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Castle Krona

 


The jingle of the horse harness was a
constant reminder of the distance left to go. The lean man cursed
softly to himself as he urged the already tired animals to greater
speed. In the back of the wagon a woman clad in leather armor
cradled a smaller woman whose eyes were bandaged to protect them
from the light. The armored woman’s face was set in a hard line as
she tried to soften the impact of the bouncing wagon on her
charge.

“Easy Bim,” said the huge man who shared the
wagon’s seat with the driver. “No good will it do her, if kill the
horses you do. Be there by tonight if you ease up we will, be there
in three or four days if you don’t.” This man was huge and just
passing the prime of his life. His gray hair streamed over his
shoulders and down his back. His face was scarred and it was
obvious that he had seen more than one battle over the long
years.

In the back of the wagon his wife smiled at
his huge back. Shifting her weight she eased the cramp in her leg
and gently patted the smaller woman’s arm. “Right is Kai,” said
Nola of the Northlands, “do her more harm than good, you will Bim.”
With a sigh the lean man pulled back on the reigns to slow the
horses’ pace. The tired animals drank deep of the clear air and Bim
watched the sky through the tree branches for a while. Finally he
pulled the horses to a halt.

The three of them climbed stiffly to the
ground and began to stretch their cramped limbs. A few moments
later they were all moving gracefully in a warrior’s warm up
exercise. “I truly wish I could see that I do,” said a soft sweet
voice from the back of the wagon. In a flash Bim was helping his
blind wife to stand. Gently she stretched and tested her exhausted
limbs. “Walk a small stretch, I would,” she said smiling up at him,
although she could not see him smile in return. They walked a bit
along the road. They would not go far, for Dori had not the
strength.

The horses’ bodies seemed to be aglow as the
steam rose from them while they stood drawing the cool crisp air
deep into their lungs. “Walk them we must, or sicken they will,”
said Nola as she reached for the nearest bridle. She was a pretty
woman of medium build and years. She looked as though she would be
more at home in a kitchen, except for the notched battle axe that
hung loosely from her belt and the daggers protruding therefrom.
Nola rarely went anywhere unarmed.

“Aye,” answered Kai with a loving smile at
his devoted wife. “Perhaps I will take the reigns from Bim. Be
there before dark we will, if all goes well. How fares Dori
today?”

“Not well she doesn’t,” replied Nola, “the
bouncing does her more harm than good it does.” Suddenly she
shifted into the elder speech that she had learned from the Wolf
Clan. “She keeps saying that someone is searching for her. He wants
to kill her because she has the key. Do you know what key she is
talking about?”

“I think it must be the fever talking, my
love,” answered Kai in that odd lilting tongue. “I hope that she
will last until we reach Castle Krona.”

“And I hope that Lady Ketdryn is still
there,” said Nola with a sigh. “If those healing powers of hers
were ever needed, they are needed now.” She drank deeply of the
clear morning air. “It is so peaceful here in these woods, it seems
that danger could not possibly exist here.” Silently they paced
along behind Bim and Dori. When Dori began to tire Bim lifted her
gently into the back of the wagon.

“Sit with Dori do you Bim,” said Kai
reverting back to the common speech. “Guide the horses myself for a
time, I will.” He helped Nola into the wagon seat as Bim settled
Dori onto the straw in the wagon bed. Kai mounted to the driver’s
seat and gently spoke to the horses. They set out at a brisk
walk.

“Faster,” thought the grim faced Bim to
himself although he said nothing aloud. “Faster Kai, dammit.” Kai
almost seemed to hear him and he urged the horses to pick up the
pace a bit.

 


Silver the Hunter sat staring into the
distance from the top of Castle Krona’s wall. Ketdryn leaned
lovingly on his shoulder. She could feel the tension in him and she
felt the rising uneasiness that had come over him of late. “What is
it my love?” she asked.

“I feel the approach of battle,” he replied
in a soft voice. “It is always the same for me. Just before life
becomes far too exciting for my liking, this feeling of uneasiness
comes over me.”

“Is that all?” she asked. “Or is it the
dreams I have been having too?”

“This feeling and your dreams tell me one
thing,” he answered softly. “One Eye has located my enemy.”

“Our enemy,” said Ketdryn firmly.

“Our enemy,” replied Silver as he took her
hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. “What concerns me most is
the feeling that He might bring the battle to us before we are
ready.”

“Battle always comes before one is ready,”
said Ketdryn softly.

“Aye that it does,” replied Silver, “that it
does. I have the feeling that the peace we have known for two years
will be broken before the night is gone.”

 


Nola sat up straight in the seat. Kai
stiffened as he felt her move. “What?” he asked. They often
communicated in one or two word sentences when there was
danger.

“They’re here,” she said as she slipped the
battle axe from her belt and began casting her gaze all around.

“Where?” asked Kai as he urged the horses
into a trot. Bim slipped a dagger from his belt and began to look
for any sign of danger.

“Unknown,” answered Nola.

“So sure can you be, if see them you did
not?” asked Bim. He was able to follow conversation in the Elder
Tongue and could speak it fairly well, but always reverted to
common in times of stress. They had seen plenty of stress
lately.

“Well do I know when a Kelb is near,” said
Nola in that deadly voice. Bim did not question her again. He knew
only too well how she had become so well acquainted with those
creatures. The gods only knew what reserves of strength had kept
her alive and sane under such torture, if indeed she truly were
sane.

Bim had seen the killing madness take Nola
before. He settled Dori’s head back into the straw and drew his
sword as well. If they were here, then they would pay dearly for
any life they might take.

“Too damn far away yet,” thought Kai as he
urged the horses just a little bit faster. It would do no one any
good if the horses died in the harness. “Less than a day’s travel
from Castle Krona, and we are not going to make it. Well, if this
is to be the final battle then I will make it a good one.” He
reached for the long sword that was under the seat. With that in
his hand, Kai was a formidable foe indeed. “Perhaps only a small
party it is,” he said at last, “too small to risk an attack.” Kai
was wrong there.

 


“There is something wrong out there,” said
Silver as he arose to his feet. “I have been cooped up too long
here; I think I will take a look at the north road.”

“I think I will join you,” Ketdryn said with
a grin. “If I let you go along you will just get into trouble.”

“If you come too we’ll both get into
trouble,” Silver said with a grim look on his face. “Perhaps you
should stay here to keep an eye on the baby.”

“The baby is over two years old now and is
ready to be fostered to the Wolf Clan,” said Ketdryn. “There has
not been so strong a child on this earth in five generations. I am
sure that he will not need a healer in the next day or two.”

“Then bring your daggers,” said Silver, “I
have the nagging feeling that you might need them.” He swung easily
down the stairs. For a man who looked a bit old, he moved like a
young warrior. She grinned at his back as she fell into step behind
him. They always played this game out the same way. Silver made a
feeble attempt to keep her out of danger and she insisted on
protecting his back.

At first glance they seemed to be an odd pair
of companions. He was human in appearance, of medium to tall in
height and powerfully built. His hair and beard were shot with grey
and he looked to be of middling years. Silver had looked that way
for centuries; he was far too old to be human. Humans rarely lived
more than two or three hundred years and he had seen nearly five
generations of humans pass.

Ketdryn was a Southern Elf and stood two or
more inches taller than he. She was tall, even for an Elf, and she
wore her silvery hair longer than most Elves do. Ketdryn was more
muscular than most female Elves as well, yet she moved with that
dancer’s grace that marks the Elf. She seemed to be of early middle
years as indeed she was. She too had looked much the same for
centuries, for, as everyone knows, Elves are extremely long lived.
They seemed to be strange companions, this outlaw and the Elf
Queen, but there was a perfect harmony between them; a harmony that
is only achieved when lovers have spent a great deal of time
together and are still deeply in love.

