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   CHAPTER I
 
   Thad groaned as the sun steaming in from the small window in his room pulled him from his peaceful sleep. As he did everyone morning Thad went through a series of stretches, each one pulling at his chest causing small tinges of pain. It was getting better, Thad thought as he ran his fingers over the garish scar that ran diagonally across his chest. It had been a deep wound one that had left him in bed for countless days. He was lucky that the dwarven healers were so skilled otherwise he wouldn’t be here today. 
 
   They were good but unlike the stories he had read not even magic could heal a body that was near death overnight, especially when one had been cut with an enchanted blade.
 
   It had been a slow road to recovery, but he had not spent his time idly. No he was learning everything that the dwarves could or would teach him. He still couldn’t speak dwarven very well but there were a few dwarves who could speak the common tongue but they seemed reluctant to answer some of his questions especially when it came to the Brotherhood of the Fox. The elders always told him the same thing when he inquired about them, “all things come in their own good time.” It was irritating to say the least, but he was left with no other choice than to wait until they believed he was ready to know the answers to those questions. 
 
   While knowledge of the past was withheld from him, there was still plenty the dwarves had to teach. Thad was fascinated by how they lived, and how they worked metal. Every dwarf had magic flowing through their veins, and if Thad understood them correctly they were born of it. They didn’t use it in a flashy manner for the most part it was subtle and slow. When they worked the metal they allowed magic to flow into the metal with each hammer stroke, instead of creating the item then enchanting it, like he did. They would spend weeks or years  on an item making sure that there were no imperfections.
 
   Slipping on his heavy leather tunic and britches Thad made his way to the mirror. Looking at himself he was amazed at what he saw. He no longer resembled the youth he had been when his journey had started back in the academy. His face had hardened, and his left eye had been replaced by a blue gem that allowed him to see. His body was marred with scars from different battles. His once long hair had been cut, and his face showed the beginnings of a beard.
 
   No the young child, Mark, that had dreamed of freedom was gone, long dead on the side of the road. Thad was a different person now. The fantasies of childhood were gone replaced by the harsh facts that the world had left imprinted on his body.
 
   Thad let his hand drift to the brand of two quarter moons facing each other. It was a bittersweet memory that passed through his mind. He had been drugged and tortured in the Farlan dungeon by order of the queen. He had spent months in a cramped cell chained to a wall, barely able to think, but there had been one person who had cared for him in that time. Mari, the Farlan princess had visited him and done what she could to ease his pain. He missed her and often dreamed of her though his dreams bothered him in that regard. He didn’t see her as he remembered her to be, no she was often dressed in battle leathers wielding a sword. He wasn’t sure what the dreams meant and if truth be told he was more than a little anxious to get back and find out. But there were other things that called to him. 
 
   He had learned in the darkness, that he was woefully underprepared in the area of magic. The dwarves while magical in nature were of little use in helping him train. He had done some on his own but he had found himself at a wall. He needed help and there was only one person he could think of who might be able to shed some light on the subject, the Vathari mage Sae-Thae. 
 
   Thad knew there would be risks in trying to get to the mage but he felt as if he had little choice in the matter. His dwarven friend Crusher didn’t seem to like the idea at all and protested his staying behind whenever the two met. Thad understood his concern the Vathari had chased them through countless tunnels intent on their deaths. Now, not only was he planning to walk back in the tunnels but into the very heart of the Vathari territory. He felt as he had little choice in the matter though.
 
   Everything was almost ready for his trip, all he had to do was put the finishing touches on his new sword. He had lost almost everything in the tunnels even his staff though somehow it had found its way back. Unlike the stories the dwarves had been more than happy to lend him a forge and Crusher had begun teaching him dwarven blacksmithing secrets. He knew he was still years if not centuries away from Crusher’s skill but he believed his sword was still a masterpiece in the making. 
 
   Stepping out of his small house Thad lifted up his head letting the sun’s rays warm his skin. Avalanche quickly made her way to his side. Thad bent down and patted the creature hard on its head. Like most children Thad had dreamed of having a pet. The academy had dogs but they were used for hunting and the students were only allowed to be near them when it was necessary for training. Avalanche might not have been the pet he dreamed of but he loved the creature dearly and could think of no better companion. The dwarves had also taken a liking to Avalanche, though for other reasons than his own.
 
   One of the dwarven elders had told Thad that Avalanche was the product of wild magic. Where the flow of magical energy had gotten too strong in one area and broke free of its intended path and was absorbed in mass quantity by a gem. That gem changed and took on a consciousness of its own. The elder had said no one knew for sure how a heart stone picked its form or acted the way it did, but one thing was for certain it was as alive as any other creature.
 
   Thad made his way down to the forges.  Most of the dwarves that passed him greeted him with a smile though a few of them looked at him with contempt and open hatred. Thad knew why they felt this way; it had been one of the first things he had talked to the elders about. Some dwarves looked at all humans with contempt ever since the Brotherhood of the Fox had set their mission on killing anything of magical nature including the dwarves. Thad had asked why the dwarves and other magical races didn’t band together and fight back. Surely with such numbers the human race would have been sorely outmatched. The elders had simply told him that it was forbidden but had refused to tell him why. Thad knew they were holding something back, he just didn’t know what it was, or why they felt such a need to keep him in the dark.
 
   Thad found Crusher in his usual spot working on the same thing he had been since they had returned from the world under the earth. Thad had found that all dwarven smiths shaved both their faces and their heads daily. It explained why Crusher face was without a beard but he didn’t understand why until the first time he had worked one of the forges. His long blond hair had lasted two hammer strokes before it caught a stray cinder. It had been a learning experience one that all the dwarves including Crusher let him learn on his own. Thad couldn’t bring himself to shave everything off, honestly he didn’t like the way he looked bald but he had cut it down as short as the members of the Farlan military. Thad learned that if he wrapped a wet sheet around his head it helped save what was left of his hair; that is if he could remember to keep the sheet wet.
 
   Leaving Crusher to his work Thad went to the forge that had been set aside for his use. Thad went straight to the worktable where the blade he had been working on for countless days sat. It was all but finished, with the exception of a few minor details. Thad had tried his best to mimic the dwarven art of allowing his magic to flow into the metal as he worked. Crusher had told him not to give the magic a purpose just let it flow into the metal and it would find its own way. Honestly it was hard for Thad to do; he had always molded the magic and directed it so he had practiced on a few smaller items first before trying it with his current project. There was also the fact that Thad had no idea if the magic took, if the sword had any magical properties as Crusher said, the metal would decide when and if it would show its true self. Thad wasn’t sure if he liked the idea of not knowing what a weapon could do, what if it decided to unleash its hidden power at the wrong time, or if it was something that caused more harm than good. Crusher had simply told him to believe in the metal and himself. 
 
   Picking up the unfinished sword, Thad ran his finger along the blade, testing its edge. With little pressure a small line of blood began to trickle out of his finger and flow down the blade. Sitting down the blade, Thad took a few deep breathes and reminded himself to relax and focus. One thing Thad had to give to the dwarves was their unshakable patience. The stories had always said the dwarves lived for thousands of years but Thad had learned that was not true. While they lived for longer than humans the eldest of the dwarves was only a little over three hundred years of age. 
 
   Thad walked over to a large lever and opened it opening the large cover of the forge. It was an ingenious design; all the forges were connected and burned constantly. Apprentices ran night and day feeding the central and side furnaces that allowed one to bring their personal forges up to temperature in a matter of minutes and hot coals were brought through rock vents into the waiting smaller forges below.
 
   Thad placed an assortment of tools into the fire of his forge and waited for them to heat. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he studied the hilt he was creating. It was a simple thing and all that was left to finish his sword. As it was it could be fastened to the blade and the sword would be ready for use but Thad wanted something extra. The dwarves had said that one should never mix forge magic with enchantments. Crusher had explained it to him a dozen times over but he didn’t truly understand why, still he was more than smart enough not to go against their word, though he found himself tempted to try it. No the hilt wouldn’t be enchanted, he was doing the same thing to it as he had the blade allowing his magic to flow through it as he worked. He hoped that it wouldn’t cause any trouble but if it did he was willing to take the risk.
 
   Picking up one of the tools, a long thin metal bar with a curved end, Thad began to scratch at the metal as his magic began to flow. Thad never considered himself much of an artist but he was always partial to hilts with their own flavor, it was nothing fancy, just a simple quarter moon on each side of the hilt to remind him of his goal. He would not stay a slave, he would be free, but Farlan was his home and something was pulling him there. It wasn’t just Maria, and Eloen, something in him wanted to go back. The elder had said that unfinished business will always haunt a person, but Thad wasn’t sure that was the case.
 
   As the tool cooled Thad replaced it in the forge to reheat and picked up the next one and continued his work. It was easy work but the constant flow of magic through his body was tiring and after a few hours Thad felt as if he had been running all day. Sitting down the tools he held the two pieces of the hilt in his hand. They were finished, now all that was left was to attach them to the blade and his sword would be finished. He was hesitant, the finishing of the sword was supposed to be the last thing he would do before heading back into the darkness. He knew he had to go but part of him didn’t want to say goodbye to the friends he had made. It was the first time in his life no one looked at him as anything other than himself. Sure there had been the select few who knew him for who he was but most the people around him had viewed him only as they wanted to see him. That wasn’t the case here, everyone, even the ones who hated him because he was human only saw him as Thad; they didn’t see a mage, or a slave, just a person.
 
   Picking up the blade, Thad sat the hilt pieces on either side of the small thin section at the bottom. Using a pair of pliers he picked up one of the small metal cylinders and placed it in one of the small holes he had left in the hilt pieces and struck it with a hammer. Thad repeated the action with three other pieces, then grabbed a file and began removing the hard edges. Using the etching tools he added a few minor touches then sat the finished sword aside on the worktable. 
 
   Plopping down on a chair made from black wood Thad let out a heavy sigh, it was finished. Now all that was left was to talk to Grenlor, the dwarven elder who was assigned as his keeper. The old dwarf was a good sort though he enjoyed drinking far too much as far as Thad was concerned. Anything Thad did he first had to get approval from Grenlor, that included when he went below to run with the dwarven fighters against the Vathari. The dwarves had a good selection of weapons and many had been offered to him but Thad had wanted to make his own. He knew that almost any of the dwarven made weapons would be better than anything he could make but it was something he wanted to do on his own partially because it gave him a reason to stay around even if just for a little while longer, or so he thought. Dwarven blacksmithing took far longer than he had anticipated. Two seasons had passed while he worked on the weapon and now fall was fast approaching. Though that meant little to him since he had no clue where he was located or how to get back to Farlan. For all he knew it could already be winter at his home. There was no telling how far he had traveled while in the depths of the earth. The location of the dwarven home was kept secret and when it was time for him to finally depart it would be done in such a manner that he would be left unaware of the village’s location.
 
   His peaceful respite was interrupted when Crusher stuck his head through the small curtain that covered the door of his workspace. The surly dwarf pointed at the sword lying on the table, and raised one of his eyebrows. Crusher’s ability to speak had been fixed when they arrived back at the dwarven town but most of the time the two still communicated without words, sometimes even without hand gestures. Their time spent together had brought them as close together as any brothers. It was a bond that Thad cherished and one of the reasons he had postponed his trip for as long as he could, but time was passing and Thad knew the last drops of sand were about to fall. It wouldn’t be the end Thad knew that he would return. He didn’t have much choice in the matter since Crusher had made him promise to return when he was done. If he did not Crusher had promised to find him and if he was still alive to beat the mage until he was a short as the dwarf. Though Crusher had made the statement in jest, Thad didn’t doubt that he would follow through on the light-hearted jest. 
 
   Looking from the sword back to Crusher, Thad nodded his head making his friend frown slightly. After a few tense moments Crusher shook his head and the patted his friend on the back and rolled his eyes as he jerked his head to the side and turned to leave the room. Thad took one last look at the sword then leaving it where it sat ran to follow his friend.
 
   Crusher led Thad to the dwarf’s favorite watering hole, a small pub that served liquor stout enough that some of the blacksmiths used it to light their forges. Thad had never been much of a drinker, the few times when he was younger that he had tried wine it had left him feeling worse than any beating the queen had ordered for him, but Crusher had left the mage little choice threatening to pour the brew down the man’s throat if he didn’t drink it. Drinking at the pub had become their nightly ritual, though today they were starting far earlier than usual.
 
   As soon as they were seated at their usual table in the corner of the room, Brianna, a young dwarven girl only slightly older than Thad appeared to take their order. “I see it’s the hardhead and me lovely little cutie. Bit early today aren’t we lads. Don’t tell me ya finally decided to take me up on me offer for a night of real fun, have ya laddie.” Brianna said placing her hands on her busty hips. 
 
   Thad had always thought that dwarven women would look much like their men just with a larger chest, he couldn’t have been more wrong. Unlike their men, the females were much thinner though they still looked as if they could wrestle a wild boar and win. Brianna reminded Thad much of Eloen, she was brash, hotheaded and always spoke her mind, she was also quite fetching. At a little under five foot she had long brown hair and the deepest grey eyes Thad had ever seen. More than once Thad had thought about taking her up on the offer for a role in the hay, but something told him she was looking for more than just a little fun on the side, and Thad knew in the end he couldn’t give more to her than that.
 
   “I’d love fer ya to show me a good time Bri, just say when and I’ll ditch scrawny here.” Crusher said in his deep raspy voice. 
 
   Brianna slapped Crusher hard enough on the back of the head it reverberated throughout the room. “Ya addlebrained son of a rockboar, I wasn’t talking to ya and ya darn well know it.” 
 
   “Ya break me heart lass, to fix er up I’m gonna need twenty pints of yer finest sandai beer.” Crusher said giving Brianna a wink. 
 
   Brianna huffed loudly and turned back toward Thad. “I’ll bring ya each a pint ta start ya off,” she said vehemently then ran her hand across Thad’s cheek, “and you think about me offer. One night with me and ya be forgetting all about those lassies back home boyo.”
 
   As she walked away Brianna let her hips sway slightly. “Lad you should take Bri up on her offer, she be a good lass for ya. I’d sell me last hammer if she’d look at me that way.” Crusher said watching the waitress as she walked away. “It’s not because she’s a dwarf now is it Thad.”
 
   Thad let out a hearty laugh. “I honestly thought about it Crusher, but I got too much on my mind to add another woman to it, and women like Brianna there tend to take up a lot of time and energy, which I just don’t have at the moment.” 
 
   “That be the truth,” Crusher said laughing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER II
 
   Thad woke early the next morning with his head screaming. He had drunk way more than was wise the previous night but Crusher had been more than a little insistent that they celebrate the completion of his weapon and for some reason that included trying to drink the bar out of beer. His stomach churning Thad made his way to the small basin of water that he kept in his room and began splashing cold water on his face in hopes of clearing his mind or at least keep it from banging so hard. 
 
   Turning around Thad’s eyes fell to the sword that now hung in its new scabbard on the wall. With his head still trying to break free of the rest of his body, Thad sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and placed his hands around his ears in attempt to help ease the pain. As soon as everything began to settle down a loud knock resounded making the thumping in his head redouble its efforts in driving him mad.
 
   Slowly Thad got to his feet and inched toward the door. The old hinges creaked sending slivers of pain into his mind as it opened. A grey beaded dwarf stood on the other side of the wooden portal his wrinkled face smiling brightly. “I heard you finished your sword. Guess that means ya be headed ta go talk ta those goblin loving Vathari?” Grenlor asked half in jest.
 
   “I was planning on leaving today but thanks to Crusher my head feels like someone used it as an anvil all night long.” Thad said wincing with every word.
 
   Grenlor laughed loudly causing more pain to erupt throughout Thad’s body. “A few more years of some fine dwarven brew and it won’t even bother ya lad.” Grenlor said as he reached inside his pocket pulling out a silver flask. “Take a swig of this; it’ll stop some of the racket rattling around in that noggin of yours.”
 
   Thad took the offered flask and took a quick swig. Whatever was inside burned like acid as it made its way down his throat but as promised, the pounding in his head lessened to a dull roar after a few moments. “I was planning on visiting you later in the day Grenlor.”
 
   “I figured as much lad, so I figured I’d save ya the trouble and make my way over ta see ya meself. You still planning to go talk to that mage friend of yours I take it.”
 
   Thad knew the subject with the Vathari was an uneasy one for most of the dwarves. They didn’t hate the Vathari but they didn’t like them much either. Every so many generations a war would break out and the dwarves and Vathari would kill each other for years then it would die down and the two groups would go back to their uneasy truce. Both groups had something the other wanted. The Vathari had rare ores and gems mined from the deepest parts of the earth and the dwarves had weapons unequaled in craftsmanship in all the realms. 
 
   “That’s the plan. I need someone to teach me and while the dwarves have plenty of magic, you have no true mages. I can’t teach myself beyond what I have already learned and if I am going to survive and outlast the Brotherhood I am going to need to know everything I can.” Thad said pointedly.  
 
   The smile faded from Grenlor’s face. “I know lad. I wish we could be of more help ta ya, but yer just not ready yet. When ya return, if ya return seek me out. I should be able to tell ya more then. I promise lad while yer gone I’ll be tracking down everything I can get my grubby little hands on about the Brotherhood fer ya, so do me a favor and watch yer back. Yer a good lad and I don’t want to see ya turn up in a bad way, ya hear me laddie?”
 
   “I will return, you can count on that Grenlor, otherwise Crusher is going to hunt me down and drag me back, or so he says.” Thad said laughing slightly. 
 
   Grenlor joined Thad in his subdued laughter. “Horar might just do it boy, he’s never been one ta listen to reason. We all told the boy not to go deep looking for that dang ore but he wouldn’t listen, that boy never listens, at least not to any of us.”
 
   “I am glad he didn’t. If not for him I don’t think I would have survived this long.” 
 
   “You would have lad, you would have. You got some fire in yer guts, people like you always find a way to get through even if it’s just by the hair on yer hind end.” Grenlor said slapping Thad hard on the back, nearly sending him sprawling on the floor. 
 
   The two continued to talk for a short while Thad readied his pack for the coming journey. He wasn’t sure which way it was to the Vathari home but he had a place to start. All he had to do was find a Vathari and use the code word Sae-Thae had given him. If it worked he would be escorted to the mage if not he would be escorted to his death. Thad hoped that it wasn’t the latter.
 
   As he made his way toward the tunnel that he and Crusher had used to get to the dwarven town he was soon greeted by many people he had come to call friend over his time in the dwarven village. Crusher silently moved up to walk beside him as Avalanche bounced around barking. Thad could see Brianna had come as well she never approached him but Thad could see that her eyes were slightly puffy. He knew he should say something to her, while he could never love her, not the way she wanted, but he still considered her a friend. Soon the opportunity passed as Brianna disappeared into the crowd and was lost to him.
 
   Thad soon found himself staring at the steps carved in the stone that led the way back down into the depths of the earth that had nearly claimed his life. He felt Crushers hand slap him hard on the back forcing his foot to make the first step on his journey. Looking over his shoulder he watched his friend turn and walk away with the rest of the dwarves. Avalanche bounded between Thad and the Crusher as she whined unsure of what was going on but sensing something was out of the ordinary. Putting Avalanche out of his mind Thad forced himself to take the second step and continue down into the darkness below.
 
   This had not been his first time back into the tunnels. He and Crusher had made the trip underground to fight the Vathari many times over the past days. Part of it was to help Thad recover; the other was because Thad was trying to prove to himself that his injury had not weakened his body. No matter what he could say, Thad knew that there was more damage done than he wanted to admit. It didn’t bother him at first but the more he worked himself the more the pain started to seep into his body. Luckily the pain never came until hours after he pushed himself, so if he was forced to fight at least he wouldn’t be hampered during a battle.
 
   As soon as the light was completely gone Thad let his magical eye switch to the infrared spectrum. He had practiced a lot over the passing weeks and while not as good as the dwarves with their night sight he could make out the different walls and heat signatures of creatures. It wasn’t as good as having a light but it was a lot less taxing on his magical items and reserves. Shaking his head Thad almost laughed. How different it was this time as he headed into the darkness when he had run from the Ablaians. He had learned a lot during his time in the caves, as he stumbled about looking for an exit but he had learned even more once he could properly talk to Crusher who was a wealth of information.
 
   The silence of the tunnels was broken as Thad heard a loud noise rushing up with great speed from behind him. He wasn’t worried he had grown used to the noise and knew its origin. Turning his head slightly Thad saw Avalanche as she quickly made her way to his side. Though the creature didn’t have much in the way of facial features Thad could almost feel her sadness at having to leave the dwarven village. Avalanche had thoroughly enjoyed her stay and dwarves young and old had played with her, and the stoutest dwarves often enjoyed a good wrestle to see if they could match her boundless strength.
 
   Leaning down Thad patted Avalanche on the top of her head. “We will be back before you know it girl.” Thad said reassuringly unsure whether she understood him or not. That was the one thing about the creature that still amazed Thad. Sometimes she almost seemed to be able to converse with him while other times it was as if she was completely clueless. There was no rhyme or reason to it, it simply just was. Thad had long ago given up on analyzing Avalanche’s unique magical signatures; no matter how close he looked at it, he still didn’t understand its complex workings.
 
   Thad walked slowly enjoying the stroll through the Underearth. His mind still battled with itself. He knew he had to go on but a large part of him urged him to turn around and head back to the dwarven village. He already missed the sound of the hammers beating against the anvils, and Crusher’s rough voice as the dwarf poked and prodded at the mage. It would have been easy to simply live out the rest of his days with the dwarves, but if everyone in the world took the easy route then little would be accomplished, he told himself that over and over as he forced his legs to carry him onward. 
 
   It was a short journey into Vathari territory or he should say the territory they had claimed as theirs. Thad could hear the sound of the pickaxes against the stone as the Vathari workers mined the rich ore that the dwarves held invaluable.  He knew it wouldn’t be long before he encountered a Vathari warrior he just hoped everything went according to plan. He didn’t mind dying, but he preferred it not to be when he was alone. Death came for everyone in due time, but dying alone in the dark seemed to be a lonely way to go, from Thad’s point of thought.
 
   Thad followed the sound of the workers through the darkness, though he knew his way well. There was a split up ahead, less than fifty yards, if he took a left it would lead him to a cave where a large herd of cave lizards nested, a right would lead him closer to the Vathari war parties and to Sae-Thae. Thad’s heart raced slightly faster with each step, its beat almost in time with his footsteps, each beat bringing him closer to his goal or his death.
 
   When he got to the split, Thad took the right path and continued on. He tried to calm himself but his nerves were on edge like they always were when battle drew near. He had heard of warriors who remained calm, never showing any change during battle and ones who lost complete control letting their bloodlust consume them. Thad was neither of these. As hard as he might try, the blood always quickened in his veins when he drew upon his sword or magic for battle, but he never lost himself to the slaughter. Just thinking of such a thing made his blood run cold. A warrior without thought was a danger not only to his enemies but also his friends. A mage without thought was a danger to the world.
 
   Shortly after his turn Thad came across a group of seven armed Vathari warriors guarding the entrance to one of the larger tunnels. They hadn’t seen him so he quickly forced himself against the wall, though he knew that with his distinct heat signature if they looked it wouldn’t be hard for them to find him. Working up his courage Thad repeated the password that Sae-Thae had told him to say and steeped forward. “Val sur tala reth,” Thad shouted. 
 
   As soon as the words left his lips one of the Vathari fighters turned to Thad and threw a short shafted spear in his direction. Thad easily pulled up a wall of magical energy and deflected it. “Val sur tala reth,” he repeated louder. The Vathari warriors began to argue among each other then one of them started shouting something at Thad though he didn’t understand the meaning. “Val sur tala reth,” Thad repeated over and over as he walked toward the Vathari holding his arms wide only holding his staff. 
 
   “ Del mer raen tue mo Val sur tala reth sue mer?” one of the Vathari said his voice sounding none too pleased.
 
   Thad didn’t know the meaning of the words so he simply shrugged his shoulders. “Sae-Thae, Val sur tala reth, Sae-Thae.” Thad repeated until one of the Vathari nodded and waved for Thad to follow him. Thad obeyed and was escorted by the soldier along with two others who kept the points of their spears uncomfortably close to Thad’s ribs.
 
   They must have walked five miles before reaching their destination, a small encampment in a large cavern. Thad could see many different forms walking around but there were so many different heat signatures it was hard to tell where one person ended and another began. He let his magical eye slip back into the normal light spectrum and sent a small flow of magical energy into his staff causing the end of it to light up faintly. 
 
   While the light wasn’t strong in the darkness of the cavern it was like a beacon and lit up the room well enough for Thad to make out the faces gathered around him. As soon as the light had sprung forth, some of the Vathari began to yell and Thad cursed his own stupidity, he just hoped that none of them began to attack. He was fairly confident in his abilities but he was seriously outnumbered.  A robed Vathari female approached him and looked him over as if she was inspecting a slave in the pens. It was a feeling Thad was all too used to and one he didn’t enjoy. “Human, what has brought you to our domain. Back to kill more of my brothers and sisters, or are you just out for a friendly afternoon stroll.”  The Vathari asked perfectly in the common tongue leaving Thad more than a little surprised. “What didn’t expect for any of us to know your language, fool. We are warriors and the key to any victory is knowledge, and languages spoken and unspoken are the road to knowledge. Now answer my question, before one of my men slip and you find your chest impaled with a nice new shiny trinket.” 
 
   Thad involuntary shivered as one his guards poked him lightly with the tip of its weapon. “I wish to be taken to your village. I need to see a Mage by the name of Sae-Thae. I was instructed to tell you, Val sur tala reth.”
 
   The Vathari female let out a long string of what Thad could only suspect to be curses mainly direct at him. The Vathari grabbed Thad’s clothes tunic and pulled him in close. “So you are on your pilgrimage, I don’t believe it. No Mage has visited a Vathari village for their pilgrimage for centuries. Why have you decided to do so now?” 
 
   So the words were something about a pilgrimage. Thad wasn’t sure what the pilgrimage was about but he would have to play along, the alternative to not doing so was not looking very pleasant. “There is a time for everything and the time for my pilgrimage is now.”
 
   “Very well heir of Moriudonius I shall take you to see Sae-Thae. Feel free to do something stupid along the way, I would love a reason to gut you and turn your carcass into a nice belt for my robes.” The Vathari said as she turned away in disgust and walked back to a large tent that had been set up in the middle of the cavern.
 
   Knowing that the Vathari woman held his life in her hands, Thad followed behind her closely. He didn’t plan to let her get out of his sight if her could manage it, there was too many unknowns when it came to the Vathari, and  the only chance he had at getting where he wanted to go was a woman who it seemed had a severe distaste for him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER III
 
   The Vathari woman escorted him just as promised though she continued to her verbal assault of him whenever she saw an opportunity. Though she was hostile Thad learned a lot from her. Her name was Bahia She was a priestess though she refused to tell him the name of her god. Despite her venomous words her actions towards Thad were completely different. She allowed him to sleep in her tent, and shared her food with him, which was much better than the standard fare the other Vathari soldiers were getting. 
 
   The first time they had stopped for rest Thad was a little reluctant to bed down in the same room as the woman, there was no telling if she would bury a dagger in his heart while he slept, but while she was openly hostile to him the soldiers were the ones who kept their eyes on him, licking their lips and fingering the hilts of their weapons. 
 
   It was now their third day on the road to their village which Bahia had told him was called Xi’han. Thad did his best to keep her talking about her home as it was one of the few times she wasn’t making a slighted remark or open threats to him. Thad spent his time not only listening to Bahia’s words but also studying her. She didn’t mind if he conjured up light from his staff so when he had the energy available he did so. The Vathari woman was vastly different than the other Vathari he had met. While she still had the large black eyes and ashen grey skin she was much taller than the average Vathari, almost as tall as Thad. Besides her eyes and skin she looked human. Her eyes were the main thing Thad found himself gazing at. They were plum size and completely black, like obsidian jewels. At first glance their eyes made them look odd but after a period Thad began to envy them. Not because they could see in the darkness but because of their abstract beauty.
 
   “What are you staring at?” Bahia barked. “Every time I turn around you’re always looking at me with those dreadful eyes of yours.”
 
   Before he thought about what he was saying the words jumped out of his mouth. “I apologize; I just find your eyes so intriguing, they’re stunning.” 
 
   Bahia turned her face away from him. If he didn’t know better he would have thought she was blushing. “Be careful what you say human, I might take it as an insult. None of my men would say a word if you met with an accident. A lot of dangerous things lurk in this darkness.” 
 
   Thad understood her warning. In fact, it was all too clear with the added effect of the other Vathari grinning at him as if he was a simple lamb waiting to be slaughtered. He wished the others could speak his tongue as well so he could get a better understanding of what they actually thought. He knew the Vathari were a warrior race but little else. He had learned that they could reason, some of them were even thoughtful and in their own way kind. It just seemed that everything didn’t match up. In all the stories the creatures of darkness were always evil without exception but in reality he was finding very little evil in the creatures so far. They enjoyed battle, but the same could have been said about many of the races.
 
   “I didn’t mean any…” Thad started to say when Bahia grabbed him by the arm and flung him to the ground, covering his body with her own. At first Thad was sure she was going to try and kill him but after only a second his mind cleared and he began to understand something else was going on. The large tunnel they were traveling down erupted in the sound of metal on metal and screams of pain filled his ears. Thad could feel something wet dripping on his shoulder looking close he found that it was blood and not his own.
 
   Thad quickly rolled a very mad priestess off of him and found that an arrow had lodged itself through her arm. Bahia pushed him away and got unsteadily to her feet as an aura of magic surrounded her. Thad had seen the spell before as soldiers made of pure darkness slipped into being. Thad frantically looked around for their attackers but could see nothing other than Vathari warriors in the tunnel. He didn’t understand what was going on until Bahia sent her soldiers of darkness to attack one of the Vathari that was advancing toward them.
 
   The Vathari man lifted up a staff and the soldiers wavered then collapsed back into the shadows. The man was a mage and Thad knew that no mages other than himself had traveled with them. With a flick of his staff the Vathari mage sent Bahia sprawling backward across the ground. He turned toward Thad giving him a knowing smirk. “They are finished son of Moriudonius, come with us, I promise you no harm and that your pilgrimage will continue.” The mage said laughing deviously, “just with better company.”
 
   Thad shrugged his shoulders and stepped forward. When the mage dropped his staff Thad let loose a barrage of magical energy he had been building within himself blasting the mage backwards. As the mage slammed hard into the stone wall the other Vathari turned toward him and started to advance their blood soaked swords held at the ready. Thad threw up a shield that spanned the tunnel blocking off himself and Bahia from the other Vathari and ran to the downed priestess. Avalanche was nowhere in sight but Thad knew that she would be safe. The creature had an uncanny knack for finding him so he tried to push his worries from his mind. 
 
