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Derak ij Alcor - One of the many sons of King Alcor, third in line to inherit the throne. Believing his succession to be in doubt, he became a knight to defend the cause of the people and help the common man.
King Alcor - The King of the small but burgeoning kingdom of Aldur, also ruled during the Minotaur Wars of decades ago.
Jonas Mendragon - A magic wizard once under the service of King Alcor, now toils under the will of the Legendary Malkor
Thrax - A minotaur from the southern regions, raised by Siar, he left at as a youth to find his own way, he currently strives to restore the Great Empire
Nicklaus Greeson, Nick- A young boy caught up in the turmoil of the quest for the Trident of Power, he seeks to free his father from the dungeon's of King Alcor's castle.
Krin Sevensson - A well-trained fighter of the city's guard, a member of the small group of the followers of Sicere.
Talon Gyrahde - An expert archer, who served in the Minotaur Wars and is a member of the King's Elite Castle Guard.
Rolf Karadge - An intelligent warrior in battle, he often tries to out-think his opponent and takes great mirth in doing so.
Siar ab Alland - A great wizard who has lived his whole life on the magic-users continent in a solitary tower and raised his son Aristotle as an errand boy. Collecter of rare magical items, he often sends his son to procure them.
Prologue
A man sat at a small, overburdened desk, full of charts and graphs and many parchments. An ink blotter of frequent use resided thankfully just out of reach of his wrinkled and busy hands. Scribbling away at the dry scrolls, his hard-lined face was streaked with worry, bereaved by the passage of time upon it. His long white stringy hair constantly getting in the way of his work, and when it did so, he would utter foul curses intermittently to the gods that be. A small noise, a distraction at first, flitted across his attention. It arose again, louder this time, actually breaking his intent concentration.
He glanced slowly upward, beholding an image that slowly seeped into his old feeble consciousness as something that didn't quite belong. There stood a young man, outfitted in the barest of leather armours, although quite intricately wrought. The aqua colored rune-coved sword glowed faintly at his side. The dapper fellow cleared his throat impatiently. "Ahem!" The old man cackled a small laugh in response, and then, continuing with his work, grunted as if a small joke had been told.
"It seems you took the wrong turn boy, the rest of the scrollography is at your disposal, but I am the headmaster, and am quite busy. Please carry on your business."
The crooked smile on the youth’s face turned to a small scowl . "You always knew how to greet a man, but now you’re excelling at it."
His visage wrinkled up, as if thought. “Who . . .”, he began to ask, and then slowly, resembling a lady bug’s slow walk atop the edge of a withered leaf, the wrinkled frown turned to a smile. The sword seemed to glow a little brighter, almost as if the writer’s recognition gave it strength. But no . . that was fifty years ago.
“You seem to be having a problem with your pen, perhaps I should come back at another time?”
Nicklaus glanced down at his quill, where drops of ink had begun to sink deeply into the parchment, and had stained his last stanza. “Eh? What’s that?” The quill had stopped moving a little time before, as he struggled to reconcile the image before him and the logical conclusion that would have to be made. He stood up as quickly as his old bones would allow, his radiant robes falling to cover his aged form quickly. A slow smile began creeping across his face. He trotted over to Aris and embraced him. His hands felt over the cloth on Aris’ back. “Hmph.” He grunted. “I’m surprised you don’t have a minotaur’s axe jutting form back there. That being the last time I saw you. . .” He trailed off questioningly.
Aris had no answer but a cryptic smile. “I know, old friend, but that’s why I interrupted your . . . thrilling studies. Our old enemy has returned, and I fear his minotaur army is not far behind.”
Part One: Sword of Aris
Chapter 1
The Bauble
A tall silvery spire rose majestically, piercing the clouds that lay comfortably high above it. The tower had stood there for centuries, and would possibly remain for many more. It shone with a white majesty that belied its true age. The valley surrounding the tower was wooded with pines and ankle-high dense shrubs that smelled of moldy undergrowth. Several small streams gurgled loudly with their constant breaths of life. A solitary figure strode through a narrow, well-worn path, headed towards the tower. The man was old, and some would call him ancient, even though he did not believe himself to be so. He was draped in robes, which served their utilitarian purpose of covering him, but not much else. He never was one to give in to grandiose expressions.
At the moment, the elderly man was searching, plodding forward with a glance, stopping. Then he would continue on, a look here, a dart of the eyes checking in the other direction. He decided to resort to using the verbal mode. Oh, how he tired of having to do that. He called out his son's name. There was no response. He called out again. Again, there was no response.
That boy! If he doesn't learn to focus, I'll ..wait. . .
He reached the tower and slowly lifted his hand to press against the door. It began to glow and slowly opened. His son was seated in the center of the room, reading some age-old text that he had forgotten that he still owned.
“There you are! I've been looking all over for you son!”
The young man looked up, his curly locks of hair strayed to the side of his face. He had seen nearly twenty summers, but the old man couldn't help thinking of him as a boy, even now. “I'm sorry father, I didn't mean to worry you. It's just that I saw this interesting book here and couldn't resist seeing what it had to say.”
How had he found that book? “Well, never mind that right now Aristotle, there is a reason I've been searching so diligently for you. I have a small errand for you to run.”
The young man grimaced at the mention of his name. “Father, you know I don't like being called that.”
“But Aristotle was a great learner, even if I haven't taught you all about him, you should be proud of the name.”
“I am proud, I just don't like it.”
The old man nodded. “Very well, I will attempt to call you as you wish, but you know my memory, and if I slip every now and then, I can't be blamed.”
Aris grinned. “Yes of course. Now what is it that you need me to do? Do I get to travel to the City? Are we going to get to go to Aldur again? Maybe I can go visit Derak?”
“You will get your taste of adventure soon enough. However, the task at hand is much simpler than that. Do you remember the small magical sphere I was using earlier this morning.”
“Oh yes, the little blue one that shot sparks and you started scowling at?”
“Ahem...Well yes, that would be the one. I seem to have misplaced it in my daily walk through the grove, I would like for you to go and find it for me.”
Aris' face didn't betray any emotion, but the old man was certain that his son wasn't too excited about the task that had been set before him.
He rose from his sitting position and nodded. “Yes, father, I'd be glad to help, but how am I supposed to find it?”
His eyes twinkled at the question. “There are various means at your disposal.”
The young man nodded and began to head towards the door, an outstretched arm stopped him. “Wait.” He headed over to the wall and opened a panel that Aris had never realized was there before and pulled out a large sword. Aris gasped. It was beautiful. The hilt was black enamel, outlined with an emerald tinge, and a sapphire was embedded in the base. The blade shimmered in the weak light provided by the small magical bauble lamps his father used throughout the tower, and the metal glistened with a rainbow iridescence. “This sword,” his father continued, “is yours now. It was given to me by my father and now I'm giving it to you. You must guard it well, for it possesses a certain value in certain circles.”
“What do you mean 'a certain value'?”
“That is not important right now, you will discover it given time. However, it will be getting dark soon, and I do need my bauble.”
“Yes of course. Thank you, father.” He solemnly retrieved the sword from the sage’s
hands and was surprised at the lightness of it. Presented with a sword belt, Aris strapped it on, and soon feet incredibly confident with his new weapon in tow. He walked through the tower's doorway and out into the forest.
It was bright outside, but his father had been right, for the sun would soon dip slowly below the horizon, plunging the valley into utter darkness. Stars were normally not visible because of the severe magical storms that raged over Leera, and he sorely missed getting to see them. The forests of Leera were well known for their peaceful songs. The various shrubs and trees, being infused with the radiant magical energy of the storms above, vibrated and sang in a melodious fashion. The nusic soothed his thoughts as he walked.
Aris traveled slowly at first, following the well-worn path that eventually led the way into the main city of Aldur. Aris wasn't intent on traveling for a full day to get there however, and hopefully he would find the sphere soon and could get back to his reading. An interesting passage had caught his eye, describing the events that had happened so many years ago with one of the enemies of the great sorceress Sicere as she had entrapped an evil wizard.
Something darted just outside his field of vision. What was that? He spun around quickly. There was nothing but the breeze slowly flowing through the brush. He concentrated harder, still seeing nothing. Oh well. Spent too much time focusing on reading today I suppose.
He traveled onward, and after a couple of hours, he reached the other side of the valley. Well, I haven't spotted anything along the trail, I'll have to leave it to search more intensively. He began to search the wooded areas immediately next to the trail. However, upon seeing little of interest and a stray blue frog, he extended the search further outward to encompass the surrounding undergrowth.
He had traveled almost halfway the distance back to the gleaming tower, and was beginning to give up hope when he spotted a small and almost unrecognizable trail jutting off of the main one. That's odd. I've never seen that before.
Small stones and rocks were jumbled upon this much smaller trail, hinting of the existence of a road some time in the far distant past. It led up to the nearby hills and he decided to hurry and follow it as best as he could. Now why would father have gone this way? The sun's bottom was touching the lip of the valley, warning of the impending darkness to come. He hurried forward, being ever mindful of the looming lack of daylight. The possibility of becoming stranded in the valley in complete and utter darkness didn’t appeal to him in the slightest. A cave opened up in the cliffs before him, the small sphere lying in front of it. Oddly, the singing trees had quieted down and were silent.
“Well hello there! It's taken me all day to find you!” He slowly approached the small sphere. Wait a second. How could it have gotten here?
A growling voice snuck up from behind him, and after all day of the silence of the valley, he was nearly startled out of his skin. “I see you have fallen into my trap.” The gravelly voice announced.
He spun around to face the owner of the frightening utterance, only to be frightened by the sight as well. He beheld a creature that was all black and possessed of a great many number of scales. It reminded Aris of a small dragon, although this scaly beast had no wings and stood upright like a man. Its teeth dripped with an unknown ichor, and its nostrils flared open when its voice menaced.
“Who are you?” Aris demanded with as much composure as he had left to muster.
“Ha! You approach my home and assault me with your ugly visage and have the audacity to ask who I am?”
MY ugly visage? Aris thought.
“Before this day is done . . .”, the creature continued to rant. “You will bow to me and serve me as your god!”
Aris was ever conscious of his waning daylight and knew he would be no match for this creature in the dark. He also had no idea if there were any more of these things out there. He decided to act quickly, he grabbed the sphere and ran. He soon outdistanced the creature. Good thing I can run well, he thought. Turning a rough corner of rubble on the long abandoned thoroughfare, a horrible stench struck him like a wave.
“You thought you could escape me that easily!” Its’ voice grinded at Aris’ every last nerve. It took all of his concentration to keep the voice from ringing throughout his head. The creature's face was only mere inches from his own, and the putrid breath of the monster was enough to almost bring up Aris' lunch of mutton stew. Aris had to choke down a vile swallow and he quickly jumped back and unsheathed the sword. Then two unexpected things happened nearly simultaneously, but not as close as Aris would have planned for them to. The first was that the sun's light had finally receded to behind the mountains surrounding the valley, plunging Aris and the creature into complete darkness. This also had the added affect of dashing Aris' hopes completely. However, the second unexpected event occurred soon afterward, and was a welcome surprise. The sword Aris had drawn began to glow with a surreal light. The light began to grow and branch out quickly, at the same time reviving Aris' hopes and swallowing up the surrounding darkness in its azure light. The creature blanched, reacting to the light as if burned. Aris watched as the light enveloped the creature and slowly began to dissolve it away. The creature garbled an incomprehensible response and then faded into oblivion. Aris just stared at where it had been.
After some time, he realized he was still standing there, gaping at the glowing sword. The stench of the creature's black, sizzling remains permeated the area. He quickly picked up the bauble and used the sword's light to lead him home. There wasn't any way that he was going to sheathe it and render himself completely blind, not after that crazy monster encounter. The musical tones of the forest had returned as quickly as they had gone, as though the creature’s presence had subdued them. Impossible of course.
