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Scribe Note

	I, the humble scribe of the Order of Requirement, do willingly and wholly attest to the truth of these historical archives.

	This is a telling of our forgotten antiquity.

	Many generations have passed since the events described in this tome. Some of you reading this for the first time never lived through the tyrannical rule of the self-righteous Asmolor, the defiler Eu’rok, and their ambivalent sister Malakas.

	When I was asked to keep a record of all that has transpired, I was overwhelmed. I wondered where to begin. So, after a long deliberation with the council, we concluded that a lesson in the Pantheon and how it related to the mortal races was the best place to start. In this forgotten era, the gods were in our daily lives. Each of the god siblings had created four prime-archs, also known as avatars or demi-gods. Within these prime-archs was the template to create all the mortal races. They wielded immense power—demi-gods to the primary three: Eu’rok, Asmolor, and Malakas. The prime-archs subjugated their creations and children, the mortals. They even garnered worshipers for themselves, all under the watchful eye of the three sibling gods.

	The prime-archs created a small path for mortals to obtain a form of immortality by proving themselves loyal and having supreme skill. In this way, a mortal could be given the right and honor of being an arch. This was rare, but the chance spurred many to redouble their devotion to whomever they wished to achieve an archdom under.

	As we understood it, the Pantheon was split between the three siblings. Malakas was the mother of all creatures, the guardian of the wild and its secrets. Asmolor the Righteous, with a sense of honor, revealed himself as the savior of the world with an air of grandeur. He commanded his faithful with a firm hand, and anyone who strayed from his teachings was met with stern consequences. Last is Eu’rok the Firstborn. He believed it to be his duty to challenge his siblings to be greater, though he did this by using his prime-archs and creations to attack the others, causing war for generations. We can find few reprieves from this ongoing war in our history, but one of the longest stretches started four hundred and forty-four years before Aris Tin’s birth, at the conclusion of the second great war.

	For a more thorough breakdown of the gods and demi-gods, I have drawn out a hierarchy below. I have also included a copy of the old world map, which will help in locating and relating the provinces to modern cities.

	Now let us begin the unadulterated tale of Aris Tin. A man all the world knows of now, but then, he was just one of many countless others under the yoke of the gods’ whim. And this, as I can attest to, was a heavy yoke indeed.

	 


Prelude: 20 years before Aris Tin’s birth

	The cavern was dimly lit with oil lanterns. A small voice quietly sobbed as the robed figures muttered amongst themselves. Her name was Desa, a young woman who had only recently reached adulthood. Looking around in an attempt to discern who had stolen her from home, she saw eight figures dressed in dark, purplish-red robes. Desa pulled her wrists apart to loosen the bindings. Muttering a small curse, she cried louder. One of the robed figures walked over to her, shushing her. “Shh, all is well, child.” However, his eyes showed wickedness and hunger.

	Desa, crossing her legs and pulling them close, did not meet his gaze. “Why have you taken me?” she asked, hoping it was all just a mistake.

	The man began gently stroking her back as he bent down. “We have chosen you to be a part of something magnificent. Be patient, and you will see.” Desa, watching him closely, saw him pull out a dagger. She gave a little shriek, but he quickly reassured her. “Hush now, I am just cutting the ropes.” Slicing away the rope that held her, he rose to his feet. Desa thought for a moment she could run. But run where? She had never been in this cave. The stalagmites all looked the same, and the only sound she could hear was dripping.

	Looking up at the man, who was removing his cowl and stretching his hand to her, she heard him say, “Come with me.” His face was no longer animalistic but soft, warm, and inviting. She felt as if she were being lifted, weightless, as she grasped his hand. “You are home. The baby in your belly is healthy. Your husband is still talking with his grandfather in the other room. Rest now.”

	She was standing upright, though she could not feel the cold stone beneath her feet. “But I need to…” she began but trailed off, hearing, “Hush, child. Rest. Feel the warmth of love for you.” She did, and it beckoned her to obey. “Yes. Yes, you are right.” Her voice trailed off as she embraced the warmth and gentle movement of her body.

	The man was twisting his right hand as he hummed hypnotically to her. Each movement of his hand slowly twisted her until she was lying four feet off the ground on her back. He motioned now to the others to get into position. Desa, dreaming, thought how beautiful and soft the clouds were. A soft, harmonious voice was singing to her, and it was so pleasant to hear. She never wanted to leave.

	Other cloaked figures started to come together in a crescent moon pattern near a hewn slab. The craftsmanship was remarkable on this black stone. The strange demonic glyphs seemed to swirl as if rocked by an unseen sea. It had depressions carved into it that led like a river to nine scarlet jeweled cups at the bottom.