   As soon as he got close to Bahia he could hear her moaning. She was alive, thank all that was holy. If she had died Thad would had lost his one link to Sae-Thae. Knowing his shield would only last a few minutes Thad was left with little choice than to lift Bahia up and carry her to safety. Though she was thin she weighed much more than he had expected. Thad pushed everything from his mind as he ran; his only objective was to find a place they could hide out until the danger had passed. After the third turn he made Thad found himself in a fair sized enclave, the only opening being small enough that one of his magical doors would easily over it. Opening his pack he quickly pulled one of the magical orbs of metal from it and placed it on the ground and watched as it spread to cover the entrance. 
 
   Thad sat Bahia down secure in the knowledge that his magical wall would keep them safe. Not only was the wall enchanted to be strong enough to withstand a charging bull it was also made so that it would absorb and blend into the heat patterns of the surrounding rock making it look like nothing more than a stone wall to the night eyes of the Vathari. Thad and Crusher had used the magical wall many times over during their long stay in the tunnels underneath the earth.
 
   Bahia was unconscious but still moaning when Thad sat her down, blood flowing freely from the arrow still lodged in her arm and the nasty gash that she had on the back of her head. Thad was not much of a healer but he was sure he could help her enough to keep her from dying. Thad first broke the tip off the arrow then pulled it out of her arm. As soon as the arrow was free the amount of blood flowing from the wound increased two fold. Acting quick Thad switched to magesight and studied the wound. One of the veins carrying her lifeblood had been severed, that was what was allowing the loss of so much blood. Thad focused his energy on the damaged willing it to mend itself. After a few antagonizing moments the blood stopped flowing and the wound had healed itself enough thatThad could no longer see the meat inside of her arm, he sat back and allowed himself to rest.
 
   Bahia’s other wound was more delicate, head wounds always were. The wound itself looked only superficial but Thad knew that even a light head wound could cause death. He wasn’t sure why they were so dangerous he just knew they were so he figured his best bet was to tread carefully. Thad cut three long strips out of a clean tunic he pulled from his pack that had been magically enchanted to hold five times its normal capacity. Taking the clean strips of cloth Thad made a makeshift bandage for Bahia’s wound. Once that was done the only thing left to do was sit and wait.
 
   Thad built a small fire to stave off the cold. He wasn’t sure if the Vathari preferred the coldness but he was beginning to shiver so he decided to risk Bahia’s displeasure should she wake. Though he had slept in the same tent with her, it was the first time Thad had seen Bahia’s sleeping face. In the tent Thad had always been sectioned off and threatened with death should he try and peek at the sleeping priestess. It had added a bit of wonder to the moment and the woman who now lay before him. Gently Thad brushed the stray strands of black hair that had fallen over her face. 
 
   Watching her Thad thought back to the battle. The attack had taken them by surprise and Bahia’s first instinct had been to protect him. He was positive that when she tossed him to the ground and covered him that she had been uninjured. Had she not been there he most likely would had been the one to catch the arrow and most likely not in the arm. Why had she protected him, and why did everyone keep calling him the son of Moriudonius. Thad didn’t know his father but he was sure his name wasn’t Moriudonius.
 
   Thad was woken by someone tugging hard on his arm saying his name. Groggily he opened his eyes to find himself staring into Bahia’s troubled face. “Where are we mage, I can’t find a way out did the tunnel collapse?” Bahia asked with a slight bit of terror creeping into her voice.
 
   “What…we’re fine…I just put up a wall to keep us hid.” Thad said rubbing his eyes and shaking away the last vestiges of sleep from his mind. 
 
   “So we are safe for now, good.” She said the sound of relief clear in her voice.
 
   “What happened back there? Why did your comrades attack us, why did they want me and who in the blazes is Moriudonius?” Thad asked confused and curious about the events of the previous day.
 
   “Those were not my comrades; they belonged to a different Vathari village.” Bahia growled. “They wanted you because you’re a human mage. In times past it was seen as an honor to host a mage on his pilgrimage, now that so few make the trip it is even more so. As far as whom Moriudonius is, you will have to ask another, I am not the one to tell you. ” Bahia said hotly then she looked at Thad and her hard face softened. “Why did you save me? You could have gone with the other Vathari. It’s not like it matters to you what village hosts you.”
 
   Thad thought about the question. It was true he could have easily taken the Vathari mage’s invitation. There was bound to be mages in the other village who could have helped him, it wasn’t as if it had to be Sae-Thae. So why did he refuse? “I didn’t want to go with a person who tried to kill a person who saved my life. I owed you a debt and I am not one who easily forgets a debt.” Thad said unsure of his own words as he looked into Bahia’s large dark orbs.
 
   The next thing Thad knew was that he was held in a tight embrace as Bahia pulled him to her. A jolt of excitement rushed through his body as their lips met. Her hands felt like velvet on his skin. Every touch made his skin dance. There were no words said between the two as their kisses began to linger. His mind racing Thad lost control of time as he succumbed to the Vathari’s offered embrace. 
 
   When Thad awoke the next morning the events of the previous night passed through his mind. Looking over he stared at the bare body of the woman lying next to him. It had been his first taste of the female flesh and he couldn’t lie to himself, he had enjoyed it but now in the light of a new day he felt guilt pitting in his stomach. He knew he had no true feeling for Bahia he had only acted out of impulse and now what would come of it? 
 
   “Don’t you humans know how to sleep in and just enjoy the night?” Bahia asked in a sultry tone as her hands pulled Thad back down to the ground. Her lips sought his again and he didn’t pull away, they felt as soft now as they had the night before. “What has you so worked up this early in the day?”
 
   “How do you know if its day or night?” Thad asked trying to change the topic but from the look on her face it was obvious it wasn’t going to work. “I think we made a mistake. I can’t stay with you; I need to get back to my own people, my own home. Nothing can come of this.” Thad said his voice dark and boding.
 
   Bahia’s lips found his again this time he tried to pull away but she wouldn’t relent. She pulled him in hard sinking her teeth into his lower lip and biting down hard. Thad felt the trickle of blood roll down his chin. “Does that make it wrong? It was an enjoyable night nothing more. We Vathari live for battle always knowing death awaits us. We live life; we don’t let it slip away. I will not regret my actions; it was an enjoyable night one I plan to revisit for as long as you shall allow it.” Bahia said as she ran her finger over Thad’s chin wiping off the blood.
 
   Thad tried to resist as Bahia pulled in to her but his resolve weakened as he looked into her eyes. She was right. He had faced death many times over. Would he regret his time with Bahia? The answer was simple, no he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t have regretted if he had taken Brianna either. Sighing Thad allowed the Vathari temptress to pull him back down to the cold stone floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER IV
 
   Bahia refused to stay hidden long and soon they were back on the road to Xi’han. They moved slowly in an effort not to attract undue attention in case enemies were nearby. Their days were filled with silence only broken by faint echoes that rang out in the darkness. At night the two would talk and gradually the hostile demeanor of Bahia disappeared though she was never what Thad would call overly affectionate. She was a warrior through and through, everything she did was like an act of conquest. Thad tried not to focus too much on what the future might bring instead he tried to follow Bahia’s example and live for the moment but it was hard for him as memories of the past echoed in his mind.
 
   “It won’t be long now and we shall be back in my village. The first thing I shall do is enjoy a nice day in the sulfur springs near my home.” Bahia said with the closest thing to a smile Thad had seen her show.
 
   “That is good to know, you were beginning to get a bit ripe,” Thad replied jokingly getting a sharp glare from Bahia. “You can enjoy your spring; I can’t wait to meet with Sae-Thae. I have many questions…” Thad begun to say when he was interrupted by a loud sound of rocks falling that reverberated on the other side of his shielded wall. 
 
   “”What are you doing?” Bahia asked frantically as Thad moved over to the metal barrier and opened a small hole at its bottom.
 
   Thad gave her a knowing smile, “Just letting in an old friend.”
 
   Avalanche bounded through the small doorway and right on top of Thad. “Good girl, was wondering when you would decide to join me.” Thad said trying his best to wiggle out from underneath the heavy beast.
 
   Bahia moved over to where the two wrestled on the floor her movements slow and precise. “I had heard stories of your pet, but I didn’t honestly believe you had tamed a creature with a heartstone. She is beautiful, have you given her a proper name? 
 
   As soon as Bahia was close enough to touch her, Avalanche turned her head and bared her teeth at the Vathari priestess as a deep rumbling growl echoed in the small chamber. Thad slapped Avalanche hard on the side of the head. “Avalanche she is a friend,” Thad said as he pulled back his now throbbing hand. It was all too easy to forget that Avalanche was not flesh and blood sometimes, Thad thought to himself as he tried to rub feeling back into his hand.
 
   Avalanche moved off Thad and walked around Bahia who remained perfectly still. When she was satisfied the Vathari posed no threat the rock like dog moved to the corner of the small room and plopped down with a heavy thud. “Don’t take it personally, she tends to get jealous easily.” Thad said half-jokingly. 
 
   “She is a marvelous creature. I have never seen a carrier of a heartstone be so easily controlled before. There are a few mages I have heard of who forced them to do their bidding but never before have I witnessed it.” Bahia said her voice filled with awe. 
 
   “Controlled,” Thad laughed. “If anyone here is the master it is her,” Thad said waving his hand at Avalanche. “I have little if any real control over the creature. She does as she pleases and right now she has decided to grace us with her presence. If I truly controlled her she would have stayed with me when I approached your men, instead she decided to wander off for some unknown reason.” Thad said looking at the creature accusingly. Avalanche raised her head a bit and huffed in his direction. “See what I mean?”
 
   Bahia laughed. It was a musical sound, one that Thad had not heard from her before. “Well I must say, I have heard of mages forcing creatures of the heartstone under their control but never a creature of the heartstone doing the controlling.” 
 
   “Laugh all you want, give it a few days and Avalanche will have you eating out of her hand, or better yet tricking you into thinking she is eating out of yours. Don’t let her fool you; she is far smarter than she acts.” Thad said pointedly. 
 
   “I will take your word for it master mage.” Bahia said laughing lightly as she walked over and planted a light kiss on Thad’s lips. Avalanche raised her head and huffed again and Thad could have swore he knew what she was thinking, and it wasn’t very nice.
 
   Thad was glad to have Avalanche back around she was a bit of added security but the days of quiet travel were gone. As much as the creature tried there was no way for a creature made of rock to walk silently. Bahia continued to fawn over Avalanche as if she was the mother of a newborn babe. Thad enjoyed the show but he had to admit to feeling a slight bit jealous over the attention Avalanche was getting. Avalanche ignored the Vathari priestess, as if she were no more than a pestering fly.
 
   The first sight of Xi’han came from a ledge with nearly a hundred foot drop. It was more of a massive city, not a simple village as Thad has expected. The cavern that it was in stretched so wide Thad couldn’t see its edges in sight. It was as if the ground had simply opened up into another world. Lights sparkled in the distance as large buildings stretched from the floor of the cavern to the ceiling. Bahia let him stare in wonder enjoying the sense of awe the mage got from seeing her home. “Beautiful isn’t it. Xi’han is one of the jewels of the Underearth.” Bahia said as she made her way down a narrow path leading to the cavern floor.
 
   Though he could see the city Thad could tell it was still a good ways away. As they drew nearer to the city, the ground beneath them grew soft as the hard rock was replaced by dirt. To Thad’s right he could see a large underground lake filled with many of the glowing fish he had once dined on during his previous trip to the Underearth. On the left were large fields of mushrooms and other growing plants, as well as a few trees whose wood was as black as the deepest night. Thad had seen the wood itself before but it was the first time he had seen the tree it came from. It was massive easily thirty feet tall and so wide around, it would take ten men arm in arm to circle it. Its leaves were a red and seemed to glow faintly in the darkness.
 
   More and more Vathari came into view. They were slightly larger than the average warrior he had seen but they were nowhere near as bulky. He watched as they worked the fields gathering crops and filling buckets with water. As far as he could tell Xi’han was much like a human city where everyone had a role to play. The only true difference he could see so far was that one was on the surface and the other was deep within the Underearth.
 
   Bahia changed their path slightly and led Thad through one of the fields in the direction of a small hovel. Thad didn’t know what was going through the Vathari’s mind but he figured it wasn’t worth arguing over. He had waited seasons to meet with Sae-Thae a few moments more would matter little in the great scheme of things. He had been told time and time again by the teachers at the academy that impatience was the key to disaster. Thad continued to wait as Bahia knocked on the hovel door which was quickly opened by another Vathari, who unlike the others he had seen looked like he had spent more time eating than working. As soon as the heavy Vathari’s eyes caught a glimpse of Bahia he hit his knees. “What can I do you for mistress of the dark?”
 
   “I want a sack of your ripest tortmars, and make it quick I do not wish to stand in this dusty hell for a moment longer than I must.” Bahia said in the commanding tone she had used when he had first met her. 
 
   “Yes my lady.” The Vathari said as he scampered out the door disappearing into a large shed close by.
 
   As Thad watched the farmer scurry off, something struck him as odd. “How did I understand what he was saying?” Thad asked Bahia slightly confused. He was sure there was little chance a simple farmer would know common tongue. There would be no need for it and even in the chance he had known it he didn’t think Bahia would start the conversation with his tongue. While she had a nice side to her, considerate was not something he would use to describe her.
 
   Bahia laughed at him then gave him a devilishly seducing look accented with a wink. “I hope you don’t mind. I simply used a little of my power to help you understand the language. I hope you appreciate it as well my little mage, it is not an easy thing to do. I had to spend hours playing around in that little mind of yousr for it to work. We often use it more to find information from our enemies but it has many uses including inserting knowledge as well as taking it out.” Bahia said as she ran her finger in circles on Thad’s chest.
 
   So, she had been playing in his mind when he wasn’t paying attention. While slightly annoyed she would dare do such a thing he was curious as to how it had been done. He doubted she would tell him, while she had been more than forthcoming about most things whenever her skills, powers, or her god came up she became more stubborn than a dwarven mule. “I don’t think I like the idea of you fiddling around in my head.”
 
   “But it was so much fun, though I will say it wasn’t easy. You have a strong will, I tried to make you want to stay with me but sadly it didn’t take. The language was easier because on some level you wanted to learn it, though it still took me many nights to finish it. It’s not perfect you will still have to learn to use the knowledge I have implanted on a conscious level. I have been talking to you in our language for the past two days but you still answer me in your own. You should really work on that it will make your stay here that much easier.” She replied kindly putting Thad a little on edge.
 
   Thad remained quiet and dived into himself looking for any sign of the Vathari language inside his own mind much the same way he would look for a memory that evaded him. He could see traces of it lingering around like flashes of a dream that lingered after waking. He was forced from his contemplations when the farmer returned carrying a small cloth bag. “I have brought what you requested my lady.” The farmer said with his head bowed and arms outstretched presenting the bag to Bahia. 
 
   “Thank you… I am sure they are of the finest… Quality.” Thad said slowly in Vathari.
 
   Bahia quietly giggled a faintly cute sound that sent shivers down Thad’s spin. It was eerie as if hearing a dog talk, it just didn’t belong. “You would make such a fine pet.” She said giving him one of her longing stares, as if he were sort of prize she wanted to display. “Here, try one of these. They are beyond compare to your surface grown fruit.” Bahia said tossing him one of the fruits from the bag.
 
   The fruit was dark purple and felt slightly off as if it were a plum with hair on it. Closing his eyes Thad took a timid bite from the offered fruit. Juice spilled down his chin as the sweet tangy flavor washed over his tongue. It was delicious and true to Bahia’s words he could think of nothing he had eaten before that had tasted so good. The look on his face must have gave his thoughts away as Bahia let out a humph of triumph. Everything was the same with her, a contest to be won, a battle to be fought. There seemed to be nothing she took pleasure in just for the sake of it. Thad wasn’t sure if he should envy or pity her. The way she seemed to view the world had its merits but it seemed cold to him lacking true connections with others around her.
 
   Thad continued to nibble on another one of the fruits as Bahia led him through the streets of the Xi’han. The city was laid out like many of the others he had seen. The resident district was at the outlying parts of the city, the closer you move in the nicer the buildings became, and then there was the market with small stalls staggered around and large buildings with displays showing their wares. At the center there was no castle but a series of large and imposing buildings. Bahia led him to one of the massive buildings, one that was shaped like a massive pillar. Two huge doors loomed in front of him, looking as if they had been made for giants. Bahia placed her hand on a small circle on one of the doors and it swung in without effort on her part.  Slightly amazed at the wonders around him Thad watched silently as he followed his caretaker into the large building.
 
   Inside the building reminded him of the Royal Academy, though it had far more decoration and magic about. The magic was so thick Thad could feel his skin tingling as he followed closely behind Bahia as she led him to a large spiraling staircase. They walked up countless steps, far more than Thad would have ever guessed could have been inside the tower. “How far are we going?”
 
   “You wanted to see Sae-Thae the Paramount of the mages, which means we have to make the trip to the top of the tower.” Bahia said, her voice showing her annoyance at his question. Thad continued to follow Bahia though he remained quiet until they reached a rather normal looking door at the top of the staircase. With everything else Thad had seen he had expected something grand awaiting him at the end. A door that talked, or maybe one that was made of a mystical metal that gleamed in the darkness, but instead he was greeted by plain wood that almost seemed out of place in a wizard’s tower.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER V
 
   Thad and Bahia were escorted into a small waiting room, by what Thad believed to be a young apprentice mage; though Thad was honestly having trouble telling the difference in the ages of the Vathari. He had not seen anyone who looked extremely young nor old; all the Vathari he had seen looked to be the same age. The question nagged at him but one look at Bahia and he knew that his asking any question right now would not be well received. Bahia looked far more uneasy than he had ever seen her before. Seeing her in such a state, Thad’s mind began to worry. She always seemed fearless and in control so whatever must be awaiting them left her out of sorts.
 
   When Sae-Thae entered the room wearing a long colorful robe, the tension in Thad’s body and mind melted away. Standing before him wasn’t an enemy but someone he was more than willing to call a friend. Sae-Thae walked straight over to Thad and bowed to him. “It is good to finally met you in the flesh Thaddeus Torren.” Before Thad could return the greeting Sae-Thae turned to Bahia. “Mistress of the night, you have done your job, you are dismissed.” 
 
   Thad was amazed at the dismissive tone Sae-Thae used on Bahia and he readied himself for her sharp retort, hoping that it didn’t lead to a fight. He didn’t know if he considered Bahia a friend but he knew he didn’t want to see either of the two in the room come to injury. To his surprise Bahia bowed to the mage and dismissed herself without a word. As the door shut behind the Vathari priestess, Thad felt slightly saddened at the parting, he would miss her to some degree but other more important things now loomed ahead of him. 
 
   Sae-Thae took a seat across from Thad and smiled brightly, a look that seemed out of place on the face of a Vathari. “I am glad you decided to visit Thaddeus. I wish I had been looking for you but I must admit that I honestly didn’t believe you would ever come in search of me. Did you happen to bring your pet with you?”
 
   “Please call me Thad. Thaddeus seems to be too formal between friends,” Thad said retuning the Vathari’s smile. “My pet, do you mean the dwarf or Avalanche? The dwarf is still back at his home and Avalanche wandered off before we reached Xi’han she didn’t seem to keen on entering your village. It saddens me but she doesn’t seem to look at the Vathari kindly.”
 
   Sae-Thae laughed and shook his head. “Thad it is then. Honestly I didn’t expect the Heartstone creature would come with you. She is animalistic in nature so she would sense the open confrontational air that my people give off. That aside might I inquire as to why you have decided to visit, though I am sure I know the answer.” 
 
   “I wish to learn,” Thad replied shrugging his shoulders. ”The dwarves while excellent hosts couldn’t truly teach me magecraft, I was hoping you could.”
 
   “Yes the dwarves are subtle in everything they do. I believe we can help you, after the Fae Wars we hosted many human who lived among us for protection for a time. Thanks to that we have the ability to help you in all your areas of magecraft and not just in darkness though that is our strongest area.”
 
   “You have Vathari who can use elements other than darkness?” Thad asked slightly confused.
 
   “Yes, and that brings me to a very important point.” Sae-Thae said, his face looking slightly worried. “We expect you to mate with our females while you are visiting.” Sae-Thae said, then quickly held out his hand forestalling any remark Thad might have made. “A full blooded Vathari cannot use anything other than magic containing the darkness element that is true. To help strengthen our ability to use magic in the past we required visiting mages to mate with our women. That is the only requirement though a few of our warriors may request a sparring match with you considering that news of your powers in battle have reached all the notable warriors within Xi’han. As for the women you can chose your own if you wish but I will also be selecting some with high potential to send your way.” Sae-Thae paused for a moment and looked Thad directly in the eyes. “If you do this I will help you in your study of magic, with your pilgrimage, and I will tell you everything I know of the Brotherhood.”
 
   Thad sat quietly for a time considering everything Sae-Thae had said. He should have known that knowledge came with a price, and for prices it was one that wasn’t too steep. “I will agree to your terms, but if possible I would like Bahia to be among those chosen for me.” If he had to bed Vathari women he might as well continue with one he already knew.
 
   “A maiden of the night, you are an odd one.” Sae-Thae said amazement lingering at the edges of his voice. “I cannot guarantee that but I will send a missive to her Paramount requesting such a bonding. Unlike most females the Priestess have a bit more power in refusing such a request but few would. It is seen as an honor to carry the offspring of a child of Moriudonius.”
 
   “What or who is a child of Moriudonius? I have been called that numerous times and I’m starting to feel left out.” Thad said slightly frustrated. 
 
   Sae-Thae folded his hands in his lap and crossed his legs. “That is a long story and what used to be the major reason for mages to go on their pilgrimage. For most,it is one of our biggest taboo’s to tell a child of Moriudonius anything about the meaning of the name, but as luck would have it I am one of the few who have the pleasure of not being bound by such a taboo.” Sae-Thae said causing Thad to lean forward in anticipation.
 
   “It started long ago when only the twin beings we would call gods roamed the land, Humanius and Belaroan. Though twins created by the eternal god they were completely different. Belaroan was a peaceful creature who simply enjoyed watching the world around him, content with simply watching the grass grow, as the saying goes. Humanius on the other hand was restless and quickly grew bored, so he created humans in his own image, so that he would have servants to command and obey his every whim. After a time he showed his creation to his sister who took a great interest in them and condemned her brother for using them as slaves.”
 
   “Over time the humans grew tired of Humanius iron grip on their lives and rebelled. The leader of the rebellion Albairas, sought the aid of Belaroan, who created a land where any human who wanted to be free could live. The story goes that Albairas and Belaroan fell in love and had nine children. Humanius, who saw humans as below them, was outraged that his sister would dare mix her blood with theirs, and started destroying humans in an attempt to wipe them off the face of the land. Against Belaroan’s blessing Albairas rode out to fight Humanius and was slain on the battlefield. Belaroan knew that her brother would not stop until every last creature carrying human blood was slain including her children. To protect them she gave the eight oldest control over a single element and the gift of eternal life. The last child, Moriudonius she pulled aside and gave him control over a portion of all eight elements, but she refused him eternal life and sent him out to watch over the rest of his kind. Her other children were told to scatter and protect the balance of the world as well as to watch over their brother and his children that would come after him. Crying as she watched her children leave Belaroan went to face her brother who she dragged down to the center of the abyss to hold prisoner until the end of days.” With his story finished Sae-Thae let out a heavy sigh. “That is the story of our world. Humans were the first and in a sense the father to all other races. Each of the new eight gods created Creatures but as they only had control over one element their creations were rooted in that element.”
 
   Thad was amazed at the story. If it were true then all the races with the exception of the humans had a god watching over them. “Why haven’t I heard this before, not even the Brotherhood could erase every trace of such a story from the minds of men.”
 
   Sae-Thae let out a short laugh. “You are right the Brotherhood had nothing to do with keeping this a secret, it has been kept a secret since Moriudonius entered the world of humans. He didn’t want everyone to treat him as a god so he named himself a mage. At his request his brothers and sisters also kept his secret only revealing it to those of his lineage who made the trip to their children’s homeland. The humans didn’t know there were gods because the gods didn’t want them to. You must also keep this secret, one day the gods may wish to reveal themselves to the humans but until that time it is our job to obey their wishes.”
 
   It was a lot for Thad to take in, but he had no reason to doubt Sae-Thae’s word. “Then the pilgrimage is about learning the truth?” Thad asked in subdued tones.
 
   “Yes and no. Mages used to travel to us and the other god children not just to learn the truth but in hopes of receiving the other god’s blessings. As you know, while all mages can call upon the different elements not all of them can use them well. It has to do with who they are, and how they think. The mages would normally seek out the gods that most reflected their own talents, but sometimes they would seek out the others as well. My own people even seek out our god’s blessing though it is done on the twenty year after birth, and I will tell you not all of them receive such a blessing.”
 
   “From what I see you all look like you are barely over the age of twenty.” Thad said jokingly.
 
   “Yes I can see why you might think that. Believe it or not we live for about the same length as a human but we do not age the same. Shortly after we reach adulthood we stop aging. As we grow older we tend to sleep more and then one day we no longer rise from our beds.”
 
   “So what should I do first?” Thad asked unsure of himself.
 
   “First we need to test you, follow me.” Sae-Thae said as he stood and walked out of the room. Thad quickly followed behind Sae-Thae who led him down the steps to the floor below and into a large room. As soon as he stepped into the room it was as if everything around him had gone cold, as his the flow of magical energy was cut off. In the center of the room sat a series of eight globes sitting on a long table. “The test is simple each one of the globes contains energy of a particular element. You simply need to place your hand on the globe and try to draw in magic. How much magical energy is collected tells us your strength with that element.” 
 
   As Thad thought over the test he found it ingenious. The magic was completely isolated and he was forced to only draw on one of them at a time, making it much easier to measure his ability with that particular element. Walking over to the first orb Thad placed his hand on it and focused his mind trying his hardest to pull in the magic. The globe started to glow as its insides were filled with a dark swirling mist. The second one was much harder and only the faintest swirling of white could be seen inside. Thad continued on to each globe until he was finished, while the test had seemed easy, it left him somewhat mentally drained, as the all too familiar feelings of fatigue started to set in.
 
   Sae-Thae clapped his hands his face betraying his elation as Thad slumped down into the nearest chair. “Excellent most of the time students have to take a short breather after only two or three of the globes. You’re very strong in the earth, light, dark, and energy elements. Not too bad in the fire and nature either though you seem to be lacking in wind and water. Honestly it is very rare even during the mage’s best days you would have ranked among the top. Even though wind and water are your weakest elements I will still rank you in the third tier class for their use.”
 
   “What?” Thad asked slightly confused.
 
   “Right you don’t know about the different ratings. Had you been born a couple thousand years ago you would have taken this same test in the tower of mages and they would have ranked you in a tier of one to ten in each element. Water and wind you would have been tier three which is not bad, the largest majority of mages only reached tier six on their best elements. Fire, you would have been ranked at tier five, nature tier six which is like I said the common ranking for most mages. Light, and energy, would have been a tier eight, enough alone to get you some recognition among your peers. Then you add in a tier nine in dark and tier ten in earth, you would have been destined for the high council in your own due time. Honestly you are a very rare find.” Sae-Thae said, his face still beaming.
 
   “You talk of the tower of mages back before the Fae War. I would like to know more about them, and how they worked.” Thad said gasping as breath flowed only with a forced effort into his tired chest. 
 
   “Yes, I thought you would. As a young student I took much interest into human mages, as I was one of the few still born with the ability to wield more than one element. They were an odd group if I must say so myself. They controlled everything magical in nature and when a mage went rogue, they dealt with it harshly. The mages were focused on peace and helping out those weaker than themselves, and were against being used as a simple tool for war. When a mage reached maturity, much as you have, they would be tested and given their robes. On the chest of their robes for any elements of tiers five through seven, they were given an orb that glowed brightly to represent their skills. For tiers eight and nine they were given a glowing star in the color of the element, and for any tier ten skills their robes would be outlined in that color. If you like I could have a similar robe made for you?” 
 
   Thad thought about his offer. Robes were always what the mages in storybooks wore, but he preferred to fight with a sword as well and long robes tended to get in the way of his footwork. “It’s a generous offer but I much prefer fighting leathers over something that could get tangled on the battlefield.”
 
   Sae-Thae slapped Thad on the back while laughing. “You would have never made it back in magic’s heyday my friend, but here you will fit in just fine. I think I can come up with something that will match your style and still remind you of the mages of old.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER VI
 
   Over the next score of days Thad fell into a routine. He would wake up and would spend his morning hours training with Sae-Thae. He learned a lot from the Vathari mage, things he could have never found out tinkering on his own. The two spent countless hours reading through the books of mages long past and how they worked their spells. Thad was amazed at the sheer number of spell books left behind. Sae-Thae had told him at one time all mages were required to write down everything about their magic so that it could be passed down to future generations. The Vathari often requested copies of such books from the mages council in trade for various items that were hard to acquire on the surface. At night Vathari women were brought to him, twice Bahia had been the one summoned. At first he was unsure of the situation but it quickly grew commonplace and lately he gave it little thought
 
   “I think I would like to start my own school of magic when I return to Farlan. If the queen won’t agree to it I know her daughter will once she takes the throne. And to start I will need copies of some of these books, as well as make some of my own.” Thad said watching Sae-Thae for any hints to his thoughts on the subject.
 
   “That is a noble idea but if you chain yourself to a government you know your students will one day be used for war. That is the way of the world; people in power use everything available to them in attempts to grab more power. It might not be even while you’re alive, but someday, those mages will become the tools of men greedy for power. Then there is the Brotherhood, do you think they will allow you to set up a school that goes against their very nature? They will seek to destroy you and everyone who has ever heard of you.” Sae-Thae said as if it was a simple fact. 
 
   “I know you speak the truth friend, but I will not allow the Brotherhood to stop me. It is past time that mages sttod firm instead of hiding and cowering from the likes of the Brotherhood. In the past the brotherhood had a whole empire at their call, now they work in the shadows, and if they do bring an army to my doorstep I will not shy away, I will bring everything I have down upon them.” Thad said vehemently.
 
   Sae-Thae smiled as he often did whenever Thad showed any desire to fight. “I swear you should have been born my brother. If a time comes when you have this school of yours I will find a way to get the books to you. I shall also petition the priestess to talk to our god and see if we cannot pledge warriors to your cause. There is no Vathari alive who does not wish to see the Brotherhood wiped from the face of all lands. They are a blight, one that needs to end before the word crumbles around our feet.”
 
   “If a time comes when I need the finest warriors I will call on you brother.” Thad said smiling at Sae-Thae.
 
   “We have found the books that will be the most use to you, and I have taught you all that can really be taught. I fear the time for our parting is soon at hand brother. Today we can escape this dust cell of a library and enjoy the town. The people of Xi’han had heard of your arrival but most are starting to disbelieve the rumors as you have not stepped foot outside since you have arrived. Tomorrow I will arrange for you to undergo the rite of blessing. Within a fortnight you shall be back on your way to play with the overly serious dwarves.” Sae-Thae said as he thumped Thad hard on the back.
 