They passed a quick word with the man at the
gate. “Tell Inarr where we have gone,” they said then set out at a
run. Silver’s sixth sense was screaming, “Danger on the north
road.” and he was listening to it. “The best way to deal with
danger is to face it head on,” he had often said. They had barely
reached the edge of the forest when Ketdryn stopped him.

“Might as well wait until they catch up with
us,” she grinned. Silver looked over his shoulder and grunted.
There were four runners following them. A tall broad shouldered man
with golden hair, and a woman of nearly equal proportions and with
long auburn hair that glittered in the sunlight were on their
trail. Beside them ran a Dwarf with a long grey beard, and an Elf
woman clad in ghestel armor. They all ran easily. One might have
thought that the Dwarf would get left behind, but he seemed to be
keeping up quite well. Silver just shook his head and sat down.
Ketdryn sat beside him.

“Planning a little excitement without me?”
asked the tall woman, with a smile that would melt polar ice.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Kiya,” replied
Silver, “perish the thought.” Kiya just grinned at him.

“We have all felt it,” said Nothri in that
deep Dwarven rumbling voice. “We have been waiting for you to do
something, as we knew that you would be the first to sort it out.
What do you think it is?”

“Unknown,” said Silver, “but what ever it is,
it is not that far away, and it is on this road. Let’s get going.”
They set off together at a trot.

 


“Find some open ground, Kai,” said Nola with
that grim look of death on her face. Kai had seen that look before
and knew that battle was nearly upon them. Dammit all anyway, they
were so near to the castle; so near and yet so far away.

Kai urged the horses into a gallop. They
would not go far at this speed before they would die in the traces.
“Many?” he shouted to his wife as he guided the racing, heaving
horses.

“Too many,” she called as she leaped into the
back of the wagon to help Bim defend the helpless Dori. Kai spotted
a small clearing and drove the horses toward it. Pulling them to a
sudden halt he tied the reins swiftly to the brake handle and swept
up his long sword. It was none too soon.

With howls of blood lust they burst from the
trees and charged into the clearing. With manlike bodies and sickly
green skin the Kelb were a fearsome sight. They had long arms that
ended in savage claws and clutched clubs, daggers, and an
occasional axe. Some fought without weapons at all, preferring to
use tooth and claw only.

As they charged into the clearing, Kai
glanced at Nola and saw the rage rise up and claim her. The Kelb
had killed her husband, children, and servants right before her
eyes. They had raped and tortured her until they thought she was
dead. Nola had survived.

Rescued by Nothri and Della, Nola had
survived. Della had healed her physical wounds and Nothri had
taught her the ways of combat. There were too many today, but Kai
knew that the Kelb would never get the chance to torture her again.
She would litter the clearing with their broken and maimed bodies,
and when they overwhelmed her at last she would use her dagger on
herself. With a scream of bestial rage, Nola flung herself from the
wagon and into the teeth of the charging nightmare.

With a savagery to match their own, Nola
fought her way into the midst of the Kelb. She ducked the first
opponent’s swing and crushed his knee with a blow from her axe. A
swipe of the dagger disemboweled the second opponent and the back
swing of the axe lopped off an arm. Kai was close behind her with
the long sword sweeping all before it. Soon they had gained the
middle of the press, but were now back to back. Kai’s sword was
gone and Nola’s left arm hung limply at her side. Grimly they
fought on; Nola’s deadly axe kept her enemies at arm’s length while
Kai’s two long daggers earned him a great deal of respect.

Bim was not faring as well. He stood astride
of the unconscious and bleeding Dori with a sword in each hand.
Even with the speed born of years of practice and the desperation
of the moment, he knew he was doomed. There were far too many of
them and he had no one to watch his back. “Good bye my love,” he
thought as he sent the sword for Dori’s heart. Bim would not allow
the Kelb to take her alive.

A scream of wild battle rage froze Bim’s hand
with the point of his blade less than an inch from his beloved’s
heart. An instant later the Death Angel was in the wagon with him
and the Kelb were trying desperately to flee. It was too late for
flight. Kiya’s flying daggers and deadly fists took a savage toll.
She was not called “Death Angel” for nothing.

Kiya was an incredibly beautiful woman and
larger than life. Her masses of auburn hair swept this way and that
as her powerfully muscled arms drove her daggers in and out with
devastating effect. Soon Bim was alone with Dori in the wagon as
Kiya pursued the last fleeing Kelb to the ground.

Those Kelb who had escaped Kiya’s rage fared
no better than their fellows. Inarr of the Long Arm, Chieftain of
the Wolf Clan was beside the wagon. Stripped to the waist, he was a
fearsome sight with that overly muscled torso gleaming with sweat.
His old battle scars looked like a map of the kingdom. In his left
hand was a long sword like Kai’s, but with his massive arms it was
like a light rapier in Bim’s hand. In Inarr’s right hand was his
latest toy, a two foot length of oak with a one foot length of
chain attached to the end. That chain was fastened to a huge spiked
ball of iron. Inarr called this thing a “morning star” but others
called it a “widow maker.” All around him were the screams of pain
and the crunch of broken bone. Soon the area around the wagon was
clear of attackers.

Kai had no time to look, but he grinned
wolfishly as he heard his daughter’s war cry. Perhaps the day was
not lost yet. The Death Angel had turned the tide of more than one
battle before now. Inarr would be with her, this he knew, as the
two were inseparable. There was no time to reflect however, as a
second war cry followed close behind Kiya’s. Nola shrieked a cry of
victory as she heard the deep booming war song of the Mountain
Dwarves. Singing the battle song of Iron Mountain, Silver the
Hunter and Nothri charged from the trees and struck the side of the
Kelb line like an avalanche.

Silver was built almost like a giant Dwarf if
you can imagine such a thing. He was not overly tall, but he
carried enough muscle to power three men to victory. Grizzled and
grey bearded, he was a fearsome sight as was his companion.

Nothri was the Chieftain of the Dwarves of
Iron Mountain and had spent most of his life in one battle or
another. His long gray beard flying in the wind, he locked his
shield with Silver’s and they hit the Kelb like a battering ram.
The shock of that initial contact drove the Kelb back and away from
Kai and Nola.

Silver broke from Nothri and waded into the
enemy with daggers flashing. His speed was incredible. No man that
big should be able to move that fast. He was like a whirlwind of
steel. Nothri was swinging his great battle axe like he was
chopping trees. Snarling Kelb leaped on him, but he beat them off
with hammer like blows of his fist and cut them down with that
deadly axe. As he fought, he sang his war song.

As the Kelb turned to face Silver and Nothri,
they were struck again from behind. Her silvery hair streaming out
behind her, Ketdryn the Beautiful, Queen of the Elves flashed from
the forest and like a bolt of silvery lightning and raked along the
side of the Kelb force. As she raced by, her flashing daggers left
behind a trail of down and bleeding bodies. Close on her heels came
Della of the Caverns. Dressed all in ghestel armor, she shone like
a burst of fiery sunlight. Tooth, claw, and dagger all bounced
harmlessly from the ghestel. Her small axe and dagger took a
terrible toll as, fearlessly, she waded into the enemy, cutting and
slashing as she went. As Della waded in the enemy turned to engulf
her.

As the Kelb turned Ketdryn raked them again.
This time she waded in with Della. The Kelb began to fall away from
the two shining ones, but they were blocked by those trying escape
from Silver and Nothri.

Then Kiya and Inarr waded in and the Kelb
broke and ran. As they fled into the trees, Bim shouted, “Lady
Ketdryn.” Ketdryn turned to see Bim with a limp and bleeding Dori
in his arms. She broke off her pursuit and ran to him.

