spacious room, staring at the bed’s canopy.  
“Solcrist,” he thought.  “I want to talk to you.” 

The answer was long in coming.  “What is there to say?” 
“Why did you do that?  Before, when we met Jahennameth?” 
“He was once my enemy.  We met several times, never under pleasant 

conditions.” 
“That must have been a long time ago.” 
“Perhaps.  But the memories are still fresh in my mind.  I had forgotten his 

accursed name, but seeing him again reminded me.” 
“Well I need to talk with him.  And that means you need to either put aside your 

hatred, and let the past die, or I’ll have to leave you behind.” 
Solcrist was silent for a long time. 
“Hatred like that between dragons does not fade easily.” 
“Then I’m afraid you will have to remain behind.  Jahennameth is a friend now.  I 

have to speak with him about lots of things.” 
Again there was a lengthy pause. 
“Do what you must.”  Daelin thought he could sense, just for a passing moment, a 

tinge of remorse from the dragon. 
 
The next morning he rose early.  A servant had already brought him breakfast at 

dawn, and he ate and washed.  The bathroom attached to the grand bedroom was huge 
and elaborate, equipped with running water and a tub that looked suited for three.  After 
refreshing himself and feeling ready to face Jahennameth once again, he headed for the 
door.  He paused in thought, then turned back.  He placed a hand on the dragonskin 
cloak, hanging beside the bed.  “I’ll come back, Solcrist.  Don’t worry,” he said aloud.  
But he got no response. 

 
Daelin made his way down to Jahennameth’s lair.  Along the way he met only 

guards and servants.  His other companions were still in bed or otherwise occupied.  
Daelin actually found himself thankful for the solitude, for the time without Dorian and 
even Hugh watching him and protecting him.  He had begun to feel as if he had lost all 
freedom.  Flying the day before was the only time he had felt liberated since he left 
Witara. 

He made the long descent into the dark, cavernous tunnel, stumbling now and 
then as he had forgotten to bring a source of light and no longer had the aide of Solcrist’s 
enhanced night vision.  Eventually he could make out the familiar blue glow, albeit 
dimmer than he remembered.  From far up ahead he could hear echoes of music: Silvren 
was playing his lute and singing, although the words were too distorted by reverberation 
and distance to be made out.  The deep, rumbling breathing of Jahennameth, perceptible 
as Daelin drew nearer, was not slow and tired now, but rather it came in short, laughing 
huffs.  

Silvren’s music stopped.  Daelin heard him speak, and then, in his mind, he heard 
Jahennameth reply.  It was an odd sensation; while the voice rang in his head and not his 
ears, it still felt distant, as if the dragon were in fact speaking aloud from a great distance.  
As Daelin reached the mouth of the icy cave, shivering with cold and wishing he had 
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remembered to bring some sort of cloak, the voices of the dragon and the bard became 
clearer. 

“Yes,” Jehannameth was saying, “I did enjoy that.  Long has it been since such 
music has reached my ears.  And your songs are touching.  Thank you, Silvren.” 

Silvren bowed graciously.  “It is my honor, Great Dragon,” he replied politely. 
The dragon, curled up in a position like that of a resting dog, raised his head as 

Daelin entered.  “Ethaniel,” he said, his eyes lighting up.  “Tis wonderful to see you 
again.  I hope all is well.  I had forgotten how fragile human emotions could be at times.  
My words were not meant to upset you.” 

Daelin, for an instant, thought the dragon was addressing someone else, until he 
remembered that the name Ethaniel was his own.  He shook his head.  “It’s alright,” he 
insisted.  “I’m fine now.”  He didn’t want to mention Solcrist.  Not yet. 

“Master Silvren was just singing your story,” the dragon said silently, nodding to 
the bard.  “It was a beautiful song, and a wonderful story.  Tis truly amazing, all you have 
endured to come this far.” 

Daelin looked at Silvren, who was gazing modestly down at his lute.  He 
wondered how much had made it into Silvren’s song.  Did Jahennameth now know about 
Solcrist?  Was there anything the dragon didn’t know, even without hearing it in a song? 

As if on cue, Silvren shouldered his lute and bowed to both the dragon and 
Daelin.  “If you will pardon me,” he said, “I would like to take my leave.  I had been up 
late last night, after hearing of yesterday’s events, writing your song.  I just wanted to see 
what Jahennameth thought.” 

Daelin nodded.  “Alright,” he replied.  He smiled to Silvren as the bard walked 
past him and out of sight. 

“Please come in,” Jahennameth said, rising up onto his feet and pacing back to the 
far end of his cave with earth-shaking footsteps.  He reached a massive claw up to a high 
stone ledge and began searching for something.   

Daelin could hardly move, so impressive was the dragon’s presence.  He now had 
a chance to truly take in the creature’s size.  The frost dragon was larger by far than 
Solcrist.  That single hand had claws upon its digits larger than Dorian’s entire body.  The 
dragon’s icicle-spiked head was twenty feet long or more, and as he raised himself up to 
not even his full height, he towered a hundred feet up.  Daelin had never before seen such 
an amazing creature: so great and powerful, yet so gentle and kind. 

Jahennameth seemed to find what he was looking for, and turned back to Daelin.  
“Your companions have told me a great deal.  Gregory has told me all that has been 
going on within Condana, and himself is a curious individual.  His thirst for magical 
knowledge is endless, it seems.”  He shook his head.  “But there is only so much I am 
willing and able to share with him.  Many spells that I know are too powerful for 
mortals.”   He drew nearer with tremor-inducing footsteps as his voice rumbled in 
Daelin’s mind. 

He set a large chest in front of Daelin.  “This was left for you by your mother, 
Ethaniel,” he explained.  “She wanted you to have it.” 

Daelin knelt and lifted the latch on the chest.  Inside was a collection of things.  
The first that caught his eye was a pair of small paintings, one of a young man, the other 
of a beautiful young woman.  He lifted the woman’s painting out of the chest and held it 
up to the light.   
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“Your mother, Rebecca,” said the dragon. 
Daelin stared at her.  She had his eyes and his nose, and his dark brown hair with 

the same strands in front that simply wouldn’t cooperate.  She seemed to smile at him as 
her deep blue eyes looked back out of the painting.  He stared at her for a long time, 
ignoring the tears that trickled from his eyes.  She was his mother.  His real mother.  The 
one who had given him his name. 

The one who had abandoned him.  The one who left him with naught but a ring. 
He looked up at Jahennameth, whose snout was only several feet away.  “Where 

is she now?” 
“Gone,” the dragon replied.  “I do not believe you will ever see her.  She and your 

father, Therris, departed for distant lands shortly after your birth.” 
“Why?”  Daelin looked down at the painting of his father, who also resembled 

him.  He had Daelin’s jaw and mouth, and wore his hair almost in the same style.  He had 
a strong presence in the painting, but still seemed small and gentle.  His smile was 
knowing yet friendly, and his eyes showed a sadness that couldn’t be put into words. 

Jahennameth sighed, blowing a frigid wind over Daelin.  “They both loved their 
kingdoms,” he explained.  “But they loved each other even more.  When your mother met 
your father, she came to me and told me everything she felt.  She would spend long hours 
every day confiding in me her feelings.  Ah, I do miss those days…” he drifted off in 
remembrance for a moment.  “When they decided to marry, they knew they would be 
persecuted by their own families for such a forbidden affair.  Yet they wanted more to 
come of their love than simply a marriage and a life together.  They wanted to end the 
war.  They knew that a single heir to both thrones would do that.  They wanted no part in 
the affairs of this world, though.  I am sure it pained them both greatly to do as they did, 
but I believe they felt it was the best way to save both of their homes.” 

“I don’t understand.”  Daelin’s head swam with a mixture of anger and sadness.  
He didn’t know what to think or feel.  His parents, had they really cared about him? 

“They gave to you your ring.  They told me their plan.  They hoped to send you 
someplace safe, where you could be raised to be a good person, without knowing your 
true identity.  Then, when the time was right, they would send for you.” 

“So when did they think the time would be right?” Daelin demanded.  He angrily 
wiped a tear from his cheek with his sleeve.  “When I’m twenty, and thousands more 
people have died?” 

Jahennameth’s eyes showed a deep sorrow.  “I do not know, Ethaniel,” he said 
softly.  “I had hoped to see you sooner than this.  But my magic was not the only thing 
employed in your parents’ elaborate plan.” 

Daelin continued to look through the chest.  Inside were several small pouches 
containing what felt like coins, and four scrolls.  Below the scrolls was a black wooden 
box, onto the top of which was engraved a symbol that gave Daelin the impression of a 
cross between the letter Z and a bat.  He picked it up and examined it; it had hinges, but 
no clasp or lock, but at the same time it wouldn’t open.  As he turned it over he could 
hear several objects tumble around in it.   

He set the box back down and examined each scroll.  The first read “Relic Isle”, 
the second “Ethaniel”, the next read “Jahennameth”, and the last read “Zarenn”. 

Daelin, with eyes wide, held up the fourth scroll.  “Zarenn?” he said.  “They 
knew… Zarenn?  The warlock?” 
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Jahennameth nodded his massive head with a sound like creaking ice.  “He was 
involved in the plan to spirit your parents away.” 

Daelin stared at the scroll for a moment, then set it down.  He held up the one 
bearing the name of the dragon.  “This is for you,” he said, holding it up.   

A sparkle glimmered in the dragon’s eye, and the scroll lifted itself from Daelin’s 
hand and unfurled itself.  Jahennameth read it several times, then the scroll rolled itself 
back up and flew off to a shelf behind him.  “I see,” he muttered.  “Go on, Ethaniel.  
Read yours.” 

Daelin swallowed.  His mouth had suddenly grown dry.  With shaking fingers, he 
broke the wax seal bearing the same signet as that on his ring, and unrolled the scroll.  He 
skimmed its contents, then read it aloud for Jahennameth to hear. 
 

Dear Ethaniel, 
I’m sure you have a great many questions, not the least of which is 

why your parents, who do love you very much, would abandon you in such 
a way.  I wish there was some way to explain it all.  But if you are reading 
this, then Zarenn has finally brought you home, and you have met with 
Jahennameth, and hopefully they have been able to help answer your 
questions. 

Our hope was to get our warring nations to set aside their 
differences, as your father and I have, and come together as one under the 
rule of a single heir.  To that end, we have decided to leave and never 
return.  Our presence would merely encourage a continued split between 
our kingdoms.  I know this is a heavy burden we have placed upon you, 
but there are many people who will help you.  Jahennameth is the wisest 
of the wise, and his council alone could turn you into a great leader. 

The one thing you must do before your ascension to the throne can 
be complete is to go with Zarenn and recover that which he sealed away 
for your return.  Safely hidden are your father’s sword and my crown, 
which should be proof enough of your heritage.  One of Zarenn’s friends 
also crafted an item that will ensure loyalty to you, as I’m sure he can 
better explain. 

As I write this, tears come to my eyes.  There is so much more I 
wish I could say, and I long to hold you again in my arms, but I know this 
is the way it must be.  For our people, we must be strong.  Just know that 
we both love you very much, and never shall a day pass that we do not 
think of you. 

 
Love, 

    Your Mother and Father 
    Rebecca and Therris 

 
Daelin looked up at the dragon with blurry eyes.  Jahennameth nodded.  “Yes,” he 

said.  “I only hope their plan succeeds.” 
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Daelin looked back down at the letter, reading it over and over, his eyes 
repeatedly coming to rest on the signatures of his parents.  “How can I do this?” he 
mumbled.  “Zarenn?  He’s supposed to help me?” 

Again the dragon nodded its massive icy head.  “Yes.  And the warlock is on his 
way here even as we speak.” 

 
Daelin took the chest up to his bedchamber and set its contents on his bed.  He 

stood the two paintings on his nightstand, and spent a good while staring at them.  He 
read the letter over and over.  The pouches contained a decent amount of money, as well 
as some jewelry.  One large rectangular coin bore the eagle of Daelin, and on its reverse 
was engraved “Treasury Deed: Kingdom of Daelin”. 

He left the remaining scrolls and the black box in the chest.  If Zarenn were truly 
on his way, he’d know what to do with them.  One scroll was clearly intended for the 
warlock, and Daelin couldn’t even conjure the curiosity to break its seal. 

After an hour, he left his room and followed the sounds of Silvren’s music to the 
common room down the hall.  Inside, Silvren sat by the hearth singing a song of a mighty 
dragon: 

 
O, the lord of the mount, 
His strength is of stone. 
His years without count, 
His wisdom alone. 
His wings they spread wide 
And his tail trails along. 
His claws are his pride, 
And his neck it is long. 
 