He wearily approached the tower and entered with his palm to the door, someday he would have to ask his father why the door worked like that. He traveled up to the third floor and his father's study by use of the stone stairway wonderfully etched with ancient runes. He slowly pushed the door open and approached his father's study desk. The old man was busy inscribing ink on parchment under the magical light of a bauble much like the one that Aris had retrieved. Aris placed the small bauble on his father's desk.
Aris looked up from his scribbling, “I trust that there was no trouble in finding it son?”
“There was. . .” Aris considered telling his father about the creature, then thought better of it. I can take care of myself. Besides, he'd have me up half the night describing it to him. “. . . no trouble at all.”
“Good, then you may now finish your reading if you so wish.”
“With your blessing father, I think I'll just go to bed, all that straining my eyes searching you know.” And running from the mad hellspawn from a minotaur's home.
“Very well.”
Aris turned to go, and the sage allowed a small smile to creep across his face. The boy did well. Perhaps I should trust him with something. . . .
He quickly composed himself. “Ahem.” He coughed.
“Yes father?”
“Tomorrow, if you're up to it, I have a larger errand for you. However, this time you get to travel to Aldur.”
“Yes father.” Aris answered, not allowing the fear to creep into his face. Something LARGER?
“Very good. And remember, get a good night's rest.”
Chapter 2
A Tangled Web
A small eerie wind slowly ebbed its way into the forest, whistled through the upper treetops and rustled the dry underbrush below. Dried leaves blew in small tornadic circles as the wind played games with them. Their concentric rings slowly grew larger and then smaller as the wind tired of its game and threw the small leafs aside, as one would throw away an overused parchment. Their dry veins crumbled as they were tossed into the dry barks of the trees.
A large boot stomped rudely down onto a loose collection of dry leaves, and another one quickly followed. A wanderer slowly made his way into the forest, marching in time with the howling wind. His leather boots found a stray leaf as the wind tossed the empty husk at his feet.
Crunch.
Stepping on the dried leaves as he moved forward, he carried a gold hilted sword and wore an amulet with a carved blue-green lion on the face. I’m getting older, he thought. It seemed like only the life age of a fly ago when I helped my father search for the lost city of Andakar on the southern continent of Telar. Wasn’t it just three summers ago when I first got to go out on a mission of my own in the ancient mazes of the toppled tower at Rynke?
He had spent two weeks lost in those sad remains, finally resorting to cutting himself to use his dried blood to mark a path to the outside. He had survived the trying ordeal, but barely, and he had exited the maze as weak as a babe. His father’s quest for magical relics was damn near insatiable.
The mission he was on now should have been ten times easier, and he shouldn't be scared at all. Only he was. He had survived before with only his wits and his sword, but he hadn't been scared then. His nerves seemed on edge, and he wasn’t sure why. His senses tingled, and the thought of a perilous future hung over his thoughts like a dark thunderhead.
He stopped suddenly, thinking he had heard a noise, but then continued his slow march forward, and ran straight into a young boy!
He was jittery and shaking uncontrollably, whether by hunger or cold he couldn’t tell.
"Hey! Whoa there son!” He shouted, trying to calm down the obviously nervous child. The boy looked about thirteen years of age with grubby hair and a plain jerkin with commoner’s clothes underneath. Grime streaked his face and nose, bringing to mind images of the tribes of crazed wildmen he had seen on Telar. “What’s the hurry?” He asked, in a poor attempt at some good humor. The boy had none present. He just stared back in a look of shock and utter terror.
He tried to speak. His words came out in a stutter at first, then they arrived in a jumbled mess all at once. “HewasuglyandsaidIshouldlethimthebarnbutIdidn’tandIlockedthedoor
buthebrokeitanywayandkidnappedmyfatherandburnedthehouseandsoIranandthey’rechasing me..”
“Hey calm down! Don’t worry. If there are robbers in these woods, I'm sure I can handle them." Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, "I'll take care of you.” He unsheathed his golden-hilted sword, and placed his free hand protectively around the child. “What’s your name son?” The boy was still staring, but this time not in shock but in amazement, for the sword was glowing. "Yes. It's a magical sword, it will protect us. Only it shouldn’t be glowing." A worried frown crinkled his forehead.
“Uh...my name’s Nicklaus” The young man seemed almost calmed by the glow.
The glow seemed to unnerve the wanderer. “Call me Aris, not mister.” His eyes scanned the woods intently, almost as if expecting the trees to come alive and attack.
"Ok, Lord Aris."
"No. Definitely not Lord....."
A charge sounded and Aris looked up to see three misshapen brutes lumbering straight at him. “Orcs!” He yelled. The creatures grunting noises and stench arrived well before they did.
The one closest to him had a black eye patch over one eye with a small red rune stitched on it. They were all of very heavy-build; the one farthest away had a top-knot. Without thinking he parried the thrust of a huge battleaxe that had loomed in his face as he spun.
“Halt this attack!” Aris yelled at the nearest pig-faced attacker. The creature grinned madly as he blocked a quick jab from Aris' sword and then swung at the boy. Aris ran him through with the blade and shoved his still twitching body into the two remaining attackers. The brutes regained their balance quickly, as all hopes of ending the confrontation peacefully slowly eroded in Aris' mind.
“Only one thing to do.” Aris whispered. He grabbed his scabbard with his free hand swung with all his might. The strike hit the orc squarely in the back of its head, causing the attacker to fall to the ground unconscious. The remaining orc froze and stared at his two friends, their bodies crumpled on the ground. Blood was oozing out of one's chest, leaking onto the dry crunchy leaves. Aris backed away, protecting the boy, and held his sword high.
“Don't come any closer!", he yelled.
The remaining strong-arm grabbed the unconscious one and flung him on his back like an old sack of potatoes. Then he slowly trundled off into the forest.
Aris stood there and considered the one orc as it lay at his feet. Nicklaus, who seemed to have calmed considerably, searched the brutes clothing and found nothing. “I was hoping to find out who he was working for . . ”
Aris bent down and noticed a small interwoven chain around the beast’s neck. “What about this?” He asked as he followed the chain to find an amulet under the brute's tunic. “It's an amulet! This script is ancient, but I believe it says ‘Thrax’. I wonder what that means.”
“I know what it means.” Nicklaus said, “But I think we need to get out of here or wake him up and ask him some questions!”
“He's not going to be answering any questions.” Aris shook the creature's body and it fell limply back to the forest floor. Aris’ hand caught on the amulet, yanking it free from the stout muscled neck. The sharp toothed mouth opened slowly, as if something was trying to exit his body. The links of the runic chain slipped quickly past, and as soon as the last had left his skin, the creature’s corpse dissolved into a pile of sand! Nicklaus’ eyes grew wide.
“Enchanted golems. . .” Aris murmured. “I haven’t seen those in a very long time. We need to get to Aldur, quickly.”
The boy nodded his assent glumly. Aris pocketed the amulet and began slowly trudging through the many-brambled trail. Nicklaus hurried to keep up, not waiting around for any more surprises to arrive.
“Can you tell me what happened?”
Nicklaus’ face grimaced, then his expression grew firm. “Yes. My dad has this farm about two leagues west of here and he was out milking the cows when they got him. I almost think they planned it. They showed up early to catch him off guard and I was up in the hay loft in the barn when I saw them coming. I suspected they worked for Thrax, but now I know it! The greedy mongrel kidnapped my father and is holding him for ransom. I don’t understand how he knew we were rich. My father went to a lot of trouble to keep his fortunes a secret. He raises pigs and sells cows’ milk especially for the King, and since he’s the best, he gets paid handsomely.”
“So who’s this Thrax fellow?”
“A thief, a common robber, he leads a band of highwaymen and just enlisted the help of a local wizard. I’m guessing that’s what that disappearance was all about.”
“That wasn’t the work of a local wizard. That was the work of a master. Are you sure that this Thrax is behind all this?”
“I’m pretty sure, even though I’ve never seen creatures like those with him. That’s why I’m headed to Aldur. My father's storehouse is there. I was going to pick up the ransom.”
Aris looked puzzled. “Now that’s strange, why would they attack you if you hadn’t paid the ransom yet? They wouldn’t know if you were going to be willing to pay it or not. There’s something strange going on here, and I’m afraid it's bigger than a local wizard signing up with a small time brigand!”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Well, because that’s why I was sent here.”
Chapter 3
Sleight of hand
The sharp rays of the sun peaked over the tall golden spire of the castle’s battlements. Pennants flapped wildly, as if fighting the wind for dominance of the skies. The bright shafts illuminated the breadth of the city and its well-fortified walls. Sentries strode back and forth in well-armed and armored guard towers. The light from the sun shone upon the entire alluvial plain, even spreading to the dusty road beyond. The city of Aldur looked like a city of paradise to the two weary travelers who approached the front gate.
Aris’ expression grew grim. “I think we’re in trouble. We look like we’ve been living like wild men and they normally don’t let vagrants into the city, so let me do the talking.”
A short squat guard approached from the closed side of the huge city gate, set into a fortified wall at least twenty feet high. “State your business.” He yelled curtly.
Aris attempted to put his best face on. “Greetings fine sir. I am Prince Aris of Leera and I travel with Nicklaus, son of Magyar, personal servant to the king. We seek sustenance and lodging in your fair and wonderful city and only desire for you to open this one barrier which lies between us and our grand homecoming.”
“Ugh!” the guard yelled in disgust and began to walk away.
Nicklaus ran up to the gate “Wait! Listen! I’m a lowly pig farmer and this is some idiot with a gleaming sword, let us in, man!”
The guard paused and drew close to the gate, grabbing Nicklaus arm. He grumbled a curse under his breath and raised his arm.
“Open the gate!” He yelled loudly, looking towards the top of the nearby parapet. “Well, get a move on!” He urged.
Aris dumbly followed the boy into the city. Aris waited until they were well out of earshot of the grumpy fellow. “Hey, how did you just do that? Did you cast some kind of magic spell of coercion while I wasn’t looking?”
“No, I slipped him a gold piece through the gate. Guards respond better to positive motivation than. . . well, whatever it was you were trying to do.” Aris raised an eyebrow at the comeback.
The gates of the city now being opened to them, the rugged pair lumbered their way through the outer city, past merchants and their streetside stalls of bread and fresh produce. They traveled past the poorer outskirts and moved through to the inner city wall, which protected the more well-to-do residents and their houses.
They soon found themselves before the Dwarf’s Hovel, a small but suitable inn. Its entry sign swung and squeaked as a small breeze caught its splintered wooden edge. The image of a battle-craze dwarf with a small battle-hammer was blazoned on the sign, with the paint chipping away, showing the age of its years. Neither of the motley pair had eaten all day, so they quickly succumbed to the cravings of their stomachs at the mead hall as soon as they had seen to their rooms. They sat glumly, finding the mead porridge not nearly as inviting as it should have been, even on an empty stomach.
The table nearby had two scruffy looking scoundrels engrossed with themselves
in heavy conversation. “And he did it right under the nobles' noses! Can you believe it? All I know is, if I was a noble and I had my loot stashed in a storehouse in this town I’d be pretty hacked at the King!”
Nicklaus’ curiosity was peaked. “I’m sorry, did you just say storehouses?”
The older man, his head lolling as if he was half-drunk and realizing he now had a bigger audience, turned and spoke. “You’re durn rightee I did, boy! The great and mighty King o’ ours robbed all the nobles' storehouses today and said it was fer the good o’ the country and everybody’d be paid back and my Knights at the treasury are just there to keep the looters away and all that rot. Keep looters away my ass! He’s doin' that to ensure them nobles don’t raid the treasury to get their money back. Strange thing is, I don’t think it's really the King, I think its somebody else, posin' as the king!”
Aris stood up, “Come on Nick, we really need to get some sleep. We can find out more about this tomorrow. You know, talk to some sober people.” They headed away from the bar.