Silver did not. With Inarr and Kiya at his
side he charged into the trees hard on the heels of the fleeing
Kelb. Nola tried to follow, but Kai stopped her. “You need the
healers first, my love,” he said softly. She sighed and nodded her
head in agreement. Della began to inspect the injured arm. Soon the
clearing was full of birdsong as the small creatures of the forest
came to feel the flow of healing energy. Within a few moments,
Ketdryn had healed most of Dori’s wounds and the diminutive seeress
was resting comfortably for the first time in days. Smiling
broadly, Della gently released Nola’s arm. Flexing the arm to test
its strength, Nola grinned her thanks.

“Are all Elf women such wonderful healers?”
Nola asked with a smile.

“Lady Ketdryn is the greatest healer the
world has ever known,” smiled Della. “I learned what I could from
her.”

“It would seem that you learned well,”
grinned Kai.

Nothri was smiling at Nola as he leaned on
the haft of his great battle axe. “Good it is to see you, my
daughter,” he said in that deep voice of the Dwarves. Nola grinned
back at her adopted father. “I see that you have been practicing
what I taught you about axe fighting.”

“I have had more practice than I would like,”
she answered and hugged the old Dwarf.

“What are these things doing so far south,
Kai?” asked Ketdryn as she joined them.

“Pursuing us,” rumbled Kai. He looked at Bim
who was still holding the sleeping Dori. Kai shook his head sadly
and returned his gaze to meet the Elf Queen’s. “A few months ago
they attacked the tavern again,” he said at last. “Time and time
again we beat them off, but they kept coming. Finally we slipped
away in the night and have been on the run since. We managed to buy
this wagon and team of horses about a month ago and we were able to
make much better time. We have been trying desperately to reach
Castle Krona and you.”

“Reach me?” asked Ketdryn. “Why were you
trying to reach me?”

“Dori has been having horrible dreams for
some time now,” said Nola. “She started having them about three
months ago and the Kelb came soon after. She has been sick with
fevers most of that time. Dori keeps saying that she has to reach
you. Even in her fevers she calls for you. Dori says she knows
where He is, whatever that means.”

“She is too weak to travel right now,” said
Ketdryn. “We will camp here for tonight, and then return to the
castle in the morning.”

“It is just as well,” said Kai. “The horses
are too weak to run again today. “I will see to their needs if you
folks will set up the camp. What supplies we have left are under
the seat of the wagon.” As he walked away, Ketdryn noticed the
slump to his shoulders.

“Kai carries a great load,” said Ketdryn
softly to Nola.

“Thirty of us escaped the tavern,” she said
grimly. “We are all that remain.” Both Ketdryn and Della put their
arms around her and Nothri went to help Kai with the horses.

 


They entered the trees at a dead run. Sliver
to the left and Inarr to the right with Kiya in the middle. Like
hunting wolves they ran down the fleeing Kelb and slew them, there
was no more mercy offered the Kelb than the Kelb would have offered
them. One by one they ran them down until they could see no more of
them.

Kiya stood alone beneath a tall fir tree. Her
every sense told her she was alone. Throwing back her head she let
out a long wolf howl. She grinned as there was an answering bark
from her right. Soon Inarr stepped under the tree to join her.
“Silver?” he asked. She shook her head before howling again. This
time she got an answer, a short sharp howl that meant trouble. They
were off in a flash toward the sound of that warning.

Soon they heard the ring of battle. Bursting
into a clearing they saw Silver the Hunter fending off a half dozen
or more Kelb. They hurled themselves into the fray and within
moments there was a pile of Kelb bodies littering the ground.

“This is not the band we fought at the
wagon,” said Inarr inspecting some of the bodies.

“I know,” said Silver. “I came running into
their camp before I even knew it was there. They were camped for
the night, not fleeing from us. Why in the nine hells are there so
many of these foul things this far south?”

“I don’t know, but I see that Gar Kinslayer
has left his mark on them all,” said Inarr.

“What do you mean?” asked Kiya.

“They fight as a unit now,” said Inarr, “not
like a bunch of animals. They were bad enough before, but now I am
worried.”

“I noticed that as well,” said Silver. “There
is something else that is bothering me as well.”

“What is that?” asked Inarr.

“Where are we?” asked Silver.

“You are losing your touch,” grinned Kiya as
she playfully slapped him on the shoulder, “we have circled the
clearing with the wagon and are now facing west.”

“Exactly,” said Silver. “Why would something
fleeing for its life circle completely around from the direction it
was going when it fled. Why wouldn’t it just keep going east?”

Kiya’s face had gone grim. “I don’t know why,
but I don’t want any of them to survive long enough to get much
farther west,” she said with determination. “Did any escape
you?”

“Two,” answered Silver. “It seems strange
that even with the new arrivals they still did not turn on me, but
kept running west and left me to the tender mercies of the
newcomers.”

Kiya was already searching for their trail.
“Here,” she said and was off like a hunting wolf. Silver and Inarr
were right on her heels.

“Try to take one alive,” said Inarr in a
whisper as she sought to keep her eyes on the trail. “I want to see
if we can find out what they are up to.”

“As do I,” growled Silver. Suddenly the old
hunter sprang past Kiya. His keen eyes had seen a flash of movement
down the trail and he was after it even before his brain had
finished registering what it was. A Kelb squealed in fear and gave
up all ideas of stealth. She fled for her life, but there are few
creatures fleeter of foot than the Wolf Clan, and soon the
squirming female was in the grasp of Silver the Hunter. Inarr
flashed past Silver with a sprint that would have done Ketdryn
credit.

The captive Kelb fought desperately. Kicking
and spitting, she tried to claw, bite or otherwise inflict enough
damage to force him to let her go. A blow from that big right hand
and she went limp. As he dropped her to the ground, there was a
death scream farther up the trail. In a moment, Inarr came walking
back to where Silver and Kiya were standing over the unconscious
Kelb on the ground.

“Is it dead?” asked Inarr.

“I hope not,” said Silver. “I assumed that
you were less than gentle with the other one.”

“You had a live one,” answered Inarr, “I
didn’t think that you needed another.” There was a groan from the
ground.

“I guess we are in business,” said Silver as
he hauled the stunned Kelb to her feet. He shook her violently
until her eyes focused. “Why go you west?” he growled in her face.
She spat and bit at him and began to struggle again. He slapped her
hard a few times and she settled down a bit. “Why go you west?” he
repeated with a snarl.

“Holy One is there, He is,” hissed the Kelb.
“He say kill small blind one he do. Kill it we did. Go to him now I
will.” With a terrific struggle she managed to free herself from
Silver’s grasp. Silver was left with a fistful of ragged tunic as
the now naked Kelb fled westward. Kiya started past him to pursue,
but Silver caught her arm and stopped her.

“Let it go,” he said softly. “Whatever sent
them after Dori will think they succeeded and that might buy us
enough time.”

“Time for what?” asked Inarr.

“To carry the battle to him,” growled
Silver.

Kiya grinned at him with affection in her
eyes. “I hope you know what you are doing,” she said as they
started back toward the wagon. They arrived just at dusk.

They joined the others at the fire and
friendly greetings were exchanged among old friends. Ketdryn smiled
at them as she continued to stroke Dori’s forehead. The diminutive
woman was sleeping peacefully for the first time in months. Food
was soon shared out and Kai told their tale to Silver, Inarr, and
Kiya.

“Did you get them all?” asked Nola. The
thoughts of a Kelb escaping alive clearly bothered her.

“That and more,” said Kiya with a grin. “The
Old Wolf found some more as well. We finished all of them, except
the one he let go.”

“What did you learn and why did you let one
go?” Ketdryn asked. She was of a mind with Nola; no Kelb should be
allowed to survive.

Silver the Hunter gazed into the fire for a
moment before speaking. “They were hunting Dori,” he said at last.
“The one I let go was sure that Dori had been killed, so I let her
take that message to her master. That might buy us time enough to
figure out who he is and to pay him a visit.” Everyone around the
fire knew what Silver meant by that.

 


The day dawned cool and clear. Ketdryn awoke
to birdsong and Silver’s smiling face. Nothri and Della were
preparing food and chatting as lovers often will. Kai, Nola, Bim,
and Dori were still sleeping. There was no sign of Inarr and
Kiya.