   His friend was right he had spent too much of his time cooped up simply reading. What was the point of adventuring if one didn’t take the time to explore what was around him? You could learn a lot from a book, but some things had to be found out on your own.
 
   Sae-Thae took Thad first to the Warrior’s Hall a large set of barracks surrounding a large open area where warriors fought and trained for coming battles. Thad and Sae-Thae sat and enjoyed a few matches before a large and brutish looking Vathari warrior called out to him. “Little human, have you come to just watch, or would you like to try that little blade out against a real warrior?” 
 
   Sae-Thae nudged him with his elbow. “You should take him up on his offer. We have excellent healers so in the off chance he wins they will take good care of you.” 
 
   Thad knew by the way his friend was talking he didn’t mean the healers would simple take care of his wounds. If nothing else he had learned the Vathari were very open about their women and the pleasure they could bring. Shrugging his shoulders Thad stood from his seat and made the slow walk to the area below to the cheers of the many spectators.
 
   Thad circled around his opponent his sword drawn and at the ready. The Vathari warrior was about his size but his bulging muscles made Thad look like a child in comparison. It wasn’t the warrior’s size that bothered him, It was the tattoo on the brute’s right hand. He had seen some like it before and cursed himself for not asking Sae-Thae about their significance before. Thad allowed the warrior to make the first move as he kept a close eye on every move the Vathari made. Though large, the warrior was impossibly fast and was in front of Thad attacking with a vicious overhand chop almost before he knew what was happening. Thad got his sword up in time but the jarring strength from the attack sent shivers down his arm that reverberated inside him as if he were standing at the center of a bell as it was being rung. 
 
   Thad moved quickly backward and reset his footing and continued watching. The Vathari was too strong to fight toe to toe with, in no time Thad would have been left on the ground waiting for the final sword stroke, no he had to watch and wait for an opening. There was always the option to use his magic but in a sparring match that seemed too much like cheating. He wanted to win, felt the burning desire for it, but he wanted to do so on his own terms. Thad wasn’t sure how the warrior had moved so fast, so Thad watched his feet for any sign of movement. 
 
   Thad saw it, though it was only the briefest of hints and the Vathari leaned back putting his weight on his dominant foot. Anticipating what was coming Thad dove to the side and struck with his sword at what appeared to only be empty space but the second before his sword passed through the warrior’s body seemed to suddenly appear. Thad’s blade caught the brute full in the chest as a twinge of energy shot down the blade lighting it up like a lightning bolt, sending the Vathari flying backward as blood flowed freely from the deep wound Thad’s sword had made.
 
   Thad looked down at the still glowing blade as tendrils of energy flowed around it. “Wonderful, I knew the blade had a hint of magic about it but never would I have expected the dwarves to give you such a prize.” Thad heard Sae-Thae say from behind him, though through his pounding heartbeat it sounded as if he was worlds away.
 
   “It’s not of dwarven make….I made it.” Thad said his voice mired in disbelief at what his own eyes witnessed.
 
   “Truly, I have never head of a mage mastering the art dwarven blacksmithing, though it would have to be possible especially considering your birthright. I should have expected something was amiss when the blade used energy as its medium instead of earth. Only a dwarf with the blood of Moriudonius could make such a thing.” Sae-Thae said as he lightly pulled the sword from Thad’s hand and began to inspect it. “Did you choose energy on purpose, it is very effective I must say.”
 
   Thad sat down heavily on the ground as the world seemed to spin out of control around him. How had he made such a thing? He had heard of all kinds of mythical weapons, but never one that struck with the power of lightning. “I…..Don’t know….Crusher said to simply let my magic flow into the weapon with every stroke of the hammer……I worked on it……for a whole season…… this is the first time I have used it.” Thad said haltingly as each word rang in his own mind like an accusation of the Vathari he had just killed.
 
   “What is wrong with you brother. You seem to be out of sorts. You have won and in grand style. You have beat one of the dark gliders in fair combat, a great feat indeed, especially since you didn’t use your magic…well except for the sword, even without its power it was clear to everyone you had won.”
 
   “It was a simple sparring match yet I killed my opponent. I cannot be happy with such an outcome.” Thad said dismally.
 
   “Ah! I forgot you are the honorable sort. You should not worry, he shall live, the priestess’s are already fast to work on his wounds. Give him a few days and he will be roaring for you to fight him again. The dark gliders hate losing especially to one unmarked by the gods.”
 
   “Dark glider?” Thad asked as the churning in his stomach settled. The warrior would live, he had not killed needlessly.
 
   “Ah yes, we have been so busy I have not mentioned much about the blessings of the gods. As a mage, I went through the rite, I was only given a blessing that increased my ability to wield the dark element.” Sae-Thae said lifting up the sleeve of his shirt to expose a strange rune that dimly glittered on the mage’s skin. Our god gives one of four blessings. One like I have, or the mark of the priest like your fair Bahia has. There are also two marks for the warrior. The one you fought today, called the dark gliders, it allows the user to hide things he doesn’t want his enemy to see. It works much the same as an illusion. The warrior was not moving fast he simply made you think he was standing still while he was moving closer to you. I don’t know how you figured it out on your own, marvelous indeed, some instinct you have brother. The other is much more sinister in nature, the dark assassins. It allows the user to blend into the shadows and merge with them using any darkness as a portal to move around. They can kill you before you even know they popped out of your own shadow.”
 
   As Sae-Thae spoke he remembered the two warriors he and Crusher had fought when he had been horribly injured. They had to have been dark assassins. Sae-Thae was right they were sinister and deadly beyond compare of a normal warrior.
 
   The two watched a few more bouts in the Warrior’s Hall before Sae-Thae took Thad to the Hall of the Gods where the priest and priestess lived, and where his own rite of blessing would take place in the morning of the following day. It was dark though still kept bright enough to see by low burning black flames. In the center of the room stood a statue of what Thad was sure was a human. Thad studied the statue trying to figure out why it would earn such a place of honor in a temple of the Vathari.
 
   “That is Mantara, our god and lord of the darkness.” Sae-Thae said as he bowed toward the statue.
 
   Thad followed Sae-Thae’s lead and bowed low before the statue of the god. “He looks human?” Thad asked slightly puzzled. 
 
   “Laughing lightly Sae-Thae looked at Thad as if he were daft. “Remember what I told you brother. All of the gods were born of human that is why I said that in a way humans are the father of all the other races.”
 
   Sae-Thae was right he had told him the story but part of him didn’t truly believe it. Throughout history many different people claimed to have gods. Today still people in foreign kingdoms claimed that they followed the will of the gods, but Thad, as well as most people from Farlan, believed that the gods were simple platitudes made up by people looking for something to believe in that was bigger than themselves. Thad had never truly believed that gods of any kind ever existed. “Does he truly exist?”
 
   Sae-Thae shook his head sadly. “You will find that out tomorrow.” He simply replied though his voice showed that he pitied Thad for his lack of belief.
 
   “Have you come to warm my bedchamber tonight?” A seductive voice said from behind him.
 
   Turning around, Thad found Bahia standing as if she had just won a battle. “I am simply showing my good friend around. Also we need to make arrangements for his rite of blessing to be tomorrow. His time with us grows short, as he has other places to visit on his long pilgrimage.” Sae-Thae said bluntly to the priestess who looked more than slightly aggravated.
 
   “I will make sure that the high priestess is made aware of this. As you well know master mage this is no place for simple visitors. We are preparing for our evening prayers so I must ask that you and your friend depart.” Bahia said politely, though anyone could see the hate looming in her eyes as she stared at the Vathari mage.
 
   As they walked out of the large hall Thad took a peek over his shoulder at Bahia. “She didn’t seem too pleased with you my friend.”
 
   “She is just mad that she has not got with child yet. From what I have heard, she tried very hard on the journey and has agreed to visit you a few times since you have arrived at the city. As I told you it is seen as a great honor to have the babe of a child of Moriudonius. While most priestess view serving Mantara enough of an honor, my sources have told me your friend back there is eager to earn more. I wouldn’t be surprised if she makes a few more trips to your bedchambers in the next few days.” Sae-Thae said smiling. “Be wary my friend she might just entrap your soul so you are forced to stay until she can conceive.”
 
   The last leg of their trip took them to the market. Thad had seen bits of the market when he had first arrived but had not taken the time to explore it in any great detail. The shops sold many of the wares you would find in any town; clothes, tools, food, but many of the items were unique to the Underearth. One in particular caught his eye, it looked like a simple cloak but whatever material it had been made from was so dark it seemed to chase the very light that shone upon it away.
 
   “I see you have an eye for quality, as well as women my friend. That is a Sha cloak. The Sha are very rare creatures that live in the deepest parts of our world. They are small little creatures but fierce. Like many of the unnatural creatures, they were created many years ago by wild magic. As you can tell no light can touch the cloak even on the surface at high noon the cloak would make the wearer seem as if he were walking in complete darkness.”
 
   “Seems like it would be the perfect tool of an assassin, not something I would get much use of.” Thad said giving the cloak a final look. “You said they were created by wild magic, what do you mean?” 
 
   “You see when the twin god and goddess disappeared into the abyss their job of regulating the flow of magic went to the goddess’ children. The first few centuries were hard on them so they created their own creatures to share in their burden, but still it wasn’t enough. In truth the gods are only a pale comparison of their mother, but as the children of Moriudonius spread, the burden was made much easier. During the Fae war it was thrown in turmoil again, not only as vast amounts of the human mages were killed but also the rest of the god’schildren were slain in great numbers. The world is still recovering and as long as the children of Moriudonius are hunted then the magic will grow increasingly unstable. I do not know what the future holds, only the gods know that and they have not seen fit to let me in on the secret.” 
 
   As they made their way back to the mage’s tower, Thad contemplated everything he had learned that day. Nothing was as he had thought it was when he had been in Farlan. Gods might actually exist, that alone was hard for Thad to believe. Then there was the fact magic was growing increasingly more out of control. Shaking his head, Thad let all thoughts of such problems fade away. There was only so much he could do and the job of the gods was far outside his realm of possibilities.
 
   That night Sae-Thae’s premonition came true as he found Bahia had found her way to his chamber. He tried to talk to her but she remained quiet. There was only one thing she wanted and it didn’t involve an idle chat.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER VII
 
   The next morning when Thad awoke, he was amazed to find that Bahia still occupied his bed. Most of the time whoever had shared his chambers were well gone before he chose to rise. “I see you finally decided to open your eyes, I thought you might sleep past your rite.” Bahia said with a slightly devious face.
 
   “It is just so hard to make myself wake up when the first face I have to see in the morning is yours,” Thad replied quickly as he swung out of bed.
 
   “Quite the impertinent one this morning, makes me want to drag you back under the covers.” Bahia said in a near growl. “Sadly we need to get the Hall otherwise you might just miss your ceremony.”
 
   Bahia insisted on escorting Thad all the way. It felt odd having Bahia on one side and Sae-Thae on the other. It was almost like a funeral march for a condemned prisoner. Unlike the day before the hall was bustling with priests and priestess all wearing their finest garments. Thad was led to a large stone door that had archaic looking inscription covering it. “This is as far as we can accompany you brother, the rest you must do on your own.” Sae-Thae said giving Thad a slightly concerned look. As the stone door opened, all Thad could see beyond was complete darkness. Slowly he put one foot in front of the other until he was surrounded in darkness so thick he couldn’t see his hand if he touched his nose. His heard as the stone door closed behind him, locking him in and taking away his only means of escape.
 
   With nothing else to do Thad sat down on the cold stone and waited unsure what he was supposed to do or what was going to happen. “What is the dark?” a detached voice echoed through the darkness.
 
   “I don’t know.” Thad answered honestly.
 
   “The dark is absence. All who seek the dark are missing something. What is the power of the dark?”
 
   “Thad thought hard on the question remaining silent for a good time. “It can conceal the presence of things.” Thad said unsure of himself.
 
   “Correct, the darkness hides what we wish to keep away from the world. Do you know what is hidden in the dark? Can you see what others wish to keep others from seeing? Can you see what others hide from their own hearts?”
 
   Images started flashing through Thad’s mind. He could see himself as he had been that morning when he woke beside Bahia. The look on her face was serene. “I was hoping you would never wake, I do so enjoy watching your sleeping face, love.” Bahia said as she wrapped her arms around him. Then the vision changed to Sae-Thae’s study where Thad lay motionless on the floor. Sae-Thae held his staff in one hand and his sword in the other. “Why won’t you work for me? Am I not the better mage? I have worked tirelessly to get to my position and hone my skills and this young pup thinks he can outdistance me without even proper training?”
 
   “These are what those around you keep hidden away. The desires and truths of their heart, they fight against what calls to them, love, hate, and resentment. Both have received my blessing and both had to face what they keep hidden away. Now it is your turn. What do you hide from yourself? What do you shroud in the darkness?” 
 
   Thad looked deep within himself and tried to picture what he might have kept from himself but nothing came to mind. Concentrating harder Thad found himself as a young child, his mother standing over him. “You shall train to be a good slave won’t you?” Thad’s child self simply nodded his head. Then he was in the academy each vision was of one of the mothers asking him to do something and each time he obliged without question. Finally he found himself in front of the Farlan queen beaten and near death from the treatment she had caused him and once again he is asked to set aside reason and he simply agrees.”
 
   Thad remembered each moment and at the time it had seemed like the right thing to do but now looking at them all at once he noticed something, he had never turned down a request from a female. He had never simply said no. “That is right Thad. You have been trained well by the mothers of the academy, so well you don’t even know that you are the perfect slave. They don’t need chains or whips to force you to work, they need but ask and you will bend your entire being to the task without consideration of what you truly want.”
 
   Thad covered his ears with his hands as his mind reeled. It was true he had never wanted to be the queen’s slave. The time in his cell and the queen’s constant demands for him to bow to her had not worked, yet he had quickly agreed once she had simply asked.
 
   “To control the dark one must understand his own secrets. Can you master what the dark hides, can you master your own mind, can you master your own heart?”
 
   “Yes!” Thad replied vehemently.
 
   “Child of Moriudonius, you have seen the truth and have accepted it. You have not denied who you were or who you are, yet you fight to become more. You are worthy of my blessings.” The voice echoed in his mind as a searing pain ripped across his right hand.
 
   Gasping for breath pain shooting through his body Thad ran his hand along the wall searching for a way out. When his fingers felt the groves of the stone door he could have almost yelled for joy. He expected the doors to be heavy so he braced himself and pushed hard. To his surprise they swung open easily dumping him hard on the other side.
 
   “Do you still have your wits about you brother?” Thad heard Sae-Thae ask, though his voice seemed to echo in the distance. Thad tried to answer but his body felt heavy and the words seemed to stick in his moth as darkness shrouded his mind.
 
   Thad woke in his own chambers. Due to the lack of a sun there was no telling how long he had been out. Lifting up his right hand Thad looked at the rune that now danced with magic on his skin. Sae-Thae had said there was four different runes, one could be granted, but Thad still didn’t know how to tell them apart. He had long ago learned his lesson about playing with powers he was unaware of, it seldom led to anything good, so Thad decided to wait until he could consult his friend for advice. Suddenly the image of Sae-Thae standing over his lifeless body flashed back into his mind. Thad quickly shook away the thought. His friend might harbor some feelings of resentment but even the god said that he had hid them away from himself. How many things were there about oneself that we hated enough to bury it so deep we didn’t know about it ourselves.
 
   Thad pushed himself from the soft bed and made his way up the long staircase to the top of the tower. His body still tired, each step felt heavy as if he had lead weights in his boots. Opening the door to Sae-Thae’s study Thad found his friend sitting at one of his many tables hunched over one of his books, deep in thought. A part of Thad wished he had Sa-Thae’s resolve and ability to spend hours on end in study, but Thad knew he was too restless. His attempts at study always ended the same, he would find something that interested him then pursue it relentlessly forgetting about his original goal. The same thing had happened in the dwarven village. He had intended to go straight to the Vathari when he was better but had gotten caught up with the secrets of dwarven blacksmithing.
 
   “Keeping your nose buried in books can’t be good for your eyes.” Thad said jokingly as he walked up behind Sae-Thae.
 
   Sae-Thae turned around the look on his face was one of relief. “I was worried about you brother. I didn’t tell you before but not all who return from the rite keep their mind. The truth can be a dangerous thing, something many people cannot take. I had hopes you were strong enough of will to handle it but one never knows until they are tested.”
 
   “I can’t say that it was the most pleasant experience of my life, but there are far worse thing to fear than the truth, even if it is one we do not want to face. I did receive something for my trouble,” Thad said raising his hand to show of the rune, “though I am not sure what it does. I was hoping you could shed some light on that subject for me.”
 
   Sae-Thae leaned back in his chair and looked up at Thad and his offered hand. “Yes I noticed you had earned your prize when we had your unconscious body carried back to your chambers. Honestly I had expected you to receive the same rune I did but I guess that one fits you as well. As a mage who uses both sword and magic, the rune of a dark assassin might just aid you especially considering that you plan to face the Brotherhood.”  
 
   The dark assassins, just like he had fought with back in the caverns with Crusher. They had been the hardest fight of his life. Not only were they skilled with a blade they could simply vanish in the darkness taking either part of their body or all of it. It made killing them extremely difficult. Their only real weakness was that in light, they were all but normal fighters. “I will need to train to fully understand the uses of the rune. Do you think it would be possible to meet with one of the dark assassins for a little help?”
 
   Sae-Thae laughed, “I don’t see that it would be a problem, other than you are short on time.”
 
   “Short on time?” Thad asked slightly confused.
 
   “Yes there is a limit to how long a mage on his pilgrimage is allowed to stay within one of our cities. It is an old law set down by our god. You see, cities used to try and delay the mages as long as possible to increase the chance to have more offspring. With the time spent reading through the different tomes and preparing your rite you only have four days left before you must depart.” 
 
   Everything Sae-Thae said made sense though he wished he had just a few more days to add to the time he had left. Four days seemed like such a short time to finish learning everything he wanted to. That always seemed to be the major problem in his life there was never enough time. “Then I better skip sleeping as much. When can I meet with the assassins?” 
 
   “I will set up a meeting for later this day. Using your blessing will take some getting used to. It is unlike using magic normally, though many of the feats you can accomplish using the gift can be performed through magecraft. The gift just allows you to use it with much less effort on your part. Once you get the hang of it using your new gift will become almost second nature.” Sae-Thae said as he went back to reading the book in front of him. 
 
   With little else to do until his meeting with the dark assassins Thad pulled one of the many books he had marked for further study and began reading. It was one of the many books from mages way before the time of the Fae War, one that specialized in the earth element. He was extremely skilled and had devised a host of spells for all occasions, though most of them had few uses in battle. Just as Sae-Thae had said, it was looked down upon during the time of the mages tower to use one’s power to hurt others. While few of the books had spells he could use against the Brotherhood he was beginning to understand more about how the elements formed and worked together. 
 
   Time passed by quickly and Thad soon found himself standing in front of one of the many barracks that belonged to the Warrior’s Hall. It was one of the nicer barracks that Thad had noticed ringing the large central courtyard. The dark assassins were supposed to be the elite forces of the Vathari warriors. Thad rapped on the entrance door timidly as his nerves began building. It was one thing to fight against trained warriors another to go to their home and talk with them, for some reason it felt as if he was walking to his death.
 
   When the door opened Thad found himself face to face with an overly large Vathari. Thad’s body tensed and the Vathari reached his hand toward him and gripped him hard on the shoulder. “I see our new brother has come to visit us.” The Vathari said his voice harsh and emotionless. “Come in.”
 
   Once inside, the barracks opened up into a large common room where at least two hundred other dark assassins were gathered drinking and enjoying themselves. “Brothers I have brought our new brother to greet his family.” The Vathari said boomingly. The common room grew quiet and Thad could hear as many of the cups of ale were clanged against the surfaces of table, then everything erupted in a roar as the assassins came to greet him. Some of the warriors simply slapped him on the back while others grabbed and squeezed at his shoulders and a few punched him solidly in the arm hard enough that Thad knew he would have a bruise latter.
 
   The festivities carried on until Thad was so tired he could barely stand. The dark assassins were not what he would have figured. Even the Vathari stories told of the menacing fighting force of the assassins. Instead of finding a bunch of brooding killers, he was surprised to find a close knit group of soldiers who treated each other like family. After everything quieted down Thad found himself at a table with a half dozen of the assassins. Thad was brought out of his heavy contemplations when the warrior next to him slapped him hard on the back. “What has you so worked up brother?”
 
   Thad looked over to the hulking giant of a warrior. “I must say it is not what I had thought I would find.”
 
   The warrior gave a dark laugh. “We are outcasts even among our own kind. We are feared and for good reason. We are trained killers not simple warriors. That mindset wears on a person and those around him so we band together with only those who can truly understand us, our brother assassins. Now you number among our group. It does not matter what race you belong to, the road your gift will take you will be a bloody one. Be wary my friend, few will ever truly understand the burden that will weigh on your shoulders.”
 
   The next few days Thad spent all his time with the dark assassins. He had learned how to use his gift though the cold feeling he got when he stepped into the shadows felt as if someone had dipped him into ice. Moving his whole body through the shadows was easy it was learning to allow a blade to pass through him that sent shivers down his spine. He had managed to do it twice but that was out of numerous tries that had left him battered and bruised. His brother assassins had cheered him on saying it could take a dozen years to begin to master the skill of the blessing.
 
   Thad’s time of departure quickly approached until it was only a day away. His last night in Xi’han Thad spent alone in his chambers with the many books he had been researching. It would be hard to leave behind the friends he had made. Sae-Thae was more than a friend but in many ways his real master in the arts of magic. Bahia though distant and cold would always hold a special place in his memory, and finally the dark assassins would always be his brothers for they shared a gift and a burden that tied them together.
 
   Thad ran his fingers over a specific passage detailing another mage’s visit to Xi’han. He had shared many of the same feelings and thoughts Thad had, though they weren’t quite the same. Thad wondered if thousands of years from now a mage much like himself would read over his own writings as he tried to settle his mind about what the future might hold. As Thad drifted off to sleep his mind continued to whirl around everything that had happened over the past few years.
 
   Thad once again found himself in the darkness watching Maria. She had grown a lot during their time apart, and even though he knew that it was only a dream his chest began to hurt as he stared at her. She no longer wore the light dresses of a young princess attending balls. No she was dressed in sturdy battle leather with a golden crown engraved on her chest. Thad wondered why he viewed her in such a light. Maria was a lot of things but a warrior was far removed from how he viewed her. Was his mind trying to tell him something or was there more to it than he understood. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER VIII
 
   Thad stood on the outskirts of Xi’han with his escort of dark assassins who swore to get him back into dwarven land without incident. Standing in front of him was Sae-Thae who had come to see him off. In his hands he held a large package which he handed to Thad. “On such short notice I was only able to get a few of the books you wanted copied, I also had the leatherworkers create something nice for you.”
 
   Thad took the package and sat it on the ground and tore it open. Inside were five books that he had been particularly interested in about mages who had talents close to his own. Underneath the books lay a leather battle harness with golden brown strips running down the center of the chest. On one side it had a black star with the symbol of the dark assassins engraved in silver along with a green and red dot that shimmered slightly. On the other side was a silvery star with traces of white running through it that almost seemed to spark with energy along with a golden orb. Without hesitation Thad replaced his own battle harness with the new one. It was light and supple and fit perfectly. Thad could feel magic emanating from it though he was unsure what enchantments were placed on it. “It is a fine gift.”
 
   “I figured you would like it. I had the enchantments made much like the ones you had placed on your own though because of our limitations they are slightly different but they should help keep you safe my brother.” 
 
   With one last goodbye, Thad and his brothers headed into the Underearth retracing the footsteps he had taken not so long ago. The trip was made in quiet solitude until they were well gone from the milling people of the city’s outskirts. Once they were in the quiet solitude of the Underearth the games began. The assassins played a version of tag, much like children with the exception for the jumping in and out of shadows. They protested that it was in order to help train their gifts but Thad was sure it had more to do with the amount of fun they had testing themselves against each other. Thad learned that it was impossible to keep your whole body submerged within the darkness, some part of you no matter how small had to be exposed otherwise you risked the darkness ripping you into nothingness. It was a risk they took each time they used their gift, one careless move and you simply disappeared like mist in the morning sun.
 
   Thad played the game along with the others but he was unable to ever get close to the person who was it. It was like chasing after smoke while moving through water. The second before he jumped through the shadows his opponent was already gone. Though Thad was greatly outmatched he was getting better with each movement. He still didn’t like the cold feeling that passed over his body when he drifted into the dark but he was starting to get used to it.
 
   When they stopped for the night there were no tents, and no fire, they slept in the open darkness. Unlike most, a fire didn’t stave away enemies, it only became a burden to the dark assassins who lived and breathed the dark like no other. Thad had gotten better at seeing in the dark but his magical eye was no match for the natural abilities of the Vathari. Thad doubted anyone or anything could dare encroach on them especially in the Underearth. Even when they were sitting around joking the dark assassins had an air of death and danger around them. 
 
   The journey progressed smoothly and after the second day in the tunnels of the Underearth Avalanche slowly approached the group. When she was first spotted the Vathari watched her closely as if they expected her to attack but Thad quickly calmed down their nerves and called out to his old friend. Avalanche came close to them, almost so close Thad thought for a moment she would travel with them but he could tell even from the distance that her movements were calculated and as soon as she had a good look at him, she let off a loud rumbling bark and darted back off into the darkness. “Should we go after the creature?” Wu’xun asked Thad.
 
   Thad simple shook his head. He was sure that his brothers would not harm Avalanche but there was always the chance she would leave them little choice. Turning, Thad walked back to the camp with Wu’xun one of the younger members of the group. He was a nice fellow but deadly in battle with fierceness not easily matched and speed that made his ability to merge with the darkness even more deadly. On the surface Wu’xun would have been one of the highest paid assassins, Thad had no doubt of that. 
 
   On their way back to dwarven lands Thad noticed that they passed very few other Vathari when he asked one of his companions about the lack of other travelers. He was reassured that while the other Vathari were close they were purposely traveling to stay out of sight. It wasn’t for practical reasons it was simply another way for them to test their own skills. Though the Underearth seemed large it was not hard to run into large groups when you entered their territory. The dark assassins were often sent to places where they were asked to get in and out unseen, so whenever they were given the chance they tried to move around unnoticed even by the members of their own village.
 
   From waking, to sleep, everything the assassins did was in order to train their skills. They led dangerous lives and were often the target of the rival Vathari’s own groups of assassins. When in their own barracks the assassins always wore lead lined clothes. Thad had done the same during his short stay, and while he was used to the weight of battle leathers what the Vathari assassins wore was heavy even eating became a chore. Thad had enjoyed his stay in Xi’han and his travels with his brothers of the dark, as they called themselves, but he knew the life of one of the dark assassins was not one he could live for long.
 
   As he walked along next to his brothers, Thad wondered why the god of the dark granted him such an ability. It wasn’t that he wasn’t grateful. Thad was sure that it would be a more than usefully ability in the future. Sae-Thae had said the gods always did things for a reason but most of the time mortals could seldom understand their reasons. 
 
   Thad could tell when they grew near to the dwarven lands, as the air in the tunnels felt slightly different. It was almost as if the ground itself was welcoming him back from his travels. It was a warm feeling unlike the cold and hollow one he got from most of the Underearth. Though he felt more at ease, his brothers of the dark movements became tenser. Unlike him they were in enemy territory and might have to draw their weapons at any time. When they entered tunnels that he knew well Thad had his escorts turn back. They were a little reluctant not to deliver him to the steps leading to the surface, but they agreed with only a little coercion that it would be safer for Thad to continue alone than risk a dwarven attack.
 
   Thad slowed down his pace and enjoyed the slow walk through the familiar halls. It didn’t take him long to find one of the three paths to the surface. It was still daylight when he made his way up the stone steps though it was fading fast.
 
   Thad had chosen an exit that led to the farmlands of the dwarves. Even though he had only spent a few fortnights in the Underearth the smell of fresh grass that assaulted his nose felt refreshing to him. As Thad walked back to the small house that had been set aside for him, he thought about the dwarves and V[bookmark: _GoBack]athari. Growing up, there had been plenty of stories about the dwarves though he had learned that most of them had been far from the truth. On the other hand the only stories he could think of that might have anything to do with the Vathari were the ones told to children at night to scare them. It was odd the Vathari had claimed, at one time, that they had ruled the entire surface world until their drive to battle had broken down their own rule. Why weren’t there more stories about them?
 
   When he reached his temporary home Thad found that it was full of dwarves. Thad wondered why they had all gathered in one place until he heard the rumbling barking of Avalanche as she bound out the small door toward him, knocking him hard to the ground. As Thad tried to pull himself from under the massive weight of his friend, the dwarves began to gather around him laughing.
 
   “Look, it’s a mage under a rock. Not something you see every day is it boys?” Crusher said continuing to laugh.
 
   “If you can laugh, you can help me out here.” Thad said slightly annoyed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER IX
 
   Thad woke late the next morning with the sun already high in the sky assaulting his eyes. With his head pounding he made his way over to the small water basin and washed his face. The dwarves had thrown a large party and Crusher, as he always did, forced strong dwarven ales down his throat until he passed out. Knowing Crusher, he had forced more down his throat even after that. 
 
   Most of the night was a blur to him but he remembered Elder Grenlor telling him to visit him as soon as possible. It struck Thad as odd that the old elder was so persistent about it the night before. Knowing that the normally easy going elder must have a reason for his rush, Thad dressed as quickly as his pounding head and aching muscles would let him.
 
   Thad looked at the leather vest Sae-Thae had given him. As he ran his fingers over the symbols representing his strengths he thought about what he had said about the mages of the past. They were founded on the principles of peace and abhorred the use of magic for war. He had already killed hundreds directly and indirectly with his magic during the war at Southpass. He was sure some of the mages of long ago had also killed during the Fae War and before. How did they feel when they used their magic in such a way? Thad had been raised since birth to think little of fighting and when his blade or magic pierced an enemy nothing ran through his mind at the time. Sometimes later after the battle had died down he would dream of the faces he had killed in the heat of battle but they seldom bothered him. Was that part of what the dark hid from him? 
 
   Putting on the leather jerkin Thad let the thoughts drift from his mind. He knew he didn’t enjoy killing and that was enough for him. There was no use in tormenting himself over things he couldn’t control or things he had done in the past. The best thing he could do was set his sights on the future and does his best to work toward his own goals. He would reestablish the Mage’s Tower and bring safety to those like himself. No longer would the children of Moriudonius run scared from the Brotherhood of the Fox.
 
   The dwarven village was not overly large, only housing a little over two thousand dwarves. A large amount of the dwarves live in houses carved from the mountain but most preferred the open ground. Thad’s house was one of the few with a bed, as the dwarves preferred to sleep on large boulders carved like boxes that fit their frame almost perfectly. Thad had tried it once on Crusher’s urging but had found it an uncomfortable experience.
 