	Everyone quickly made their way to their appropriate spots. A silhouette appeared from beyond the shadows near the slab. His robe was a combination of purple and red, similar to the rest, but it was bordered in silver. The man watched as the cultist slowly brought the woman to him, tightening the grip on his ceremonial blade. The intensity of his adrenaline and excitement was clearly visible. This was an occasion to acquire power and authority. As a testament to his firm devotion, his willingness to do whatever task was asked of him was inspiring, and he encouraged the same eagerness in those who followed him. Lestar, the dark elf goddess and mate of Eu’rok, would surely appreciate this offering. This sacrifice was the last commission that would solidify Lestar’s trust in him by displaying his willingness to do whatever she required. “Perhaps,” the cult leader mulled, “even I can ascend to archdom in time and prove my worth to the goddess. Maybe even share a bed with the deceptively beautiful creature,” Nibarn mused, smiling.

	Desa’s dreamy state persisted even as she was locked in icy iron manacles—first her feet and then her arms. Two large leather straps were fastened down against her chest and thighs. With her head being last, they placed a frame around it, giving her a crown-like look. The cultist slowly turned a lever, allowing the headpiece to fit snugly onto the woman’s cranium. The cultists then interlaced straps into the fastened helmet and snugly attached it to the slab.

	Desa smiled as the incantation wore off, attempting to rise from what she believed to be a deep sleep in her own bed. She quickly realized something was wrong. She shrieked and called out for her husband. “Erik! ERIK, HELP!” Unable to move, she struggled and shook on top of the slab. Her rage won out against her fear. She was pregnant, and it was her belief that this baby was a gift from Asmolor. A terrible accident in childhood had caused many medicine men to claim she would be barren. “Release me now!” she yelled. “I am with child. My firstborn.” Her anger flushed away as she spoke the words, morphing into sobs, tears welling in her eyes. “P… Ple… Please let us go. Please let me go home to my family, my husband.”

	The silver-trimmed, robed figure was standing over her right shoulder. “No. You have been carefully selected. And you are opening a gateway to something far greater than yourself.” Her cries continued as Nibarn watched coldly. “Nevertheless, I understand your fear. And do you want to know a secret?” Leaning his head next to hers, all she could do was tilt her eyes in his direction. “We orchestrated your marriage to Erik. We made sure that you would have this child.” His smile was broad, and his voice was but a whisper. “And we did all of this to have the purest sacrifice.” Desa shook her tight shackles in fear as she sobbed uncontrollably. Nibarn laughed, grinning, “No… no, stop your crying. It will be over quickly, and your husband will be waiting for you in the afterlife.” The cruel man paused as if in thought. “Wait... no… no, he won’t. Neither of you will be in Asmolor’s paradise. No, Lestar already claimed his soul for Eu’rok. Apologies, sweet Desa. I guess torment awaits you and your family.” Shrugging as if it were nothing, he ripped at her dress, tearing a piece off and stuffing it in her mouth. “I need you to be quiet,” he scolded. The young woman felt the cloth slipping down her throat, soaking up the moisture. Desa struggled to breathe, her sobs muffled as she forced herself to focus on breathing.

	Desa’s lips moved silently as she whispered her prayer, attempting to quell the fear in her heart. Her prayers were to Asmolor himself and then to the patron god of humans, Kalisdel. Asmolorian was her upbringing, and the humans had Kalisdel as their patron god through that faith. Never in the holy texts had the gods failed to help their people. She believed and clung to that hope. The man who had taunted and mocked her began speaking to the other cloaked figures. But she still prayed, begging for salvation. Desa’s thoughts continued even as she mouthed the words. “Asmolor protects. Asmolor delivers. Asmolor, the salvation of man.” The Asmolorian paladins and knights would eliminate this contamination from the universe, and thus, she would be rescued. She tried to nod in affirmation of this belief, but the device on her head and the straps kept her pinned. She put all her trust in her prayers and visualized her own liberation in hopes that it would become a reality.

	Nibarn moved as he began speaking to those gathered. “We are ready to begin.” He turned his gaze behind himself as he moved to the front. “And it seems our goat has accepted its fate,” he said, waving his hands over the docile female form. Hushed chuckles rose from the crowd. Nibarn smiled wickedly as he pulled up the cowl concealing his face. “Begin!”

	In unison, the figures began a low chant. Turning his back to them, Nibarn began his own prayer, one that would initiate the magic that would bind all participants to Lestar. The lanterns hanging shifted in color and began sprouting black flames to illuminate the cavern. The chanting continued as Nibarn spoke loudly over the chorus. “With this sacrifice, we willingly, wholly, and completely bind our bodies, minds, and souls to the Mistress of Shadows, Lestar. We become her instruments. Her strength is our strength. Her power is our power. This woman is the last descendant of the great cleric, Bryce Anvil—the first human marked by our mistress. Today we end the lineage and bring glory to Lestar. She will find us worthy.”

	The others did not break their chant as he spoke. This desecration of a prayer offered altered the atmosphere around the crescent circle and the altar itself. As the lanterns oozed out, their black flames filled the area, and the warmth of their glow enveloped the space without burning anything. Few knew the consequences of this type of dark clerical binding. Nibarn had dismissed the fears as paranoia and a children’s tale to frighten peasants into paying homage to Asmolor. The overpowering desire for power caused them to overlook the warnings. They welcomed the darkness like children playing with a match in a mountain of hay.