His eyes speak of time, 
His voice is of earth. 
His scales sparkle fine, 
As they armor his girth. 
 
On his treasure he lay, 
The gold coins how they gloweth. 
But the greatest, I say, 
Is the knowledge he knoweth. 
 
Of magic and man, 
Of the stars and the sea, 
Great tales of the land, 
Of what else he did see. 
 
If only to hear 
All the words he would say, 
But to even come near 
Would take many a day. 
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For a lifetime of nights, 
And the ages of days, 
He shines down his light, 
With the words he would say. 
 
As the song filled the room, Gregory sat at a desk in the corner, flipping through a 

huge pile of parchment with a quill behind his ear.  At the table in the center of the lavish 
room sat Shelrisa and Hugh.  The girl’s book was open, and surrounded by more magical 
odds and ends.  Hugh nodded to her encouragingly.  “That’s it, I think you got it!” 

Daelin’s shoulders sagged.  He suddenly felt even worse.  Without a word he 
went to a nearby cushioned chair and slumped into it.  He watched Shelrisa practice her 
magic; she was concentrating so hard he wasn’t even sure she noticed him.  He looked 
sadly at Hugh.  That should be him there, helping her with her studies, encouraging her.  
What had happened?  Had Daelin really been so busy that he had forgotten her?  He let 
out a lamented sigh, and let the tears flow silently down his cheeks.
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Chapter 19: Relic Isle 
The suns were setting in the west when word came of a visitor.  “A black-cloaked 

figure was stopped by the wyvern-riders, flying from the west,” a breathless guard 
announced in the dining hall.  “He claims to be the warlock Zarenn.” 

Daelin and Shelrisa both stood from their seats, and Daelin’s chair fell to the 
stone floor with a heavy crash.  “Where is he?” he asked excitedly. 

Hugh raised an eyebrow.  He had heard plenty of stories of the Heroes, and had 
heard personal accounts from Daelin.  Just how great was this warlock?  He looked to 
Shelrisa.  The girl had a hand to her mouth, and her eyes were wide with anticipation.  He 
felt for an instant the same excitement she had.  She had lost all she knew, all her friends 
and family… those concepts were foreign to Hugh, his family having been nothing more 
than an abusive father.  But now part of her life was returning to her.  The excitement he 
felt for her changed to a twinge of an unfamiliar sensation.  Was it… happiness? 

“The guards are bringing him to the guard station for questioning.” 
“Bring him here at once!” Curtis commanded. 
The messenger bowed.  “Of course, sir.”  With that he scurried off on his errand. 
Daelin put an arm around Shelrisa.  She wore an anticipatory smile.  “It won’t be 

long now,” he said.  He looked around the table at the others.  The Council of 
Commanders was whispering amongst themselves, no doubt discussing what Daelin had 
told them of the note from his mother, and the warlock’s involvement.  Silvren was 
eating silently, listening to the goings-on but not displaying any reaction.  Gregory sat 
back in his chair, trying to hear the words of the Council.  Dorian glared at Daelin. 

Daelin tried to read the mercenary’s expression, but his draconian features rarely 
seemed to change.  Dorian’s adversary was coming.  What would they do when they 
met?  What relationship, what rivalry had they experienced in their past?  If they truly 
were hated enemies, would they be able to set aside their differences?  Or would this 
castle be the site of a battle of epic proportions, between warlock and draconian, between 
the great hero and the mercenary who couldn’t seem to be killed? 

A servant righted Daelin’s chair, and he sat.  His plate was still half full, but 
anticipation had stolen his appetite.  Shelrisa sat beside him, also unable to eat.  The 
generals continued to whisper, and Daelin could hear words on occasion, and made out 
mention of the reply from Anduril, and Zarenn’s involvement in the disappearance of 
Princess Rebecca. 

After several minutes of this, two of the Council members stood and hurried out 
of the dining hall.  Curtis looked to Daelin.  “If it truly is Zarenn, we must prepare for his 
arrival,” he said.  “There is much to discuss with him.” 

“From the confines of a dungeon cell?” Gregory interjected with a raised 
eyebrow. 

Curtis shook his head.  “No, no, of course not.  There are some who distrust 
warlocks in general, and some of us who are angry of his involvement in spiriting away 
our princess, but we will welcome him.  He is, after all, a friend of our king.” 

“Besides,” added another general, “even our wizards wouldn’t be able to detain a 
warlock of his power.” 

Daelin wondered just how much of that famous power the warlock still had.  
Medner, back in Witara, had mentioned that he had found a “cure for the warlock power 



 219 

overflow”.  Did that mean weakening the warlock’s power?  Just how formidable was the 
new Zarenn? 

Much conversation began anew about the warlock.  Dorian and Hugh both 
remained silent.  Dorian seemed to be ignoring the entire conversation, but Hugh listened 
intently.  His curiosity about this warlock grew greater and greater.  How accurate were 
the stories?  He looked to Shelrisa and tried to form a sincere smile.  She seemed happy, 
maybe he should be too. 

 
The great doors to the dining hall opened, and in walked Zarenn, flanked by a 

squad of guards.  Just behind him was the woman in charge of the wyvern riders.  All at 
the table stood at their approach.  Daelin thought Zarenn looked even more tired than 
before, but his eyes seemed even more intense, more alert than ever.  His heart leapt as he 
laid eyes on his long lost friend.  He longed to run to Zarenn and hug him.  But Shelrisa 
beat him to it. 

Zarenn dropped to one knee.  “Your highness,” he said. 
An instant later he was knocked to his back by the young dark elf.  She shouted, 

“Zarenn!” and tears streamed down her cheeks. 
As he sat back up, the woman behind him bowed politely and said, “I brought him 

as quickly as I could.” 
Curtis nodded.  “Thank you, Captain.  You may go.” 
The woman bowed, then whirled on her heels and gestured to the others.  Silently, 

they all followed her, and the doors closed behind them. 
Zarenn hugged Shelrisa tightly, and surveyed the others at the table.  Tears were 

welling in Daelin’s eyes now too.  Zarenn’s gaze came to rest on Dorian.  The draconian 
nodded to him, and Zarenn seemed, for a moment, to tense up.  Hugh thought he saw a 
flicker of light in his eyes. 

Overall, just from appearances, Hugh wasn’t impressed.  Zarenn was middle-aged 
and tired-looking, with limp black hair and a black cloak.  He looked more mysterious 
than dangerous. 

The warlock finally stood and Shelrisa released her hold on his neck.  He smiled 
to Daelin.  “I’m glad to see you’re safe, your highness.” 

Daelin shook his head and looked away.  “You don’t have to call me that,” he 
said.  He could feel his face turn red. 

Zarenn smiled.  “I’m sorry I was out of touch for so long.  I had a lot to take care 
of, as I’m sure Medner mentioned.  When I heard what had happened to the others, I 
hurried as fast as I could.  I figured you had help, but I had no idea who it was.”  He shot 
a sideways glance at Dorian. 

An awkward silence followed, in which Daelin looked around the table at his 
companions and the generals who remained.  “Oh,” he suddenly exclaimed.  “I should 
introduce everyone.”  He held a hand toward Gregory.  “This is Gregory of Condana.”  
Gregory stood and bowed.  “And this is Silvren.”  The bard did likewise, sweeping his 
cape aside and brandishing his lute with a flourish.  “This is…” Daelin paused as he 
looked at Hugh.  He wasn’t sure whether to use the young man’s real name, or his title.  
Perhaps the name “Night Hunter” would be familiar to Zarenn.  “Hugh,” he decided.  
Hugh nodded casually.  Daelin didn’t think Dorian needed an introduction. 
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The draconian stood and approached Zarenn.  The warlock seemed to go tense, 
but he didn’t react openly.  Dorian held out a hand.  “At last we meet under better 
circumstances,” he said, his reptilian features expressionless as ever. 

Zarenn reluctantly took the mercenary’s hand.  The monster’s enormous grip 
engulfed Zarenn’s hand and arm halfway to his elbow.  The shake was firm, but not the 
crushing grip it seemed Zarenn was expecting.  As they shook, Zarenn shot Daelin a 
questioning glance.  Daelin nodded in return. 

 
Zarenn was offered food from the table, and the story of events thus far was told.  

After all had eaten their fill, he, Daelin, and Shelrisa retired to the king’s room.  Daelin’s 
first order of business was to present the warlock with the scroll bearing his name.  
Zarenn read it over carefully, nodding as he went, then rolled it back up and tucked it into 
his belt pouch.  “Well,” he said, “it’s as I thought.  We need to take a little trip to Relic 
Isle.” 

Daelin looked into the chest at the scroll labeled with the island’s name.  “But I 
heard the island was cursed.  No ships can sail Lake Silence.” 

Zarenn nodded.  “That’s true.  There are a great many dangerous creatures that 
call the island home, not the least of which is a mighty Sea Dragon.  But it we’re careful, 
we can make it.”  He reached into the chest and pulled out the black box.  Daelin heard a 
click from inside, and Zarenn opened it.  As he continued to speak, he rifled through its 
contents.  “Sixteen years ago I helped your parents escape from these lands, despite my 
better judgement.  I placed deep within the island a chest that can only be opened by you;  
Izellia had enchanted it so.  Inside the chest are your father’s sword and your mother’s 
crown.  Recovering those two items should be proof enough to the people of both of your 
kingdoms that you are the true king.  Further, we wanted to devise a way of keeping 
former enemies loyal to the same ruler, and a scepter was made, called the Oath Lord.  
Anyone who swears allegiance on the scepter can never break their oath.  If you have the 
present leaders of both Daelin and Anduril swear their allegiance to you upon the Oath 
Lord, they will never betray you.” 

Daelin wasn’t sure he liked the idea of toying with someone’s free will.  But he 
liked the idea of being betrayed by one of his own generals even less.  “So what do we 
have to do?” 

Zarenn closed the box.  “We have to prepare.  Give me a couple days to gather the 
information and supplies we need.” 

 
The next day word came that Anduril’s Circle had sent back a message.  There 

was a temporary cease-fire, until irrefutable proof of Daelin’s identity could be presented.  
The generals of the Council were wary, and Daelin agreed to let the army be put on 
standby alert in case of treachery. 

Zarenn disappeared with Kergmar for that day and the next, and Daelin discussed 
the situation with his companions.  “It sounds like it will be dangerous,” he said. 

“Then I have no choice but to go with you,” Dorian remarked casually. 
“Same here,” said Hugh. 
“I’m willing to help,” said Gregory. 
Silvren shrugged.  “As I said, I will not fight.  I would like to come along, but…” 

he thought for a moment.  Daelin was fairly certain the bard was recalling his actions en 
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route to Daelin, when they encountered the skirmish on the road.  “I don’t want to get in 
the way,” he finished. 

“I want to go,” Shelrisa said boldly. 
“Absolutely not,” Daelin said, shaking his head resolutely.  “It’s far too 

dangerous.” 
Shelrisa twisted her face into a look of indignation.  “I can help!  I’ve been 

studying my magic, I can do a lot now!” 
Daelin shook his head again, and put a hand on her shoulder.  “I know you want 

to help, and… well, I know I haven’t been around much, but I’m sure your magic is 
coming along nicely.  But I’ve been keeping you safe since we washed up at Ian’s place.  
I can’t let anything happen to you.  It’s just too risky.  I’m sure Zarenn would agree.”  He 
looked up at the others.  “In fact, I don’t want any of you to think you have to come.” 

Dorian shrugged.  “I do.” 
Daelin surveyed the others’ faces.  Hugh and Gregory looked back with 

determination.  He welcomed their help, as long as they knew the risks.  Of course, even 
he wasn’t sure of the risks.  Zarenn hadn’t elaborated on exactly what dangers they would 
face. 

Silvren plucked his lute.  “Just tell me the story when you return,” he said softly.  
“I’ll have your song for you by then.” 

 
Hugh made his way to the tower of the Council of Commanders.  He hoped they 

would be there, and he didn’t really care if he interrupted anything important.  His job 
was just as important, if not more so, than anything they might have to discuss.  The 
climb to the top was long and arduous, but at last he stood at the door.  He could hear 
voices within.  He rapped on it loudly. 

The door swung open, and Hugh stepped in without waiting for an invitation.  
Curtis seemed startled to see him, as did all the generals, but he said, “Master Hugh, what 
can we do for you?” 

“We’re going to Relic Isle,” he said flatly.  “There are some things I need, to 
protect your king.” 