   Thad found Grenlor in his stone house sitting by the window his old fingers stretched out as he read through the dwarven tablets. No words were written on the stone but all the information one could want could be found on them. It was magically etched into the very heart of the stone. Thad had once tried to read one but it was more than he could handle and he had only been left with a headache a hangover would envy.
 
   Thad took a seat next to the old dwarf and waited for him to finish. Having tried to read the tomes once he knew the amount of concentration it took to seep into one. When Grenlor finally looked up his face was covered in sweat and his face was pale. “Not as spry as I used ta be. I am glad you have returned from your trip to visit the Vathari. For the look of ya I see ya found what ya were looking fer. I apologize fer not telling ya about the God’s before but there are rules that bind us and only a dwarven mage would be allowed to share the secrets and regrettably, there hasn’t been one of those in centuries. We as a people have moved away from using magic overtly, though there are still dwarf villages that host a great number of mages. Now boyo, I must ask, do ya want ta undergo the dwarven right of pilgrimage? We don’t have a mage to lead ya through it like the Vathari but we have plenty of priests to perform the rite.”
 
   Thad had already anticipated the question. He was strongest in the earth element so going through the rite wasn’t really the question of if, but when. “I would like to go through the rite as soon as possible. I need to get on my way back to Farlan. I don’t know what it is but something is nagging at me.” Thad replied as the dreams he had of Maria flashed through his mind. 
 
   “I will talk to the priests to prepare your ceremony. Normally the rite fer the coming of age is held in the winter so it will take a few days ta prepare everything. Until then I have translated a few items fer ya ta look through. I couldn’t find much on yer mage’s history but I did find a bit on tha Brotherhood.” The old dwarf said as he pulled a large bundle of parchment from underneath the table and handed them to Thad.
 
   Thad read through the first few papers. It was very detailed information about the Brotherhood. Though it was centuries old Thad was still sure he could find some useful information to help him in his coming struggle. Thad excused himself and headed back to his own house, the bundle of parchment tucked safely in his arms. Sighing Thad looked down at the large bundle, ever since he had met Sae-Thae he had spent countless hours studying and very little practicing. He could feel the magic around him. It was almost tangible, and he burned to pull it in himself, to mold it into what he desired. Sae-Thae had told him it was the bane of all mages to yearn for the magic. If one did not control oneself then he would let the magic engulf him. He hadn’t touched true magic in almost a fortnight and with every passing day his body craved its touch more and more. He was determined not to let his urges control him, even if it drove him mad.
 
   After reading for almost an hour Thad had only learned a few things new about the Brotherhood. Thad had thought they had been created by the emperor during the Fae Wars but it looked as if they had existed long before the emperor had taken power. That raised as many questions in his mind that had not been there before. Had the Brotherhood been the true voice behind the war?  The origin of their weapons was also a mystery though the dwarves being master craftsmen had a few ideas. While the different theories differed greatly they all had one thing in common, a god or mage had to be involved in some way. 
 
   During the Fae Wars the Brotherhood had been vast with an estimated count of over fifty thousand soldiers at their command, though that was still only a fraction of the emperor’s real force. The whole of the emperor’s force hunted mages but the brotherhood was tasked with especially difficult targets and were seen as an elite force during the Fae Wars. The basic forces of the Brotherhood each carried a sword that absorbed magic but the commanders also had armor crafted from it making it almost impossible for the mages to touch them without expending huge amounts of magic. Their armor also protected against the magical weapons of the dwarves and elves.
 
   Though there were hints of them being around for thousands of years before the empire was created it was only sparsely mentioned. The dwarves while not extremely long lived were unique in the way they passed down knowledge. The strongest memories were passed down from parents to child at birth. The dwarfs referred to these memories as stone memories. Though there was a limit, memories older than three generations began to fade, only the strongest of memoirs persisted longer than that. That was why the dwarves still kept logs of their history so that nothing was lost, though only the elders ever read them. 
 
   Thad envied the dwarves’ ability to pass down memories, though Crusher had told him it was as much of a burden as a gift. “When you’re young and have little memories of your own everything you do is influenced by the memories of your parents. It is confusing to be playing in the mines and remember taking your wife there on a romantic getaway.” Crusher had told him. His friend hated how his memories of his ancestors pushed him into being a mere copy of them. That was why he became a blacksmith since every one in his family had been miners. It was his way to fight against the unwanted memories in his head.
 
   Sitting aside the parchments Thad leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. In a few days he would meet with the dwarven god and ask for his blessing. The Vathari god had been scary and had racked his mind to the edges of his sanity. What would the dwarven god be like? The Vathari were almost as different from one another as humans, but the dwarves were strikingly similar to each other, with a few exceptions. They were patient, loved to drink, loved a good fight, and most of all loyal. The God of the Dark had asked Thad what dark was, he had not known the answer at the time though now it made perfect sense to him. But what was earth?
 
   The earth was strong yet could be broken. It was made up of everything from dirt to gems. As his mind answered the seemingly simple question over and over, each time he had a different answer and reason for it and each time his frustration grew. “What is Earth?” Thad yelled as he slammed his fist into the table.
 
   “Is that bothering ya,” Thad heard a raspy voice say from behind him. “In dwarven earth means hidden secret. And just like it says dwarves love secrets, we love to hide them, keep them, and make them. Every dwarf has many secrets that we hold as dear as our own life. I have more than a few secrets that I hold dear. Moreover, just like things hidden in the earth, secrets yearn to get out, to make themselves known. So as a dwarf we are torn between keeping our secrets to ourselves and hinting about them to those around us. Ya get a load of dwarves together and ya got nothing more than a bunch of people trying to out hint each other about a secret they hold dear. I bet ya have a few secrets ya hold dear as well.”
 
   Crusher was right, he had more than a few secrets. Though he did not hold most of those secrets because he found them precious, most of them were kept out of respect or the pain they would cause him if exposed.  The secret of his birth name, was one such of those. He had been born Mark Allicar, a son sold to slaver by his very mother. His name had changed when Monique his adopted sister had given him the name Thaddeus, though the details of that meeting were also a secret. Remembering Monique, Thad absent mindedly rubbed the ring on his right hand with the symbol of a rose on it. The fact he was a mage was held a close secret, almost everywhere he went, as to let it be known would cause problems. If the elements one was gifted with guided them, then he understood why earth was his strongest element. “I might have one or two secrets I prefer to keep close.” Thad said teasingly.
 
   Thad was starting to understand, while the dark hid things not only from others but from the person themselves, the earth held secrets that the person held tightly. They were similar but completely different at the same time. The answer to the question was simple yet nothing like what he thought. It took strength and conviction to hold onto a secret, making the dwarves the perfect host for such a thing. Nowhere in all the realms would you find another creature as stubborn as a dwarf.
 
   “Yer as bad as a dwarf my friend. One day we shall share a blood secret making us true brothers my friend.” Crusher said confidently.
 
   “Blood secret?” That asked having never heard the term before though it tended to bring to mind something unpleasant.
 
   “Tis a secret that a small group of people share that are so valuable they would be willing ta die fer it. Sharing a blood secret is said ta be the true trust of friendship, so those who carry them are called Brothers of Blood.” Crusher said as he pulled a flask from his jerkin and took a quick drink. “The only trouble is that it’s impossible to plan a blood secret they always seem to find you.”
 
   Thad laughed, “What kind of secret is worth a person’s life?”
 
   “I know it might be hard fer ya ta think of one but they exist, and if we’re lucky we might just find one on da road.”
 
   “You sure you want to tag along with me. You know there’s a large chance we’ll end up dead within a score of days.” 
 
   “That’s why I’m coming with ya. Ya won’t last a day without me.” Crusher said laughing. “Now that yer back ya got some catching up ta do. I tried ta take it slow but yer a few casks behind in yer drinking quota.”
 
   Thad paled slightly at the thought of another night of drinking. “Don’t you think that it’s a bit early to start drinking? The sun isn’t even close to sitting yet.”
 
   Crusher grabbed Thad by the back of his jerkin and pulled him out of his chair spilling papers everywhere. “Like I said ya got some catching up ta do. How are ya supposed ta catch up if ya don’t start a tad early?” Crusher said laughing as he pulled Thad from his house.
 
   Thad tried to pull free of Crushers grasp but it was impossible. “Will you at least let me walk on my own?” Thad bellowed after hitting a large rock with his back side.
 
   Crusher ignored his attempts to escape and continued to pull him along. “Ya can’t be trusted me friend. Ya just want me ta let ya loose so ya can make a run back fer yer house and those dusty books of yerrs. I’ll let ya go after we get a pint or two in ya, until then just sit back and enjoy yer ride.”
 
   Thad continued to struggle but it was impossible. For a brief moment he thought about using magic to stop his friend but that had a chance of backfiring. It was one thing when Crusher was playfully antagonizing him but the dwarf tended to get heated up rather easily when his plans were thwarted and the last thing Thad wanted was the dwarf to sneak in his house while he slept and force a barrel of ail down his throat.
 
   When they finally reached their destination Crusher threw Thad through the doors. “That hurt you rock headed dwarf.” Thad yelled as he started to get up from the ground. Brianna reached out her hand her bright smile taking away a bit of the sting of Crushers treatment. 
 
   “Glad ta see ya back lover boy, now drink up before yer buddy forgets that ya don’t drink the ale barrel and all and shoves it down yer gullet.” Brianna said laughing lightly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER X
 
   Just as the elder had promised Thad was soon standing before a large door carved in the mountain awaiting his rite of pilgrimage. Crusher and Brianna had come to watch him leave. Though Crusher’s face looked the same as it did every day, though Thad could see the tension in Brianna’s. If it was anything like the dark rite there was some danger in attempting it. That mattered little to Thad. He needed strength and the only way to get it was through progressing in his magic and the rites. Borrowing the power of the gods seemed a bit overboard but he would do whatever it took to see his goals achieved.
 
   Thad waited as the dwarven priests preformed the chants and the runes on the door started to glow. When they opened all Thad could see was the stone wall of the mountain behind them. He looked around for some help but everyone’s eyes were on him, and it didn’t look like anyone was willing to tell him what he was supposed to do. Carefully Thad walked up to the stone and gently placed his hand on the stone and was surprised when his hand sunk in as if the stone was simply gray colored water. Taking a deep breath Thad cleared his mind and closed his eyes and walked through the wall of solid stone. 
 
   As his body entered the stone it felt as if he had been covered in ice. It was hard to move and breathing was a chore. Opening his eyes he couldn’t see anything but the stone in front of him. He continued to force himself forward but it was like walking in dense fog. He didn’t know where he was going nor the way back to the entrance so he came to a stop. “Are you there?” Thad asked tensely.
 
   “It has been a long time since one of my nephews paid me a visit. Give me one moment I wasn’t expecting visitors.” A booming voice said from everywhere. 
 
   The gray fog lifted and Thad found himself in a large room that looked much like one of the dwarven forges he had spent so much time in. Standing in front of a large anvil striking a piece of metal stood a stout being, while still twice his size looked much in stature like his children. “Have a seat nephew this will only take a short while. I hate to leave a project unfinished so you must bear with me for the time being.” The god said his voice echoing through the room like a thunderstorm.
 
   Thad found a chair sitting in front of a large table and attempted to pull himself into it. After the third try, he used his magic to push himself high enough he could sit in the giant sized chair. Once in the chair Thad found, even standing up, it was impossible to see the top of the table. Thad was sure the gods could choose any size they wanted. So why did he have to choose to be so large.
 
   Thad waited patiently for the god to finish his work. He had little to do so to occupy his time Thad watched the sparks fly with each strike of the god’s mighty hammer. It was impossible to tell what he was making but Thad was sure whatever it was it was far beyond his understanding. “Do you know why dwarves love to work metal?” The figure asked between strikes.
 
   “They are one with the stone and forming it and giving it shape makes them feel at peace.” Thad answered quickly. He had asked the elder the same question when he had first met him.
 
   “That is part of the answer. You enjoy creating things as well. Why is that?” the god asked giving Thad a curious look.
 
   Thad thought about the answer. He had always enjoyed working with his hands but he had never stopped to think why. “I don’t know?”
 
   The god laughed. “Now that is an answer. To admit when one is without knowledge is a great thing. Many who come here will give any answer they think I might accept is right but few simply answer with I don’t know. It is refreshing to see an honest soul. The truth is no one knows, not even I, why the dwarves love to work the forges. All creatures I believe love to create and since they are born of the earth my children have an inherent gift with molding metal. I like to believe it is as simple as that.” The god said as he stuck the end of what he was working on back in the forge to let it reheat. 
 
   “I thought the gods knew everything?” Thad said slightly confused.
 
   “Know everything,” the god said laughing so loud Thad had to cover his ears. “If the gods knew everything then there would be no point to any existence including our own. It is true we can see many paths the future can take but each being in the world can affect the overall fate of the world.” The god said smiling as he took a seat across from Thad. The table and chairs began to shrink until both he and the god were eye to eye. “Let us say you are a simple farmer and one day a passing traveler stops by your farm and beg for some food. Your heart is filled with compassion and you give him enough to hold him over until the next town. Thanks to your kindness the traveler survives and when he reaches the next town he once again begs for food. No one listens to the man and in a desperate act he breaks into a nobles home and kills three people. Now let’s say the farmer never gave him any food and the traveler starved to death half way to town. Each action a being makes impacts the world around him.”
 
   “That is an odd story, normally when someone tells you of a person preforming a selfless act it always ends good, but in your story the selfish act is the better of the two.” 
 
   The god laughed again. “Yes the farmer was selfless and caring and gave food to a man who would later murder but does that make the action wrong. If the man had reached the town and others were as selfless he would not have been so desperate as to enter the house. Because of the many beings that inhabit the world we cannot always control what happens to us and around us in life. The only thing we truly have control over is our own actions in response to the actions around us. Those very choices are what paints a person’s soul.”
 
   As the two continued their talk Thad studied the god. He was much different than he expected. With the exception of the strange aura around him Thad would have sworn the being in front of him was just a simple dwarven smith. In such a short period of time he had met two gods though the first never appeared in front of him, he had only heard the god’s voice. Neither had been overly imposing, though he had to admit to a small amount of awe at being in their presence.
 
   “Now for the reason you have come into my domain.” The god said suddenly. “You already have a steady heart, and steadfast convictions, that is why you have such strong skills in the element of earth. Though you tend to act rashly, all of your decisions have been rooted in who you truly are. Now as your ancestors have before, you now stand before me asking for my blessing. Moriudonius was much like my father and my mother’s favorite. She blessed him with the skills far beyond what the rest of us received but in return he was denied immortality. As time passed my brother’s blood spread through the human race and now it’s to the point very few if any of your kind do not have some of his blood running through their veins, but just because one has his blood does not guarantee they will have the use of his powers. One must have a strong mind, a strong will, and an active imagination. While it is not hard to find one of these traits in a human it is rare to find all three, that’s why not everyone can use the ability.”
 
   Everything the god was saying was interesting but it was far from the reason he was here. If he looked at it from a normal standpoint the god seemed lonely and just wanted someone to talk to. If that was the case he was much like his children, though gruff and often brutish ,once you got a dwarf talking it was hard to get them to stop. “What about the blessing?” Thad asked nervously.
 
   The god laughed lightly, “The blessing is a guarantee. There is no way I would deny my first visitor, outside of my own children. The only real question is what gift of the earth to bestow upon you. All blessings are a double bladed sword with a risk to them though some risks are more costly than others.” The god said as he rubbed his chin. “I think I know the perfect one for you.”
 
   A burning pain burned in Thad’s chest as if a hot poker had been put upon bare skin. Screaming in pain Thad pulled at his clothes but in his pain wracked state was unable to pull them off. The pain from his hand when he got the dark blessing was bad but on his chest it felt ten times worse. Thad instinctively curled into a ball until the pain subsided. When the pain was pain was gone Thad looked around to find the room empty except the door he had entered through. His body sore Thad stumbled toward the door, each step only coming with great effort. When he reached the door it swung open easily and he could see all the dwarves gathered around waiting on his return. The only thought in his mind as he stepped through the portal was wondering if all blessings were as painful. If so two might just be more than enough to have to endure. 
 
   Thad’s feet became more unsteady with each step. The cool feeling fled from his body as he stumbled through the door. Thad could hear his friend’s voices as he forced his legs forward but after only a few steps his legs gave out and Thad found himself on his knees staring at the ground. He tried to rise but he had no strength left in his body. Why was it each time he went through a ritual he was left weak as a babe? It felt as if suddenly all the life and energy had been drained from him the instant he stepped from the god’s domain.
 
   Thad felt something pull on his arm. He tried to raise his head but it was as if a giant had him in its grip forcing him to stay still. His eyes grew heavy and he could feel his conciseness fading.  As the world around him was consumed in a light gray fog Thad fought to stay awake, but it was a losing battle. Thad felt as his back landed softly against the ground and the last thing he saw before everything faded away was Brianna’s worried face.
 
   Thad once again found himself floating in the darkness of his own mind. Unlike the first time he had found himself here he did not feel worried or cut off. His magic still flowed through his body as strong as ever. He never knew why he was brought inside his own mind, he knew there had to be a reason he just hadn’t figured it out yet. His two new runes glowed brightly, the rune of dark on his hand and his new rune that was made up of four separate lines that came together to look a lot like a mountain. Thad could feel the magic running through them, though it felt different from his own. It was stronger and more refined, like the difference between ore and refined steel.
 
   Thad let his mind follow the small line of elemental power. The energy was very strong and had a distant overwhelming feeling coming from it. At first Thad was following it then suddenly he was getting pulled along, like a small raft caught in the currents of a large river. Desperately Thad tried to break free of the flow’s hold, as he felt himself being drawn far away from his own body. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XI
 
   Thad woke with the familiar head splitting headache he was beginning to get used to thanks to Crusher. Though he was getting used to the feeling of his head wanting to split open, it didn’t mean that he was in any way enjoying it. Images started flashing though his head of a long road and of large cities. Thad looked over to the corner of his room where his staff sat. It had been a long time since it had decided to speak to him. Thad wasn’t sure but for some reason it felt as if his staff was mad that he had dropped it during their escape from the Underearth. Thad had thought the item lost but as soon as he was awake he found it in the corner of his room. Thad had figured Crusher had gone back after it but his friend said he hadn’t even thought about it. That had left a number of options but none that Thad was in the mood to think of at the moment. “Yes we will be leaving for the road again soon.” Thad answered the staff.
 
   The diamond on the end of the staff glowed lightly. It was good the staff was in a better mood, it reacted poorly to him when it was in an ill-temper. Thad had heard about magical items with their own mind and as a young child had thought it fantastical but having one himself, he had learned it was almost more of a hassle than it was worth. The staff was right though he had spent enough time standing still it was time to move on. He had little to pack almost everything he needed was still in his pack from his trip to the Vathari city. Looking around the empty room the only thing he really had left was provisions and the papers that still lay scattered around the room from Crushers antics.
 
   Stumbling from his bed Thad began to collect the scattered parchments and stacking them back up on the table. Once they were all collected Thad tied them together with spare twine that he had in his pack. Once that was done all that was left were provisions for a long trip and to let Grenlor know it was time for him to depart. The dwarven village didn’t have a store like most towns. Everything that one dwarf had been given freely to the group. All Thad had to do was ask the local butcher and farmers for what he wanted. 
 
   It didn’t take long for him to make his way around the village and collect what he needed. A large amount of dried and smoked meat as well as a healthy bag of vegetables. Other than food he also collected some quills and parchment so that he could start his own notes about his travel and the knowledge he had learned. Thad wasn’t sure if he would have a lot of time on the road to work on his own book but it was worth trying. With everything he needed ready for the trip the only thing left was Grenlor. 
 
   Thad found the old dwarf sitting at his table as normal. Thad could never remember finding the dwarf doing anything other than reading. It was a natural state for the dwarf, a leaf of parchment in one hand and a mug of ale in the other. “What bring ya here taday boyo?” the dwarf asked never looking up from his studies. 
 
   Thad picked up the dwarf’s mug and refilled it from the sat of casks that set next to the dwarf’s table. “I believe it is time for me to move on and try to find my way back to Farlan.” Thad said much more confidently than he felt about the decision.
 
   Grenlor sat down his papers and took a healthy drink from his mug. “Sorry ta hear that, but I figured ya be moving on soon now that tha rite be over. As I told ya before fer our own safety we gonna have ta take ya into the Underearth and lead ya to a different exist. There’s a town nearby we haven’t been ta in some time and I don’t quite remember tha name, but it has a fair amount of ships if me memory serves. You should be able ta get yerself home.” 
 
   “Farlan has a large port so if the town has ships then I should be able to make my way home without trouble.” Thad said as he poured himself a mug from one of the upper casks that were filled with a strong cider.
 
   “Ya know when ya came in, I figured that ya would be asking about yer blessing.” Grenlor said giving Thad a piercing stare. “Ya got a rare blessing though also a dangerous one. Very few dwarves ever get it let alone human mages. It allows its bearers skin ta turn to stone, but as a drawback if tha elemental energy is held too long there is a risk of a permanent change. I would suggest ya don’t use it very often in battle unless ya are forced ta. There are many stories of stone dwarves littering battlefields in tha old days. I will tell ya this though the Brotherhoods swords can’t cut through the stone. While it is magic that turns your skin ta stone, tha stone itself is not magical in nature that is what makes it so dangerous.”
 
   He could feel what the blessing did but he didn’t know it came with such risks. Thad made a mental note to work on its use as soon as possible but he didn’t plan to turn more than small sections of his skin stone. ”Thank you for the warning elder, I will take it to heart. When do you think we can leave for the town?”
 
   Grenlor laughed loudly, “I will have a group ready to escort ya in the morn. Don’t see why yer in such a hurry boyo, a day or two will make little difference in tha end. Remember rushing is the gateway in which disaster is sure ta enter.”
 
   Thad dismissed himself and made the long walk back to his house. The elder was right if he rushed too much, he would make mistakes and with the Brotherhood looking for anything of magical in origin, he would be giving them an open invitation to strike him down. Normally if he was traveling alone it would only be his life at stake but Crusher was adamant in going with him. The brotherhood sought dwarfs and the other children of the gods as forcibly as they did mages. How in the abyss was he going to hide a dwarf? 
 
   Speaking of the devil Thad found Crusher awaiting him in his home. “Not trying ta sneak off on me are ya brother?” He said his voice crisp and laced with a twinge of anger. 
 
   “I have not lost my brains my friend. I know if I tried to leave you behind, you would hunt me down and beat me with my own foot.” Thad said exposing the metal appendage Crusher had made to replace his own that had been cut off during his imprisonment in Alba. Most days he didn’t even notice the difference. His new foot worked the same as his old one with the exception that it was enchanted, so in many ways it worked better. At first it was odd but now that he was used to it he used it without thought.  
 
   The scowl faded from Crusher’s face. “That’s good Thad otherwise id have to force feed ya a handful of rocks. Now if this is going ta be our last night in such a fine place we should celebrate.”
 
   Thad shook his head slowly. “I was afraid that you were going to say that.” Thad said rubbing his backside that was still bruised from his treatment the day before. “If you don’t mind I believe I will choose to walk today.”
 
   Crusher looked at the pained expression on his face and began to laugh. “That is good, ta tell ya tha truth. Brianna nearly made me a foot shorter when she heard what I did ta ya. I tell ya that girl is missing a few strikes from being finished.”
 
   “I think you might be right there.” Thad said laughing.
 
   The two found Brianna working the bar as she did every evening. As soon as she saw them, the harsh smile that had been fixed on her face brightened as she quickly poured them two mugs of dark ale. “I head that tonight is yer last night in our fare little village.” She said sadly. “Tonight whether ya like it or not boyo I won’t be leaving ya alone.”
 
   Thad thought back to the time he had spent in Xi’han. He had spent the night with many different women but none of them had truly touched his heart. Even though it had been a condition for the rite it still bothered him slightly. Now standing in front of him was someone who truly cared about him and he had pushed her away at each turn. “I won’t complain if you wish to keep me company for my last night.” Thad said giving the sultry dwarf a wink. Thad had never been in love, not the way he had heard it talked about. Did it truly exist or was it just an illusion of the mind. He cared for Brianna and he knew he would kill anyone who tried to harm her. Maybe that was its own form of love.
 
   Thad watched as Brianna worked bringing all the guests drinks. Was something wrong with him? He had often felt warmth around other people but he had never truly felt any deep bonds with those around him. There were plenty he called friends who he would lament the loss of. Was he broken? Thad thought back to his time with Eloen. She had been fun, and often stirred feelings in him but those had more to do with his body than his heart. The more Thad thought about it the more he began to believe he was incapable of truly loving someone. The thought didn’t make him sad, not like he thought it would. He still cared for those around him. He figured it was hard to mourn something he had never had.
 
   “What has ya so worked up lover boy?” Brianna asked plopping down in his lap.
 
   “Just mulling over a few things Bri.” Thad said glumly.
 
   Brianna took Thad’s face in her hands and pulled him into a fierce kiss. Though she was brash and bawdy she had never been so forward before. Thad’s first instinct was to pull away but she was not allowing that. After a few moments Thad relented and gave in and simply enjoyed the feel of her lips and the subtle taste of plumb wine that she tasted of. When she pulled back, Thad was out of breath and his heart was beating as fast as it did during a battle. “A lot more fun than mulling things over, eh boyo?” Brianna said giving him a sly smile as she jumped off his lap and went back to work.
 
   Thad felt a sharp blow hit his shoulder nearly knocking him from his seat. “Ya little demon, stealing the best girl fer yerself.” Crusher said from beside him laughing.
 
   Thad joined in his friend’s laughter and took a long drink from his mug. He figured there was no reason to set in brood over things. It was his last night in the dwarven village he should follow Crusher’s lead and enjoy himself. The higher the moon rose in the sky the harder it was for Thad to keep things straight. Normally he drank until he felt sleepy then simply laid his head down on one of the tables and let Crusher worry about getting him back to his bed. He figured it was the least the dwarf could do after forcing him to drink so much every night. Tonight was different though he wanted to keep his mind long enough to see the night to its end. Looking around Thad could tell most the other patrons had long since gone back to their own home and Crusher was already laying on his back laughing at nothing.
 
   “Brianna walked over to where Crusher lay and kicked the dwarf hard in the side. “Just like every night, why do ya insist on sleeping in the bar? Oh yer still awake, by now I’ve already had someone carry ya back to yer house.” She said her face sporting a devilish grin.
 
   Thad tried to sit up straight but after a few tries gave up and propped his head in his hands. “I promised you… I’d spen… Spend the night with you. I was never one for… Lying.” Thad said his words slurring and his head spinning. As Brianna walked toward him Thad tried to stand but quickly found that his legs had betrayed him dumping him hard on the floor.
 
   Thad soon found himself looking up into Brianna’s beaming face. Thad had figured that she would throw him over her shoulder like a sack of grain but he was pleasantly surprised when she knelt down and gently helped him to his feet. Thad’s head was still spinning on the slow walk back to his house. Each step was lightly awkward as Brianna was much shorter than him forcing him to hunch over so that she could support his weight.
 
   However, he tried his best to keep his wits and enjoy the night he was far too much into his drinks. He could feel Brianna’s hands on his body but it was impossible for him to focus. Everything seemed like a blur and soon Thad found himself slipping peacefully into a deep sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XII
 
   The next morning Thad woke to someone hitting him lightly in the shoulder. He knew it wasn’t Crusher as he tended to hit hard no matter how sore or tired Thad was. Opening his eyes the sun assaulted him as if someone had stabbed him in the eyes. As his vision cleared he found a smiling Brianna staring into his eyes. “Ya sleep much longer and yer gonna be late fer yer own departure.” Brianna said laughing lightly.
 
   Cursing himself Thad jumped out of bed and quickly threw on his clothes and rushed out of the house. Outside Crusher and Grenlor as well as a few other dwarves were awaiting him. Thad apologized for sleeping in but none of them seemed to mind. The dwarves seemed more interested in who was standing behind him. After a couple good natured jests about him and Brianna Thad pushed himself past the group and headed for the Underearth entrance.
 
   Thad thought about continuing into the darkness but his better sense won over. Swallowing his embarrassment Thad waited on the others. If he had known which way to travel he would have left them all behind in a heartbeat but as it was he had no choice but to endure his humiliation. After a few moments Thad began to worry and turned around to find the dwarves standing behind him waiting on something. After nearly half an hour Brianna came running up to the group a travel pack thrown over her shoulder.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Thad asked Brianna his voice teetering between anger and confusion.
 
   “Brianna patted him sharply on the cheek her smile never wavering. “What does it look like, I’m coming with ya whether ya like it or not. So get the burs out of yer pants and get a move on.” Brianna said her tone plainly showing that it was not up for discussion.
 
   “Fine, do what you want.” Thad said throwing up his hands in defeat. Thad watched Brianna and Crusher walk into the dark. He didn’t want to admit it but having Brianna along made him feel a bit better. She would at least keep Crusher from being too rough on him. He might even be able to skip drinking once or twice if he got her to intervene for him. It was one thing to stay drunk in the dwarven village but once they got on the road, he needed his wits. Even after a few drinks it was almost impossible for him to use his magic. Looking down at his hand Thad nearly laughed. A few days ago the magic was burning around him calling for him to use it, now it was only a slight buzz around him. It seemed the more he used his magic the more he felt the need to call on it. If he only used it sparingly then it seemed it was less likely that he would be addicted to it.
 
   “Are you ready?” Grenlor asked as he placed his hand on Thad’s shoulder.
 
   “I can’t say I’m looking forward to it, but I am as ready as I will ever be,” Thad said hesitantly.
 
   Thad stood still as Grenlor placed a thick cloth over his eyes. As soon as it was affixed, Thad could hear Grenlor chanting softly then everything went dark. It was not just his sight that was blocked but even his magical sense had been cut off. It was one of the few times in his life that he felt completely exposed. He felt something grab his hand and pull him along. Thad followed the tug obediently though each step he took was slightly hesitant. After a while he noticed that not only was his sight blocked he couldn’t hear anything either. One thing he could say was when the dwarves did something they made sure to go all the way. Thad tested the strength of the magical bonds that held him and found that he could easily break free if he wished. He didn’t know if that was just how weak the spell was or if Grenlor had done it on purpose in case of emergency.
 
   With his sight and hearing blocked all Thad had to rely on was the person who pulled him along. Thad wasn’t sure how far they had traveled when they stopped for the first time. He had hoped that he would be able to eat with his own hands but without his sight it was impossible. Luckily someone was kind enough to give him water from time to time and a few strips of dried meat to chew on. Thad was sure that Brianna had been the one who was looking after his needs but it was impossible to tell in his current condition. 
 