“They have returned to the castle,” said
Silver as though he had read the question in her mind. In truth, he
had read it in her eyes. “They will prepare the Wolf Clan for war.
The Kelb will find that attacking the Wolf Clan on their home
ground a far more daunting task than attacking a defenseless
tavern.”

“I had the dream again,” said Ketdryn
softly.

“I know,” replied Silver. “I heard you.”

“Did I endanger us?” she asked fearfully.

“No my love,” he answered gently, “none but
me could hear, for you made no sound.”

That was it then, he had sensed her
restlessness. She sighed with relief. She must get to the heart of
these dreams soon before she became a danger to herself and others.
Ketdryn knew that until she was able to rest without the dreams
Silver would never go to sleep. Not unless there was someone else
to stand the watch. He would go without sleep for days to make sure
that her rest was safely guarded, and he never awakened her to
stand a watch, he always let her sleep.

She arose and stretched toward the sky. As
she rose up onto her tiptoes and reached as high as she could, she
was the very picture of beauty. Ketdryn finished her stretch and
smiled at Silver who was now grinning lustfully at her. “Stop
that,” she said with mock severity, “we have work to do.”

“Let’s eat first then,” he said with a grin.
“I don’t want to run about all day on an empty stomach. Nothri,
will you and the lady Della stay with the wagon while Ketdryn and I
see to the trail?”

“Aye,” rumbled Nothri, “that we will do. I
have a bad feeling about this; those things should not have been
this far south, they shouldn’t.”

“I know,” replied Silver, “I don’t like the
feel of it either.”

He brooded on it for the rest of the day, but
he received no answers nor did he find anymore enemies on the
trail. They took their time to make the journey as gentle for Dori
as possible. They reached Castle Krona just before dusk. As they
broke from the forest to see Castle Krona perched on its cliff
side, Silver the Hunter vanished back into the forest. Ketdryn
raced ahead to prepare a healing room for Dori.

 


Like a hunting cat he prowled the forest for
leagues around. At night he sent his awareness out to feel for
anything that did not belong. After three days he slept. Awakening
refreshed on the fourth day, he settled into a resting position and
began to breathe deeply. Soon he was surrounded by a golden light,
and then the huge grey wolf was roaming the forest. At an easy trot
the wolf ranged farther than the man had, but all was well in the
forest. At length he became the hunter again and returned to the
castle.

 


They were in the great hall when he returned
to the castle. “Good hunting Old Wolf?” called Kiya as she saw him
enter. Ketdryn gave a squeal of delight and threw herself into his
arms.

“The forest is clear for now,” he replied
from Ketdryn’s shoulder. He held her close as he approached the
fire.

Inarr was there, as was Nothri. Della and
Galen as well as Kai and Bim were there too.

Dori was nowhere to be seen. “So Galen, you
have surfaced from the Rune Wall,” grinned Silver. “Great events
must be afoot to bring the world’s only cavern dwelling Elf to the
surface.”

“Very funny, my lord Silver,” sniffed Galen,
“but you have the right of it. Something is afoot, I can feel
it.”

“I too have felt it of late,” said Silver.
“Are the dreams still with you, my love?” he asked of Ketdryn who
was still locked to his arm.

She had no time to answer as Dori’s scream
rang through the hall. Ketdryn vanished from Silver’s side and she
had three strides on him before even he could react. She was
cradling Dori in her arms when he arrived. “The dreams,” moaned
Dori, “again was I murdered in my dreams I was.”

Silver scooped the tiny seeress into his huge
arms and strode toward the great hall. “Sick of these dreams am I,”
he said gently. “No more time will I wait, I won’t.” As he strode
into the room with Ketdryn in tow, Kiya spread a huge thick robe
before the fire. Laying Dori gently on the robe, Silver beckoned
everyone to gather around.

“Ketdryn too has been plagued by dreams of
late she has,” he said speaking in the Common tongue for Dori’s
sake.

“I can speak the Elder tongue,” said Dori, “I
just slip back into Common when I am excited.”

“Very well then,” said Silver, “you shall
tell us your dreams. I believe that these dreams, and the Kelb at
our door, are somehow connected. We shall all put our heads
together on this and see if we can not make some sense of what is
going on here.” Everyone nodded in agreement and gathered in a
tighter circle. Dori began to speak of her dream.

“It was in another lifetime,” began Dori. “I
know this because I can see in the dream. I am taller and my hair
is fair. I live with a small child in a forest cottage. The child
too has golden hair, and like me, she has the second sight.

“The day is bright and sunny and it is summer
time. The child and I are gathering herbs near a stream. Suddenly a
man like I have never seen before appears beside the child. He is
tall and slim with a beautiful face. His hair is the purest of
silver and his ears are pointed and upswept. I know he is an Elf,
although they are all supposed to be dead. He smiles sadly at me
then sweeps the child into his arms and runs into the forest. I
scream and chase him, but cannot catch him.

“I run frantically back to the clearing and
there is a priest of the Suffering God there. He is old and bent,
but his eyes seem to be afire. They blaze with an unholy light.
Grabbing me by the arm he snarls, ‘Where is your child, Ellen?’

‘An Elf has stolen her,’ I sob, ‘will you
help me to get her back?’

‘Help you this will not, Elf,’ he screams
into the forest, still holding me by the arm. ‘Find them I will,
kill them both I will. Come for you then will I. You can not escape
me you can’t.’ As he says this last, he grabs me by the hair and
drives a dagger into my breast. Again and again he strikes. I
awaken to my own screams.

“That is the first dream that haunts me. In
the other, the priest with the fiery eyes is calling to me, ‘Know
where you are I do. Coming for you I am. This time you will not be
reborn again, see to that I will. This time I will end it all I
will.’ Again I awaken to my own screams.”

The listeners were all silent. The tale had
held them all in thrall. Suddenly Silver saw the look on Ketdryn’s
face. Galen too had a strange look on his face. “Tell us of your
dreams, my love,” he said gently to Ketdryn.

“In the dreams,” began Ketdryn, “I am torn
from my mother’s side and carried through the forest for many days.
At last I am left at the door of an old healer. I never see the
face of my abductor. The dream shifts then.

“I am a grown woman, a seeress. I live near a
huge castle with my small son. The lord of the castle is my
benefactor as well as my lover. We are so much in love, just like
Silver and I are now. Suddenly, in the night, a band of priests
appear. The leader is old, but his eyes seem to burn with a baneful
fire.

‘Warrick’s spawn must die it must,’ he says
with a voice that is cold and evil. ‘So too must his whore die.’ I
scream as the child is torn from my arms and his small body is
dashed against the wall until his skull splits.

“My screams are stopped as the left side of
my head is split open by a sword. As I lay dying, the priest says
to me, ‘you will never return you won’t. I have won at last I
have.’



“They leave me to die, but before I do,
Galen’s face seems to float before my eyes. I always awaken at this
point, cold and frightened and seeing the face of that priest.”

With a sigh Silver admitted that he too was
having such dreams. “I dream that I am Warrick himself, and over
and over I fight the last battle where he meets his doom,” he said.
“You are in my dream as well Galen, and I have no doubt that you
are the Elf in Dori’s dream. You have a tale to tell, I’d wager,
and I for one bloody well want to hear it.”

With a deep sigh Galen agreed. “Dori’s dream
is the dream of Ellen’s death at the hands of the Dark One,” he
said. “Lady Ketdryn’s dream is the dream of Eileen, Ellen’s
Daughter, mistress to Lord Warrick, and the former life of the Lady
Ketdryn herself. Dori is Ellen returned as I knew she would, for
she holds the key to the ultimate defeat of your ancient enemy.
Down through all the lifetimes you have lived, she has followed
you. Always she has been with one or the other of you. Only this
time she did not come, and that worried me at first. One Eye keeps
his secrets from me as well. Eventually she arrived, and I was
truly relieved to see her at last.