	The moment the sacrifice was complete, all of their fates would be tethered to the will of Lestar. Her beauty was captivating, but it was only a disguise masking her true darkness. Nothing in the world mattered to her, save for her beloved creator, Eu’rok. She gave out power and favor one day and stripped it away the next. She enjoyed using and toying with mortals and particularly loved turning Asmolor’s children against each other. Whether those serving her failed or succeeded, in the end, they would become slaves. Their souls would be fuel for Eu’rok or put to use as anti-paladins, Dread Reavers.

	Passing the dagger from hand to hand, waiting for the magic to do its part, Nibarn envisioned his future: kingdoms bending to his will, wealth beyond belief, and actual power to remake the world with his new queen, Lestar—perhaps even unite and turn all humans into servants of Lestar. The dark flames passed around the altar, captivating his gaze. A vibrating hum emanated from the hand that held the dagger. When he cast his gaze downward, he saw a spectral hand, exquisite and beautiful, extending out of a flame at his feet. It touched the dagger; the shape remained the same, but it was a foaming, pulsating cloud of darkness. Moving it again to his more dominant hand, it trailed ash. A voice spoke into his mind, or what he thought was a voice. “Well done, Nibarn. Now… do it.”

	He shivered in excitement at the sensual voice. “Yes,” he whispered.

	Desa, still praying, struggled against the restraints. The panic showing in her eyes seemed to spur the man on with glee. His dagger had transformed into a phantom blade, and he was moving closer to her. Placing the blade on her wrist, Nibarn looked right into her eyes. It horrified her to see a whirlwind of black flame with what seemed to be tiny people floating, trapped all around her. He smiled down at her as she felt the flesh tearing open on her wrist. She felt the warmth of blood rolling down from her wrist to her body. The sound of liquid dripping into glasses resonated in her ears, and she knew that it was her blood pumping out of her body that was making the sound in the cups. The man repeated the cut on the other wrist. More blood pooled on the slab and began draining toward her body and down, filling the cups. Nibarn took one step over, his hands raised high. Desa tried to yell. With what little life she had left, she tried to plead for her child. The dagger swooped down and pierced her belly. Her mind raced and began to slow, the shock of it all seeping into her core being. The hope of her happy life was gone. Her gods, the promises she lived her life upon, stripped bare. “Where are you?” was the last question she ever asked, the last thought she would ever have.

	None in the room dared move. The blade had been thrust to the hilt into the mother’s womb. However, before Nibarn could remove it, the blade vanished into ashen smoke that hovered above the punctured belly. A vivid blue hue was slowly being infused into the gray cloud. The wails of a baby filled the room with an icy chill. Those watching cringed for the briefest moment before quickly returning to awe, lest someone accuse them of being unworthy. They watched, complacent, as the baby’s soul cried out in horror, receiving a torment it had never earned. Even Nibarn was taken aback by the sound of the cry. In a joint wave of terror, the mother and the child’s soul screamed out, a sinister melody that filled the air with an oppressive feeling, enjoyed only by the most wicked of beings. Then, in an instant, the cloud was gone, and the dagger re-materialized in the woman’s dead body. The blade was no longer humming or calling for death; it was just the ordinary dagger once more.

	Looking away from the blade as he pulled it from Desa’s body, he turned toward his cultists. He moved down and around, reaching to grab the most ornate cup filled with blood. “We honor our matron. We honor our mistress. Forever hers!” Tipping his head back, he forced the warm blood down his throat. In an attempt not to throw up, he let some pour onto his face. Tossing the glass down, he motioned for the others to partake.

	Only slightly hesitant, they moved forward to embrace the promised reward of their deed. All drank; a few gagged, but all drank. It was one of the most profane acts Nibarn had ever done or even thought about. It was just the beginning, he thought. He reveled in the darkness.

	The eerie silence following the drinking, combined with the black fire, was enough to keep everyone on edge. They had completed the initiation ritual as instructed by the dark elf priestess who had guided them. Nibarn pondered that perhaps they had miscalculated and grabbed the wrong woman. He quickly reminded himself that the months of preparation would not have been in vain.

	Laughter rose from nowhere and everywhere. As the flames flashed wildly, they increased, causing everyone to stammer away. “Well done, my faithful humans. My faithful children. Today you have killed that bastard cleric’s bloodline.” Everyone looked around, trying to steal a glance at this unseen woman. “From this murder and a willingness to accept my patronage, all of you are now mine.” Her laughter began again as dark tendrils reached from the flames, pulling all the faithful cultists to their knees. Heads bowed in terror, most missed seeing the long silver-haired woman rising among them. They all realized that they were being compelled to kneel. The tentacles that reached from the flames were also glowing as if they too were on fire, though none burned. Looking up, Nibarn saw the female. His voice croaked, “Wow.”