   Thad slept five times while he was bound but it could have been days or a fortnight they had walked in the Underearth. Everything was the same to him nothing but endless darkness completely cut off from everything but the warm touch of the person pulling him along. When the cloth covering his eyes and magical senses was finally removed Thad found himself in unknown tunnels. He was sure that if he tried he could find his way back but he didn’t want to risk it. The dwarves were right. There was a chance he could be taken prisoner by the Brotherhood and information could be forced from him in various ways. If he didn’t know how to reach the dwarven village he couldn’t put them into danger. Thad let his magical eye slip into its night vision while his normal eye fell into magical sight. He had tried the combination a few times and while it was slightly confusing it allowed for the best he could hope for in sight. Everything had some form of heat coming from it and all living things had a magical signature whether they could control magic or not. But when one added in the natural flowing magic that flowed through the world sometimes it became nothing but a blur of colors to his eyes.
 
   In many ways his magical sight revealed much more than just the objects around him. He could tell much about a person from studying their aura. The dwarves all showed a heavy influence of the earth element but there were also other elements that swirled around them. Most the time it was fire or darkness but with Brianna he had noticed early that she had a large aura of water mixed in with the earth. Thad hadn’t spent a lot of time analyzing people according to their elements, but considering her attitude Thad was sure the fact that unlike most dwarves she was extremely open with her feelings. Crusher called him brother but it was always done along with an insult, Brianna on the other hand left Thad no doubts about her feelings.
 
   Instinctively Thad sent out his magical senses to scout his surroundings. There were few creatures besides them occupying the immediate surroundings. A few cave rats and other small creatures but nothing that Thad would consider a threat. “Only a short distance more and you’ll be able ta feel the sunshine on yer face again.” Crusher said walking up to his side. “Wish we could have fit a stone bed or two in yer bag. I don’t honestly understand how ya humans can sleep on something soft, it’s just aint natural.” He added complainingly. 
 
   “If we had brought a bed, you would have found something else to complain about. I swear you’re not happy unless something is bothering you.” Thad said offhandedly.
 
   After a short break, they continued down the dark paths of the Underearth. Running his hands along the damp wall Thad recalled his first meeting with Crusher. He had found the dwarf fighting a heartstone creature much like Avalanche but made of a very strong metal. Thad unconsciously reached up and touched his eye that had been lost during that battle and been replaced by a piece of the creature’s heartstone. Ever since he had left Farlan his luck had seem to have fled him. He had lost his right foot, left eye and his body was marred with scars. If things continued on as they had, by the time he returned home, he would be more magic than man.
 
   “Somethin bothering ya, me delectable little treat?” Brianna asked as she pinched him on the hind end. 
 
   Thad reached up to his eye again and sighed. “Just thinking about some of the things that have happened since I unwillingly started this journey.” Thad said despondently.
 
   Brianna laughing hard pulled Thad down so that he was forced to look her in her eyes. “Ya listen ta me. Ya might have gotten a few scars, lost a bit along da way but if anyone looks at ya weird because of it I’ll give em a lump or two so they think twice about next time they want ta open their yaps.” Brianna said blushing slightly. Thad have never heard of a blushing dwarf let alone seen one. It looked more than a little out of place on the normally headstrong dwarf.
 
   Thad couldn’t think of anything to say in return to Brianna’s words so he simply nodded his head and gave her a slight smile. She never said anything more she just walked next to him her arm wrapped around his waist. Thad had to know the two looked weird together, but he knew anyone that said anything about it would find that Brianna wasn’t timid about using her fists to help change people’s opinions. Thad laughed as he pictured Brianna shaking a bloody and beaten person while arguing with them. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Thad could feel the air become lighter as it mixed with the fresh scent of grass blowing in from the outside. A short while later the tunnels opened up and the darkness lighted and soon the group found themselves sanding at the entrance of the large cave. Thad’s heart began to beat as he looked out over the grass. Grenlor had been right, not far off was a large town that sat next to the ocean. There was still no telling where exactly they were as Kurt was large with many countries situated on the ocean, that was if they were even still in Kurt. Though he doubted it, but there was a chance he had traveled under the sea to one of the island nations.
 
   After a quick goodbye to their escorts Thad, Crusher, Brianna, and Avalanche left the security of the Underearth and made their way down the hill toward the town. Looking at his three companions Thad wondered how long it would be before one of them caused an uproar. Though the friendliest of the group was Avalanche she was sure to draw the most attention. Thad looked down at the rock creature that bounced around the group like a puppy at play. 
 
   Thinking it was time Thad reached into his pack and handed both Brianna and Crusher a ring set with a clear diamond in the middle. “They are for when we get to town. Neither of you can speak the common tongue very well so this is made to work for you. The first one took a lot of time to make but I had to make the second one in a hurry on the way.” Neither said anything until they put on the ring then they tried to hold a conversation. It looked like the rings worked perfectly they changed the words before they were said so it sounded as if both dwarves spoke common tongue.
 
   “The words I’m saying and what’s coming from me mouth are completely different.” Crusher said with a slightly confused look on his face.
 
   “If you pay attention you might even pick up enough common tongue where you won’t have to use the rings.” 
 
   As they got close to the town the smell of saltwater hung thick in the air. Thad took in a deep breath remembering the last time he had been to the sea. It felt as if it had been ages ago when he had visited Eloen’s house. The sun was still only slightly halfway through its arc in the sky when they reached the outskirts of the town. The few people they passed looked at the group oddly, though no one approached them. When the four friends reached the gates of the town they were met by a rather large group of men holding various weapons. From the looks of them Thad was sure they were the town’s militia.
 
   “Halt, come no closer.” A large man yelled at the four as he stepped out from the group.
 
   The weapon in the man’s hands didn’t look out of place like it did with most the others gathered; he also didn’t have a look of uncertainty on his face. It was easily to tell that most the soldiers gathered had seen little use with their weapons as they nervously clutched the hilts as if they were trying to strangle them. Thad raised his hands moving them away from the sword strapped to his side. He hoped his friends would follow his example but he wasn’t surprised to see Crusher and Brianna reached for the weapons hanging at their sides. “We don’t want any trouble we’re just on our way back home to Farlan.” Thad said calmly.
 
   The large man looked the group over his face staying stern and imposing. “You want me to believe that three heavily armed travelers with a creature I have never seen before aren’t here to cause trouble.”
 
   “Didn’t ya hear the boy, or da ya got rocks rolling around in that head of yers. We just plan on passing through. You can either let us pass through or we’ll smack ya around a bit and let ourselves through.” Crusher said as he pulled his large hammer into his hands and settled it on his shoulder.
 
   Thad could feel the tension in the air as Crusher and the man stared each other down. It was obvious the militia wasn’t going to simply let them walk into town, but they had no other leads on where they might be. There would be another town a few days down the coast or not. Thad couldn’t risk it they needed to get into town. That meant either killing the men in front of them who were merely trying to protect their town or getting them to stand down. Suddenly an image of the illusionary fiery horse he had used to escape the Ablaian prison flashed through his mind. “Not a bad idea, but a little flashy.” Thad said looking over at his staff. 
 
   Thad could hear the sound of swords leaving scabbards as the militia prepared to fight. “Stop!” Thad yelled pointing his staff at the group of men standing before him. A burst of fire sprung from the end of his staff forcing them men of the militia back as it swirled in the air around them. Thad ignored the screams of fear and disbelief as he concentrated on the flames. Thad let the flames cut into the earth throwing up a large cloud of dust. As the dust settled and the air cleared, Thad was sitting astride a large horse of fire. Thad heard Crusher whistle from behind him but tried to ignore his friend and concentrate on his magic and the men in front of him. “I said we seek no trouble, but as my friend said you will either let us pass or I will make you stand aside. I am in no mood to be trifled with.” Thad said as sternly as he could muster. 
 
   “We won’t let you near our families demon spawn.” One of the men yelled as he pointed his blade at Thad. 
 
   His steed hummed and blazes of fire roared from its nose warping themselves around the man’s sword turning it bright red. A loud yelp of pain was quickly followed by a clatter as the blade fell to the ground. Thad knew he had to do something fast otherwise things were going to turn ugly fast. “Either you stand aside or you watch your town burn.” Thad said harshly hoping his bluff would work. To add a bit of credibility he created large roaring imaginary flames and pushed them toward the town. To add to the effect he made the flames directly in front of the militia real so they could feel the immense heat coming from them.
 
   The men stood firm though Thad could see the sweat beading on their faces and their determination waning. Thad hoped they would break soon. He still had plenty of energy left but he didn’t want to have to kill the men for simply wanting to protect their town and families. “Lay down your arms.” The large man declared as he slid his own sword back into its scabbard.
 
   “Holbar you can’t mean to let them into town, he’s a demon spawn.” The man who was still holding his burnt hand objected. 
 
   “Johan do you really believe that nonsense about demon spawns. Even if he is a demon in the flesh we have little choice or would you prefer we let our families burn. I am sure your wife and little girl might not feel too keenly about that.” Holbar said heatedly.
 
   As the men sheathed their weapons Thad let the flames disappear but left his stead standing until he had a chance to dismount and then in a flash of smoke it too was gone. “As I said we only plan to gather information and see if we can seek passage to Farlan. We do not plan to cause any trouble, but if trouble finds us, we will not sit idly,” Thad said fiercely.
 
   “I apologize but we do not have an inn in the town.” Holbar said looking around at the fellow members in the militia who still looked as if they were ready attack at any moment. “You better come to stay at my house, so that the chance of any trouble finding you won’t be as likely.” He said not sounding very happy about the declaration.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XIII
 
   Holbar led them to his house that was in the market district. He lived in a fairly large house built onto his butcher shop. Avalanche stayed outside while the other three headed up the steps to the living quarters. Once they were inside and the doors were close Holbar let out an audible sigh of relief. That feeling of relaxation only lasted for a moment before Holbar rounded on Thad with a very stern look on his face. “You can stay for the night but I want you on your way in the morning. A day should be more than enough time for whatever you’re here for. I warn you if you try anything I will run you through faster than you can raise that little stick of yours.”
 
   “It would be tha last thing ya do.” Brianna said tapping her fingers against the blade of her axe. 
 
   “Back already sweetie? What was all the commotion about dear?” A musical voice said from the other room, which was quickly followed by a young girl running into the room. “Daddyyyyyyy.” She yelled as she ran and jumped into Holbar’s arms.
 
   A blond haired beauty stuck her head out the doorway and looked at her four guests with more than a bit of surprise on her face. “Who are your friends dear?” She asked brandishing a long wooden spoon at Holbar.
 
   “It is complicated dear. Jeanie, why don’t you go outside and play for a bit.” Holbar said setting the girl down who pouted a bit but obeyed her father and quickly ran down the stairs and out the door.  Soon as the door shut Holbar turned to the three companions. “Please follow me to the dining room; I think we need to have a little chat.”
 
   The three followed Holbar to the fairly large dining room. Holbar’s wife joined them looking none too happy with having three strangers in her house. Holbar looked over his shoulder at his wife and then back toward the three travelers who sat at his table. “Just from the looks of you three it’s easy to tell that you’re not from around here and from what I witnessed outside the town you’re not quite normal either. From what some of the other militia members were saying if I’d left ya to sleep on your own they would have paid you a visit this evening.”
 
   “It would have been their last time making a nighttime visit.” Crusher said aggressively.
 
   Holbar’s wife let out a scared squeak; he looked over to her and sighed heavily. “That’s what I thought would happen. That is the reason I invited you to stay here. I don’t get along with all of those hot heads but I prefer not to have to bury them. What I would like to know though is how you did that outside the village. I don’t believe you’re the spawn of some demon but I prefer not to take chances.”
 
   Thad laughed lightly which was quickly joined in by Crusher and Brianna. “I am sure you have heard the stories about mages,” Thad said stretching out his hand and calling a small flame to dance around his palm. “I can do a few tricks but I prefer not to use it if I don’t have to.”
 
   “Look Holbar it’s dancing,” Holbar’s wife said grabbing his arm and shaking him. 
 
   “I can see that Alicia. So I’m guessing that if we pressed the issue earlier?” Holbar said wide-eyed.
 
   Thad looked down at the table keeping his voice low. “I would have killed you, but the other flames were illusions, I never planned to hurt anyone else, I just needed a bluff large enough to make you rethink attacking. I wasn’t in the mood to see blood so early in the morning.” Thad’s blunt statement got another squeak out of Alicia.
 
   “I don’t know if I should thank you or not. So what is a mage doing in these parts?”
 
   Thad blushed a bit. “Would you believe that I got lost and I’m trying to find my way back home to Farlan?”
 
   “Farlan, then you put a new definition to the word lost. We have some small boats here but we’re just a small fishing village. We only see large trading vessels a few times a year. Your best bet would be to follow the coastline to Handlane. It’s a bit of a ways, but it’s a large port town. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting passage to Farlan from there.” Holbar said then looked at the three sitting in front of him. “Well you three might find some trouble, but it’s the best place that I can think to send you. If you need anything from town please let me know. I would prefer it if you didn’t venture out until you were ready to leave.”
 
   “I believe we can agree to that.” Thad said smiling.
 
   “Do ya have any ale?” Crusher said grumbling.
 
   For the first time Thad saw Holbar laugh. “I think I can take care of that for you, though don’t expect me to pay.”
 
   Crusher dug out two gold plates that were slightly larger than the dwarfs thumb. “That should cover it.”
 
   Holbar looked at the oddly shaped gold coins and flipped them in his hand. “I don’t know what you expect to be drinking but this would buy out most the ale in the pub. Do you need anything else besides something to drink?”
 
   “What else does a growing body need than some good ale?” Crusher said smiling.
 
   Thad slapped Crusher on the back of the head though all he accomplished was hurting his wrist. “We also need some smoked meat for the road and maybe some hard tack for the road.” Thad said glaring at the dwarf.
 
   “Well I have plenty of smoked meats downstairs and I can get a few other things for you at the town bakery. Even with all that I don’t think I can come close to spending all the gold you gave me.”
 
   “Then take the rest as a boarding fee.” Crusher said grumbling. “I thought things cost a lot more otherwise I wouldn’t have made so many of the coins before we left.” Crusher said jingling the large pouch that hung at his side. From the size and sound of it he had at least a hundred of the coins in the sack. The dwarves didn’t buy and sell anything as anything made was available to those who needed or wanted it. That meant there was no need for gold to pay for things.
 
   “If you want to give away your gold I’ll gladly take it.” Holbar said happily.
 
   “I have to run a few errands, dear do you want anything while I’m out.” Holbar said flipping the two gold coins one more time before sticking them in his pocket.
 
   “No dear I think we have everything we need.” She replied dismissively.
 
   Thad watched Alicia as she remained silent and absolutely still. The house was so silent that Thad could hear the door at the bottom of the stairs close. Before anyone had a chance to say anything the door downstairs opened again and little footsteps could be heard rushing up the stairs. Thad readied his staff and grasped the hilt of his sword as Brianna and Crusher prepared themselves as well. When Holbar’s little daughter’s head popped into the room smiling widely everyone breathed a sigh of relief. “Mommy, Mommy there’s a cute doggy outside made of rock. At first, you know… I thought it was a statue like the mayor has outside his house but when I went to touch it, the doggy began to jump around.” 
 
   The girl continued to rattle on about Avalanche until Thad was sure she would collapse from lack of air. “Oh, you don’t say.” Alicia said giving Thad an odd look out of the corner of her eye. “I bet the dog belongs to our guests here.” She said tapping the little girl on the nose.
 
   Thad could see the little child’s eyes light up like only that of a child could do. At no more than six years of age, she still had that inquisitive gleam in here eye and the mischievous smile on her face that said that she was always out looking for something new. “Is the doggy really yours?” she asked running up to Thad as if he were a new toy she had found. ”Wow you have a really pretty eye mister.”  
 
   Thad stooped down so he could meet the small girl eye to eye. Looking at her made him think of the time he had met with Eloen’s sister. The only difference was that the child in front of him wasn’t weighed down with her family’s hate of men. The child in front of him was pure and innocent free of prejudices. “I wouldn’t say that Avalanche belonged to us but she has decided to follow us.”
 
   “Really, where did you find her? What does she eat? Her name is Avalanche? How do you know she is a female? Can you get me one?” the girl rattled off questions so fast Thad soon got lost.  Holding up his hand the girl looked and him and blushed slightly. “Sorry?” 
 
   Thad patted the girl on the head softly. “I can only answer one question at a time. I found her deep underground where no light will shine and she eats these,” Thad said pulling a large ruby from a side pocket in his pack.
 
   “She eats gems?” Alicia spouted getting everyone’s attention. She blushed furiously, “I mean, that’s a very expensive pet. A gem that size would feed our family for well over a year.” She said meekly.
 
   Thad reached into his bag and pulled another large gem from his bag this time a sapphire that was almost the size of Thad’s closed fist and tossed it to Alicia. “It is a simple rock. Avalanche digs them out whenever she smells them.” Thad handed the ruby to the small child. “Now you and your mom both have one. If you want you can keep it or feed it to Avalanche. I’ll leave the choice to you. To me it’s just a simple stone, one that I can find anywhere it’s up to you to decide what it is to you.”
 
   The little girl held the large ruby in both hands and looked at it in awe. “Wow! You must be a lord with a large castle or suffin.” The girl said as she stared at the large jewel.
 
   “Mr. Mage… Are you sure? A gem like this…. It is worth more than our whole shop.”
 
   Thad laughed and stuck both hands into the side pocket on his pack and pulled out a handful of large gems. “As I said they are just colorful rocks that Avalanche can find easily. Though we didn’t get off on the best foot your husband, he has been more than kind. I can tell that he is a good man if a bit stiff.”
 
   Thad felt a tugging on his jerkin. Turning his head he found the girl looking at him her mouth slightly hanging open. “Mommy called you a mage.” She said softly.
 
   “I know a trick or two. Would you like to see some?” Thad asked, giving the girl a bright smile.
 
   “Magic, magic, magic!” the girl chanted as she jumped up and down.
 
   The little girl’s excitement spread to Crusher and Brianna who joined in her chanting. The sight of the two dwarfs bouncing on their feet, chanting magic over and over made Thad laugh hysterically. After a few moments, Thad was able to calm himself and wipe the tears that had formed in the corner of his eyes away. Crossing his legs Thad sat on the floor and lay his staff across his lap. As the gems covering it began to glow the chanting died down and was replaced by looks of anticipation.
 
   Thad felt the flow of the elements around him. The room grew dark as miniature glowing people only about two foot tall began to appear out of the darkness. Remembering the princess’s party Thad did his best to copy the extravagant dresses the nobles had worn as they had danced. The little girl seemed to be enjoying the show as she ran through the ghostly figures laughing and dancing along with them. Alicia seemed to be enjoying herself as well, as she watched her daughter playing around. Pushing himself a little more Thad filled the air with glittering lights that pulsed humming slightly filling the room with pleasant music.
 
   Though illusions drew little magic by themselves, the sheer number and intricacies of the magic he was preforming drained him quickly. Even though he was tiring, Thad could not make himself stop when the child was having so much fun. Maybe the mages of old used their magic in such a manner. Thad had to admit that it felt much better to use his magic to make a child smile rather than to kill.
 
   As the magic faded and the light from the windows lit back up the room, the little girls face dropped. “More, more.” She pleaded with large eyes. 
 
   “That’s enough, he must be tired. Why don’t you go play for a while?” Alicia said tapping the girl lightly on the head. 
 
   The little girl pouted for a bit but she looked down at the large ruby, then at the door, and her frown faded away as she ran down the steps.
 
   Laughing Thad tried to rise but he had no strength left in his legs. Brianna grabbed him by the arm and pulled him hard. “Ya aint got a lick of sense in that noggin of yers. What’s the point of working yerself till ya get so tired ya can’t stand?” 
 
   Thad could feel his eyes closing as fatigue began to take control of his body. “She was having so much fun.” Thad said sleepily.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XIV
 
   Thad felt something light land in the middle of his chest. Opening his eyes he awoke to find Jeanie sitting uncomfortably on his chest. “Mr. Mage tell me a story.” She said enthusiastically. “But we have to be quiet mommy and daddy are still asleep.”
 
   Sitting up Thad looked out the window to see that it was still pitch black outside. Thad wanted to go back to sleep but looking at the enthusiastic face of the child in front of him he knew that it was going to be impossible “What kind of story do you want to hear?” Thad said in a hushed voice. 
 
   “Ummm…Ummmm. One with a princess, and ummmm, a dragon and a… a… with lots of magic.” She said smiling wildly.
 
   “Oh! I don’t know if I can fit all that in but I know a couple of stories that you might like.” Thad said lifting the girl up off his lap and sitting her on the bed. “Once long ago there was a princess with red flowing hair who lived in a giant palace. She had everything a person could want money, power, and thousands of people who bowed to her every whim, but when she was alone she was lonely. Many suitors tried to win her hand but she could tell that none of them cared for her but only for the power of the throne. After being turned down one, of her suitors was mad and returned with a large army and forced the princess to return with him to his castle where she was locked in a tower.”
 
   “That’s so sad. Did she get out?” Jeanie said emphatically.
 
   “Every night the princess would sing from the top of her tower. One night a young mage from the village heard her voice and was enchanted, after that every night he would sneak onto the place grounds and listen to her song. Then one night all of a sudden, the princess quit singing. The mage missed the songs, so one night he snuck into the palace. He found the princess sitting sadly on her bed. ‘Why have you quit singing?’ he asked the princess. ‘I am a caged bird who no longer has the will to sing in my cage.’ The princess replied sadly. The mage took the princess by the hand. ‘Then shall we escape the cage?’ he said as he pulled her to the window and called upon a great burst of wind to carry them to the ground below.”
 
   Thad went to continue his story but he found Jeanie sleeping soundly curled up beside him. “I’ll take her from here.” A light voice said from the door startling him. Alicia picked the small child up and carried her from the room. 
 
   Thad was still tired but he couldn’t make himself go back to sleep so he stumbled into dining room to wait on his friends to wake so they could be on their way. “Thank you for spending time with Jeanie. She has always been a restless child. You must have had a good mother to turn out so well.” Alicia said smiling.
 
   The irony of her words made him laugh. “I wouldn’t even bring myself to say she was a decent mother, she was the worst kind of mother a son could have.” Thad said with little emotion.
 
   Alicia frowned and walked over to where Thad sat and handed him a hot roll fresh out of the stove. “I can’t believe that. You’re such a kind boy. That doesn’t happen by accident.”
 
   “When I was about your daughter’s age maybe a bit younger my mother sent me to the slave academy. There I had many mothers who took care of me and trained me to make sure I would grow up to be the perfect slave. If anyone should get credit for my behavior it would be them.” Thad said dejectedly.
 
   Thad felt Alicia’s hand on his shoulder. It was warm and Thad could smell the gentle scent of spices covering her. “I’m sorry to have brought up such a subject. No matter where you have come from you have grown to be a splendid man.” She said reassuringly.
 
   Thad reached up to his eye and flinched slightly. “Are you so sure about that? It was only yesterday I threatened to burn your husband to a crisp.”
 
   Thad heard Alicia gasp slightly but she never took her hand from his shoulder. “Anyone who is kind to children cannot be evil at heart. You might have had a tough life. You might have had to make choices you didn’t like, but I can tell from watching you with Jeanie that you have a good soul.”
 
   “Honey, you’re not growing sweet on our guest because he gave you a pretty rock, are you?” Holbar said from behind them.
 
   “Well he is younger, handsome, and rich.” She replied teasingly, “But I don’t think I want to get rid of you just yet.”
 
   “I was quite surprised when I came home to find you asleep at the table and even more surprised when I learned you gave my wife a gem worth the price of half the town. I must say you’re not at all what I expected after our first meeting. Though my daughter and wife have taken a liking to you, I must insist you take your leave as soon as your companions are awake. I spent eight years in the army and have a good sense of when danger is around, and it’s not hard to tell it follows you.” Holbar said taking a seat next to Thad. 
 
   “I can’t argue with you on that point, and I do appreciate your hospitality. As soon as the other two wake we will be on our way.”
 
   “There is no reason for thanks. I told you the reason I brought you to my house wasn’t for your benefit but for the idiots who would have been fodder to your blade had I not. Even then, you have more than paid for your stay, though finding someone to buy such a large gem will be troublesome. Maybe when the next large trading company comes through I can find a merchant that will pay a good price.”
 
   “Ya finally awake Thad. Ya missed out on tha ale, though it was so weak I had ta drink half a barrel before I could tell I wasn’t drinking water.” 
 
   “What else da ya expect from a bunch of humans.” Brianna said teasingly.
 
    “Now that everyone is up we might as well be on our way.” Thad said standing from his seat.
 
   Alicia poked her head out from the kitchen. “Not before you eat. I already made enough food for everyone otherwise it’ll go to waste.” She said waving her wooden spoon around like a weapon.
 
   “Yes my lady.” Thad said bowing slightly. 
 
   They didn’t have to wait long before a large piping hot meal was brought out. It looked more like a banquet than a simple breakfast. Boiled eggs, ham, and many other dishes were placed on the table. Not only was there plenty to choose from it was also well made. It was the first meal in a long time Thad actually enjoyed. The dwarves were nice but their food was simple fare with little variety, often accompanied with large amounts of ale. Thad never complained but it was nice to have a decent meal for a change.
 
   Jeanie was still asleep when Holbar escorted Thad and the others to the edge of town. As they walked, the eyes of all the villagers were on them. Avalanche was the only one who seemed not to notice as she bounced around playfully as if nothing was wrong.
 
   There were no long goodbyes when they parted Holbar simply turned back toward the town while the three companions continued down the small road that winded along the coast. The cool breeze coming off the water felt good to Thad but the salt in the air made his skin feel sticky. 
 
   Avalanche enjoyed the outside and often wandered off to play with some animal or inset that had stirred her interest but she always came back usually pouncing on Crusher whenever he let his attention slip. It was always enjoyable to the large rock dog to roll the dwarf around as if he were a ball. Crusher would curse and sputter at Avalanche for hours afterwards but Thad knew that he enjoyed her company as much as anyone. The only time Thad had seen the dwarf really mad at Avalanche was when she had been playing around in his house and broke three barrels of ale the dwarf had been keeping to age.
 
   Brianna made sure that she was right next to Thad during the walk. Thad was surprised she didn’t simply grab his arm. The last thing Thad would describe her as was shy but since the night they had spent together back in the dwarven village, she had said little to him. He knew he should say or do something but he had no clue what that would be. Looking over at her he noticed that she was watching him out of the corner of her eye. “Why did you decide to come with us?” Thad asked as he fumbled for something to say.
 
   The question had obviously been the wrong one to ask because as soon as the words were out of his mouth the smile that had been on her face turned into a scowl. “I just started ta get ya hooked, not about ta let ya prance off inta tha sunset and ferget about me now was I.” She said cheekily.
 
   Thad laughed nervously. “That’s a relief. I thought you had tagged along so you could find your chance to dig out Avalanches eyes. I know you always get a gleam in your eye when you look at her.”
 
   “What’s wrong with a girl liking pretty things?” Brianna said laughing, “Why do you think I took such a liking to you. Handsome figure, with such a pretty eye, what woman could resist?” She said stretching to reach up to his face and rubbing his cheek where his real eye had been replaced by the magically enchanted gem.
 
   Self-consciously Thad reached up and touched his eye. “If I lose too much more I will be more magic than man.” Thad said his voice laced with self-loathing.
 
   Brianna grabbed Thad’s arm and forced him to look her in the eye. “So ya got a few scars. Who doesn’t? If anyone thinks less of ya because of it, I’ll beat some sense into them. Now stop yer wallowing and get a move on, that darn fool friend of yers is leaving us behind.” 
 
   Thad stood watching Brianna’s back as she quickly outpaced him. She was one of a kind woman, that was for sure. She was strong, blunt, brutal, but her heart was as kind as anyone he had met. Monique, Maria, and even Eloen didn’t see him as just Thad like Brianna did. They might have cared for him in their own fashion, but to them, he was a mage first and a man second. Brianna might be a lot shorter than him and far from what most would consider the vision of beauty, but Thad thought she was beautiful in her own way. The only thing he could find that he didn’t like about her was that he wasn’t sure if he should get involved with a woman who could easy beat him in a fight. 
 
   When the sun began to set, they found a good spot to camp next to a large outcropping of rocks that blocked most of the wind. Brianna made sure her mat was right next to his, so close it was hard to tell the difference in the two. Thad looked at the fire and then looked over to where he was supposed to sleep and hoped that Brianna didn’t have any wild ideas while they were on the road. It was one thing to fool around in the privacy of a room but Thad wasn’t up to doing anything with Crusher only a few feet away.
 
   As if she could hear his thoughts Brianna sat down next to him at the fire. “Ya seemed ta have a lot of fun playing with tha little girl tha other night.” She said teasingly. 
 
   Thad poked a long stick into the fire rolling the coals and causing it to spark lightly. “She was cute wasn’t she, all bright eyed and innocent. I wonder when we lose that sparkle in or eyes. Children don’t judge you based on the views of the world but only through their own eyes. Sometimes it’s harsh but it’s always honest.”
 
   “Aye, tikes see things through untainted eyes.” Brianna said leaning her head against his arm. “I think ya would make a great father one day.”
 
   Thad laughed, “Me a father. I fear for the future if I ever have children.” Thad said bluntly. 
 
   Brianna pulled Thad into a strong kiss. “Don’t ya be doubting yerself. I swear ya think too lightly of yerself. If I said ya would make a great father, ya would.”
 
   “I’ll have to take your word for it.” Thad said blushing lightly.
 
   With his mind thinking about what Brianna had said, Thad made his way to his bed. The ground was hard and cold making it hard to get comfortable but in no time Thad was able to drift off into a peaceful slumber.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XV
 
   Thad found himself standing next to Maria in his dreams. She wore the normal battle leather he had gotten used to seeing her in, while he slept. Her hair was cut short barely touching her shoulders anymore. She had filled out a great deal more than he remembered her. The look on her face was what surprised him the most. Her eyes no long held the inquisitive innocence that he remembered. It had been replaced with the cold look of someone who was used to seeing blood.
 
   “Are you doing well?” The image of the princess asked him. Her voice was kind but much harder than it had been the last time he had heard it.
 
   “I am well. I have found many friends along the way, and if everything works out I will soon be back in Farlan.” Thad said smiling.
 
   The princess’s face grew hard again. “I don’t think you should come back yet. Things have changed. Farlan is no longer a safe place for you.
 
   Thad wrapped Maria up in a tight hug and laughed. “I don’t think anywhere in the world is safe for me. Wherever I go there seems to be war and death. People hunt me simply because of my power. If I am going to be in danger, I might as well be home. I miss gazing at the moon lilies in the palace gardens, and the annoying hardheaded women that constantly harassed me.”
 
   Maria pulled back from his hug and looked at him intensely. She opened her mouth but her words were lost to him as darkness began to creep in around him. Thad tried to focus and bring the dream back into focus but no matter his efforts, the darkness continued to advance. 
 
   “Maria!” Thad yelled as he jolted up.
 
   “Who’s Maria?” Brianna asked her face set into a deep scowl.
 
   “A friend from home,” Thad said solemnly. 
 
   “Well do a lady a favor and try not to yell out her name when yer asleep.” She said slapping him on the back of the head. 
 