“Dori is the one who must release the key
from her memory, and the time seems to be upon us at last. By
placing the key to the whole thing in the care of a mortal, Old One
Eye was able to keep the Dark One from finding you until we could
reunite you. By having Him focus his energies on the seeress, we
were able to keep you from His sight.

“The tale I will tell is Warrick’s Tale.
Through it I hope this will all make sense at last.”

“Warrick’s tale,” said Nothri with a gleam in
his eye. “I remember that warrior well, although I only ever saw
him at a distance when I was young. This is a worthy tale indeed.”
With shining eyes Nothri sat waiting for the tale to unfold. So did
all the others as they all had been trying to pry the tale from
Silver for some time. This would be even better, as Galen had
actually known Warrick in the dim past.

As Galen settled himself for the telling of
the tale, the hall began to fill up. Word of the telling of tales
had spread, and now Galen had a much larger audience than when he
started.

“It started with Dori’s dream,” he said at
last. “I reached them only in time to save the child. I had no time
to explain, and I doubted that Ellen would have trusted me anyway,
at least not in time to save herself. I took the child to a healer
that I knew who honored the old ways. I left her there for
training. My main focus was to protect old Lord Konat, Warrick’s
father, from the priests.

“Here now will I tell Warrick’s tale.



Warrick’s Tale

 


Thunder crashed repeatedly and spears of
lightning split the skies as the big warrior paced the battlements
on Darkwood Keep, his home castle. Often the old warrior had walked
these walls in the night. He pulled his great cloak closer to
himself to help keep off the driving rain. His slender companion
kept pace with him as he walked. He who cursed the storm was Lord
Konat Warrick, hereditary Earl of the Western Realm as it was then
called. In his ancestor’s time, it was known as the Realm of the
Star and the woods that held his castle had been called the
Brightwoods. Now it was known as the Dark Wood and the castle was
now called Darkwood Keep.

Konat of Warrick was a huge man with a
powerful build. Age had not bent his mighty back, nor had it dimmed
his keen eyes. The grey in his hair and beard were the only signs
that he had seen more than one hundred and fifty summers. Konat was
dressed in armor as usual, and he raised a mailed hand to shield
his eyes from the driving rain.

“Perhaps they have taken shelter against the
storm,” he muttered more to himself than to his companion.

“They will come my Lord,” replied his
companion, shouting into the wind. Warrick’s companion was tall and
slender. Locks of silvery hair were visible under the hood that was
pulled tightly to the almost delicately featured face. At first
glance, this one might have been mistaken for a woman. He was no
woman, he was an Elf. All Elves were tall and had the same delicate
features, pointed ears, and silvery hair that Galen displayed. Few
Elves were seen in the realm these days, and indeed it was
sometimes said that Galen was the last of his kind. He was not, but
few knew that the Elves survived. That Galen walked openly in the
realm was proof of his power to thwart the priests. That he was
often seen advising Lord Warrick was proof of his wisdom.

“Perhaps I should ride to meet them,” said
the old warrior turning toward the stables.

“Nay my Lord,” said Galen catching his old
friend’s arm. “You might miss them in the storm. Better for you to
go dry yourself and get warm. You must guard your health. You must
be strong enough to sire an heir and the boy will need your
strength until he is old enough to rule by himself.”

Grudgingly the old warrior allowed his friend
to lead him from the wall. Inside the great hall servants built up
the fire and brought food for the companions. Galen sent a page to
the ramparts to keep watch.

Lord Konat awakened with a start; Galen was
shaking his shoulder gently. “Riders,” whispered the Elf. Konat
leaped to his feet, bellowing orders. Servants scurried about
preparing food, dry clothing, and bedding. Rooms had been prepared
and now, fires were being lit. The riders were just inside the
gates as Konat strode through the rain toward them.

“Hail and well met,” he roared gripping the
tall rider’s hand in a bear-like grip and shaking it violently.
“Climb down and enter my hall. Food is being prepared and the fire
is warm. Servants will take your things to your rooms. Boy! Take
care of these horses and see that they are well rubbed down.” With
that the old soldier turned and led the way back inside the great
hall. Only when all were inside did he greet his future bride.

Ida was a big boned woman and no longer young
as those things went. It was thought that she might even be past
the age of child bearing.

In her own way Ida was beautiful. Her masses
of golden hair flowed down her back and when she smiled it seemed
to light up the room. Seldom did she ever smile though. Some said
that Ida would rather have been a man than a woman, and indeed she
was as strong as any man in the kingdom.

Ida’s headstrong ways had kept her from any
marriage. In truth, she had only consented to this one under a
threat, the threat of being sent to one of the new women’s
priesthoods for the rest of her life. The thoughts of a life spent
in prayer were enough to win her consent to marry Konat of Warrick.
The old pagan was getting on in years and should be easy enough to
control. She only hoped that she could break him of using that old
language and start him using the new Common tongue.

As Konat entered the hall again the tall
rider faced him and spoke, “the Lady Ida of Bourne, I do present to
you I do,” he said formally. Ida recoiled in horror at Warrick’s
response.

“I am well acquainted with the Lady Ida,”
roared Konat. He was old, but he was far from the feeble fool she
had thought him. This man was a bear. “The next time you use that
abominable language in my presence I will personally cut the tongue
from you head. Speak in Elder. Galen, come forward. Galen, meet the
Lady Ida of Warrick. Our marriage was preformed at her home castle
of Bourne some months ago. Lady, this is Galen of the Elves, my
most trusted advisor.”

Galen bowed and the Lady turned away. Konat
crossed the distance between them in a single stride. Seizing her
by the arm, he turned her as a mother turns a small child. The
guardsman leaped toward them, but a backhand blow from the old
warrior’s fist sent the man sprawling on the floor. Konat did not
even look at the man. “Woman, you will show proper manners in my
house,” he said in a soft voice that left no room for argument.

“A pleasure to meet you Lord Galen,” she said
blushing deeply.

“And you my Lady,” replied Galen. “It is good
to hear the Elder tongue as spoken by a noblewoman once more. My
Lord, I have errands. I will escort these noble guardsmen to their
quarters and then be about my business.” With that Galen hauled the
downed man to his feet and led him and his companions from the
hall.

“Lucky are you that he did not kill you, you
are,” snarled Galen in the Common tongue. “Konat is not a gentle
man with fools he isn’t.” With that he led the men to their
sleeping quarters, a small guardroom. There was a fire burning and
there was food prepared. Galen closed the door behind them. They
heard the key turn in the lock.

The next day dawned bright and cheerful.
Galen sent the Lady Ida’s former guards on their return journey
before entering the hall. There sat Konat with a black eye, swollen
split lips, and a big boyish grin on his face.

“Galen,” he roared, “what a fine morning it
is.”

“By the look of you it was a fine night as
well,” Galen replied with a grin.

“It was indeed,” Konat answered with a laugh.
“She is a fine spirited lass Galen. Gods how I wish I had found her
years ago.”

Just then the Lady Ida herself entered the
hall. She was smiling and radiant. “Good morning my Lords,” she
said as she kissed Konat on the top of his head. Galen’s eyes
opened a little wider but he said nothing.

It was days before Galen got the tale from
the servants. Konat had approached her and she had knocked him onto
his backside with her fist. He had not moved, and fearing that she
had killed him she bent over him. Konat grabbed her and the ensuing
battle had nearly destroyed all the bedroom furniture. At the last
they lay side by side gasping for air.

“I will never yield,” she’d said, “I will die
first.”

“There is no need,” he had answered, “I will
not force you. I truth, I doubt if I have the strength left
anyway.” They both laughed heartily at that.

“In truth you would not force me?” she asked
at last.

“Nay, I would not,” answered Konat. “Either
you will come to me willingly or my line dies with me.”