Curtis and the others looked at each other.  “What sort of things?  I’m sure our 
armorer can supply you with weapons, and other provisions can certainly be-“ 

Hugh interrupted him.  “I want the invisibility cloak that assassin was wearing.” 
Again, Curtis looked to the others.  One of them shrugged and nodded.  “Very 

well,” Curtis said.  “We’ll have it delivered to your room.” 
Without another word, Hugh turned and headed back down the stairs.  He went to 

his room and sat down to meditate, and wait. 
 
Daelin spent the next two days with Jahennameth, asking questions about his 

parents and the kingdoms.  He left Solcrist in his room, and didn’t mention the swamp 
dragon to the Sage.  Jahennameth was more than willing to speak with the young king for 
hours at a time, and truly seemed to enjoy the company.  Gregory, meanwhile, spent his 
time looking through the frost dragon’s vast store of magical knowledge.  It had taken 
some convincing, but at last the dragon agreed, mostly because Daelin said any additional 
magic they had would be helpful on Relic Isle. 
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Shelrisa sulked angrily in her room, studying her magic but not able to 
concentrate.  It was noon on the second day when there came a knock at her door.   

Hugh stepped into her room with a black cloak over his arm.  “You still want to 
come with us?” he asked her after quietly shutting the door. 

Shelrisa nodded.  “But Daelin…” 
Hugh held out the cloak.  “Here.  Take this.  I think they cleaned most of the 

blood off.” 
Shelrisa looked at the cloak with disgust for a moment.  “Blood?” 
Hugh pushed it into her hands.  “Yeah, the assassin who killed that ass of a 

general was wearing it.” 
“The invisilibity cloak?” Shelrisa exclaimed. 
Hugh nodded.  “Yeah.  You can use it to sneak along with us.  I think you deserve 

a chance to prove yourself.  I’ve seen you do some amazing things with your magic.  It’s 
not fair to leave you out of this.”  He paused, then added, “Just stay close to me when we 
go.” 

The girl stared at the garment in her hands.  Then, with a cry of joy, she threw her 
arms around Hugh.  “Thank you!” she squealed. 

 
Zarenn returned as the party ate dinner the second day.  He stepped to the head of 

the great table and unrolled the Relic Isle scroll.  On it was drawn a map of the island.  
All gathered around to see. 
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“Relic Isle was originally the home to a pair of cities dedicated to Kresshûl, the 

god of destruction,” Zarenn explained.  “There’s still a temple to him atop this mountain 
in the middle of the island.”  He pointed to the center of the map.  “A thousand years ago, 
a massive war of magic decimated the island.  There are still traces of that destruction 
evident, as seen in these three craters.”  He pointed to the three circular, water-filled 
“chunks” seemingly missing from the island.  “ The island is now inhabited only by 
monsters.  Lots of monsters, most of them very strong, who seemed to have been drawn 
to the residual magic left on the island after the war. 

“These areas on the map indicate territories controlled by various monsters.  At 
least, this is a rough approximation of the territories sixteen years ago.  I had some of the 
local wizards look into it with their magic, and for the most part the boundaries haven’t 
changed.” 

He pointed to the northwest part of the island.  “There’s an old series of stone 
piers here,” he explained.  “The area surrounding them is not heavily occupied by any 
one species of monster, so we called it the Free Territory.  We’re not sure why this is, but 
it will be to our benefit. 
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“The sea dragon that calls Lake Silence its home only seems to come ashore on 
the west and southeast portions of the island, and it patrols only the southern waters.  If 
we approach form the north, we should be able to avoid any trouble. 

“We’ll then traverse the Free Territory, and skirt along the edge of the territory 
claimed by the island’s hill dragon.  We’ll be on the edge of the area of the old city still 
occupied by constructs.” 

“Constructs?” Hugh said. 
Zarenn nodded.  “Living statues.  They were built as guardians and soldiers.  The 

magic sustaining them may never fade, so they now wander the city aimlessly, looking 
for enemies of Kresshûl.  Since Kresshûl himself was destroyed by the other gods at the 
end of the Relic War, the constructs have no real purpose any more but to destroy.” 

“Great,” Hugh muttered. 
Daelin pointed to the area just past the northern hill dragon territory.  “What’s a 

dracogriff?” He inquired curiously. 
Zarenn explained, “Do you know what a griffin is?” 
Daelin nodded.  “Of course.  Part lion, part eagle.” 
Zarenn pointed to the eastern section of the map.  “Griffins occupy this section of 

the island.  Right next to them is a colony of dracogriffs.  They are sort of a cross 
between a dragon and an eagle; similar in size to griffins, but much nastier.  But they’re 
better than the alternative route.”  He didn’t say specifically what the other route 
involved, but Daelin could see on the map that the territories on the other side of the area 
labeled “Constructs” were occupied by dragons of various varieties. 

“We’ll have to make our way through the wyvern territory to get to the temple,” 
the warlock went on.  “The temple is a doorway to a series of tunnels and caves beneath 
the island.  We’ll make our way through them to the chamber where I sealed the treasure.  
Unfortunately, I don’t have a map of the tunnels.  They are crawling with giant worms 
who excavate the tunnels all the time, so a map would be obsolete after a week.” 

“How will we find our way?”  Daelin asked. 
Zarenn tapped the pouch on his side.  “I have a means of tracking down the 

treasure I left there.  And my memory is still good.  Once we get though the worm 
tunnels, we’ll be in the manufactured area.  Then we’ll just have to deal with the dragon.” 

“Dragon?” Hugh said. 
Zarenn rolled the map up and put it back into his pouch.  “A dark dragon lives far 

beneath the temple.  It comes and goes through enormous tunnels it burrowed in the rock 
years ago.” He handed Gregory a scroll.  “Its attack is very dangerous, which is why you 
need to use this.” 

“What is it?” asked the prince, unrolling the scroll and reading it over. 
“It’s a spell that will protect us from the dragon’s attack.” 
Gregory’s eyes lit up as he read the scroll.  “I see,” he said. 
“The only thing that worries me,” Zarenn concluded, “is that it seems a steel 

dragon took up residence on the island a few years ago.  It supposedly claims the entire 
island as its territory, so I have no idea where we’ll find it.  We’ll just have to be careful.” 

“Steel dragon?” asked Hugh.  He was beginning to feel foolish, being the only 
one asking the questions. 

“The strongest, most evil of dragonkind,” Dorian replied.  “Really nasty.  And 
really rare.”  He scoffed.  “Probably because they wipe each other out.  Very territorial.” 



 225 

Hugh swallowed.  Dragons, dragons, and more dragons.  Humanoid creatures he 
could handle, but what good would his bow or martial arts do against dragons?  Even 
wyverns might be a problem.  They had to have a weakness, though. 

 
The next morning Zarenn woke the others early, before the suns had risen.  Daelin 

got up groggily, having been too nervous to sleep well.  After dressing, he joined the 
others outside the castle.  Dorian and Hugh looked rested and ready for the day, both 
armed.  Dorian had his sheathed sword slung over his shoulder, and Hugh wore a fresh 
tunic emblazoned with the symbol of Daelin.  On his back was a quiver of finely crafted 
arrows, but his same familiar bow was in his hand. 

Gregory yawned and shifted the weight of his backpack.  He had traded his fine 
attire for simple traveling clothes of leather, and wore a bandanna on his head to keep his 
blond hair out of his eyes.  Daelin himself wore Solcrist on his shoulders over the suit of 
black chainmail Dorian had given him.  At his side was his trusty sword, which he had 
taken care to sharpen and polish the night before. 

Zarenn looked as tired as always. 
Silvren sat on the steps to the castle, softly humming and scribbling notes on a 

piece of paper.  Daelin looked around, expecting the see Shelrisa.  “Where’s Shelrisa?” 
he asked Zarenn.  “I thought she’d want to see us off.” 

Zarenn shook his head.  “I told her we were leaving, but she seemed upset.  I 
agree with you, though, Daelin.  It’s far too dangerous for her to come.” 

Daelin sighed and looked back up at the castle towers.  He at least wanted to say 
goodbye to her. 

Hugh felt a hand slip into his, and he held it tightly.  He didn’t look down though, 
not wanting to give away her presence.  “Just stay close,” he whispered. 

Silvren wished them luck, and the group headed down the stairs and toward the 
city proper.  They could hear his song as they descended the steps: 

 
Fare well oh wanderers, 
May the day bring what you seek. 
May your road be with peace, 
And strong earth at your feet. 
 
I pray that you return, 
With all you searched for. 
May it not elude you, 
And bring you joy and more. 
 
If danger does meet you, 
Cast aside with your swords 
Any evil before you 
And what ill it affords. 
 
Your home will await you, 
I’ll keep the hearth warm. 
If your travels are long, 
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Be it shelter from the storm. 
 
Daelin looked out across Lake Silence.  The sky was dim and hazy.  On the 

horizon he could just make out the island, a tiny speck now more mysterious than ever.  
His heart beat faster with anticipation. 

They reached the small pier that stood in the lake, which held only the few small 
boats belonging to those city residents brave enough to fish the shallow waters near the 
city.  One boat was slightly larger, and bore a blue sail.  They boarded it, and Zarenn 
said, “Here we go.  No turning back now.” 

The others all nodded silently, and the boat took off over the lake.  Zarenn stood 
at the bow, propelling the vessel forward with his magic.  Daelin noticed that the 
underside barely seemed to touch the water.  He figured Zarenn was magically generating 
wind to move the boat, but was he actually levitating it above the water as well? 

The little boat sailed swiftly northward for about two hours.  Daelin spent his time 
alternately watching the calm water zip by beneath the ship and the island as it lazily 
drifted past them in the distance, until it was a speck not on the northern horizon, but on 
the southeast.  Then the boat took a sharp turn and headed back toward the island.  
Zarenn seemed to be concentrating. 

Daelin stood beside the warlock.  “Take it easy, Zarenn,” he commented.  “You 
aren’t going to push yourself too far again, are you?” 

Zarenn didn’t move.  “Not like this,” he replied.  “Moving a tiny boat and a 
hundred tons of rock are two very different things.” 

Hugh heard that and suddenly wondered how much good Shelrisa could do.  If 
Zarenn could toss tons of rock around as easily as he seemed to be moving the boat, how 
much of a threat could even a dragon be? 

As they drew closer by the moment, Daelin began to make out details of the 
island.  The shoreline they approached was filled with stone buildings, all crumbling and 
overgrown with trees.  Farther back he could see dense forest and a rocky set of hills.  At 
the epicenter of the island stood a single tall peak, surmounted by a small white building.  
In the air all around the mountain flew hundreds of winged creatures.  He guessed they 
were the wyverns that Zarenn said occupied the hills and mountains. 

“So tell me,” Dorian said, taking up position on the other side of Zarenn.  “Whose 
idea was it to leave these things on this gods-forsaken island?” 

Zarenn smiled at the draconian.  “No one else would be stupid enough to try and 
steal them.” 

 
The boat pulled up beside one of the long stone piers that jutted into the waters.  

The piers, while old and crumbling, were well made and still sturdy.  The buildings that 
made up the city were tall and built of stone.  Most were crumbled ruins, but some still 
stood.  The streets were overgrown with dry brush and winding vines, and broken pillars 
and walls lay here and there.  Daelin noticed the remains of marble statues as they 
disembarked.  All was quiet save for the distant screeches of the flocking wyverns more 
than a mile inland.  The island didn’t feel dangerous. 

Had Hugh known Daelin’s thoughts, he would have argued.  His nerves were on 
edge, and the hair on his neck stood on end.  He gripped Shelrisa’s hand tightly as he 
carefully led her over the rubble-strewn streets.  He felt a great danger looming up all 



 227 

around, but he couldn’t put a name to it.  The island felt old and evil, full of hatred and 
malice. 

“We need to be quiet now,” Zarenn whispered.  “The constructs can sense 
sounds.”  He floated a few inches above the ground and moved silently as the wind. 

They meandered along the streets, winding their way around fallen rubble and 
trees that grew from the stone roads.  Daelin began to hear faint noises on occasion.  One 
series of distant crashes sounded like footsteps.  He swallowed and made sure his cloak 
was fastened tightly.  This continued for about an hour.  Zarenn occasionally consulted 
the map and stopped to look around, taking note of familiar landmarks.  

“How many times have you been here?” Gregory asked him. 
“Three.  And they were all long ago, before Daelin was born.”  He pointed toward 

the forest.  “We’ll skirt along there, but stay out of the trees.  The hill dragon is very 
territorial, and claims the forest as his.  If we don’t get too close, we might only have to 
deal with constructs.” 