	The others took notice of her, their eyes wide with wonder. Both male and female among them found her beauty irresistible yet unattainable. This delicate, slim elf continued to rise far above them all. Her form was crisp, and the colors were vibrant, though she seemed almost ghostly. She wore clothing that was crafted to perfectly accentuate her curves, the fabric brushing against her skin with every movement. Her eyes were painted blackish purple, and her hair lay over her shoulders onto her appealing breasts. Every part of Lestar’s visage was lustrous and stunning.

	Nibarn took a lot of effort to work up the courage to address her, stammering slightly as he said, “We have pleased you, mistress? This… this has been our sole goal: to find a way to be worthy. May we…”

	She gestured with her hand to stop him from speaking. Contemplating her next move, she then spoke in her duplicitous, sultry tone. “You have pleased me. And yet, much more must be given and done before you will be worthy. Now come, child, and take a piece of me and be mine.”

	The flamed tendrils released Nibarn. Shocked and shaking, he rose to his feet and stepped forward, his head held low in deference to her. “No… no… no, look into my eyes.” Her voice dripped, teasingly inviting him. His eyes lifted. Her form leaned closer, almost into him. Excited, he licked his lips and then quickly tried to hide the instinctual action beneath a cough. His thoughts were on being kissed by her, and yet Lestar did not. She instead opened her mouth, and a small violet orb floated from her to him.

	He quickly adjusted his mouth to receive this little orb. Swallowing hard, he panicked briefly as it felt lodged in his throat, coughing slightly and then swallowing again. Every part of his body felt empowered; euphoria brought him back to his knees. The feeling was beyond any pleasure or experience he had ever felt before. “I feel… I feel you. I feel the power.”

	Lestar’s lips curled up in a smirk, and she gave a subtle nod of approval, understanding that all she had provided him was merely a momentary feeling—a magic that would create an ever-unquenchable desire for her, to be whatever she needed him to be. This spell created an addiction to her, making those tricked into becoming willing slaves for the rest of their lifespans and thereafter. Not only would they have a miserable corporeal existence, but their life force would know a horror beyond comprehension. Her gift brought about a common destiny, leaving no one with a choice in the matter.

	Lestar bestowed her power on each cultist, a feeling of warmth washing over them as they imbibed her tiny orbs. She gave them all instructions, her voice ringing out in the cave’s stillness. The dark goddess readied them for the dispiriting sensation of having duties delegated to them by her agents. “I will not be delivering what I decree you to do in person. You must wait and heed my priestesses and priests. From this point on, only those who continue to garner my approval will have the honor of being in my presence. But today you have done wonderfully and earned the right to become my children. I will be keeping an eye on all of you.” She spoke her last words, which echoed eerily throughout the cave, before she vanished. The flickering yellowish flames of the lanterns filled the room with a warm and comforting light, the tranquility of the cave only broken by the occasional crackle of the flames and the soft, steady drip of water filling the space between heavy breaths from all those gathered.

	 


1

	36 Years Later…

	Victus stood outside the doorframe of the adolescent Aris's room. He rose extra early so he and his adopted son would make good time. Today was a special start to a yearly two-week trip, a pilgrimage they made every year to the ceremonies in Delwan honoring their dead loved ones.

	During their trip, they would hunt, fish, spar, laugh, and enjoy the reprieve from the city. Being the highest-ranking knight of the city, he had many responsibilities, some of which took away from the time he wanted to spend with his son. The city of Lindly was the last land-based city before the capital, Asmadine—Asmolor, god of holiness's most glorious creation, in his own disillusioned mind. For his vanity had become so substantial that he could only see greatness in structures, having forgotten the joy of his mortal, living creations. His design took centuries to build and centuries to rebuild after Eu’rok, his brother, razed it.

	Victus’s nickname was the half-pal or half-paladin. This title, filled with fondness, was given to him when he finished his official training to become a paladin. Despite having finished his training, Victus departed from the order, hence the nickname half-pal. He had unquestionably proven himself worthy of joining the Caedes. It was whispered among the people that he was the chosen one to ascend to archdom. His mentor, Johnathan Skylighter, known simply as Sky, had achieved archdom centuries ago during the first great war of the brothers. By completing the gods’ trials, Sky achieved a feat no other human had ever accomplished, earning personal recognition and a promotion from Asmolor himself.

	It was widely known that Asmolor held humans in contempt. They served as instruments to toil in the fields, maintain the roads, and perform all the duties the greater races deemed unworthy of themselves. Asmolor needed more warriors for the first war, so he had to resort to conscripting humans into battle. Skylighter had worked tirelessly in those first few years and proved himself to be invaluable.

	Skylighter had known a few others like himself, but none of them impacted his conviction like Victus. This man had surprised him. Victus had surpassed all the other trainees and had been the rising star of House Andreas. It seemed to be understood that Victus would face the trials of Asmolor’s children. But he stepped down and decided he would rather be a father. After rescuing the baby, Aris, he never looked back, forging an alternative path for himself.