The drunk, now unaware that anyone had left, his eyes having left him with visions of blurry barstools he thought were his audience, continued on unperturbed.
“You know what!...hiccup...I think he’ll be after our women next! Sure, take our houses...burp...and take our...gold...gargle...and I wish he would take my woman. Get her outta my hair, the sorry bay. Take her and don’t bring her back!” The drunk soon fell asleep while still mumbling under his breath. “Just ... long ... doesn’t ... take my drink.” Smash! His head fell to the table.
Aris quickly found his bed and dropped right off into pleasant slumber. He awoke to find Nicklaus gone, and hurried to find him, fearing that the boy would find trouble. His fears soon materialized when he neared the palace gates in the center of the grand city and caught up with Nick. He was wielding an old rusted sword, and was well on his way through the city streets to confront the King.
“Listen, Nicklaus, I’m sorry about your father’s gold reserves, but this isn’t going to help. I’ll tell you what, I’ll get you an audience with the King if it’ll make you feel better, but when he gets things into his head to make a decision, he doesn’t change his mind.”
Nicklaus stopped and slowly looked toward Aris. “You know the King?” Aris’ answer was interrupted by a group of people causing a commotion further down at the end of the street.
“Come on. Let's see what’s going on.” Aris said and they hurried forward. They arrived at the city’s palace gates that lead into the center of the innermost parts of the city and the King’s palace. A core group of fifteen of the elite palace guards were trying to keep about five nobles in check.
One of the nobles in particular was getting all of the guards' attention. Brandishing a sword, he was intent on gaining an audience with the king. “Now if you gentlemen will allow me passage to see the King, I will kindly not have to dispatch you out of my way.”
The guard in charge, denoted by a red sash over his uniform stepped solemnly forward. “Listen, if we must go through this again, somebody’s going to get hurt. As we told you, the King is very busy and can’t see anyone at this moment.”
Aris calmly walked into the middle of the group. “Now, now . . . Everyone calm down. There’s too much tension here, you people need to relax. It’s all right, everything is fine. I’ll just go get my good friend the King, and he’ll settle all this.”
The lead guard placed his sword tip in the center of Aris’ armor on his chest. “And just who do you think you are?” a look of surprise spread across Aris face.
“Listen here, what do you think you’re doing? I happen to know the King very well. So if you would kindly go get him we can solve this!” The guard replied by motioning his guards forward. They surrounded Aris and Nicklaus, and the nobles wisely retreated to just out of the guards’ sword range.
The chief guard looked at Aris. “I think you’ll pipe down and keep quiet or I’ll find you a nice room for you and your friend in the palace dungeon, and the only audience you’ll get with the King will be when he passes sentence!”
“Boy, he’s got a nasty temper.” Aris said smartly.
“That’s it! Throw them in the dungeon.” The guards seized their weapons and began to herd them toward the palace gates. Nicklaus looked at Aris, “‘I happen to know the King’ you said ‘he’s my good friend and he’ll settle all this’ you said. So far he hasn’t helped us any.”
“I said I knew the King, I didn’t say that I knew any of his guards, there’s a difference. By the way, you wouldn’t happen to have any more of those gold coins handy, would you?” Nick harrumphed.
The guards handled them roughly and ushered them quickly into a moldy cell. Aris was sure it hadn’t been used in some time, possibly being for only storage until recently. The presence of several cobwebs attested to his theory. He began to test the metal bars of his cell, shaking them and trying to loosen one really old rusty one that had caught his attention. Nicklaus, who was lying down on the bed of straw in the corner of the mossy, grungy cell, spoke up. “It’s no good Aris. It’s just one bar. We'd have to get them all off to even get to the next round of bars.”
They were in a small dungeon cell adjacent to the moat of the king’s palace. There was one set of bars, one of which Aris was desperately trying to free, and a foot outside of that, another set of bars which required a different key to unlock. The floor of the cell was splotched with moss and grime, with some of the moats water seeping in from time to time. Trying to pry any bricks free from the outside would only succeed in flooding the cell, and them with it.
“I got it” Aris shouted!
“You do?” Nick asked, “You know how to escape! You know how to get us out of here!” The muscles in his cheeks widened his mouth into a toothy grin.
“No. I got this bar free.” He said and held it up for Nicklaus’ inspection. Nick’s face grew ashen. “Now don’t look so glum Nick, we’ve only been in here a half an hour and now I have a weapon when they come back to talk to us.” He said as he hefted the big bar in his hand.
Nicklaus tried not to look so glum. “Why are you here to begin with?”
“Oh don’t worry,” Aris smiled, “They won’t execute us for badmouthing a soldier.”
“No, that’s not what I meant. Why are you here to begin with?”
“Well, that’s quite a long story, but seeing as how we seem to have plenty of time on our hands, I might as well tell you. My father sent me on what I thought at first to be a fool’s errand. I am supposed to keep a madman from gaining a foothold in this region. He is a magician of great power, and that he must be defeated soon, or else his power will be too great.” He paused, waiting for Nick to beg him to continue. “You see, he holds a relic of great power, and each day it grows stronger and stronger. As long as he controls it he gains that power. The relic is known where I come from as the Trident of Power. Whoever wields the Trident can control the fierce elements of the sea and incredible energies of its storms. The crashing thunder, the jagged lightning, the power of the hurricane, the severe rainstorm, monsoons and tornadoes. . .all of these will soon be his to command.”
“It is called Stormslayer! It was forged by extremely clever dwarves who live on a secluded island, encased in the midst of the ocean, approachable only by air. If you tried to travel to Devil’s Heart by ship, you would be dashed upon the rocks! The only way there is by somehow traveling over its mountainous coast. On the center of the island lies a volcano, inside the caves of which these dwarves dwell. They created this relic of power to temper the fierce storms which constantly plague the island. It is rumored that this trident also posses the fierce powers of fire as well as water but these new powers have been added only recently. For years, the peaceful dwarf leader, Hrothgill led them. However, the peace was not to stay for long.
Hrothgill’s son, Thorgill, soon upon reaching the age of manhood, seized the throne from his father and a fierce civil war erupted. He had stolen the Trident of Power and endowed it with new magic, the magic of the volcano! King Hrothgill eventually regained the throne, for he and he only knew the secret of the Trident, and how to defeat it. Peace reigned once again on Devil’s Heart, but at what cost? Half of the dwarves had died in the conflict, and the king’s son, Thorgill as well. It is not known how he defeated his own son, but only that he did, and soon after Stormslayer was nowhere to be found. King Hrothgill called upon my father to search the many seas and lands and retrieve it at all costs. I have been assigned to seek it out. I have discovered that the scoundrel is in this area and possesses Stormslayer, and if I guess right, it could be this Thrax that tried to send his goons after you.” His story finished, he looked at Nicklaus with a grim look. “It is not an easy task, but something that must be done.”
The young man’s fallen expression dissipated. “That is an amazing story!” A small gleam grew in Nick’s eye.
“You know . . . you might need a hand in all of this. Somebody who is . . . small. Somebody who can get into tight places, help you out of trouble, that sort of thing.”
“It would be dangerous.” Aris said. “You could be hurt severely or even killed.”
“I could have already been killed, and you saved me from that.”
Aris spoke again. “But what about your father, he’s still being held for ransom by Thrax.”
“If this thing is as important as you say it is, the whole world is at stake. Thrax is a scoundrel, and he doesn’t care about any ransom, he just wants power. And I don’t think he’s worried about me. There has to be another reason why he kidnapped my father. If it wasn’t for the money, then what’s the true reason?”
“I don’t know Nicky. I honestly don’t know.”
Nick grew thoughtful and pondered silently. The rest of the evening was uneventful and Aris dozed off onto his pile of straw.
A small noise drifted to his mind, reminding him of when he played horseshoes as a child. Aris slowly came to, seeing the cell in the dim light of Terrerre's two moons. It was dark and damp with the light of moons shining through the cell window. Aris concentrated on trying to go back to sleep in the midst of an old man’s snoring wafting in from a neighboring cell.
Clink. The noise returned, slightly louder than before.
“Aris!” Nicklaus whispered. “Did you hear that?”
“If you mean the snoring, I’ve heard it for the past two hours.”
“No, listen. It’s getting louder, I think it’s somebody making a noise.” Aris rose off of his uncomfortable position on the straw pile and walked toward the front of the cell. An old ragged man in the cell across was all that he could see. The old man, oblivious to his surroundings, was clearly lost in dreamland.
Suddenly, a robed figure burst into view in front of Aris’ cell. He reached through the bars and grabbed Aris’ arm. “Gotcha!” Aris leapt backward.
“What in a goblin's eye...?” His voice faded as recognition grew across his face.
“Derak!” The man in question performed a courtly bow.
“Of course, who else would ride all this way from his palatial home in the dead of night to save your sorry hide?”
Nicklaus rushed forward. “Hello. My name is Nick.”
Derak took off his dark robe to reveal a man dressed in intricately carved plate mail, and a sword that was exquisitely decorated in jewels and magic runes. “Prince Derak, at your service. A royal knight of my father's court.”
“A prince and a knight, isn’t that impossible?”
“Oh no! There’s another heir who shall succeed the throne before I, so in my spare time, I am a knight. You know, saving damsels in distress, defending the virtuous codes of honor, justice, chivalry and of course, saving Aris every time he gets into trouble.” He held up a jailer's key. “And now, the exit.” He unlocked the cell.
“Wait!” Aris said. “They have my sword, and you can’t expect us to just walk out of here unnoticed.” Derak pointed to a bag that he had been carrying setting in the dungeon hallway. Lying next to the bag was Aris' sword.
“Already taken care of! I’ve brought disguises for both of you.” His grin was enormous.
“How did you find us here?”
“Are you kidding? When someone as bothersome as you gets thrown in the King of Aldur’s palace dungeon, we that live abroad hear of these things. Besides, you're father sent me the message this afternoon.”
Aris walked toward the bag and opened it. He looked up in surprise. “Wait a minute. These are ...” Derak stood calmly with a wicked smile on his face. “Goblin’s clothes!”
Chapter 4
Flight of Fancy
The early sunrise peeked its reddish hue off the tip of the Grand Palace's golden spires. The morning dew still clung to them like moss, and the light shining off them sparkled like a thousand diamonds. Aris and Nicklaus, dressed like goblins who had been taken prisoner, were on horseback waiting at the palace gates. Derak in all his regalia and looking resplendent atop his horse, was conversing with the guard at the gatehouse.
Nicklaus’ eyes widened as his gaze drew upward. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
Aris, oblivious to his surroundings, was fiddling with his tunic. “I can’t believe I let Derak talk me into this, although I don’t think I had much choice. This illusion spell won’t last for much longer.”
Nicklaus brow furrowed, and he squinted. “I mean the way the sun gleams from the spires, it’s magnificent!”
“But surely he could have found something else to dress us up in. There are several tradesmen and cobblers about this time of morning. Why I saw a wagon cart salesman just yesterday. Hell, even a jester would have been nice.”
“And look at the sky, the beautiful red and orange melange mix, it’s really quite lovely.”
“You know Nicky, you haven’t listened to a word I’ve said, I think these clothes are going to your head. All that talk about the sky and the palace and how lovely it is.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“What I’m trying to say is that you’re getting buried in the part.”
“Well it’s not my fault you don’t take the time to appreciate the wonderful things in life.”
“Don’t take the time!” Aris’ voice was getting louder. “Now listen here, if it wasn’t for this half-sized shirt, I’d...”
“Yeah! You’d what?”
“Shsss!” Derak rode towards them. “Would you guys keep it down! I’ve talked him into opening the gate for us. He buys our story, so you guys keep it down. We should be safe and sound as soon as we ride clear of here.”
“Goblin baby!” Aris muttered.
“Orcling!” Nicklaus returned.
Derak silenced them with a glare. The gate opened and they rode forward, the guard looking over them as they passed.
“Almost home free,” Aris whispered.