   “Thad gently rubbed the back of his head. “It’s not like I have much of a choice about what I dream about.” Thad replied in a pained voice. 
 
   “Well ya better try otherwise I’ll cut ya up and serve ya fer dinner boyo.” Brianna said giving Thad an icy stare. Thad knew she was mad, it was more than evident on her face, but he couldn’t help but laugh which earned him another slap to the back of the head. “What da ya find so funny?”
 
   “Your face when it’s all pinched up like that. I’m sorry I couldn’t help but laugh.” Thad said his voice still on the verge of laughter.
 
   “Ya won’t think it’s so funny when I take me axe ta ya.” Brianna said sulkily as she rolled over in her blankets and turned her back to him.
 
   Letting out a heavy sigh, Thad followed suit, curling up in his own blanket and closing his eyes. Why did he keep dreaming about the princess, and why was she so different than she remembered? Thad wished Sae-Thae was around to ask if it might be more than a dream. None of the books he had read had mentioned much about visiting others in dreams. Thad knew it was possible as Sae-Thae had done it but even with his power he had to have the assistance of a magical item and even then the distance was limited. Maria was on the other end of Kurt for all he knew, there was no way he could be talking to the real princess in a dream. So why was she such a frequent visitor?
 
   As Thad drifted off to sleep, he tried to clear his mind but it was no use. Flashes of memories shot through his mind. He remembered the first time he had met the queen and princess. He had been put up for show at the slave academy before the auction. The princess had decided that she had wanted him for her own slave, and her mother, the queen seemed just as eager to purchase him. They had purchased him and during transport he had managed to escape thanks to a bandit attack. You would have thought Thad would have been smart enough to make a dash for Rane, or one of the other countries where men had a better standing but the thought had never crossed his mind. As with most of his life, he simply moved his feet as if a force outside his control steered him back to the capital and the princess. Even now that he was free of Farlan, he was trying to find his way back. Thad wasn’t sure why he felt he needed to return but something inside him called for him to go back to Farlan and finish what he had started. Thad drifted off into a restless sleep with his past rushing through his mind. 
 
   Even after he woke the next morning his dream the previous night continued to bother him. Thad was intelligent enough to understand every dream had meaning behind it no matter how small. Was he unconsciously worrying about Maria, even if that was true, why had she changed so compared to when he last saw her, and how he sees her in his dreams? The fact he was seeing her wasn’t the large problem for him. He often dreamed of women he knew. It was the fact that she alone was different in his dreams than he remembered.
 
   “Still thinking about your friend from home?” Brianna said cuttingly.
 
   “She changed so much from what I remembered.” Thad said absent-mindedly.
 
   “Ohhhhh, so ya are thinking about yer girl back home.” Brianna said hitting Thad squarely in the arm. 
 
   “You don’t have to hit me.” Thad said rubbing his arm. “The dream bothers me much more than it does you. In my dreams she is a lot different than I remember. When I left Farlan she was just a child and one of my first real friends. She was innocent, but in my dreams that innocence is gone. The harsh look in her eyes bothers me.”
 
   “How old is this friend of yours?” Briana asked coldly.
 
   “She had her twelfth birthday while I was wandering the Underearth. How much time has passed since then I don’t know.” Thad laughed getting an odd look from Briana. “I don’t even know my own age anymore. I could have been in the Underearth for years. I kind of lost track of time while I was down there.”
 
   “She’s still a child. Why didn’t ya tell me? Ya had me all worried over nothing.” Brianna said sounding slightly relieved. “I don’t know much about magic but I’ve heard some of the elders can talk to each other in their dreams. Maybe ya have the same ability. When we go back fer our ceremony ya can ask Grenlor about it.” She said grabbing his arm and pulling him close to her side.
 
   “Ceremony, I already had my rite with the dwarves. Did I forget something?” Thad asked slightly confused. 
 
   “Ya don’t expect me ta get hitched in a human ceremony do ya. We got to do it in good ol’ dwarven fashion.”
 
   Marriage, she wanted to get married. How far down the line did women think? Couldn’t she just enjoy what they had for the time being without having to look so far into the future? Thad still didn’t believe he could truly love anyone. If he was going to settle down with someone, it might as well be Brianna. She was one of a kind and he knew that she cared for him without conditions. She was a bit bawdy and loud but Thad liked that part of her. “If you insist on a ceremony it will be awhile. There is no telling when we will be able to return to the dwarven village.”
 
   Brianna slapped him on the back of the head laughing. “Of course we have ta have a ceremony. I’m not in any rush; today, tomorrow, five years from now, as long as ya understand,” Brianna said pulling him down to her height, “ yer mine boyo.”
 
   Thad laughed nervously. How was he going to explain to her that he didn’t even belong to himself? He was a slave to the princess of Farlan. As Thad searched for the words to explain the painful truth to her he was pulled from his thoughts by the sound of a child screaming. Thad put aside his thoughts for the moment and quickened his pace and began running in the direction of the scream with Crusher and Brianna not far behind. 
 
   The scream had come from a large thicket of trees that grew only a few yards from the road. Though the grove didn’t look that large it was overgrown with large thorn bushes. To shield his eyes Thad raised his arm as he ran, the thorns grabbing and tearing at his exposed flesh. Thad knew he could use his magic but without knowing what awaited him he wanted to save every drop of his strength in case of a fight.
 
   Bursting through a last set of bushes Thad emerged into a small clearing where he found a large group of heavily armored men. It took a moment for Thad’s eyes to understand what he was seeing. As everything registered in his mind Thad’s stomach began to heave as he stared at the bloody bodies of children that lay on the ground no longer moving. Thad’s hands griped the hilt of his sword as a feeling of extreme range burned through his veins. 
 
   Before he really knew what he was doing Thad felt the warmth of blood wash over his hand as his sword burst through the nearest warrior’s chest. His mind blank Thad only saw the enemies around him. Thad allowed his blade to dance cutting down anyone within its reach. He could hear Avalanche and his friends joining in the battle and the cries of the soldiers as they were pushed back. From the corner of his eye Thad caught the sight of one of the men moving in to get behind Brianna and quickly acted, throwing a bolt of energy at him. Thad’s heart began to race harder as he noticed the bolt disappear into the pale white blade of the man’s sword. Though the attack had no effect the flash of light gave Brianna enough of a warning to let her parry the man’s blow. 
 
   Seeing that his troops were outmatched by the small group of unexpected travelers, the man with the white sword called out for a retreat. Thad hated to let them leave but he knew the dangers of chasing a fleeing group in unfamiliar territory. With the battle over the three took stock of themselves to make sure they hadn’t sustained any major injuries. Thad’s armor and magic had left him with only the cuts he had obtained from the thorns on his way in. Brianna had taken a nasty wound to her upper thigh but it wasn’t life threatening. Crusher had taken a dozen cuts but none of them deep enough to be a real danger. 
 
   “Nadirie, annoying little buggars but they didn’t deserve this.” Crusher said in a disgusted voice. 
 
   “Walking over to one of the childlike bodies Thad took a close look though his stomach fought with him. As Crusher had said, they weren’t children but looked extremely close, the only real thing that set them apart was their thin leathery wings. “That was the Brotherhood, right?” Thad asked his voice dark and menacing
 
   “Aye, they were dirty foxes out on tha hunt.” Crusher said as he cleaned the blade of his axe off on one of the down foe’s cloaks.
 
   Placing his hand on the ground Thad Let the element of earth flow into him and pulled hard forcing a large hole to open up in the ground. The bodies of the Nadirie were so light it was as if he was holding onto air. Looking down at their cold lifeless faces as he placed them in the pit, made a new flow of anger burn inside him.  
 
   Walking over to one the dead Brotherhood warriors Thad began to search his body. The man only carried a few silver coins and what appeared to be weapons of standard make. Around his neck, he did find a small medallion made of the same white metal he had encountered before. It wouldn’t protect the man from all magic but it would keep most effects from harming him. Searching the other bodies he found similar medallions on them. Other than the medallions, there were no identifying items or marks on them that would make a person think they were aligned with the Brotherhood.
 
   Thad had the urge to take one of the medallions but he knew that just having it touching his skin would affect his draw of elemental magic. Just touching the strange white metal made his blood run cold.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XVI
 
   Thad woke from his restless sleep. The faces of the dead Nadirie still fresh in his mind. From what Crusher had told him about them, they were much like the mischievous sprites that he had read in stories. It was said, they loved to sneak into towns and trick children into pulling pranks on the adults. Whenever something went missing or broke people always blamed it on unseen sprites.
 
   Thad was pulled from his own sleepy thoughts as Avalanche began barking and running around the camp. Grabbing his sword Thad jumped up and searched the surrounding area but found nothing. He called out to Avalanche, and his friend rushed up to him as happy as she had ever been. 
 
   Though the sun had yet to rise but with everyone already awake, Thad decided to build a small fire to stave off the cold air and began to pull out rations for their morning meal. Everything seemed to be going well until Crusher took a long drink from one of his skins and started spitting and cursing. “How in the nine hells did saltwater get into me ale?”
 
   Unable to control himself Thad began laughing at the burly dwarf.  “You shouldn’t be drinking this early in the day anyway.”
 
   “What’s wrong with takin a few drinks ta open yer eyes in tha morning?” Crusher said looking disdainfully at his skin. 
 
   “Then you shouldn’t be complaining,” Brianna said with a snicker. “Looks like yer eyes are wide open thanks ta that drink.”
 
   Crusher turned toward Brianna, his face contorted in anger. “This be yer doing lassie?” He growled shaking the skin wildly in his fist.
 
   Thad’s eyes could barely see as Brianna’s fist raced through the air slamming into Crusher’s jaw, sending the burley dwarf sprawling into the dirt. “Don’t ya dare be insulting me, next time I won’t let ya go until ya don’t have a tooth left in the ugly mouth of yers.”
 
   Crusher rubbed his jaw as he looked up at Brianna. “My bad lassie,” Crusher said, in as close to an apologetic tone as Thad had ever heard come from the headstrong dwarf. “Watch yerself boyo, one wrong move and yer bits will be used to feed the wolves.”
 
   Thad felt a slight twinge of fear run through his body as he looked at Brianna. He had never seen her truly mad before. She had always been a somewhat blusterous and overly brash woman. Crusher was right, if he made her mad there was little in the world that would stop her from getting at him. He had hoped to tell her about the princess and Eloen sometime but now he was afraid of her reaction. He knew he couldn’t put it off forever but maybe he would find a good time, such as her being completely entrapped in stone for a few decades.
 
   After they broke their fast and Crusher tested the rest of his skins of ale for tampering they headed back to the road.  A thick layer of fog lay over the ground making it hard to tell where they walked. Thad had never seen such a thick fog before it wrapped around his ankles as if he were walking through water. The chill of the morning air forced him to shiver whenever one of the metal buckles from his pack brushed against his skin.
 
   The trio was oddly quiet as they walked. The only one who seemed to be unaffected by the sour atmosphere was Avalanche who seemed to be in high spirits as she bounced around often disappearing for long periods of time. When they were in the Underearth Avalanche was prone to disappearing but Thad had little fear for the rock creature, but on the surface it was much different. If one of the Brotherhood with their white swords appeared, Avalanche would be in danger. Normally he wouldn’t worry about the Brotherhood, but they had let a few of the ones from the prior day escape. It was completely possible that more would come after them, and this time they would be prepared to go against the trio. They had only been on the surface for a few days; it was unbelievable they would run into the Brotherhood so soon. He had spent years in Farlan without ever running across the mysterious group. It looked as if his luck was starting to turn against him.
 
   “What has yer britches in a bunch?” Brianna said pinching Thad on the rear. 
 
   Thad tried to give Brianna a bright smile but he had little heart for it. After a few moments of her stern look Thad dropped the facade and sighed heavily. “I’m worried about the Brotherhood. We shouldn’t have let any of them escape. They’re sure to come after us now that they know where we are.”
 
   Brianna grabbed Thad and pulled him down where he was forced to look at her in the eyes. “There be no need to worry about those gutter rats, they’re not worth our time. If they appear we will fight and I have no intention of losing.” She said fiercely. 
 
   Thad planted a light kiss on Brianna’s lips. “You’re right, no reason to let them ruin my time with you, even when they’re not around.” 
 
   Brianna laughed lightly. “That’s a little better,” Brianna said then she grabbed Thad around the waist and pulled him along with her. Her refreshing demeanor always amazed Thad. Thad was sure that even if she were lying dying on the ground she would still find a way to make him laugh. She was nothing like the other women he had met. She never hesitated she went straight for what she wanted with little care for anything but the present. Thad envied her in that regard; if he could only forget about the things that seemed to press in around him, he would have a lot less sleepless nights.
 
   They stopped for the midday meal next to a small grove of trees. The day was abnormally hot and Thad could smell the sour smell of his leathers as his sweat soaked and dried into them. The slight shade from the trees was a blessing since the wind was almost nonexistent. 
 
   Sitting against one of the trees Thad pulled one of the gems from his pack and tossed it toward Avalanche. Thad watched as the creature swatted the gem around as if it was a toy. He had spent so much time with Avalanche he had forgotten one of her meals could feed most families for a year. Before he had been chased into the Underearth, Thad would have begged for one of the gems that now brimmed his pack. Instead, he had been forced to work with whatever he could afford; even after his enchanted items began to sell, a gem of the size and quality that he now held would have been out of his reach. How quickly a person’s outlook on things could change. When he was in the academy, he looked forward too little in life and looking back now, he could see more of his choices. He had never really fought against anything he only went with what he was told. He never understood why he had agreed to help the princess or queen when he had been asked. At the time, it seemed like the only thing to do, but now he understood it was simply the way he was raised. Like a pet trained to listen to his masters orders. He knew it should bother him but the choices hadn’t been all bad and in the end had led him to where he was now. 
 
   Thad ran his hand over the boot that hid his metal foot. He had lost a lot during his short life but in the end he hadn’t lost anything that couldn’t be replaced. His eye was gone but he could still see, his foot had been torn from his body but he could still walk. Not only had he replaced what he had lost they were in many ways better than the original. His eye could see farther and it could also see in the dark though he was still unskilled in its use. His foot held his weight and thanks to Crusher’s craftsmanship and his own enchantments, his new foot was much stronger, and if he needed he could put a lot more force into it without fear of injury.
 
   Thad was pulled from his own musings from a loud noise to his right. Thad found Crusher cursing and pulling on his clothes like a mad man. “What’s got you so bothered?” Thad yelled trying his best to keep the laughter out of his voice.
 
   “Got some sap down me back.” Crusher yelled as he tried to strip his clothes off. With great effort Thad was able to keep himself from laughing, though Brianna didn’t seem to feel the need to hold herself back as she laughed so hard tears rolled from her eyes. After a long struggle and a lot of cursing Crusher was able to get his armor and undershirt off. “Boyo get some water and help me get this blasted stuff off me back.”
 
   Thad ran to the ocean with one of his empty skins to fill it. He knew he would have to carefully wash it out later, but it was better than using what little fresh water they had. As soon as he returned, Thad tore a section out of one of his old undershirts and wetted it. The sap was all over the dwarf’s back as if he had rolled in a large vat of the sticky liquid. With each pass of the makeshift cloth, a small amount of the sap came off along with a fair amount of Crusher’s hair. After a long time, the last of the sap was removed leaving the dwarf’s back bright red. 
 
   “Looks like yer luck has left ya.” Brianna said slapping Crusher hard on the back.
 
   They had wasted a fair amount of time and the sun had moved a great deal in the sky, but they decided to move on even if it was only for a short time. Crusher was eager to reach a tavern so he could restock on his ale, and Brianna seemed simply eager to continue on. Thad himself had mixed feelings on the journey. He was in a hurry to get back to Farlan and find out what was going on. His dreams had left him with an uneasy feeling but he was also worried. How would everything turn out once he finally returned?
 
   The second half of the day was much livelier than it had been earlier as Brianna continued to hassle Crusher over his bad luck. Thad let out a silent chuckle as he watched the two. He knew that Crusher enjoyed Brianna’s company. At first, he thought that the burly dwarf had romantic feelings towards her but now he could tell that they acted much more like siblings than lovers. He could understand his enjoyment at having her around she was unlike the other dwarven women he had met. Dwarven women were much like the men in most regards with the exception they tended to be much kinder in spirit. They often reminded him of Joan, both stern demeanor, demanding respect, but kind eyes and a gentle touch. Brianna was different, she was as loud and brash as any male dwarf and more so than most. Thad smiled gently and laughed to himself. Lately he had been looking forward to the days ahead instead of simply living day by day.
 
   As the sun set, the trio found a secluded place a little off the road. It wasn’t always easy to find a place that was suitable to camp. Many times they were forced to stay near the road and while that wasn’t bad it increased their chances of encountering bandits and other less reputable sorts. With Crusher’s current mood it was hard to get him to agree to camp farther away from the road than normal. In fact he was almost praying to run into someone to strike down with his axe.
 
   The group ate a light meal around a small fire. The small amount of heat that their small fire put off wasn’t even enough to chase away the cold that was being carried in from the coast. Thad wanted to build a larger fire but both Brianna and Crusher had protested that the light from anything larger would give away their position to anyone nearby. Crusher had drunk the rest of his ale in an attempt to drink away his foul mood and had quickly fallen asleep, leaving Brianna and Thad a few rare moments alone.
 
   Brianna wore her normal battle leathers, they were plain but the way they fit her firm body, makeing her stand out in a less than modest way. Whenever Thad looked at her, he couldn’t help from his eyes settling on her chest. “Do you think the brotherhood will come after us?” Thad asked fishing for something to say to break the quiet tension that was building in the air. 
 
   Brianna looked at him and gave him a wry look. “You sure know how ta foul tha mood.” She said her voice carrying her displeasure. “I can’t say fer sure. I doubt they’ll just leave us be, but how fast they come at us depends on how long it takes fer them to find more men. I doubt they’ll try again with the few members we let skitter off.”  A sly smile crept onto Brianna’s face. “My face is up here boyo.” 
 
   Thad’s face turned bright red. Brianna bent over placing her head almost in Thad’s lap. “Don’t ya know that it ain’t proper to stare at a lady’s chest when yer talking to her.” Thad wasn’t sure how red ones face could get, but he was sure he was pushing the bounds to the human limits. “Don’t feel so good now does it boyo.” Thad tried to stutter a response but he was cut short as Brianna gave his a rough but satisfying kiss. “Are ya a man or not. If I have ta keep making all the moves I’m gonna start getting a little pissy with ya.”
 
   Thad couldn’t think of anything to say so he simply gave Brianna a light kiss. Thad had never met such a brash and forward woman in his life. Eloen was bawdy but she became nervous whenever she became close to him. Once Thad had noticed her feelings, he had silently enjoyed watching her reactions around him. “What ya thinking about with such a happy expression?” 
 
   Thad face went slightly pale when he looked at Brianna’s face. If she knew he was thinking about another woman there was no way he would get out of it unscathed. “I was just thinking of an old friend.” Thad said defensively getting an annoyed look from Brianna. 
 
   Pain shot through Thad’s arm as Brianna squeezed his upper arm. Her grip was like cold iron and the look in her eyes put Thad into a cold sweat. “Yer friend wouldn’t happen to be a female?” The tone in her voice let Thad know that if he gave the wrong answer he was in for a rough time.
 
   “Impossible!” Thad said quickly, though from the look in Brianna’s eyes she wasn’t convinced. “Haven’t I told you that women in my country treat men like toys?”
 
   “Toys eh?” Brianna said as she squeezed Thad arm tighter making his fingers tingle painfully. “How many of these women treated you as their toy, eh?” 
 
   Thad cursed himself for his poor choice of words. Thad knew that anything he said denying his involvement with anyone wasn’t going to fly with Brianna. She was the type to stubbornly hold to her own suspicions. He had once seen her argue with another dwarf that he had made a flawed paring knife for her in the past. When another dwarf admitted to the poor work she still continued on with her argument saying, “That was a different knife.” Everyone knew that she was wrong but no matter what was said she held to her convictions. “She’s right even if she’s wrong,” was a common saying in the bar when dealing with Brianna. “I thought you didn’t care about my past,” Thad said in an overly dramatic tone. “I thought you only cared about my time with you.” Thad batted his eyes at Brianna, while trying his best not to laugh.
 
   Brianna gave him a stern look then slowly shook her head.”Ya never play fair, boyo.” 
 
   As the fire died down Thad drifted off to sleep with Brianna stuck uncomfortably to his arm. In his dreams, Thad found himself back on Joan’s farm. From the look of everything, it was almost harvest time. He couldn’t see anyone around but just seeing the familiar setting put his mind at ease. The farm was the first place he had truly felt at ease. Joan had been as stern as any of the mothers at the academy but she had  a warmth to her the mothers lacked. 
 
   He had made his first enchanted item at the farm using broken tools and some spare crystals. They hadn’t been very strong but they had been an important step in his life. He had been so young and foolish back then, telling himself to hide his magic but unable to stop himself from using it. Like any child with a new toy he had been too eager to play with it and show it off, so his resolve to hide it had quickly failed. Thinking about it the only reason he was able to stay out of the eye of the Brotherhood was most likely due to the fact he was hiding in the shadows afraid the queen would find him. Monique flashed through his mind for a brief moment. If anyone had attracted the Brotherhood’s attention it would have been her. A moment of fear raced through his heart as he imagined Monique in a cell being tortured by the Brotherhood but he quickly shook off the horrid thought. There was little use in being afraid for his friend when he had no way to find out how she was doing. The best he could do was to hope she was ok until he was in a position to check on her or help her if she was in need. 
 
   Thad jolted awake to Crusher’s screams. Instinctively Thad built a magical shield around himself and grabbed for his sword as he jumped to his feet. His nerves relaxed when he noticed Brianna hunched over laughing as Crusher danced around as dozens of small things buzzed around him. It took Thad’s eyes and moment to clear enough for him to understand what was happening. For some reason a hive of bees were on the attack and Crusher was their intended target.
 
   “That’s the last strike of the hammer ya dang fairy. I know yer out there.” Crusher yelled at the sky in a roar of anger. “If ya don’t show yerself I am going to destroy every bird nest and egg I can find fer the rest of me life.” Crusher added picking up his axe. 
 
   Thad could no longer help himself as he watched the burly dwarf jump and shout at the sky and he began to laugh. Not to be left out Avalanche bounced around barking at Crusher. Thad’s jubilation was cut short by a shrill laugh coming from his right. Turning his head he saw what appeared to be a young female child no more than five summers old. Her clothes were ragged and her long silver hair was tangled as if it hadn’t been washed or cared for in a long time. To Thad, she looked much like many of the street kids he had seen in his life. 
 
   “Mean ol’ dwarf leave the birdies alone.” The child said in a light musical tone.
 
   Thad watched as Crusher wrung the handle of his axe with his hand as he began stomping toward the child. Without thinking Thad moved in between his angry friend and the small girl. “Calm down Crusher she is just a child.” Thad said calmly.
 
   To Thad’s surprise Crusher didn’t yell at him but laughed and pointed his axe toward the girl. “Don’t be fooled that dang Nadirie is probably three times older than yer mother. I thought we told ya Nadirie are known fer sneaking into towns and causing havoc in the guise of children.”
 
   Thad felt small hands grip at the back of his armor, looking down he saw the small face of the Nadirie poke around his side to stare defiantly at the dwarf as she used him as a shield. “I am a young maiden of only sixteen summers.” She said defiantly. Between the almost shy attitude of the Nadirie and blunt fierceness of the dwarf, Thad couldn’t help but break into a fit of laughter. 
 
   “Ya wouldn’t think it was so funny if it were you that had bees put in yer bed.” Crusher said as he took a step toward Thad his axe still held firmly in his hands. From the side, Avalanche who had been enjoying the show lunged forward and clamped down on the stubborn dwarf’s ankle. “Ya dang mutt let go me foot.” Crusher yelled as he tried to shake Avalanche’s grip. Both Thad and the Nadirie began laughing when Crusher fell to the ground still trying to dislodge Avalanche.
 
   Well after the sun was fully in the sky Thad was able to get everyone to calm down. Sitting around the camp everything still felt tense but at least no one was brandishing their weapons. Crusher was still eyeing the Nadirie dangerously who was still using Thad as a shield, in turn she was making childish faces at him. Every time Crusher started to go for his axe Avalanche would nip at his hand. Brianna continued to laugh at the exchange, while Thad rubbed his temples, his head hurting from the constant strain of trying to get the two to calm down.
 
   “Why don’t we start with something simple? What is your name?” Thad asked the small childlike Nadirie trying his best not to scowl.
 
   “Arianna, my name is Arianna.”  The Nadirie exclaimed as if she we announcing herself as the queen of the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XVII
 
   The past few days of travel had been much livelier. Arianna got along well with Avalanche and rode on her back as if she were a war horse. Time to time, the Nadirie would shoot into the air and she and Avalanche would disappear for short periods of time. Crusher still did not seem happy with the new addition to their group but even if he was he would die before admitting it. Brianna seemed to take everything in stride, though it was obvious that she didn’t like it when Arianna grabbed him to use his as a shield. Thad himself was unsure how to treat Arianna; she looked like a child but was near his own age. Often he treated her of the age she looked and she enjoyed the attention from him. Brianna would often pull him aside by the arm angrily and grumble about him flirting with the “darned fairy.”
 
   Though the trip had gotten much noisier Thad didn’t mind. He had spent too much time in the quiet lonely depths of the earth. Even when Crusher and Avalanche were around he had no one to truly talk to since Crusher’s windpipe had been crushed at the time. Now he didn’t mind a little noise as long as it drove away the feeling of loneliness that had engulfed him during that time in his life. A clear picture of the dark room with his staff sitting in the corner flashed into his mind. Thad looked down at his staff and smiled. “Yes I still had you around, but all you did was complain,” Thad said silently in his mind.
 
   A jolt of magical energy shot through Thad’s right arm. Thad looked down at his staff more amazed than mad. It had been the first time his staff had used any form of magical energy without his aid. He had spent hours in the past talking to his staff and, in many ways he no longer considered it just a tool but a separate entity with its own mind. When he fought he no longer simply directed it but fought with it as if it was a companion. He had learned that the magical currents running through the world were more than a simple force that he could control. Each type of energy held its own form, use, and feeling toward it. Magical items were known to become self-aware, but he didn’t know they could act so independently. Was his own regard for the staff allowing it to use magic through his unconscious mind or was it truly doing it on its own power. 
 
   I don’t know, the words reverberated in his mind like a small whisper, so soft they almost escaped his attention. “So you can speak now?” Thad asked his staff, his mind still whirling with the possibilities both good and bad. No, you can finally hear me. Thad looked around, Brianna and Crusher were walking at the front with Arianna riding Avalanche running around them. “It’s a little unnerving to talk to you,” Thad said nervously. Why? I am you.
 
   Thad stopped and looked at the staff in his hand. It was him. What did that mean? Do you still not understand? All this time we have been linked; your thoughts, your magic, your fears, everything I have felt. Thad took a tentative step forward then another trying not to let his unease show to the others. It made sense. He had kept the staff with him and relied on it heavily, especially during his time in the Underearth. His other magical items were only used when he needed them and he never had to pour his own magic into them, they worked off their own stored magical energy. His rings were a close second as they stayed on his fingers but he still never ran his own magic through them. “Was it the fact that he talked to his staff as if it were a person while he was alone in the Underearth, or because of the sheer amount of magical energy he had ran through the staff? There had to be more to it otherwise any magical item that used high levels of magical energy would gain awareness. Even items with low magical yield would start to gain awareness after a long period of time. Thad pushed the thoughts to the back of his mind, right now he had other worries, he could always investigate his staff, if he lived long enough to make it back to Farlan. 
 
   Picking up his pace Thad hurried to catch up to his companions. In only a few more days they should reach Handlane and he would be one step closer to getting home. It was getting harder and harder to consider Farlan his home. He had been raised there but he had only a few memories that he could consider good during his life there. He was worried about the princes and Eloen, but he was sure they could take care of themselves. Monique was a different story; she was most likely in the most danger, if his feelings were right. Unlike the others she didn’t have a country to protect her nor, could she handle a blade well herself. Monique did have a few good guards, but those would be little aid should the Brotherhood come at her in force. 
 
   Thad twisted the ring on his finger that was the symbol of the Rose Company. Thad laughed lightly, when he met Monique he was still just a child. Looking back there were plenty of things he would have done differently but even so he didn’t regret his life until now. Everyone he had met and everything he had gone through, both good and bad, had made him who he was today. 
 
   You’re too nice to women, you let them walk all over you. The words echoed in his mind. They still felt like a whisper but even so he could feel the annoyance in the words. “If you’re me then you should feel the same.” Thad nearly shouted at his staff getting him a concerned look from Brianna. I was created from your magic and thoughts but that doesn’t mean I see everything like you. Unlike you I see everything from the outside and from here you tend to act like an idiot around women. Thad clinched his hand tightly around the shaft of the staff. He wanted to argue but in the end he knew it was the truth. He had a hard time dealing with women. He was raised to be their slave and no matter how much time passed he was sure he would always have a lingering urge to bend to their whims. 
 
   “What are you doing ya dang brat?” Crusher yelled, startling Thad from his thoughts. Looking up Thad saw Crusher chasing after Arianna. He could always rely on those two to keep him from thinking too much. Laughing, Thad caught up to Brianna and silently walked next to her with a smile on his face.
 
   Thad could not wait to reach the port town. He didn’t enjoy the salty air nor the sticky feeling that it left on his skin. In town, he could get a hot bath, something he had been longing for the past few days. The stench from his body was starting to make it hard to sleep. Brianna did not seem to have a problem with his stench, but from his time with the dwarves, he learned that unless they were forced, most dwarves would go months without taking a good bath. Thankfully, Brianna enjoyed a good bath so he wasn’t forced to endure like he was with Crusher. 
 
   Something is coming. The words were much louder in his mind than just a few moments before, and Thad got an anxious feeling from them. “What is it?” I think it is the Brotherhood. There is an area up ahead where the magical energies are flowing oddly. Thad closed his eyes and sent out his magic searching for the energies around him. He let his staff help guide him to the place it had found. His staff was right there was a blank spot as if all the magical energy simply vanished. He had seen areas before that were void of magical energy, it wasn’t all that uncommon, but this area was different. The magical energies around the area were flowing directly toward the area and then disappearing. Thad had to agree with his staff, it was most likely caused by one of the white swords that some of the Brotherhood carried. 
 
   Thad leaned down, “I believe there are some ambushers awaiting us a few hundred yards ahead.” Brianna simply nodded as her hand brushed the hilt of her weapon. “We need to find a way to warn Crusher and Arianna without bringing too much notice to ourselves in case were being watched.”
 
   “Leave that ta me.” Brianna said a wide grin spreading across her face. Thad heard as she pulled in a deep breath. “You two blithering idiots need to stop romping around b’fer ya end up in the same situation that ya did with Gorgia a few years ago.” Crusher stopped in his tracks his eyes narrowing dangerously. Thad wasn’t sure what was going on but Crusher was much more alert and Thad could see his hand twitching excitedly near the hilt of his axe. 
 