	Victus pulled down the latch and entered his young son’s room. As he entered, Aris slept soundly, and Victus’s mind traveled back. He remembered the chaos of war as if it were yesterday: the shouts and screams of terror, some crying out for aid, others shell-shocked into mental infancy. But the smell—the smell he would never forget. He swayed slightly as the scent seemed to slip up his nostrils. Shaking it away, he looked down upon his sleeping son. Sixteen years ago, Skylighter’s Gryphon Shock Troopers arrived at Delwan, a mining city’s aid. Though they could cover leagues much faster than their horse-bound comrades, the gryphon-borne knights, their metal breastplates glinting in the sun, were too late to save the day. Something had set ablaze the city of Delwan, the small stream nearby saturated with blood. Tagar’s calling card was unmistakable, the red river a winding ribbon of color, creating a vivid trail. Above them, the paladins could smell the acrid smoke and hear the crackling of the fire that showed the extent of his destruction. But it was the river of blood that was the most disheartening sight. Tagar had a formidable ability to instill fear in the hearts of the mortal races. The constant terror that Tagar and his followers had instilled in the descendants of Asmolor was unrelenting. The feeling appeared to be entrenched in their very bones, fortified by the sight of the scarlet rivers flowing through their territories.

	Tagar was the prime arch to the orcs, ogres, and trolls. He was disgustingly grotesque in his behavior towards Asmolor’s children, demanding his minions retrieve any survivors from every battle and slit their throats in the nearest river. If no river was nearby, he flayed the surrendered civilians and soldiers, women and children borne naked, staked to crossed posts and tortured. The devastation wrought by the depraved orcs and trolls was evident on all the riders’ faces. Skylighter gestured to his men, commanding them to search for survivors, though he was sure none would be found.

	An hour into the salvage, Sky heard Victus yell, “I have found a child.” Before the words were fully processed, Sky was blistering towards the sound. Not registering the word "child," he believed the enemy remained.

	“Some stragglers, perhaps wanting some loot,” Skylighter thought. Sky arrived to see Victus’s helm clattered against the ground, its metal echoing in the silence. His sandy brown hair was cut short, and his beard was trimmed close to his face. The pale metal bracers gently cradled a sleeping child. Sky, relieved that no attack was underway, asked hesitantly, “Does the babe live?” He expected the answer to be no.