“Wait!” the guard shouted. They stopped short about five feet from clearing the gate.
Derak shouted, “Good sir, what seems to be the trouble?”
The guard sneered and stepped forward with a penetrating stare. “I think I know this creature.”
Aris attempted to look prim and proper while Derak responded. “Oh! I really don’t think so, this slave is . . . ah . . . new to the city.”
“Perhaps you would like to go with me to the Dragon’s Tooth tavern tonight? I need some more muscle for my card game . . ” he said, addressing Aris. Aris was prepared to answer with a smart remark but was cut off by Derak. “My slave is busy this evening but if you like, he’s free tomorrow night.”
The glare from Aris could have melted butter. The guard, misunderstanding the look for refusal grew terse. “I’ll teach you some manners.” The guard began to head over toward Aris.
Derak said loudly, “I’ve got an idea, let’s get out of here!” He spurred his horse forward and Aris and Nick followed suit.
They began to race towards the open gate. Aris' spell of illusion glimmered brightly, then winked out. The guard, recognizing he’d been had, yelled. “Escape! Prisoners trying to escape!” A guard appeared above the group in the castle’s wall tower. He brought up his crossbow and took aim at the fleeing crew on their horses, preparing to fire.
****
Talon swore loudly, his head having smacked the roof of the small guard tower for rising too quickly. He had worked thirty years as a guard in service to the mighty King Alcor. He had fought loyally and bravely in Alcors’ army during the Minotaur Wars no more than twenty years ago. He had spent most of his spare time since the war in training camp slowly and methodically improving his archery skills. He had realized then that he wanted to be an archer. He was reknown far and wide for his skill with the bow, and with the crossbow. In this half of Terrere, he had no equal with any type of ranged weaponry. He had spent years honing his skill to such a point that no target within range was safe. It was rumored that he once shot a minotaur battle commander in the throat from thirty yards away, encased in full armored gear, for this was it’s only vulnerable spot. The rumor was untrue of course, but Talon was not the kind to betray his pride and squelch it. Rumours of a threat are far more effective than the threat itself, or so his father had always told him. During the war, he had killed many minotaurs from thirty feet away but never a full commander regaled in all of his battle gear. Only the mightiest of bladesmen could fell such a beast, and often these commanders were known to decimate half a squad of expertly trained swordsmen before going down in battle.
Talon knew it was his duty to serve the king as best as he could. So even after the war, instead of retiring, he had stayed on as one of the king’s own palace guards. He had used the past couple of seasons to perfect his archery skills. He now felt confident enough to serve his king knowing that he would never miss a mark he was ordered to shoot. Talon had been assigned tower duty today. He had pridefully relished the assignment. It was a rare one these days, for the wars were long since over. No one had attacked King Alcor’s castle itself in centuries and the view of the city was spectacular. Pulling guard duty here, one could see the sunrise and enjoy all its beauty, and observe the city’s goings on through the rest of the day. Talon’s reverie was shattered by a fellow guard’s voice rising from below.
“Escape! Prisoners trying to escape!!”
What! We haven’t had prisoners in years! His eyes glanced downward to the courtyard below. He saw three figures on horseback galloping almost out of the palace gate. He readied his crossbow to shoot. Only one of the targets was not obscured by the closing gate, so he aimed at that one. He aimed straight for the figures back, just below the heart, knowing that he could kill them with a good shot. He fired the crossbow bolt, and it sang through the air towards its target.
****
Derak and Nicklaus were ahead of Aris and about out of the gate, Aris urging his horse to go faster. Just before he reached freedom, his horse stumbled, throwing Aris forward just enough to unseat him for a second and then it continued sprinting forward. His amulet around his neck began to grow warm as if left into a fire. He reacted quickly, reaching down and grabbing it to keep it from burning his skin. In that split second, Aris saw something flash by his ear at an incredible speed. What in the blazing fields of Tarsus was that!
Their horses safely out of the gate by now, the gate slamming shut mere seconds behind them skimming Aris’ horse backside, they continued racing at breakneck speed through the city’s streets to the main exit gate.
Aris shouted, “Are you okay? Did you see that flash!?”
Nicklaus shouted back, his face in open shock. “Aahh... crossbow bolt! Nearly killed you. It’s as if you saw it and moved. Amazing!”
Aris, busy focusing on dodging merchants and following Derak’s horse up ahead, did not notice any blood or fatal wounds on Nicklaus. Then again, he couldn’t see much of him either. From this angle, all he could see was Nick’s rucksack, and a crossbow bolt jutting out of it.
“Oh!” Aris exclaimed. They reached the city’s main gate and nearly ran over two haggling beggars on the way out.
The main gate’s guard house was occupied by two guards eating their breakfast. Noticing the commotion, one of them stood and watched as the three horsemen, two if which resembled small goblins, attempted to escape the city’s gate into the nearby woods. The other guard, not having left the table, spoke up.
“Trouble?”
“For as little as Alcor’s paying us, not enough for us to bother with it.”
The other guard stood up and watched the motley group as their profiles grew smaller. “Good!” He stood silently brooding, then sat back down to his breakfast.
“What is it?”
“I hate goblins!”
Chapter 5
Visions
They had spent the night at a campfire a good seven leagues from Aldur. Derak had inspected the sack, sewing a small portion of it up to keep it from tearing open. Nicklaus was resting on a pile of bedding. Aris and Derak were cooking quayle on the campfire spit they had constructed.
Nicklaus head lolled upwards, his slumber temporarily abated. “So, where are we headed?”
Aris looked at Derak and nodded. Derak answered “We are going to my castle about two days' journey from here. You must have been really tired. We should be ready to ride in the morning. I have a couple of resources at my disposal, I’m going to see if I can find out what’s going on with the King in Aldur.”
After the first day of trudging along, and stopping to walk the horses to rest, a small gurgling sound filtered through the trees. They had traveled most of the way to Derak's castle without any major incidents. The road they were following through the forest had become slightly rockier and the trees were beginning to thin out. The noise slowly grew louder, rustling through the forest. Aris’ amulet began to glow, almost white-hot to the touch. Why is it doing this again? The heat slowly ebbed and it cooled to his touch, the light faded. He felt a small hum throughout the bones of his body. He grew acutely aware that there was water nearby.
“Do you hear that?” Nicklaus asked.
“Hear what?” Aris answered. “Do you mean that small rustling noise? It sounds like water.”
Derak, seemingly uninterested in the conversation, threw in a casual response. “There’s no water around here.”
The noise was growing increasingly louder as they progressed along the road.
Aris spoke again. “It sounds like a waterfall.”
Derak’s interest was also piqued. “There’s no waterfall on the road to my castle.” He stated quizzically.
“Oh, really.” Nicklaus pointed up ahead, “Then what the hell is that?”
The road ended in a pool below a twenty foot waterfall with several multicolored ponds and flowers growing on the rocks surrounding the waterfall. Nick rode right up to the edge and dismounted, letting his horse drink.
Aris questioned Derak. “Are we on the right road?”
“Of course,” Derak announced, “I’ve traveled this road hundreds of times, there’s never been a waterfall here before, we should be almost there!”
Nick studied the area surrounding the waterfall and the road leading up to the nearly two hundred foot pool. “The road doesn’t stop. It continues on right under the water straight through that waterfall.”
Aris ventured an idea, “I think this is some sort of mirage.”
“No, that’s no good. Mirages are in the desert.” Nick said. “Unless it’s a magical mirage, an illusion of some sort.”
Derak spoke up. “Who would want to put an illusion on the road to my castle?”
“I don’t know!” Aris stated. “But I have an idea.”
He reached for his amulet dangling in front of his armor. He had long since changed out of the small and uncomfortable goblin’s clothes.
“This amulet has some sort of mystical power. My father entrusted it to me when he charged me with my mission. He said that it would help me in times of trouble or unforeseen circumstances. This resembles an unforeseen circumstance.”
Nick interjected, “Couldn’t we just go around it? It might take a couple more hours, but we should be able to get right back on the road after that.”
“It looks like I’m going to have to go swimming.” He stated as he began removing his armor. “Any suggestions as to how I can disenchant this?”
“Well I don’t know. I don’t see any sort of entrance to anything anywhere.” Derak answered.
Nicklaus also spoke up. “Maybe you should try behind the waterfall, perhaps you’ll find something there.”
Aris nodded. “ I think you’re right. I’ll head for the waterfall.”
He carefully approached the edge of the water. It looked safe. After all, he thought, the horses are drinking from it, it can’t be too bad. He walked forward a couple of feet. It was about ankle deep and muddy. Oddly enough, he could still see the road. His feet were submerged below it but he felt no discomfort. The water appeared to be only a few inches above the road all the way to the waterfall. He traveled forward a few more feet. Now the water was up to his knees, with most of his legs obscured by the road. His legs simply seemed to merge into the dirt road! Amazing!. Well, he thought. I might as well test this illusion for all that it’s worth. He dove headfirst into it and began to swim towards the waterfall. He decided to sneak a peak under the road, to see what would happen. He swam to where he was sure that he was a good distance beneath the road and opened his eyes.
He felt as if he were buried alive underground, it was pitch black with a barely perceptible light penetrating the darkness. He wasn’t sure what he was seeing until it suddenly hit him. Dirt! He was seeing the dirt beneath the roadway! When he concentrated, he thought he could even make out an earthworm or two. He rushed to the surface for air and shouted, “Hey guys, you ought to see this!” Only to realize they were gone. No, that’s not right, the land was gone! He was adrift in the midst of a vast ocean or great sea and land was nowhere in sight. He was being carried by a huge ocean wave to a great rushing noise behind him, he turned his head to see . . . the waterfall!
Only now it was so huge and it seemed to be rising out of the sea instead of falling into it. It was as if these huge waves were feeding it somehow. He was gaining speed quickly, and he knew that any instant now he would be crashing into the waterfall. He shut his eyes tight and inhaled sharply as his body was thrown forward. He nearly exhaled all of his air when he slammed into the wall of water. All of a sudden, everything was calm. The water was quiet, calm, and moving slowly. He opened his eyes. He was no longer in an ocean, but on a river. He could see both banks clearly, perhaps if he could swim to one . . . wait. What was that noise? It sounded as if the water was getting louder, like a small roaring noise. No, it was getting louder now. He realized he was nearing the source of the sound. Wait! I know what that is, it’s the waterfall, only I’m on top! As the water began to speed up, what he saw chilled him. He was approaching the edge of a cliff with no sign of bottom. This waterfall was hundreds of feet high at least. Reacting instinctively and not knowing why, he grabbed the amulet. Then the waterfall threw him over.
For an instant, he felt weightless, and then, he fell. He yelled at the top of his lungs, “Show me the truth, shatter this illusion NOW!” The contrast was as startling as night and day, for suddenly the waterfall and all the water vanished. He was standing upright, in the middle of the road, with his left hand on the medallion, dripping wet. He was no more than fifty feet from his friends.
Derak and Nick rushed up to him. Derak slapped him on the back! “You did it! You shattered the illusion. We were worried about you, after you dove under the water and didn’t surface, we didn’t know what to do.”
Didn’t surface! He thought with trepidation. He filled them in on what happened, then asked. “How long was it from when you couldn’t see me to when the waterfall disappeared?”
“Probably about twenty minutes, Nick and I were ready to dive in after you. If you’d have been gone another five, I would have.”
Aris smiled, “Well thanks. It’s nice to know I have people to support me that would be stupid enough to follow me over a cliff if I jumped first.”
Derak turned to Nick. “I’m not sure if that was a compliment or an insult.”
“I'm sure.” Nick answered.
Aris rearmored himself and mounted up, as did the others. He checked out the horses to make sure they weren’t adversely affected by the strange water. They seemed happy and Ranger snickered at him as he tussled him behind the ears. “Just checking.” He told his friend.
Derak cantered over to Aris. “We were almost home free, see there it is.” The road sloped downward into a valley and the castle could be seen from their vantage point on the road no more than one mile away.