   Though the air was tense, Thad couldn’t help but smile slightly to himself. He had found many of the rumors and myths about dwarves to be false, but their love of axes seemed to be true. Logically it was the perfect weapon for their short and stout arms. It wasn’t as if axes were the only weapons he had seen the dwarves use, but swords seemed to be near useless in their hands. Before now, Thad had never given it much thought but he was sure it had to do with their thick wrists, making it hard to perform any real nimble maneuvers with such a slender weapon. 
 
   Why do you always think of pointless things at the wrong time? You shouldn’t be worrying about what weapons your friends chose to use. I don’t know if you’re carefree or a simple an idiot who can’t keep him mind on track. “I like to think I am curious by nature, though you might be right about not being able to keep my mind for wandering.” Thad said laughing at his own carelessness. Though he had only been aware of his staff for a short time, talking to it didn’t seem weird. In fact, it felt as natural as if he were talking to an old friend.
 
   “What da’ya think we’re facing?” Crusher said starting Thad slightly. Despite his size, the dwarf still had the ability to pop up on Thad, startling him whenever he let his guard down. 
 
   “I think the friends we met up with the other day have brought a few people and are awaiting our arrival up ahead.” 
 
   “Oh, I was wondering when our friends would pay us a visit. Rude of em’ ta keep us waiting fer so long.” Crusher said his excitement scaring Thad slightly.
 
   “What about Arianna?” Thad asked slightly worried for the small Nadirie.
 
   “No need to worry,” Crusher grunted. “That dang mutt of yers seems to understand what’s going on. Too smart fer its own good.” Thad looked over to see that just as Crusher had said Avalanche was no longer jumping around but walking much the way she did back in the Underearth when they were hunting the Vathari. Even with Crusher’s reassurance, Thad was slightly worried. Normal swords had little hope of scratching Avalanche but one of the white swords would cut through her easily.
 
   As they drew closer to the area where the magical energy was obstructed the trees started to thicken and Thad began to run his fingers nervously over the scabbard of his sword. If it was the Brotherhood, then he couldn’t rely on his magic, he would have to hope that his skill with a sword would be enough to keep him safe. He also had the blessings he received from the gods though he was still unsure about using them in a real battle. He had trained with his shadow walking and he was sure he could use it if needed but the stone skin still scared him, he didn’t fancy spending the rest of his life with a stone arm if he made a mistake.
 
   Though the Brotherhood was trying to hide their presence, it was more than obvious that a large number of people were hiding among the trees. If Thad hadn’t known about it before hand he might have missed the obvious signs that littered the area but that hardly seemed to matter now that he did. The group walked slowly, talking loudly, and waiting for their guests to make their appearance. After a while, Thad was starting to think that they were going to pass the whole group before the Brotherhood made their move. Shortly after the thought crossed his mind, a rush of men emerged from the trees and bushes. Far more than he had believed could hide in such an area. A quick count showed that they were faced against more than thirty soldiers of the Brotherhood. If they didn’t count Arianna than it was easily ten to one odds. Thad, Crusher, and Brianna stood close together their back nearly touching each other. Thad quickly looked around for Avalanche and Arianna. He found Avalanche rushing around as she always did when enemies were about but he couldn’t see Arianna anywhere. She is flying above us. 
 
   “Can you tell which ones have the abnormal swords?” Thad asked his staff as he pulled his sword from its scabbard. The Brotherhood soldiers were advancing cautiously surrounding them. I can’t tell which ones have it but it looks as if there are four altogether. If you let me control the direction of your magical attacks, I should be able to attack while dodging the blank zones. It sounded like a good plan to him. If he had to time to focus, he could find the soldiers carrying the weapons but closing his eyes now would be the equivalent to suicide.
 
   Trusting in his staff Thad pulled in a large amount of Fire energy and started to form it. A large or fancy attack would draw too much attention so they would have to be small and fast targeting areas where none of the Brotherhood had the magic eating swords. 
 
   Seeing that their prey were not surprised the soldiers stopped their advance and started to move cautiously. “Lay down your weapons and surrender to the justice of the Brotherhood, and we shall make your deaths quick and painless.” One of the soldiers yelled from amongst the group. The man was well dressed and wore armor that stood out among the others. If Thad had to guess, he was the leader of the band of soldiers they now faced. 
 
   “A quick death, who would take such an offer? If yer gonna come, get in a line so I can send ya bastards ta the afterlife.” Crusher roared as he tapped the neck of his axe against his broad shoulder.
 
   Crusher’s blunt refusal wasn’t well received by the enemy who quickly began their advance, tightening the circle around the companions. Though it wasn’t long, the brief words exchanged had given Thad enough time to mold a sizeable amount of magical energy. Trusting his staff Thad formed over a dozen small balls of flame and released them to the guidance of his staff. The fireballs spread out speeding toward their targets forcing many of the Brotherhood soldiers to retreat backwards but as tightly packed, as they were, they jumbled over each other and were quickly caught by the flaming balls of magical energy. 
 
   The fire began spreading quickly and then came the screams of the warriors as it quickly burned away clothing and hair. Within a few moments, at least ten of the Brotherhood lay smoldering on the ground and many more had sustained minor wounds from the hot flames as they tried desperately to put them out.  Though the fire had disorganized them for a short time it was obvious they were well trained as they quickly reformed and continued tightening the circle around them.
 
   “Can we use another magical attack?” Thad whispered in his mind. No there is not enough space between the dead zones for another attack to be worth the effort. Keep sending me a small amount of energy if I find an opening I will unleash it. Thad laughed earning him confused looks from the soldiers and concerned looks from his friends. His sword held firmly in his right hand and his staff in his left Thad felt nearly invincible, though he knew that one of the white swords could make easy work of his armor. 
 
   Trusting in his friends Thad let his full attention go toward the enemies at his front. Though his magical attack had taken out a good number of enemy, they were still greatly outnumbered but if they trusted each other and fought close together, only a few could advance on them at a time, reducing the danger. Thad kept alert as the first came within range, striking with a regular steel sword. Thad turned and intercepted it with his staff, which released a blot of energy knocking the enemy back. 
 
   While his first move had been a success, more swords than he could keep track of were quickly pressing him. Two of the flashing blades were pure white and each time them came into his sight he tried his best to intercept it with his sword, though a few times he was forced to use his staff. Each time one of the white swords struck his staff Thad could feel, more than hear, the yell of pain that seemed to come from his staff.
 
   The air was filled with the noise of steel on steel and the crying voices of those who had been unlucky enough not to block one of the companion’s attacks. Thad was relieved that he had not yet heard such a scream from one of his friends but he had little time to worry about what was happening behind him as another blow swept so close to his face that a few strands of hair were trimmed from the top of his head.
 
   With each passing moment the danger was increasing even as the number of attackers was gradually reduced. Each dodge and parry slowly forced Thad and the others away from each other. Each step they were forced apart was paid for in the blood of their enemy, but it would matter little if they died before the last of the Brotherhood fell. 
 
   A sweeping strike came from Thad’s left too far back for him to block it forcing him to crouch low to avoid it. As soon as the blade passed inches above his head another blade came swooping in toward his head. Thad jumped forward between two of the soldiers dodging death once again but now there was two Brotherhood soldiers between him and his friends. Thad had little time to contemplate the fact he was cut off as four of the Brotherhood soldiers quickly moved toward him their weapons held at the ready. Knowing that each second that passed he would be put in further danger Thad charged at the nearest opponent, letting his momentum carry him as he slid under a strike aimed at his head, as he slashed the soldier’s stomach with his own blade. Slightly off balance, Thad didn’t have time to move before he was covered in blood and gore from the now dead soldier. The blood splattered on his face blurring his vision and covered his hands making his sword slip slightly in his grasp.
 
   Seeing Thad was alone all the free soldiers began to advance on him. Thad knew that if he was surrounded no amount of skill would keep a blade from finding a spot in his exposed back. Looking around for any option available to him, Thad noticed that while the sun was still up it had dropped below the tree line layering the area with thick and dark shadows. Taking a deep breath Thad let himself slide into the nearest shadow. The Brotherhood soldiers looked shocked as he disappeared from where he once was. When he reappeared from behind the farthest soldier the flash of his blade sending the man quickly to his grave a look of true fear began to appear on many of the soldiers.
 
   Thad grinned, if they were afraid their movements would be slowed and their attacks would be even easier to dodge. Not wanting to let the soldier regain their composure Thad once again stepped into the cold shadows appearing behind another one of the soldiers. A flash of lighting cut into the man blasting him forward into one of his comrades. “Can you tell how many of the white sword wielders are left?” Thad asked his staff silently within his mind. All the swords are still there but two of them have not moved for some time. Thad hated not knowing when and where one of the white swords would appear. Above all else, they held the most danger to him. 
 
   With little choice, Thad continued to jump through the shadows killing anyone who stood alone. A few times, he was able to sneak behind one of the soldiers fixated on one of his friends killing them quickly. With the use of his shadow walking, the enemies were quickly being reduced and winning no longer looked like a dream, but Thad was tiring fast. Unlike in the Underearth, the darkness element wasn’t as prevalent, making it harder to move around between the shadows. Sweat dripping from his forehead and his breaths coming harder with each moment Thad knew, he could shadow walk two more times and even then, it was a risk. If he didn’t collect enough darkness element there was a chance he would be lost to the darkness. It simply wasn’t worth the risk.
 
   The soldiers quickly noticed that Thad was no longer hopping around and the fear on their faces quickly disappeared but they still advanced toward him cautiously. Thad risked a quick glance to see how the others were doing and was relieved to see that none of them had fallen, though it looked as if none of them had escaped completely unscathed, even Avalanche was limping slightly, most likely having been hit by one of the white swords. While each showed signs of damage none of them looked to be in danger of losing their lives, and the Brotherhood soldiers had dwindled greatly, they were still outnumbered three to one, the momentum of the battle still looked to be in their favor.
 
   The leader of the Brotherhood soldiers who had been standing back while the rest of his men fought moved into action, his white blade drawn, he moved on Thad. The leader was far more skilled with a blade than any of the others he had faced thus far, and within moments, Thad was having a hard time getting his own sword up in time to block the incoming blows. If Thad had been at full strength he was sure he would have been more than able to match the leader’s sword play, but the truth was, he was tired and his sword felt heavy in his hands. 
 
   As a quick thrust snapped toward Thad’s chest he jumped back slipping on the blood stained earth falling down to one knee. Thad’s breath was coming harder and his vision blurred as if he was trying to look through water. Thad reached his hand up to support his head and a wet sensation ran down his fingers. He could feel the blood dripping from his elbow. Thad wasn’t sure when he had sustained the injury and he was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before. Thad tried to rise to his feet but his head begun to spin and he soon found himself on both knees staring at the armored boots of the Brotherhood leader. Thad forced himself to look up though every muscle in his body seemed to work against him. He saw a blurry streak of white descending toward him and instinctively tried to roll away but was only able to fall to the ground and roll onto his back.
 
   Thad tried to push himself into a sitting position but his arms had no strength left in them. Thad watched as the soldier walked over him and shifted his blade directly over his heart. Thad’s mind screamed for him to move but his body didn’t respond. He felt as his eyes began to grow heavy, and darkness began to encroach in on him. His mind blank and his body heavy Thad waited for the descending strike that would end his life, but he never felt it come. He could hear voices and screams around him but his mind couldn’t tell if they were from his friends or from the enemy. The last sensation he felt before he slipped into unconsciousness was of something warm dripping onto his forehead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XVIII
 
   Thad slowly opened his eyes. He wasn’t sure where he was but the fact that every part of his body seemed to scream out in pain let him know he was alive. Slowly his senses began to clear, and he could hear the faint sound of Crusher snoring off in the distance. Looking up Thad could see the light clouds floating above him. From the looks of the sky, it was still early morning, meaning he had slept for a good amount of time.
 
   Thad slid his hands to his side and pushed himself into a sitting position. Sharp pains ran though his right arm, head, and chest with each movement. Thad slowly ran his left hand over where the pain was coming from and found that he had many bandages covering his body. “Ya looked quite the mess when we found ya. If it weren’t for that mutt of yers you’d have been worm food.” Thad turned his head slowly, his eyes squinting in response to the pain that ripped from the small movement. Brianna stood to his left carrying a small bowl in her hands. Her right shoulder and left leg were heavily bandaged but other than that, she looked as if she had fared well in her own fight.
 
   “How is everyone?” Thad asked his voice sounding weak even to his own ears.
 
   Brianna sat down beside him and placed the bowl on his lap. Gruel, not his favorite meal but it was better than nothing. “Yer mutt took a few nasty blows and Arianna has been fussin over her all night. Crusher took a couple hits here and there and a fierce blow ta tha head but thankfully he’s got boulders fer brains.” Brianna said laughing at her own jest. 
 
   It was good that everyone had made it out of the battle alive, but Thad knew that it was due to luck as much as it was skill. Thad had to figure out a way to fight against the Brotherhood and their white swords otherwise eventually he knew their luck would run dry. His first thought was of the glass orbs that he had used back at Southpass Fort. While the white swords could absorb the magic the force behind the blast should still be able to take out the ones unprotected and even those with swords should take a fair amount of damage, but there was also a large possibility of hurting his in the process. There had to be something he could do, the problem was he had too little experience with fighting against the Brotherhood and their swords. “Did we get all of the Brotherhood?”
 
   “A few were able ta scamper off but I don’t think they will be coming back anytime soon.” Brianna replied her voice showing her displeasure.
 
   “Can you bring me some of the white swords the Brotherhood uses? Even if we can’t find a use for them, getting as many away from them as we can, has to be a good thing.” Thad said despondently, as his mind began to sort through different things that might work against the swords.
 
   “Brianna simply nodded her head and walked away from him. Thad didn’t bother to follow her with his eyes, he knew she would do as he asked. That was one of the good things about Brianna, she seemed to know what he was thinking when it was important. I don’t like the idea of having those cursed swords around, they make me feel uneasy. Thad looked to his side where his staff rested against a tree. “We need to find a way to fight against them otherwise we won’t last long.” I can understand that but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. Thad laughed silently; though he had to agree with his staff, having the white swords around wouldn’t be pleasant.
 
   A short time later, Brianna returned carrying four white swords. He was sure there had been more than that but four was more than enough for him to start experimenting. Remember what you were told, it’s dangerous to play around with those swords. Sae-Thae’s story quickly came to the forefront of his mind. He had completely forgotten about it before now. He would have to be careful but he still had to find a way to counter the white swords. Painfully, Thad scooted toward his pack and began rummaging through its contents until he pulled out a bundle of parchment and quills. The first step to anything should be planning. Thad had already learned firsthand the dangers of rushing ahead, where magic was concerned.
 
   Thad closed his eyes and tried to remember his few encounters with the white swords. His first encounter was the only time he had really tried to use magic against the wielder. None of his direct attacks or defensive spells had worked then, but he had been able to suck the man into the stone below his feet. Thad couldn’t remember how he had performed the magic exactly, but he was sure he could reproduce the effect though affecting a large area would be extremely draining. If he could think of other ways to use his magic to indirectly attack the wielder he wouldn’t be as limited during the battles. Thad quickly began to write down any ideas that came to his mind that might work but he quickly found himself staring at the page with nothing more coming to mind. How about shooting things forward with your magic?” His staff interjected after a few moments. 
 
   Thad was shocked at the simplicity of the idea. Thad quickly picked up a stone that lay beside him and launched the stone forward with a blast of energy. The stone flew straight and imbedded itself in a tree more than fifty yards away. It looked like the basic idea would work but that didn’t mean that it would work against the white swords. Painfully Thad pulled himself to his feet, picked up one of the white swords, and stuck it in the ground in front of the tree he had hit with the rock earlier. 
 
   Once the sword was in place Thad began to gather up stones until he had a nice sized pile stacked out in front of him. Thad closed his eyes and examined the white sword. There was a foot on either side of the sword’s blade that absorbed the magical energy. As long as his rocks were able to pass that area and still maintain enough force to do damage, then his test would be a success.
 
   First Thad picked up a single stone and launched it directly at the blade. The stone rushed forward faster than a bolt from a crossbow, when it struck the air was filled with the ringing of metal, that told the sword had been solidly struck. So far, everything was going well, the stone had struck the sword hard enough to pull it from its place in the ground, and it now lay on the ground near the tree. Thad replaced the sword in its originally place and retook his place in front of the pile of stones.  This time he tried to fire as many stones at once as he could manage. Fifteen stones flew forward with eerie speed and accuracy striking the area around the sword without touching its blade. The wood of the tree splintered and burst flying in all directions. Thad had gotten plenty of practice with using projectiles during his time in the Underearth but Thad had never considered using them against the Brotherhood.
 
   Reaching into his pack, Thad pulled out of his pouches of magical stones out. It had been a while since he had used them but they felt comfortable in his hand as he rolled them through his fingers. Thad launched one of the magical orbs at the sword and listened to the sound of the metal reverberating as the sword was lifted once again this time throwing it hard against the tree behind it. 
 
   Thad slipped on the ring that went with the stones and tried to recall the one he had shot but nothing happened.  Thad slowly began his search and after a half hour, he found where the magical orb had found its resting spot. It was still in one piece but Thad could no longer feel any of his magic within it. Therefore, while it had struck the sword, it had been stripped of all its enchantments. That would make using them a waste, when a regular metal orb would do the same amount of damage. Just for good measure, Thad strapped the pouch of magical orbs to his belt and left the ring on. While they couldn’t be used against the Brotherhood they were still a useful weapon. 
 
   “What are ya doing playing with those stones?” Brianna asked as she pressed her body up against his.
 
   Thad looked down at the pile of stones at his feet. “I am trying to find a way to fight against the Brotherhood with my magic. As long as the end result of the attack doesn’t carry any magic then it can still work. That is why I was testing to see if projectiles fired, using magical energy would work. It seems they will, but rocks won’t do much damage against strong armor and I don’t want to use up my enchanted metal orbs. It would be nice if we had some spare metal to make some more but unless there is a vein close by it looks like I am out of luck.” Thad said his brow furrowed deep in thought.
 
   Brianna tilted her head slightly, the way she did whenever she was thinking. Thad found the slight twitching of her mouth as she chewed on her bottom lip was cute. “I’ll be right back.” Brianna said as she jumped up and rushed off. This time Thad turned his head and watched her as she disappeared. Even injured she moved effortlessly, either she had a body made of stone or she had too much energy, especially for a dwarf. 
 
   Still he had a few ideas to try out against the white sword. Thad was in no rush. His body was still in pain and he knew that pushing himself would only reduce his healing time. Looking around he located both Crusher and Avalanche who were nearby. Crusher was awake now and was grumbling to himself. He was always like this after a battle. Not wanting to deal with the grumpy dwarf, Thad decided to check on Avalanche.
 
   Arianna was curled up with Avalanche. It was the first time Thad had seen the Nadirie wearing anything but a smile. She looked anxious, making Thad slightly worried that Avalanche’s wounds might have been worse than Brianna had surmised. Kneeling down Thad closed his eyes and examined Avalanche with his magical sight. She had a number of small nicks and one rather large cut near her midriff. The magic flowing to each damaged area felt slightly off. Thad sent his own magic into Avalanche while he reached into the earth. The areas that were cut away from her slowly filled but the magical flow to those areas was still weak. Thad had no idea of how to fix the flow, he could only wait to see if it strengthened over time.
 
   As soon as he was finished, Avalanche slightly raised her head from where it rested and looked at him with her large gleaming eyes. “Thank you for helping me out.” Thad whispered lightly. Avalanche simply stared at him for a few moments before laying her head back down. For a moment, Thad wished he could talk to Avalanche the same way he could his staff but quickly changed his mind. With his luck, Avalanche would be more annoying than his staff. Sometimes it was best just to enjoy a silent relationship. 
 
   Annoying, so it that how you view me? Thad stopped his musings and looked around as if searching for the speaker. “Having something that can read your thoughts whenever it pleases tends to fall in that area.” Thad retorted, smiling to himself. His staff remained silent giving Thad the feeling that it was brooding over something. Ever since his time in the Underearth, Thad had known, his staff had a temperamental nature, though he was just starting to learn how temperamental it was. In a lot of ways, his staff acted like a child, in others it seemed more mature than him. In a way it reflected his own nature, though that thought wasn’t one that made him feel good.
 
   A rattling noise from behind him caught his attention. Turning around, Thad saw Brianna who carried three large bags, but the noise was coming from the numerous armor and weapons that were strung together with ropes that trailed behind her. “What are you doing?” Thad yelled his voice cracking slightly from the laughter that threatened to boil over.
 
   Brianna huffing hard stopped in front of Thad, letting the bags in her arms drop to the ground. “Ya said ya need some meta,l so I figured that using the leftovers from tha battle couldn’t hurt anything, not like tha dead need’em anymore.” Thad bent down and opened one of the bags to find it filled with small metal objects that ranged from small knives to small bags of coins. The tempered metal would be harder to mold but they would be harder once they were formed into pellets.
 
   Thad quickly looked in the bags noticing that one was filled with water skins and a small amount of warriors’ rations, mostly hard tack and dried meat. “Thanks this will work fine?” Thad said giving Brianna a bright smile. Brianna blushed slightly, making Thad laugh. She was a bawdy woman who wouldn’t blush even if she was stripped and forced to run through the tunnels nude, but whenever she was thanked for something, she would light up like the morning sky.
 
   Thad quickly sorted through the bags and placed the items into three piles. One was for coins and other items that were worth keeping. The other two piles were that of small daggers that Thad wanted to try placing different enchantments on. The last pile was that of weapons and other metal items that were more of a burden to carry and he could use to make metal pellets. Thad felt a strong hand rest on his soldier, turning his head slightly he found Crusher staring at him hard. “I don’t like staying so close ta the area where we fought. Don’t ya think we should try making it ta town as quickly as possible? Never know when tha Brotherhood will send more of their lackeys after us.”
 
   Crusher was right it wasn’t a good idea to stay so close to the battleground, but they also had little choice. “I know you’re in a hurry to get moving but there is little we can do. None of us are really in any condition to be moving around too much. It would be better for us to rest for a few days. There is no reason to rush, if the Brotherhood had more soldiers in the area they would have come with the last group.”
 
   Crusher rubbed his chin thoughtfully for a few moments, his face wrinkled in thought. “I guess that’s true, but never know when tha next batch of them will come crawling out of tha ground.”
 
   Crusher was right more soldiers could be headed in their direction now, but Thad didn’t think that was the case. Most likely, they thought the force they had detached was enough to take care of them, otherwise they would have waited to attack until they were certain of victory. That didn’t mean their weren’t more enemies in the area, it just meant that next time they would send more, making it even more important that he find ways to counter their white swords. “Just give me a few days before we continue. I think we can all use the rest.” 
 
   Crusher grunted and walked off. Thad knew that Crusher understood what he was saying, but the dwarf was stubborn and even if he understood, he would act as if he still wanted to keep moving. It was mostly an act but sometimes it was hard to tell the difference. Forgetting about Crusher and his moody nature, Thad turned his attention back to the items gathered in front of him. Now he was faced with the decision to work on the other ideas he had first or to make metal pellets to use. He only had a few ideas that might or might not work. The metal pellets were guaranteed to work but he would need more than that if he wanted to survive. Thad still had a few ideas but that didn’t seem like enough. There had to be more that he could do but nothing was coming to mind.
 
   Thad picked up a sword and flipped it over in his hands. It was made of good metal though it didn’t have any distinguishing marks. With the sword alone, he could make nearly thirty metal pellets. Right now he could fire about fifteen pellets at one time accurately. With tightly packed opponents they wouldn’t be able to dodge them very effectively, and the pellets would still be extremely effective with his opposition spread out, if he was able to make the pellets fast enough even a skilled warrior would have a hard time dodging. Their main weakness was that in close quarters they were useless, using them would expose him to unneeded danger.
 
   Sitting the sword aside Thad picked up one of the smaller daggers and flipped it up in the air letting it fall blade first into the ground. The dagger wasn’t very balanced, with a very heavy blade, but that meant that it would usually fall with its blade into the ground, the handle was light meaning there was less chance of its weight causing trouble later on. In a fight, he would hate to rely on such a weapon but it was perfect for what he was needing. Smiling to himself, Thad pulled the dagger out of the ground, flipped it higher into the air, and watched as it once again lodged itself in the dirt.
 
   You always seem happy when you’re playing around with your toys. “That’s because it’s fun to see what all I can do.” Thad replied as he pulled out the parchment and began writing out what he planned to do with the dagger. He would need one of the smaller gems in his pack but he had plenty to spare. 
 
   Thad pulled a small garnet about the size of an acorn out of his pouch and placed it against where the blade and hilt met. Focusing he made the metal part like water and let the gem slid into it. Once the gem was firmly affixed to the dagger, Thad began the next stage of the enchantment. He knew that to make a lasting enchantment he should use more gems and balance out their duties but he decided that wasn’t needed. One strike from one of the white swords would destroy the enchantments placed on the weapon, unless he designed it like his staff, and that would take weeks of tedious work.
 
   Thad’s hands stopped moving as a thought occurred to him. “Why didn’t his staff’s magical enchantments stop working when it was hit by one of the white swords?” the question bothered him. At first, he hadn’t given it much thought but after seeing how the magical pellets were affect the question began to nag at him. I don’t know either but I know each time one of those cursed blades touched me it was as if I had to fight just to stay aware. His sword hadn’t been affected either, Thad could still feel the magical energies gathering within it. Maybe it had to do with the strength of the enchantment. Thad ran his hand over his head pulling at his hair slightly. Why hadn’t the enchantments been destroyed like the others? It was an important question but one he didn’t have an answer to, there were just too many unknown elements. The only way to start to understand the way the swords effected enchantments was to use the sword against them. It was a good plan but one that would take a lot of time and in the end might destroy anything he made. Right now, it just wasn’t a viable option.
 
   After a few moments, Thad slammed his fist hard into the ground. It was frustrating, but for now he didn’t have the luxury of worrying about how the white swords worked. It was more important to focus on a way to get around them and attack the wielder. In the future, when he had time, he would have to examine the white swords more in depth but right now it just wasn’t possible. Thad forcibly had to set aside his worries, leaving a tight feeling in his stomach. After taking a deep breath, Thad picked up one of the regular swords and started his work. Right now, he only needed to do what he could and leave the rest for later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter XIX
 
   Thad stretched his right arm. There was still a bit of pain in his shoulder but the wound was healing, but it would still be weeks before it completely healed. He had spent a few hours every day using his magic to speed up the other’s healing but he couldn’t do it for himself. It was annoying but he was forced to rely on Brianna’s care for his wound. She applied poultices to the cut that removed most of the pain and had greatly increased the rate of healing, but it left a foul odor that he could gratefully do without.
 
   It had already been three days since the Brotherhood had attacked. He couldn’t put off leaving any longer. Avalanche was up and moving around again and Crusher’s complaints were starting to get more insistent. Even if he wanted to stay longer and work on his plans, his companions wouldn’t let him. It was already late in the day so leaving now would be fruitless. With the way Brianna and Crusher were talking, first thing in the morning they would continue on their way to Handlane, whether.he liked it or not
 
   Knowing time was limited, Thad went back to work on the dagger in front of him. He had switched between making metal pellets and working on different ideas for enchantments over the past few days. Right now he had more than a hundred pellets, more than enough for a single encounter, he hoped.
 
   He had tried out many ideas over the past few days and only a few of them had worked. He had tried making vines grow to ensnare his opponent but as soon as they got close to the sword, they stopped growing. It was still effective in the sense, that it would grab and tangle anyone that didn’t have one of the weapons. The vines themselves, while forced to grow from magical influence they were not magical in nature themselves. The only problem was that the enchantment took up a large amount of magical energy meaning that it would take weeks for it to charge to a level where it could be useful in battle. 
 
   Thad had learned that he could try the spells himself before enchanting them to see if they would work. It saved some time but also tired him out. Even though it wasn’t perfect, he had made two daggers with the ensnaring enchantment. The idea was that he would throw them into the air when he activated them. There was the problem with the chance of them trapping his allies as well but Thad had come up with a way to circumvent that. He had given everyone a ring that sent out a magical pulse to keep them from being targeted by any of his enchantments. He wished he could have taken credit for the idea of the rings but it had been his staff that had suggested it.
 
   Currently he was working on an enchantment that would cause the ground to become like quicksand. It worked by breaking down the earth and infusing it with large amounts of water. Water was not one of his best elements so the strain on using the spell was daunting but making it as an enchantment was surprisingly easy as long as he used enough gems and had a good understanding of how to spell worked. He had been told many times that casting a spell and enchanting were completely different but he hadn’t truly understood what that meant. As long as you had the talent to cast the spell and the understanding of it, then you could enchant an item with it, that was if you had the ability to enchant. There were still other limits such as the residual effects of the magic on its container, so fire and energy magic was hard to enchant. 
 
   Thad worked long into the night but he was still days away from finishing his current project. Unlike the others, it required many enchantments working together in harmony. Sighing Thad placed the dagger in his pack so that he could continue his work on it another time.
 
   “Time to eat, I was able to catch me a couple of rabbits so we can have fresh bit o’ meat tonight.” Brianna said as she tugged on his arm leading him away from his work and toward the small fire where the others sat.
 
   Thad was happy to have some real food. One could live on traveling rations for only so long before it started to feel like a burden to eat. The two rabbits were small and Brianna had cooked them into a stew along with some of the dried meat and hard biscuits. It was a little salty but was still better than the fare that he had been eating.
 
   “Still playing with yer toys?” Crusher asked not even trying to disguise the annoyance in his voice. “How much longer are we gonna be sitting round twiddling our thumbs?” 
 
   Thad quickly looked at the other members of the group. Arianna was busy playing with the fire and seemed to care little about the decision but Brianna was different. Though she had said little about the fact they had not moved in the past few days, her face betrayed her thoughts. She was anxious to get moving again. “You’re right, it’s about time for us to get moving again,” Thad replied getting a dumbfounded expression from Crusher. “Tomorrow we should get back on the road. We can’t be that far from town.”
 
   “Ai, that’s what I was er...,” Crusher stuttered, “dagnabit boyo isn’t any fun when ya just agree with me.”  Crusher grumbled and crossed his arms in defiance.
 
   Thad smiled inwardly, he had won that round. He knew it was a bit childish but he always enjoyed getting one over on the surly dwarf. Taking another bite of the soup Thad looked over at Brianna and gave her a slight wink. She smiled back at him and shook her head slightly. 
 
   Once the meal was finished Thad went over and began to set up his mat to sleep. He was tired and he knew he would need a full night of rest if they were going to be traveling again. In the past, he had always pushed himself past the point of exhaustion. He had thought that it was needed but in the end, he was being childish. If the enemy attacked while he was in that state, he would be worse than useless, nothing more than a burden that his friends would have to protect. Over the past few days, he had worked himself hard but had made sure that he never left himself too vulnerable. Looking back on himself, both made him laugh and frustrated. How could he had he ever been so childish?
 