“Are you sure you have no strength left?” she
asked at last. “I am curious to see what kind of warrior we could
make.” Konat looked at her and she smiled at him. He was lost from
that moment on and so was she.

Nine months later, in the grip of a winter’s
storm, Warrick was born. His father called him Kon and his mother
called him Bourd, but from the time he learned to speak he would
answer to no other name but Warrick.

The boy grew fast and was soon on his feet.
“See Galen,” roared Konat while the boy’s mother looked on smiling,
“he is walking already and it has only been eight months.”

“A fine strong lad indeed,” Galen agreed with
a smile.

 


By the time the young Warrick was nine years
old things had changed. The boy had grown apace and was nearly as
tall as a man already. He was wild and unruly, and there was great
fear in the land that he should come to power before he learned
some restraint. Galen seemed to be the only one who could calm the
boy. For this reason and this reason only, the Lady Ida allowed
Galen to come and go as he pleased. Old Konat had taken a bad fall
and had never recovered his wits. Galen heard it whispered among
the servants that it was the new priest who had pushed the old man,
but the priest had such influence with Lady Ida that nothing was
ever said aloud.

Warrick was fourteen years old when his
father died. He and Galen were called to the great hall and told
the news. “Your father is dead Bourd,” said the Lady Ida, “and now
you are truly Lord Warrick. I have appointed Sousa, my priest and
advisor, as regent until you are of an age to take your place.
Sousa will begin your education on the morrow.”

Both Galen and Warrick were thunderstruck as
this pronouncement was made. Warrick trembled with rage, but held
himself in check. At fourteen, he was already the most feared
warrior in the realm. As he fought with his emotions the priest
stepped forward.

“My first act as regent,” he said in an
official tone, “is to declare Common as the official language of
this realm it is. The second is to imprison that evil Elf it is.”
Two guardsmen stepped forward to grab Galen.

Neither man knew what happened next. Warrick
felled the first with a single blow as Galen struck the second with
the hilt of his dagger. Both unconscious men fell to the floor.
Slapping Galen on the back, Warrick roared, “Run.” Galen fled. He
was out of the hall and out of the castle before any pursuit could
be mounted. He would not be seen in the realm for several
years.

Under the influence of the priests, the king
had declared that no man could hold lands until he had reached
twenty years of age. For six long years Warrick chafed under the
hands of the priests while everything his father had held was bled
away. Lady Ida was completely under the spell of Sousa and she gave
him complete reign. Warrick said nothing and bided his time.

Under the order of the priest he was
forbidden to engage in any form or practice of the martial arts of
war. At night, alone in his room, Warrick practiced the forms that
Galen had taught him. Out of sight of the priests he lifted heavy
stones, threw heavy objects, and did anything else he could find to
increase his already prodigious strength. Galen was nowhere to be
found, although it was said that he had appeared once to steal a
girl child right from under the priest’s nose.

For years young Warrick fought to control his
emotions. He suffered the beatings of the priests and he said
nothing. Warrick learned well the lessons they taught. He seemed
almost eager to learn everything he could about the priesthood.
“Know your enemy,” old Konat had often told his son and the son had
remembered. He learned all he could. “Know your enemy,” he would
whisper under his breath where they could not hear.

For two years Galen had watched from the
forest. There was little he could at the time. The girl had been
born the year before Konat died. Now Galen watched over her from
secret. One night he was awakened by a cold wind, although it was
the middle of summer. Opening his eyes Galen saw a tall hooded
figure standing before him.

“My Lord Greybeard,” said Galen reverently as
he arose. “What has happened?” He knew that something important had
happened or was about to. The One Eyed God did not appear often,
and when He did there were great things afoot. Rightly was He
called the Strife Bringer.

“He has surfaced at last,” said the
apparition in Galen’s cave. “Even now He seeks the girl. He will
not yet attack Warrick, but He will attack her.”

“Warrick is safe?”

“For now Warrick is safe. He seeks to use
Warrick and believes that His priests have Warrick under control.
No, it is the girl He will attack. He knows that I watch Warrick
carefully and He is not ready to show himself to Me. You must
protect the girl. There is an old woman healer in the north that
can be trusted. Take the child to her, she will protect and teach
her.” With that the One Eyed God vanished.

Galen donned his robe and set out for the
village below Darkwood Keep. He well knew the healer that Old One
Eye had mentioned. The girl would be safe with her. It was near
high sun when he located the child. It was a moment later that he
felt the touch of the Evil One and saw the old bent priest.

Running as fast as he could Galen out paced
the slow moving priest. Putting up all the wards that Old Greybeard
had taught him, Galen burst from the forest and scooped up the
girl. There was no time to waste, Galen would not be able to help
child’s mother. He swept the child into his arms and fled into the
forest. As he ran he felt the sting of a cold wind at his back. Old
One Eye was covering his escape; the Dark One would not find her
this time.

 


Warrick was nineteen years of age now and the
picture of his father, except that he never wore armor. He was a
quiet and studious boy whose only joy seemed to be in studying the
Holy Books given to him by the priests. Sousa ruled the land with
an iron hand and the young Warrick seemed to be content to let him.
He had not seen Galen for over five years, except in dreams. In his
dreams he saw Galen in the company of a tall hooded man.

“Patience, young Warrick,” Galen would
whisper, “patience. Soon you will be free.” Warrick would awaken
then and exercise those massive muscles as hard as he could without
awakening anyone else.

Late one night Warrick was awakened again by
the dream of Galen. “Beware,” Galen had said in the dream. “Evil
comes. Go north to the Wolf Clan. There you will be safe.” Over
breakfast the next morning, Warrick suggested that he and brother
Anthon go north to take the Words of the Holy One to the wild
clans. Over his mother’s objections Sousa agreed and the two set
out at once. The old bent priest arrived at the castle two days
later. He was not happy to learn the boy was no longer there. By
that time Warrick and Brother Anthon had met with their guide.

The tall robed figure stepped from the trees
and greeted them in the Elder Tongue. Young Warrick answered as
best he could, for he had forgotten most of the language. Pushing
the hood back the man switched to speaking Common.

“Well met are we, young Warrick,” he said in
a deep booming voice. He was a powerfully built man a little taller
than Warrick. His beard was grey and his face was a mass of scars.
He grinned and shook the boy’s hand in a warrior’s grip. “Come to
take you to the Wolf Clan, I have. Armak am I called. Warrick you
be, am I right?”

“Warrick I am called,” replied the huge young
man, “and I am the Earl of the realm.”

Armak burst out laughing. “Sousa the Priest
is Earl in the lands of my blood-brother Konat. A whimpering
priest’s pup is Konat’s son called Warrick he is. To change this I
have come, I have.”

His laughter was cut short by Warrick’s blow.
Armak was staggered by that blow but he did not fall. A shift of
his huge shoulders telegraphed his blow and Warrick ducked.
Unfortunately for young Warrick he ducked a right hand that did not
come. By ducking the feint, he moved into a sledge hammer left that
put him to sleep on the ground.

Armak stepped over the fallen Warrick and
seized the cowering Anthon.

“Take yourself back to Sousa do you,” he
snarled into the shaking man’s face. “In one year’s time I will
send Warrick, Konat’s son back to you, I will. If he survives, that
is.”

“Hold,” called a woman’s voice, before Anthon
could make good his escape. “I claim this one I do,” said a grey
haired woman stepping from the trees. She had spoken in Common so
Anthon could understand her.

“What do you want with this scum?” asked
Armak.

“My eldest daughter was captured by the
priests, this you well know, Armak, you do,” she said as she came
closer.

“Aye that I do,” he replied. “What has this
cowering fool to do with her burning?”

“He lit the fire he did,” she answered. “They
held me and forced me to watch as she burned they did. Spoke his
own name as he lit the fire he did. Sworn the blood hunt on him I
have. Claim him I do.”