As they rode forward, the gallant buttresses, gothic arches, and shimmering towers blazoned in the midday sun. “Wow!” Nick exclaimed. “It’s beautiful.”
Derak looked at nick, “Well it’s quaint, but I like to call it home.”
Aris shot Derak a look, “Quaint! You call that quaint! I’d like to know what you call grandiose!”
Derak answered, “Well, whatever I call it I can’t wait to get some rest. I’ve been constantly on the move for four days now.”
“Yeah,” Nick put in, “and I’ve got to rest my mount!”
“But your horse looks fine!” Aris said.
“No.” Nick replied. “My other mount!”
“Ahhh. I see.”
They traveled the rest of the way to Derak’s castle without any further trouble. As they entered the castle's wide broad gates, Nick began to get excited. “This place is beautiful, why don’t you show me around Derak?”
“Sure thing Nick,” he answered.
Aris spoke up, “Before you guys go gallivanting around, I’d like to rest.”
“Of course, “ Derak said.
Derak had some of his guards assign rooms to Nick and Aris placing them near to his own palatial room down the hall. Aris immediately found refuge in the comfy bed that was in his assigned room.
After seeing Aris settled in, Derak began to give Nick the tour. “This is the famous castle of Kyle. It has been standing for about two centuries. It was constructed by the late King Kyle of Aldur as a summer retreat, or so the cover story goes. He retired here after giving his son the throne.”
“I didn’t know kings could retire.” Nick put in.
“Sure, if you look in the courtyard, there,” he pointed to a huge column of marble with the word Kyle engraved at the base. “You will see his gravestone.”
“Oh I get it.” Nick said. “That must be why you’re in no hurry to be a king yourself!”
“Smart boy! Now, I’ll show you the Grand Fountains.” They wound their way around the massive stone, its carvings telling the story of a great battle. They meandered their way past the courtyard where Aris was currently sleeping in the guest quarters. His amulet soon began to glow and emit a small eerie blue light. Soon they were making their way to the back of a huge twenty foot fountain, a statue of a beautiful elven princess was in the center with water flowing from her hair and out of her open hands.
“What an amazing statue!” Nick said.
“You really think so? She was my ancestor.” Nick looked interested so Derak continued. “Her name was Lewilla. She’s the real reason for this place. Kyle’s son Drake found her near death somewhere near the City of Balath. He nursed her back to health, falling in love with her as he did so. They wanted to marry, but human-elf relations being much like they are today, he knew his father would forbid it. So he kept her a secret and had this entire castle built just for her. When the King found out, he was furious. He was going to banish her from the realm, but Drake wouldn’t let him.”
“Soon after their argument, a war started, so the banishment, like many of the world’s greatest disagreements, would have to wait. A dwarven army attacked Aldur, laying it to siege. King Kyle led a successful campaign against the dwarves but died of battle wounds sustained in the attack. Prince Drake hunted down most of the dwarves but a small band escaped to Devil’s Heart where he could not follow. Prince Drake became King Drake and married Lewilla, having several children.”
“That’s a great story. I wonder if she was really that pretty.” Nick said, gazing at the statue. He lost himself in those beautiful eyes. It almost seemed to be . . . She was really alive! He stared as a small blue glow began to surround the statue and slowly pulsate in rhythm with the water.
“Hey Derak, is this a magic statue?” he pondered. But when he turned around, Derak was gone and the courtyard empty. No one was in sight. No guards that had been milling about just a minute ago. The training yard was empty as well, and he was certain he had seen a young squire there testing his swordplay. He glanced towards the grand keep, looking for the serving girls who kept the small chickens and goats. Empty.
“It’s all right young one, you can turn around.”
Wait . . . there was nothing behind him but the statue of Lewilla.
“Yes, it is I.”
He spun around to see the elven princess sitting amidst the fountain as if it were an everyday occurrence. Her shining raments sparkled in the sun, and her elvish voice seemed almost to sing in his ear.
“You’re alive!” He stammered. “Where is everyone?”
“It is all right. I chose to take this form to speak to you. There is something you must do for me.”
Nicklaus face grew red, not knowing what to say. “But . . . how can I help…a living statue?”
“Oh do not worry. It is not as difficult as you might think. You must simply convey a message for me to Aristotle ab Siar.”
“You must mean Aris.”
Her head nodded slowly, her long silky elvish hair resisting the water drops as the fountains continued to spray all around. “Yes. You must tell him to forgive Thrax for what he is about to do, for what will soon take place in Aldur is beyond his control.”
“I don’t understand. Why don’t you just tell him yourself?”
“I cannot. He wears the amulet bearing the Spirit of Sicere, and is therefore invulnerable to magical persuasion. Whether they be of hostile or friendly intent. Please, you must tell him. Also, you must lead him to Balath. There is someone near the ruins who will help you. Will you do this for me?”
“Yes. Yes I will.”
“That is good. You must promise me that you will tell no one of what I have told you until whatever happens in Aldur occurs.”
“Why? What is going to happen?”
Musical words flowed from her mouth. He was visibly shaken at the revelation, and she walked forward, the fountains spraying water all over her, bent down and kissed Nick on the cheek. “Thank you.”
He fainted and felt himself falling into her arms . . .
****
“Hello!” It was Derak, waving his hand in front of Nick’s face.
“Are you still there? You’ve been standing there staring at her statue for about half an hour. I mean, come on. It’s just a statue!”
“What. Oh, yeah, I know. I’m sorry. She’s just so captivating. That's all.”
“Well don’t get any ideas, she’s my ancestor remember. Anyway, like I was saying. Aris and I used to play in this fountain all the time when we were kids.”
“You grew up with Aris?”
“Oh yeah! We were great friends. All my brothers are older than me and are always fighting about who’s going to get the throne and all that and Aris doesn’t have any siblings. So right away, we hit it off. Two little kids born to trouble.”
“Did you ever meet his father?”
“Yes I did.”
“What was he like?”
“Strange old fellow that one. He was always dressed up in robes, always carrying scrolls and mumbling to himself.”
“A wizard?”
“I'm not for sure, I personally never saw him use any magic at all. When he was around here, he just acted as a scribe. He is currently the world’s leading authority on . . . well . . . just about everything.”
“I see.”
“Are you sure you’re still all right kid?”
“Sure,” he lied, “I’m fine.”
“Well, Ok. I still have to go to the castle library and look up some things. You better get some rest.”
“I...want to help.”
“All right then, let’s go.”
After resting for about seven hours, Aris heard a knock on the door. “Knock, knock.”
“ I’m up.” Aris shouted, getting out of bed to answer the door. Derak and Nick both entered.
Derak spoke up. “Nick told me all he knows about this Thrax character and I tried to look up everything important in my castle library. We’ve got some important stuff to tell.”
“Why didn’t you wake me?” Aris argued.
“We just did.” Derak answered and Nicklaus grinned.
“All right. Have you discovered anything important?” Aris ventured.
“Oh yes. Enough to tell you a good bedtime story.”
Chapter 6
Words of Wisdom
Derak was holding an age-old text entitled The Minotaur Wars. The pages seemed to want to defy age and the crinkled edges had flaked off. “First of all, since we know Thrax is a minotaur, I looked up the recent minotaur migration history, starting with the Minotaur Wars of about a thousand years ago.”
“Hold it,” Aris interrupted. “How do we know he’s a minotaur? I thought he was a local highwayman?”
Nick spoke up, “You mean I didn’t tell you?”
Aris glared at Nick, “No! You didn’t say a single word about minotaurs! I think I would have remembered the part about the guy I’m hunting being seven foot tall with horns!”
“What’s the matter Aris,” Derak asked. “Are you going to back out now? Scared of a little furry bull?”
“No!” Aris answered, “But I am scared of an eight foot tall bull-headed monster that can spear me through without blinking!”
“Now calm down. Only the full-grown ones reach a good eight feet. The young ones just reach seven and a half.” Derak answered.
“Oh!” said Aris, “I feel SO much better now!”
“You can’t quit just because of a minotaur.” Nick said.
“Oh don’t worry, he won’t quit. He owes me one.” Derak smiled.
“Oh so NOW you’re calling in the favor. Well that’s great. Well now that I know what we're really up against, let me have it.”
Derak began his history lesson again, “All right, don’t interrupt this time. I’m going to read straight from the text, but remember, one of the accounts is from a minotaur’s point of view, and about events that happened about a thousand years ago, so it may sound dated:
“It took me several years to find the cause of the horrible Minotaur Wars, but I have found it. The minotaurs worship a god named Malkor, praying and killing in his name. They cannot be stopped, may the gods help us.” - Captain Trelaygne
That is his first entry, but what’s important is the name Malkor, it shows up again in the other book.” Nick handed him another book entitled History of the Western War. He opened the book to a pre-marked page and began to read.
“It is over and we have won. The great sorcerer Sicere has imprisoned Malkor on the top of Mount Magril. Once their god was imprisoned, they gave up all means of hope and surrendered. I can still hear one of them crying out in my nightmares ‘O God Malkor, save us, avenge our deaths.’ Right before I slew him. It was odd they seemed to be listless, without direction or purpose, whereas only minutes before they were slaughtering us like children. I do not know how Sicere did it, but she saved us all.”
Derak reached for another musty tome and Nick found the marked place and gave it to him. “Now, listen to this survey of the minotaur race given about fifty years ago to King Panal, the King before Alcor.
The minotaurs are slow, subservient creatures that inhabit the southern islands, relegated to banditry and piracy. They posses no formal education or special battle skill. This is why it comes as a great surprise when I observed the attack against Balath yesterday. The minotaurs were efficient, quick, agile and strong. They were attacking and outflanking the Balath defense forces with such precision and coordination. I am certain they were being directed by a brilliant commander. However, oh great King, I did not stay to see the rest of the battle for they were taking no prisoners. I barely escaped with my life. - Chief Historian Balgar.
“And now,” Derak said, “the third and most interesting piece of information.” He grabbed a large tome. “This final book is a book of rare objects and artifacts, which was recently completed by none other than your father. He is the world’s expert on artifacts of unknown, obscure or magical origin.”
“The Trident of Power can control the fierce forces of the storm as well as those of fire and the earth's inner dangers. It contains such power that it can even shatter magical enchantments and containment spells.”
Derak stopped and closed the book. “Now, do you see what I see?” he asked.
A small grin started on one side of Aris’ face and slowly grew. “I haven’t the faintest idea.”
“I propose a theory.” Derak said.
“I’m listening.” Aris answered.
“I think Thrax is seeking the Trident of Power. It happens to be the very same artifact that your father has sent you on this mission to acquire. I believe he heard all the stories as a child about how great the Minotaur Empire was, and wants to restore them to their rightful place in history. I think if he had the Trident of Power his dreams would come true. He could lead his people to utter dominion of all of Terrere. It is an incredibly powerful artifact.”
“Interesting theory,” replied Aris, “but there’s something wrong with it. It does fit, but what about those Minotaur Wars of twenty years ago? We all know history, how they steadily gained ground for thirty years after the attack on Balath and were defeated at the battle of Roth. But of course the real question is why?. What would cause a race of once peaceful creatures to turn violent instantly? I think there’s something else going on. You’ve read Balgar’s report. Something changed those creatures.”
“What are you suggesting?” Derak asked.
“I don’t know, but I think there’s something else going on here.”
Derak nodded, “You may be right. I say we go back to Aldur and ask the king what the hell is going on.”
He glanced over at Aris and Aris nodded. “I agree, maybe we can find out where Thrax is while we’re at it.”
Nick spoke up. “Wait a second. We're going back? We just escaped and you guys want to go back?”
“It’s all right Nick, we’ll send word ahead, Derak here knows the King.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve heard that one before.” He answered.