	Victus lifted his gaze to Skylighter, his eyes a captivating greenish-gray. His mouth tensed as he inched his hand up to his mouth, barely making a sound. “Shh,” and Victus nodded yes.

	~~~

	Aris slept, looking almost completely as he did that evil, wonderful day—sleeping soundly and in peace. Though, of course, he had grown. The young boy was studious and took his training profoundly seriously. His father’s men would often call him the ‘old man.’ Aris was tactical and wise for his age, but Victus had made certain that his son remained humble in this. For all the military training, for all the knowledge that one could learn, humility was to be the shroud of an authentic hero of the light.

	Young Aris rolled over, facing his father, his eyes popping wide as he looked groggily into his father’s face. “Oh no, I slept in?” his voice croaked.

	Victus smiled down at him, reaching down to pat his son’s shoulder reassuringly. “Not even by a minute. I am early. Just started making our meal before we leave. And I have a gift for you.” Pausing, his voice changed tones, taking on that of a female maid. “Make yourself ready, Master Aris Tin of the noble House Andreas.” Victus gave his son a curtsy as the boy laughed. His father continued in the maiden’s voice, “Breakfast will be ready when you are.” Aris was one of the few who got to see this silly side of Victus, and something about it always made Aris laugh.

	“Ya know, Dad, that voice is truly awful. Not to mention you are one ugly maiden.”

	Heading for the door so Aris could dress, he turned on his heels towards his son, squealing out one last time, “Oh... Oh… my lord… how could you say such a thing? I am the finest maid you will ever know!” Both laughing, Victus quipped, “Don’t dawdle. And pack appropriately.” His voice was warm and fatherly as he shut the door.

	Aris heard his father’s footsteps as they departed, echoing throughout the quiet, ranch-style hall of the house. It was a timber-framed and stone-encased home with the hearth in the middle. The noise of dishes and pots being displaced could be heard muffled outside. Aris could smell the food, and his stomach growled in anticipation. Springing from his bed, he ripped his evening shirt up and over his shoulders. He grabbed his boots and folded pants from under the bed. One leg and then the other, hopping as he stuffed his feet into the boots. He opened the shutters on his window to peer out and feel the air of the weather. Sniffing as he spoke, “Cool morning. No clouds.” Watching the sky above doubtfully, he said, “It’s going to rain,” grabbing his brown padded shirt as he moved toward the wafting smell of his breakfast feast. He turned and ran over to the end of his bed, grabbing his rucksack, which he had packed the night before. Now he was ready. He loved the two-week adventures with his father every year, and he was filled with the hum of anticipation. Reaching the door, his shirt and bag in each hand, he quickly thought over what he had with him. He grabbed his steel blue cloak off the hook. Holding the cloak, shirt, and bag, he bounded down the hallway to the hearth.

	Upon reaching the kitchen, his father was ladling gravy over toasted biscuits and sausage. Victus looked up as he placed a knife and fork out for his son. “Young squire, you are not dressed for duty!” Instantly, Aris dropped his gear—his cloak and shirt—and stood at attention as if he were in the drilling auditorium. He offered a confused look to his father. Victus looked him over and repeated, “You are not dressed for duty, young squire!" His father’s eyes stared right into the boy’s bare chest.

	Aris dipped his gaze down, looking at his gear. “What have I forgotten… Oh?” Snatching up the leather-padded tunic, he wiggled it over his head. Then he stood at attention once more. His father smiled, his eyes twinkling, and beckoned him closer with a wave of his hand. “Come sit and let’s eat.” Aris did not notice his father use the word squire, and this amused Victus. The young lad had been working very hard to become a squire but had not yet been given the rank until this morning. Victus's lips spread into a satisfied smile as he glided toward his seat.

	Both father and son sat across from each other at the small table, laughing as they ate and talked about what lay ahead of them. Every year, they celebrated Aris's life day with a trip. This journey took them two weeks there and back on horseback, and they would always come across some interesting characters. Their destination was the tragic desecration of Delwan. Now sixteen years rebuilt, it hosted a remembrance ceremony—a place where those who lost loved ones or friends could go to honor the dead. Respect for the customs and traditions was important to Victus, and he instilled in Aris this legacy of recognition for those who paid the ultimate price, dying in this never-ending fight against the tide of Eu’rok’s vile subjugation.

	In addition to celebrating Aris, it was a special time for him to recognize his parents, who died on the day of the Delwan massacre. Holding this space for their memory was important to him.

	The journey also offered them a break from the hustle and bustle of their day-to-day life in the city. It was full of lessons, both planned and unplanned. Victus capitalized on this with his young son. The Academy of Soldiering, the Temple of Kalisdel, and the Scientific Mysticism Library were where all the young students learned. But Aris’s father was an unconventional and creative thinker and teacher. Aris received instruction from him every day. The most essential thing to Victus, however, was becoming a righteous, duty-bound man—not only from what his father said but from his own actions. His father’s words echoed what was in Aris's heart, which was seen in his actions.

	After the third helping of food was finished, the two cleaned up the kitchen together. Aris was washing the dishes in the basin, craning his neck to watch his father pick up a crate and place it on his work table. It was a decent-sized box with an inscription burned into the side. Aris tried to squint and read it, but the words were too small. He moved to dry off the pots and plates, then set his bag on the kitchen table, pretending to double-check his things. His father smiled as he faced away from his son. “Would you like to come see what I have for you in the crate?”

	Aris hurried over, nearly sprinting into his father’s table as he tried to hide his eagerness. “It’s a pretty nice crate. Solid wood. Is it walnut?”

	“Yes, now open it.”

	Aris first read the words on the side. “Aris Tin of the House Andreas.” He smiled widely at his father, excitement building, and lifted the lid.

	The inside of the box was layered with fur pelts. Aris thought it looked like rabbit. He removed the first layer. His jaw dropped. He looked from his father to the pristine leather. Victus, a hand on his chin, grinned proudly. “Take it out.”