“He is yours Hella, he is,” said Armak. “Be
quick about it though for we must hurry.”

Hella gestured and two women appeared beside
the priest and pinned his arms. “The fire is slow it is,” she
whispered as he began to beg for mercy. “The dagger is not.” With a
lightning quick flick of her arm she drove a dagger deep into his
heart. Anthon sank to the ground, dead. Warrick began to laugh as
he watched his old tormentor fall. “Well done that was,” he said
and grinned at the woman.

“So you are awake again are you?” asked
Armak.

“I am,” replied Warrick rubbing his swollen
jaw. “That was a dirty trick it was. Teach it to me will you?”

Armak’s laughter rang through the forest once
again. “Perhaps you are old Konat’s cub after all. Come, we have no
time to lose.”

Armak set out at a run and Warrick followed.
Soon he wanted to rest but it seemed that Armak would never stop.
In truth, the man was not even breathing hard; Warrick was dying.
By the next day one of the women stole a horse and they put the
badly blistered Warrick on it. Each day he tried to run more but
eventually he would need to crawl back onto the horse. A moon cycle
later they arrived at the camp of the Wolf Clan. Hella left to
return the horse. Warrick leaned his broad back against a tree and
took in the sights of the camp. Galen came walking toward him.

“Galen,” roared Warrick as he seized the Elf
in a bone crushing bear hug. “By all the gods it is good to see you
again it is.”

Galen pounded the young Warrick on the back
as he fought for air. “You are killing me,” he finally gasped out.
Warrick released him and they stood grinning at each other. Armak
walked up to them as Warrick spoke again.

“Am I finally finished with those thrice
dammed priests?” he asked in his best Elder. Warrick had lost some
of his ability to speak Elder, and he often switched back and forth
between that and Common for the rest of his life.

“You are,” said Galen. “I cannot stay with
you, but Armak will teach you what you need to know now.”

“What I truly need to know now,” said
Warrick, “is how to hone my warrior’s skills. I don’t ever want to
be knocked down again.”

“That is what I intend to teach you,” laughed
Armak. “The clans will not follow a priest’s pup, but they would
have followed old Konat. When I am finished with you they will
follow you too.”

“Why do I need them to follow me?”

“To reclaim your realm,” said Galen. “As soon
as they proclaim you Earl you can reinstate the old ways and
fulfill the prophesy.”

“Do you really think he is the one?” asked
Armak.

“I think so,” said Galen. He still said
nothing of the young girl who was learning the ways of the healer.
She already showed great promise with the second sight. The old
woman who lived near the western forest had taught her well. Galen
was still playing a close game.

 


For a full year Warrick ran with the Wolf
Clan. By now he was as hard as stone and quick as a cat. He was so
strong and fast that one day Armak was knocked to the ground for
the first time in forty years. Before the year was over all the
clans had sworn allegiance to Warrick. As the year neared its end
he rode an old swaybacked horse into Darkwood Keep.

 


The Lady Ida ran to meet him. Throwing her
arms about him she sobbed for joy in his ear. “Bourd, it is so good
to see you it is,” she sobbed. “Thought you dead we did. No word
did we have from you we didn’t. What happened to you all this time
tell me?”

Gently he disentangled himself from his
mother’s arms. “Spent the year among the clans of the north I
have,” he said softly. “No word could I send I couldn’t. Watched me
all the time they did. Poor Brother Anthon did not survive he
didn’t. At last I despaired of them ever accepting the Holy Words
and I ran away I did. I have come home to take my place as my
father’s heir I have.”

With his head bowed humbly the huge young man
followed meekly behind his mother as she re-entered the great hall
of his forefathers. Somehow Sousa seemed less than excited to see
him again, but he said nothing. Meekly, Warrick deferred to Sousa’s
every suggestion and a week later Warrick was pronounced as Earl of
the Western Realm by the king’s emissary.

Slowly the young giant arose from the chair
and strode to the head of the table. He seized Sousa by the neck
and threw him across the room. Everyone went deathly quiet as
Warrick sat in the huge chair that was his father’s. “This was my
father’s chair,” he said in a voice as cold as ice, “and I will
personally kill any man who dares to sit in it, I will.” No one
made a single sound.

“Seize him do you,” shouted Sousa as he arose
from the floor. Ten guardsmen started toward Warrick, but before
they could get near him the doors of the hall burst open and a
messenger leaped inside shouting.

“The clans have taken the castle,” he shouted
as he flung himself at Warrick’s feet.

“I know,” said Warrick in that deadly voice.
“Let them in myself, I did.” He strode to the king’s emissary.
“Speak for the king do you?” he demanded.

“Speak for the king in this realm I do,”
answered the trembling man.

“Then go to your king do you,” growled
Warrick. “Tell him that there is a Warrick in Darkwood Keep once
more there is. Keep his peace I will, and pay his taxes, if leave
me alone he does. The Clans of the north are my allies they are.
Keep them from his borders I can. Go you now and tell him this do
you.”

“If expel the priests you do,” said the
emissary, “then attack you the king will. Allow the priests to stay
and leave you alone he will.”

“Done!” roared Warrick. “Sousa, come to me do
you.” The beaten Sousa sidled slowly toward the new Lord of the
Manor.

“Yes my Lord?” he asked fearfully.

“Go from this castle do you now,” snarled
Warrick. “Remain in the Western Realm you may, but enter my castle
you may not. Do you understand?” Sousa nodded his head vigorously
as he withdrew from the great hall.

“Hear me now do you all,” he said in a voice
that carried throughout the room. “No one rules this realm but me.
Me and no other, do you hear. My word is law here it is. Any man
who wishes to dispute my authority is welcome to come forward he
is. A trial at arms will I give him I will. No? Then open the
borders to all who wish to do business here do you. Welcome the
clans of the north do you. Send for Armak and Galen the Elf to
advise me do you. Let it be known in the realm that all the Elder
Folk are welcome here they are. Go!”

Servants scattered in all directions to do
his bidding. In one stroke Warrick had undone six years of the
priest’s careful work. Moments later Galen and Armak were at his
side. The young Warrick was drunk with freedom.

 


Five years later Marsden, Baron of Mordan’s
Realm proposed a marriage between his eldest daughter and the
powerful young Lord Warrick of Darkwood Keep. Warrick agreed to the
alliance over the objections of both Armak and Galen. He had been
controlled by the priests for far too long he had roared. His own
counsel would he keep on affairs of state. Warrick needed alliances
if he were to protect himself against a king who was becoming
jealous of the young Lord’s growing power.

Cora came to him with an entourage of priests
in tow. Warrick tolerated them for her sake. He actually became
quite fond of the Lady Cora and indulged her whenever he could. In
the ten years that followed she gave him two daughters. Then Eileen
came to Darkwood Keep.

 


As they strode toward the fairgrounds outside
the castle gates the young soldier was talking excitedly to
Warrick. “You have to see her to believe her, you do my Lord,” he
said. “She looked into my eyes and told me everything about my life
she did. It was amazing it was.”

“You are moonstruck you are Gregor,” laughed
Warrick. “This seeress could have told you anything she could.
Believed the truth of it you would have.”

“My Lord,” exclaimed the young soldier in
mock dismay, “doubt my assessment of the lady if you will, until
you lay eyes on her yourself that is.”

“Be at ease, Gregor,” laughed Warrick again.
“Well do I recall that blonde seeress last year who told you that
rich you would be before Yuletide. Believed her too you did.”

Gregor blushed at this and before he could
think of a suitable comeback, they were at the seeress’s booth.
Galen appeared from behind the curtain. He grinned at Warrick and
stepped aside. “Walk with me, Gregor,” said Galen with a twinkle in
his eye. “Warrick the Mighty must have his fortune told in privacy
he must.”

“What mischief are you up to, Galen?” Warrick
asked with a suspicious look at the old Elf.