****
Talon did not like having to report failures. To his superiors was one thing, but to the King himself was quite another matter. He had offered to ride after the prisoners, hunting them down, killing them as they slept. The King informed him that would not be necessary, he need only follow them and report back everything he saw.
He had tracked them on the road, saw the shattering of the incredible waterfall illusion. He had snuck into Lord Kyle’s castle having gained entry as an old farm hand needing work. He had recently noticed them moving as if to head out on the road again. He hurried back to his vantage point across from the grand fountain, and made his way to the stables. He would have to leave quickly. He must be diligent to observe and not be discovered. The small scrying orb that the king had given him to take with him had worked well. He had heard everything about their plans as though he was in the room with them himself. Amazing magical device. He thought.
Something nagged at the back of his mind though. The King, when giving Talon his orders, hadn’t seemed himself. Something seemed wrong, something out of place, but Talon couldn’t figure out what it was. Maybe it will come to me later, he thought. He rode out of the castle gates and then sped his horse to full gallop. He must arrive to warn the King, and let him know of this Trident of Power.
****
Their return trip on rested horses had been uneventful and had nearly drove Nick into boredom. Derak had used a carrier pigeon to send a message to Aldur, informing the King of their arrival. They were only a couple of minutes away from the city now after traveling back.
“Almost there,” he said. “Just over the next ridge.”
A lone figure stood in the road at the top holding a crossbow in his right hand and his cloak blowing softly in the breeze. The figure, incredibly imposing in full battle armor, spoke.
“I am Talon, one of the King’s best soldiers. I have been ordered to take you into custody.”
Nick stopped his horse “Wait you guys, I may fall for this once, but I thought you said Derak knew the king.”
“I do,” he said, “and so does Aris.”
Nick responded, “Then why is he always so happy to see us?”
“Don’t worry about it. This is all going according to plan.” Derak reassured him. “I counted on something like this happening.”
“You did?” Aris said. “When were you going to let me in on it?”
“Well you know now . . . don’t you?” he said and grinned. Aris muttered something unintelligible about Derak’s mother, then interjected “So what’s next?”
“Watch the master at work.” Derak said.
He prodded his horse forward at a slow gait and shouted, “Talon, a pleasure kind sir, I am Sir Derak of Kyle, or Prince Derak of Aldur, both titles are accurate.”
Talon was stunned.
“Did you just say Prince Derak?”
“Yes sir I did, that is correct.”
Talon lowered his weapon which he had trained on the group from the minute they had come into view and began walking forward. “I don’t believe you,” he stated, sounding only half convinced. “Prince Derak has been away from court a good two years but I think I would have recognized him.”
“I don’t follow you.” Derak stated puzzled.
“That’s just it.” answered Talon. “I did, for the past couple of days. I’ve been following you and spying on you in your castle. I heard all about the Minotaur Wars and the Trident of Power and I told the King of this.”
“What did he say?” Derak inquired, now about a sword's length from Talon.
“He charged me to keep silent and repeat it to no one.”
“You don’t seem to be following orders.” Derak said.
“That is because if you really are Prince Derak, then we are all in grave danger.”
“I don’t understand.” Derak said.
“I will not speak further unless you prove to me that you are who you say you are.”
“That’s fair.” Derak said. He proceeded to dismount and took a ring from his right hand.
“This is the king’s signet, only those of the royal family may wear it. If again you work for the king as you say, you will recognize it.”
Aris’ amulet began to glow a steady blue light. Talon’s glance fell onto the amulet light. No one seemed to notice but Aris and Talon. His gaze flicked down to the signet ring and then answered. “You speak the truth. I could not confide in you not knowing if you were lying, but I serve the king and his family.” He knelt before Derak, “Forgive me my Lord.”
“You are forgiven. Most likely you were lied to. Now, you said we were in danger.”
“Yes,” Talon spoke. “I almost forgot. We must reach the city before they find us.”
“Who are they?” Aris asked riding forward.
“Why, the mercenaries I hired to kill you of course. The plan was simple. I would wait on the road to take you into custody. If you would not go peacefully, I was simply to stall you until they arrived, but it seems that the point is academic.”
“Why?” Nick said, as he rode up to join the crew.
“Because,” Talon said pointing. “They've found us.”
Aris glanced behind him to see a band of about eight orcs charging at them about fifty feet away.
Chapter 7
Revelations
The city’s main eastern guard gate was quiet as the two guards sat down for their evening meal.
“Not much going on tonight.” The big gruff one said.
“Yeah not like the other day!” The small burly one said.
“So Rolf, what do you think happened to those guys?”
“You mean the ones that lit out of here in such an all-fired hurry? I don’t know . . . maybe the orcs caught up with them.”
“I sure do hate orcs.” Krin stated. “What I wouldn’t give to get to bash one.”
A small blue glow enveloped the entire room and even the table they were sitting at. An enchanting voice spoke softly. “You are needed.” The glow abruptly faded, leaving a small afterimage on the guards eyes.
“What! Now? Well that figures,” said the tall gruff one, Rolf. Upon hearing some commotion outside, he stepped outside the guard house. His head poked in through the door. “Trouble! Its Talon.”
“Of course it would be.”
He’s on a horse with one of them guys from the other day. They’re all headed this way, really fast. There’s that band of orcs following them!” He stepped back into the guard house and picked up his crossbow. “Looks like you might get your chance friend,” he said and grinned.
****
Nick was pushing his weary horse to its limit trying to outrun the band of war mongering orcs. He decided to steal a glance backward. Damn! I shouldn’t have done that, he thought. It just reminds me of how close they are. They were arrayed in full battle regalia and running at breakneck speed with their leader growling loudly.
“Hey Aris,” he shouted, “I thought Talon paid these guys, can’t he call them off?”
“You must not know much about orcs!” Aris shouted back. “They only understand one thing, and its money! If they’re gambling, don’t cheat them. Don’t pay them to do a job you don’t want done, because they’ll do it. It’s like an honor code or something. Once the money is accepted, they take it as a personal insult if the job is not completed.”
“If they’re that simpleminded, why not pay them to stop.” Nick shouted.
“A good idea but I don’t think we have time to test it.”
They raced towards the city gate and dispersed quickly, preparing their weapons with the city’s grand fortified wall at their backs. Derak and Aris swung out with their swords, Talon his crossbow and Nicklaus his rusted old claymore.
Aris glanced at Nick’s weapon, “Remind me to get you a new one of those.”
The city-gate guards joined them momentarily. Talon spoke up, “Hello Rolf, hello Krin, ready for a little skirmish?”
“Yeah Talon, save some for us though, we know how good you are with that crossbow.”
Talon smiled, “I tell you what, I’ll save you one.” He winked and smiled broadly as he raised his weapon to fire. What followed was a flurry of actions by Talon. He fired and reloaded the crossbow seven times in a blur of motion.
Aris was amazed, and glanced forward at the approaching band. But . . . there was no band! Where there had been eight orcs madly charging and frothing at the mouth, there was now only one. Stunned at seeing all his comrades felled nearly instantly, he had halted his charge and was standing dazed. The other seven orcs were laying on the road dead. Every single one had a bolt protruding from its head right between the eyes. Nick was starring at Talon in amazement.
“I’m glad your on our side.” Was all he could utter.
“Showoff!” Krin grunted. “I guess I’ll have to go after the last one.” He proceeded forward to challenge the orc one on one.
“Now I don’t feel so bad about missing one of you guys the other day.”
Nick’s face turned from amazement to horror, “So you’re the one who shot my pack! You could have killed me!”
“Actually I was aiming for someone else, but their horse tripped at the last minute. I should have made that shot though, no offense.”
Aris spoke up, “None taken. You were just doing your job.” He said, grinning and looking at Nick. Nick did not look the least bit happy. “Hey look at it this way, at least he missed all your vital organs.”
“Easy for you to say.” Nick added glumly.
Talon cringed at the mention of the word ‘miss’. “I wish you wouldn’t put it that way. There’s my reputation you know. I didn’t ‘miss’. I just hit a different target than I was aiming at.”
“Would you guys stop arguing! We have more important things to worry about.” Derak interjected.
“Yeah, I suppose you're right. I wonder how Krin is faring?”
Krin had removed his guard’s helmet and chain mail and was within striking distance of the orc. The orc, apparently still in shock, was gazing forward looking at Talon. He was mumbling softly. “Behold, killer of orcs. . .”
Krin shouted at him. “Hey big fella! I am Krin, and I hate orcs, aren’t you going to finish the job you started?”
At this point the orcs’ vision and focus returned. He turned his gaze to face Krin. “I am Galbor, son of Horgal. Even though my comrades failed, yes, I will complete the job!” He was brandishing an axe and approached Krin. Krin smiled and Galbor swung his axe at Krin’s head. Krin swung quickly with his sword to parry the blow. The sun glinted off of a gleam in the orc’s eye.
“You are good!” he said.
“No one better!” Krin announced and began a series of short but able strokes, each one being blocked by Galbor. He feinted left and swerved his sword right, thrusting straight into Galbor’s breast. Only Galbor continued to stand, a grin growing across the front of his face.
“Oh,” Krin exclaimed, “I almost forgot, an orc’s heart is right there,” Lunging for the center of Galbor’s chest. Galbor stepped aside at the last second getting jabbed in the leg.
“Good move, human.” He spat out the last word violently.
“You’re not half bad yourself.”
Krin tripped, falling forward, leaving his left exposed as he struggled to regain his balance. Galbor swung his axe in for the kill, but at the last second Krin regained his balance and swung his sword into the center of the Orcs chest. He then quickly spun away, leaving his sword in Galbor’s chest but cleanly escaping the death blow. The orc fell backward and lay still. Krin retrieved his sword and spoke to the lifeless form. “But not good enough!” He triumphantly returned to the group as they stared at him. “What? I was out of practice!”
“Now who’s the showoff?” Talon asked grinning.
“Good to see you again.” He said, slapping him on the back.
Talon nodded in return.
“Well, me and Rolf gots to get back to work. Gotta clean up this mess for the city sake. We'll be along later Talon.”
“I understand.” Talon nodded. He approached Aris. “There is more I must tell you, what say we hook up a room at the local inn? Staying at the palace right now . . . is probably unwise.”
“I haven’t heard a better idea in ages.”
They booked up some rooms at Rigney’s Passing, within sight of the palace gates. Talon entered the room and checked outside the door to make sure no one was listening and then bolted it shut.
“Aren’t you being a bit overcautious.” Derak questioned.
“I don’t want to take any chances. I was able to thoroughly listen to you yesterday. And follow you as well.”
Nick and Aris found seats on the rickety old wooden structure that served as a bed. Someone knocked at the door. Talon grabbed his crossbow and aimed it at the door, and then unbolted it. The door opened a little and Krin’s head popped in. “Hey guys! We summoned the rookies and put them to work. The city guards needed the work anyways. We barely caught up with you. ” Krin entered the room and Rolf followed him inside. Talon bolted up the door after them.
Krin nodded his head towards Prince Derak. “Told them yet?”
“What’s going on?” Aris asked suspiciously.
“All right, there is much that needs to be explained. Especially if you people are who you say you are. We've been waiting for you to arrive for more than twenty years. It's a long story, so I might as well get started. . . ”
Chapter 8
Talon’s Story
Twenty years ago, I fought for King Alcor in the Minatour Wars. The war was going badly for us and our forces had been pushed back to a defensive posture just outside the ruins of Balath. Our battle lines were being decimated daily . . .
Talon had awoke that morning with a sense of dread. An uneasy sensation in the pit of his stomach that nestled snugly inside and refused to go away. He tried in vain to swallow and gulp it away, yet there it was. His unit had been encamped here for a week to check the progress of the minotaur excursions in this area. They hadn’t been expecting an entire battalion to be waiting for them there, that sad day at Balath. The minotaurs had been steadily gaining ground for weeks, and if this continued, the city of Roth would be the next to fall. It lay only seven leagues away from the ruins here.