	Aris lifted the torso-formed leather piece out of the box. It was very sturdy but not stiff. The brown was so dark it looked black. In the center of the chest piece was a Peregrine insignia. The color matched his steel-blue cloak. “This is amazing, da! Can I put it on?”

	Victus nodded and helped Aris with the straps, tightening them. “Snug. Comfortable?”

	Aris twisted side to side and placed his feet in a fighting stance, moving his arms in a simulated attack. “Perfect!”

	His father smiled. “Back to the box, son. There is more.”

	Aris reached in and removed the next layer of white pelts. He saw interlocking shoulder guards made of the same leather. The pauldrons were crafted with small falcons on each. Reaching in again, he saw the greaves and bracers, with two falcons centered on each piece. “A FULL SET!” Aris yelled in excitement. Offering the pauldrons to his father to help him attach them to the torso, he quickly reached down to fasten the belt loops to his calves.

	Patting Aris in confirmation that he had finished, his father added, “It will take some time to get used to wearing it. Your movements may be sluggish at first.”

	Aris twisted and moved his hands up and down to test the weight. “Yes, but it is not as heavy as I thought,” Aris said, smiling at his father stupidly. “I want to fight.” Leaning his dominant foot forward, he crouched into a pounce and kicked back, rolling as if to disengage from an enemy. “I see what you mean, Da.”

	Nodding, his father quipped, “Wear it every day and practice.”

	Victus tapped his finger on the box. “More.” This time, Aris rolled back toward the box. He missed his mark and rose underneath the table, smacking his head. His father laughed heartily. “Practice and patience.” He pulled Aris up.

	Aris, ecstatic, didn’t really feel the knot he had just given his head. He reached in again, tossing the pelts aside. The leather belt, sheathed dagger, and gladius were yanked from the box so quickly that Victus had to duck to avoid being hit on the head. Aris had the belt on in seconds. “You’ll have to be quick at putting the armor on yourself someday.” Chuckling as he watched his son, Aris pulled the dagger out first. It was unblemished, save for some nicks. It was sharp and had the initials VA etched in the handle.

	“It was my first dagger when I became a squire,” his father explained. “The pommel can be replaced from a bear to a falcon, like the sword and armor.” His father’s face was slightly sheepish, as if waiting to hear disappointment from his son at the sight of his own insignia still on the weapon's pommel. But all he heard was, “It’s perfect.”

	Aris placed the dagger back on his belt and reached to hug his father. Victus embraced him and kissed the top of his head. The excited young man said, “Da, it’s perfect.” Aris stepped back from the hug and looked down at the ivory pommel of the dagger. “Besides, keeping the bear means I will always be fighting with you nearby.”

	Victus hoped the day would never come—the day when he would not be able to stand with his son. But the sentiment was understood. Pleased, Victus said, “Now the sword; look it over and test the weight.”

	Aris pulled the small sword out. Looking it over, he saw it was made in the traditional fashion of the knighted legions of Kalisdel: sharp and balanced. The pommel was the only significant difference; it was crafted from obsidian into a falcon’s talons, clutching a small sapphire stone. The grip was wrapped in dark leather with the initials ATA. “Aris Tin of House Andreas,” he whispered to himself.

	Victus, hearing this, nodded in agreement and said, “You are a fully fledged squire under our house name.” His hand gripped young Aris's shoulder. “You are to be my personal attaché. The parchment and your insignia pin are all that remain in the box.”

	Aris's eyes went wide in disbelief. “Officially? I am not yet 17.”

	His father reached in and pulled the falcon pin out, walking over to Aris's cloak as he spoke. “You have received the highest marks in all your training outside of my work with you. The council here has found you worthy.” He draped the cloak over his son, allowing him to tie the leather strings. Then, leaning in, he fastened the pin to him. “Aris Tin, first squire of the new order of the Peregrine under the House of Andreas. Do you accept to be a defender of truth, righteousness, and a protector of the defenseless?”

	Aris straightened his shoulders and puffed out his chest, his chin raised high in pride. He looked up into his father’s eyes. “I do swear, Da.” His face was bright red as he blurted, “I mean, I do swear, sir.” His right hand balled into a fist pressed against the falcon emblem on his new armor in salute. His father returned the salute and grinned as Aris hugged him again.

	“Thank you, Da! Thank you for all that you have done for me. I love you.”

	Victus held back the wave of tears welling in his eyes. “And I love you, son. I always will. Now, ready the horses. We leave within the hour.”

	 


2

	Nibarn paced in his personal chambers. He had inherited the stewardship of the city of Lindly from his father thirty-five years ago. He had made many sacrifices during these thirty-five years, and yet this was another sacrifice he was willing to make in his reach for the dark power Lestar offered. His tremors were terrible these days. Feeling anxious and worn thin, he tried to stop the shakes with stiff drinks, though this would only temporarily ease the tension. He was, he thought, “dreadfully ill.” He muttered to himself, “I need more, I need more,” and he could not put his thoughts together beyond that utterance, but his body knew the routine. So he moved closer to the cabinets. Upon reaching one, his hands hastily pulled it open. Fumbling and knocking over a few glasses, he finally grabbed hold of one. Frantically, he poured the bottle of River Wine into the small glass. However, his hands were shaking so badly that he missed the glass completely. He threw the glass down to the ground, and with impatience, he just lifted the bottle, chugging until it too dropped to the floor, breaking. He felt the tension ease quickly. He gazed at the broken glass and pooling liquid as he heard a soft patting on his door. Nibarn straightened and began kicking the broken glass underneath the cabinet. He tossed a lambskin cloth down on the spilled wine.

	The guard knocked softly again and added, “Milord, the Inquisition's Ambassador is here to see you.”

	Nibarn hurriedly cleaned up his mess and tried to keep his voice calm and dignified. “Quite right. Please enter and escort the esteemed emissary of Asmolor.”

	The door slowly opened, and the female high elf stormed past the guards. She turned and pushed the nearest one back, slamming the door shut. The guard just stood dumbstruck, looking at the others. One spoke up, “Milord?” he called through the door.

	Nibarn kept his voice calm and answered, “I am fine. Our guest is in a hurry. Nothing to fret about. Back to your stations.” Scurrying mixed with the clanking of armored men echoed through the hall to his room.