The group followed the warlock’s lead and skirted the forest.  From within its 
shadowy depths, Daelin could hear mysterious and ominous sounds.  Even being this 
close made him uneasy. 

Up ahead echoed the sound of heavy footsteps falling on stone streets.  Zarenn 
held up a hand.  “Something’s coming,” he hissed.  “Take cover.” 

They ducked inside the nearby husk of a building and hid in the rubble.  “You’re 
a warlock, right?” Hugh whispered, making sure Shelrisa was still with him and out of 
harm’s way.  “Can’t you just blow those constructs up?” 

Zarenn shook his head and continued to listen to the approaching noise.  “These 
creations are too ancient to be affected by my new magic.” 

Hugh opened his mouth to say more, but shut it at once as he saw a humanoid 
form lumber past.  He strained his neck to get a better view.  It looked like a statue of a 
man wearing ancient garb and a curly beard.  The statue itself was finely wrought from 
solid gleaming marble, but had begun to show signs of aging.  The ground shook with 
each of the statue’s footfalls, and it scanned its surroundings with empty eyes. 

Everyone held their breath and hid from the construct.  Dorian gripped his 
sword’s handle tightly, ready to draw the weapon if necessary.  The footsteps stopped.  
Daelin could hear his heart pounding in his ears.  The scariest thing was how silent it had 
become.  The construct was a living statue, a being of stone and magic.  It didn’t breathe 
or speak, and made not a single sound as it stood still. 

After a moment that seemed an eternity, the footsteps resumed and soon faded 
into the distance.  The party heaved a collective sigh.  “Come on,” said Zarenn.  “Let’s 
keep moving.” 

He stood and turned to lead on, and looked right into the staring eyes of a statue. 
This statue looked much like the first, but wore a sculpted suit of ancient armor.  

The construct raised a heavy fist and swung at the warlock.  Zarenn dropped back into the 
rubble with a grunt, then shouted a warning to the others.  “Run!” he said. 

Hugh wanted to fight, and felt a coward for fleeing, but he had Shelrisa to worry 
about.  And even he wasn’t sure he could harm a ten-foot-tall stone statue.  He pulled 
Shelrisa to her feet and scurried over the rubble and out the far side of the ruined 
building.  Gregory was right behind him, muttering a spell under his breath. 
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Daelin scrambled over to Zarenn, sword drawn, and tried to pull the man to his 
feet.  “Daelin, no!” the warlock shouted. 

The construct swung a kick at Daelin, and struck him in the back with a heavy 
foot.  Daelin grunted loudly as he flew through the air.  He lost his grip on his sword 
somewhere along the way, and landed in a heap amidst the rubble some distance away.  
He gasped for breath and clutched at his back.  Even Solcrist’s skin hadn’t been enough 
to totally absorb the force of the blow.  He could taste blood in his throat.  He heard a 
stone footstep, then another.  He coughed and rolled onto his back just in time to see the 
statue loom over him with a raised fist. 

With a rumbling and grinding of stone, a ten-foot-high chunk of wall toppled into 
the space between Daelin and the construct.  He saw Zarenn fly over the statue and the 
wall and land beside him.  “Are you OK?” the warlock asked him. 

Daelin coughed again, and could scarcely breathe.  A trickle of blood formed at 
the corner of his mouth.  Zarenn swore under his breath.  The statue behind him pounded 
on the slab of wall, and pebbles and dust trickled down onto him. 

Gregory slowed to a stop and concentrated.  Hugh looked over his shoulder at the 
prince and shouted, “Why are you stopping?  Come on!” 

A sharp cry from Shelrisa turned his attention back to the route he was running.  
The first statue stood in his path, fists clenched and feet rooted to the ground. 

Hugh swung Shelrisa into his arms and dropped to the ground, skidding feet-first 
between the statue’s legs.  As his momentum slowed, he shoved the girl forward and free 
from danger, then rolled and turned to face the construct from behind. 

Brilliant orange flame erupted around the statue as it pounded the stone wall.  The 
heat licked at Zarenn and Daelin.  The warlock winced as he covered the boy.  Gregory 
started to run back toward them before the flames cleared, but stopped as soon as they 
did.  The construct looked at him blankly, having stopped pounding the stone wall and 
acquired a new target.  Gregory muttered a curse aloud. 

With a dragonlike roar, Dorian leapt from hiding and swung his massive sword at 
the statue’s head.  With a reverberating clang, the blade connected.  The statue stumbled 
a pace, and turned its empty eyes to the draconian.  Its neck was cracked and creaked as 
the statue moved.  Dorian took a glance at his blade and noted the sizeable notch in its 
edge.  “Magic blade or no,” he muttered, “the wyvern-slayer was not meant for fighting 
stone.” 

Hugh thrust a kick, hard as he could, into the back of his enemy’s knee, but was 
met only by pain.  The statue’s leg did not budge. 

Slowly the construct turned and swung its fist down at Hugh where he lay on the 
ground.  Thankful for the construct’s slowness, Hugh rolled to the side.  His senses on 
edge, he searched the statue head to foot for weaknesses, and listened for more enemies.  
All he heard was the frantic page-flipping of Shelrisa and her book. 

He took a leap over the statue’s arm and kicked at its head with his foot.  With a 
twist and flip in mid-air, he landed behind it again, between it and the others, leaving 
Shelrisa out of harm’s direction.  He had once heard of a striking technique for shattering 
stone, and now wished he had bothered to spend more time with his old combat master.  
There was nothing he could do to defeat this monster. 

The slab of wall uprooted itself and slammed into the other statue.  Both fell to 
the ground with an earth-shaking crash.  Zarenn stood, lifting Daelin in his arms.  Dorian 
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ignored the statue as it struggled to free itself from beneath the tons of rock, and ran to 
the warlock.  “We’ve got to go,” he muttered.   

Zarenn nodded in return.  “Take him,” he said.  “I’ll try to hold this one off.” 
Daelin still gasped for breath, but found himself recovering.  The taste of blood 

was stronger now, and it pained him to breathe, but at least the breath came.  He was 
grabbed roughly and tossed over Dorian’s shoulder, and jostled away from the struggling 
statue.  He could see its arms flailing beneath the chunk of wall Zarenn had dropped on it, 
and he watched as Zarenn piled more and more heavy pieces of rock and debris atop it. 

Gregory muttered another spell and aimed at the statue that lumbered toward 
Hugh.  A crackling bolt of green energy sprang forth, and vanished into the statue’s chest.  
“Nothing works on these things!” the Condana prince shouted in frustration. 

Hugh tumbled out of the way of a punch.  “They’re not alive!” he shouted.  
“Think stone!”  Out of desperation he launched himself feet-first into his opponent’s 
chest, hoping to at least knock it off-balance.  His keen hearing picked up a few magical 
words from Shelrisa, and then he met his mark. 

He heard a crack, and felt it with his feet, and the statue did indeed topple back.  
Hugh pushed himself back and rolled to the ground as the statue shattered.  Pieces of 
marble rained down onto the grassy earth, and the arms and legs still moved, but there 
was no fight left in the torso-less construct. 

Gregory stared.  “Wow,” he said. 
Hugh shrugged and smiled nervously.  “I guess I don’t know my own strength.”  

He shot a cautious glance in Shelrisa’s direction, not sure exactly where she was but 
wanting to make sure she couldn’t be seen. 

“Maybe my spell did something after all!” Gregory said. 
 
Daelin felt a warm burning sensation inside him, and opened his eyes.  Gregory 

was leaning over him.  “Feel better?” he said. 
Daelin sat up, the pain now gone.  “Much better,” he said, rubbing his back where 

he had been struck.  “Thank you.” 
Zarenn handed him his sword.  “We should keep moving.  There could be more 

constructs in the area.” 
 
They followed the forest deeper into the heart of the island, this time staying 

closer to the forest.  Zarenn mentioned that the statues seemed tied to the buildings of the 
city, and had never been seen outside it.  If they stayed close to the forest, they should 
avoid more trouble.  But there was the very real possibility of meeting a hill dragon in the 
wooded, hilly region they now traversed. 

Daelin kept his eyes on the rocky peak that drew ever closer.  Wyverns flocked 
around it, and gathered on the ground.  He wondered how they were going to get past 
them all.  The wyverns the guards of Daelin rode seemed docile enough, but they were 
domesticated.  Would these attack on sight? 

He heard that distant footstep-like rumbling again.  A gasp from Gregory caught 
his ear, and he looked to where the prince pointed.  In the distance, beyond the rocky 
peak that was their destination, a huge form lumbered along the hills.  It seemed similar 
in body to Jahennameth, with rocky-looking skin and small, vestigal wings.  Its snout was 
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long and trailed four limp, fleshy whiskers.  Daelin doubted the others could make out 
such details. 

“A stone dragon,” Zarenn said.  The dragon disappeared behind the hills and into 
the forest. 

They reached the edge of what Zarenn’s map said was wyvern territory and 
settled down to eat lunch amidst some trees.  Reptilian screeching now filled the air, and 
the winged creatures flew overhead regularly.  In the distance Daelin heard a crash, and 
he looked to the forest, just visible beyond the hills.  A cloud of creatures burst from the 
trees and swarmed in the air, soaring on feathery wings.  He squinted to get a better look, 
and realized they were griffins.  They must have had an encounter with the stone dragon. 

He watched the griffins circle in a massive flock as he ate.  Their formation was 
tighter than that of the wyverns.  He wondered how the two creature’s social structures 
differed.   

He pointed at Dorian’s sword as they stood to continue their journey.  “You said 
your sword is the Wyvern Slayer, right?” 

Dorian nodded.  He fingered the blade where it had bounced off the statue. 
“How much do you know about wyverns?” 
Dorian sheathed the blade and hoisted it on his back.  “Enough,” he said abruptly.  

“We don’t want trouble with them, let’s just say that.” 
Daelin didn’t want to press the issue.  Dorian seemed annoyed that his valuable 

sword had been damaged. 
Hugh waited at the back of the line as Zarenn led them around the hills and 

through the trees.  He only followed when Shelrisa was with him again.  He had slipped 
her some of his food while they ate, and now whispered, “Are you OK?” 

He heard her reply softly, “yes,” and then they both followed the others. 
 
They hiked up some steep, wooded hills, the sounds of wyverns around them 

almost deafeningly loud.  Shortly they came to a clearing in the forest.  In the clearing 
were two wyverns: one was a brilliant blue, the other a dull, rusty brown.  Both were 
dancing around in a bizarre ritual of some sort.  Flames poured continuously from their 
maws and they growled and hissed like angry cats.   

The blue creature, its mouth pouring blue flame, raised itself up, spreading its 
enormous wings, and loomed over the other.  The orange flames trickling from the other 
wyvern’s mouth died down, and it seemed to submit to the blue one.  It folded its wings 
over its head and hobbled off into the forest to the right of the travelers. 

The blue wyvern now strutted back and forth, spewing brilliant blue flames into 
the air and squawking loudly.  The path the travelers needed to take was just beyond the 
creature.  “We’ll have to wait for it to leave,” Zarenn said. 

“That could take a while,” Dorian replied. 
Hugh examined the wyvern carefully.  Its body was covered in shimmering, 

almost iridescent scales that would certainly serve as some form of protection from 
arrows.  But the creature’s eyes were just as soft as his own.  He drew an arrow from his 
quiver and fitted it to his bow.  He took aim without saying a word.  He didn’t feel like 
waiting. 
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As the wyvern turned toward them, he released his arrow.  The projectile flew 
straight and embedded itself in the creature’s eye, but did not penetrate deep enough to 
kill.  The wyvern let out a blood-curdling screech and writhed in agony. 

“You idiot!” hissed Dorian.  “What are you doing?!” 
Ignoring him, Hugh readied another arrow.  The wyvern shook its head violently, 

then turned toward the source of the attack.  With a ferocious roar, it charged straight for 
them. 

Dorian swore and drew his sword, tossing the sheath aside.  The creature bore 
closer, shaking the ground with its heavy footfalls.  Jets of blue flame streaked from its 
mouth and nostrils, and its one eye glistened angrily.  “Everyone back!” Dorian shouted. 

With a twang and a hiss, Hugh’s second arrow flew past Dorian’s head and struck 
the wyvern in its other eye.  This time the angle was right, and the arrow buried itself in 
the creature’s brain.  The wyvern dropped in its tracks with a heavy thud, and skidded to 
a halt on the rocky ground. 