This was the second day of the conflagration, the first had come with the surprise attack from the enemy, killing over half of his unit. They had immediately sent for reinforcements using a carrier drake, but as yet, no help had arrived. Talon knew that, barring some sort of miracle, they would all die today.
He decided that as soon as the sun was up fully, he would pray for a miracle. Not being much of a religious man however, he knew that he didn’t carry much weight with those powers that ruled above. Even so, he wasn’t one to get his hopes up.
He rose out of his makeshift bed and exited his tent. Their encampment was littered with many tents and hastily constructed campfires from the night before. They had had to retreat a good ways to keep from being completely routed. They were outnumbered more than three to one, and now with more than half their number lost, the odds were worse. He went back in his tent to check his weapons and make sure they were battle-ready. He noticed a loose string on his crossbow and began to tighten it up.
A clarion call rose up from the center of the camp. It was time to do battle. Well, he thought. Today, I will be ready. He quickly ran out of his tent with his only weapon in hand being the crossbow. He proceeded to the field of battle and took in the scene. The ruins lay opposite their encampment. The minotaurs had camped up against the ruins as if in a defensive position. The day’s light was dawning as both sides drew battle lines and prepared to fight.
Talon knew that the men he served with could not make it this day. He glanced over at his friend Alex, a fellow crossbow archer. Alex saw him and nodded silently. Alex knew it too.
The battle cry rose and they attacked. Never had Talon seen so many men fall, most of them he knew. He had been placed with the reserve troops the day before, so he didn’t see battle yesterday. But now the reserve force was all they had left. Men were being felled like saplings left and right, a gutted soldier here, a man’s head split there. He continued loading and firing his crossbow as fast as he could. The day dragged on as if in slow motion. The minotaurs were slowly advancing, his comrades falling back. Soon, there were only three small pockets of resistance left. Talon was leading what was left of the archers. One soldier, an expert swordsman, led the second group about thirty yards to Talon’s left. Up ahead, the third pocket was holding their own with bows and swords, but just barely. Talon made a gut-level decision and decided to lead the rest of the men in his unit, their commander having been lost to a stray lightning bolt. He slowly began to advance, his men following him as quickly as they could. Dispatching a minotaur here, an enemy drake there, but ever onward.
The swordsman saw what Talon was up to and began leading his group to reinforce Talon’s exposed backside. All three groups met and were soon being attacked on all sides. The swordsman’s group was facing the ruins. The swordsman himself with a parry, parry, thrust and there! Every time one of the enemy fell, two would appear to replace them
Talon’s group was facing away from the ruins, defending themselves from the incoming flankers. The fighting dragged onward, the sun climbed higher. Talon was running out of ammo and surprisingly, not running short of enemies. He realized that they probably couldn’t hold the position for much longer, and shouted.
“Hey swordsman!” the swordsman turned.
“What?”
“Try for the ruins!”
“Good Idea. Men! Let’s go!”
They began fighting their way to the ruins, hoping for a break in the offensive line or anything that could save them. They continued to lose men one after another. There were only about thirty of them left now, the best of the best. But even that wasn’t enough. Another five of their number fell as they reached the first column of broken stone.
Talon scanned the ruins, looking for some structure they could use as a temporary defense site. They had successfully driven off the flanking minotaurs and upon reaching the ruins, were defending only their backs as they retreated into the ruins.
There! Talon spotted a huge structure that had probably once been a cathedral, its great buttresses still intact, but missing a wall in front. He ordered his men toward it.
Almost home free, he thought. Only about twenty of us left now. They were nearly there now, and the sun was beginning its descent homeward. It was nearing nightfall. Talon turned just in time to see a band of minotaurs waiting for them! They had just emerged from behind the cathedral!
His friend Alex led a brave charge against them, leaving ten of the men to head them off. The rest of the group escaped into the chapel, where a single blue flame sat burning in the center of a dais. . . .
“We waited Nothing. The minotaurs hadn’t followed us in there. Through the break in the wall we could see Alex’s men being surrounded.” Talon’s head sagged with remembered grief.
“Brave, brave Alex. He died trying to save us, and save us he did. So many friends died on that day. So much pain but I knew it would be over soon. We all thought the enemy was waiting to finish us off, but why? We didn’t know. We realized that resistance was useless, so I ordered my men, both of them, to lay down their arms and surrender. The other two leaders did the same. Only there was one small problem the minotaurs still hadn’t followed us into the cathedral. There were only ten of us left. Me and my two men, the swordsman and his three, and the third group leader and his two. At this point, I decided to introduce myself.
‘I am Talon, these are my men Jonas and Arthur.’ ”
The swordsman spoke. “I am Krin. This is Malthus, Breen and Fleer.”
The third group’s leader, the fighter, spoke up. “I am Rolf. This is Percy and Talgar.” They nodded.
Talon spoke. “Well, since we’re all still alive, that must be good news. I wonder why they haven’t killed us yet?” Talon said, gesturing at gaping hole in the cathedral wall.
The minotaurs were lined up just out of reach of where the wall should be, hundreds of them. Arrayed like a life-size chessboard multiplied with hundreds of minotaur looking pawns. Some were growling and snarling, some milling about, but not a single one approached.
Krin posed the question, “Why don’t they come in here?”
“I don’t think they can.” Talon answered. He looked back at the dais in the center of the room. A two foot tall blue flame was burning in the center. The flame continued to burn although no source of fuel for it was apparent. It floated a good two inches above the flat top surface of the dais. Almost like a disembodied spirit, Talon thought.
As if on cue, the flame spoke. It’s voice hauntingly echoing throughout the cathedral. “They cannot enter while you do not bear any weapons.”
“Who are you?” Talon asked. It did not answer. Talon tried another question. “Well then, why can’t they attack?”
“They are forbidden.”
“By whom?”
Again no answer. Well, thought Talon, I wonder how many bolts I have left? He bent down to inspect his weapon. Before he could reach it, the voice spoke out.
“That would be unwise.”
He froze inches from the crossbow, his hand in mid-reach. He glanced up at the minotaurs. They were anxious to enter, some of them frothing at the mouth. Talon decided not to inspect his weapon at this time, and left it on the ground. He stood up. The nearest line of minotaurs backed up about two feet.
“Wow!” Talon exclaimed. “Hey Krin, you ever seen anything like that?”
“No way, I don’t have the faintest idea what’s going on.”
Talon turned back to the dais. “All right, you’ve got our attention. We’re listening.”
“I am the spirit of Sicere. I have chosen you who remain to be my servants, but only if you so choose.”
“What if we don’t ?” asked Krin
“Then you may continue your battle unabated.”
Rolf responded. “ Got a sense of humor, doesn’t it.”
Talon interrupted. “What exactly would we do as servants?”
Sicere answered. “Twenty years from now one of my chosen servants will appear. You must accompany him in his mission and make sure he completes it. A great article of power will be introduced into the world. He will be chosen to see that it is destroyed rather than its power unleashed to be abused by those of evil.”
“I see, and until then?”
“Until that time when he is revealed, you are to be patient and wait.”
“So we can either choose to die now fighting the remaining minotaurs here, or serve you twenty years from now, in the meantime just waiting.”
If he had expected a response to his last question, none was forthcoming.
“Well,” Talon addressed the rest of the group, “I think I’ve made my decision, what about you guys ?”
Krin nodded, “I’m with you Talon.”
“I like to fight, but I’m not stupid.” said Rolf.
In a surprising move, however, their men elected to stay and fight. Talon went over to Jonas and Arthur. “Are you sure?”
Jonas shook his head. “Yes. Unlike you, Krin and Rolf, the rest of us were raised on the southern continent. We were born fighting, lived fighting, and now must die fighting.” The other soldiers nodded in agreement. “You were raised here on the Northern continent, so fighting is not your way of life, you prefer peace.”
“Peace can be a good thing.” Talon answered.
“Yes, but not when fighting is in your blood.”
“I understand.”
The flame, which had been silent during the conversation thus far, brightened and spoke. “The three who have chosen to serve me must leave now, my power fades and cannot protect you much longer.”
Talon nodded, “Very well,” he turned to his soldiers.
“Jonas, may your sword strike down a dozen for Alex’s sake. Arthur, may your speed serve you well today.”
The other leaders were giving similar blessings to their men.
Sicere spoke. “Please hurry. Leave your weapons and this place quickly. I will protect you from them until you leave the site of battle.” The blue flame died down and began to fade.
Talon quickly mourned the loss of his crossbow and ran toward the minotaurs. They parted letting him, Krin and Rolf through. They ran a good distance away and turned to see that Jonas and his crew had engaged the minotaurs.
At least they’re holding their own, Talon thought. He began to get hopeful, maybe they would make it. They had a fairly strong defensive position inside the cathedral. Who knows?
Chapter 9
Lightning Strikes
“And that’s the last I saw of them.” Talon was saying, his features grew stern. “There’s been no word since then, although after that day, the minotaurs respected us in battle. Very soon after our defeat there was the battle of Roth, and we all know how that went.”
Derak nodded glumly. Aris decided he needed to study more history.
“I truly believe that you, Aris, are one of Sicere’s chosen. When Derak showed me his signet ring, I began putting the pieces together. I followed you guys on the road. From a distance, I saw the waterfall and watched Aris disappear, and half an hour later shatter the waterfall illusion.”
“I might as well tell you now the King’s new sorcerer spent a good two days setting that one up. I realized this morning, after I’d seen the signet, that something really strange was going on. There was also something else.” His gaze fell to Aris amulet.
Aris instinctively grabbed the amulet, as if in response.
Talon continued. “I also realized that today is the twentieth anniversary of the same day twenty years ago when Krin, Rolf and I saw Sicere.”
Aris answered. “Now wait a second, you knew I was coming twenty years ago?”
“No, Sicere did, and you still haven’t answered my question.”
“Oh, you mean ‘What do we do now?’ I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” Krin spoke up. “We wait for you twenty years, you show up and now were ready to follow you, and you don’t know.”
“Hey I didn’t ask for this job. It just fell into my lap.”
“Wait a second,” Rolf said, “if we’ve found Sicere’s chosen, that means we’re no longer under Sicere’s protection.”
Aris’ amulet began to glow. “Yeah, she seems to be protecting me now.”
Rolf turned to Krin, “That means when you fought that orc earlier today he could have really killed you!”
“Could have is right!” Krin answered smiling, “If I wasn’t the best swordsman in the world I might be worried about it!”
Derak had a puzzled look on his face, “When did my father hire a sorcerer?”
Talon thought for a moment. “Oh, probably about a year ago, why?”
“What does this sorcerer look like?”
“I don’t know. He always wears a mask and a robe that conceal most of his features, a very secretive fellow, he always stays by the king’s side.”
Aris looked at Nick. “I think we should set up an appointment with the King tomorrow. What do you guys think?”
“Good idea,” Talon said, “but since the king doesn’t seem to like you much, or his own son for that matter,” he said indicating Derak, “maybe we should come up with a plan.”
“I have been away from home about a good two years now. Well, not counting breaking you out about a week ago.” Derak answered, winking at Aris.
“How did you get in there to us without being recognized anyway?” Aris asked
“I know a secret passage from outside that leads to the dungeons.”
“Well, Derak, we might need to use it again. Wait a minute! We didn’t leave that way!”
“I thought my idea was better and you definitely looked cuter.”
“You were just getting me back because of that time in Pascus.”
“Exactly.”
“Anyway, utilizing this secret passage, here’s what we’re going to do.”
****
A small nimbus of light filtered wanly into the otherwise dark cells. The light of Chiandra, one of Terrere’s moons, shone through the small alcove window high above. Aris was concentrating on trying to sleep in the midst of an old man’s snoring wafting in from a neighboring cell.
Stupid plan. Aris thought. Talon had returned with Aris and Nick in tow, saying they were captured in the battle with the orcs. Derak would come in the next day to seek an audience with the King, and Talon would release them and lead them to the palace throne room at about the same time. Once in the throne room, they could confront the king as a group, and hopefully get some answers.