   Thad lay on the ground his eyes fixated on the sky above. The stars were shining brightly down at him. He felt Brianna lay down beside him. She never said anything, she simply placed her hand softly on his chest. Thad smiled inwardly, she always knew when to speak and when to leave him to his own thoughts. Thad turned his head slightly and looked at Brianna. He had no clue why she cared about him. They were nothing alike, but Thad could not picture his life without her around. “What do you plan to do when we reach Farlan?” Thad whispered.
 
   Thad felt Brianna shrugged her shoulders. “I haven’t thought bout that. It doesn’t really matter anyway. I’ll stick with ya ta make sure ya keep yer nose out of trouble, and bail ya out when I hav’ta. Haven’t ya learned anything, we dwarves love our treasures and we make sure ta protect them. Not all treasures are metal and gems ya know boyo.”
 
   Thad laughed and pulled Brianna close to him. It wasn’t the first time he had been considered a possession, but it was the first time he had been happy to be called such. Whenever he was with Brianna, he felt at ease. It was different than he had felt with anyone else before. Had looked up at the sky again. How long had he been gone from Farlan. A year two he wasn’t sure. The dwarves didn’t measure the time as seasons passed. He had been in the dwarf village for a few seasons but he hadn’t paid much attention to time either while he was there. In the end, it didn’t really matter how long he had been gone, he doubted much had changed since he left. 
 
   Thad woke the next morning before the sun had a chance to peek above the horizon it was still only a light pink haze in the distance. Brianna was still sleeping soundly but Crusher was already awake with a small fire going. Thad moved cautiously, as not to wake Brianna, she was a handful to handle, if she was woken from her sleep early. “It seems that Arianna has tired of playing with you. I haven’t heard you grumbling about any pranks lately.” Thad said as he took a seat next to his friend.
 
   Crusher gave him an exasperated look. “That dang fairy still trying her best ta get under me skin, ya have just been too focused on yer toys ta notice. This morning I had sharpened rock fragments waiting on me in me boots.” Crusher looked over to where Brianna still slept and jerked his head toward her. “I wanted to drag the fairy about by her wings but it wasn’t worth getting yer girl’s wrath.” Crusher snorted, “That girl is worse than a devil in tha morning.” 
 
   Thad had to agree, Brianna was impossible to deal with when she first woke and it was even worse if her sleep was interrupted. “I know I’ve asked this before but why were you so insistent on coming with me to Farlan? I can somewhat understand Brianna’s reasoning but I still don’t get yours.” Thad poked a stick into the fire causing it to flair slightly. “Back in the dwarven village you were a talented blacksmith but out here you have just become a target for the Brotherhood. You said it was because we were brothers but I still don’t understand.” 
 
   Crusher looked straight into Thad’s eyes, his eyes were unwavering and serious, more serious than Thad had ever seen them before. “Listen well brother, I won’t repeat meself again. I owe ya a lot,” Thad went to deny Crusher’s statement but before he could speak Crusher held up his hand, silencing him. “Don’t say I don’t owe ya. Even if ya don’t want me ta owe ya I do, nothing ya say will change that. If ya keep denying it, I’ll beat ya within an inch of yer life. Even though I owe ya a great deal fer what ya did back in the Underearth, ain’t not the only reason I be following ya. If ya haven’t noticed we dwarves have the habit of enjoyin life. I came with ya because I was sure that as long as I tagged along I’d get ta enjoy me life. It beats spending the rest of me life simply beating around with me hammer. Back before the Brotherhood chased us into seclusion, we dwarves were sought after for our wares. It was an enjoyable time to be a dwarf, if I can help bring that time back I’d be willing to wade through as many bloody battles as I need ta. I don’t know if ya will win against the Brotherhood. In truth I figure we’re gonna end up as dinner for the worms in tha end, but at least we can take as many of those bastards with us as we can. Do ya understand me reasons now brother?”
 
   Thad hadn’t thought about how the Brotherhood really affects the magical races, but now that Crusher had brought it to light, it made sense. He didn’t know much about the other races, but the effects on the dwarves should have been obvious to him, given the amount of time he had spent with them. The dwarves had gathered around him showing off their different creations and boasting of their skill. With the brotherhood around, they had been force to stay hidden even worse, their talent and skill with a hammer had been forgotten. Dwarves love to hold secrets, especially in their chosen craft. The blacksmiths were the most secretive of all, seldom letting anyone in their workshop when they were at their craft for fear of the secrets of their art being discovered. While they loved secrets, they loved to tease at those very secrets, and for a blacksmith that was selling their wares off to others so they could be appreciated and envied. In times past famous dwarven blacksmith’s names had been spoken all over the land, but now they were nothing but myths to the outside world. “My apologies, I never stopped to think about your circumstances.” Thad’s voice was humble and solemn.
 
   Crusher stood up, his face turning slightly red. “Don’t ya be getting all mushy on me. Me reasons are me own. I’m just as upset with me fellow dwarves at their willingness to accept their current way of life as I am with the Brotherhood. It would be better to fight ta the death than simply let ourselves fade into obscurity. So don’t think yer the only one with issues with those dang rat faced bastards. No matter what comes ta pass ya aren’t responsible fer me being here, so don’t be getting all weepy on me every time something happens.” 
 
   Crusher turned his back to Thad but Thad could hear the catch in the dwarf’s voice. Thad could hardly keep himself from laughing. The dwarf had a softer heart than he would ever let on to anyone. It was one of the things Thad like most about the dwarf. 
 
   “Ya boys seem like yer having a good time. Thad, ya didn’t confess yer love ta Crusher did ya. I’m gonna get jealous.” Brianna said teasingly a twinge of laughter in her voice.
 
   ”Girl, yer pushing yer luck, don’t make me bend ya over me knee.” Crusher said turning back around his face still red though his mouth was twitching in irritation.
 
   Thad moved away from the fire as the two started in on each other. It was becoming an almost daily ritual for the two to start the day with an argument. The worst part was that some days it lasted until the sun fell. While he had time, Thad started to pack away his belongings in his pack, in a way that they would be easy to retrieve. The metal pellets he had made were about the size of his thumb and he could only fit thirteen in one of the spare coin pouches that Brianna had pulled off one of the dead Brotherhood. It would be better if he had something that could hold more of the pellets but for now, he decided to put the others in one of the side pouches on his pack that was easy to reach. 
 
   Thad pulled out one of the pellets and rolled it in his hand. It was the largest size he could use without causing the speed to drop. Thad had tried the same spell with a spear and while I did fly forward, it wasn’t done with enough force to pierce leather let alone metal armor. The only other weapon Thad had that could be used to good effect against the Brotherhood were three large metal orbs about the size of a closed fist that was formed around a large gem. Thad had loaded the gem with a large amount of magical energy and they would work much like the glass orbs he had made back in Southpass. He couldn’t use the orbs anywhere near him or his companion but if a large force moved against them they would be worth the risk.
 
   Pulling a few pieces of dried meat from his pack, Thad began to eat as he walked back to his companions. Crusher and Brianna were still arguing while Avalanche and Arianna played off to the side. “Are you two going to bicker all day or are we going to get on the road sometime soon.” Thad said loudly interrupting the two dwarves. They both huffed at him then moved off to prepare on their own. Thad knew that he would regret his statement later but if they wasted any more time Thad knew he would be tempted to start working on his dagger again. You should have just done that. You know you’re not ready to face the brotherhood again. Thad looked at his staff and shrugged his shoulders. “No reason for you to point out the obvious.” Thad replied slightly irritated. Don’t get mad at me because you are not ready yet. “Keep poking at me and someday I will just leave you on the side of the road.” Thad looked over at the ground and for a brief moment considered doing just that, but changed his mind quickly. He needed his staff even if it did tend to get on his nerves, at least for now.
 
   It didn’t take long before they were back on the road. Thad hadn’t moved around much and he was surprised to find that they were only a few hundred yards away from the road. He hadn’t been conscious at the time so he wasn’t sure who had carried him or if any of the others had to be carried as well, so it wasn’t as if he could complain about how close to the road they were. In fact, he had least right of anyone, as the others had been ready to move a day after the attack.
 
   After less than an hour of travel, the wound on Thad’s stomach began to pull and itch. A few hours later, it began to hurt. The wound wasn’t that deep but it had just started to heal over and now he was sure that it was starting to open again. Would you like to see if I could do something about your wound? “Would that work? I have tried to heal myself before and it never worked.” We won’t know unless we try. Thad felt the magical energy enter his body and within a few moments, the pain disappeared. Curious Thad ran his hand under his armor and rubbed at the place where the wound should had been but found nothing but smooth skin.
 
   “That’s good to know. I can’t heal myself but you can heal me.” Yea but it took a lot of the energy I had stored even for that small wound. His staff could heal him but it used a large amount of stored energy. Truly healing magic always was exhausting even for small wounds. That meant that it couldn’t be relied on in an emergency, but it was better than having to rely on natural healing all the time. “Can you do something about my shoulder?” Thad asked rotating his arm slightly. His staff didn’t answer but Thad felt the rush of magical energy enter his body once again. When it was over Thad still felt some tightness and pain in his shoulder but it was greatly reduced. That is as much as I can do for now. I can’t use the magic I get from you for healing I will have to collect more, I would suggest you add another gem and link it to me so I can store more energy for healing purposes. Thad looked down at his staff. It was a good idea in fact he was having the same thought but it was easier said than done. The gems in his staff were linked in a very complex pattern. It wouldn’t be easy to simply add another but once he had the time, it would be worth looking into.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XX
 
   It had been four days of rough traveling before they saw their first signs of Handlane. It was much larger of a town than Thad had thought it would be. It was easily the same size as the capital of Farlan. Even though they could see the town, it would still be hours before they could reach it. Even as far away as they were, Thad could see many boats of all sizes in the water. Thad figured that most of them were fishing boats but he hoped that at least a few were merchant vessels that could be used for transport. 
 
   Something had been nagging Thad over the past few weeks but he hadn’t been able to pin down what it was until recently. If the Brotherhood had been able to track him to Monique, then it was possible for them to link him to Farlan. The queen had not been one of his best friends but somehow he doubted that she would sell him out to the Brotherhood. He knew that she held no true love for him but her pride wouldn’t allow anything that she considered belonging to her to be taken by another. 
 
   Thad wanted to get back to Farlan soon to see if his fears were right. He didn’t know what he could do if they were but he didn’t like the idea of the queen and Maria to be in trouble because of him. I told you that you are too soft when it came to women. “I don’t want to hear your opinion.” Thad replied angrily. He knew his staff was right, if it had been a male that had treated him in the same fashion as the queen, he would have vowed to take vengeance.
 
   The city of Handlane was much like any other, with the inns and shops in the center of the town and the residences in the outlying areas. The smell of saltwater and fish was strong within the city to the point it made Thad’s stomach churn. The first thing they needed to do was find an inn. Thad wanted to find a cheap one to reduce the chances of drawing undue attention, but Brianna was insistent that they stay in the best inn. Thad didn’t know why she was so insistent but considering she rarely asked for anything he quickly gave in.
 
   After asking a few local shop keepers they decided on the Mermaids Cove to stay in. The inn had a nice common room, and even though it was still early in the evening it was already busting with patrons. Thad tried to get three rooms but the inn only had two available. Thad felt bad for Crusher who would have to share a room with Arianna and Avalanche but there was no help for it. 
 
   “What, I have ta share a room with tha blasted fairy.” Crusher yelled so loud that over half the people in the inn turned toward the group.
 
   “Keep your voice down, we don’t want to draw too much attention to ourselves.” Thad said trying to keep his voice just loud enough that his companion could hear it. “Yes you have to share a room with Arianna unless you think you can talk Brianna into switching rooms with you.” 
 
   “Not going ta happen. It’s tha first chance I’ve had ta get you all ta meself.” Brianna said, staring at Crusher coldly. 
 
   Crusher grunted but gave up complaining. Thad was glad that, for once, Crusher seemed to keep his cool. He had expected the dwarf to create a bigger ruckus than he had.  Thad knew that there was a chance the Brotherhood might come looking for them in the town so as soon as he got to his room he started making preparations. A normal enchantment would do little against the Brotherhood, so he set up a two-stage system. The first was a shield that would block anyone not wearing one of the rings from entering. The other simply sensed the first and should it disappear it would send out an audible alarm to warn them. It had been one of the first things he had created after the last battle. It had been a brilliant idea, even if he had to say so himself.
 
   Once the protective enchantments were up Thad left Brianna in the room and headed to town to look at the shops. It was too late in the day to check on ships that might be headed in the direction of Farlan, but it had been a longtime since he had been in a real town. He missed browsing the shops and looking at wares. Thad didn’t have anything special in mind to buy, he simply wanted to check things out and feel the town out, there was no better place to do that than the city market.
 
   The shops were much like the ones he remembered back in Farlan; clothing shops, weapons shops, and a large amount of shops that sold fish. Seeing that it was a port town, the sheer amount of fish for sale didn’t surprise Thad. His first stop was in the weapons shop. They had a wide selection but most of the weapons seemed poorly made compared to the dwarven weapons he had grown accustomed to seeing. Nothing really caught his eye so Thad continued moving from shop to shop. 
 
   It wasn’t until he visited his fourth shop that he saw something that caught his eye. In a small shop near the pier, Thad found a small ring that had an unusual design engraved along its band. Thad picked it up and inspected the ring closer. It looked as if two vines were tangled with each other. “Are you interested in the twisted fate?” a kindly voice asked from behind him. Turning around Thad noticed a young lady, in her early twenties. She had light brown hair with streaks of blonde in it, making it look as if it were shining. 
 
   “It just caught my attention.”  Thad said as he held up the silver ring letting it catch a few of the fleeting rays that streamed into the shop. 
 
   The young girl brushed her hair from her face with the back of her hand giving Thad a good view of her amber eyes. “It is a very special ring around here. Supposedly, a long time ago a woman and a merman feel in love. Each night she would go out to the see and talk with the man of the sea. One night a local lord who had made many advances on the young maiden heard the rumors that she was consorting with the fish folk and sent guards to investigate. The soldiers captured both, the woman and the merman, and the lord held a makeshift trial and accused the woman of consorting with sea demons. The two lovers were burned at the stake. The young lord left the stakes that had held the two in the open so that all could see and remember the punishment. Over time, a red rose and a white rose grew up from each stake and entwined together over the years. Now when one wants to vow everlasting love this ring is give as a promise.” 
 
   “That is a sad story. Why would people want their own love to be bound to one with such a sorrowful end?” Thad asked sullenly.
 
   “Men!” The young lady exclaimed, as if Thad had done something outrageous. “Do you not have a speck of romance in your blood? Every town and village has some sad legend to the theme of a love story. It lets young maidens think that such things as everlasting love exist. Every woman dreams of finding the one person that is meant for them and only them.”
 
   Thad didn’t know why but he ended up buying the ring. It looked nice and he was sure Brianna would like it, though he had no plans to tell her the story behind it. Thad visited a few more shops but didn’t find anything else that caught his attention, so he headed back to the inn. As he feared both Brianna and Crusher were at a table talking loudly and drinking heavily. “Didn’t I ask you two to stay in your rooms until I made it back from the shops?”
 
   “Crusher turned around mug still in hand and a wide smile on his face. “Did ya now boyo? I thought ya said fer us ta stay in tha inn until ya came back, so that’s what we did. I haven’t moved an inch from this seat since I sat down.” Crusher said, laughing so hard small amounts of ale sloshed from his mug. 
 
   “You know that’s not what I asked you to do.” Thad said trying to keep his voice harsh but in truth, he knew that as soon as he was gone Crusher, at the least, would head straight to where there was strong drinks. He should just count his blessings that they served ale at the inn, otherwise he might have never found the dwarf again. 
 
   Thad sat down next to Brianna and across from Crusher. So far, Brianna had been quietly staring down at her mug, her face slightly twisted in regret. “I only followed tha hard-headed dwarf ta keep him out of trouble.” She said glumly.
 
   Thad tried to keep his face straight and furrowed in anger but it only took a heartbeat before a smile crept onto his face. “No reason to worry about it now. I figured the ale addled dwarf would be drinking the second he had a chance.” Thad said winking at Brianna, removing the sorrowful look from her face and replacing it with the smile that was so dear to him. He enjoyed teasing Brianna when the chance arose but seeing her with a smile was much more relaxing.
 
   With her worries gone Brianna dived into her drink heavily and as soon as the barmaid made her rounds, Thad joined in with the two dwarfs. The ale was much weaker than what he had grown accustomed to in the dwarven village but it still had a nice flavor as well as a slightly bitter aftertaste that was somewhat refreshing. Thankfully, Crusher wasn’t paying too much attention to Thad and for once he was allowed to drink at his own pace, so as the night rolled in he was still in control of his own body. Brianna had drank far more than Thad had ever seen her do, so for the first time he was forced to help her up the stairs to their room.
 
   Thad lay awake listening to the grating noise of Brianna’s snoring. He held up his hand and looked at the ring he had bought in town. He had wanted to give it to Brianna but he had yet to find a good moment for the gift. He didn’t know why but he felt that he couldn’t just hand it to her as if it was something simple, if he did, he was sure she would make him regret it. The moonlight caught the ring and for a brief moment, it sparkled like a gem. “Eternal love,” was there really such a thing? 
 
   Thad slipped the ring back into his coin pouch ad rolled onto his back and continued to stare into the darkness. Love was such a strange word, one that he was not sure he understood. He had asked himself many times what love truly was but he had never found an answer. He had asked himself when he had spent time with Maria, and when he had spent time with Eloen, and now while he was with Brianna. Each one of the women meant something special to him but was that love?
 
   Aren’t you just overthinking things again? Does it really matter if its love or not? As long as you enjoy being with the person isn’t that enough? Thad tried to think of something to say back but nothing came to mind. The longer he thought about it the more his staff seemed to be right and that annoyed him more than anything. Trying to push the nagging thoughts from his mind Thad closed his eyes and tried to fall asleep. He didn’t think sleep would come easy but before he knew it, the sun was once again shining on his face.
 
   Brianna was still sleeping when Thad finally began to stir. He wanted to return to sleep but the way the sun shined through the window directly into his eyes defeated all attempts to return to his slumber. Thad spent a few moments watching Brianna as she slept before slipping on his clothes and heading down to the common room to break his fast. 
 
   When he arrived in the common room, it was almost bare, with only one other person sitting at one of the tables. Shortly after he sat, a young barmaid rushed over. She was a pretty thing with bright red, hair reminding him of Maria though her eyes were light purple. Her eyes didn’t seem to match her hair giving her an exotic look. Thad couldn’t help but stare, it was as if her eyes were drawing him in. Thad didn’t know how long he stared at her before he shook himself out of his trance. “What?”  Thad asked slightly dazed. 
 
   The barmaid blushed lightly, her pale cheeks turning a nice shade of red. “I asked what you would like to eat sir.” She said charmingly with her hands held behind her back as she rocked back and forth slightly. 
 
   “I’m not that picky. Would you please just bring me something that tastes good and isn’t that heavy. My stomach is a bit fragile at the moment.” Thad said, his voice wavering slightly with embarrassment. The barmaid bowed her head though she never took her eyes off him, then turned and headed back to the kitchen. Thad tried his best to tear his eyes off the young woman but it was as if they had a mind of their own. She does resemble the princess a bit, excluding her meek demeanor. “Please don’t start in on me; it’s too early to have to swap insults with you.” Thad more felt than heard the laugh that seemed to issue from his staff.  He couldn’t really argue with his staff, it knew his mind just as well as he did, if not better, every night for the past few week, the princess had dominated his dreams. Most times he saw her as he had last seen her; a young child, innocent and brimming with excitement. The other times she looked older and she was worn down with worry, most of all the innocence in her eyes were gone, replaced with a fierce determination. He didn’t know why she appeared in his mind so often as of late, but he was starting to think some part of it had to do with a magical influence. He had tried to check to see if there was a magical flow to his dreams but it was like looking through a sandstorm. It was hazy and undefined but he was sure there were some traces of magical energy in his dreams. The only real question was where it was coming from, him or another person. 
 
   When the barmaid returned she was carrying a large wooden bowl and a plate with a half loaf of bread and an assortment of cheeses. The smell coming from the bowl was tantalizing, making Thad’s mouth water in anticipation. What was in the bowl looked a lot like gruel but it had a slightly different texture, and unlike gruel had a strong meat flavor that Thad couldn’t quite put a finger on. When he was about half way done with his food Thad looked up to notice that the barmaid was still standing by his table. “Do you need something?” Thad asked quietly as a bout of bashfulness overtook him.
 
   “You’re not from around here are you?” the barmaid asked as she shifted from one foot to the other, giving Thad the feeling that she was abnormally nervous for some reason. Thad was confused over her reactions to him. In truth, he had never spent a lot of time around other humans, except a select few but none of them had felt as if they had been nervous around him. He was sure she was hiding something, so he decided to play along and see if he could find out what she was about. 
 
   “No, I am from the nation of Farlan.” Thad said dismissively as he took another bite but his eyes were locked onto the barmaid searching her for any clue as to why she was acting oddly.
 
   The barmaid took a seat opposite him lacing her fingers tighter with her thumbs revolving around each other. “Farlan, I heard some of the sailors talk about it. They say it is a land where wealthy women keep men as pets.” The barmaid’s voice was so offhand that Thad knew she had said it thinking it was mere rumor.
 
   “That’s not too far off the truth. In Farlan only women can inherit, so most men are not viewed in a high light and many become branded slaves.” Thad’s voice was cold with little inflection making the barmaid jump slightly in her seat. 
 
   The barmaid trembled slightly as she raised her hand and lightly brushed her fingers across the double moons tattooed on Thad’s forehead. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know that those stories were true. I thought that it was just the sailors telling stories.” Her voice was soft and caring making Thad’s stomach tightened in remorse for his harsh words.
 
   “Having a morning chat are we?” Brianna said from behind Thad startling him.
 
   The barmaid quickly rose from where she was seated. “I need to return to work. I hope we get the chance to talk again.” The young woman darted off, leaving Thad confused and facing a very unhappy dwarf.
 
   “What was that about?” Brianna asked her voice as cold as ice.
 
   “I don’t know, after she brought my food she started asking me questions. I didn’t see a reason not to respond so I answered her.” Thad said slightly confused, not understanding why Brianna was mad.  
 
   Brianna crossed her arms, her icy stare still fixated directly at Thad. When the barmaid returned to take the other two’s order. Brianna’s stare intensified, sending a cold shiver down Thad’s spine. While Thad was unsure why Brianna was mad, he knew that if he turned his eyes toward the barmaid that his life would be in danger. “I think I will go to the docks and check on a ship to Farlan.” Thad said his voice slightly trembling as he looked at Brianna who simply continued to glare at him. 
 
   Once outside the inn Thad let out a heavy sigh. His body felt heavy now that the tension had left his body. Rotating his head slightly Thad took a deep breath. Hoping Brianna would calm before he returned to the inn later, Thad set off in the direction of the pier.
 
   After asking around it wasn’t hard to find out where the dock masters office was. Thad was soon standing in front of a large two-story building with a large sign depicting three large sails. Large amounts of sailors were gathered in front of the building talking. As soon as he drew close to the entrance, all the eyes seemed to focus on him. Thad knew that he would draw a certain amount of attention no matter where he went due to his left eye, but the feeling he was getting from the sheer amount of eyes on him was unnerving. The feeling didn’t disappear once he was inside instead, it seemed to increase.
 
   Inside the building looked much like that of an inn, with a large common room designed to serve as a gathering place that seemed to serve both food and drink to the guests. Thad surveyed the large room until he found a large older man sitting idly behind a desk, looking exceedingly bored. As Thad drew near, the man looked up at him his eyes narrowing dangerously. “What do you want boy?”
 
   “I am looking for a ship that can carry me to Farlan.” Thad replied confidently.
 
   The man pulled a thick book from under the desk and began to flip through the pages. “Looks like your best chance will be the Rose Runner. It should be coming back into port within the next few days. Write down the number of passengers you wish to take along with you and the inn you’re staying in and I will have a runner notify you of when they arrive. It’s up to the captain if they wish to let you board. I know the captain, for a few silver I can put in a good word for ya boy.”
 
   Thad wasn’t sure if the man was lying or not but in the end it didn’t matter. He had plenty of gold, and if spending some would help ensure his passage he was more than willing to take the risk. Thad dug into his pouch and pulled out three gold coins that had once belonged to the slain Brotherhood soldiers and tossed them on the desk. “Make sure you put in a really good word.” 
 
   The man looked at the coins sitting on his desk and smiled, his overall demeanor changing instantly. “I will do my best for you young master.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER XXI
 
   Thad sat in his room, his hand in the pouch on his side that held the ring he had bought a few days beforehand. He wanted to give the ring to Brianna as soon as possible but she was still acting coldly toward him. Thad might not understand why she was mad but he knew it had something to do with the barmaid. The only thing that came to mind was jealously, though he wasn’t sure why she would be jealous from him simply talking. To be safe he had made sure to stay out of the common room, taking his meals in his room or eating at different places within the town.
 
   Thad was getting inpatient of waiting for the Rose Runner to come to port. Each day he waited anxiously of news of its arrival. His nerves had been on end since the day before. He felt as if he was being watched by someone but no matter what method he used, he couldn’t detect anyone.  
 
   A knock at the door startled Thad making his heart race. Quickly he jumped to his feet and rushed to open the door. A young boy no more than thirteen stood on the other side. As soon as the door was open, the young boy tried to enter the room but his foot hit the invisible shield that protected the threshold. “Can I help you?” Thad asked dismissing the confused look on the boy’s face.
 
   “Borah told me to come down ‘ere and tell ya the Rose Runner is coming inta port now.” The boy said smiling and holding out his hand.
 
   Thad shook his head slowly side to side as he pulled a handful of coins out of his pouch. He watched as the boy’s eyes lit up at seeing the mix of copper, silver, and gold. Thad flipped through the coins until he found a copper then tossed it to the waiting boy. The child looked at the single copper than back to the small fortune in Thad’s hand and grunted, “Skinflint.” 
 
   Thad quickly went to the adjoining room and was pleased to find that Crusher, Arianna, and Avalanche were all waiting in the room. “The ship is coming to dock, let’s go down and meet with the captain. Crusher go get Brianna and meet us at the Three Sails.” Thad turned and walked out of the room quickly followed by Avalanche and Arianna with Crusher lagging behind cursing over having to go play fetch. 
 
   How long are you going to keep this pointless fight up with that dwarf of yours? The voice in his mind seemed to have a twinge of laughter laced into a serious tone. “When she is ready to stop being mad.” Thad answered back snidely. 
 
   “Avie says you’re in a bad mood.” Arianna squeaked from beside him as she rode Avalanche like a horse down the narrow street. 
 
   Thad was surprised to see Arianna talking to him, she had said less than ten words to anyone since she had started tagging along. “You can tell Avalanche that I am ok, I just have some things on my mind.” Thad replied trying to force a smile on his face. Arianna didn’t say anything more, she just started whistling. Thad had often listened to the Nadirie’s when they walked it was always a light and enjoyable tone that seemed to wash away the built of tension and fatigue in his body. 
 
   Once they were in front of the Three Sails, they didn’t have to wait long before their two dwarf companions joined them. The icy look that Brianna gave him sent chills down Thad’s spine letting him know that she was still far from being in the mood to forgive him for whatever it had been that had made her mad. Without saying a word, Thad entered the building and went straight for the dock master’s desk. 
 
   As soon as the man saw him, he gave Thad a welcoming smile. “The Rose Runner already made it to port and a few of their crew are already drinking in the pub. The Captain is most likely being held up with cargo. Head back to the third room down the hall to your left. As soon as the Captain comes to report in and pays the dock due’s I will send ‘ere back to ya.”
 
   Thad slid another gold coin on the table, he knew it wasn’t suspected but the better the mood of the dock master the better the chances for them to gain passage. The room wasn’t very large but it was more than large enough to hold ten to fifteen people without feeling too cramped. The air in the room grew tense fast with Brianna still glaring at him and Thad unable to say anything to alleviate her anger. When the door to the room finally opened, Thad was so relieved he could have kissed the feet of the people on the other side. 
 
   An older lady in her early to mid-thirties wearing a tight fitting red dress entered the room with a slightly younger well-muscled male following behind her. “You’re the ones that want to book passage on my ship to Farlan.” The captain’s voice was neither cold nor warm, it was as if she was completely bored with the meeting already. 
 
   “Yes we require passage to Farlan.” Thad replied evenly trying to math his tone with hers.
 
   The captain sighed heavily and shook her head. “I don’t know if you can afford the price boy. Right now both Farlan and Abla are paying top prices for supplies. Unless you can offer me more than I could make from carrying cargo of the same weight and size there is no way I can allow you on my ship.”
 
   Thad was surprised to hear that Farlan was paying hard gold for supplies, had something happened while he had been gone. He wanted more information but Thad was worried that the longer the discussion went on the less likely they would be afforded passage. Thad cursed himself for not checking the standard far for passage before the meeting. Not wanting to insult the captain, he rummaged through his pack until he found the largest sapphire he had. It was a little smaller than his clinched fist but even then Thad was sure that it should be enough to buy a fair sized ship let alone passage on one. Thad watched the captain’s eyes closely as he lay the shining blue gem on the table, and was not disappointed when the widened in greed. “Will this be enough to ensure our passage?” Thad asked in an offhanded manner. 
 
   The captain locked eyes with Thad for a few brief heartbeats before breaking down into a fit of laughter. “I must say, when I saw you and that fancy eye of yours I was hoping to earn a bit of gold. I was hoping for a nice negotiation where I could drive a good price for your passage but I never expected you to offer such a treasure. We leave at first light; I would suggest you board tonight so that you don’t miss the departure.” The Captain scooped up the large sapphire and left the room.
 
   “You heard her, let’s get our belongings and head to the ship.” Thad’s voice could not help but expresses his relief of the successful negotiations.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
   Thad stood on the deck of the Rose Runner staring out at the open sea. The first few days of the trip the heavily salted air had assaulted him, stinging his eyes and burning his throat, but now he was growing accustomed to it. Crusher and Brianna were in their rooms below deck having little love for the open water and not faring well thus far. Arianna and Avalanche were also below deck though they often came up to the main deck to play with the sailors.
 
   In around thirty days, he would be back in Farlan. It seemed like a dream, though some of the news from the sailors had worried him. Abla was in the middle of a civil war, though giving the county’s warlike nature it wasn’t surprising. It was the news that the princess of Farlan had declared open rebellion on the queen and had amassed an army in order to wrest the throne from her mother. From the stories he had heard, it seemed that the princess had the support of the people and armies of Farlan so the queen had requested aid from Rane. 
 
   Thad gripped the rail of the ship so hard the feeling was lost in his fingers. With the news, Thad had also started to reflect more on his dreams. Were they forewarning of what was happing while he was gone. As much as it frustrated him, he would have to wait until he reached Farlan to learn the truth. 
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