Dorian whirled on Hugh, pointing his blade down at the assassin’s throat.  “You 
idiot!” he shouted again.  “What was that for?” 

Hugh glared at the sword.  “I cleared a path, didn’t I?” 
Dorian narrowed his eyes.  “That has yet to be seen.  That was a mating call the 

wyvern was making.  It was attracting more wyverns.  They’ll see it dead, and they’ll 
come for us.” 

The screeching overhead and all around was growing in intensity.  Several dark 
shadows swooped overhead.  The sound of flapping wings began to fill the air.  Dorian 
swore loudly.  “Let’s go,” Zarenn said.  “While we still can.” 

Zarenn led the charge across the clearing, with Daelin and Gregory close behind.  
Dorian shoved Hugh into the clearing.  “Better get moving,” he growled.  Hugh looked 
past the draconian, searching for some sign of Shelrisa.  He’d let go of her when he 
attacked the wyvern, and now he’d lost her. 

A wyvern crashed through the forest canopy, screeching loudly.  Dorian lunged at 
it, propelling himself forward with his wings, and cut it down with a single slash from his 
sword.  Two more dropped down before him, and he swiftly dispatched them as well.  
Hugh glared at him, then turned and followed the others.  As he ran, anger coursed 
through his veins.  The draconian had pointed his sword at him.  At him.  No one did that.  
No one insulted him that way.  At least, no one did that and lived.  His blood boiled.  
What made it even worse was that he’d lost Shelrisa.  And, although he didn’t want to 
admit it, his brash actions had endangered everyone.  He wasn’t sure with whom he was 
most angry. 

He followed the others down the rocky slope and around the next small hill, 
where Zarenn stopped and waited.  “Where’s Dorian?” he said. 

Hugh searched frantically for some sign of Shelrisa. 
“Hugh?” Daelin said.  “Where’s Dorian?” 
As if seeing Daelin for the first time, Hugh looked at him.  “He’s fighting them 

off,” he replied after a moment.  He wanted to call out to Shelrisa, but knew he couldn’t.  
If he did that, if she was really gone, he’d be blamed.  His heart began pounding in his 
chest.  He could just imagine the scene… 

A loud wyvern shriek sounded from behind the hill.  Daelin peeked over the ridge 
to see Dorian cleave through a flying wyvern, now flying himself.  A flock of the 
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creatures swarmed down on him from the forest.  Daelin saw a dozen bodies littering the 
clearing, and Dorian’s sword dripped with blood.  The draconian soared closer, the sword 
humming in his hand as if it longed to taste more wyvern blood.  Several gouts of flame 
licked at his tail as he strained to outrun the monsters. 

Daelin ducked back down.  He couldn’t believe what he was about to say.  “We 
have to help him,” he said. 

Gregory conjured a quick spell, and pulled himself up over the hill.  With a wave 
of his hand, the air surrounding the pursuing wyverns shimmered and sparkled with 
dancing lights of rainbow colors.  The wyverns slowed and began gazing around in 
confusion.  Some collided with each other, while others simply fell clumsily to the 
ground. 

Dorian dropped from the air and slid down the back of the hill to come to rest 
among his companions.  “We have to keep moving,” he said, panting. 

Hugh felt a hand grab his own, and heaved a sigh of relief.  He looked down to 
see nothing there.  He hadn’t lost her after all. 

Zarenn led the group around the next hill.  More wyverns were circling in the air 
around those that had fallen victim to Gregory’s spell.  Strangely, the griffins circling 
over the forest past the center of the island were flying closer, as if drawn by the 
commotion.  Daelin prayed to the Suns that the griffins would distract the wyverns long 
enough to let him and the others escape. 

Sure enough, the griffins flocked overhead and met with the wyverns.  Chaos 
ensued, and no one looked back. 

 
They climbed the ancient, broken stairway leading up the tiny mountain to the 

temple of Kresshûl.  Behind them the sounds of griffins and wyverns mingling and 
fighting filled the air.  At the top of the stairs, the group stopped to rest.  Daelin looked 
back down the stairs.  He’d lost count at two hundred. 

But something else caught his eye.  And apparently he wasn’t the only one to see 
it.  “We need to get inside,” Zarenn said hurriedly. 

Off in the distance, in the forest to the south, an enormous, gleaming metal neck 
rose above the treetops.  Four great shining, batlike wings spread wide, sending flocks of 
startled birds fluttering skyward.  The dragon surveyed its domain, the sunlight glinting 
brightly on its steely scales.  It glared curiously at the distant commotion. 

Zarenn grabbed Daelin by the arm.  “I said now!” he shouted, and dragged Daelin 
into the temple. 

The interior of the structure was dark, although shafts of sunlight streamed in 
through holes in the ceiling.  The temple itself was a single open room, filled with rubble 
and decayed bits of metal.  Daelin thought he saw what looked like ancient blood stains 
on the dusty stone floor.  The party’s footfalls startled a trio of birds resting atop one of 
the columns supporting the roof, and they fluttered noisily out a ceiling hole. 

Zarenn led them to the large, black stone altar at the far end of the temple.  
Behind the altar was a faded, crumbling mosaic showing a horribly disfigured man in 
twisted armor, dripping with blood, holding aloft a human head and standing atop a pile 
of corpses as buildings burned behind him. 

Zarenn ignored the mosaic and instead moved around behind the altar.  “There’s a 
secret passage here that leads into the tunnels under the mountain.”  He took a moment to 
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concentrate on the altar, which looked to Daelin like it was designed for both torture and 
human sacrifices.  Before anyone could ask how to access the passage, the altar slid aside 
with a loud, rumbling grinding sound. 

Zarenn held out a hand, gesturing down the stairs that were now revealed.  They 
seemed to be sturdier and less worn than the rest of the temple, and were carved directly 
from the rock of the mountain.  Daelin peered down into the darkness, and saw that the 
stairs snaked downward beyond even his vision.  He stood back up.  “Well, then, please 
lead the way!” 

Zarenn made sure all the others were accounted for, not including Shelrisa, then 
headed down the stairs.  Daelin, then the others, followed.  Dorian had to crouch, and his 
horns still scraped the low ceiling.  He hunched over Daelin, and the boy could feel the 
draconian’s hot breath on his neck. 

The limited light that filtered into the stairwell from the temple began to fade.  
Gregory waved his hand and a globe of white light appeared before him, lighting their 
way.  Daelin could hear the altar grind back into place, and knew the adventure on Relic 
Isle was only beginning. 

 
Daelin lost track of how long the stairway descended, but eventually they stepped 

out into a large chamber.  Gregory’s light shone brighter to reveal high, vaulted ceilings 
carved with intricate sculptures of various monsters.  Here and there Daelin also noticed 
images of the same hideous, blood-soaked man from the mosaic. 

“Welcome to the Vaults of Kresshûl,” Zarenn announced with a sweeping 
gesture.  “These chambers were supposedly built by the god himself for his followers to 
use as they saw fit to best serve his will.”  He noted the piles of bones that lined the floor 
along the walls.  “Which usually resulted in a great deal of bloodshed,” he added. 

Daelin saw the bleached-white bones, and he swore the floor was stained red. 
Zarenn walked across the chamber with echoing footsteps.  “This way,” he said. 
He led them through a doorway and into a wide hallway that seemed built for 

large processions.  They walked through many halls and chambers, and down several 
flights of stairs, until Zarenn led them to a hole in the wall.  “This is the end of Kresshûl’s 
work.  The rest of the way is worm and dragon tunnels, and some ancient chambers even 
older than the temple.” 

The tunnel they entered was rough and cylindrical, perhaps eight feet wide, and 
cut through solid rock.  The walls were rippled and ribbed as if scooped out with some 
giant, stone-rending spoon.  The path sloped down gradually as they followed it.  Zarenn 
led them by memory for a while, but soon the path split.  He rummaged in his pouch and 
pulled out a small metal device.  He looked at it for a moment, then pointed to the left.  
“This way,” he said. 

Piles of rock and fine soil were deposited along the tunnel, and there seemed to be 
entire passages blocked off by debris.  Every so often, Daelin could feel a slight tremor in 
the rock around him.  He wondered how many of these giant worms there were. 

After an hour of wandering, continuing to descend into the depths of the earth, 
they found a larger chamber in which to rest.  They snacked on some of their provisions, 
listening silently to the faint rumblings of burrowing worms in the rock all around them.  
Once they were rested and had all taken a drink of water (Hugh let Shelrisa drink from 
his canteen when no one was watching), they set off once again. 
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The atmosphere was closing in all around, it seemed.  The air was growing 
heavier, and the walls seemed to be crushing down on Daelin.  He didn’t like it.  He was 
used to the open sea and streets.  And the constant vibrations running through the floor 
were putting his nerves on edge. 

Or was that vibration growing stronger? 
He stopped walking.  “Wait,” he said.  “Something’s coming.” 
Zarenn turned to face him and looked up at the walls, listening, feeling.  “You’re 

right,” he said.  “Let’s move back.” 
He took a step, and the wall beside them all exploded.  Rocks, dust and fine sand 

and moist soil rained down all around, and the sound of shattering stone was deafening. 
The worm, as big around as the tunnel in which the travelers were walking, tore 

from the left wall and slammed into the wall on the right.  Just before the creature’s 
enormous body slammed into him, Daelin caught a glimpse of glinting, metallic teeth, 
rows of them, lining a circular mouth, grinding the stone to dust and dirt. 

Daelin tried to shield himself with his cloak as rocks pelted him and he fell to the 
floor.  Someone fell on top of him, but he couldn’t tell who it was.  He heard shouting, 
but mostly he heard that grinding, crashing noise. 

And then it faded into the distance.  He could still feel the rock trembling under 
his hand, but the worm was gone.  He sat up as the figure on top of him rolled off.  He 
heard Gregory groan.  The light was gone, but that didn’t hinder his own vision. 

He quickly assessed his companions, looking for injuries.  Zarenn was standing as 
he had been before the worm appeared, unharmed.  Gregory rubbed his head.  His 
bandanna had fallen off, and he had a bleeding cut on his forehead and several bruises.  
Dorian, on his hands and knees behind Daelin, straightened his back and pushed a large 
boulder off his shoulder.  At first Daelin thought Hugh was hugging a boulder, or a 
person, protecting it from raining rubble, but as the assassin stood Daelin saw nothing. 

He stood, checking himself for injuries.  This time Solcrist’s skin had protected 
him, just as he had in that first cave-in back at Keep Forsaken.  He helped Gregory stand, 
then examined the path the worm had been traveling.  In the creature’s wake was a trail 
of moist dirt: the waste product of the rock the worm ate? 

Gregory uttered a few words and the wound on his head closed.  Then, with 
another gesture, the ball of light returned.   

“Is everyone alright?” Zarenn asked.  He was now focusing his attention on the 
device he carried.  Almost as if he didn’t care for a response to his question, he 
approached the tunnel the worm had created.  He looked down the tunnel from whence it 
came, and said, “It looks like this way would be faster.”   

The group followed the warlock through the winding tunnel.   At several points it 
sloped down steeply, and they had to climb carefully down.  Eventually, after another 
hour at least, the tunnel opened up into a large chamber riddled with wormholes, and 
crawling with the colossal creatures. 

Daelin shuddered.  The giant monsters writhed and squirmed as they passed into 
and out of various tunnels or burrowed new ones altogether.  “Don’t worry,” Zarenn said 
calmly, stepping aside to let a worm pass.  “They won’t hurt us, as long as we don’t 
bother them.  They only eat stone.” 

Hugh kept his bow ready and Shelrisa close, just in case. 
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Zarenn consulted his device again, then led them down the long, hole-riddled 
chamber.  From one of the holes emanated a faint green glow, and that seemed to be their 
destination. 

They emerged from the hole to stand in a vast, cavernous area, lit with an eerie, 
sourceless green light.  The walls stretched up as far as anyone could see, and the far wall 
was at least a hundred feet away.  To the left and right, the cavern extended as far as the 
ceiling.  All was bare, unworked rock here.  They stood on a wide ledge overlooking a 
deep chasm.  Daelin peered over the edge, and saw darkness extend down below him.  
Somewhere in the distance he heard rushing water. 

Zarenn pointed across the chasm to the left.  “I know the way from here.  There’s 
a tunnel that continues down over there.  We need to cross the bridge.” 

What he meant by bridge was “stone tightrope”.  Hugh sighed as he looked at the 
narrow strip of rock that barely clung to each edge of the ravine.  It was wide enough to 
walk on, but not much more.  