Aris lay there on his uncomfortable position on the straw pile. That same old ragged man was in the cell across the way, still oblivious to his surroundings. The old man was lost in dreamland. Just then he heard a noise. It was a guard. The keys were clearly audible over the man’s snoring now. It was Talon.
“Talon! What are you doing here?” Aris said, jumping up while Talon unlocked the cell door and transferred the group their weapons.
“Change of plan, new information.” He blurted out. “Quick! You’ve got to get out of here!”
“Not so fast!” A voice boomed from down the hallway.
Aris had his sword ready and Nick came up behind him with his rusted one, Aris glanced at it, “I’ve definitely got to get you a new one of those!”
A man was walking down the jailer’s alley toward them. “Ahhhh!” he said, his fingers all aglow with electric energy. The edges of his long robe brushed the floor, and a hideous mask covered most of his face. The top right corner of the mask was missing, the man’s open red eye glowing. “Sicere’s chosen.” He breathlessly murmured. “A pleasure to meet you at last.”
This last he said while letting loose a bolt of lightning that struck Talon, knocking him unconscious. A loud booming voice echoed through the dungeon. “Hurry up with them!”
“Just a minute Thrax!” the man retorted.
He turned to the group. “Before I kill you,” the sorcerer said, “I would like to introduce myself. I am Jonas, formerly a soldier in service to Talon.”
“Nice meeting you.” Aris said sarcastically.
“Indeed.” He answered. Then the lightning flew from his hands towards Aris.
As pain and grief rises, on their daily course
you know in yourself there is no recourse,
from the knot in your stomach and then in your side,
there’s a constant struggle within whom they reside,
to acknowledge their presence is too great a blow,
and so they continue to flourish and grow,
release does not please them these merciless two
for they feed for a while and retire back inside you,
no surgery known or medication you see,
will ever be able to set you free,
as they continue their daily insurgence,
to govern your actions by remembrance.
Of mistakes in your history
however old they may be
-from the Collections of Hrothgill
Chapter 10
Power Play
Bolts of sheer energy flew toward Aris. They slowed inches before striking him and began to encircle his amulet. “A protective measure …”, Jonas said, “. . . to keep Sicere out of this. Now . . .” Jonas’ hands arced over his head. A huge fireball began to form, the air around it shimmering with heat as it coalesced into view. He shot the ball of fire forward, but Aris’ amulet flew off his neck, crackling with electrical energy. They met halfway, erupting in a shower of sparks that knocked him backwards. Jonas’ dark mask splintered into many pieces and flew off of his face. The cellars damp mossy walls slowly grew dark.
He awoke to find himself standing upright, the amulet hanging around his neck. He was chained against a wall in the palace throne room. The king was seated ahead of him on the throne across the room. The wizard stood on his left. He nodded toward Aris.
“Good, you are awake now. It is unfortunate I could not kill you. Sicere’s protection is too strong.” He was sporting a new scar down the side of his left cheek. His mask was nowhere to be seen.
“I see you’ve got a souvenir of your own.” Aris retorted.
Jonas’ smirk grew across his face. “I may not be able to harm you, but what about your friend?” He turned towards the archway to Aris’ left. “Guards!” Two of the palace guards brought in Talon who was struggling against their efforts.
“Jonas!” He shouted. “What is the meaning of this? What’s going on?”
“Talon! How dare you refuse to remember!” Jonas became visibly enraged and approached Talon. He pointed a finger straight at Talon’s face, lightning playing across his hand and threatening to shoot from the tips of his fingers.
“You left us to die! All of us! Arthur, Percy, Talgar, Malthus, Breen, and Fleer! Did you think I’d forget?”
“Are they alive?”
“No! You bastard! They’re dead! Slaughtered by the minotaurs! We fought hard on that day you abandoned us. They killed them all to the man! They spared me. Only to face twenty years worth of torture and pain, all because you threw us to the wolves!”
“It was your choice!”
“Silence!” He shouted, striking Talon hard across the face. “I will talk no more of this!”
“Now,” he continued, “Aris, you must make a choice. Hand over the amulet you now wear bearing the spirit of Sicere, or your friend dies.”
Talon gasped. Aris’ jaw grew firm. “No.”
“What!”
“You think I care about him? You obviously didn’t do your homework. He tried to kill me. Twice! I couldn’t care less whether he lives or dies.”
Jonas grew quiet. His visage was stern. Then, a slow smile crept across his face. “Nice try wanderer, but I know better. You are one of Sicere’s chosen. You are honest and brave of heart.”
“Would you please stop calling me that. I do have a name.”
“Very well Aris, but you cannot deny your destiny forever.”
Aris harrumphed. “I’m getting lectured on the codes of honor and chivalry by the sources of evil.”
“Enough of this small talk.” He said, focusing an energy bolt and poising it in midair mere inches from Talon’s heart. “Decide. Now.”
“All right. I’ll do it.”
“No!” Talon shouted. Jonas slapped him again. A small rivulet of blood began to trickle from Talon’s mouth. “You will be silent!” he said.
“No I won’t!” He answered, struggling with his captors on either side. “What about Alex! He was your friend too. What does this do to the memory of his death? He died to save us all on that day!”
Jonas paused. The fire seemed to fade out of his eyes. The energy bolt dissipated. “Alex.” He whispered. “Poor, poor Alex.” He seemed to grow weary and his body sagged. “Talon,” he whispered, “I . . . it is too late for me. But . . . I . . . I will not do this, not today. But only for Alex’s sake.” Jonas turned and headed back toward the king and took up his place next to the king.
“I am disappointed in you.” A booming voice echoed throughout the throne room.
“Thrax.” Jonas answered. “I will not do this for you today. You must find someone else.” He bowed his head and placed a new mask over his face, and covered himself in an opulent robe bearing the mark of the minotaur.
“King Alcor!” Talon shouted. “What is this all about?”
“Alcor has nothing to do with this. He is under my spell.” Jonas muttered.
A guard entered the room and handed a letter to the king.
“What is it?” This from Jonas, now viewing things through an ugly mask depicting a disfigured face of a dragon. Aris couldn’t help but think he’d seen it somewhere before, or something like it. Alcor read the letter then announced, “It is from my son Prince Derak. He will be arriving soon. He may realize something is amiss.”
“I see. Then perhaps we’d better take care of things.” Again, Jonas called for the guards and they brought in young Nicklaus. Only, Aris noticed, it was Krin and Rolf who were escorting him. They both had traditional guard’s masks covering their faces. Krin glanced over at Aris and winked.
He turned back to Jonas. “My lord,” he announced. “He gave us little trouble, except for complaining about his father’s gold reserves here in the city.”
Jonas laughed. “You will be concerned with more than money soon enough boy!”
The center of the room began to shift and waver. A huge spinning gout of red energy began to form, spinning wildly and growing. A tiny hole in the center grew until it was about a man’s height. An eight-foot minotaur emerged regaled in full battle armor.
“Thrax!” Jonas shouted, immediately kneeling. “Why have you come here?”
The spiral doorway vanished. Thrax turned to Jonas.
“You have failed me Jonas. Do not do it again.” His voice echoed throughout the throne room as it had earlier. “I will take care of this matter today, and you shall see the truth! For today, I will rid the earth of this evil who stands in the way of Sicere’s work!”
Aris brow furrowed. I thought I was doing Sicere’s work.
A shimmering blue spiral appeared to Aris’ left, similar to the red one Aris had seen earlier. The small hole in the center grew, and as Aris expected, someone soon stepped out. He could not see the man’s face, but the old gray robes were unmistakable.
Aris would remember well what would happen this day, for the man standing just to his left and in front of him was none other than Aris’ father.
“Father!” Aris shouted.
He turned to face Aris. “Aris, what are you doing here?” He raised his arms and the chains restraining Aris disappeared. He turned to Thrax. “This is not the time!”
“He must be destroyed!” Thrax answered. “He will undo all for which we have fought.”
“Your views have been tainted. You do not know the whole truth. Please, I implore you, do not do this!”
“I must. It is the just thing to do.”
Aris noticed something that had heretofore gone unnoticed. Thrax was carrying a weapon. Some sort of strange staff. The full realization soon set in. No . . . wait . . . that's not a staff. “By Xerxes!” he gasped. “That’s the Trident of Power! That’s Stormslayer!”
****
Derak burst into the throne room, he knew something had gone wrong. He had checked the dungeons and, not finding Aris or Nick, went searching for Talon. He had been told Talon was having a conference with the king.
Upon officially returning to the palace after two years, he had received a lot of attention. He had had to attend a formal breakfast with all of the royal relatives, had received seven formal proposals of marriage, and even a request for a duel. (He assumed that this was probably because of one of the proposals he had received, a jealous lover perhaps.) But no matter, after all of this official business, he had attempted to contact Aris’ father through magical means. A small ring Aris’ father had given him when they were both children enabled this. However, Derak had received no answer. Usually he would speak out and could hear the other wearer’s answer. Although no visual contact was possible unless one were a sorcerer.
He had begun to get worried that the plan had horribly wrong. He had already sent word ahead to the palace throne room with no response, so he decided to head there at full speed.
The scene before him was definitely a madhouse. His father was seated on the throne with a sorcerer standing to his left. Aris was backed against the wall opposite the throne, doing nothing. Krin and Rolf were standing with Nick near the room’s other entrance. Aris’ father was standing in the middle of the room facing off an eight-foot tall minotaur. Of course! This must be Thrax! He unsheathed his sword and started forward.
“Hold!” Aris’ father shouted. Derak froze, then he saw what Thrax was holding.
By the seven summers of Saint Secunda!”
****
Thrax raised the Trident over his head, lightning crackling from its base all the way to its three points and sparking off of the tips. Storm clouds began to form inside the throne room, the energy escalating and growing. Electrical energy lanced from ceiling to floor in several places and the room began to vibrate. A fierce wind began to blow and everyone’s clothes were whipping about wildly. The wind started howling and tearing at everything not tied down in the room, almost like a mini-tornado with Thrax standing safely in its eye.
“Now,” he shouted, his booming voice barely audible above the howling and screeching wind. A lightning bolt shot across the room toward Aris at breakneck speed, all of the Trident’s power focused on one point.
Aris’ father clapped his hands together. A flash of light momentarily blinded him. He noticed something peculiar, the wind had died down. His sight slowly returning, Aris realized that Stormslayer’s power was no longer being harnessed.
When he could see, he noticed that Thrax was standing right in front of him. Thrax seemed to be stunned, he let the Trident fall clattering to the floor.
“No . . . ” Thrax whispered. “It cannot be . . . ”
Suddenly, Aris realized what had happened. His father had somehow switched places with him at the last moment. He turned toward the back wall where he had been standing to see his fear come to life. His father lay on the stone floor, crumpled. “Nooo!” He yelled. He grabbed the amulet and shouted a command. “I wish to use your power! Now!”
An aqua-colored spiral of flame appeared behind Thrax. Then, it sucked him in. Jonas, upon seeing his master vanish, quickly jumped forward to follow him through. The spiral vanished and Aris stood shocked. The Trident of Power lay on the cold stone floor.
As death extends its invitation,
life will deliver you by convocation,
of what will you think and of whom will your thoughts be.
Maybe you’ll try to recall any good you did on your way,
to try and negate all the bad as a parlay,
along your path, you may be asked to recall
what of yourself did you leave, if anything at all.
For each act you do leaves a mark on its target,
whether for good or for evil you’ll sure to get credit.
It’s too late to change it,
erase it you’ll not,
will your acts go as credits or a one mighty blot?
when hunger you look at 'twould make you cringe.
What did you do for the many you passed,
remember Death is slowly tightening his grasp.
In the end are no answers as some seem to say,
instead they are found along back your way,
I hope that I’ve done more good than done bad,
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