“Learn this in a moment you will,” laughed
Galen as he led the puzzled Gregor away.

An equally puzzled Warrick stepped behind the
waiting curtain. He was thunderstruck as he looked into the bluest
eyes that he had ever seen. Eileen was nearly as tall as Warrick
himself with masses of nut brown hair that tumbled over her
shoulders. Her face was flawless, and when she smiled it seemed
like the sun had just burst through the rain clouds. Warrick was
smitten and he was helpless. Having once laid eyes on this woman,
he could never let her go.

“Handfasted are you?” he blurted out.

“Heard that you are most direct, I have my
Lord,” she laughed. Warrick blushed to the roots of his very being.
Her laughter was like the sound of a waterfall on a bright summer’s
day and it filled his heart with a wild joy. “Nay my Lord,” she
said with that music in her voice, “are you?”

“Aye, that I am, curse the luck,” he sighed,
“but I have no mistress I don’t.”

“Is that an offer Good Sir?” she asked with a
grin.

“You are teasing me you are,” he said
sheepishly. “Yes my Lady, that was an offer it was. I feel
something in your presence that I have never felt before I haven’t.
Aside will I put all my realm if only you will have me I will.”

“There is no need for that there isn’t,” she
laughed again. “I feel the attraction even as you do. Understand it
I do not, but together we must be, of this I am sure. I accept your
offer I do.” Warrick swept her into his arms and hugged her
close.

 


He was amazed at her strength when she
returned his embrace. As they hugged Warrick felt the melding of
their spirits and knew that he was whole at last. That piece of him
that had seemed to be missing was now there. This was why Galen had
not wanted him to marry; he had known. Damn that old Elf anyway; he
might have said something. Warrick lost himself in the scent of
Eileen’s hair.

Eileen was soon ensconced in her own small
house just outside the gates of the Keep. Warrick was seen to be
smiling at all times and there seemed to be a new prosperity in the
land. In due time Eileen gave birth to a son and Warrick recognised
him as his official heir. They were so much in love that they whole
realm seemed to be in love with them, everyone except the Lady
Cora.

Cora seethed with hate for Eileen and
Warrick. She had hoped that she would produce the heir to the realm
and when Eileen came all Warrick’s attention went to her. Cora was
all but forgotten except by the priests. They nursed the hate in
her heart.

“It is not right it isn’t,” they
whispered.

“Men have mistresses, women have lovers they
do,” she would sigh. “Neither of Warrick’s daughters is his own and
well he knows it he does. What can I do, she has given him an heir
she has.”

“The heir could die, he could,” they
whispered, “and so could she. Warrick would then turn to you for
solace he would.”

“Warrick could die as well he could,” she
hissed one day and the plot was soon hatched.

 


The night was moonlit, and thinking that Cora
was sleeping, Warrick did not light a torch. He had been with
Eileen, celebrating young Konat’s second birthday, and the hour was
late. As Warrick began to strip off his leather armor he heard a
small sound beside him. Only his warrior’s reflexes saved his
life.

He leaped away and the dagger that was meant
to take him through the groin where there is a small gap in the
armor, merely glanced off his pubic bone and away. A backhand blow
from a huge paw sent the would-be assassin flying against the wall.
Even as he swung his arm he felt the second dagger take him under
the armpit where there is another gap in the armor. A savage twist
kept the dagger from his heart and sent it along a rib doing little
damage.

Roaring like a wounded bull Warrick grabbed
at the second assassin. He caught hold of a small wrist which
snapped in his hand. His eldest daughter screamed in pain. Just
then a guardsman rushed in with a torch.

“Fetch me a healer do you,” roared Warrick as
he snatched the torch from the soldier’s hand. The man fled to do
his bidding as Warrick turned to his daughter. “Go,” he said and
she fled as well. Warrick looked down at the dagger with his blood
on it and felt the pang of betrayal. His own daughter. She whom he
had lavished so much of his love on for so long had tried to
assassinate him. He kicked aside the bloody dagger and moved to see
who the other assassin might be. The light fell across the face of
the Lady Cora.

Seizing the small woman by the front of her
dress he hauled her to her feet. “Why?” he asked bewildered.

“Too late are you,” she hissed in his face,
“your whore is already dead as is that vile offspring of hers.”

In a sudden burst of fury he hurled her
across the room. Bawling for his guards he raced for the castle
gates. As he burst through the gates and ran toward the house he
had given to Eileen he knew that he was too late. In his heart
Warrick knew. Galen and Armak caught up with him just as he found
the bodies of his lover and son. Warrick had gone deathly pale but
not from loss of blood.

“Galen, bring my wife and her daughters to me
in the great hall do you,” he said in a voice that was so soft that
Galen doubted what he had heard.

“Warrick,” he said reaching for the big man’s
shoulder.

Warrick brushed aside that offered hand. “Do
as I say, Elf, or spill you guts on the ground right here I will.”
There was no doubt in that threat. Galen nodded and slipped
away.

Warrick turned to Armak. “Rouse the Wolf Clan
and bring every priest in or near the castle to me in the great
hall do you.” Armak nodded and trotted away. Warrick knelt and
gathered the bodies of his lover and son into his arms. He carried
them slowly back to the great hall where he called the servants to
wrap them in silk and lay them on the long table.

A healer hurried toward Warrick but he waved
her off. Blood still seeped from his wounds, but he did not seem to
care. All the fire and passion seemed to be gone from him. Warrick
was in shock. Eileen and Konat dead, and by Cora’s hand. Warrick
was still having difficulty believing that. Silently he stroked
Eileen’s blood soaked hair and waited.

At length Cora, her daughters, and every
priest near the castle were assembled in the hall. Slowly Warrick
arose to address them. “This night you sought to take my life,” he
said in a cold deadly voice. “Succeeded you have. My life lies
before you on this table it does. Flee from me this night do you,
for at dawn will I will seek you out to take my revenge upon
you.

“At high sun will I loose the Wolf Clan
against the priesthood. All are to be killed on sight, none are to
be spared. The followers of Taratoth are to be driven from my realm
or killed where they stand. Tell your father, Cora, his defenses to
build or to flee. Come to Mordan’s Realm I will. Tear his walls to
the ground I will. Destroy his seed and his line forever I will,
you have my oath on that. Your house will fall before winter, it
will.”

The rage had begun to take him now and he
held up the body of his dead son. “By his spirit do I swear,” he
began to raise his voice as the rage gained momentum. “Drive the
Foul Priesthood from the known lands I will. Hunt them to the far
reaches of the nine realms I will. By all the gods of war, I will
drive them to their death or I will die in the attempt.” Here he
nearly dropped the child’s body and he had to sit again. His wounds
were bleeding freely and he suffered the healer to attend to
him.

At length he spoke again. “Wasting time are
you,” he said in a sad voice. “Comes the dawn I will hunt you. Get
you hence while you can do you.” Warrick fell silent and spoke no
more that night.



As the dawn came Cora and the priests were
well away on the road towards Mordan’s Realm and the castle of her
father the Baron. Outside Darkwood Keep the Wolf Clan had built a
large pyre of dry wood. Warrick carried the bodies of Eileen and
Konat to the pyre and gently laid them on. Carefully he arranged
the bodies in a pose of rest with the child at his mother’s breast.
As Warrick stepped back he signaled Armak to light the fire.
Warrick stood watching as everything beautiful in his life was
consumed by the flame.

“She will be reborn she will,” said Galen at
his side.

Warrick seized Galen’s arm in a grip that
nearly broke it. “When? Where?” he asked vehemently.

“I do not know as yet I don’t,” said Galen
softly.

“Influence this can you?” asked Warrick
intensely.

“Perhaps.”

“Will I find her again?”

“Not in this life I fear.”

“Then in the next,” rumbled Warrick,
“influence this can you?”

“Perhaps, but it will take all my powers and
more it will,” answered Galen.
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