“We’re supposed to get across that how?” said Gregory. 
Zarenn floated off the ground.  “Very carefully,” he said. 
Gregory rolled his eyes. 
Daelin spread his wings.  “I can probably carry you across, Gregory,” he said.  

“Dorian, can you carry Hugh?” 
Hugh shook his head.  “I’m fine.”  He didn’t want to give away Shelrisa’s 

presence, or lose her.  He just had to hold on to her. 
Daelin put his arms around Gregory and tested his wings.  He thought he could 

carry him with little difficulty.  It was, after all, only a hundred feet to the other side.  
With a great leap and flap of his wings, he was airborne, and clumsily made his way 
across the ravine.  Dorian flew alongside him, but kept an eye on Hugh.  Daelin noticed 
this, and pondered for a moment the argument the two had had back with the wyverns.  
He could imagine Dorian not caring if Hugh fell. 

Hugh whispered to Shelrisa, “Hold on tight.”  And then he carefully headed 
across.  Walking a narrow ledge was not foreign to him; in fact, he was quite confident in 
his ability to cross it quickly and safely.  His concern was doing it with Shelrisa.  She did 
not have his balance or coordination, and his legs wanted to move quickly.  He could feel 
her tottering behind him, and he did his best to steady her with a firm arm. 

Daelin was just landing, beginning to feel the strain, when he caught a glimpse of 
something: an enormous book toppled into the chasm, its pages flapping in the air.  This 
was followed immediately by Shelrisa’s voice, screaming “No!” 

Hugh seemed to lose his balance, and then suddenly regained it.  He looked down 
at his empty hand, wide-eyed.  How had he lost her?  He had such a tight grip… she had 
torn herself free to grab for her book.  He swore loudly.  He was such an idiot… a fool for 
bringing her along. 

Without a second thought, Daelin dove from the ledge, tucking his wings tight 
against his body, streamlining himself to accelerate his fall.  “Shelrisa!” he shouted.  He 
couldn’t see her, but he saw her book. 

He could hear its pages flapping as the wind rushed up to meet them, and he could 
also hear the flapping of a light cloak somewhere nearby.  He called to her again, 
searching frantically as he fell.  The light above faded quickly to darkness, and the rocky 
walls rushed by on either side.  
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A second later, Daelin saw Shelrisa appear twenty feet from him.  She pulled the 
cloak’s hood off her head as she fell backward, and struggled to twist around.  Daelin 
unfurled his wings and his descent abruptly stopped.  He growled angrily as Shelrisa 
dropped away from him, screaming.   

Again, down he dove, aiming for her this time.  He stretched out his hand, 
reaching for hers.  In the distance he could see the end of their fall looming closer; the 
sound of rushing water grew louder as the river drew closer. 

His fingers brushed the cloak as it flapped in the wind.  Shelrisa stretched to reach 
him.  He wasn’t falling fast enough…  He tightened his wings, and held his arms close to 
his sides, and he inched closer to the girl.  With a grunt and a lunge, he grabbed her wrist 
and tightened his fingers around it.  As he pulled her to his chest, she reached for her 
book. 

The water below rushed closer and closer; the books flapping pages rang in 
Daelin’s ears.  The water was running fast, if the book fell in it would surely be swept 
away for good.  But could he catch it and still slow down in time? 

 
“Dorian, go after him, and then stay put!” Zarenn shouted.  “You two, come with 

me, quickly!”  Without even touching his feet to the ground, Zarenn flew down the 
hallway.  Gregory and Hugh ran close at his heels, as Dorian leapt into the chasm.  He 
dove swiftly, his body being more streamlined for flight than Daelin’s. 

 
Daelin tucked Shelrisa close to him and reached for the book.  The increased drag 

of Shelrisa and her flapping cloak impeded his progress, but he knew he only had one 
chance.  The river, shallow and swift, was growing closer by the moment.  With a final 
lunge, he grabbed the book by the front cover and exended his wings. 

He could feel the binding of the heavy book tear as he gripped it in one hand, 
Shelrisa in the other arm.  Pain ran through his wings as the air filled them.  He 
maneuvered straight ahead, skimming the water with his feet and Shelrisa’s cloak.  
Seeing a rocky embankment up ahead, he steered toward it and finally flapped to a gentle 
landing. 

He collapsed to one knee to set Shelrisa down and catch his breath.  She dropped 
to the ground and clutched her book tightly.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she cried, 
over and over.   

Daelin quickly surveyed their surroundings.  They now stood on a rock bank, 
around which flowed the underground river.  The bank wound its way around the 
crooked rocky wall ahead and behind him.  The sound of rushing water was loud and 
echoed off the stone ravine, filling the air with incessant noise.  Daelin turned his gaze 
upward.  They had fallen for a long time; the green glow was gone, well beyond the 
range of sight.  But he did see something else approaching out of the darkness. 

“Daelin!” shouted the draconian. 
“Down here!” the boy responded. 
Dorian landed heavily beside him, then stood and looked down at Shelrisa.  “Any 

injuries?” he said, shouting to be heard over the roar of the water. 
Daelin let out a great sigh of relief and shook his head.  “What about the others?” 
“Zarenn said to wait here.  I’m not sure what’s up.” 
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Daelin kneeled beside Shelrisa and put his hand on her shoulder.  He could feel 
her shaking with sobs.  “Shelrisa, it’s OK,” he said reassuringly.  But she just kept crying. 

 
They waited there for over an hour.  Shelrisa never moved, and between her fits 

of crying, all she would say was “I’m sorry,” despite Daelin’s reassurances. 
Soon a faint white light began to glow around the bend in the wall.  Daelin stood 

and hurried toward it.  Coming toward him he saw Zarenn and the others, their way lit by 
Gregory’s magic.  “Dorian, Shelrisa,” he shouted, “they found us!” 

Dorian, leaning against the stone wall, stood erect and grabbed his sword, resting 
alongside him.  He and Daelin both approached Shelrisa.  “Come on,” Daelin said, 
kneeling beside her and taking her arm. 

The girl wiped her eye with the cloak, and hefted her book.  “I’m sorry,” she said 
again. 

“It’s OK,” Daelin said once more.  “We’ll talk about this later, when we’re all 
safely back home.” 

They all regrouped, and Zarenn led them back into a tunnel carved near the river a 
hundred feet away.  Once out of the noisy ravine, he knealt before Shelrisa and asked if 
she was alright.  She sniffled and nodded, but said nothing.  The warlock stood and asked 
Daelin the same question.  “I’m fine,” the boy replied. 

Zarenn glared over his shoulder at Hugh.  “And you,” he said with a scowl, “what 
did you think you were doing bringing her down here?”  He stormed up to the young man 
and towered over him.  “Are you insane?” 

Hugh looked away, but didn’t answer.  He was angry enough at himself.  The 
warlock didn’t need to make him even angrier.  He would have killed the warlock to shut 
him up, but he knew he couldn’t do that. 

Zarenn glowered silently for a moment, then turned away.  “We’ll discuss this 
later.  Now let’s keep moving.  It’s getting late.”  He whirled around, his cloak fluttering 
behind him, and stormed down the hallway.  “There are dangerous things in these halls,” 
he muttered.  “Shelrisa, keep that cloak on.  Stay out of sight.” 

Her eyes to the floor, she complied, pulling the hood over her head and vanishing 
from sight. 

They emerged from the tunnel into a wide hallway cut from the earth by skilled 
hands.  The walls and floor were smooth, and trimmed with blocky patterns and symbols 
that Daelin didn’t recognize.  To their left the hall curved right, and Daelin could see a 
stairway leading up. 

Zarenn led them away from that direction, heading right.  They passed many 
doors, both open and closed.  Hugh’s curiosity got the better of him and he peered in each 
open door they passed.  Many led to hallways, some to empty rooms or chambers 
furnished with stone chairs and tables.  Occasionally he caught a glimpse of precious 
metal shining in the shadows. 

As if reading his mind, Zarenn said softly, “Everyone stay together and touch 
nothing.  These vaults hold ancient treasures best left alone.” 

They continued to follow the main hallway for several minutes.  As the distant 
sound of rushing water faded, Daelin thought it was replaced by another sound, deeper, 
softer, and slower.  It felt like breathing.  He’d heard it before: in Jahennameth’s cave.  
“What’s that noise?” he whispered to Zarenn. 
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“We’re getting close to the dragon’s lair,” the warlock replied.  “Gregory, I think 
it’s time for the spell.” 

Gregory nodded, and they all stopped.  He slipped his backpack off and set it on 
the floor.  After rummaging for a moment, he pulled out the scroll.  He closed his pack 
and lifted it to his back, then unrolled the scroll and read it aloud.  The words were odd, 
foreign and magical.  As the prince finished reading, whisps of darkness zipped from the 
parchment and swirled all around the adventurers.  Daelin thought the sound of breathing 
became softer, and the darkness became deeper. 

“What did that scroll of yours do?” Dorian asked in a whisper. 
“The dark dragon’s attack targets the senses of sight and hearing,” Zarenn 

explained.  “That spell will protect us.  But the dragon is still very deadly.  We need to 
sneak past it, and stay quiet.  And remember, touch nothing!”  As he said his final words, 
he wagged a warning finger at everyone. 

Daelin started walking, but Gregory stopped him.  “Hold on,” he said.  “I still 
have a couple more spells to get us past the dragon.  They won’t last all that long though.  
We have to stick together, so everyone stay close to me, alright?” 

He cast another spell, and Daelin saw the others all shimmer and fade away into 
the darkness.  He could just barely make out their outlines, visible only, he guessed, 
because he was under the effect of the same spell.  Then Gregory spoke again.  “Anyone 
have anything to say before I cast the silence spell?”  No one had anything to say, and he 
cast a spell that Daelin had seen once before: Gregory had targeted Silvren with it, but he 
now aimed it at himself.  They were engulfed in silence, and then Gregory, barely visible, 
nodded. 

Gregory’s glowing globe still lighting the way, they continued to follow Zarenn 
down the hall.  Before long they came to a large doorway, and Gregory extinguished his 
light.  Inside, a pulsating, violet glow lit the room.  The breathing was muted by 
Gregory’s spell, but Daelin could still feel its vibrations in the floor beneath his feet. 

The room was an enormous chamber with a domed ceiling.  A tunnel had been 
dug in the wall on the left with what looked like enormous claws.  To the right, Daelin 
saw what had dug the tunnel. 

Curled up against the wall was a huge, fearsome creature, even at rest.  It was 
quite a bit smaller than Jahennameth, but still huge and terrifying.  Its coiled body was 
that of a snake, more than fifty feet long and as big around as the columns that supported 
the temple far above.  The body culminated at a massive, reptilian head with a short, 
broad snout.  The pulsating violet glow emanated from the monster’s throat, white light 
filtering through deep purple scales.  The light shown brightly on the creature’s only two 
legs: forearms larger than its head, tipped with enormous, mole-like claws. 

Daelin stared at it in awe and terror.  He could hear Solcrist’s thoughts in his 
mind.  “A lesser dragon, not worthy of any attention.” 

Hugh was more interested in the heaping pile of treasure atop which the dragon 
lay.  Coins spilled out of its coils and from beneath its body.  Just a small sack of that 
treasure: gold, gems, and who knew what else, could make him a very wealthy man. 

Dorian pulled both the young men along as Zarenn and Gregory continued 
carefully past the dragon.  They passed out of the room and into another hallway, easily 
large enough for the dragon to traverse with no difficulty.  The purple glow soon faded 
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and darkness engulfed them again.  With a wave of his hand, Gregory dismissed both his 
spells, and conjured his orb of light once more. 

Zarenn continued to lead on, walking swiftly through a door on the right, then 
another on the left.  This hall ended at a door.  The warlock put his hand against it, then 
beckoned to Daelin.  “Your highness, if you please.” 

Daelin put a hand on the door as well.  He could feel a faint grinding from within, 
and the door swung open.  Inside was a long, rectangular room, fifty feet wide and tall, 
and twice as long.  At the far end was a dais, atop which sat a stone box.  A shaft of 
golden light shone down onto the box. 

“There it is,” Zarenn said. 
Daelin led the way into the room.  At last this adventure was over.  Inside the case 

was what he sought, the tools with which he would assume the thrones of two kingdoms 
and put an end to their ancient war.  His walk became a run, and he dashed toward the 
dais.   

Suddenly, with a crack like thunder, the air before him split open.  He was flung 
sprawling back to the ground.  That same cold darkness filled the air as thrice before.  As 
his head cleared, he looked up to see a familiar and terrifying sight. 