	He turned his attention solely to the female elf and kept his voice low, though clearly vexed. “I summoned you six months ago. How am I supposed to complete our mistress’s will if you don’t even show me what and how you want the work done?” Nibarn demanded, feeling that he had the upper hand. He turned back to open more wine and pour a glass for the emissary and himself. The female high elf was blonde, slender, and of small stature, and had the distinct bearing of a queen. Her clothing represented a station of Asmolor’s favored elvish house, Elivi. It was a facade. She removed the ring that disguised her appearance. Her hair turned black as night, and her skin shifted to a raven gray, retaining only her beauty. She walked behind the insolent human as he poured, but it was in the way a green viper would slither after its prey. She listened to the pathetic steward berate her further. “What, no response? So you fear my power, eh, elf?”

	Before he could utter another word, his knees buckled from two quick kicks, and his head slammed down to the floor, the glasses shattering next to his face. Dazed, he tried to crawl away. Coughing on the blood now streaming from his mouth, he gasped for air. In his fear, he reached inside his cloak for his wand or something he could use to defend himself. The dark elf bore down upon him, her dagger ready to slice open his neck.

	Her voice was soothing, not reflecting the contempt on her face. “Tsk… tsk… tsk,” she flicked the words out mockingly. “Are you not a servant?” She meant slave, but "servant" sounded so much better. “Are you not blessed by our matron herself?” The blade in her hand pressed harder into his throat. He didn’t dare speak, so he just gave a small wiggle of affirmation. “Ah, that’s a good boy.” Hopping off him, she holstered the dagger and said, “Get up and clean yourself off,” waving him away as she sardonically spun to pour herself a glass of wine.

	She drank the wine as she watched the dazed man, his face streaked with blood trickling from the many cuts caused by the glass. His head was ringing. He grabbed some cloth from his desk and began frantically wiping the wine off his hand-embroidered tunic. Droplets fell softly onto his silver and red clothing. He instinctively reached for the cuts on his face with the cloth and began soaking up the blood. The dark elf finished the last bit of the wine, placing the glass down delicately. He watched her turn and walk back toward him, and he thought about how eloquently her body seemed to sway. Her movements were purposeful yet effortless, as if she were the wind. This female elf was the definition of grace, a subtle movement of sensuality. So attractive. So beautiful. he thought, quickly adding to himself—and deadly. She was inches from him, close and intoxicating. She raised her arm, touching his wounded face with the tip of her index finger. Speaking in a foreign tongue, his wounds healed. His aching head subsided, and he bowed in reverence to her. Weakly, he apologized. “Forgive the outburst. I was beside myself in frustration. My fits are growing worse.”

	She nodded in understanding as she spoke. “You are in disfavor, Nibarn. Our spies indicate your cult is being unraveled by the city’s commander, Victus. You have become sloppy, and your murders are too frequent. If you are discovered, our invasion, our subterfuge, will be halted before it fully sets in.”

	Nibarn straightened, nodding in acknowledgment. “We have perhaps gotten a little careless.” He rubbed his neck as if willing his voice to continue. “But we have replaced all members of the council who were not on board with us, save for Victus.” Speaking with more confidence, he continued, “He has the garrison, and the people adore him. We cannot threaten or bribe him. Even your own scouts, who have watched him, say that the risk of exposure is high, especially if we attempted to kill him.”

	The priestess thought as she listened. After a moment’s consideration, she suggested, “Perhaps you should turn his investigation back onto him. Set up evidence, make him the villain. Of course, the peasants will take some convincing. However, disclosing to them his covert leadership of the cult for years, along with irrefutable evidence, will likely influence them. Based on that evidence, you can charge all his subordinates, including the lieutenants and sergeants, as accomplices. After which, you will already have my personal guard here, disguised and ready to take on the role of guardians of the city. The rank and file will snap to attention at being led by high elves.” She spat on the ground as if the words high elves tasted terrible. “We will be your shadow enforcers until the city is turned into the staging ground for our other plans.”

	Nibarn was grinning wickedly at the thought of finally getting rid of this thorn, Victus. “I will see that it is done. I have two weeks while he is on a journey away from the city to prepare, and my son—the fool—will be in charge of the guard until he returns…” Nibarn hesitated but added, “Priestess, do you have anything else for me?” The question was twofold: a hope that she had an orb of power for him to swallow, something to help with the ever-unquenchable thirst he had for his mistress, Lestar. But it was also to be certain that she had nothing else to share with him. He shifted his gaze from her to the desk. “I mean not to rush you. It’s just that many things are awaiting my attention, and I will have to summon the others so we can prepare.”

	The priestess, with a coy grin, said, “I may have something for you.” Her hand raised, and she pointed directly at him as she continued, “But I want to hear every detail of your plan.” Nibarn placed the documents he was holding down. He attempted to show that he was not really all that interested in what she may or may not have. But his insides were screaming, begging him to attack her and take what she had. It sounded as if another person was in his head urging him. The gnawing, overwhelming compulsion of a man trapped in an addiction he did not know he had. Go to her, kill her, and take what is rightfully yours. Lestar craves chaos and death. She would approve. Shaking the thoughts far from his head, he felt the fear and undeniable understanding of these dark elves. How many others like her were actually in the guard? In the city? Enough that it would mean absolute oblivion and death if he tried to kill the priestess; he knew that. He quickly collected his scattered thoughts and motioned for another glass of wine. Surprisingly, she walked over and poured him one. Though she gave no visible sign, she knew what he had thought. Passing him the glass, she turned from him, grabbed a chair, and sat down, looking directly at him. “You know, Nibarn, if you were able to kill me, this meeting would never have happened in the first place. Now drink your wine and tell me how you plan to set Victus up.”
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