The hollow, glowing eyes glared down at him, and a sneer parted dead, dry lips.  
The wizard raised a hand toward Daelin, and from his throat issued that familiar dry 
voice.  “It took me time to regenerate from our last encounter,” he croaked.  “But I’ve 
been watching you.  I am prepared to reclaim my possession now.” 

Zarenn tensed up.  “You again?” he hissed. 
The wizard looked to the warlock.  “Ah, yes… and you believed me destroyed?  I 

had hoped to deal with you when I killed your friends.  I believe you will find your 
techniques useless on me this time.” 

Zarenn scowled, knowing full well that he had lost his ability to deal with the 
wizard when Medner temporarily cured his warlock condition.  Dorian readied his sword, 
and Gregory prepared to use his own magic.  Hugh shot a glance over his shoulder, out 
the door.  The dragon couldn’t have slept through that thunderclap. 

“I won’t go,” Solcrist growled unnecessarily. 
Daelin drew his sword from its sheath. With a shout, he leapt to his feet and 

swung at the wizard, remembering all Dorian had taught him.  Use his speed, not 
strength.  Aim for a weak spot.  Assess the enemy’s ability, and strike where damage can 
best assure a victory. 

Daelin swung for the wizard’s right arm.  His blade connected with a ringing 
noise, and for an instant, Daelin was very proud of himself. 

That instant was gone in a flash. 
The blade rang loudly in Daelin’s hands, and the force of the blow ran up his 

arms, as if he had just struck solid stone.  In a flash of green sparks, his blade exploded, 
and Daelin was thrown back by the force of the blast.  Again he sprawled on the stone 
floor, clutching the hilt of his shattered sword.  Silence hung in the air as the wizard 
grinned down at him.  “I will enjoy retaking what is mine,” he croaked. 

Daelin felt the tugging of wings on his back, the pressure in his chest, the 
sensation of the transformation beginning to surge through his body.  But the others were 
too close.  If Solcrist emerged now, they would all be crushed.  He held back the dragon 
with gritted teeth and force of will, and scrambled away from the wizard. 
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Hugh had readied his bow, but after seeing Daelin’s sword shatter he didn’t think 
it would work as well as last time.  He tossed his bow to the ground, and charged at the 
wizard, just as Dorian dropped his own sword and rushed forward.  Not wanting the 
draconian to steal all the glory, the Night Hunter sprinted past him and leapt for the 
wizard.  With a mid-air spin, he swung a swift kick to the wizard’s head, hoping the same 
trick would work twice. 

The force of the blow sent Hugh spinning through the air.  He hit the ground hard, 
barely conscious.  His ears were ringing, and his vision had gone dark.  He had… kicked 
himself?  Something had felt wrong the instant he attacked; the wizard didn’t even seem 
to consider Hugh a threat.  Instinctively, Hugh managed to roll with the impact slightly.  
Still, his head throbbed, his neck creaked, and his jaw felt broken.  As he struggled to 
stand up, he could hear the spell chantings of Shelrisa behind him, and those of Gregory 
back near the entrance. 

The wizard pointed a finger down at Daelin, and calmly muttered, “Enough of 
this struggling.  Now you die.” 

Daelin saw a blur of red scales before him, and his view of the wizard was then 
obscured by Dorian.  Less than an instant later, he heard a grunt from Dorian, and a deep, 
hollow crunching sound. 

Dorian collapsed in a heap at Daelin’s feet. 
“Daelin, get to the case!” shouted Zarenn.  “We have to get out of here!” 
The wizard scowled down at Daelin, and again aimed his finger.  In a single beat 

of his heart, Daelin saw a burst of flame engulf the wizard, and then a chunk of the rock 
ceiling tore itself free and thundered to the floor atop him.  Daelin scrambled to his feet, 
seeing a faint shimmering before his eyes as a shout of strange words came form Shelrisa 
far to his right.  He didn’t risk a look over his shoulder as he sprinted for the dais. 

A frustrated growl came from the wizard, and several beams of icy darkness arced 
around Daelin, deflected somehow by whatever spell Shelrisa had cast. 

Hugh dizzily pushed himself to his knees and tried to focus his vision.  The 
wizard stood in the rock rubble that now littered the floor.  His empty eyes, glowing with 
cold light, followed Daelin to the dais.  Hugh forced himself to his feet, and his head 
swam.  He saw Dorian lying in a heap, and gritted his teeth angrily.  What chance did any 
of them stand against this wizard?  This was the monster that had beaten the Heroes.  
What could they do, with a fallen draconian, and a weakened warlock?  He shook his 
head to clear it, and staggered back. 

Daelin reached the dais and looked back to Zarenn for guidance.  He saw the 
wizard fly up from the rubble and point at him again, and icy blue flames erupted all 
around him.  He reflexively drew his cloak around him, but again Shelrisa’s spell held. 

A fireball exploded in the air around the wizard, but was ignored.  The wizard 
hovered into the air and drew closer to Daelin, focusing all his attention on the boy.  
Zarenn shouted to him, “Open it!” 

The wizard chanted a few more words, and the air around Daelin began to waver.  
Daelin could feel the pressure building around him.  Gregory countered with a single 
word of his own, and the pressure suddenly ceased.  The wizard whirled to glower at the 
prince. 

Daelin looked down at the stone box, the size of a coffin.  He didn’t have time to 
hesitate or examine it.  He gripped the edge tightly, and lifted.  He was surprised with 
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how easily the lid came free.  Inside, atop a purple cushion of velvet, the golden light 
illuminated a jeweled sword sheathed in a red and silver scabbard, a shining golden 
crown beset with sapphires, and a stout gold and silver rod.  On one end of the rod was 
carved the eagle of Daelin, and on the other was the lion of Anduril. 

Shelrisa braced Hugh from falling, and muttered a spell, her hands on his back.  
This time it succeeded, and the pain and disorientation quickly left him.  “Thanks,” he 
said, and started toward the wizard.  He wasn’t sure what he would do, but he picked up 
his bow and drew an arrow. 

Gregory quickly gestured, muttering his next spell as swiftly as he could without 
botching it.  A blast of cold washed through the room, and the wizard became entombed 
in a column of ice.  Before Gregory could savor the victory, though, the ice turned to 
steam.  The wizard muttered a few words, wiggled the fingers of his right hand strangely, 
and pointed at Gregory.  “You are becoming bothersome,” he hissed. 

Tendrils of darkness reached from his hand toward Gregory.  Shelrisa shouted a 
spell of her own, and the air before Gregory and Zarenn wavered, shimmered, then 
coalesced into a mirror-like plane of magical energy.  The shadowy tentacles bounced 
harmlessly off the shield and dispersed in the air. 

Gregory stared at the wizard, his spells all useless.  He’d tried everything, and it 
seemed now it was all any of them could do to simply stave off death.  He looked to 
Zarenn.  The warlock was focusing on Daelin, but shot a nervous glance over his 
shoulder, out the door.  Gregory turned his attention to the boy as well, readying any 
spells he could think of to keep the young king from dying.  That was all that mattered 
now. 

An instant later, the air before them split open with a rush of air and light, and 
promptly closed again.  There now stood another figure, cloaked in purple.  Hugh 
recognized him at once, and took a new aim with his bow. 

The undead wizard peered down at this newcomer.  “Reinforcements?” he hissed.  
“And a coward at that, hiding behind a projection.”  He shouted down at the robed figure 
in his dry, icy voice, “Face me yourself, wizard!  Do not send a mere illusion!”   

With a wave of his hand, the cloaked figure shimmered, and became more solid.  
Had Hugh not seen the change, he never would have realized how insubstantial the man 
had seemed at first, and was glad he had not wasted a shot.  But now he held.  Had the 
Condana wizard come to aid them?  Hugh doubted it, but was hesitant to kill a potential 
ally.  At the very least, he was a distraction to the other wizard. 

The purple-cloaked man looked up at the flying wizard, his own face shrouded in 
shadow.  “And you,” he muttered.  “Just a nuisance.  Not quite alive, yet not quite dead, it 
seems.”  He looked down for a moment, and mumbled, “Now where is your soul?”  The 
airborne wizard glared down at him for a moment, his empty eyes slowly widening with 
realization. 

“There it is,” the wizard said.  And with a wave of his hand, the air around the 
other shook and flashed with light. 

The ancient magician dropped to the floor before the man in purple.  Ash was 
falling in great clots from his body, and smoke rose from him in faint, black whisps.  
“No,” he weased, “not like this... after all the centuries…” 

Before he could finish his final words, he crumbled to a heap of dust. 
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“Now,” the newcomer said aloud, all eyes waiting in him, “for the job I came to 
do.” 

“Rendel!” Gregory shouted.  “Did my brother send you here to finish his dirty 
work?” 

The wizard glared at Gregory.  “Ah, Prince Gregory,” he said with a concealed 
grin.  “Your brother is quite aware of your involvement in all this, and he wanted me to 
deliver you a message.”  He raised his hand, and motes of light danced around it.  
“Consider yourself exiled.” 

A twang sounded from Hugh’s bow, and an arrow pierced the wizard’s arm.  With 
a shout of pain, Rendel dropped to one knee, clutching his wound, and the lights around 
his hand vanished.  He turned an angry eye toward the assassin, who already had another 
arrow ready and aimed.  “Before you ‘exile’ anyone, you have to deal with me!” Hugh 
shouted.  “You stole my money!” 

Daelin grabbed the items from the case and tucked them under his arm, then 
turned back to the ever-changing spectacle in the room.  In the new silence, he heard a 
distant rumbling, deep and looming closer, shaking the stone all around. 

Rendel muttered a word and the arrow dissolved into nothingness.  He swept 
aside his cloak and rose to his feet.  “Ah, the traitor speaks!  I’ve been watching you for a 
long time, Night Hunter.  I had such high hopes for you, but you failed miserably.  To 
think, with all you’re capable of, you never realized…” 

Another arrow flew from Hugh’s bow, and glanced harmlessly off Rendel’s chest. 
Daelin shot a glance toward the door.  A purple light was drawing closer, as the 

rumbling grew louder.  Zarenn heard it, saw it, as well, and swiftly grabbed Gregory by 
the arm and flew into the chamber and past Rendel. 

An instant later, the wall around the door exploded, and the dark dragon tore its 
horrifying head into the room.  Before all the battered rocks had even fallen, the dragon 
opened its mouth and swept the room with a deafening roar.  Blinding light flashed from 
its open maw, and the sound shook the foundation of the chamber.  Daelin flinched from 
the attack, but the sound seemed to instantly soften, the light to quickly dim.  Around the 
others, silhouetted in the glaring white light, he saw faint shadowy auras.  The scroll 
Gregory had used had finally come in handy. 

Rendel clutched at his ears and fell to the floor screaming in pain.  Hugh whirled 
around, grabbed Shelrisa, and ran for the dais where Daelin and the others already stood.  
The roar still echoed throughout the halls, drowning out the sounds of his footsteps. 

The dragon thundered into the chamber, growling furiously.  Rendel quivered in a 
heap on the floor, and a moment later vanished under the crushing claws of the monster.  
Rock exploded from the floor, and Daelin saw a few drops of blood spatter the creature’s 
mole-like claws.  He wasn’t sure whether to feel relief or terror.  Rendel had done away 
with the undead wizard, and the dragon had killed Rendel.  But now they had to contend 
with a dark dragon, angry that its sleep had been disturbed, and surely hungry. 

He shoved the contents of the box into Zarenn’s arms.  “Run,” he said. 
“What?” 
Daelin had already given in to Solcrist’s transformation: the wings on his back 

spread wide, and his body shuddered as the dragon took control.  “Run, now!” he 
shouted, his voice no longer his own. 
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Without question, Zarenn took the items.  Summoning more power than he felt 
wise, he swept the others, even Dorian, up with his magic, and flew with them for the 
door.  The dragon reared back to snap at him, but a roar from Daelin attracted its 
attention. 

The stone dais collaped beneath Solcrist’s weight as the dragon’s complete form 
rose up.  His horns nearly touched the ceiling, and his wings filled the room.  Without a 
word, he let out a powerful roar.  The dark dragon shrunk back for a moment, a moment 
which Zarenn took to fly through the door.  But then it regained its composure, and rose 
up, growling menacingly.  It opened its mouth and unleashed another powerful blast of 
light and sound. 

The swamp dragon ignored the feeble attack, and instead slashed the dark 
dragon’s throat wide with his sword-like claws.  A gout of blood sprayed forth, and the 
light from the dragon’s throat filled the room.  Solcrist reared back, and unleashed a 
spray of green acid into the lesser dragon’s face and wound. 

The massive beast writhed in agony, thrashing the walls with its tail, and flailing 
madly with its enormous claws.  Solcrist caught one in his mouth and sunk his teeth deep, 
until the sound of shattering bone filled his ears.  With a swing of his powerful neck, he 
tossed the dragon aside.  The impact sent rubble raining down all around. 

 
The sounds of draconic battle, like an earthquake and a great thunderstorm, 

echoed down the halls.  Even as they ran, Hugh could feel the earth-shattering blows and 
dragon roars.  There was no question in his mind that Daelin was winning. 

The group slowed, and Zarenn, now using his power only to carry Dorian, let the 
draconian drop gently to the ground.  The warlock looked back down the hall, where the 
sounds of battle still crashed, but seemed to be quieting.  “Daelin,” he muttered.  He 
looked down at the sword, crown, and rod. 

Gregory lifted his ear from Dorian’s chest.  “You won’t believe this,” he said 
jubilantly, “but he’s still alive!  I’ve never heard of anyone surviving a death spell 
before.” 

Zarenn smiled.  “He’s one tough character.  I knew it would take more than that to 
kill him.” 

The distant crashing gradually echoed to silence, followed shortly by the sound of 
heavy footsteps.  The great horned head of a black-scaled dragon, its eyes glowing 
emerald green, turned the corner and looked at them.  As they watched, the dragon 
diminished, and Daelin soon collapsed to the ground in a heap.  

The last thing he saw before he fell into onconsciousness was his friends running 
toward him. 
 



 244 

Chapter 20: Homecoming 
Daelin awoke under a starry sky.  His whole body ached, but he felt rested.  He 

sat up and looked around.  To his right lay Dorian, breathing slowly.  To his left was a 
small fire, around which sat the others.  Shelrisa sat between Hugh and Zarenn, the 
cloak’s hood pulled back, with her book behind her.  She looked over at Daelin, and 
scrambled to her feet. 

Tears in her eyes, the dark elf threw her arms around Daelin.  He held her, but 
said nothing.  The others gathered around.  “Well,” said Zarenn, “that was quite an 
adventure, wasn’t it?” 

Daelin smiled weakly.  The last part of it was a blur.  He remembered fighting a 
dragon…  “Where are we now?” he asked. 

“In the Free Territory,” the warlock replied.  “We’ll head back to Daelin in the 
morning.” 

Daelin looked down at the draconian beside him.  “How’s Dorian?” 
Gregory answered, “He took a nasty spell.  It’s a wonder he’s still breathing.  I 

did what I could to repair the damage, but he’ll be out for a few days probably.  Death 
spells aren’t something one usually recovers from.” 

Daelin stared down at the mercenary.  The death spell had been meant for him.  
And Dorian had taken it.  He wouldn’t have expected that of anyone, least of all Dorian.  
Hugh smirked.  “He had to hog all the glory,” he remarked. 

Zarenn glanced back to the campfire, and three objects floated toward him.  He 
turned to Daelin, holding out the sword.  “I believe this is yours, your highness,” he said 
with a proud smile. 

Daelin, still wrapped in Shelrisa’s arms, took the sword and drew it from its 
sheath.  The blade glowed with a golden radiance, and felt light and warm in his hand.  It 
was his father’s sword.  The sword of Therris Anduril.  His sword. 

“Thank you,” he said, addressing everyone.  He could feel tears coming to his 
eyes.  He closed them, and whispered to Shelrisa, “thank you.” 

 
Their boat docked at Daelin’s pier and they disembarked.  Zarenn’s magic still 

carried Dorian, and a contingent of guards escorted them back to the castle.  Just outside 
the front gate, Zarenn stopped to look at five majestic horses tied up at the guardhouse.  
Upon their flanks were branded a small symbol, and their saddles were wrought of fine 
leather and gleaming steel.  A faint smile parted the warlock’s lips.  After a moment he 
led the party on. 

Curtis and several of the other members of the Council met them at the castle’s 
entrance.  Without a word, Zarenn nodded to them.  A group of soldiers came for Dorian 
and carefully spirited him away on a stretcher.  Zarenn led on. 

The doors to the throne room swung open before him, and he stepped aside, 
gesturing for Daelin to enter.  Daelin stepped in, following the blue carpet toward the 
throne, and stopped as his eyes came to rest on the five figures kneeling before him. 

Ervin looked up and smiled.  “Welcome home, your majesty.” 
 
The next several days were busy ones.  The Heroes helped Daelin through the 

transition from innocent boy to full-fledged ruler.  A meeting was called between the 
Council of Commanders and Anduril’s Circle, over which the Heroes presided.  Daelin 
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was named king in an elaborate and festive ceremony, and the war was put to an end.  
Each of the members of the newly unified council swore an oath to their new king upon 
the Oath Lord. 

Daelin longed for nothing more than the proceedings to be over with, so he could 
spend time, real time, with Shelrisa.  He hadn’t been there for her lately, and his new 
duties kept him away longer still.  As soon as they had arrived in Daelin, he had been 
whisked off to deal with his kingly duties.  He hadn’t seen her, Hugh, Dorian, or even 
Silvren, at all.  Gregory was always close, though, advising him on economic matters, 
and interjecting a Condana viewpoint on many others. 

Eventually the formalities ceased, and the work of rebuilding the two kingdoms 
was begun.  Daelin lay on his bed, looking up at the canopy.  He was exhausted.  He 
hoped his job wouldn’t be like this forever.  He took the crown from his head and held it 
up, staring at it.  All this for a piece of metal, and all the power that came with it. 

A knock at his door made him sit up.  “Come in,” he said. 
The door opened and Izellia poked her head in.  “Ethaniel,” she said with a kind 

smile.  “I wanted to let you know that we’re leaving tomorrow.” 
Daelin stood up.  “What?  Tomorrow?” he exclaimed.  “So soon?” 
Izellia stepped all the way into the room and closed the door quietly behind her.  

“We all accrued quite a few debts that need to be repaid.  The magic that saved us, that 
brought Ervin back from the dead, does not come cheap.” 

Daelin looked down at his feet.  “And Shelrisa?” 
“She’s coming with us.” 
Daelin slumped back onto the bed.  “It’s too soon,” he muttered.  “I don’t want 

you to leave.” 
The dark elf seated herself beside him.  She held out her hand.  “Here,” she said, 

holding out a silver ring adorned with a gleaming white gem.  “Take this.” 
Daelin took the ring and put it on the hand that did not bear his parents’ ring.  

“What is it?” he asked. 
“Shelrisa has one just like it,” she explained.  “The two rings are keyed to one 

another.  If you ever want to talk to her, it takes merely a thought.” 
Daelin stared at the ring.  It was better than nothing, but still.  “There’s so much I 

wanted to say to her,” he said softly.  “To all of you.  It… hurts to see you go.” 
Izellia put an arm around his shoulder.  “This isn’t goodbye forever.  We’ll be 

back, I promise.” 
Daelin leaned his head on her shoulder and sighed.  He could feel the tears 

returning.  A king was supposed to be strong, but he couldn’t stop crying.  “But you just 
got back,” he sniffed. 

“I know,” she said.  “But you can still talk to Shelrisa any time you want, and we 
won’t be far from her, ever.  You have duties to tend to here, and we have duties 
elsewhere.  We need to recover the Orb of Ulseyr, and the rest of the wizard’s treasure, if 
Rendel did indeed kill him.  And there are other matters that you wouldn’t understand, 
matters of magic and debts.”  She held Daelin at arm’s length. “Be strong, Ethaniel,” she 
said.  “Your people need you now.” 

Daelin couldn’t look her in the eye.  He stared into his lap, and a tear dropped 
onto his dragonskin cloak. 
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Daelin couldn’t find Shelrisa until the next morning, when the Heroes had all 
gathered outside the palace.  Hugh was there, talking with Shelrisa and the others, and 
Silvren looked on, writing madly on his parchment as words were exchanged. 

Shelrisa ran to Daelin and hugged him tightly.  Her book was strangely absent; 
Daelin decided it must have been packed onto the horses.  He held her close for a long 
time, but he had no tears left to cry.  For a moment he thought of taking her back into the 
castle with him, begging her to stay with him.  But he knew their paths led in different 
directions. 

“I’m sorry for following you to Relic Isle,” she said. 
Daelin took her by the shoulders.  “Don’t be sorry, Shelrisa,” he said softly.  “You 

saved my life.  I was worried about you, that’s why I didn’t want you to go.  I wanted to 
keep you safe, like I’d been trying to do for so long.  You were safe here.  I didn’t want to 
endanger you if I didn’t have to.  But we all might have died if it hadn’t been for you.” 

She looked away, embarrassed. 
“And,” Daelin added, “I want to apoplogize to you.  I underestimated you.  But 

what’s more, I wasn’t there for you when you needed me.”  He looked over at Hugh, who 
stood by, watching with folded arms.  “I’m… glad Hugh could be there for you.  But I 
wish it had been me.  I missed so much… I’ve missed you so much.  I wish I could make 
it all up to you.” 

She buried her face in his chest.  “I don’t want to leave,” she said weakly.  
“But…” she trailed off. 

Daelin kissed her head gently.  “You have to.  And I want you to keep studying.  I 
know you’ll become a great wizard someday.”  He smiled sadly.  “And come back.  I 
hope to see you again soon.” 

“You will,” she replied with a sniffle.  “I promise.” 
She turned away and walked reluctantly to her sister, looking over her shoulder 

every now and then.  Izellia nodded to him. 
Ervin clapped a hand to his shoulder, startling Daelin out of his saddened trance.  

“Good luck to you, Ethaniel,” he said, holding out a meaty hand.  Daelin took it, and 
Ervin said, “I know you’ll make your parents proud.”  He smiled broadly, filled with 
pride himself.  He then turned to Hugh, and shook his hand tightly.  “And you, keep an 
eye on him, alright?”  Hugh nodded.  “And where’s Dorian?  I expected to see him here.” 

“Still recovering,” Hugh replied.  He rubbed his hand, amazed at the famous 
warrior’s grip. 

A gruff voice cleared its throat at the top of the stairs to the castle’s main 
entrance.  Dorian stood there, looking as fit as ever.  “No bed is going to keep me down 
for long,” he said.  With a flap of his wings, he descended the stairs and landed before 
Ervin.  He extended a hand. 

Ervin took it in both of his own.  “Take care of him, Dorian,” he said.  “And 
yourself.  I’d like to catch up some time.”  His smile was sincere. 

Dorian nodded, but did not repond, his glare emotionless as ever.  While Daelin 
was sure he had no admiration for the Heroes, he certainly seemed to have respect. 

It was Kormm’s turn to say goodbye.  “Remember what I told you, and all you’ve 
learned on your journey,” he said to Daelin.  “I know you have a good heart, and your 
subjects will see it too, if you let them.”  He smiled his catlike smile, and turned away. 
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Daelin looked to F’Larr and Kienneth, who both nodded back to him but said 
nothing.  Zarenn patted the young king on the shoulder.  “Good luck,” he said.  “Keep in 
touch.” 

“I will,” Daelin replied.  He looked to Shelrisa and raised the ring on his hand.  
She smiled back, and raised hers as well.  She wouldn’t be so far away after all.
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Epilogue: Daelin-Anduril 
The kingdom of Daelin-Anduril was united beneath a red and blue flag bearing a 

griffin, the symbol of unity between the eagle and lion.  Songs were sung far and wide of 
the adventures of the young ruler.  King Ethaniel, the Black Cloaked King, ruled justly, 
delegating much of the governing work to his generals.   

The new nation enjoyed a welcome age of prosperity.  The army was scaled back 
and became volunteer-only, and consultants were brought in from all corners of the land 
to teach the people to make their own living.  The kingdom’s economy was restored, 
albeit gradually, thanks mostly to the involvement of its treasurer, Gregory, former prince 
of Condana. 

Hugh remained in the employ of King Ethaniel, fancying himself a royal assassin 
but mostly taking on the duties of a personal guard alongside Dorian the Red.  Ethaniel 
made it a point to invite his adopted parents, Jorn and Marlea, to see him.  He also sent 
word to Ian, the fisherman north of the Lost Village.  He had much to share with all three 
of them. 

Ethaniel had saved two kingdoms from unending war and poverty, and discovered 
who he was: he was a hero now.  He had inherited that title from his friends, and the 
world would never forget that. 


